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      It was early Friday morning when I murdered my husband. He was standing on the edge of a white cliff looking out to sea. It
         was a tiny, tentative push but he lost his balance and fell, shouting, ‘Why, Ellie? Why?’ The seagulls squawked and screamed
         overhead, swooping down menacingly towards me. My head rushed with a dizzying wave of adrenalin. The strange fizzing and frothing
         sensation reminded me of when I was a child and had dared myself to do something dangerous like walking across the road with
         my eyes half closed.
      

      
      After he had crashed on to the rocks below, my six-year-old son ran towards me screaming, ‘I HATE YOU, MUMMY,’ while my little
         girl turned puce and sat on the grass shouting, ‘I WANT MY DADDY!’ I woke with a shudder, panicked and stricken with grief
         and remorse. He was sitting naked on his side of the bed, pulling on his boxer shorts. It was such a relief that he was alive
         that I made a vow never to take him for granted again. My heartbeat slowed but I was still shaking.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter, angel?’ he asked tenderly. ‘You look sad and pale.’

      
      ‘Awful dream,’ I croaked, not wanting to admit the truth while he was being so kind. ‘Jed fell off a cliff. I just couldn’t
         get to him in time.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s very dark, Ellie.’ He was humouring me; as though I were a wife in Victorian England and all I needed to do to put
         myself right was to inhale some vapours. ‘That’s terrible. Who was with him?’ Jack was pulling on his trousers; his bum looked
         a little flabby.
      

      
      ‘You, I think,’ I said, stretching my toes under the duvet.

      
      ‘Oh, so you’re blaming me, even in your dreams. Don’t you see you’re blaming me for everything in our life at the moment?’

      
      ‘I’m not blaming you; you just asked who was with him. To say that I blame you for everything in our life is paranoid psychobabble.’

      
      Jack left the room; I could hear him turning the taps on in the bathroom. The water gushed out, pounding savagely against
         the basin. I pulled on my once-white dressing gown that had lost its belt and needed a wash and pushed open the door.
      

      
      ‘Jack, I’m very glad that you’re still here,’ I mumbled. He was looking in the mirror. Jack was a good-looking man. He had
         dark-blond hair that was greying at the sides, very bright blue eyes and a kind but mischievous face. He usually wore cashmere
         polo-neck jumpers through the winter and Ralph Lauren T-shirts in summer. He was neither tall nor short. When he was at home,
         he wore glasses that made him look more serious than he really was. He was a vibrant man who found it hard to sit still and
         he liked to laugh. About twice a year he would lose his temper and we would cower in corners around the house until he had
         calmed down.
      

      
      
      I was a little taller than him, and my body shape was slimmer. I had long dark-blonde hair that was slightly frizzy and never
         looked neat and my skin was pale, whereas his was darker. His eyes were wide and trusting, but mine were narrow and almond-shaped,
         coloured brown.
      

      
      ‘It was actually you who fell off the cliff in the dream.’

      
      ‘What?’ He was shaving; the water was still cascading into the basin.

      
      ‘You don’t have to leave the water running like that,’ I shouted, ‘it’s not very ecological.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Oh, nothing.’ He turned the taps off. ‘Sorry if you thought I was blaming you. I’m just feeling fearful.’

      
      ‘Really… what does that mean exactly? I mean what are you fearful of?’

      
      ‘Just everything. Maybe I’m worried about you dying.’

      
      ‘Me dying? I thought it was Jed who died in your dream.’

      
      ‘Yes, well, dying in general and also flying. I’m fearful of flying.’

      
      ‘We need to cheer you up. I think we should have dinner together at that little place on the river. An early anniversary celebration.’
         Jack returned to his shaving while I sat on the loo and flicked through a generic toy catalogue.
      

      
      Little place by the river. Did he mean the River Café? The Italian restaurant that we used to go to so casually for a sea
         bass carpaccio on a Sunday, or an impromptu guinea fowl when the mood took us, before Jack lost the part of Dr Granger in Country Matters. Jack carried on spending as if he were still earning £3,000 a week and it was my job to curb the spending. Jack was not
         modest about anything. He always ordered wine by the glass, psyching himself into the idea that he was drinking less that
         way, and he usually chose the most expensive item on the menu – the lobster with caviar or the pasta with truffle.
      

      
      Jack was patting his face with a towel. ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ I said, ‘we don’t have to go there to eat. I really shouldn’t
         eat starchy food at the moment and, anyway, Petra is going to a new-wave rave.’
      

      
      ‘That girl,’ he yawned and I caught a whiff of his slightly stale breath, ‘makes me feel tired.’ He gave me a quick kiss.
         ‘We’ll celebrate on Saturday as you planned. At the Chinese place.’
      

      
      ‘Jack, you know I’d rather go to the River Café, it’s just…’

      
      ‘Oh, I wasn’t even thinking of the River Café, I was thinking of the pub… what’s it called?’

      
      ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘OK, I was worried.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know, nothing to worry about now.’

      
      ‘Just Petra babysitting on a Saturday night. It’s her big night out.’

      
      ‘Um…’ Jack had lost interest in domestic arrangements.

      
      ‘Her life is exhausting…’ I said. ‘I’d hate it.’

      
      ‘Whose life?’

      
      ‘Petra’s,’ I snapped, annoyed that he was not paying attention.

      
      
      ‘Yes, that’s what I said. By the way, I’m going into town to have lunch with Eden.’

      
      ‘Lunch? It’s only seven fifteen in the morning.’

      
      ‘Yes, well. I’m going to a small audition first.’

      
      ‘Audition?’

      
      ‘Yes, voice-over for Dog Delight.’

      
      ‘Dog Delight?’

      
      ‘Dog food. It’s an advert.’

      
      ‘What kind of advert?’

      
      ‘Oh, nothing special. Television.’

      
      ‘Please tell me,’ I pleaded.

      
      Jack – his real name is Guy Boore (God knows why he didn’t change the Boore bit too) – and I had been arguing on and off for
         about ten days and it was beginning to wear me out. We argued in cycles, every few months or so, but ten days was a record.
         Tensions were running high because Jack was at home and unused to not working and our debts were mounting. When he was feeling
         anxious he would complain and say things like, ‘Ellie, can you tidy up your toothbrush?’ Sometimes when the children were
         out of the house we would resort to shouting and door-slamming – well, I would door-slam and then refuse to talk, like a silent,
         sulky child. I began to have fantasies about leaving him. On the seventh day of rowing, in desperation, I had called my friend
         Annie, who had been with her partner Marco for thirteen years.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I whispered, even though Jack was out of the house. ‘My marriage is stifling me. We argue the whole time about everything. We even argue about what to watch on television.’

      
      ‘Sometimes,’ she counselled, ‘Marco and I don’t talk for about a week and then it just passes and I like him again.’

      
      ‘But how? How does it pass?’

      
      ‘He just makes me laugh,’ she says. ‘Suddenly one of us will say something completely absurd and we will collapse with giggles
         and be friends again.’
      

      
      Jack was not in the mood for laughing that morning after I pushed him to his death. He couldn’t find a pair of dark socks.
         He muttered under his breath about being unable to find dark ones to go with a dark pair of trousers. ‘Why don’t you look
         up your bottom?’ Absolutely no response. I flopped back on to the bed and curled up on my side, as our new au pair Petra had
         offered to get up with the children on the mornings she didn’t go to language school. He started swearing and in exasperation
         I climbed out of bed and found some of my own black socks. He called me a lazy cow and an incompetent wife. It was true. I
         had become lazy and incompetent, boring and tired. When I was working full time, I used to run everywhere as I was always
         in a hurry. But now I moved slowly and sluggishly, like a fat slug, and it took me a week to write a thank you letter, whereas
         it used to take me at the very most five minutes. I shouted, ‘I’LL BUY YOU SOME BLOODY SOCKS!’ and Petra raced up the stairs
         and asked, ‘Are you all right, Mrs Boore?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, call me Ellie, please.’ She hadn’t quite got the hang of things. The day before, for example, I had found her giving the children toast and jam for supper.

      
      ‘Toast and jam. But they can’t have toast and jam,’ I wailed, throwing my arms around, overreacting, slightly hysterical.

      
      ‘They wanted it,’ she protested, hunching her shoulders and raising her eyebrows.

      
      ‘But they are only six and two years old, they need to eat, they need vegetables and fruit and protein and carbohydrate and
         minerals… and fish oils.’ I sounded a bit mad – definitely a woman on the edge.
      

      
      She looked at me with undisguised disdain and possibly a hint of pity. I could see that in her eyes I was deeply boring and
         a desperate, mundane housewife. She was twenty-five but looked nineteen and I was nearly forty. I was so far out of her orbit
         with her cute pigtails and skinny jeans. My friends wondered how I could put up with having a girl who looked like Petra living
         under the same roof as me. She was six foot one with brown, slim limbs and long, sleek hair. Her face was small and cat-like
         and she had an infectious laugh. But at the time I appreciated a bit of razzmatazz at the breakfast table. It cheered me up.
         I also enjoyed her saucy single-girl stories. At the end of week one, she told me that she had hailed an out-of-service bus
         because she was lost and needed directions. The bus driver not only stopped but invited her on to the bus and drove her all
         the way to the tube station she was trying to find. How depressing, I thought later, that I could hardly hail a cab, even
         one looking for work.
      

      
      
      Jack disappeared downstairs and I emerged from the warm folds of my bed to face the day. I ran a bath and pulled my hair into
         a tight ponytail because it made me feel fresher and somehow tauter, younger and more energized. I pulled on the green calf-length
         trousers that I had been wearing the night before and a tight top and a small jacket.
      

      
      Petra was finishing her early-morning shift when I appeared. Jed was impersonating a helicopter and he had an unwashed face
         and no socks. Maud’s face was covered in snot and she had porridge in her hair. I ran around trying to sort them out, cursing
         Petra under my breath. When I’d managed to force Jed’s socks on he marched to the front door with his bicycle, shouting at
         me to hurry up. I thought of the calories that would burn away on the walk to school and how much greener it was to walk than
         drive. I praised myself, which was ridiculous really, as it was a seven-minute walk.
      

      
      When Jack was starring in Country Matters, Jed went to a small, private nursery, where they had duck feather cushions to lie on and smoked salmon sandwiches cut into
         triangles and star shapes for snacks. Vivienne Westwood designed the divine little uniform. I’m exaggerating, of course; there
         was no uniform but it was very smart. Maud was still there, but since Jack was no longer Dr Graham, Jed – who had spent two
         happy years in a little private school where the boys wore navy blazers emblazoned in pink – was now at the local primary.
      

      
      We trudged along the well-worn route to school. Jed bicycled ahead while I pushed Maud in her pushchair. We walked past the rows of houses and the small park where vandals had graffitied vicious squiggles over the benches, past the
         newsagent and finally through the gates of the school into the bleak grey playground. The school was a huge Victorian building,
         which looked more like a prison than a school. The playground swarmed with children, running, shouting and climbing the one
         wooden climbing frame. Jed had struggled when he had first arrived because he found the school loud and chaotic. He hated
         playtimes because there were a couple of older, stronger boys who taunted him with a rude song, and another thuggish boy who
         kicked and spat at him. When he told me what had happened at school, I would hug him and wait until we got home so that I
         could weep in the locked loo, sobbing into a flannel so he wouldn’t hear me. Later I would relate what had happened to Jack
         and cry in a rather silly, melodramatic fashion and poor Jack would blame himself for the situation. But since the spring
         half-term, after Jack and I had gone to visit the Prada-suited headmaster about the boy who spat, playtimes became calmer.
         Partly I think because word had got out that Jed was the son of Jack Boore.
      

      
      I was never quite sure how perfect mother Sarah managed to appear in full make-up and salon-style tresses at that hour in
         the morning, while her daughter Angelica always had perfect plaits that bounced gaily on her back and a gourmet lunch box.
         Sarah was chairperson of the parents’ committee and occasionally approached me for help in fundraising. I never seemed to
         have time to stop and chat like the clique of other mothers because Maud needed dropping at nursery, so I hadn’t had a chance to make friends.
      

      
      Dr Graham had suffered a fatal heart attack swimming in a lake and although Jack had carried on appearing in the series for
         a short time after he’d finished filming, he hadn’t been on television for six months. His agent, Eden, had a shrill tone
         to her voice when I answered the telephone to her. At first Jack had turned down three or four soap scripts with confident
         bravado – he was holding out for a feature film – but then a month slipped by when nothing came in and he had begun to fret,
         pacing around, bristling with nervous energy.
      

      
      We had sailed through the years without saving, and spending nearly everything Jack and I earned (although I hadn’t earned
         anything for at least a year) and we were very seriously considering downsizing to a smaller house in the area. We registered
         with agents and flicked through the particulars that were sent through the post. But I loved our house, perhaps more than
         Jack, and desperately wanted to stay. The house was part of me and I loved it because it was my first real home since childhood.
         Before meeting Jack I had always shared rented apartments with friends, or stayed a year or two with a boyfriend before moving
         on somewhere else. The thought of leaving my house distressed and saddened me.
      

      
      We lived in Hampstead, near the heath, and we had a garden and a kitchen that glistened. Even though I couldn’t cook that
         well, I just loved being in our kitchen and looking at all the granite surfaces and the shiny cooker and fridge where Jed’s artwork and gold certificates for good work were stuck on with magnets. Jack liked to cook,
         particularly when friends came for supper when he would don a navy and white striped apron and a white chef’s hat. He was
         a performance cook rather than a domestic cook. I loved Jack when we had people to dinner because he was fun and witty and
         absolutely charming to everybody, including me, and we would usually end up laughing uproariously or playing a silly game.
         He hardly ever bothered to make anything for the two of us, not now that we were seven years into marriage. And since money
         was tight, we had stopped having our fun lavish dinners, partly because we weren’t really in the mood and couldn’t raise our
         spirits enough to invite anyone and partly because we couldn’t afford to.
      

      
      When we were ‘walking out’ as my father would say, ten years before, Jack and I would go to restaurants. I had been to vegetarian
         and Indian places while studying at Exeter and the local Thai (which my father had great pleasure in pronouncing ‘Thay’ as
         a joke). But Jack took me to a whole new kind of restaurant – restaurants with glamorous interiors and celebrity diners. We
         ate in restaurants where paparazzi waited outside the door, and where it was almost impossible to book a table. He particularly
         loved restaurants like the Caprice, where he was greeted in a familiar manner and shown to ‘his’ table and served a cocktail
         called a Raving Bore that the barman had created just for him.
      

      
      He did cook for me as well. I remember a particularly delicious risotto made with pea and Parmesan and on another occasion a chocolate and raspberry soufflé which years later he admitted he had had secretly delivered from a local
         restaurant before it had a chance to collapse. I’d never had boyfriends who cooked for themselves, let alone me before and
         so it was a real treat. My mother said one could not underestimate what a wonderful thing it was to find a man who cooked.
      

      
      I had met Jack on the set of Country Matters when I was twenty-nine, working as a second assistant director. Jack was about thirty-six and at the pinnacle of his career;
         charming, successful and much in demand. He was very suave and sophisticated, and I was a little in awe of him. The rumour
         on the set was that he had broken the heart of a young actress who had appeared for a few weeks on the series. I was in the
         aftermath of a break-up from an abandoning man, so when Jack offered to get my lunch for me, I smiled and told him I was on
         a grapefruit diet. I was wary of him, imagining he was the kind of man who could hurt me. ‘You look like a feather,’ Jack
         had replied, ‘one gust of wind and you would blow away.’ The next day he brought me in a box of pink grapefruit and I had
         to go along with eating them even though I was ravenous with hunger. I wasn’t used to being pursued by men and Jack pursued
         me; he said I needed to be fattened up and cherished and he was chivalrous in a quaint, endearing kind of way. He would open
         doors, and once when I was cold he stripped down to a T-shirt and gave me his jacket, while the cold wind whistled around
         us. He was the first man, apart from my father, who was really kind to me. We finally got together one freezing evening after
         he invited me back to his flat and made a real fire and fed me toast and Marmite.
      

      
      He was on best behaviour, of course, but so was I. In the early days we spent a great deal of time in bed, laughing, fooling
         around, eating, drinking and lying in each other’s arms. He was smitten after I’d arranged to have an old chair in his house
         reupholstered in a beautiful Indian material – sky blue with red flecks – that I’d found on sale. ‘You must really love me,’
         he said when it was delivered, tears welling theatrically in his eyes. He talked incessantly, so there was never time to think
         or ponder or be sad. After seven years of marriage we could sit in brooding silence, neither making an effort to chat, but
         when Jack was in the mood he was a genius at making even the most mundane detail of his day into an amusing drama, keeping
         everything light.
      

      
      ‘It was brilliant,’ he would say, ‘I was buying a paper and the man, the news-seller, funny little chap with a cap and fingerless
         gloves, called me Governor. “Have a good evening, Gov’ner,”’ he impersonated the man’s London accent. ‘Ah, but wait for this
         bit, when the other paper-buyers went up to the stall he shouted out “Standard!” And handed the paper, folded in half, without comment. Made my day, you see, darling. Did you hear me? Made my day. He was
         like a character in a fifties’ film. Darling? Do you think he knows who I am?’
      

      
      ‘Not sure,’ I replied. ‘Maybe. I know the man you mean; he calls me “Miss” and I want to kiss him.’

      
      I’m very good at listening to people who are funnier and wittier than I am, and I like to think I have a good sense of humour so I was a perfect match for Jack. In those days, Jack loved my ability to be spontaneous, but ten years on,
         if I suddenly suggested downsizing to Rome, rather than buying a smaller house in London, or taking a holiday in a caravan,
         he wasn’t so charmed and accused me of being ‘muddle-headed, and not thinking things through’. He was right; I wasn’t thinking
         things through, just trying to be helpful. In the early days we took last-minute breaks in Paris or Rome. He seemed so urbane
         and unusual. On our last afternoon in Paris, he took me to the Île de la Cité because he wanted to show me a mausoleum dedicated
         to those who had died in concentration camps during the war. It didn’t sound very joyful but it was beautiful. We crept down
         some stairs behind Notre-Dame at the end of a playground and entered an eerie other world where thousands of lit crystals
         illuminated the long, dark corridors. We clung to each other and Jack cried, because he said he had never seen his father
         after he left the family home and for all he knew he could be dead. I cried because he was crying and we sat down and hugged
         each other for a long, long time. Later I sketched a charcoal drawing of us huddled together in the mausoleum which Jack kept
         with him at all times.
      

      
      I’m not a very good cook but I am practical, which Jack isn’t. I know how to budget and make lists, change a fuse and get
         rid of a mouse. He admired my practical nature, because he said his mother could hardly switch the kettle on. It was only
         later, after the first romantic six months, that he discovered I was someone who cried a lot and threw things when I was angry and was neurotic about dust.
      

      
      It was nearly ten when I returned from dropping off the children, and Jack was drinking a cup of coffee and eating shortbread
         biscuits.
      

      
      ‘I thought you had an audition to get to,’ I snapped. Jack would occasionally take Maud to nursery if he had the time, otherwise
         I would spend at least an hour walking them both to school.
      

      
      ‘Yes, well I do.’

      
      ‘So why couldn’t you take Maud?’

      
      ‘Well, I had to get ready, prepare myself.’

      
      ‘Drinking coffee?’ I was turning into a horrible, fish-wife harridan and it didn’t suit me. If I wasn’t careful Jack would
         leave me and he’d be right to.
      

      
      ‘A man can have a cup of coffee and a biscuit before he faces the day, can’t he?’ Jack smiled at me, his actor smile – wide
         and charming, but not at all sincere. ‘Come on, Ellie, sharpen up.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I sighed, ‘but it would be nice if I could occasionally stand staring into space drinking coffee, while you took the
         children to school.’ I omitted saying, ‘particularly now that you’re not working, particularly now that we’re in debt, with
         mountains of bills to pay and no money to buy a new boiler.’
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘but potentially you could spend all day staring into space. It’s not as if you’re busy, are you?’

      
      ‘Well, actually, yes I am. As you know, I’m starting up a business with Tilda.’

      
      
      ‘Right,’ he said, as if I’d just informed him that I was going to fly to the moon. ‘Of course you are.’

      
      The last long job I took on was as first assistant director on a Stephen Frears film; a period drama. It was something that
         I just couldn’t turn down. Jed was only four months old and I hadn’t stopped breastfeeding. I missed him desperately and when
         I had time to think I would be consumed with tearful wrenching sadness about weaning my boy and being away from him. I telephoned
         the poor New Zealand nanny, Donna, whenever I had more than thirty seconds free.
      

      
      ‘He’s doing fine,’ she would insist, ‘he’s had his bottle, he’s having a nap.’

      
      ‘Is he missing me?’

      
      ‘I can’t really say, Ellie.’

      
      ‘Did he have the bottle of my expressed milk? First? Before the formula?’

      
      ‘Yes, Ellie, we discussed that this morning. Do you remember? There was very little expressed milk…’ She sounded mildly cross.

      
      After desperately trying to express more milk in a damp temporary toilet structure, I would be back on set, which for most
         of the scenes was in a cramped town house in Regent’s Park. It was my job to liaise with Stephen and direct the extras dressed
         up as guests in 1930s’ evening wear for the party scenes. Some days I wouldn’t be home until eleven and too tired to do anything
         but check on the slumbering Jed, so soft and gentle and lovely in his sleep. After about three weeks of filming I gave up expressing, as my milk seemed to have dried up.
      

      
      As an assistant director I was on call pretty much all day and night and for several months at a time and I knew it was not
         a job I could pursue with young children. It was not a job I loved anyway; I regretted not having studied set design rather
         than working my way up to AD. So I made the decision not to take on any more feature-length films and struggled on, for nearly
         four years, taking shorter less glorious jobs assisting and occasionally actually directing advertisements about washing powders,
         badly lit corporate videos about staff training, anything that meant I could commit to short spurts of work. I hired nannies
         but then felt guilty that I was paying someone a small fortune to look after my children while I floated around the house
         between jobs. So I started hiring temporary nannies. But temporary nannies seemed to be quite random and impromptu – more
         into ‘saving up to travel’, rather than looking after children. Our last temp nanny, Tracy, was lovely but after a couple
         of weeks she informed me that she was pregnant and in a candid moment admitted that she had been having an affair with a married
         man. She left when she was eight months pregnant and Maud was just two and, not being able to face any more nannies, I stopped
         taking on any more work.
      

      
      My friend Tilda and I were planning to buy a café together. There was a café near the nursery where we used to meet after
         she dropped off Frank and I dropped off Maud. I liked the man from Albania who smiled at us from behind the café counter. He was good-looking and smart and made a delicious frothy banana smoothie. He told us that the
         lease was up for sale and we planned to keep him on as manager. Tilda and I had written a business plan with the help of her
         husband Tom’s accountant. We planned to borrow from a bank and our first meeting had not gone badly – at least we had got
         through without blundering or giggling from nerves.
      

      
      I had been at home for a year and truthfully was relieved to be doing something again other than helping Jed with his homework,
         taking the children to the cranial osteopath/dentist/barber/doctor, making them packed lunches, tidying up, clearing away,
         ironing on name tapes, thinking of things to keep them amused. I was very, very happy to be planning a strategy, writing a
         business plan, flicking through suppliers’ catalogues and meeting people who were not other mothers and children.
      

      
      At first I had loved the novelty of being with the children, but in the previous seven months or so, since Jack had been out
         of work, it was more difficult. Even if Jack was home, smoking in the garden, he claimed he was busy thinking about future
         roles, or scripts he could write. He had lunches with actors and his agent and important research to do in libraries. Occasionally
         he would pick up Jed from school and lavish him with unsuitable snacks and fizzy drinks but later he would chastise me for
         not picking up Jed myself. We sold the silver Audi Estate, remortgaged the house and took out a loan that helped the situation
         and meant we didn’t have to move straight away. I obsessed about working again but all my old contacts had moved on, so when Tilda suggested opening a café it seemed like perfect timing.
      

      
      During my full-time mother job, nobody thanked me for being a good mother or reprimanded me for being a bad one, which made
         me feel truly invisible. Jack always slightly resented me for not earning, particularly when he wasn’t and he would moan about
         my spending, which had been severely curtailed, even though he carried on having private squash lessons and buying gadgets.
         There were days when the only communication I would have with the outside world would be a chain text sent from a girlfriend:
      

      
      
     The most used sexual
 position for married couples
 is the doggy position: the
 husband sits and begs for it
 while the wife rolls
        over and
 plays dead.
         

      

      
      Small domestic issues became huge. I resented Jack for the fact that he didn’t ever pick up anything off the floor or contribute
         to the emotional welfare of the children. I had once left a sock near the sink as an experiment and three weeks later it was
         still there because I hadn’t picked it up. The other depressing thing was that I got fatter at home with the children because
         I always ended up eating their leftovers.
      

      *

      
      
      
      Jack finally left and I went downstairs to fetch the post. Petra was skimping around wearing a square-inch hand towel, which
         was just big enough to wrap around her torso. Her hair was wet and she flopped down in the playroom to dry it with my hairdryer.
         She was getting ready for her language class. She had used my hairdryer ever since she had first arrived, three weeks before,
         yet she had never asked me if she could. I had meant to say something but hadn’t and now it seemed too late. A small tight
         knot in my chest hardened as I saw that she was wearing Jack’s slippers.
      

      
      ‘What kind of acting does Jack do?’ Petra asked brightly at teatime, pushing a pizza into the oven and then briskly taking
         it out five minutes later before it was cooked properly. That’s the thing about girls who are as skinny as Petra; they all
         have weird eating habits.
      

      
      ‘I’m so hungry,’ she said, gulping it into her mouth. ‘He was a television soap star.’

      
      ‘What’s this, soap?’

      
      ‘It’s like a daily story. He was in a series called Country Matters. He was the handsome doctor in the village who had an affair and left his wife.’
      

      
      ‘He’s very handsome,’ she giggled.

      
      As if on cue, Jack opened the front door. ‘Just got a call from Eden,’ he said, walking into the kitchen and laying a bag
         of groceries on the table.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes?’

      
      ‘Yes. They were very interested in me for the dog food gig that I went to today.’

      
      
      ‘Great.’

      
      ‘Eden has estimated that I’ll be earning seven grand for a day’s work. Well, including royalties.’

      
      ‘The pudding dog food?’

      
      ‘Yes, and apparently it’s organic, biodegradable dog food, made with wholegrain harvested under a full moon or some kind of
         new age crap.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not crap,’ I protested, ‘it’s a very good idea. Everything that we put in our mouths affects how we are…’

      
      ‘Yes, yes, darling. You sound tired, why don’t you go and have a rest?’

      
      ‘I’m not tired,’ I yawned, ‘just interested in nutrition.’

      
      ‘Then you should learn to cook more.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I bristled, not wanting to react in front of Petra, ‘you’re right.’

      
      A few days later, Eden came over for supper. Well, she brought an Indian takeaway, lots of rice and chicken tikka. (I forgot
         to tell her that I never, ever, eat chicken without knowing its provenance. God forbid that it should come from a battery
         farm. Poor wretched creatures locked up in a cage, feathers and bone and unable to move. How could people eat chicken produced
         like that?)
      

      
      She had come to persuade Jack to do the dog advert, but he’d already made up his mind. He had decided he would do it and that
         he was in good company because his friend Stephen Fry did voice-overs. But he always felt he should keep Eden on her toes,
         so he didn’t want to acquiesce too easily. He said he was not sure he should do a voice-over. He worried that it was the kind
         of job that out-of-work actors resorted to. It was the thin end of the wedge, he said. He would accept that kind of work, he announced,
         striding from one side of the room to the other, and in two years’ time he would be part of a crowd scene in some second-rate
         costume drama. He sat down. ‘I may become a golf pro or open a scuba-diving school. My career is over.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be absurd, Jack,’ Eden cajoled in her crisp, posh voice, preferable to her shrill tone on the telephone. ‘You’re a
         name.’ She blew out her cigarette smoke into his face. ‘You’re a star.’ She stood up. She was a tall woman, with silvery grey
         hair which she wore pushed back with a black velvet hair band. She had lovely unblemished skin, and although she was about
         sixty she was hardly wrinkled at all.
      

      
      ‘An out-of-work star.’

      
      ‘You are taking a sabbatical after seventeen years’ regular work. It’s perfectly acceptable, the fans understand.’

      
      ‘You mean Jean,’ I snorted. Jean was Jack’s most stalwart fan. She was about fifty, with bleached blonde hair and a fake tan.
         Occasionally she would wait outside the house and she always sent a Christmas and birthday card.
      

      
      ‘No fans, Ellie. There are thousands of them.’ Jack brushed his hand through his hair. The children billowed in from where they had
         been watching a DVD in their oversized white dressing gowns. I pulled Jed on to my lap and kissed him all over, kissing and
         sniffing his newly washed hair. Maud climbed on to me as well, taking prime position.
      

      
      
      ‘I only smoke in the evening,’ Jack said, lighting his fifth cigarette since the clock had struck six.

      
      ‘But you make up for it, don’t you, darling?’ I ventured, sugary sweetly. ‘You know that it’s dreadful to smoke in front of
         the children.’
      

      
      ‘Now, now,’ Eden said soothingly, ‘we’re all going to die, may as well die from something we like doing.’

      
      That’s what’s odd about Eden: her philosophy is quite dark. And she always sticks up for Jack, of course, but that’s because
         he had been keeping her dogs in turkey breast dinner for the last seventeen years.
      

      
      ‘There must be something else in the pipeline,’ Jack said, standing up and exhaling smoke all over us.

      
      ‘Well –’ she glanced at her mobile – ‘there is something I could put you up for. But it’s another soap. And I know you were
         wanting to move away from that.’
      

      
      ‘Still,’ Jack said, ‘I’d like to hear about it at least.’

      
      ‘It’s set in the sailing community. There’s a part that may quite suit you. A banker who has taken early retirement to set
         up a restaurant.’
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ Jack was looking out of the French windows on to the wet patio. ‘And… who is this banker? Is he very rich?’ Jack rubbed
         his hands together in glee.
      

      
      Eden shrugged and I sighed. We were like a grandmother and mother indulging a small, obnoxious child whom we both loved and
         adored.
      

      
      ‘Only thing is,’ she said, ‘it’s filmed somewhere down there… oh, you know, near to where your mother lives, near Southampton,
         five days a week.’
      

      
      ‘Could be worse,’ Jack said, ‘could be worse.’

      
      
      I imagined myself standing on a windswept beach looking out to sea under a grey, windy sky.

      
      ‘Look into it, Eden, will you?’

      
      Eden made some kind of note on her BlackBerry and promised that she would.

      
      She left after a jasmine tea and Jack and I went to bed early, and fell asleep with our backs to each other. We didn’t hug
         in bed as often as we used to and neither of us had said anything. We also had sex less regularly. It wasn’t that we didn’t
         enjoy sex; it was just that we couldn’t quite be bothered. I was cold or tired or lazy and in the morning, when I would have
         been more receptive, he was not. When I asked Tilda how often she and her husband Tom had sex, she laughed, ‘Sex, what’s that?’
         Which made me feel better.
      

      
      We were about to celebrate our seventh wedding anniversary. And weirdly, almost overnight, I had begun to be attracted to
         the oddest men – strangers, friends and other people’s husbands. I became all stilted and fluttery in front of my son’s headmaster,
         for example, although he couldn’t have been more obviously gay. I knew that seven years into marriage was meant to be a pivotal
         moment; either you clung on to what was familiar or you glanced down new avenues. You could look, I thought, without actually
         going anywhere. Whenever my thoughts wandered off inappropriately, I remembered the priest who had married us. He was a distinguished,
         charming, intelligent man. His church in Chelsea had a vast congregation and hundreds of women vying to do the flowers, dust
         the pews and prop up the prayer books, etc.
      

      
      
      The union of marriage, he had preached a couple of weeks before the wedding, is very precious. It’s like a glass bowl that
         you are carrying in the wind. It’s extremely fragile and can easily smash to pieces. Shoot down any distraction, anything
         that could potentially damage your relationship, with a Star Wars-type gun. You must never, he warned us, get into a situation where you have to lie to your husband or wife. My skin rose
         in little bumps. I treasured what he said and kept the words locked away inside me.
      

      
      I read an article that said psychopharmacologists had learnt that lovers are high on drugs – natural hormones and chemicals
         that flood their bodies. During the attraction phase of a relationship the brain releases dopamine and norepinephrine, which
         gives that heady, floaty, filled-up feeling, when there is no need to eat or sleep. When young lovers trawled along the street
         entwined as one, I was envious. Sometimes Jack and I held hands but it was like holding hands with my best friend.
      

      
      My nights were filled with dreams of one sort or another, mostly about liaisons with ex-boyfriends and occasionally the odd
         dark dream about murdering Jack. The ex-boyfriend who appeared most in my dreams was a man called Hal. He had not been so
         much a boyfriend as a short, absurd fling. I would wake with a sensation of excitement and guilt and feel disorientated and
         treacherous. He was a writer: broody, menacing and ugly attractive – his nose was twisted and large, and everything about
         him was too big. In one particular dream he seduced me, forcing me against a wall as he used to in real life. It seemed so real. It was almost as if I had been sleepwalking.
         All the way to Blackheath or wherever he lived. After one particularly riveting dream I wondered whether to track him down,
         but decided against it. He was a formidable character and didn’t suffer fools. He was intellectually intimidating and extremely
         well read. He could quote Rimbaud in French, for example. He was sexy, but he scared me. I was afraid of appearing a fool,
         of twittering on in front of him about something inconsequential and for him to respond with a scathing smile.
      

      
      ‘Something has got to give, something has to happen,’ I muttered one morning after waking up from another disturbing dream.

      
      ‘What?’ Jack asked.

      
      ‘Oh, nothing, just saying I’m lucky to live.’

      
      ‘Good on you, girl,’ he said, putting on his monster gold Rolex, given to him by the cast and crew of Country Matters when he left the series. ‘That’s the spirit.’
      

      
      I was washing up on the morning of our anniversary dinner when, by chance, I heard Hal being interviewed about a biography
         he had written. It was the life of a Victorian poet named Arthur Munby, who had had a relationship with a maidservant, Hannah
         Cullwick.
      

      
      As I scraped the porridge from the bottom of the saucepan, I remembered the evening Hal had accosted me at a bar. We had met
         on a few occasions, but had never really engaged in a conversation. ‘Is that your lover?’ he had asked gruffly, indicating
         the blond man I was with. I giggled. ‘Drop him and come with me now,’ he commanded. It was scary and sexy at the same time. He was also
         with someone and I remember wondering vaguely whether the two dumped rejects would somehow manage to hook up, although it
         didn’t come to that of course.
      

      
      I was looking forward to dinner with Jack at the restaurant that evening and had even planned what I was going to eat. We
         hadn’t been out to dinner alone for quite a few months and I was hoping we could just be happy for a while and have a drink
         and a chat. I knew he was looking forward to it too because I heard him talking to Eden on the telephone the evening before.
      

      
      ‘No, no. I can’t dog-sit, Eden. It’s our anniversary dinner. Haven’t you got anyone else who can look after Albert and Doggy
         on Saturday? What about Rafaella?’
      

      
      So it was very disappointing when he announced that his mother would be joining us. Ruth had telephoned to say she was coming
         up to London on the evening of our anniversary and she wanted to invite us for dinner. She claimed not to have known it was
         our anniversary. I knew she knew, because she was the only person who ever sent us an anniversary card. She was lonely, she
         explained, and was missing her friend Nancy who had died the previous week. I was sure she was making mischief.
      

      
      ‘Jack! How could you?’

      
      ‘I know. I knew even as I was accepting that you wouldn’t like it. But she’s an old woman, she’ll be dead soon.’

      
      ‘But we could have dinner with her tomorrow.’

      
      
      ‘Today is Nancy’s birthday and it’s an emotional day for her.’

      
      ‘My seventh wedding anniversary is an emotional day for me.’

      
      ‘I know, love.’ He came towards me and we hugged. I allowed myself to relax into him and rested my head on his shoulder and
         revelled in being held and nurtured by him.
      

      
      He had a thing about his mother though. He loved her and hated her too. It’s possibly a Jewish thing. It kind of went two
         ways. He couldn’t let her go, mostly based on guilt and worship, but he couldn’t stand her either.
      

      
      It was a small consolation that we went to one of my favourite London restaurants, the Royal China, which is near where Ruth
         used to live in Finchley Road before she moved down to Hampshire. She still had a tiny flat in a mansion block in St John’s
         Wood that she used when she came up from the country, usually for a dentist appointment or to go to a funeral or see Jack.
         That evening she was wrapped in an ancient fur coat even though it was a mild April.
      

      
      ‘You’re late,’ she said. ‘I’ve been waiting all night.’

      
      ‘Yes, Ma, good girl, now let me help you into the car.’ The Royal China serves delicious food: little pork and ginger dumplings
         and crispy seaweed and light noodles are a few of my favourites. Jack did what he always does and ordered the most expensive
         items on the menu, even though his mother is painfully frugal. On reflection that is probably his way of paying her back for
         not buying him what he needed when he was a child. She was the kind of woman who brought her own sandwiches to the theatre, wrapped in used silver foil that smelt of fish, and she refused to rinse
         her washing-up as it would mean wasting hot water.
      

      
      While we were eating mango milk pudding I caught sight of Hal swaggering through the revolving doors. My heart whipped up
         into a frenzied thud. Actually, it was an uncanny lookalike and my heart returned to its usual dull beat. Ruth went through
         the bill, item by item, and then passed it to Jack to double-check. I resolved to buy Hal’s book and somehow get him to sign
         it.
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