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    PROLOGUE


    the letter bomb


    The night before, for the first time, wed talked seriously about splitting up. For months thered been stalemate: rows followed by long silences, followed by rows. Wed even tried counselling together and then hed started seeing a therapist alone, a bad sign. One by one, in sworn secrecy, Id confided in my closest girlfriends about our problems. Id even told my mother what was going on  a very bad sign. Even so, facing the reality of the loss had brought on an onslaught of gut-churning dread and anguish. It was, after all, my fault. I knew this. It was me whod ruined it all, months back, by admitting, finally, that I was restless; our relationship had been mostly celibate for some time.


    I wept all night. Ours was an affair of the heart. He was my twinned universe and our years together had been rich, eventful, loving and romantic. Now, all this felt long gone, ruined. The split was upon us, it was happening. How? Waves of grief washed over me, tears of disbelief. He slept on the sofa downstairs.


    The next morning, we sat at the breakfast table in a wordless state. My face was red and crumpled. It was dawning on me that hed been assessing the situation with a clearer head, thinking it all through: he knew this was pre-split time, a grim but necessary part of any relationship to be endured. This had happened to him before, with two ex-wives. He was conducting these hours with what seemed to be a newfound steeliness. Hed come to his own stopping point maybe even months before. Now he only had to negotiate this dreadful time, not look me in the eye. I suspected hed made plans of where and what hed do next.


    He made us coffee and toast. There was unopened mail on the table, including a brown manilla envelope with my name and address typed on it. It had been lying on the table for over a week while Id been away visiting my family in Trinidad. Bleary-eyed, over coffee, I picked up the envelope and began to tear at the flap. He sat opposite, expressionless, attempting to read the newspaper. We were in pyjamas and slippers, dressing gowns; neither of us was good in the mornings.


    I had so many things to say to him but nothing came. My body was weak from the sleepless night; my nerves prickled, like sugar in my veins. The thought of actually parting from this man, from our way of life, brought a feeling of mortal threat. I would die; surely Id die if this happened.


    I pulled the papers out of the envelope. Three or four A4 sheets of blue handwritten scrawl and a thicker sheaf of printed-out emails. I took a sip of coffee and began to read the letter. At first it made no sense at all.


    Dear Monique, Please sit down; I have something shocking to say.


    The letter was from a woman I didnt know. She claimed shed had a passionate affair with my partner. She had fallen in love with him and he had rejected her. She was writing to tell me all about it.


    I sagged in the chair. A small atomic explosion went off in every cell. What on earth was this all about?


    The letter went on to tell me how theyd first met, where and when. Shed left her husband over this affair, had become so distressed that she had even stopped eating. She had thought of coming to our home personally, to tell me what had been going on. She wanted me to know what kind of man I was living with.


    I looked up at him, suddenly cold. His head was still buried in the newspaper. It was then my heart broke. My eyes filled. I couldnt say a word. I looked down at the letter in my hands. There were emails too: emails from him to her.


    The emails were proof of her claims. I managed to read fragments of them, but the shock made them blur. Hed promised to be with her. Hed fallen in love with her  I saw that written too. Hed promised her that hed leave me, to be with her: wait for me, wait for me. But hed reneged on his promises. So shed decided he wouldnt get away with hiding their love affair.


    In her letter, she said as much. Briefly, I was able to take all this in. She wanted to make her presence known, wanted her status fully acknowledged. She was doing what we, so far, had been unable to do. She was parting us.


    I stared at him, hands shaking. What the fuck is this?


    What? He hadnt seen what Id pulled from the envelope.


    This woman . . . has written to me. About your affair.


    He looked up and stared. His face paled.


    What the fuck has been going on? I rose from the table. I stood tall then, tall and on the verge of a wildness Id never known.


    His mouth fell open. I can explain . . .


    Look! I shouted. I began to read from the letter. Terrible words were emerging from my mouth, amazing sentences. To me these words were violent, awesome. Like being walloped by lightning, like being run over by a truck. Overturned and bulldozed into the ground. She knew I was asthmatic! Knew about my novel, sun dog; had read it, even. She knew the hours I worked, when she could call him freely. She loved him, she said. And hed rejected her. Hed ended the affair months ago, but she was still miserable.


    Look! I screamed again. I began to read from the emails too.


    No, he begged. Dont read them. Theyre poison. Theyve been edited.


    I dont fucking care!


    Through a maelstrom of tears, I read scraps of the emails aloud. Im only with Mon for career reasons. Hed been planning to join her, to be with her. Then hed got cold feet. There was a flow of lust and fantasy in those emails, how much he wanted her. I stare at your photo, I want to make you pregnant. In those moments, I saw a picture of the affair, a proper full-blown wild and ardent love affair that had been raging alongside my own relationship  for how long? I didnt know and I didnt care when it had ended. Right then, the details didnt matter. I hadnt understood why our relationship was limping quite so badly, what had caused things to be so irreparable  at that moment it all added up. Hed already left our relationship. Hed stepped outside of it, gone elsewhere some time ago.


    I stared at my partner as if he might have shrugged from a suit of human skin to expose green scales, fish eyes and roving antennae, as if hed just revealed himself to be another type of creature altogether. The man I knew had once adored me, gazed at me with eyes brimful with love. People had often commented on it. I knew things were bad between us, but had never thought that he would have the courage, the sheer audacity, to have an affair; it was beyond contemplation. Apart from the previous night, we had always slept in the same bed together. The logistics of it  how had he managed it? Even though our life together had been chaste for some time, even though I knew deep down that the sexual energy not released between us had to go somewhere, I hadnt even suspected he could do this. Who was this woman? I stood and screamed at him  God knows what I said.


    Please, please dont read those emails, he sobbed. Whatever you do, dont read any more.


    The cats wed adopted together as kittens flew in from outdoors, as if theyd sensed the supersonic boom of our drama. They frowned at us. Their tails quivered. Paintings on the walls gasped. The walls sweated.


    In those first moments, I could have killed him. I could have killed her, too, stabbed them both into a bloody mess; now I understand how these crimes happen, like this, when a bombshell arrives in the post. With the letters and emails in my hand, I legged it upstairs. I pulled on some clothes and bolted back down and out the front door.


    


    Im a shit driver at the best of times. Tears flowing and hands leaden, I dont know how I managed to escape in the van, driving the mile and a half to Totleigh Barton, the writing centre we looked after in Devon, where I thought Id be safe. A place for me to sit and read through the letter and emails properly, gauge the situation, calm down, drink tea, gather myself.


    It was a Saturday, so I thought the centre would be empty. But I found it swarming with guests whod rented the house and grounds for the weekend, efficient and cheerful types, togged up in green wellies and cagoules. Id forgotten they were there. I turned round in the car park and sped back out and up along a narrow country lane. I didnt notice that itd been raining and the lane was very muddy. Soon, I found myself stuck, wheels spinning and throwing up clods of wet earth. I gave up trying to get out and sat and stared through the fogged-up window. I held the letter and emails in my hands and tried to read them again and again, but was blinded by tears.


    It was late January: 30 January 2006, to be precise. It was cold. It was winter, the season of death, hibernation. The frisky bullocks in the fields surrounding Totleigh had been slaughtered months back; the army of daffodils were curled in their bulbs deep underground. Lone roe deer foraged for roots and shrubs.


    A wild terror tore through me. The world shrank. How, what, where, when . . . how could he? I got out of the van and trudged back to Totleigh with the letters in my hand.


    There, on that hilltop lane which ran beside Totleigh Barton, I had a sense that more than just these letters was amiss. I was a frizzy-haired island girl, a Trinidadian, but a city person too, a Londoner by adoption. I was very far away from any kind of place I called home. Id put myself in a relationship which, at its foundations, was flawed: the physical side, the sexual force had never flowed between us. Instead, it had been weak, complicated; then it had entirely died away. Hed desired me but Id never desired him. Why not? I never knew. But Id loved him with another type of passion. It had always been a puzzle. What was I doing with this man? Thered been this terrible problem and now it was exposed. I was exposed. How had I got it all so wrong? I shouldnt be trudging through the January slush in Devon. Id no business being anywhere near a roe deer or a badger. I had the grief-crazed, toxic letters of another woman in my hands. I stumbled along and the rain began to come at me in horizontal sheets, stinging my eyes, slapping my face. I wailed with fury and self-pity.


    


    In the centres office, I made two phone calls: one to my neighbour, Deborah Dooley, to ask for rescue from the mud; the second to my boss, Stephanie Anderson, to tell her what had happened. By contract, he and I were yoked together as centre directors. Our job was very busy: there would be no faking it. Wed been there four years and we had been successful and yet it was time to move on. We had already handed in our notice and were three months from leaving our posts. It was a quiet time of year, only six courses left to run. I wanted to ask Stephanie if I could leave ahead of the due departure date, if I could arrange cover and vanish. I left a message on her voice mail. Soon Deborah and her husband Bob arrived, ashen-faced.


    My neighbours pulled the van from the muddy lane, drove me to their home and I stayed with them for a couple of hours, drinking tea. They were as shocked as I was. In fits and starts, in their kitchen, I managed to spit out what had happened. They gawped with horror. Mostly, I heaved and sobbed. Eventually, half-insane with grief, I went home and found him cringing but wanting to talk, hoping that talk might be possible.


    Are you mad! I spat.


    I threatened to kill him. I told him if we slept the night in the same house, Id stab him in the chest as he slept; that Id cut his balls off and feed them to the cats. He packed and left twenty minutes later.


    Stephanie called and I told her what had happened. She advised me not to drive as I was in shock; she said I should wrap up warm and sit tight, do nothing. I told her that I had kept trying to read the emails but couldnt though my tears.


    Burn them, she said.


    I took the letters out the back door of the cottage. There was a wind so I stooped close to the ground and lit a match. The flame flickered indigo and orange. My heart was in two pieces; I could feel it broken in my chest. I put the flame to the papers and watched it spread and destroy the words and the paper they were printed on. The ashes blew away and the cats chased after them.


    


    Id been felled by one woman. In the aftermath, a number of other women stepped forward to stand me upright again.


    Deborah Dooley was the first. Stephanie Anderson was the second. What a wise woman she was. For the next few hours I lay on the sofa and stared into space. The TV was on, some black-and-white romantic comedy. Lady Violet, the snooty fluffy cat, came and sat on my chest and glared at me, suspicious, as if demanding an immediate woman-to-cat version of events. Deborah came round with vegetable broth. Lovely, flame-haired Deborah. She had cried too, with her husband; they loved us both.


    Deborah told me she had a friend staying the weekend; this friend was a Relate counsellor.


    Maybe she can help. Shall I send her over?


    I nodded, mute.


    This was the third woman to save me. She listened to what had happened and at the end of my story she asked one simple question, one I may never have asked myself.


    What do you want to do now?


    I stared at the front door. Next to it was my suitcase, still unpacked from my three-week holiday in Trinidad.


    I want to go back home, I whispered. I want to go home and write a book. I want time for me.


    Do it, then, she said.


    The Relate counsellors name was Sarah McCloughry. If she hadnt been there and asked me that question, I might have sunk into a terrible, terrible state. But in that moment, I knew what to do next. I would go home, back to my mother, back to Trinidad.


    Im still so grateful to these women.


    Burn them.


    Do it.


    They gave me such clear and sound advice. I was to do as they bid. Fire and flight.


    


    It took forty-eight hours to extricate myself from my life. I bought a plane ticket and found cover for the centre. I terminated joint bank accounts, snipped up shared credit cards. I began to pack. The cats paced the house. I couldnt eat. I lost several pounds over the following week.


    Two nights later, the shock was so bad I got out of bed and knelt on the hard wooden floor and prayed for help. The prayers came all mixed up, in fragments, parts of prayers learnt as a child. Then I gave up. Help me, oh Lord, help me, I begged. The following night, I was sitting in bed and the phone rang. It was his father, a man with one lung and four ex-wives and a prostate the size of a grapefruit. He spoke just like an East End gangster. Hed abandoned not just my ex but also his fostered brother and another adopted daughter. He was a man hated by and alienated from his entire family.


    Can I speak to my son? he rasped.


    I roared at him. The lightning-energy Id been struck by left my body, doubly charged, and hit this man, this decrepit hate-filled man, a man whod neglected his son and failed to give him a role model to live up to. I bellowed at him, hurling abuse. I had refused to meet him in all the years Id lived with his son. His name was Alan; my father had been an Alan, too. My father had also been, to say the least, a difficult man. Id never wanted to meet this other Alan. That moment, I told him why.


    


    Nine days later, my entire landscape had altered. Id packed up my belongings and was driving to London in a Luton van. Id lost my relationship, quit my job and was leaving the cottage Id lived in for four years. I had deposited my cats at the writing centre for the short-term, hoping to rescue them on my return. I wept. I couldnt believe what had happened. Couldnt believe my life with this man, my hearts true love, my companion of six years, was finished.


    I couldnt help thinking, over and over again, about the words written in The Song of Songs, a copy of which hed given me, etched in gold and bound in engraved leather, the most romantic gift Id ever received.


    
      
        
          Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples: for I am sick of love.

        

      

    


    Thats how it was. I was faint, as overwhelmed as the woman who speaks in the song. I was exhausted. And yes, sick of love.




  


End of sample
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