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        From Maggie Jackson’s Notebook

        Wednesday, 6th March, 2019

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘A philosopher must never forget the countless situations in life when he is no different from anyone else. If he does, theatrical tradition, particularly comedy, will rudely remind him of that fact. There is, after all, a stock stage character, the philosopher in love, whose Stoic wisdom and well-rehearsed distrust of passion evaporate in their entirety the moment a dazzlingly beautiful woman sweeps into the room and blows him away forever.’

      

      

      

      
        
        — Alain Badiou, In Praise of Love
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            Part One

          

          
            Awakenings

          

          Tuesday, 7th April, 2020

        

      

    

    
      The second-century Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius is rightly famous for his wisdom in recognising that the good life and the happy life go hand in hand. He wrote,

      
        
        The defining characteristic of the good person is to love and embrace whatever happens to him along his thread of fate. … And if all people mistrust him, for living a simple, decent, and cheerful life, he has no quarrel with any of them, and no diversion from the road which leads to the final goal of his life: to this he must come pure, at peace, ready to depart, in unforced harmony with his fate. (Colin Jackson, Love’s Reasoning, Sapientia Press, 2016, p. xii, quoting Marcus Aurelius, Meditations)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunbeams slant through the curtains. Dust motes dance around us as if a fairy godmother is sprinkling a spell over our wrinkly old bodies snuggled beneath the duvet. Today is his seventy-first birthday.

      Outside the open window, a blackbird sings to the dawn. The birdsong is beautiful against the silence. No cars streaming into the city to beat the rush hour, no distant rumble of trains, no buses trundling away from the bus stop by the front gate. Just the deserted city outside and the two of us in this shadowed room, our naked bodies spooned together.

      An ambulance wails past, reminding me of the reason for this sudden pause in the order of things. As if anybody needed to be reminded. Are there more ambulances now, or do we just notice them more because there’s so little other traffic?

      There’s a flurry of geese squawking down by the river at the bottom of the garden. We bought this house by the tidal Thames in Twickenham forty-odd years ago, with money Colin inherited from his grandmother. Back then, it was a draughty old wreck. I think I preferred it that way.

      The words of the text wisp through my mind, a mantra my sleep-fogged brain insists on repeating every morning.

      We need to talk. Is she around?

      A reminder at the start of each new day that the man sleeping beside me is not to be trusted.

      What the fuck was he thinking of? Mignonette. That’s what he called her. Mignonfuckingette! Can you believe it? He has pet names for most people. I’ve been Bunnikins for more than fifty years. Even so. Ridiculous old fool.

      But here we are, clinging to the wreckage, groping our way back into our marriage with all the signposts removed. Is it only five weeks since he came home? It was lockdown that forced us together again. Or maybe it just gave us the excuse we were looking for.

      I snuggle against him, drawing comfort from his warm, familiar smell. Moles sprout across his back. I count them and kiss them one by one, licking the space in between for the taste of him. He starts snoring, a rhythmic whuffle that would infuriate me if I were trying to get back to sleep, but now it soothes me. If he dies before me, the absence of his snores might haunt the lonely nights.

      Until last year, I thought his snoring was our greatest marital problem. Him in noisy oblivion, me trying to get to sleep, climbing the scales from mild irritation to violent fury.

      Polly, cool rationalist that she is, said we should have separate bedrooms. The house is big enough. I used to think she inherited that rational mind from her father. So much for that theory.

      I did suggest separate bedrooms during one of our customary morning rituals before everything fell apart.

      ‘Good morning Bunns.’ Quick peck on the cheek, knowing better than to offer me a blast of morning halitosis. ‘What a wonderful night’s sleep,’ he said, stretching like a satisfied tomcat.

      ‘I hardly slept a wink,’ I grumbled. ‘I had to keep kicking you because you were snoring.’

      ‘Was I? Oh, sorry.’ He rolled over and draped an arm across my body. ‘Coffee time?’ He snuggled his face into my neck.

      Back then, I would make coffee and bring it into bed with the newspaper. We had The Guardian delivered every morning. Since he retired, it had become our way of starting the day in companionable togetherness, drinking coffee and sharing sections of the paper before getting up.

      So much of our marital communication revolved around formulaic exchanges and habits of togetherness. Surely, this is the conversational currency that all couples lapse into after a lifetime together? Copper coins perhaps, but look after the pennies and all that.

      Now, we have to learn all over again. We’ve lost that taken-for-granted ability that comes from years of practice – the skill of making marriage feel natural through disciplined, daily commitment, like learning to ride a bike, swim, or play a musical instrument.

      Pleasuring the woman you love is like playing a Stradivarius, said Claude when we spoke about sex, love and adultery. I linger briefly over the memory, then banish it before everything else comes trailing in its wake and sweeps me away to who knows where.

      Marriage isn’t natural. That’s why it’s such hard work. It’s the oddest thing when you think about it. It’s not surprising that so many people get divorced. What’s really surprising is that so many stay together.

      Anyway, back to that morning and the idea of separate bedrooms. Waiting for the coffee to brew, I’d decided Polly was right. I carried the two mugs to the bedroom, put them down on the bedside tables and climbed in beside him, keeping the newspaper out of reach on my side to prevent him from diving into it to avoid the conversation we needed to have.

      Trying to keep my voice casual, I said, ‘Do you think we should have separate bedrooms?’

      ‘Eh? What’s brought this on?’ He wriggled up and looked around for the paper.

      ‘We’d both sleep better. You could snore away to your heart’s content, and I wouldn’t lie awake half the night wanting to murder you.’

      ‘Ha ha ha.’ A tender laugh. ‘You’d never murder me, Bunns. I’m the Darby to your Joan, the Andy to your Flo.’

      ‘Steady on sweetheart. Don’t overdo the romance. Anyway, don’t be so sure. It happens, you know. When I was doing therapy sessions in the women’s prison, there was a woman who strangled her husband in a fit of rage one night because his snoring had driven her beyond endurance. I’d call that a crime of passion.’

      ‘She probably strangled him because he had a secret mistress, not because he was snoring.’

      ‘Divorce would have been a simpler solution,’ I retorted.

      ‘Huh.’ We sipped our coffee. ‘Bunnikins?’

      ‘Mmm?’

      ‘Promise me something?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘If I’m ever unfaithful, promise me you’ll murder me rather than divorce me. I’d rather die than live without you. And in answer to your question, no to separate bedrooms. You can keep playing out your sadomasochistic fantasies on my sleeping body. I don’t mind.’

      The coffee went cold. The Guardian was crumpled beneath us. I never mentioned separate bedrooms again.

      But no, my darling Colin, there is no way I’d become a murderer to put you out of your misery, though divorce is still an option. How did I not detect the subtext to that conversation and your anxiety about divorce? Perhaps it was before you had your geriatric fling. I’m still unsure of the timeline, or if she was the first and only one.

      On my solo trip last year, I learned to savour the luxury of nights in solitude. Waking up alone in king-size beds in expensive hotel rooms, cocooned in freshly laundered sheets with the covers smooth and the pillows plump on the other side. That was after the first few nights of sleepless rage and grief, my body ensnared in a tangle of bedding and the words of the text messages spooling randomly through my brain. They made no sense, but one thing was clear. My husband had a lover. I’d walked out without stopping to ask who or when or why.

      That European jaunt was the longest I’ve ever slept alone since we started living together the year we graduated.

      It wasn’t really a jaunt. What can I call it? A pilgrimage? An odyssey? Yes, an odyssey. Maggie Jackson’s odyssey. That’s what it was. Not exactly a Greek tragedy. Probably more of an Ealing comedy if the truth be told. Shirley Valentine meets Mrs Dalloway.

      A sturdy young body morphs into view.

      Not now, Maggie.

      That’s the other Maggie, the finger-wagging prude in my head who censors my thoughts and banishes my fantasies. It’s too early in the morning for a psychological wrestling match with my superego, so I let her win and conjure up a different image.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maggie and Colin. Young honeymooners in Florence, climbing the stairs into Brunelleschi’s Dome to see the frescoes.

      It was hot, and we were sweating from the climb. I was wearing a yellow halter-neck sundress, strappy sandals, and a wide-brimmed straw hat. Colin had on a short-sleeved floral shirt and black denim flares. We were dressing up for one another’s titillation, revelling in the extravagant delight of being newlyweds.

      We stood looking up at the frescoes, our arms lightly touching. I turned to wipe the perspiration from his upper lip and then licked my finger with a lascivious grin. He scooped me towards him and crushed me against his body. I wrapped my arms around his neck and stuck my tongue into his mouth, pressing my groin against his. My straw hat fell off as my auburn hair tumbled down my back.

      ‘Ah, due giovani innamorati,’ murmured a voice. Gentle hands placed the hat back on my head. I broke away and turned around. An elderly woman was smiling wistfully at us. Did we bring back memories of when she too was a beautiful young lover?

      ‘Grazie,’ I said, laughing.

      I went back to Florence last year, brooding on bittersweet memories of our honeymoon. A woman a few months short of her seventieth birthday, with a turkey-wattle neck, balding pubes and an adulterous husband, grieving over those bright young lovers receding down the tunnel of time.

      It’s not a tunnel, is it? Time is more like a whirlpool, a giddy swirling of memories and regrets, fading hopes and diminishing possibilities sucking us in until, like my mother, we become lost in the chaos of it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I tug the duvet over our shoulders, wafting up a sweaty old postcoital whiff. The movement sends the spangled dust motes into a frenzy. Are there airborne viruses among them, millions of microscopic sputniks out to get us, crawling down our throats and into our lungs? You are dust, and to dust you shall return.

      There’s a slick of sweat between us as I wriggle closer to savour the feel of his back pressed against my belly and breasts, skin on skin, legs crooked together.

      Nobody ever tells you that adultery is an aphrodisiac. When a bright young woman desires your old grey husband, it adds a frisson of competition to the marriage bed.

      My sister Anne once told me that the morning after sex, she feels the same sense of relief as when she returns her overdue library books.

      Libraries. Library books. Worn spines and fingered pages. Warm fragrance of leather, wood, and paper. The touch and smell of things. The up-closeness of life. They say that one symptom is the loss of taste and smell.

      We fought to save the library when they were making more funding cuts last year. What will happen to libraries now?

      I can’t get used to reading on a screen. There’s something about second-hand books in particular – marginal scribbles and underlined passages, folded corners and inscriptions telling of readers and relationships dwindling to insignificance or melting away into untold histories.

      There are no more leisurely mornings in bed reading the newspapers. Those comfortable habits have gone, along with so much else that’s been lost during our year apart. They’ve stopped delivering the newspapers. We read the headlines on our phones and watch the daily Covid briefings on the BBC.

      Colin farts softly in his sleep. His presence reassures me, but I’m still taking nothing for granted. We measure our lives in days now, but isn’t that what everybody is doing in the face of this monstrous new threat? Even without our marital melodrama and advancing years, planning too far ahead would be presumptuous.

      His hair clusters about his head in unruly grey curls. He needs a haircut, but the hairdressers are closed, along with everything else.

      It’s impossible to make sense of these times, but things don’t always make sense. That’s the difference between Colin and me. He’s a philosopher, and I’m a psychotherapist. He deals in rational arguments and makes the world fit his ideas. My role is to listen to the disjointed stories that dribble from the soul. We author our lives, but forbidden desires and unspeakable sorrows scramble our intentions. We leave out so many details because they don’t fit the story we’re telling about who we are and where we belong. There are, when you think about it, so many subtexts.
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      Who am I, and where do I belong? Until those text messages, I’d have answered that question with confidence tinged with resignation. I was Maggie Jackson, daughter of mad Orla, wife of the more famous Colin, mother of Polly and Mark, and grandmother of Katie and Leo. And now? I’m still all those things, but with a question mark hovering over the meaning of it all.

      You shouldn’t call her mad, says the other one. Our mother has dementia.

      Whatever. Either way, she’s stark-staring bloody bonkers most of the time.

      We’re having a surprise birthday party for Colin this afternoon with the family – a Zoom party. I’ve told the nursing home I want my mother to join us if she’s well enough. I’ll Skype her later to see how she is, though these daily encounters distress us both.

      Would it be better not to contact her at all? She probably wouldn’t even notice. The way she reaches out to touch the screen breaks me up. Little Katie does that too. My eighty-six-year-old mother and my six-year-old granddaughter trying to touch my face through surfaces that blur beneath their fingertips.

      What a lexicon we’ve acquired. Zoom. Facetime. WhatsApp. Skype. Words that once belonged to another generation. Covid–19. Who had ever heard of Covid–19?

      Before this, our biggest worry was Brexit. I’m still worried about that. A double whammy. Brexit and Covid. Triple, if you count the climate crisis. Apocalypse. Brexit. Covid. The ABC of dystopian life. Or maybe, in our case, that should be A for Adultery, my personal apocalypse. A forest fire. A tsunami. A hurricane sweeping through our lives and taking all the familiar furnishings and fittings with it. They name hurricanes after women, don’t they? Hurricane Sam, aka Mignonette.

      Such melodrama, Maggie. And really, pots and kettles?

      No. That was just balancing the scales of justice. Do unto others what they’ve done unto you, or words to that effect.

      During my psychotherapy training, I was taught to see the superego as the stern father figure imposing his law on the wayward child within, controlling her desires and keeping her in order. Given that my early life lacked anyone resembling a father figure, my superego ought to be modelled on the matriarch, but it’s hard to imagine anyone less matriarchal than my mother. She was all libidinal energy and uncontainable desire. My beautiful, wild mother. She was only sixteen when she had me.

      I wanted to know about my father, but she refused to answer my questions.

      ‘You don’t need to know that. He was only a lad. We were just two youngsters having a bit of a ride.’ There was never any resentment towards him in the way she spoke, but she did not intend to credit him with fathering her beloved child. If a story was good enough for the Virgin Mary, it was good enough for my mother. I had no father to speak of. Eventually, I gave up asking.

      My grandparents were Irish Catholics who moved to Liverpool in the 1930s. My mother was one of eight surviving children. When she found out she was pregnant, my grandmother wanted to put me up for adoption and even suggested a secret abortion, but my mother fought to keep me. When I was two, she married Albert, an English car salesman several years older than her. Two more daughters followed. Anne was born a year after they were married, and Lisa two years later. My mother kicked Albert out when I was seven for reasons I’ve never understood, though it probably had something to do with Frank, who moved in soon after Albert moved out. Frank had a drinking problem, so he only stayed for a couple of years. Then there was Vic, who was sent packing after a few weeks because he hit her during a furious row. By then, she’d realised she had poor taste in men and was better off bringing up her daughters alone.

      My sisters married young and left home. Anne lives in Toronto, and Lisa lives in Sydney. They try to keep up a long-distance relationship – they’ve even started Skyping her once a week during lockdown – but it’s a struggle for them. They were never as close to her as I was. But then, they weren’t the products of a virgin birth.

      My mother worked hard to support us – as a cleaner, a shop assistant, a waitress – but she wasn’t good with money. We always seemed to swing between luxury and penury. On paydays, she would come home with new frocks for my sisters and me, a joint of beef for Sunday lunch, and a luscious red lipstick for herself. By the end of the month, we’d be living on baked beans and chips.

      I can see her still as she was back then, young and vibrant, laughing when she brought home her payday offerings, wearing scarlet lipstick as she cooked the Sunday roast, singing to herself because her joie de vivre was irrepressible. The harder life was, the louder she sang. Always look on the bright side of life, ta da, ta da. She never lost her ability to make the most of whatever life threw at her. She used to say, when life gives you lemons, make lemonade.

      Now, she’s bedraggled, lost and lonely in the care home. Oh Mum. Dig deep, Colin says, quoting his favourite Stoic philosophers. Dig deep. But what happens when nothing is left, no matter how deep you dig, just fantasies posing as memories and strangers you no longer recognise, even though they’re your most dearly beloved? I’m not sure what kind of God I believe in anymore, but dear God, please don’t let her get Covid.

      She moved in with us when the dementia became too bad for her to live alone in her house, but it was impossible. I told myself I could cope with the incontinence, the mood swings, the sheer madness of it all, but then she started wandering away from the house.

      She disappeared one night in early January last year. I’d got up to go to the toilet and went to check on her. She wasn’t in her bed. The front door was open. Frantic, I woke Colin and we went looking for her. Eventually, we found her sitting on a bench in Radnor Gardens, just along from the house. The river was a silver ribbon curling through the night, and the trees wove filigree patterns against the moon. It was cold, and she was wearing nothing but a white flannelette nightdress, ethereal as a ghost in the moonlight.

      With a grim sense of guilt and failure, I knew the time had come. She went into the home soon after that evening, a few weeks before I discovered those texts that changed everything.

      It had felt like a new dimension to our marriage when she moved in with us. It was another shared project, another way of being Team Jackson, doing our best to make the world a kinder place in what little ways we could. Of course there were times when the strain got through to us. I would snap at Colin and he would retreat to his study. But we were grown up enough to cope with that. Or so I thought. He loves my mother. He was endlessly patient with her, listening to her ramblings and lunacies as if she were one of his Stoic philosophers.

      Did he resent her being with us? I never asked him. It never occurred to me. I just took it for granted because that’s what you do when you’re married. You share the load. When the children were small, he was the breadwinner. Polly calls it the gendered division of labour, but it worked fine most of the time. He went out to work. I looked after the children and supplemented our income with my part-time therapy sessions. But times change, and we were both retired when my mother moved in. We’d agreed that it was our duty to look after her, hadn’t we? Or had we?

      How well do I know him? I obviously don’t know him at all, if I didn’t even suspect what was going on.

      He would sometimes stay at the flat in Aldgate when he was giving a talk or attending a conference in town. Was that when he started sleeping with Sam, as a way of escaping the dreary demands of home with an exhausted and anxious wife and a demented mother-in-law?

      We bought the flat as a pied-à-terre with the royalties from his first pop philosophy book, Existentialism Without Angst. Sam is staying there during lockdown with her baby, Simon. Yes, that Sam. Mignonette. Don’t ask.

      Dear God, what a bloody mess it all is.

      Give it a break, Maggie. Go back to thinking about your superego. It’s a lot less stressful, says my superego.

      Who is she, this inner nag, if she’s not the patriarch or matriarch of my Freudian family drama? Sometimes she sounds like Polly, borrowing my daughter’s voice rather than my mother’s. What would that be called if it had a name? Not the Electra complex, which so bewildered Freud. What does a woman want? Why do they never ask us? If they did, would we be able to tell them?

      The Persephone complex? Oh, my darling Polly, I feel like Demeter mourning the loss of Persephone, snatched away into a wintry lockdown wilderness, while I grieve and yearn to see you. Sometimes that’s all I really want. To see my loved ones – my children and grandchildren, my mother, my best friend Barbara. Maybe that’s all any woman ever really wants. What’s that saying – something about man’s love is of man’s life a thing apart, ’tis woman’s whole existence?

      I worry about Polly. She’s trying to work full-time from home with the school and nursery closed, six-year-old Katie and four-year-old Leo making constant demands for attention, and Matt spending days huddled in bed shutting out the world. He’s on furlough from his job as an estate agent, and he’s sliding into deep depression. Polly is a freelance journalist. She makes an adequate living from her left-wing pieces on feminism, ecology, and politics, but there’s no way they could live on her income if Matt loses his job.

      Is she left-wing? Does such a term even make sense these days? She takes after her father in her dogmatic certainties and her ability to write about them, but she doesn’t have his earning power. She doesn’t have Colin’s optimism either, his faith in progress and human endeavour.

      No, she’s not a Persephone, she’s an Athena. The Athena complex. Athena was born from Zeus’s forehead after he swallowed her pregnant mother. I imagine Polly emerging fully formed from Colin’s forehead. The philosopher and the goddess. My superego, borrowing the voices of the Stoic and the moralist, keeping me in line.

      Little do they know.

      The smell, the taste, the murmurs and groans, the wondrous feel of it all – forbidden memories whispering their presence, eluding the censor.

      I tighten my arm around Colin, anchoring myself to his body in case the chaos sweeps me away. He instinctively reaches for my hand and squeezes it in his sleep. I rest my palm on the baby-soft skin of his midriff, remembering the feel of the grandchildren’s bodies and wondering when I’ll be able to hold them again.

      It’s easy to lose a sense of proportion in these strange times. Familiar anxieties morph into terrors. The hours swing past on a pendulum suspended in emptiness – formless days and endless nights.

      A place to stand and love in for a day, with darkness and the death hour rounding it. That’s the poem Colin recited to me at our wedding. We both chose poems by Elizabeth Barrett Browning. He chose that one because he said it had an austere dignity and didn’t mention God. How I loved it when we used to have conversations like that. Imagine if we could still spend hours talking about our favourite poems and using expressions like austere dignity.

      He thinks this pandemic is a wake-up call. Does that mean we’ll all be woke after this? I don’t know what woke means. Wake up, humankind, arise from your slumbers. The night has gone and a new day has dawned. Wasn’t that one of those jingly choruses we used to sing at the family Mass when I took the children? The people in darkness have seen a great light. Enlightenment is here.
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      A few years after Existentialism without Angst became a bestseller, Colin wrote a book called Enlightened Being. It kept getting shelved with the books on Buddhism, so when they published the second edition, they added a subtitle: Enlightened Being: Secular Modernity as the Best of All Possible Worlds.

      ‘Isn’t that too Panglossian?’ I asked.

      ‘No, because I’m offering rational arguments about how we can behave in ways that justify our optimism. Anyway, who says Pangloss was wrong?’

      ‘Most people. Voltaire intended him to be a caricature. Candide is satirical. Have you ever read it?’

      ‘Oui. En français, en fait.’

      ‘So you ought to know.’

      ‘You’re the one who keeps telling me that fiction betrays the author’s intentions. Readers discern meanings that the author wasn’t aware of. All that Derridean franco-phoney stuff you used to be into.’

      Sometimes I suspect Colin knows more about that franco-phoney stuff than he lets on. He likes to play the buffoon. It’s an attempt to make me lighten up. He thinks I’m too intense. My wife is too intense. She doesn’t understand me. Did he tell her that? The ultimate cliché. No, my darling, you’re absolutely right. I shall never understand how you let your dick get the better of you, despite all that Stoic rationalism.

      ‘I don’t think Candide inadvertently exposes Voltaire as a closet optimist,’ I retorted.

      ‘Dear Bunnikins, ever the pessimist,’ he said, ruffling my hair the way he does.

      ‘I’m a realist, not a pessimist.’

      ‘That’s why we’re so compatible.’

      Sometimes his complacency infuriates me. How did two such opposite people stay together for all these years?
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      I can’t hear the wake-up call he keeps referring to. All I can hear is the drumbeat of hooves. Four horsemen coming over the darkening horizon, getting closer and closer. ABC. Apocalypse. Brexit. Covid. Adultery. Brexit. Covid. What would the fourth be? ABCD. Adultery. Brexit. Covid. Dementia.

      Whatever. That twenty-five-year-old bride knew nothing of what lay ahead. Brides never do.

      Anyway, there’s no point in dwelling on it, especially not today. It’s his birthday. I must play the good wife. When life gives you lemons, make lemonade. Always look on the bright si-ide of life. Ta ra ta ra.

      My knees twinge and my back aches as I climb stiffly out of bed, my thighs sticky from sex. Arise from your slumbers. I stretch and yawn and prepare to face another day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Downstairs, sunlight honeys the lounge when I pull back the curtains. The sky is pristine without the scribble of jet trails. The garden slopes away towards the river, with cherry blossoms blushing on slender branches and tulips glowing with a wine-red luminescence around the base of the tree. Our local garden centre has been allowed to stay open during lockdown because it sells pet food, which is regarded as an essential supply. With little else to do, I’ve immersed myself in gardening. The weather is glorious, as if some cosmic prankster is offering us sunshine, flowers and birdsong as consolation for isolation, suffocation and death.

      I make coffee and, pulling on my anorak over my dressing gown, go out through the back door and across the lawn to the wooden jetty at the bottom of the garden. The dewy grass laps against my ankles.

      The rotting boards creak as I manoeuvre along the jetty, trying not to spill my coffee. Other houses have sleek boats tied to modern moorings. We’ve never gone as far as buying a boat in our late-life affluence, but we do have a summer house overlooking the river, with cushioned cane furniture, a dining area, and a wide glass frontage. Maybe we’ll eat there this evening – a romantic candlelit meal for two. Illusory perhaps, but illusions are all we have to sustain us right now. We are such stuff as dreams are made on. Even realists need to dream sometimes.

      It was a dream come true when Colin’s gran left him enough money to buy this house by the river. She adored Colin. He’s been adored by everybody – an only child, or the only surviving child (there was a younger brother who died when Colin was six, but he never talks about that), top of the class at his public school, and a scholarship to do his doctorate at Oxford. Our early lives couldn’t have been more different.

      The house was a dilapidated old wreck when we bought it. We couldn’t afford to do it up until Colin started earning serious royalties. It’s daft to feel nostalgic for the way it was back then, neglected and ramshackle with draughty windows and peeling wallpaper, but I remember those as the happiest years of my life, when the children were little and we all muddled along together. I’ve probably glossed over the struggles to keep warm, pay the bills, and cope with the family while Colin blazed a trail through academia.

      We’d been trying so hard to start a family, but our babies were bleeding away every time I conceived. Eventually, a couple of years after we moved here and after three miscarriages, Polly was born in 1980, and Mark came along in 1984. Colin was right, as usual. Everything will be okay in the end. Will it? Is it?
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      Polly will be forty in August. Surely this will all be over by then, and we’ll be able to have a proper party.

      Paul and Mark were planning to get married on Mark’s birthday next month. I already have my frock and hat. Paul’s parents are planning to come over from Jamaica for the wedding. They haven’t cancelled the trip yet, confident that it will all be over soon. I don’t believe it will.

      Such a pessimist Maggie.

      They were part of the Windrush generation. They went back to Jamaica soon after the referendum. They said Brexit made it impossible for them to stay here, and they’d rather go before they were pushed. That was when their friends started being deported for reasons they couldn’t understand. Paul stayed, partly because of Mark but also because he said he’d rather cope with racism here than homophobia in Jamaica. What choices some people must make.

      Mark is stuck in Singapore, while Paul is trapped in their flat in Camden. All the borders are closed, and all the flights have been cancelled.

      Mark manages events. He went with a rock band that was due to perform in Singapore. He was meant to be back in a couple of weeks. The band is called Death Throes. You couldn’t make it up.

      We speak on the phone most days, but our stilted conversations only emphasise the thousands of empty miles between us. When we spoke yesterday, he sounded depressed.

      ‘You sound low, Mark.’

      ‘I am a bit low, to be honest. I’m so bored and lonely. Trapped here in this hotel room, not going out, not knowing anybody. I can’t even meet up with the band members. Paul and I speak on the phone, but we drag each other down. We miss each other.’

      I wanted to say I understood, but I don’t think I do. Colin and I have each other, at least for the time being, and we’re in our own home with our familiar world around us. I can’t imagine what people like Mark are going through. I try not to fret about him constantly.

      He became suicidally depressed for a few months after his fifteenth birthday until he opened up and told us he was gay. It wasn’t a surprise. I’d mentioned it to Colin several times, but he still had no idea how to react when Mark told us. Eventually, once he stopped being discombobulated, he wanted to have a coming-out party. Mark and I persuaded him that was a bad idea.

      Optimist that he is, he soon discovered there was kudos in having a gay son. He loves Paul – we both do. Colin even went with them on a Pride march, though I suspect that was more to impress his students than to support Mark.

      That’s not fair, says the inner nag. I ignore her.

      ‘Paul’s been so good to us Mark,’ I said, trying to offer some shred of consolation. ‘He rings me every few days to check that we’re alright and see if we need anything. They’re telling the over seventies we shouldn’t go for walks or to the shops, but how could we live like that?’

      ‘Be careful Mum. You and Dad, you’re vulnerable. You need to look after yourselves ... and each other,’ he added after slightly too long a pause.

      Polly rode last year’s storms with that brash exasperation she hides behind, but Mark was distraught. Parents aren’t supposed to go through crises of infidelity at an age when they’re meant to be snoozing in front of the telly in their slippers.

      ‘We’re being careful, but we can’t stay in the house twenty-four hours a day,’ I said. ‘We go for our half-hour walk every day. Waitrose is letting us oldies in an hour before everybody else so that we can do our shopping.’

      ‘Oh. Still, I don’t want it to get you.’ Another pause. The two of us searching for what to say next.

      ‘Isn’t it strange how we talk about this virus?’ I mused. ‘Normally we talk about us getting illnesses, not them getting us. Boris Johnson keeps talking as if it’s the Third World War. He says we’re on the frontline, and that the nation must unite. It’s his Churchill moment. Bloody ridiculous buffoon!’

      Mark laughed. ‘You never change, Mum.’ It would have been a criticism if Polly had said it, but Mark made it sound like an endearment.

      ‘Anyway, let’s not talk about that,’ I said. ‘I’ve nearly finished The Goldfinch.’ Mark and I share a love of books. He’s been reading Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch on his Kindle and thought I’d enjoy it.

      ‘It’s so good, isn’t it?’ he said enthusiastically, relieved perhaps that we’d hit on something we could discuss without searching for what to say.

      ‘Yes, I’m loving it.’

      ‘Have you seen the painting in your travels?’ he asked.

      My degree was in Art History and European Literature. Over the years Colin has been inspired by my passion for art. We’ve visited galleries all over Europe. Sometimes I think it’s our only shared interest, apart from the family and whatever else weaves two people into a lifetime of sharing beds, bodies and mortgages.

      ‘No. It was on display in the Scottish National Gallery a few years ago,’ I told Mark. ‘I wish I’d read the book and gone to see it then. I’d rather read a real book, but I like how Kindle shows how many people have underlined the best bits. It feels like a conversation with thousands of strangers, while we’re stuck here with nobody but each other for company.’

      We talked languidly about books we’ve been reading, then moved on to the family.

      ‘How’s Gran?’ he asked.

      ‘Bonkers as ever. Apparently, Clark Gable came to visit her yesterday and the care home staff wouldn’t let him in. She was furious. Don’t they know she used to be a film star and that Clark was one of her lovers? She can’t wait to get out of that dump and go back to Hollywood where they know who she is and show her some respect.’

      ‘Good old Gran.’ The seconds ticked past as we cradled the unspoken sorrow between us.

      I didn’t tell him that in her more lucid moments my mum thinks we’ve sent her away and locked her up, and she doesn’t understand what she’s done wrong. Some things are too painful to speak of.

      ‘And how’s Dad?’ he said.

      ‘He’s fine. More than fine. He’s in his element. You know your father. Ever the optimist. The whole world could be better after this, if only we were rational and scientific about the future. He’s up in his study every day, writing a pop-philosophy bestseller about the pandemic before others beat him to it. His publishers have given him a huge advance.’

      ‘Who wants to be a millionaire?’ he said, laughing.

      ‘I know. As if we needed more money at our stage in life.’

      ‘You could go on a world cruise, after all this is over.’

      ‘You must be kidding. Cruise ships are the worst affected. Imagine being stuck out on the ocean in quarantine with a bunch of plague-ridden geriatrics.’ Polly would probably have reminded me that we’re also geriatrics, but Mark just gave a soft hrumph of amusement down the long, long line between us.

      It’s not a line, is it? How do voices travel halfway around the world? Are there cables under the sea? No, it’s satellites. Voices pinging through the ozone layer, airborne love defying the airborne virus, but it’s not enough. I yearn for their nearness, their earthbound smiles and glances and gestures that only bodies can communicate. My children. My grandchildren.

      ‘Anyway, we’re giving the advance to a charity helping people stuck in London during the pandemic,’ I said.

      ‘That sounds much better than going on a cruise.’

      ‘It’s so awful Mark. Gap-year students and other young travellers are stranded because they’ve lost their jobs and can’t get home. I was reading about them in The Guardian. Some of them are sleeping rough for the first time. Their phones get stolen or run out of batteries, and they’ve nowhere to charge them. Nowhere to wash either, not even their hands. And it’s not just them. It’s homeless people, refugees, alcoholics, addicts. All out there trying to survive when everything is closed and they can’t even find food in bins because the bins are as empty as the streets.’ My voice snagged. I swallowed and steadied my breath before going on. ‘I keep wanting to jump on a train and go into London with flasks of soup and warm clothes. Polly would say it’s my Mother Teresa complex.’

      ‘My sister likes to pretend she’s tougher than she really is. I bet she’d be out there with you, handing out mugs of hot soup,’ he said, and his smile warmed all the airy miles between us.

      ‘I know. She’s always been like that. Never one to wear her heart on her sleeve.’ Silence again, letting the ache stretch between us.

      ‘I chatted to Polly on the phone last week,’ he said eventually, with forced cheerfulness. ‘She commiserated with me about postponing our wedding but said maybe it would give us time to come to our senses.’

      I laughed. ‘Yes, she says you’re propping up the patriarchy by getting married. Anyway, are you sure you’re okay with us having the Zoom birthday party at five our time tomorrow? It will be the middle of the night for you.’

      ‘It doesn’t make much difference Mum. Time is such a blur. Sometimes I don’t get out of bed until the afternoon. No, it’s fine. I’m looking forward to seeing you all.’

      He was right. It will be good to see everybody again, but I’ll be glad when it’s over. There’s something bleak about the idea of a birthday party on Zoom, but having ignored Colin’s seventieth birthday last year, I feel obliged to make it up to him this year.
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      I told Polly about Mark and Paul getting married last summer, a few weeks after I returned from my odyssey. We were sitting in the garden having tea. The children were playing on the swing, and their laughter burbled around us.

      ‘Mark and Paul came round last night. They’re getting married next year on Mark’s birthday. Isn’t that wonderful?’ I said.

      Polly rolled her eyes. ‘You know what I think about marriage, Mother.’ She refuses to marry Matt despite having two children together.

      She was in a prickly mood. She still hadn’t forgiven me for taking off the way I did. Polly might be a radical feminist, but she doesn’t want her mother to break free of the patriarchal father she adores. Hashtag-me-too apparently doesn’t apply when a lecherous old professor fucks one of his students. Though to be fair, Sam is hardly the innocent young victim.

      ‘But it’s a gay marriage,’ I protested. ‘That’s surely not propping up the patriarchy?’

      She shrugged. ‘What’s the point in being gay if you’re going to conform to the status quo?’

      ‘I presume people don’t become gay as an act of revolutionary politics,’ I said crisply.

      ‘For goodness sake Mother, where have you been all your adult life? The personal is the political. Mark knows what I think about it all. I bet when you were at university, lots of your friends were becoming lesbians as a political stance against the patriarchy.’

      ‘That came later. When I was at university, we were into free love.’

      ‘You were into free love? You never told me that. I thought you were still a virgin when you met Dad and that was it?’

      ‘Yes, but some of my friends were sleeping with a different man every weekend.’ I was thinking of Barbara as she was back then, wearing her libido in bright primary colours in her London Look miniskirts and thigh-high boots. Barbara and I have been best friends ever since we met in our first year at university.

      ‘Oh, don’t tell me who that would be,’ said Polly, rolling her eyes. ‘Let me guess. Barbara. Of course.’

      Polly has never liked Barbara. When she was a teenager, she told me I loved Barbara more than her.

      ‘You’re always too busy with your mad patients to talk to me, but you’re never too busy to phone Barbara!’

      Most teenagers go through a stage of hating their parents, but those memories still hurt, maybe because they had the ring of truth about them.
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      The tide is out, with a low mist softening the edges of the day. There’s a majestic serenity to the river with no boats, no rowing instructors barking into megaphones, no slick young men sculling through the water.

      The human silence amplifies the sounds of nature. A heron stands on the muddy bank near the jetty, so still it could be cast in stone except for the ruffle of its feathers in the breeze. There’s a distant honking of geese, coming closer then skimming the water in an arrowhead formation. The heron lets out a ghostly screech and flaps up pterodactyl-like to alight a few yards away.

      The river enraptures me. It follows the primordial commands of seasons and tides, putting everything else into perspective. We are so small in the enormity of it all.

      I remember standing here one day when the children were little and Colin decided to give them a history lesson. It was evening and the tide was coming in. Colin stretched out his arms towards the water.

      ‘I’m King Canute,’ he said. ‘I’m commanding the tide to stop.’

      ‘Who’s King Canute, Daddy?’ asked Polly.

      ‘He was a very vain and silly king,’ said Colin. ‘His servants wanted to flatter him, so they told him that if he went down to the seashore and told the tide to stop coming in, it would obey him and his shoes wouldn’t get wet.’

      ‘What happened?’ asked Polly.

      ‘The tide came in and his shoes got wet,’ said Colin. The children laughed.

      Poor old King Canute. I wanted to defend him. People always get the story wrong. Canute’s whole point was to show his fawning courtiers that only God commands the tides. The earthly power of kings is not that great. Maybe it’s a lesson Colin has yet to learn. You can wear your rose-tinted spectacles and be as optimistic as you like, but that won’t change the laws of nature or God, or whatever you want to call them.

      But they were beautiful, my family, standing there with the setting sun gilding their bodies. Polly’s hair glowing like a halo. Mark laughing up at Colin, showing the gap where his two front teeth had fallen out. Colin getting carried away with the story he was telling, just as he always does when he has an enraptured audience, whether it’s his children or grandchildren or a lecture hall full of pseudo-intellectuals. Siggie the Labrador was there too, wagging his tail and joining in the fun. Siggie was short for Sigmund Freud. I was training to be a therapist when we acquired him as a puppy.

      ‘In and in the tide came, up over the golden buckles of his shoes, soaking the ermine around the bottom of his red velvet cloak, up and up over his waist, past his shoulders, until all that you could see of King Canute was a pair of nostrils, two eyes, and a golden crown,’ said Colin.

      In the tide came, lapping up over the edge of the jetty, sending the children into gales of mirth.

      ‘Look Daddy, your shoes are getting wet just like King Canute.’

      Two swans power overhead, their grinding wingbeat catching my attention. They glide onto the water, their wakes glistening behind them as they melt into the mist. Sunbeams filter through the willow branches on the river’s far bank. You don’t need rose-tinted spectacles. It’s enough to see the world as it is, with all its mystery shimmering through the sorrow.

      I tip out the dregs of my coffee and go back up to sit at the table beneath the gnarled old apple tree to plan the day.
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      We planted the tree on the grave of our third baby, a boy I miscarried at eighteen weeks. In the panic and grief, we had no idea what to do with that tiny humanoid lying on the bathroom floor in the bloody mess of it all. Colin dug a grave in the garden and we buried him, then we went to the garden centre and bought a sapling to mark the spot.

      I’ve only seen Colin cry twice – once the night I had that traumatic miscarriage, and then when he dug the grave. I feel comforted to know that our dead child lives on in the sap of the tree, to think of such living beauty being composted by such despairing loss.

      The swing Colin hung from one of the branches looks forlorn and abandoned, conjuring up images of the grandchildren. I shake away the ache of missing them and sit down on one of the wrought iron chairs. The damp seeps through my dressing gown.
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