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Chapter 1


‘Hello, there.’


It was a rather avuncular way to start, but Sara tried not to mind. The previous candidate had been much worse than avuncular − you only got five minutes with each man yet he had nonetheless managed to get his penis size into the conversation. What he had expected her to say she didn’t know. Was she supposed to (figuratively) admire it, like a prize marrow at the village show?


‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Sara.’


‘Nice to meet you, Sarah.’


‘It’s Sara actually – like the shop Zara, but with an S.’


‘Zara,’ he repeated.


‘Yes, you know the high street shop?’


‘I’m not much of a shopper, Zara.’


‘No, it’s . . .’ Oh, what did it matter? He’d be gone in . . . she sneaked a look at the big digital clock set up on the bar . . . four minutes and thirty-five seconds. The clock sat next to a glossy sign bearing the name of the dating agency, Kiss, Marry, Avoid. The name had been chosen, her friend Angela had told her when she founded the agency ten years ago, to illustrate that whilst they were committed to providing a high-quality, personal service, dating after fifty could be enjoyable, light-hearted. It wasn’t all National Trust memberships and knitting by the fire – there was still fun left to be had.


As part of their profile, the daters were encouraged to share the celebrity they would choose for each category. Sara had chosen to kiss Hugh Grant (now, in his rumpled, anti-Murdoch warrior era, not the floppy, foppish years), marry Michael Palin (such a lovely man) and avoid Tom Cruise. She couldn’t be doing with a man who took himself so seriously.


‘I didn’t get your name,’ she said to her companion.


‘Ah, that’s because I haven’t told you!’ He laughed, happy to have caught her out.


‘Yes, I know. And now I’m asking.’


‘I see. I thought you meant I had told you but you hadn’t caught it, or had forgotten it. Sometimes I do that if I’ve forgotten someone’s name when I’ve just been introduced to them. I’ll say “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name”. Useful trick.’


Four minutes and twenty seconds to go. Sara adjusted her position. The cinched waist of the dress that had seemed so flattering back in her bedroom was restricting her ability to take a full breath, and the new bra that had promised so much in terms of lifting and separating had her in such a tight grip she felt sure there would be angry welts on her skin when it came to the sweet release of removing it.


‘It’s Philip. And before you ask, my celebrity choices are kiss Scarlett Johansson, marry Emma Watson and avoid Jennifer Lopez. She seems rather high maintenance.’


In your dreams, Philip. Sara knew it was meant to be fantasy, but men who didn’t pick age-appropriate celebrities to kiss and marry gave her the serious ick. The only one of Philip’s who was anywhere near his age was the once he’d chosen to avoid, and the reason was pretty depressing too. In Sara’s experience, men who used high maintenance as a derogatory term were looking for a quiet woman with no opinions who would be happy to nurse them in their old age.


‘What do you do?’ If she was actually attracted to someone she rarely asked this question, finding it to be the least interesting thing about a person. However, if she was sure, as she already was with Philip, that it was dead in the water, then it was useful. They would drone on and fill the remaining time and she could nod and smile in the appropriate places whilst surreptitiously casting her eye over the other candidates. Like most people who find themselves single in their fifties, Sara bore the scars of relationships past, along with the other wounds life had seen fit to inflict. The slow, painful death of her husband James from pancreatic cancer was the biggie, but there were other, smaller cuts too, from sources that appeared innocent, like a sheet of paper that slices into the top of your finger leaving a bloody trail on the pristine, white page.


‘I work in plastic,’ he said.


‘Interesting,’ she said automatically. ‘What kind of plastic?’ Tupperware was the one that sprang to mind. She imagined him spending his days colour coordinating it and neatly stacking it in size order.


‘We’re very big into sustainable packaging solutions at the moment.’ She was right about the Tupperware! There was a portion of soup in her freezer in a plastic container that had been given to her late mother as a wedding present sixty years ago. What was more sustainable than that?


‘It’s a project management role. I manage a large team who are split across a variety of sites, which can be quite a challenge.’


As he bleated on and on about polymers and climate change, she became distracted by the tinkling laugh that kept ringing out from the next table. Sara wondered if the woman’s ‘date’ was actually funny or if it was more of a nervous tic. She allowed her eyes to stray to the left, where they met the gaze of the dater opposite the giggler, a square-faced bear of a man with a neat, dark beard peppered with grey. His eyes widened as they met Sara’s and he gave a micro-shrug as if to indicate that no, he didn’t know what was so funny either.


‘You’ll enjoy this,’ Sara’s companion said, pulling her focus back to him. ‘He said there was no way he could work with someone in a different country! What does he think I do, managing an international team?’


‘Goodness,’ Sara murmured, catching the bear’s eye again. They both smiled.


Sara jumped as the bell rang to signal the end of this micro-date. Philip shook her hand across the table.


‘Good to have met you. I enjoyed our conversation.’


‘Me too,’ Sara said politely, deciding against asking whether monologue wouldn’t be a better word for it. God, she missed James. She longed to be part of a couple again, but what she’d seen so far of the world of middle-aged dating made that seem a very remote possibility indeed.


Philip stood and moved one table to the right, joining a striking, dark-haired woman in a maroon trouser suit. Sara heard him say ‘Hello, there’ to her.


‘Was he right?’ The bearded man materialised in the seat across from her, filling it much more convincingly than its previous occupant had done.


‘About what?’ she said.


‘Did you enjoy it?’


‘The hilarious comment about working with someone in a different country, or the whole date?’


‘Both, I suppose,’ he said, eyes twinkling.


‘I certainly know a lot more about the production of sustainable plastic than I did before, so that’s something. I’m a bit disappointed in this date, though.’


‘How so?’ he said, unoffended.


‘I assumed from the gales of laughter coming from your last table that you were going to be hilarious. You haven’t made me laugh once yet.’


‘Give me a chance! What sort of thing does make you laugh? Programmes? Comedians?’


‘Victoria Wood is my all-time favourite. Nobody made me laugh like she did.’


As well as being true, this was also a test to see if he was one of those men who think women aren’t funny.


‘She was amazing, wasn’t she? I miss her.’


‘Me too.’ He had passed with flying colours.


‘I would have chosen her for my “marry” celebrity actually, but I felt weird about picking someone who wasn’t alive.’


‘Who did you choose?’ she asked, almost reluctantly. She’d felt more of a spark with this man in the last two minutes than with anyone she’d met since she started dating, and she was unwilling to have it ruined just yet.


‘My kiss is Nigella Lawson.’


‘Of course,’ Sara said, pleased. Not only was Nigella age appropriate, she had an almost indecent love of a good meal and had always seemed like someone Sara could be friends with. ‘And to marry?’


‘Emma Thompson.’


‘Another good choice.’ Sara was delighted. Whilst Emma Thompson was an attractive woman, picking someone famous for her incredible talent rather than her looks demonstrated his integrity, his desire for a real relationship. Emma Thompson was another one on Sara’s mental list of celebrities she’d like to be friends with − warm, funny and a huge champion of women. He was ticking a lot of boxes.


‘I struggled with the “avoid” category, it felt a bit mean,’ he went on. ‘In the end, I think I put something like “anyone who seeks fame for its own sake”. Bit of a cop out, probably. Have you done a lot of this kind of thing?’ He waved a hand around the roped-off section of the upmarket wine bar and assembled daters. The women ranged from the ultra-groomed to the defiantly bare-faced. Apart from one outlier in black jeans and a Nirvana T-shirt, the men were wearing chinos or their best jeans topped by a shirt that aimed to show a bit of personality without verging into full midlife crisis territory. As a group, they represented the ultimate triumph of hope over experience.


‘A fair bit, yeah, over the last couple of years,’ she said. ‘With varying degrees of success. You?’


‘It’s my first time. Be gentle with me.’


Delivered in a less silly way it was a comment that could have put Sara off, but it made her laugh.


‘See, I am funny!’ he said.


‘Hilarious,’ Sara agreed. ‘So you’re . . . what, recently divorced?’


‘You got me. Well, recent-ish – it was all finalised a couple of years ago. It’s taken me this long to pluck up the courage to start dating.’


That sounded promising. She’d been on dates with men for whom the ink on the divorce papers was barely dry – and indeed with men who, despite appearances, were very much still married.


‘Do you have children?’


‘One daughter. Isabel. She’s thirty now – blimey, that makes me feel old. I still feel about twenty-five inside, so it doesn’t seem feasible that I have a fully grown adult daughter.’


Sara was relieved. If the daughter was thirty, she would have flown the nest and wouldn’t be hanging about making it difficult for her father to date. She’d had a taste of that with previous men she’d been seeing.


‘She lives in America, so I don’t get to see her as often as I’d like, but we’re close.’ A plane ride away. Even better.


‘And you? Are you divorced?’ he went on.


‘The other one,’ Sara said. ‘Widowed. Five years ago.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Run for the hills if you like,’ she said, having been burned by men who couldn’t deal with her widowhood, claiming she wasn’t ready to date or who got upset because she refused to remove all traces of her late husband from the house.


‘Certainly not,’ he said. ‘My dad died when I was six, and my mum met someone else a few years later. He was brilliant.’


‘Sorry about your dad.’


‘Thanks – I don’t remember much about him, to be honest. Do you have kids?’


‘Yes, but they were a bit older when James died. Almost grown up.’


‘Still hard though. Worse, in some ways, to have had him their whole childhood. I didn’t know what I was missing, and then when Mum met Stu, he became like a dad to me and my brother. He hadn’t had kids of his own, but had always wanted them, so he was well up for being part of a family.’


‘That sounds perfect. It’s one of the sadnesses for me of Max and Jonny being fifteen and eighteen when we lost James. They were young enough to still need a dad in lots of ways, but too old for anyone who came into our lives since to become a father figure to them. Not that anyone did, or has, but anyway it would have been too late and they wouldn’t have wanted it. So they had to manage without. I mean, they are managing, brilliantly, but . . . it just makes me sad, especially when I see their friends developing proper adult relationships with their own fathers.’ Her voice cracked. The grief that cut so sharply five years ago was duller now, but it still had the power to hurt her. ‘James wasn’t well by that point, but he managed to take Jonny to the pub on his eighteenth birthday for his first legal pint – it was this big thing, you know? But when Max turned eighteen he just went out with his mates.’


Luckily (as Sara was on the verge of tears) the bell clanged.


‘Sorry, that got deep a bit quickly!’ she said, brightly. ‘You really will want to run for the hills now!’


‘No, I promise I won’t. I’d always prefer to talk about real things. There’s only so much to say about sustainable plastic, right?’


‘I thought so, before today.’


‘I’ve enjoyed our chat,’ he said, standing up. ‘And, well, hope to see you again soon, I guess. I’m Nigel, by the way.’


Sara resisted the urge to throw herself on the ground and cling to his ankles, to stop him from moving on to the next woman who, Sara now recognised, was uncommonly beautiful – fine-featured, elegant and slender. Sara cursed her own curves. On a good day she might describe herself as voluptuous, but today her body seemed to stick out in all the wrong places. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had a truly meaningful conversation with a man, and although she told herself it was utter foolishness, she was overwhelmed with the feeling that he was meant to be in her life.


She arranged her face into a suitably welcoming expression to greet her next date, a hollow-eyed man in what she was rather afraid was a brown shirt, and tried very hard not to mind that the beautiful woman in the maroon trouser suit lit up like a beacon when Nigel sat down opposite her.










Chapter 2


‘Oh no, no, no,’ Angela said, lips pursed, pouring thick, murky coffee for Sara at her kitchen table. ‘You’re getting carried away. I won’t allow it.’


‘It’s up to me, isn’t it?’ Sara said weakly, knowing the answer was a firm negative. Since the day twenty years ago that she and Angela had met at the nursery school gates, she’d been unable to withstand the force of Angela’s personality. Together they had taken their children, Jonny and Lizzie, to the parks Angela favoured, bought them babyccinos in the cafes she approved of, chased after them at the toddler groups Angela deemed suitable. At first, Sara had found it overwhelming and considered distancing herself, but gradually she’d come to understand that underneath, Angela was struggling with motherhood and the only way she could cope was to thunder towards it, head down, like a bull at a matador.


‘No, it isn’t up to you,’ she said. ‘When you signed up to Kiss, Marry, Avoid, we agreed that your solo foray into the world of dating apps hadn’t worked, and you wanted my help. I believe the phrase you used was “I am entirely in your hands”. This is what I do, Sara. It’s what I’m good at – the agency is my life’s work. Let me help you.’


‘But Nigel was the only one I really liked.’ Sara’s stomach fizzed at the memory of their eyes meeting over the table. It was an excitement of a kind she hadn’t felt since she met her late husband James thirty years earlier, back when she’d still had optimism, and a waist. She’d almost given up hope of ever feeling it again.


‘Why did you tick yes for Ben and Steve, then?’


‘Because I knew you’d have a go at me if I only ticked Nigel,’ Sara muttered.


‘Yes, I would. I am,’ Angela said crisply. ‘Something I have learned in my ten years running a dating agency is that you never put all your eggs in one basket. You always, always have a back-up plan. Ben and Steve are nice guys.’


‘Did you sign them up yourself?’


‘No, not as such. Saskia found them.’


‘Saskia? The twenty-five-year-old you’ve put on a verbal warning for discussing clients behind their backs?’


‘Well, yes,’ Angela said, embarrassed. ‘She’s actually on a written warning now, truth be told. She’s got a real knack for finding new clients though.’


‘Oh, that’s alright, then! What have you put her on a written warning for?’


‘I overheard her on the phone to a friend – it was not long after your speed dating session, actually − taking the mickey out of the daters for having the temerity to want to find love over the age of fifty.’


‘Charming!’ Sara’s face burned. ‘So because my husband died at the age of fifty, I’m meant to live the rest of my life alone, is that it? How can you possibly keep her working for you – finding love for the over fifties is literally your agency’s stated aim!’


‘I know, I think she’ll have to go, but I’ve got to follow the proper process with the warnings and so on. If she puts another foot out of line, she’ll be gone. Shame though, she may be wholly unsuited to the agency but she’s brought me so much new business. Ben’s an architect, for goodness’ sake! And Steve’s a . . . what is he again?’


‘Something to do with finance? Or was it IT? They all blend into one after a while. I ticked them because they were the only ones who didn’t obviously have massive personality flaws – or not ones which showed within the allotted five minutes.’


‘None of our daters have massive personality flaws,’ Angela huffed. ‘We’re very discerning.’


‘Where’s Helen?’ said Sara. ‘I thought she was coming.’


‘She said she was, but I dare say we’ll get a message cancelling any minute now.’ Angela rolled her eyes. ‘She wants to be careful, if she keeps on like this, we’ll stop asking.’


‘That’s harsh. To be fair, it’s not a new thing − she’s always been flaky in the twenty years since we’ve known her.’


‘Is that supposed to make it better?’


‘No, but it might mean there’s something else at play.’


‘Like what?’ If Angela’s eyebrows had arched any further they would have blended in with her sleek, iron-grey cropped hair. Sara had always been jealous of Angela’s style, and how unapologetically herself she was. Angela’s hair had gone grey many years ago, in her early forties, and she had never considered dyeing it, whereas Sara still spent a small fortune every month getting her roots done. Her clothes, with their angular geometric patterns and asymmetric hems could have looked ridiculous on someone less forceful, but on Angela were relentlessly chic.


‘I don’t know . . . I’ve always wondered if it was some kind of mental health thing . . . anxiety or whatever.’ Sara was fond of Helen, but she didn’t rely on her the way she did on Angela.


‘Does having poor mental health make you lose your manners?’ Angela said.


‘It could do. Anyway, you’re all talk. You won’t stop asking and you know it.’


‘You’re probably right.’ Angela grinned. ‘Right, back to these dates. Why didn’t you tick any others? There must have been more than three you liked.’


‘There was only one I liked, as I’ve told you, but you won’t allow it.’ Sara thought longingly of Nigel’s rumbling voice, his warmth, the way he had listened to her.


‘There were lots that ticked you though, you should give them a chance. What about Philip?’


‘The plastic guy? Are you kidding? He was so boring.’


‘I think he’s rather sweet. Are you sure you’re not finding excuses not to date them to protect yourself?’


‘Yes, I’m sure.’ It was hard enough dealing with other people’s preconceptions of what it was like to date as a widow, without Angela joining in. Of course Sara missed James, but she desperately wanted to meet someone else, to be part of a couple again. Why would she be sabotaging it? ‘I liked Nigel but for some reason you’re not keen for me to see him again.’


‘I’m very keen! I just don’t want you to pin all your hopes on one man. It’s better to keep your options open at this stage. Everyone does.’


There was a small, significant pause.


‘Everyone?’ said Sara in a small voice. ‘So . . . Nigel didn’t only tick me?’


‘He was more discerning than a lot of the men we get who tick yes to everyone so they can find out who has ticked them. He only said yes to you and Leila.’


‘Which one was Leila?’ Sara asked with a sinking feeling that she knew exactly which one she was. Maroon trouser suit, flawless skin.


‘She was on your right. Dark hair, attractive.’


‘Yep, that figures.’


‘Not as attractive as you.’ Angela patted her arm supportively. ‘And between us, a bit of a nightmare as a client. She’s lovely, but incredibly scatty and one of those women who has poor judgement when it comes to men. I doubt it’ll go anywhere. But I insist on you going out with Ben and Steve as well as Nigel – you’re only ever going to get a flavour of someone in five minutes. You need to give them a chance.’


‘Fine.’ It was useless to argue.


‘And don’t forget, the speed dating is only a small part of our offering – we mainly do it to attract new clients. You’d be better off signing up for our bespoke matchmaking service.’


‘Let’s see how this goes first.’ Sara didn’t have high hopes. She’d experienced everything the online dating apps had to offer – ghosting, breadcrumbing, photos of men’s genitals. Was using the agency really going to be any better?


The two women’s phones pinged in unison.


‘What did I tell you? That’ll be Helen,’ Angela said, picking up her phone. ‘Yep, she’s not coming.’


‘What’s her excuse this time?’ Sara asked.


‘She hasn’t even bothered to make one up – says she’s been held up and can’t make it. I don’t know what could be holding her up. It’s not as if she works.’ Angela sounded disapproving.


‘Neither do I,’ Sara said. James might not have been the most exciting man but he had been wise in his investments and thorough in his life insurance.


‘And you’re very reliable as a result! Although I sometimes wish my closest friends had more of an understanding of what it’s like running a business, rather than being ladies who lunch.’


‘I hardly ever lunch!’ Sara was indignant. ‘I mean, I eat lunch obviously, but usually it’s a cheese and pickle sandwich at home. Hummus and pitta if I’m feeling really fancy. I know I was lucky that James left me so comfortably off, and it was a huge relief not to have to worry about money after he died, but to be honest, I’d love to have some meaningful work to do now, although I don’t know what that would look like. I don’t want to go back to recruitment – that’s a young person’s game – but who’s going to hire a woman in her mid-fifties for a new career?’


‘What about volunteering?’ Angela suggested.


Sara grimaced. ‘Sorting dead people’s clothes in a charity shop, you mean? I don’t know if I fancy that.’


‘It’s not just charity shops. There are galleries and things.’


‘Didn’t Helen volunteer at an animal rescue charity years ago?’


‘That’s right. Didn’t last long, like everything she does. As you said, flaky. How long did she work at your recruitment place, back when we first met her? Six months? Get your phone out, Sara. I’m not letting you leave here until you’ve messaged Ben and Steve to arrange your dates. If one of them goes well, you can bring them to mine and Greg’s silver wedding party next weekend!’


‘Now who’s getting carried away?’ Sara muttered. ‘I thought that was a low-key get together.’


‘It is. Family and close friends. Plus any amazing new boyfriends of close friends that I introduced them to. Oh, and Helen’s frightful mother.’


‘You’re kidding, why is she coming?’ Sara said. ‘Last time I saw her she somehow managed to imply that it was my fault James died.’


‘How on earth could it have been your fault?’


‘Apparently I should have noticed earlier that something was wrong. If I’d been more “on the ball” he would have been diagnosed earlier, had more treatment options.’


‘That’s absurd. Pancreatic cancer is famous for being diagnosed late – well, famous isn’t the right word but you know what I mean. It’s very common.’


Sara had faded during those last months of James’s life, as caring for him became harder and more time consuming. Usually one to put on a good front, she had admitted to Angela not long before he died that she was almost at the end of her rope, and that while she was dreading his death, there was going to be relief too. Then she had cried and asked Angela not to tell anyone she’d said that. Angela never had.


‘I said that,’ Sara said, ‘and then she said what about immunotherapy, why hadn’t I asked for that? She’d read an article − in the Daily Express, naturally, so it must be true − that said there was growing evidence it was an effective treatment for pancreatic cancer and why hadn’t I pushed harder to get him into a clinical trial? The worst of it was that these were all things I was regularly accusing myself of in the dead of night at that time.’


‘I can’t believe she said that to you. To be honest, I’m not madly keen on her coming either. She doesn’t think much of Kiss, Marry, Avoid – she once told me the idea of women (specifically women, mind you) looking for love in later life was risible and degrading. The problem is she’s staying with Helen and Brian, so I couldn’t really tell them to leave her at home on her own. Now come on, get your phone out and arrange these dates. If you’re very good, I’ll let you message Nigel as well.’


Sara sighed, but obediently took out her phone. When Angela was in one of these moods, there was no point resisting, but privately, she felt that if she couldn’t make it work with Nigel, she would be ready to give up the whole idea altogether.










Chapter 3


Helen tried to calm her breathing, but it kept catching in her throat. She retraced her steps around the house, starting at the top. There were very few places it could be in the bathroom. Brian hated clutter, so she kept her personal toiletries neatly stacked in the cupboard in her bedside table. She opened the mirrored cabinet above the sink and lifted every item in it for the second time that day, standing on tiptoe to run her hand across the top of the cupboard. Nothing. She did the same with the cabinet under the sink, kneeling down and reaching around the pipework, then shuffled across on her knees to the toilet to root around behind the pedestal. In her friend Angela’s house, she was fairly certain this would be an unsavoury activity resulting in an abundance of dust and grit (and worse) but here there was none of that – just a faint scent of bleach that lingered on her fingertips. There was nowhere else it could be in here. She looked at her watch and her pulse quickened. She only had forty-five minutes.


She half ran back to the first spare bedroom. She didn’t have time to check and remake all the beds, and anyway she knew she’d done that thoroughly this morning – hoping that she’d find it there and be able to make it to Angela’s for coffee with her and Sara. She had also climbed up the mini stepladder and felt along the top of every pelmet and curtain rail in the house.


Brian wasn’t a fan of books – clutter again − but in this room he’d conceded that guests might want something to read. More realistically, he’d wanted to give the impression that visitors would be welcome. In reality they rarely had an overnight guest. Helen’s mother was arriving later for her annual visit, but other than her no one had stayed in this room since that night Sara had stayed, not long after her husband died. Brian and Helen had no adult children flipping in and out of the nest at will, like Angela’s daughter Lizzie did. Helen felt the usual tug of envy at the thought of that ongoing need, the umbilical cord between Angela and Lizzie that stubbornly refused to be severed. Angela moaned about it, but Helen suspected she was secretly proud of it, cherished it. The years had dimmed the hurt a little, so Helen no longer experienced that hot stab of pain on seeing a small child run to its mother crying after a fall, flinging itself into her arms, tear-stained face buried in her neck. These days it was more of a dull ache. Would Brian have been different if she’d been able to give him children? He’d been so disappointed, month after month, for all those years of trying. He’d had his sperm tested and it was firing on all cylinders. She’d had all the tests too and the doctors had said there was no reason she shouldn’t conceive, but she knew he blamed her. He had never said it outright, but he would send her articles about how stress and anxiety impacted a woman’s fertility. She’d tried her best to be less anxious, but the trying made it worse, if anything.


Earlier today she’d taken each carefully colour-coordinated book from the shelf and dusted every side, as well as the shelf itself. There was one thing she hadn’t done though. She moved swiftly across the room and pulled the first book down, rifling through the pages, shaking it vigorously, her hands slippery. Nothing fell out. She worked her way across the shelf, her heart sinking with each empty book. When she got to the last one, she pressed her lips together and lined them up neatly, ensuring that no speck of dust from between the pages had fallen on the shelf or carpet. She had never really expected to find it there.


In the boxroom there were even fewer options. She knew she had checked the bed and curtains thoroughly, the bedside table was empty and there were no rugs or flapping carpets, no pictures with loose frames, no ornaments with hollow cavities.


As Helen scurried into her and Brian’s bedroom, a cold trickle of sweat ran down her back. She didn’t have time to re-examine every nook and cranny in the house – she needed to think of new places she hadn’t already looked. It wouldn’t be in Brian’s bedside table, would it? He kept the drawers locked − he’d never liked her going through his private things. She opened the wardrobe doors, surveying his neatly pressed suits, shirts and trousers, colour-coordinated and arranged by category (black tie, smart, smart-casual, golf). She’d already wiped the rails and dusted inside and beneath each pair of shoes. She gave each pair another quick shake upside down just in case.


Abandoning the bedrooms, Helen walked along the landing, scanning left to right like a searchlight. She went down the stairs, running her hands along the underside of the wooden bannister. For one glorious second her finger caught on something and she thought she’d found it, but it was only a splinter that forced its way insidiously under her skin, impossible to get out.


With half an hour to go, she spent a crazed ten minutes lifting, for the second time that day, every tin, packet and sachet in the grocery cupboard. Pots, pans, plates, cups, glasses – she’d scrutinised them all.


There were two more rooms to go – the lounge and the small downstairs shower room. She decided to tackle the lounge first, interrogating every item on the mantelpiece, bookshelf and sideboard, including their wedding photo. Brian stared proudly into the camera, his smile wide, the picture of a happy groom. Helen, young and slender in ivory silk, gazed up at him in an adoring fashion. She had been twenty years old when they met, working as a veterinary nurse in her first job after the diploma she’d done at the local college. Her mother hadn’t wanted her to go away for university, and Helen didn’t think she would have enjoyed it anyway. Brian had come in with a girlfriend and her cat, which had a nasty eye infection. The girlfriend had been impatient and short with Brian, and he had given Helen a rueful grin, which she’d found herself returning. A week later, she found him waiting for her outside after work. He’d finished with the girlfriend and hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her, and could he take her for a drink? It was the most wonderful, romantic thing that had ever happened to her. He was her first boyfriend, her first everything. Five years older, he was experienced and debonair. He showered her with compliments and gifts, and told her she was the one he had been waiting for, the one he needed, the one who could make his life complete. When he asked her to marry him she couldn’t say yes fast enough. There was the added bonus that it got her away from her mother’s suffocating presence.


The first time he had really lost his temper with her was a few weeks before the wedding. She was late back from a night out with friends, and with no mobile phones in those days, had no way to let him know. She wasn’t so very late, only an hour or so later than she’d said, and it had taken her a few minutes to understand that his silence when she returned home indicated fury, rather than indifference. He wasn’t silent for long though, soon accusing her of having met someone else. She had cried and sworn there was no one else for her and eventually his anger burned itself out, leaving him penitent and loving, swearing he was just insecure because he loved her so much. She had felt like the luckiest girl in the world.


She looked inside and underneath Brian’s golf trophies, including the largest one, a silver full-size model of the head of a 9-iron golf club set into a heavy, cylindrical base. She noticed that the baize around the base was loose and hopefully slid a finger inside it, but there was nothing.


She continued around the room, removing all the sofa cushions, unzipping them and feeling inside. This was risky because there was a chance she’d cut her hand, staining the cushions, which would be almost as bad as not finding it at all, but Helen was panicking now, her mouth dry. She lifted the Persian rug for the millionth time. She couldn’t have accidentally hoovered it up, could she? There was nothing there, so she replaced it carefully, lining it up with the edge of the sofa.


A horrible sense of foreboding settled upon her as she went into the shower room. It couldn’t be in here – it was as wide as the shower cubicle with just enough room for a toilet and miniscule basin. They rarely used it. She would never let Brian know, but she didn’t always bother to clean it every day – she hadn’t today beyond a cursory wipe over with a duster. There were no cabinets, no shelves, not even a loo brush. She dropped to her knees, searching frantically, hopelessly. Brian was due home in fifteen minutes, which would have been bad enough, but then she heard his car in the drive. He was early. She clapped a hand to her mouth. It had finally arrived – the day she had been dreading for their whole marriage.


Helen gripped the basin to pull herself up. The cotton of her sage-green capri pants pressed clammily against her knee and she noticed a dark patch about the size of a fifty pence piece. There must have been water on the floor. Helen hadn’t used the toilet in here today and she was certain Brian hadn’t either. It was in here. It had to be in here. She jerked the bifold door of the shower cubicle open. The shower tray gleamed white, the chrome trap cover clear and shiny as a mirror. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Brian’s key turned in the lock and she gasped. As she bent down to dab ineffectually at the damp patch on her trousers with the hand towel, a flash of light caught her eye. She thought at first it was the overhead light bouncing off the chrome, but then she saw it – a sharp corner of metal peeping out from under the trap cover. She hurriedly put the towel back, aligning it with the rail, and dropped to her knees.


‘I’m home!’ Brian called from the hallway. The door of the shoe cupboard clicked as he put his brogues away.


With shaking hands she unscrewed the trap cover and there it was, winking up at her. The razor blade. She let out an inarticulate noise of relief, somewhere between a sigh and a sob.


It was when they got back from their honeymoon that Brian had introduced the idea that he would hide a razor blade somewhere in the house every day before he left for work. If she didn’t find it by the end of the day, he would know she had been neglecting her housewifely duties. He had billed it as a game, sort of, and she had accepted it as such, grateful that Brian had a good job so she didn’t have to work. She thought she’d soon be busy raising their children, but when that didn’t happen, as he said it was the least she could do to keep the house nice and have a hot meal ready for him at the end of the day.


There was no time to clean out the trap, but as no one ever used the shower it didn’t matter. She popped the razor blade into her pocket, whirled the chrome disc back into place, stood, flushed the toilet and went out into the hallway.


‘Hello, darling.’ She pretended to cough, surreptitiously wiping the sweat from her upper lip, before kissing him on the cheek.


‘Oh dear,’ he said, amused. ‘Have you only just found it?’


‘No, no. I was using the loo. I found it this morning.’ She took the razor blade and laid it in his outstretched palm, the sore spot on the pad of her finger from the splinter throbbing.


He took a step back and looked down, frowning. ‘What’s that on your knee?’


‘Just a bit of water – I splashed myself when I was washing my hands.’


‘You’d better go and get changed before dinner. Your mother will be here soon.’


‘Yes, of course, I’ll go now.’


Up in the bedroom, Helen took a pair of tailored black trousers out of the wardrobe and sat down on the edge of her bed. Her heartrate was gradually slowing back down to something approaching normal. She chastised herself – she’d been too slow today. She must have spent twenty minutes sitting in the garden with her coffee. It could have been even longer if she’d allowed herself to browse online, but she couldn’t risk Brian checking her screen time. At least she’d found the blade in the end, but she vowed to do better tomorrow.










Chapter 4


Sara had tried to set up a date with Nigel before the other two, but he was away working for a couple of weeks. So with Angela’s dire warnings about eggs and baskets ringing in her ears, she had unwillingly arranged to meet Ben the Architect and Steve the Finance/IT/Whatever guy.


She was deliberately seven minutes late for Lucky Bachelor Number One, Ben, not wanting to chance having to wait alone in the pub. He was standing at the bar when she got there, four inches of his pint already gone. Perhaps he was early. Or nervous, although he didn’t seem it, greeting her with an extravagant double kiss, joking with the barman as he ordered Sara’s gin and tonic.


They took a seat in an alcove, out of view of most of the pub. Tunbridge Wells wasn’t a large town, so there was every chance there would be someone Sara knew in here. Even though it was five years since she’d been widowed, there was always someone who thought she shouldn’t be dating, that she was somehow sullying James’s memory by refusing to live the rest of her life in widow’s weeds, locked in perpetual mourning. Ben lived an hour away in Lewes (Angela had to cast her net fairly wide to get enough suitable candidates for her speed dating events), so she could have gone there to avoid scrutiny, but she preferred to stay close to home for first dates, in case something went awry.


‘So!’ Ben said. ‘Tell me about yourself – what’s your dating history?’


For a moment, she thought she had struck gold – a man who asked questions and was interested in the answers − but before she’d had a chance to reply, he shattered the illusion by bringing the question back to him.


‘Are you a survivor of divorce, like me?’


‘No, I was widowed five years ago.’ She had told him that last time they met, but he had met a lot of women that night, so it was forgivable that he’d forgotten.


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said perfunctorily. ‘Dating at our age always makes me think of that rhyme about Henry VIII’s wives: divorced, beheaded, died; divorced, beheaded, survived.’


‘Beheaded? Have you met many women whose ex-partners met that fate?’


‘Ha! No, I suppose not. Wish mine had been, though. Unfortunately, she survived. Survives.’


Aha. Sara was familiar with this variety of middle-aged dater. Ben was a Bitter Divorced Guy.


‘When did you divorce?’ she asked, already sure of the answer he would give.


‘It’s still all going through. It takes forever, as you know.’


As she thought. Not actually divorced at all.


‘Not really,’ she said pointedly. ‘I’m widowed, not divorced.’


‘Right, right, sorry. Well, I can tell you it’s an absolute nightmare. They say it’s one of the most stressful life events – worse than bereavement.’


‘I somehow doubt that,’ Sara said quietly, trying not to think about how she and James’s brother had sat beside his dying body in the hospice, the gap between each breath getting longer and longer until there was no breath at all. She felt a rush of unjustified anger at James for dying, for putting her in this pub, with this man. For showing her what a good relationship could be, and making her want to find it again.


‘No, honestly, it’s dreadful. And it’s so weighted in favour of women. I can’t tell you how many men I know who’ve ended up living in a depressing flat, hardly seeing their kids, while their wife gets to keep the house. It’s a joke.’


‘Is that your situation?’


‘Well, no, we’re having to sell our house because the profits have to be divided fifty-fifty in our case.’


‘That sounds fair,’ Sara said mildly, enjoying the wave of frustration that washed across Ben’s face. This was not her first Bitter Divorced Guy rodeo and she knew the script.


‘Fair! If you think it’s fair that the person who paid the vast majority of the mortgage only gets fifty per cent of the house, and has to give up half their pension, then yes, I suppose it’s fair.’


‘Why did you pay the vast majority of the mortgage?’ Sara would bet her life on it not being because his wife decided to lie around eating grapes.


‘I was working long hours to provide for the family – I’m an architect, it’s a big job, you know, not a nine-to-five. Emily wanted to continue to work – she was a solicitor – but it simply wasn’t practical. I wasn’t able to commit to collecting the kids from nursery in time.’


‘Of course,’ she said soothingly. ‘You had a Big Job.’


‘Exactly,’ he said, pleased she’d understood. ‘If Emily had gone back to work, she would have been the one who had to leave early to collect them, or take time off if they were ill. It wouldn’t have been possible for me, much as I’d have loved to do it. So we decided it was better if she gave up work until they were older.’
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