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Chapter 1

1st January 2020

‘How long have we got left – twenty, thirty years? And the last ten of them will be crap.’

‘Happy New Year to you too!’ I say, pulling my sparkly top off and climbing into bed. I can’t be bothered to take my mascara off. 1 a.m. A late night for us, but worth it. Brendan and Erin are still out, but they at least stayed long enough to have dinner with us before heading into town to join Uni mates in crowded, noisy pubs. I’ve never been one for New Year’s Eve, so a cosy night in, with the kids home and the nest full again, has been heaven. Outside the fireworks are still going off, but my brushed cotton nightie is thrill enough for me. I watch as Robert pulls at his cardigan, struggles with the buttons, undoes his cuffs. His pot belly protrudes over the top of his belt as he raises his arms, and his last few remaining wisps of hair stand on end as the clothes drag a static charge over his head. Where is the slim, slicked-back man I married all those years ago? If I had known then how he would end up – portly, often grumpy, prone to occasional bullishness – would I still have gone for it? And does the memory of his former, hotter self make it possible to still desire him despite the ravages of the years? We all sag, wrinkle and expand, but at least we do it alongside each other in mutual acceptance of the inevitable decline. Imagine having to start with someone new now! Nightmare.

‘Aren’t you getting in?’ I say, pulling the duvet down in a feeble attempt at seduction. Hopefully he won’t make a caustic joke about it tonight.

‘It’s not my birthday, is it?’ says Robert, mock confused.

‘Oh shut up!’ I say, a tight little laugh choking my words. Oh well, I was willing.

Robert stands at the end of the bed in his pants and a dirty vest. I can’t remember now how much wine he’s had. A lot, no doubt, shuffling between the sofa and the fridge while me and the kids chatted at the table. He’s been moody for days – one of his existential funks that comes to visit every so often like an uninvited dinner guest – ‘What’s wrong?’ I say, doing my best to swallow the irritation bubbling up inside me. I try to be patient, but Robert can be a little bit infuriating sometimes. ‘Come on, get into bed. I’ll suffer all day tomorrow after this late night as it is.’

‘Wait a minute! I’m trying to get my socks off!’ He wobbles, balancing himself on the bed post.

‘Get into bed. Come on.’

He climbs in beside me but sits up, wrangling his special goose down pillows into place behind him. The bed shakes as he arranges himself.

‘Angela . . .’

I turn towards him and place my hand on his belly.

‘. . . What would you say if I told you I want things to change this year? That I think we could do things a bit differently?’

He’s got my attention now. I feel instantly anxious.

‘What do you mean?’ I say, taking my hand away. ‘Don’t tell me you want to start going to ballroom dancing classes!’

He tuts, irritated.

‘No. I don’t know. I just mean it’s a funny time, isn’t it, this time of life. The kids more or less off our hands. I’ll be retiring in a couple of years. You’re at home all the time . . . I keep thinking about that song – “Is That All There Is?”.’ To my surprise he starts to sing. Robert doesn’t sing. Not even Happy Birthday.

 

‘Is that all there is, is that all there is?

If that’s all there is, my friends, then let’s keep dancing

Let’s break out the booze and have a ball

If that’s all there is . . .’

 

I’m stunned. Robert, for all his occasional moodiness and snappiness at home, never talks like this. Normally it’s me asking the big questions – and getting flap all in return. I’m still smarting about the conversation we had just last month about whether I should start learning the piano now that I’m on my own so much. I told him I was lonely, that I lacked purpose, that I felt whatever confidence I had left seeping down the plughole day by day. I must have talked for ten minutes while he gazed at his phone before muttering something like ‘You wouldn’t have the brain cells now. Impossible.’ So what on earth has got into him tonight?

‘What’s brought this on? You’ve certainly “broken out the booze”. It’s just New Year – it makes you maudlin.’

‘No, it doesn’t!’ he snaps, and I know to leave it or things will escalate and I’ll be in the dog house for New Year’s Day. I’ve made a trifle, so I don’t want to spoil things.

I take his hand.

‘It was always going to be like this, Robert. No surprise. We’ll be fine. We’ll be just fine. We’ll just keep jogging along, you and me. Now go to sleep.’

‘Good night, Ang,’ he says, switching off the bedside light but still upright against his pillows.

As I turn my back to him and hunker down, mildly blindsided by this late-night apparent discontentment, I am oblivious to the fact that in ten weeks’ time Robert will be dead.





Chapter 10

19th July 2020

It’s gone ten by the time I wake with a start. Slowly the events of the middle of the night come cringing into my consciousness like teenagers at a parents’ evening. I must have been crazy. What was I thinking? I go downstairs and make strong coffee. Erin and Brendan have both left messages – sweet. They are having fun with their friends for the first time in months. They need it. They are both planning on backpacking this summer – why not? Nothing else to do. It’s been a year of cancellations. The lost year of 2020. Earlier on in the lockdown some puffy-faced Tory Boy said that foreign trips would be out of bounds this year and we should all have ‘Famous Five holidays’ in the UK. Flapping tents, ruddy cheeks and lashings of ginger beer. Sod that. Erin and Brendan are off to the Greek islands. Me? I’ll stay here with the dog.

 

I open the laptop to check my emails. The usual rubbish. At the bottom of the inbox there is a link to the cougar website. I have one hundred and forty-two messages. Urgh. I can’t face any erect penises at this time of the day, so I ignore it. I’m just pouring my coffee and pondering when to make the scones for the tea party today when there is a knock at the door. Mona leaps from her seat and runs barking furiously. It’s Jenni, dressed in the shortest white tennis dress I have ever seen.

‘Morning!’ she trills, pushing past me into the kitchen. ‘Mmmm coffee smells good!’

‘You look . . . sporty!’ I say.

‘Thanks. I picked this up in a charity shop a few years ago. Never worn it,’ she replies, helping herself to a mug and my coffee.

‘What about the red and blue?’ I ask.

‘Red bra, blue pants,’ she says. ‘And if Denise asks, I’ll show her.’

I start getting the baking things from the cupboard. Should I tell Jenni what I did last night? It would give her a laugh anyway . . .

‘Sleep well?’ asks Jenni, catching sight of the burnt milk still in the pan.

‘Not really,’ I say, trying to sound breezy. ‘Actually I was awake in the middle of the night and I signed up to a couple of dating sites . . .’

Jenni’s mug stops in mid-air just short of her mouth.

‘You WHAT?!’

I laugh.

‘Tell me EVERYTHING NOW!’ she shouts.

The horror of the night dissipates as I log in to my cougar account to show Jenni. Of course it’s funny. In broad daylight the intimidation and repulsion I felt at the barrage of images softens and becomes more like pity. Silly buggers all desperate for attention and trying to get it the only way they know how.

I click on the messages folder. Jenni shrieks and gasps her way through the rogues’ gallery of engorged sausages cradled by wrinkly knuckles.

‘Oh my GOD!’ she screams when she sees the eighty-year-old man with a long white beard who enjoys fisting and sado-masochism. ‘This is HILARIOUS!’

She stops at the bottom of the list of messages – we haven’t clicked on all of them, we know what they’ll be – and peers closely at it.

‘This one is good. No dick pic. Young. Well, under fifty. Quite cute. “Hello Angela – you look really nice in your picture. If you’d like to message me, I’d be happy to chat and maybe have coffee sometime?” ’

‘Where is he? Let me see,’ I say, pulling the screen closer as I grab for my glasses. Nick is dark-haired, with soulful eyes and an angular face. His nose is long and he has a crinkly smile. It’s weird to see someone smiling in their photo – everyone else looks so intensely focused on looking sexy. I click on his profile and read on.

 

Hi – I’m recently widowed, no kids, and I’m looking for someone to chat to and maybe go for walks with. I like older women – my wife was ten years older than me – so thought I’d look here. I’m a bit shocked by the things I’ve seen here if I’m honest, but thought I’d leave my profile up anyway just in case. It’s a jungle out there!

 

I show Jenni.

‘Message him!’ she says straight away.

‘No!’ I cry, horrified. I feel about thirteen, like she’s just told me to go up to a boy at the school disco and ask him to dance. I wish I’d never started this, especially not with Jenni. She won’t let it go.

‘Why not? He doesn’t want you to shag him he just wants to talk and walk! You can do that! Nobody will know!’

‘No way! Why would I want to go out with someone who likes older women? That’s just weird!’

‘Why?!’

‘Because it just is! The only men who say that don’t mean that they actually like older women, they just mean they have an adolescent fixation on some Mrs Robinson-type teacher they once had and want to bang an old lady! They don’t actually like them. Nobody likes older women. Not even older women like older women!’

‘Speak for yourself!’ says Jenni. ‘I think we’re pretty amazing!’

‘Yes, I know we are, I know you are, but not in that way.’

Jenni stares at me, exasperated.

‘Come on, Ang, where’s your sense of fun and adventure? Where’s your confidence?’

‘Look, we might be wiser, kinder, more tolerant than younger women, but those are not highly prized attributes amongst men. Men don’t want kind, nice, tolerant – not for sex – they’ll put up with an absolutely vacuous cow if she’s young and blonde.’

‘I think you need to broaden your horizons, love. Not all men are like Robert.’

‘Aren’t they?’ I ask. It’s a genuine question.

‘No! Some of them are nice! And there will be someone just like you wanting just what you want, who wouldn’t dream of making you feel bad about yourself.’

I look at her intently.

‘Sorry. No offence,’ she says, flustered.

‘It’s all right. You’re right,’ I say, taking a closer look at Nick.

Should I?

‘He lives in Brighton! That’s not far! That’s only fifty minutes on the train – an hour and a half tops if you drive from here!’ says Jenni, egging me on.

‘It’s not exactly in my bubble, is it? And I’m not getting on a train either. Not at the moment.’

‘Hello, Angela – this is the twenty-first century calling! You can meet him online. Just set up a Zoom!’

‘I cannot be doing with all that nonsense!’ I say, hating how old and out of touch I sound.

‘Come on! It’s easy! Erin will show you!’

‘NO WAY! You want me to ask my daughter to help me hook up with a stranger online?’

Jenni grabs my laptop and hits reply.

‘Hi Nick’ she types.

‘Hey! What are you doing?’ I say, trying to grab it back.

‘Come on, Angela – this will be fun, I promise!’

‘Jenni! Stop!’

But it’s too late. She’s sent it.

She grins at me, delighted with herself.

‘What have you done?!’ I cry.

‘Chill, it’s just a hello!’ she says. ‘What harm can come from a hello?’

‘But now he’s going to think I’m interested in him!’

‘You ARE interested in him! I saw the way you ogled his picture!’

‘I was NOT ogling,’ I say.

There’s a sudden ping from the laptop.

‘He’s REPLIED!! OMG!’ Jenni screams.

‘Oh bloody hell!’ I cover my eyes. ‘Is it a dick pic?’

‘No. He says, “Hi Angela – good to hear from you! How are you this fine Sunday morning?” ’

‘Don’t reply!’ I say, but Jenni is on a mission and is already typing.

 

I’m very well thank you Nick. I’m about to go to a street party with a Wimbledon theme

 

she types.

‘Don’t put that! Now he’s going to think I’m a tennis fan and start asking me questions about world rankings or something!’

‘He won’t!’

‘He will! Here, give it to me,’ I say, grabbing the laptop. Before he can reply, I add ‘It’s not that I’m a loony Wimbledon fan but one of the neighbours is mad and thinks we need to commemorate it. I’m being forced to go, honest.’

Jenni smiles. ‘You’re hooked, then!’ she says, irritatingly.

‘No. I just don’t want to be falsely represented.’

The laptop pings again. Nick has sent a string of laughing emojis. Then he writes

 

Don’t you just hate all the people who try to jolly you along and make you do things because they don’t want you to be “sitting around all day grieving”? They’re the worst. I feel like saying “I’d rather be doing that than having to go for a jog/have a picnic/join an online choir with YOU!”

 

I smile. ‘Exactly’ I type.

Jenni stands.

‘I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it,’ she says, and I flick a tea towel at her tennis-skirted backside.

‘I’ll see you at the party,’ she says, winking. ‘Then you can tell me EVERYTHING!’

She goes, and I sit waiting for a reply. A minute passes. Then a ping.

 

I thought it was just me. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not sitting around crying all day (well not every day  ) but sometimes I feel like I’m not allowed to be sad or angry, like it makes other people uncomfortable or something. Does that happen to you?

 

I smile. I reply,

 

Oh God yes. For years I felt like I wasn’t allowed to be anything other than happy.

 

I don’t know why I’m telling him. Any minute now he’s probably going to ask to see my tits or something. But somehow I feel safe. I think it’s his eyes – he looks trustworthy.

He replies straight away.

 

Sorry to hear that. I don’t know why people find it so hard to let other people just feel what they need to feel. Why are people so afraid of other people’s emotions?

 

God, this guy actually sounds like he has some (what Erin would call) emotional intelligence!

I reply again.

 

I don’t know why. My late husband – Robert – was quite buttoned up emotionally. He wasn’t really a talker. Sorry. Realise it’s not really the done thing to talk about your ex, even if they’re dead!

 

No problem for me – my late wife Alice was very emotional. She always welcomed me talking about my feelings. She was a very kind and sweet woman.

 

She sounds it. Lucky you.

 

Yes I was very lucky. I miss her terribly but it gets to the point when you have to say enough is enough and pick yourself up off the floor, don’t you think?

 

I do. I think I’m there already.

 

Good for you! I think I am too. But this site, eh? All a bit desperate? I mean “rimming” “dogging” – what happened to a cup of tea and a nice slice of cake?!

 

I laugh out loud in the kitchen. He seems really nice.

 

Speaking of cake, I need to get going. I have to bake scones for the Wimbledon street party at four and if I turn up without them I’ll get reported to the Bureau for Unpatriotic Thought Control or something. It was nice to chat to you.

 

Sure. Maybe we can catch up later? Can I get your number?

 

Wow. He’s keen. I don’t think I want to give out my number just yet . . .

 

Why don’t we chat here later? About nine?

 

There is a brief pause. Have I offended him? I add

 

Sorry to be a bit . . . but you know . . .

 

No probs. I’ll be here at 9. It’s a date.

 

Oh bloody hell, is it? I send him a thumbs-up and shut the screen. A date. I didn’t want a date. I haven’t had a proper date in thirty years. But as I take out my mixing bowl and scales, I notice that despite myself . . . I am smiling.





Chapter 11

‘Come on, everyone – let’s all wave our flags for Wimbers! Rain may have stopped play, but that’s no reason to pull the covers over and go home!’

Denise is in full metaphor flow – it’s a gloriously sunny afternoon so I can only assume that by ‘rain’ she means ‘Covid’. Denise is a huge Wimbledon fan. And a royalist. And a huge cricket nut. One of the Barmy Army. At least, from a distance. She’s never actually been, but she never misses an opportunity to get her bunting out. It must be exhausting. She is resplendent today in her Union Jack smock dress, matching floppy hat and frilly white ankle socks.

‘There’s the dress again! Suppose she has to get her money’s worth with all that clobber,’ says Jenni, sidling up to me as I arrange my scones on one end of the socially-distanced tea table. Denise has thought of everything. There are arrows marked on the road indicating a one-way buffet. Latex gloves are laid out at the start next to the plates, and a little sign says they are ‘OBLIGATORY!’ You must maintain two metres between fellow tea guzzlers at all times and use tongs for everything. Little bowls of strawberries and cream are lined up at the other end of the table with another sign saying ‘STRICTLY ONE PER RESIDENT!’ And dotted between each plate of sandwiches and cakes is a hand sanitiser pump. A more joyless spread you could not wish to see. And yet I feel happy to be here. Can a simple chat with a stranger flip my mood so completely that even Denise’s little parties seem suddenly fun? I take a little plate and select a cucumber sandwich and a cupcake, but I don’t feel hungry at all. I’m a bit skittish. My stomach keeps flipping over. I’m excited.

‘So what happened?’ says Jenni, waving her Union Jack napkin like a fan. She thinks she’s in Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

‘We talked,’ I say, trying to play it cool. Jenni squeals.

‘Ssssh!’ I say, panicked. Too late. Denise is there.

‘Hello, ladies,’ she says, pulling her Union Jack face mask down over her little mouth as she approaches. ‘What’s all the excitement?’

‘Nothing. I just really love scones!’ says Jenni.

‘Lovely, aren’t they? These ones are mine,’ says Denise, picking up a huge crumbly scone filled with currants. ‘Are you two going to take part in the Mexican wave?’

Oh God. She can’t let Wimbledon go.

‘Well, I would do – but this dress is so short if I raise my arms everyone will see my Forty Love!’

Denise smiles thinly. ‘Yes – very brave choice, I must say. Not many people your age can get away with showing that much thigh.’

Deuce.

Jenni grins and shoves a finger sandwich in her mouth all in one go. Thankfully Denise is called away to greet the jazz trio she has coerced into appearing.

‘Stupid cow,’ says Jenni, her mouth still full. ‘I feel so sorry for Paul.’ Denise’s husband Paul is hovering around behind her in a pair of ill-advised tiny tennis shorts. In fairness, he doesn’t seem particularly unhappy about it. He looks quite pleased with himself. ‘And she didn’t make those scones. They’re Waitrose. I saw her stuffing the packaging down her bra.’

‘So yes, we talked,’ I say. ‘We’re going to talk again later.’

‘You SLUT!’ shouts Jenni, delighted.

‘Sssssshhhh!’ I laugh.

‘Did you give him your number?’

‘NO! I’m not mad! We just talked on the chat, on the website.’

‘Did he ask for your number?’

‘Yes, he did. But I thought best not until we know each other a bit better. If it gets that far.’ I can’t believe what I’m saying. What’s happened to me?

‘Bloody hell! Good for you!’

‘He seems really nice. It’s just a bit of fun. God knows I need a bit of that.’

Jenni goes to get us some Pimm’s from her house and I look around at all the neighbours standing in awkward household bubbles on the street. It’s actually very sweet, and I find myself filled with a feeling of goodwill. Children play hopscotch, chalking onto the road, and older kids ride their bikes up and down the pavements. It feels like the olden days, like we’ve gone back in time to an era when life was simpler, people more friendly and fun was self-made. ‘Hi Ang – how are you doing?’ says Ellis, appearing from behind me. He is doing that head-tilting thing – adorable.

‘Oh, hi Ellis! Good, yes I’m good, thanks!’ I’m aware how different – skittish – I sound, so I moderate myself. ‘Well, you know, getting along OK, all things considered . . .’

‘Hey – it’s OK to be happy for a while, Ang. Have a Pimm’s!’

‘I thought we weren’t allowed alcohol?’ I say.

‘Last-minute relaxing of prohibition – Denise persuaded Sebastian at number forty-seven that it was OK – turns out he was the fun Nazi!’

I take a glass and we wander around talking to people. He’s so friendly and puts people at their ease. Jenni shouts over to him and he blows her a kiss. I want one like him. Maybe I’ve found one . . . We have a lot of fun when someone brings out a banjo and we have a singalong – cockney ditties and silly dancing. The evening draws in and it’s almost nine o’clock by the time I look at my watch. I’m still out on the street chatting to one of the neighbours I have never met before. Apparently she has lived here as long as we have, but we’ve never met. She lives four doors away. Shocking. She says she is sorry about Robert. I nod. Then I realise what time it is and rush off.

 

Inside I can’t find the laptop charger. It must be in Erin’s room – she’s always pinching mine. I rush around in a blind panic, imagining Nick waiting for me, a virtual bunch of flowers wilting in his hand. I find it under Erin’s bed, plug in, switch on and log onto the site. Four new messages from Nick, the first at

20.59

 

Hi! How was the party? Straight sets  ?

 

Then another at 21.01

 

Hello? Are you there?

 

21.03

 

Angela?

 

Blimey, he is keen.

 

21.05

 

OK well I guess you thought better of it. Shame. Hope to speak to you soon?

 

Oh no! He thinks I’ve stood him up! How can I have been so stupid? I scrabble to reply. Maybe he’s still there.

 

Nick! So sorry! I lost track of time and then I couldn’t find my laptop charger! Sorry! Here now!

 

It’s 21.06. Only six minutes late. I watch for his reply. Nothing.

21.10.

21.16.

Still nothing. Oh well. I must have subconsciously self-sabotaged. I’m surprised at how disappointed I feel.

I go to put the kettle on. No flirty chat late into the night, then. Just a cup of tea and then bed, I guess.

21.19 the laptop pings. I rush to the screen.

 

Hi Angela. No worries. Sounds like you had a good time! Better things to be doing than chatting to some strange man you met online! Ha ha! Maybe chat tomorrow? Here’s my number if you would like to call – 7pm?

 

Thank God! Thought I’d blown it then. I will call him tomorrow – bang on 7 p.m. And we can take up where we left off. I’m just relieved he got back to me. I tidy up and take a shower, shaving my legs for the first time in months. Stupid really. Inside my chest, deep within my ribs, something stirs. A fluttering. Like wings against a cage.





Chapter 12

Monday. Brendan and Erin arrive back within an hour of each other and deposit dirty laundry and sleeping bags all over the kitchen, before collapsing into bed for the rest of the day. I dutifully load and unload the washing machine, taking advantage of the lovely weather to get some good drying done. I thought the years of domestic servitude were behind me, but the washing never ceases – the pants just get bigger. How humdrum my life is. Not for long. Soon I will be whisked away by a younger man for a glamorous Staycation. I allow myself to fantasise about where we will go first. Cornwall? No. They don’t want Londoners down there, do they? I’ve seen signs on TV ‘Turn round and F-off!’ suspended over the A30. Southend? No, full of chavs. He lives in Brighton. Maybe he’ll invite me down for a weekend? I start to feel anxious as I peg out my large beige knickers. I’m going to have to do something about those – can’t be turning up in those passion killers. And the bras. It’s all very well letting your elastic go grey and saggy when there’s no one to see it, but I’d die if anyone spontaneously undressed me and found this sorry state of affairs. Like unwrapping a present and finding an old turnip.

 

I pass the day in a flurry of nervous energy, Mona following me up and down the stairs as if sensing an interloper is about to get between me and her. From six I start checking my watch every other minute. I mustn’t be late today. The hour lasts a decade, so I drink tea, wipe the kitchen surfaces again and put lipstick on. It’s just an audio call – I’m not going to FaceTime him yet, God no – but I want to feel attractive. At two minutes to seven I pick up my phone and dial his number. I hold my breath as I listen to the ringtone.

After three rings he picks up.

‘Hello?’ he says, an upward inflection making him sound slightly suspicious.

‘Hi Nick? It’s Angela! I’m not late!’ I say.

‘Hi Angela. I’m so pleased you’ve called. I wasn’t sure you were going to!’ he says. His voice is soft and kind.

‘Of course! I really wanted to chat to you last night, but I just got a bit carried away at the party and lost track of time!’

Do I sound desperate?

‘Good. Then we’re both on the same page. I’ve been nervous all day! And breathe!’ he laughs. I let out a sigh of relief. I haven’t blown it. Yet. I’m flattered that he has been worrying about it.

‘How are you?’ he asks, and something in his voice makes me believe he really wants to know.

I let out a long sigh. ‘Well, I’m very nervous too! I haven’t spoken to anyone since my husband died – I mean, I have spoken to, you know, people, like the neighbours and people in Asda, but I haven’t had any kind of . . . you know . . .’

‘Dates?’ he offers. He sounds a little bit like he’s teasing and it makes me blush. Thank God it’s only audio.

‘Exactly. And you?’

‘Well, I’ve been looking on a few sites for a couple of months now, but so far no one has quite interested me enough. So far.’

‘Oh, so I’m honoured!’ I say, blushing even harder.

‘You are indeed. I mean, there have been some lovely women, but I think I wasn’t really ready before. There was just something about you that looked – welcoming.’

I smile.

‘Really? In what way?’ I ask, keen to hear more.

‘Well . . . I think I’m quite a good judge of character, and I can tell from your photo that you are kind, and you sound like a really nice woman. Your voice. It’s . . . sweet. Does that sound wet?!’

I smile. Compliments.

‘Not at all. Not at all, Nick.’

 

And we talk. We talk for two hours. He tells me all about his late wife Alice – she died of breast cancer two years ago and he’s been on his own ever since. He tells me how they wanted children but had met later in life and then the cancer got in the way – and then she died. He’s an architect and believes in social housing. He’s passionate about helping the poor, and mentions that he gives a lot of his money to local charities. He doesn’t do this in a showy way – he just mentions it in passing. He sounds so genuine, so down to earth. It’s so refreshing. I tell him about Robert, stalling a little when I reveal it was just four months ago that he died.

‘Four months is a long time when you’re alone,’ he says, and I’m relieved he is understanding. I don’t tell him that the whole reason I signed up to this was as a kind of revenge against the cheating bastard. I think that might be a bit of a buzz kill, as Brendan would say. He tells me how he has been helping out at a local food bank during the lockdown, picking up food from supermarkets getting rid of old stock. He’s started pottering in the garden and likes classical music. So far, so good. I tell him about Brendan and Erin, about how nice it has been to have them back and how much I am dreading them heading off for the summer. He is sympathetic but says I need to start thinking about myself, planning for my own future. He says he wants to do that too. It feels like a tentative offer. It’s gone 9 p.m. when Brendan comes crashing through the kitchen door looking for food. I dash out to the garden, guiltily, lowering my voice.

‘I’m going to have to go,’ I whisper. ‘My son has just come downstairs.’

There is a short pause. ‘OK, but you don’t have to go just because of that,’ says Nick. I’m torn. I don’t want to hang up, but at the same time I don’t want Brendan to see me flirting with a strange man just four months since his father died.

‘No, I know, but I feel . . . a bit bad, you know?’

‘OK, sweetie,’ he says warmly.

‘Sorry – can I – shall we speak again tomorrow?’ I ask, suddenly shy and anxious to get off the phone. I feel like I’ve been caught red-handed.

‘Sure, sure, whenever is good for you . . .’ he says.

‘Great. Same time tomorrow night?’

‘Perfect. Sleep well. Bye, love.’

Sweetness. Love. I blush.

I slip back inside and start loading the dishwasher.

‘Did you cook anything?’ asks Brendan, sticking his head in the oven.

Phew. He hasn’t noticed anything odd.

‘There’s some left-over soup in the pan,’ I say.

‘I think I’ll just go to McDonald’s,’ he says, turning his nose up.

He heads for the door.

‘Who was that on the phone? Looked a bit dodgy.’

Bloody hell, he doesn’t miss a thing. I find myself blushing again.

‘Nobody. Just a cold call.’

‘This time of night? Bloody bastards. Bye!’

And he’s gone. Thank God for that.

 

I pour myself a glass of wine and sit to mull things over. It was a really nice chat. I hope it didn’t sound like I was trying to get off the phone. He sounds sensitive. I felt really listened to. Really cared for. It’s crazy. I barely know him. But already I feel like we have a connection. Robert never asked me how I was feeling. It’s not that hard to actively love someone, is it? You just have to care, then show them. Maybe that was the problem – it’s not that he couldn’t show it (the excuse I always made for him) but that he didn’t actually care. I decide to message Nick, just to make sure he knows I really did have to go. I pick up my phone and think carefully about what to write.

 

Hiya – sorry about that! I really enjoyed our chat. Looking forward to talking again tomorrow!

 

I hesitate then add a kiss. I sit with the phone on my knee, sipping my wine, waiting for his response. Nothing. Oh well, maybe he is busy. He’ll probably reply soon. I tidy up a bit, waiting for my phone to ping. I sit again. How long do I wait? I switch on the TV. The news is about to come on, so I wait to hear about the bars and restaurants opening up. Suddenly it’s not weird to see people being served from behind plastic shields like the ones they have in off-licences in the shadier parts of town. Having a meal out in such conditions doesn’t really appeal. What if I get to actually meet Nick and we go for a meal and have to sit two metres apart with visors on? Hardly romantic. I watch the news. Half the population seems to be in the pub while the other half tuts. I hope we are not heading for a second wave. That would just about finish me off. The first one crashed ashore destroying everything it touched, took my husband and forty thousand others and then lay in rancid pools waiting for people to come out again. I stay up for Newsnight, but I’m too antsy to concentrate. Maitlis has a very bouncy blow-dry – that’s about all I notice.

 

Newsnight ends and I switch off the portentous music before the credits are over. Still no message. I send another text simply wishing him a good night. I go to bed, cradling the phone under my pillow like a teenager. I sleep fitfully, waking up several times during the night to check for messages. Every time, I am disappointed. It makes me disproportionately nervous – two days ago I didn’t even know he existed and now he is interfering with my sleep, affecting my equilibrium, such as it was, and making me feel anxious. I really am so silly. He’s probably just busy, or asleep.

 

In the morning I wake early. I check my phone again. No message. It’s only a quarter to six, but I get up and make tea. In the back garden the old lady’s heart is grey, the sun yet to fill her solar panels with warmth and love. I know how she feels. Will I make things work with someone new? Or am I now a single woman, a widow forever? I contemplate the next thirty years on my own. I will be one of those old ladies who stop to try and talk to you while you’re walking the dog or queuing at the till, because I’ll be so bloody lonely. Brendan and Erin will have tortured conversations about whose turn it is to visit me in my care home. If I’m allowed visitors. Covid might have put paid to that forever. So I’ll probably sit in a pool of my own piss, telling anyone who will listen how wonderful my children are. I’m just squeezing the teabag out over the sink when my phone pings. It’s him!

 

Morning beautiful Angela! How are you today? xx

 

My heart skips a beat. ‘Beautiful Angela’ – two kisses. See? I was being silly! He probably just got tired and went to bed. I take things far too personally. Maybe this is Robert’s legacy – a small pension, a half-decent house and a massive propensity for self-doubt. I am stupidly thrilled to get this message. Suddenly the day takes on a much sunnier aspect. Amazing how little it takes – another human reaching out across the abyss. I message back.

 

Morning! How are you today? Up bright and early! X

 

He is typing straight back.

 

Only one kiss?

 

he teases.

I smile and send ‘x’

He replies with a loveheart emoji. I forget all about my tea and try to think what to say next. But he sends another message.

 

What are you up to today?

 

I wrack my brains for something funny or exciting to say. Nothing. Instead I tell him the truth.

 

Probably doing some ironing and making a salad! It’s all go around here!

 

Good. I want to make sure you’re behaving yourself! Not gadding about in the street drinking Pimm’s!�

 

I like it that he remembers details about my day.

No not today – I’ll be at home getting on with the housework.

 

And the kids?

 

Oh they’ll be asleep half the day.

 

Lucky them! Well whatever you do, make sure you take a few moments to appreciate yourself. And don’t run round after them too much! This is your time Angela! Speak later xxx

 

I smile. This is my time. Maybe it is.

 

And just like that I am something approaching happy again. We talk every night at 7 p.m. He’s so sweet, remembering little things about my day, asking me about my life with Robert, wanting a tour of the house so that he can imagine himself visiting. A week goes by and I scarcely notice, my life just measured out in the hours spent either talking to him or waiting to talk to him. It’s so nice to have some attention, someone asking me how I am and what I am doing. I realise Robert never asked me a thing, apart from how come I’d managed to spend so much money and buy nothing he wanted to eat. Every morning I set about watering the garden before the sun gets too high and burns the water on the leaves. Bees buzz hungrily around the lavender and the bird song seems sweeter than ever. Life could be about to get better. Perhaps better than it has been for thirty years. I am free. The kids will be gone again soon. Someone else thinks I’m worth talking to. I spend every afternoon getting ready to speak to him. After our second chat he wanted to FaceTime. I was so nervous I spent all day getting ready, trying out different tops and lighting – would a lamp hide my jowls? But how could I justify it in broad daylight?! I needn’t have worried. He showers me in compliments and it never sounds cheesy or fake. ‘Angela your eyes are so sparkly tonight! They are the most incredible aquamarine colour!’ ‘You look so sweet when you’re shy!’ ‘I love how you’ve done your hair – you look fantastic.’ He is even more attractive on video than his photo, so all these compliments make me feel giddy. To be lavished with praise like this by someone who is a very well preserved, successful and kind middle-aged man! Is this what it’s like to be in a loving relationship? Is this what Jenni has? No wonder she’s always so up for life. I feel like I was dead all those years. Last night he broached the subject of us meeting. He said he wanted to talk to me about something important and it would be better face to face. He asked me where I lived – we’d been talking about house prices, how crazy the market is in London, how ridiculous the prices are in some postcodes. He said he didn’t understand why I wasn’t thinking about selling up and getting a smaller space. He said I could invest the capital and live a life of luxury. He asked for my address and I gave it to him. He’s going to research the history of the houses in my street – apparently you can find out what they have sold for over the decades. Not that I’m planning on selling. This is the kids’ home after all.

 

It’s Sunday again. We’ve been talking for a whole week. I’m in the garden with a cup of tea, doing some daydreaming and weeding, when the doorbell rings. It’s only eight in the morning, far too early for Jenni, who has been vicariously loving what she insists on referring to as my ‘internet lover’. I go to the door wiping my hands on a tea towel. On the doorstep there sits a huge bunch of baby-pink peonies, wrapped in soft pink tissue paper. The delivery man is getting back in his van. The new social distancing delivery rules mean they have to do this to maintain physical distance, and often they don’t check the addresses properly, leading to so many mistakes. So far I’ve had books, sports equipment and gluten-free groceries all erroneously left on the doorstep and I’ve had to chase after them to take them back.

‘Hey!’ I shout after him. ‘I don’t think you’ve got the right address!’

He waves cheerily and drives off at speed. Bloody hell. Some poor sod won’t be getting their birthday flowers today. I pick them up and smell them. They are stunning. There is a little card attached.

‘Angela Happy One Week Anniversary! Love N xxx’

Nick? Nick has sent me flowers? I don’t know any other Ns. I blush furiously even though nobody is looking. I am insanely thrilled. So that’s why he wanted my address? All that talk about house prices! How utterly lovely. I push my nose into the soft fragrant blooms and inhale their sweetness. I can’t remember the last time I received flowers. Just as I’m about to take them inside, Denise jogs over in some ill-advised running gear.

‘Ooh who’s a lucky girl! Secret admirer, is it? Birthday?’

Of course she would have to witness this. She never misses a trick.

‘No no, not my birthday – they’re for Erin,’ I lie. I don’t want to get the third degree later.

‘Well, they’re gorgeous. Byeee! I’m off to start my 5K jog! Wish me luck!’

‘Good luck!’ I shout to her retreating backside.

Inside I put the gorgeous flowers into a vase. I’m stunned.

Once again I spend all day waiting for 7 p.m. I’ve started to dodge the children in the house – they have noticed the upturn in my mood and I don’t want them to know anything yet. If they were to suspect me of having – what? An affair? An online flirtation? – I would feel so shamed. Only by telling them the truth about their dad would I be able to justify it, and I cannot do that. Not yet. The tightly packed peony buds unfurl throughout the afternoon and by six they are big blousy blooms with frilly edges, flopping luxuriously all over the dining table. I get ready for the call by showering, styling my hair and putting on a nice shirt. I have been living in T-shirts and baggy trousers to help the denial about the weight gain in lockdown, but this past week I have been getting dressed properly, taking care to look as good as possible. It’s years since I’ve really bothered. Any time I did change my appearance Robert would comment on it, asking me who I was trying to impress. I gave up in the end. At a quarter to seven I’m sitting anxiously in the kitchen. Erin comes in from a shopping spree – you’d think she’d never been in a shop, such was the level of her joy when they announced that non-essential shops could reopen – ‘Non-essential? Fashion is ESSENTIAL!’ she’d said as she skipped off to the sales.

‘You look nice, Mum! Where are you going?’

‘Nowhere. I’ve just got a clean shirt on, that’s all. Is it that remarkable?’

‘No. Just saying, you look nice. It’s good! Good for you!’ she says, trotting upstairs to try on all her purchases.

At two minutes to seven I go out into the garden and dial Nick’s number. No answer. I try again. No answer. Odd. He always either calls me early or I call him. I can’t believe how anxious it makes me that he hasn’t picked up straight away. At seven I try again. He picks up after two rings. Thank God.

‘Hi! I thought you were avoiding me!’ I blurt. Stupid. Just be cool.

‘Angela!’ he says, laughing.

‘I’m so relieved you’re there!’

‘Of course I’m here!’ he chuckles.

‘It’s just I rang three times! I was beginning to think you weren’t going to answer!’ I try to sound blasé, but even I can detect the slight note of panic in my voice.

‘We said seven, didn’t we?’ he says, sounding ever so slightly defensive. Don’t blow this, Angela. Be cool.

‘Yes, we did, it’s just I didn’t want to be late, because I know you hate that!’ Nick mentioned last week that his biggest no-no is sloppy time keeping.

‘I do. Bless you. Thank you for taking care of that. You took care of it so well you were early! Calling me at six fifty-eight! Then again at six fifty-nine!’

I laugh, but I register something. If he was there, why didn’t he just pick up? I put it to the back of my mind.

‘I’m just teasing, Angela,’ he soothes, reading into my slight pause.

‘How are you? How was your day?’ I ask, keen to switch focus.

‘Nice. Lovely. I went for a long bike ride. Thought about you. Wondered if you’d received anything . . .?’

I’m happy he has brought it up – I feel too shy to.

‘The flowers are so beautiful. Thank you.’

‘Flowers? What flowers? Who has been sending you flowers? Let me at him!’ I can hear that he is playing dumb, so I play along.

‘Well, of course I assumed it was you, but then I do have a long list of admirers so . . .’

‘Oh, is that so? Should I just head to the back of the queue?’ he says, playing hurt.

‘Something like that . . . No seriously, thank you so much. They are absolutely beautiful. It’s
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