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According to ‘M’ theory, ours is not the only universe. Instead, ‘M’ theory predicts that a great many universes were created out of nothing.

Stephen Hawking, The Grand Design
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Strange, isn’t it? Each man’s life touches so many other lives. When he isn’t around he leaves an awful hole, doesn’t he?

Frank Capra, It’s A Wonderful Life



I’m aware of him looking at me.

Whatever intuitive faculty it is that informs of things we should not be aware of has kicked in.

I begin to feel flustered.

If I look up, will I catch his eye? If I do, will I simply smile in acknowledgement or will I be forced to look away, embarrassed?

I think I know him from somewhere but it’s hard to tell. His face is partly obscured by the hat he’s wearing, the kind Max used to wear when he was a student.

A Greek fisherman’s hat, I had called it, but Richard had said, no, it was a Mao hat. ‘I imagine our son is trying to capture the revolutionary-worker look rather than the Mediterranean fisherman,’ he’d mused. ‘Combined with a touch of Dylan and a dash of Guthrie for good measure.’

Max had been laughably image-conscious at the time but, then, most boys that age are.

Connor, who is just four, is the opposite: totally unaware, even when he comes out with me dressed as a tiger. ‘Oh, look at you. Are you a tiger?’ well-meaning strangers ask, and my grandson shakes his head or sometimes explains that he’s ‘just wearing a tiger costume’.

Today he is a regular little boy in blue shorts and stripy sweater, and I am the one who appears to be an object of curiosity, which is rare in your seventies.

I carry on scanning my items at the till. The self-consciousness of knowing I’m being observed lends an awkward deliberation to the routine act of shopping, moving the bread, croissants and chocolate buttons – to bribe Connor with on the walk back to my flat – from one side of the self-checkout to the other.

Hannah will say, ‘I hope Grandma hasn’t been feeding you too much junk,’ when she comes to collect him after work. But she won’t really be cross with me. Or maybe she will, in private. But if I’m the mother-in-law who meddles, she never lets on.

Eventually, I allow myself a quick sidelong glance. He definitely reminds me of someone, or perhaps it’s just the hat.

I go back to my shopping, scan it all, pay and pick up the bag, meeting his eye now, smiling briefly.

And that would have been it, except he’s finished and paid too.

‘Excuse me.’ He draws alongside.

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Ivy, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ Where do I know him from?

‘Ivy Trent,’ he says, not questioning now.

‘Yes.’ He’s very familiar but from where? Is he a past colleague, someone connected to Lottie and Max’s childhood? Or one of Richard’s friends? He doesn’t seem to fit any of those categories.

‘This is my grandson, Connor.’ I stall for time, hoping for some further clue. ‘I don’t think you’ve met him.’

‘It must be at least sixty years,’ he says, and then, seeing my confusion, he’s about to introduce himself. ‘It’s –’

I get there first. ‘Abe?’ I ask, recognition slowly flooding through me. ‘Abe? Abe McFadden?’

He nods.

I experience a sudden rush of emotion. There he is. My oldest childhood friend. My closest childhood friend. ‘I can’t believe it.’

An insufficient summary of everything I feel. I’d often thought of him over the years, wondered how he was and hoped life had been kind to him. Kinder than it had been when we were growing up.

Time seems to rewind and then jump.

It’s leapt to a place where Abe and I are five years old, standing shyly in the playground on our first day at primary school. I had seen him and wanted him to be my friend. And then he is, and we’re the kind of friends who are in and out of each other’s houses, part of each other’s families, the kind of friends people refer to in one breath, ‘Ivy’n’Abe’.

I look at him again now. He’s aged but the young Abe is still there, shifting on the spot, unsure what to say. His hair is grey but still thick and slightly unruly, the kind of hair that needs a close cut to tame it, the kind of cut he’s too shy to have because it would expose his face with its peculiarly inviting set.

He smiles now, and I see it in the way the wrinkles appear, in grooves that have deepened over the years: an expression that suggests kindness, coupled with gentle humour and a trace of sadness.

Then my mind leaps to when it happened – the tragedy that would herald the end of our friendship.

And I’m brought back to the present by Connor, who is tugging at my coat. ‘Grandma, I want to feed the ducks.’

‘In a minute,’ I say, stroking his head, still amazed at how happy the silkiness of his hair makes me feel. Being able to look after Connor has injected some real joy back into my life. Children make sense of all the pain and loss.

I wonder if I’d not had children how much harder their father’s death might have been, and if Hannah had not just given birth to Connor, would I have been able to bear it when my brother Jon died almost a year to the day later? In Lottie and Max there are so many traces of my husband that they give me hope, even in my darkest moments. They are physical reminders that life goes on, that the particles of the universe keep on being reconfigured, the sun keeps rising and the world keeps turning on its axis and around the sun, towards new dawns and new seasons.

When the first shoots of spring begin to appear, I smile inside in a way that I don’t think I used to. No matter how harsh the winter, spring always comes in the end.

‘I just want to speak to this man.’ I look at Abe again and Connor begins rooting around in the shopping bag I’ve asked him to carry.

‘Can the ducks have croissants as well as bread?’

‘No, they’re for me!’

‘Can’t they have one? You don’t need four.’

‘I don’t think they like them, Connor.’

Isn’t there a sign somewhere in the park, asking people not to feed croissants to the ducks? Or is that something I made up? I’m getting increasingly forgetful, these days, as to what actually happened and what might have been a joke or a story, mine or someone else’s.

‘They should try them,’ Connor persists. ‘How do they know if they like something or not, if they haven’t tried it?’

I laugh at him. He’s so like Max, who sounded like me when he was little. Abe smiles. Is he a grandparent too?

‘Can we go now?’

‘Just a minute, darling. This man is someone I used to know a very long time ago, when I was about the same age as you.’

Connor looks up, interested in the solipsistic way that toddlers are when people relate to them in a way they have not previously realized. ‘But you’ve always been old,’ he says, with conviction.

Abe chuckles. ‘You’ve always been young in my mind,’ he says. ‘It’s such a surprise to see you again.’

‘Can we go?’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say to Abe. ‘We’re going to the park to feed the ducks. Can you walk with us a little way?’

‘Yes.’

The way he says it, it’s more than a simple affirmation. It’s as if he’s been waiting for me to ask him and has already decided to drop whatever plans he already had.

‘A redhead, just like you used to be,’ Abe says, smiling at Connor as he throws bread at the ducks. ‘Does your son have red hair too?’

‘No, nor my daughter. It skipped a generation.’

My own hair, which had lightened rather than greyed, had finally turned to a silvery white.

‘And my father’s baldness skipped one too,’ he says, nodding slightly as if to prove to himself that his hair was still there. ‘My son is thinning, though, which seems unfair. But genes have a nasty way of remembering family traits.’

He is musing but of course the sentiment stirred up memories. He doesn’t know. How could he? But he realizes he’s said something.

‘I’m sorry.’ He looks at me. ‘There’s so much to catch up on. I don’t even know where to begin.’

We didn’t get a chance, not then.

‘I’m hungry.’

‘Connor, why don’t you see if you can spot any frogs?’

‘But I’m hungry.’

‘Would you like a pig?’ Abe fishes in his shopping bag, takes out a clementine and begins peeling it.

Connor looks suspicious but takes the segment.

I smile. ‘You remembered?’

Abe nods. ‘As if it were yesterday.’

It was so good to see him again but Connor is not entirely captivated. It is his day with me. Grandparents are supposed to be the adults who are not constantly distracted by other things.

‘That man’s not coming with us, is he?’ he asks, when I suggest we go to the café for lunch.

‘That’s not very polite —’

But Abe interrupt: ‘No, I have to be getting home.’

‘Oh.’

I’d established he lived nearby, that he’d worked as a consultant for a firm of landscape architects, had children and grandchildren, but I hadn’t worked out if there was anyone at home waiting for him. And I wanted to know. After all these years, I wanted to know. Was it the sadness I thought I could still see etched in the lines of his face? Was it because of my own loneliness, bearable now but ever present, that I needed to know if it was mirrored in the lives of others, just as I’d wanted to know when I first had children if other people had them too? Or was it simply because I’d carried something of Abe with me throughout my life and sometimes wondered if our friendship might have grown or morphed, if the circumstances had been different?

I read these things, occasionally, stories of people who’d used social media to dig up people from their past, wondering how they might fit into their present, often with disastrous results. Old lovers were allowed to rip through marriages, old friends unearthed in the hope of recreating times that were gone. When I read them, I thought of Abe and wondered, idly, what had become of him, what sort of man he had grown into, and about the people who were part of his life now.

Did I flush when I asked, ‘Is someone waiting for you? Have I held you up?’ I was aware of my hand moving towards my hair, smoothing a stray strand back behind my ear, suddenly conscious of the way I might appear.

‘No. But I’m in your way now, Ivy. Perhaps we could meet up another time.’

‘I’d like that.’

We swapped numbers and he gave me a hug. Then he touched my hair briefly. ‘Ivy Trent,’ he said. ‘Ivy Trent.’

‘What?’

‘Just you.’

The way he said it made me smile, inside and out, and all the way through.

‘But you’ve only just met him.’ Lottie is incredulous.

I’m sitting in her kitchen, watching her make tea and, although I had planned to wait until it was ready and we’d carried it through to the living room, I’ve already told her about Abe and me.

‘I mean, you haven’t known him very long.’ She scoops loose leaves into a yellow enamel teapot, with the same quiet sense of purpose she brings to everything, as her father used to.

‘That’s not true,’ I remind her. ‘I met him when I was four.’

‘But you didn’t see him for sixty-odd years.’ She pauses before filling the pot with water and looks at me. ‘You can’t know him very well now. Not properly.’

She’s not displeased or angry, she just doesn’t understand, and I’m not sure if I can explain. I feel as if I’ve always known Abe. I don’t need to spend months or years finding out about him, filling in the gaps. I know him instinctively, just as I did as a child.

There was a game we used to play in the living room at his house. There were two armchairs facing each other in front of the fireplace, a rug folded over the arm of one. I can’t remember which of us thought of the game but it became a favourite. We’d take a chair each and opposite ends of the rug, sitting quietly at first before the catching of an eye signalled the start of a playful tug of war. One of us would pull at the rug and the chair of the other would move forwards slightly before the other responded. As the tugs became stronger so the chairs would slip and slide on their castors across the parquet floor in an increasingly energetic dance.

Sometimes we’d put one of Abe’s dad’s records on the gramophone and tug to the strains of Little Richard or Woody Guthrie. But always the game was accompanied by the peals and trills of our laughter. There was something about the way we communicated, wordlessly, through looks, and through the weft of the rug between us and the gentle competition for sole possession of it, that made us helpless with laughter.

At some point, one would wrest the rug from the other, sending both chairs spinning back a few inches across the floor and declaring themselves the winner. Somebody always won but it didn’t matter who.

‘Again,’ we’d say, when the game was over, and we’d begin once more with the implicit understanding that it would go the other way this time, that whoever had ‘won’ on the previous occasion would allow the other to triumph now – not immediately, but when some unspoken signal indicated that one of us should tug a little harder.

Sometimes we’d carry on for hours.

‘Daft apeths,’ Jackie or Alan, Abe’s older brothers, used to say when they saw us, and we’d laugh even more at the idea of a ‘daft apeth’. I’d never heard the term before.

I find myself saying it sometimes now, when Connor is clowning or inventing strange games of his own.

‘You haven’t changed,’ Abe said, the first time we met for coffee, just the two of us in a café on the high street in Richmond. He’d suggested the place but had never been there before, and as he sat down, we realized music was blaring from a speaker, loud enough to make conversation difficult for people our age.

I hadn’t said anything. I’d simply looked at Abe, raised an eyebrow and inclined my head slightly. He’d nodded and we’d got up, a little too quickly, anxious to be out before anyone engaged us with offers of help or menus.

I laughed when we were outside. ‘I feel like we’ve done a runner!’

And that was when he told me that I had not changed.

He said it on another occasion, in a café that was quieter and had a slightly older clientele. We were sitting in the window, visible to anyone who happened to glance in as they passed and Abe had put his hand across the table, taken mine and looked at me intently as he said it.

‘I’ve aged a lot.’ I squeezed his, not caring who saw us, happy at a time of life when I thought I’d had my fill of happiness.

‘We both have, but you’re the same person, the same warmth and the same spirit.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘This is …’ I paused, unable to find the right words, looking at the rows of teapots on a shelf that ran around the room.

‘What?’

‘Just so nice.’

‘The café?’ he asked, as the waitress, a young girl with an air of bored wariness, approached us.

‘No.’ I shook my head. He knew full well what I meant.

‘Are you ready to order?’

We asked for a cream tea for two and were given a basket containing several miniature pots of jam, hotel-breakfast-sized, which Abe removed from the basket and placed absentmindedly on the table between us. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said.

‘Yes?’

‘A few years ago – actually, it was probably twenty years ago, maybe more – I pitched for a contract in Copenhagen.’

‘For a fountain?’

I loved that Abe, whom I’d always thought would be an architect, had become a fountain designer. Until he told me, I’d never considered such a job existed. The knowledge made me start to look at things differently. Of course everything was conceived by someone: the star pattern of the paper napkin folded neatly under bone-handled knives, the knives themselves, the basket the jams had been in, even the lock on the sash window just above our eye level. We are surrounded by the products of people’s working lives but hardly ever stop to wonder who’d decided that a scattering of tiny white stars on a yellow background was perfect for wiping away the crumbs generated by a cream tea, or that the brass of a window fitting should be bevelled.

‘Yes, but I didn’t get the job,’ Abe continued. ‘I think my design was too ambitious. I was trying to base it on an aspect of quantum physics I didn’t fully understand.’

‘Isn’t that the thing about quantum physics?’

‘What?’

‘That if you think you understand it you don’t?’

Abe laughed. ‘Probably.’

‘So what was this fountain like?’

‘It was based on a clock.’ He picked up one of the jam jars and began rearranging them in a circle on the table. ‘If you can imagine the jams are jets of water …’ He took a salt cellar from the table next to ours and placed it at the centre of the ring of jars. ‘And this too.’ There was an animation to his movements that suggested he must have loved his job. ‘So, the salt jet represents the day and the jam jets the hours.’

I smiled.

‘Obviously there were twelve but there’s not quite enough jam! And then …’ He looked about for further props and, in their absence, simply moved his fingers around the table. ‘Then around those jets, there was another ring.’

I imagined them, where the warmth of his fingertips had left slight marks on the sheen of the wooden table.

‘And around them a further ring of smaller jets, which represented the minutes.’

I watched his hands roaming deftly around the table, recreating the sequence as far as he could, trying to convey something of his work to me. They were like the hands of pianist: mesmerizing in their movements. Strong, but with a delicate dexterity.

He stopped the virtual illustration and moved the jars aside as the waitress returned with the tea, which sat untouched for a while, as we carried on talking.

‘Do you still have your design?’ I asked, curious.

‘Possibly somewhere. But it never went beyond the planning stage. I’m only bringing it up because I remember thinking of you at the time.’

‘Really?’ I was pleased. ‘Why?’

‘Because the research I did introduced me to the notion of quantum entanglement. Have you ever come across it?’

‘Perhaps somewhere. But I’ve no idea what it is.’

‘As I understand it, and I’m still not sure that I do either, not fully – I’m told by a reliable source that if you think you understand quantum physics then you probably don’t …’

I laughed. ‘Then I’ll try to appear clever and not understand quantum entanglement!’

‘It’s to do with the behaviour of particles, tiny ones, like electrons, that have interacted in the past then moved apart.’

‘And how do they behave?’

‘Well, the curious thing is, they say that even if they end up millions of miles or galaxies apart, they still continue to be affected by each other. Tickle one and the other dances, to use the correct scientific terminology.’

‘It sounds uncanny.’

‘Great minds,’ he said. ‘That’s what Einstein thought. “Spooky action at a distance” was what he called it. Or spukhafte Fernwirkung in German.’

I laughed at his exaggerated pronunciation.

‘Funny how these things stick in your mind,’ Abe said, picking up the teapot and pouring for me. ‘I can barely remember the names of everyday objects, these days, but spukhafte Fernwirkung is still there, stuck in the bit of the brain marked “useless information”. Milk?’ He pushed the jug towards me.

‘And why, apart from the fact that Einstein and I obviously work along similar lines, did it make you think of me?’

‘I know it sounds strange and probably a bit muddled. And it wasn’t as if I thought of you all the time, but occasionally I’d get this very strong sense of you.’

‘In what way?’

‘I can’t really explain. A bit like déjà vu but more that I’d forgotten you were someone from the past, not the present.’

I took a sip of my tea. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘There were occasional incidents when I’d find myself thinking that I had to tell you something – you know, the way you do when someone has died recently and you haven’t forgotten but it’s still a habit.’

‘I still do that with Richard, even though it’s ten years since he died.’

It happened less often now but I still caught myself wondering if Richard would like to see a particular film or might want fish for dinner. And then I remembered, although of course I’d known all along, that he wasn’t with me any more. Except he was, of course, in spirit.

‘Sometimes the sense of you was so strong, it unnerved me. It was almost like seeing a ghost but without having seen one.’

‘Go on.’

‘There was one particular occasion, years ago, but I still remember it because, well, it was significant. Do you remember there was a bomb in Docklands?’

‘Vaguely.’ That’s another thing about getting old: you forget events that unsettled you when they occurred.

‘I was in the area at the time. I wasn’t hurt or anything but close enough to see it happen and be shocked by it.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I was married, but immediately afterwards I remember thinking that I must let you know I was okay.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes. I suppose it was the shock. But that was my first thought. I must let Ivy know I’ve not been hurt. Ivy, not Lynn. And I thought that was weird. I hadn’t really thought about you for years and suddenly I had to let you know I was okay.’

‘Well, I’m glad you were.’

The waitress appeared and saw that the scones were still untouched. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ I said, picking up the bone-handled knife, cutting my scone in half and dismissing her with furious buttering.

‘It happened again when I was pitching for that fountain in Copenhagen. I went out for a few days and Lynn came with me.’

Abe was still too intent on telling his story to make a start on his tea.

‘I remember that because I called her Ivy over dinner one evening and she was furious. We were going through a difficult time and she thought I was having an affair. It took me a while to convince her that you were a childhood friend I hadn’t seen or spoken to for years.’

‘Did you know any other Ivys?’

‘No. It wasn’t as if I’d just called her Liz instead of Lynn. It was very specific.’

‘Yes.’ I bit into my scone, trying to imagine.

‘But I told myself I sometimes got this strong sense of you, and it was only very occasionally, because a part of you was still with me.’

‘I see.’ I felt slightly unnerved by the conversation. I had thought of Abe from time to time but not in the way he was describing.

‘I suppose what I’m trying to say is that I realized our early friendship wasn’t just something that happened, it was something that had laid the foundations for all kinds of future relationships. Good foundations.’

‘That’s a lovely thing to say.’ I smiled.

‘In that sense, I suppose, when I skimmed the surface of quantum entanglement, I found myself using our friendship as a metaphor for it.’

There was something about the way he said it, the quiet, focused delivery of the words, that contrasted with his earlier animation, when he’d been talking about his fountain, and made me want to open up to him. There was nothing in particular I wanted to say, not then, but I could feel myself beginning to trust him, beginning to feel that he was a person in whom I could confide, exposing myself without fear of what he might think.

Is that what the beginning of love feels like?

‘I’m not making much sense, I know.’ Abe stretched his hands as if to signal he was winding up that line of thought. ‘I’m just trying to say that a part of you stayed with me and I’m so glad to have met you again. I keep wondering what would have happened if I’d not been to the supermarket that day, if you’d not been taking your grandson to the park.’

He took my hand and squeezed it again, then looked at me, and I knew then, with a certainty that surprised me, in exactly which direction I wanted things to move.

But how can I explain this to my daughter, who has spent the past five years treading carefully as she tried to make up her mind as to whether her lovely, kind, steady, supportive boyfriend is the person she wants to spend the rest of her life with?

She’d finally decided and they’re getting married in September. I worry she thinks I’m stealing her thunder. That’s not my intention, but now that I’ve found Abe again I’m not going to let him go.

‘I know it’s a surprise to you,’ I tell her, ‘and I know it must seem odd, as if I haven’t thought about it. But I don’t need to. It’s the right thing.’

‘Have you always loved him?’ Lottie asks, curious, and I wish we were not in her flat and that Richard was not looking at me from the framed photograph. It’s right in the middle of mantelpiece that surrounds a boarded-up fireplace. Lottie was about six at the time. We’re on a beach and I think it’s probably Greatstone. We went there a lot when she and Max were young, and you can just make out the shape of the dunes in the background. Lottie’s wearing a swimsuit, sitting on Richard’s shoulders, clutching his hair for support, and smiling. Richard’s smiling, too, but his eyes seem slightly pained, perhaps because they’re screwed up against the sun or because Lottie’s pulling his hair.

‘No. I haven’t seen him for years,’ I say, looking away from Richard’s gaze and the clutch of objects that link Lottie to a past that was centred on our family unit.

There’s a lump of the Berlin Wall, which Richard brought back from a business trip – he’d happened to be there when the Wall came down – and a tiny canvas painting of a bookshop on the banks of the Seine, which Max had bought her on a French exchange trip. Propped up on the floor next to the redundant fireplace is the strip of painted wood from the side of the under-stairs cupboard of our old family home. It’s marked with the heights of the children at various dates. I’d thought perhaps I should paint over the markings before I sold the house but Lottie had wanted to prise it off and keep it.

‘We were only children when we knew each other,’ I say. ‘And we didn’t keep in touch after he moved away. But I do love him now.’

‘But how do you know?’ Lottie is so cautious and always has been.

I glance at the photo of her and Richard again. She couldn’t quite give herself entirely to the thrill of being raised high on her father’s shoulders, or to trust that he wouldn’t let her fall: she’d had to cling to him. Max, always more physical, would have waved his hands around in the air, relished being so far from the ground and reached up higher. ‘I just know.’

‘Did you feel like that about Dad?’

‘It was different.’

‘How?’

‘I loved your dad very much. He was a big man. He took on a lot, when he married me, and when we had you and Max, knowing the risks. It required a very special man to do that.’

I follow Lottie’s gaze back to the photograph. I can imagine some of what she must be thinking. ‘Lottie love,’ I say, wanting her to look at me, ‘I will always love your dad. He was and always will be a huge part of my life. Others would have run a mile from me and everything that went with me, but Richard was always ready to face the world and deal with whatever it threw up. He always supported my decisions, even when they were not the ones he would have taken. I loved him for all of that and so many other things. This is different.’

‘Why?’

‘I can’t really explain. But sometimes you love someone because of the way they are, the things they do, the actions they take, and sometimes you just love someone for who they are.’

‘So you loved Dad because of the things he did?’

‘No,’ I say, too quickly. ‘Yes, I mean, but that doesn’t make what we had any less. It made it more. Marriage is so much bigger than just falling in love with someone. Falling in love is not enough for it to work. There has to be more.’

‘What?’

‘Love, and a willingness to commit. It’s easy to fall in love, easy to find your soul-mate, but maybe a soul-mate is not the person you should marry, not when you have your whole life ahead of you.’

‘You seem so happy together, you and Abe,’ Lottie says. ‘There’s something about the way you potter about that makes it all look so easy.’

‘What?’ I ask, laughing at the image of Abe and myself as elderly potterers. Of course, we’re both in our seventies but I feel younger, so much younger, since I met him again or perhaps just more at ease, with myself and with the world.

The world, I have learned the hard way, can inflict a lot of loss on you but sometimes, when you least expect it, it tries to make amends for that in the most wonderful ways.

‘There’s a lightness to you now,’ Lottie says, looking at me so directly that I squirm. ‘You seem happier now than when Dad was alive, as if you’re finally with the right person.’

‘Perhaps it’s just the right time,’ I say.

I don’t want to tarnish Richard’s memory in any way. He was a wonderful man, but life for us wasn’t always easy. Who knows if it would have been easier with anyone else?

‘Abe and I,’ I say, ‘there’s nothing for us to worry about now, apart from getting older. I loved your dad, but sometimes we got too caught up with the day-to-day to appreciate each other. And our day-to-day was not always easy.’

‘I know, Mum,’ Lottie says. ‘I know that. It’s just …’

I watch her topping up our cups from the teapot, which sits on the living-room floor, in the absence of a coffee-table, pouring it thoughtfully, considering what she will say next.

She looks at the picture of her and Richard again, as if she needs his approval. ‘Do you think I’m marrying the wrong man?’ she asks, finally.

‘No, darling. Of course not. I think you’re marrying a wonderful man who loves you and is willing to commit to you. The two of you are perfect for each other.’

I worry that I’m doing the wrong thing – that my planned marriage will affect my own children in ways I never imagined. ‘It’s different when you’re young,’ I say. ‘Maybe you look too hard for things that aren’t ever going to be there and you don’t always see what is. At my age, you realize that all you were ever really looking for was someone to hold your hand through life, especially at the end. Maybe I knew that when I was young, too, but I don’t think I was conscious of it.’

‘Don’t say that, Mum.’

‘I didn’t mean it to sound gloomy.’

‘But what if Tim isn’t the right man?’

‘He is. You know he is.’

‘I’m not as sure as you seem to be.’

‘Lottie, there are probably lots of right men out there. You can’t marry all of them. You won’t even meet all of them. But you’ve met Tim now and you want to get married. That’s the right thing to do.’

‘It scares me sometimes,’ she says quietly.

‘You’re not having second thoughts, are you?’ I ask.

‘Not really. I love Tim and I want to marry him, and I know it sounds ridiculous but …’

‘What?’

‘I feel a bit jealous of you. Because you’re so sure of Abe.’

‘I am now. Maybe if I’d met him when I was your age I’d have been less so. Time’s not on my side.’

‘There you go again!’

‘Okay. Maybe it is. Maybe it’s on both our sides.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’ve both got the time we’ve always had. You have to do what’s right for you now.’

‘I don’t have much time, if I want to have children. What if Tim’s not the right man, just the one who’s here now, at the right time?’

‘Then that makes him the right man,’ I tell her, but she still looks unsure. ‘Lottie, love, if my getting married is going to upset you, I won’t do it. It doesn’t really matter if we marry or not, although we’d like to. But I’m still going to be with Abe. Does it make such a difference?’

‘No, Mum.’ Her eyes well. ‘I’m really happy for you. Really I am. It’s just a bit of a surprise and it all seems to have happened so quickly.’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘But I’m not getting any younger. None of us is. I’ve lost so many other people in my life, and now that I’ve met Abe again, I don’t want to throw away a chance to be happy.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ Lottie says, and there’s something in her tone that makes me move closer to her.

‘What is it, love?’ I put my arm around her. ‘What’s the matter? What is it that’s worrying you?’

‘Nothing,’ she says. She turns and hugs me. ‘Really, nothing.’

We hold each other for a moment.

‘I think I’m just happy for you,’ Lottie says, and her voice quivers, as if she’s trying not to cry.

And I feel it too.

Happiness does that to you sometimes. It’s so much closer to sadness than you imagine.

Max is less emotional when I tell him. He may have been as surprised as his sister but his questions are more practical.

‘Where will you live?’ He has poured us both a glass of wine, as if the conversation we’re about to have requires a drink.

‘I’m going to move into Abe’s house with him and I’ll put the flat in your names. That way you shouldn’t have to pay inheritance tax.’

I thought he’d be impressed by my practicality but he’s concerned. ‘It’s a good idea to hang on to it, just in case …’ He stops and sips his drink.

‘In case it doesn’t work out?’

‘You never know, Mum,’ he said. ‘It might not be right for you.’

‘I do know.’ I find myself repeating what I said to Lottie earlier in the day.

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because I’m going to make it work.’

‘And what about his children? Are they happy?’

‘I think so.’

Abe had lunch with Sam and Ruby today. I haven’t seen him since but he called and reported that they were ‘delighted’.

‘Even though his wife died less than a year ago?’ Max asks. ‘They don’t think it’s too soon?’

‘I know it might appear that way. But Lynn had been ill for a long time, not that that makes it any easier but I suppose he’d lost her, in many ways, before she died and he knew it was coming.’

‘I’m not trying to be difficult, Mum,’ Max says. ‘I’m just concerned for you.’

‘I know.’ I touch his hand across the table.

He surprises me by taking mine and holding it.

‘This is what I want, Max.’ I look at him. ‘It’s what we both want.’

‘Then I’ll drink to it,’ he says, and raises his glass. ‘To you and Abe McFadden.’

Who knew? I certainly never expected to rediscover the joys of love and sex in my seventies when I’d thought that side of my life was well and truly over. At my age, I’d thought I’d be more concerned with death than sex. It’s different, of course. The body isn’t as willing, it doesn’t yield as easily, but if the spirit is willing, the flesh can be made to catch up.

The first time I wasn’t as nervous as I might have supposed. Abe and I had had the requisite number of coffees, lunches, dinners, trips to the theatre and visits to art galleries. We’d filled in enough of the gaps since we were children. We knew the bigger picture and a lot of the minutiae too.

‘Alan became a stand-up comedian?’ I laughed when he’d run through his older brother’s career trajectory.

‘For a while, in the early eighties, he tried to make a living out of it. Then he trained as an accountant.’

‘And Tessa?’

‘She started off as a teacher, then became something big in some educational think tank.’

‘And they’re still well? Your siblings?’

‘Yes.’ He touched the side of my face. ‘I’m so sorry about Jon. It must have been very hard for you.’

‘You know what it’s like to lose a sibling.’

He nodded. ‘It was a long time ago but it stays with you, something like that. Mum never really got over it.’

‘How could you ever get over losing a child? Dad found it hard when Jon died. I think that was what really killed him, not the pneumonia.’

We had accumulated a lot of deaths of loved ones between us in the intervening years. Parents, siblings, partners. His wife Lynn had died more recently than Richard.

He described their marriage as ‘very happy’. I wondered, initially, if I felt jealous in a Rebecca-esque way but I found I didn’t. His happy marriage seemed to pave the way for us to have a future. A bad one might have made him more hesitant.

‘Listen to us getting morose.’ Abe shook his head. ‘Do you still swim?’

‘I do. I go to the local pool several times a week and the lido in summer.’

He laughed and put his arm around me, pulling me to him.

We’d come full circle. We were back where we’d been when we’d first met as children, drawn to each other in a way you cannot put into words. We still fitted, at least our personalities did, after all the years. Whether our bodies would was an unknown, but we would find out sooner or later.

‘I’m not a brilliant cook,’ Abe said, as we walked though the park one morning after we’d met for coffee, kicking up the autumn leaves like children, ‘but I’d like to make you dinner one evening soon. At my place.’

‘I’m not a great foodie,’ I replied, ‘so whatever you cook, I’m sure it will be lovely. And I’d love to come.’

‘Tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘Or today even?’

‘I’m picking Connor up after school so I’d need to go home first. But I could come round after Max collects him on his way home.’

‘If you won’t be too tired?’

‘No. If I get the bus I could be at your house by about eight. Is that okay?’

‘Perfect.’ Abe was still looking at me. ‘And I wondered …’

‘Yes?’

‘I wouldn’t like you to take public transport home late. I could get you a taxi home. Or …’

‘I’d love to,’ I said, feeling myself flush as I spoke. We were standing near the entrance to the park, where a group of teenagers were skateboarding on a bit of tarmac.

‘Good.’ Abe put his arms around me. ‘There’s no pressure or anything. But it would be so lovely if you could stay.’

‘Thank you.’ I appreciated the reassurance, while enjoying the prospect of being with him.

He kissed me then, a moment of foreplay for the evening ahead of us. He kissed me until the teenagers on their boards stopped wheeling around and shouted, ‘Get a room, Granddad!’

‘There he is!’ I spotted Sam seconds before Abe did: he was holding up a sign with ‘Mr and Mrs McFadden’ printed on it, surrounded by felt-tipped hearts and flowers.

‘The kids made it.’ He shrugged and dropped it to his side, kissing his father twice and pulling him close at the same time, the way he always did. They were so easily affectionate together.

‘Ivy, did you have a good time?’ Sam let go of his father and planted a dry, warm kiss on my cheek.

‘Wonderful. Really wonderful. And it’s so kind of you to come and meet us.’

We’d both stressed that he didn’t have to. He had enough on, with his job and two young children, but he’d insisted.

‘Dad spent enough time driving me and Ruby around. And it was your honeymoon. You don’t want to spoil it by sitting on the Tube for hours when you get back.’

He’d arranged the honeymoon too, with Abe’s knowledge but without mine. It was a gift to us from all four of our children. They’d let Abe in on the details before they’d booked it, but told him to keep it a secret from me. ‘We’ll be by the sea and the weather should be warm but not too hot,’ was all Abe would say when I asked him what I should pack.

‘Is it northern Europe?’ I wondered if he was going to show me his fountain on the waterfront in Hamburg. ‘Or Spain?’ Had he shown a little too much interest when I’d mentioned a work trip to Almería and said I’d like to go back? ‘Or North Africa?’ I knew the flight was short but perhaps we were going somewhere in Morocco.

He’d been several times with Lynn, Sam and Ruby. ‘Such a beautiful country. The light, the colours and the hospitality of the people make it very special.’

I wasn’t sure how I felt about honeymooning in a place where he’d spent so much time with his wife and young family, but wherever we were going, it was too late for me to do anything about it.

‘Stop asking so many questions!’ Abe said, as I probed.

‘Have I read a novel set there?’

‘Will I need walking shoes?’

‘Should I bring mosquito repellent?’

‘Honestly, you’re like a child who needs to know what their Christmas present is before Christmas.’

‘I just want to be prepared.’

‘I’ve told you what to bring and I’ll make sure we have everything else we need.’

‘But what should I read? I like books I’m reading to resonate with the place I’m in when I’m away.’

‘It’s a surprise, Ivy,’ Abe said firmly. ‘Please, just indulge me and let it remain one.’

The real surprise was that Abe hadn’t planned it. The children had got together in a way that meant far more to me than the trip itself. They’d all been so accepting, so happy for us and so unified in their desire to demonstrate it.

We had been in an Italian restaurant not far from the register office when Lottie handed me the card. ‘This is from all of us,’ she’d said over the clatter and chatter and Sam’s iPod, which he’d hooked up to the restaurant’s system so that, after his speech, he could play us a song he said had always been one of his dad’s favourites.

‘And now I know why!’

It was the Mamas and the Papas’ ‘For The Love Of Ivy’, which I often sang to myself, as you do when a song has your name in it.

We were a noisy sprawling party, even though we’d tried to keep it to family and a few close friends. We had more of both than we’d known, and there had been thirty-five of us in a private function room that opened out on to a terracotta-walled courtyard filled with potted olive and bay trees. We could almost have been in Italy: the weather was warm, the food sun-drenched and aromatic, the waiters indulgent of the occasion and us.

‘Bellissima!’ the waiter said several times, as he topped up my glass with Prosecco, behaving as if I was a seventeen-year-old bride, rather than a woman of seventy-one.

But it was also the sense of family that fitted the Italian setting: Ruby and Lottie sat with their heads together on a bench in the sun, chatting conspiratorially as if they’d known each other all their lives. Ilona, Sam’s Polish wife, was showing Connor and Tomasz how to fashion a swan from a table napkin while Sam and Max checked the cricket scores on each other’s mobile phones and pretended they were not when Hannah asked what they were doing. They were missing a Test match to witness their old parents getting married but they weren’t going to miss it entirely.

‘Open it,’ Lottie said, as I looked at the envelope she’d just handed me.

The card was an Eric Slater painting, which showed a landscape that was English and picturesque but not instantly recognizable, unless you’d grown up in Sussex, which of course we had.

‘The coastguard’s cottages. That was one of my favourite places,’ I said as I opened it. They were perched precariously on the edge of the cliffs where the meanders of the Cuckmere river emptied out into the sea, and on the other side the distinctive white cliffs of the Seven Sisters.

‘I know,’ Ruby said. ‘One of Dad’s too.’

They’d all written inside the card: our children, their partners and the grandchildren had inscribed various versions of ‘Mum and Abe’, ‘Dad and Ivy’, and the heart-warming ‘Grandma and Grandpa Abe’, and ‘Granddad and Nana Ivy’. They all congratulated us and wished us many years of happiness, and at the centre, a line in Sam’s handwriting: ‘Hope you enjoy the honeymoon – from all of us, with love.’

I’d looked up at their expectant faces, touched beyond words.

There was a certain bitter sweetness, as Abe and I rekindled the relationship in a new and adult form, to my realization that I’d never before felt fully completed by another person. In all the adult relationships I’d had, every one good and loving in its own way, I’d always felt I was one half of it, not part of a whole.

With Abe I felt different. Perhaps it was just our age and that we’d met at a time of life when we could spend a lot of time together: life, work, careers and families were not distracting us from each other. I told myself so because I felt sad about the other men I’d loved and lost. I thought the separateness that had defined other relationships was natural, part of being an individual, to do with my not wanting to be subsumed by someone else and their needs. Now I wanted to be Ivy and Abe.

On the day it happened, I’d been out shopping in the morning. One of our neighbours had invited us to a party to celebrate their ruby wedding anniversary. It would be the first gathering Abe and I would attend together since we’d been married, the first invitation to go on the mantelpiece with ‘Ivy and Abe’ handwritten above the printed copperplate that detailed the time and date of the party. We’d been together again eighteen months and it was a little more than six months since we’d married and I’d moved into Abe’s house.

We’d been to dinner parties together and family gatherings, both mine and his, but this was more of an occasion – enough to merit looking for a new dress.

‘Will you be back for lunch or have something in town?’ Abe asked.

‘I’m not sure. I don’t want to be too long but don’t count on my being back.’

‘I’ll probably get myself a sandwich, but let me know if you’re going to be back.’ He’d looked at his watch as he said this, as if he was calculating the hours he’d have the house to himself.

‘I’ll find something out, I think,’ I said. Perhaps he needed a bit of space.

‘Okay either way,’ he said, and kissed me.

It was early afternoon when I got back and Abe jumped to open the door.

‘Is everything okay?’ I asked, a little put out by his welcome. He was usually sensitive to the fact I liked a little time to myself, just to take my coat off and sort my bags out when I came in.

‘Would you like a coffee?’ he asked. ‘I was going to make one for myself.’

‘Okay. I need to put my bags down and go to the loo.’

‘Of course.’ He headed for the kitchen. ‘I’ll bring the coffee into the sitting room.’

I went upstairs and put my shopping bag, with the new dress, on our bed. The view from the bedroom window was barer than it had been when I moved in. The garden was small and low maintenance but the one it backed on to was larger and had had a magnificent sycamore tree, which we could see from our bed when the curtains were open. Now it was gone, cut down by a tree surgeon on account of disease. Abe had gone out to ask him when we heard the chainsaw and saw the branches falling.

‘I miss the tree,’ I’d said to Abe, more than once. ‘And there don’t seem to be so many birds now – I haven’t heard our blackbirds recently.’ We often woke to the sound of blackbirds singing, and a couple alighted regularly on the patch of lawn outside the sitting room.

‘Our blackbirds’, Abe had taken to calling them, and when he did I wondered anew at the beauty of nature. Having someone to observe it with seemed to intensify it.

The world seemed so much brighter with Abe at my side but the absence of the tree saddened me when I looked out of the bedroom window. Without it the garden seemed devoid of life, as if winter had come early. I tried to shrug off the slight melancholy I was feeling and went downstairs.

Abe was reading the paper in the sitting room. ‘I’ve made you coffee,’ he said, nodding towards a cup on the table by the window.

I paused before I sat down, irrationally miffed because Abe was on the side of the sofa I normally occupied, and in placing the coffee where he had, he was forcing me to sit somewhere else. I knew he wouldn’t have meant anything by it but I liked the fact that we’d settled into a routine, which included having places where we ‘normally’ sat. It gave a sense of longevity to our relationship, which it did not have.

‘Thank you.’ I sat down, glanced out of the window and immediately understood why he was on my side of the sofa, his eagerness to see me off that morning, and the way he had jumped up on my return.

In the corner of the lawn where ‘our’ blackbirds could often be seen pecking at the ground, there was a patch of disturbed earth and, rising gracefully in its midst, a sapling. I burst into tears when I saw it.

‘It’s an apple tree,’ he said, getting up and coming over. ‘A semi-dwarf so it won’t overshadow the garden but it should grow high enough to see from our bedroom window and bring in a few birds too.’

I was too moved to speak and I think Abe was perplexed by my reaction. He carried on talking. ‘We’ll probably get a few bluetits nesting in the spring, fly-catchers and warblers when the blossom is out, and in the autumn and winter, when the fruit is on the ground, thrushes, redwings and all sorts.’ He was babbling as he sat down and put his arm round me. ‘I thought you’d like it.’

‘I love it,’ I said, nestling into him.

‘So why the tears? Here, have a tissue.’

I blew my nose and tried to put into words what I felt. ‘Because I’m so happy,’ I said, wiping my eyes. ‘I’ve spent so much of my life not quite daring to look forward to anything, afraid of what the future might bring, but now …’

‘That’s a lot of emotion for the prospect of a few apples,’ Abe said, putting his other hand on my knee.

We both knew it wasn’t the tree I was talking about – not just the tree, anyway – but everything it symbolized: life and our new life together.

‘Have you ever wondered,’ Abe asked, taking my hand as we lay in bed that night, ‘what might have happened if we’d met at a different time of our lives?’

‘We did.’

‘I mean later, not when we were children. If we’d met at the right time.’

‘I had this conversation with Lottie not so long ago.’

‘About us?’

‘It was about her, really. Is there a right person or just a right time?’

‘And what did you conclude?’

‘I think there’s a right person at the right time and a wrong person at the right time – and a right person at the wrong time. Who knows what would have happened if we’d met at another time? We might have been wrong for each other then, and you can’t turn the clock back.’

‘Unless you’re North Korean.’ Abe looked at the glow of the LED display on the radio alarm by his bed. ‘They put their clocks back as a symbolic gesture to show that they’d shrugged off the years of Japanese imperialism.’

‘That didn’t change the past, though,’ I said. ‘Who knows what another past might have brought?’

‘We’re so very lucky,’ he said, turning towards me and putting his arm around me, ‘to have met again when we did.’

I didn’t say anything. I moved towards him and kissed him instead. It was a long kiss, and while it lasted, I struggled for the second time that day to find the right words to tell him what I wanted to tell him.

I wanted to tell him I felt complete, in a way I never had before. I wanted him to know how happy he made me, but he winced as we kissed and I stopped, wondering if he was uncomfortable. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked, snuggling close to him, enjoying the warmth of his body and his chest hair against my breasts.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I’m getting old, though.’

I laughed. ‘We’re both getting old.’

Abe let out a long, noisy breath. He sounded strained but I didn’t want to ask again.

‘I don’t seem to be able to find quite the right words,’ I said.

‘You always say the right thing.’

Again he sounded pained but I went on, ‘I’ve always been glad that we met when we did, when we were kids. We were lucky to have had that friendship. It was like a touchstone, something I could refer to at other times in my life, times when I felt unloved and undervalued. Our friendship was like a solid foundation to my life.’

I shifted around in bed to look at Abe. I wanted to make sure he was listening. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked again.

He seemed uncomfortable. ‘Ivy,’ he said screwing up his face as he spoke. ‘That’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me but my chest feels really tight.’ He took another jagged breath. ‘I think I might be having a heart attack.’

I switched the light on. His face was contorted with pain. I knew I had to call an ambulance.

‘I think my husband is having a heart attack,’ I said, standing naked in the light by the bed, then listened to them telling me to keep him still, to try to make him relax and rest while the ambulance came to us.

I felt bad getting dressed as he lay there, unsure if he would care that he was found naked and in bed by the paramedics, or if the pain had blocked out any of the thoughts I was still having.

But they’d clearly seen it all before, the young man and woman to whom I opened the door. They were professional and sympathetic.

Everyone was. The hospital staff, when we finally got there, the doctors, the nurses, were all kind and caring. Each and every one of them
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