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WHEN POPPY OPENED her eyes and saw the daylight filtering through the bedroom curtains, her first thought was to wonder whether she had overslept. Without raising her head from the pillow she turned to look at the clock. Ten minutes to five. Of course she wouldn’t have overslept. She had set the alarm for five o’clock, and since it made about as much noise as a fire bell there was no way it wouldn’t have woken her. She stretched out her arm and switched it off before it could erupt and wake the entire household, but especially Baby Daisy. This was no time for wide-awake babies.

Her second thought, following so quickly on the first that they seemed almost simultaneous, was that it was her birthday. It had come at last. She was, as of now, eighty years old. And since she had ten minutes to spare before she need get up, she could allow herself to wonder just how she felt about being a bona fide octogenarian. She lay quite still, savouring the moment.

I don’t feel the least bit different from yesterday, when I was a mere seventy-nine, she decided. And what nonsense to think I should. And yet it was not quite nonsense. What made it different was the thought which suddenly came to her that she had now embarked on what might well be – it was odds on that it would be – the last decade of her life. There was nothing morbid in the thought. It was statistically unlikely that she would live into her nineties since she had already outlived, by several years, any known member of her family on either side. And did she want to be ninety? She thought not. But since almost ten years stretched ahead before that would be imminent, she didn’t have to answer that question yet.

Since this probably is my last decade, she thought, I can use it to do whatever I want, not to mention refraining from doing the things I don’t like, the boring things. She could be thoroughly selfish, and that would hopefully be excused on the grounds that she was old and all the time getting more eccentric.

It would have to be health and vigour permitting, of course, though lack of either would be a good reason for choosing not to do things. Her life was littered with things she had wanted to do and hadn’t done, perhaps from lack of opportunity or from plain inertia, a lack of get up and go.

Skiing, for instance. It was too late now, but how often had she watched a film or a TV programme and imagined herself sliding down that dazzling white slope under a bright winter-blue sky? Never a spill, never a failure to stop dead, if she so wished, on an area the size of a table top. She had always thought it must be the nearest thing to flying. And in the realm of flying, why had she never done that parachute jump she’d said she quite fancied? Or even ventured up in a hot-air balloon? Perhaps that last ambition was even now not impossible?

What she would do was read more books and listen to more music. Perhaps she would go to more concerts, or the theatre, or movies. But with whom? Those were the things one wanted to do with a friend, and did she have many friends? And if not, why? Some she had lost because they’d died or moved away, but others, she was afraid, she had lost by neglect, because she hadn’t made the effort to keep in touch. One had to work at friendship.

On the other hand, she thought, I’m not a person who dislikes being alone. I’m not one to feel lonely. It was simply that going to see a play, or a movie, especially to see something funny, called for a companion, though it had to be the right one. Laughter had to be shared or it hardly existed.

Where had they gone? Those friends she had made and presumably lost.

She thought about Esmé Infield. Esmé had died four years previously, aged seventy-seven, though they hadn’t seen each other for some years before that. Their friendship had started to loosen soon after the move south with Victor. Esmé had visited twice, for summer holidays, the second time bringing her new husband. I didn’t care for him, Poppy remembered. In the end, Esmé didn’t care for him either. She’d divorced him after five years and there’d been no children.

She pulled herself back into the present. She must be up and ready to leave with Mervyn for Gatwick in half an hour. Then she would see Joe. That would be the best part of this birthday. Never mind the past.

She showered in a matter of minutes, and put on a pair of well-cut beige trousers, a silk blouse and a cream wool jacket, which she had remembered to rescue from her wardrobe yesterday before she gave up her bedroom to Fiona and David.

She was in the kitchen, the kettle coming to the boil, when Mervyn appeared. He was squeezed into a pair of blue jeans that were too tight for him, so that his ample girth was accentuated. His hair was tousled. He looked tired, not at all like a man who had just had a good night’s sleep. Perhaps he hadn’t?

‘Good morning, Mervyn,’ Poppy said. ‘Did you sleep well?’

He shrugged. ‘So so.’

‘I never sleep as well away from home,’ Poppy said. ‘Would you like tea or coffee?’

‘Tea,’ he answered. ‘I’ve developed a taste for tea.’

Poppy poured hot water into the teapot, swilled it around, then poured it away down the sink before putting in two English Breakfast teabags. ‘I think of Americans as drinking coffee all day long,’ Poppy said, giving the tea a stir.

‘Some do,’ Mervyn said. ‘I don’t go through all that routine when I make tea.’

‘You should,’ Poppy told him. ‘It tastes better. Would you like toast or cereal? Or perhaps both?’

‘Toast.’ He sat down at the table.

‘I almost forgot,’ he said suddenly. ‘Happy birthday, Poppy.’

‘Thank you, Mervyn,’ she said. ‘I don’t feel any older. One slice or two?’

‘Two, please. You don’t look any older. But at eighty you shouldn’t be getting up at five in the morning to drive to the airport. I can do it.’

‘It’s no trouble,’ Poppy assured him. ‘And it’s easier for me. I’m used to my car, and to driving on the left. Anyway, I usually wake early.’ Also, of course, she wanted to be there to greet Joe.

‘I’ll get the car out,’ she said.

‘I’ll be right there!’ Mervyn spoke through a mouthful of toast and orange marmalade, scattering small crumbs.

Poppy drove her car out of the garage, then waited, drumming the steering wheel with her fingertips, for Mervyn to join her. They were short of time. The plane was due in at ten past six and she wanted to be there before it landed, never mind that everyone said it would be at least half an hour before anyone got through. She couldn’t bear the thought that everything might be ahead of time and that there would be no-one there to greet Joe.

‘Hey,’ Mervyn said. ‘Nice little car.’

She had never thought of her BMW as a nice little car, but no doubt it was compared to the great big thing Mervyn drove.

‘I’ve had it quite some time,’ she said. ‘Probably too long. I used to change my car every two years, but now I don’t bother. It’s reliable and I’m rather fond of it. I think perhaps women do get fond of their cars.’

‘How long to Gatwick?’ Mervyn asked.

‘About thirty minutes. At least the road will be clear at this time of day.’

Once on the M23 she drove fast. She had always been a fast driver. Noticing Mervyn’s glance at the speedometer, she slowed down a little.

‘Our speed limits are higher than yours,’ she said, ‘which surprises me. Victor always said I drove too fast.’

‘Victor?’

‘My second husband. You wouldn’t have known him. You’d have been a teenager in New York in Victor’s time. It was Victor who taught me to drive when we first came to Sussex.’

‘He taught you well – even if everyone in Europe drives too fast,’ Mervyn said.

They were silent for a while. There was very little traffic, mostly trucks in the opposite direction, making for the channel ports.

‘Pretty country,’ Mervyn observed.

‘Yes,’ Poppy agreed, ‘though when I first came south I thought it was too soft. I’ve grown used to it, and so I should after more than forty years. I’ve lived here longer than I lived in the North. Have you always lived in New York?’

‘Always in Manhattan, as a matter of fact. We’ve bought this place upstate for weekends and so on. You haven’t seen it yet, but I expect Maria’s told you?’

‘Briefly,’ Poppy said. ‘Are you enjoying it?’

‘I hardly ever get there,’ Mervyn admitted. ‘Nor does Maria. It was supposed to be a place to relax, but we’re both too busy to make it.’

‘That’s a pity,’ Poppy said. ‘I’m sure it would do you good to get away.’

‘I know,’ Mervyn admitted. ‘You’re right, but I never seem to have enough time. It’s all go, go, go. Every day’s filled with appointments. Everybody expects perfection all the time. And they pay for it.’ His voice was tense, as if he were fighting something and not winning.

‘I’ve got to slow down,’ he said. ‘My pressure’s too high. I have medication – when I remember, that is. I know I’ve got to lose weight, but that’s not easy, either.’

‘I think you should do as you’re told,’ Poppy ventured. It was not something one said lightly to Mervyn. ‘I dare say I shouldn’t interfere, but you are my son-in-law, you are family.’ And on this visit, she thought, I think I like him more than I’ve ever done. In spite of his self-importance, underneath there is a vulnerable man.

She even began to find herself feeling sorry for him. He has a difficult wife – even if she is my daughter – a badly behaved daughter, plus the pressures of his job. I would actually, she realized, and was surprised at herself, like to give him a big hug, and say, ‘There, there.’

‘And what about Maria?’ she asked. ‘Is she likely to get this new salon she’s so keen on?’

Mervyn sighed.

‘I don’t know. In one way I hope she does. She won’t settle down until she has it.’

He means she won’t be fit to live with, Poppy thought.

‘On the other hand, if she gets it she’ll be more overworked than ever. She’s far too busy. We live in the same apartment and we hardly see each other.’

There seemed nothing useful Poppy could say. No wonder neither of them could deal with Georgia. And where did Joe fit in?

As if he could read her thoughts Mervyn said, ‘And then there’s Joe. I worry about him. Being an artist is no way to make a living, especially if you only paint what you want to. I mean, what pleases you instead of the customer.’

‘I suppose that’s what most painters prefer to do,’ Poppy said.

‘OK. But it doesn’t bring in the dollars, does it? If that’s Joe’s career – if you can call it a career – he’d be better off painting portraits. You paint them on demand and you get paid. And I think I could put work his way. I look after some of the most expensive teeth in New York. Their owners are rich, real rich, and when you’re that successful you like having your portrait painted – and your wife’s, your kid’s, even the dog’s. It could be a good business for Joe. He just laughs when I suggest it.’

‘Has he ever painted your portrait?’ Poppy asked.

‘Mine?’ He sounded surprised. ‘God, no. Where would I find the time to be painted?’

‘It might be quite relaxing,’ Poppy suggested.

She didn’t think it would be, really. And how, even if he decided to spare the time, would Mervyn sit still for so long?

‘I’m not against art,’ Mervyn explained. ‘Quite the reverse. We try to go to all the big shows – the Met, the Guggenheim, MOMA. Most people do.’

She had a sudden memory of Mervyn and Maria’s penthouse apartment on Park Avenue; its wonderful vista of New York and its furnishings: massive sofas; exquisite ceramics; small, beautiful bronzes; a mass of pink and white tulips on a low crystal table; and paintings – surely all original – on the stark, white walls. But, of course, it was all done, chosen, by the decorator.

‘Not that I understand everything.’

‘But you know what you like?’

Mervyn nodded agreement. ‘Exactly.’

‘Anyway,’ he added, ‘I’m glad Joe’s coming over for your eightieth. Though I never thought he wouldn’t. He thinks a lot of you.’

Poppy felt a warm glow of pleasure. ‘And I of him,’ she said, then added, ‘As I do of all my grandchildren.’

She drove for a while in silence. Giant planes, which looked as though they might skim the treetops, crossed the sky in front of them.

‘We must be close,’ Mervyn said.

‘We are,’ Poppy agreed. ‘It’s the next exit.’

She parked the car and they hurried towards the South Terminal arrivals hall. ‘It’s only just six,’ she said, ‘but you never know. It could land early, flying west to east.’ As indeed it had. ‘Landed’, the monitor said.

For twenty minutes they waited behind the barriers. No-one had yet appeared. Mervyn grew restless.

‘He won’t be the first out,’ he said. ‘Joe travels economy. They have to wait to the last for their baggage.’ He spoke with the assurance of a man who never travelled except in first class.

‘Why don’t you take a little stroll,’ Poppy suggested. ‘I won’t move from here.’

There was no way she’d be tempted to do that. She wanted to be right here to catch the first sight of Joe as he came through the doors. How silly I am, she chided herself. Eighty years old and acting like a young girl waiting for her lover.

Mervyn was wrong. Joe was amongst the first to emerge. She saw him fractionally before he spotted her, standing at the front of the crowd. He was not, as she’d expected, pushing a baggage cart, and he carried only a single bag, slung from his shoulder.

Surely he had lost weight, which would explain why he looked taller than she remembered him. His dark hair, which had fallen over his collar when she’d last seen him, was cropped short. He looked pale and rather serious, but when she waved and he saw her, a wide smile lit up his face. He hurried towards her, and when he reached her he took her in his arms and held her in a tight hug. She felt his strength in spite of the fact that he was so thin.

‘Poppy,’ he said. ‘Happy birthday.’

He held her at arm’s length and inspected her, as she did him. He had dark rings around his eyes, no doubt from lack of sleep.

‘You look great,’ he said. ‘You don’t change a bit. As lovely as ever.’

‘And you’re still kissing the Blarney stone,’ Poppy said, laughing. Oh, it was so good to see him. It had been so long.

‘Your father’s around somewhere,’ she said. ‘He didn’t think you’d be through for a while.’

‘I wouldn’t have been,’ Joe said, ‘except that I only have a carry-on.’

Which means, Poppy thought, that he didn’t plan a long stay. Well, she couldn’t expect that, could she?

Mervyn joined them. She watched the two men greet each other. They were amiable, friendly, but there was no overt show of affection between them. That wasn’t Mervyn’s style, though it might have been Joe’s.

‘Good flight?’ Mervyn enquired. ‘Did you sleep?’

‘The flight was fine,’ Joe said, ‘but I never sleep on red-eyes.’

‘If you want to, you can go to bed as soon as we get home,’ Poppy promised him. She would give him her bed to begin with, see that he had a few quiet hours in a bedroom, though tonight he’d almost certainly be in the caravan. Or should I sleep in the caravan, she wondered? He probably wouldn’t let her, and that would be a relief.

Joe sat beside her in the front of the car. Without protest, Mervyn took the back seat, and for the whole of the journey he hardly said a word. Once or twice, when she remembered that he was there, Poppy looked in her mirror to check on him. The first time he was looking out of the window, the second time his eyes were closed and his chin slumped on his chest. Poor Mervyn. He had been up very early; perhaps he was still suffering from jet lag. Why couldn’t he have let her drive up to the airport on her own?

‘I think your father’s very tired,’ she said quietly to Joe.

‘He would be,’ Joe agreed. ‘He works like a maniac; never lets up. Ma is the same. But you can’t stop them – at least I can’t.’

‘Are you enjoying living on your own?’ Poppy asked.

‘It’s great having my own place,’ Joe said. ‘I couldn’t have stayed at home. And the Lower East Side’s a good place for a painter to live. Lots of other artists, always new shows. That’s why I couldn’t get to England as soon as the others. I had to finish a painting for a show which opens today. I came as soon as I could.’

‘That’s all right,’ Poppy assured him. ‘As long as you’re here.’

‘And by the way,’ Joe said, ‘I’m not living alone. I have a girlfriend. Anna. She’s been with me two months. You’d like her.’

‘I’m sure I would,’ Poppy said.

They were reaching the end of the motorway. Poppy concentrated on the road while she changed lanes and made a left turn. That done, she said, ‘Are you happy?’

‘Absolutely,’ Joe said. ‘I can’t tell you how happy.’

She could tell he was, simply by the warmth in his voice, but she took her eyes off the road for a moment and turned her head to look at him. His eyes met hers and, yes, he looked as happy as he sounded.

What a relief, she thought. What a wonder to have one member of her family totally happy and normal, not at odds with the world, not beset by problems.

‘That’s marvellous,’ she said. ‘Tell me what Anna’s like. Have you got a photograph?’

‘Sure,’ Joe said. ‘I’ll show it to you later. She’s tall, with dark curly hair, and green eyes.’

‘Wow!’ Poppy said. ‘Is she American?’

‘She was born in America. Her mother’s French.’

‘Could you have brought her with you?’ she enquired.

‘Not at the moment,’ Joe said. ‘She’s working. She’s an actress, and right now she’s in an off-Broadway production. But when the run ends, then I will. Or why don’t you come to New York?’

‘Perhaps I will,’ Poppy said.

Only yesterday she had doubted she’d ever go to New York again; she’d been in that sort of mood. This morning she felt differently. The prospect of spending time with Joe and meeting his girlfriend was a pleasant one.

‘Yes, perhaps I will,’ she repeated.

She glanced in the rear-view mirror. Mervyn was wide awake.

‘Did you have a nice little sleep?’ she asked.

‘I did,’ he answered.

‘I was telling Poppy she should come to New York,’ Joe said.

‘Quite right,’ Mervyn agreed.

‘You’re very kind, Mervyn,’ Poppy told him.

He was always more welcoming than Maria. Maria didn’t like spending time away from her businesses. Although, Poppy thought, I always get my hair done for free. And have a manicure and a facial. What with that and Mervyn giving her cut-price dentistry, and the fact that she could buy new clothes much cheaper than in England, she could easily persuade herself that it made economic sense for her to spend a few hundred pounds on a flight to New York.

‘I’ll give it serious thought,’ she promised.

‘You could come back with us,’ Joe suggested.

‘Oh, I don’t think so.’ She was startled at the suddenness of the idea. ‘I would have to plan things.’

Yet what things? She had no animals, no-one was dependent on her and Edith Prince would keep an eye on the house. In fact, she was as free as air.

‘One thing I have to confess,’ Joe said. ‘I haven’t brought you a birthday present. But I do know what I’m going to give you, and I hope you’ll like it.’

‘I’m sure I shall,’ Poppy said. ‘Am I allowed to know what it is?’

‘You’ll have to. I can’t do it without you. I want to paint your portrait. I want to do it today, on your birthday, or at least make a start on it.’

‘My goodness,’ Poppy said. ‘I’m not sure that I’ll have the time today. How long will it take?’ How ungracious she sounded. ‘But of course it would be a marvellous birthday present. It’s just that—’

‘You must find the time,’ Joe insisted. ‘Perhaps an hour today and the rest tomorrow. I’ll do it in Conté, or crayon and perhaps give it a colour wash tomorrow.’ The delicacy of her features and moulding of her high cheekbones would show best in a simple drawing rather than an oil painting, he thought. Her face was no longer young; there were well-defined lines from nose to chin and finer ones around her eyes. The flesh under her chin was no longer tight and her jawline sagged a little. Her eyes were deeper set than they had once been, the brows and lashes sparser, but the combination of all these things made an interesting face, and one which, for all its faults, had a beauty all its own.

‘I didn’t know you did portraits,’ Poppy said.

‘I don’t really,’ Joe agreed. ‘That doesn’t mean I never do.’

‘I’d be thrilled,’ Poppy said. ‘If I’d known I’d have had my hair done.’

‘Oh no,’ Joe was adamant. ‘That’s what you mustn’t do. And don’t wear your best dress. I want you as you look every day, not dolled up.’

‘If you say so,’ Poppy agreed, though reluctantly. ‘I suppose it’s vanity to want to look my best. Unreasonable in the old.’

‘Not unreasonable at all,’ Joe said, ‘but you look your best when everything about you is natural. At least to this painter’s eyes you do.’ He never wanted fashionable clothes or slick hair. They hid the person behind. But women, and in fact men, too, found that hard to believe.

‘Well, somehow I’ll find the time,’ Poppy promised. ‘But when are you going to get some sleep?’

‘I’ll sleep this morning, and start the drawing this afternoon,’ Joe said.

They were home by half past seven. Stepping into the hall, they were met by silence.

‘Everyone’s still asleep,’ Poppy said quietly. ‘Let’s go into the kitchen and I’ll make some coffee.’ It felt to her like the middle of the day.

‘Good idea,’ Mervyn said. In spite of liking tea there were some occasions when coffee is called for. ‘Then I guess I’ll follow Joe’s example and grab a couple of hours’ sleep.’

‘Won’t coffee keep you awake?’ Poppy asked him. Poor Mervyn, he did look tired; far worse than Joe.

‘Nothing will keep me awake,’ Mervyn said.

Filling the kettle, Poppy looked out of the window. The garden was coming to life in the morning sun. It was going to be a good day. While she looked, Beryl, her hair in blue rollers, emerged from the caravan.
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WHEN THE DOORBELL rang I said to Jenny, ‘That must be my friends,’ and went off to answer it. Answering the door was one of the things Jenny did not do. To her way of thinking, though she had neither qualifications nor training to back it up, she was a nanny. Nannies looked after children. Some of them also wore rather nice uniforms, which she would have liked, but I wasn’t having that; it was too pretentious. Also, after five years of war, most of us were sick of the sight of uniforms.

Esmé stood on the top step, and behind her stood two men, one tall and plumpish, the other smaller and thin. A bit like Laurel and Hardy, only not so exaggerated.

‘Are you ready?’ Esmé asked.

‘Almost,’ I said. ‘I just have to get my coat and take a last look at the children, though I think they’re asleep. Please come in.’

They stepped into the hall.

‘This is Charlie,’ Esmé said, indicating the smaller, thin one. ‘And this is Victor.’ She gave me a wink, not meant to be seen by them, which said, He’s yours. ‘And this is my friend, Poppy.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ they said, more or less in unison.

‘Come into the sitting room,’ I said. ‘I won’t keep you long.’

‘That’s all right,’ Victor replied, ‘we’re a bit early.’

‘The early bird catches the worm,’ Charlie said, smiling at his own wit. He had an unexpectedly hearty voice for his size, while Victor’s gentler voice contrasted with his appearance.

‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you a drink,’ I said. ‘I don’t have anything suitable.’

‘Don’t let that worry you,’ Charlie said. ‘There’ll be plenty of that where we’re going. Ha, ha!’ He really did say ‘Ha, ha’, just like that.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Thank you. I’ll be back in a minute.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Esmé offered. ‘I want to powder my nose. That is, if you two men can be trusted on your own.’

‘You never know,’ Charlie said. ‘Just don’t keep us dangling too long, that’s all.’

‘Cheeky,’ Esmé said, following me out of the room.

‘Well, what do you think?’ she said as I took my coat out of the wardrobe.

‘Charlie seems very . . . friendly,’ I said.

She gave me a hard look. ‘That wasn’t the word you were looking for,’ she said. ‘I know you. Actually, he’s quite nice, and he’s a bit of fun. I would have thought you could do with a bit of fun.’

‘I’m sure I can,’ I agreed. All the same, I was glad I’d drawn Victor and not Charlie.

‘You’ll need a headscarf,’ Esmé said. ‘They’ve got the hood down.’

‘Whose car is it?’ I asked.

‘Victor’s. Wait until you see it, that’s all.’

It was a long, gleaming, dark-blue car with pale beige leather upholstery. I didn’t know much about cars – Edward had always had a nice solid Morris – but I thought this was a Lagonda. At any rate, it was very impressive. Victor handed me into the front seat, then went round and took his place at the wheel. He pulled on a pair of fine leather gauntlet gloves.

‘Off we go,’ he said and the car leaped forward.

‘Heigh ho for the open road,’ Charlie called out from the back seat.

‘Where are we going?’ I ventured. I had to shout against the rushing wind and the noise of the car.

‘Harrogate,’ Victor said. ‘There’s a nice hotel there. Good food and dancing.’ At least that was what I thought he said, though most of his words were carried away on the bitterly cold wind.

‘Sounds nice!’ I shouted.

We gave up the struggle to talk. It was the only conversation we had all the way to Harrogate, though Esmé and Charlie talked and screamed until the moment we drew up in front of the hotel and the concierge took the car away and parked it.

It was a large, posh hotel. We went straight to the bar.

‘Little drinkies before we eat,’ Charlie said. ‘Of course, we should be having a bottle of bubbly. Nothing like a bottle of bubbly for a celebration, I always say. But the Frogs have got it all hidden away in their cellars. Anyway, the way the war is going it won’t be long before the champers is flowing across the channel. What a celebration that’s going to be. So what shall we have now?’

We settled on cocktails. I never knew what they were as Victor ordered them. I soon discovered that Charlie did the talking and Victor ordered and paid.

‘We’d better go in,’ Victor said after we’d had second drinks, ‘while there’s still something on the menu.’

The dining room, with tables arranged around a small dance floor, was crowded. Those men and women who were not in uniform – and a great many were, especially in Air Force uniforms – were smartly dressed. I was glad I’d done as Esmé had instructed and dressed up. Esmé always had an instinct for knowing exactly what to wear. It was to stay with her all her life. I didn’t see her on her deathbed, but I’ll wager she was wearing a sexy nightdress and had her make-up on.

It was the kind of hotel Edward could have afforded to patronize every week of his life, but hardly ever did. He was never one for ostentation. Sometimes I’d wished he was.

Victor hadn’t spoken too soon. The menu had started out well, but by the time we sat down to eat, the best dishes had gone. Still, it was wartime; it was what we were used to. And two cocktails apiece had raised our spirits and made food seem less important. Also, there was a bottle of wine to be had, though of indifferent quality.

We danced between courses; Esmé with Charlie, I with Victor. It was wonderful to be dancing again. Victor was good at it and I had lost none of my skill. Once a dancer, always a dancer. In fact, though, none of the dancing was quite as enjoyable as the Sunday School dances of my youth had been. For a start, there wasn’t enough room on the postage stamp of a dance-floor; there was no twirling down something the length of the church hall. It was also more sedate; no abandoned stuff here. But then, I’m not sure that any dancing was as exciting as that of my teens. So romantic. All those slow foxtrots – ‘I’m in the Mood for Love’ and ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ danced cheek to cheek.

We stayed as long as we were allowed. We weren’t exactly turned out, but the band had played the National Anthem, which seemed a broad enough hint. We were among the last to leave the dining room, and by now the bar was closed, except to those staying in the hotel.

I wasn’t the least bit sorry. I’d enjoyed the evening; it had been a pleasant change, especially the dancing, and I liked Victor, but I was tired and quite sleepy. What I most wanted was to put my head down on a soft pillow and nod off. I dare say that was partly the drink, which I wasn’t used to. You don’t drink much when you live alone, not if you have any sense. It was also partly, perhaps mainly, because I had young children. Nothing drains one’s energy more than spending most of every day in the company of small children. Once they’re off to school, that period of deadening fatigue goes. I bounced back as good as new, though I’ve since discovered that it returns, though not quite to the same extent, when one is old.

‘Where shall we go now?’ Charlie cried as we left the hotel, arm in arm with Esmé. ‘The night is young. What do you say, Esmé?’

‘I say the night is young!’ She articulated clearly in a loud voice, looking as fresh as a daisy. ‘We don’t wanna go home, do we?’ She turned to me. ‘We could go to your place, Poppy. That’s it everybody, we’ll go to Poppy’s.’

Victor must have seen the dismay on my face. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said quickly. ‘It’s been a lovely evening, but it’s quite late, and I for one have to make a very early start in the morning. I have to be in Liverpool by nine thirty. You will excuse me, Poppy, won’t you?’

‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘Perhaps some other time?’

‘Spoil sport,’ Esmé said. ‘We’ll go to Poppy’s without you.’

Victor said nothing, the flaw in that suggestion was clear to the rest of us.

‘We couldn’t get home,’ Charlie pointed out gloomily. ‘Victor’s the one with the car.’

Esmé pulled a face. ‘Oh, shame,’ she grumbled. ‘Are you sure, Victor? Not for just a teensy-weensy bit longer?’

Victor shook his head.

Rather silently, we waited for the concierge to bring the car round to the front entrance.

‘Would you like me to put the hood up, sir?’ he asked when he arrived. ‘It’s turned rather cool.’

‘Yes, please,’ Victor said. ‘That would be a good idea.’

Charlie and Esmé got into the back and I snuggled down in the front seat. There were a few giggles and whispers from the back, and then silence, but quite quickly, to my utter chagrin, I fell fast asleep, and didn’t wake until I felt a hand on my shoulder.

‘Here you are,’ Victor said. ‘Home. I’m dropping you first because you’re the nearest.’

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ I said, trying to pull myself together. ‘I did enjoy it.’

‘So did I,’ Victor said.

He got out of the car and walked with me to the front door, waiting until I’d turned the key in the lock.

‘I’m sorry I fell asleep,’ I said.

‘Don’t be. Can I telephone you when I get back from Liverpool?’

‘I’d like that,’ I told him.

Less than a week later, on a Thursday morning, Victor did telephone me. ‘I’m back,’ he said. ‘When can I come and see you?’

Although he’d mentioned getting in touch with me again at the end of last Saturday’s evening out, and I’d agreed to it, I wasn’t sure now. I’d had a few days to think it over, and I’d done so quite a bit, but I had this uncertainty about what exactly he was after. I knew nothing about Victor, except that he was, presumably, a friend of Charlie’s, which didn’t seem a great recommendation. I was pretty certain what Charlie was after with Esmé, and it was not what I wanted.

I longed for companionship and I wanted comfort, but it was much too soon for anything else. Edward had been dead only a matter of months. Maria was not quite three, and I recognized that she was missing her father. Beryl was not yet a year old, and it was difficult to tell whether or not she missed Edward. I knew, however, quite clearly, that whatever I wanted, right now – and who could say for how long? – the girls had to be my priority.

It would have been different had I had women friends, but my closest woman friend had always been my mother. Esmé wasn’t really in that class. Had we not lived next door to each other as children, attended the school and later shared a passion for dancing, I doubt we’d ever have been friends. I wouldn’t have chosen her, nor would she have picked me. Because I had my mother, and she was a young mother – young in years and in her ways – I’d never felt the need for others. And now I regretted it.

Victor must have noticed my hesitation. He repeated his question. ‘When may I come and see you? I would like to.’

‘It’s not easy,’ I said. ‘I’m nearly always with the children.’

‘Does that matter?’ he asked. ‘Can’t I come when the children are there? I like children. I promise not to frighten them.’

I laughed. He made it sound so easy.

‘When would you like to come?’ I asked him.

‘As a matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I could come this afternoon.’

‘Why not?’ I said. ‘About half past three?’

‘I look forward to it,’ he said.

So did I. From being cool and wary not many minutes before, I was suddenly like a heroine in a Victorian novel: all of a flutter. I went upstairs and surveyed the meagre wartime contents of my wardrobe, wondering what to wear. No way could I buy anything new; I had used all my clothing coupons. Now if it was Charlie who was interested in me, I told myself as I took down a navy skirt and pale-pink blouse from the rail, he would supply me with all the coupons I could ever want. I doubted that Esmé need ever go short of a new dress. But as far as I could judge, Victor was not like that.

I tried on the skirt and blouse. They were passable, except that I’d lost weight since I had last worn them, so I would have to move some buttons. What I didn’t like the look of was my hair. It was too long and straggly. It hadn’t seen a hairdresser in months.

I went downstairs and into the kitchen, where Jenny was giving the children their mid-morning milk and biscuits – in Beryl’s case a Farley’s rusk, which would end up a horrible soggy mess on her tray.

‘I’m going into town for an hour or so to do a bit of shopping. Is there anything we want?’

‘Lots of things,’ Jenny said. ‘Not that you’ll get them.’

‘Well, if I see a queue I’ll join it,’ I said. You never knew exactly what you were queuing for. Last time it had turned out to be kippers, which neither Jenny nor I liked, and the children couldn’t eat because of the bones. But I was not on a food search today. My hair was the thing.

I was lucky that my hairdresser squeezed me in between two perms.

‘And not before time, Mrs Baxter, if I may say so,’ she said, holding up my tresses as if they were dead straw. ‘So how do we want it?’

‘Do whatever you can, Deirdre,’ I told her. ‘I’d just like to look glamorous.’

‘Really?’ she said.

Her eyes met mine in the mirror as she waited for an explanation, which I didn’t give her. It was silly, anyway. Why did I want to look glamorous for a perfectly ordinary man I hardly knew who was simply coming to tea? No, the word had just slipped out, though I think it expressed a deep feeling that a great many women had in those last months of the war. We felt drab and tired; we were sick of short rations and make do and mend, and then to those feelings was added guilt because so many people were worse off than we were.

Deirdre worked wonders with my hair.

‘I feel a new woman,’ I said, tipping her lavishly.

I joined a queue at the baker’s and emerged with six small jam tarts and two currant teacakes. Did I say currant teacakes? When you came across a currant you jumped up and shouted, ‘Hallelujah!’

‘Ooh,’ Jenny said when I walked in. ‘You’ve had your hair done. You didn’t say you were going to the hairdresser.’

I handed her the paper bag. ‘I was lucky at the baker’s. Which is doubly lucky because a friend’s popping in this afternoon. We can give him a cup of tea and a jam tart.’

‘A friend?’ Jenny queried.

‘Mr Worth. You met him the other evening,’ I reminded her.

‘Oh, you mean the ones who took you out to dinner. Is Mr Worth the tall one or the short one?’ she asked.

‘The tall one.’

She nodded. ‘That’s all right then. I didn’t think the short one was your style.’

‘My style?’ I said, nonchalantly. ‘I don’t know that either one is my style. Mr Worth just happens to be in the neighbourhood this afternoon and said he’d drop in.’

‘Would you like me to take the children out for a walk, then?’ Jenny offered. If she’d been Esmé she’d have given me a wink.

‘No thank you, Jenny.’ I spoke quite firmly. ‘I do not wish you to take the children out. In fact, Mr Worth quite wants to meet them. But if you want to be really helpful you can make tea when he comes.’

‘Very well, Mrs Baxter,’ she said pleasantly.

Usually, she would bridle at being asked to do something not strictly in her line of duty, but I realized she wanted to take a closer look at Victor, and perhaps even hear a snatch of conversation.

She called after me as I was leaving the kitchen. ‘Shall I put out the best china?’

I pretended not to hear. The trouble with Jenny was, she read too many women’s magazines.

Victor rang the bell at exactly three thirty.

‘I’ll go,’ Jenny called from the hall.

I let her do so. It would not look good for two of us to rush to the door.

‘Mr Worth, madam,’ she said, showing him into the sitting room.

Madam? When had Jenny ever called me madam? She must be playing some kind of role.

Victor stepped forward and shook hands with me. That was strange, also, for a man with whom I’d been dancing, held close, only a few days before, but I suppose he was picking up on the atmosphere. Jenny continued to stand there.

‘Thank you, Jenny,’ I said, playing her at her own game, ‘that will be all.’

‘Shall I take the children?’ she asked.

‘No thank you. They’re fine.’

Beryl, crawling on the rug, ignored Victor. Maria, who was sitting at her own low table, gave him a cursory look, then went back to what she’d been doing, which was scribbling with coloured crayons.

‘Perhaps you would make some tea, Jenny,’ I said. She knew perfectly well what she was required to do. It had all been decided. She gave Victor a winning smile, then left.

‘Do sit down, Victor,’ I said.

I took a seat in the bay window and he sat in an armchair near by.

‘Do you often go to Liverpool?’ I asked. It was simply something to say.

‘From time to time,’ he answered.

I didn’t really know what his job was. I had gathered from Esmé, the day after our evening in Harrogate, and she had heard it from Charlie, that he worked for the government, and that it was to do with armaments and was therefore hush-hush. She thought he might be some kind of an inspector, and if that was true it would explain why, though he seemed fit and healthy and was only in his thirties, he wasn’t in the armed forces. He himself offered no explanation.

‘It’s a fine city,’ he said, ‘but it’s taken a battering. What did your husband do?’ he asked, changing the subject.

I told him about Paragon and explained how it worked.

‘And has it kept going well during the war?’ he enquired.

‘Oh, very well,’ I said. ‘In a way, better than ever. People seem to need it. Of course, we’ve had staff shortages as the men were called up, but most of the jobs can be done by women, or older people, and the traders we deal with weren’t exactly piled high with goods, but we managed quite well.’

‘And do you take any part?’ he asked.

‘Not any longer. I used to, before I was married. As a matter of fact—’

I broke off as Jenny came into the room, pushing the tea trolley. I didn’t particularly want her to hear what I’d been about to say. In fact, I wasn’t quite sure why I was telling Victor, but somehow it seemed natural.

‘Thank you, Jenny,’ I said. ‘I’ll pour. Have you brought milk for the children?’

‘Yes, madam,’ she said.

‘I’ll ring when I want more hot water,’ I told her.

It was all quite ridiculous. By now very few people had maidservants. No young woman would be expected to carry jugs of hot water from the kitchen to the drawing room for an able-bodied employer. We were all equal.

‘You were about to say?’ Victor began when Jenny had gone.

‘Oh, yes. Do you take milk and sugar?’

‘Milk,’ he said. ‘And you’ll be pleased to hear I don’t take sugar.’

I handed him his tea and then offered him the plate of jam tarts.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘A real treat.’

‘You were about to tell me what you did at Paragon,’ he added.

‘I wasn’t, actually,’ I corrected him. ‘I was about to say that I was considering selling it. I’ve had a very good offer.’

‘That is interesting,’ he said, biting into a jam tart. I noticed that a little jam had attached itself to his moustache. Not a thin, spiv-like moustache, but a medium-sized, reddish-brown one, neatly cut. ‘Do you think that would be a wise move?’

‘I don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘That’s why I say I’m considering it. I’m not sure. But I don’t really want to own something I don’t take any part in.’

‘Couldn’t you play a part in it?’ he asked. ‘Women do all kinds of things now that they didn’t do a few years ago.’

‘I know,’ I acknowledged. ‘But women with small children are still tied to the home. I dare say they always will be. Will you have another jam tart?’ He still had a small blob of raspberry jam on his moustache. If he didn’t lick it off before it was time for him to leave, I would have to tell him.

He took another tart.

‘I must give the children a drink of milk,’ I said. ‘Though nothing jammy until they’re back in the kitchen.’

I poured a little milk into two small mugs, then picked up Beryl and sat her on my lap.

‘Maria want drink,’ my elder daughter demanded.

‘Maria must wait,’ I said. ‘I have to see to Beryl first.’

‘Let me see to Maria,’ Victor said. He seemed quite eager.

‘If you wish,’ I said. ‘If you put it on her table she can manage on her own, but she wants watching. Actually, what she wants is the attention. She doesn’t like too much of it going to Beryl.’

‘Then she can have my attention,’ Victor said.

He put the mug of milk on Maria’s table, then knelt down beside her. It seemed a long way down for a man so tall, but he was quite at ease. So was Maria. She was never shy with strangers. I think she saw them as yet more people who would do something for her, amuse her, whatever. And usually they did, though I hadn’t expected it of Victor. But then, I didn’t know anything about him, did I? For all I knew he could be married, have children of his own somewhere. Liverpool, perhaps? Was that why he went there?

No, I decided, it was not. He had no trace of a Liverpool accent, or, in fact, of any north-country area. So where did he come from? That was something else I didn’t know about him.

‘You seem to have a way with children,’ I said. Maria was making it plain that she wanted him to hold the mug to her lips, as I was doing for Beryl, and this he was quite pleasantly refusing to do. ‘You’re a big girl now,’ he said. ‘You can do it yourself.’ And she did.

‘You don’t have children, do you?’ I enquired.

‘No,’ he said. ‘And I’m not married. But my sister has three. I don’t see them, or her, now as often as I’d like to. They live too far away. In Brighton.’

‘I’ve never been to Brighton,’ I confessed. ‘Indeed, I’ve not been to many places at all, though I did once go to Paris.’

My honeymoon in Paris had been only seven years before, yet it seemed as if it had been in another lifetime. I suppose anything that had happened before the war had that sort of feeling about it.

‘You’d like Brighton,’ Victor said.

‘I expect I would,’ I agreed. ‘It always sounds interesting. Shall you go back there ever?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘My job ends when the war ends, but I don’t know what I’ll do, or where I’ll do it.’

‘It’s going to be strange, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘We shall all be living new lives, even if we’re living them in the same place. Nothing will be the same.’ But wherever my new life was, I thought, it would contain Alun. I would take him with me. And Alun was the reason why I would never want to leave Akersfield. It was the only place I had ever known him.

We chatted, Victor and I, for a little while longer – he was easy to talk to – and then the children grew restless. Beryl sat on the rug, threw her toys as far as she could, then started to grizzle, and Maria, with one sweep of her arms, sent her crayons flying across the floor.

‘Maria hungry,’ she announced.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to Victor. ‘I expect they both are, actually. They usually have a good meal at this time of day. It helps them to sleep better through the night. I’ll hand them over to Jenny for a while.’

‘No, don’t do that, not unless you want to,’ Victor said. ‘In any case, I must be on my way. Thank you very much, Poppy. I’ve enjoyed myself, and I’ve enjoyed meeting the children.’

He stood up, as did I, and I accompanied him to the door.

‘I wonder,’ he said, standing on the doorstep, ‘would you let me take you out to dinner somewhere?’

‘Thank you. I’d like that,’ I said.

‘Not with Charlie and Esmé – unless that’s what you’d prefer?’

‘It isn’t,’ I said quickly. Charlie and Esmé had served their purpose, but I didn’t want a repeat performance. Victor was a much nicer person without them.

‘Then what about Thursday?’ he asked. ‘I have to be in Manchester the following week.’

‘Thursday would be fine,’ I told him. ‘And can I say something else?’

‘Certainly,’ he said.

‘You have a spot of jam on your moustache,’ I told him.

‘Thank you,’ he said, and brought out an immaculate handkerchief.

‘Let me,’ I said. I took it from him, wiped away the offending jam, then handed it back.

As he walked down the drive I closed the door, went back into the sitting room and watched while he got into his elegant car and drove away.
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