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Chapter 1

‘Hello, there.’

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

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Sara.’

‘Nice to meet you, Sarah.’

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

‘Zara,’ he repeated.

‘Yes, you know the high street shop?’

‘I’m not much of a shopper, Zara.’

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

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

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

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

‘Yes, I know. And now I’m asking.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘I work in plastic,’ he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘About what?’ she said.

‘Did you enjoy it?’

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

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

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

‘How so?’ he said, unoffended.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘My kiss is Nigella Lawson.’

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

‘Emma Thompson.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘See, I am funny!’ he said.

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

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

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

‘Do you have children?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

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

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

‘Sorry about your dad.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I thought so, before today.’

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

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

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





Chapter 10

‘What are you doing?’ Angela said, as Greg rooted through the drawer that housed everything in the kitchen that didn’t have its own place. ‘I thought you were going out. Helen and Sara are coming over.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m going in a minute. I’m just looking for a tote bag.’

‘Why are you looking in there? There’s loads in the bag of bags in the utility room.’

He disappeared through the door and she listened to him banging around, followed by a silence as he took his time over selecting the most appropriate bag. The middle-aged, low-stakes version of the silence of the lambs: the rustling of the carrier bags.

‘What are you going out for, again?’ she asked when he reappeared with a black cloth bag embellished with a pig that had once held their Christmas turkey.

‘I’m going to meet this dealer in East London. Cash only, no questions asked.’

‘Dealer?’ Angela asked, alarmed.

‘Yes. He’s got this unbelievable brisket. I’m meeting him near Spitalfields market – he supplies some of the stalls there, but he saves the best stuff for his private clients. Are you going to say anything to Helen about how Brian behaved the other night?’ he asked.

‘I’m not sure. What do you think?’ She valued Greg’s perspective on these matters, finding him to be fair, thoughtful and clear-eyed.

‘I think it’s worth bringing up. I’ve never liked him − always found him very overbearing – but the way he spoke to her at the hospice dinner was something else. Made me feel very uncomfortable.’

‘I know. I’ve always thought they had a bit of an odd relationship, but we spend so little time together as couples I’ve never given it that much thought. If you and he had been friends, and we’d seen them more as a pair, I might have seen what was going on earlier.’

‘Don’t blame me!’ he said, pulling open his special drawer to make sure none of the crucial ingredients for his spice rub were running low. ‘You don’t like him either − you’ve always said you prefer to see Helen and Sara on their own.’

‘That’s true.’ They had always been three women friends who happened to be married, as opposed to a set of three couple friends. ‘I think it made things easier for Sara when James died. It would have reinforced what she’d lost if we’d been used to spending time as a six.’

The doorbell rang.

‘I’ll let them in on my way out,’ he said.

Greg and Sara exchanged pleasantries in the hall, then the front door slammed behind him.

‘Hiya,’ Sara came in, unwinding a long, striped scarf from around her neck. ‘Where’s Greg going? He was very cagey.’

‘He’s going to meet his meat dealer on a street corner in London. Don’t ask.’

‘I thought it might be something medical so I didn’t like to pry.’

‘Why on earth would you think that? If it was something medical I’d have said.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Sara said airily. ‘What if it was erectile dysfunction?’

‘His erectile is fully functioning, more’s the pity.’

‘More’s the pity? Isn’t that a good thing?’

‘I suppose so, if I can be bothered. It’s not exactly anything I haven’t seen before.’

‘I guess so, but there’s a comfort in that, isn’t there? That familiarity. I still miss it. It’s part of the reason I want to meet someone else. I’m not dead yet.’

‘I know. Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. You know I love him really. I thought you were bringing Helen?’

‘I was, but she texted to say she’d make her own way, and might be late. As per.’

Angela rolled her eyes. ‘Do you think we should talk to her about the other night?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sara said. ‘What would we say? Don’t you think your husband’s a massive arsehole? We could push her away altogether.’

‘What if he’s more than an arsehole though?’ Angela had heard enough stories from her clients about their nightmare ex-husbands to be on the alert. ‘What if she needs our help?’

‘What, you think he’s hitting her?’ said Sara, appalled.

‘No, I don’t think he’d do that. But I’ve always thought he was a bit dismissive of her. He could be abusing her, you know, emotionally.’

‘Now we have to say something,’ Sara said. ‘Imagine how bad we’d feel if it turns out she’s desperate for someone to ask her and we didn’t bother.’

‘I’ll feel terrible if that’s the case,’ Angela said. ‘She was so amazing to me when Lizzie was little and I was struggling. I hate the thought that she’s been in trouble herself and I did nothing. Do you really think we could have missed the signs, over all these years?’

‘If you think about it, how much time have we spent with him, with them as a couple? I don’t really know him at all. And Helen doesn’t talk about him much.’

‘That could be a sign in itself,’ Angela said. The doorbell rang. ‘Hold on, here we go.’

She went to answer the door and seconds later, led Helen into the kitchen.

‘Sorry I’m late, the traffic was dire.’

Sara and Angela exchanged a look.

‘What?’ Helen said. ‘It was – there’s roadworks by Tesco’s again.’

‘I know, I got stuck in them too,’ Sara said.

‘Why don’t we all sit down?’ Angela put a cafetière of coffee and three mugs on the table.

‘Yes, good idea,’ Sara said.

Helen pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘How did the date with the IT guy go? Steve, was it?’

‘It was a no go,’ Sara said. ‘He was once really high up in one of the big tech companies doing data security stuff, but it’s left him with this massive bee in his bonnet about how our every move is being tracked by Big Data firms – apart from his, of course, because he knows how to evade them, leaving no trace of himself behind.’

‘Sorry to hear it didn’t work out,’ Helen said.

‘Yes, well, never mind . . .’ Sara trailed into silence and looked at Angela.

‘Why are you both being so weird?’ Helen said.

‘Fine, I’ll go,’ Sara said after a pause in which it seemed no one might say anything ever again. ‘Angela and I wanted to talk to you, Helen, after the other night at the hospice benefit.’

‘Talk to me about what?’

‘Brian,’ they said in unison.

Helen gave a breathless laugh. ‘What about him?’

‘The way he was with you,’ Sara said. ‘We were worried that he was . . . this is awkward, so I’m just going to say it . . . we worried he’s a bit controlling or . . . abusive. It’s not the first time we’ve noticed it, but it was the worst we’ve seen it. He’s very dismissive of you, and you’re always so anxious to appease him. It doesn’t seem like the healthiest dynamic.’

‘Oh gosh, you’ve got it all wrong!’ Helen said. ‘That’s just the way we are with each other – you and Greg are the same, Angela!’

‘I know what you’re saying,’ Sara said. ‘They do bicker, but that’s different. It feels more . . . equal.’

‘And I wouldn’t describe what I saw at the benefit as bickering,’ Angela said. ‘You’re not yourself around him, Helen. It always feels like you’re managing him, or managing the situation to avoid inflaming him.’

‘No, that’s not the case at all. Brian can be a grump, I know. He doesn’t always get people’s humour, and sometimes I try to make up for that and it gets a bit . . . much, but to say he’s abusive . . . that’s beyond the pale. He’s never laid a hand on me! I know you might not always see it, but he adores me.’

‘We’re not suggesting he doesn’t, or that he’s hurting you physically,’ Sara said. ‘We don’t want to upset you, we’re worried about you, that’s all.’

‘Since when?’ Helen said with uncharacteristic fire. ‘Have you been discussing me behind my back for years? Poor Helen, whatever shall we do about her?’

‘No, not at all,’ Sara said. ‘I promise, Angela and I have never had this conversation before today. It was only what we saw at the benefit, wasn’t it, Angela?’

‘Yes.’ Angela squished down her natural instinct to slag Brian off. If they weren’t careful, all they would do was push Helen away and further isolate her. ‘If you say everything’s OK, we believe you, but I hope you know that if ever there is anything you want to talk to us about, we’re here. No questions, no judgement. Right, Sara?’

‘Absolutely. Now, onto the more important question of what I’m going to wear on my date with Nigel.’

Helen shrugged, still smarting from the perceived attack.

‘A wedding dress?’ Angela said. ‘I mean, you might as well at this point.’

‘Ha ha. No, it’s got to be something that’s amazing but as if I haven’t tried too hard. It would also be handy if it had magical powers that could make me look better than Leila.’

‘Whatever you wear, you cannot tell him that you know he’s going on a date with her later in the week.’

‘Angela!’ Helen was shocked out of her mood. ‘Did you tell her? That’s so unprofessional of you.’

‘She weaselled it out of me,’ Angela muttered. ‘She should be in the secret service.’

‘I literally asked you once if you knew whether they were going on a date and you said yes,’ Sara said. ‘And you told me his surname.’

Obviously Sara had subsequently done a deep-dive Google search on Nigel Peters, but it hadn’t yielded much in the way of results. Either he didn’t do social media, or his name was too common for her to elicit the correct search results. She’d briefly toyed with the idea of asking Steve the Data Guy to see what he could find on him, but had quickly dismissed the idea as inappropriate.

‘You’re one of my best friends,’ Angela said. ‘What else am I going to do? Lie to you?’

‘I know, and I’m grateful. It’s good to know what I’m up against. She’ll be using all her wiles on him, so it’s useful to be prepared, although I’m not sure I have any wiles to speak of.’

‘Nor does she!’ Angela said. ‘She’s really nice.’

‘Yes, I thought she was lovely,’ Helen said. ‘You looked to be getting on well at the benefit, bonding over the dating stuff.’

‘Ugh, what is this, the Leila appreciation society?’ Sara had conveniently wiped from her memory the enjoyment she had got from talking to Leila over dinner. ‘You’re supposed to be on my side.’

‘It’s not a matter of sides, Sara,’ Angela said. ‘I hope things work out for you with Nigel if that’s what you want.’

‘It is what I want! You know it is!’

‘You haven’t even been on a date with him yet. You’re putting the cart before the horse. You shouldn’t—’

‘I know, I know. Put all my eggs in one basket. You’ve only told me about a million times. Now, can you make yourself useful and let me ransack your wardrobe in case there’s something I can borrow?’

‘Alright. Are you coming, Helen?’

‘No, I’ll be in the way, you go.’

They bustled up the stairs to Angela’s bedroom, still talking and sparring.

Helen sat in the kitchen, staring unseeing out of the glass doors at a squirrel worrying away at the nuts in the bird feeder. Her right hand was balled into a tight fist, and if you’d looked at her closely, you’d have seen that she was digging her nails into her palm, trying to stop the tears falling.





Chapter 11

Sara checked the time again. How could it be taking this long to get from one side of Tunbridge Wells to the other?

So sorry. Still stuck in traffic, she texted Nigel.

An ambulance siren sounded and began weaving its way through the cars behind them. Her driver edged the taxi up onto the pavement to let it pass.

Think it’s an accident, she added.

‘Could we go a different way?’ she asked the driver. ‘What about round by Upper Grosvenor Road?’

‘It’s even worse that way,’ the driver said, indicating the satnav on his phone on the dash which was spidered with red. ‘Satnav’s still saying this is the quickest route.’

Her trousers were digging into her waist and her armpits were damp. The angora sweater had looked so soft and alluring in the mirror, the jumper of a woman you would want to spend time with, possibly even take in your arms, but she was stifling now. The driver had the heating turned up full blast. She opened her window a crack.

No worries, Nigel texted back.

They continued to inch up the road. Every so often a car in front of them would lose patience, execute a three-point turn and zoom off in the opposite direction. Sara sat rigid in the back, her body taut with stress. Eventually the traffic started to move and they reached the scene of the accident, where the police had arrived and were directing traffic around a white saloon car with a crushed bonnet which appeared to have been driven into a wall.

The police officer waved them through and finally they were moving at speed. Sara took a compact mirror from her bag and checked her reflection, immediately wishing she hadn’t bothered. Her cheeks were flushed and sweat beaded on her forehead. She patted it with a tissue and wiped the mascara shadows from beneath her eyes, thinking miserably about Leila. She wouldn’t turn up forty-five minutes late for her date with Nigel all sweaty and red-faced. She would float coolly in, stunning but appropriate, her unblemished face glowing.

Sara paid the taxi driver and clambered out, glad of the cool air. As she adjusted the waistband of her trousers, she saw Nigel standing outside Sorrel, the restaurant they had chosen, in smart jeans, a gingham shirt and a navy jacket, a wool overcoat draped over his arm. He was taller than she remembered, his beard darker.

‘Sorry,’ he said, walking towards her. ‘They wouldn’t hold our table any longer. They had people turning up who hadn’t booked and eventually they turfed me out in favour of someone who was ready to order.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sara said, crushed. ‘There was an accident on St John’s Road, everywhere’s gridlocked.’ Would he suggest calling the whole thing off?

‘Don’t worry about it – it looked a bit posh for me anyway. It’s one of those places that lists the components of the dishes, rather than describing them,’ he said. ‘Burrata, peach, pickled radish.’

‘Are you more of a fishfingers, bread, ketchup man?’ she asked.

‘I can do both!’ he said. ‘Although there’s not much that beats a jacket potato with cheese and beans.’

‘Food of the gods,’ Sara agreed. ‘So . . . do you want to rearrange, or . . .?’

‘No! Of course not.’ Some of the tension in her shoulders eased.

‘I’m not sure where else we could go around here,’ she said doubtfully. ‘We could try to make our way back into town, but I don’t fancy our chances in this traffic.’

‘You mentioning fishfingers has given me an idea − there’s a chippy across the road. We could get fish and chips and sit on the common? Unless you think it’s too cold, in which case – well, I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable so please say if you’d rather not − but my house is ten minutes’ drive out towards Penshurst, so away from the traffic – we could take them back there.’

‘Oh . . .’ Sara hesitated. It was against all the rules of online dating – meet in a public place, let someone know where you are – but her gut told her she didn’t need to worry about any of that with Nigel. He was safe.

‘Honestly, it’s fine if you don’t want to.’

‘No, that sounds great,’ she said, putting the rules to the back of her mind. ‘It’s too cold to sit outside.’

They ordered and collected their cod and chips, and then walked to where he had parked his gleaming, black BMW.

‘This is very plush,’ she said, settling into the butter-soft leather seat.

‘I do have a weakness for luxury cars, I’m afraid. If I’d known I’d be giving you a lift, I would have brought the Jag in an attempt to impress you.’

Sara didn’t care about cars, particularly, but a flame ignited in her at the thought that Nigel was keen to make a good impression on her. They drove through Bidborough and out into the countryside. Before they reached the next village of Penshurst, Nigel slowed and turned down a gravel track into woodland that she’d never noticed before, despite having driven along this road numerous times. The night was inky black outside her window, but the beams of the headlights swept over a small white sign with the word Claricoates on it. A seed of doubt unfurled within her, prickling down her spine. Where was he taking her? A large shape emerged from the woods to her left and she gasped as Nigel slammed on the brakes to avoid it. It was a deer, its antlers silvery under the headlights.

‘I’ll wait, there’s usually another one,’ Nigel said, and sure enough, a doe trotted out after her mate, disappearing into the woods on the other side of the lane.

‘I didn’t know there were any houses down here,’ Sara said nervously, as he set off again, slower this time.

‘Only mine,’ he said, looking across at her briefly. ‘Oh God, don’t worry, my house really is down here, like a proper house. I’m not taking you to some creepy cabin in the woods. I’m so sorry, I should have thought about how it would feel for you as a woman. Please don’t worry, I’m not an axe murderer.’

‘No, no, I didn’t think you were,’ Sara said, not wholly reassured.

‘And now I’ve said murderer, that’s made it worse. Look, shall I run you home? We can turn straight around.’

They came to a halt in a circular driveway, softly lit all around by LED lights in the flowerbeds. To her left was a triple garage, presumably housing the Jaguar, and ahead was one of the most beautiful houses she had ever seen. Pure white, it was a nineteen thirties art deco dream, sleek and polished with curved lines and windows made from continuous bands of glass. It was like a house from an Agatha Christie TV drama where no expense had been spared.

‘No, it’s fine,’ she said softly. The house was about as far from a creepy cabin in the woods as you could imagine.

‘Wonderful. In that case, welcome to Claricoates.’

He negotiated a series of complicated locks on the wide, glass-panelled front door and they came into a large hallway with a shiny, herringbone parquet floor. There was one door on the right and then a flight of stairs with an ornate, iron balustrade leading up to the next floor. On the left, another staircase led down underground.

‘This is beautiful,’ Sara said.

‘Thanks,’ Nigel said. ‘I’ll give you a quick tour, if you like. This is my study.’ He opened the door on the right. Sara took in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a huge mahogany desk and an opulent leather chair.

‘And these stairs lead down to the basement.’ He indicated to their left.

‘What’s down there?’ she asked.

‘Cinema room and the pool,’ Nigel said.

‘You have an indoor pool! Wow!’ Sara was comfortably off herself, but this was on a different level and she had to stop her jaw from dropping open at every turn.

‘Wait there and I’ll pop the fish and chips in the oven to keep warm, then we can go down.’

Sara stood, gawping around her in awe until Nigel reappeared and showed her down the staircase. At the bottom, they turned left into an exquisite cinema room with two rows of huge, red velvet armchairs. The screen, which took up almost the entire end wall, was framed by matching velvet curtains. The brown and yellow geometric-patterned carpet was plush beneath her feet and the two side walls were taken up with a hand-painted mural in a sunburst design.

‘Wow,’ she said again. It was an inadequate word to comment on the beauty, the sheer opulence of his house, but she didn’t know how else to react. She hoped she wasn’t being too uncool.

‘And through here is the pool,’ Nigel said, taking her back into the hallway and through blue glass double doors.

Stone columns lined each side of the turquoise pool, its surface like glass. Subtle lighting – she couldn’t tell where it was coming from – illuminated the mosaic panelling on every wall. At each corner of the pool, a bronze walrus stood guard, water spouting from its mouth.

‘Bring your swimming costume next time!’ he said. ‘Don’t get too excited though – I’ve got the house up for sale.’

‘Why?’ Sara said, aghast. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

‘I know, but since the divorce I’ve felt it’s much too big for one person – or even two, if I were to meet someone.’ He gave her a little bow and a foolish smile spread across her lips. ‘It’s a family home – it should have a family living in it. Downsizing will enable me to release some capital too – I’d like to help my daughter out buying a property.’

‘I think you said she lives in America?’ Sara asked.

‘Well remembered!’

Sara hoped he hadn’t guessed that she had spent the last few weeks poring over every detail of their five minutes together.

‘How long has she been there?’

‘About five years. She works for a management consultancy and she had the option to relocate to Boston. She loves it there.’

‘You must miss her.’

‘Terribly,’ he said, suddenly forlorn. ‘I thought she’d come back, but it’s starting to look as though she’s going to make her life there. Right, shall we go and have these fish and chips?’

Sara followed Nigel back up the stairs, through the hallway and into a large kitchen, where he invited her to sit at a velvet bar stool by the island, which was topped with a thick slab of swirled marble. Three bronze orbs cast a mellow light onto the fish and chips as he served them up on geometric-patterned china, along with a chilled glass of white wine from the vast, American-style fridge.

‘What is it that you do?’ Sara asked. ‘I don’t think we got to it on our speed date.’ What she was really asking was how the hell do you afford this extraordinary house, but she was trying, unsuccessfully, to play it cool.

‘I was finance director for one of the big accounting firms in the City for many years. I semi-retired from that last year, but I’m still on various boards and doing consultancy work, so in actual fact I’m busier than ever.’

‘Do you enjoy it?’

‘Not really, but it’s given me a good lifestyle. I can’t complain. How about you?’

‘It’s a bit embarrassing to say,’ Sara said.

‘Ooh, intriguing!’

‘I don’t actually do anything. I told you I was a widow, I think.’ Sara knew she had, but it would be interesting to find out if he had been listening.

‘Yes − you said around five years ago?’

‘That’s right.’ Goodness. That extremely rare thing − a man who actually listened. ‘I was lucky that my husband was financially savvy so he left me fairly comfortable.’ In fact, Sara was more than comfortable – she was a very wealthy woman indeed thanks to the various insurances, pensions and investments that James had set up, as well as the sizeable chunk of family money he had inherited from his parents, but she didn’t usually divulge that on such early acquaintance. Not that it would matter to Nigel, given what she now knew of his lifestyle.

‘And do you enjoy not working?’ he asked.

‘For the most part, yes. I’d always worked − in recruitment – apart from when the boys were very little. I stopped after James died − I was grateful not to have to worry about money, getting back to a job before I was ready.’

‘How did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Pancreatic cancer.’

‘Oof.’ He grimaced. ‘A close friend of mine died of that a few years back. It’s not a good one to get, is it? Not that any of them are,’ he added hastily.

‘It’s OK. I know what you mean. You’re right – it’s often diagnosed too late for it to be curable, which turned out to be the case with James.’

‘It was the same with my friend. I know his wife felt guilty – needlessly, wrongly – that she hadn’t made him go to the doctors earlier.’

‘I can relate to that,’ Sara said. ‘There was so much to feel guilty about. Should I have encouraged him to seek diagnosis earlier, could I have tried harder to get him into a clinical trial? The worst one was . . . oh, never mind. This is a bit depressing.’ She took a sip of her wine, which was one of the most delicious things she’d ever tasted.

‘Don’t worry. I think I said to you on our first date, I love to get into the nitty gritty of life, whether it’s on a date or otherwise. It’s so boring having the same old conversations about the weather and house prices. But only if you feel comfortable.’

‘I feel the same.’ Sara took a deep breath. She had never told anyone this before. ‘There was this time, quite near the end of James’s life as it turned out, he was on palliative chemo tablets. By that point he was struggling to keep on top of his medication, so I’d taken charge of making sure he took the right pills. I got to the end of the month’s supply and I couldn’t understand why I had so many tablets left. Then it hit me like a train – I’d been giving him the wrong dose for the whole month. It was meant to be two tablets per dose, and I’d only been giving him one. I could hardly breathe. I felt like I’d killed him.’

‘Oh Sara, that must have been awful. But you know now that you didn’t, right? I mean, it was palliative chemo, so there was nothing you could have done to save him at that point?’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But it was such a heart-stopping, harrowing moment, and he was so upset when I told him.’ Her breath caught in her chest at the memory of it, a part of her still there in the kitchen, reeling, the pack of unused tablets in her hand. ‘You might want to stay well away from me now I’ve told you that.’

‘Indeed. The Black Widow.’ Nigel rolled his eyes back in his head in a parody of death, and then immediately stopped. ‘Oh my God. I’m so sorry, I don’t know what made me do that. It was so inappropriate.’

Sara felt a giggle rising up inside her and bubbling out of her mouth. Nigel began to laugh too, horrified at first, but becoming increasingly hysterical. Every time one of them started to calm down, the other one would do the ‘death’ face and it would set them off again. Eventually their laughter subsided and they looked at each other, breathless on their bar stools.

‘Your mascara’s run . . .’ Nigel reached out a hand. ‘May I?’

She nodded, and he ran his thumb under her eye. It wasn’t an obvious move, but he left a trail of fire where his thumb had been, and when he reached the outer corner of her eye, he didn’t take his hand away. She tilted her head so it cupped her cheek.

‘I’d really like to . . . if you don’t mind . . .’ He stopped, unsure of her reaction, but Sara had never been more sure of anything in her life. She slipped off the velvet bar stool and stepped towards him. Gently, he drew her in and their lips met. He was the first man she had kissed since James. She’d always secretly worried about what it would be like, should she ever find herself in this situation. Would she feel she was betraying James’s memory − cheating on him, even? But as Nigel’s lips met hers, soft at first, then increasingly urgent, there was no room for doubt, no question that this was what she wanted, needed. It felt right, like it was always supposed to happen. Long-forgotten sensations swirled and shimmied within her as he slid one hand round her waist and the other around the back of her neck.

When they came up for air, the world around her was changed, her life charged with possibility. Nigel leaned his forehead against hers.

‘That was lovely,’ he said.

‘It was. Sorry if I got a bit deep before.’

‘Don’t ever feel you have to keep quiet about those kind of things with me – I’m not easily scared.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, and a burst of happiness popped inside her, a sensation she hadn’t felt in as long as she could remember. ‘So what’s our next topic to be, the weather or house prices? Obviously I’ll be straight on Rightmove when I get home, having a nose at this house.’

‘You won’t find it,’ he said, settling back onto his bar stool. ‘Not yet, at any rate.’ He looked sheepish. ‘I’m using this rather exclusive estate agent who doesn’t put your house online. It’s . . . well, it’s a security thing.’

Sara found it endearing that he was embarrassed by his good fortune.

‘This agent’s books are full of wealthy people,’ he went on, ‘and they work personally with them to find them the right house. As well as the security aspect, it can end up with you getting much more for your house than if you put it up on the open market. At least, that’s what they tell me!’

As he poured her a second glass of wine, she plucked up the courage to ask the all-important question.

‘So, are you dating much at the moment?’ Everything rested on the answer he gave. Sara knew he didn’t owe her anything, that just because they had shared one kiss it was entirely reasonable for him to be having first dates with any number of different people, as indeed
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