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WHEN MATHEMATICIANS LOOK AT crowd behaviour, they see beautiful fractal patterns. In their eyes, we swoop and soar like a murmuration of starlings, all as one. Those who break away from the flock, in pursuit of anomie, go on to create the same recurring shapes elsewhere. Our brains, our lungs and the miles of arteries, veins and capillaries within each of us mirror the natural forms of trees, seashells and tributaries. Even our differences unite us. The beating hearts of Olympic runners and trading-floor bankers, of paediatric surgeons and the innocent under oath are saved by minute irregularities imperceptible to the human ear. Mathematicians know that we are all dancing to the same tune, whatever, whoever and wherever we are.




CHAPTER 1


IT WAS THE TYPE of wedding that drew people in like a cyclone, picking them up at various points, stilling them in the rarefied zone of the eye and spewing them out again when it was all over. It was the type of wedding where decisions over stationery had been taken slowly, after turning heavy pages of samples and listening to a woman with a geography degree offer her thoughts on crisp white, pure ivory and duck-egg-blue stock. A wedding where guests had been given the opportunity to choose the perfect gift from a list sorted by ascending price on a department store’s website, have it gift-wrapped, labelled ‘With all our love and best wishes for the future’ or ‘To a lovely couple’ and sent to an address of the bride and groom’s choosing or held until they returned from honeymoon.


It was a wedding with pews full of guests dressed in pastels and navy or charcoal, the women understated so as not to upstage the bride on her special day. A wedding with ushers who knew where to seat people without asking. A wedding with a bride who rebelled with cream satin; no white meringue for her. A wedding with a best man who would pat his pocket blankly, then laugh as he pulled out the rings. A wedding with a mother of the bride in pink chiffon, a father of the groom two malts down, noisy children, a left-wing deaf aunt, a right-wing, cantankerous old uncle with plenty of fight left in him.


It was a wedding with a bitter photographer who had once fancied himself as the next David Bailey. A wedding with a vicar who had christened the groom and, two years later, the bride, and had seen them every Christmas morning and Easter Sunday since. A vicar who knew them by sight, by reputation, by the blood that coursed through their veins. He would christen their children and bury their parents, offering guarantees from a higher power that may or may not exist.


Waiters and waitresses streamed out of the kitchen like ants, holding silver trays of prawn cocktail and green salad. There was a bit of fumbling over cutlery but not much, and nobody minded. Mums warmed foil-wrapped butter in their palms for the children, and buttered bread sparingly for those wearing dry-clean-only clothes. The lamb was a bit undercooked for some. The vegetarians had no complaints about their customary goat’s cheese filo parcels. The dessert contained flower petals and had been created to resemble a shower of confetti, but such artistry was lost on all but the kitchen staff. Despite evidence to the contrary, in the form of most petals returning untouched, the chef was reassured that the meal had been a resounding success. It was a wedding like any other.


The speeches contained only the kindest words for the beautiful bride and her lovely maids. Each sentence had been carefully calibrated to present the groom as worldly but loyal, naughty but nice. There were hints of schtum being kept. A nose was tapped, a wink given. Say no more. The best jokes came from the best man. The father of the bride had been duly warned by the mother of the bride moments before he rose to his feet: don’t sing; nobody wants to hear you sing. And we’ve heard all your jokes, thank you. Stick to the facts and sit down. He received a patted knee and a tight smile for his compliance.


The groom twirled his prize to Paul Weller and the click and flash of every camera in the room. Children stood on their grandparents’ feet and pretended to waltz. Uncles remembered when Elvis was king and pulled at quiffs long gone. Someone did an impression of Bez. Everyone danced to Abba with their arms in the air because it was the law.


The chief bridesmaid caught the bouquet, of course. The florist wire scratched her but she didn’t flinch. She held aloft the pale roses and peonies, like Liberty holds her torch, and welcomed all comers: the tired, the hungry, the tempest-tossed, the best man at a push.


Judy had married Oliver and discarded her surname without a second thought. She had promised to love and honour him, and he had promised to do all kinds of things until death parted them. They had drunk too much champagne to consummate their marriage in the frills and flounces of the honeymoon suite, but put things right in Hawaii, once they’d got over the jet lag. They returned two weeks later, skidding down in Manchester rain, tanned and happy, suitcases bulging with spirits and perfume.


Some years passed.




CHAPTER 2


JUDY SAT IN HER kitchen, on her favourite dining chair, and surveyed the chipped navy blue polish on her toenails. She wasn’t exactly avoiding going back into the living room – she would have to go back in at some point - but her face was aching a little from responding to the long-awaited news that her brother and his partner were expecting a baby. It had been a genuine smile at first, of course, but the details – and there were many - had required a sustained positive facial response, and because she had started at such a broad grin, she had felt backed into a corner. At one point, she had managed to shoehorn in an expression of surprise – a perfect O with her mouth (the relief!) – but, foolishly, foolishly, she’d segued from that to a laugh and, damn it, back to a rictus grin.


So, she felt she deserved to linger a little over the coffee-making duties. She reflected that she had spent many months organizing her features into various appropriate responses to the barrage of information relating to the vagaries of trying for a baby.


The top notes of Alicia Keys drifted across the hall, and the low rumble of men speaking was punctuated by an occasional girly laugh. The kitchen radio chatted at a barely audible level about bees and climate change.


‘Ooh, something smells good in here! Is it my wife?’


‘It’s the coffee.’


‘Is everything all right?’ Oliver hunched down and placed his hands on Judy’s lap for stability.


‘I’m tired,’ she whispered.


‘Me, too, but the coffee will perk you up. Come on!’ He jumped up to finish making it. Judy knew by the way he opened a bag of Amaretto biscuits with his teeth that she wouldn’t be sleeping any time soon.


He bounced back to their guests, sploshing coffee about as though they didn’t have a cream carpet. Once upon a time, before the carpet, Judy had liked him wine-fuelled. Now, her irritation was so closely correlated with each glass he consumed that she had all but erased those purple memories.


‘Min, tell Jude what the doctor said about a C-section …’


Already, blood from her brother.


Min picked up where Rob had left off: ‘She said that if that’s what I want, she’ll put it in my notes and that someone would talk to me about it closer to the time …’


‘But, obviously, we want the peace of mind now that we can have a C-section. If Min gets stressed, her blood pressure could go up and then there’s the risk of —’


‘Rob, what do you mean by “we”? You’re not going to be having a C-section, are you?’ Judy popped Rob’s bubble in the special way only siblings could.


‘Whatever Min goes through, I’ll be going through.’ He was slurring slightly now, and petulant. He’d always been good at petulant.


‘Course you will, mate,’ said Oliver. ‘It stands to reason after all you’ve been through.’


‘She also said that I’ll have to be careful around raw egg, and obviously I use raw eggs all the time.’ Min was a chocolatier. She poured so much into those moulds that there seemed little of her left after the working day. Her chocolate bars and truffles were flavoured with violet, cardamom, myrrh, sea salt – she’d once done a Manchester-tart truffle for a soap star’s birthday party, but had declined the opportunity to create a Lancashire hot-pot confection.


‘I wondered if you fancied a little part-time job, Jude,’ ventured Min, nervously.


‘Doing what?’ asked Judy, her hackles now on overtime.


‘Well, all the egg-based stuff at least. And anything that smells strong. I’m getting a bit sensitive.’


‘Clearly not,’ said Judy.


‘Sorry?’


‘Min, I have a job. I’m a lecturer. I teach. I teach music.’


‘Only part-time! You’re hardly ever there! And it’s the summer holidays!’ piped up Rob.


‘Well, she does spend a lot of time working from home, preparing lessons and stuff, don’t you, darling? And then there’s the private students she sees here.’ Oliver stroked his wife’s knee.


‘Min, I’m sorry. I don’t want to upset you, but I don’t want or need a “little part-time job”, if it’s all the same to you.’


‘I just thought I’d offer, that’s all.’


Rob pulled Min closer. ‘There’s no need to take offence, Jude. It was my idea, anyway. I thought you’d be up for it.’


‘Well, I’m not.’


It had been a long day, and the evening broke up a few minutes later. Among the hugs and gentle back-slapping, there were murmurings of ‘No harm done’, ‘No offence taken’ and ‘Look after yourself ’, as the front door let in a blast of blissfully cool fresh air.


Oliver realized that any chance of having sex tonight was now thoroughly scuppered. He’d been working up to it all evening: a shower, a shave, his Calvin Klein boxers, drinking just enough but not too much, playing the right music, helping with the coffee, telling his best stories and winking at Judy as Rob and Min laughed at his punchlines. He’d lined it up like a World Cup penalty and here he was running up to a burst ball.


‘Seriously, if I hear any more about this baby, I won’t be responsible for my actions. We’ve got another six months of it, you know. And as for the fucking egg whites!’ Judy shoved cups and plates into the dishwasher as Oliver blew out candles.


‘I know! What a nerve! As if you’d say yes!’


‘Is that what she thinks? Does she think my job’s so pointless that I can drop it to go across town to whisk egg whites and shield her from the smell of bloody cocoa beans?’


‘I know. She really has a nerve!’ He kissed the back of her neck as he plopped a wooden spoon into the sink.


‘I didn’t spend four years at university so I could whisk egg whites!’


He slid his hands around her waist. Ever hopeful. Ever the optimist. ‘Perhaps we should go up and practise some baby-making of our own.’ He nuzzled her neck.


‘Not tonight, Ol.’




CHAPTER 3


JUDY WAS GIVEN A Tiny Tears for her third birthday. From the day she tugged it out of its box, she became almost permanently attached to the doll, and remained so throughout the cold and wet summer of 1980, lisping her secrets and dreams into its ear, cradling, feeding, stroking it, dragging it by one arm to the dining-table, tucking it in with her at night. She changed its nappy and smeared its face with her mum’s lipstick and eye shadow. The doll was the only one who listened when Judy said that she really hated carrots and that she wanted to stay all day at the play park, yes, until it was dark. It was always on Judy’s side in any argument with stupid Robert, and kept her company when she was sulking. It was her sister, her baby, her constant companion. It was her solace when Robert and his naughty friends would stamp on her sandcastles or put woodlice in her dolls’ house. It would cry when Judy cried.


Years later, when Tiny Tears was long forgotten, Judy would take gaggles of bright and beautiful friends home for tea. They would jostle around the kitchen table, listening to the radio, painting their fingernails with glittery polish, discussing the merits of Mark over Robbie, Jason, Howard and Gary. And when her brother barged in with his loud and hairy friends, she would hug her knees to her chin and watch over her scrapes and scars, appalled, as her friends swallowed their clever words, as they sweetened and quietened and blinked like baby deer. Later, she would tell them about Rob’s filthy bedroom and his friends’ terrible table manners, and they would listen agog as their crushes were made real by their flaws. Weekend by weekend, the boys would loiter longer in the kitchen, until one Saturday night when they chose to play an inevitable game of spin the bottle, and kissed their future wives under flickering fluorescent tubes.


Eventually, unexpectedly, Judy came to like Rob. He was no longer fascinated by woodlice and his friends were certainly improving as each year passed. He also had his uses: she was allowed to stay out later if Mum and Dad knew her big brother was with her, and he was the first in their circle of friends to buy a car, which meant she was ferried about quite a bit. It wasn’t the blossoming of a deep friendship exactly, and hugs were strictly for Christmas and birthdays, but they found they could occupy adjacent spaces quite comfortably. They could take turns speaking without arguing, although neither felt they wanted to confide in the other, despite an absolute and implicit trust between them. In truth, their relationship worked best in the company of other people, who seemed to function rather like a couple of alcohol units, making things easier, looser.


Oliver Worthing came from the more verdant side of town, a bus ride away, where houses had driveways and double front doors, where one had to stroll rather than reach to knock on a neighbour’s door. His mother was a part-time university lecturer and his father a senior partner at a local law firm; they paid people to mow their grass and clean under the lavatory rim. They read books and played bridge and bought tickets for the ballet, which they would later pass on to friends at short notice because of an impending migraine or late meeting. They had hoped their only child would spread his wings further afield than the university literally around the corner, but most of his friends were headed there, and that was all he had seemed interested in at the time. When he had first taken Judy home, they had attempted to mask their reservations with good manners. They didn’t exactly bring out the best china, but tea was always poured from a pot for her, and when the guest room was eventually redecorated, the new curtains and bedlinen were in Judy’s favourite colour (although Judy suspected that this was their way of telling her she would never sleep in their son’s bedroom).


Over the years, the Worthings had come to almost love her, especially when she played the piano at their parties. On a final sustained chord, they would drape a proprietorial arm across her shoulders or kiss her lightly on the head before turning to their applauding friends with the delusional smiles of misplaced pride. What they really loved was that their son was happy. And he was. Oliver was very happy.




CHAPTER 4


‘AND THE GOVERNMENT SPENDING cuts mean that we also have to look at not only our intake but our retention figures, too. I know we managed to get the figure down last year, but I think we could shave another one per cent off it, which would mean that our retention rate would be half a per cent lower than St George’s and roughly in line with Xavier’s although, as we all know, their published figures might not be telling us the whole story. Obviously, there’s a lot of work to be done either way and, to that end, Martha has prepared a presentation on how we might go about supporting our students to stay the course – or should that be stay on the course? Ha! Martha?’


Martha Jones smiled at the principal and headed towards the front of the lecture theatre, pen drive first. After much fumbling and general IT incompetence, a thirty-one-page PowerPoint loaded on to the Smartboard. The first page simply read:


MARTHA JONES, BA, MIC


HEAD OF STUDENT SERVICES


STUDENT RETENTION: A KEY ISSUE FOR US ALL


This was going to be a long one.


‘Have you got any mints?’


‘What?’


‘Mints. Have you got any? My mouth’s really scuzzy after talking all day.’


Judy fumbled in her bag for mints for Paul Roberts.


‘Does my breath smell?’ He breathed audibly into her face. Martha Jones, BA, MIC, spotted it and gave him the teacher’s eye. She’d obviously picked that up somewhere.


‘Shut up. Here!’ Judy handed him a roll of mints.


‘Why? Are you that interested in learning how we’re supposed to keep the students we’re all trying to get rid of? Do you really want to keep the likes of Jemma Pitt all year?’


They both smirked and crunched mints over Martha’s interminable presentation.


Paul had known Judy since they were children. They’d finally become friends at university, and had seen each other through the usual crises and celebrations since. He’d been Judy and Oliver’s best man, and their wedding guests were still using his jokes years later. He was the most talented art tutor the college had, but had been passed over twice for the head of department post. His colleagues teased that it was because everyone knew his heart was in football rather than in art. However, it didn’t help that his partner was a bit too high-profile with her drugs for the college’s liking. Jen had almost single-handedly kept her dealer solvent since the Hacienda closed down, and was, at this very moment, giving a cocaine-fuelled blow job to someone who swore he used to dance in the clubs with Jason Orange.


Several decades later, slide thirty-one made its welcome appearance. ‘Any questions? Comments?’ Martha seemed blissfully unaware that she had sucked the life out of the room and had caused more than a couple of staff to consider risking the wrath of the principal by walking out before the slides had hit double figures. In the absence of questions, Martha checked her watch and saw that she had, by rights, another five minutes on the stage, so she puffed out her chest and launched into what she considered a motivational recap. It was too much for two members of staff, and they left the room by running out doubled over, as if they were trying to preserve everyone’s view of Martha’s final page:


RETENTION


A KEY ISSUE FOR US ALL


WHAT WILL YOU DO?


‘I think retention is a key issue for Martha,’ whispered Paul. ‘Check out those ankles.’


‘Don’t be mean.’


‘I’ve just sat through thirty PowerPoint pages. I feel mean.’


‘Thirty-one.’


‘Thirty-one PowerPoint pages. Now I feel even meaner.’


‘I don’t see how we can retain students who don’t want to be here,’ said Judy. ‘It makes our job a bloody nightmare. What are we going to do? Lock them in cages? We’re already paying them to turn up!’


‘Judy?’ Martha wanted her to share what she was saying with everyone else.


‘I was just saying that you raised some important points, Martha. I have nothing to add.’


The teacher’s eye again.


‘OK. In that case, thank you. There are copies of this presentation on the intranet,’ the sound of bags, files and coats being collected now drowned her voice, ‘and I’ve produced some printed handouts you can pick up on the way out. There will be audio copies for anyone who would prefer them to printed versions, and anyone who wishes the presentation to be produced for them in another format or would like it translated, please let me know and I’ll arrange for that to be done. Thank you.’ She smiled at everyone’s back as though they had been an adoring audience.


The principal started to clap and turned to the assembled staff to join in. Martha felt a warm glow and basked in the half-hearted applause, oblivious that they were really clapping the prospect of home.




CHAPTER 5


‘HOLD STILL.’


THE NEEDLE pierced the skin just below Judy’s right nipple, bringing tears to her eyes as a nurse drew fluid from her breast.


‘Well done, Judy. Now, just hold this pad in place for a moment.’ Judy wondered why nurses congratulated their patients on the ability to do nothing. She wanted to ask what would happen next but was still too shocked to form actual words, so she focused on pressing the gauze square against her flesh.


The nurse bustled around, then made some notes before turning back to Judy. ‘We’ll have the results for you later today, so can I ask you to come back at four o’clock?’


Decades passed in those few hours.


When Judy returned to the calming, pastel-walled waiting room, she held her book and made a reading face. The words pooled and whirled into nothing readable. She thought of Oliver. He’d been so insistent about coming with her. She’d wanted to be alone, but now she realized that she’d made a mistake. She took a mental snapshot of people who knew she was there. She imagined Oliver at his desk, probably frowning. Then the screen split and there was Gina, jabbing at her iPad, scaring herself silly on Google Images with flow charts and cheap wigs. And then she thought of Rob at work, watching the clock; she saw Paul encouraging his students to let go of their inner critic and paint; Mum cleaning, looking at the phone, cleaning again; Dad, probably watching Countdown, enjoying his retirement.


‘Judith Worthing?’


Judy jumped at the sound of her name. The auxiliary gave her a reassuring smile, ushered her into an empty office and disappeared.


1980: the Clarks lady pressing on her toes to see if her new shoes were the right size.


1981: dancing around the living room in a pink leotard and tutu, watching a princess marry a prince.


1995: kissing Oliver until their mouths tasted of four a.m.


2000: the smell of fireworks. Veuve Clicquot. An engagement ring.


2001: confetti and smiles everywhere.


2012: a lump just under the right nipple.


A smiling nurse swept in. ‘Judy?’


‘Yes.’


Hello. I’m a nurse, whose name you’ll not hear, but whose face you’ll study harder than your future child’s, checking for tells, for signs of strain or discomfort. I’m going to let you know where you go from here. I have the golden ticket, the black cap, the Tardis and St Peter’s list.


‘… and it was completely normal … hormones … cyclical breast pain … a well-fitting bra … a healthy diet.’ She talked and talked, and the words just fell into the gap between the two women. Judy made a convincing listening face and the young junior nurse gave her patient all the information she thought she needed. Judy accepted a leaflet, said, ‘Thank you,’ and emerged from the hospital into a rainstorm that cleared the streets of pramming mothers and truanting teenagers in seconds.


The howling wind blew Judy’s umbrella inside out for the third time. The number seven bus sailed past, drenching her right foot. It stopped a few metres ahead, and she ran to catch it. Too slow. It pulled away in a roar of black exhaust fumes. Had she been a bit quicker, she’d be sitting on that bus now, gently steaming through narrow streets of terraced houses towards a hot cup of tea and a change of clothes. She squelched slowly to the bus shelter. Completely normal. The phrase whirled around her head. Absolutely 100 per cent normal. Nothing going on. No shadows, nothing.


The waitress placed a second hot chocolate (with cream, this time) in front of Judy. The number twenty-threes rolled by the window every twelve minutes. Every one that stopped and left without her made her feel closer to something else.


At 17.01, she said goodbye to her mum and dad’s dutiful daughter.


At 17.13, she burned her mouth, having been fooled by the cool cream, and started to untangle herself from the wife of lovely – so lovely – Oliver.


At 17.25, a group of friends, who would have heaved equal and separate sighs of relief as her text message lit up their phones, and who were already populating her inbox with exclamation marks, had – without realizing – sent their last messages to their precious Judy.


The 17.37, crammed with damp commuters, glued its doors shut to queuers and flaggers until Harbour Bridge.


She generously overtipped the waitress as a karmic thank-you, jumped into a cab home, dropped her bag in the hall, discarded on the bedroom floor every stitch of clothing she was wearing, and crawled into bed, where she slept soundly until Oliver creaked into the room an hour later.


‘Sweetheart? Are you OK?’


He looked at the woman he hoped had been spared. He remained completely silent but his smile and stroking hand said: I’m going to whisk you away to a place where we’ll make a Sophie or Jack. You’ll call me at work about a blue line and I’ll take the rest of the day off. I’ll announce it at a party fuelled with all the good reds I bought as investments. I know, now. I know.


He didn’t know, though.


‘Hi. Sorry. I was knackered. I just wanted to sleep. What time is it?’


‘Are you OK, Jude?’


‘Yes. Just … a bit … What time is it?’


‘Seven. I’ve said we’ll go down to the pub for eightish. Celebrate. Is that OK?’


‘God, Oli. Do we have to?’


‘Come on! We’ve all been on tenterhooks. We could do with a drink and a laugh. Yes?’


She rolled out of bed, and pulled on the first dress she saw. By eight, they’d washed down an unremarkable dinner with something chilled and white. Oliver had talked animatedly between and during mouthfuls. Judy had nodded, smiled, released only the most carefully chosen words, and even conceded two or three little laughs. Sipping didn’t seem to quell her overwhelming panic, so she had allowed herself the odd gulp while her husband focused on spearing the last few slippery leaves on his plate.


Oliver put his hand on the small of Judy’s back as they stepped over the threshold. The pub wasn’t as busy as she’d feared, and she immediately spotted her friends’ grins lighting up the far corner. Even from a distance she could see Gina had been crying. Oliver made straight for the bar as Judy walked over to them, trying to smile. Min launched at her, all skinny arms and smacking kisses, while the others waited their turn. Paul had been trying to stop himself looking at women’s breasts all evening, but allowed himself a moment on Judy’s and Min’s squashed up together.


Once Min released her grip, she cupped her hands around Judy’s face. ‘Hey, despite occasional evidence to the contrary, our Judy’s “completely normal”. Who knew?’ The egg whites were now history, long forgotten.


More hugging. Cheers. Shuffling of bottoms to make room for their normal friend. She edged in next to Gina and squeezed her hand. Gina wiped a fast tear away. ‘No crying, OK? I’m OK, OK?’ A nod, another tear.


Judy looked around the table at their friends. ‘OK, here’s the deal. I don’t want to talk about my right breast all night. Or the left one, to be honest. I just want to say I never want to go through that again, and I’m on large G-and-Ts all night, thank you!’


On cue, Oliver placed a large Tanqueray and tonic on the table. ‘Yes, we’re under strict orders, people. No talking about my wife’s breasts tonight!’


‘Anyway,’ said Judy, changing the subject before anyone could alight on it, ‘I want to hear all about the big weekend.’ She looked at Rob. ‘How did it go? Have you been welcomed into the bosom of the Chows?’ Min’s grandparents were on one of their rare visits to the UK, and had insisted on meeting Rob properly this time.


Rob stretched his arms out into a big open shrug. ‘No. Can you believe it?’


Min laughed. ‘Well, not exactly welcomed, but it went OK.’


‘Min’s grandparents are convinced I’ll never be able to support us and our many, many future children.’


‘Well, Mum and Dad tried to defend you. You shouldn’t have said I earned twice as much as you!’


‘I’m thrilled that you earn twice as much as me. I thought they’d be impressed that your business was going so well. Anyway, how was I supposed to respond to subtle enquiries about how much a gallery marketing officer earns “these days”?’


‘Well, at least you turned up, Rob. I haven’t seen George all weekend,’ said Gina. All eyes were now on their friend with the pillar-box-red hair that clashed beautifully with her purple and green dress. Despite a series of disastrous relationships, Gina had retained a sense of optimism and enthusiasm for men, particularly medics and other clever buggers.


‘Oh, very poor form from the new boyfriend,’ said Oliver. ‘I didn’t like him, anyway.’


‘He’s joining us later,’ said Gina.


‘Oh, George, you say? Oh, yes, George, I like him!’ Oliver laughed and winced behind a strategically placed beer mat.


Min grimaced. ‘Oh, no! I thought you were supposed to be spending the weekend together. Weren’t you cooking your aubergine thing for him?’


Gina smoothed down her dress, almost pretending to be distracted. ‘I did. Then I froze it. I’ll eat it.’


‘You froze it? I’d have posted it through his letterbox!’ Min continued, ‘We all know junior doctors are overworked, Gina, but he almost never comes out, and when he does, he leaves early. He didn’t even show up for Paul’s birthday party. What’s the betting we’ll not see him tonight, either?’


Oliver stepped in to defuse the situation. ‘Well, maybe he thinks we’re a tedious lot who bug him about our minor ailments all evening rather than make a move for the bar. Now, more drinks? Same again, everyone?’


Min patted her barely rounding belly. ‘Oh, yes, more orange juice – bring it on.’


Later, Gina would splosh a blot of red wine on that lovely cream coat of Min’s; a regrettable accident, of course. The act would not be out of loyalty to George, or even the other men who’d not turned up, remembered they had a wife the morning after the night before, or tried it on with her sister or her friends, but in defence of her right to have faith in this one, the next one, and the one after.


Jen arrived, like a wasp at a picnic. She leaned across the table towards Paul, flashing the bar staff, and mouthed, quite unnecessarily, that she was going to the loo. He gave her the thumbs-up sign. She made her way across the pub, like a new kitten, skittering on perfectly solid ground. She tugged at her skirt hem and scratched at her thigh. She was a wreck. Paul was grateful he didn’t have to be embarrassed in the company of his friends, and tried not to think about what anyone else thought.


By nine, Judy’s friends had purged themselves of platitudes. She drank in their benign smiles and secretly stored them.


They all left the pub together and peeled off down their various sodium-lit streets and cul-de-sacs. Most houses were dark by closing time, curtains drawn, gates shut. The oldest residents could be identified by the empty milk bottles on their doorsteps. A man stood at his front door smoking his last cigarette of the day while his small excitable dog peed in the gutter, its back end temporarily obscured by its own steam. The standard greeting –‘Right’ – was exchanged as the friends walked past him. Cats leaped and curled around in the dark, hiding under cars as the group approached, only the brave emerging for strokes and alcohol-fuelled petting. Tonight’s rain wasn’t worth commenting upon, and certainly prompted no hoods or umbrellas. Constellations of raindrops sat on people’s heads and coats like hundreds of tiny transparent berries, too small even to roll.


When they arrived home, Oliver was in ebullient form. He tried to speak while brushing his teeth, splashing syllables and gesticulating while Judy hid behind cleanser-smeared palms. He spat out the last of his plaque and continued as if she had heard every word so far: ‘And, if we go in two weeks, it’ll tie in with my birthday. I’ve always fancied Prague.’


‘Prague?’


‘It doesn’t have to be Prague. Paris. Madrid. Mi-lan-o! Or New York if you want to stretch it out a bit – say, go for a week. Come on! Noo Yawk for a week? Jump up and down a bit!’


She remained seated on the edge of the bed, hugging her knees. ‘Do you remember Hannah Fisher?’


Oliver wasn’t thrown by the non sequitur. ‘No. Do I get three guesses?’


‘What’s above our mantelpiece, Oliver?’


‘Damp?’


There wasn’t a house in the street without a damp patch.


‘Covering the damp patch.’


‘Oh, yes. Hannah Fisher. Terrible signature, good use of colour.’


Judy straightened up and put her feet flat on the floor. ‘She always said she wanted to be an artist. Even at school, when the teachers used to go on at her to concentrate on getting her maths and English, she’d be a right determined little sod.’ She undid and rewound a covered elastic band around a doubled-over ponytail at the nape of her neck. ‘I used to look at her and wonder where she got that strength from. You know, just to sit there and look the teachers in the eye and say, “Actually …”’ She picked cotton balls from a plastic bag and started to run them over her face, revealing flushed trails of skin. ‘“Actually, I know exactly where I’m going, thanks. And I won’t need to know about quadratic equations or split infinitives to get there.” She’d sit up straight and just do this little thing with her jaw – just set it in position - and she was immovable. I’d be in awe of her. I didn’t have a clue what I wanted to do, except pass maths and English at all costs. And now she’s got a great big four-thousand-pound painting covering our damp patch, and God knows how many other damp patches all over the world, and spends half her time in Ibiza being “inspired by the light”.’
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Judy has been coasting through life. N
Until she realises she has lost her way.
Now she has to decide what to do next.






