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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.
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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.






