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One

Mary steps out of the conservatory down onto the patio. The pips from the radio in the kitchen pierce the heavy air. Midday, five hours until the arrival of the first guest.

On the lawn she glances back over her shoulder, then shifts the heavy bundle of tablecloths in her arms and quickens her pace. Sweat is gathering in the crevices of her body. The new slip beneath her dressing gown is already adhering to her flesh, her thighs catching against one another. There is a dampness, even behind her knees.

She lets the pile of pressed cloths fall with a thud, then closes her eyes and runs her hand over the table as she walks its length.

Almost every flat surface from the house has been tackled outside to create this great, snaking banqueting table. She recognises the textures under her palm, the dips, the changes in height. Even without looking she can identify them. The dining table. Her sewing table. The desk from Rosie’s room. The trestle table that Richard bought specifically for Phoebe’s Scalextric.

She is beneath the tree now, under its umbrella of shade. The burn of the sun against the back of her neck, the heat of it on her head eases, and there is the brief relief of feeling markedly cooler. She tips her head back, her hand still on the table, and opens her eyes.

 

It was the tree, or rather the light through its branches, that was the deciding factor for Mary. She had been in the first flush of discovering gardening when they viewed the house and had become increasingly able to name the plants and trees she came across; it was a new-found passion that had arrived thanks to the evenings she’d sat on the sofa pinned beneath Emma, trying to tune out her mother-in-law, dazedly staring at Geoff Hamilton running compost through his fingers.

During all those months at Irene’s, she had dreamed of raised beds, of digging borders, planting bulbs. She remembers the details of a daydream into which she would slip when Irene was ticking her off for one misdemeanour or another: an expanse of lawn, a tree casting its shade upon the sward, a greenhouse with Victorian finials at either end, neat rows of vegetables nestled in home-made compost.

In the years since, as she’s sat in her conservatory and taken in the garden, she’s considered that, were it not for Irene, she might not have noticed it at all.

 

‘Look at that tree!’

She leaned forward the better to see it through the windscreen of the new Volvo as the drive crunched under its tyres. Richard grunted, tutting that the gravel would chip the paintwork. The house was too big, he said. The garden would be a chore, they’d have to hire someone. And the village didn’t even have a pub. How long would it take to get an ambulance out if there was an accident? Or a fire?

She didn’t much like the house on first impressions either. It was ridiculously large, bigger than they needed for the three of them, and it was so square, the bricks so grey. She had always wanted a red-brick house or, seeing as she’d fetched up in this part of the world, one that she could paint a Suffolk pink.

But she couldn’t take her eyes off the tree. It shimmered. An inconstant light glittering along the side of the house as if a disco ball were turning nearby. It was in full leaf, dancing in the late spring breeze. Slender branches waved like elegant fingers playing through long hair, slicing the light that reflected from the pond beneath it and causing this spectacular light-show on the grey brick facade.

Mary knew she had to have it.

 

Today, the old willow seems to be as exhausted as the fat ginger cat that is sprawled in its shade.

Looking up into the net of tangled branches overhead, Mary can see little of the perfectly blue sky above her, but still she thinks of Emma. Her eldest daughter, hurtling towards this island like an asteroid. She can imagine her, her head tilted to the window, watching the Atlantic glinting in the sun beneath her, her legs stretched out, crossed at the ankles. She can see the soft leather of her shoes: heels – the sort of shoes that only someone like Emma would wear to fly. She can see her shaking her head, raising her palm against the offer of a complimentary glass of champagne.

Mary looks back towards the house.

The heat is so thick that it has a sort of viscous quality to it, unctuous, like good olive oil. It distorts the house, makes it seem to shift slightly, the bricks undulating. There is barely a whisper of breeze. Above her, even the branches of the willow are motionless. A rare occurrence.

Later, when the guests see the garden, dressed as it will be in hundreds of fairy lights, they might comment on the tree’s beauty, but unless the wind picks up before then, it will be witnessed as any other tree: beautiful and still.

The branches hang limp, but the light that reflects up from the water and onto the house still creates that shimmer that she’d fallen in love with all those years ago. And that’s despite the low fence that now surrounds the pond.

 

‘Bodies of water and the bodies of small children are rarely compatible, Mary. It’s a fence or concrete: your choice!’

The possibility of drowning had been an obsession of his ever since they’d seen Don’t Look Now on one of their early dates in Cardiff. So it was hardly surprising that Richard had insisted on the fence immediately that he’d got wind that one of the girls had fallen in. All that was lost was a shoe, stuck in the mud or caught beneath the abundant aquatic flora that Mary struggled to keep in check.

It was one of a beautiful shiny pair, fitted by a machine that whirred and vibrated and thrillingly squeezed small feet to gauge their size. The beloved shoe was deeply mourned by the wailing child once she’d been fished from the shallows. Mary had stroked her crying daughter’s wet hair, matted with stringy waterweed, and she had known that she’d have to agree on installing some sort of safety measure. Better to fence it off while the only thing for which tears were being shed was a red patent shoe with a shiny metal buckle.

 

It is the stillness, this blanket of heat that lies so heavily over everything, which renders the radio in the kitchen audible. At the end of the garden, under the willow, if there were even a light breeze, at this distance she wouldn’t be able to hear it at all. Now, in the stultifying stillness of midday on this worryingly warm September day, it is just possible to make out the words, to decipher the news stories.

‘The hottest September day since records began.’

She feels bad for her relief. She knows that it’s all wrong, that she should be worrying about climate change. Climate catastrophe. Ordinarily she does – they even did a test drive in an electric car a few months ago – but today she can’t help but be delighted that it’s sunny.

Sunny and warm.

It feels like a blessing.

A wave of nausea washes over her. There is something almost awful about being this excited, it’s remarkably similar to terror. Or maybe it is terror. For all the reassurances she’s had, still lurking beneath the fizz of excitement, there is an unshakeable presentiment that bringing this family together can only end in disaster.

 

It is my dearest wish—

 

she’d written, in the same green ink with which she addressed each of the letter-pressed invitations,

 

—that after so long apart, I am able to bring this family together for my wedding day.

I don’t think it’s my way to ask much of others, but now I am asking each of you to give me one day where you leave any animosity at the gate and try to remember that you love each other.

 

When all three of the girls’ RSVPs arrived in the affirmative, she was delighted. But she’s since wondered if any of them had turned over the card and seen her note.

No. They have their differences, their problems, but she raised these three women. None of them is the sort of person who would ruin her wedding day. Are they?

‘Course not!’

Her voice startles the cat, who looks at Mary and seems to roll her eyes before stretching and falling back to sleep. Not for the first time, Mary wonders if it’s possible to be pitied by an animal.

Across the garden, the voice of the newsreader on the radio ripples, rich and deep. It is the bass note, the cello to the symphony of birdsong that fills the air: a sound so pervasive that the ear doesn’t at first acknowledge it, but treats it as background noise, like the swell of the ocean at the beach. But just as it is when by the sea – once you hear one wave, then all you can hear is the never-ending succession lapping at the shore – so it is in the garden: when a single trill of a blackbird is recognised, the swell of the avian orchestra becomes impossible to ignore.

The air is alive with sound. The warble of a song thrush, the coo of the wood pigeons. Blue tits, great tits and goldfinches chirrup with glee as they swoop through the willow’s branches, then hover to gorge themselves on the lavender bushes on the wall partitioning the lawn and patio.

Mary takes the top tablecloth from the pile and starts to unfold it, humming to herself, her eyes scanning the scene for what more there is to be done.

There, nestled in the armchair, is Irene, her head lolling back like a broken puppet.

Who brought her out here?

She looks around for her stick, the walking frame, but there is nothing.

Sometimes, if she’s feeling particularly uncharitable, Mary wonders if Irene really needs the walker at all. When she finds her like this, moved so quickly from one space to another, she questions if Irene isn’t really capable of walking, running, even dancing unaided.

She looks tiny in that armchair. She was always slight, next to Mary, but ever since the fall – the operation – she’s looked increasingly shrunken, as if someone is slowly letting out the air.

Holding her own breath, intently she watches Irene’s chest for a few seconds, trying to discern movement. It’s something she’s done multiple times a day, since Irene’s been living here. She thought, when the kids left home, that her days of checking people were still breathing whilst they slept were over.

Her stomach pitches. Maybe that’s it? The presentiment that’s been tormenting her.

Irene emits an almighty snort and Mary draws a breath herself.

She turns away from Irene in the armchair and takes in the long row of tables, steadying herself at the sight of the two regal-looking seats at the end of the table. She places her open palm on her stomach, the way that Rosie showed her last night, and tries to focus on her breathing. What was it that she said she needed to imagine? A triangle?

An instinct to run seizes her. She wants to drop the cloth that she is smoothing over the table and run to the back door, grab her keys off the hook – the rather tasteless one that she bought as a joke in Majorca with Liz – and get in the car and drive.

She won’t, of course.

She wants to be here more than anything. She’s been waiting for today for nearly two years – forty years, if she’s honest with herself.

It’s a new beginning.

She should be happy.

And she is. She is.

But where there are beginnings, there are always endings too.





Two

Mary sat on the bench in front of the hotel, looking towards the park. The flint on the perimeter walls glinted in the mid-morning sun and the noise of children playing beyond carried easily on the light breeze.

The walk to the town centre was deceptively taxing, particularly in her condition. The slight incline had taken it out of her in a way she wasn’t used to.

She looked up at the sky. Other than a few cotton wool wisps, the wide sky was a perfect baby blue.

 

‘Ah, here we are. Home! Constable Country.’ Richard positioned her in front of a painting of some grazing Friesians.

‘It says it’s Essex.’ She pointed to the sign to the right of the ornate frame.

Richard frowned, then shook his head and gestured to the expanse of the gallery.

‘Well, it’s East Anglia. What I’m saying is that it’ll be a nice place to live. Picturesque. Lovely skies.’

He was right about that at least. The skies were beautiful.

 

Mary looked down at her feet. For weeks she had struggled to recognise them as her own. The sandals were still beautiful, but by the time she’d walked back to the house, she’d be hobbling; her feet had really started to swell in the heat.

The evening ahead prodded at her again. What on earth was she going to wear? Her belly had outgrown most of her good dresses, and she’d discovered this morning that the same was true of her shoes.

She could just imagine Irene’s face: the soft perspiration through her pressed powder, the tight smile as Mary waddled down the stairs, chipped nail polish on show for all her guests to see.

 

Mary had taken her shoes off at the door the first time that Richard took her to meet his parents, thinking it the polite thing to do.

‘Oh no!’ Mary had watched as Irene quickly gathered herself, forcing herself to smile. ‘We’re very much a “shoes on” household, Mary.’

 

She rubbed the top of her foot where the leather was pushing into the flesh. She’d swing by Debenhams, see if she couldn’t get a plimsole of some sort. She knew she ought to make an effort for this ‘little gathering’ of Irene and Bert’s, and she’d need something to wear on her feet for the next two months. It wasn’t just Irene who was likely to baulk at her wandering around barefoot in this town.

The burn in her oesophagus flared as she swallowed. She rifled in her bag for her Rennies.

That morning she’d been spared the usual Saturday kippers. But she’d still had to see the slime of scrambled eggs coating Irene’s tongue as she’d pointed at Mary’s plate with raised eyebrows and announced, ‘The most important meal of the day.’ Mary’s stomach had lurched, but she smiled and nodded and forced down as much of the buttered toast as her constant indigestion would allow.

Ordinarily, Mary loved food, particularly the ceremony of sitting down to eat with others, but being presented with a plate piled with hot protein each morning was quickly putting her off. Wearing dirty outdoor shoes on Irene’s cream carpets didn’t make much sense, but her insistence that everyone join her at 8 a.m., washed and dressed, for a full cooked breakfast, was completely at odds with the Ryvita and cottage cheese that seemed to otherwise make up her diet. But, in the six long weeks that Mary had lived with Richard’s parents, she’d learned to brace herself for the unexpected and she’d also become expert at biting her tongue. Not least when the subject of the Prime Minister was raised, which, unfortunately, she was. Often.

Using one hand to lever herself up from the bench, Mary pushed up to standing. She emitted a low grunt – a sound a little too close to those she’d occasionally been known to make in the bedroom. Warm embarrassment spreading across her already flushed cheeks, she looked around her. She was mercifully alone, the pavement unpeopled. Seizing the opportunity, she shifted her knickers from the crease of her buttocks and yanked at her dress to unstick it from her thighs. She knew she was a sight: she’d seen herself in the hall mirror on the way out. She looked as though she’d been pumped full of air, then dressed in a badly stitched together pair of floral curtains.

Mary could pinpoint the exact moment she’d fallen pregnant. She’d never let Richard touch her without a trip to the bathroom to fit her sponge, even on their wedding night. It seemed impossible that that decision, that one fumble on their sofa, could have been so life changing. But there she was: sweating through a floral kaftan in a rural English market town, heavy with a new life.

 

The market square had a cadence that Mary had become quickly familiar with. ‘Caam and get your narnas!’ ‘Flaars! Two bunches a paand. Flaars!’ ‘Laarvly strawbs. Real English strawbs.’ The traders’ calls echoed through the tightly pulled tarpaulin shells of the stalls. A musky vegetal smell hung in the warm air, a slight undertone of manure from the livestock trading warehouses beyond Woolworth’s lingering, and the sharp notes of the fish stall assaulted her nostrils as Mary passed.

She had offered to cook the Sunday lunch the first weekend they’d been at Irene and Bert’s. Even though Irene had insisted that they stay with them until they found the right place, she didn’t hold back on making it clear that their presence was an inconvenience. The single roast dinner she’d intended had somehow turned into a weekly event. Even though the appeasement had been minimal, she’d persisted. Not least because it was the only meal of the week when she got to eat something she truly wanted. The planning, purchasing and preparation gave her something to do, gave structure to her week. Without work or a home to run, she’d felt lost at first. Lost in a churning sea of weekdays, with only Richard’s return on a Friday night and her Saturday morning market trips to look forward to.

If anyone had told her a year ago that by July 1980 the highlight of her week would involve buying potatoes from a man who blew into the paper bag to open it, she’d have laughed in their face. But ever since New Year’s Eve it had felt as though she had lost all autonomy. That life was just happening and dragging her along in its wake.

 

From the courtyard of Richard’s new club, they’d been able to hear the roar from Trafalgar Square as Big Ben chimed.

‘It’s gonna be our decade, Mrs Roberts.’

Richard tucked her recently-permed hair behind her ear. That’s when she’d first noticed the dizziness. She’d put it down to the kiss, the champagne, the dancing.

Then the hangover subsided and she’d realised she was late.

On seeing the two stripes, she’d spent several weeks convincing herself that it’d be manageable to live in the city with a baby. She’d grown to love London, their little home, the culture on their doorstep, and she really didn’t want to leave it. But as the weeks went on she’d found herself watching women manoeuvring prams on public transport and becoming increasingly aware of the three flights of stairs to their cosy flat. She reflected on the post-baby departures of her colleagues over the past two years, and realised that not all of them were optional. A notion that was confirmed when she confided her condition to Alison from Beauty, and she pointed out that the only parent on the magazine’s staff was Ed from Travel. Then in that cold room in St George’s Hospital, the sonographer’s brow had furrowed, and after several heart-stopping minutes, the monitor had been turned towards them and the ghostly form with its rapidly beating heart had been pointed out to them, she’d felt winded by the reality of it. A baby was coming and she was going to have to look after it and that was going to be almost impossible without more space, and more support than the girls from the office she occasionally enjoyed a glass of wine with might offer.

She decided to float the idea that Sunday on their walk.

‘Darling, you read my mind!’ Richard grasped her cold hands in his. ‘Though obviously, it’ll mean a lot of driving for me.’

‘I was only thinking of Croydon, like Teresa and Phil, or maybe we could look at Surbiton, then we’d be near Mike and Lou. And the trains are so regular into Waterloo.’

Richard inclined his head, looped her arm through his, and started walking at pace, pulling her through the park in the direction of the river. It made more sense to move further out, he explained. They’d get much more bang for their buck near his parents. With his new salary, in the sticks, they could afford a garden, four bedrooms, and still have spare change for him to rent a room near work.

‘And I know Mum’ll be very happy to change the odd nappy.’

She’d cried when she handed in her notice and when she packed up the kitchen and the bedlinen. She’d cried, too, for nearly the whole drive to Suffolk. Richard’s response had been to click Van Morrison into the cassette player and turn up the volume.

 

Leaving the newsagent’s, Mary pulled the plastic bags up her forearms and into the crook of her elbows. She paused in the glare of the sun, aware of two figures approaching on her left. It took her a second for her eyes to adjust and her brain to compute what she was seeing; their hairstyles made their silhouettes so tall, they seemed a foot or so taller than they were. Punks. Even in this small town there were a few. Not as many as in London, but enough to make their presence known, hanging around, sitting on walls. She wasn’t scared of them, as such, but there was something about the clothing, the attitude, that unnerved her. Though she considered herself to be pretty anti-establishment herself, there was something about the movement that she couldn’t quite fathom. It wasn’t the clothing, after all, her leather jacket from the King’s Road was her pride and joy. It was true that she didn’t like the music, the Sex Pistols or any of those bands. But that was just timing. At university it had been all disco, and it was only since her Masters that she and Richard had got into some electronic stuff. The Cardiff lot had been a Bob Dylan sort of crowd. She wasn’t even really against the ideology; she was certainly no fan of the royals or the government. No, the thing that she didn’t like was the attitude. It put her on edge.

As the pair approached, the sun shone through the sculpture of their hair, their luridly coloured Mohicans protruding from their heads like cockerel’s combs. Despite the heat they were dressed head to toe in black leather, metal studs liberally decorating their limbs. As they got closer, their faces emerged from shadow and Mary could see them clearly. She knew that she was staring, but she couldn’t pull her gaze away: their eyes were lined with kohl, as were their mouths. The careful black lines on the rim of their lips were filled with lurid colours; their eyelids were painted too, a peacock display of green and blue. Blusher sat in fuchsia streaks beneath their cheekbones.

Rationally, she knew they were just young people – barely younger than her – with unusual hairstyles. But she felt a churn of discomfort as they approached.

It annoyed Mary that she found them intimidating. She was Glaswegian. She had lived in London for the last five years, rubbed shoulders with all sorts, and thought nothing of it. But there was something about the audacity of wearing hair raised six inches above a half-shaved scalp that rattled her. It made her feel unworldly, naive. The rings through their ears and noses, the clump of their bovver boots – she didn’t understand them at all.

Perhaps she was well suited to living in a small town after all. A depressing thought.

The female punk caught Mary’s eye as she neared. Instinctively, Mary stepped back, out of their path. The punk smirked, registering Mary’s discomfort, and nudged her companion – a man, just as made-up as her but somewhat broader set, his jaw much squarer, handsome almost. He looked directly at Mary as he approached. A lipstick-edged smile slicing across his face.

Mary stepped back again, her back hitting the glass of the door she’d just exited.

‘Oh!’

She watched as they turned their gaze away from her and walked on, continuing their conversation. She was of no interest to them. Of course she wasn’t.

Mary was seized by the overwhelming feeling that she might cry.

The stallholder opposite, wrapping patterned paper around a bunch of chrysanthemums, looked at her pityingly.

‘All right love?’

‘Fine.’ She sniffed to hold off the tears. ‘Fine, thank you.’

The flower seller nodded.

‘Sanths?’ He proffered a bunch of lurid flowers. The paper they were wrapped in sopping from where they had been sitting in the bucket of water at his feet. ‘Two bunches a paand.’

 

Laden with bags, Mary held the flowers under her arm as she wove between the stalls, moisture from the wet paper seeping through her dress.

In one hand she gripped the bag containing the rolled pork joint from the butcher’s, and two striped carrier bags bulging with brown paper packages of vegetables. On the other side she was weighed down with waxed green apples, for the sauce, and plums – on the cusp of over-ripeness, dampening their bag in blooming spots of juice – bound for a cake, which was one of Richard’s favourites.

She paused outside Marks & Spencer, to catch her breath, on the pretence of looking in the window. Then turned to cross through the stalls to Debenhams.

It was then she became aware that the hubbub of the market had changed, there was more noise, raised voices. A woman’s scream pierced the air, followed by male voices shouting something other than market calls, and above this, high-pitched squeals punctuated a clamour of boxes and metal poles hitting the ground.

She stepped forward and looked towards the source of the disruption. Between the canopies of striped tarpaulins the crowd shifted, and Mary’s eye was drawn to the tarmac of the square. Knee-high to the parting shoppers were two pigs, running. She watched as they careered towards her. People were falling back to get out of their path, but she found herself frozen. The sound around her seemed to stop, the noise of the world muffled.

She could see their skin in detail. It was not pink, as in the children’s books she had been buying for the baby, but a colour not dissimilar to the colour of Richard’s back in the morning as he sat on the edge of the bed. The pigs were caked in mud around their undercarriages, where a row of tender-looking nipples hung, six in total, as if someone had stuck the teats of baby bottles to their stomachs. The mud had pieces of straw stuck to it, and there was straw on their legs too, some wedged in the cleft of their trotters, pieces flying here and there as they scrabbled towards her.

They were hairy too. So much hairier than she had ever imagined.

She thought of the pork scratchings that her dad used to order by the pint glass when he took her with him to sit on the bench outside the pub. How he’d let her reach her small fingers into the rim of the glass and select a salty treat. She would have to eat it gratefully, under his watchful eye, smiling all the while even if she saw a hair that protruded from the rind of the crackling. She’d concentrated hard not to gag as she chewed it.

The animals running towards her seemed to be looking straight at her then, their black eyes glinting.

Eyelashes, she thought. I didn’t know pigs had eyelashes.

They were almost upon her, running at speed, heading straight for her.

I wonder if I will fall? she thought, and then she realised she was falling. My baby, she thought, I’ll hurt the baby.

Mary felt something on her elbow then. A hand, then another. Someone taking her weight, holding her, catching her as she fell.

Sound came rushing back. The pigs were hitting her legs and their screams were piercing, the voices of people around her calling to her.

Then, in her ear she heard a soft, calm voice.

‘It’s okay. I’ve got you.’

And they had. Mary felt as if she was on a reclined chair. She was so securely held under the arms, the impact of the animals against her shins knocked her back only a few inches. Carefully, the hands tipped her upright and she took her own weight onto her feet again. And then they were gone and she was upright, keenly aware of their absence.

Two men, dressed in the brown coats of the auction house, ran past her, cursing. One gripped a cane to beat the escaped animals, the other a coil of rope to restrain them.

‘You all right love?’

Mary nodded, dazed. The men ran on, shouting towards the escaped pigs, their voices blending with the calls of the stallholders and high-pitched squealing of the animals.

Mary looked down at the ground around her feet. The roll of meat lay on the pavement glistening in its cling-wrap. The plums had burst through their bag and lay strewn across the paving stones. Their pink juice had stained the newsprint of her newspapers, the local news disordered in the kerfuffle, the broadsheets ripped where the pigs charged over the folded sheets.

‘Oh dear. Looks like your plums have had it.’

Turning, she was met by kohl-rimmed eyes, creasing slightly at the corner with concern. A raised eyebrow above was pierced by a single silver hoop. He smiled at Mary and then joined the woman with the crimson hair, who was kneeling on the pavement picking up Mary’s shopping. The leather of his trousers creaked as he moved, the chains around their necks tinkling as they refilled Mary’s bags.

‘Thank you.’

Mary didn’t recognise her own voice. It sounded small. Croaky.

‘Scottish?’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Me too! Aberdeen.’

She could hear it, the catch of his accent.

‘Pollokshields.’

‘How the hell d’we end up down here, eh?’

The woman punched him softly on his upper arm and he laughed.

‘You can probably still make a decent jam.’ He smiled, holding up the bag dripping with plum juice. ‘I’m a fiend for a good jam.’

Mary nodded, swallowed, felt the sting of a blush on her cheeks.

The woman stood and handed the final bag to him. She wiped the juice that covered her hands on her trousers, leaving streaks along the leather, then offered her hand to Mary.

‘Lizzie. Liz.’

And then Liz smiled and Mary had to bite down the impulse to tell her how incredibly beautiful she was. Another wave of heat moved across Mary’s face and she quickly shifted her gaze away from the violet-blue eyes that were locked on hers and up to Liz’s hair. Up close, the hairstyle was even more impressive. It appeared solid, like a shard of bone. A rhino’s horn is actually hair, Mary thought: a thought so obtuse that it occurred to her that she might have been suffering from shock. Then she noticed that she was swaying slightly and her vision started to lose focus.

‘Woah there, you okay?’

The man wrapped his leather-covered arm around Mary’s shoulders. Mary nodded, because she was okay, she realised, now that he was supporting her. She wasn’t dizzy any more. Just hot, tired, seven months pregnant and, oddly, acutely aware of her blistered toes.

‘Can we call someone for you?’ Liz pointed to the phone box across the road. ‘Help you to the taxi rank?’

‘Or walk you home? I’ll carry the shopping.’

Mary nodded stupidly.

‘Thank you, I’d be really grateful for the help. If you could just get me part of the way.’

Liz smiled again, the fuchsia of her lipstick parting to reveal her teeth. Clean and uniform with just one imperfection, a slight gap between the top two.

‘Which way are we headed?’

‘Just the other side of the cattle market.’ Mary pointed in the general direction of Bert and Irene’s house.

‘You must be near my parents.’

Carefully, Liz threaded her arm through Mary’s, gently supporting her as they started to walk.

A woman pulling a chequered shopping trolley stopped abruptly beside them, staring at the three of them, her mouth hanging open. Indignation sparked in Mary’s chest.

‘Oh boo – you nosey old coo!’

She stuck her tongue out for good measure. The woman stepped back in horror and Liz exploded into a glorious peal of giggles, dropping her head forward as she laughed.

A flush of pleasure. When was the last time she’d made someone laugh? Mary dared to sneak a glance over the top of Liz’s bowed head. A pair of heavily rimmed eyes met hers and she blanched, caught in the act. But then he winked at her and Mary found herself laughing too.

They walked through the market, towards her in-laws’.

It was only later – when Irene was asking her why she’d spent good money on fruit that was in such a state – that she realised that she hadn’t thought about her blisters or her rubbing thighs once for the entire walk home.
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