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Twenty-Seven Days

The spring bank holiday fell on the twenty-fifth of May, which meant the post office was shut, the high street was empty, and Flossie Fairweather could sit at her own counter with a pot of tea and a spreadsheet and not be interrupted by a single person who wanted a book of first-class stamps.

The village woke late and in a good temper. A warm wind came across the green from the south, smelling of cut hay and hawthorn, and the sky above the church tower was a clean, high, milky blue. Shutters stood open. Washing hung motionless on the lines of the cottages in Church Lane, and a row of pink and white tea towels on the Prossers’ fence advertised a long-ago holiday at Weston-super-Mare. A cat sat in every sunny window. The Swan had put its tables out on the grass before ten, and Colin Dibble was carrying a tray of glasses across the road with the measured gait of a man who has seen a good many bank holidays go wrong.

On the green the cricket club were rolling the pitch for the first match of the season. Two men in old whites pushed a heavy roller back and forth across the square, the iron wheel creaking at every turn, and a small boy ran behind them with a bucket collecting dandelions. Swallows skimmed low over the grass. From the churchyard came the clink of a trowel on a stone, where someone was tending a grave, and from the pond the deep, indignant voice of a drake explaining something to his wife.

Twenty-seven days. The number sat at the top of the screen in bold, where she had put it herself.

“You’ve coloured it red,” said Penny, reading over her shoulder.

“It’s a countdown. Countdowns are red.”

“It looks like an overdraft.” Penny put down two mugs and a plate of toast and sat on the stool by the till with her feet up on the rung. She was twenty-six, with a cloud of dark hair held up by a pencil, and she had been up since six writing her maid-of-honour speech on the backs of old customs forms. “How many rows are left?”

“Thirty-one.”

“Out of?”

“A hundred and four. In March it was a hundred and four and none were finished.”

“So that’s seventy-three done.” Penny bit her toast. “Seventy per cent. That’s a first-class degree.”

“It is not a first-class degree. Thirty-one open rows is thirty-one things that can go wrong.” Flossie scrolled. “Marquee, quote accepted, deposit paid. Lighting, as above. Sound, as above. Caterer, tasting Tuesday. Flowers, Dilys and Bea. Photographer, Neville’s cousin. Dress, hemmed. Rings, in the sock drawer.”

“Julian’s sock drawer?”

“Mine. He gave them to me to mind. He says my drawers are tidier.” She frowned at the screen. “I don’t know what that says about his.”

Outside, a lawnmower started up on the green. It stopped. It started again. Somebody had decided that a bank holiday was the right time for the verge by the war memorial, and a rooster the colour of a new penny had walked out of Bea Higgins’s front garden to supervise.

It was Neville’s cousin, who did the verges for the parish and did them with great seriousness. He wore ear defenders and a faded blue boiler suit, and rode the mower in long straight stripes that Flossie could see through the window from where she sat. The smell of cut grass came in through the open door and filled the shop, and with it a pleasant dusty drift of clippings that settled on the step. Every minute or so the engine coughed and died, and the cousin got down and kicked a wheel and said something that carried across the green and made two elderly ladies on a bench turn their heads. Flossie bent to her spreadsheet and tried to look as if she had not heard.

“King George is on the green,” said Penny.

“Of course he is.”

“He’s looking at the mower.”

“He’ll be fine.”

There was a pause. Then, from across the grass, came a long, furious crow, and the mower stopped for the third time.

“Bea has a log now,” said Penny, watching. “Did she tell you? Marjorie made her keep one. The people at Rose Cottage complained. The ones who bought it last autumn, the Hendersons, from Clapham. They work from home and they say they can hear him through the double glazing.”

“What kind of log?”

“A notebook. Every time he crows, she writes down the time and what set him off. Marjorie says if she can show it’s only the postman and the bins, the council will leave her alone.”

“And is it?”

“It’s mostly the Hendersons’ car alarm.” Penny reached for the last piece of toast. “She says it’s the best thing she’s ever done. She’s got a column for temper.”

Flossie smiled and went back to her spreadsheet. A column for temper. Maud would have approved. Maud, her great-aunt, who had left her this shop and a green ledger and a tin of index cards full of small quiet kindnesses, would have taken one look at the notebook and said that anything worth worrying about was worth writing down.

At ten the doorbell rang, which meant someone had ignored the sign. A man was standing on the step in a navy gilet with Ashworth Events embroidered on the chest, holding a clipboard and a cardboard tray of coffees from the garage at Fenstone.

The bell had a high, flat, tinny note, and it rang twice, with the insistence of a person who believes in his rights. Through the glass Flossie could see the shape of a hat and the corner of a bicycle. The sign on the door said Closed for Bank Holiday in Penny’s best capitals, underlined, with a small drawing of a sun, and it was hard to see how it could be misunderstood. She sighed, put her pencil behind her ear, and went to the door, past the shelves of envelopes and the neat rows of sealing wax, thinking that a village post office was never really shut, any more than a church was, or a pub.

The morning had taken on the slow heat of a holiday. In the lane a girl went by with a pushchair and an ice cream, and the thick sweet smell of the lime trees came in on the air. Over the wall the plum tree dropped a few early petals, and a bee in the doorway rose, circled once, and went out. From the green came the first knock of bat on ball, a clean, dry, hopeful sound that told her more clearly than the calendar that summer had come.

“Flossie Fairweather,” he said, when she opened the door a hand’s width. “The bride herself. Dominic Ashworth. I know it’s a bank holiday, my love, and I wouldn’t dream of disturbing you, but I was passing and I thought, I’ll just drop these off. Flat white, no sugar. Penny’s? Oat milk.”

“How did you know that?”

“It’s my job to know.” He had a big, open, handsome face, a little sunburned, a bright white smile and a gold watch that caught the light. He was fifty-two and looked as though he had been told for most of those years that he was wonderful, and had decided to believe it. “I did a wedding for a lady once who wanted her coffee made with a special bean from a small island, and I flew it in. No problem. You think I can’t find oat milk?”

Flossie took the tray. “Come in, then. We’re on the wedding.”

“I’m always on the wedding.” He stepped over the threshold and gave the shop a quick look, the kind a surveyor gives a house. “I tell my lads it’s an art. Everyone thinks it’s chairs and tablecloths. Really it’s making a field into a room, and nobody noticing you’ve done it. Is that the accountant’s chair?”

“It’s a stool.”

“It’s very good.” He leaned on the counter and put the clipboard down. “Right. I’ve been up to the Manor with my measuring wheel and I’m going to be straight with you, chief. The lawn is lovely and it’s a bit of a slope.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not for me. For the average marquee, yes. But I do a ground-level platform, a system, very clever. Comes with a little supplement, but you’d not have a tipsy guest sliding down to the ha-ha in her heels.” He looked up. “Sir Edmund said it was a terrible idea until I mentioned it would stop the Horticultural Society’s tables from rolling. Then he gave me a key to the barn.”

“Is that in the quote?”

“It is now.” He wrote something. “Lighting and sound as discussed. Fairy lights in the tent poles, up-lighters in amber along the wall, a little dimmer so you can see your own husband. And I’ll do you a test at dusk, a proper walk-through, before the day. Friday the fifth of June, nine fifteen. You, Julian, bridesmaid, whoever you like. Look at it in the dark, tell me what you hate.”

“What I hate?”

“Everybody hates something. If I find out in June, it costs a pound. If I find out on the day, it costs a fortune and a row.” He grinned. “That’s the secret of my success.”

“And the deposit?”

“Cleared on the nineteenth. Thank you very much.” He tapped the clipboard. “Balance on the day, before the first guest arrives. I’m never happier than when I’m paid.”

She laughed, and he laughed too, and Penny, who had not stood up from her stool, said “Thank you for the coffee” in the voice of a woman on a very long diet who has been given a cake.

When he had gone, the shop went quiet again. The cups sat on the counter, steaming.

“I like him,” said Penny, reluctantly.

“He’s very good at being liked.”

“That’s different?”

“I did sixteen years with companies, Penny. Anyone can be liked.” Flossie sipped. The coffee was excellent. “I’d just like to see his accounts.”

“You can’t ask him for his accounts.”

“I’m not going to. I’m just saying I’d like to.” She went back to the screen, and the red number at the top. Twenty-seven days. She altered the line for the marquee to quote accepted, deposit paid, check back, and then deleted the last two words, because it was a bank holiday and she was supposed to be happy.

Julian came at noon, with lunch in a basket and the spaniel from the Manor on a lead, and the afternoon went the way afternoons did when there were two of them and nothing to do but be ridiculous about it. They walked up the lane. They sat on the bank at the back of the churchyard. They argued about whether the wedding breakfast should have a starter, and she gave in, and then asked about a pudding, and he gave in.

They ate on the grass behind the shop, in the shade of the plum tree, on a tartan rug that smelled of dog. The basket held cold chicken, new potatoes with mint, a salad of radishes and cress, and a bottle of elderflower cordial, and Julian, with the proud, clumsy air of a man who has cooked for the first time, watched her every mouthful. The food was good. She said so, and he blushed. The spaniel lay in the dappled light with his chin on his paws and one eye on the chicken. Bees worked in the clover. Overhead the leaves of the plum tree moved against the sky, with the small dry whisper of a distant crowd, and Flossie lay back on the rug with her hands behind her head and felt the whole bright afternoon settle over her like a warm cloth.

“Elderflower,” he said. “It’s the season. Gwen Tallis does a cake.”

“I thought we were having Bea’s.”

“Bea’s is the wedding cake. Gwen’s would be pudding.” He picked a blade of grass and chewed it. “You’ll like her. She did the funeral tea for Clare.”

It was the first time he had said his late wife’s name in a week, and he said it easily, as one mentions a friend. Flossie took his hand. A hundred yards away, King George crowed at the church clock.

“Twenty-seven days,” said Julian.

“Don’t,” said Flossie. “I’ve only just stopped thinking about it.”
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Gwen’s Table

The tasting was on Tuesday at four, in the kitchen of the village hall, and Flossie arrived at ten to with a notebook and a feeling that she was about to be examined on a subject she had not revised.

The hall stood on the far side of the green, a long brick building with a tin roof and a noticeboard that said WI Summer Supper Fri 5 June, 7.30, All Welcome, Tickets £8 from Gwen. Behind it was a yard with a tall hedge at the back, and behind the hedge was Bea’s cottage, which was why, whenever a delivery lorry reversed into the yard, King George let the whole parish know.

The brick had been washed that spring and glowed a soft rose in the afternoon light. Two white doves of plaster sat on the gable, one missing a wing. A path of cracked paving led to the double doors under a little porch, and in the borders on either side lupins stood in rows, blue and pink and white, planted by the Women’s Institute in a rush of enthusiasm and left to fend for themselves. A bicycle with a basket leaned against the wall. Through the open window came the sound of a mixing bowl, a quick rhythmic clatter, and a woman’s voice humming a hymn tune in a low unhurried contralto.

A white refrigerated van was parked by the kitchen door. It said Gwen’s Table, Weddings, Parties & Funerals in blue lettering, with a little painted jug of flowers underneath.

Inside, it smelled of butter and lemon. The kitchen was big and bright and spotless, with steel worktops and a row of copper pans that nobody had ever cooked in, and in the middle of it all, in a blue gingham apron, was a broad, brisk woman of fifty-six with short grey-blonde hair under a net, humming.

Sun came through the long windows and laid squares of gold across the floor, and in each square dust turned. The steel worktops shone. A row of bowls stood along the counter, white and blue, each covered with a clean cloth, and a rack of cooling trays held biscuits in neat rows, golden and fluted. Copper pans hung from a rail. On the wall a chalkboard listed the day’s work in a flourishing hand: Lemon drizzle. Cheese straws. Quiche x 6. Cucumber sandwiches (crusts OFF). The oven ticked as it warmed, and a kettle on the ring whistled through its spout, high and thin, and was ignored. Flossie stood in the doorway, breathing the sweet warm air, and thought it the nicest kitchen she had ever been in.

“You’ll be Flossie,” she said, wiping her hands on a cloth. “Gwen. Come in, come in. Don’t touch the oven door, it’s got a mind of its own. Harry, say hello.”

A tall young man with her chin and a tray of canapés lifted a hand and nodded. He was twenty-four and did not say much. His mother said enough for both of them.

“Julian’s told me everything,” said Gwen. “Well, nothing. He never does. But I’ve done your party before, you know. Not yours. Clare’s.” She said it directly, with a small steady look. “I’m sorry if that’s a lot. I didn’t want to pretend I hadn’t. That was a lovely day, in its way, and I don’t mind saying I cried into the sausage rolls.”

Flossie liked her at once. She put her notebook down and said, “He told me. He said you’d be kind about it.”

“Kind’s cheap. I’m just honest.” Gwen turned to the worktop. “Sit down. Penny’s coming? Good. I’ve done you six canapés, three starters and the pudding, and I want you to be rude about all of them.”

They sat at the end of the long table with white plates and a pot of tea, and the food came out one dish at a time. There were smoked salmon blinis. There were tiny Yorkshire puddings with a spoon of horseradish and a curl of rare beef, which Penny ate in one go and then asked for another. There was a chilled pea soup in shot glasses. There was a quail’s egg on a crouton, and a goat’s cheese tartlet with red onion, and a cube of something with pickle that Gwen called “a Ploughman’s, but smaller”.

The table was scrubbed pine, bleached by years of soap, with a knot in the grain that Flossie found herself tracing with a finger. Sun slanted in from the high windows and lit the white plates, the folded napkins, the little glass vase of cornflowers that someone had set in the middle. Behind the counter Gwen moved to and fro in her gingham apron with the unhurried grace of long habit, and Harry stood at the stove with his back to them, stirring, his big shoulders rising and falling with each stroke. The room hummed with the low contented sounds of cooking, the hiss of butter, the clink of a spoon, the tick of a timer, and the air was warm and golden and smelled of lemons.

“That’s very good,” said Flossie.

“But?”

“There’s no but.”

“There’s always a but. Did the goat’s cheese taste of anything?”

“Goat’s cheese.”

“Not enough.” Gwen wrote on a card. “Needs thyme. I’ll redo it.”

Penny leaned back. “I’d like it on record that I’m not objective. I’d marry that Yorkshire pudding.”

“You’ll have to join the queue.” Gwen tipped her head. “Now. The pudding. I’ve done two. A lemon posset, which is safe, and the elderflower cake, which is my mother’s. You tell me.”

The cake arrived on a white stand: a plain, tall loaf, pale gold, dusted with sugar, with a spoonful of cream and a few sprigs of elderflower on the side. Flossie took a mouthful and was quiet for a moment. It tasted of June. It tasted of the hedge at the end of Maud’s garden, a sharp, sweet, floral taste that she had never been able to name and had always liked.

It was brought in by Harry himself, a big shy man in a white coat with flour to the elbows, who carried the stand before him like a boy with a birthday present. He set it down in front of Flossie and stepped back, wiping his hands on his apron, and waited. The cake was tall and pale and plain and very beautiful. A drift of sugar lay over the top like frost on a hill, and on the plate beside it a little glass dish held curd the colour of buttercups. Penny, who never kept silent for more than a minute, said nothing at all. A fly buzzed in the window. And from the corner of her eye Flossie saw Gwen watching Harry’s face with an expression she could not name and did not quite like.

“It’s that one,” she said.

“You’re sure?”

“I’ve not been so sure about anything since the Tube.”

Gwen laughed, a short loud laugh that sounded surprised. “The Tube?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Everybody’s got one.” Gwen cut another slice for Harry, and one for herself, and sat down with her tea. “Now. The money. Dominic’s got you in an all-in package, hasn’t he? Marquee, sound, lights, tables, chairs, and catering arranged through him?”

“That’s what the quote says.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what I tell all my brides.” Gwen blew on her tea. “I’m quite happy to do it his way. I do lots of his weddings. But if you’d like to pay me direct, cut out the middleman, you’ve only to ask. Some people prefer it.”

Flossie looked up from her notebook. “Is there a reason I should?”

“Not at all. Just a thing to say.” Gwen shrugged. “He’s a good lad. Never any trouble over money, Dominic. Very reliable. I’d say he was the best in the business.” She turned to look at the oven clock. “Is that really the time? Harry, the ham.”

Harry went to the oven. Gwen picked up her cloth. It was a tea towel of blue gingham, and Flossie, who noticed hems and numbers as other people noticed accents, saw that its edge had been finished in red cotton, with a pair of letters embroidered in the corner. G.T. There was a pile of a dozen of them, folded, by the sink.

He opened the door and a gust of heat rolled out into the kitchen and shimmered above the floor. He bent and drew out a tray of small round loaves, golden brown, and set them down on the rack, and stood back wiping his forehead with his forearm. The loaves ticked as they cooled. A smell of yeast and caramelised crust spread through the room and made Penny groan aloud. Outside, in the lupins, a blackbird pulled a worm from the soft earth with a long steady tug, and the sun beat on the tin roof until it creaked.

“Those are pretty,” she said.

“My mother’s habit. She marked everything. Said it stopped other people’s husbands walking off with her linen.” Gwen laid the cloth over her shoulder. “I lend them out to the WI. They always come back, because they’ve got my name on them and they’d have to explain.”

They went on for another half hour. Penny read her speech aloud, which was mostly jokes about Flossie’s spreadsheet, and Gwen laughed so hard that she had to take a tray out of the oven before it burned. Flossie crossed three lines off her list and wrote thyme on the fourth. At half past four a woman in a flowered jacket put her head round the door and asked about the supper on Friday, and Gwen said the ham was boiled and the trifle was made and she would be there from three, same as ever, and could someone please stop Enid putting out the good plates.

“Who’s Enid?” Flossie said, as they walked out.

“The WI treasurer. She’ll want to wash up. She’ll use the wrong soap.” Gwen waved. “Go on, go home. You’ve done well. Julian will be pleased.”

In the yard the sun was low and gold on the white van. A bird hopped on the wall.

“I like her,” said Penny.

“So do I.”

“She said it without being asked. ‘Never any trouble over money.’” Penny glanced back at the kitchen door. “People who say that usually have.”

“Nobody likes being asked about money.” Flossie held up her hands. “I’m not asking. I’m just writing it in a column.”

“You’ve got a column for everything.”

“I’ve got a column for everything,” Flossie agreed. She looked at her notebook. In the margin beside Ashworth Events she had written deposit £3,200 paid 19/5, and beside Gwen’s Table nothing at all. She turned the page.

Across the green, King George stood on the war memorial with his chest out, watching the van with one hard orange eye, as though it had insulted him.
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Dilys Has Opinions

By Wednesday there were three schools of thought on the flowers, and Flossie had been asked to adjudicate between them over a plate of fish fingers.

“I don’t want to take sides,” said Dilys Prosser, taking a side.

They were in the back room of the shop at lunchtime, with the door open to the yard and the sun on the step. Dilys had come with a folder. At eighty-four she was a little over five feet tall and about the weight of a coat, and she had never in her life arrived anywhere without something to hand out.

The table was covered with the wedding. Paper swatches in cream and ivory, a list of hymns, a drawing of a marquee, a bag of sugared almonds from a sample, three kinds of ribbon, and a long white box that no one had yet had the courage to open. The sun came through the window in a broad warm bar and lay across the lot of it, and the plum tree stirred outside. Penny sat cross-legged on the floor with a notebook on her knee and a pencil behind each ear, the picture of a woman at the centre of vast organisation, and every so often she looked up and announced a fact to the room, such as Nine weeks! or We have not decided on the doves.

“This is the church,” she said, spreading out a drawing. “Two big pedestals either side of the chancel step, all white. Delphiniums and peonies, a little green. Pew ends, ribbon, a sprig of rosemary. Very simple.”

“There’s no church,” said Penny. “It’s in the garden.”

“There’s the church for the blessing, afterwards. Reverend Ambrose has agreed to bless it on Sunday.” Dilys did not look up. “This is the garden. A single arch at the end of the aisle. Sweet peas and old roses. Bea’s idea. She says it’s romantic. I say it’s a hay fever hazard, but that’s her business.”

“And the bouquet?”

“That’s the bone of contention.” Dilys tapped a second drawing. “A proper hand-tied bunch of white and cream with a little green. Verity Stone’s done it.”

“Verity from Fenstone?”

“The one with the florist’s. Petals and Stone. Julian’s friend recommended her and Dominic Ashworth put her in the package, and I don’t say she isn’t good, I’ve seen her work. But I’d have thought a bride would want something from the village.” She raised her chin. “Daffodils are over. Sweet williams are lovely in June, and the lupins are out, and Bea’s grown a very fine bank of oriental poppies in that front bed, and I’d have thought...”

“Dilys.” Flossie put down her fish finger. “Which do you want me to choose?”

“I wouldn’t dream of saying.”

“Dilys.”

“The village one.” The old woman folded her hands. “But only if you want it. I’ll be perfectly happy with either, as long as it’s mine.”

Penny made a small noise into her tea. Flossie looked at the two drawings side by side. One was elegant, restrained, the kind of thing that would look good on a magazine page. The other had been sketched in pencil on the back of a parish newsletter, and showed a cottage-garden riot of pink and blue and yellow, with a little bow in the middle, and a sketch of a rooster in the corner.

She was holding the two drawings at arm’s length, one in each hand, and looking from one to the other with the expression of a judge at the village show. The first showed a marquee with white pillars and swags of ivy, elegant, restrained, a place for a duchess. The second showed the same tent hung with paper lanterns and strings of bunting, with a maypole in front of it and a dog under a table, and it was so cheerful that it made you want to laugh. The window behind her was full of sun. In the yard the plum tree dropped a tiny hard green plum on the flagstones, and a sparrow hopped over and pecked it.

“Is that King George?”

“He’s not in the bouquet. He’s in the corner. For luck.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That’s what the vicar said about the hymn.” Dilys sniffed. “He’s still thinking.”

They went on through the list. The cake, three tiers, Bea’s, a marzipan rooster on top. The seating plan, which Flossie was keeping in a spreadsheet and Dilys in a notebook, and which agreed on everything except Mr Pettifer. The hymn, which was a matter of national importance. The order of service, which Mrs Lacey had offered to print, and was sorry to say could not be done on a Tuesday because of her bridge.

Item by item, the great machine was assembled. The chairs were hired from Cirencester and would come on a lorry. The flowers were a matter for Hilary, who had wept at the mention of peonies. The band was a quartet from the Fenstone music society, two violins, a cello and a bored young man with a flute. The vicar would marry them. Mr Pettifer would give Flossie away, in a tailcoat that had last been worn by his father at a funeral. It all sounded, said out loud, impossible, and Flossie, who had spent her working life reducing impossible things to columns of numbers, found to her astonishment that she could not make this one add up, and did not want to.

“You’ll need a hat,” said Dilys.

“I don’t wear hats.”

“Not an actual hat. A fascinator.”

“I look like a startled hen in a fascinator.”

“So does everyone. It’s the point.” Dilys closed her folder. “I’ll bring you three on Thursday. Penny can choose.”

“I’m the maid of honour,” said Penny. “I’ve got my own concerns.”

“What are they?”

“A speech. And a dress that’s the colour of a bruise.”

“It’s called aubergine,” said Flossie.

“It’s a bruise.”

“It’s very flattering.”

“It’s very purple.” Penny stood to clear the plates, and then paused with the fish finger plate in her hand, looking at the door. “Oh. Hello.”

Julian stood on the step, a tall man in his shirtsleeves with a stethoscope slung round his neck and a look of mild alarm, as though he had walked into the wrong meeting. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can come back. I’ve got ten minutes between patients, and a text from Tom, and I wasn’t sure which of you was in charge.”

The sun was behind him, and it lit the edges of his hair and made a fuzz of gold round his head. He leaned on the doorpost with his arms folded and watched them with an amused, tender, tired expression, the look of a man at the end of a long day who has come to a lit window. A bee floated by and he followed it with his eyes. Behind him the plum tree rocked in a small breeze, and a pigeon sat on the wall and cooed its single comfortable phrase over and over. Nobody spoke. It was one of those moments, thought Flossie, that she would remember in forty years without knowing quite why.

“Nobody’s in charge,” said Dilys. “That’s the problem.”

“I could help with that.” He came in, kissed Flossie on the top of the head, and took a fish finger. “Tom says he’ll be an usher. He said it in a voice I’d have used for a root canal.”

“Is he all right?”

“He’s fine. He’s frightened of the speech. He thinks he’ll have to give one.” Julian chewed. “He won’t. I’ll give Penny a list of who’s allowed to stand up.”

“I want to stand up,” said Penny.

“You’re on the list. You’re the list.”

Flossie caught Penny’s eye. For a second the two of them looked at him, long and fond, as at a man who had no idea what he was in for, and then Dilys said, “He’s got ink on his cuff,” and the moment passed.

It was a look that passed between them a hundred times a week, a flicker of the eyes and the lift of one eyebrow, and it said more than most conversations. It said: he is ours, and he is ridiculous, and we are very lucky. Julian, who saw it, raised his own eyebrows in return and asked what he had done. Penny told him, grandly, nothing at all, and the three of them stood in the little back room with the sun on their faces and the sound of the green coming in, the knock of the cricket, the church clock, the swifts, and were perfectly content.

At one the others left. Dilys went with her folder under her arm, saying she would call the vicar. Penny took the plates through. Julian sat on the back step in the sun and ate the last of the chips.

“What’s Tom really worried about?” Flossie asked.

“The seating plan.”

“The seating plan?”

“He’s never done a wedding where he had to work out which side of the aisle to stand on.” Julian wiped his fingers. “He says the ushers have to know the seating plan, and the seating plan has two hundred names. He’s printing it on a card.”

“There are a hundred and nineteen names.”

“I told him. He said that’s worse, because he’ll know every one of them.”

Flossie opened her mouth to ask the next question, and then remembered that she was a woman with twenty-six days to go, and shut it again.

From the green came the sound of King George, giving his opinion on something.

“He’s started,” said Julian.

“He’s always started,” said Flossie.

She leaned her head on his shoulder. In the yard a blackbird sang from the shed roof, and the sun lay on the step in a long yellow bar, and she felt, for a moment, as though a column she had been adding in her head for two years had come out exactly right.
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