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Widowed Martha Moreton was a devoted mother to her only child, Lucy, and when Lucy married Len on a golden July day, Martha tried hard to make the best of things. Len was a good man who would make Lucy happy. They wouldn’t be living far away. And the arrival of grandchildren was something she anticipated eagerly.

Unexpectedly, Len’s job took the newly married couple overseas, where their first child was born. But sorrow, not joy, came with Dominic’s birth. On their return, Lucy’s best friend, Jennifer, as flighty as Lucy was conventional, was anxious to provide her own kind of consolation…

Martha, who was experiencing unlooked-for and at first unwelcome changes in her own life, clung fast to the maternal bond that meant so much to herself and Lucy. Everything she had come to depend on was overturned, however, before Martha was able to find her own kind of happiness in a very different existence.
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One

The marquee was heaving. People had finished eating but not drinking. They were regrouping themselves, glasses held like talismans as they leaned over to make themselves heard.

‘Lovely wedding.’

‘Lucy looked practically edible.’

‘An English rose in every sense of the word.’

‘Roses have thorns, remember. And she’ll need them, marrying across-county as it were.’

‘That’s one way of putting it.’

‘Got to be careful these days how you do put it.’

‘You can understand the attraction though, can’t you? What a contrast. Blonde against his darkness.’

‘Absolutely. Couldn’t agree more.’

‘It’s when the children come along of course …’

‘They’ll be all right. His parents have gone through it – there’s a brother, you know. Both he and Len are fine. No chips on anyone’s shoulders!’

‘I didn’t know about the brother. Is he here today?’

‘Somewhere abroad. Works for famine relief.’

‘And in any case, Len is in showbiz. It’s a different world.’

‘Absolutely. Couldn’t agree more. And dammit, this is 1985! We’re a bit more broadminded these days.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’

‘I am. I am. Match made in heaven. Have some more wine.’

‘Yes. As you say. Match made in heaven. Pity about the old buffer in wellies – who is he, for God’s sake?’

‘Some God-forsaken relative. They always turn up for weddings and funerals.’

‘Martha’s holding up … She will be really on her own now, won’t she? So sad losing Clem like that … She and Lucy all-in-all to one another.’

‘I remember Clem – do you remember Clem? He would have loved it.’

Martha, hearing this with her right ear while her left ear attended to the Rector, thought grimly: Oh no he wouldn’t. Clem would have hated everything about it: the tent, the clothes, the ridiculous top hats. She smiled brilliantly at the Rector as he told her about the plight of poor little Miss Darcy, adjusted the smile quickly at the words ‘gently dying’ and thought again: But he would have loved Uncle Bertie in his wellies.

The Rector said, ‘Now you have a little more time, perhaps you could visit her? She can cope quite well with a single caller and you and she have always got on well.’

‘We used to do the flowers. Before Clem died.’ She remembered Clem saying, ‘How you can put up with that little woman, I do not know. She reminds me of a mouse. And she’ll run up your legs one of these days, just you see.’

She chuckled. ‘We used to laugh together.’ She saw incredulity writ large on the Rector’s broad face and added defensively, ‘She can laugh, you know.’

‘Of course.’ He was unconvinced. ‘It’s just so hard to imagine.’ But, thank goodness, he laughed. And then she was claimed by Mrs Travers, Lennie’s mother, whom she must remember to call Toto (‘I couldn’t manage Thomasina when I was a baby and Toto has stuck and as we’re going to be related – well, practically – it would be lovely if you would call me Toto’).

‘Is everything all right?’ Martha asked nervously as Toto drew her away conspiratorially.

‘Dear Marty. It’s the best wedding I’ve ever been to – and I’ve attended some, I can tell you!’ Toto gave her huge laugh and then sobered. ‘Lennie says Lucy is ready to change. And I thought you would like to go with her. Have a private word. You know.’

For a second Martha could have cast herself on the broad chest and howled like a dog. How wonderful that Toto knew how she felt. How wonderful that they were ‘practically related’ because Toto was Lennie’s mother and Lennie was now Martha’s son-in-law. What did that make Toto and George?

She said simply, ‘Oh Toto.’

And Toto squeezed her arm and said, ‘Bear up a bit longer. It’ll be better when the photographs arrive.’

‘How?’ Martha asked, bewildered.

‘You’ll see it properly then. Now … hopeless.’ Toto had to raise her voice to be heard. George joined them. He really did look ridiculous in his grey morning suit. The topper had ruffled his thin hair and it stood on end. His face was pallid against Toto’s Afro-Caribbean glory. Martha thought: A lily and a marigold. No wonder Lucy loves them all.

George mouthed something, cleared his throat and yelled, ‘It’s the best wedding I’ve attended, Martha. You’ve done wonders. Thank you.’

Again she wanted to weep. It had been such hard work and last night she hadn’t been able to find the precious list which had ruled her life for the past six months. It had been under her pillow all the time.

She said, ‘Oh George.’

‘I’m getting a drink for Clem’s Uncle Bertie. See you again in a mo.’

He was gone, Toto trailing behind him like a galleon under full sail, her mouth of wonderful white teeth a light in a dim world. They had not known Clem but they spoke of him constantly, so that he was here, with all of them.

Martha felt her eyes beginning to water and moved past the Rector and towards Lucy. Dear Lucy, unfamiliar in her yards of tulle. She really did look edible but in a spun-sugar way: a delightful way. Not as Jennifer Bowles, her so-called best friend, had meant, Martha suspected. Jennifer had implied a cream bun; an apple turnover; something stodgy. Jennifer was witty and amusing and tall and svelte and Lucy and she had been friends since playschool, but Lucy was kind and Jennifer was not. She appeared from behind four men at that moment and rushed up to Martha. ‘Are you all right? Oh Marty, it’s been wonderful. Didn’t she look lovely? Were you able to enjoy it?’

‘Of course.’ Martha’s voice was calm, slightly amused, as befitted an honorary aunt, though Jennifer had stopped calling her Aunty some time ago. She wished people wouldn’t call her Marty. It had been Clem’s name for her. No-one else’s.

She said, ‘And yes, she did look lovely. Edible in fact.’

Jennifer looked at her sharply and then smiled. ‘Candyfloss. Yes. And I’m a cucumber. Cucumber and candyfloss!’

She laughed and Martha knew why Lucy loved her. No-one would have thought of Jennifer as a cucumber in her green silk wrap-around dress unless she had mentioned it. Now she had, it appeared very apt. Martha laughed with her.

Jennifer said, ‘Should I suggest to her that it’s time to change? The taxi will be here in an hour.’

‘I was on my way.’ Martha hesitated. It was Jennifer’s duty as bridesmaid to help Lucy change from candyfloss to traveller.

Jennifer said, ‘Listen, I’m getting on rather well with Uncle Clem’s something-or-other cousin. D’you think you could manage?’

Martha definitely felt her eyes mist over this time. She put a hand on Jennifer’s long arm. ‘Yes. Yes, I think I could,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Jen.’

Jennifer watched Martha forge a path through the guests; her face went very still as it so often did when she was hiding thoughts she knew to be wrong. Was it possible to love someone as she loved Lucy, and still envy them? She envied Lucy practically everything, even her dead father. Especially her dead father, because when he had been alive he had often been quite unreasonable with his ‘house rules’ as he called them. Now he was dead he was something unique and special, and his house rules were interpreted by his widow, Martha, who was far more relaxed, though she did not realize it. Jennifer envied Lucy her mother; she envied every little bit of her, piecemeal. The small capable hands that could cook and sew and play the church organ and rest on one’s arm like butterflies conveying understanding and gratitude. Jennifer had appreciated those fingers on her arm; they had acknowledged the longstanding relationship between them. Once, when they were eight years old, Lucy had said to her mother, ‘I want Jennifer to be my sister.’ And Martha had replied reasonably, ‘Well, she is in a way, isn’t she?’ Those fingers had acknowledged that. Jennifer Bowles was half-way to being the ‘second daughter’ she had always pretended to be. So she need not envy Lucy her mother … perhaps. The roundness of her, the neat short curls, the ordinary face lit by the unexpectedly blue eyes … they were Jennifer’s as well as Lucy’s. In fact if only Linda Bowles would drop dead during one of her bloody dancing classes, or her aerobic sessions or her ski-ing holidays or her bonking weekends, Jennifer could be taken completely under Martha’s wing. But, of course, no such luck. Linda’s hectic physical life probably meant she would live to ninety-four. Oh God. One blessing: she hadn’t come today. There had been a meeting she couldn’t get out of. Of course. A meeting in a luxury hotel somewhere; a meeting with a chairman and one other.

Martha was still wending her way through the various small knots of people. Jennifer realized Lucy had not seen her and was talking to one of Len’s gorgeous relatives. She might as well be stapled to Len; he was turning away from her to josh his father and Uncle Bertie, but Lucy did not let go of his hand. She must have released him to eat her meal: Jennifer wondered whether, beneath the trestle, their legs had been intertwined. The thought made her weak at the knees. She had fallen for Len the moment Lucy introduced him – ‘My new boss, Len Travers’ – but she had known him in a way before. As one knew radio voices. He was a local newsreader and he chaired programmes about race relations in Bristol and Birmingham. He was what Jennifer and Lucy would have described once as ‘drop-dead gorgeous’. He should have fallen for someone who was tall and sinuous with an air of mystery, but he had fallen for someone small and blonde and very obvious; one of his researchers in fact. It was all pretty obvious when you came to think about it.

A voice behind Jennifer said, ‘I can see where you’ve been sunbathing. Looks rather sore just below the neckline of your dress. Would you like me to rub in some cream?’

It was that second cousin once removed again, thinking he was being so bloody daring. Jennifer turned with a slight smile, about to annihilate him, but the sun was catching his blond hair and spinning it into a halo, and his pale blue eyes had a look of the desert and the sea and huge open spaces. And he was a relative of Lucy’s.

She widened the smile. ‘It sounds a very attractive suggestion.’

He took her glass from her hand and put it on the nearby table with his, then he stood very close to her. Their eyes were on a level; she could feel her heart suddenly start up exactly the way the pump started for the central heating every morning at six a.m., with a kind of churning sound. Then he said something that people only said in films.

‘I want to make love to you. Desperately.’

She swallowed convulsively but forced herself to stand still, not let her eyes widen, certainly not allow a flush to ride up her long neck. In spite of university, in spite of working in Birmingham, both she and Lucy had stayed country girls. Martha and Clem had been pillars of village life and eventually so had Lucy. And Jennifer had tried. All right, she had experimented with various young men, but no-one had ever been so direct, so honest, before.

She held his gaze while she counted ten. Then, just before she fell to the ground in a puddle of sweat, she said coolly, ‘That sounds an attractive proposition too.’

He said urgently, ‘When? Where?’

She was suddenly loving it. She smiled so that he would see every one of her perfect teeth, and said, ‘Ten minutes. The garage.’

He turned immediately and she began, like Martha, to make her way through knots of people towards Lucy. She smiled all the time, feeling so alive she could hardly contain herself. She was conscious of her individual beauty: her black shining hair done up on top and encircled with flowers, her green silk sheath wrapping her around like a tulip leaf and showing every curve of her body. She was twenty-four, bridesmaid to her best friend, and about to creep up the ladder at the back of the garage into the old loft, draw it up after her and make passionate love until it was time for Lucy and Len to leave.

She reached Lucy and kissed her cheek. ‘Marty is going to help you change. Don’t go without me, darling,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be back to wave you off.’

Lucy looked startled. ‘Where—?’

‘Ask no questions!’ Jennifer said mysteriously, her eyes glinting.

But Lucy still said, acutely, ‘Who?’

It was then that Jennifer realized she did not know his name. And what was more, unless he’d done his detective work elsewhere, he did not know hers. It made the whole thing more outrageous than ever. She almost chortled. ‘I haven’t the remotest!’ she said.

Martha fielded people expertly. She had been President of the local Women’s Institute twice and Group secretary last year, so she knew how to deal with a host of people all wanting to talk at once. The curate’s wife wanted help with the pram service next week and Martha was going to stay with Toto and George for a few days.

‘My dear, would you like to water the church flowers for me so that they will last tomorrow and the Sunday after?’ she forestalled her.

‘Martha! Do you mean we can keep all those beautiful flowers?’

‘Of course. I think perhaps the cottage hospital might like the vases either side of the screen. Otherwise …’

She turned on the ball of her foot. ‘Albert, I’ll need you to come in daily while I’m away. Is that possible?’

Albert Davis, who had helped Clem in the garden and now did most of it, said dourly, ‘Course. ’Oo else would you get?’

‘No-one,’ Martha agreed and seeing a small space open towards Lucy, made for it.

She was annoyed to be physically held back by a perfect stranger.

‘Martha! You don’t recognize me, do you?’

‘I’m afraid not. But all Len’s family are staying on for tea later, so we shall meet then—’

‘I’m nothing to do with the Traverses!’ He was not much taller than her; stocky; dry, curly hair receding from a wide forehead; snub nose; darkly fringed grey eyes that were strangely familiar … disturbing. He smiled. ‘Oh Martha, you were my first sweetheart! Surely you remember.’

The turmoil inside was beginning to ferment. She said coldly, ‘I’m afraid not. Now, if you will excuse me, I have to have a word with my daughter—’

‘Martha,’ he said again, deeply reproachful. ‘Behind the bicycle sheds. Your eighth birthday. Then you went to Norton Grammar and I went to the Secondary Modern and I never saw you again. Till now.’

Vaguely, oh so vaguely, she remembered. He had kissed her and she had hated him and run home crying and her father had escorted her to school the next day in case the ‘nasty boy’ had lain in wait for her.

He saw that she was remembering and tipped his head back to laugh loudly. Then he held her shoulders and pushed his face against hers and kissed her a second time.

She was so appalled that for a moment she let it happen. And then, unforgivably, she felt his tongue try to open her lips and she drew back sharply.

‘How dare you!’ She was going to hit him or walk away or something. But then she remembered that it was Lucy’s wedding and that, after it, she had to live in the village alone. She smiled and said through her teeth, ‘I didn’t like you then and I don’t like you now and you certainly were not invited here. Kindly leave.’ And she went on towards Lucy, still smiling, her stomach churning uncontrollably.

Lucy, dear, dear Lucy, drew her into the folds of tulle.

‘Oh Ma, it’s just perfect! Thank you, thank you, thank you! A million times!’

‘Dearest. It went well because everyone wanted it to go well.’ Martha was flustered out of her usual calm matter-of-factness. She sounded almost irritable. She tried to adjust her voice. ‘Jennifer suggested that I should help you to change, darling. And I thought it was nearly time.’

‘It is.’ Lucy grinned. ‘Jennifer has other fish to fry. She really is awful, Ma. I’ll tell you later. D’you want to go on ahead? I’ll have a word with Len and be with you in a few minutes.’ She kissed her mother’s forehead. ‘My God, you’re hot, darling! Listen, I’ll make you a cup of tea. Lie on my bed. Like old times.’

Old times. Obviously old times did not come round again, but because Lucy had still been at home when Clem died, they had lingered. Now there would be a sort of repeat of the whole bereavement thing. A new bereavement. Lots of new times emerging from the old times. Martha felt the words whirl in her head; she kissed Lucy quickly and turned for the entrance.

It was better outside. She paused and breathed deeply. Then she looked around for a familiar foothold, a point of reference. The garden spread before her. The sweep of lawn leading to the drive, the borders full of hollyhocks and delphiniums rising from beds of natural geraniums. Albert had said it would be a picture for this first week in July and it was. And the house behind, rosy brick and wide stone window ledges; a passion-flower winding over the porch and stone tubs everywhere dripping flowers on to the gravel. A few people stood in the sunshine; the caterers moved back and forth carrying trays. Perhaps they made the familiar seem strange and unfamiliar. Or perhaps this was how it would always look now … New times. Empty of Clem and Lucy and Lucy’s friends, it would, of course, be different.

She thought: If only Clem were here … if only, if only, if only …

And then an unwelcome voice said behind, ‘If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.’

She almost spun around; it was good to be angry, so much better than wallowing in melancholia. ‘I cannot remember your name, but I know damned well you were not on the guest list! Now will you please leave!’

His arch smile died and he looked hurt. ‘Martha! I’m no threat if that’s what you’re thinking! I thought you’d be pleased to see me! I’ve known all along that it was you but I haven’t made myself known – I realized you’d be up to your eyes. But now everything is so successful, well, I thought that the least you would do would be to thank me!’

She frowned slightly. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘The marquee! I’m William Tatham! Tatham’s Tents. Surely you realized when you phoned … surely it wasn’t coincidence?’

She stared. ‘Tatham’s Tents. You are Billy Tatham. My God. Billy Tatham.’ She swallowed. ‘It was coincidence. I looked in the Yellow Pages. And someone from Littleford Parish Council recommended you. How could I possibly know—’

He regained his confidence immediately. ‘Don’t apologize. Really. And I don’t believe in coincidence anyway. Our meeting was ordained.’ He jerked his round John Bull head skywards. ‘I’ve always kept tabs on you, Martha. Knew you’d married Clement Moreton. Knew you’d done it to please your parents, too. All very suitable, Methodist minister’s daughter and local solicitor. I even knew you’d changed to C. of E. And I knew when Moreton died. But I’d never have got in touch – I’m beneath you, always have been. I liked to know what you were doing … things like that. No more. And then you asked me to supply the marquee for your daughter’s wedding. I thought you’d chosen me.’

She made a sound and spread her hands helplessly.

He said again, ‘No, really. Don’t apologize. I’d rather it this way. You know … meant. Meant to be. There’s no escape from fate.’

He was still nasty. A truly horrid little man. She had no intention of apologizing for anything, but she had plenty of regrets. She should have got some quotes like Lennie had advised her to do. Tatham’s were not cheap and Lennie said the Midland Marquee Company had an offer – three days for the price of one or something.

She said in her W.I. President’s voice, ‘How quaint! Well, everything seems to have gone well. I must thank you for that, Mr Tatham. And now, if you don’t mind, I have to help my daughter. Excuse me.’

She cut across the lawn and jumped the flower-bed onto the drive so that there was no way he could cut her off. But when she closed the front door behind her and looked through the spyhole he was standing exactly where she had left him, looking almost tiny in spite of his stockiness. She had cut him down to size and felt a pang of self-disgust. But there had been no other way. Billy Tatham. He had been one of the wartime evacuees from Birmingham. Yes, she remembered him well now. For a year, until she got her scholarship to Norton, he had pestered her unremittingly. She had hated him then; she hated him now. She would pay his bill – write a cheque from George and Toto’s house – and be done with him. Kept tabs on her, indeed!

She went upstairs and into Lucy’s room. Snowball, the white Persian, was asleep on the three-foot-six bed camouflaged by the tissue paper which had wrapped the tulle so lovingly on its hanger. She trailed a finger between his ears and he turned his head and revealed one green eye. They surveyed each other; he closed the eye.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘I get the message. You don’t care. About Lucy getting married or Billy Tatham. OK.’

She switched on Lucy’s Teasmade and began to tidy up. When Lucy came flying in ten minutes later tea was poured and her linen suit, violet blue to match her eyes, was laid on the bed well away from Snowball.

Lucy hugged her. ‘How do you do it? You’re so calm, so in control! My God, I feel as if my head will explode at any moment!’

‘Headache?’ Martha asked.

‘No. Too much happening. Too many impressions. Too many people … you know.’ She flung herself into the spoon-back chair that had been old Mrs Moreton’s. Her dress spilled everywhere. ‘I thought I’d be so conscious of Dad but I haven’t been able to think of him! Not once! Oh Mummy!’ She began to cry simply because she did not know what else to do.

Martha ignored the tears, went behind her and began to unhook everything. ‘No tea until this dress is on its hanger,’ she decreed.

Lucy sobbed and let herself be undressed. ‘How do you do it? Shall I be like you later? Oh, I hope so. Look at you! You were a bit white in the marquee, but now you’re positively glowing!’

Martha began to tell her about Billy Tatham. The bicycle sheds. The hated, unwanted kiss. And now – Tatham’s Tents.

Lucy was incredulous. ‘Mummy! How amazing! And you honestly had no idea it was one and the same Tatham?’

‘Of course not! I couldn’t even remember his name till he told me!’

‘My God. What the strangest coincidence! And is he really so awful?’

‘Ghastly. Let me peel your stockings … Shall I keep this blue garter for now?’

‘Yes, please. That’s why you’re glowing. Seeing your courtier after all these years – how many years?’

‘Darling, I am not glowing. At least not in that way. I’m angry. With him and with myself for being as horrid as he was. And I can’t work out how long ago—’

‘Well, you said you were eight. And you’re fifty now, so it’s forty-two years ago!’

‘Thank you, darling.’ Martha grinned and rolled the stockings into a ball for the laundry basket. ‘Come on, drink your tea. Then we’ll get you into your suit.’

‘And then … Oh Ma, it will be time to go.’

‘Yes. And we’ve got to remember that you’re going to the Caribbean and it will all be wonderful, and I’m staying with George and Thomasina who will make sure we all enjoy ourselves. And when you come home we shall be getting together often.’

‘I know, I know. I wonder if Lennie is feeling like this?’

‘Of course not. Lennie is looking forward to being alone with you, to starting this new life—’

‘Yes, well, it’s different for him. Because of living in the flat for the last ten years. And he’s still got his father. You and me, we’ve been on our own now for five years. It makes a difference.’

‘I know.’ Martha went to the window. Billy Tatham had gone. She said briskly, ‘I’m going to the bathroom. Won’t be a minute.’

She marched along the landing; below there came a sudden surge of voices from the kitchen. She was horribly conscious that the house was not hers until all this was over. But at least the bathroom was free. She locked the door and went to the basin. The mirror showed her with unflattering clarity. Her hat, a pillbox swathed in net, had slipped to the back of her head and looked like a bird’s nest settling into her grey curly hair. Her eyebrows, plucked for the occasion, made her look supercilious. Her lipstick had disappeared and her mouth was thin and old.

She leaned on the basin and lowered her head. She never thought of herself as old: people had told her regretfully how young she was to be widowed. But age was relative and she was no longer a young widow; simply a widow. She was thankful Lucy had found someone so special to love, more thankful that he loved Lucy. Her life had been built around Lucy for so long and now, after today, it had been returned to her. It was her life, no-one else’s. She had to learn to live it.

She said, ‘Oh God … oh God …’

In the bedroom, Lucy sat motionless in the spoon-back chair, her tea untouched. When she moved at last, it was to put the teacup carefully on the mantelpiece above the tiny wrought-iron grate which her father, thank goodness, had refused to remove.

She looked around at Snowball. He eyed her morosely, knowing full well that as she stood above him in her underwear she was about to pick him up. However, instead, she picked up the hanger and stared at her brand-new blue linen suit suspended from it. Slowly she carried the outfit to the wardrobe and hooked the hanger on to the top then stepped back. The skirt of the suit was fashionably short, the jacket so long that only six inches of skirt would show beneath it. Her father would have hated it. He had liked her in maxi skirts and nipped-in jackets. He had said, ‘You’ve got your mother’s hour-glass figure. Make the most of it.’

She said aloud, ‘What am I doing? Why am I doing it? When Lennie said he couldn’t live without me, did I mean it when I said the same?’

She stared at the suit as if expecting an answer. And then she turned suddenly and cast herself on Snowball.

‘Oh darling, darling Snowie! I don’t want to get married after all! I don’t want to leave Mother and you and this lovely old house! I want to stay at home for ever!’ And she wept. Snowball, after a moment of being completely affronted, licked her salty face and began to purr.

Jennifer, in the loft above the garage that had once been a coach house, adjusted her dress with care and asked Uncle Clem’s relative if she looked all right.

‘You are more than all right. You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. Come back to me. Please.’

She looked down at him. She thought he was beautiful too, with his blond hair and his long muscular body.

She said regretfully, ‘I can’t. Really. I must be there when Lucy and Len leave. She is my best friend. More like a sister than a friend.’

He stood up and came behind her to fasten her back. He was naked; she was so conscious of him she thought she might faint. He said huskily, ‘You know you really are sore here. From sunbathing. Put some cream on it tonight. Look after yourself.’

She thought he might say ‘for me’. But he did not. She turned within his arms and kissed him goodbye. She waited for him to say he would see her again; waited for him to ask her name or to tell her his.

He whispered, ‘Goodbye, green girl.’

She stopped herself asking questions or making promises. That was what her mother did: ‘When shall I see you again? I’ll love you for ever … You are the only one …’ That was when they ran.

She turned, opened the trapdoor, and pushed down the ladder. She was suddenly desperate to get away; she did not look back at him, his naked maleness was now an affront. She wanted Marty. She wanted to stand by her and wave goodbye to Lucy and Len and then go back inside and help her to clear up. She wished she hadn’t gone off with that nameless once- or twice-removed cousin; she imagined him boasting about his prowess. She had been cheap. Like her mother.

As she let herself out of the garage the taxi drew up on the drive. People flooded out of the marquee; Len’s colleagues began to decorate the bonnet. Len and Lucy appeared in the front porch; Marty was just behind them, smiling. Lucy looked the complete dolly-bird in her short suit. Her legs couldn’t take it, she should have had a long flared skirt. Len looked marvellous, as dark as the cousin had been fair. Full of vibrant life.

Jennifer inserted herself behind him and next to Marty. Marty said, ‘Hello, dear. What happened to your hair?’

Jennifer put up a hand. The flowers that had kept her hair on top of her head were gone; tousled ringlets fell onto her shoulders.

She said, ‘Oh damn! I didn’t realize – Does it look awful?’

‘Not a bit, you always look wonderful.’ She took Jennifer’s arm. ‘Come on. Let’s do this together.’

Jennifer thought it was the best moment of her life. Together they stood there wearing identical determined smiles. Lucy was screaming at the graffiti which now adorned the taxi windows. Len was beating off the shower of confetti. Lucy turned and held out her flowers. ‘Catch!’ she called to Jennifer.

And then, from nowhere, a leggy figure appeared. Darting between the bride and the bride’s mother was … Linda Bowles. Jennifer saw with horror that a heel was missing from one of her shoes, her skirt was miles shorter than Lucy’s, her hair was in worse disarray than Jennifer’s own, her lipstick was smudged, her mascara leaking … She looked … a tart.

She screamed as the flowers came straight at her, put out a hand and caught them neatly. Then she grinned delightedly at Lucy and round at Jennifer.

‘Here you are, Jen! I’ve had all the men I want!’ and she threw them again.

Jennifer stood there, frozen with horror. It was Martha who leaned forward and fielded the bouquet and then stood, clasping it to her bosom and laughing.

‘Oh Linda,’ she said. ‘You made it – the very last guest to arrive!’

And she held out her arms and together they thoroughly crushed the flowers.


Two

‘The only good thing about today is that there’s no bloody evening do,’ Len pronounced, collapsing into his corner of the taxi as if she did not exist.

Lucy was so affronted, she hardly knew what to say. More than affronted; bitterly hurt. But she wasn’t going to show that.

‘My mother went to a lot of trouble to give us a really traditional wedding,’ she informed him. ‘She’s not exactly rolling in money and the whole thing cost a bomb apart from the—’

‘Oh, we’re back to Mother again, are we?’ Len pulled off his tie and wrenched at his shirt collar. She could see he was divinely handsome but it had no effect on her at that moment.

‘That is so unfair, Len! The work she has put in is beyond – yes, absolutely beyond – your comprehension!’

He was instantly contrite. ‘Can’t help being a bit jealous … You’re so close, the two of you.’ He was kissing her hair, then her nose, struggling with his jacket at the same time. She collapsed all over him, laughing helplessly, and then between them they got him free of the coat and his starch-smelling shirt-sleeves were rolled up and they were in each other’s arms, kissing and laughing and kissing again. He tucked his right arm beneath her knees and slid her easily onto his lap. Her skirt rode up to her hips and she struggled with it and he slapped her hand away. ‘I like it.’

‘The driver!’ she protested.

‘He can’t see …’ They snuggled into a familiar position, his chin on her blonde hair, her lips next to his Adam’s apple. She ran the palm of her left hand over his shirt-front as if to remind herself of his body. His rib-cage; his heart beneath her right breast thumping so regularly, yet so vulnerably. She thought: This man is my life now, my whole life … I have forsaken all others and am cleaving only to him … And even as the thought came into her head she had a picture of her mother standing outside the porch, Jennifer one side of her and Jennifer’s mother, Linda, the other. And yet … alone.

She turned her head into Len’s neck and kissed his throat. ‘Oh Len,’ she whispered. ‘Oh my dear …’

‘What is it? You’re trembling. What is it, Lucy? Tell me.’

‘We’re so together. You and me. So together …’

‘Of course. But that’s good, darling. That’s how it should be.’

‘But don’t you see, darling? It can’t be like that. Not really. We come into the world on our own. And we go out alone.’

‘Don’t you dare go all biblical on me, my girl. Not after everything you’ve just promised in that church back there! What on earth put this into your head anyway?’

She hung on to him as if she were drowning. ‘Nothing.’

He was silent as if waiting for more. When it did not come, he held her closer, kissing the top of her head. ‘I know. It’s your mother, isn’t it? I’ve watched her a lot today. Smiling and smiling.’ He tightened his grip more as Lucy gave a small sob. ‘Listen, honey-bun. She’ll be all right. Toto won’t let her feel lonely – Toto never lets anyone feel lonely. And when she gets back from Tewkesbury, she’ll be up to her eyes in the village again. The whole place would grind to a standstill without her, you know that. And Linda Bowles appearing out of nowhere, catching the flowers – not a bit your mother’s type, but she was pleased to see her.’

‘Yes, Mother always had a soft spot for Linda. Don’t know why. Jennifer hates her.’

‘Rubbish! No-one hates their mother. Not really. Whatever the psychiatrists say!’ He scooped her higher and said, ‘Listen. What was Jennifer up to with that sandy albino type? Don’t tell me that at your wedding, when she’s supposed to be in charge of things, she sloped off for a quick roll in the hay?’

‘Probably.’ Lucy had thought it was quite funny when Jennifer had implied that she had made a hit with Daddy’s relative. Now it seemed … well, no better than Linda’s antics. She said defensively, ‘He’s blond, not sandy, and certainly not an albino, Len.’

‘Who was he, anyway?’

They were almost at Birmingham airport and he was patting his pockets for passports, money, tickets. P.M.T. They had all thought that was funny. It was amazing how unfunny a lot of wedding and honeymoon jokes were.

‘Someone from Daddy’s side. He came to the funeral. I can’t remember his name.’

‘I thought you wrote the invitations?’

‘Yes. Almost a hundred of them. I can’t remember every name. There was someone called Aubergine – can you believe that?’

‘Friend of Toto’s. It’s a sort of trade name. She’s a chef.’

They were silent, holding each other, watching the suburbs roll away. Len had told her once that she was the only woman in the world with whom he could enjoy silences. And she had told him about communicative silence.

‘You mean we’re saying things to each other even when we don’t speak?’ he’d asked, indulgently humorous.

‘Yes. Bits of body language. Bits of space consciousness. Shared relaxation.’

‘Body language. OK. But space consciousness?’

‘The sense of space between us. Or lack of it. Its … significance. Tension.’

He’d said, ‘Hang on. Am I going out with the wise woman of Warwickshire? I need to know.’

‘Don’t you remember that psychologist you profiled? Shepfield? Professor Shepfield? I read him up for you. He was great on sexual tension.’

Not that the Shepfield tome had said anything about silence. But Len had been strangely reassured. She had already gathered that he liked her smallness; her blondeness. He hadn’t batted an eyelid when Jennifer had made a play for him. He needed to be the protector. And later she had realized he did not want her to be original either. She could be funny and sweet but she could not be deep or thoughtful. She didn’t care. She loved him unequivocally and she would be whatever he wished her to be. Just as her mother had moulded herself to Clem, so Lucy would mould herself to Len … forsaking all others.

She was back to square one. Which was, in essence, that she had left her mother.

Len’s parents had wanted to stay with Martha at the Old Rectory that night and help her with the clearing up but she had refused their offer as gently as possible.

‘I’d like to be by myself – only for a few hours,’ she explained. ‘I’ll drive over to Tewkesbury first thing on Sunday morning … I can go to the eight o’clock Service. But I’d like to sort out the kitchen by myself.’

‘The catering people brought their own stuff,’ Toto reminded her. ‘There shouldn’t be any clearing up to do.’

‘Just cups of tea for the lingerers.’ Martha smiled. ‘And I must lock up carefully. You know how it is.’

They didn’t, not really. Len had not lived at home for some time and they frequently closed the Tewkesbury house and went to Bridgetown to spend time with Toto’s family. Whereas Martha only ever left the Old Rectory for a weekend at a time to visit friends or take a coach party on a trip and then Lucy would stay at home and probably Jennifer with her. The house was rarely empty.

But George nodded. ‘It’s better to be on your own. Walk around the place. Make sure everything is all right.’

So by six o’clock the caterers had gone and by seven the Tatham Tent people had dismantled the marquee – thankfully without their boss – and the grass, crushed by the carpeting, was already unfolding itself arthritically. Martha went around picking up a few missed napkins and cigarette ends. ‘A spot of dew and you’ll be as good as new,’ she said and then smiled because her words had rhymed. She must tell Lucy – She stopped her thoughts there. Of course she must tell Lucy; but not for a while and by then the whole story would have lost its point.

She went to the rear of the house and dumped her gleanings into the overflowing dustbin. Then she checked the garage; her car sat there in solitary state as it had done since Thursday when Lucy had taken her Mini round to Len’s flat. The loft ladder was down and she climbed it just high enough to peer into the wedge-shaped loft. Lucy and Jennifer had used this space as a den when they were small, and sometimes still sat up here and talked together. The dusty boards looked as if a boxing match had just finished; in the corner was something white and green; Martha peered, frowning. It was Jennifer’s coronet of flowers. Her hair had been sculptured around them: no wonder it had been hanging everywhere when she’d appeared from nowhere to wave goodbye to Len and Lucy. Only, apparently, she had not appeared from nowhere; she had appeared from the loft.

Martha climbed back down slowly and pushed the ladder into its housing. Then she closed and locked the garage and walked back to the front door and stood in the porch, staring across the broad sweep of lawn to the lane that led to the church. Clem’s grave was just over the wall; so close. From this porch she had watched Clem’s body leave the house; from here, today, she had watched Lucy. She checked her thoughts sharply before they became maudlin. She was a lucky woman: Lucy had married a good man and they were all-in-all to each other. She was strong and healthy and she saw no problems ahead. Which was exactly how it should be. Martha recalled – with a wry smile – the pang of real terror that had hit her when she was first introduced to Len. Lucy had seen no need at all to inform her that Len’s mother was West Indian; it obviously had not occurred to her to do so. In a split second Martha had foreseen all the difficulties that lay ahead, not least for Len himself. But somehow they had never really materialized. Marcus Goodwin had not refused to marry them; even Miss Darcy, after a doubtful moment, merely sighed and remarked that the world was changing all the time. Jennifer had sighed too, quite differently, and said, ‘Isn’t he absolutely gorgeous?’ which of course he was, even Martha could see that. And then Jennifer had narrowed her eyes in the calculating way she had and added, ‘And the marriage will do wonders for his career.’ Which was a surprise in one way but not in another because dear Clem had always said there was one set of rules for ordinary people and quite another for arty-crafters. As for Len’s family, they had welcomed Lucy with open arms. They had an older son who had married an African girl and lived in Sierra Leone; Len’s work was based in this country and so was Lucy; the odds were that this part of the family would stay together. George had fallen in love with Toto when she nursed him through his appendix operation. Toto reassured Martha very frankly that, ‘I never allowed any kind of criticism and neither will my Len. The divide has very little to do with race and everything to do with money. Did you hear his programme last month? He brings that out every time.’

Martha began listening to Len’s special radio reports after that and it was true, he did emphasize the poverty gap. Even so, in spite of everyone else ‘accepting’ the marriage, she still had moments of doubt. Now she widened her wry smile into a grin and told herself she was a typical mother-in-law already. Lucy was about to have a wonderful honeymoon in Barbados and when she came back she would visit the Old Rectory regularly and there would be normal things like snaps and sun-tans and stories galore. And in any case the interests they had always shared would still be there. And … there would be children. Martha straightened her back. That was a role waiting for her. A grandmother, and a proud grandmother to boot! To think of ‘losing’ Lucy was simply ridiculous. And ungrateful. She angled her thoughts to the absurd: Linda Bowles arriving at the last minute so obviously drunk; Jennifer in the loft, losing her flowers, engaged in some unimaginable boxing match. Before she could stop herself Martha said aloud, ‘Like mother, like daughter.’ Then was ashamed again. Neither Linda nor Jennifer had had the advantages she and Lucy shared. A wonderful husband and father, a beautiful home, love, security. Jennifer’s father was a mystery, probably even to Linda. Linda had looked for love and security all her life and was still looking. And now … Jennifer was probably on the same quest.

Martha turned and went indoors and began to lock up again. With a flutter of panic she wondered whether she would be able to bear this house on her own. There were cottages in the village which would be far more suitable. The one next door to the Bowleses had been empty for some time.

She went into the larder and locked the small window above the slate shelf. Clem had said it was the small windows that were the most vulnerable. And Lucy had reminded her about the larder window only yesterday. ‘Don’t forget that one, Mummy. And the downstairs loo. I wish you were going to Thomasina’s immediately.’

Martha went upstairs slowly. She was doing everything slowly this evening. She walked into Lucy’s room. Snowball was still on the bed, camouflaged by drifts of tissue paper. He looked up at her, his eyes startlingly emerald against the white fur. She scratched between his ears and his neck extended to meet her fingers; he closed his eyes ecstatically. She leaned over to bury her face in his fur.

‘Albert is coming in every day,’ she told him. ‘You won’t miss me.’

He rumbled with purrs. For two pins she could have been thoroughly self-indulgent and wept into his flank. She blinked and stood up. ‘Like daughter, like mother,’ she said again to the wedding dress hanging ghost-like on the wardrobe door. It sounded wrong. ‘Like mother, like daughter,’ she corrected herself. Then smiled. She and Lucy were practically interchangeable after all. It made no difference which way round she chanted the adage. Lucy was Martha and would model herself on Martha: loyal to Len, a good housewife, eventually a loving mother. And Martha would make herself into whatever Lucy needed. Whatever role Lucy needed, Martha would take it on.

She realized she was smiling besottedly at the wedding dress and shook her head as she went out of the room. ‘There’s food in your bowl downstairs,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘And the catflap is unlatched.’

Snowball curled himself for sleep again. And Martha went to bed.

Len had booked a hotel on the Atlantic side of Barbados, though his grandparents still lived in Bridgetown on the southwest tip of the island.

‘Better swimming on the east,’ he explained briefly. ‘Anyway we’re on our honeymoon. Not a family visit.’

‘We must go and see them.’ Lucy’s protest was half-hearted. She had agreed to Barbados because of Len’s family being there, but more than anything she simply wanted to be alone with Len.

‘Of course we’ll see them. But not every day.’

And it was a whole week before they did. The hotel was from the past: sandy lime-washed floorboards often littered with discarded sandals; an enormous verandah stacked with surf-boards; monstrous bathrooms; a bedroom as big as the whole of Len’s flat, filled with cumbersome Victorian furniture but with a terrific uncluttered view of Rocky Cove and the sapphire sea beyond. Lucy could hardly believe it. She felt herself unfolding like a flower, yet she had not known she was folded in the first place! Petal by petal she unfurled, physically, emotionally, spiritually. Sometimes when she swam beyond the line of breakers, lifting and sinking with the swell beneath the ever-present sun, she felt as if she could become part of the elements; sea, earth, air: she was at one with them. When she and Len made love on the enormous mahogany bed, she did in fact become part of Len, knowing his body better than she knew her own.

He said wonderingly, ‘I didn’t know you could be like this … I adored you before, I worship you now.’

She whispered, ‘I didn’t know I could be like this, either. Len … will anyone hear us?’

‘I think the dining room is directly beneath us. And dinner will have started.’

She laughed. ‘I don’t care.’

‘Neither do I.’

At the end of the first week they took a trip around the island because, after all, Lucy could not come all this way and go home with no idea of what the rest of Barbados was like. They saw the mahogany trees whence came their wonderful bedroom furniture. They viewed the barracuda at Sam Lord’s Castle and realized the sea was changing colour from sapphire to cobalt. They swam in the enormous rollers, shouting with delight. They saw a sugar plantation, a selection of chattel houses, St James parish church, and finally the museum in Bridgetown.

‘I cannot believe we were actually in Bridgetown and did not go to see Toto’s parents!’ she said that evening as she sat before her frowning reflection and tried on the earrings Len had bought her that day.

‘We were on a scheduled trip, honey. When we go to see the Gampies, we’ll hire one of the Mokes and drive down in our own time.’

Len called his grandparents ‘the Gampies’. Lucy thought it was the most endearing thing she had ever heard.

‘We’ll have to do it soon,’ she said placidly. ‘We’re half-way through our honeymoon.’ She did not really believe it; and anyway this particular honeymoon would last a lifetime. She smiled at Len’s reflection in the mirror. He was beautiful.

He grinned. ‘Do you realize how decadent you look dressed just in earrings?’

‘What about you? You haven’t got an earring to your name!’

They both laughed and then were silent, their reflections locked into each other. They watched and kept watching as Len’s reflection moved towards her and with great care removed the earrings and put them on the dressing table. He lifted her with ease and carried her to the bed and she had a last glimpse of herself in the mirror, her arms flung up and back in an attitude of total surrender.

That evening, she wept during their love-making. He did not stop; he did not pause. She did not want him to, though she was surprised that he was oblivious to her distress. But afterwards he tasted the salt tears on her face.

‘Baby, did I hurt you?’

‘Oh no, don’t be silly. Of course not!’ She was so adamant about this that somehow the reason for her tears was not sought again. And she might have had a hard job discovering it for herself. A surfeit of love perhaps? Or the sudden fear that it might be ephemeral?

They went to see the Yowards the next day, driving across the waist of the island exclaiming over flocks of egrets and sudden disturbances in the banana trees which meant the presence of monkeys. The narrow lanes which criss-crossed from east to west were confusing; twice they passed the same garage and the same bar with the same men drinking outside and waving to them. Then at last they dropped down into St Peter’s parish and through Speightstown and along the coast road into the capital. It was after they had skirted Trafalgar Square and were into the grimy little streets around the harbour that Lucy began to feel nervous.

Len hooted. ‘Luce, what’s the matter with you? Toto is your mother-in-law – my God, I never thought of it like that before – I don’t envy you! Thank God for Martha!’

‘Well, if you must know, I was scared to death about meeting Toto! But that’s over and we’re friends! This is something else. Your grandparents have never left Barbados and they know nothing of our real life together. Oh God!’

Len did a U-turn in the road. ‘We’ll come another time
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