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Chapter 1

As Julia raised her eyes to Toby’s face she realised that he had been waiting for her response, probably for some minutes. The noise of the busy restaurant seemed to have receded, it was just the two of them, and she had to think of something to say. Her hand groped instinctively for the trusty goldfish bowl of Pinot Grigio on the table in front of her and she took a restorative gulp before attempting anything as complicated as the formulation of a sentence.

‘Wow, Tobes, that’s . . . that’s amazing. Wow. It’s . . . erm . . . incredible.’

Even to her own ears her voice sounded forced and unnatural.

‘Incredibly good, or incredibly bad?’ Toby raised his eyebrows quizzically and she could sense that he was a little hurt by her lack of enthusiasm.

She rallied, and willed herself to control the myriad complex emotions which were whirling around her head and concentrate on being a good friend to Toby. But what did ‘good friend’ mean in this context? Did it mean offering unconditional support? Was she being a good friend if she encouraged him in this insane plan to marry a woman he barely knew and had nothing in common with? Or would a truly good friend try and talk him out of it, point out that marriages were likely enough to fail without the odds being stacked against them to the extent they would be here?

Maybe she could compromise. ‘Well, incredibly good, of course. It’s amazing that you feel so strongly for Ruby, that you’re so happy together.’ She paused, and frowned. ‘The only thing is, I suppose, that you haven’t been together that long. Wouldn’t it be better to at least live together for a while first before getting engaged? It’s such a big step.’

Toby gave Julia a funny little half-smile. ‘That’s why I love you, Julia. Your romantic impulsiveness. Listen, it is a big step, I am aware of that, but that’s not automatically a bad thing, you know. Ruby is so beautiful, so exciting, she makes me feel so alive. I don’t want to risk losing that now I’ve found it – now I’ve discovered the person I can be when I’m with her. Asking her to move in with me would feel routine and functional. Actually proposing won’t leave her in any doubt about what I feel.’

Julia sighed. Surely by this time she was old enough to know that compromise rarely worked. She hadn’t, in any way, achieved her objective of making Toby think twice about his rash decision. All she had succeeded in doing was to ensure that she herself appeared in the worst possible light as an unromantic killjoy. ‘Well, proposing to her should certainly give her an indication of how you feel.’

Oh God. That sounded sarcastic and bitter as well. ‘Sorry, Toby. I don’t want to spoil things for you. I just want you to be happy, and it’s a bit of a shock, that’s all. I had no idea things were so serious between you and Ruby.’

Toby’s face lit up as he began to eulogise. ‘Honestly, Ju, I’ve never felt like this before. She’s literally all I can think about. She’s so beautiful, so passionate. I can’t concentrate when I’m not with her because I’m thinking about the next time I’ll see her, and I can’t concentrate when I am with her because I’m just mesmerised looking at her. Do you understand what I mean? All I want to do is look at her.’

Julia couldn’t decide whether her feelings of slight nausea were caused by downing half a bottle of wine in five minutes flat, or by Toby’s saccharine sincerity. She did understand, though. She herself had experienced very similar feelings in the past. The trouble was, she had been thirteen years old, and the object of her affections was the student teacher assigned to her French class. And while she would happily have proposed to him, always supposing she had been able to muster something more eloquent than a nervous giggle in his presence, with the benefit of seventeen years’ hindsight she couldn’t help but feel that the relationship might not have lasted. Luckily a spark of feminine intuition surfaced, somewhat later than it might have done, but nonetheless in time to prevent her sharing the comparison with Toby.

She looked at him affectionately. He had changed remarkably little in the time she had known him, and as he sat now, elbows on the table, leaning forward, eyes alight with eagerness, he could still have been the passionate student activist she had first seen holding forth in the college bar, twelve years previously. ‘Come on then, Romeo. Let’s order some fizz to celebrate. And don’t worry, I understand it’s top secret until you actually ask her on Friday. My lips are sealed.’

The rest of the evening passed with their normal mix of banter, teasing, chatting and joking, and if Julia felt the need of a little more alcoholic lubrication than might otherwise have been the case, well, at least The Proposal wasn’t referred to again.

It was only when they said goodbye in the tube station at Oxford Circus that things felt any different. They stood together for a moment in the crowded-even-on-a-Sunday-evening ticket hall, and Julia was suddenly aware of how tall he was. At five foot eight herself, Julia liked tall men and the way they always made her feel so deliciously feminine and protected, but she had never really considered Toby in that category and he had certainly never had that effect on her. She knew he was well over six foot, of course, and she was in flat ballet pumps that night, which emphasised the difference, but suddenly there seemed to be something else as well. Some awareness of him as a man, of her as a woman. Some slight frisson when he bent to kiss her cheek and his stubble grazed her slightly.

‘Well, bye then,’ she said awkwardly as they stepped away from each other. ‘Maybe see you next weekend, to celebrate?’

Toby appeared faintly embarrassed, but pleased. ‘Yeah, that’d be great. I’ll talk to Ruby, see what her plans are, and give you a call.’

There was another moment of slightly strained silence and then he was off, loping towards the escalators without a backward glance.

Julia stood for a minute, fancying she could still feel the pressure of his hands on her upper arms. She gave herself a mental shake. Bit of a coincidence that the first time she found herself going all Mills and Boon about Toby’s height and the set of his shoulders was the evening he told her he was proposing to someone else. Talk about the unobtainable being more attractive . . .

Back in her own little house later that night, Julia threw herself luxuriantly full length onto her purple needlecord sofa and began drinking the pint glass of water which would hopefully stave off hangover hell in the morning, wincing at the thought of the budget meeting starting less than nine hours later. She knew, though, that there was no point going to bed just yet. Her mind was still buzzing from the champagne and from Toby’s news.

Now she was alone in her sanctuary and didn’t have to pretend anything for Toby’s sake, she tried to analyse honestly how she felt. Not good, she decided. She curled up and cradled a patchwork cushion on her lap. Why was this so hard?

Was it turning thirty that had made the difference? Julia didn’t think she was an inherently selfish person. She had willingly, even enthusiastically, submitted to having her hair contorted into unnatural curls and squeezing her curves into unflattering pastel satin at both her younger brother’s and best friend’s weddings, and was just delighted that people she loved were so happy. She had been equally enthusiastic a year or two later to return to the scene of the fashion crime, this time hoping that a hasty lunchtime purchase of the best Debenhams had to offer in the way of linen jackets and big hats would say ‘responsible, caring yet independent-minded godmother and aunt’ rather than ‘desperate broody singleton’. She wasn’t at all sure that she had succeeded in the latter; there had been, at least to her paranoid gaze, far too many sympathetic glances, although it was only her teenage cousin who had actually voiced what she suspected the rest of the family were thinking: ‘Doesn’t it make you feel weird, Ju, that your little brother’s married with a baby and you haven’t even got a boyfriend at the moment?’

Julia was determined not to fulfil the Bridget Jones stereotype (although if it could involve Colin Firth and Hugh Grant fighting over her in a fountain she would be prepared to reconsider), but she was uncomfortably aware that circumstances, not to mention her own unspoken but compelling longing for a baby, were conspiring against her.

Newspapers and magazines were constantly full of articles about the growing number of single households, of women reaching the peak of their careers and then turning forty and producing strings of beautiful babies, and rationally Julia knew that the world had moved on from the days when you married the boy next door aged twenty, popped out a baby every two years until you had your perfect little family, and then got your hair cut and permed, bought a mid-calf-length floral skirt from Marks and Spencer and settled back to wait for grandchildren. It was just that no one appeared to have shared the news of this demographic shift with her closest and oldest friend Rose – married at twenty-seven, mother to the divine Sebastian at twenty-eight, and be-Bodened stay-at-home mum in her comfortable four-bedroom detached house in an affluent Berkshire commuter village. Or with her younger brother Harry – married at twenty-two to his childhood sweetheart Angela (Julia strongly suspected that Angela’s adherence to a branch of Christianity which forcefully advocated no sex before marriage had more than a little to do with that) and now father to adorable Sarah and Ruth.

Or with her mother and father. Eddie and Pat Upton had been happily married and contentedly installed in their suburban Manchester three-bedroom semi for thirty-two years. They were at a loss to understand why their only daughter had moved to London, paid six times the national average wage for a Victorian terrace that only the very kind-hearted (or the polar opposite, an estate agent) could describe as two-bedroomed, and didn’t even have a boyfriend.

None of that had really bothered her before, though, and she had been quite content with her little house, her demanding but satisfying job and her role as group mother to a wide circle of friends.

Was Toby just the final straw? He was the last of her closest friends to meet his other half. He was also an ex-boyfriend, if you counted a few half-hearted snogs and gropes at the university bops which sometimes seemed another lifetime ago. Maybe it was that despite making different decisions from her parents, she came from a warm, close, loving family and had enjoyed an idyllic childhood; watching her brother recreate that with his girls sometimes made her feel that she had somehow managed to miss the boat, and Toby’s forthcoming engagement just underlined the point further.

One thing which really did bother her was how little she had seen of Toby during the last few months since he had been dating Ruby. Perhaps a key reason why she had never particularly minded being single was that the traditional ‘couple times’ – Sunday nights, holidays, work Christmas parties – had never held any terrors for her because there had always been Toby, and she had more fun with him than she had ever had with any of the blokes she had been in so-called relationships with. Presumably Ruby wouldn’t be too keen, though, on her husband spending his weekends and holidays with another woman, which meant that singledom was going to mean something very different in future.

And then there was Ruby herself. There were no two ways about it: Julia just didn’t like Ruby, and at the thought of Ruby as Toby’s wife this dislike seemed to swell to the point where Julia thought she might burst with angry outrage. Ruby seemed to be Julia’s complete opposite – dark where Julia was fair, size 8 to Julia’s size 14, petite where Julia was tall. Julia was a hospital manager, Deputy Director of Operations at St Benedict’s NHS Trust, one of London’s most prestigious teaching hospitals, a relatively well-paid job high on responsibility but low on glamour. Ruby was a ballet dancer, currently performing in what she described as a ‘retro yet avant-garde interpretation of Swan Lake’, working for almost nothing but funding her stylish existence through a generous allowance from her parents. Julia’s parents worked in middle-management roles in local government; Ruby’s father was a baronet and had the country estate to go with it. The only thing the two women had in common was Toby, and that didn’t provide them with much in the way of conversation at dinner parties. At first Julia had been paranoid about referring too much to her and Toby’s shared past, and she was scrupulous in avoiding the ‘do you remember’ anecdotes that she worried could lead to Ruby feeling insecure or excluded. She quickly realised, however, that there was no need to worry at all. Ruby was supremely self-confident. Self-absorbed, even, thought Julia bitchily, and it was only too clear that it had never entered Ruby’s head to consider Julia as either threat or competition.

Rose, in a fit of G&T-induced honesty, had once said that Julia was jealous of Ruby; jealous that she was the only one of Toby’s girlfriends who had ever seriously threatened her position as number one woman in Toby’s life. She had also said that Julia was in danger of being a dog in the manger – not wanting Toby for herself, but not wanting anyone else to have him either. Julia’s response back then had been dismissive. ‘I’ve got no reason to be jealous. Just because Toby happens to be shagging some nubile bimbo, it doesn’t change our friendship. After all, he’s not about to marry the woman.’

Now, facing the prospect of an engagement she had not even allowed herself to consider as a possibility, and filled with something which did feel horribly like jealousy, Julia considered whether there was any truth in what Rose had said. She supposed, uncomfortably, that she had always considered Toby to be hers, and had always felt that given any encouragement he would be more than happy to make the transition from best friend to boyfriend. They had made the obligatory agreement at university – ‘if we’re not married by the time we’re thirty-five, we’ll marry each other’ – and while Julia had never really considered that there was any spark of sexual attraction between them, on her part at least she loved him very much as a friend, and her thirty-fifth birthday no longer felt the impossibly distant event it had at nineteen. Maybe she had felt subconsciously that Toby was her back-up option.

Julia cringed at her own arrogance. Why had she imagined that Toby – tall, dark, handsome, successful – was going to be left on the shelf, willing to be her reserve choice should Mr Darcy/Rochester/de Winter not make an appearance in time? After all, no one ever bemoaned the plight of single thirty-something men – if men were single in their thirties, she thought cynically, it was only because they were trying to decide which twenty-something babe to shag next.

Maybe this was just the wake-up call she needed. Looking round her kitchen as she went to get yet another glass of water before heading off to bed, Julia concluded that with her well-stocked spice cupboard, her full range of Nigella cookbooks and her small but perfectly formed herb garden, she was living the Smug Married life, but had somehow neglected to provide herself with that ultimate Smug Married accessory: a husband. She needed to stop spending all her free time having cosy dinners with either Toby or her coupled-up friends, and start getting out and meeting people. As of tomorrow, Things Must Change.





Chapter 10

‘But why not, Toby, why not? I just don’t understand.’

Toby didn’t fully understand either. Looking at Ruby, he saw the charming, petulant face of a thwarted child. Tears hovered unshed on her long dark lashes, and she was pouting up at him. Most men would have given her anything she wanted. A few short weeks ago he would have been one of them, but now the balance of power in their relationship was very different.

‘I have explained, Ruby. You told me very clearly less than a month ago that you didn’t want to marry me. No, wait, don’t interrupt. You said that you maybe never wanted to get married, but certainly not now, not to me. Remember that?’

‘Yes, of course I remember, but I’ve told you, things are different now. We’re having a baby. And when I tell my parents I really want to be able to tell them that we’re engaged as well. They worry about me. They like you, they’ll worry so much less about this baby if they know I’m marrying you. Plus, I’m not showing at all yet. If we get married in the next few weeks, I’ll still be able to fit into a nice dress before I look like a whale.’

Toby sighed. Suddenly his role as Ruby’s boyfriend felt like excellent preparation for fatherhood. ‘I don’t think anyone should get married just to please their parents and get to wear a nice dress, Ruby.’

‘Well, that’s why most people I know get married!’

‘Well, maybe that’s why one in three marriages end in divorce!’

They glared at each other. Then Ruby took a deep breath and softened her voice. ‘What about for the baby? You know it’s best for a baby to have two parents. Surely you want the best thing for the baby?’

‘Our baby is going to have two parents. You’re moving in with me. I’ll be there for everything, all the classes, the birth, we can get one of those sling thingies and I’ll take it for walks. But you don’t need to be married to do all that. I asked you to marry me because I wanted to make a big romantic gesture. You made it clear what you thought of the idea. I’m just not prepared to get married now, to a reluctant bride, for the sake of a baby who won’t know one way or the other. And, before you say it, I’m definitely not getting married to spare your parents’ blushes when they have the vicar over for tea.’

It had been a difficult few weeks for Toby. And, he dimly appreciated, for Ruby, although it was a struggle for Toby to treat Ruby with the compassion that a part of him deep down knew she deserved. He didn’t think that he would ever again come so close to falling apart as he had that day at the clinic, when he had realised that there was no chance Ruby was going to have an abortion. When he had studied Philosophy and Ethics at A Level, he had relished the debates with classmates on the rights and wrongs of various situations, abortion included. And at university he and Julia and their circle of friends had enjoyed nothing more than whiling away an evening with a ‘What would you do if . . .’ discussion. What would you do if your girlfriend told you she had cancer just as you were about to dump her? What would you do if you discovered your father was having an affair and your mother knew nothing about it? What would you do if you found out your best friend was plagiarising their dissertation? What would you do if the woman you’ve just asked to marry you tells you she’s pregnant the same day you realise you’re actually in love with someone else? In an abstract way it was a very interesting discussion; problem was, Toby couldn’t see, couldn’t for the life of him see, that there was more than one ethical conclusion to be drawn.

He and Ruby had hardly spoken after they left the clinic. He had driven her home to her little studio flat, made her a cup of tea and tucked her up on the sofa. Then had rather sheepishly asked if she would mind if he went home. ‘Lot to think about . . . need some time . . . work tomorrow . . .’ Half-formed sentences had floated into the ether, unanchored by concrete verbs.

Ruby had been sanguine, filled with the indolent serenity which always follows an outburst of crying.

He had gone home, drunk too much whisky, smashed five plates on his patio in an orgy of anger and frustration, and then slowly, painfully, reluctantly composed an email to Julia. What else could he do? He knew that there was no alternative – he couldn’t possibly abandon Ruby, vulnerable as she clearly was, along with his unborn child – and yet pressing ‘Send’ on that email was so much more bitter than his rejection by Ruby three days earlier. He had cried himself then, just a little. Then he had taken a long shower, letting the warm water wash away what tension it could, made a pot of strong coffee, and sat down to write a list.



To Do

R to move in with me

Ballet dancing while pregnant??? – find out

Tell R parents

Tell Mum and Dad

R doctor appt

Food to avoid??



Toby knew that he was going to have to take a lot of responsibility for planning, organising, arranging. That was very definitely not Ruby’s strength, but it was his. So he had worked slowly and methodically through his original list, adding new things as they occurred to him.



Redirect R’s post

Rent/sell R’s flat?

Hire a van for move?

Add R’s name to car insurance

Pregnancy vits?

Remind R about pregnancy exemption cert

Book leave for 12-week scan



It was hard work, made harder by Ruby herself. Suddenly many of the traits he had found so endearing became a source of irritation: she was capricious, disorganised to the point of chaotic, chronically unpunctual, and took laissez-faire to new levels. He was the one who had to phone her GP surgery and book an appointment for her, and then enter the appointment into the calendar on her iPhone, complete with advance reminder set up. He had helped her to pack and sort her possessions into boxes he had collected from the supermarket, and then ferried them back to his house where they had erupted into the monochrome-with-blue-accents decor like a Jackson Pollock on the wall of a laboratory. He had printed out a list from the internet of foods it was inadvisable for pregnant women to eat and taped it to the fridge. It seemed that Ruby carried on as she had always done, with the addition of regular nagging as to when they would get married, when she could tell people they were engaged, what she would tell her parents.

The irony was not lost on him. Whereas he had once hoped his engagement would impress his parents with its wildly romantic spontaneity, he was now going to be a central protaganist in the clichéd farce of a shotgun wedding. Except he couldn’t. Everything else, yes. Ruby had moved in. He would look after her, share a bed with her, stand by her, care for the child, but at the present time he felt utterly incapable of standing up and promising to a roomful of people that he would love her and only her for as long as they both lived.



With a final kiss, Alicia Fenton shut the door behind her son and his girlfriend and turned to her husband, eyebrows raised so far they practically disappeared into her hairline.

‘Well! What do you think of that?’

Hugh Fenton smiled in wry amusement. ‘I think you should wait until they’re at least out of earshot before you say anything else.’

Alicia flapped her hands impatiently. ‘Oh you! Don’t be silly, of course they can’t hear me. This is really important. Hugh, do you think Toby’s happy?’

Hugh shook his head. ‘No . . .’ he said slowly. ‘No, I wouldn’t say he seemed happy. I wouldn’t say Ruby did either, mind you.’

‘Oh, Ruby!’ Alicia dismissed the mother of her grandchild with a careless gesture. ‘I don’t mean to sound callous, but I don’t really know Ruby well enough to worry about her. Leave that to her parents. What are they, Sir Rupert and Lady Anstey? I wonder how they feel about their daughter getting knocked up by a prole! It’s Toby I’m interested in, though.’

Hugh grinned. ‘But has it not occurred to you, my darling, that Toby’s happiness is probably now inextricably linked to Ruby’s? If she isn’t happy then she won’t be able to make him happy.’

‘You old romantic.’ She kissed her husband lightly and affectionately.

‘Come on then, let’s do the post-mortem.’ Hugh pushed Alicia gently in the direction of the sofa and poured them both a generous measure of Glenfiddich.

Alicia’s eyebrows rose again. ‘It’s only 5.30. You are worried, aren’t you?’

Hugh chose his words carefully. ‘I’m puzzled. I must admit, this wasn’t what I was expecting.’

‘Puzzled! You can say that again. They’ve only been together a few minutes, and now they’re moving in together with a baby on the way. Our careful, cautious boy.’ She shook her head, frowning.

Hugh took her hands gently. ‘To be fair, sweetheart, you are always saying you wish he would be more spontaneous.’

‘Yes, I know. I’m not upset about the speed of it all, per se. But he looks so tense and drawn. And I’m not sure that Ruby is right for him at all. She’s beautiful, but she’s so young, and they don’t seem to have anything in common. Do you think she’s got pregnant on purpose to trap him?’

‘No, I don’t. I don’t think she seemed any happier about the situation than he did, to be honest.’

‘Then in that case, why? I don’t want to be heartless, but it’s not 1950, there are ways and means of dealing with unwanted pregnancies in this day and age.’

Another thought struck her. ‘And what about darling Julia? She’s going to be devastated. I’ve always thought that she and Toby would get it together eventually.’

‘I’m sure Julia already knows – she’s generally the first person Toby turns to, isn’t she? Maybe she’s looking forward to being Auntie Julia. I mean, if she and Toby were going to make a go of things, you’d think they’d have got round to it before now. But, speaking of that, how do you feel about being Grandma?’

Alicia, pencil slim, perfectly groomed, stylish, elegant, delightfully soignée, and looking a good ten years younger than the sixty-odd she actually was, raised her hands to her face in horror. ‘Oh my God, I hadn’t thought of that! Grandma! No, I can’t bear it.’

‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to. And more besides. If Toby is really unhappy about this, and not just adjusting to the shock, he’s going to need a lot of support from us.’

‘I know. The first thing we need to do is talk to him properly, without Ruby; try and find out what’s really going on.’

‘Well, I think both of us would be too much. Why don’t you arrange to meet him for a coffee or something in the next few days and see if you can encourage him to talk? But, Ally, you can’t force it. And don’t bad-mouth Ruby, whatever you do. She’s having his baby, she’s going to be in our lives now for a long time to come.’





Chapter 11

Even when you felt overwhelmed, torn apart, utterly unable to go on, you still had to. Suicide had never seemed a viable option; even in the midst of the inevitable selfishness which accompanies heartbreak, Julia knew she couldn’t do that to her parents. She did have scabby half-moons over the backs of her hands from where she had lain in bed digging her fingernails into her hands as hard as she could in the hope that inflicting physical pain would ease the emotional anguish. But somehow things carried on.

She spent two days off work ‘sick’, curled up in bed crying. She scarcely ate, wasn’t able to summon the energy to have a shower, didn’t speak to anyone. On the third day she knew she had either to return to work or obtain a doctor’s note. Pulling on a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a t-shirt, finding some trainers and inserting her feet into them seemed to take all her energy, but somehow she managed to phone the doctor’s, make an appointment and drag herself to the surgery.

Her voice was husky from lack of use and crying, and her mouth felt coated and furry – it was now Thursday, and she hadn’t brushed her teeth since Monday morning. As soon as the doctor looked at her with warmth and empathy and asked what the problem was, she started crying again. The doctor listened sympathetically to her halting and confused tale, and agreed to sign her off for a week with ‘viral fatigue’, avoiding the dreaded ‘D’ word that would send alarm bells ringing with Julia’s HR department.

‘Now listen.’ The doctor was as expansively compassionate as seven-minute appointment slots would allow. ‘Are you close to your parents?’

Julia nodded, doubtfully.

‘Then if I were you, I’d get yourself on a train and go home for a few days. You need some TLC, some mothering. You don’t have to go into the details with your mum and dad, but you need someone to look after you for a bit.’

And Julia managed to pull herself together enough to follow the doctor’s advice. Her husky voice lent credence to the story she told her mum on the phone – had flu, doctor says need a complete rest, should come home. Buying her ticket on the internet to collect from a machine at the station avoided any human contact, which she dreaded. She forced herself into the shower, brushed her teeth and flung a handful of clean t-shirts and underwear into a bag. Her mobile phone was deliberately left in a drawer at home; every moment which didn’t bring a message from Toby saying that it was all a dreadful mistake was a further agony. Then she wrapped herself in a long cable-knit cardie which, she had always joked, was as near to staying in bed as you could get while leaving the house, and made the journey home.

Her parents were great. For five days they let her spend her time wrapped in her duvet, either in bed or, in rarely adventurous moments, on the sofa, re-reading her mum’s Agatha Christies. These were the perfect comfort reading, low on emotion, low on romance, and all life’s complications unravelled with a flourish in the final chapter. Pat and Eddie made tempting little dishes of food which she scarcely ate and, whether they believed the ‘recovering from flu’ line or not, most importantly they didn’t ask any questions. By Tuesday, over a week since Toby had dropped his bombshell, Julia felt strong enough to get dressed and return to London.

Wednesday morning saw her back in a sharp suit (gratifyingly loose round the waist) and killer heels, ready to face work and her colleagues. Now, a few weeks later, she was managing to get through. Work helped, because it demanded every ounce of concentration she had, and because she was still good at her job and the problems which presented themselves there could generally be solved. Evenings were harder. She couldn’t face going out, had largely cut herself off from social contact and, unfortunately, her earlier loss of appetite had been replaced by her more habitual response of comfort eating. So she would spend an hour on the sofa, eating and re-reading or re-watching something comforting, before heading off to bed at about 9 p.m. and crying herself to sleep.

There were embarrassing incidents when she lost control – at the checkout in the supermarket, or on the tube. One morning she went for a long-pre-arranged dental check-up, and lying there on the dentist’s chair suddenly knew that she was going to cry. She tried everything to hold back the tears, but they were inexorable, and greatly to the dentist’s disconcertion she sobbed throughout her check-up, and throughout the standard advice on brushing and flossing regularly, and while she paid the receptionist. She cried walking along the street, and sitting at the table in the coffee shop she went into to try and compose herself sufficiently to go back to work. What she found bitterly amusing was that throughout all of this, no one ever asked this wildly sobbing woman if she was okay. The dentist had appeared slightly alarmed, but possibly it was just a novelty for him to witness pain and suffering unrelated to his profession. These incidents were getting fewer, though, and the only remaining problem was an extreme and debilitating tiredness. Even though she was normally in bed by 9 p.m., it was still a huge struggle to get out of bed when the alarm went off at 6.30 a.m. Her feet felt weighted by cement as she trudged to the tube station, and at weekends she would sleep for twelve or fourteen hours at a stretch.

One evening, four weeks after Toby had arrived on her doorstep to tell her he wasn’t engaged, she finally felt strong enough to call Rose. It was probably the longest they had ever gone without speaking, but Rose was the only person she had told about her gorgeously mad weekend with Toby, and therefore the only person she would have to tell that it was now all over, and up until now she had been completely unable to face it. They had exchanged brief functional texts, Rose’s becoming chillier in tone as the weeks went by.

‘Rose, it’s me.’

‘Oh, hello.’ Rose’s voice was icy. Julia felt her courage ebbing away, and was tempted to hang up.

‘How are things with you?’

‘Oh, you know, living my boring little life. Playgroup, and Toy Library, and trips to Waitrose. Not for all of us the heady excitement of conducting wild affairs in various seaside resorts around the country.’

‘Oh, Rose.’ Julia’s voice broke down on a sob.

‘Hey, come on, Ju, I’m only having a go cos I’m jealous. I don’t mean it really.’

‘There’s nothing to be jealous of.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There’s nothing. Me and Toby are over, have been for weeks. There’s nothing left.’

‘Oh, Julia, honey! What happened? Tell me.’

And after all this time, there was a comfort in sinking back against the sofa cushions and confiding it all.

‘So there we are,’ she concluded wearily, nearly half an hour later.

‘Wow. God, Julia, that’s horrible for you. I don’t know what to say. And poor Toby as well.’

‘Poor Toby?’ Julia’s voice was acid. ‘Poor Toby is reaping what he sowed. Lying in the bed he made. Getting what he fucking deserves.’

‘Come on, Ju. That’s not fair. It must have been horrendous for him. And he didn’t do anything wrong, she was his girlfriend at the time, he wasn’t cheating on you. In a way . . . in a way he has done the decent thing, you’ve sort of got to respect him for that.’

‘Oh I know. Saint Toby. Angelic Ruby. Maybe it has been hard for him, Rose, but at the end of the day, all I can see is that Toby has ended up with a beautiful girlfriend he loved enough to want to marry. Ruby has somehow got my Toby and she’s having a baby. And I’m still on my own, no boyfriend, no baby, and never likely to have either as far as I can see.’ She started crying softly again.

‘Right, that’s it, I’m coming up for the weekend. We’re going to have a proper girly weekend, DVDs, junk food, alcohol. I might even make you get all dressed up and we can go somewhere glam for cocktails.’

‘That’s really sweet of you, but what about Graeme and Seb? And I’m no fun at the moment, Rose. I’m too wiped out to go out, I’m in bed by nine most nights.’

‘No, listen to me, Julia. I know you’re miserable at the moment, and I totally understand why, but you have no idea how lucky you are being young, free and single in London. I have no social life anyway because Graeme doesn’t trust babysitters, but it hardly seems worth the fight just so that I can go to the village pub quiz, or the local Brownies doing The Wizard of Oz. I said nothing about coming for your sake; I’m coming because I’m going stark staring mad here, and I need to escape!’

Julia laughed in spite of herself. ‘Okay, but if you can’t even manage an evening out, how are you going to get here for a weekend? You could always bring Seb, I guess. I haven’t seen him for ages, and I can babysit while you go out for those cocktails.’

‘Don’t even think about it, lady! No, it’s easy, my mum’s been nagging me for ages that she doesn’t see enough of Seb, so she can have him for the weekend. I’ll drive up on Friday, drop him off with her, and get the train down to London. You can meet me after work. Then I’ll get the train back up to Manchester on Sunday evening, stay the night at Mum’s and drive me and Seb back on Monday. Graeme’ll probably be thrilled to have a weekend to himself as well; it’s perfect.’

Rose’s enthusiasm was infectious. In spite of herself, Julia felt a big smile spread across her face. ‘Oh, Rose, it would be fun. It would be so nice to see you, it’s been ages.’

‘Right, well, consider it a done deal. I’ll text you to confirm, but expect to meet me at Euston at about seven on Friday night, and be prepared to go out and party!’





Chapter 12

In the end they didn’t go out on Friday night. Julia had had an exhausting week at work, culminating with medical staff shortages meaning that she had to go and cancel a Friday afternoon clinic, after all the patients had already arrived at the hospital. This wasn’t a particularly unusual occurrence, but on this occasion it happened to be a colonoscopy clinic, and the patients in question had been on a liquids-only diet and strong laxatives for forty-eight hours. They were considerably less than happy to learn that it had all been for nothing and that they would have to repeat the whole thing the following week, and they were not at all reticent in sharing their displeasure with her. Plus Seb was cutting his back molars and Rose had been averaging five hours of broken sleep a night, so even the adrenaline rush of being temporarily childless and back in London couldn’t compensate enough to make her feel like a night out.

They had gone home, taken off their make-up, put on their pyjamas and curled up on Julia’s sofa with a Chinese banquet for four and a couple of bottles of wine. Julia couldn’t help but notice, with a pang of concern, that the wine disappeared at an alarming rate, even though she wasn’t drinking much. On her part, Rose noted that Julia hoovered up two thirds of the food almost before she had rolled up her first crispy duck pancake.



































































Acknowledgements

There are so many people without whom Two for Joy wouldn’t exist, and I’m going to indulge myself with a big fat Oscar-winning-speech-style set of acknowledgements.

To Sheila Ableman, my fantastic agent and, coincidentally, mother-in-law, who not only got me a book deal, but spent every Thursday afternoon looking after my daughter so that I could actually write the book.

To Francesca Best, my amazing editor, for loving Two for Joy and for making it the best it could possibly be. And to her colleagues Emilie Ferguson, Naomi Berwin, Alix Percy, Lizzi Jones and the rest of the Hodder team for their enthusiasm and support in getting people to read it.

To the lovely people who read, enjoyed and commented on various evolutions of the book, and who believed in me long before I signed a contract – Sue Chandler, Nicola Davenport, Rosalind Taylor-Hook, Margaret Last, Kate Panayi, Jenny Steward, Sallyanne Sweeney and Anna Wetherell.

To Sally Gillespie and Jenny Morgan for giving me the benefit of their professional advice for free!

To the staff at the Deli Café in Walthamstow, who make amazing hot chocolates, and let me hog a table while I write.

To my daughter Anna, who transformed my life in more ways than one, and is generally fairly tolerant of having to share her mummy with a laptop.

And last but not least, to my wonderful husband, Thomas, who has loved and believed in me for the last fourteen years, and has been passionately enthusiastic in supporting me with Two for Joy. Thank you. For everything. I love you.


OPF/cover.jpg





