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About the Book

Friday nights, the best night of the week, the night they all looked forward to more than they cared to admit – talking, drinking, laughing and crying together.

They were six female friends, different in age and circumstances, but with one common need: the warmth and support of their Friday nights. It was a time to share secrets and fears, triumphs and tragedies and, above all, to feel safe in the company of women friends. But things never stay the same forever, especially when a man is introduced into the mix . . .
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Chapter One

TOBY’S MOTHER SAID that when Eleanor came he’d have to go down to the ground floor and help her with the lift.

Toby said – sulkily, because he was angry with her for something he couldn’t quite put his finger on – ‘She doesn’t need help.’

His mother was standing in front of the mirror she had propped on top of a chest in her bedroom. She was arranging her hair in a complicated kind of knot, and she had a hairclip between her teeth.

Through it she said without looking at him, ‘Toby, this isn’t about need. It’s about manners.’

Toby kicked one foot clumsily against the other. Then he went out of his mother’s bedroom and banged the door shut and leaned against it. This door, his mother’s bedroom door, was one of only a few doors in the flat. There was just that door, and the front door and the door on the bathroom. The rest was just space. Upwards, outwards, sideways. Just space.

 ‘I live in a loft,’ Toby said to someone when he’d started his new school.

Several boys had stared at him, elaborately uninterested.

‘Whatever,’ they’d said.

‘I do,’ Toby had said to himself silently all that day. ‘I do.’ And then, ‘My father bought it.’

He had. Toby’s father had bought the loft two years ago, and had given it to Paula and Toby.

‘Conscience money,’ Paula’s friend, Lindsay, said.

Paula hadn’t replied. She put the photograph of Toby’s father on the black rattan chest between two of the huge high windows. It was a photograph taken on a boat, and Toby’s father was sitting on the roof of the cabin, and he was smiling. His feet were bare. The photograph did not, however, include Toby’s father’s wife and children who were, Toby knew, the reason why he and his mother lived in the loft on their own.

‘At least,’ Paula said sometimes to Toby, when she got very loving and then very angry, ‘at least you know who your father is.’

What she meant by that Toby hadn’t the faintest idea. And he certainly wasn’t asking. Occasionally, if he was alone in the flat while Paula went to buy a newspaper, or to collect the dry-cleaning, he would pick up his father’s photograph and lay it face down on the black rattan chest.

‘You just stay there, Gavin,’ he’d say. ‘You just do as you’re told.’

He sighed now. He wanted to be back in his mother’s bedroom, but he had made that impossible. He sighed again. The loft looked enormous in the gathering gloom, as if the walls and ceiling were quietly dissolving into the darkness, just melting away so that the night could pour in. Paula had lit her lamps, the lamps that threw light up into the dusky spaces, the lamps that let light fall on to her orange cushions and the rug striped like a zebra. She had put glasses on the low table between the sofas because people were coming, glasses and bowls of varnished Japanese rice crackers. People were coming. Eleanor was coming.

Toby pushed himself away from the door and stood up. He liked Eleanor. She walked unevenly with the help of a stick, and her hair was a white fuzz, and she talked to him as if he might have an opinion worth hearing. He also liked how his mother was with Eleanor, how she was calm and able to think about things that weren’t automatically going to upset her. Eleanor once said to Toby that the older she got the more she preferred the universal to the individual and personal. Toby had wondered if she was talking about galaxies.

He went slowly across the living space, avoiding, as usual, actually treading on the zebra rug. On the far side, a metal staircase resembling a ladder with perforated treads rose up in the dimness to the platform where Toby’s bed was, and his computer, and the toy theatre for which he collected puppets. He climbed the ladder slowly, a deliberate tread at a time, until he was out of the glow of the lamps and into the privacy of darkness. Then he sat down on the top step of the ladder and leaned forward, until his chin was on his knees, and he sighed again. Friday nights.

It was Eleanor who had started these Friday nights some years back, after observing from the bay window of her front room two young women endlessly trailing up and down that low-built street in Fulham. One had a baby and one had a small boy. They were never together, and they were never, as far as Eleanor could see, accompanied by a man.

Eleanor had seldom been accompanied by a man herself, but then she had never had a baby or a small boy either. Watching the young women, she had seen what she had so often seen during her long working years as an administrator in the National Health Service – manifestations of those brave coping mechanisms devised by people concerned not to be pitied for being alone. Being alone, Eleanor knew, was not in itself undesirable: it was the circumstances of aloneness that made it either a friend or a foe. And being alone with a small dependent child, and thus in a situation considered by the conventional world to be ideally a matter of partnership, was not a situation for the faint-hearted. Sometimes, Eleanor thought, watching them over the top of her reading glasses, the set of those young women’s shoulders indicated that their hearts, for all the outward show of managing, were very faint indeed.

One day, seeing them both approaching from opposite ends of the street, she had limped out on her stick into a sharp spring wind and offered to babysit. Both had been extremely startled, and both had demurred. The girl with the baby said she couldn’t leave him. The young woman with the small boy said she had no money. Eleanor said she didn’t want money. The young woman said, somewhat desperately, that she couldn’t handle obligation.

Eleanor leaned on her stick. She took off her reading glasses and let them hang round her neck on the scarlet cord she had attached in the hope of not losing them.

‘Then do me a favour,’ Eleanor said.

The girls waited, sniffing the wind.

‘Let me be the obliged one,’ Eleanor said. ‘Come and see me. Bring the children. Come on Friday night.’

They came, mute with awkwardness. The baby slept in his pram. Toby, aged almost three, squirmed on the sofa under a crocheted blanket and threaded his fingers endlessly in and out of the holes. Eleanor opened a bottle of Chianti, and poured out large glasses. She learned, with patience and difficulty, that Paula, Toby’s mother, could not, for some reason, live with Toby’s father. She learned that Lindsay, mother of baby Noah, had been widowed when her husband, a construction worker, had been crushed by a cement slab.

‘It was a year and three months ago,’ Lindsay said. She looked across at the pram. ‘I didn’t even know I was pregnant.’

 ‘Nobody should be required to bear that,’ Eleanor said.

Lindsay said quickly, still looking at the pram, ‘I’m not bearing it.’

They did not, either of them, seem to know how to arrange themselves, nor when to leave. At ten o’clock, Eleanor got stiffly to her feet and said that she was afraid it was her bedtime. They went out together, with the pram and the pushchair, hardly looking at her as they said goodbye. Eleanor, beginning on the nightly ritual of closing and locking and bolting, thought how often it was the case that a small good intention was snatched out of one’s hands by human conduct and inflated into something much larger and much less manageable. She regarded herself dispassionately in the looking glass let into the art deco coat stand in her hall.

‘Persevere,’ Eleanor told herself. ‘Keep going.’

Three Fridays later, they came again. Eleanor had seen Lindsay in the newsagent’s on the corner of the street, and Paula comforting Toby who had fallen out of his pushchair while struggling against being strapped in. They had not accepted with enthusiasm, but they had not refused either. Eleanor made pâté, and bought French bread, and chocolate, and juice for Toby in a small waxed carton with a straw. Lindsay brought six mauve chrysanthemums in a cone of cellophane printed to resemble lace. Toby climbed out of the crocheted blanket and drank his juice on his mother’s knee and stared at Eleanor’s hair. They had stayed until ten-fifteen, and Paula had been able to look straight at Eleanor for a few seconds and say uncertainly, ‘That was kind of you.’

Eleanor took her glasses off.

‘If kindness isn’t just a form of self-interest, thank you.’

A few weeks later, Lindsay asked if she could bring her younger sister. She looked at a point just past Eleanor’s left ear while she asked this, and the request became entangled in a long and confused explanation of how Lindsay’s parents’ inability to parent in any sustained way had left Lindsay as the only person in her sister’s life who could provide any mothering. It was an anxious task, Lindsay implied, since her sister seemed to have inherited her parents’ taste for a wild and irresponsible life. She was working in a club in Ladbroke Grove as a warm-up disc jockey when she could get the work, and Lindsay was worried about the ways in which she was spending her free time.

‘What is her name?’ Eleanor said.

‘Julia,’ Lindsay said.

‘Jules,’ Jules said, when she came. She had red-and-yellow striped hair and was wearing a flowered tea dress over thick black leggings and heavy laced-up boots. She had on purple lipstick. Toby stopped staring at Eleanor’s hair and stared at Jules instead. She stared back, her bitten-nailed hands wrapped round a mug of tea, which was all she would drink. She spoke to no one except to say, her eyes roving over the incoherent contents of Eleanor’s sitting room, ‘Cool room.’

Lindsay had come round to Eleanor’s house the next morning. She had a baby cyclamen in a plastic pot in her hand.

‘It’s a bit awkward,’ Lindsay said.

Eleanor smiled at Noah. He was lying in his pram, wearing a yellow knitted hat that made him resemble an egg in a cosy.

‘Oh?’

‘Jules, well, Jules doesn’t live in a world where people say please and thank you much.’

‘I’m used to that,’ Eleanor said.

‘I didn’t want you to think—’ Lindsay stopped.

‘I didn’t.’

Lindsay held out the cyclamen.

‘Please . . .’

Eleanor transferred her stick from one hand to the other.

‘I like cyclamen. But I don’t need an apology.’

‘Bah,’ Noah said from his pram.

Lindsay looked down at him.

‘Jules never pays him any attention. It’s as if she hasn’t seen him.’

Eleanor took the cyclamen out of Lindsay’s hand.

‘She’s seen him all right. Thank you for this.’

‘I don’t expect she’ll come again—’

‘No.’

‘I’m sorry—’

‘Do you know,’ Eleanor said, ‘these days, I seem to save getting upset for the big things.’

Almost two months later, Jules did come again. She wore a pink baby-doll chiffon top and a leather waistcoat and a miniskirt over jeans. She thrust a parcel wrapped in newspaper at Eleanor and went wordlessly off to the kitchen to make tea. In the newspaper parcel was a battered hand mirror made of black papier mâché inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

‘Thank you,’ Eleanor said, surveying herself in the clouded glass. ‘I am very touched.’

Jules shrugged. She looked round Eleanor’s determinedly unmodernized kitchen.

‘Yeah,’ she said approvingly.

It was that same evening that Toby slid down from Paula’s knee and went to stand two feet in front of Jules so that he could examine her properly. It was that same evening that Eleanor described her childhood, growing up in a tall red-brick house down the southern end of the Munster Road. Her bedroom had looked out on to the railway, and her world, she said, had been a linear one, defined by the number 14 bus route, with school in Putney at one end, and infrequent snatches of bright-lights life in Piccadilly at the other. It was that evening that Lindsay had broken down completely and out of the blue, and Jules had fled to the stairs where Eleanor found her steadily banging her head against the wall while chanting, ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ like a mantra. It was also the evening when, escorting them all out of her front door and down the negligible path to the pavement, Eleanor had seen her neighbour of two doors away, a well-dressed woman invariably in a professional-looking suit, pause in the process of unlocking her own front door to look at them all with more than passing interest, with, in fact, considerable curiosity. Eleanor looked back. The woman gave an irresolute smile. Eleanor nodded.

‘Who’s she?’ Paula said.

‘A Miss Campbell, I believe.’

‘Shush,’ Lindsay said. ‘She can hear you.’

Miss Campbell got her door open and pulled her key free.

‘She can,’ she said, and stepped inside.

The door closed. Jules was standing on the pavement, her fingers in her mouth.

‘Ask her too,’ she said.

‘I think,’ Eleanor said, ‘Miss Campbell doesn’t lack for a social life.’

‘I dare you,’ Jules said.

Blaise Campbell arrived some Fridays later, with a bottle of Riesling and a bunch of violets. Noah was complaining in his pram and Toby had taken the crocheted blanket under the table and was lying with his thumb in his mouth and his free hand grasping his mother’s foot. Lindsay and Paula watched Blaise enter Eleanor’s sitting room as if she were embarking on the unknown tests of an initiation rite.

‘We are not used,’ Eleanor said, ‘to wine as superior as this. Thank you.’

Blaise made a little deprecating gesture. Perhaps she was thirty-five, Paula thought, perhaps older. She had the polish of someone older but that might be because she was a lawyer or an accountant or one of those professionals who have to look older than they really are in order to look as if they know what they are doing. She watched Blaise step round Toby’s protruding foot in its blue-and-red slipper sock, and take a chair with the neatness of someone used to doing it in public. Paula looked at Blaise’s hands. Well cared for. Ringless. She had folded them on the table, as if she were in a meeting. Perhaps she was also used to meetings.

‘It’s very kind of you,’ Blaise said, ‘to include me.’

Eleanor smiled as her.

‘I expected you to turn me down.’

‘Oh no.’

Noah’s voice rose to a wail.

‘He’s hungry,’ Lindsay said. She went over to the pram, her skirt rucked up from where she had been sitting. ‘He’s always hungry.’

Blaise said politely, ‘How old is he?’

‘Eight months.’

Under the table, Toby’s hand left his mother’s foot and walked, crabwise, across the floor to one of Blaise’s feet. It was shod in a patent-leather pump. The hand considered the patent leather for a moment and tried a few experimental taps, and then it crept up Blaise’s foot and grasped her ankle.

‘Oh!’ Blaise said. Her eyes widened.

Paula glanced under the table.

‘Stop it, Toby.’

Toby, his thumb still in, paid no attention.

 ‘Let go!’ Paula said.

Blaise said hastily, ‘I don’t mind . . .’

‘Don’t you?’

‘No.’

Paula sat back. It was another tiny test.

‘Oh well then—’

Blaise looked round at them all. She cleared her throat. Paula tried to catch Lindsay’s eye, to mouth at her, ‘She thinks we’re a meeting!’

‘I probably shouldn’t ask this,’ Blaise said, ‘especially on my first visit, but – but can anyone join?’

Eleanor put a handful of old-fashioned hock glasses with green stems down on the table.

‘Within reason—’

‘It’s just,’ Blaise said, ‘it’s just that I’ve got a friend, I mean a colleague, someone I work with, who was terribly envious of me when I said where I was coming tonight. She says she almost never gets to talk to women, except at work, she’s just too busy.’ She looked round the circle. She said, a little louder, ‘She’s the breadwinner, you see. Her husband is an artist. They have two little girls. She simply made me promise I’d ask. So I have.’

Eleanor drew the bottle towards her. Nobody spoke. Toby let his hand slide down Blaise’s foot to her shoe. His hand was warm and slightly damp. He found he could stick it and unstick it to her shoe.

Eleanor pulled the cork out of the Riesling. She looked at Blaise. Blaise was looking at Lindsay and Lindsay was looking at Noah.

‘Well, bring her,’ Eleanor said. ‘Why not?’

It was nice, Toby thought now, jiggling his feet on the metal ladder, when they used to go to Eleanor’s house. Once they went all the time, from the flat that had been home before they moved to the loft, the flat that Toby could still remember, especially in terms of texture and smell, in every detail. It was on the first floor of a house like Eleanor’s, a two-storey Edwardian house with a heavy frieze around the solid bay windows. The frieze was punctured with quatrefoils and painted with thick pink paint. Eleanor’s house, which Toby could see from their sitting-room window, was painted cream and the paint was flaking off. Their flat only had a sitting room and a bedroom and a kitchen and a bathroom like a cupboard that filled with steam in seconds. Paula hated it with a passion. Toby loved it, especially the decorative blisters on the wallpaper that you could pop with a fingernail and the china doorknobs that rattled in their base rings like loose teeth.

They lived in that flat for six years. It was the flat that Toby started school from. It was the flat that Paula went to her part-time job from, her job in a shop further east up the Fulham Road that specialized in uncompromising dark furniture from Indonesia. It was the flat that Gavin, Toby’s father, came to sometimes and, after minutes of supreme tension in the sitting room with Paula, removed Toby from to take him to a pizza place.

On some of these occasions, Toby had talked as if he’d had a dose of laughing gas. On others, he said almost nothing, cutting his pizza into an unnecessary number of little strips, and waiting for Gavin to say, as he always uselessly said, ‘Well, where would you like to go now?’

Toby never knew. He would take gulps of his Coca-Cola and make don’t-know faces. The contrast between the anticipation and the reality of Gavin’s visits left him bereft of ideas, let alone the means of expressing them. Usually Gavin would watch him in an unpractised way for a while and then say, ‘If I was a member at Stamford Bridge, at least we could go there. But as I’m not, we can’t,’ and he’d give a little bark of laughter. Toby didn’t join in. He knew Gavin had three other children, three daughters, and they somehow joined in those outings with Gavin in a shadowy, insistent way, like moths pattering against a hot lampshade. They had names that Toby took care not to remember in any easily accessible parts of his mind. They were obviously the ones that Gavin was in tune with, the ones who never got asked where they would like to go, because it was never necessary.

Usually, they walked. They walked the streets so familiar to Toby, past shops he saw every day, the manicurist, and the ironmonger where, on weekdays, the ladders and buckets on display on the pavement were chained together like a convict gang, the antique shop full of dusty Far Eastern idols and a pearl-lined shell as big as a small canoe, the herbalist who offered acupuncture. Gavin didn’t try to take Toby’s hand on these walks, although he put his on Toby’s shoulder as they crossed streets, and so Toby would walk sufficiently apart from him in order to make hand-holding out of the question. On the way back – Gavin was always checking his watch, always saying, ‘We must stick by the arrangement, mustn’t we?’ in a way that made Toby despair – they always passed Eleanor’s house, and if he could see her fuzz of white hair through the sitting-room window a drop of cool comfort fell into the hot bile engendered by the afternoon. Sometimes she looked up and saw him and she would take one hand away from the book or paper she was reading and raise it in a kind of salute.

‘Do odd jobs for her, do you?’ Gavin said, his voice a shade too hearty.

‘No,’ Toby said. Eleanor was not somehow for sharing. ‘No, she does them herself.’

Since they came to live in the loft, however, things had changed. The loft was a change in itself, of course, the result of something happening to Gavin’s job that meant he could buy them the loft and be photographed on a boat and give Toby a computer. But the loft had changed Paula too, had meant that she had found the courage to apply for, and get, the job of managing the Indonesian furniture shop, and that she now found excuses not to spend too much time in Eleanor’s sitting room.

‘I want to look after her now,’ she said to Toby. ‘I want to pay her back a bit.’

Toby thought Eleanor liked being in her own house. There was something about the way she looked round the loft, whenever she came, that made him think she found it faintly – well, funny really. And the sofas were too low. You could see that. It needed Toby and Paula together to get Eleanor out of the sofas.

Paula came out of her bedroom. Her dark hair was pinned up in a spiky ball behind her head and she was wearing shoes Toby hadn’t seen before. Black with red heels. He regarded them with disapproval.

‘Toby?’

He said nothing. Paula picked up a box of long matches and began to light the scattering of tea-light candles across the low table.

‘I don’t think Noah’s coming tonight,’ Paula said. ‘Only Poppy. So there’ll just be you two children.’

Toby stared at the little flotilla of tiny flames.

‘But that’s OK, isn’t it? Poppy likes your theatre.’

Privately Toby quite liked Poppy. At six, she was two years younger than he was, and spoke in an intense whisper. Her mother, Blaise’s friend Karen, said that this was because her infinitely competent older sister was always shushing her. But Poppy was not the kind of child who would ever have taken kindly to being shushed, for whatever reason. Poppy talked all the time, and if she did so in a whisper there was no point or logic in telling her to shut up.

‘OK,’ Toby said.

Paula walked away towards the kitchen part of the loft. The red heels were quite high and she didn’t walk very steadily. Toby watched her open the door of the big new fridge and stand looking inside as if she was considering something.

She glanced towards him.

‘I even bought you and Poppy some Coke,’ Paula said. ‘As a treat.’

Toby began to inch down the steps, arching his back and balancing on his hands and feet.

‘OK.’

‘That’s not a very gracious response to a treat, is it?’

Toby reached the floor with his feet.

‘Why is it a treat?’

‘Because it’s Friday night—’

‘You don’t usually—’

‘Toby,’ Paula said, ‘I don’t know what’s eating you, but don’t take it out on me.’

Toby got to his feet.

‘Why can’t we go round to Eleanor’s?’

‘Because it’s my turn. Because I like having everyone here. Because Lindsay is coming early.’

Toby began to walk along one of the lines between the floor-planking as if it was a tightrope.

‘Is Jules coming?’

‘I don’t know. You never do know, with Jules.’

She took a bottle out of the fridge and began hunting in a drawer for a corkscrew. Toby watched his grey-trainered feet flip down in a moving line, one foot after the other. The line ended up a short distance away from Paula. She held the corkscrew out.

‘You should learn to do this.’

 ‘I’m not allowed wine,’ Toby said babyishly.

‘Yes, you are. With water. If I say so. Anyway, taking corks out of bottles is something you have to learn to do. Come and try.’

Toby wanted to try. He hung back, his feet still arranged toe to heel.

‘Come on.’

‘I’m coming.’

‘It’s no big deal,’ Paula said. ‘It’s just useful.’

Toby put his arms out to balance his position.

‘OK.’

‘Do you behave like this at school? If so, I wonder why Miss Wingate, or whatever she’s called, doesn’t want to throttle you.’

Toby unjammed his feet.

‘I expect she does.’

‘Do you like her?’

Toby looked agonized.

‘I dunno—’

‘What does she look like?’

Toby’s expression changed from agonized to appalled.

‘What does Miss Wingate look like? Tall? Short? Fat? Thin? Short hair? Long hair?’

Toby took the corkscrew and flapped its metal arms up and down.

‘I didn’t look.’

Paula took the hand that was holding the corkscrew and held it above the bottle.

‘I’ve taken the foil off. That plug in there, dumbo, is the cork. What do you think I look like?’

Toby jabbed the corkscrew down at the bottle and missed.

He shouted, ‘Don’t ask me this stuff!’

He heard Paula catch her breath, a long, slow intake. Never a good sign. She took his hand again and held it, painfully hard.

‘To think I have all adolescence to get through and you haven’t even got there yet. Put your left hand on the bottle.’

Toby didn’t move.

‘Do as you are told!’ Paula said loudly.

Toby put his hand on the bottle, very slowly. It was cold and hard and wet.

‘Ugh,’ he said.

‘Now, centre the screw on the cork. Carefully.’

She pushed his right hand downwards. Her nails dug into the skin of his hand.

‘Ow—’

‘In the middle. The absolute middle. Now push. To get the tip in, before you turn.’

Toby pushed, the tip of the screw skidded sideways and knocked the bottle over.

‘Dear God—’ Paula said.

The doorbell rang. The bottle rolled slowly to the edge of the kitchen table and Toby caught it, using a reflex he had had no intention of employing. Paula said nothing to him. She ran unevenly across to the intercom in her red heels and pressed the buzzer that released the street door.

 ‘Come on up,’ she said into the intercom, ‘before I murder Toby.’

Toby set the bottle upright on the table, inserted the corkscrew, twisted it down, flipped the metal levers and pulled the cork out. Paula came back to the kitchen.

She looked at the extracted cork.

‘You little sod.’

Toby shrugged.

‘What was all that about?’

Toby shrugged again. Paula took him by the shoulders and bent to look in his face.

‘Answer me. What was all that about?’

Toby said truthfully, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Is it school? Has anyone upset you? Are you being bullied?’

The front doorbell rang.

‘We’ll talk about this,’ Paula said. ‘We’ll talk about this tomorrow. In the meantime, just try and behave. Just try. OK?’

Toby gave the smallest of nods. Paula let go of his shoulders and ran across to the front door. Lindsay was standing there in her beige hooded coat with a carrier in her hand.

She said, kissing Paula, laughing, ‘What’s he done?’

Paula didn’t look at Toby.

She said, ‘I asked him to describe what I looked like and he couldn’t. I could wear orange-peel teeth and a green fright wig and he wouldn’t notice.’

‘I would,’ Toby said, under his breath.

Lindsay took her coat off. She looked round her.

‘This is so great. I love coming here.’ She held out the carrier bag. ‘These are for you. I know you like big candles.’ She looked towards the kitchen and she called, ‘Hi, Toby. Noah says to say hi too,’ and then she looked down at Paula’s feet and she said, ‘Wow. Hot shoes.’

Paula was looking in the carrier bag.

‘These are lovely. Just what I like.’ She glanced at her feet and gave a little giggle. ‘I know.’

Lindsay bent closer.

‘Come on, then.’

Paula bent her head too.

‘Well . . .’

‘Come on,’ Lindsay said, ‘come on. You said come early, so I’ve come. Tell me—’

Paula shifted a little on her red heels.

There was a pause, and then she said, in quite a low voice, but with a pride and a thrill in it that made Toby, standing by the kitchen table, feel suddenly sick, ‘He’s called Jackson.’


Chapter Two

PAULA’S FATHER HAD never wanted her to come to London. After her mother left him – to live with a man who worked on the oil rigs out of Aberdeen – he had summoned up heroic energies to gain custody of his daughter, and he had succeeded. But the effort, the sustained and focused exertion of persuading the authorities to go against their habitual favouring of mothers in such cases, seemed, Paula thought later, to have drained him dry. All that commitment, all that vigour and enterprise and resolve, was not, it appeared, a latent and unexplored quality in a mild-seeming man. It was more like a reserve he had in case of emergency, and Paula had turned out to be that emergency and the reserve had been entirely used up. It was a life supply, and she had taken it. Once the courts had decided finally in his favour, and Paula had, for the umpteenth time, made the disorientating journey from Scotland to Somerset and the bedroom of her childhood – the only thing, she sometimes thought, that remained a constant – the fires that had blazed so magnificently during the struggle had died back to ashes. Warm ashes, to be sure, but ashes all the same.

He looked after her most conscientiously. He was an accountant in a firm in a market town and he kept regular hours and was in every sense to be relied upon. He applied the attention to detail that his work required to fatherhood. He strove, not just to be a good provider and protector, but a good companion too. Schoolfriends of Paula’s, envious of a parental situation less orthodox than their own, even saw a man in him, where she could only see a father.

‘He talks to you,’ her friend Elaine said, ‘doesn’t he? Doesn’t just tell you where to get off. He talks to you.’

Paula supposed he did. There was, after all, no one else to talk to, except work colleagues and fellow members of the local tennis club. There were certainly no other women. Paula kept a sharp eye out for them, but her father’s apparent indifference seemed to be far more effective at keeping them at bay than her watchfulness. His pleasure, his satisfaction, came from her company, from knowing he was doing well by her, that he was allowing her to grow and develop in a way that fulfilled both her desires and her capacities. Until she said, aged almost eighteen, that she didn’t want to go to university, she wanted to go to London.

It was January. Her father was up a ladder in the small garden behind the house she had known all her life, pruning the apple tree. She stood at the bottom of the tree and looked up at his familiar shape, bulked out by winter clothes, and delivered her announcement.

Her father made two or three more precise snips and let the gnarled grey twigs fall to the grass.

He said, ‘There are excellent colleges in London.’

Paula said, ‘I know.’

Her father said, ‘I imagine it’s harder to make friends when you aren’t in a place devoted to a student community, but it can’t be impossible.’

Paula hunched her shoulders up, and her chin down into her scarf.

‘I don’t want to go to university.’

Her father said nothing. He stopped snipping, and held a twig and stared at it.

Paula said, ‘I want to get a job and earn money and live in a flat. I want to live.’

‘What do you imagine you are doing now?’

‘Getting by. Waiting.’

‘Waiting for what?’

‘Waiting for something to happen.’

Her father put the secateurs into the pocket of his padded jacket and began to descend the ladder.

‘Define that thing.’

‘I can’t,’ Paula said. ‘I just know I can’t go on marking time.’

‘Most people,’ her father said, not looking at her, ‘feel like that at the end of secondary education. It’s natural. You want to stop being told things and get going on something of your own.’

‘Exactly.’

 ‘But going to London and working in a shop will only be a short-term solution to that. It won’t deal with the long term. It won’t help your future.’

‘I didn’t say I wanted to work in a shop.’

Her father glanced at her. He gave her a quick, tired little smile.

He said, ‘Who else would have you?’

Paula blew into her scarf until it was warm and damp against her chin.

Her father said, ‘The point of continuing your education is to provide you with the tools for a satisfying life later on. Nobody notices their twenties and thirties going by because there’s so much going on.’ He stopped and then he said sadly, ‘It’s the forties and fifties you have to worry about. It’s when it all starts slowing down.’

‘I can’t think about that,’ Paula said.

‘Well, you should.’

‘If I think about that, I’ll waste now. I feel I’m wasting now already. I feel there’s something happening out there without me and I want to join in.’

Her father looked up at the tree. The branches he had trimmed looked neat but somehow rather startled.

He said, ‘I can’t stop you. I can advise you not to, I could even tell you not to, but I can’t stop you.’ He gave a long, tired sigh. ‘I do want you to go to university. I don’t want you to go to London. But I won’t stop you.’

She did find work in a shop. She found a room in a house belonging to a cousin of her social-studies teacher at school, and a job in an artists’ materials shop in the Fulham Road. It was a remarkable shop, fashioned to look as if it had been there for a hundred years instead of just ten, and the customers shopped with the purposefulness of people in pursuit of something they need, rather than simply drifting about in the vague hope of finding something they might like. When Paula’s father came up from Somerset to see her, she showed him the shop with a kind of defiant pride, as if willing him to acknowledge that, even if she was working in a shop, it was a cultured, almost academic shop. He stood in the middle of the floor, his hands in the pockets of the outdated overcoat he had worn as long as Paula could remember, and looked about at the shelves of handmade paper, the racks of sketchbooks, the silvery lines of oil-paint tubes, the piles of neat tins of expensive German pencils, and said, ‘You could always have made art a hobby, you know.’

Paula started a portfolio. She enrolled for life-drawing classes at the local college. She enrolled for flower-arranging classes and classes on photography and book-binding. She obtained a prospectus from Cordwainers College about shoe-making and one from Queen Mary’s College about Renaissance studies. She went to two or three classes of everything, but no more. The prospectuses lay in their torn-open envelopes unread. The portfolio got pushed under the carpet. When the shop closed in the evening, Paula went looking for distractions that had nothing to do with improving her mind or her future, distractions that were the only way she could dissipate the enormous energies rising up in her, all the time, like lava.

There were men, inevitably. Not many of them, according to some of the girls Paula was mixing with, but enough to make her think uneasily sometimes about her father. There were certainly none she wanted to take to Somerset, not because they were second-rate, but because there could be no story attached to them, no settled present, no anticipated future. She couldn’t, she felt, take someone down to meet her father and say, ‘This is Jake, Dad. I met him on Thursday and I expect we’ll see each other for about three weeks.’ So she went home alone now and then, and when her father said – never looking at her – ‘And how about boyfriends?’ she always said, ‘Nothing to tell, Dad,’ and changed the subject.

Until she met Gavin. And when she met Gavin, there was suddenly, and simultaneously, a great deal to tell and most of it impossible to confess to. How was she to tell her father that she, at eighteen years old, on an income of just over eleven thousand a year with no identifiable prospects and not much to offer beyond the dynamism of her age, was deeply involved with a married man of thirty-two with a child at home and another baby on the way? How could she explain that this man, for all the obvious drawbacks – and in her obsessed eyes, they seemed neither real drawbacks nor glaringly obvious – had given her exactly what she had been meandering about looking for, that he was, at once, both the point and the purpose of her life, that he was, gloriously, it seemed to her, the answer? How could she possibly tell her father all this when her father, going about his methodical life in Somerset, simply did not have the language to comprehend what had happened to her?

Gavin, a lawyer in a large insurance company, was making a reasonable living. That living provided him with a four-bedroomed house in Clapham and a subscription to a smart gym north of the river. When he met Paula, he was going to the gym four times a week on his way home. After he met her, he went to the gym once a week and the other, supposed, times he spent with Paula. He was perfectly open, proud even, about showing her a photograph of his small daughter, scowling under her fringe with a blue-towelling rabbit clamped in her arms. He was equally open about admitting that the second baby was unplanned and too soon after the first, for both him and his wife. His wife had just started back at work, as a physiotherapist. She was, Gavin said, as fed up about this pregnancy as he was. She didn’t want him anywhere near her. He told Paula this quite candidly, fixing her with his guileless hazel gaze and deftly transferring any responsibility for his actions from his shoulders to hers.

‘I don’t know what I’d have done if I hadn’t met you,’ he said. ‘I’m not really exaggerating when I say you’ve saved me.’

It would have been such luxury to reciprocate, to tell him that he’d saved her in return. But some small instinct for prudence and self-preservation held her back, some notion that to tell a man he’d saved you from nothingness, from a kind of violent vertical existence, might not be what he wanted to hear. In any case, he didn’t need to hear it. He seemed completely confident of her feelings, an absolute stranger to any anxiety about her eyes straying to a man who was younger, who was single, who did not have almost two children. It was stunning, Paula thought, his confidence.

The manager of the shop, a brisk Glaswegian who had married her English husband almost entirely, she said, because he wasn’t Scots, saw Paula’s situation levelly.

‘Men aren’t a career, you know. A man isn’t your life’s work, however much he’d like to be.’

Paula was shuffling classy birthday cards on a spinner. She moved so that Margie couldn’t see her face.

She said, ‘Can’t a man give you something to believe in?’

‘No.’

‘Margie—’

‘I’ll amend that,’ Margie said. ‘The answer’s yes, if it’s yourself.’

But Paula didn’t want that. Paula wanted to believe in Gavin, in his ability to transform her life for her, corral all those wild yearnings in her into something less wasteful, give her not just an appetite for the future, but an exciting idea of it. He not only dominated her life – the meetings, the phone calls, the unbearable, negligent silences – but he found her a better place to live, a part-time evening job in a wine bar cum art gallery, a bicycle, to save her money and make her exercise.

‘Nothing sexier,’ Gavin said, buckling her helmet on, as if she was a six-year-old, ‘than a good-looking girl freewheeling through traffic on a bike.’

After the second baby was born – another girl, about which Gavin expressed pleasure to Paula, but not rapture – Paula discovered that she had, quite without intending to, fallen into a role and a pattern. She could talk about ‘my boyfriend’ to other people, she could mentally decorate each week ahead with the little glowing candles of seeing Gavin, but she could not, somehow, convince herself that the composition of her life had anything much to do with her own volition. When Gavin was free, she obliged. When Gavin was not free, she waited.

‘It’s called collusion,’ Margie said. ‘It’s what you do when you think it’s the only way to get what you want.’ She glanced at Paula. ‘What do you want?’

‘More,’ Paula said.

Margie looked back at the stock lists in her hands.

‘More what?’

‘More Gavin.’

But somehow, there was no more Gavin. Or at least, there was no more Gavin available. Paula put blonde stripes in her hair and joined a tango class, but there was still no more Gavin and nothing that seemed to do instead of Gavin. She might be growing increasingly frustrated at his evasiveness about the future hardening into a refusal to talk about it at all, but she still could not bring herself to walk away, to step bravely out into a life without him for the simple reason that such a life seemed too bleak and pointless even to contemplate. Her teens melted into her twenties, her job into Margie’s job when Margie abruptly left both it and her English husband to go back to Glasgow, her flat into another flat and then another, and the feeling of being on the edge of a dance in which she could not join, that feeling she had tried to express standing under the apple tree with her father, returned like an old haunting.

Then Gavin told her, with the air of one who in no way should be held responsible, that his wife was pregnant again. Paula was woken, as if by a sharp slap. This physiotherapist wife had never represented an intractable problem for Paula. She had never seemed a threat, because of the way Gavin described their relationship. She was just there, someone who had to be accommodated until those two little girls were older. Just a little older. And now she was – again – pregnant. Paula, galvanized by something irresistible and ungovernable, bought a large jar of folic acid tablets and threw her contraception pills down the lavatory. Three months later, at twenty-two and three months, she was pregnant herself. Filled with a renewed conviction that life was only there to be lived to the full, and then some, as she had been under that apple tree, she announced her pregnancy, with a kind of glowing triumph, to her lover and to her father.

Both were completely dismayed. They were very different men in character, but their reaction to this unexpected baby was almost identical.

They both said:

‘How could you let this happen?’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Will you keep it?’

Only Gavin added, with a chill, angry misery, ‘Have you tricked me?’

Paula was stunned. And furious. She was the one who’d been tricked, she yelled at Gavin, she was the one who’d been led to believe she was crucial, vital. The One. Why should she take any more responsibility for contraception than he did? Who was the single one, after all, who was the one who was not committing adultery or whatever stupid phrase out of the Ark he’d just used? Why was this baby her problem anyway? Why was it any less his problem than his wife’s babies? How dare he, dare he, dare he ask her if she was going to keep it?

She did not yell at her father. He came up from Somerset and she looked at him across a café table in the Sainsbury Wing of the National Gallery – had he chosen that as a rendezvous because there were so many paintings around him of the Madonna and Child? – and decided to be as unhelpful as possible. He asked her about Gavin, and Gavin’s circumstances, and about her plans and her financial situation and every brief answer she gave seemed to drive him deeper into gloom. He pulled a notebook out of his jacket pocket and wrote some neat figures inside.

Then he said, ‘I can make you an allowance.’

She opened her mouth to say, ‘I don’t want one,’ and nothing happened.

‘I’m not reproaching you.’

You are, she wanted to say; you are, by just sitting there, by doing sums, by offering me money.

Her father looked up. He had disappointment stamped all over him.

‘Will he look after you?’

Paula nodded.

‘I’d like to,’ her father said, ‘all the same.’

‘I can’t pretend,’ Paula said in a hoarse whisper, ‘that I don’t need it.’

‘No.’

‘I want this baby.’

‘Yes.’

‘I want Gavin’s baby.’

‘Um.’

‘I love him.’

Her father looked at his cold coffee and pushed the cup aside.

‘I think,’ he said, ‘we’ll leave love out of this.’

‘I can’t.’

Her father shut his notebook.

‘I know,’ he said, sadly, resignedly, ‘I know. That’s why you want to keep it, I imagine.’

Paula was very well during her pregnancy. She gained the right amount of weight, every scan and test was satisfactory and she was congratulated a good deal on being pregnant at twenty-two rather than at forty-two. Emotionally, however, the pregnancy was another matter. Gavin, entirely out of his depth in a situation he had started without giving the smallest of thoughts as to how he might sustain it, let alone finish it, flung himself recklessly upon his wife’s mercies. She did not feel very merciful, and, while not melodramatically insisting that he cut Paula and her child out of his life for ever, declined, with some force, to discuss the matter further in any shape or form. Gavin went back to Paula, and lay on her bed with his head against her swelling belly, and waited for her to tell him what to do.

She had hoped he would look after her. She had imagined, once the first fireworks of shocked surprise were over, that he would revert to the tender, adoring older man who had buckled her cycling helmet on for her. To see him, instead, lying against her almost defeated by the turn his careless life had taken was, quite simply, frightening. She was not sure how she was going to take care of herself, and this baby, let alone Gavin too. Yet the thought of him getting off that bed and trailing out of the door and back to his wife and children filled her with something close to panic. A teacher at her old school, who was a
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