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Wednesday 16 May

Pemberton Place was a short street, only twenty-one houses, and it was closed at one end, giving it a kind of self-contained, almost island-like quality, which made it easy to stand out if you were new, or if you were different. And the Andersons were both, having moved there only nine weeks earlier, and being, along with their two children, pretty much the only residents of the street who weren’t past retirement age.

Max stood on the front step of number fourteen, waiting for someone to answer the door. He and his wife, Karolina, had received a handful of social invitations since moving in but this was the first that either of them had been able to accept. Wine and nibbles and a film projected on to the west-facing wall of Tabitha Gayle’s open-plan kitchen.

‘Max,’ she said censoriously, looking down at him from three steps up. ‘We’ve been waiting for you.’

Tabitha was five foot ten and wore her hair short. For much of her life she had been the head of voice at the British Academy of Music and Dramatic Art. Even now, some years into her seventies, her posture telegraphed its dynamic balance and everything she ever said was delivered, you sensed, to those right at the very back of the upper circle.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said. ‘The little one took ages to get down.’

‘Come in,’ she said, sweeping open the door. ‘We’ve saved you a place.’

Like all the other houses on the street, Tabitha’s was an early Victorian villa with a wide, high-ceilinged hallway, decorative tiles on the floor, picture rails and cornices.

‘We’re all through here,’ she said, leading him into the kitchen.

The lights had been turned off but there was enough light for Max to fully take in the chaos of the room. Tables had been pushed against walls. Plant pots had been placed upon surfaces. A cat’s scratching pole was balanced on a sideboard.

The dining chairs were lined up in rows. At the back of the room, a film projector sat on the top shelf of a pine dresser of the sort that Max was told, but struggled to believe, had once been fashionable in the 1980s.

There were a dozen or so chairs, all but one occupied by residents of the street. No one there was entirely new to him. His two children, aged five and three, and both possessed of an abundance of golden curls, had, upon moving in, become instant local celebrities, and he had talked to pretty much everyone present, even if only briefly, as they fussed over the kids in the street.

Tabitha stood at the front and addressed the room as Max sat down, near the back, on the last available chair.

‘For those of you who don’t know, tonight’s piece is a short film called Canvey. It stars a young woman called Natalie Clark, who was my favourite student in my last year at BAMDA. She was a rough little thing when she came to us. Clearly talented. Great energy.’ Here, she smiled knowingly, indulgently. ‘Too much piss and vinegar, though. Too much attitude. We taught her discipline. Explained to her that acting isn’t something you can just do. That it’s a skill that needs to be learned. A craft. Three years later she walked out an actor. And I’m very proud of her.’

The man sitting next to Max chuckled quietly to himself. Gordon Barraclough, who lived at number twelve. A semi-retired architect in a jacket, chinos and Chelsea boots. Max had talked to him a couple of times. He was a man who semaphored his appetites unapologetically. The smell of his cologne. The way he occupied space. All of it was somehow libidinal and openly acquisitive. Karolina called him ‘Red Flag’, but Max liked him; his laughter was infectious and puckish, and even when he was boasting he seemed to be alive to his own ridiculousness.

‘When Tabitha was in charge, the Academy was more brutal than the parachute regiment,’ he whispered to Max. ‘She used to break them like horses. Remake them from the ground up.’

Max grinned.

‘Where might I get one of those?’ he whispered back, pointing to Gordon’s glass of red wine.

Gordon reached over to the table to his left and grabbed Max a clean glass.

‘We always gather like this when one of hers gets a part,’ continued Gordon, using the music of the opening credits as cover. ‘Because it happens so rarely.’ He pulled a face. ‘Admissions policy was always militantly about talent over looks. The hill they liked to die upon. They were, as she has told us all, many, many times, “in the business of creating actors, not movie stars”. Admirable of course but fundamentally misguided.’

‘As all the talented fat kids discover upon graduation,’ said Max.

‘Exactly,’ said Gordon, chortling merrily while he poured Max a large glass of wine. ‘As the fat kids discover upon graduation.’

The credits finished and both Max and Gordon settled in and turned their attention to the film being projected onto the wall.

Canvey. Max had seen it before. It had done well on the festival circuit, won prizes at Berlin and Venice. He watched for a couple of minutes, enjoying the intimacy of the handheld camera, how it brought you right in, captured the claustrophobia of the island and the people who lived there.

Eventually, though, his attention drifted. First, to the couple in the row in front of him. Fiona and Douglas. They lived a few doors down and across the road. Academics, he thought. Or had been. Max had never seen them apart and there was something about the way they were together that made it difficult to imagine them separately. It wasn’t that they had morphed into a single entity, finishing each other’s sentences, inadvertently colour-coding their outfits. In fact, they remained markedly distinct; he soft and understated, she prickly and purposeful, quick to laugh. Nonetheless there was, Max felt, a kind of co-dependence to them, the presence of the other clarifying perfectly their individual roles, like an all-conquering tennis doubles partnership who move in perfect choreography, know their strengths, never go for the same ball.

Max had talked to them half a dozen times in the street and was always amused by the militant practicality of their clothes: high-performance waterproof jackets, complex Velcro-heavy sandals, technical hats with neck flaps that came out at even the merest hint of sun.

He felt his phone buzz in his pocket. It was a WhatsApp message from Karolina, who was at her desk, in their spare bedroom, working on a project that required her to keep US West Coast hours Monday to Friday. She had been told that the project would last for a month, but six weeks on there was no sign of it ending and so, once he got their two young children to bed, Max was, of a weekday evening, at a loose end. Or at least at a sort of loose end. The deal – which had never been concretely articulated, but had emerged organically, its parameters established by precedent rather than diktat – was that he could go out, but only locally, so that he would always be on hand in case one of the children woke up. They never did, but that wasn’t to say they never would, and in any case, neither Max nor Karolina were in any hurry to undermine an agreement that allowed both of them to experience a kind of gratifying magnanimity, that sense they had both conceded exactly the right amount; had been generous, but had also held the line.

Even though he was often exhausted by the time he had fed and bathed both children, read to them, and coaxed them to sleep, it felt wrong, given their circumstances, not to go out. Like it was an opportunity wasted. A chance at life. Out-there-in-the-world adult life. The sort that he had missed so fervently during his first four years of fatherhood.

And so out he went. To the local cinema. To the cafe round the corner where he would read and write. And now to a film club hosted by Tabitha Gayle, who was the closest thing he had to a local friend even though she was old enough to be his mother.


How are the Boomtown Rats?



Max replied with a rapid succession of WhatsApp messages, his phone angled so that in the dark no one could see what he was doing.


They are out in force

Lots of hearing aid static

House is hilarious

WAY too much furniture

Wine is awful. Obvs



He watched the icon in the top corner of the screen as it moved, indicating that Karolina was writing.


Ha!

Gutted not to be there.

Next meeting starts now

Love you

x



Max replied with a single kiss and put his phone back in his pocket.

The film was nearing its end. Natalie Clark was building up to her big moment, eyes red, snot trails wiped across her cheeks. Tabitha was right. Natalie was good. Totally lacking in vanity. Just the right side of showy. He smiled. A credit to her drama coaches.

He leaned down, picked up his glass from the floor and shifted his weight slightly in his chair so that he could see past the various heads to the front row, where Jonathan and Bryony Cox were sitting side-by-side, his arm resting along the back of her chair.

The Coxes lived in the house at the end of Pemberton Place, number twenty-one, which stood apart from the others on the street. It was detached and architecturally distinct, surrounded by a garden big enough to contain two substantial outbuildings. Max hadn’t really met either of them properly yet, and neither had Karolina, but the Coxes were self-evidently the royalty of the street and so they speculated hysterically about them, their relationship, the extent of their wealth.

Bryony had her hair up, as she always did. A kind of artfully sloppy bun held in place by a long tortoiseshell clip, loose strands falling over either ear. She was younger than the others. Max knew this because she was an artist, famous enough, at least in her world, for there to be biographies of her on the internet. She painted large canvases that sat, to his untrained eye, somewhere between the figurative and abstract. It was a body of work that had, according to one critic, ‘contributed in a small but not insignificant way to the history of English painting’.

From where he was sitting, Max could just see her profile. Her features were delicate, her face finely lined. In her nose there was a tiny silver stud – almost too small to see until it caught the light and sparkled briefly. There was something about her that put Max in mind of a spirited Shakespearean beauty.

Max looked again at Jonathan. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbow, exposing tanned forearms that tapered satisfyingly from elbow to wrist. They were the kind of forearms you could imagine covered with sea spray, winding a length of rope round the cleat of a boat. The kind Max might have had, he thought, had he been a wholly different person.

On-screen, the credits rolled. There was a lull and then Gordon let loose a bellow of approval. The applause that followed was loud and sustained. Max was the first to stand but quickly the others all followed and for a full minute the whole room stood clapping wildly. Tabitha stood at the front of the room, accepting the adulation as if the film had been hers alone.

Once the applause had finally subsided, Max was tasked with reordering the room. He folded garden chairs, put a rug back into place, carried a table from one side of the room to the other. At various points both Gordon and Douglas made noises about helping him, but neither of them actually did.

After about ten minutes, Max returned the scratching pole to what he guessed might be its rightful place and decided that he had done enough. By any metric there was still an overabundance of stuff pretty much everywhere you looked, but the room at least had a semblance of order.

Tabitha placed a hand on his arm.

‘Thank you,’ she said earnestly.

Max nodded humbly.

‘It is a great performance,’ he said. ‘You should be very proud.’

Tabitha squeezed his arm, smiled. There was something watery and maternal about the way she was looking at him.

‘I think we need to get you another drink,’ she said eventually.

‘That would be lovely,’ he said, as he let her lead him towards the table where she left him in front of a large serving dish of bite-size supermarket samosas and half a dozen open bottles of wine.

The guests were arranged around the room in clusters of two or three: some on stools at a breakfast bar, others sitting round a large dining table, a few standing in the kitchen. Max stood at the edge of conversations, made the odd joke, smiled appreciatively at anecdotes.

After a while, Gordon appeared at his shoulder. They were the two men who had come to the party without their partners, and it made them, Max realised with a slight sense of panic, a sort of double act.

‘Can I top you up?’

‘Always,’ said Max in a classic register of his, which was a kind of jocular ironic detachment. ‘You never need to ask. The answer is always yes.’

‘Good man,’ said Gordon, having chosen, clearly, to interpret this through the prism of his own bonhomie. ‘My position exactly.’

‘I mean, it doesn’t really do anything to fill the void,’ said Max in a voice that was flattened out, but with a hint of a smile, ‘but at least it’s something, right?’

Gordon looked at him appraisingly, momentarily confused at how seriously to take all this. Not very, he eventually decided.

‘So you’re in number fifteen,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Max, although it wasn’t, he noted, actually a question.

‘Funny old woman lived there. Mabel. She must have been knocking on a hundred when she died. Had been in the house since the fifties. She was bloody miserable most of the time but I liked having her here. There aren’t many of them left. The real old guard.’

Gordon popped an olive in his mouth.

‘I don’t even know if her sons are still alive. I know they were living in Australia. Whoever inherited it, they cashed out. Sold it to a developer. We were worried that they would stick it on Airbnb. Bloody relief when you moved in.’

Fiona overheard this and turned to them and said: ‘It really is so nice to have a new young family on the street. Your children are such beauties. The curls on that little boy.’

Max felt a ripple go round the room, like a shift in a shoal of fish. They stopped their conversations, turned themselves to him.

‘Having you here reminds us all of when we did it,’ added Tabitha. ‘My eldest was just a baby when we moved here.’

‘My god, Tabitha. Was that thirty-five years ago?’

‘Nearly. We bought the house in ’85.’

‘The pioneers of Pemberton Place,’ shouted Gordon merrily, ‘civilising the north London Badlands.’

‘Oh, nonsense, Gordon, we weren’t civilising anything.’

‘Don’t listen to her, Max. My mother wouldn’t visit us for the first five years we lived here.’

Douglas, who had been talking separately to Jonathan, leaned in to the conversation and, with his eyes widened for comic effect, said:

‘When we applied for our mortgage the first bank we talked to said they didn’t do loans on houses north of Sedgemoor Road.’

Gordon laughed fulsomely at this, one hand on his chest.

‘I remember a lovely spring morning sometime in the mid eighties,’ said Gordon, still chortling, ‘when I had to come to Douglas’s rescue after he almost cut off one of his own fingers trying to get rid of the cast-iron security grille on his front door.’

‘The previous owner had put it on,’ said Douglas to Max. ‘In those days it wasn’t an entirely irrational thing to have but it did make you feel a little like you were a battery hen.’

‘Old Johnny-come-lately wasn’t here then, back when we had cages on the doors,’ said Gordon with a smirk on his face. ‘He didn’t move onto the street until the nineties.’

‘1989,’ said Jonathan.

Gordon waved his hand.

‘The West was won by then.’

Jonathan turned to look at Max.

‘It really wasn’t,’ he said dryly.

There was a lull in the conversation and as quickly as the attention had turned to them, it turned away again. Tabitha and Fiona were discussing some upcoming social occasion. Douglas was talking to Gordon, the two of them laughing over an old joke.

‘We haven’t met yet,’ he said to Jonathan. ‘I’m Max.’

‘Jonathan Cox,’ he said. His handshake was strong: sandpapery and slow-moving. Like an old but very impressive ship. Max felt momentarily unsure whether to try to match it or acquiesce, uncertain which was more manly, more noble. In the end he did a bit of both, intensifying his grip once the moment had passed, which extended the handshake a beat too long and made it oddly, embarrassingly, intimate.

‘Welcome to the Pemberton Place film festival,’ said Jonathan with an arched eyebrow.

‘I’ve been to Cannes a couple of times,’ said Max, recovering his composure. ‘Not actually all that different to this.’

Jonathan smiled.

‘Me too. Similar levels of ego.’

His hair was grey, but thick, and just long enough to have a sort of sweep to it. Max noticed the white buttons on his blue linen shirt. There was a kind of implacable solidity to him. The way he fully occupied all three dimensions, possessed the sort of depth that Max had always felt he lacked.

‘What did you think?’ he said. ‘Of the film?’

‘I thought it was good, actually,’ said Jonathan. ‘Nicely shot. Not exactly original though. Bit of a Truffaut wannabe.’

Max raised his gaze, his attention caught.

‘The bit where she steals the milk isn’t even really an homage,’ he said incredulously. ‘It’s basically a shot for shot recreation.’

‘Precisely,’ said Jonathan. ‘It’s a total rip-off.’

‘Normally, I’m on board with whatever borrowings a director wants to make. But that,’ said Max, pointing at the wall onto which the film had been projected, ‘that was just too on the nose. You can’t just copy something like that. You’ve got to do something with it.’

Jonathan smiled.

‘400 Blows,’ he said. ‘That’s an old film for you to like.’

Max shrugged.

‘I mean, it’s an old film for you to like, isn’t it? Came out in 1959. You must have just have been a kid.’

‘It didn’t come out in ’59. It was later than that. I remember going to see it.’

‘I’m pretty sure it was ’59.’

‘Truffaut is sixties and seventies.’

‘Yeah, but it was his first film so . . .’

Jonathan looked at him sceptically and then pulled out his phone and googled it. The look on his face was one of genuine surprise. At being wrong, Max felt. But also at having been challenged in the first place.

‘Good for you,’ he said eventually. ‘I stand corrected. 1959. I was nine years old. So I suppose I didn’t see it on its first run.’

‘I prefer Shoot the Piano Player anyway,’ said Max.

Jonathan smiled at this, then he paused for a second, as he took Max’s measure, his eyes ever so slightly narrowed. But the grin that followed was warm and indulgent. Max felt the heady feeling that he prized above all others: that of the clever boy who has said the right thing.

‘I did some work in film distribution when I was young,’ said Jonathan. ‘Seventies. Early eighties. Never any Truffaut. But I was involved in the financing of some interesting deals.’

‘Really?’

‘Quite of lot of Fassbinder. Some Bertoluccis.’

‘Really?’

‘It was different then. There was an audience. Not that anyone made any actual money from it.’ He stroked his face idly, looked past Max for a second or two. ‘But that wasn’t why we did it.’

‘You distributed Fassbinder,’ said Max, slightly awestruck. ‘Did you ever meet him?’

‘Not really. We were at the same parties. Shook hands. But we never really spent any time together. Bertolucci however . . .’

But that was as far as Jonathan got before there was a loud yelp and someone shouted.

‘HENRIK!’

A grey and black tabby was on the table, nose-deep in a bowl of shockingly pink taramasalata.

‘It’s not Henrik, it’s Oscar,’ said Bryony as they all crowded towards the table. ‘The little rogue.’

‘It’s Samuel,’ said Jonathan. ‘You can tell by the markings on his back.’

‘It’s Bertolt,’ said Tabitha, picking the cat up off the table with one hand and throwing it onto the floor. ‘He’s a greedy little bugger.’

‘Bertolt,’ said Max, now tipsy enough to be openly rolling his eyes.

Gordon clocked this.

‘You can laugh,’ he said, ‘but our Bertolt’s no Marxist. Never known an animal so committed to personal accumulation.’

Max laughed at this and that was all they needed. He got the full show. The irony of the Gayle family cats. It was an ensemble piece. Everyone contributed. Anecdotes. Jokes. Long, lavishly detailed stories. Photographic evidence was produced, videos called up on phones. Henrik being frivolous. Samuel gregarious. Oscar ascetic. Bertolt a glutton.

Max got the distinct sense that a fair amount of creative interpretation had been necessary for all four cats to display such obviously antithetical attributes to their namesakes. But he understood the significance of it to the group, the delight they took in the telling and retelling of the tale, and so he submitted graciously, laughing at all the right moments, even contributing a terrible but well-received joke about a litter tray and Krapp’s Last Tape.

By this point most of the guests had left and those still there had retired to the living room. Tabitha and Douglas were in armchairs, Fiona and Gordon on one sofa, the Coxes on the other. Max had tried perching on the arm of one of the sofas but it made him awkwardly taller than everyone else and so he had settled on the floor, sitting on a cushion with his back against the wall.

‘Gordon,’ said Bryony. ‘I had completely forgotten to ask. It was this weekend, wasn’t it? How was the wedding?’

‘Oh god,’ he said. ‘It was a nightmare. They didn’t have rings. They both had tattoos done on their ring fingers, which they had covered up with, you know, make-up. Theatrical make-up. That kind of thing. And then when it came to the moment they dunked their hands in this font or whatever it was. The kind of thing you baptise a baby in. And off came the make-up.’

‘The church let them do that?’ said Fiona, looking appalled.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, it wasn’t in a church. It was in a field. You should have seen it, Fiona. The groom’s got a great big beard. He was wearing a straw hat and a bow-tie. He looked like one of the guys from Three Men in a Boat if he’d gone to seed and was sleeping rough.’

‘Gordon’s niece got married at the weekend,’ explained Tabitha to Max. ‘His sister’s daughter.’

‘She had all these bloody flowers in her hair and the bridesmaids were wearing tunics. The first dance was round a bloody maypole. They danced just the two of them for a bit and then their friends all joined in and wrapped them up in the ribbons. It was supposed to symbolise the binding of their relationship or something like that.’

Here, Gordon looked despairingly into the middle distance.

‘It was like a greeting-card version of the Wicker Man.’

There was laughter, glasses were refilled.

‘Well, I think it sounds charming,’ said Bryony.

‘Apparently, they spent six months planning it,’ said Gordon, with a dismissive wave of the hand. ‘God knows what it cost.’

‘We got married in a pub,’ said Fiona. ‘Registry office and then a room above a pub. Thirty guests. The whole thing cost £12 and it was over by eight o’clock. It wasn’t a form of self-expression. We did it to have sex.’

Bryony clapped her hands in delight.

‘We did,’ said Douglas with a chuckle. ‘Fiona’s father was not a man who welcomed the prospect of his daughter living in sin.’

‘My wedding was absolutely ghastly,’ said Gordon. ‘Andrea’s mother organised the whole thing and invited all her friends. My brother, my best man and I were the only vaguely modern people there. Everyone else there was bloody Edwardian.’

‘And Andrea. She was young, too,’ said Bryony.

‘Yes, of course. And Andrea. She was young then. At least calendrically.’

‘Gordon,’ said Fiona, slapping him on the arm. ‘Enough of that.’

‘And then Julia’s wedding was the total opposite,’ said Gordon, warming to his theme. ‘We had to pay for the whole bloody thing and weren’t allowed a sniff at the guest list. Barely got an invite ourselves.’

‘I’m assuming Julia is your daughter?’ said Max to Gordon.

‘She is,’ said Bryony, answering for him. ‘And she’s very nice. The poor thing. Imagine how nervous she must have been about the father of the bride speech, having this insensitive lump as her dad.’

‘My speech was a model of bloody restraint, I can tell you,’ said Gordon. ‘Anyway, thank god they didn’t get tattoo rings. The dickhead left her after eighteen months.’

And on it went. This great show of their lives. Max sat on the floor, a glass of wine to his left, a bowl of crisps to his right, drinking it in.

It was nearly midnight when he felt his phone buzz in his pocket.


I’m going to bed x



Max slipped into the toilet to call her.

She answered on the second ring. Her voice was slow and sleepy, which always made her sound even more Swedish.

‘You sound like you’ve had fun,’ she said.

‘It has been a very informative fact-finding mission.’

‘But fun, no?’

‘Yeah, it has been fun.’

‘So, are you in the gang now?’

‘I’m not sure about that. The only question anyone asked me was if I wanted my drink topped up.’

‘But they were nice, no?’

‘Oh, yeah. Totally. They’re vain and entitled and utterly lacking in self-awareness. But they’re kind of wonderful with it. I mean, they’re boomers. What were we expecting?’
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