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Prologue


Apparently (at least, so she told me) it all happened because her best friend Keisha had to stay behind after school for hockey practice. Usually she hated going home on her own because it was lonely. But that day she didn’t even notice Keisha wasn’t there because of Brendan Casey. Her obsession with him had developed to the point where she’d begun to semi-stalk him, watching him at lunchtime in the canteen, or positioning herself next to the classroom windows during English with Mr Kelly on Tuesday afternoons when Brendan’s year had games because it was possible – if she squinted really hard – to just about make out his silhouette on the football pitch.


That day she’d determined that she was going to speak to him for the first time. Having thought about it a great deal she decided that the best way to do this was to be in his general proximity, smile at him a great deal and hope beyond hope that a conversation would spontaneously evolve out of nothing like some sort of conversational ‘Big Bang’ theory. The moment the end-of-school bell rang she’d raced out to the school’s main entrance and waited.


She followed Brendan and his friends to the gates without being detected – which was more difficult than she’d anticipated. Brendan and his friends didn’t walk anywhere fast, and each time they stopped she had to bend down and fiddle with her laces, or rummage in her bag, or sometimes she simply stood still and gazed into the mid-distance as if she were looking for inspiration. Eventually, her persistence paid off: the boys made it out of the gates and up the path to the bus stop. She positioned herself directly behind Brendan, a place that up until this moment she could only have ever imagined in her wildest dreams. Brendan, however, didn’t pay her the slightest bit of attention no matter how much she smiled in his direction.


As the number 23A arrived and the double-decker opened its doors, the orderly queue disintegrated into a free-for-all and she was pushed to the back. By the time she got on Brendan and his friends had disappeared upstairs. She followed them but by the time she got there the top deck was full. She sighed, and made her way back downstairs.


Ten minutes later when the bus reached her stop she was so angry as she got off that she wanted to scream. She didn’t, of course. As she stormed down the road she decided she wasn’t even going to look back for a last glance at Brendan. Her resolve however melted as she imagined his face pressed up against the window, his eyes searching for her. She turned, but couldn’t see him – and she hated herself for seeing hope where there was none. She hated herself for being so obviously devoid of self-respect.


It started to rain and she decided she was going to change – that she was going to take control of her life – and the first thing that she was going to do was change her mood by treating herself to something nice. She checked her Hello Kitty purse to see how much she had left – £2.70. Unsure exactly how she was going to treat herself, she wandered into the newsagent at the top of her road and found herself drawn towards the magazine racks. This was what she wanted.


She wanted a magazine that understood her feelings.


A magazine that understood her better than she understood herself.


A magazine that could simply make her feel better about being her.


She scanned the titles aimed at her age group: Smash Hits, Mizz, 19, TV Hits, Top of the Pops, Teen Scene, J17, Bliss, Sugar and Looks and she immediately felt better. It was as if they were friends all desperately vying for her attention. She knew she had to choose carefully. She couldn’t afford to be disappointed. All of the covers looked the same: beautiful young girls or pop stars with flawless skin and perfectly proportioned features smiling serenely. As for the content, she could barely tell them apart: fashion, makeup, pop interviews, features about boys, features about friends.


After a few moments she made her choice. Teen Scene: ‘the magazine for girls with go’. It was 10p cheaper than the others; she liked the purple eye-shadow the cover girl was wearing and hoped that they might say which brand it was inside; it had cover-mounted stick-on tattoos which although she considered a little bit babyish she thought might be a laugh; and it had the best advice column, ‘Ask Adam’. Her friends laughed at the girls who wrote in to advice columns, but she knew that when it came to boys, she was as clueless as the girls in the letters. She loved problem pages: they made her feel she wasn’t alone in the world. That she wasn’t weird. That all the thoughts and fears that roamed around inside her head could be solved by ‘Dear Pam’, ‘Ask Adam’, ‘Getting Personal with Dr Mallory’, ‘Boy Talk with Stephen’, and ‘Crisis Confidential with Dear Anne’. The list was endless. But ‘Ask Adam’ was the best.


She picked up the magazine and went to pay for it. The man behind the counter scanned the barcode, the till beeped, she gave him the exact money and left.





Chaos theory states that something as simple as a butterfly flapping its wings millions of years ago could have changed world events. Well, if that’s so then for me, Dave Harding, a happily married music journalist, that was the moment at which a butterfly soared into the air and chaos theory became chaos practice.




PART ONE


(July–August 2000)















There they sat, those two happy ones, grown-up and yet children – children in heart, while all around them glowed bright summer – warm glorious summer.





Hans Christian Andersen, The Snow Queen









right



It’s just coming up to midday and I’m at work when the phone rings.


‘Dave Harding,’ I say into the receiver. ‘Louder magazine.’


‘It’s me.’


My wife Izzy’s at the other end of the line, calling from her office.


‘Hey, you. How’s your day?’


‘Fine. What are you doing right now?’


‘Nothing that couldn’t do with an interruption.’


‘Oh.’


‘What’s up?’


Silence.


‘Are you okay?’


Silence.


‘What’s wrong?’


The silence ends. ‘I think I might be pregnant,’ she says, and bursts into tears.














tick



‘You’re pregnant?’ I repeat.


‘I think so.’


‘You think so?’


‘I haven’t done the test . . . I wanted you to be there. But I’m late. Very late. In fact, late enough for it to be a foregone conclusion.’


Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I was kind of hoping it wouldn’t be true,’ she says quietly.


‘I love you,’ I say.


‘This is so terrible,’ she says.


‘I love you,’ I say.


‘This is the end of everything,’ she says.


‘I love you,’ I say.


‘But what are we going to do?’ she says.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘But I love you.’














hello



Some people conceive their firstborn on a sun-kissed beach in the Caribbean, others on a stormy night in the Lake District, or in their own bedroom, by candlelight with a Barry White CD playing in the background. What do Izzy and I get? A slightly grumpy midnight coupling on a rainy north London Tuesday last June. Izzy and I try to work out when it might have happened and we can’t help but laugh when we do – Izzy had spent part of that day editing an article on the decline of sexual activity among thirty something couples and had initiated our encounter as a token protest.


Like her, I make my living from writing for magazines and I know well enough that you should never believe anything you read in a magazine because it’s all written by people like us – jobbing journalists who, at the end of the day, are as clueless and lacking direction as the rest of the world, the only difference being that we’d never admit it. Still, none of this changes the fact that we are pregnant and we hadn’t planned to be so.


Am I annoyed with the magazine?


No.


Am I annoyed with Izzy?


No.


Am I even angry with myself?


No.


I am – to use a cliché – over the moon.


Ecstatic.


Overjoyed.


This is the best thing that has ever happened to me.














mistake



Izzy is crying on the phone because she doesn’t want to have kids . . . yet. It’s not as if Izzy doesn’t like kids – we know loads of people who have them and she’s forever cooing over them, making trips with their mothers to baby-Gap and pinning photographs of them on the cork board in the kitchen. The thing is, she wants them later rather than sooner.


‘Maybe in a couple of years,’ she’d said, at twenty-eight, when the first people we knew became pregnant.


‘I just don’t feel ready,’ she’d said, at twenty-nine, when a whole herd of workmates, friends, cousins and neighbours produced infants.


‘I’m not even sure I want them,’ she’d said, at thirty, when she heard that her childhood best friend was expecting her fourth child.


To be fair to Izzy, her anti-baby stance is both publicly and privately supported by me. ‘We’re not a very child-friendly household,’ I’d say, whenever the subject came up among friends. ‘Me with a kid? You must be joking.’ And then Izzy and I would laugh and joke about how bad we’d be at child-rearing. We even have a little routine to go with it:






Her: We can’t have kids. We’d make terrible parents.



Me: We’d end up feeding the baby Budweiser instead of milk.



Her: Or leaving it on buses.



Me: Or in supermarkets.



Her: They’d be the unluckiest kids in the world with our gene pool to cope with.



Me: They’d inherit your huge ears.



Her: And your weird monkey toes.



Me: Imagine that – a big-eared, monkey-toed child clutching its bottle of milk without using its hands.



Her: And don’t forget we’re both short-sighted! So that’s a short-sighted, big-eared, monkey-toed child.



Me: And you were asthmatic as a child and I’m allergic to just about everything: pollen, penicillin, shellfish . . .



Her: (Takes deep breath) An asthmatic, allergic to just about everything including pollen, penicillin, shellfish, short-sighted, big-eared, monkey-toed child. Incredible!



Me: It wouldn’t bode well for a kid at all. (Pause.) So it’s just you and me, then?



Her: Yeah, it’s just you and me.





Even when the peer pressure was turned up to the max and all the babied-up couples kept pressuring us with their ‘Oh, you must have a baby, it’s so fulfilling,’ mantra, I continued to back Izzy because I loved her. And she loved me. And I wanted her to be happy, whatever we chose to do in life.


But the truth was, I’d wanted kids from the word go. I didn’t want to wait. If I could’ve had them the moment I met Izzy and kept on having them until we were old and grey I couldn’t have been happier. But I kept it in. I didn’t want to pressurise her. One day, I told myself, she’d change her mind and until then I’d have to be patient. So I was patient while we did the couple thing: installed kitchens, ripped out walls, holidayed in exotic locales far off the beaten track. We were poster children for the twin-income no-kids generation. We had it all and we had it now. But I would’ve swapped the lot for a pile of stinking nappies and the child that had filled them.














babies



‘Which one shall we get?’ I ask.


It’s now a quarter to seven and Izzy and I are standing in the large Boots store on Oxford Street staring at a long row of pregnancy-testing kits – about which I know nothing. This is all new to me and I hadn’t even been sure where they’d be located in the store. In Feminine Hygiene? Next to Haircare? Between Shapers sandwiches and refrigerated soft drinks? It turns out that they’re in the same aisle as contraception, which I find amusing, on a shelf called, ironically, ‘Family Planning’.


‘We did a consumer test feature on them a few months ago,’ says Izzy as we carefully study the row of tests. ‘This one,’ she points to a dark blue box, ‘and this one,’ a pastel green box at the opposite end of the row, ‘came out on top.’


I pick one up and look at the price. I’m horrified. ‘Is this a mistake?’


She peers at it. ‘No, babe. That’s how much they cost.’


‘Because?’


‘Because that’s how much they cost.’


‘Everywhere?’


‘Everywhere.’


‘You could buy a half-decent CD for the price of one of these,’ I say, frowning.


‘And you probably would,’ says Izzy, smiling. She has a wonderful smile, my wife. The kind that makes you glad to be alive. ‘Which CD would you get?’ she asks.


‘Tindersticks, Simple Pleasures. Cracking album.’


‘But haven’t you already got it?’


‘Yeah,’ I reply. ‘But it’s so good I’d like to own it twice.’














home



On the journey home to our flat, 24b Cresswell Gardens, Muswell Hill, we talk about everything and nothing: how things have gone at work, what to eat when we get in, what to do at the weekend, real couple stuff. However, as soon as we reach the flat – the second-floor of a three-storey Edwardian conversion – we stop kidding ourselves that this isn’t the biggest thing to happen in our relationship since the day we met.


Suddenly we’re on a mission and only one thing counts. Even though our cat, a three-year-old egocentric grey Persian called Arthur, is mewing like a maniac and writhing on the floor for attention, we ignore him and head to the bathroom. I watch as she opens the kit and brandishes the test stick in my direction. I’m mesmerised. It’s hard to believe that this piece of plastic can determine what kind of rest of my entire life I’m going to have.


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘This is it.’


She looks at me and I look back at her. After a few moments of quiet, while we collect our thoughts, I give her the nod. ‘Go for it,’ I say.


She doesn’t move.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘I can’t pee with you in the room. You’ll have to wait outside.’


‘Why not?’ I’m not joking either. I think it’s a ridiculous thing to say. ‘Why do I have to miss out on all the good bits?’


‘You’re not going to miss out on anything,’ she snaps.


I leave the room and she closes the door behind me. I stand directly outside, place my ear to the door and strain to make out the sound of my wife peeing on to the plastic stick. The cat joins me. He doesn’t listen at the door, though: he weaves in and out of my legs purring loudly. I kneel down and scratch the back of his neck and he looks up at me, with his huge grey eyes. We have a Moment, my cat and I, but he doesn’t know I’m not really there with him – I’m in the bathroom with Izzy.


‘Are you done yet?’ I call.


‘Will you give me one bloody second, Dave?’ yells Izzy. ‘I’ve only just got going.’


There’s a long silence, then the sound of intermittent peeing, the loo roll rattling, then a flush, and Izzy emerges with the test. ‘Only a man could have invented that,’ she says. ‘Only a man would think it was a great idea to pee on something that requires the target skills of a sharpshooter.’


I laugh – that was a very Izzy thing for her to say. She spends all day helping to create a magazine that speaks directly to hundreds of thousands of women and one of the easiest ways to create a united sisterhood is to have a common enemy in ‘useless men’ in a ‘Can’t live with them, can’t live without them’ way. The truth is, though, that Izzy doesn’t believe in sexual stereotypes. She believes in people.


‘How long do we have to wait?’ I ask.


She looks at the back of the box to check, even though she knows that I know that she knows. ‘Three minutes.’


‘Well, it’s been at least thirty seconds since you flushed the loo and started talking to me so it’s two and a half minutes to go.’ Before Izzy can object I take the stick from her, put it carefully on the floor, grab her hand, drag her into our bedroom and close the door behind us. Here we stand, with our arms wrapped around each other and our eyes stuck to our watches for precisely two and a half minutes. Then Izzy makes a break for the door. Although I’m not far behind her she gets to the test before me and by the time I catch up with her it’s in her hand.


The tension is so excruciating that I can barely speak. ‘What does it say?’


‘I’m pregnant,’ she says quietly. Tears are already rolling down her face. ‘You’re going to be a dad.’


I put my arms round her and hold her close. ‘Don’t cry. Everything’s going to be all right.’


‘I’m not crying because I’m sad,’ she says. ‘I’m crying because right now I feel like this is the best news I’ve ever had.’














readers



It’s the following day and I’m at my place of work – the fourteenth floor of the Hanson building in Holborn, which is home to BDP Publishing, the small magazine empire that produces seventeen magazine titles covering pretty much everything people like reading about:





Interiors: Your Kitchen, Bathroom and Bedroom and Metrohome



Women’s fashion and lifestyle: Femme, It Girl and Fashionista



Babies: Your Baby and You and Mothers Now



Computing: Computer Gaming Now, Download and Internet Express



Sport: Football Focus and Tee Off



Cooking: Now Eat That and Food Review



Music: Louder






I work at Louder, ‘the magazine for people who live music’. Louder’s tag line always makes me laugh because it’s just so accurate. Our readers don’t love music they live it – eat it, breathe it. Just as I do. Or, perhaps, that should be ‘did’. Though I love my job I’m also well aware that music journalism, like its more glamorous counterpart ‘being a rock star’, is by its very nature a young person’s occupation. Of course, plenty of musicians churn out albums well into their thirties, forties and even fifties, but I have no desire to become the journalistic equivalent of any of them. Like my musical heroes, Buckley, Hendrix, Cobain, Curtis, Shakur, something appeals to me about the idea – metaphorically speaking – of dying young and leaving a good-looking back catalogue. As it is, I’m not only past the thirty mark but have reached the stage where I’m beginning not to ‘get’ a few of the new musical hybrids that the constantly evolving beast that is rock ‘n’ roll churns out. I hide my ignorance behind outrage at the bastardisation of music’s purest forms, but the truth is, with a lot of music, I feel I’ve heard it all before. And I hate myself for feeling that.


For instance, one particular record that’s been in the charts recently samples the theme tune to a well-known TV drama. Every time I hear it I want to smash my car radio. I’ve never felt like this before and it’s unnerved me so much that I daren’t tell anyone else at Louder – even though I can see that some of the other writers feel it too. Maybe that was why, over recent months, Louder’s circulation figures had been falling. Maybe none of us has realised how out of touch we are with our target audience –fifteen to twenty-six-year-old males with ridiculously large record collections who regularly go to see live music.


Maybe the music that makes me want to smash my car radio is intended to have that effect on me, a thirtysomething music journalist. Maybe as far as ‘The Kids’ are concerned I am the enemy – I’m no longer the rebel without a cause: I’m a rebel with a mortgage, a pension plan and a very large record collection. If I’d been fifteen years old I’d probably love the record that nowadays makes me want to smash my car radio. I wouldn’t care that I’d heard it all before because I would feel it was talking to me about my life. This was one reason why music used to be so all-important to me. I can still remember how it used to mean everything – when it was in my head, in my heart and in my soul. But now I realise there’s more to life than music.


When I’d been at school sitting in an empty classroom during my lunch-break proudly reading my copy of NME I’d never have believed that one day I would be a part of the glamorous world of rock ’n’ roll. And yet here I am, sitting at a desk in front of piles of cardboard CD mailers with my name on them. Record company PRs take me to lunch to court my favour, I get to go on tour with bands and I’ve travelled all over the world all expenses paid to interview artists. It’s a fantastic job. I often wonder what I’d have done if it hadn’t happened. Plan B (which, of course, had once been plan A) had been to form a band but as I couldn’t sing and my dexterity with the bass guitar was limited to the ‘good bit’ in Clapton’s ‘Sunshine of Your Love’, I’d excluded myself from rock ’n’ roll super-stardom. Plan C (which had once been plan A) had been to start my own record label, but as I had about as much business acumen as a five-year-old in a toy shop I knew, deep down, that this, too, would be doomed to failure. Music journalism (plan D) had risen to the top of the charts because it was the only one that I felt I might achieve.


The Louder office is not what you would call a normal working environment. In a staff of nineteen there are eighteen men – committed music snobs, the lot of them – who act like they hate each other, and one woman, the ever chirpy Chrissy, who is the magazine’s editorial assistant. Few pleasantries are exchanged in the Louder office and little conversation is to be had unless it’s directly related to music, work or abusing our rivals and the bands they’re championing.


To a degree, working at Louder is a lot like joining the SAS: we don’t take on just anyone and all members of staff have to be able to kill with their bare hands if the need arises. It is a cruel but comfortingly masculine environment to live in – like a prison, but without the razor blades in the soap. Women hate it. The first time Izzy left the Femme office on the eleventh floor to visit me she told me Louder looked like a cold, merciless and miserable place to work.


‘You’re right,’ I replied. ‘But you said that as if it was a bad thing.’














tock



It’s hard for me to be at work today. I want to tell the entire office I’m going to be a dad. Because that’s what you’re supposed to do when this happens. You get to be proud. I created life, you want to say. There will be one more human being in the world because of me! But I don’t, of course, mainly because the office probably wouldn’t care. Instead I sit down at my desk, stare into space and the daydreams kick in: my kid’s first Christmas, my kid’s first birthday party, playing football in the park when my kid’s a bit older. I do it all. And I do it now. On a whim I even type my foetus a letter:





11 July 2000


Dear Foetus,



Let me introduce myself: I’m Dave Harding and I’m your dad. So hello there. I’m a music journalist by trade – I work as reviews editor on Louder. No doubt when you’re a bit older (a couple of weeks maybe) I’ll play a couple of my favourite albums to you (they’re constantly changing but I can pretty much guarantee that there’ll be stuff from the Rolling Stones, Mos Def, Public Enemy, Radiohead, Mazzy Star and Aretha Franklin).



I know it’s quite dark where you are and that you’re probably under water but you can hear in there, can’t you? I’m pretty sure you can. By the way, the woman who is carrying you around at the minute is your mum, Izzy. We have been married for three years (we celebrated our anniversary a few weeks ago) and together for three years before that. We’re very happy.


Anyway, I looked up some stuff about reproduction on the Internet (I’ll explain that to you when you get out) this morning and once I managed to get through a plethora of bizarre triple xxx porn sites I found a web page that had information about your people (i.e. really, really small people). Apparently, right now you’re 1mm long – which if you’re not familiar with the metric system is not very big at all. Is an ant 1mm long? I don’t know but at a guess you’re probably a bit smaller than an ant.



Right, what else should I tell you? Your mum is deputy editor on a glossy women’s magazine called Femme and she works very hard. She’s thirty (I’m thirty-two) and she’s a very smart, and very sexy woman (although the less said about her being sexy the better as I don’t really want to contribute to any burgeoning Oedipal complex you might be working on in there if you’re a boy).




As you probably haven’t got a mirror with you, I’m guessing that you have no idea what you look like. Well, to help you along, here’s what we look like and I suppose you’ll be somewhere in the middle. Your mum is five foot nine, and a little over ten stone. She has jet black hair, hazel eyes, a smallish nose and slightly chipmunky cheeks. I know you’re not familiar with any cultural references but she’s best described as a cross between Minnie Driver in Circle of Friends and Julianna Margulies before she left ER. As for me, I’m six foot two and a well-proportioned fourteen stone. I have short, black hair, dark brown eyes, a wide nose and, I like to think, a well-defined chin.




Izzy’s mum was born in South Wales, and her dad (who died a couple of years ago) was born in Poland; my mum and dad are from Trinidad. Izzy and I were both born in England, which means that you’ll be of (cue drum roll) Anglo-Welsh-Polish-Trinidadian heritage and will probably have café-au-lait skin.



If it hadn’t have been for my constant petitioning of your mum to change her name when we’d got married you’d have ended up with a double-barrelled surname: Small Foetus Lewandowski-Harding or Small Foetus Harding-Lewandowski, which I think you’ll agree is a bit of a mouthful.


Anyway, this is just a short letter of introduction to say . . . welcome to the family.


Take it easy in there.


All the best


Dave Harding (your very proud dad)














on



Izzy calls me from work to tell me the good news. She’s just been to see a doctor at our local surgery, who has confirmed that she is pregnant. Using the last day of her period as day zero the doctor tells her that she has in fact been pregnant for approximately six weeks. Something clicks inside me at this news. I feel like a man possessed. I can think of nothing except that I’m going to be a father. It dominates my thoughts, my life and Izzy’s and my conversation over the following week.


Monday morning at work


‘Hello, Femme magazine, Izzy Harding speaking.’


‘Hey, you, it’s me,’ I reply.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘What do you mean, what’s wrong? Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted a chat.’


‘It’s just that it’s only ten past ten,’ says Izzy. ‘You never call me at ten past ten. In fact, there have been times that I’ve wanted you to call me at ten past ten and you’ve said, no, it’s too early.’


‘That was the old me. The new me can call you at work any time.’


‘So?’ says Izzy, expectantly.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘Okay.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I don’t feel any different. Do you feel any different?’


I laugh. ‘I’m not the one who’s . . .’ I look round the Louder office and decide against saying the word, preferring to let Izzy fill in the blanks. ‘Am I?’


‘What are we like?’ says Izzy. ‘It’s such early days and already we’re obsessed. We’ll drive each other insane by the time the . . . arrives. We should make some sort of pact to stop talking about it for a while.’


‘Okay, but before we start let me ask you this one thing.’


‘Okay, what?’


‘Names.’


‘Names?’


‘Just wondered. What are your current faves?’


‘Please tell me you’re joking?’


‘Can’t.’


She laughs.


‘I’m thinking Levi for a you-know,’ I continue, ‘and Lois for a you-know . . .’


A roar of laughter fills my eardrum. ‘Let me guess,’ says Izzy, still laughing, ‘Levi because of the Temptations’ Levi Stubbs and Lois because of . . . Superman’s girlfriend?’


‘You’re absolutely wrong.’ I say, even though she’s scored two out of two. ‘They’re just names I like.’


‘Yeah, right,’ she says. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway.’ She lowers her voice even more. ‘You’ve got no chance of lumbering anything that comes out of my loins with the name Levi, I guarantee you that.’


‘So what about you, then?’ I ask, not bothering to pretend that Izzy hasn’t been thinking about the same thing.


‘Hang on a sec . . .’ she says. I can hear someone asking her what time the chromalins are due from the printer’s. ‘Okay, I’m back,’ she says. ‘Do you know what?’


‘What?’


‘I like it that you know I’m as demented as you,’ she says, and there’s real joy in her voice. ‘Yeah, I have some . . . yeah, I know we’re getting a little too excited but . . . well . . . you think, don’t you? Whether you like it or not.’


‘Agreed. But you can stop stalling – it isn’t going to help your case in the least.’


‘Okay,’ says Izzy. ‘Well, I dismissed all the usual suspects that have been floating around my head since I was about ten – you know, Molly, Polly, Chloë, Poppy, Lucy, the kind of names I secretly wished I’d been called because I’d read too many books about posh girls at boarding-school. Then I did that thing where you dismiss any name that might help the school bully so out went Gregory Pegory,’ she paused to laugh again, ‘Rossy Bossy and Jasmine Frasmine. Then I realised that was a silly reason not to choose a name so now I’ve sort of settled on Maxwell and Jasmine, but I’m open to persuasion.’


‘Maxwell and Jasmine are good names,’ I tell her. ‘But so are Levi and Lois. Three names are going to have to go in the bin, unless . . .’


‘Unless what?’


‘Well, it could be quadruplets, couldn’t it?’


Thursday evening in the kitchen


‘Dave, are you sure about not talking about this thing that we said we wouldn’t talk about?’


It’s five past eight and we are in the kitchen. One of the work surfaces is covered with last Saturday’s Guardian and there is soil everywhere because Izzy is planting a mixture of gerberas, hyacinths and pansies she’s just bought from B&Q in a window box. A large bag of compost sits in the sink and she has her hands inside it.


‘Yeah,’ I reply, ‘I don’t think it’s good for us. I think we’re obsessing.’


‘So we can’t say anything about this thing that we’re not talking about or the whole pact will be rendered null and void and pointless?’


‘What? Do you mean, what if you were to ask me something like . . . “Had any interesting baby thoughts today”? Yeah, I think the pact would indeed be rendered null and void and pointless.’


‘But you’ve just said it,’ she says. She takes her hands out of the bag. They are covered in the rich black compost.


‘I’ve just said what?’ I ask playfully.


‘The word that we’re not supposed to say, the topic that we’re not meant to discuss.’


‘Damn. You’re right.’ I pause. ‘Oh, well, then, had any interesting baby thoughts today?’


Friday mid-afternoon on the internal line at our respective places of work


‘Levi,’ I say.


‘Maxwell,’ says Izzy. ‘Second choice?’


‘Dave,’ I say.


‘Yeah, right,’ she says. ‘Vernon.’


‘Sounds like “vermin”,’ I say. ‘And for girls?’


‘Still Jasmine,’ she says.


‘Still Lois,’ I say. ‘Second choice?’


‘Adele,’ she says.


‘Izzy,’ I say.


‘That’s nice,’ she says.


‘I know,’ I say.


Saturday morning at my parents’ in Streatham, south London


‘Mum, Dad,’ I say, ‘Izzy and I have something to tell you.’


Izzy and I are round at my mum and dad’s house to tell them the good news. ‘We’re . . .’ I look at Izzy and squeeze her hand ‘. . . we’re going to have a baby.’


My dad explodes. ‘Congratulations! Well done!’


‘That’s such wonderful news!’ says my mum. ‘The best news I’ve heard in a long, long time.’


All the parties in the room stand up, shake hands, hug, kiss and generally congratulate each other. I revel in seeing my parents so overjoyed. They insist that we stay for lunch. The second we agree Izzy is whisked off to the kitchen by my mum under the ruse that she needs assistance with the food. I know full well that Mum won’t let her so much as get her fingers wet in the washing-up let alone cook. I stay in the living room with my dad, watching TV and talking about the events of the day.


Sunday afternoon at Izzy’s mum’s in Oxford


It’s just coming up to midday and Izzy and I are at her mum’s in Oxford, standing in the kitchen. The original plan was that Izzy would ring her mum yesterday and tell her over the phone but each time she tried to dial she couldn’t do it. When I had asked why not she’d replied, ‘Because I want to see her face,’ and I understood straight away. We arrived at Izzy’s mum’s under the pretence that we’d just dropped in, and she, too, insisted that we stay for lunch. Izzy’s unsure when it would be best to tell her mum so she instructs me to stay with her at all times in preparation for the moment. It comes as Izzy is peeling potatoes and I’m standing beside her holding a kettle of boiling water in one hand and a packet of chicken stuffing in the other while carefully studying the instructions, and her mum is crouched down at the oven peering through the glass at the chicken inside it. That’s when Izzy says, ‘Hey, Mum, I’ve got some news for you. I’m pregnant.’


Her mum turns to face her and right away begins crying. Barely able to get her words out, she says, ‘Your dad would’ve been so proud.’ That’s it. Izzy starts crying too and her mum cries even more, then hugs Izzy, and me, and finally she makes all three of us hug together. She really is that happy.














friends



Now that my parents and Izzy’s mum know, the only other people we decide to tell at this early stage are our close friends, two couples: Jenny and Trevor, and Stella and Lee. I wanted to keep it quiet until we were a little more sure but Izzy says, ‘They’re the people I’d turn to if I had some bad news so why not tell them when the news is good?’ I have no answer to that but I still have reservations. Friends can be funny about change. Especially our friends, who aren’t in the kind of relationships where settling down, let alone having kids, would end in anything but tears.














them



Trevor is thirty-one and works for an IT company called C-Tec, installing software for financial institutions. His girlfriend before Jenny was Adalia, a Spanish student whom he’d met in a club in Hoxton. After a short and passionate beginning they had what can only be described as the most vicious break-up in history, but not before Adalia became pregnant. Trevor agreed that he would support the child as best he could but he and Adalia wouldn’t be getting back together. Things were fine between them, even after the baby (a little boy she named Tiago) was born, until Trevor started his relationship with Jenny. Adalia claimed still to be in love with him and started using the baby as a way to get at him. She’d arrange for him to spend time with Tiago then be out when he arrived; she’d tell mutual friends that he wasn’t helping with Tiago even though he was. Eventually she struck the ultimate blow: she returned to Spain. He tried to make her stay – he even said he’d get back together with her. But it was too late. Initially he flew out to see Tiago whenever he could but Adalia continued to make things difficult, so he took a hard decision and stopped going.


The other side of this partnership is Trevor’s girlfriend Jenny, one of Izzy’s best friends. Izzy and Jenny met in their early twenties when Jenny worked brieflyon Femme. Now at thirty-one Jenny’s doing the kind of job that is always a talking point at parties – she’s editor of Teen Scene, ‘the magazine for girls with go’. She loves her job and takes it very seriously, but I don’t. I tease her constantly about it because, to my mind, it isn’t a real job. From what I can gather she seems to spend most of her day lunching with advertisers, talking about Dawson’s Creek with her staff and extolling the physical virtues of whichever boy band is in vogue. Trevor and Jenny have been together for eighteen months and sharing a flat in Ladbroke Grove for more than half of that. Quite often they acknowledge to us – but never to each other – that they moved in together too early. I reckon they’re so unready to enter the world of parenthood that they use three methods of contraception at once.


Stella Thomas, of Stella and Lee, is thirty-three and works as a recruitment consultant for blue-chip companies. She’s by and large an angry woman, who tends to take out her frustration with the world on her boyfriend Lee, whom she’s been with for over a year. At twenty-four he is nearly a decade younger. While at first Stella thought it was the coolest thing on earth to have a toy-boy, things changed as she fell in love with him and that decade began to bother her. I like Lee: he’s laid back to the point of being horizontal and treats life like it’s all a bit of a joke. As long as he has enough money in his pocket to get a round in at the pub he’s a self-proclaimed ‘happy chappy’. He works as a runner on a cable programme called The Hot Pop Show, and gets to stand around all day smoking Marlboro Lights with other similarly attired young graduates, all delighted to be working in ‘telly’. On the whole Lee and Stella are about as likely to have kids as the Pope. Maybe even less so.














talk



It’s nine o’clock on the following Saturday night and Izzy and I are sitting at a candle-lit dining-table in our living room with our friends. Empty foil containers from the Chinese takeaway are stacked neatly to one side, small polystyrene tubs containing all manner of brightly hued sauces are scattered about the table, and flecks of fried rice and the odd beansprout lie abandoned on the tablecloth. Izzy clinks her fork against her wine-glass to get everyone’s attention. ‘We’ve got some news to tell you all. Some really exciting news.’ She looks at me and I can’t help but send her a great big cheesy smile. ‘I don’t know how to say this so I’ll just come out with it – but this is absolutely top-secret, not to be divulged outside these four walls . . . They say you’re not supposed to tell anyone in the early days because . . . well, you know, but we’re way too excited to keep it in. We’re pregnant!’


‘Congratulations!’ screams Jenny, who is the world’s number-one expert at congratulating people enthusiastically: she makes the whooping noises, she squeals, she beams like a sunburst and kisses us like a game-show contestant. Following her lead, Stella joins in with the whooping, squealing, beaming and kissing and then, in one fell swoop, they rise and whisk Izzy away to the kitchen.


Later that night in bed, Izzy and I exchange notes on the evening. I tell her about my conversations with Trevor and Lee and she tells me about hers with Stella and Jenny. While her friends had been less forthright with their opinions than mine – Lee wouldn’t be following me into fatherhood at any time soon – Izzy thinks that she could sense varying degrees of resentment at our news. Not nasty stab-you-in-the-back resentment, but the kind that might instinctively spring from a generally good-natured child before good manners kicked in. Izzy thinks that Stella and Jenny were put out because it forced them to look at their own relationships. In direct contradiction to what Trevor told me, Izzy says that Jenny has never raised the subject of kids in all the time she and Trevor have been together: she knows the subject is off limits because of what happened between him and Adalia.
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