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About the Book

Something’s wrong in Stewart Dagman’s life. The party invitations that used to read ‘Bring Bottles and First Aid kit. Eight till police raid’ now say ‘Ben is one. Help us celebrate. Please leave quietly before afternoon nap.’ Life is moving on, and Dag wants to move with it. All he dreams of is someone to love, a family of his own and a half indecent sex life. So what happens when those dreams come true? Twice. In a week. How will his friend Henderson react to being left alone and balding ‘in the howling wilderness of single life’? And is it really possible to get rickets through the over-use of anti-ageing UV cream?



About the Author

Mark Barrowcliffe grew up in Coventry. He worked as a journalist and also as a stand-up comedian before giving it all up to write his first novel, GIRLFRIEND 44.


To Wendy and Reg Bell – for keeping me warm at night.




In this novel I have referred to a number of historical facts. Following the time-honoured practice of all the best academics they are entirely made up.




‘It was one of the deadliest and heaviest feelings of my life to feel that I was no longer a boy – from that moment I began to grow old in my own esteem – and in my esteem age is not estimable’

Lord Byron, Detached Thoughts, 15 October 1821

‘To find a friend one must close one eye. To keep him – two’

Norman Douglas, Almanac, 1941
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Perfect Day

The day I learned I was to be a father was one of the happiest of my life.

It was mid-September, 82 degrees, and Londoners were wishing the summer dead. The sunlight and holidays were gone but a skulking heat remained, ignoring the darker nights, the pressing clouds and the first Hallowe’en lanterns in the shops, like a boyfriend refusing to register the ‘I’ll call you’ look in his lover’s eyes.

So the city sweltered unseasonably in traffic jam and tube bottleneck, sandwich shop queue and meeting room, everyone hot, everyone rushed, while I – floating like a sprig of coriander on this human stew – lay naked in the fan draught, immune to the bubbling calefaction of the streets, on Cat my girlfriend’s bed.

I was old enough to welcome the news of my impending parenthood, God knows I was old enough. Thirty-five, the top of the loop, taking the long look at the horizon before the inevitable tailspin towards three score and ten.

It was an ideal time for me to welcome children into my life, particularly since, in Cat, I had a woman I wanted in a way I hadn’t really known before.

We already had several children, in my mind. Sad – or as we used to call it, romantic – as it is after so brief a relationship, I had pictured us lounging by a river bank looking into each other’s eyes while the kids, the products of our perfect passion, gambolled nearby.

The children would be expensively dressed in old-fashioned clothes, the way that posh children are, like something out of The Sound of Music (not the Hitler Youth, clearly). We’d tear our gaze away from each other, watching while they played with a hoop and stick, or maybe a model sailing yacht. Obviously that’s the fantasy, in reality it would be a Gameboy or something, but I try to resist yielding to marketing in my dreams.

And when the wine was poured, and as the children slept, weary from their games, we would discuss art and books, and amaze each other with our insights.

‘Hmm,’ she would say, ‘I’d never thought of that . . .’ Well, you can always dream.

Then I would lean back, with Cat hanging over me, her hair tickling my face as I noticed how age was making her even more beautiful and wondered how I could want her more with every second.

‘Look,’ she’d say, hand bending fine as a willow to the river, which would be free from punts and the class of university student that rhymes with them, ‘swans – they pair once and forever.’

‘Like us,’ I’d say, ‘like us,’ and I’d surrender myself to sunlight and kisses.

By coincidence this fantasy was playing in my mind as she rose in glory like the dawn to go to the lavatory. At that stage of our relationship every parting bore a pain. I had a physical need for her, an animal ache. Like the rain-frozen walker wants a warm bed, like the child-blasted parent wants sleep, I wanted her – body, mind and soul.

Tell her, I thought. Tell her how you feel. Lay yourself open to love. Before you go thinking me soft, I should record that I don’t often think this sort of stuff and have all sorts of normal fantasies about scoring winning goals, lottery bonanzas, cars, the lot. Also, I’ve been arrested twice (OK, once it was mistaken identity and once it was for disturbing the peace with a banjo, but nevertheless I was arrested), and I used to box for the Southern Counties. I’m also man enough to admit that last point was a lie. So I’m not soft, all right?

There were things holding me back from expressing my inner feelings about Cat. We’d only been seeing each other for a few months and it seemed dreadfully premature to whip out the ‘L’ word. I’m not like Lee Henderson, my oldest friend and new business partner, who says expressions of love should enter at about six months – which in his book of sexual manners neatly coincides with his first request for sex up the wrong ’un. ‘Love and buggery must enter together,’ he’d said, like a home economics mistress explaining that many a mickle makes a muckle, ‘you can’t have one without the other.’

‘You can,’ I’d said. ‘I have.’

‘Yes, but it isn’t so much fun,’ he’d said, examining the back of his hand for the tell-tale wrinkles he’d just read about in a paranoia-inducing magazine he’d found at a supermarket checkout. ‘It’s the ideal combination of the pornographic and the romantic – the whole range of human needs.’

A wistful, faraway look had come over him, like a seventy-year-old footballer examining the shirt he’d worn when he’d lifted the cup.

I’m not like Henderson, though. It’s not a cynical thing for me. I can’t trot out words in return for bizarre sexual favours. I wanted to say I loved her because I loved her and I was ready for the next stage – nights by the fire, the school run in the morning, taking the kids to Cubs and asking them if the bloke who runs it ever makes them do anything ‘funny’. Really, I’d wanted this for years. The fact that I loved her so soon, so ridiculously soon, and that I knew it was ridiculous to say so but was going to say so anyway, would show the depth of my feeling.

Not that the sexual thing wasn’t part of what I felt for her. That day we’d been shagging on and off since we’d woken at 11, and the night before that we’d been shagging until we went to sleep at dawn. What Henderson terms my ‘pork sword’ was vaguely stirring to life again, like a sleepy child forcing itself awake at the party because it’s convinced it’s going to miss something.

If we did it again I feared that Social Services might place a care order on my knob. But I still really wanted to try. She had a sexual magnetism strong enough to rip the rivets out of your door.

Other than the extreme youth of our relationship making me feel reticent about declarations of love, there was also the extreme youth of Cat to consider. She was only twenty-four and, though she acted older, she looked younger. While it was a mild concern, and slightly embarrassing, to get those ‘you sick old bastard, I wish I was in your shoes’ looks from blokes in the street, I know you’ll believe me when I say that the fact she appeared barely old enough to order a beer in an American bar in no way made her less attractive to me. I know it’s disgusting to hear an old bloke perving over a young woman like this, but that’s what old blokes do. The skittles and the dominoes are only a front. Bowls was only invented to give us an excuse to be in a public park without arousing the suspicions of the authorities.

Back to the bed. As I lay there, inspecting the woodchip on her ceiling, head against the thin partition wall through which I could practically hear the plants photosynthesising in her flatmate’s bedroom, I was revving myself for the big one, the ‘I love you’. I had an idea that if she looked shocked or overwhelmed, I’d just say, ‘Isle of Ewe this weekend? You and me, lovely scenery, B&B – I’m paying.’

She had been a long time in the loo, and I was afraid that if she was much longer I’d lose the impetus. The next thing I remember she had come back into the room and was looking at me lying on her bed.

Then the silent film of my memory acquires a sound track and I hear words. They weren’t mine.

‘I’m up the duff.’

I recall thinking this was strange because Cat had never spoken so bluntly, nor in such a distant, metallic voice before. Nor without moving her lips.

Then I realised what had changed in her absence. I appeared to have answered my mobile phone and be speaking to someone – someone who was identified by six letters on the phone’s display. ANDREA.

‘You’re going to be a daddy,’ said my fiancée.
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Equally Cursed And Blessed

‘Well,’ I said, sliding my gaze to the left of the sofa where Andrea was sitting among a pile of health education leaflets and pawing at Dr Miriam Stoppard’s Conception, Pregnancy and Birth, ‘there’s a film by Ang Lee we could nip out and see in Ealing. Either that or it’s Wim Wenders’ “challenging even for his mum” picture Wings of Desire at the NFT.’

I’d been getting into art films as a way of adding meaning to my life, which is what they do, according to the experts. I think they have a point. There’s nothing quite like four hours of really top-class boredom for making you feel superior to your fellow humans. I remember when I saw He Stands In The Desert Counting The Seconds Of His Life, un film de Jonas Mekas. Three ice creams, two packets of popcorn and a farm-bake flapjack it took me to wriggle and chomp my way through that. Came out feeling like Saint Francis of Assisi.

‘Or there’s some Japanese Noh Theatre on at the South Bank, if you fancy it,’ I said. Andrea was reading a leaflet entitled Goal Setting in Pregnancy and drawing up a list of ‘gestation achievements’ that she hoped to complete.

She drew breath. ‘How about you bend me over the back of the sofa and shag me while I watch Corrie, and then I’ll suck your knob while you watch the football?’ she said.

I gave a fragile little smile, like a diplomat presented with a plate of monkey brains at the emperor’s birthday nosh up. It wasn’t that I didn’t fancy Andrea, far from it. It was just that, with Cat and everything, there were so many complications.

There was the guilt, for a kick-off. Not quite of the Lady Macbeth, ‘Will these boxer shorts never be clean?’ variety but not far off. I mean, I’m really not cut out for treachery. I’d never even thought of playing away before. When I say that, I’d obviously constantly indulged in the imagined infidelities necessary to any stable relationship but I’d never even got near to actually doing anything about it.

More pressing than the guilt, however, were the physical demands. It would have been bad enough addressing the carnal needs of a twenty-four-year-old girlfriend and a fiancée as I stared into the ravening maw of my thirty-sixth birthday at the best of times, without the effects of pregnancy on Andrea’s sex drive. Where it had once been a normal gravelled drive of, say, twenty yards or so, with pregnancy hormones dancing through her veins it had become one of those magnificent drives you see leading up to the top stately homes in the country, with topiary and lines of trees next to it. You couldn’t maintain a drive like that alone, and the way things were going I was seriously considering taking on staff to help. There was a retired old boy a couple of houses away who looked like he had time on his hands.

Having been out with each other for eight years, and as law-abiding citizens, Andrea and I had previously stuck firmly to the statutory requirement only to have sex when it was entirely unavoidable and then no more than three times a month. This sudden explosion of desire was killing me.

Then, of course, there was the threat of fellatio, never very appetising at the best of times. Andrea’s chop work most reminded me of that of a ferret called Skippy I’d seen on a documentary about pest control in the Black Country.

I’d tried everything to get her to reduce the level of full-fanged vigour she applied to the practice, even drawing her attention to the chapter in The Alrightness of Sex on removing the chocolate from a Magnum without disturbing the ice cream, but to no avail.

‘I enjoy doing it hard,’ Andrea had said, ‘it’s meant to be about my pleasure, too, isn’t it?’

She hadn’t even got the hint when, during one particularly savage bout of mastication, I’d invoked the Geneva Convention and started shouting, ‘Stewart Dagman, Lance Corporal, Number 8900902.’

I particularly tried to ensure she never got to see Just 17 magazine. The last time she’d got hold of a teen mag we’d spent a week trying to find all sorts of spots and zones and discussing the needs of ‘strong women’, as opposed to the infinitely more pressing concerns of weak men. I’d taken out a subscription to Cosmo for her in a bid to keep her off the hard stuff.

‘So Ang Lee it is then?’ I said hopefully, as Andrea slid across the sofa like a python towards a mouse. I love Ang Lee – sounds like an art house director, actually does kung fu movies. The best of all possible worlds.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Take a look at this.’

She held open her copy of Dr Miriam Stoppard’s Conception, Pregnancy and Birth, tapping excitedly at a chapter heading. I felt my fur freeze as I read the title: ‘A Sensual Pregnancy’. My skin stayed still but I felt every muscle within it straining for the door.

‘Shall I read to you?’ asked Andrea, her hot breath on my ear.

‘Just paraphrase, if you would,’ I said, ‘for brevity’s sake.’

‘In brief,’ she said, snuggling into me, ‘and out of briefs,’ she theatrically slid down her knickers, ‘it says that my increased levels of hormones mean I will especially enjoy all aspects of sensuality, from intercourse to massage.’

‘Great,’ I said, involuntarily crossing my legs, my boxer shorts feeling like very skimpy protection.

Now massage, giving or receiving, has the same effect on me that watching kidney dialysis or injections has on others. There’s something about it that makes me pay far too much attention to the circulatory system. All the blood goes from my head, my limbs tingle and I start to feel like I’ve been next to an electric heater for too long.

‘You take the phone off the hook like it says in here, and I’ll get the massage oil,’ said Andrea.

‘We haven’t got any massage oil,’ I said. I knew this for a fact because I’d surreptitiously binned the last lot in about June.

‘Yes, we have! I bought some aromatherapy stuff today.’

‘Smashing,’ I said, going out into the hall and muttering about staining the sofa.

I went to the phone and removed the receiver. It occurred to me that I should have unplugged it at the wall but I thought that by following the book exactly I’d at least get some respite when its dislodged receiver alarm went off. Marvellous the technology nowadays. If you’d have told them twenty years ago you could one day get a feature like that for under a tenner they’d have laughed at you. Anyway, I digress.

I returned to the room to take my medicine, aware that following the dictates of La Stoppard and her like is what is expected of the decent father-to-be. This was despite the fact that Andrea had asked for this massage when I was already looking at a mention in dispatches for valour in the face of being asked to shag your permanent girlfriend more than once in an evening at the age of thirty-five.

I sat on the sofa, glumly manipulating the feet as prescribed in the book, an action which made me uncommonly aware of the blood coursing through my forearms. I was just about maintaining consciousness when the phone started its alarm and allowed me to go out and get some air.

I let it sound for a few seconds, cold technology restoring the senses that hot biology had scrambled.

I then returned to the task in hand, to maul the back and the shoulders. I even took care to lubricate the skin, oiling her up until I could see my face in her, as recommended by the good Stoppardo, when in fact I’d had a very early start and actually wanted to watch a documentary about Vikings. I also felt the stomach, where Andrea said she could feel the baby. I pointed out that it was no more than an inch long and we’d have as much chance of feeling it as we would her bile duct. She still said she could feel it, though.

As I’ve said, she’d already had me at it as soon as I’d got through the door that evening. I was feeling pretty much like a spent balloon and had been looking forward to sitting down for the rest of the evening massaging nothing more than a tube of Pringles and a couple of Budvars in front of the TV.

It was no good, though. Despite the phone going and my own partially successful attempts to stop her ravishing me on the living-room floor by nipping in a video to tape Vikings, Right or Wrong? I had to go through with it again.

Andrea had sensed my reluctance but had unfortunately found it more of a challenge than a turn off.

‘Some men would welcome an offer like this,’ she’d said, extending a coil around my chest, ‘some men would fantasise about a woman like me.’

‘After eight years you have to decide whether you want me to fantasise about you or shag you, you can’t have both,’ I said. You have to take a stand somewhere, you really do.

‘Shag, please,’ she said, remoting on the telly to reveal Ken Barlow in a right tizz about something.

I didn’t really find it that unpleasant. I was enjoying it a bit, sort of, like you might enjoy an exercise class you didn’t want to go to. You’re jumping up and down, congratulating yourself for being virtuous, but one eye’s always on the clock.

However, there is a line that a fellow of the right trouser draws in these things and that line stops way short of the fashionable implement of Beelzebub that is known as the scented candle. Now old Stoppard chops doesn’t specifically recommend these, but neither does she warn against them, which to my mind is an oversight.

I remember precisely the words that alerted me to Andrea’s intent. I was just wondering if we’d ever get the massage oil out of the carpet when she said, ‘I’m going to get a scented candle,’ and greased out from underneath me like a sausage from a drunk’s hot dog.

Like any upright fellow trying to regain his composure after giving of his very best in a good half of the positions that Dr Dre’s Guide to Pleasuring the Lady Wife video shows, I quailed like a dog before a riding crop.

Not only was I probably going to have to continue shagging her but I was going to have to do it in the smell of burning chewing gum. I blame Stoppard for Andrea’s new commitment to experimentation. The idea had never entered her head before she’d read ‘A Sensual Pregnancy’. The word ‘sensual’, by coincidence, is always linked to scented candles in my mind. I remember being at college and getting off with some hippyish girl who had taken me back to her flat and whipped one out.

As I lay naked with her, choking in the smell of melting Spangles, she’d produced a long stiff feather, ‘from an eagle’, she’d said. She’d gently stroked it all over my body, while softly intoning ‘so sensual’. It induced a rebellion of the flesh halfway between an itch and a spasm which, because I wanted to shag her, I’d put up with until she reached the neck. That was when I’d had to leap off the bed and rub myself all over with a towel to get rid of the heebie-jeebies. I didn’t see her again.

Why didn’t I complain about the vile candle? Well, to be honest, I was scared to. In the couple of weeks since becoming pregnant Andrea had been very insistent about her wants. We’d been to the supermarket, for instance, and she’d insisted on buying forty-eight pots of yoghurt. When I’d suggested that perhaps three might be a more manageable number she’d pinned me against the cold meats and said she wanted forty-eight and was having forty-eight.

The following morning, however, the sight of yoghurt had made her feel sick and she’d run from the room and thrown up when I was halfway through a Fruits of the Forest. She’d made me promise to take the yoghurts away and destroy them. Throwing away, apparently, wasn’t good enough. Then there was the fact that she’d taken a liking to slicing up and frying chamois leathers – this when only three months gone. It reminded me of some of the worst excesses of Hannibal Lecterdom so if scented candles were what she wanted, scented candles she could have.

Wondering how many more sensual batterings I’d have to take until the baby arrived and allowed us all to leave candles to their correct job of lighting during power cuts, and feathers solely to the job of keeping birds airborne, stiffened my resolve to reduce my number of sexual partners to my preferred number – one.

Later that evening, as I sat breathing through my mouth, I watched Hayes battle it out with Chelsea in a televised preseason friendly I’d taped a month before. My mind wandered as Andrea applied the molars to my tenderest part and some brickie rounded an expensive French World Cup winner to slot Hayes’s fourth.

No one would understand what had made me take up with Cat in the first place. I certainly hadn’t a clue, so how could I expect them to?

I suppose one useful area of exploration might be the night classes. There is an iron rule in life: man at nightschool has no girlfriend. There is another one: show me someone who’s in a lot of clubs and I’ll show you someone with no friends.

Before I met Cat I’d attended Spanish on a Thursday night, badminton on Monday and Wednesday, football training on Tuesdays, and played football on a Sunday. On Fridays, if I was free from work, I’d attend to football club or badminton club business (I’m secretary of both), and on Saturday I’d generally watch telly. But I had both a girlfriend, a fiancée even, and friends. On paper.

So what was wrong? In a word, children.

My friends had started to disappear into families a few years before. Well, not to disappear exactly but to be there in a different way.

Suddenly the invitations that had said ‘House Party, 8 till police intervention. Bring Bottles and basic first aid’ dried up and new ones started to arrive saying: ‘Benjamin is one, help us celebrate. Noon till afternoon nap (2.35 p.m. – please help us by leaving quietly before then)’.

One of these invitations, ostensibly from my mate Reg, came directly from his wife whose name escapes me. When I’d been to the party he’d served me orange juice and introduced me to some child-joggling bloke in dungarees as ‘a friend of the family’.

‘I’m not a friend of the family,’ I’d said, ‘I’m your friend. Remember university? The mad weekends away . . . coming off that motorbike together . . . the bet that you couldn’t get my girlfriend to shag you – and you treating me to an Indian with the proceeds of your win?’

He’d just bitten his nails and said how he wasn’t worried his kid hadn’t started walking yet but he was going to the doctor’s on Monday just to make sure. His wife had then intimated it was time for people to start leaving. I wondered if he’d bet me that I couldn’t shag her. It didn’t seem likely and, besides, he’d probably find Indian food ‘obvious’ or something nowadays.

Once it had been as natural as masturbation for us to see each other every weekend. Now, though, the most I’d meet up with my mates was about once every four weeks, never in a group as they couldn’t all get baby sitters on the same night, and, while I was far too old to stay out all hours, I wouldn’t have minded staying out some hours. Instead excuses about being ‘up very early’ and ‘incredibly exhausting days’ would be muttered as they finished their Spritzers and disappeared for the nine o’clock train.

I remember meeting up for a drink with Dave ‘Mad Bomber’ Harris, he who once hired a piper to play while he changed his duvet cover (well, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime event, he’d said) and who’d had such a fear of the Hoover that he’d called it ‘Metal Bird, Him Make Noise’.

I’d planned to go to a pub but he’d said, as he tucked a copy of Period Living under his arm, that he had a headache. I’d said, quoting his own time-honoured advice to those with hangovers or illness, that he should ‘drink through the pain barrier’. He’d rolled his eyes and suggested we should go to a Starbucks because he thought a really good coffee might sort him out. A few years before I’d managed to convince him that pasta grew on trees. His idea of a really good coffee was any that he didn’t have to get off his hungover arse to make himself but there he was, valuing ‘a lovely Colombian Blue Bean’ and probably making his own pasta for all I knew.

And take the skiing holiday. Every year for well over a decade we’d been on a cheap skiing holiday with the lads. And every year for the last five years there had been fewer and fewer people coming. Now it was only me and Henderson. What happened? Well, here is the list of the skiers of ’89.

Dave ‘Mad Bomber’ Harris – sane and with child. Doesn’t want to come. Refuses to give excuse, just doesn’t want to come.

Peter ‘Bites Your Balls’ Fairchild – monastery. Caught God when there was a lot of it about one Christmas.

Phil Arbuthwaite – dead. Fucking dead. Not of anything spectacular either, just went to sleep and never woke up. Heart problem apparently. Begs question: who next?

Mark Gemmil – Institute of Further Blah, Sarasota. Wife, open-necked shirt, moustache. Circular card every Christmas using words like ‘fall’ for ‘autumn’. Will never see again.

Andy Hill – no one ever sure whose mate he was. Over-friendly in the way that makes you feel bad about disliking him. May have to consider inviting owing to lack of numbers. Bound to come, depressingly.

John ‘Laughing Boy’ Adams – always a nervy individual, currently living in halfway house in Plymouth after mistaking police station for alien landing craft one day. Too sensitive for world, therefore condemned to live at raw edge of existence with drug addicts and the insane. Would go and visit him but had to get restraining order to stop him bothering me two years ago. Now cannot come within half a mile of me.

Pete Winterson – far too successful and in advertising. Enviable lifestyle too depressing. Always says he wants to come out and then never can at last minute. Now makes me feel dull. Expect to see again when career takes dive. Hope it’s soon.

The Three Daves – the inseparable Smith, Struthers and Peterson, they of the legendary Shepherd’s Bush flatshare. The noise of their constant parties made their downstairs neighbour, a kindly, elderly gent called Mr Schmidt, commit suicide. Received year’s supply of Matzos from the West London Board of Jewish Deputies when it turned out he’d been a Nazi war criminal. What Mossad had been unable to achieve in fifty years of espionage, the Daves had managed in eighteen months of playing New Order at no-compromise volume. Like they said, to hear him banging on the ceiling to get them to turn it down, they’d have had to turn it down. Sadly the Daves now no longer on speaking terms after argument about company cars went sour.

This gradual erosion of my mates wouldn’t have bothered me so much had I the bosom of a good woman to turn to. Which I did. On paper. I say ‘on paper’ again to indicate that things were not as they seemed, not to indicate that I have bosoms on paper as, unlike Henderson, I deplore pornography. To be fair, he pointed out to me the last time we met that he hates it too, sometimes. ‘When?’ I’d asked him.

‘Normally that second just after it’s all over,’ he’d replied. He’d said that the moment he’d made damp the Kleenex he could somehow hear the girl in the magazine’s voice and he’d imagine her getting up and putting on cheap gold jewellery and one of those thin leather coats of the sort that makes him shiver – the sort worn by women who stand perished at bus stops in the rain.

‘God giveth with one hand and taketh away with the other,’ I’d reminded him.

Personally I blame some of the difficulty Henderson has had with his wife, the Iron Julie, on his liking for jazz mags. He’d once complained that the presence of a real woman limited his imagination.

I wouldn’t have minded the presence of a real woman, though. I’d been going out with Andrea for eight years, living with her for four, and engaged for two. Our wedding was set for the September – nearly a year away. Andrea and I loved each other, we were mad about each other, I had her picture on my desk, she had mine on hers, I sent her flowers, she bought me whisky, I told her I couldn’t live without her, she said she thought of me every day – although could she just put me on hold for a second because she had an important call coming through? In fact, we did everything couples are meant to do short of actually seeing each other.

I worked hard and did sport or Spanish; she just worked hard – days, evenings, weekends. I think we managed, on average, about three hours a week together. I don’t know how it got that way, it just did.

So I’d been praying for a kid for ages, partly as a fresh focus for my relationship with her, a way to force us to reassess our priorities and make time for each other again. I could, I know, just have said ‘Why don’t we reassess our priorities and make time for each other?’ but sometimes the simplest ways out are the hardest to find. It’s just embarrassing to talk like that, isn’t it? Much better to swallow your reservations, get engaged and cross your fingers. It wasn’t like we didn’t love each other.

There was, of course, more to my desire for children than just as an expensive form of psychotherapy for me and Andrea. They would also give me renewed access to my friends. I admit there was something of the ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’ attitude in me. If I had kids I’d have something to talk to my mates about, I could go on family picnics without feeling like the ghost at the feast – plus I could give up going to all those sports clubs, or at least go less. I’d be a member of the kiddie club, I wouldn’t need another.

There were all the soft reasons too. I like kids. I could just see myself, after the week or so of sleepless nights, putting the baby to bed and settling down for a lovely evening of togetherness with Andrea discussing infant jaundice and other conditions. I actually thought I’d make a good dad. I’m the ideal father – I’m fun, I’m a laugh, I love wasting money on crap, I have a drinks cabinet with no lock on it and I’m very forgetful. What more could a child want?

Then I met Cat and my world turned upside down. I could not resist her, and God knows I tried. Like any honest cheat, I had never, ever intended anything to happen between me and her. The decent adulterer, the moral deceiver, fights each step of the way, opposing with every inch of his will the very thing he wants most in the world.

And that is what I did. But it was as if I’d grown another sense that rendered the others monochrome by comparison. Yes, I got black and white touch and smell. Don’t ask me how but I did. I couldn’t shut it down, I couldn’t not look.

But just as powerful now was the pull of Andrea and the baby. I’m not the kind of person who goes around casually getting engaged to people, as is the fashion today. I love Andrea and when I said I’d marry her it was because I wanted to be with her forever. OK, if she continued to work as hard as she normally did ‘forever’ would amount to about fifteen minutes in her company, but I did love her. She was my girl, my number one, as you’d expect since we’d been going out with each other for nearly a decade. OK, Cat was my number one too, in a different way, but equal first is still first. Can you love too much? asks the poet. I don’t know but you can certainly love too many, replies the management consultant.

I was very much aware, too, that the Andrea I’d been cheating on wasn’t the Andrea who had emerged since the pregnancy. I had the feeling I was discovering someone else, someone I liked more than the person I’d been engaged to. It occurred to me that I was seeing a side of Andrea I’d never seen before, and I had the strange feeling that I didn’t really know her.

When I say I didn’t know her, I mean, I could quite easily go on to Mr and Mrs with her and do OK. I’d be able to tell you that she likes the Oralia Gold brand of toothpaste and gets angry with me when I buy the supermarket own brand stuff which, I point out, is almost identical apart from its ingredients. I could tell you that she suffered a fit of conscience about the age of twenty-two, which meant she embarked on a career in the charities when business or the media might have been more suited to her temperament (there’s little point being a high flyer in an underground car park).

I could tell you, again, that she’s obsessive about work, that you’ll never find a more dotted ‘i’ or more crossed ‘t’ than one she’s looked at; that this – if anything – has been the biggest point of argument between us. I’m interested in her work but not in living each day, blow by blow: ‘And then, while I was unwrapping the Club biscuit – an orange, I think. No, one of the plain ones – Sheila came in carrying the green file. Well, you’ll recall me telling you all about that particular file two years ago . . .’

I could tell you that if we share anything it’s a sense of humour, which she loses when she’s over-concerned by work and which I lose when I hear her being over-concerned, but I honestly don’t know because, you see, with the pregnancy, she changed. Not wholly, but significantly.

For instance, on the Friday morning before she found out she was pregnant, she’d come into the kitchen with work very much on her mind. I was up early as I was going to a breakfast meeting with Henderson and was just enjoying reading about a dull nil-nil draw between two teams I had never heard of in hockey – a game I don’t care about – when she slammed on the kettle and began to blow. If you contrast this with the Tuesday morning after she’d become pregnant, you’ll see what I mean.

Friday (Before Pregnancy).

‘Come on, come on, come on!’ She was talking to the kettle which wasn’t boiling quickly enough. ‘Dag.’

‘Yes,’ I said, noting in the paper that Kidderminster Golems had given Northwich Sea Beasts a right thrashing. I didn’t seem to be able to identify what sport they were competing in, but the victory sounded very exciting. They’d won four rubbers to three.

‘Can I talk to you about a problem?’

‘Of course,’ I said, shivering inwardly.

The problem was that Daphne at work was muscling in on Andrea’s fundraising project, and had been schmoozing up to one of her chief donators. The problem was, well, she didn’t mind this so much, but with the whole Yemen thing about to explode and with the donator’s acknowledged sensitivity to MATTERS LIKE THAT, she was afraid Daphne might blow the whole thing for both of them. That’s what the problem was. Partly. What did I think she should do?

Before counselling, of course, this would have caused a real row between us. I’d have said I needed to relax before I went to work in the morning, she’d have said I didn’t take her seriously, I’d have said I didn’t take myself seriously so why should I bother with anyone else, and the next thing you knew we’d be rolling around the kitchen under WWF rules.

Counselling had changed things, though. We’d sat in a bald, functional room with someone called Robert. I’d asked him if I could call him Mr Smith, as I’m uncomfortable with instant familiarity, but he’d insisted that I call him Robert. Informality, it seemed, was the form.

‘Your problem, Stewart,’ he’d said, ‘is that when Andrea asks for advice you interpret it as a request for a practical solution.’

‘You mean, when she asks for advice I interpret it as her wanting advice?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s wrong?’

‘It’s not always a good idea,’ he’d said with a beardy smile.

Back on that Friday morning before the pregnancy announcement I was putting this insight to good effect.

Andrea was telling me that the problem also was that Daphne was on exactly the same level as Andrea, and their boss Jane was away on maternity, to return or be replaced Christ knows when so there was no one Andrea could turn to. Furthermore the problem was that if Daphne got this donator, she couldn’t tell me who in case I told someone, on board one of her projects then the donator might withdraw from the fantastically important work unblocking or stopping up something in the Yemen.

‘That’s terrible,’ I said. ‘How does it make you feel?’ The counselling had been great. I’d realised on week ten that was the sort of thing you were meant to say. Why they can’t tell you that as soon as you walk through the door, I don’t know. I think by letting you work it out for yourself they just get more cash out of you. It really was as simple as that. I was fairly sure the sports reviews I was reading were for Kabbadi – the Indian British Bulldog-type game – but I couldn’t be sure. It could have been Beach Volleyball or 10m Air Pistol shooting. Anyway West Dudley Ghouls had given Smethwick Rubberneckers a right sorting.

Andrea acknowledged my contribution with a nod and continued. To boot the problem was that if that happened (what? I wondered), Daphne would have a higher net worth of contributions to the charity than Andrea, and might take Jane’s place if she didn’t come back from maternity leave.

And eke the problem was, if Jane did come back, then the whole nightmare of last year would begin again and, though Jane was an obsessive workaholic and control freak, would she now have the energy to give to the project, what with the baby problem and everything?

‘Yes, I see,’ I said, pretending to give ear.

The problem was, per se, if Jane didn’t come back and Daphne took over, Andrea had no problem working under her, but Daphne really didn’t have the experience and, technically, Andrea – though there for a slightly shorter time – was better qualified to do the job. Christ, there were times when she wanted to jack it all in and become an organic farmer! She’d got the brochures, God knows.

Of course, you had to stir this lot in with the problem that – Christmas crackers! – Daphne’s boyfriend had just left her, which was a terrible shame, though he was a bastard, and Andrea felt sorry for her. She’d seen this happen before and – ‘You are straining the patience of this court.’ ‘I will conclude shortly, m’lud.’ – the problem was Daphne would make a mess of it. All this, of course, was only the beginning of the problem.

I was halfway through my third ‘awful, how do you cope?’ – as prescribed by counsellor – when she kissed me over the paper, tornadoed through the door and was gone. Two minutes later she’d returned. She’d done her normal trick of walking up to the tube with her coffee cup still in her hand and wasn’t going to throw away a third in a fortnight.

Now the Tuesday after the pregnancy announcement had been rather different, rather more, I might say, like when we had first met.

Unusually I’d woken first at 8, approximately thirty minutes after Andrea normally gets into the office. I’d been a bit reluctant to wake her – waking Andrea when she’s late is a bit like going up to a bees’ nest, screaming, ‘Bees! Time to get up, pollen to be collected, honey to be made!’ and giving it a bloody good shake. However, the penalty for leaving her sleeping was to share angst and guilt until dead, so like a boy on a bet going to pull the ear of a sleeping pit bull, I tugged her shoulder at arm’s length.

She stirred and sat up, clearly still asleep. Then she lay down again and started to snore. Now from an early age I knew very well the danger of returning to lighted fireworks, as my dad had always made me throw things at them to see if they’d go off while he hid behind the old coal bunker. However, I had no choice. The longer Andrea slept in, the more stressed she would be when she woke. In the end I decided to stand in the doorway and shout ‘Andrea!’ so I could make a hasty exit should we start to re-enact that last scene in Carrie when all the furniture goes flying about. All that happened, though, was that she woke, looked at the clock and said, ‘Arseholes, I’m late.’ Then she grinned and performed an advanced snuggling manoeuvre beneath the duvet.

Intrigued, I went to her bedside and shook her. ‘Andrea, you’ve got to get up for work.’

‘Sod work, I’m calling in sick.’

‘You’ve got morning sickness?’

‘I’m sick of getting up in the morning, if that’s what you mean. Tell them I’m sick. Morning sick. Ring. Go.’ She was clearly still half asleep.

‘This is a bit soon for a hormonally directed change in personality,’ I said. Not that I was displeased with this.

What separates people I naturally get on with (as opposed to employ) and those I don’t is this very attitude. Almost anyone I’ve ever liked, with the exception of Andrea, is the kind of person that can answer (b) to the below question.

Q: There is a temporary fuel shortage in Britain. Do you:

(a) leave for work two hours early in order to fight your way in by public transport;

(b) ring the boss and say you’re stranded at home. Omit to mention that you have a full tank of petrol in your car and that you normally go in by bike anyway.

‘It’s not hormonal. It’s me. This is the excuse I’ve been looking for. Go. Ring.’

She said this in short bursts, semi-conscious. It reminded me of the way that messages from the fleet are normally read out in films. ‘Wolf Pack sighted, Scapa Flow. Over. England Expects. Over. Fetch me cup tea. Over. Make it milky. Message Ends.’

I could feel the warmth coming off her and very much wanted to get back into bed. Having just come off the heavy drinking extravaganza that was the Environmental Disaster Oil Company golf weekend (actually been at Cat’s), I was very tired myself. Andrea has a special smell to her when she was in bed that to me was like nasally administered Horlicks. She emanated a feeling at once comfortable and delicious – like a hot water bottle on a cold night. One sniff and I started yawning immediately.

I remembered it that night on the sofa as Andrea continued to chew my cud. I looked over to where she’d left the GP advice leaflets and Conception, Pregnancy and Birth.

This is what I should want, I thought, this is my dream come true. I wished I could just put things on a list, prioritise, order, like I would have done at work, not just sit recalling the smell of Andrea’s sleep and Cat’s perfume, of safety and excitement.

This pain needs to stop, I thought, as I willed myself into a sullen and resentful orgasm.

‘This baby’s going to be the best thing that ever happened to us,’ said Andrea, looking up at me.

‘I hope you won’t be encouraging the child to talk with its mouth full like that,’ I said.

One thing was certain – I was going to have to make a decision sooner rather than later.
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Always Look On The Bright Side Of Life

Just confront her, I thought, face her down, let her know it’s your life and you do as you like with it.

Already slightly late for work, I was flat to my hedge, shoulders pressing into the wet foliage, ears pinned back like a stalking cat. I waited for her to move. But she wasn’t moving. She would move, I knew, but never, ever, when you expected it.

You can’t predict her, you can’t second guess her, she has powers, senses, abilities, whose form you cannot begin to comprehend. You might as well try to hide from God. I straightened up. I’d face it like a man.

Mrs Batt, the lollipop lady who worked at the school facing my home, had always irritated me but in the week since Andrea had announced her pregnancy – a week in which I’d had the misfortune to be working from home – she’d been driving me mad.

Every time I looked out of the window, agonising over my future, Cat vs Andrea and the Baby, she would be there at the bottom of the drive like a luminous green conscience patrolling the borders of my mind with a sign that read: ‘Stop, Children!’

The problem with Mrs Batt had started about a year before. Normally I have little truck with the natives of Hillingdon where I live. I’d prefer the anonymity of central London, given a choice, but since you can buy a detached four-bedroom house with private drive (like mine) in Hillingdon for the price of a cardboard box on the Embankment, Hillingdon it is – suburb of people carriers and security lighting, at least in our posh bit. If this sounds a little harsh, I’d just like to record that a house two doors down from mine has no number. It’s simply called ‘The Nook’. You’ll see why I prefer to keep my eyes to the floor when passing the neighbours in B&Q on a Sunday.

But when I’d been setting up the new business I’d skived off from my job with the Biggest Company on Earth for a week or so to draw up a business plan at home. One day, on my way to the shops for a packet of Cartesian Duos (‘The biscuit that thinks it’s a cake!’), I’d accidentally said hello to the lollipop lady. Ever since then, whenever I see her I never know whether she expects me to talk to her or not. I mean, can I just nod as I go past? If I nod will she pointedly say hello? If I say hello, will she just nod? How many times should I nod to every one time I’m expected to talk? If I don’t talk to her, what’s the point in saying hello? And so on and so on. It’s the sheer uselessness of it all that drains me. Neither of us is ever going to say anything that is remotely interesting to the other. Why do we bother? Also, if I do talk to her, she always says the same thing.

‘Good morning, Mr Dag.’

‘Good morning, Mrs Batt.’

‘Still here, you see.’ She’d wave her lollipop.

‘You’ll be here for a long time, Mrs Batt.’ I’d know what this was leading to but wouldn’t be able to think of anything else to say.

‘Yes, not going back in the loony bin just yet,’ she’d laugh.

‘They call them psychiatric wards nowadays, Mrs Batt.’ I try to maintain PC standards whenever possible.

‘No, this was definitely a loony bin. Clunk!’ She’d mime turning a key in a lock and dropping it into a drain.

Mrs Batt was convinced that modern children experience far too little old-fashioned brutality in their lives and her lollipop did not sleep in her hands as she smote the tardy road crossers. My normal strategy was to start my run from the bottom of the drive just as she started to belabour some child’s ears.

That morning my fear of being late for the first course my new business was running – I’m in management training – meant I had to front the embarrassment. I buried my head in a letter and passed her in a kind of brisk slouch. My movements weren’t as limber as they might have been, Andrea’s appetites having raged all the way through Channel 9000 Pre-Season Action, past an episode of The Sopranos and well into Late Night Art Guff.

‘Good morning, Mr Dad!’ sang out Mrs Batt in tones suitable for marshalling packs of hounds. ‘Aren’t you a lucky man?’ Did I say she’d never say anything interesting? That was interesting to me – like it’s interesting to find a rat in your duvet. The crowd of mothers at the school gate all turned to look at me, a wave of approval breaking across the street. Andrea had obviously told her the news. Andrea had no problem talking to Mrs Batt.

‘Yes, Mrs Batt, yes,’ I said, shrinking deep inside my creeping fur. Her expectations swept over me like an Atlantic roller over a first-time surfer, bowling me along head over heels. These are meant to be the good things in life, I thought, the little smiles of approval from half-strangers, the congratulations from workmates. But I was a fraudster and success for the fraudster is never complete – the drugs cheat runner, the fake war hero, me . . . our successes taste of toupee glue. Which I imagine is something like fish paste but probably isn’t.

The irony was that if you’d come up to me six months before, when I didn’t even know Cat existed, and shown me that scene with Mrs Batt, I’d have been delighted. I’d wanted kids for ages. I wanted kids now. I just didn’t want . . . I don’t know what I didn’t want. Complications.

As I stood sardined on the tube, thrust up against a small over-aftershaved man and attempting to keep my balance by pressing my nose into the glass of the door every time the train started or stopped, I considered what Mrs Batt might do to me if she found out I’d been two-timing Andrea. I knew nothing about her point of view really, but I didn’t have her down for a liberal. All I could hope, I concluded, was that she would go for battery rather than insertion when it came to use of the lollipop.

At Hammersmith an Eastern European-looking woman squeezed her way on next to me and began to nose-yodel for money. A thicket of Japanese tourists stood rapt. I expect they thought they’d entered some sort of endurance game show.

I turned my neck away from the woman’s uproarious snout in an effort to preserve my hearing. My eyes fell on an advertisement for some car-hire firm or something.

‘Take the easy way out,’ it read. Now in my situation, particularly given the proximity of a nose-yodeller, I could well have taken that as an exhortation to suicide.

However, I saw it differently. The easy way for me was to get rid of Cat. Then I’d be an honest, decent, one-woman-and-that-woman’s-your-mother father. The other way, well, that was hard indeed.

Just outside Hammersmith station the train came to a stop. The nose-yodelling ceased briefly and we stood like latterday slaves in the darkness of the hold, listening to the creaking of the tube like a ship breathing in the swell.

Morally, I thought, there was only one course of action open to me. I would do the decent thing: shag Cat a couple more times at most and then let her go. I owed it to all concerned to make a clean break.

‘Because I love you I must leave you,’ I said, rehearsing the line. It sounded good. Well, not good, believable. Brave. The brave bit worried me. Bravery sounds good on paper until you realise that you wouldn’t have to be brave unless there was first a serious threat to your health and well-being; therefore being brave puts you in the firing line. That’s why cowards like me prefer to avoid it.

‘Because I love you I must leave you,’ I said again, unfortunately out loud. The over-aftershaved man, who had maintained the impassivity of a Buckingham Palace guard throughout the nose-yodelling, looked at me as if I had gone mad.

In these dark places, he seemed to say with his gargoyle’s eyes at once cold and lecherous, love is an aberration. Though a style of mittel-European singing that folk have considered wearing for nearly five hundred years isn’t, presumably, I thought.

The driver’s voice came over the Tannoy.

‘I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, we have a passenger on the line at Gloucester Road. We’re going nowhere for the foreseeable future.’

A groan went through the train, affording slightly more space as everyone’s ribs contracted.

Somewhere down the carriage someone began to whistle the tune to ‘Always Look On the Bright Side of Life’. I thought of Cat. She’s my bright side, I mused, as the nose-yodeller took up the tune.

Last time I’d seen her we’d been in her room. It was incredibly messy, with piles of magazines, records, bills, bags and books strewn over the floor.

‘At least it’s as messy as it can get,’ she’d said. ‘If it was any less messy there would always be the uneasy feeling that it might get worse. Like this, you know where you stand.’ She’d been getting ready for work, doing her minimal make up in the mirror, dressed only in her jeans. Every movement she made seemed to draw me closer to her. It sounds like a cliche but she made me feel young again, like the responsibilities of the world counted for nothing when I could watch her putting on her mascara like that. Nothing, I’d thought, nothing is as important or as alive as this (see sections on old bloke perving above and below. Throughout, really).

‘Or you don’t,’ I’d said, picking my way carefully away from the bed. ‘Have you ever thought of just throwing it all away?’

‘It’d only just fill up again,’ she said, picking a record off the floor and putting it on to a turntable. I thought people had finished with vinyl years ago.

‘Nature abhors a vacuum, eh?’

‘And I abhor a vacuum cleaner,’ she’d said, putting on a track by some new dance act – the sort that sounds like a washing machine with a pebble in it.

‘Do you like this?’ she’d asked, jigging her head from side to side. I wondered if she was still at the age where she’d force herself to like music just because it was trendy. I certainly was. I mean, it wasn’t like I didn’t want to make the switch from Radio 1 with its cutting edge, up-to-the-minute happenin’ toons to Radio 2 with its music. It was just that I didn’t see myself quite as a Radio 2 listener.

‘Like is wholly too simple a word to cover the full range of my responses,’ I’d said as the singing began. It sounded like a rather short-tempered Jamaican repairman was having a bit of difficulty with the above machine.

‘Would “dislike” convey those very responses?’ she’d said. In fact it was all I could do to listen to that music when out and in some sort of discotheque or other young coves’ gathering spot. Before work and with a mild morning head was unthinkable. Apart from when I was with her when it became somehow funny and endearing.

‘It would come closer.’

‘Would “all sounds the same, they can’t write a bloody tune and you can’t understand a word they’re saying, things used to be different in my day” be getting warmer?’

I took on a look of surprise. ‘That’s uncanny, how did you guess? Unless, of course . . . yes, I get it, it does all sound the same and things did used to be different in my day.’

She laughed then and drove her head into my shoulder, like a much prettier version of Basil Brush.

‘You old bastard!’

‘I feel old.’

‘Actually,’ she’d said, putting a paw up to my face, ‘you really do. Yuk, it’s like lizard’s flesh, that’s disgusting.’

‘Thanks,’ I’d said.

‘Only joking. It’s well known women find older men very attractive.’

‘You’re just saying that.’ She had a picture of some boy band, all six packs and bandannas, on the wall. She’d assured me it was ironic but I had my doubts.

‘Well, yes, I am, but think how much it shows I like you that I’m willing to lie for you in that way. I have a great respect for the truth. It costs me a lot to bolster your ego through deceit.’

I laughed. She’d had some difficulty, I thought, with the word ‘like’. The ‘l’ had been fine, there had just been a short pause before the ‘ike’. As if, I thought, she might have been thinking about slipping in an ‘ove’.

‘Give us a kiss,’ I said, pulling her down on to the duvet I’d bought her. She’d only had a single duvet when I’d met her, which had made staying the night a bit of a trial. It was bad enough constantly having to make up business meetings in Glasgow and Edinburgh without waking up feeling like you’d spent a night on the tiles on Sauchiehall Street. The bed was very small, but with the large duvet it became cosy rather than an experiment in exactly what level of backpain is achieved when one half of a human is allowed to be warm, the other placed in a howling draught. Could I leave her with just that duvet to remember me by? I consoled myself with the thought that, even if it all went wrong, I’d have the basis of a really belting Country and Western tune there. ‘36 Togs But No You’. Nashville would go wild for it.
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