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Chapter One


Doria


I don’t even try locking the doors anymore when I have a bath, it’s a kind of Sod’s Law. If I lock a door, someone else immediately wants in too. So if I leave it open there’s a vague chance that I won’t be interrupted, and if I am, at least I won’t have to get out and trail, dripping, to open the door.


But that day, I should have. Or at least should have been more alert to what I heard, or what I said. Or at least remembered it better when the time came.


I have had company in the bathroom since they were babies and I carried the high chair in so that whoever it was could see me while I took five minutes out of the busy day. When the boys got bigger, they would crawl about the floor, until tiny hands pulled a small body up and two little blue eyes would peer over. Then the day when they were old enough to lean on folded arms as they passed the time of day with me, as often as not getting in too. And suddenly, I’d see them, big enough to perch nonchalantly on the edge of the bath, and I’d wonder where my babies had gone.


And here now, my first-born, six feet almost, of gangling thin limbs, straggly blond hair, and blue eyes that meet mine quizzically from the mirror as I gaze maternally over at him. He wanted to shave before going out, and tried to act as if it was nothing much. I wanted to cry out with love and pain as I watched him smear the white foam over a soft chin. My son, my son, don’t grow up and leave. But all I say is, “Pass the razor when you’re finished, Adam, so I can shave my legs.”


“I thought that wasn’t feminist, Mum. You’re supposed to have hairy armpits and legs like forests.”


Part of me agreed, the freedom fighter, the wager of wars . . . but part of me liked the smooth armpits, so tough! I smiled at him, “It doesn’t seem so very long since you were little. In fact it doesn’t seem so very long since you were in my belly.”


He stopped and turned, half his face glistening white like Santa, the other half smooth and wet. “What was it like, Mum? Having a baby inside you?”


“Like? Oh I enjoyed you! But Colin was like a slug in there. I felt so ill all the time. I’d begun to really resent this thing inside me that seemed to dominate my existence. You were just little and I couldn’t get enough rest. But you, Adam, oh dear!” I sighed. How do you tell someone that you’d loved them from the second they’d been conceived, without telling them you’d resented carrying his sibling? So I took the easy route.


“It was funny. When I had a bath, I’d put a brown face cloth over my tummy and whip it off, and you’d jump when you saw the sudden light. And dad would talk to you, at night. He’d lie beside my great big belly and say things like, ‘Calling one baby, calling one baby, this is your daddy, are you receiving me?’ and you’d kick to show you’d heard. Poor old Colin, I don’t remember having so much fun with him.”


“Is it awful, Mum, having a baby?” Adam looked away and I suddenly realised he was listening carefully.


“It hurts! It was so sore at one point that I thought I was dying. But you know, there has never been a moment in my life to compare with the absolute joy of the moment after you were born.” My voice choked up and I felt the tears welling. “Except it was the same with Colin, the most incredible moments of my life, those moments after you both were born, and I’d go through any pain to feel that again.”


He stared back at the mirror, and began to shave again, his hand shaking slightly. “Been all downhill since then, eh?”


“Been all downhill,” I agreed, “but in all honesty, you two have made my life worthwhile. I can’t imagine what it would be like without you both.”


“Glad to hear it. Seeing I’ve brought such joy to you, mummy darling, lend us a fiver?” The door had opened again and Colin peered.


“Poncing up for the night, our Adam?” He winked at me. “Our Adam’s in love, Mum. Better make sure he gets in early and keeps out of trouble.”


“Shut up!” Adam’s gentle face was contorted with fury. “Just watch it!”


“Hidden depths, Mum, watch out for him.”


“Bloody unhidden shallows, that’s you, Colin!” shouted Adam. “You’d be lucky if you could get a girl. That’s if you want one.”


“Touché,” retorted Colin, without rancour, and I lay there listening to this unholy row and wondering where it had come from.


“Just take the money from my purse, Colin. Five pounds, just five. That’s off your pocket money. Take care, and don’t be late in.”


“Ta, Old Dear. Hey, not a bad body for a forty-year-old,” and he’d gone. His compliment suddenly made me self-conscious, and I stood up, swathing myself in a towel. I tried to calm Adam.


“Don’t mind Colin. He’s not meaning to hurt you. It doesn’t help to insult him back. It’s water off a duck’s back.” I didn’t know whether it was the right moment, and didn’t want to make it sound as if I was listening to, or heeding Colin, but it seemed as good a time as any.


“Listen, Adam. You’re sixteen. It’s not that straightforward and I’m certainly not telling you to go ahead, but there are condoms in the first aid box. Help yourself, take them for your friends. They’re there for you lads.” Adam looked embarrassed, but said nothing, so I continued, “Just respect the girl, Adam. Don’t take chances. It takes two you know, and you are as responsible as she is.”


“Still waters run deep, Mum. But thanks.”


And he was gone, leaving me to ponder, and wonder, and suddenly feeling rather old. I looked at my face in the mirror. Doria, forty years old. Wife to someone who doesn’t know her, even after eighteen years. Mother to one gentle giant and to one odd little changeling . . . did I really treat them so very differently that they had grown up the way they had?


I suddenly remembered with a shiver, the day last year when we found a rabbit with all four legs sliced off by the verge cutter that had just swathed through.


“He’s legless, just a bit of ‘armless fun.” Colin had wisecracked, holding the poor beast quite dispassionately while Adam found a boulder and smashed it down on its head, crying all the while. And later that night, I’d gone in to check on them before going to bed and found Colin, tears streaming down his cheeks while Adam slept quietly in the next room.














Chapter Two


Adam


Good old Mum, up front with the old condoms. We wondered why they were there, actually, did Colin and I, seeing as she’s had the works out, and Dad probably hasn’t got it in him anyway. Colin reckoned he might have a bit on the side, but then he’d hardly keep the whatsits at home like that, would he?


Anyway, bit late actually. Lucy, lovely Lucy, has been sharing her lovely body since the first date, and though that surprised me, it didn’t put me off. She says not to worry because she’d just have an abortion if she got pregnant. Seemed fair enough until Mum told me about Dad messing about playing intercom pilots with me before I was born. Can’t even imagine him being like that, he’s always so distant with me and Mum and Colin these days. So a baby can see and hear in there, then? Can’t see Lucy being the maternal type anyway. I haven’t introduced her at home because Mum’ll not like her. She’s a bright girl, she was in my class in first year, but she doesn’t care about school. She wants to be a dancer. She’s got blonde, kind of straight hair. And she’s always laughing.


Until today. I’d bought her a bunch of flowers because it was exactly three months since our first date. They did not impress her. She felt sick, her period was late, very late, she said ominously, and when I touched a breast she yelped and pushed my hand off.


“Stupid idiot,” she said angrily. “Couldn’t just take care, could you?”


I didn’t quite understand. Take care? Of what? She’d said it was all right.


“Let’s find out, let’s make sure first.” I said. I felt about twelve, and kept licking my lips. “How? What do we do?”


She pressed her lips together. “It costs eight quid for a test from Boots. Jesus, you idiot.” I didn’t recognise her anymore. Where was the lovely Lucy, all giving, all caring?


“I’ll get the money. Just wait here, I’ll be back soon.”


I took it from Mum’s purse. I’d have started to cry if I’d asked, so I just took it. First time, first time for a lot of things. We sent Lucy’s friend in for the kit and I waited outside the loo while she and Bethany pondered over the instructions and did the vital pee.


Fifteen minutes later and we knew. I felt odd, a bit sick, a bit frightened, but basically very elated. “A baby! A baby!” I kept repeating it quietly. “A baby, a baby.”


“A bloody mess, more like,” said Lucy. “I’m not having it. I’m not telling my ma either.”


“But a baby,” I kept repeating. “A baby.”


By the time I left her that night, my elation had spread. Suddenly it seemed not so bad. Lucy liked being the centre of attention, liked the thought of getting her own flat. Besides, she was scared of needles and didn’t want to go to the doctor’s.


Looking back, I know it seems very childish. But we were kids ourselves. It was a secret, and if it was real, it wasn’t real to us. Lucy was insistent we didn’t tell, she said she’d be made to have an abortion if she did. I just liked the game. Whenever we were alone, we’d talk about names, about baby clothes, about living together. When others were there, we were just normal kids. Mum met Lucy and seemed to like her. And the weeks slipped into months, slipped into trouble. She fainted in gym, and a sharp-eyed teacher noticed her swollen belly. As predicted, her mum wanted her to have an abortion. More unexpectedly, my mum was dead set against it.


“She must ultimately do what she wants, not what anyone else says. If she wants this baby so much that the two of you have kept it a secret for five months, then she shouldn’t be pushed into something she may regret.”


She and Dad went to Lucy’s mum. There was talk of adoption, and I know that Dad promised he’d pay maintenance for the child until I was old enough to take over, if Lucy wanted to keep the kid. As if she didn’t. The idea of a cosy flat didn’t go down so well, Lucy would have to stay with her mum, but I could visit any time.


Maybe it was all too easy, maybe I hadn’t stopped to think what it was we were doing. I quite enjoyed the ribbing at school – even some of the teachers made comments. Lucy hated it all, and just stopped going. No-one seemed to care if she went back or not. All I knew was that I did want this baby, that I couldn’t have lived if Lucy had gone ahead with the abortion. Me, Adam Johnstone, was going to be a dad.






