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For my babies


Prologue

Google search: Am I pregnant?

Classic symptoms of pregnancy

Missed period. This is the earliest and most reliable sign if you have a regular monthly cycle.

Feeling tired. You may feel unusually tired in the first few weeks of pregnancy.

Feeling sick. You may start feeling sick, and even vomit, between about the second and eighth week of pregnancy.

Changes in your breasts. You may notice your breasts getting larger, feeling tender or tingling in the early weeks of pregnancy.

Mood swings and stress. You may feel rapid changes in mood in the early stages of pregnancy, and even start to cry sometimes without knowing why.

Changing tastes in food. You may find you go off certain things, like tea, coffee or fatty food. Some women also feel cravings for types of food they don’t usually like.

‘I am not pregnant,’ I say this and duck behind the laptop screen and scroll down the list again. For a start, my period is reliably random, but I know it will be coming any day because my boobs hurt. I’m not sick – just had a double-shot coffee. I love fatty food … ‘God, what a relief,’ I sigh aloud, and then burst into tears. Now, where can I get a rollmop herring in this airport?

I wipe my eyes and shut down the search. ‘No symptoms,’ I whisper, then do a double fist pump and begin to pack away the computer. Just then a knowing voice starts up in my head, sounding something like an angel from a film.

‘YOU! Yes you, Vivienne Summers, are with child,’ it booms, ‘and you know you are.’

I sit bolt upright. Let’s just remain calm and think back over the last two months. It is true that for most of July I had a lot of sex with a guy named Max. It’s also true that I didn’t actually personally put a condom on him, but I think I definitely saw one, on the floor. The fact is, at the time I was a broken-hearted husk of a person and didn’t care what happened to me so long as I stopped feeling bad, and although I didn’t know it at the time, I was distracted by falling in love with Max. I threw myself into the hands of Fate. Irresponsible, careless, I know. But, God, it was good.

Anyhoo …

Now I’m about to board a flight to Spain. I’m on the way to see Max again and I can’t deal with a pregnancy situation. I’m not saying I wouldn’t like to have a lovely little baby one day, one of those good, fat, smiley ones, and sooner rather than later, what with the ‘fertility cliff at thirty-five’ thing looming, but I’m only thirty-two. I don’t have a secure job, or any job. I have none of the trappings of adulthood: don’t own a home, have no concrete relationship, and am not at all sensible. I can barely meet the needs of my foster cat. I’m not even that healthy: I only eat fruit when there’s nothing else, and I drink too much. Recently I’ve been drinking a lot. If I’m pregnant, I could have pickled the baby. It could be a misshapen thing with teeth and hair in the wrong places. I imagine doctors telling me it can’t survive and me stoically arguing and feeding the twisted ball with a teat pipette and dressing it up with a jaunty little hat with something like ‘Cool guy’ written on, and people on the street saying, ‘Oh, a baby!’, then recoiling from the pram, hands clutching at their throats, gasping, ‘What’s wrong with that baby?’

Oh my God. I get up and jerkily walk around the airport in a panic. I march into the duty-free shop and try some eyeshadow testers to distract myself. I contemplate getting one of those big bricks of cigarettes, even though I don’t smoke, just to have them, just to rebel.

‘Not those!’ the angel voice hisses.

I examine my tummy. OK, so it’s bloated, but that’ll be water retention. A lot of people get it – ankles like balloons, some of them. I stand frozen by a mountain of Marlboro Reds.

Look, the thing to remember is, I’ll be back in London next week, because I am to be best woman at my friend Lucy’s wedding, and I’m hoping I’ll be able to ensnare Max and drag him home with me. If there is anything to deal with (which there isn’t), I’ll deal with it then. Good. Sorted.

‘Get chocolate now,’ says the voice, and I feel a powerful lust for Toblerone.
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Up the Duff without a Paddle

Google search: Nausea

 

Common causes of nausea and vomiting


	pregnancy

	motion sickness

	food poisoning

	gastroenteritis

	alcohol or drug abuse



A quick search while our plane taxis into Girona. Very reassuring. We experienced a lot of turbulence on the flight and I ate a family-sized Toblerone. Anyone would be nauseous after that.

‘That and being pregnant—’

‘Nerves,’ I interrupt the voice aloud, and the woman jammed up next to me turns and smiles. ‘I’m meeting someone,’ I tell her. ‘Max Kelly. I love him. You probably know about my public search for him using Facebook? I was on the radio? The “Où est Max?” T-shirts that were sold in Topshop? That was me,’ I say, making my voice higher at the end of each question. Her eyebrows raise to say, ‘Oh,’ while her eyes say, ‘You are unsavoury.’ I turn away from her and gaze out of the window, my thoughts freewheeling. The airport is flanked with green. I’d pictured brown desert. I’m about to see him again. The horizon trembles in the heat. My heart clatters in my ears. He’s here. I think of us: laughing until we cry, telling stories, holding hands, his face the last time I saw him. I never want him to look at me that way again, and he won’t, because this time I won’t betray him by turning up to his art exhibition with another man. This time I’ll make him happy instead and bring him back to London.

The small airport smells of coffee and pastries. There’s a lot of jostling for position at the baggage reclaim, followed by the embarrassment of having to pick up Nana’s 1980s suitcases, and a snaking back on itself queue at passport control. I spot a woman checking out my new cool man sandals, which are a lot like Jesus might have worn. I see she wants them. She’s pointing them out to her friend. Hold on – why are they laughing? And then my heart throbs painfully because I’m through, out into a tangle of people, searching all the faces for Max. He’s just a guy, just a guy, he’s just a guy, I repeat to myself with each slap of my sandals.

Then I see him and I have to try and control the burning rush of blood. I have to contain an outburst of joy. He’s taller; he seems huge. His dark brown hair is all long and messy and sun-kissed; he’s grown a beard. His skin is a dirty nut-brown, his big feet in blue flip-flops. He wears jeans, unevenly cut off around the knee, showing hairy legs, and a faded orange T-shirt, slightly tight across the shoulders. He smiles, a flash of white teeth. Suddenly my whole body goes weak. I’m gawky, shy, awkward and almost pretend I’ve forgotten something and run off to the left. I don’t know how to be, so I just stand there as he begins to walk over. I look at my feet, to the side, then back at him. I don’t know what to do with my face or my hands; I swing my hands against my legs. And now he’s standing in front of me.

‘Hello,’ he says casually.

I feel my bottom lip tremble.

‘I’m here,’ is all I can say.

‘You are. That’s good.’

I can’t say more for the ball of emotion in my throat. He reaches out to stroke my arm.

‘Glad you could come,’ he says softly.

I swallow and nod and study his chest, thinking of grabbing him by the back of the neck and saying, ‘I love you,’ repeatedly into his hair, but chickening out.

He pulls me in and squeezes and a huge sob escapes me. ‘Hey … don’t cry!’ he half laughs. ‘What, do I look that bad?’

‘The beard’s a bit of a shock, that’s all,’ I manage to pull myself together.

He laughs good-naturedly and takes a step back to look me over.

‘You look good. I like your sandals, very practical,’ he says.

‘Thanks.’

So we stand looking at each other, and he’s even hotter than my memory allowed. His eyes are beautiful – full of affection and amusement. I’m not good when faced with beauty so I give him a punch on the shoulder.

‘That’s for disappearing.’

He presses his lips together, nodding, shoves both hands in his pockets, and bends his face near to mine. I smell tobacco and mint on his breath. I look at his mouth, and when he kisses me, the beard feels soft and not at all how I thought a beard would feel. The kiss is long and slow, and I have to break off because of my weak knees.

‘I did miss you actually,’ I tell him.

‘I really missed you,’ he says.

‘Buy me a drink?’

‘Sure.’

We don’t move. We’re just looking at each other and grinning like goons. The arrivals hall is almost empty.

Max looks back over to my forlorn trolley. ‘That all yours?’

‘My capsule wardrobe. I hope you haven’t come on the bike.’

‘Borrowed a van.’

He puts an arm around my shoulders and we stroll out into the afternoon sunshine, each pulling a faux-leather suitcase.

In the far corner of the car park is a battered Citroën van. Inside, it’s completely covered with a fine white powder. Max wipes my seat a bit with his hand. I put on the seat belt, releasing more clouds of white dust, as he battles with the engine. It coughs and dies a few times before it catches and we eventually trundle away. I watch his bare foot pumping the accelerator at a junction to keep the straining engine going. Something metal is banging and rolling about in the back.

‘Well, this is nice,’ I shout above the din.

‘Ha! Only the best for you, my darlin’!’ He winds down the window and shouts, ‘She’s here! She flew to Spain to have sex! With me!’

‘How do you know I’m going to have sex with you?’

‘Well, are you or aren’t you?’ He brakes abruptly and gives me a flash of his pirate smile and, God, I can’t wait.

‘Where the hell did you get this van?’

‘Ah, it belongs to a mate of mine. He’s a sculptor. I think all this stuff is plaster dust. His tools are in the back.’

‘Not cocaine, then?’

‘Actually, it is! I decided to pick you up in a fucking coke van! I’m Scarface!’ he shouts, and we laugh. ‘Hey, Viv, you’re here!’ He grins as he accelerates onto a dual carriageway. Then he turns and winks. I feel it like a strike on the chest.

On the long straight road he drives with one hand on the wheel and the other on my leg. The touch of his fingers on my bare skin is driving me crazy. I wonder if we could pull over and do it in the back of the van, plaster dust or no.

I make myself look away. The pure bright sunshine washes the roadside sprawl of boatyards, pottery shops and fruit warehouses. Fields roll away to the left, laden vines like thrusting hands. We’re driving through a bowl of green, serrated mountains piled on all sides like jagged dog’s teeth and the huge wide, billowing blue sky stretching over us. The kind of sky that makes your insides fly out and shout, ‘Yahoo!’

‘So, we’re heading up the coast. Do you see those mountains there?’ He nods towards the horizon, shards of rock trailing wisps of cloud. ‘I live on the other side of them, in Cadaqués. That town there is Roses.’ He points to the variegated flank of a mountain sloping to the coast, studded with white houses like stars.

‘You’ve been here the whole time?’

‘This area around and about.’

‘Where I could never find you?’

‘But I couldn’t shake you off.’ He takes a half-smoked roll-up from the ashtray and lights it, smiling sideways at me.

‘Meanwhile, back in London, I was publicly dissecting my own heart.’

‘I never knew that,’ he says, narrowing his eyes against the cigarette smoke and winding down the window.

I’m no mechanic, but I’d say we’re about to lose our exhaust pipe, going by the terrible thudding and scraping of metal. Max seems oblivious and I have to shout to be heard.

‘It’s all very civilised. I kind of pictured you living with goatherds in the mountains.’

‘No goatherds here. That’s Greece you’re thinking of.’

‘I thought you’d be herding something.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you were incommunicado. There is a phone signal here, you know. I have signal.’

‘Ah, but I threw my phone in the river before I left.’

‘Oh, nice one.’ I imagine his phone resting in the murky-green bed of the Thames, next to a severed head.

‘Stupid. Regretted it straight away,’ he says.

‘Well, it was working for ages. I left a million messages.’

‘Technology is a wonder.’

I swallow down a wave of nausea. We’re climbing on a very winding road. Travel sickness is a curse. I’ve never had it before. ‘So why did you even bother to log on?’

He sighs, resting an elbow on the windowsill.

‘Well, there I was walking down by the sea one day and it struck me: you were on my mind all the time.’ He taps the side of his head with his fingertips. ‘It was like you were haunting me. I couldn’t get you out of my head. I kept imagining what you’d think of things and what you’d say, and I thought, fuck it. Just get in touch with the witch, confirm what an evil piece of work she is, and cut her from your heart once and for all.’ He shouts this above the exhaust. He grins.

‘Nice.’

‘Then I turned to walk back into the town to the internet café and – no word of a lie – there’s a woman walking along with a T-shirt on her, and as she turned the corner, a shaft of sunlight hit the T-shirt and I saw across it was written, “Où est Max?” Well, it was a sign. I ran up to her like a wild man and asked her where she got the T-shirt.’

‘You never told me that on the phone.’

‘And she said she’d only tell me after I’d made mad, passionate love to her, which I did –’ he sneaks a glance across at me ‘– for hours. She was insatiable.’

I wrinkle my nose.

‘And when she had to stop, on account of hunger, thirst and a nasty cramp in her hip, we shared a spliff and she told me the whole story about a funny-looking woman searching for her lost love named Max and how romantic it all was, with the Facebook and everything.’

‘Is any part of that true?’

‘No.’ He throws back his head and laughs loudly. ‘I went to the internet café and googled you.’

We don’t seem to have climbed for long, but the ground falls away at the side of the road now, a steep drop into dark stands of trees. A scent of rosemary and thyme fills the van. The engine whines as Max changes down a gear.

‘Nana got married. I wish you could have seen it.’

‘Yeah … Is she OK, the old girl?’

‘She’s on a bloody gap year. Travelling round the world for a whole year with Reg. Europe at the moment. Sends silly postcards.’

‘Brilliant.’ He smiles. ‘And what did you do with Dave?’

I think of Dave being shut in his cage at the cattery, the seething hatred in his eyes as I handed over his fish-shaped ‘Top Cat’ bowl.

‘The cat you abandoned? In a cattery. You owe me about three hundred pounds and a silk kimono. Shredding is one of his great talents.’

‘Three hundred quid? How long is he in for?’

‘A week.’

He flinches as if he’s been hit in the face. ‘A week? One week?’

‘It’s a very luxurious cattery, with heated beanbags and caviar extract.’

‘Caviar!’

‘Extract.’

‘And then what?’

‘Then I suppose I’ll pick him up – or we will.’

‘You’re only staying a week.’ He frowns and bites the side of his thumb.

I hang on to the leather strap above the passenger door as we make a turn and suddenly the road snakes left, with a sheer drop to one side. My stomach heaves and I concentrate on looking ahead.

‘I thought you’d stay longer.’

‘I would, but Lucy’s getting married.’

‘She’s getting married?’

‘You’re invited. You could escort me.’

‘No way. Not after the last wedding debacle. You’re a liability.’

‘Actually you’ll have to. She’s gone mad. She’s making me do a terrible dance routine involving a pole and lesbian frotting.’

He smirks. ‘What’ll you be wearing?’

‘A tutu.’

He shakes his head and smiles. ‘Well, that’s funny right there,’ he says.
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One in the Oven is Worth Two in the Bush

Ways to say you’re having a baby:

up the duff

up the stick

knocked up

one in the oven

bun in the oven

expecting

with child

preggers

experiencing birth-control failure

We descend into Cadaqués and it isn’t the rocky herdsman’s outpost in the wilderness I’d imagined, rather it’s a stunning, arty fishing village. As the road snakes lower, I look back through the trees at the town; it clings to the land between the obscene roll of two mountains, a white jostle of buildings like washed-up paper. I see why Max chose to stay here; the narrow streets of the old quarter are packed with little galleries and studios. So what I need to do is make him fall deeply in love with me again, make him so in love that he’s willing to return to the scruffy arse end of London and live in a bedsit with me. I’m a resourceful girl, but I have to say it’s looking like a challenge. We park the van and climb some steps to a tall whitewashed building. I hope it’s not much further: I’m hot and tired, and one of my sandals is beginning to rub on my heel.

‘Here we are.’ Max unlocks a heavy door. He grabs the bags and steps into the darkness, while I hesitate. He clatters about inside, battling with the shutters of two huge windows. Rectangles of sunlight spill over the stone floor. ‘Come in,’ he says over his shoulder.

I follow him into the cool room. White breezeblock walls with various canvases and half-finished paintings propped against them. A shelf made from old crates crowded with jars and paint and brushes. Piles of papers and books and a huge ironwork bed with bricks for legs. There’s a bentwood chair and a chipped anglepoise lamp balanced beside an overflowing ashtray. The kitchen alcove is a cupboard, with an ancient fridge and an encrusted stovetop. To one side of the space a faded green fabric panel is slung behind a giant old hook, sectioning off a small sink, a toilet and a showerhead hanging over a sloping little drain. The place has a tomblike smell of old wet stone.

Max runs a hand through his hair. ‘Er, welcome … Make yourself at home … Sit anywhere,’ he says, waving his hand around as if there’s a three-piece suite and assorted armchairs.

I put my handbag on the bed.

‘Well, I love what you’ve done with the place.’

‘I was going for minimalist.’

‘You’ve achieved it.’

‘Would you like a large drink?’

‘This is where you’ve been living.’ I sit on the bed.

He doesn’t answer. It seems as if he hasn’t heard. He’s just watching me intently. I’m left grinning, grappling for another line.

‘It’s very neat, though, in here … Not like you, really.’

He walks towards me and kneels between my knees, but he isn’t smiling. He strokes my cheek, holds my chin. I move my eyes side to side jokily. His eyes seem almost black under the dark frown of his brow.

‘Vivienne,’ he says.

‘Hello!’

‘Don’t fuck with me. It can’t be like before.’

I open my mouth to speak but think better of it and try to touch his face, but he jerks his chin away and grabs my hand.

‘I want you, but only if you want me. If you have doubts, just get on the next plane home – no hard feelings. I don’t want pity or to be friends.’

‘I won’t hurt you again. I just want to love you.’ His mouth is close to mine. I listen to our breath. Feel our lips brush. ‘As soon as possible.’

Then he kisses me and I move my hand up into his hair, feeling something like panic, an almost painful heart-thumping crashing in my ears; my arms go weak.

‘Lie down,’ he says quietly.

I flop back on the bed without taking my eyes off his face. He’s kneeling between my legs. I see a tiny movement in his neck as he swallows. Then he takes off my pants. His face serious and his eyes dark. He pulls off his T-shirt and unbuckles his jeans with one hand. I feel the other everywhere: on my breasts, my belly and then between my legs, stroking and inside me. I see him for a moment kneeling over me, the bulk of him, his wide shoulders filling the window. Outside, I hear a shout, but all is quiet in the room except for our breathing and the rustle of the sheets as we move. I try to wrap my legs around him.

I feel the weight of him. I look sideways at his tanned arm and feel his breath tickling my ear.

‘Vivienne,’ he sighs. His fingers move on me. ‘I’ve been dying for you,’ he whispers as he pushes into me, and I feel my body pulling him in.

Afterwards I’m lying half on him, my head resting on his armpit, thinking, if I died now, it would be OK. I’ve lived a good life. I’ve known passion, bitten into some lovely things, tried to be nice to most people most of the time … Then I want to throw up. My mouth feels dangerously watery. I look towards the unscreened toilet and imagine suddenly having to puke there, naked. That can’t happen.

‘Would you like a vodka?’ Max asks lazily.

I tilt my head back to look at him. ‘Something fizzy.’

‘I could go and get something.’

He shifts his body and slightly presses against my chest, making my boobs hurt. I turn onto my side.

‘Will I go?’ he asks.

‘We’ll both go, in a minute,’ I tell him, curling into the recovery position, too weak to leave the bed.

He puts his arm around me, stroking my bicep with his rough fingertips over and over.

‘You’re so beautiful, Viv,’ he says. ‘I have wanked so many times thinking of you.’

‘God, that’s really sweet.’ I bat his hand away; he moves it onto my bottom.

We lie there in silence. His eyes begin to close. I take deep breaths against the nausea. It comes in waves, insistent.

Oh shit, I’m pregnant. I am pregnant. I lift the sheet and look down at my body. My nipples look weird. I bite my lower lip, thinking, my heart filling with terror and maybe a faint twinge of excitement. I’m not. I can’t be. A brief moment of relief before the angel voice, now preceded by some sort of harp twang, sings, ‘You know the truth.’ This is making me panic. I’m pregnant and hearing voices.

Max gently snores. I whack him awake.

‘So, what about Lucy getting married?’ I ask loudly.

He smiles, eyes still closed. ‘She’s the last person I’d expect.’

‘Why?’

‘Remember her at uni going on about the patriarchy? She’s anti-commitment.’

‘People change. She’s very pro-commitment now. Well, pro- with one man in particular.’

‘What’s he like?’

‘Reuben. Colombian.’

‘Ah.’

‘He’s sexy, into toys.’

‘Good on her.’

‘Yes, good on her. She’ll be pregnant next, I suppose.’ I glance at his face.

He opens one eye. ‘Guess so.’

‘Imagine that. Lucy, a mum.’

‘I can’t. I’m trying, but I can’t.’

‘Do you ever wonder what it would be like to be a parent?’

‘Nope. I know. Terrible. Not a moment’s peace.’

‘What? How do you know?’

‘Growing up in my family, hundreds of kids always running around … chaos.’

‘So you don’t want kids?’ I ask, and he lifts his head a little to peer at me suspiciously.

‘We’re talking hypothetically here?’

‘’Course.’

He flops back, laughing nervously, sensing a trap.

‘Your answer, please … Do you or do you not want kids?’

‘Well, hypothetically I always thought I don’t.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because of the planet.’

‘Because of the planet?’

‘Yeah, like the population is too large already,’ he says, gazing dreamily at the ceiling without a care in the world.

‘You don’t want kids because of the planet.’ Of all the answers! He’s suddenly become a green warrior? He laughed when I said I wanted to live in one of those eco cave houses for the good of the planet. What an annoying hypocrite he is! I stand up and pace, wearing nothing but a frown. ‘Well, that’s a bit of a deal-breaker, don’t you think?’

‘Huh?’ He sits up, leaning on an elbow.

‘You shouldn’t go shagging thirty-something women, then, should you?’ I snap. Bits of spit fly.

‘Viv, what are you on about?’

‘The planet! I thought you were a Catholic?’

‘Lapsed … Nice muff, by the way.’

‘Thanks. Well, other Catholics have loads of kids – in drawers.’

‘What?’

‘Yes. Because they have so many that they just don’t have enough room or beds or cots! I saw that on a documentary where a woman had twelve kids, and that was in Ireland!’ I jab a finger at him. I’ve won. How can he come back on that? He makes a confused/ aghast noise.

‘What are you saying? Do you want kids?’ He kneels up now.

‘Yes! No. I’m talking about principles!’ I say, jutting my head at him like a chicken. ‘It’s all very well going environmental, banging on about the planet, growing a big fucking beard and shagging women left and right with no care for the consequences!’

He actually laughs out loud, and I nearly do too but manage to hold it together.

‘“Shagging women left and right”!’ he snorts.

I burst into tears.

He jumps off the bed. ‘Hey … are you …? Come on.’ I drop my head and sob loudly, surprising myself. ‘Come on.’ He leads me to the bed and sits me down. He kneels in front of me, rubbing my legs.

Then I look right into his eyes, willing him to know. They flicker with recognition.

‘Vivienne?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Pregnant?’

‘Yes.’
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Who’s the Daddy?

As we know, the father of your baby will be the guy you had sexual intercourse with at the time of ovulation.

Ovulation occurs halfway through your menstrual cycle.

If you need to ask about your menstrual cycle, what are you doing having sex?

As I did not have sexual intercourse with anyone other than Max Kelly, Max Kelly is the father of my baby.*

* I might not be pregnant.

We decide to get out of the room, walk, get air. Down through winding cobbled lanes we stumble with the news, hand in hand, under balconies dripping with geraniums, towards the sea. We pause to look out over the waves, contemplating our new roles – ‘mummy’ and ‘daddy’ – trying them on like expensive, impractical coats. I squeeze his hand, feeling the long, blunt fingers. He scoops up a stone and throws it. We hardly speak as we follow the coastal path out of Cadaqués. There’s no beach, only rocky coves. The sea fizzes over small stony islands, making clear pools. It glitters on towards the horizon, shining turquoise and navy. Some of the windows are lit now, and the restaurants on the seafront glow like yellow lanterns. Ahead is a bar that seems to be set into the stone of the cliff. There’s music and frying fish in the air. I make for the small metal table out front. He sits beside me and smiles. I look at his brown eyes. He looks steadily back, leaning his elbows on the table, hunching his big shoulders towards me.

‘What do you think?’ I ask.

‘We’d better get ourselves a cot.’

We look away from each other. My thoughts race like a rat in a maze, going over all the possibilities, trying to grasp how the world has just shifted.

Max jerks his head as if he’s been hit by a realisation. ‘How long have you known?’ he asks.

‘It really only just dawned on me, at the airport.’

‘Huh, that’s the kind of intuition you’re known for, Viv.’

‘I mean, I thought … you know … but I can’t believe it.’

‘If you’re pregnant, when do you think it … happened?’

‘It’s yours.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What do you mean, “What do you mean?”? I know what you’re thinking. I never slept with anyone else.’

‘You were back with Rob, though.’ He spits the name of my ex-fiancé.

‘I didn’t sleep with him.’

‘Well, Viv, I hate to have to spell it out for you, but it’s not the sleeping part that does it …’

‘I did not have sexual relations with him.’

‘No, but, by God, you did with me, didn’t you, girl?’ He grins and nods to himself.

‘It’s your baby,’ I say.

‘Of course she’s mine.’ He pulls my chair towards him, kisses me clumsily on the head. ‘Ah, she’s a blessing, isn’t she?’ he laughs.

‘She? You think it’s a girl?’

‘Oh yeah. I see myself with a daughter.’

I feel a massive thrill, a jolt of excitement like an orgasm.

‘Oh my God. We’re having a baby.’

‘Obviously we’ll need to teach her about art, and she should play the fiddle. She might start a revolution. We’ll make a list. Daddy’s girl will be number-one priority.’

Then everything is subtly different, the same but more beautiful, like waking in the morning and discovering a sparkling frost has altered the view. I’ve become like some sort of sacred vessel controlled by an angel within, one that speaks to me. As I listen to Max’s voice, my mind seems to float inside with my baby. The ethereal music starts up.

‘I suppose we need to do a test,’ Max says, bringing me up short. The music stops with a scratchy-needle noise. A test! It’s not confirmed yet, is it? I might not be a sacred vessel at all. I put a hand over my belly.

‘All will be well,’ says the voice, and then, in a harsher tone, ‘Eat food now.’

The waiter brings our food, plate by plate. Sea bass for Max. I pick up a white-eyed sardine by the tail and slice the flesh off its comb of bones. Of all the food I’ve ever tasted before – and, I’m convinced, ever after – this sardine is the best. Hot, salty and tasting of the sea, eaten beside the ocean, starving.

It’s dark when we walk back towards the town. We take the coastal path again and I hear the hush of the waves, but looking across to the horizon I see nothing except blue-black space, as if we’re walking along the lip of a great gaping mouth. We’re having a baby. I pull Max’s arm tighter around me.

‘What would you be doing now if I wasn’t here?’ I ask him.

‘Probably I’d be in the internet café with a bottle of vodka obsessively googling you, cursing the amateur rapper Viv Summers from Texas who keeps clogging up my search.’

‘And after that?’

‘Ah, you know, meet up with a few people, or read, or paint.’

‘How could you stand it for all this time? Didn’t you miss London?’

‘I wanted to be away, Vivienne, that’s the idea.’

‘I couldn’t do it.’

He glances at me sideways. ‘I know.’

‘So did you find yourself, then?’

‘Yeah. I’m a complete dickhead.’

‘I could have told you.’

‘And I started painting these abstract landscapes. Some of the scenery here is stunning, and you know it’s harder to paint a landscape well than it is to paint a person. With a person, you can use some of their character and it lends the work a sort of energy. With a landscape, it’s about your eye, the view you take; the character has to come from the artist.’

I narrow my eyes in the dark. ‘Is that true, or are you trying to get into my pants?’

Max laughs. ‘Both,’ he says.

‘And are they any good, then, these landscapes?’

‘Ah well, that’s not for me to say. I sold some, though.’

‘I saw the painting of me. I went to the gallery.’

We cross a little square, through the bright lights of the seafront restaurants and uphill along a street lined with gift shops and boutiques.

‘I like the way you painted me. I looked cool.’

‘Which is a feat of brilliance in itself.’ He smiles. ‘Someone wanted to buy that.’

‘You didn’t sell it?’

‘I did.’ When I gasp in shock, he says, ‘What? You’d left me.’

‘So you just sold me?’

‘Needed the cash.’

‘Well, I’ll bloody well buy it back! How much did you sell it for?’

‘Four grand.’

‘Four grand?’ I cough.

‘The guy got a bargain. It’s a masterpiece.’

I think of someone in a mansion somewhere and on his plain white wall, probably over the stairwell, there’s me, in an Arsenal T-shirt. I’ve been sold like a chattel, robbed of my spirit.

‘Well, I’ll save up and buy it back. I knew I shouldn’t have let you paint me. Now I’m on some random person’s wall!’ I pull away from him, pretending to be interested in some tie-dye balloon pants hanging outside a shop.

‘I didn’t really sell it,’ he says.

‘I don’t believe you. Look at you. Who knows what you’re capable of?’ I look at him standing in the path in his ‘good trousers’ and his crumpled white linen shirt.

He steps towards me with his head to one side as if coaxing a child. ‘I turned down two offers.’

‘Two offers of four grand?’

He nods. In the half-light from the boutique his smile flashes a crescent of white.

‘Is this the kind of business acumen you intend to use to support your child?’ I brush past him. He follows, waving his hands as he speaks.

‘I’m planning my own exhibition mid-October. You know the gallery in Westbourne Park that takes pieces of mine? They’ve agreed to let me take over for a month. The whole gallery will be showing only my landscapes, and if that goes well, it will be a regular thing.’

‘So you are planning on coming back to London?’

‘I’ll have to now you’re up the duff. She’d go to any lengths to get her man.’

‘I’ll stop at nothing. But earlier you were all mysterious about ever coming back. I don’t want you doing anything out of duty just because I’m … might be pregnant.’

‘Actually, I miss the whores and the druggies.’

‘And they miss you. So you’ll come to Lucy’s wedding?’

He pulls me into a doorway and places a palm over my belly. ‘Vivienne,’ he begins, and then closes his eyes, trying to say something that’s difficult to begin. I wait, feeling slightly nervous. ‘How do I tell you?’ He kisses me. He rests his lips on the bridge of my nose. I press my back against the cool brick. ‘Don’t you know I’m mad about you? I’d go anywhere as long as I’m with you.’ He grins at me crazily. ‘I’ll have to come to the wedding because deep down all I want is to follow you around … licking you. I’ll not let you down, or her.’ Here his voice cracks a little and he bends to kiss my belly.

I look down at the comb marks in the hair wax he must have slapped on his head and smile.

‘None of your Irish blarney, now. Tell me how you really feel.’

He looks out of our little doorway and smiles up at the sky. He leans a hand on the wall behind my head.

‘You tell me how you feel,’ he says.

I narrow my eyes, pretending to think.

‘In my life I’ve often been glad you exist,’ I say.

‘Ah, see, succinct.’

‘I like what you said,’ I say, and stretch up to kiss him.

I take his hand when we walk on and we fall into silence. He loves me. I’ve got him. I imagine telling Dave, ‘I’m bringing him home, boy!’ I look up at the sky; it’s a clear night with millions of stars. This is a moment I want to freeze-frame, to unwrap at a time far from now, when I’m bored on a slow train in a light drizzle. I imagine Max with his own successful exhibition. I see us playing with our baby, raising her up to the sky; she’s smiling, her dimples showing, until Max drops her and then we row about whose fault it was … Imagining myself as a mother uncorks a terrible cocktail of emotions; it’s thrilling, terrifying and exciting. Being part of something real, having the massive responsibility with no return, ever. When else does that situation arise? Most other things in life you can wriggle out of.

I think of my own mother, how she must have felt being pregnant at sixteen. How she left me with my nana when I was seven. Then a string of thoughts: could I ever leave my child? Why do I want to talk to my mother? Why is she the first person I want to tell, not the lovely nana who raised me? And then with a rush of clarity I know I’m going to contact my mother and tell her and show her this is how to have a happy pregnancy. This is how to have a baby. This is how to be a mummy. I want her involved. Her leaving and me being pregnant are the biggest things that have ever happened to me, and they are somehow related. I feel alive with the thought that I’ll find her and the certainty that she’ll come. We pass by a fruit seller just then. Momentous things are happening, and meanwhile I must eat nectarines immediately.

We return to Max’s room with bags of food. Fruit, bread, jam, biscuits, wine and fizzy water. I lie down on the bed, hot and exhausted. Max takes off my sandals.

‘Oh, thank God!’ I say, as he rubs my feet.

‘You’ve lovely feet.’

‘Do I?’

‘I don’t know how, with all your crazy shoes.’

I prop my head up on a pillow and start on a nectarine, watching him.

‘There’s a lot to be said for sensible shoes,’ I say.

‘Really?’ He lifts my leg a little. I see him glance at my thighs.

‘Like they are actually designed for walking in, which probably should be the first rule of thumb if you are thinking of a shoe.’

‘Not really … Some shoes are designed for sex.’ He bends to kiss the top of my foot. ‘Vivienne?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Your naked feet are giving me the horn.’

‘You might have one of those foot fetishes.’

He’s massaging my toes, pushing his fingers between each one, and then he places my foot onto the front of his trousers over his erect penis. I feel a shock run from the soles of my feet up my thighs and into my belly. As he takes off his shirt, I clench my toes over his cock.

He turns his head to the side. ‘Vivienne?’

‘Yeah?’ I say, popping the last bit of nectarine in my mouth and beginning to move my toes up and down.

‘Would you take off your dress, please?’ I pull it over my head and lean back in my underwear.

‘And please will you remove your bra.’

I unclasp my bra. My tits might be sore, but I must say they look magnificent in this lamplight. Are they a whole cup size bigger? I’d quite like a photo of them actually, just so I know they were once this great. Max sits beside me and begins to kiss my shoulders. He trails a finger down my arm. Then I kiss him and we’re falling back together. I wriggle further up the bed and he catches hold of my pants, pulling them off. I wrap a leg around his waist and pull him on top of me, wanting to feel him inside me, but he stops, his eyes searching my face.

‘Viv, I can’t hurt the baby, can I?’

‘No!’

‘I don’t want to poke her in the eye.’

‘Don’t be thick. You won’t.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘She hasn’t got eyes yet.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t think so … Anyway –’ I reach up and hold the back of his neck ‘– come on, Irish. You’re so big and hard I’ve got to have you.’

‘OK, I’ll do it,’ he says, ‘since you put it like that.’


4

Pee on the Stick

Los kits caseros de pruebas son extremadamente precisos. Dentro de los siete días de la concepción células de la placenta secretan la hormona gonadotropina coriónica humana en la sangre y la orina. Esto pruebas de embarazo caseras muestra dos líneas azules si usted está embarazada.

Translation by Max Kelly: ‘The test is very accurate … Er, there’s something about a placenta and hormones. You must do it up the bum with your boyfriend and then pee on the stick. If it shows two blue lines, you are pregnant … It does say that! Look, pee on the stick.’

Morning and the sun sparkles through every crack in the shutter frames, making halos on the peeling paint. The room is already hot, the smell of damp stone replaced by baked clay and drains. I’m not properly awake but am aware of Max sleeping close by. I glance across. There he is, arms behind his head, sheet gathered around his groin like a nappy. Normally when I wake up, I jump out of bed after a few seconds to turn on the shower, but today I feel as if I’ve woken on a waltzer ride at the fair and I’m about to be sick in a bag. I lie completely still, trying to think up a strategy. Food is my only hope. I get off the bed and stay low. I scuttle to the grocery bag without retching and sit cross-legged on the stone floor. I grab the biscuits, ripping the packet open with my teeth and ramming two in my mouth; flaky pastry with a synthetic lemon overtone. I take a swig of water and shove in two more. I watch Max’s ribcage rising and falling. The fur in his armpits sticks up like a cockatoo’s fan. The line of dark hair running down from his belly button under the sheet. His head back, big nose in profile, quite noble. His lips are parted, bottom teeth a bit crooked. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

He turns onto his side. One arm flops over. Now he’s facing me with his eyes closed, his black eyelashes making him look as if he’s been messing about with make-up. He opens one eye and closes it again.

‘What are you, some sort of weird rodent, crouching there, nibbling?’ he mutters.

‘Get up loser!’ I say in what I think is a rodent-type voice. He doesn’t move.

I take another swig of water and break off the end of the baguette. The sickness has passed, but I think I should probably keep eating, just to make sure. I unscrew the jam and dip a bit of bread into the jar.

How life can change in such a short time. Only last month I’d decided to live life alone. I was a rock. I didn’t need love. Anyhow, now here I am with Max and pregnant. That’s about as un-alone as you can get. It’s just like Nana says – you never know what’s round the corner. Only right now is certain. I chew thoughtfully. I wonder where in the world Nana and Reg are now. I’d like to tell her about the baby. How will she feel about being a great-grandmother? I need her help to contact my mother, Lorraine, who was last in touch to say she couldn’t make Nana’s wedding as she was touring South America.

Funny isn’t it that my seventy-year-old nana is now to be found globetrotting as a newlywed. The last postcard from them was of the Leaning Tower of Pisa.

‘It’s falling down!’ she wrote in biro on the front. Nana and Reg let loose on the world … I have a number to call when they get to Egypt next week. I’ll break the news then.

Next week. I think about next week. Next week when we’re back in London, expensive London, London where I have no job and only three months’ rent money … and wait, let’s chuck a baby into the equation as well.

Oh my God, we’re fucked! I put down the jar of jam and crawl towards the bed.

‘Max!’ I say close to his nose. The eyelashes flicker. ‘Max!’ I say louder. He turns onto his back again, holding his crotch. I lean over him. ‘Max!’ His eyes open and he focuses on me with a slow smile.

‘God, you are insatiable, woman. Let me wake up, would you?’

‘We can’t have a baby.’

‘Huh?’ He licks his lips, tasting his mouth.

‘You and I can’t have a baby. We aren’t responsible.’

He props himself up on his elbows and blinks. His slept-on hair sticks up at the back in a rosette.

‘We can’t bring up a child. Look at us!’

‘Viv, what are you on about?’

‘I don’t have a job. You don’t have a regular income. Where will we live? We need a house!’

He sits up and drinks a glass of water. He sets the glass down, taking a deep breath. ‘If you needed a job or a house to have a baby, half the population wouldn’t exist.’

‘No, we’ve just got carried away in the moment and we haven’t thought this through. I’m in the process of setting up a business and I can barely pay the rent. How much money do you have?’

‘Cash or assets?’

‘Both.’

‘What’s on my back.’ He smiles, then seeing my face, adds, ‘About a grand, two maybe, if I sold the bike.’

‘Do you know how much it costs to raise a child? I mean, I’ll google it, but I know it’s a hell of a lot more than that!’

I unzip a suitcase and take out the first things I can grab: leopard-print shorts, espadrilles and a pink T-shirt.

‘What’re you doing?’

‘There’s no internet here, is there? I’m going to the internet café and I’m going to research it.’

‘Hold on, Viv.’

I twist my hair up into a bun. ‘You coming?’

‘Hold on a minute!’ He gets up, pulls on boxer shorts and slopes off behind the green panel. The next thing I hear is him peeing from a height and the toilet working up to a flush. He reappears. ‘Coffee?’

‘Can’t we get one at the internet café?’

‘It’s closed.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

He shrugs as he fills the tiny kettle. I sink onto the bed. He takes two cups and spoons coffee into them.

‘First thing to do is get a test,’ he says, glancing at me. He reaches into the fridge. The tiger tattoo moves across the plane of his shoulder. He lifts up a milk carton, sniffs it and pours, topping it off with boiling water. He sits beside me and hands me a cup. I watch a lone coffee granule spin on the surface.

‘We’ll go as soon as the chemist is open. Then we’ll know for sure, won’t we?’

‘And what will we do then?’

‘Then we’ll work it all out.’ He puts an arm around me and downs the scalding coffee in one. ‘We’re smart people. We’ll figure it out. If we need more money, we’ll get some.’

‘How? I once read online that raising a baby can cost over two hundred grand.’

‘You don’t have to pay up front, though.’ He nudges me with a shoulder.

‘Where will we live?’

‘My place, or your place. Babies don’t need much.’

‘You don’t know that. Online—’

‘Viv, not all the answers are online, OK? Some things you just have to go with. What are you saying? What’ll you do if you think you can’t afford it?’ He shoots me a glance that hits like a slap in the face.

I look down at my hands. ‘Have a baby.’

‘Exactly … So I’ll get dressed.’

We walk to the chemist, through the old town, down cool cobbled steps. Below us, and just visible through the crouched houses, the Mediterranean glitters like turquoise glass. I feel the sun beat heavily on my skin in a kind of rhythm. Max lights a cigarette, letting go of my hand and keeping it out of my way. Of course this is something I should be worried about now. There will be loads of things. I read somewhere that pregnant women should avoid curry, but somewhere else that they should eat it, and what do women in India do with themselves, anyway? I’ll research this whole thing online, no matter what Max says. That is, if the test is positive. I mean, we’re acting as if I am definitely pregnant, and at the moment we don’t know for sure – we’re balanced on the seesaw of Fate.

I wonder, if he could choose, would Max actually want to have a baby now? Would I? How could either of us ever answer that question? The issue has come up now, hasn’t it? Because of this pregnancy or non-pregnancy, we’ve taken the idea in, accepted it, so if I’m not pregnant, will we be disappointed? My mind circles, taking pathways and dead ends, as if I’m stuck on one of those decision trees. I’m stuck because I don’t know the answer to the very first question.

Is Max father material? Not that long ago, I didn’t even consider him shag material, and now the two of us might have made a whole other person. His main motivator, as long as I’ve known him, has been getting himself laid. Are any of his skills transferable into fatherhood? I wonder. I walk along looking at him and thinking about that.

‘Max, how many women have you slept with?’ I ask after a while.

He half turns round. ‘Why?’

‘I’m just wondering whether you’d be any good as a father.’

He frowns. ‘Oh. Yeah, I get it – if I’ve slept with loads, then I’m obviously a very understanding and inclusive person, not to mention persuasive, and if only a few, then I have self-control and virtue?’

‘Something like that.’

‘In that case, the question to ask isn’t how many, but what kind of women have I slept with, since we already know I have no self-control or much virtue,’ he says.

‘OK, have you ever slept with anyone really fat?’

‘Sure.’

‘Who was the fattest person you’ve ever had sex with?’

‘Gillian McGuiness. She was fifteen stone.’

‘And what happened?’

‘She left me after about two weeks.’

‘Why?’

‘She said I didn’t have enough money.’

‘You still don’t have enough money.’
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