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			‘Underbelly invites us all down the rabbit hole into the wild, weird and sometimes wonderful corners of the Internet. I raced through it’

			EMMA GANNON

			‘Darkly voyeuristic – but with heart’

			GRAZIA

			‘I don’t think I’ve ever turned the pages of a book so quickly. This is the first book I’ve read that really captures life online – the satire is so sharp, but the emotional core of the story is so tender and pulsing. Truly excellent storytelling’

			DAISY BUCHANAN

			‘Captures the depth and complexity of female relationships under the glare of social media’

			STYLIST

			‘I barely breathed in the last few pages. This is more than a page-turner, it’s unputdownable, it will stay with you long after the last page. I’ve never read a book that so perfectly encapsulates the complexity – and belly-laughing heart – of female relationships’

			CHERRY HEALEY
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			PROLOGUE

			THE HOSPITAL

			Four and a half years ago, somewhere upstairs in this hospital, they cut a baby out of me. The doctor was tall and had a voice so deep it sounded like every word was sinking to the floor. I was with him for exactly twenty-seven minutes, and in that time he sliced through my womb and said reassuring things that he must have said a hundred times before, calm as a man tying his shoelaces. 

			He pulled out my baby and the nurses did their checks while I was there with my legs and belly wide open. 

			The walls were peach, with yellow hazard signs: wash this, dispose of that, be careful of those. I can’t remember much else because the drugs were coursing through my veins. The doctor walked up to my end, smiled, said ‘congratulations’ and left, because it was someone else’s job to do the stitching up and either he had another baby to set free or he just wanted his lunch. 

			And now I’m in A&E and my life is about to end. 

			When they do the first incision for a Caesarean, a little arc of blood shoots up in the air. They don’t tell you that, because you can’t see it past the sheet they hang above your chest. And you don’t feel it, because of the anaesthetic. But I did hear it: a little patter of three or four drops, like water spilled on a plastic mat. 

			And now I wonder how many pints of blood a person needs and if she has enough left. 

			The waiting room is full of grey faces and tired nurses, none made happier by the plastic Santa on the main desk. A man comes in wearing overalls and dust, with kitchen roll around his arm and blood slowly seeping through the layers while his wife applies more. A woman in a headscarf is bent double, moaning gently in the corner, willing whatever pain she is in to go away. There’s a young boy in a football kit with his kneecap in the wrong place and his mum is stroking his head as he tries not to cry. 

			This is where people land before a nurse can see them, or where you have to wait if you arrive with a victim. A kind of medical purgatory.

			The lights are too bright and I feel like an animal in here, like I’m being checked for ticks. The hospital smells of illness and the heating is on too high. It’s the perfect place for germs to breed and there’s a ball of dust and hair tumbling around in the corner of one of the air vents, looking for an escape. That vent is making us sick. 

			My hand closes around my phone, but my phone is dead and my heart jangles. 

			If they take one pint at blood donations and that leaves people needing a biscuit, then more than two is probably bad. 

			And there was so much blood. More blood than you’d think one woman could hold. 

			The machine-gun flutter starts in my heart again, like an old, toy rattle wildly shaken until it stops dead, and I wonder when will the police come and what will they say when I don’t have any answers. 

			This is what I’ll be known for now. There will be before today and the moment I became a killer. It feels like my ribs are pushing inwards, all the air is rushing out of me and I can’t get it back in quick enough. And I’m tapping my phone against my chin because I want to know what the signs of a heart attack are, but mostly because I want to know what they’re saying about me. 

			I want to tell them that she made this happen. I want them to know that it’s her fault. Because it is. It really is. 

			But it won’t matter because they’ll come for me anyway. There will be thousands by morning. They will hear my name all over the world and they won’t be happy until I’m dead too, so I might as well get on with it. 

		

	
		
			FOUR MONTHS EARLIER . . .

		

	
		
		

	
		
			1

			late august

			LO

			I’m looking in the mirror. My left breast hangs slightly lower than my right. What were once pert grapefruits stare back at me like socks weighed down with tennis balls. Each nip points in a different direction, one towards Scout’s room, the other to the laundry basket. 

			At school, you’d put a HB pencil under your boobs in the bogs. The Pencil Test. There was no traction back then and the pencil would fall to the ground. Now I could stash a Crayola set under there. 

			I hoist them into a bobbled bra and wrestle myself into yesterday’s leggings. It’s an undignified process where I squat like a Zumba teacher until Lycra meets crotch. 

			‘Scout, you ready?’ I holler, while pulling a sweatshirt over my messy curls. 

			There’s silence.

			‘Scout?’

			Further silence.

			‘Scout, we’ve got to get a move on,’ I say, a bit more militant.

			‘YES,’ she huffs, like a tiny teenager. 

			She’s four. It’s a fleeting insight of what’s to come.

			I go to her room and her toy box is upended. She’s surrounded by debris and looks like someone on day three of a festival. I tiptoe through the Lego to straighten her up and am glad that she still needs me.

			‘One more minute, OK? Then breakfast. Porridge, OK? With a honey “S” on it?’

			She looks up at me with those big Bambi eyes, nods and re-enters her imaginary world. 

			My knees creak in unison with the stairs as I walk down past black-and-white family photos. Johno and I on our wedding day, our happiness spilling out of the frame; Scout, Johno and me on Brighton Pier; my dad holding Scout like she’s a rugby ball. A collage of our lives, missing out the grey bits in between that bind these moments like grouting. 

			I put her porridge in the microwave. I’ve got two minutes and I swipe to my Instagram profile: @the__lo__down__: 

			Lo Knox

			Campaigner

			Get your tits out for the . . . baby. Making room for breastfeeding at work.

			I scroll right back to the beginning of my feed like it’s going to hold the key for what to share with 32,567 people today. There’s a post of Scout’s plate with a ketchup smiley face, two peas for eyes and a soggy fish-finger nose: ‘Raising a smile #friyay’ – and another of a badly cropped quote I’ve stolen off the internet: ‘May your coffee be strong and your Mondays short.’ 

			The worst is a photo of me and my friend Amara, with a caption that reads: ‘Never a dull moment with this one’ – which was, if I’m honest, fairly dull. I’ve known Amara since day one at Oakley Comp, and I still love seeing her, like a kid loves Haribos, even if it doesn’t happen that much anymore. The caption doesn’t do our twenty-three-year friendship justice. 

			I want to delete these early ones, but people will notice. There are a few that pick up every detail, like they’re in the wings just waiting for you to go off script so they can message: ‘Oh, didn’t you say you were off the booze?’ – with a screen grab of an opened bottle of wine in my kitchen. Even when you’re sleeping, someone is watching. 

			Last night’s post has gone down OK. It was me, collapsed on the sofa, head to toe in ‘minimalist lifewear’ from new Scandi label Etisk. They’re my main client, and their stuff is OK, if a bit ‘greige’ – the colour of a pair of knickers you’ve had since 2001. But Etisk pays the bills and feels like progress from my first ad, for bog roll, which saw me praising the three ply like it was a silken glove. 

			Somehow it’s been ten minutes and we need to get a move on. 

			‘Scout, BREAKFAST.’

			Silence.

			‘Scout, your porridge is on the table.’ 

			I say this like stating the location will spur a pre-schooler into action.

			‘Scout, come on, please don’t make me come upstairs.’ 

			I instantly hate my tone.

			‘Scout, don’t make me come upstairs.’

			I hear a rustle, but then silence again.

			‘Right, I’m going to count to three and if you’re not downstairs . . .’ I tail off, unable to find a suitable threat. ‘One, two . . .’

			I start thundering upstairs and hear a clatter of Lego as she appears at the door, beaming impishly.

			I hold Scout’s shoulders, guiding her to the porridge on the kitchen table as though she might escape. Period pains that have been building since I woke pulse more urgently. Once she sits down, I open what Johno calls ‘the kitchen drawer of shame’, a dumping ground for everything that doesn’t have a place. It’s deep and cluttered, and as I scrabble for pain relief, a pair of toy-rabbit ears clatter to the ground. I pop two tablets, rub my stomach gently and check the time: its 9.20 a.m. She’s still eating but we need to leave. However much time we have, I always seem to be rushing. 

			We don’t use the buggy anymore, so that Scout can run and climb and skip wherever we go, but it means every journey takes twice as long. I ask her to put on her shoes and coat, knowing she’s not really capable of doing either, and I run upstairs two steps at a time to have a panic wee. Like a child, I always need to go just before exiting the building.

			I pee and flush, wash my hands and take a moment for the mirror. My hair is wild, my mahogany curls jutting out at odd angles, and as I run my hand through them, a few strands come away, a lingering pregnancy gift. It’s supposed to stop after the first twelve months, but I still shed like a Labrador in summer. 

			I dust blusher onto the apples of my cheeks and look slightly clownish but more alive. My eyes are bloodshot, tiny capillaries gathering to remind me of late-night Netflix and early-morning shoulder taps from Scout.

			I wonder if this frenzy will intensify when she starts Reception next week. 

			I come down to find she has her shoes on the wrong feet and is wearing her pillar-box red coat like a cape. Her skin is like porcelain, so perfect it looks filtered, and her eyes are bright with life. She looks like a proud elf and I just want to scoop her up and absorb her, but we don’t have the time.

			‘Nugget! You ready to fly?’

			‘Yes.’

			She raises up her arms to make her coat flap. 

			‘OK, let’s just fix your shoes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘They’re on the wrong feet!’

			I say this like it’s wonderful. Like it’s charming and she’s amazing, because she knew all along, and I give her a full smile. Then I squat on one knee to swap the shoes over. 

			‘Sometimes I wonder if my shoes are the wrong way round or my feet are.’

			‘Yeah!’

			She accepts this as fact. Adults also get their shoes on the wrong feet and she has no reason to feel ashamed.

			I pull on my bright yellow mac as our front door slams behind us. This coat is what Johno might call ‘a bold choice’, but the colour always lifts my mood. 

			I suck in air. The sky is grey and heavy, but there’s a freshness, a little hint of autumn in late summer. We make good progress for five minutes before Scout becomes distracted by someone’s front hedge. We’re on a street of little Victorian terraces, two-beds mostly and half of those chopped into flats, and I take the chance to pop another ibuprofen. Scout doesn’t ask what I’m doing because she’s looking for the perfect leaf. Normally, if she sees me take something, she wants to know what it is, because in her world, silver foil only covers sweets, and I think she likes the scratching sound or that little pop when the pills come out of their pod. Johno’s convinced she’s going to accidentally overdose one day, because I sometimes leave things within reach. 

			‘I’m serious,’ he says, like I’m the child. 

			But today Scout is pulling a deep green privet leaf from someone’s hedge. She gently puts the leaf in the palm of her hand like it has feelings and needs to be looked after. I often find leaves, twigs and ring pulls in her bedside drawer at home. Once there was a small bone (a sparrow? A mouse? Louisiana fried chicken?). These things are a little band of misfits united by a kindly four-year-old. 

			I watch Scout pluck another leaf and put it in her pocket. She does a half-skip and asks if she can walk on a crumbling white wall. I never stop her from climbing, but I like that she asks. It’s safe adventuring. She’s wearing new thick-soled boots that look like they’re from an army-surplus store. Her legs look like stalks poking out of soil bags. 

			There’s a girl at nursery who stamped on Scout’s feet a few weeks ago, and when I picked her up, all tear-stained, I asked her what she thought we should do. Instead of ‘tell the teacher,’ she said, ‘get bigger boots,’ and she’s barely taken them off since. 

			My first ever negative comment on Instagram was about Scout – Why do you dress her like a builder? It’s cruel. Let girls be girls. 

			I remember reading ‘cruel’ and feeling pins and needles flutter across my chest. I wanted to say, ‘Let Scout be Scout,’ but I stopped myself, because I didn’t want to argue with a stranger about my daughter’s dungarees.

			I look back at my phone. The flurry of likes and comments warms something inside me, like that feeling you get when a stranger asks where you got your dress. You’re embarrassed by the exchange but secretly glad they asked because it makes you walk a little taller. The likes cut through the banal: the meal planning, the running out of foil, the Hoover-bag replacing, the toast-crumb sweeping, the dentist booking. Then a quick boost, a flutter of someone’s approval and a flood of agreement and I feel something, like I am someone with a purpose. It’s ridiculous because I have Scout, and she is purpose enough. 

			I once had dreams of being an author but ended up chasing an algorithm. I did write press releases for employment law firm, Darby Cooper, but they made me redundant six months after I returned from maternity leave. I fought them and lost, so now I fight online. But fighting doesn’t pay the bills like androgynous culottes and bog roll do. 

			Scout shouts for help and pulls me away from my phone. I have a vague idea that it’s the second time she’s called. She’s climbed onto a wall that’s missing a few bricks and has found herself stranded at a rusty gate and a crumbling precipice. I scoop her up and swing her round until her face lights up with glee. She leans into me as we walk along the pavement, weeds fighting their way through cracks, to Little Tykes Nursery.

			The single-storey building has visible steel girders and uniform red bricks. It’s right next to a B-road, but there’s a leisure centre next door with five-a-side courts where the kids sometimes go to play on rainy days. Inside, it smells of bleach and nappies. Outside, it’s fag butts and petrol fumes.

			I’m ten minutes past the nine-thirty cut-off, after which you’re supposed to call ahead. There are no other stragglers as I ring the bell, wait to be recognised, then pull the door open and hurry Scout down the grey vinyl-floored corridor, decked with its paintings of smiling farmyard animals. Scout’s key worker, Karla, comes out of the classroom and Scout gallops towards her with an enthusiasm that fills me with equal measures of joy and jealousy.

			Whenever I’m struggling to get her out the door because she’s refusing vital outerwear, I say, ‘But we’re going to see Karla,’ and that usually calms her down. 

			She boomerangs back to me and I give her a peck on her head.

			‘Love you, have a great day.’

			‘Love you.’

			Then I wave to her back as she strides into the classroom in her big boots. 

			It feels like a lifetime ago that she was burrowing into my underarm as a baby, not wanting me to leave on those mornings when I, too, couldn’t say goodbye. I remember sitting on the steps of the leisure centre next door during her settling-in week four years ago. I cried a little, my face going blotchy, but then had to lurch on into a legal world that doesn’t show emotion. 

			I wonder what I’ll do when Scout starts school next week. 

			A cramp sears through my stomach and brings me back to the present and my forehead beads with sweat. It’s hot in here. The kind of sticky heat only found in nurseries and old people’s homes. There’s a smell of nearly burnt toast in the air that makes me want to eat even though I’m not hungry, but it’s mixed with the faint scent of nappies, which makes me want to gag. I feel like I’m in a very colourful Petri dish. I can hear the kids in one of the classrooms singing ‘Baby Shark’ at top volume. There’s a late-fee warning on the noticeboard, alongside a dozen ‘turkeys’ whose bodies are brown handprints squashed onto paper. 

			I rub my stomach, wondering if I can make it to the toilets at Asda, but it’s a fifteen-minute walk. I’m late for my period and this is Mother Nature’s penance. The kids’ loos are open, so I peek inside, seeing the familiar low saloon doors in their bright colours, each stall with a different cartoon vehicle painted on it. I’ve spent an unhealthy amount of time in here negotiating with Scout to wee before we leave each evening. 

			Just as I’m about to duck into the stall, I’m interrupted by Danni, the manager, heading down the corridor hand-in-hand with a toddler. She’s a stern woman who has a strict policy of not smiling.

			‘Is there a loo?’ I ask her.

			‘You can’t go in there.’

			‘I know, but is there one for grown-ups?’

			She stares at me as if I’m hiding a chisel and plan to march off down the high road clutching the cistern. 

			‘The only other toilet is for staff,’ she says. 

			‘Do you mind if I use it?’

			For a moment it feels like I might have to tell her what my plans are.

			‘If you really need to,’ she says. 

			She points at a red door that I always thought was a cleaning cupboard. 

			‘It’s in there.’

			‘Thanks.’

			I smile, head through the door, close and lock it, and instantly nausea washes over me from belly to throat. It feels as if a gerbil is scrabbling around in my uterus and I think I might be sick. I pull my yellow coat off, drag my leggings down and sit, my thighs spilling over the toilet seat. There’s a mop and bucket in the corner and enough bright blue bleach to scrub down an oil tanker. Stuck to a peeling full-length mirror on the back of the door is a poster with a council hotline and the headline: ‘ACCUSATIONS AGAINST YOUR STAFF?’ 

			I can just hear Danni ushering the toddler to the loos down the corridor. I feel oddly guilty on this toilet, like I’m breaking the law by being semi-clothed near other people’s children. One class is singing about a turtle and they reach a crescendo at the end of each verse with a screeching ‘POP’. The smell of toast and nappies has somehow managed to seep under the door and I feel as if I’m about to retch, the cramps making me curl over. 

			I look down at my pants and they’re patched with blood. My tailbone aches. Then something passes through my vulva, like a little bar of soap slipping out of a hand. I stand up, stare into the pan and see a familiar dark oval bundle, enveloped in a veiny sac. 

			I want to flush it away. 

			But I can’t stop looking at the bloody mass, the size of a 5p coin. The water goes pink. I stand there for ten seconds or ten minutes. Tears well and slowly creep down my face as I process being pregnant once again and losing that little life in the same moment. 

			Children’s laughter ricochets around the corridor outside. I turn, catching sight of myself in the mirror and I’m standing with my leggings around my ankles, my yellow coat on the floor. Under the brash lighting, I look grey. Grey, dimpled thighs, flecks of grey hair among the dry, brown curls and a grey sheen to my skin. My eyes are hollow. I stare at my C-section scar, a little pocket of flesh hanging over it like an overburdened bag-for-life. 

			I sit back down on the toilet seat and sobs build, making my shoulders shudder. I want to be at home. I want to be in a warm bath, or hidden beneath a duvet, not perched above an unviable foetus in a nursery toilet. I want someone to look after me.

			I breathe slowly, focusing on the soft hum of electricity coming from the strip lighting on the ceiling. I pull at the long roll of toilet paper and wipe myself over and over, until there’s just a rose-tinted residue on the tissue. I stuff my pants with a large wad of paper and pull up my leggings as I stand and wash my hands in the sink. 

			I stare back into the toilet water. It’s so small and for a moment I want to hold it in my hands. But it is so tiny and incomplete, there is nothing to hold. Just dead cells and blood and an ending.

			I flush. Pink water fades away. The most inhumane funeral. 

			I don’t want to look in the mirror again, but I need to wipe away my mascara stains. I take a foundation stick from my coat pocket, drag it across my cheeks, chin and forehead and roughly blend it into my salty, dampened skin. I have the pallor of a Tudor milkmaid, but I dust bronzer across my cheeks to come back to the twenty-first century. 

			I pull on my yellow mac, step out of the toilet and Danni is standing there.

			‘Mum! No phones in the facility please!’

			‘Ah, yes, sorry.’ 

			I didn’t even realise it was in my hand and slip it away again. She looks at me a bit longer.

			‘Are you all right, Mum?’

			I’ve been coming here for years, but they still call me ‘Mum’ because it’s easier than remembering my name. It always makes me feel like another sow in the farmyard.

			‘Fine! Thanks for the loo!’ 

			And to stop her worrying, I throw out a huge smile.

			My skin feels clammy as I step out of the nursery. The air chills the sweat on my skin. I want to call Johno but can’t bear waiting for him to work out what to say. He will go silent, and say he’s so sorry, and then he’ll go silent again. 

			I call the health centre and hold my phone to my ear, careful to avoid the thin crack that runs across one corner of the screen. It rings three times and then some music kicks in: a panpipe version of ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’, which is a new tune for them. A robotic female voice tells me I am fourth in the queue. 

			Transit vans and skip carriers shoot past me, driving too fast. I hold the phone to my ear as I walk, hoping not to be connected while the traffic is so loud. My body shivers through another cramp and I stop and press my hand to my tummy. I am now third in the queue.

			I stand still on the kerb, and the music has become a little hypnotic. It’s all chorus, the kind of repetitive sound that might make a prisoner confess to things they hadn’t done. There’s no one singing the lyrics, but I can hear them anyway, because the tune is so familiar. I am now second in the queue, the voice tells me. 

			But still, I can’t help feeling that ‘Ain’t No Mountain High Enough’ is a bad choice for a clinic, because some mountains are too high. 

			‘Haringey Health Centre,’ says a female voice, human, this time. ‘Are you registered with us?’

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘Surname?’

			‘Knox.’

			‘Date of birth please?’

			‘First of the fourth, nineteen eighty-eight.’

			‘April Fool’s!’ 

			‘Yes.’

			‘This isn’t a joke?’

			She sounds angry now.

			‘No.’

			My birth date is a joke that I have been aware of for many years. 

			‘And what’s the address?’

			‘Eighteen Warwick Road.’

			‘Middle initial?’

			‘June,’ and then I realise that isn’t an initial.

			‘And you’re Lois?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well done,’ she says, which makes me feel oddly proud. ‘How can I help?’

			‘I’d like to make an appointment,’ I say.

			There’s a short silence. 

			‘How’s next Wednesday?’ 

			‘I was hoping for today . . .’

			‘We can only do that for emergencies. Is it an emergency?’

			‘I’m not sure.’

			‘What’s the nature of your condition?’ 

			‘I’ve just had a miscarriage in a toilet.’

			‘Oh dear,’ the woman says. ‘Is the bleeding heavy and continuous?’

			‘No. It’s mostly stopped.’

			‘Let me see what we can do.’

			Her tone is a little blank, like she’s a shop assistant telling someone they don’t have a chosen shoe in the right size. She must hear about lots of conditions.

			‘Can you do twelve forty-five?’

			That’s three hours to cover a ten-minute walk.

			‘Yes,’ I tell her.

			‘Just make sure to call if you’re not coming,’ she says. ‘After three missed appointments we have to de-register you.’

			And then she hangs up.

		

	
		
			2

			DYLAN

			‘Do you want a 5p bag?’ 

			I don’t think so. I have a pack of frozen peas and a cottage pie on the conveyor and both my hands work. I also saw a turtle on Facebook recently that had its flipper caught in a carrier. 

			‘I’m OK, thanks.’

			But then, these things are frozen. They’ll be cold in my hand, and even if I put them in my pocket, the heat will make them melt. I should’ve brought a bag with me. These are basic life skills. 

			She scans the items and I tap my card and hold my breath. Noah’s rolling over a little tube of sweets next to the till. He’s doing it just enough to scruff up the paper that goes around the outside, without getting it out of the rack. It’s making this squeaky, scratchy noise, and even though he’s not asking for it, he’s staring up at me hopefully. I should stop him because he’s damaging it, but it’s keeping him quiet, so I will let this tiny vandalism go. Sorry Asda.

			The machine beeps and the payment screen flashes, ‘Declined’. The woman at the till looks at me. 

			‘It’s been declined,’ she says.

			I want to tell her I can read. I also want to explain that this is a surprise and not the reason I turned down the carrier bag. I did that for the turtles. 

			But instead I just shrink a little bit. My shoulders rise up, I feel a hot prickle creep up my neck and my forearms itch. 

			There are two people behind us: a little old lady and a fat guy who looks like he doesn’t see much light. The fat guy sighs and I can feel my face flush red and I hope he doesn’t notice. He’s got a basket full of junk: crisps, chocolates, lager, salami. Nothing that requires any more than opening a packet. 

			‘Have you got another card?’ 

			The cashier is expressionless. She has gold-rimmed glasses with oblong lenses and her hair is pulled tight in a grey-black bun. 

			I don’t have another card. I have exactly what’s on this one until tomorrow. 

			‘Can you take the peas off, please?’

			She starts doing it and there’s still no expression from her, but the fat guy – who has quite a sweaty face – puts his hand on the paused conveyor belt and shifts his weight. He crosses one foot in front of the other like his chauffeur’s late, when actually he just wants to guzzle Jammie Dodgers on his way home to slutfest.com. 

			The till woman nods at me and I tap, and again it says, ‘Declined’. Noah’s still fiddling with the sweets. The hot prickles rush right across my chest and I want to scratch my arms, but I’m wearing long sleeves and a cardigan and I can’t get at the skin. Maybe I could huff about the reader being broken and pretend to go to the cashpoint. But there’s almost no food at the flat and the corner shop costs more and I don’t know what to do. I’m holding the card in the air, but it’s empty, just a little bit of useless plastic. I might as well be waving a toy wand. 

			I put it down on the counter and reach into my pocket, but my jeans are too tight. I wrestle out my keys, and with them comes fluff, and then I go back in and can feel the hard edges of a 50p. I reach a bit further and there’s a 20p, the dotted ridges of a 10p, and I can barely get my fingers around them because the pocket is so small. As I pull them out, I pray they don’t go flinging across the floor. The pie is £1.49, but the peas are 79p. I look at the woman and speak really quietly, like I can whisper in a voice that only she can hear.

			‘Can you put the peas back on and take the pie off?’ 

			But as I give her the coins, it sounds more like the words are stuck at the top of my throat and I’m a pathetic little girl. 

			I try to give the woman a look that says ‘sorry’, without having to say it. I would apologise, but the fat guy’s right there, so I’m not saying sorry to anyone. She’s not saying anything either, just doing what I’ve asked, and I don’t know if that’s to stop me feeling bad or just that she’s seen this so much before. She picks the pie up and puts it on a little pile of other people’s things that never made it through: light bulbs, J-cloths, a bag of spuds. I should’ve just gone for baked potatoes. Ready meals are a massive waste of money. She taps her till to take the pie off, but something goes wrong and she gives a little sigh and taps some more buttons. 

			Someone else has joined the queue – another bloke – and the fat guy turns around and rolls his eyes at him, just to make it clear that he’s not the one slowing everyone down from whatever very important things they’re in Asda to do. 

			Something rushes up in me, turning my blood hot, and I stare right at his fat, sweaty face and say to him, ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get your biscuits soon.’ 

			And he’s got nothing to say. Nothing. Because he knows, really, that he spends his days eating biscuits and wanking. He’s a biscuit wanker. I’m wondering if I should tell him this, but then the machine beeps and the till opens and she drops in my coins and hands me back a penny.

			‘Would you like the receipt?’ asks the cashier.

			‘Yes, please,’ I say, because if I walk out with a bag of frozen peas, then security will think I’ve nicked them. 

			I shove the peas in my coat pocket, take Noah by the hand and we head towards the exit. I exhale and feel the skin on my face begin to cool as we walk through the shop. I take a deep breath and the supermarket smells like the inside of a huge cardboard box, but with these massive vents pushing around dirty air. 

			When I was a kid, I loved how supermarkets smelled of bread, even the bits without bread in them. And then Dad told me it was a scam: the bread smell was fake and they used it to make you hungry and that’s how they get you. He died when I was thirteen, and these life lessons are my inheritance. 

			As we get to the door, Noah yanks at my arm and points to a massive plastic gnome in a tux. 

			‘Wow. Mummy, look!’

			‘Oh, yes.’

			‘What do you think it’s for?’

			‘Well, I think it’s just for looking at, Noh.’

			‘No, it’s a toy. You can play with it.’

			‘We don’t need any gnomes, Noh.’

			The gnome comes up to my knee and costs thirty quid. 

			I walk out of the supermarket and a woman clips my elbow as she passes and I nearly trip over Noah and take him with me. She ploughs on, glued to her phone, not worried about who she leaves in her wake. She’s got this giant yellow mac on, so the world can see her but she doesn’t have to look at anyone. It makes her look like a massive toddler.

			‘Are you OK, Mummy?’

			‘Yes, Noah.’

			‘Why did that woman push you, Mummy?’

			‘Because she’s rude, Noah. Some people are like that.’

			She doesn’t even look back. I wonder why she didn’t do an online food shop, a woman like her. I wonder when she last had sex. If her bush is unkempt or bald as a plumber’s head.

			We step out into the car park and the sound of the North Circular fills the air. It’s a constant whisper, like when you hold a shell to your ear, but instead of hearing the sea, you hear a dual carriageway. 

			‘Are we going to the playground?’

			He’s staring straight up at me with his deep blue eyes, his thick brown fringe just creeping past his brows. His mouth is open, pleading like a chick after some worms.

			‘Yes, but just five minutes.’

			We cross between parked cars to the sun-bleached playground in the corner. It’s penned in with a big red wall and over the other side is the road and the rush of cars gets louder here. This is our morning break. A bit of air for him, a tiny breather from cold calls for me. In the afternoons, I take him to the park near the school he’ll be joining next week, because he needs airing twice a day, like a puppy. 

			He scrambles up the climbing frame, beaming down at me before waving his arms in the air and pretending to fall. He does it every time and even though he’s joking, my heart thuds as I smile back and waggle my finger at him. 

			He’ll be the funny kid, I reckon. The one who lifts a room. 

			His smile fills my heart, but it also makes him look just like JD and sometimes that makes me shiver. 

			Like JD’s in my boy, staring out: a perfect little stamp of him, to be with me forever. A smile that always meant something bad.

			Where you been, Dilly?

			But Noah’s smile is good. It means he is climbing and free and needs no one to help him conquer his world, just his own two hands and feet. And Noah will never have to see his dad’s smile, of course, because Noah believes his dad died before he was born. 

			So, get up there, Noh. 

			I exhale and sit back and watch, put my hands on my belly, rest them over my C-section scar. Noah’s four now, but ever since he was born and those first days after being stitched up, my fingers stray to that line. A little reminder that he will always be mine. One good, big scar to make up for all the little bad ones.

			I breathe and watch Noah play. I pull out my phone, tap through to my blog, ‘One Day Soon’. Every time I look at it, I feel like some needy American teen from the noughties: ‘Hey guys, check my blog! Tadd smiled at me in the cafeteria! Should I try bangs?’

			But it’s anonymous, and a place to put my thoughts before they evaporate like farts in the night. The views counter hasn’t moved.

			So I cycle through my apps: email, news, Instagram, a quick spin of each to say hello, like they’re old pals. 

			My email inbox is empty because no one wants my book; there’s been a flood in Bangladesh; a man with one leg has had his benefits stopped; @Miss_bakealot is piping ‘You are enough’ on a Black Forest gateau. 

			I dunno if I am, to be honest. 

			I holler over to Noah.

			‘Noh, three more minutes, OK?’

			His face sinks a bit, but he nods. When we get home, I’ll work and he will play. Then I’ll make soup for lunch. There are onions that I can caramelise. There is some veg stock that can go in after, then the peas and some pepper. Simmer, blend and serve with a bit of bread. 

			Tomorrow I get paid. 
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			I walk along the main road to Asda as a bus judders past and my phone is still in my hand like a comforter. The air is chilly, but the sun has dissolved any clouds, and light pings off wing mirrors and shop windows. These few hours while Scout is at nursery are meant to be for writing posts, client feedback, wading through emails. But it’s hard to focus when I can feel myself bleeding into cheap tissue. I walk through the first set of automatic doors into the supermarket. 

			A collection of gnomes stand at the entrance; they’re dressed in wedding garb and they’re thirty quid each. I take a photo to use later in the week if I’m running short on content. Maybe with a poll: ‘Should I buy this gnome? YES/ALSO YES.’ 

			I feel a warm wetness seeping into my leggings and as I head into the supermarket I clip someone walking the other way with my elbow. She passes by before I can apologise and so I continue towards the aisle with the sanitary products, going the long way around to save facing the rows of nappies and smiling baby faces. 

			I can already hear the well-intentioned support I’ll receive from my mum: ‘at least you have a daughter’, ‘at least you can get pregnant’. Nothing helpful starts with ‘at least’. 

			As if having one leg means you aren’t allowed to mourn losing the other. 

			I find a pack of twenty heavy-duty post-partum pads and pull them off the shelf, but I am not post-partum. I have nothing to show for the pregnancy hormones in my veins. But I need the pads that won’t leave me bleeding onto a waiting-room chair like before. 

			And then I am standing in the fruit aisle, holding a bunch of bananas for Scout’s post-nursery snacking. I become aware of the weight in my left hand and the pads tucked under my right arm and realise I don’t know how long I’ve been there. A woman looks at me. She’s about my age with her hair back in a low pony. I wonder if she’s recognised me because she’s about to speak and I don’t think I can do this now. 

			If she says, ‘Are you @the__lo__down__?’ I’ll say yes and we’ll smile and neither of us will quite know what to do next. I haven’t got a smart line today. 

			‘Sorry, could I just . . .?’ 

			She points to some oranges.

			‘Oh, yes, of course,’ I say, standing back and laughing more than I need to. ‘I was lost among the Granny Smiths!’

			She just smiles and adds a bag of oranges to her trolley. 

			Once she’s gone, I leave, too, eight Fairtrade bananas in my hand. At least half of them will go off before we eat them, but because they’re Fairtrade I feel I should buy more. I don’t know what would happen if I bought an unfairly traded banana, but I feel like it would be bad. 

			I move through the store and pick up another pair of grey school trousers for Scout’s first day at Reception, pay and make my way to the disabled toilet. It’s far worse than the loo at Little Tykes. There’s a long black hair dangling from the hot tap and the mirror is cracked in one corner. The bleach can’t hide the smell of stale urine. I balance my phone on top of the empty, soap dispenser, which has dried pink residue beneath it. I cover the bloodied gusset of my pants with a sanitary pad, but I should have bought some new knickers too. I pull my leggings up and get out as quickly as I can.

			I have two and a half hours before my appointment, so I head to the store’s café and sip from my reusable water bottle. I need stillness. I watch people walk by, consumed by lists of things to do and things to buy, and get my phone out and start scrolling again. I wonder if anyone else is sitting in a supermarket café bleeding and waiting. I don’t know who to speak to, so I start to write.

			Today I miscarried. I am two hours from going to a clinic to make sure all foetal matter has come away. It will be clinical, it will be purely biological and there will be limited room for the emotional. The physicality of passing an embryo sac is something I have never dwelled on in our first miscarriages. Now that unmistakable feeling is flooding back as I sit here alone in a supermarket café. I wasn’t even aware I was pregnant and so maybe I shouldn’t mourn something I didn’t even know was there. But he or she was there and I am here, grieving the loss of a little part of me #babylossawareness.

			I upload the post to Instagram with a blank grey image. 

			My phone lights up.
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			DYLAN

			We get back home and I open the shared front door. On the floor is a pile of post and I flip through it as we go up the stairs to the flat. There’s a gas bill, loan statement, pizza flyer. The carpet on the tiny landing is ragged, but our flat is clean. I open the door, put the post on the kitchen counter, then lead Noah to his room and hold my breath because I need him to help now, by making life easy. 

			‘Right, what do you want to play?’

			He doesn’t reply.

			‘Hey, Noh, how about Duplo?’

			I use my excited voice and open his little box of plastic blocks. Sometimes this part goes badly and he doesn’t want to be alone. He shrugs.

			‘Can you play with me today, Mummy?’

			It’s a tiny little punch in the heart.

			‘Noah, you know I have to work, darling.’

			He does his disappointed face, but he knew that would be the answer. A mum should play, like they do on the toy ads. Lie on the carpet with neat hair and do educational learning. But you can’t do that and earn money. I kiss him on the head. 

			‘OK, Mummy’s going to do some work now.’

			I watch as he tips the box over onto the floor. He has learned to be a self-contained little boy who makes his toys talk to each other, or have fights, or make each other dinner. 

			Even when I got free nursery hours, I never got further than the forms, because forms leave a trace. 

			Where you been, Dilly?

			Noah starts to put some pieces together and I tell myself, like I do every day, to be proud that he is independent. 

			But a little bit of me aches that he’s spent so much time playing alone. If we knew loads of other kids, maybe he’d be building giant Lego castles by now, instead of pretending Duplo people are his mates. In a week, he has to start school and I don’t know if he’ll love every minute or cry every day, because all he’s ever had is me. 

			I step into the bathroom and wee, then flush and wash my hands. We need more soap. The bar is tiny, like something from a doll’s house. I look in the mirror above the sink. This is when I take a tiny break between Noah and work and feel a low guilt for locking myself away from him. But I need two minutes and the bog is my spa. 

			I look gaunt, flushed. Women of twenty-six should not look this tired. I roll my shoulders back, stick my chest out, but there’s no denying I’ve got tits like a field mouse. 

			Nothing there, Dilly. It’s like shagging a schoolboy.

			Black dye is showing at the base of the blonde. The roots are long now, like it’s a style choice and not because I’m skint. And the hair dye is hypocrisy. I won’t buy carrier bags because they might hurt turtles, but I will happily get the cheapest peroxide, which pisses ammonia into the lakes and seas. 

			Somewhere under there is my real hair, thin and straight and brownish blonde. Beige, basically. I’ve got a beige barnet. It looks mousy, and I don’t want to look like a mouse, so I dye it when I’ve got the cash, because I am not ready to fade away just yet. 

			When I met JD, I was seventeen and had orange hair and he said I looked like the girl from a film called The Fifth Element. That was the nice time, at the beginning. I dyed it pink for a bit, then blue, but he didn’t like that. 

			Looks like you wanna fuck a crusty.

			I suck in air, breathe out. It’ll take more than hair dye to sort this, let’s be honest. Men don’t want single mums and their burdens, and they don’t want women with scars on their arms, little marks of their troubled teens. Or if they do, they think they can just say nice things to you until a shag falls out, like chucking coins in a fruit machine. 

			Now get to work, Dyl, you’ve had your me time.

			My laptop and headset are on the kitchen counter and cover half of it. This is my ‘office’. When they chopped this little terrace into two flats, they didn’t consider the home-working revolution. Or that humans might live in them. Noah used to do these massive jumps from the sofa to the rug that made the whole place shudder and I had to make him stop because of the noise for Mrs Younis downstairs. She never complains, because she’s old and polite, but she looks one loud bang away from a heart attack. 

			I use an 89p ‘reporter’s notepad’ to mark the edge of the workspace and the beginning of the kitchen. I could work at our little dining table by the bay window, but that is a social space. It is where we eat together. It is six paces away and important to separate work from life. 

			From where I stand to make my calls, I can reach the kettle, the mugs, the tap and the fridge. I stand when I’m working because it helps give your voice energy, and I work on commission. 

			But I’m good at it, so it’s fine. I don’t have the option to not be. 

			I lease water coolers and coffee machines for a company called H2-Oh, and last week I completed five twelve-month deals. Five sales is a great week, and my line manager emailed to say, ‘Excellent effort, Dylan!’

			I picture the people I’m talking to, just to keep my mind active. Yesterday, an old guy called Greg Dawlish had ‘absolutely zero interest in water coolers or continuing this call’, and I imagined him at a Henry VIII banquet, served on a silver platter with an apple in his mouth and a maid pulling off his arm to chew it like a goose leg. When you picture a man like that, he can say what he wants and it doesn’t matter.

			I put on my headphones and open up ChatTeam. The screen is familiar: its grey-and-blue logo, the little username box with flashing cursor just waiting to suck in your password. While it all loads, I open the envelopes on the counter. The gas bill is the usual. Consolidated Finance Services wish to inform me that my introductory offer has now expired and I will revert to their standard APR of 27.9% for the next eighty-four easy monthly payments. Thanks for the update.

			My phone buzzes with a new text. A message from Mum. She wonders if I’ve got time for a call next week. 

			Maybe. We haven’t spoken for months and she hasn’t seen Noah since his second birthday. But then those calls sit with me for months afterwards, so maybe not. 

			On the headset, I hear the purr of a phone. A female voice.

			‘Kensons.’

			I widen my eyes, take a deep breath and begin my day of selling water to people who already have taps. 

			‘Oh hello there! I wonder if you could help. I’d really love to speak to the office manager. Might that be you?’

			And as I speak, I throw out my biggest smile.
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