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For my parents











World is crazier and more of it than we think,


Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion


A tangerine and spit the pips and feel


The drunkenness of things being various.


From ‘Snow’ by LOUIS MACNEICE












One


He looks nothing like me. That’s what surprises me most. I expected to find something familiar in his features: my wonky earlobes, perhaps, or barely there top lip – something that says: half of you is me. But when the midwife passes him to me and we stare at each other, his eyes inky, it seems, with reproach, I don’t recognise him at all.


They take us to a ward sliced into six cubicles and leave us there. I peer at the tiny stranger through the walls of his plastic cot, exhausted but incapable of sleep. Three a.m. Beyond the hospital’s frosted windows the wheels of London continue to turn. Rain begins to fall like polite applause.


My mother comes first. She stumbles into the ward, arms outstretched, tears on pale cheeks. ‘Does he have a name?’ she asks as he snuffles and stretches, opens his dark eyes, then howls. I shake my head and she picks him up and sways from one foot to the other as I did the day before when he was still inside me. I unwrap a soft, striped jumper she has knitted for him and a sweatshirt from my middle sister, Rebecca, that has ‘MAMA’ printed on it in big letters.


My mother takes photos with my phone, and when she leaves I post one online. There I am, in a faded T-shirt, maternity leggings and a smile I don’t mean, and there he is, swaddled in a muslin, his face crumpled with crying. I wonder what to caption the photo. A jaunty ‘Here he is!’, with a summary of his vital statistics? ‘So in love!’ and a trail of heart symbols, as a member of my antenatal group had done a week previously? I settle on one word, even though it feels like a claim I can’t substantiate, even though it seems hopelessly optimistic. ‘Us.’


If the midwives wonder, they don’t let on, though I wouldn’t blame them if they did. I’d be drawing family trees in the condensation on the windows if I were them; making up stories involving slammed doors and raised voices. Did he leave her as soon as the double lines loomed on the plastic wand? Did she steal his sperm on a one-night stand? Was it a heart attack, a car crash?


Or maybe they find nothing out of the ordinary about a lone woman in her late thirties screaming out a baby in a birthing pool. Because the tables have turned, haven’t they? It’s not teens getting pregnant any more – you can’t make a baby on Snapchat. It’s the late adopters you have to watch; the metropolitan midlife crises who enter the maternity ward as one and leave as two.


The five couples I share my quarters with certainly take note. I catch their eyes darting as they trudge to the loo; hear them speculate through the fabric walls when they think I’m sleeping. ‘Poor woman,’ says one, more than once. ‘I couldn’t do this on my own.’ I don’t mind. I live in limbo, caught between the before and an after I don’t yet know. It interests me to hear who they think I am and will become, and I enjoy looking into their worlds, which might have been mine.


It isn’t all bliss for them, I’ll tell you that much. Beneath the cooing and future gazing there is tension that creeps like a red wine stain. The twenty-something who sobs into her phone after the father takes one look at the pleather armchair that serves as guest bed and departs. The angular French woman trying to coerce her husband into a multi-syllable name that would fail Rebecca’s could-you-shout-it-in-the-park test and offering him the middle one, which everyone knows is only for christenings and weddings, as compensation. The negotiations that never end have begun.


I lose my own name during those thirty-six hours in the post-natal ward. ‘How’s Mum?’ the nurses say as they take my pulse or squish him into the ‘rugby ball’ position, legs dangling somewhere near my armpit, to encourage more efficient nipple clamping. I want to tell them that my body feels like a series of snapped rubber bands, but that seems melodramatic, so instead I ask when I’m likely to stop bleeding. When they say three to four weeks and that I should inform them immediately if any foreign object larger than a fifty-pence piece emerges, I try to look neutral.


The baby, who has no name to lose, they simply call ‘Baby’. Not ‘your baby’ or ‘the baby’, just ‘Baby’. You’ll start to recognise Baby’s cry, they tell me, but his strained mewling sounds like all the others in the ward. When he isn’t crying, fixing me with his affronted gaze, or feeding, such as it is, on the globs of royal jelly I produce, he lies swaddled in his transparent box, his presence a dull hum. From time to time, I forget he is there.


On the second day, at around one o’clock, when the lunch-goers begin to tap-dance on the pavement, they release us.


I pack my things, strap the baby into the car seat and heave us down the corridor. It hurts to walk; everything aches and rattles. A nurse leans out of a ward – ‘Can I help? Is anyone picking you up?’ – and I try to stand up straight, look capable.


‘I’m fine,’ I tell her, wishing I’d accepted Rebecca’s offer to meet us, holding up the baby: look, he’s light as air.


I’m amazed we don’t set off alarms as we pass through the hospital’s double doors, into the October afternoon, that no one stops us. I set the car seat beside the kerb and he scrunches his tiny eyes, bunches his fists and opens his mouth, but I don’t hear him because the traffic is screaming past. A woman walking by with a pushchair throws a stare of disapproval as I stand there, bewildered, looking between the baby and the oncoming cars, waiting for a taxi with its light on.









Two


August in the East Village. The moon hanging low like a street-lamp; the air overripe with sidewalk trash and vomit. Everyone at the beach but Nathan and me. I walked one block west, two south and found him in the queue for a lobster roll at a new place with fishing net strung over one wall and cans of Old Bay seasoning on the communal tables.


Lobster rolls were the menu item of the summer; the hot, new-old food thing. That spring, Manhattan’s chefs went wild for ramps – skinny, foraged leeks with the lifespan of the mayfly. Last winter, there wasn’t a menu in the city without a Brussels sprout on it. The lobster’s star turn was, I’d read, due to its proliferation in the warming waters around Maine.


‘Climate change tastes good, right?’ said Nathan as he demolished his roll in three bites and eyed mine.


I shielded my plate. ‘What’ve you been up to?’ I asked.


‘Hanging with Brice and the mutts. Planning a shoot.’


‘Who are you influencing this time?’


‘New mail-order razor brand. Hot founder. Very lucrative.’


It took me two large glasses, around the corner in a wine bar, but I hijacked a pause in the conversation and told him. ‘I’m moving home,’ I said. ‘I’m going to do it. The London club – it’s happening, and Lex wants me to launch it. It’ll mean I can do the whole baby thing – donor, IVF – there. It makes sense. It’s time.’


He shook his head. ‘You belong here; you can do all that here.’


‘Yes, and I was going to—’


‘I’m sorry, Stevie, really, I am. So, have you told Jess?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Until then,’ he said, ‘I won’t believe you’re going.’


On Sunday evening, I took the 6 Train down to Canal Street to see Jess, my much older sister. Her Tribeca apartment was a study in restraint, everything the colour of stone, from the rug on the parquet living-room floor, to the L-shaped sofa, to the blinds. No ornaments or photographs, none of the detritus that I had gathered over the last half-decade, just a pair of purple-and-black swirl paintings on one wall.


I sat on the sofa, twirling my hair.


‘You look as if you’re about to tell me something, kiddo.’ She smiled as she closed her laptop, kicked off patent pumps.


‘Not really, just wanted to see you.’


We talked about the start-ups Jess’s company was investing in, the non-profit whose board she was joining. About Mickey, the girl she had mentored since she was eleven – the same age I was when Jess moved to New York – taking her out every other weekend, to a museum, the movies, steering her towards college.


‘Has Sam been in touch?’ Jess asked.


‘Why would he have been?’


‘I just thought … ’


‘You liked him. You thought he was good for me. But we’re not getting back together. It’s been months and months.’


‘OK.’


‘You know I’ve been in New York almost five years now?’


‘I do.’


‘I can’t remember how to say “water” properly.’


‘Happens to us all eventually.’


I took a deep breath.


‘Jess, I’m moving home. We’re opening a club in London and Lex wants me to run it.’


She looked out of the window at the galaxy of lights. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I know you’ve been thinking about it, so I can’t pretend it’s a complete surprise.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve loved you being here, Stevie, I hope you know that. We don’t see each other enough but just knowing you’re a few blocks away … ’


‘It’s a great opportunity. A big step up. Total autonomy, Lex said. My gig.’


‘It sounds like it. Seriously, I’m proud of you, kiddo. It’s just … Gosh. I’ll miss you so much.’


She opened her arms and I stepped towards her. They lasted now, her hugs, there was confidence in them. I thought about when she moved to New York and I wondered if this was payback, what I was doing, if I was punishing her. We’d come so far, the last five years, and here I was, retreating.


‘There’s another thing, Jess.’


We never talked about children. Jess had what she needed. A stellar career and causes. Loyal friends. Money and the time to enjoy it. I’d always imagined she thought procreation rather predictable. An unnecessary distraction from the business of living. That there were better ways to leave a mark.


I’d expected disinterest when I told her. I’d hoped she wouldn’t take offence. Hers was not the life I wanted: she would know that now.


So, when I said it, when I told her I wanted to have a baby and I had a plan for how to get one, and her glass fell from her right hand and smashed in slow motion on the wooden floor, it took me completely by surprise.


I found paper towel and a dustpan under the sink. I filled another glass with water. The doorbell rang and the delivery guy thrust a brown paper bag into my hand.


I watched as Jess dipped a slice of raw tuna into the soy sauce and it turned from pink to brown.


‘I don’t know what came over me, Stevie. I’m sorry. It’s a lot to take in. A big decision.’ She folded her arms. ‘I’m glad. Really, I am.’


‘I’m going to do it on my own,’ I said, unnecessarily.


‘And the father?’


‘I’ll use a sperm donor. It’ll be like internet dating without the rejection – or the sex, obviously.’


‘You’ve worked it all out.’


‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while.’


‘I’m sorry you didn’t … Does Mum know? Dad?’


‘No. There’s no point in telling them until it actually happens. It might well not, at my age.’


A thin, deliberate smile. ‘A baby,’ Jess said.


I nodded. Yes.









Three


We’ve been home from the hospital three days by the time I run out of excuses.


Rebecca bangs on the door with her trademark rat-a-tat-tat.


‘Hi, Mama! Love the sweatshirt on you!’ she says when I open it. I congratulate myself for putting it on when she texted. ‘Where is he?’


I gesture to my bedroom. ‘Asleep.’ She stage-tiptoes and I follow, then trace her gaze to his basket.


‘Oh, Stevie,’ she says. ‘He’s beautiful.’


He stirs and begins to cry, and when I don’t pick him up, Rebecca bends down. ‘Could he be hungry?’ she asks, cocking her head as if it is a genuine question. I check my phone. Half an hour until the next feed, two and a half hours precisely after the last. Breastfeed your newborn baby between eight and twelve times a day, the internet had told me, and I had taken the average: ten.


‘It’s not time,’ I say.


Rebecca’s salt-and-pepper hair, too long for a woman pushing fifty, swishes back and forth as she rocks him, a semaphore of disapproval. ‘I think you should feed him when he wants at this stage, Stevie.’


Reluctantly, I unhook my bra, take him from her, open his mouth with my fingers and place his lips around my blistered nipple. Rebecca puts the cupcakes she has brought on a plate and fills the kettle.


‘No one told me breastfeeding would be this painful,’ I say, inhaling sharply and leaning away from him. ‘Do you think I’m doing something wrong?’


Rebecca pushes her tortoiseshell glasses down to her nose and examines my chest from the right and then the left. It reminds me of my father sizing up cows in the milking barn. ‘All looks fine to me,’ she says. ‘Have you asked a midwife about it?’


‘Yes, one came yesterday. She checked for a tongue-tie.’


‘A tongue-tie? That’s new.’


‘It stops them sticking their tongues out, apparently. She said everything looked fine and I’d get used to it. Did it hurt you this much?’ I ask, guessing the reply.


‘I can’t honestly remember, but if it did it wasn’t for long. I loved it. I fed Lily for a year and Penny for eighteen months. Didn’t want to stop. People in cafés were giving us weird looks by the end, but I didn’t care.’


My sister, mother superior.


‘I’m afraid your boobs will never be the same again, though,’ she says brightly. ‘I can tell you that now. If we all knew how much our bodies changed after pregnancy and childbirth none of us would do it. How was the birth? It must have been tough on your own, Stevie. I don’t know why you didn’t let me come – or hire a doula. Someone.’


I shrug. ‘I wanted to do it on my own. But it was excruciating, if you really want to know. I thought I was going to breathe him out, but that hypnobirthing stuff I did was bullshit.’


‘It worked for me.’


‘I tried to inhale through my nose and exhale through my mouth, to focus on opening like a flower and the light at the end of the cave, or the tunnel, or whatever that hippie con artist said on the podcast. But when I closed my eyes all I could see was a black hole. And my breathing was all over the place. I felt like a novice scuba diver. Every time I thought I had things under control another contraction would hit and I’d hyperventilate. I was so far from the zone I was in a different hemisphere.’


‘Why didn’t you have an epidural?’


‘I’d heard all these stories about not being able to push and the baby coming out floppy. So many people have them naturally. You did.’


I hadn’t wanted Rebecca to beat me at birth. And how hard could it be? When I was pregnant, I met someone at a party who compared labour to a particularly challenging barre class: ‘You know, when sweat drips into your eyes, pools on the floor, when everything aches and if you stretch one more inch you know you’ll rip something and you don’t think you can do it for another second, but then it’s over and you feel high, intoxicated, ecstatic – and it makes it all worthwhile?’


I thought of that woman often during the day and night and day that felt like a year in the grey room with the inflatable ball and the blinds drawn, while I was writhing, howling, pleading him out. The lies we tell each other.


‘And so did you,’ replied Rebecca.


I skip the part where the midwife left the room, left me when I needed her most. How long was she gone? An hour? A minute? I know that if I dwell on it now, I will be there for ever, a needle on a scratched record.


‘I was screaming for the forceps by the end,’ I continue, ‘but the midwife told me he’d be out if I gave one more push and thank God she was right because I was ready to give up. I looked down and the water in the birthing pool was bright red, like the aftermath of a whale kill.’


Well done, Mum! the midwife had said. Here he is! Here’s your boy! And I didn’t have time to ask whether there’d been a mistake – I was having a girl, I was sure of it – before she passed me a baby, a boy, a baby boy, kicking, screaming, living, so big, far too big to have come from inside me, and I reached out to take him.


After I feed him, I hand him to Rebecca and he falls asleep in her arms.


‘When’s Jess coming over?’ she asks.


‘In a few weeks. She sent flowers. And that.’ I point to a huge box with a picture of a highchair on the side. ‘And she’s arranged for a night nanny to come in a couple of weeks.’


‘A night nanny, wow.’ She made it sound like a visit from the Queen. ‘I was surprised Jess didn’t come when you were pregnant, to be honest.’


‘She did want to. I was the one who dissuaded her: I told her she should wait until there was actually something to see.’


‘Right. It must be strange for her. It’s just so different, isn’t it, from her life, her lifestyle – a baby, I mean. The responsibility. Having something that needs you.’


‘She has that. Her company, her team; Mickey … ’


Rebecca sighs, then smiles. ‘You’ll see,’ she says.


No question who was the responsible one when Jess and Rebecca were teenagers. She was so studious, Jess, so serious; lamplight and silence emanating from her bedroom in the evenings when she was home from school. I would lie on my stomach on the carpet outside, drawing, hoping she’d come and look.


Rebecca would lean against the door frame, fanning her split ends with one hand, pulling at them with the other. ‘When you’ve finished your homework, will you do mine?’ I remember her asking Jess, and when she refused, she’d threaten, ‘Then I’ll tell!’ What or whom I didn’t know, and the door would open, and a hand would reach out. ‘Give it to me.’


Rebecca gets up to go. ‘You know, you’re going to be a great mum, Stevie. It won’t be easy, but I’ll help you. I’m not far away, and the girls are dying to babysit.’ I nod.


‘Goodbye, Mama,’ she says. ‘Goodbye, sweet baby boy. I hope you’ll have a name the next time we meet. He will start to look like you, Stevie. Babies just look like babies for the first six months.’


As she pads down the stairs and closes the door behind her, he starts to cry.









Four


I hadn’t asked Jess to meet me at the airport when I moved to New York, but she had my flight details and I’d hoped, given the significance of the occasion, that she would.


The arrivals hall was loud with accents and unfamiliar languages. I walked slowly, scanning the hand-scribbled signs and hotel boards, peering between the balloons and new babies.


She wasn’t there.


Just in case, I circled again, stalled, got a coffee: I was exhausted; it was eleven at night in London. Blinking away tears – did she actually want me in New York? – I looped the arrivals area one more time. Then, reluctantly, I made my way to the taxi rank.


The cars on the expressway were so big they made the clapboard houses we passed look like beach huts. Soon we were limboing under the arches of Brooklyn Bridge, the light and shadow making a stop-motion movie of our drive, Manhattan to the right, skyscrapers clawing the sky. For a few minutes I forgot about Jess because I was there, I was there, and my heart was hammering.


The driver put my suitcases on the kerb. I rolled them up the ramp to Jess’s building, buzzed, waited.


When the elevator doors opened into the lobby, she pushed caramel hair behind an ear and stepped towards me, her arms outstretched.


‘Stevie.’


We stood together in a brief embrace before she stepped back again. ‘You’re here,’ she said.


As time went on, I felt better about Jess’s no-show; I forgave her for it. She must have had an important meeting, a doctor’s appointment, something she couldn’t move. Or perhaps she just had an aversion to airport meet-ups, all that high-stakes emotion, perhaps they weren’t her thing. I’ll find out what her thing is, I thought, I’ll get to know her better. That was one of the reasons I’d come.


Anyway, now was no time to hold a grudge: we were flatmates; I was staying at her apartment until I found a job with a visa and my own place.


‘I keep having to tell myself that you’re not on a two-week vacation this time,’ Jess said soon after I arrived.


We were strolling through her neighbourhood with takeout coffees and she was pointing out the spots that had surfaced since my last visit – a concept store, a coffee shop, two cocktail bars – it was restless, this city, it was relentlessly self-improving.


‘I hope it’s OK, staying in your apartment while I find my feet? Living here?’ I replied, trying not to sound needy.


‘What – are you crazy?’ She stopped, turned to face me. ‘We’ve – well, I’ve – been planning this for years.’


An image of my first visit to New York, my best friend Mira and me sharing a cigarette on a cobbled street, twenty-one, everything in front of us. Jess had been to a gig with us, paid for the drinks. When it had finished, I’d watched her leave, a flash of yellow and red taillights, and Mira had taken the cigarette from my mouth and said, ‘You’re going to move here, aren’t you? One day you’re going to move here.’


‘Am I?’ I replied, because it hadn’t occurred to me before; I’d always been waiting for Jess to move back. But she wasn’t going to, I realised that then. And here was New York and perhaps Mira was right.


‘Don’t forget,’ I said to Jess, ‘I’m only staying if I find work.’


Jess liked a project and I, at that stage, was it. Finding me a job was her mission, and she sprinkled our conversation with mock interview questions. ‘What did you enjoy most about your last role?’ she said as we checked the listings outside a movie theatre. ‘Where do you want to be in five years’ time?’ while we waited in line at a salad bar. I laughed. ‘I don’t know, Jess,’ I said, ‘New York. Can I say New York?’


‘You know, you underplay it, your experience, you’re too British about it,’ she said one evening at the apartment. ‘You’ve worked on some great TV programmes – you don’t want to do that any more, I get it, but production is so transferrable – there are a ton of companies that would kill for your skillset.’


She picked up her BlackBerry. ‘Hiring?’ she said out loud as she filled in the subject line before typing out an email to her network, and I cringed and thanked her, again.


Then, ‘I know!’ she said. ‘Lex.’


I met Lex two days later. He was a ‘serial entrepreneur’, Jess said, and he was launching a membership club for New York’s start-up industry – Silicon Alley, she called it.


The club’s building was, Lex said, ‘in progress’, so he suggested meeting at a brand-new speakeasy, hidden at the back of a laundrette. I walked past floor-to-ceiling bundles of folded clothes in transparent bags to a phone booth. ‘Hello? I’m meeting Lex Adler,’ I said.


At the end of the zinc-topped bar was a man hammering the keys of a BlackBerry.


‘Lex?’


‘Stevie! Thanks for meeting me in this crepuscular den!’


‘This place is amazing – I’m used to pubs with sticky carpets.’ I draped my parka over a stool and sat down.


‘What do you drink? Gin? Whisky? Vodka?’


‘Gin, please.’


‘Then you have to try one of these.’ He pointed to his drink. ‘Two more,’ he said to the barman. ‘So, you’ve been here, what, a week? Are you loving it?’


‘I am,’ I said. ‘I feel as if I’m on a permanent adrenalin high; I don’t know whether it’s all the coffee I’ve been drinking, or the bright-blue sky – London is so grey and rainy at this time of year. Actually, at every time of year.’


‘Someone once told me that Manhattan is built on rock that’s charged with an off-the-scale amount of energy – something to do with the way the molecules are bonded. That’s why we’re all a little crazy here, apparently.’


‘Is that right?’ I took a sip of my cocktail. ‘This is delicious.’ It tasted of violets and woodsmoke, a prairie at night.


‘OK, so let me tell you about the project,’ Lex began. ‘It’s essentially a members’ club for the digital age, but what we’re really trying to do is build a community, a tribe. We have this awesome building in Flatiron we’re renovating, and during the day it’ll be a co-working space with sofas, comfy armchairs, trestle tables – plus bookable rooms for meetings and retro phone booths for calls. The office is becoming obsolete, particularly for the kind of entrepreneurial folks we’ll be attracting. And, you know, the downturn is in our favour here because people don’t want to invest in big spaces right now – it’s a great time to start this kind of business.


‘So, everyone will be tapping away on MacBooks – coding the future. Drinking coffee. Taking breaks to play ping-pong. Then, in the evening, there’ll be a seasonal menu with an insane burger, craft beers, music … ’


I told him about the club I’d belonged to for a year in London, a birthday present from Jess. The panelled rooms became, for a time, our late-night go-to, Mira’s and mine. I thought about the faces I’d nodded to at the bar, how good it had felt to be admitted to their gang, to press the buzzer and say my name and hear the door click open.


‘Great spot!’ said Lex. ‘Big inspiration! Love what they’ve done over here, too.’


‘I haven’t been yet. Anyway, this sounds like a different crowd – tech instead of creative industries.’


‘Well, creative tech, really, but yes, exactly that. And a different emphasis: work meets play, rather than the other way around. We celebrate work. You want to be on your laptop at ten p.m.? That’s fine.’


‘Right,’ I said uncertainly, momentarily nostalgic for London, where you logged in and logged off, where the boundaries were unblurred.


‘But it won’t work without the right people, and that’s where you come in, Stevie. What I’m looking for is someone to head up membership for the community, bring people together. I want start-up folks, some tech people, but not on-the-spectrum development guys you can’t have a conversation with. And it has to be the right kind of start-up: music, fashion, food, art. Founders with proper backing. The odd venture capitalist – not too many. Cool people. Aspirational. Fun. People like us. What’s your network like in New York?’


‘Good,’ I said. ‘I know loads of people who’ve moved here from London, and I worked with Americans in London who’ve come back. It’s that NYLON thing, it’s a revolving door.’


It was sort of true: I had a few contacts and there were friends of friends, but mainly I knew Jess, and Jess seemed to know everyone. Lex must realise that. Perhaps that was why I was there.


‘They’re all fun, clever people,’ I continued, ‘and they’d love this.’


Lex ordered tater tots – ‘like, fried potatoes’ – and they arrived in a cardboard box with a pool of melted cheese the colour of egg yolk. He dipped one and I did the same.


‘Jess has told me a lot about you, and your experience is very impressive,’ he said.


I thought about the makeover Jess had given my CV. ‘Just turning it into an American résumé,’ she’d said and smiled. ‘You know, you can’t just list your title and the name of the programme and expect people to fill in the blanks, Stevie. You need to say you’ve led teams. You need to say you’ve won awards.’


‘A producer is exactly what I need for this role,’ Lex continued, ‘but here’s my question: who is Stevie? What gets you up in the morning – apart from caffeine, obviously? Why are you right for this?’


Without a visa, I’d be on a plane back to Heathrow in eighty-one days’ time. I remembered Jess’s coaching.


‘You know what, Lex, I’ve made a few things I’m proud of, but what I like most about my job is the process of gathering talented people around an idea, selling it into a network, creating and nurturing a team. That, essentially, is what you’re doing here.’


Lex nodded. ‘Couldn’t agree more. OK, final question. I’m a prospective member. Tell me why I need to join.’


‘Sure.’ What would Jess say? ‘I only have five hundred founder spots and they’re filling fast,’ I began. ‘Several big players have already signed up – I can’t name names, but I can say the club is shaping up to be where the decision-makers from your industry are going to congregate. And founder membership comes with extra privileges … I’ll even knock off the joining fee.’


‘Nice pitch. I need smart people like you to come on the journey with me, Stevie. I’ve got a few more candidates to see but I think you’d be great for this. And the British thing … you guys invented the members’ club! The investors will love it.’


He looked at his watch, said something about another appointment and asked for the check. ‘Six months from now, I want there to be a waiting list out the door.’ He smiled. ‘Or at least for people to think there is.’









Five


The microwave pings. I get up from my armchair, walk four paces to the kitchen, turn the time dial to five minutes and the heat from defrost to high and walk back. The week before the birth, Rebecca stacked my freezer with homemade stews and soups in Tupperware containers, and every day, at noon, I take one out and microwave it. The fact that she failed to label any of the containers makes roulette of every lunchtime. Two minutes in, whatever it was begins to waft its school dinner smell around the flat and I take a guess. Today is leek and potato soup, again.


Between the freezer, sporadic online shopping and my hoard of cupboard staples, I can survive indefinitely. My flat is my world now, seven hundred feet square. I know every knot of every floorboard, every scuff on every white wall.


The days and nights are dissected into three-hour periods. A forty-minute feed, the gunshot agony now a sharp sting that tapers each time to a wince before a dull ache. A nappy change, the black treacle of the first few days now wet sand.


Then an attempt at winding, his tiny torso on my knees; the heel of my hand pushing from the small of his back to his shoulders or bicycling his legs as the midwife instructed when she had appeared, unannounced, again, the previous day. The rewards are rare: occasionally he emits a pathetic little belch; more often, he spends the next hour and a half pulling his legs to his chest and kicking and caterwauling.


I do my best to soothe him, holding him close, turning away from his head so that I can’t smell its strange earthy odour, ramming the dummy back in his mouth every time he spits it out. If he keeps crying, I lay him in his basket in my bedroom with the door shut, hope the neighbours can’t hear and wait for the cycle to begin again. Then I resume my post in the window, on an old armchair spewing horsehair that I meant to upholster in animal-print velvet and now never will, and conduct my neighbourhood watch through bloodshot eyes.


I live in a first-floor flat at the end of a terrace of Victorian, four-storey houses, identical except for the colour of their doors and the degree of peel on their woodwork. There are usually a couple of skips parked between the Ford Focuses and VW Golfs, piled high with chipped basins, plywood planks and copper piping. ‘Always a good sign, skips,’ Rebecca had said when I showed her the flat after I’d put an offer on it, a month after I moved back. ‘Gentrification.’


My road’s weekday routine is bookended by the pop of car fobs and the jangle of keys in locks. The school run at eight thirty, the redheaded boy struggling to catch up with the father who never turns around; the mother shooing pigtailed girls into the car. The postman with his red trolley at noon, the builders’ billowing fag break at two, the teenagers swearing home at three forty-five.


After dark, electric cars sigh up and down the road, picking up and depositing passengers. And in between, at every time of day, the coming and going of the delivery vans that facilitate my hostage situation.


As I finish my soup, the baby sleeps on. Across the street, a man in a brown delivery uniform opens the back doors of his van and takes out a small cardboard box. He zaps a barcode and rings the doorbell. No answer. He places the parcel behind the wheelie bin. I could make a fortune from stolen packages if I could only leave these four walls.


I reach for my phone and tap an app. A photo of a pink-faced newborn in a striped hospital hat materialises at the top of the screen. She arrived fashionably late, said the caption, and is named Clio after the muse of history. A pop of guilt. My own baby remains nameless, the list of potential candidates growing when they should be shrinking.


I scroll down. An overhead shot of a bowl of oatmeal and blueberries: breakfast in New York. A toddler mid-twirl. A couple looking down, laughing. Two texts from friends. Then the white envelope mail icon winks.


My out-of-office bounce-back has been remarkably effective. In the time I have been off work the email torrent has reduced to a trickle, which has dwindled to two, maybe three a day.


Every time I log on, I am reminded of the card Lex gave me on my last day before maternity leave, an illustration of a man looking at a computer screen that read: You Have No Fucking Emails. ‘Enjoy your break!’ he wrote.


Still, the impulse is impossible to suppress. I allowed my personal email to languish soon after I started at the club and over the last half-decade, messages from friends and family had become muddled up with status reports and all-company announcements. Here are two new emails, neither work-related. One a round-robin from Rebecca with photos from Lily’s sushi-sleepover birthday party. The other from my friend Jenna in New York.




STEVIE! I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch. I’ve been meaning to write since I saw your Insta pic a couple weeks ago. Congratulations!! He’s gorgeous. You must be over the moon. What’s he called? How is it going?? I’ve heard such varied accounts of the first few weeks … Are you getting any sleep? How do you FEEL? Have you had that hormonal love rush people talk about?


So many questions … No pressure to write back – I know you have no time. What I really wanted to say was I’m thinking about you, and I keep remembering the time we talked about this at the beach. You did it, Stevie, you did it on your own, and I’m proud of you.


Jenna xoxo





He has embarked on his first wail of the afternoon. I close the email, bend over his basket and lift him up. His eyes, dry since birth, have started to spit hot tears like lead pellets. I hold him at arm’s length and look him up and down.


‘My boy,’ I say aloud. It sounds like a question. I put him back in his basket. I take a dummy from the steriliser by the kettle. He gives it two sucks, then spits it out. I walk over to the radio and turn up the volume.


If the days feel like purgatory, the nights are hell. When the shutters are closed and the street is quiet, my flat becomes a cave. Babies, I have read, need to learn when is day and when is night, so I keep the lights off. Are those huge black eyes of his casting around for information about the dry, cold world he has recently entered? No, they are clamped shut. But his mouth is like a tyre stretched around a bicycle wheel. His red lips gape in a permanent roar.


At night, he is a tyrant. His screams are the whine of a hundred fireworks. He can keep up the performance for four, five, sometimes six hours.


But not tonight.


Tonight, he is indefatigable. Tonight, after a seven-hour marathon, when I feel as if I have tried most of the internet’s million and a half How to make your baby sleep suggestions – mummified him in case he’s cold and stripped him in case he’s hot, turned the lights back on, rocked him, cooed at him, rifled through my memory bank for lullabies to sing at him, proffered my boobs again and again – tonight, when every cell of my body craves rest, when the sun has begun to show, I open my bedroom cupboard, shine my iPhone torch inside, kneel on the floor, grab shoes and fling them behind me as if I am digging a grave.


A pair of patent stilettos, a stacked-heel knee-length boot, four-inch platform sandals. Relics of a departed life. I keep going until the bottom of the cupboard is empty. Then I pick up his Moses basket from beside my bed. He looks at me, startled, and stops crying. I pause. He starts again. I walk to the cupboard, put the basket in the space I have made and close the door.









Six


‘You’re gonna have to hustle,’ said Lex.


We were walking down 8th Avenue on our way to an interior design meeting. It was December and I was a month into the job. I had fifty members signed up and Lex wasn’t happy. By the time the club opened early next year, he wanted six hundred members: six hundred membership fees. A month ago, my target was five hundred. I was beginning to realise that moving goalposts was Lex’s MO.


‘Talk me through your process,’ he said, as he strode, looking straight ahead, his skateboard under one arm. My head was still turned by every frozen yogurt bar, every Cat in the Hat chimney belching steam, every taxi driver shouting, ‘Fuck you, asshole!’ A trillion-dollar island with potholes and jagged pavements, spilling its grime and guts.


‘I’m going to tech meet-ups, start-up mingles, holiday cookie-and-pitch gatherings,’ I said. ‘I’ll get there, Lex, I’ll get you your six hundred. You don’t have to worry. I told you, I’m a grafter.’


We waited at the traffic lights. ‘I love your boots,’ said a woman to my right.


‘Thanks,’ I replied. I’d never get used to the compliments New Yorkers bestowed on complete strangers. I told her I bought the boots at the discount shop for a third of their original price. They were part of my new uniform, an attempt to assimilate with the city, to look glossy, groomed.


‘Thanks for the tip!’ she said.


How hard could it be, in this city where complete strangers struck up conversations, to find six hundred friends-of-friends-of-friends to join ‘the first offline community for the digital age’?


‘What are people saying?’ continued Lex. ‘Do they love the concept?’


‘They do, but they want to see it in the flesh. They keep saying it’s like buying an apartment off-plan from a first-time realtor.’


‘But they know me? My track record?’


‘Yes, but they say it’s different, what you’ve done before. It’ll be much easier when we start the hardhat tours. Showing them the PowerPoint and the address isn’t really enough.’


‘OK. Let’s push the designers today, get them to bring things forward a few weeks.’


‘That would help.’


‘The other thing you need, Stevie, is a bold-faced name. It’s like the movies, right? You snag the lead and the rest follow. Who’s your George Clooney?’


‘I’m working on that,’ I said.


‘Get him, or her, by the end of next week,’ said Lex.


As we waited in the lobby, I texted Jess. ‘Feel like a run in the morning?’


The designer, Rob, pulled out a large board pinned with swatches of velvet and tartan fabric and photos of chandeliers, chesterfield sofas and antlers. The predominant colour was womb red. Bordello-meets-Scottish-hunting-lodge. I watched Lex’s eyes travel around the board twice, anticlockwise.


‘So, your brief to us was to create a membership community for the digital age,’ said Rob.


‘Riiight,’ said Lex.


‘So, we researched the London gentlemen’s clubs of the eighteen hundreds. And then we threw in a bit of American pioneer, a bit of Midwest settler – they were the start-up generation of their era, right? Which is where we got the plaid and the antlers.’


‘OK,’ said Lex slowly. ‘Stevie, what do you think?’


‘I mean, it feels very now; it has that vintage-y, retro feel a few bars and restaurants I’ve been to downtown have.’


‘Exactly,’ said Lex. ‘I see Americana; I see British. I see that homesteader thing that’s going on.’


‘Great!’ said Rob.


‘I don’t see digital,’ said Lex.


Lex tipped his coffee to his lips, then gestured to the board. His voice ascended half an octave. ‘Where’s the digital here, Rob?’


‘Well, we’ve integrated a ton of sockets and there are retractable partitions that turn the second floor into a series of meeting rooms … ’


‘I need to see digital, Rob, I need to feel it. I need more than places to plug in my laptop. All these dark colours and velvet upholstery say social members’ clubs to me. Remember, the club is work-meets-play. It’s for the tech community to ideate by day and network by night. It’s not just somewhere to get wasted, right, Stevie?’


‘Right.’


‘I don’t object to the homesteader vibe per se, but I need you to modernise it somehow. I want contemporary art on the walls, not antlers and oil paintings. And motivational slogans, but like, made into art, with super-cool fonts. “What would you do if you weren’t afraid?” That kind of thing. Right?’


‘Got it.’


‘We’re going to need final designs this side of the Holidays now. Think you can do that?’


‘Not a problem. I want you to be happy, Lex.’


When we left the building, Lex raised his left hand in a goodbye salute and paddled off on his skateboard, dodging cabs and parting pedestrians on his way uptown. I watched him until he disappeared.


I wasn’t a runner until I moved to New York. Jess had suggested I join her the first Saturday after I arrived and when I shook my head and said I’d never run anywhere, OK, maybe for a bus, she’d looked so disappointed that I’d relented.


To my surprise, I found I enjoyed running: time with Jess with no pressure to talk, an introduction to parts of the city I hadn’t known. I’d told myself I’d mend my sofa-slouching ways when I left London and here was the solution. I wheezed and then jogged and then ran most mornings after that – with Jess, and then without her.


‘It’s giving me a new lease of life, your being here,’ Jess said when we met the morning after my meeting with Lex, ‘a new perspective on the city. I’m envious of you, starting over, making fresh tracks.’


‘What would you do differently if you had your time here again?’ I asked.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said, looking serious all of a sudden. What memory had I sparked? Then she smiled. ‘Have I told you about the fortune-teller-hair-stylist?’


‘You mean a fortune teller who was also a hairdresser? Definitely not. I’d remember that.’


‘Well, she was recommended by a friend a couple of months after I moved here, and she read my tarot cards and then cut my fortune into my hair.’


‘She did what?’


‘She cut my fortune into my hair.’


‘I thought that’s what you said.’


‘Wild, right? I can’t remember what my cards said – you’ve come a long way, that kind of thing – but the results were not flattering. I walked in with shoulder-length hair and left with ear-to-ear bangs and a rat-tail.’


‘Wow. I was going to ask for her number, but … ’


‘I don’t know whether the makeover said more about my prospects or her haircutting skills. She gave me a pack of matches when I left – I was supposed to light one every evening while looking in the mirror and self-actualise, that was what she said, but all I could do when I saw my reflection was cry. And it took two years to grow out those layers. So, there you go, I’d ditch that haircut if I had my time here again. I wouldn’t take the recommendation.’


‘It’s a great story, though.’


‘Memorable, for sure. Only in New York.’


‘Who was the friend who introduced you?’


‘Ah, Celia. I miss her, crazy as she was.’


‘What happened?’


‘Our paths diverged. Another friendship lost to the mists of time. I’m not very good at hanging on to people.’


‘What are you talking about? You’ve known Lex for years; you’ve got hundreds of friends here.’


‘I do.’ She nodded. ‘But some of the people I, well … a conversation for another time, perhaps. Shall we run?’


‘Tell me more about your first few months here, Jess,’ I said, puffing behind her. She seemed more open than usual; perhaps it was the endorphins. I wanted to take advantage of it. ‘New York in the late eighties, your eyes must have been on stalks.’


‘Oh, God. Such a long time ago, so much is a blur. But yes, they were. It was a different city then; you’d barely recognise it. Dangerous, parts of it, intimidating, you could feel it. Graffiti everywhere, on the buses, even in the subway carriages.’


‘By artists that hang in MoMA now.’


‘Ha. That’s right. I wasn’t exactly part of the subculture with my midtown job, my suits, apart from the occasional run-in with a fortune teller. I wish I could tell you I was hanging out in paint-spattered Soho lofts, but the closest I got to that scene was reading about it in the style section of the newspaper. A lot of the stuff you hear about New York at that time … it felt as if it was happening somewhere else.’


‘What about the party scene, the nightlife?’


‘I went out, of course,’ she said, then paused – was she summoning the repetitive beats of a long-lost night? – ‘but you don’t want to hear about that.’


‘Why not?’


‘Me, partying, back in the day. It’s like,’ she took a breath, she was running faster now, I was struggling to keep up, ‘it’s like dad dancing, isn’t it?’


‘Not at all. Tell me.’


‘I suppose it was my misspent youth, in a way,’ she said at last, ‘a sort of second adolescence. I’d been so sensible in London. I didn’t know anyone at first, apart from work people, and, well, management consultants aren’t renowned for dancing on tables.’


‘You must have been lonely.’


‘I was. But I met people. Slowly, and then all at once.’


‘All at once?’


‘Yes. Celia was one of them.’ I could hear the full-stop at the end of the sentence. I knew better than to press her. We were getting somewhere, I told myself.


I hoped we’d still have these conversations when we didn’t live together any more. Because it was time I moved out, moved on. I’d been sleeping in Jess’s spare room for two-and-a-half months. I needed to give her back her space and find my own.


‘Wasn’t there something you wanted to talk to me about?’ Jess asked, as we turned into her street, walking now. ‘Something to do with work?’


‘Well, yes, if you’re sure you don’t mind. You’ve helped me so much already.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘I like to feel needed.’


‘OK, it’s the membership. I don’t know how I’m going to make Lex’s numbers. I told him I had a great network in this city, and, well, I’m looking at it.’


‘Stevie, you got the job because Lex liked your creative perspective, he could see you’d be a fantastic ambassador for the club – and selling membership to something that isn’t built yet isn’t that different from selling an idea to a TV network.’


‘Yes, you’re right, I can do that stuff. It’s just … the pipeline. That’s what Lex calls it. Where do I find all these potential members?’


‘Oh, that’s easy,’ she replied, pushing open the door of her building. ‘Leave it to me.’









Seven


The day that follows Jenna’s email is a black day. Endless tears – mine as well as his – a split-bank roar. Exhaustion so profound my skin, my bones, my eyeballs ache.


I wanted him so badly. I went to such lengths to get him. I want to give him back.


I close my eyes. Step forward and show my green card. ‘Welcome home, Ma’am.’ Roll my carry-on to the line of yellow cabs. Drive past the rows of white tombstones, on to the red bridge.


No. I do what I am supposed to do.


I talk myself off the window ledge above the buckling pavement. I open my eyes. I resume my duties.


Still, the next day, and the day after that, and the day after that, lookalike days spreading out into infinity, I am relieved that I have at least felt something.


‘You sound low, Stevie.’


I have called Nathan because he is the only one without an agenda or a parenting track record.


‘What have I done?’


‘What do you mean? You’ve had a baby. You’ve made a life.’


‘I want my old life back.’


‘You don’t, Stevie.’


‘I don’t know who I am any more. I miss work, I miss people. Conversation. Feedback. Meetings, even. Wearing actual clothes. Can you believe the London club has opened and I haven’t even seen it?’


‘You’ve just given birth, Stevie. And you wanted more than a career. You wanted this.’


‘I look at him and I feel nothing.’


‘Come on, don’t be so hard on yourself. I’m no expert, but I’m sure plenty of people don’t bond immediately.’


‘I thought I would. I thought that would be the easy part. Do you think it’s harder to love someone when you don’t know the other half of them?’


‘All of this is harder because you’re on your own.’


‘I feel like a fraud. I can’t tell anyone except you. You and the internet.’


It was a fickle friend, the internet. When I googled not bonding, failure to bond, not in love with baby, the answers would seem, at first, supportive, reassuring. It’s OK, they’d say, many women struggle, don’t blame yourself, your googling is evidence that you’re a good mum. You may not care, but you’re concerned about not caring. A checklist of explanations for my condition would follow and I would wonder how many of them I could reasonably tick.


Dearth of oxytocin-boosting hugging in the final trimester – yes.


Protracted labour – yes.


Traumatic birth – well, weren’t they all?


After that, there’d be an invitation to ‘seek help’ and a list of Freephone numbers and contact emails and I would press the back button on the website and click another page.


But if I delved too deep, the internet turned. If you fail to pour love into a child from minute-one, it said, you risk inflicting life-long damage. If you don’t lock eyes, sink yourself into a perpetual, one-sided, coo-laden conversation; if you don’t wind yourselves in a permanent naked embrace, you cut that child’s tap root. It will think itself unlovable for ever.


When I landed on those pages, I would close my laptop and call Nathan.


‘I want you to keep telling me about everything, Stevie, about how you’re feeling,’ Nathan says. ‘And as far as anyone else goes, fake it till you make it.’


‘Do you think he knows? I feel as if he’s judging me.’


‘Of course he doesn’t know.’


Nathan pauses long enough for Manhattan’s early-morning car horns to chorus down the line. It is twelve o’clock in London, time for the membership meeting, five of them gathering in the nook on the second floor. Will they talk about me? I wonder. Will they debate what I’d say about so-and-so’s application, her networking potential? … Would Stevie say she was in or out?


‘Anyway,’ Nathan continues, ‘we’re talking about him as if he doesn’t have a name. What is it? I can’t believe you haven’t told me.’


‘He doesn’t have a name.’


‘He’s almost three weeks old!’


‘He doesn’t need one yet. You don’t have to register babies until they’re six weeks.’


‘So what? Don’t you want to call him something now?’


‘I can’t decide. I’m not capable of deciding. I thought it’d be easier to name a baby if there was no approval process, no one to say, “Rex sounds like a dog; Spike’s ridiculous – what if he wants to be an accountant?” But I think it’s harder.’


‘I think you’re scared of giving him a name.’


‘Why would I be?’


‘Because giving him a name will make him real.’


The baby’s arms are raised above his head, his mouth is open in sleep. He seems real enough.


‘I don’t feel I know him yet,’ I say.


‘Whoever he is, he will become his name. Come on, Stevie, what’s on your shortlist?’


‘Jonah, Noah, Gabriel … ’


‘Well, it was an immaculate conception. Hang on a second.’


The click of a door opening.


‘Hey, man, how’s it going? Latte, please.’


He is at the coffee shop on Tompkins Square Park now, the one with the ‘Unattended children will be given an espresso and a free puppy’ sign.


‘Get one for me, too,’ I say.


‘Ha.’


I went there most mornings after running along the East River, watching the first rays light the wooden stumps that rose from the water. I’d walk back to my apartment clutching my takeout cup like a sabre, riding the caffeine and endorphin high. On Saturday mornings, Nathan and I would meet, take our coffees to a park bench and dissect the departing week.


‘Nathan, I’m serious. Can’t you decide for me? Twenty per cent of parents regret the names they give their children, I read that somewhere.’


‘You want me to take the blame?’


‘You are his godfather.’


‘I am? Did I know that?’


‘I thought I’d told you. I can’t remember anything any more. Are you OK with it?’


‘Sure, I love kids.’


‘You don’t, but you love me.’


‘That’s true.’


‘It’s a ploy to keep you in my life for ever.’


‘You don’t need a ploy, but thank you, Stevie, I’m honoured. Seriously.’


‘At least that’s sorted.’


‘OK, here’s an idea: Asher? I swiped right on an Asher the other day. And you like biblical.’


‘I wish you hadn’t told me that. I do like it, though. It’s unusual. Or Ash, as in tree.’


‘Perfect. Does he look like an Ash?’


‘I think he could. Ash Stewart. It sounds good.’


‘Try it on him. See if it fits. Call him Ash for the next couple of days and report back.’


‘I will.’


‘In the meantime, are you getting out?’


‘Do you know what it’s like to have a newborn, Nathan?’


‘Answer the question.’


‘I’ve seen people. I had a few visitors the first few days: Rebecca, Mira … ’


Mira came with Beatrice, her daughter, a few days after Rebecca. ‘A meeting of mums!’ she’d said in the text. But it hadn’t been like that, it hadn’t felt like that, it was as if we were two critics with day and night opinions of the same play. The conversation was stilted, ‘You must be so tired,’ she’d said, plugging another pause, and she’d asked about the happy hormones and I’d said, ‘Yeeesss,’ lingering on the vowel, lying through the consonant. Thank goodness Beatrice was there. Darling Bea, so sweet with him, better than me, even at four years old.
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