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			Now


		




		

			Robin


			Sorry.


			The message to Esther was a mistake. But I meant it.


			My cheeks are wet. I swipe at the tears, sniffing so aggressively my nose aches.


			Sorry.


			I am sorry now. Sorry I sent it.


			Never mind. Too late. No going back.


			Literally, no going back.


			I stare at the clock behind the steering wheel. We’re lucky, rush hour is at least forty-five minutes away, the traffic is light – or as light as it ever gets in this part of London. This traffic-clogged Petri dish of Boden kids and city fathers and yoga mothers that we call home.


			How did I even end up here?


			I glance in the rear-view mirror. Riley is staring out of the window from her car seat, taking in the parade of filthy shopfronts we pass. Soon we’ll be on the A24 and then . . . what?


			The ferry to France?


			Or Gatwick? Riley’s never been on a plane.


			If we go to Gatwick we’ll have to leave the car.


			I sit back in my seat, my mind running through all the possibilities. The traffic lights ahead turn to green as I approach and I accelerate hard through them: 30 . . . 35 . . . 40 mph. I revel in the empty road ahead.


			Just one more turn and then I hit the A24. Riley laughs as the car’s engine roars. My fearless kid. I glance back at her; she’s clapping her hands. Thrilled at the adventure.


			We are a team. There is nowhere she’d rather be. No one she’d rather be with.


			I hit 65 mph. The sense of freedom is exhilarating. The tears dry up.


			Seventy now. I take my phone out of my pocket, fumble to switch it on. My battery has four per cent left. Just enough to look up ferry times.


			France first.


			France first, just to give us some distance, and then we’ll make a proper plan.


		




		

			Esther


			Sorry.


			That’s all Robin’s text message said. What does that mean? By the time I turn the corner on to our street, my hands are shaking so violently I’m not sure I’ll be able to turn the key. Please God, please God, just let me find them at home as usual. Let him have sent that message to me by mistake. A stupid, thoughtless mistake. Or a joke. Yet another joke I don’t understand.


			We’ll be laughing about it in a few minutes. Please, please.


			I spent the entire journey here talking myself down from the edge, like the rational woman I am, reading over Amanda’s reply to my message, telling me that she dropped Riley off with Robin just before 3pm. That he seemed a bit preoccupied, but no more so than usual. Nothing that gave her any cause for concern.


			But . . . a bit preoccupied?


			I phoned, said I was worried I hadn’t heard from him and asked her to pop round to ours, to see if he was there, but she was at the swimming pool with Madeline and wouldn’t be back for ages.


			No matter how my mind torments me, there is one thing I know for sure: he would never hurt her. He adores her. He’s looked after her since she was born, so that I could go back to work as soon as possible. Back to the career I love. Their bond is undeniable.


			I push open our small gate – newly painted – and I run up our front path. The house is pitch-dark, but the front door is ajar. The panic sets in again, followed closely by anger. What the hell is he playing at? Why is the front door open?


			I swallow the vomit that rises to my throat, as salty and disgusting as seawater, then I push the door open fully, fumble for the light switch and squint as the spotlights blind me.


			‘Rob!’ I call out in the silent house. ‘Rob! Where are you?’


			My voice soon becomes a scream. I race from room to room, but there’s no one here.


			There’s no one here.


			I grab my phone from my bag and ring his number again, but it goes to voicemail, as it has done ever since he sent that text message. There’s nothing too unusual about that – he often has his phone switched off.


			I try to think. Where could they have gone? It’s nearly 4.15pm. They might be at the park. They’re probably at the park.


			But it’s freezing outside.


			And why was the front door open?


			I check the coat rack in the narrow hallway. Riley’s coat is not there. Neither are her little boots. His shoes are missing. He has taken her somewhere. But where?


			Why is he sorry?


			I look around our shiny new house, remembering a time when I thought the extension project wouldn’t end. It was meant to be a fresh start. It’s not a big house, but it’s big enough for the three of us.


			But now. Now that it’s just me, standing here alone, it feels too big.


			Of course it’s too big. Riley isn’t here. Her absence is the biggest space of all.


			I go through to the kitchen, wondering who to call. The police? Would that be an overreaction? What if that just made everything worse? And then my phone pings.


			A message from my friend Vivienne, telling me that she’ll have Robin ‘disappeared’ as a birthday present for me if I like? Her humour has always been the blackest, yet the timing of her message is unnerving.


			I stare around at our shiny new kitchen, the immaculate white stone worktops gleaming at me. The space is cavernous, and it echoes. It’s too empty. It’s empty of everything: warmth, trust, passion. Just like our marriage of late.


			I turn again and then I notice that the biggest kitchen drawer is open wide. The drawer in which we fling all the stuff that has no other home: batteries, key rings, paracetamol, old Calpol syringes, pens that have nearly run dry . . .


			The doorbell chimes, catching me unexpectedly. Please let it be them. Please let it be him bringing her home.


			I rush through the hall to the front door. But when I open it, I don’t find my husband. Or my daughter. My tiny, vulnerable two-year-old girl.


			Instead, there are two police officers: one male, one female, their breath misting in the cold.


			Sorry, his text message said.


			What has he done?


		




		

			Three Years Earlier


		




		

			Esther


			Pregnant.


			This is what we both wanted, so why do I feel so shocked? Perhaps it’s the fact that I had resigned myself to it never happening. To this never happening – this moment of staring down at the pregnancy test, and not just seeing the usual single line, staring sadly up at me.


			Two lines. Two pink lines!


			My eyes fall on the huge pile of paperwork we took home from the IVF clinic last week, sitting right opposite me on the coffee table. The complicated array of different options, and pricing plans and decisions that needed to be made: would I like my tubes flushed first as a precaution?


			Suddenly, none of it is relevant any longer. We can burn it all: all the paper and the jargon and the decisions and the appointments.


			‘How?’ I say. ‘How is this . . . possible? After what they told us, after what they said . . . nearly two years! Two years of trying . . . why . . . how?’


			I’m so bewildered by it all, so terrified that it’s a mistake, that the test is faulty.


			‘I’ll do another test,’ I say. ‘Just to be sure.’


			But I am sure. I know it, I feel different. So different from all those months when I had held my hopes up as high as I possibly could, only to have them punctured by that single pink line again.


			The second test confirms the first. I am pregnant.


			All my dreams come true.


			I sit back down on the sofa in the living room of our tiny flat, our pride and joy, the shared creation that we are both so passionate about. I pull the check blanket over my legs, a souvenir from our latest minibreak in the Highlands, turning the situation over in my mind. Robin sits beside me, still. So very still. It’s unlike him; he’s usually a ball of energy.


			He hasn’t said anything yet.


			‘Rob . . .’


			I think about his reaction when I showed him the pregnancy test, trying to work out what the facial expressions meant. I’m nearly thirty-eight. We’ve been together for five years. The most unlikely of couples. Me, Mrs Sensible, with my first-class English degree and reluctance to drink more than one glass of wine at any occasion. Him, Mr Reckless, smarter than me but not academic, quick-witted and sociable, the non-stop talker, the life and soul of a party who can never have ‘just one’.


			Opposites attract, I always say to people. We bring out the best in each other.


			We got married two years ago. Just woke up one freezing Saturday morning in February and marched down to the registry office and did it. Dragged two witnesses in their fifties off the street – they were less enthusiastic about it than we’d hoped, and we laughed about them afterwards, how unromantic their souls must be. Swore never to end up like them. Came home and interspersed making love with eating Ben & Jerry’s straight from the tub for the rest of the day. The high I felt afterwards lasted weeks.


			It remains the most unlikely and the most spontaneous thing I’ve ever done. But at the same time, I had never felt surer of a decision in my life.


			We started trying for a baby straight away. I have wanted this for so long, but now I feel terrified.


			It’s almost too much, isn’t it? To get everything you ever wanted? No one gets everything they ever wanted.


			‘Rob, say something!’


			Why is he so quiet?


			At best, he is stunned. At worst, he is devastated. Did he secretly hope it would never happen?


			‘I need to work out the dates,’ I say, pulling my phone towards me. ‘It’s December now, so that means . . .’


			‘August,’ Robin replies. ‘I think. Shit. The festival. An Edinburgh baby!’


			He beams.


			‘That’s nice,’ I say, stupidly. The festival. Typical that he should think of that straight away. ‘A summer baby. I always wished I had a summer birthday.’


			In a moment, my life has changed completely and forever. Like a train suddenly switching track. No way back. Whatever the outcome, this will define me, my life, my story.


			A baby.


			My face breaks into a smile; a strange gurgle of childish glee escapes.


			I’m pregnant!


			But then I think of Vivienne. I can picture it now: the way her lip will twist in surprise, followed by an abrupt shake of her head and look of disbelief. She will be shocked. She thought it would never happen for us.


			Deep down, perhaps, she hoped it never would.


			‘I don’t know what to say.’ My voice wavers. ‘I don’t know how to feel. I’m just . . . I was so sure it would never . . .’


			Suddenly, I am sobbing.


			‘Hey, Tot, it’s OK,’ Robin says, in a surprisingly steady voice. ‘It’s overwhelming, that’s all. You clever girl. You did it. You did it!’ He grips my hand in his, the wide smile still stretched across his face.


			That’s when I finally exhale. This is how our relationship works, how it has always worked. I feel guilty for my momentary lack of faith. We take it in turns. When he is feeling weak, I give him his strength. When I am feeling weak, he gives me mine. We are a team, two sides of a coin; we are perfect, but only if we’re together. It makes sense that I am the one feeling overwhelmed – it’s my body, after all.


			‘We did it,’ I say, returning his smile.


			‘Yes, we did. And it’s awesome, Tot. Imagine, a tiny boy or girl. Ours. Fuck!’


			I nod, the relief all-encompassing. I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him through the mess of curly hair that hangs down almost to his chin. He smells of sleep and warmth; he feels like home.


			‘It’s Christmas next week,’ I say, my cheek pressed tightly against his. ‘Are we going to tell people? What about the alcohol?’


			Robin turns to me and takes my face in his hands. I can smell coffee on his breath. It would never normally bother me, but this time I feel my stomach lurch in protest.


			‘Don’t worry about a thing,’ he says, staring straight into my eyes. And then finally he leaps to his feet, his arms wide as he beams down at me and does a little dance on the spot as I sit there, staring up at him and laughing, thinking, as always, how lucky, lucky, lucky I am.


			‘It’s going to be brilliant,’ Robin says.


			He will be the perfect father.


		




		

			Robin


			So this is it, she’s pregnant.


			After she told me, I took myself off to the bathroom and sobbed. Proper sobbed, like a baby. If she heard me, she didn’t say anything. She’s good like that. Understands that sometimes you need your privacy, that there are certain things you don’t want to share.


			Finally, it’s happened.


			I can hardly believe it.


			I haven’t known much for sure in my life, but I’ve always wanted to be a dad. Forget my comedy career, this is my destiny. Me and my little son, building the kind of relationship I could only have dreamt of with my old man.


			It had always been vague talk, before. Esther knew I’d make a great dad. But when I brought it up she always used to smile at me and say, ‘Yes, one day, definitely,’ or ‘Maybe next year?’ and change the subject. She was traditional, she wanted to get married first.


			So we did.


			I didn’t put any pressure on her, because I’m not an arsehole. And then there was the issue of her career. Head of PR at the UK’s biggest diabetes charity. That was the problem with a real career. That never-ending ladder to climb. She’d worked her way up from the bottom, starting as an assistant straight out of university. When she got to the next level, she was too scared to step off, in case she couldn’t get back on again.


			I got it. I’d been pushed off the career ladder myself when I was right at the top, and starting again from the bottom has been a painful experience.


			It was OK though. I had patience – procrastination would be top of the skills listed on my CV, if I had one. I knew she’d come round in time. And lo and behold, when her oldest friend from school, Maddie, announced she was pregnant, a switch flicked in Esther’s wiring. And suddenly, it was everything she wanted too.


			That was how we rolled. Whatever happened, however divergent our lives seemed, somehow they always clicked back into the same groove.


			The night she told me she was ready to have a baby, we met for dinner at a steakhouse in Soho. I was about to go on as the support act for a friend at a club nearby. Esther said she’d come and meet me first. ‘Save you from the inevitable kebab you’d have otherwise.’ She’s always been sweet like that. It didn’t bother me that it was patronising, or emasculating or whatever the hell other people would think. The other comics on my circuit thought Esther was a control freak but they were idiots, thought that masculinity meant never asking for help.


			Our lives back then were hectic, free-flowing and, mostly, fun, and we’d often come back to our flat to find the fridge bare and order a takeaway or head out to a restaurant. There was enough money to burn on things like that, even though we should have been more responsible. London had so much to offer; we didn’t want to miss out.


			It was my first gig for a while and I was experiencing that same stupid feeling of hope. The feeling that kept me going; the antidepressant of the job. Perhaps this would be the night: there’d be a booker in the audience who would love me, or maybe a decent manager. Mike had proved himself a waste of space time and time again, but he was all I could get after it all went wrong. I dreamt of telling him he was dumped. Upgrading. Who knew? It only takes one lucky break, one person to spot you, and your whole life can change. Gotta keep on keeping on.


			We queued outside the restaurant, our arms entangled as always. I was waffling away about the gig, my way of taking the edge off the nerves. Talking them out. We were led to a shared table, high-level. Uncomfortable stools designed to ensure you ate quickly and moved on. Fast food with a slow price tag. I paused as I hauled myself on to the seat – was that something to work into a routine one day?


			The waitress was pregnant. Esther noticed; our eyes met briefly, but I didn’t say anything. She ordered a milkshake and sat there, her lips grinning as they sucked on the striped straw. We were married. We were happy. We had everything, nearly. I stroked her leg under the table. She was wearing tights and a black dress, having come straight from work.


			Her work was all-consuming; I missed her. I had a vision of her, heavily pregnant, knocking off at 4pm because she was exhausted. Coming home to me. I loved the idea of us spending more time together. And maternity leave – a whole year off for us to be together as a family.


			‘So,’ she said, as she stared down at the steak in front of her. ‘I’ve been thinking about the B-word again . . .’


			‘Burgers?’ I said, because it wouldn’t be good to look too keen. I felt like I was walking a tightrope: one false move and we would both tumble off.


			My leg was restless under the table. I’d wanted this for so long, but Esther had to be ready for it. It had to be her decision.


			‘We’re out for swanky steak and all you want is a bloody burger.’


			‘You know what I’m talking about, Bird,’ she said, rolling her eyes at me. She has always called me that. There’s some guy called Robert on my birth certificate. I got rid of him when I first started performing, changed my name officially to Robin. Everyone in my adult life has always called me Bird. ‘I’m ready. Let’s start trying for a baby.’


			‘Blimey,’ I said, leaning across to squeeze her hand. ‘I guess I better order something stronger then.’


			She laughed. I motioned to the waitress.


			‘Cider, please,’ I said, then looked over at my wife.


			‘Are you OK with it?’ she said, eyes widening. ‘Seriously?’


			‘No, I’m just going to down this cider and do a runner,’ I said, and she rolled her eyes at me.


			‘Seriously?’


			‘We’ve just got married. Tot, it’s the best news ever. My mum will be over the moon.’


			She pulled a face at that, and I realised then that bringing up my parents was a poor move. She didn’t want to be reminded that there would be other people involved with our baby. Her dad. My parents. My perfect brother and his perfect wife, and their perfect twins. In that moment, she wanted it to just be us.


			‘Let’s not tell anyone yet though,’ she said, her hazel eyes narrowing a little. ‘I want to keep it secret. You never know, it might not happen quickly anyway. It took Maddie and Tom nearly eight months. I don’t want everyone knowing we’re trying and then going on about it every time we see them.’


			I nodded. She’s so sensible, and my heart felt swollen with love for her. Inside, a firework had been lit in my chest. I wanted to run outside and spin with uncontrollable joy, like a Catherine wheel let off by accident.


			I tried to imagine my son. What would he look like? Would he have Esther’s greeny-brown eyes, and my gingery hair?


			We ate the rest of our steaks in an awestruck silence at the Big Decision we’d made. She kissed me goodbye outside the venue for the gig. I’ve never liked her watching me perform. Stand-up is a headfuck at the best of times, but having to do it in front of those who know you best, who can see through your carefully constructed artifice to the true inspiration for your comedy, is almost impossible.


			At least, that’s how I find it.


			Maybe I’ve been overthinking it too much. I probably just don’t like her seeing me mess up.


			The gig was pretty shit, as it turned out. Que sera. Suddenly, it didn’t matter anymore. I only stayed for one pint after, and my mood didn’t drop as much as usual. At home, I found her asleep in bed, but when I climbed in beside her, she reached for me. We made love and I wondered whether this would be it, whether this one time would be all it would take.


			Two years later . . .


			Esther is clutching the test in her fist, staring down at the two pink lines.


			‘Let me work it out,’ Esther says, as though she’s reading my mind. She often does that. ‘The night it happened.’


			She picks up her phone, starts counting on her fingers.


			‘Shit!’


			‘What?’


			‘Remember Duncan’s book launch? Oh, no, you probably don’t,’ she says, as she stares at her phone. ‘You were paralytic . . . how . . .’


			She has always put up with my drunkenness quite well, considering. It helps that I’m a lovable drunk, of course.


			‘Oh,’ I say, remembering exactly why I got so drunk that evening. Duncan was likely the most competitive male in our group of mates – hard to say for sure though, there were a few contenders. Celebrating his success in a creative field was not something I could quite bring myself to do, even if it had taken him eight years to get published and, happily, the book wasn’t great. I read it in one sitting the next day – derivative, uneven in pace. Forgettable. So I drowned it in beer instead. ‘Are you sure it was that night?’


			‘Yep,’ she says, curling herself into my lap and putting her arms around me. ‘I can’t believe it.’


			‘Let’s not tell the baby that,’ I say. ‘Don’t think they need to know their dad was pissed the night they were conceived.’


			‘No, they don’t! Poor baby,’ she says, smiling.


			I pull her towards me for a kiss, but her lips twist and she turns away.


			‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s just . . . you . . . you smell of coffee.’


			‘Right,’ I say, blinking at her. ‘Sorry. I’ll go and brush my teeth.’


			In the bathroom, I feel strangely off-balance. I tried to kiss my wife, but she turned away from me. It shouldn’t matter, but somehow it does. A tiny sliver of insight into what’s to come.


			Our beautiful life is about to change beyond all recognition.


		




		

			Esther


			I’m working my way through the updated visuals for next year’s campaign, trying to ignore the fact I feel hungover, even though I haven’t drunk anything since the day I found out I was pregnant, when Vivienne texts me.


			Hey, just had a shit casting round the corner. Free for lunch? I need wine. X


			I look at my clock. Hardly any of the others are in today, but I decided to work in between Christmas and New Year to catch up. I have a pile of things to get through, but I feel rotten and light-headed. Perhaps some fresh air will do me good.


			We meet at a wine bar near Ludgate Circus and I laugh when I see Vivienne – she’s pinned her mane of curly red hair back and is wearing a navy blue fitted suit.


			‘Wow,’ I say, kissing her on the cheek. ‘What was the audition for?’


			‘Insurance advert,’ she says. ‘Don’t ask. There’s no chance they’ll cast my hair anyway. I’m so sick of these bullshit auditions.’


			I grin at her and stare down at my menu. Like the other thespians she’s introduced me to, moaning is her speciality. But unlike the others, Viv doesn’t need to audition really. Her father is a successful theatre director, her mother one of the country’s best-loved actresses. Either one of them could get her a job easily. But she refuses their offers of help.


			‘Why are you even auditioning for adverts?’ I ask, watching her unpin her hair. It cascades over her shoulders, nearly reaching her waist. Robin says her hair makes her look like an Amish girl. ‘I thought you had a show starting in January?’


			‘I do,’ she says. ‘But it’s fringe and the pay is shit. And ads pay loads for bugger all. But I won’t get it anyway.’


			I reach across the table and squeeze her hand.


			‘Sorry, chicken.’


			I order some soup and refuse Vivienne’s offer to share a bottle of wine. She doesn’t take much notice of why I might be sticking to water, but that’s why I like her. She’s loud, attention-seeking, and always off in her own world. She’s also generous and fun. She’s been my best friend since the first day we met at Edinburgh University, having been placed in halls next to each other. We were both studying English Literature but she spent her whole time performing with the drama society. I spent the time that I wasn’t in the library watching her in what can only be described as ‘avant-garde’ productions.


			‘So how’s Rob?’ she says, forking her salad and meeting me square in the eyes. ‘Still resting?’


			For someone who works in the same industry, Viv has remarkably little sympathy for his employment status. The ironic thing is that she introduced us. They had met through a mutual friend. We were introduced at a party I had tagged along to with Viv, and he fell to his knees and thanked God when I said I wasn’t an actress myself. It was totally over the top, and Vivienne pulled a face behind him, but I was hooked.


			‘He’s weird,’ she told me later that night. ‘There’s something about him I don’t like.’


			She was in the minority. Everyone I introduced him to loved him. He was six foot four and built like a rugby player, but with chin-length curly strawberry-blond hair and the personality of a spiritual leader. His thoughts – often unusual and always interesting – tumbled out so quickly that he left me breathless.


			I am five foot five, with shoulder-length brown hair that won’t grow long without thinning. He was out of my league. He was ‘cool’. I decided the only reason Vivienne didn’t like him was because he had never expressed any interest in her, and she wasn’t used to that.


			I never thought he’d like me. But apparently he did. We met at the party on a Friday evening, he called me up on the Saturday, we went for a drink that evening, and never left each other’s sides after that.


			‘He’s good,’ I say, swirling my spoon around in my soup. ‘He’s really good in fact because . . .’


			Vivienne looks up at me, one eyebrow raised in that way only she can do. I stare at her. Porcelain skin, a delicate smattering of freckles creating a butterfly pattern across her nose, blue eyes and that mane of hair. It’s a wonder she isn’t more famous really. I think her determination not to be seen to use her parents’ influence in any way might be the very definition of cutting off your nose to spite your face.


			‘You’re pregnant,’ she says, her voice flat. For an actress, she’s never been good at hiding her emotions from me.


			‘How did you . . .’ I say, my mouth hanging open. But then I realise, what else could I have possibly meant? Viv knows we’ve been trying for ages and ages.


			‘Wow,’ she says. She takes a sip of her water, rearranges her face. ‘Congratulations, darling! That’s amazing.’


			I smile.


			‘After all this time!’ she says. ‘You must be absolutely thrilled. I’m really happy for you.’


			‘Are you?’ I say, my heart pounding. I wish her reaction didn’t matter so much to me.


			‘Of course,’ she replies. ‘No IVF! It’s absolutely fantastic. You’ll be a brilliant mother.’


			‘I was so convinced . . .’ I say, putting down my spoon. Suddenly, I don’t fancy my lunch. I take a sip of water. It tastes metallic, as though it’s been sitting in the pipes for too long. I run my tongue over my teeth. ‘I thought there was no way, after we’d been trying for so long. I’d even started thinking about adoption, you know, in case IVF didn’t work.’


			‘Oh, Esther! You’ve really been through the wringer. Everything happens for a reason . . . I knew you’d get there. Like the doctor said, there was nothing physically wrong. And you’re both perfectly healthy.’


			She lets the silence hang. Is Rob healthy? His diet certainly isn’t. He eats well with me, but when he’s working he’ll always have at least three pints and half a packet of cigarettes afterwards. He claims it’s the only way he can ‘come down’ after a gig.


			‘Rob’s giving up smoking in the new year,’ I say, stretching a smile across my face.


			‘Again?’ she says, arching an eyebrow. ‘Is he going for the world record? How many times is that? Fifteen?’


			I swallow, looking down at my lap. Time to change the subject.


			‘Sorry,’ she says, putting down her fork. ‘That was out of order. PMT, the audition . . . Sorry. I’m so stoked for you both, I really am.’


			I swallow.


			‘It’s fine. How’s Sean?’ I say, pushing the soup away. What little appetite I had has disappeared, but I guess that’s to be expected, and I had a big breakfast anyway. ‘How’s living together going?’


			Her eyes light up.


			‘He’s so brilliant. Seriously, just such a talent, you know?’ she says. ‘I really think he might be . . . well. We’ll see. He’s just changed agents; the new one is really optimistic she’ll be able to get him seen for films.’


			‘That’s great,’ I say, amused that, as always, my huge news – that in nine months’ time I’ll be holding a newborn – has managed to take up approximately thirty seconds of this catch-up, before we’ve moved back to talking about Viv again. Still, at least she apologised for slagging off Rob. Sometimes our friendship feels like an elastic band that’s worn too thin and might snap any minute.


			‘I really like him,’ I say.


			She looks at me for a few seconds, pulling in her top lip before giving me a smile.


			‘Oh God, you’re a much better person than me,’ she says. ‘I’m really happy for you. I’m sorry. I know we’ve never been that close but I also know that Rob’ll be a good dad – he’s fun, and at least he’ll be around a lot, hey? Now, I know you won’t be drinking but . . . I hope you’re still coming to our New Year’s Eve party next week? You can’t miss it – not if it’s the last chance you’ll have to come without shelling out loads of money on a babysitter. It’s our tenth year! It’s going to be epic.’


			I smile back at her, breathing out slowly. Rob hates Viv’s New Year’s Eve party, but he’ll come, under duress, if I ask him.


			‘Of course we’ll be there,’ I say. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’


		




		

			Robin


			Big news like that and then it’s back to the routine. Mad, isn’t it? How everything can change and yet nothing changes.


			Esther has just left for work. So I do what I always do. I go back to bed just after she leaves and wake up again at about 10am. I know, I’m a lazy arse but I’ve always needed more sleep than most people. We can’t both be workaholics, after all.


			Then I get up and eat cereal standing up in the kitchen. With a side of strong black coffee and five minutes checking Sarah’s Instagram. Nothing new today. Her privacy settings are set to the max on Facebook and she doesn’t use Twitter.


			I can’t stop the smile on my face as I leave the house. A baby. Ours. What will he look like? It’s not raining today, which is a relief. I follow the towpath along the River Wandle all the way through Tooting until I get to Wandsworth. Same route, every day. It takes me just over an hour to get to Wandsworth Town, where the Wandle meets the Thames. There’s a bench there. My bench. It’s where I sit and watch the river, writing new material for my act.


			Last year was my quietest year ever, work-wise. But everyone knows that’s how it goes in this business. 2015 is coming, and it’s going to be wild. New year, new chances. I can sense change in the air. After all, things will definitely be different one way or another. Because this time next year, we’ll have a tiny baby.


			There are tons of angles to exploit on the ‘becoming a dad’ thing, and I start scribbling. Jay Martin covered it at the Edinburgh Festival last year, but his show was too bitter and it tanked, as far as I know. I find myself wondering how other expectant fathers feel when they hear their partner is knocked up. It’s not something that’s talked about much, really, considering all the focus on gender equality these days.


			Not that I have a problem with gender equality, of course. Only that it’s so unrealistic. Women are clearly the superior sex.


			And that’s what makes it so easy to sketch out an act that will appeal to the masses. The pathetic man-child, waking in the night in fear of being usurped by a real child. It’s so easy, so obvious.


			I can’t stop writing.


			At the end of the page, I stop and watch a young teenage couple huddled in the corner by the railings that overlook the river. They’ve had a row; he’s pleading his case while she rolls her eyes and refuses to look at him. Ouch. It’s painful, his desperation. Poor sod.


			My mobile phone vibrates in my pocket. Honor, my perfect sister-in-law. Married to my perfect brother Nick.


			‘Good morning,’ I say, into the phone.


			‘Oh, thank God you answered,’ Honor says, breathlessly. ‘I’m . . . where are you?’


			I look up at the teenage couple, who are now hugging, faces buried in each other’s necks. She gave in, then. Women often do. But they store it all up for the future, tiny little seeds of resentment they carry with them, nurturing them with every little misdemeanour. Until before you know it you’ve got a triffid on your hands and it’s eating you alive.


			‘Nowhere important,’ I say to Honor. ‘What’s the matter?’


			‘I’ve messed up,’ she says. ‘Thought the dentist was tomorrow, it’s today. My usual babysitter isn’t free. I don’t suppose . . .’


			‘What time do you need me?’ I interrupt. Honor loves me. I’m everything that Nick isn’t: present, attentive, caring. She couldn’t live with me though. I’m an amusing sideshow, but she likes Nick’s money and ambition too much.


			‘Half an hour?’ she says, and I can almost hear the weight lifting from her shoulders in her voice.


			Mothers have it hard. My mum was only young when we were born, but having to deal with Nick and I fighting was enough to put her off having any other children. Although that might have also had something to do with my father.


			Father. The biggest joke of them all.


			‘I’ll get some trousers on and be there right away,’ I say.


			Honor gives a little laugh. I like the idea that she’s picturing me in my underwear. All these petty victories against Nick. Pathetic, but irresistible. It will annoy him that I stepped in to look after his kids while he was slaving away at his desk in the city, making rich men even richer.


			‘Oh no, were you working late last night? Sorry, hope I didn’t wake you,’ she says.


			‘Not a problem,’ I say. Unfortunately I wasn’t working. ‘Honest.’


			‘You are a lifesaver,’ she says. ‘Thank you. What am I going to do without you when we move?’


			I hang up the phone and stuff my notepad back into my bag.


			It’s no great hardship to babysit Nick’s twins. Kids are underrated. They’re three now and more entertaining than most of the adults I know. Honor is one of those typical Barnes mothers who complains that she misses working, but really doesn’t know how lucky she is that the main demands on her time are lunches with friends and administrating the local mums’ Facebook group.


			Barnes isn’t far but I’ve walked enough today, so I take a bus. Within twenty minutes I’m outside their deceptive terraced house, on a cul-de-sac just set back from the river. When they bought it, as bright young newlyweds, it was a wreck. Nick spent his bonus having it brought up to the same standard as all the rest of the houses in the street: adding a big white kitchen extension and poky loft bedroom. I remember Esther’s face when they unveiled their transformation, the weird ‘o’ shape her mouth made as she complimented Honor on her choice of paint colours.


			They spent over a hundred grand on the building work. I know because Nick told me. Twice.


			They put it on the market a few months ago; it went under offer at £1.75 million.


			Outside the bay window, Honor has planted lavender in little zinc window boxes. One has fallen off on to the perfectly arranged purple gravel in their postage-stamp-sized front garden. I stare down at it and knock the huge lion’s head of a door knocker.


			The front door opens.


			‘I love you, I love you, I love you,’ Honor says, flinging her arms around me and kissing me on both cheeks. The kissing is a new thing, something she’s caught from living here.


			‘Pleasure to be of service, ma’am,’ I say, doffing a pretend cap like an idiot, and putting one foot on the step up to the entrance. ‘Oh!’ I say, pausing. ‘Did Nick stumble home drunk last night? Something’s knocked over one of your window boxes.’


			Honor peers round me to look at the window box, lying side up, its contents spilling out like guts.


			‘Bollocks,’ she says. ‘It was probably the dog. Never mind, come in.’


			I make my way through to the white kitchen. My nieces, Jasmine and Sienna – yes, their names sound like Disney princesses to me, too – are sitting on the sofa in the extension, eating toast and staring up at the huge television on the opposite wall. The aforementioned dog is asleep at their feet.


			‘I won’t be too long. It’s a private dentist so they don’t usually run late,’ Honor says, rummaging about in her handbag until she pulls out a lipstick. I watch as she carefully traces over her pale lips with it, staring at her reflection in a compact mirror. She used to be attractive but now she’s too thin. Draped in floaty materials, all scrawny legs and arms that are mottled with sun damage, even in winter.


			I think of Esther. Robust. Not overweight, but big-boned, with a smooth layer of fat coating every surface. Like armour to protect her from the world. Even her face. It’s what makes her look young. She’s flat-chested too. I quite like it; she doesn’t.


			As always, my mind drifts to Sarah, comparing. I don’t know why, but ever since Esther got pregnant, I can’t stop thinking about Sarah. Far too much thought of her today already, Bird.


			‘What are we watching then?’ I say, turning my attention back to my nieces. ‘Ahh, Waffle the Wonder Dog, eh? Why’s he so wonderful then? Because he’s named after my favourite Belgian snack? But is he covered in chocolate or strawberries, that’s the question . . . let’s see, let’s see.’


			Jasmine giggles and snuggles against me as I sit beside her. She smells like kids do: of salty skin and innocence and fabric conditioner.


			I can’t wait for this. I can’t wait for it with my own kid. All of it: the inane children’s television, the colouring-in, the nose-wipes and nappies, the middle-of-the-night cuddles . . . bring it on.


		




		

			Esther


			We are as late as we can possibly be without it seeming rude. I crunch up the driveway to Vivienne’s flat in my block heels. I’m wearing a dark blue dress made of fabric with a velvety sheen, my leather jacket and more make-up than I have done for weeks.


			We have ignored the bossy dress code on the invite. Robin doesn’t do fancy dress. As he’s always told me, he’s ‘allergic’ to organised fun. And I didn’t have time to get anything together. All of Viv and Sean’s other mates are actors, and they have a vast array of costumes to plunder – it’s easy for them. My lank hair is pinned up in a neat bun, and I’m wearing the earrings Robin bought me for Christmas.


			‘You look beautiful,’ Robin said as we left our flat. He doesn’t usually say things like that. When I once asked him why not, he replied that if he said it all the time, it would dilute its meaning. ‘How are you feeling? Is the bambino giving you a hard time yet?’


			‘I’m OK,’ I said, trying not to worry that I didn’t feel anything really. What if this was the beginning of a miscarriage? What if the baby had stopped growing? I couldn’t bear it if something went wrong. It’s all too magical, and it scares me.


			I’ve started taking pregnancy tests every morning just to make sure I didn’t dream it all.


			‘Do you want to tell people?’ Robin asks as we ring the doorbell. ‘I was planning on standing on the table, y’know, megaphone in hand . . .’


			I roll my eyes at him.


			‘No,’ I say, firmly. ‘I don’t want them to know. If anyone notices I’m not drinking I’ll just say I’m on antibiotics for a UTI.’


			‘As you like it.’ He nods as Vivienne opens the door. She’s dressed as the Bride of Chucky but somehow still manages to look amazing.


			‘What have you come as?’ Robin says. ‘Your younger self?’


			Vivienne glares at him.


			‘Hilarious. I haven’t come as anything anyway, I live here. Good of you two to make the effort as always,’ she replies, grabbing the bottle of Prosecco Rob’s holding. ‘Come in, come in. Coats on the sofa in the spare room!’


			In the kitchen, Vivienne thrusts a glass of Coke at me with a wink.


			‘Here you go, chicken,’ she says.


			‘Thanks,’ I reply.


			‘How are you feeling?’ she says. ‘Been sick yet?’


			‘No. I feel weirdly fine,’ I say, lowering my voice. ‘Listen, we’re not . . . we’re not telling people yet. Early days.’


			‘Of course!’ she says, widening her eyes at me. ‘I wouldn’t breathe a word.’


			I’m not sure I believe her, but I’m also not sure that gossip about me is considered interesting enough to be gossip at all. I look over at Rob. He’s already sitting on the bench by Vivienne’s expansive dining table, helping himself to a bowl of crisps and chatting to a brunette. She has a lot of make-up on.


			Rob always says make-up is for dead people and clowns. I watch them for a few seconds. The girl is smiling at him, touching his shoulder as he talks, and he’s rolling his eyes at her chat, as though they are old friends.


			Suddenly she looks up and our eyes meet briefly. Unthinkingly I narrow mine and she frowns, looking away, before resting a hand on Rob’s leg.


			I have never felt jealous or insecure before. Vivienne’s friends are all like this – luvvies who are really tactile. When Rob’s performing, he quite often gets women coming up to him afterwards, patting his arm and telling him how talented he is. He’s gracious in accepting compliments, but he’s always been very mindful of how he behaves around women. You could say he’s a bit obsessive about it. He once told me that reputations can be ruined by even the slightest bit of misinterpreted behaviour, that you can never be too careful.


			I’ve never felt threatened, but tonight, something about my newly vulnerable status and the way this girl is looking at him makes my stomach churn.


			Someone turns the music down and Vivienne shouts over the hubbub that it’s time for us all to play Cards Against Humanity.


			I sidle over to my husband, a protective hand on my stomach as I walk, and gently sit on his lap, putting my arms around his neck. I would never normally behave like this, and I feel his body stiffen in surprise.


			He kisses me on the cheek. I don’t look at the girl.


			‘Hello, wife,’ he says into my ear. ‘Can we leave yet?’


			From the tone of his voice I can tell that he’s already tipsy. He had a beer before we left, but I’m still surprised he’s got drunk so quickly. Then I see the glass of whiskey in front of him. Anger floods my veins and I bite down on my lip. He says he needs alcohol to get through evenings with Vivienne and her friends, but he wouldn’t normally drink neat spirits.
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