

		

			[image: 9781035404544.jpg]

		




		

			


			[image: ]


		




		

			


			 


			Copyright © 2023 Niki Mackay


			The right of Niki Mackay to be identified as the Author of


			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the


			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


			First published in Great Britain in 2023 by


			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


			This Ebook edition published in 2023 by


			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may


			only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior


			permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in


			accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


			to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


			ISBN: 978 1 0354 0454 4


			Cover images: houses © Magdalena Russocka/ Trevillion Images;


			windows and foliage © Miguel Sobreira/Trevillion Images;


			women and tree © Shutterstock


			Cover design by Lisa Horton


			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


			An Hachette UK Company


			Carmelite House


			50 Victoria Embankment


			London EC4Y 0DZ


			www.headline.co.uk


			www.hachette.co.uk


		




		

			Contents


			 


			 


			Title Page


			Copyright Page


			About the Author


			About the Book


			Dedication


			Prologue


			PART ONE


			1


			2


			3


			4


			5


			6


			7


			8


			9


			10


			11


			12


			13


			14


			15


			PART TWO


			16


			17


			18


			19


			20


			21


			22


			23


			24


			25


			26


			27


			28


			29


			30


			31


			32


			33


			34


			35


			36


			37


			38


			39


			40


			41


			42


			43


			44


			PART THREE


			45


			46


			47


			48


			49


			50


			51


			52


			53


			54


			55


			56


			57


			58


			59


			60


			61


			62


			63


			64


			65


			66


			67


			68


			69


			70


			71


			72


			73


			74


			75


			Epilogue


			Acknowledgements


		




		

			


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			Niki Mackay studied Performing Arts at the BRIT School. She holds a BA (Hons) in English Literature and Drama, and won a full scholarship for her MA in Journalism. A lifelong avid reader, she wrote her first novel in 2017. She also writes under NJ Mackay.


		




		

			


			 


			[image: ]


			 


			You shared everything for nine months. But you don’t know her at all.


			 


			When Ali meets Rebecca, she feels an instant connection. Both pregnant, with babies due the same day, Ali can't wait to share the highs and lows of motherhood with her new friend.


			 


			Rebecca is everything Ali wishes she could be – beautiful, confident, wealthy. But Ali senses in her the same loneliness she’s been feeling since moving to the suburbs. Maybe they can help each other, and Ali won’t feel so alone anymore.


			 


			Then their due date comes and goes, and Ali hears nothing for weeks. Worried about her friend, Ali tracks her down and is relieved to find Rebecca safe and well. But relief turns to shock when Rebecca denies ever meeting her . . . or ever having been pregnant at all.


		




		

			


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			 


			With love for my sons, Elliot and Eddie; you changed everything.


		




		

			Prologue


			 


			2010


			She stares down at him. His body is misshapen, left leg flung out sideways at an almost jaunty angle, head turned too far to one side, eyes wide open, staring, glassy.


			There are noises outside, the frantic sound of people rushing from the house to the patio and panicking. Screams reach up, carried on the stiflingly warm night air. She steps back from the edge of the balcony, back into the room she’d been asleep in just, what – minutes . . . probably only seconds ago? Before everything shattered and fragmented; her hopes and dreams, falling down around her like jagged broken glass.


			Her teeth start chattering, and the rest of her body follows suit, a terrible dance starting as a quiver in her head, a shudder in her shoulders, taking over the rest of her. A sound escapes. ‘Shh,’ says her friend, getting up now, coming towards her, crawling on hands and knees. She is frowning, serious.


			She clamps her hands to her mouth but the sobs explode out between her fingers, her warm breath a sharp contrast to her cold, frostbitten digits.


			‘Stop.’


			‘I . . . I . . . c-­c– c-­c-­can’t.’


			‘You can.’


			She shakes her head, the world spins as the insides of her brain slip around in her skull like soup.


			‘You can.’ Again. Firm. Strong. ‘Breathe in, with me.’


			‘C-­c-­c-­c-­c-­can’t.’


			‘Yes, you can.’ Hands, familiar, pressing into her shoulders. The fingers digging in hard, not hurting, not quite, but almost. ‘Look at me.’


			Her eyes meet her friend’s, hands clenched like claws, talon nails pressing into her cheeks. Her friend takes them in hers, her voice soft, low, soothing. ‘Breathe in, one . . . two . . . three . . . and out, four . . . five . . . six.’


			They get to a hundred. Her heart has slowed, her legs are like jelly, but she feels steadier, like she can, at least, stay standing; her arms are slack now, hanging by her sides, her breath loud and long.


			The music that had been blaring has cut to silence, and they hear footsteps on the stairs. Each one feels like a death knell.
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			Now


			I stab the knife into the flimsy brown masking tape and run it across the width of the box. It makes a pleasing sound and a puff of air escapes to freedom. The baby rolls inside me. I sit back on my heels, lifting up the last top I own that fully covers me and look at my stomach shifting, shapes protruding through skin that looks as thin as the tape I’ve just cut through. The top is damp with my perspiration, the heat making my large, ungainly body even more difficult to bear. A faint brown line marks my protruding, fit-­to-­split belly right down the centre. It’s called a linea alba. Dan looked it up in one of the many books he has come home brandishing like wondrous gifts and read aloud from, awed by all that my body can do.


			My phone rings, startling me. I drop the knife which nicks my swollen ankle on its way down. A bright pinprick of blood rises immediately. ‘Shit.’ I lick my finger, press it against the tiny mark. As soon as I pull my hand away the spot bubbles up again.


			Mum flashes on the screen. I’ll leave it. I don’t need to pick up every single time she calls. It keeps ringing for an appallingly long amount of time.


			I grab it at the last moment. ‘Mum, hi.’


			‘Interrupt you, did I?’


			‘No,’ I say through clenched teeth as a bead of sweat worms its way down my still-­bared belly. I pull the top back down, pressing it against the wetness, feeling it sink into the material. I am leaking from everywhere, like a large, damp porous thing. ‘I’m just finishing unpacking.’


			‘Why on earth are you still unpacking?’


			‘I haven’t had time before now. Neither of us have. We’ve been working.’


			She makes a noise that could be a guffaw, or a sigh, or an exhale. ‘You’re on holiday now, though?’


			‘Maternity leave, Mum. I’m on maternity leave.’


			She laughs. ‘Holiday, you mean, you’re not due for almost a month.’


			Inside the box are more boxes. Plastic ones full of, I swear to God, everything Dan has ever owned in his life. I pick one up, take off the lid: school books, for goodness’ sake. I close it. I’ll just leave these in his office, perhaps that way we can avoid another ‘discussion’ about his hoarding.


			‘The baby might come early,’ I say, hoping against hope that that’s not true, not least because Dan is due to be away with work next week.


			‘You work from home anyway; I’m not convinced you really need to give up for six months.’


			This is a new favourite of hers. She has been appalled at the amount of people who now have flexible working arrangements and absolutely sure that we are all, in fact, sitting at home bone-­idle, conning our poor long-­suffering employers and laughing whilst we do it.


			‘I’m still in meetings all day, Mum,’ I say, standing up, phone pressed between my shoulder and head. Knees groaning at the heft of it. The tiny spot of blood already congealing and surprisingly irritating for such a small wound.


			‘Ha,’ she says and I swallow down a million retorts, waiting for the long lecture on all the hard work she has done over the years. I hear the doorbell ring in the background. ‘Hang on, Alison.’ A clattering, the sounds of her footsteps in the hallway. Her voice, cheerful now. Then, ‘Alison, I must go, Nick’s popped by.’


			I roll my eyes and am about to say Okay, bye, but she’s already gone.


			Bloody charming. I look at the boxes, at the floor which needs a good sweep. Our bedroom isn’t much better. I’d foolishly washed the bedding as it was a good drying day so now I have a messy living room, an office with no furniture, a nursery, a miniature kitchen and an unmade bed.


			Sod this.


			 


			I go out for some fresh air, but outside is almost worse than being inside the poky little cottage. The heat is oppressive and sends a glimmer of worry through me as I contemplate all the ways these persistently high temperatures are wrong in England, and here I am, bringing a child into it. I press a hand beneath my belly, lifting it slightly, feeling a momentary relief on my pelvis and bladder. By the time I get to the lake, I am so grateful to sink onto a bench under a shady tree that I could cry. It is quiet here now, but it gets busy at lunchtime, people spill out from an industrial estate not far away with sandwiches and blankets, making the most of the summer that threatens to suffocate me. Later it will be flooded by school children on their way home. Just a few short years ago I’d have enjoyed this moment – a day off, the sun out – with a cigarette, perhaps a can of fizzy pink G&T, at least a coffee. I’d given up all of those two short weeks after we’d got married and decided to start trying for a baby, back in the days when we lived in London proper, in a crappy houseshare admittedly, but in a vibrant, buzzing area. I’d always been able to work from home occasionally but then, I was mostly in the office. Often by choice. I liked my job, got along well with my colleagues and felt like I was doing work that mattered. Since the pandemic, my boss, Joanna, allowed us to choose how much we came in, which had enabled Dan and me to buy a place further out of the city. We’d saved and saved and saved to be able to afford it and, here we were. Out in the calm, subdued suburb I grew up in. On the water, a beautiful swan floats past, followed by smaller, greyer ones – cygnets, they’re called, aren’t they? She looks unruffled by motherhood. Unperturbed. Quite the opposite of me before I’ve even got started.


			‘Bloody awful to be so enormous in this heat.’


			I turn quickly with a frown, which drops when I see a tall woman with dark hair and a belly to rival my own grinning down at me. She points to the seat. ‘May I?’


			‘Please,’ I say. ‘There’s not enough shade.’


			She lowers herself with a groan I immediately sympathise with, and I find myself suppressing a smile. ‘Look at that haughty cow.’ I look around and see that she’s glaring at the swan. ‘Bet she just popped them out and carried on gliding through the water.’


			I laugh, really laugh, my annoyance at Dan’s inability to part with anything he’s ever touched and my mother’s judgemental voice pushed away. ‘I was thinking the same thing.’


			‘Well, you would, wouldn’t you? In our situation.’


			This, this is what I’ve been longing for. I’d imagined it back when I didn’t realise that, despite both being professionals with degrees and decent salaries, owning a property and having a child would sink us into almost instant poverty if we lived anywhere within commutable distance to London. I’d imagined that I’d give up work early on in my pregnancy, join an NCT group and be part of a close-­knit circle who hosted intimate get-­togethers in our beautiful kitchens. Instead, Dan and I couldn’t both be in our galley kitchen simultaneously and NCT classes were an extravagance too far. To make matters worse, I was the first of my work friendship group to have a child and as my pregnancy had progressed and I’d switched to working almost exclusively from home, it wasn’t just the physical distance between us, it was the life distance too. Whilst my colleagues, who were mostly in their early twenties, were busily deciding what to wear to hit the clubs at the weekend, I was out shopping for compression socks in a vain attempt to sort out my Michelin-­man ankles. Occasionally one of them would remember to ask how I was getting on in the group chat, but more and more I felt I had little to contribute and even less to gain. Joanna had children but they were all grown and had left home. Plus, she was my boss and we didn’t really talk about personal matters.


			‘Is it how you thought it would be?’ I ask, genuinely curious.


			‘God, no. Beyoncé has a lot to answer for.’


			‘Ha. I hear you.’


			‘What’s your worst bit?’ she asks, hands resting on top of her bump which is higher than mine.


			‘The weeing,’ I admit.


			‘All bloody night and, sometimes, in the day before you make it where you need to.’ She shakes her head.


			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Do you think we’ll go back to normal?’


			‘Christ, I hope so. Though I suppose then we’ll get woken by a screaming infant.’ She shrugs. ‘So exhaustion is the constant state now.’


			I sigh.


			She winks at me. ‘But at least we’ll be able to have wine then.’


			‘Oh God, yes.’ I can almost imagine the taste of a dry white Chardonnay. The feel of it and the heft of an adult glass in my hand. ‘Bliss.’


			‘When are you due?’ she asks, head tilting to my bump.


			‘August the third.’


			Her eyes widen. ‘No way.’ I’m stunned for a minute – does she think I’m lying?


			‘That’s the date they’ve given me . . .’ I say.


			‘Me too!’


			‘Oh,’ I say, realising now why she was so surprised.


			‘We’ll be mums in arms.’ She beams, holding a hand out to me. ‘I’m Rebecca, by the way.’


			‘Alison . . . Ali. It’s so nice to meet you.’
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			I would have loved a sister. When I was a little girl, I’d devoured Sweet Valley Twins, then later Sweet Valley High. So many of my problems, I’d thought, would be solved by having a diligent, caring twin. One like Elizabeth, of course, though I couldn’t profess to be even half as fun as Jessica. Now, I find myself again wishing that I had a few good friends at the same stage as me, or if not quite there, at least starting to think about it. I think of Izzy, wondering what she would have made of my pregnancy, wondering if in fact she knows. I push the thought aside. It doesn’t matter, she won’t be involved.


			Dan picks up the wine glass. Swilling the liquid around the bowl of it, he takes a sip, savouring the flavour. I resist the urge to kick him under the table. Instead, I force myself to smile whilst I sit opposite him, a neat, white tablecloth and a table full of food between us. I’d told him about the park. ‘So we’re due on the same day, would you believe!’


			He smiles. ‘Unlikely that will actually happen.’


			I frown slightly and tell him, ‘I know that, it was just nice to meet someone in the same boat as me.’


			He says, ‘Yeah, sorry, of course. It’s cool though – like, what are the chances?’


			‘Well, exactly. So then we went to Rosita’s.’


			‘The café in the park?’


			I nod. ‘She says she’s there most days.’


			‘That’s nice.’


			‘I know, maybe we can hang out once the babies are born, they might be good ones that sit happily in the pram while we drink coffee and chat.’


			He laughs. ‘You’ve got it all planned.’


			I feel my face heat up. I must sound like an exuberant child: ‘I made a friend I made a friend.’


			He reaches across the table, takes my hand in his and squeezes it. ‘It’s good, Ali. You’re right, it’ll be nice to have company. I’m sorry work’s so busy.’


			‘It’s fine.’ I force a smile. ‘It’s a new job and, you know, we definitely need the income.’


			He sighs, runs a hand over his face. ‘We really do.’


			A faint glimmer of concern pushes a funny feeling up in my chest. I see years ahead of us, of this. I adore my job; it’s varied and challenging and I’ve done well. I now run the marketing and communications department for a small charity. Straight out of university, I’d been so excited when I’d initially interned there, later becoming a member of staff. ‘It will never pay the big bucks, but it’s my small chance to make a difference in the world.’ I’d meant it too, I still do, but the money isn’t amazing and is unlikely to increase by much. I’d joked that I would never earn enough to even start chipping away at my student loans. But things that seemed charming in our twenties when it was just us, living off noodles and full of hope, just seem a bit shit now. With our mortgage, another mouth to feed and the uncomfortable possibility that I might be better off unemployed.


			Dan had loved my fresh-­faced idealism once. Now, I fear, he’s just worried that my pay cheque might not cover nursery fees and, after looking into it, I knew he was probably right.


			‘I’ll ask Joanna for a raise,’ I say, ‘after my mat leave is finished.’


			He nods. ‘Not a bad idea, or you could look at retraining. Teachers get all the school holidays, remember?’


			I force another smile, nod my agreement, but just the thought of it makes me feel panicked. He gets my plate, puts another slice of frittata on it, the eggs like greasy, congealing rubber. The baby rolls in my stomach.


			‘Don’t neglect your relationship,’ Mum had told me. ‘You’ve lucked out with Dan, you don’t want to give him any excuses.’


			I make an mmm sound, keep smiling and murmur, ‘Thanks for cooking.’


			‘Of course, I’m worried,’ he says, his brows knitting together, giving me a glimpse of how he might look in old age, ‘that you won’t eat properly while I’m away.’


			I laugh. ‘I’ll be fine, I can cook for myself, you know,’ I say, keeping my voice playful.


			‘Yeah, no, I know,’ he says. ‘I’ve ordered a Tesco shop for the morning after I leave.’


			‘Right,’ I say, my voice tight.


			‘Sorry.’ He grins. ‘I’m fussing, aren’t I?’


			He is, and it drives me mad at times, but it comes from a nice place, I remind myself.


			‘You’re away for three days, Dan.’ He’s heading to his company’s office in France to finish a software installation project that he ended up inheriting after the last guy in the role left suddenly. It is very much Dan’s chance to shine. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ll eat well, even if it won’t be as nice as the food you make. Better still, I’ll watch Friends on repeat without you moaning.’


			He smiles properly now and I feel a momentary triumph. ‘Are you looking forward to some solo time?’


			‘I will miss you,’ I say. ‘But I’m about to not be on my own for quite a while.’


			‘That is true.’


			‘I’ll message Rebecca too, see if she wants to meet up. Maybe invite her over.’ I hadn’t got her number, I realise, but she said she walked at the park most days.


			‘That sounds really great, Ali. And when I’m back let’s go for dinner, just the two of us. As you say, we’re going to have company soon.’


			‘That’s a good idea,’ I murmur.


			‘How about Friday night, could you book somewhere?’


			I nod, though the thought of it, and the reality of how much things are about to change, hits me like a slap in the face.


			 


			He’s asleep within minutes and I waddle through to the baby’s room, which now has a new single bed in it that Dan had put together last night, ‘for when you’re nursing’. I’ve eaten too much and no matter what position I try to lie in, I can’t get comfortable. I give up, propping cushions behind me, perching my laptop on my knee. I go to Izzy’s Facebook page, scroll through her friends list and click on Max. He’s changed his profile picture, and as always when presented with a new image of him, I am startled. He looks the same: wide dark eyes, broad smile, hair still long, but shorter than it had been back then. I scroll through his page, which is mostly set to public. Him at Glastonbury, at gigs, in the middle of a field with his arm slung over her shoulders. She is, as ever, impossibly beautiful, stick thin. I go back to her page. Scurry through the information. Nothing new. Nothing less than outstanding. There are more pictures of her and Max. The baby shifts and I feel a different kind of sickness.


			‘You couldn’t sleep, huh?’


			I jump, shutting the lid, startled, and make myself smile at Dan. ‘It’s so hot.’


			‘It is. Can I get you some water?’


			‘Please.’


			When he heads to the kitchen I open the laptop, click out of Facebook and shut the tab, opening Disney+ instead.


			He’s back, handing me a glass with ice cubes that clink; I take it gratefully, pressing it to my cheek, between my too heavy breasts. ‘Almost there, Ali.’ He reaches out a hand, pushes aside my hair which hangs lank and damp around my face.


			‘Yes.’ I smile, tears springing to my eyes at his tenderness. ‘Thank you,’ I half whisper.


			He frowns. ‘What for?’


			‘Being so nice. Getting up, checking on me, bringing me water.’


			He laughs. ‘Of course. My job, Alison Cooper, is to make you happy.’


			I put the laptop on the table beside me, the glass next to it, ice sweat beading on the outside and slipping down. I reach out my hand, cup his cheek. ‘I don’t deserve you,’ I tell him.


			‘You do, of course you do.’ He leans forward, pressing his lips to mine. Soft, gentle, familiar. He is, at his core, extremely sweet, my Dan. And loyal and cheerful even when things are tough. Even when I am tough, which is more often than I’d like. I married him for these qualities. We met at the start of my MA at a London university after a summer where I felt like everything had fallen apart. I’d been sad and lost, falling, and he’d caught me. He pulls me close now; I move my incredible bulk into the familiar spot where I fit just beneath his shoulder. ‘I love you, Dan.’


			‘I love you too.’
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			I’m just here for a walk and some fresh air, I tell myself, but I find my eyes scouring the park, looking around the lake as I move, slow and laborious. She’d mentioned that she came here most days, ‘just to clear my head,’ she’d said, and I felt like I knew exactly what she meant. I’m leaving, worming my way through throngs of adult-­sized youths in stiff blazers with floppy hair. That means it’s after three and I’ve been here almost two hours, the sun beating down on me, high and oppressive.


			‘Ali?’


			I turn, and there she is. I feel an overwhelming sense of . . . relief?


			I grin like an idiot on a first date. ‘Rebecca, fancy seeing you here!’


			‘Fancy. Are you in a rush?’


			I glance at my wristwatch, my skin puffed up on either side of it due to water retention. My ankles are the same around my socks, the compression stockings now utterly useless; I’ve solved it by living only in flip-­flops.


			‘No,’ I say as though my life is bursting full of plans. ‘I’ve got an hour or so.’


			‘Join me for a decaf?’


			‘I’d love to.’


			She insists on paying and returns to the table with a tray of mugs and two muffins, each one almost as big as my face.


			‘Say you will? I’ll feel like an enormous pig otherwise.’


			I wouldn’t normally, my mother’s voice rattling around in my head about being careful. ‘You’re not actually eating for two adults,’ she’d said last time I visited and had reached for a second biscuit.


			‘Oh, go on then.’


			She takes a bite and groans with pleasure. ‘There is no better combination in the world than sugar and fat.’


			I laugh, taking a bite of my own. We eat in silence for a few minutes but it’s comfortable. The air around us is filled with the hollers and hubbub of the teenagers slinking out of the local school which sits just the other side of the park. Rebecca follows my gaze, which is on a gaggle of them. ‘Oh, to be young and carefree again, eh?’


			My teenage years weren’t exactly what you’d call carefree, but I laugh and nod anyway.


			‘Although it’s not all it’s cracked up to be really, is it?’


			‘Being young?’ I ask and she nods. I say, ‘I don’t think anyone’s that good at it until it’s too late.’


			‘What, and you’re the size of a house and about to be in charge of someone else’s youth?’


			‘We must be mad.’ I screw up my nose.


			She laughs. It’s a nice sound, musical almost.


			‘So you grew up around here?’ Rebecca asks.


			‘I did, yeah. I left to go and study though,’ I say quickly, my fear of being thought of as parochial making the words sound slightly panicked. ‘I came back to my mum’s to do a master’s. I had a bit of a shitty break-­up that kind of threw me.’


			‘That’s tough.’


			I smile. ‘It wasn’t my best.’


			‘But, you’ve got a lovely husband now?’


			‘I do, yeah,’ I say, and I do. Dan is lovely. ‘What about you?’


			‘My husband’s alright.’


			‘No, I meant . . .’ But she’s grinning and throws me a wink.


			‘Oh.’ I smile ruefully, realising I’d missed the joke. ‘Duh.’


			‘I also grew up around here. Want to know something super-­tragic?’


			‘Sure.’


			‘I actually live in the same road I grew up in.’


			‘Oh wow.’


			‘Sad, eh?’ She screws up her nose at me.


			‘Not at all,’ I say, meaning it and feeling less like an unadventurous fool for finding my way back to my hometown. ‘It’s a good place to live and raise kids.’


			‘Well, yes.’ She shifts and says, ‘God, it’s too hot to be this size, isn’t it?’


			‘It’s too hot to be any size,’ I agree. ‘How are you feeling, heat aside?’


			‘Okay some of the time and then dreadful. I’ve been getting Braxton Hicks, have you?’ I shake my head but I know what they are. Dan had told me, reading a passage from one of the endless baby books.


			‘Are they painful?’


			‘I mean, considering they’re meant to pale in comparison to the real show.’ She grimaces and I swallow the last clump of my muffin, the tangy blueberries tasting sour as I contemplate it.


			‘It’s a design flaw, isn’t it, birth?’


			She nods. ‘I'm still toying with electing for a Caesarean.’


			‘Can we do that?’


			She flushes. ‘Well, I can.’ She waves a hand around. ‘We have private health-­care through my husband’s work.’


			‘What does he do?’


			‘Something dull in law. Yours?’


			‘Something dull in IT.’ I grin.


			We chat, time passes, so much of it that we are on our third coffee and the waitress has come over to tell us she’s closing. Rebecca stands, pushing her handbag up onto her shoulder, and as she does so, I see a ring of small round bruises on her upper arm. They look like little blue pearls. I almost ask if she’s alright, but she’s saying something I’ve missed.


			‘Sorry, Rebecca, what?’


			‘I was saying, I’m sure you have a hectic schedule, but I’ll be here at one tomorrow if you fancy lunch?’


			‘I’d love that,’ I say eagerly, too delighted to even attempt to play it cool. ‘In fact, why don’t you come to me? I’m only around the corner.’


			‘Oh really?’


			‘Yes,’ I say, digging around in my bag for a pen and paper. I scrawl my address, adding my phone number too. ‘I mean, at least we’ll have easy access to a loo.’ I smile, not wanting to admit that I can’t really afford to shout her lunch back but I can throw something together at home for half the price.


			‘That is a blessing,’ she says with a grin. Her phone vibrates and she grabs it, scowls at the screen without answering, and murmurs something I don’t quite catch.


			‘Sorry?’ I say.


			She looks up, startled almost. ‘God, sorry, I was talking to myself wasn’t I?’


			‘Um.’


			‘No, no, honestly, I do it all the time.’ She waves her phone. ‘I do however need to get going.’


			‘Yeah, no, of course,’ I say.


			‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Let me know if I can bring anything, yeah?’


			‘Yeah, great.’


			She leans over, kissing me quickly on the cheek. Leaving a lingering smell of flowery perfume and the damp imprint of her lips on my sweaty face.


			I realise as I stand to leave that I don’t have her number, but thanks to Dan’s Tesco delivery we’ll be fine. I find myself cheered up as I walk home, waddling slowly, taking my time. I smile as I turn the key in the lock. Grateful to be in out of the heat, here in our little house in this suburb which maybe isn’t too bad after all.


			 


			‘That’s great, Ali.’


			‘Yeah, it is, right?’


			‘Of course.’ Dan’s voice is warm but distracted. Someone says something in the background, the muffled murmur of an unknown voice. He says something back; I don’t catch the words. Is it a woman? My brain does a quick scan of Dan’s colleagues, arranging them by age and attractiveness.


			‘Sorry, Al, I’m wanted.’


			‘Oh yeah, going to exhaust the company credit card?’


			‘Ha, yeah, something like that.’


			‘Right.’ I keep my voice light but my heart hammers. Betrayal, I have discovered, leaves a lingering aftertaste. Bitter and rotten.


			‘Love you,’ he says, but is gone before I have a chance to say it back.


			I swallow the words, hang up the phone, which immediately starts ringing again. Mum. No thanks no thanks no thanks.


			‘Mum, hi.’


			‘Oh, you are there.’


			‘It’s a mobile,’ I say for the zillionth time through clenched teeth.


			‘You know what I mean,’ she says. ‘But you are home, I take it – it’s dark.’


			‘I am allowed out at night, Mum.’


			‘Well, in your state and with Dan away, hardly wise.’


			‘I’m at home,’ I snap.


			‘Well, good.’


			‘Yes, what’s up?’


			‘Can’t I ring just to say hello?’


			‘Of course you can.’ I press my eyes shut, feeling the beginning of a tension headache creeping around my forehead.


			‘Well, I was going to see if you needed me to pop in.’


			‘When?’


			‘Tomorrow lunchtime probably. I’m busy other than that, but with Dan away . . .’


			‘I’ve got plans actually,’ I say, feeling a cheap thrill at the words.


			‘Oh?’


			‘Yes, a friend I made in the park.’


			‘Right.’


			‘She’s pregnant too, we’re due on the same day.’


			‘Unlikely to happen,’ she says with a sort of scoff.


			‘Well, whatever.’


			‘Oh well, if you’re busy.’


			‘I could do the next day.’


			‘No, I’m out with Wendy and the girls.’


			‘Right then,’ I say. The silence stretches and I use every ounce of mental strength not to say, ‘Oh, don’t worry, I’ll cancel my lunch.’ I can’t anyway as I don’t have Rebecca’s number.


			‘Right,’ she says, ‘have a nice lunch then.’


			‘I will, thank you.’


			I hang up and, in a fit of juvenile rebellion, stick my tongue out at the phone.
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			I wake up early, my stomach grumbling. I roll over, meaning to get out of bed quietly so as not to disturb Dan, and then I remember – he’s not here. I wait it out, acid and whatever else rolling around the scant space left by the burgeoning child within. I’ve suffered with awful heartburn for weeks now. I read online that it means the baby will have a full head of hair. The pain gets worse, rolling up from the bottom of my bump to the very top. Please, please don’t be contractions. I focus on breathing in and out, my hands clasped around the bottom of my enormous, bulging belly. As I lie there, heart hammering, skin breaking out in a fine, cold sweat, the pain passes, acid washing up my throat. I am, at least, able to get out of bed now. After two cups of unsatisfying decaf coffee I still feel a bit groggy, but definitely better. I manage to clean the house a bit, take in the Tesco’s delivery and throw together a reasonable-­looking lasagne and some salad. When the doorbell rings, signalling Rebecca’s arrival, I realise I’m a nervous wreck. For goodness’ sake. I open the door with a smile and there she is, buried behind an enormous, beautiful bunch of flowers.


			‘Oh, this is lovely, I love the colours in here.’


			‘Thanks.’ My face heats at her compliment. My mother had asked why I’d painted the walls the colour of sludge. But I like the slate grey and had gone for lots of pink to offset it. ‘I did it myself.’


			‘No way!’


			‘No, really.’ I shrug. ‘It was a wreck when we bought it.’


			‘Well, it’s gorgeous now. And what smells so good?’


			‘Lasagne.’


			‘Oh, so much yes to anything pasta.’


			This is the third time we’ve met up. Both of us are so rotund it’s comical, though Rebecca, with her extra height, definitely wears it better.


			‘Are you on maternity leave?’ I ask.


			She smiles. ‘Actually, no. Promise not to hate me?’


			‘Of course.’


			‘I haven’t worked a day since I got married.’ She shrugs. ‘I’m a housewife.’


			‘Oh.’


			‘It makes me sound awfully lazy, doesn’t it?’


			‘Not at all, it’s just . . .’


			‘Unusual, I know.’ She winces, adjusting herself slightly as she moves, settling onto our white sofa which seems to shrink beneath her girth. ‘As I said, my husband, Joshua, is a barrister.’ Something dull in law is what she’d said. A barrister sounds very impressive. ‘I never really found my thing, so when we got hitched it was an easy decision. Now I suppose I’ll be busy.’


			I nod. ‘I suppose you will.’


			‘What about you?’


			‘I’m in marketing.’


			‘Is it fun?’


			‘I work for a housing association; we’re a charity so not always fun exactly. Rewarding, I guess.’


			‘Wow, that’s so cool.’


			I shrug. ‘I like it actually,’ I say, realising it’s true, and that I miss the office already, Joanne who is a good boss, Jeanette our office manager who drives me mad but is actually very sweet. The trio of young women I have mentored into their roles. I even miss dull Damian who takes care of everything financial. ‘Looking at nursery fees, though, I’m not sure I’ll be able to go back to it.’


			‘Really?’


			‘Really,’ I sigh. ‘I’d hardly be earning anything once they were paid.’


			‘Still, if you can do it, it might be good to stay in, if you see what I mean.’


			‘Maybe. Dan, my husband, said I should look at retraining.’


			‘In what?’


			‘Teaching.’ I wrinkle my nose.


			She laughs. ‘Not for you?’


			‘I mean, I don’t think so. With the little ones, the noise and mess would drive me insane. The teenagers, well. I can’t imagine anything worse, to be honest.’


			When I’d started at St Bartholomew’s I’d been young, idealistic and full of hope. I’d seen my own mother as a single parent gain a degree and move us from housing association accommodation into a house she owned. The one she still lives in today here in Meadsvale.


			‘If you like your job,’ Rebecca says, ‘maybe you should try and go back?’


			‘It can be stressful,’ I admit. At work, we often seemed to be in dispute with our tenants, and not because we wanted to be, but simply because we didn’t have the funding to meet their needs. We had one building where the lifts were broken ninety per cent of the time. Tenants complained, especially those who had to walk up ten flights of stairs with bags of shopping. The building sat alongside one full of homeowners. Their lifts never broke, they had access to a subsidised gym and a direct path to the river. London, the magical city where people from all walks of life had once upon a time rubbed along together, at least on the surface, was openly at war now.


			The homeowners who didn’t want other people getting for free what they paid so dearly for. The council and housing association tenants, who were effectively being pushed out of the city, knew this, felt this and resented it. I saw it all from my job and where I had had patience and hope when I started, a decade on, I was jaded and tired. Did I miss it? Not really, not yet anyway, and that in itself made me feel sad. I worked with good people who meant well but our hands were tied, years of austerity and endless cuts had taken their toll and after a pandemic and Brexit, things were only set to get worse.


			‘I mean, I do wonder if Dan has a point about me retraining, but teachers are public servants and look how they’re treated. The nights spent standing on our doorsteps banging pots and pans long forgotten and replaced with bitter envy at them for having unions.’ I sigh. ‘Ultimately I just don’t think it’s for me, you know?’


			‘Don’t do it then.’ She pats my hand. ‘I’m sure it will work out. Right now, focus on this.’ She points at my belly.


			‘You’re right,’ I say, and she is. Tomorrow isn’t here yet. As soon as I sit down the alarm goes for the food. I stand with a groan and Rebecca is there, hand on my arm. ‘Are you okay?’ Her face is screwed up. I force a laugh. ‘Why, do I look awful?’ But actually, the rolling pain of earlier is back and I seem to be simultaneously too hot and too cold.


			‘Sit down,’ she says in a voice that brooks no argument. I do, allowing her to pull out the food, plate it up and switch off the oven.


			‘I’m so sorry,’ I murmur.


			‘Don’t be. Are you alright?’


			‘Yes,’ I lie through clenched teeth, not wanting to scare off the first real friend I’ve had since . . . well, Izzy. ‘Honestly, you know how it is.’


			She sighs. ‘I do, I really do. The end of pregnancy is genuinely ridiculous. Eat, you’ll feel better.’


			I manage a few mouthfuls, chewing slowly while my insides feel like hot soup sloshing around. I stand to clear the table and the room spins.


			‘Sit,’ she says again, taking over, clearing plates, wiping the side and bringing me a glass of water. ‘Here.’


			‘I’m so sorry,’ I repeat, panic building now.


			‘You look very pale.’


			‘I’m probably tired. I didn’t sleep well, with Dan being away.’


			‘Ali?’


			Everything sort of blurs. I go to stand and feel a wetness between my legs. Rebecca looks at me open-­mouthed. ‘Shit.’ It’s so comical I almost laugh, but I look down and see blood pooling on my wide grey maternity skirt. ‘Oh my God.’


			 


			She piles me into the back seat of her car. I sit on a plastic bag, pads that I’d bought for afterwards nestled between my legs, panic making my heart race and my palms sweat. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say for the millionth time.


			‘Stop,’ she says. ‘I’m just glad I was here. They said an ambulance might be a few hours.’


			‘Yes,’ I say, as another spasm of pain tightens my stomach. I grip the headrest in front of me, my hands clenching on butter-­soft leather. ‘Oh God, your car,’ I say, looking at it, realising that this is a far cry from the shit tin I drive.


			‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says.


			It probably only takes us fifteen minutes but time seems to slip and slide. She leaves me for a moment, car door open, then there is someone in a uniform helping me into a wheelchair and Rebecca tells me she’ll park and come in.


			By the time she does, I’m in a cubicle with a smiling, calm nurse who pats my hand and measures various things.


			Rebecca sits next to me and says, ‘Times like this I wish I still smoked.’ And I manage a chuckle I didn’t think I was capable of.


			‘So,’ I say to the nurse, ‘is the baby coming?’


			‘Not yet, no, but I would say soon.’


			‘Soon today?’


			‘No. In the next week, I reckon.’


			‘Is it . . . okay?’ I ask the question, realising now that I am scared of the answer. I feel warm fingers grasping mine. I turn to Rebecca and smile in gratitude.


			‘I think so, yes. We’ll keep you in overnight and keep an eye, but the scan looks fine, baby looks well, your vitals are alright.’


			‘Then what was . . . you know?’


			‘Probably your mucus plug dislodging, but these aren’t contractions. Just a warm-­up.’


			‘Jesus,’ I say, finding it hard to imagine that these are pre-­pains rather than labour pains.


			‘Do you want to call Dad?’ the nurse asks.


			‘Yes.’ I pause, thinking about his fussing. ‘Actually, no, he’s miles away and not due back until tomorrow afternoon.’


			The nurse frowns. ‘Still . . .’


			‘But there’s no point worrying him, is there? If he can’t do anything.’


			‘Well . . .’


			‘She said she doesn’t want to,’ Rebecca says, voice firm, ‘thank you.’ Smile sweet but dismissive as she turns away from the woman and faces me. The nurse goes, frown still in place.


			‘I will tell him,’ I say quickly.


			Rebecca waves a hand. ‘You’re quite right, if he’s not going to make it back right now anyway.’


			‘Thanks,’ I say, adding, ‘He worries, and he can’t do anything, which will make him worry more.’


			‘Anyone else I should call?’


			‘My mum,’ I say with a sigh.


			‘You don’t sound keen?’


			‘No, well. She’ll find a way to blame me.’


			‘Shit, that bad?’


			Her profanity makes me smile despite the situation. ‘Yeah, she can’t always help it, I think. Mums, you know.’


			‘Yeah. Well, no, actually, my dad raised me but we had our moments. Parents, I guess. Let’s hope we do better. And let’s leave it with your mum then.’


			‘Sorry about lunch.’


			‘You have nothing to be sorry about.’


			‘I’m so grateful, Rebecca, that you brought me here, but if you need to get on, I’ll be okay,’ I say, not knowing if I mean it but also wanting to give her a way out.


			‘I’ve got nothing on. And I’m hardly going to leave you here on your own with Nurse Misery.’


			‘Thanks,’ I manage, tears springing to my eyes.


			‘Hey. It’s fine.’ She squeezes my hand again.


			‘So, on the topic of parents, let’s discuss things we won’t do to our babies. I’ll go first – I will not make them eat vegetables they hate. You go.’


			‘Um . . . I will not criticise their appearance. Even if, in retrospect, getting a pixie cut in my teen years definitely was the wrong choice.’


			‘Ha! I will not make them equate good grades with happiness. And I will not favour their sibling.’


			Rebecca blinks, considering this. ‘Will you have more, do you think?’ she asks.


			‘I don’t know. I mean, we probably can’t afford it, but then I worry about an only child being spoilt, you know?’


			‘I’m an only.’ She grins.


			‘God, sorry.’


			She’s laughing. ‘Don’t be, and honestly, I was spoiled rotten.’


			‘But you turned out alright.’


			‘I like to think so. You have siblings then?’


			‘One. A brother, Nick.’


			‘You’re close?’


			‘Not exactly. We get along okay.’


			‘But your mother favours him?’


			‘Yeah,’ I admit.


			‘Maybe being an only makes that easier.’


			‘You might have a point there.’


			There are a few beats of silence which, I realise, again are not uncomfortable.


			‘Where was your mum?’ I ask her.


			‘She died, when I was little.’


			‘Oh wow, that’s . . . I’m so sorry.’


			‘Yeah, pretty crappy, right? Where was your dad?’


			‘Sowing his wild oats, according to my mum.’


			‘Yuck.’


			‘Yeah, just what every child loves to hear.’


			‘I feel like ignorance would definitely be bliss in that scenario.’


			‘What about your dad?’ I ask her.


			‘I’m amazed he managed to produce me, I’ve rarely seen him without a shirt and tie.’


			‘Hopefully your mum did,’ I say, and we both break into giggles.


			 


			The day passes, various people come in and poke and prod me. Dan texts saying things are hectic but how was lunch? I manage Fine with a smiley face, feeling awful but determined not to worry him. It’s a white lie, a good lie, if there is such a thing. Evening creeps in, Rebecca is told to go home. I overhear her outside the paper-­thin curtain. ‘You are?’ the doctor asks.


			‘Rebecca Dalston.’


			‘And your relationship to Mrs Cooper?’


			‘She’s my friend.’


			‘And you’re sure you’re fine to collect her tomorrow?’


			‘Yes, of course.’


			She comes back in, hitching her beautiful burgundy bag, which I suspect is a real Mulberry, over her shoulder. ‘I’m getting the boot.’


			‘Thanks for everything,’ I say and then, ‘My mum could collect me. In the morning.’


			‘Yeah, but she sounds like a bit of a nightmare.’


			I grimace. ‘She is.’


			‘I’ll come then,’ she says, standing and squeezing my shoulder.


			‘Thank you,’ I say again.


			‘Of course. What are friends for?’
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