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1
BIRTH



Something has broken into our bedroom. It zaps past my ear and lands on Jonathan's cheek.


Pain sneaks in, swelling, clenching my middle. ‘It's started,’ I tell him.


He twitches, and the bluebottle buzzes away. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Think so. It goes away and then—’ I grope for something to cling to and find his hand.


‘I'll phone the hospital. Keep breathing.’


Jonathan has assembled the flat-pack crib at the foot of our bed. A Winnie the Pooh mobile arches over the space where a baby will sleep. Soft toys – a penguin, a bear and an otter – nestle at the head end. My hospital bag contains Bach Rescue Remedy to aid relaxation, plus button-front nighties for easy access to breasts.


It's not a big thing, having a baby. People do it all the time. In the moment it takes you to squeeze out a teabag so that it doesn't drip on the way to the pedal bin, five miniature people will have emerged into the world.


Jonathan reappears in the bedroom. He extracts balled-up socks from the top drawer and his favourite baby blue sweater – the one he hand-washes himself in case I make it go felty – from the one beneath it. ‘Put on something



warm,’ he instructs, easing me into a fleece that has been so stretched by my stomach it appears to be forty-one weeks’ pregnant, even when no one is wearing it.


He guides me out of the front door, a hand resting gently against my back. His cheeks are flecked with red blotches. He has that kind of skin: the sort that mottles easily, especially when he's stressed. The postman hovers on the path. ‘She's having a baby,’ says Jonathan, as if he needs to explain things. The postman has a round potato face and a waterproof jacket, which rustles. In an attempt to remove himself from our property, he teeters backwards, bouncing gently against the hedge. Perhaps he fears that the head will emerge and he'll be obliged to assist, since delivering stuff is his job.


Jonathan lowers me on to the car's back seat. I have looked forward to this journey, imagined it over and over: swerving past slow-moving vehicles and juddering to a halt beside a rectangle of battered grass where, with some vigorous panting, I will plop out the infant on Jonathan's tartan travel rug. Men will run out of the barber's, haircuts half finished, clapping and cheering like there's a fight going on, and I'll think, All this attention. It's not so bad, being a mother. Jonathan will wrap the three of us in the rug and a photographer will arrive from the Hackney Gazette. ‘I didn't do anything much,’ Jonathan will say. ‘Nina managed it all by herself. A natural mother.’


Jonathan, of course, will know what to do. One lunch-time he bought Babycare: Your Essential Guide to the First 12 Months by the softly permed Dr Hilary Dent. I read a chapter each night while I was marinating in the bath, sweet almond oil stirred into the water. ‘We need



to bone up,’ Jonathan said, pleased to see me taking the whole business seriously. I studied pastel drawings of baby at breast, baby having its hair washed (‘It's important to remove city dust and dried food, although it's unlikely to be your infant's favourite activity’). But still I know nothing. I have never held anyone younger than myself. Once, when my magazine's art editor came into the office to show off her new baby, I made sure I was busy with phone calls and an urgent feature shimmering on my screen. Then Wendy appeared at my desk with knackered eyelids and a hopeful smile. ‘Would you like a hold?’ she asked.


I forced myself to face her, feigning surprise. ‘I'd love to,’ I said, ‘but I'm bunged up with cold. Don't want to breathe my germs all over him.’ I even shut down the back of my throat so I sounded really ill.


‘It's a girl,’ she said. Her smile congealed and she backed away to find people who were good at admiring babies. She knew I was lying. That wobbly newborn neck – I didn't want any part of it. Not when the child appeared so fragile that holding it wrongly might cause its head to snap off.


And now, as we park in a space meant for hospital staff only, I can't get over the neck bit: a person, independent of me, with a wobbling head of its own. The cot is assembled but I'm not ready, not really. Another month – like extra time in football – and maybe I'll get there. When the baby takes a breather from booting my innards, I pretend it's not really happening at all.


‘Good girl, good girl,’ he says, passing me a clear plastic mask for a breath of gas-and-air. Do-the-right-thing



Jonathan. Apologise-when-the-condom-splits Jonathan. His fine sandy hair clings to a wet forehead. The lambs-wool sweater is discarded. His grey T-shirt has dark splodges under each arm and a mysterious brown splatter on the front. I am no longer bracing myself for contractions but sensing an enormous shifting downwards that no one can stop, no matter how hard I scream that I have changed my mind and want to go home to my flat where I live alone, fry all my food and wake up in tepid bathwater.


Finally, I feel it, wedged for a second, then out and squealing. ‘It's here,’ says Jonathan, ‘the baby's here. It's a boy.’


His upper body is over mine, heavy and damp. He is replaced by the infant, who is deposited on my stomach, skinny-limbed, wrinkled as bacon.


‘Look at him, Nina,’ Jonathan says. I can only stare upwards at the beige ceiling tiles with black speckles, like ants. When I do look, the child is regarding me with moist, swimmy eyes. A woman with coarse yellow hair delves between my legs.


And the voice comes, sharp and metallic above hospital clatter: ‘So, Nina, see what you've got yourself into this time.’









2
EARLY DAYS



I didn't intend to have a baby. I didn't even intend to live with someone. All I wanted was a fun-loving man for companionship.


I started again: female, thirty, likes classical music.


It wasn't true, that last bit. I owned one classical CD – Duets From Famous Operas – purchased with a notion of throwing open my living-room window and filling the street with big men shouting. I planned to play it so loudly you'd hear it over the buses that revved and belched exhaust outside my flat. The man from the Asian grocer's would run out of his shop and stare up, wondering what kind of dramatic and passionate creature might live on the second floor. Then I remembered I couldn't stand opera and never bothered to remove the Cellophane wrapper. I certainly did not wish to date a man who would force me to endure three hours of whingeing violins and discuss them afterwards over dinner.


I wrote, ‘Attractive, lively female’ – aware that I was marketing myself as an appealing spaniel puppy – ‘seeks loving, adventurous man for meals and maybe more.’ I copied it neatly on to the form, reminding myself that I didn't need to do this. A bit of fun, that was all it was. I phoned Eliza to report that I had sent the ad and hadn't been able to get the damn thing out of the postbox, no matter how hard I'd tried to jam in my arm.




‘Don't be embarrassed,’ she said. ‘The junior in my department advertised herself, and she was really attractive.’ Eliza was chomping her lunch. She was the wrong person to call. Our friendship resembles one of those cocktails incorporating five different spirits plus peach juice: you love it and want loads, even though it makes you feel bad. Sick, sometimes.


‘So I'm not attractive?’ I said.


‘Loads of men fancy you, I bet.’ She swallowed loudly.


‘Then why am I doing this?’


‘It's getting harder,’ she struggled, ‘to meet men in normal ways.’


I wondered where I might hire heavy-duty metal-cutting equipment to slice through the postbox.


I expected a heap of replies to skid on to the cracked brown lino of my hall from wise and dazzlingly attractive men who would find my savage nose interesting. It was the prospect of receiving letters – to sort into three piles (yes, no, maybe) – that had made small ads more appealing than the Internet. If notepaper was involved it wouldn't feel sleazy, more like an avalanche of male pen-pals.


The letters came together in one flimsy brown envelope. There were four: Laszlo, musician, with many body piercings; Leo, whose startled, side-parted face peeped meekly into the bottom half of the photo booth; Jerry, white-blond hair sprouting vertically from his head, naked on a brown velour sofa; and Jonathan, a nondescript face, smiling hopefully as if its owner was waiting for you to open his present. Kind, unthreatening eyes (possibly blue, more likely milky grey). A man who would hold a door open rather than let it bang in your



face. He wrote: ‘You are probably looking for someone more outgoing and adventurous. But let me tell you a little about myself.’ In careful, forward-sloping writing, he detailed his interests: cooking, gardening, interior décor. I examined the handwriting, scanning for hints of a murky secret life: a penchant for highly flammable cami-knickers or at least a criminal record. No one was this ordinary, once you'd peeled off a layer or two. But no matter how hard I stared, he smiled reassuringly like the presenter of a gardening programme in which they burst on to your property, dig up your flower-beds and wear soft, ambivalent expressions to convince you that they're doing the right thing.


‘He works with computers,’ I told Eliza, in a coffee shop done out to resemble a shabby living room. She pulled off her sandals and tucked her feet under her bottom on the cracked leather sofa. One knee was grazed, and looked sticky. Eliza is always damaging herself, probably because she forgets how long she is. Her size-nine feet are perfectly formed for clanging into inanimate objects.


Smooth-faced waifs lolled on battered armchairs. A boy and a girl barely out of primary school leaned across a low Formica table, kissing wetly over a mound of shattered biscuits. Eliza held Jonathan between her thumb and forefinger. ‘I'm nervous,’ I said, ‘about meeting a stranger. He could be anyone.’


She dabbed her graze with a paper napkin. ‘He's just a regular bloke. Mr Normal.’


‘It might be a cover-up, the looking-normal thing. Ordinary people do horrible stuff. Weirdos always look normal.’




She laughed, and crunched a brown sugar cube. ‘Meet him in a public place. A pub stuffed with millions of people, so there's witnesses.’ She jabbed his photo, leaving a sticky fingerprint. ‘He's reliable,’ she added, ‘I'd give him a go,’ as if he were a Ford Fiesta.


There was scarier stuff I hadn't told her. ‘He reads those poncy interiors magazines where no one has any CDs or a telly. Just a plain white vase on a mantelpiece.’


‘Meet him. You've got nothing to lose.’


‘You don't think he's too ordinary?’


She squinted, trying to bring him into focus. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Ordinary is good.’


I rehearse the call:


Hello, Jonathan? I'm the woman you wrote to. The one who can't find a man in any normal kind of way. I don't do this sort of thing, not usually. It's not a habit of mine. But I travel a lot and don't have time to meet new people. You know those dog-eared magazines you find scattered on doctors’ waiting-room tables, full of shocking real-life experiences? Well, I write those. I interview people with trusting eyes who feed me tongue sandwiches and stories. This involves jetting off all over the place: to Sheffield, Woking, Walton-on-the-Naze. So, you see, I'm busy and successful and very, very happy. Perhaps you'd like to meet?


He answered by saying his number as if at a desk with a work hat on.


‘Hello, Jonathan? It's Nina.’ Nina the lonely heart. Nina the desperate. ‘From the ad,’ I explained, my tongue flapping extravagantly. There was too much



saliva. It was seeping into my mouth as if my body was wringing itself out.


‘How nice to hear from you,’ he said calmly. ‘Imagine you got lots of replies. Didn't think you'd—’


‘I've never done this before,’ I blurted out.


‘Neither have I. So what made you . . .’


I told him that I was away a lot and worked mostly with women. That was true(ish). I added that I wanted to expand my social circle, which wasn't.


He said, ‘Your ad sounded friendly.’


There: I knew I'd come out like a puppy. I toyed with boasting that I was house-trained and rarely sniffed strangers’ crotches but reminded myself that I didn't know him, that it wasn't the time for jokes. Instead I said, ‘It's difficult, selling yourself in less than twenty words. You wonder if you should stick in the physical stuff – height, hair colour, whether you're all-right-looking.’ I regretted saying this. Now he would ask what I looked like. (Key phrases formed instantly: five foot one, probably due to my mother chuffing Lambert & Butler throughout her pregnancy; puddly eyes with vaguely interesting rogue fleck of amber. Would that be enough? Or were measurements – bust, waist, hips – required at this early stage?)


He laughed kindly. ‘I wouldn't think of it as selling yourself. It's brave, I'd say. I'd like to meet you, Nina. Perhaps you'd come over for dinner.’


I saw myself gagged with shiny gaffer-tape, bundled into the cupboard under the sink among the Brillo pads and Toilet Duck. ‘I'd rather meet in a public place, if that's okay.’




‘Fine, you choose. I don't go out much.’


I pictured a too-normal man, who stayed in with the curtains shut. ‘Do you know Gino's in Old Compton Street?’ I asked. Gino's was the latest reincarnation of a bland Italian café that had changed hands several times in a year, yet retained its wipeable moon-and-star-printed tablecloths and concrete fountain, dribbling water. No one went there. At least, no one who mattered.


He said he knew it, but I could tell he was bluffing.


‘How will we recognise each other?’ I asked.


‘Well, you know what I look like.’


‘So I'll spot you, and you'll know it's me when I come over.’


‘I'll look forward to that,’ he said.


He was easy to find. Apart from a waiter feeding salmon-coloured carnations into a crystal vase, Jonathan was the only life form in there. I had planned my entrance: confident strides, non-desperate smile (no kiss: too much potential for the awkward bobbing of heads and the cracking of skulls).


When he saw me, he stood up and smiled mildly, like a man greeting a cousin. The smile from the photo. It's okay. There is nothing remotely peculiar or unnerving about me. I have no unexplained wounds and won't feel you up under the plastic tablecloth.


Unasked-for grilled vegetables arrived on skewers before I'd taken off my jacket. The waiter mooched away to busy himself with unnecessary tasks: repositioning salt and pepper pots on vacant tables and flicking the backs of red metal chairs with a wet cloth. He seemed nervous, as if expecting bailiffs to burst in at any moment and



carry out the greasy cappuccino machine. Occasionally, he looked up hopefully when passers-by stopped to read the laminated menu in the window. They would peer through the glass, between the spindly green letters that read ‘Gino's Trattoria’, and see just one couple – no, not a couple: cousins who were close as children and still liked each other enough to meet up occasionally at this soon-to-be-boarded-up restaurant (but only on a Monday; never a valuable weekend night).


I ordered trout, because it sounded light and unobtrusive. There wasn't a hungry cell in my body. Jonathan dithered over the trout but politely ordered a chicken breast lolling in a muddy sauce so we wouldn't be too matching.


My trout came with an unwieldy salad, incorporating too many ingredients. Slices of plum and blood orange slumped uneasily against a heap of spring onions. An uncut beetroot seeped into a slagheap of Russian salad from a tin.


We talked about the areas of London we liked and didn't like. I felt as bland as my trout, but with heavier bones. When I told him where I lived, Jonathan gnawed gamely at his chicken and said, ‘That's an interesting area.’


‘It's up-and-coming,’ I lied.


Jonathan had wisely bought in the chunk of East London bordering mine, which boasted two organic pubs, a comedy club and fabulous Thai takeaway. Where I lived there was only a grocer's, a minicab office and a mysterious store crammed with dead sewing-machines.


Jonathan used phrases like ‘foot on the ladder’ and ‘long-term investment’. I didn't confess that my own flat



was rented and that a strange man from Dundee lived upstairs with a boisterous Alsatian that lolloped unattended among the junk-mail in the hall. Jonathan's cheesecake sagged stickily beneath its yellow skin. I couldn't eat pudding. My stomach had shrunk to the size of a broad bean. I was running out of steam.


An inquisitive face peered in through the O in ‘Trattoria’. On spying the cheesecake, it hurried away to the new, instantly popular venue two doors down, which offered white bowls of noodles to models and fashion students at rowdy communal tables. As we left, a mouse darted between the red chair legs and dived for cover behind a chipped gold radiator. The waiter presented me with a slimy-stemmed carnation plucked from the vase. ‘Enjoy the rest of your evening,’ he said, as if the meal had been just the start of it.


We stopped at the tube platform, wondering what to do with our hands and mouths. Our train rumbled its approach. ‘Sorry about the restaurant,’ I said, looking up at him. He smiled expectantly. I liked that smile. ‘Maybe next time we could—’ There: I'd said it.


He looked surprised. ‘Next time I could cook for you. If you feel okay about coming round.’


A man tumbled out of the train and beamed soppily into Jonathan's face. ‘Hey, mate!’ he said. His tie was askew, cheeks scribbled with veins. ‘Who's your friend?’


‘This is Billy,’ Jonathan said to me, through his teeth. ‘An old schoolfriend. Billy, I'm just—’


‘Who are you?’ Billy blasted in my face.


‘We just ran into each other,’ said Jonathan.


‘Why don't we all have a beer? It's too early to go home. Come on, my shout.’




Billy rummaged in his pocket, rattling coins. Jonathan bit his lip. ‘I'll call you, Billy.’


‘He always says that.’ Billy laughed, and ricocheted along the platform, lobbing a fistful of coppers in the direction of a busker's open guitar case.


‘Sorry,’ said Jonathan.


‘Why? He was only—’


The kiss came from nowhere. He started it, taking my face in his hands. Then there were lips. I dropped my carnation on to the platform. His mouth was still on mine, hot hands tightly holding mine, as our train clattered out of the station without us.


Jonathan took to cooking for me. He said I didn't eat properly. Too much cholesterol, furring up my insides. He seemed happy to rattle around in his sleek, grown-up kitchen, stirring things. He knew where he was. Everything to hand. Better than going out, he said.


I had never dated a man who knew what to do with capers. At least, I assumed we were dating, which sounded creakily old-fashioned, but I couldn't say I was going out with him as I only saw him at his flat. The one time I coaxed him to my place, we lay on my grazed sofa where he gave me a back massage and the Dundee man's Alsatian barked above our heads.


Jonathan was happier on home turf where everything was shiny and smelt lemony. I would watch him at work with yellow rectangular sponges and dimpled blue cloths. He would tell me about the inner workings of computers, which I found comforting. His job sounded terribly precise. Software developers were either right or wrong. There were no grey areas.




As he prepared supper, I would hover on the sidelines, observing ingredients in plain glass bowls: roughly chopped herbs, a lime, halved, ready for squeezing. I had only ever seen TV chefs prepare everything beforehand. When I cooked, shifting a solitary object around in a frying-pan, I would pretend to be such a chef. I'd say, ‘Now we're cracking the egg, sliding it into the pan . . . A little black pepper, please . . .’ My left hand – the assistant – would pass the mill and I'd ask, ‘Doesn't this look tasty? Shall we let the studio audience have a try?’ I would flip the egg into a torn-apart roll and bite into it, bursting the yolk. ‘Mmm,’ I'd say. ‘Delicious.’ Perhaps Jonathan had come along in the nick of time.


‘You can't be pregnant,’ he said, ‘after one little accident.’ He had turned up at my office off Leicester Square clutching his briefcase nervously. We crossed the road to the nearest pub, one I never drank in: they still did meals in baskets. On the bar was a plastic tub of whiteners for coffee. ‘I did a test,’ I said.


He ordered a glass of white wine, which came in an oily glass. I asked for water. ‘You're serious,’ he said.


‘It's not the kind of thing I joke about.’


We sat in a corner, bordered on two sides by smeared windows. He placed two abandoned chips, coiled like slugs, in the ashtray. ‘So, what do you think?’ I said, helplessly.


‘What do you think I think? I'm pleased.’ He squeezed my hand bravely across the table.


‘It's too early. We're not at that stage, not nearly.’


‘Could it be wrong, the stick thing?’


‘I don't think these things lie.’ I fished it out of my



pocket and showed him. I'd wrapped it in paper from the office loo, which fluttered towards the maroon carpet like a miniature sail.


‘What do you want to do?’


‘Have it, what else?’ This wasn't strictly true. I couldn't think of any reason not to have it.


‘How do you feel?’ he asked.


‘Sick. I was doing an interview yesterday, this woman whose husband made her move out of their bed so his dog could sleep with him. Massive Afghan hound thing, stinking of wet fur. Even when the woman put it out of the kitchen, I could still smell it, stuck to my coat.’


Hair clung to my forehead in a miserable droop. Jonathan pushed it away. ‘Poor Nina,’ he said. ‘It'll be okay, I promise.’


Anyone would have thought we were a proper couple.











3
TAKING YOUR BABY OUT



Martha's cleavage looms dangerously close to my eyeball. A wooden beaded necklace bounces lightly between her freckled breasts. ‘Everyone finds it painful at first,’ announces my breastfeeding counsellor, ‘but the nipple toughens up into a hard little nub. In no time you'll be popping it out in cafés, on trains, even in the theatre, darling, without thinking about it.’


It is Martha's purpose to convince me that a four-dayold infant can be nourished solely via one gnarled nipple. The other (for I have two) has withered to a mean-looking raisin and is therefore temporarily out of service. As a result, the breast to which it is attached has grown so bulbous that I fear it might burst, splattering Jonathan's seventy-eight-year-old mother, Constance, with sweet fluid.


‘I want to put him on formula,’ I tell Martha. She shakes her head quickly, as if I'm a child demanding to tightrope-walk on live electrical wires. Secretly I have bought some factory-made milk. I crept into the chemist's, pulling up the collar of my jacket. It's tucked behind the organic rolled oats with a tea-towel folded over it.


‘But you're managing fantastically,’ she insists. ‘And think of all the good you're doing your baby. Less risk of gastroenteritis, higher intelligence. You know,



breastfed babies have a far higher chance of getting into university.’


This suggests that my son might leave home at eighteen rather than lying on the rug and demanding bags of crisps and his pants to be ironed at the age of thirty-seven, which can only be a good thing. Martha rests a stubby hand on my knee. ‘A woman I know made a rubber ball from elastic bands. Built it up for weeks before the baby was born. When it came to feeding, she had this rubbery globe to bite on.’


‘Biscuit?’ asks Constance, hovering with a sugar-speckled plate. Constance is my pretend mother-in-law and has brought her own biscuits. Jonathan and I are not married. As the baby was conceived before we had learned each other's surnames, we haven't had time to get married.


‘Jonathan was bottle-fed,’ blares Constance, into the anxious air. ‘I'd put in a rusk to thicken it up and fill his belly so he'd sleep the full twelve hours.’ She arranges finger Nice biscuits to form a perfect fan shape. She's a small, busy woman with a fallen-out perm that looks rained on. ‘He was a guzzler,’ she adds, ‘but I routined him. We did that, in those days. Weren't you on the potty at fourteen months?’


‘I don't remember,’ splutters Jonathan.


‘Oh, he was. Not completely trained but only one serious accident, in Boots, and they were ever so good, let us use the staff facilities.’


Jonathan smiles sadly at his feet.


‘On his second birthday,’ she rattles on, ‘I took off his plastic night-time pants and said, “We don't need these any more, do we?” ’




Jonathan tweaks the heel of his sock.


‘And that was that,’ announces Constance. ‘Dry as a bone. A late developer in other ways, though.’


My redundant breast oozes milk. The baby cottons on to what is required and gulps thirstily, then plops off again, leaving the in-service nipple spurting milk. I stop the flow with a clamped-on hand. Jonathan lurches forward with a tissue, dabbing the air around my breast. ‘Perhaps you're not relaxed enough,’ suggests Martha.


‘I think I'll make dinner,’ says Constance. In the kitchen, drawers are opened and banged shut. ‘Don't you have any mince?’ she shouts.


The baby coughs, spraying milky saliva. I tip him over my shoulder and pat his back, forcing out a curdled jet.


‘Believe me, it gets easier,’ says Martha, now looking hopeless around the eyebrows. She crunches the last Nice biscuit and wipes her hands on tenty brown trousers. She locates her bag beneath Constance's pile of knitting. ‘Jonathan can help,’ she adds. ‘I know he can't feed per se – doesn't have the equipment – but it's good for bonding to involve Dad in winding and settling. You know the key to successful breastfeeding, Nina?’ Her tongue shoots out, de-sugaring lips. ‘Looking after yourself. Loving yourself. Saying, “I may be a mother but I, too, have needs.” ’


‘Yes!’ I say, too eagerly.


‘And you're lucky to have a supportive partner.’ She smiles richly at Jonathan and strides past the glossy black door to her next appointment where New Mother is managing marvellously, intending to breastfeed until the child is able to position itself on the bosom while watching an eighteen-certificate movie on TV.




Jonathan peels the sleeping baby off me.


‘You must have a heavy-bottomed frying-pan,’ mutters Constance.


I flop backwards on to the sofa, aware that one breast, an orb of veiny Stilton, is fully exposed. ‘I'm putting him on a bottle,’ I croak.


Constance emerges from the kitchen clutching an open packet of Bisto. We don't use it: she must have brought her own. She holds it in one hand and a teaspoon, loaded with ashy powder, in the other. Her eyes rest on the baby. He lies on the sofa, drunk on my milk, ready to be decanted into his cot. Pink legs and arms are splayed, as if he had tumbled from an aeroplane.


‘Funny,’ she says. ‘He looks nothing like you.’


We live in the ground-floor flat of a converted three-storey Victorian terrace. The hallway is never littered with junk-mail or neglected Alsatians. Jonathan owns the square front garden that juts from the flat like a table leaf. He had it paved with reclaimed slabs (for low maintenance) and edged with galvanised pots of lavender (for fragrance). There's a back yard too, where Jonathan plans to introduce more plants, perhaps bamboo and some elegant climbers.


He has lived here for several years. He gutted the place immediately after moving in, chucked other people's appalling taste into a skip. Before the renovations started he had the forethought to take Polaroids of oldperson's swirling rusts and olives. His mother thought he had ideas above his station, flinging out perfectly usable fixtures and fittings. He ignored her, he told me, and marched past with faded velvet curtains and a



bathroom carpet stinking of ammonia. The Polaroids were stuck into an album alongside shots of each room as it is now, with shades of creamy vanilla and blue everywhere.


‘I know what you've done,’ I said, when he showed me the album on my second visit to his flat. ‘You've made it look awful in the before pictures like they do in make-overs – so the woman looks even better afterwards.’


‘What are make-overs?’ he asked.


‘You know. Before and after. In the before picture they slap Vaseline on her face to make it look greasy.’


‘Isn't that cheating?’


I laughed and flicked through the album's pages. Hall – before. Bathroom – after. Back door – sanded but not painted. There was even a photo of the skip, with a shower curtain lolling over the edge. ‘You're so particular,’ I said, ‘for a man.’


‘What do you mean “for a man”?’


‘I mean it's unusual. I've never met anyone like you.’


‘Is that a compliment?’ he asked, shutting the album firmly.


‘Just an observation,’ I said.


I moved in with Jonathan six months ago. This changed me in small ways. I noticed that my toothbrush splayed untidily and bought a new one (turquoise to tone with Jonathan's white and blue-tiled bathroom). Instead of bundling underwear into a drawer, I took to folding my pants. We were a real couple now and proved it by inviting friends to dinner.


Jonathan's friends were mostly from work, and talked about their roof terraces and how great it would be to



have a shed. They always left by eleven p.m. I preferred Billy, who would roll in several hours late with a hot, pubby face and the dinner dried up. The tube was a challenge for Billy. Each visit, he'd blame his lateness on falling asleep on the train and completing a circuit of the Circle Line. Occasionally he ventured further afield, and found himself in Barnet or Ongar where he'd dawdled to study tiny frogs on the platform. He felt in his pocket where a frog should have been, but found only tobacco fallen out of its pouch.


In the old days, when I was normal, I might have stayed up with someone like Billy, talking nonsense, but Jonathan would become agitated and start jigging his knee. He'd throw Billy a blanket and me a look that said, ‘Time for bed.’ In the morning I'd find Billy sweating on the sofa, fouling our minimalist décor with his breath. Mostly, though, we saw the work people. After cheese and dainty slivers of celery, Jonathan would pass round the album of Polaroids. Everyone would agree that we had made dramatic improvements, forgetting that I was a recent addition, quickly moved in with my expanding belly. One night, when the friends had gone home, I asked, ‘Have you lived with anyone before?’


Jonathan continued polishing wineglasses and said that he had. Billy had lived on the sofa for a couple of weeks, following a disastrous affair with an air stewardess. When Billy had lit a roll-up from the gas-ring – setting his fringe alight and filling the kitchen with vile fumes – Jonathan had suggested he might go home and try to repair the relationship. ‘Can you imagine,’ he said, ‘how awful burning hair smells?’


‘I meant have you lived with girlfriends.’




He edged a wineglass into its rightful position with a middle finger. ‘There's been no one,’ he said.


‘What? No one serious? No one you wanted to have a child with?’


‘No one special,’ he said.


I watched him wiping surfaces he had Dettoxed already, wishing I could jam my stupid questions back into my mouth.


Leaving the house with your newborn, according to Babycare:


1. Start with a short, local trip. If anything happens, at least you can get home quickly.


2. Head for open spaces, not busy streets.


3. Take nappies, wipes, barrier cream, breast pads, dummy, a bottle if necessary, a book or magazine, extra blankets if it's chilly, a sun-hat if it's hot and a spare outfit in case your baby's nappy leaks.


4. Stay calm.


Jonathan returns to work. He smiles encouragingly as he steps into the car, leaving me with sandpaper eyes and a baby with no instructions attached. Back inside, I turn to the chapter in Babycare entitled ‘What To Do With Your Newborn During the Day’.


There isn't such a chapter. A two-week-old human doesn't appear to be capable of anything much, other than feeding and sleeping. He can't hold a rattle or make biscuits with a heart-shaped cutter. He hasn't even been named. Jonathan's suggestions (David, Anthony, Martin) feel enormous for a person fifteen inches long. Eliza contributed a fashionable list: Milo, Dylan, Spike.



Couples from the antenatal group favour dowdy (but ironic) names, suggesting persons old enough to remember the Second World War and bang on about it endlessly: Fred, Walter, Stanley. My mother called, shouting, ‘You haven't thought of Colin?’


I'm warming to Benjamin. It's a flexible name, hanging comfortably, regardless of a person's size. He sleeps now, the blanket rising and falling gently. Confident that he won't catapult himself from the sofa on to the polished floorboards, I tread lightly to the bathroom.


I have piles, and waxy white pellets to put up my bottom to make them go away. After poking one in I inspect the kitchen, in search of tasks. The coriander is out of alignment with the other herbs. Something else is wrong: a sour whiff. The kitchen never smells bad when Jonathan is here. He has been at work for less than an hour and already the flat is decaying. By the time he comes home, it may be derelict.


Jonathan has tidied the fridge, transferring eggs from their box into dimples in the door. Nothing bad there. It can't be a nappy: soiled offerings are swiftly bagged in peach-scented sacks and dumped in the outside bin. Jonathan bought a nappy-disposal unit but I can't figure it out. Equipment overload. The smell intensifies when I twist to the right: sicky and acidic. Perhaps it's on me. But there's no stain, no evidence of anything spewed up. Stay-at-home mother fills her people-free day with lining up herb jars and obsessing over odours.


I call Jonathan to announce that we're going out. ‘Good idea,’ he says. In the background phones ring, colleagues babble. Clearly, they're having a wonderful time.




‘I don't think it'll rain,’ I tell him.


‘No, but take the rainhood in case.’


‘And the mobile.’


‘Make sure it's charged. Sorry, Nina’ – a pert female voice has interrupted him, possibly to call him to a meeting but, more likely, to announce an impromptu office party – ‘someone wants me. Go easy, now.’


I ram the buggy, which doubles as a carrycot and incorporates far too many knobs and levers and a padded pouch called a Snugglebabe, into the street, gouging a sliver of black paint off the door. A cluster of mothers is ambling towards the park, dangling toddlers on reins. If Eliza were here, she would point at the most dollied-up one and whisper, ‘Not a good look.’ A MILT, she'd call her: Mother in Leather Trousers. I've read the term on the ‘fun’ page Eliza writes for her fashion magazine: snippy comments about celebrities’ outfits. I used to help her think them up. We'd balance drinks and Eliza's lilac suede notebook on the wall outside the Dog and Trumpet, back in the sixteenth century when I frequented licensed premises.


‘Do you know a baby's face can burn in seconds?’ An elderly woman with a soft puff of double chin has squashed next to me on the park bench. ‘Babies’ skin is ever so sensitive,’ she scolds. ‘Don't you have a canopy for that?’


The sun shines weakly. Yet the woman's concern – plus the fact that she appears to be wearing several tweed coats on top of each other – makes me doubt my heat-sensing abilities. The sick smell is still noticeable too. That means I've brought it out with me.




The woman peers into the pram. Satisfied that Ben's epidermis has not formed a blistered sheet, she squeezes his cheek. This wakes him instantly. His lower lip puckers, and his cries – though not as alarming as they are in the flat – are enthusiastic enough to suggest that snack time is upon us.


Stupidly, I am wearing a dress with a zip at the back. To extract a breast I have two options: hoist it over the neckline which, given that each is fully inflated, will alert the attention of teenagers dogging off school and possibly even the police, or raise my entire dress and sit naked, apart from my knickers and a ring of bunched-up fabric round my neck.


I delve into the baby-essentials bag and extract a bottle. ‘Mine were breastfed,’ says the woman. ‘All nine. One died.’ She stares at me with small, sticky eyes.


‘This is the first bottle he's had,’ I explain. ‘It's just a back-up.’


‘You'll get your figure back quicker if you breastfeed. It drains the fat out of you.’


Babycare warns of the tricky progression from breast to bottle, but Ben's eyes bulge with delight at the sight of clear plastic, his vigorous sucks flattening the teat. Along the path, a copper-haired woman marches towards us, her necklace bouncing in time with each stride. ‘I thought it was you,’ announces Martha, my breastfeeding counsellor. ‘You look fantastic. Aren't you coping amazingly well?’


‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I feel fantastic.’


‘And look at you – out and about already. That's an achievement in itself.’


I'm rather proud of having made the arduous journey



from flat to park, past potential dangers such as the organic pub and the paper shop. ‘So how's . . .’ she begins.


‘Benjamin. Ben. He's doing fine.’


But Martha has stopped listening. Her eyes swoop on the bottle plugged between Ben's lips. As he gulps, emitting appreciative um-ums after each swallow, I realise there is little hope of passing off a factory-made bottle as a genuine human breast.


Perhaps I'm not cut out for this job.











4
SLEEP DEPRIVATION



Eliza has a beautiful neck. It is long, like a candle, and waxy smooth. She rubs cream into it; special cream containing minerals from the Dead Sea. She buys two fat pots at a time: one for home, one for the drawer of her desk.


She is a fashion stylist on a magazine. There appear to be two strands to the job: urging her readers to spend several hundred quid on a plain grey cardigan, and travelling to exotic locations ‘for the light’. The majority of Eliza's fashion shoots require trips to sunnier climes. Occasionally, she'll go somewhere freezing and force models to trudge through the snow in dangerous sandals. Apparently the light in the parks around her office isn't good enough.


On these trips abroad, Eliza's main role is to sympathise when the models complain about the heat or the cold, and to bribe indigenous peoples to stand next to them, adding local colour. While Ben naps and I wonder whether to shine up the stainless-steel hob that Jonathan has already polished, I amuse myself by imagining Eliza in Lapland, bellowing, ‘Bring on the Hopi tribe!’ at which a cluster of pissed-off locals troop into shot, wondering why a thin, scowling girl is wearing a creambeaded gown on a mountain.


Before Ben, I worked on Lucky magazine. Its flimsy



pages featured ‘real’ people (i.e., not thin people) telling dreadful true-life stories: like coming home from bingo to a burnt-down house. Chase, my editor, liked a twist: ideally, the woman whose house had burnt down should unearth a winning lottery ticket in her handbag, which, fortunately, she had taken with her to bingo. He called such stories ‘triumph over tragedy’. They gave hope, he said, that no matter how cruddy your morning had been so far, something wonderful might happen to you too.


Chase was lying. Lucky was successful because it made you think, maybe my life's not that bad. At least we haven't been persecuted for our love and forced to live in a hen-house. And you'd pour yourself a cup of tea and reflect that, while your husband had left you for the nineteen-year-old babysitter and something sinister was bubbling up in the toilet, things could be worse. You could be in Lucky.


Ben and I have spent five days shuttling from flat to park and back again when a cab pulls up outside the flat. Eliza's neat bottom bobs as she bends to pay the driver. ‘Could I have a receipt?’ she asks. ‘Put fifteen quid, would you?’


Eliza has brought a present for Ben: a black velvet teddy devoid of facial features or any child-stimulating embellishment apart from a Louis Vuitton ribbon lashed tightly round its neck. It smells of floral-scented soap. I suspect it's an unwanted present from a PR that has lain in Eliza's desk drawer for several centuries. ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘He'll love it.’


Ben lies on his back beneath a vivid plastic contraption



called an activity arch. Jonathan winced when he saw it, complaining that its primary hues and bashy noises were out of keeping with our vanilla-toned living room. But the activity arch has turned out to be a fine acquisition. Ben will gaze happily at the dangling plastic balls for anything up to a minute and a half. I place the Louis Vuitton teddy beside him. Drool slides down his chin.


‘Are you feeling all right?’ asks Eliza.


‘I'm fine.’


She narrows her eyes at me. Her lashes are dusty with old mascara. ‘Are you really all right?’ she says, in a softer voice. ‘You seem . . .’


‘It just takes some getting used to.’


She sinks into the sofa, propping turquoise heels on the tan suede cube. Her shoes look badly treated. ‘I'm supposed to be on appointments,’ she sighs, ‘but I've sneaked off to see you. You sounded so hollow.’


I know what ‘appointments’ means: gliding round the offices of fashion PRs to select a belt or maybe a necklace. On an extremely busy day she might have her hair blow-dried straight or select a bias-cut skirt to use on a shoot. ‘I was probably tired,’ I say, trying to sound unhollow. ‘I just feel a bit flat, that's all.’


‘You're spending too much time at home. Daytime's weird, isn't it? There are people about, but they're aimless. It's creepy.’


I wish the phone would ring or that someone would burst in with a belated congratulatory bouquet.


‘When you're busy at work,’ continues Eliza, ‘you don't think about daytime people, popping out to the shops, trimming hedges . . .’




‘I don't trim the hedge,’ I snap. ‘Jonathan does it.’


‘So what do you do all day?’


‘See people. Make new friends.’


‘You mean coffee mornings, stuff like that?’
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