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Praise for You Be Mother


‘Rare and delightful … A beautifully crafted novel about female relationships’


Marie Claire


‘The kind of book you pick up … and never want to put down … You will fall in love with this book’


Lauren Sams, author of Crazy Busy Guilty and 
She’s Having Her Baby


‘A domestic drama with humour, charm … A love letter to motherhood in all its complexity. An impressive debut novel that finds the biggest drama in the smallest of actions’


Better Reading


Praise for Sorrow and Bliss



‘While I was reading it, I was making a list of all the people I wanted to send it to, until I realised that I wanted to send it to everyone I know’


Ann Patchett, author of The Dutch House


‘Sharp yet humane, and jaw-droppingly funny, this is the kind of novel you will want to press into the hands of everyone you know’


Jessie Burton, author of The Confession


‘A thing of beauty. Astute observations on marriage, motherhood, family and mental illness are threaded through a story that is by turns devastating and restorative. Every sentence rings true. I will be telling everyone I love to read this book’


Sara Collins, author of 
The Confessions of Frannie Langton




It has to be for you, Bebs.
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Any idiot can face a crisis.
It’s this day-to-day living that wears you out.


Anton Chekhov





PART I






1.



Good luck getting home


From behind, it looked as though the girl might be trembling, although it could have been the constant up and down movement of her jigging the baby strapped to her front.


Brigitta, next in line, watched as the girl removed one item at a time from the counter of an all-hours chemist. A packet of scented wipes and a Twix were first to go. Next, the travel-size deodorant and two-pack of blue plastic dummies. Each time, she asked the man to try her card again. ‘What about now? Or now?’


As her baby’s dry, reedy cries gathered force, the girl’s rocking motion grew more frantic. Brigitta tried to be patient. Truly though, she only wanted to pay for her water and find some deserted corner of the airport to wait out the night.


She looked at her watch. It was still on Sydney time. She guessed it would be midday in London, and some non-existent hour here in Singapore. It had been more than forty minutes since they’d all been herded off the plane, after sitting for twice as long on the runway while rain pelted the fuselage and gave the inside of the cabin the quality of a tin shed.


The head steward had come over the intercom at ten minute intervals requesting patience until finally announcing, to jeers from the cabin, that there would be no flights out tonight and they would now begin deplaning. Nobody could exit the terminal, he warned, in case they were required to board again at short notice. ‘Shouldn’t that be called replaning?’ Brigitta said to her rowmate. 74D and E. He shook his head, no English.


Now the terminal heaved with exhausted, grubby-looking travellers and the line forming behind Brigitta began to radiate a restless energy.


‘What about just them?’ the girl asked. A single packet of newborn nappies remained on the counter. She spoke with a strong Croydon accent, although to Brigitta’s ears trained by drama school and a year and a half in a studio flat in Kentish Town, it sounded like she’d gone to some effort to knock the South London out of it. ‘How much are those nappies on their own?’


Brigitta could tell she was on the verge of tears now and felt a twist of sympathy. Being stranded for hours on your own was bad enough, but with a tiny baby…


‘Do you sell them in ones then?’ the girl pleaded. ‘Why are they so much?’


Brigitta shifted her weight from one foot to the other. When the girl’s card was declined again, Brigitta leaned forward and tapped her shoulder. She turned, braced.


In normal circumstances or kinder lighting, her face might have been quite lovely. But her pale skin, unblemished except for a hair-thin scar on her forehead, was taut and drained, tinged lilac beneath her dark, sloe eyes. Tears quivered at their rims. Her copper hair was pulled back and tied with a rubber band; two strands escaping from the front had jagged ends, as though they’d been cut with school scissors. Brigitta glanced into the carrier and saw that the infant inside was so small, only the top of a dark, soft crown was visible below the padded rim.


‘Could I just put all our things together on my card?’ Brigitta whispered. ‘Just so we can get out of here?’


‘Oh no, I couldn’t. Here, you go ahead of me. Sorry.’


She stepped aside as the man behind the counter picked up the nappies and tossed them into a plastic basket at his feet.


‘Don’t be silly,’ Brigitta said, ‘you obviously need all those things. Who knows how long we’ll all be stuck. Truly.’ Then turning to the man, she said crisply, ‘We’ll have all those things back thank you.’ Brigitta handed over a black Visa card. Well, her mother’s card, really, for emergencies only, although clearly this was one.


‘If you write out your details, I could pay you back when I get to Australia,’ the girl said, accepting the bag with a look of immense apology.


‘Oh, funny. That’s where I’ve just come from,’ Brigitta replied. ‘Don’t worry, though. I quite like the idea of being the bailer-outerer instead of the bailee for once.’ On impulse, Brigitta reached out and squeezed the girl’s hand. ‘Good luck getting home. If that’s where you’re going.’


‘You too,’ she said. They separated at the door and walked in opposite directions to their own flights that, when the weather finally broke, would carry them as far from home as it was possible to go.





2.



I just lie there, really


The gate would not open, but Abi could not turn back now. She pulled hard at the bolt on the other side of its low pickets until its rusty casing lifted a small crescent of flesh out of her thumb. The bolt shifted a promising half-inch, then held. With her other hand, Abi held the handle of Jude’s heavy pram to stop it rolling further down the steep path that veered off the main walking track around Cremorne Point and led down to this fenced enclosure ringed by tall trees. She stood in their shade and worked the lock. Overhead, a mob of brightly coloured birds pecked at the hard, black nuts that clustered about the trunks, casting the empty shells down onto the paving. They made a ticking sound like rain all around her.


Abi’s need to be in and on the other side rose into a sort of fury. It was so hot. Ferocious in the sun, humid in the shade and so relentlessly stifling in the flat that sweat found a continual course from her neck, through her bra, to the waist of her jean shorts.


Before arriving at the gate, Abi had found a small, grassy playground and gone in to feed Jude, feeling certain that although empty now and exposed to blazing sun, other mothers would begin to arrive at any moment. Almost immediately, a little girl greased with suncream had appeared out of nowhere and run towards the swings.


‘Two minutes, that’s all bubba, it’s too hot. No. Emily! Hat stays on,’ a woman’s voice, high and broad, called after her. Abi straightened her back.


‘Scorcher, hey?’ the woman said, ambling in and noticing her there. She removed her sunglasses and began cleaning them with the hem of her T-shirt. ‘Where’s your other one?’


Abi smiled brightly. ‘Oh, he’s my only one.’


‘God.’ The woman sounded offended. ‘Then why are you at a playground?’


Abi could not think how to reply so after a polite interval, she interrupted Jude’s feed, returned him writhing and unhappy to the pram and continued along the path.


It was around the next broad curve that flashes of bright, gold light through trees appeared on her right, and Abi skittered down to where she now stood, peering over the gate at what lay on the other side. Even as Jude’s crying swelled to suggest a state of near starvation, she could only survey it in silent awe.


A pool. A long, narrow rectangle of deep water, bordered on all four sides by a sun-bleached wooden boardwalk. The far side was cantilevered above the bright, surging water of the harbour, but its concrete edges were painted a municipal blue that somehow turned the water inside a pale, riverish green. Captivated, Abi tried to locate a suitable metaphor, but her tired mind could not think of anything better than Aquafresh toothpaste in the cool mint flavour. There was no one on the other side of the fence, a faint breeze ruffled the pool’s surface. The thought of pushing the pram back up the hill, without first touching the water, feeling it wrap around her wrists and cool her blood, concentrated her energy. As Jude’s crying reached a pitch, she tried forcing the bolt further into its barrel, in case that was the knack of it.


It wasn’t.


‘Fuck.’


The knot behind her breastbone tightened as Jude became frantic. Maybe you had to pay someone and they gave you a key? She hoped not, since she didn’t have any Australian money yet.


When her next effort failed, a wave of intense fatigue passed through her body. It had been so hard to get here. Each leg, Croydon to Heathrow. Those eight lonely hours stranded in Singapore. To Australia and to a top-floor flat in this unknown suburb.


But her course had been set ever since a weary GP in the Student Medical Centre confirmed her pregnancy. By then Abi already knew but remained so deeply terrified by the prospect of motherhood that when she brought home a Boots own-brand test kit, she found herself unable to provide a single drop of the necessary fluid across three separate attempts. It was only when strangers started giving up their bus seats, and other students eyed her knowingly around campus despite the loose T-shirts and men’s duffel coat she had started to wear, that Abi forced herself to make an appointment.


The doctor took out a pamphlet called ‘The Three Trimesters’, scored through the first two with a marker, and slid it across the desk towards her.


‘How could you not know?’ she asked, vexed.


‘I just thought I was getting fat.’ Abi could not meet the doctor’s eye.


‘But you’re so tiny, you didn’t notice when you began showing?’


‘I didn’t show for ages,’ Abi said truthfully. ‘And anyway I haven’t got a mirror you can see your whole self in at home. You have to stand on the loo and then you only get to here.’ She made a sawing motion just below her chest.


The doctor took a cardboard dial out of her desk drawer. Two layers turned on a split pin, and shaking her head, the doctor rotated the smaller, inner circle.


‘Well, if the dates you’ve give me are right, you’re due in ten weeks. January 13. You really didn’t know?’


Abi stared into her lap.


‘How long have you been sexually active?’ the doctor asked, exhausted by the task of running interference between all the sperm and eggs on the Kingston University campus.


‘Oh, I’m not,’ Abi said, reddening. ‘I just lie there, really.’


The doctor sighed and returned her dial to the top drawer. ‘Well, if you know who the father is, I’d let him know quick-smart.’





3.



A saviour is born


Abi sat in the bus shelter outside the medical centre and tried to call Stu but her phone was out of credit. When she got back to Highside Circuit, she shut herself in her room, undid the complicated system of rubber bands that had been keeping her jeans together for some time, and sat down with her thick, ancient laptop. The task could not reasonably be put off any longer. And besides, Abi needed to begin formulating her means of escape. Her baby would not be raised in the ex-council where she had grown up, and still lived in with her mother Rae, who generally speaking, sat sixteen hours a day in her armchair wearing a parka and knit hat against the aching cold of the front room, a mug of Weight Watchers Cream of Veg skinning over on the card table in front of her.


She would liven up whenever Pat from next door came around with her OK! to trade for Rae’s Hello and stay on to watch Strictly Come Dancing without ever letting her Parliament Blue lose its salivated purchase on her bottom lip.


Occasionally the pair applied themselves to collages, made from magazine pictures glued into cheap scrapbooks from Poundstretcher. Pat liked proper glamour shots, with hair and makeup and preferably taken in the star’s own home. Rae preferred pictures that proved Celebs Are Just Like Us! So they rarely went after the same prize with their scissors.


‘Which do you like better, the samba or the rhumba?’ Rae would occasionally ask her daughter, one eye on her pasting, the other on the glittering stage.


Nestled into a sleeping bag on the facing sofa, Abi would say she didn’t care. Then, guiltily, ‘Probably the samba.’


‘Ooh, listen to you. Aren’t we posh?’ Pat would say every time Abi spoke in an accent that wasn’t uncut Croydon. Abi had adopted it as a matter of survival when she started at a girl’s grammar on the other side of the river. You couldn’t get by with a South London accent there, they would know instantly you were a scholarship girl.


‘Sahm-ba. Saahm-ba,’ Pat would repeat in imitation ‘Hear that, Mum? Oooh, I do like to dah-nce the saahm-ba.’


‘Leave her alone, eh Pat. They’re about to say the scores.’


Now in the cold of her bedroom, Abi opened Instant Messenger. Stu’s status was ‘online’ and Abi began to type.


Abi.Egan89	Are you there?


SRKellett 	What’s up.


Abi.Egan89	Sorry I couldn’t ring. No credit. But …


Abi.Egan89	… turns out I’m a bit


Abi.Egan89	on the pregnant side


She considered adding a surprised face made of punctuation, but did not want to seem flippant. Then came a lengthy pause that Abi knew wasn’t due, in this instance, to Stu’s need to look down at his hands as he typed. He was a solid, confoundingly dyslexic student of architecture, considerably more able with pen and graph paper. When ‘Stu is typing’ appeared and disappeared twice more, Abi could no longer bear it.


Abi.Egan89	I just found out today.


SRKellett 	I thorght you said u had stuff sorted???


Abi.Egan89	I did. I don’t know what happened.


SRKellett	& yr sure? No chance it’s a mix up?


Abi lifted her vest and looked down at her stomach as a small ripple passed below the surface. A tiny hand, possibly a foot.


Abi.Egan89	Nope.


SRKellett 	Faaaaaaarg. Babe!!!


SRKellett	Can u … u know .. (!)


Abi.Egan89 	It’s too late. Have missed cut off.


SRKellett	Okthen.


Abi.Egan89	Am really sorry.


SRKellett	Geuss we’ll just have to figure it out.


After that, Stu moved through an accelerated cycle of anger, denial, grief, acceptance and logged off.


SRKellett	Hey. Congratualtoins


Abi.Egan89 	Oh. thx.


Abi.Egan89	I miss you


SRKellett	Miss you aswell.


Over the coming weeks, they put together a plan. Stu would finish the academic year in Australia, earn his ticket working split shifts at the pub until Christmas, then fly to London two weeks before her due date. As soon as possible afterwards, they would go back to Sydney and, in Stu’s words, make a go of shit.


‘You won’t be able to stay at mine, is all,’ Abi said, during one of their rare phone calls. ‘We’ve not got any room. I’ll be packing and my Mum’s not been specially well anyway. Do you think you can find anywhere else?’


‘Will I ever see your house, do you reckon?’ Stu replied. ‘I’m worried you’re cooking meth in the bath.’


Abi laughed. ‘Of course you will. And the meth is for personal use.’ They said goodbye and hung up. The plan was made.


Two days before Christmas, in the nail care aisle of Superdrug, a hot rush of liquid down the inside of Abi’s leg announced Jude’s early arrival. An hour later, in the general waiting area of St George’s Hospital in Tooting, she gripped a hospital porter by his collar and bore down so hard it began to come away at the stitching. The midwife, crouching at her ankles, begged Abi to please step out of her knickers as the baby pressed headfirst into the soaking gusset.


At the moment Abi received her son’s perfect, slippery body into her arms, the lights of a small, artificial Christmas tree beside them spontaneously flickered on. The porter straightened his collar. ‘A saviour is born, eh?’


He laughed, but Abi knew in herself it was true. Five hours later, Jude was deemed three days and five ounces clear of official prematurity, and approved for early discharge. She phoned a mini-cab and that night, on her single bed, Abi taught them both to breast-feed.


On the other side of the room was her sister’s bed, long since stripped and deputised for storage. Whenever Jude woke in the night, and Abi needed to keep herself awake while he fed, she whispered into the darkness as though Louise was lying opposite. The 4 a.m. feed was the loneliest, when all the lights were out in the tower block visible through the circle in the frost on the window, which Abi had rubbed with her hand.


When Jude was three weeks old, Abi got them both to Heathrow – the District Line to Earl’s Court and a change – with a suitcase full of clothes that would turn out to be too warm and a library copy of First Year with Baby. She had meant to return it before they left but when she ran out of time, the only thing was to make it hers by tearing out the fly-sheet stamped ‘Property of Wandsworth Borough Library’.
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I think he likes you more than me


All the time, a force that felt entirely outside herself compelled Abi forwards, but now she was here finally, reunited with Stu, she was not sure what she was supposed to do. They had been apart for eight months, twice as long as they were together.


As she grew rounder and rounder, counting the days until she could take her baby to Australia, Abi had tried to imagine what it would be like. The flat his parents had offered, Stu as a father, and Sydney, which she knew then as a composite of nature documentaries, Home and Away, and a Christmas card of Bondi Beach that her mother had acquired somewhere and hung onto because the surfing Santa always gave her a laugh.


Sydney would not have any shit bits, that Abi was sure of. Sydney would be all new and clean, and richly populated with mum friends. Not the sort of pramface girls even younger than her, who hung around outside the Centrale Shopping Centre and let their four-year-olds talk around a dummy, smacked them on the legs until they cried and bribed them to stop with a sip of Fanta. Abi would meet nice, good mothers of the kind she planned to be. In Sydney, her bad habits would be shed like an old skin. Swearing, lying, Red Bull in lieu of breakfast. Biting her nails, sucking her hair. To be sure of that, before she left Highside Circuit for the final time, Abi stood on the lavatory in the tiny bathroom and bobbed her hair with nail scissors, wrapping the uneven ends in toilet paper and flushing them away.


Stu had been late to meet them. He arrived, flustered, and found her waiting off to one side, beside her suitcase and the folded pram.


‘Wow, early again, babe! It’s a bit of a theme,’ he said, trying to hug her in a way that accommodated the carrier on her front. A second later, he stood back and rubbed his chin, as he’d only thought as far as the hug and was now at a loss.


‘Would you like to see him?’ Abi said, realising Stu was not about to ask, even though Arrivals Gate B adjacent to the Avis counter was now the hallowed ground of father and son’s first meeting.


Stu stiffened as she lifted Jude out. ‘Oh right, yep.’


He arranged his arms like a cradle and let the baby’s head loll alarmingly before it settled into the crook of his elbow. The carrier, open and undone, hung from Abi’s shoulders like an apron and she watched Stu attempt a series of tentative bounces, until Jude released a single, sharp cry.


Stu handed him back. ‘I think he likes you more than me.’


‘Don’t be silly. He loves you,’ Abi said, with the familiar fizz of a lie. But it was only to spare him, to make the plain facts of their situation happier, nearly normal. ‘He’s just not used to you yet.’


It was the first time she had let anyone else hold him, not counting a community visitor from the South London health authority. Her mother asked once if she could have ‘a love of the babbie’, offering her bony lap, but Abi heard herself explaining that the general thinking now was that no one except the mother should touch the newborn until it was one month old. When Rae did not question her, Abi wished she’d made it six months.


In the airless taxi that carried the small, sudden family towards Cremorne Point, Stu and Abi held hands, the heat creating a mist of condensation on the vinyl seat. Abi rested her free hand lightly on Jude’s tummy, hoping that the taxi’s furry baby capsule was not crawling with bubonic plague. Her tracksuit pants had hardened in places where patches of Jude’s spit up had dried during the long journey. She could smell her own underarms, and the beef en croute and orange juice she’d consumed 40,000 feet over Tashkent were repeating on her.


Distinctly, from the window, Abi saw stretches of inner city streetscape that could have been the rubbish part of Croydon between Tesco Metro and the Ruskin Road. Her spirits sagged. She had imagined it all wrong.


Abi took a deep breath and turned to study Stu in profile. In their time apart, she had started to think of him as blond, but now he appeared decidedly ginger, with such a density of freckles in the same reddish tone he might have been all one colour. She remembered his broad back, thick arms, and short, stocky legs, neither of which were ever truly still, but jogging busily up and down.


Sensing her gaze, Stu turned towards her. ‘Hey, I love you, eh?’


As she’d once noticed when Stu took her to the Overseas Students farewell, his accent also tended to waver in intensity depending on who he was talking to. With Abi, he’d mostly given up speaking in a slow drawl, laughing like a drain and garnishing his speech with impenetrable Australian slang. For taxi drivers on the other hand, the accent was dialled to its highest setting.


‘Me too. Massively. I love you as well,’ Abi replied, as she turned to look out the window and noticed with dismay that the Opera House was tiled like a men’s toilet, not uniformly smooth and white like cake icing, the way it looked on TV.





5.



Basic meals and snacks


They had met at the Kingston University Student Services Office, where Abi worked part-time to subsidise her fees. It was a bleak Friday in January, and the thin ribbon of sky visible from the window near her desk was a flat, unshifting white. Shortly before closing time, her supervisor, a New Zealander called Tanya Teo who had a septum piercing and calves like Christmas hams, asked if she would be all right to wait on in case the missing student for the spring term showed up. They all wanted to go to the pub, Tanya said, and she knew Abi was always up for overtime.


She quickly agreed, for the extra £12 and the not having to go home. Also, Tanya had been acting funny around her ever since, two Friday-drinks ago, Abi downed three White Russians on an empty stomach and accidentally told Tanya she thought of them as best friends. ‘My only friend, if I think about it. Shall we get another one of these nice drinks each?’


As the staff straggled out, buttoning coats, Abi switched off the lights and monitors at each station. She smoked a quick cigarette through a slit of open window in the kitchenette and returned to her desk to wait.


The last Orientation Pack sat in her Pending tray. She unclipped the attached student file and leafed through it out of boredom, absent-mindedly drawing a hank of hair to her mouth and brushing it over her lips. It had dried as hard as a paintbrush, from where she’d sucked it on and off all day.


Kellett, Stuart Roger. DOB 27.07.1990.
School of Architecture, University of Technology, Sydney.
B minus average.


Shortly before seven, the outer door rattled and through the glass Abi saw Kellett, Stuart Roger, oversized hiking pack on one shoulder, no coat. She led him back to her workstation, with added briskness to offset the fact of them being alone in lamplight.


He swung his pack off and arranged himself in a chair facing her desk. Abi waited, wondering whether her steepled fingers were a bridge too far, in terms of officialness.


‘Right. Sorry. Hey, Stu Kellett,’ he said, offering her one of his meaty hands which felt unexpectedly warm and rough in hers.


‘Yes, I know.’


‘Course, sorry. Hope you didn’t wait around just for me?’ he asked, realising apparently for the first time that they were alone.


‘No, it’s all right, I had loads to catch up on,’ she said, sliding a campus map over the copy of Jude the Obscure open on her desk. ‘Right then, well, we better get on with it.’


As Abi leafed through each page of his packet, turning it upside down so he could read along as she circled sections of particular importance with a Kingston University: Gateway to Knowledge ballpoint, Abi sensed that Stu’s concentration had wandered off the documents. He kept leaning back in his chair, screwing his fists into each eye, yawning and saying, ‘Man, that flight is a mother … I didn’t know it would be so cold … So are you a student as well or what,’ in a broad Australian accent which Abi could not help finding desperately exotic. She tried not to be distracted, but there was something about him, an energy that made her want to return his packet to Pending and be swept up in it. She drew a lock of hair to her mouth and silently spat it out, hoping he hadn’t noticed.


All the time, Stu’s foot bounced up and down, in a way that reverberated through the floor and up the column of Abi’s swivel chair. ‘This is our spring term,’ she said and he laughed as though she’d made a brilliant joke.


Although privately elated, Abi pressed on. ‘There’s a map here. K-15, that’s your hall of residence. Selwyn is one of the new ones so that’s good.’


‘That is good,’ Stu said, reaching a hand up inside his T-shirt and lazily scratching his stomach. ‘Hey I’m so starving. Are you done after this or what’s the story?’


Abi felt a thrill. Had he just asked her out for dinner? Sort of? She cleared her throat. ‘So then, just initial here to show you’ve read the rules of conduct and that’s it.’


‘Is there anything in there about not getting dinner with a girl from Student Services because I seriously need something to eat and I don’t know where the fuck I am in relation to where the fuck anything else is.’


‘We’re at H-8.’


He accepted the map, and pushed it into a zippered section of his backpack without folding it. ‘I got some supremely dodgy private taxi here and the guy just dropped me at the main entrance. He’s probably busy printing copies of my parents’ credit card by now for all his cousins.’


‘Well I suppose I could help you find the Student Rec because it is on the way to my security bus. It’s open until eleven o’clock and does basic meals and snacks.’


Stu stood so abruptly Abi thought he was about to storm out, insulted by the Rec’s meagre offering.


‘A basic meal and snack is exactly what I feel like,’ he said. ‘Get your stuff and I’ll shout you whatever to say thanks for waiting.’


As it was, Abi was ravenous. She’d only had a snacksize Hula Hoops and two hot chocolates from the free machine all day. There would be nothing at home and her lower back was already aching with hunger.


‘Okay then,’ she said, glancing towards Tanya’s deserted station. ‘I’m sure it is okay, because I’m a student as well anyway. Part-time,’ she added quickly. ‘Mature.’


Stu laughed loudly, until they reached the doors. How could anyone, Abi wondered, be so nice and happy all the time.


‘Here give us a go,’ Stu said after watching her struggle with the outer lock for a minute. As he brushed past her, she felt the heat of his arm against hers. A second later, the door gave a loud click and, side by side, they walked through the orange sulphur light of the deserted campus towards the Rec. Abi crossed her arms and dipped her head against a sharp wind.


‘What course are you on again? I forgot,’ Stu said. His hands were deep in the front pockets of his jeans.


‘I didn’t say. Social work. But I sort of hate it.’


‘Shame,’ he said, as they reached the Rec.


His response, economical as it was, gave Abi an unexpected rush of relief. Delight almost. Because it was a shame to be nearing the end of a course you had hated from the start, that would get you a job you didn’t want. It was a huge shame. Stu was the second person she’d told, after Tanya, who considered it emblematic of Abi’s tendency to rush in. She gave an example from the week before, when Abi had gone to Clare’s Accessories on her lunch break, and immediately regretted the two extra holes in her left ear. ‘You should think about things before you do them,’ Tanya said at the time, forgetting she’d been the one to suggest it as a way for Abi to look more edgy.


Inside the warm Rec hall, Stu picked up a plastic tray from the stack and shook the water off it. ‘Whatever the lady wants,’ he said, passing it to her and waving a hand the full length of the hot food station.


When Abi had finished her baked potato with butter and cheese, the cheapest thing on the board, she watched Stu work his way through a plate of curry and rice, buttered bread and two separate desserts in lidded plastic bowls. His appetite amazed her. She had never seen someone eat so much and so happily.


‘So what’s your story?’ he said, mouth full. ‘Hobbies, brothers and sisters, outstanding arrest warrants.’


‘Oh,’ Abi said, desperate to be interesting. ‘Well, I was born in Southfields but I live in Croydon, and I used to have a sister who was a year older than me but she died when I was nine. And I’ve never been arrested, although I did once steal some tights from Debenhams but then I felt so guilty I snuck them back into the shop.’


‘Far out. That’s terrible,’ Stu said. Abi readied herself for the condolences she knew to expect if ever she mentioned her sister.


Stu shook his head slowly. ‘Tights, eh? I hope it wasn’t a three-pack.’ He reached across the table and gave her a single pat on her wrist. It was the best display of sympathy she’d ever had.


‘Anyway, my turn. Last year I backed my mum’s car into a skip and said I didn’t. No brothers or sisters. My growing up was probably all right compared to yours but I guess we both know what it’s like to be the only one, eh? I’m my mother’s golden child, which now I think about it, is probably why I’ve come here.’ He moved his tray to the side. ‘So she can’t spit on her hankie and try to wipe my face anymore.’


At that, he dug his documents from the pocket of his pack and ran his hands over the crumpled mess. ‘Does your official orientation service extend to showing me to my dorm?’ he asked.


Abi said it didn’t.


‘What about, service as a friend?’


‘We’re friends now, are we?’ Abi hoped it came out flirtatious, although really, she just wanted to know.


‘Well I did just drop two-twenty on your potato.’ He flicked to the back page. ‘But if we’re not, then one Pra-Sharnt-Nai-Doo, School of Engineering, is about to become my main man.’


Abi checked the time on her phone. ‘Okay then, but I cannot miss my bus.’
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Comprehensively inducted


Abi missed her bus. When they found Stu’s dorm, there was no sign of a roommate and somehow, he convinced her to keep him company while he unpacked, which turned out to mean pulling handfuls of clothing out of his pack and stuffing them unfolded into a drawer. His back was turned to Abi who perched on the edge of a metal desk. She could not stop looking at the back of his neck, so freckled and brown, and the way his shoulder blades moved under his T-shirt. She bit her thumbnail and tried to think of interesting things to tell him about campus life, but he appeared not to be listening. So when she started to tell him about the student mixers she had never personally been to, and he stood up, took a step closer and kissed her until she couldn’t breathe, she was caught quite off guard.


She would always wonder why he did it, why he broke away for a moment, laughed, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and started again. When it was over, he stretched his arms above his head, exposing an inch of stomach, and asked if anyone had ever drawn her before.


‘What do you mean?’


‘As in, drawn a picture of you.’


‘I don’t think so. No, probably not.’


From his half-empty pack, Stu pulled out a leather folio that opened to reveal two rows of expensive-looking pencils.


‘Are you seriously going to draw me?’ Abi laughed. ‘Can you draw people?’


‘I can do hands and everything,’ Stu said, pointing her towards the bed and settling himself in a facing chair. ‘Sit however.’


Abi hesitated.


‘Serious.’ Stu pulled out the finest lead. ‘In my head, it’s four o’clock in the morning. I’m not going to sleep any time soon and who knows if Prashant will want to pose for a tasteful nude.’


Stu looked at her open-faced, waiting. ‘Just if you want, though. No pressure. I’m sure I can find a fruit bowl I can do instead.’ He was the least self-conscious person she had ever met. Abi only ever thought of herself the way she imagined other people did. Tiny, a bit weird, always staring, but Stu was happy to sit, and stretch and draw and kiss people on the mouth whenever he felt like.


‘All right then,’ Abi said, first sitting then lying on the bed. ‘Draw me like one of your Croydon girls.’


Stu looked at her quizzically.


‘You know, from Titanic when he …’


‘Haven’t seen it,’ Stu said.


Abi reddened. ‘Never mind.’


‘Maybe move that arm a bit,’ he said, and Abi did as he asked, the colour in her cheeks lingering for some time.


The next morning when Abi arrived at Student Services for her half-day Saturday in the same outfit as the day before, Tanya stirred her Nescafé suspiciously and asked if the missing student had ever turned up. Abi was happy to confirm that yes, he had, and he’d been fully and comprehensively inducted. Carefully rolled in her bag were three pencil drawings, of a small, slender girl with dark eyes, hair that caught the light and elegant limbs, in advancing stages of undress.


When she left work that afternoon, darkness already falling, Stu was waiting for her on a low brick wall opposite the entrance. He sat with knees spread in a posture of total ease, as though needles of rain were not coming at him sideways. In his hand was a plastic bag from Boots, The Chemist. ‘Got you a present,’ he said, holding it out. A toothbrush, a pink pocket hair brush and a stick deodorant claiming a connection to summer orchids, instantly became the most romantic gift she had ever received.


‘I thought we could have another evening in,’ he said, draping a heavy arm around her shoulders. ‘Prashant Naidoo appears to be a no show.’


A month later, on the top deck of a night bus propelling them noisily back to campus, Stu, happy and drunk, laid his head in Abi’s lap. They had been to Chinatown for cheap noodles and walked back along the river from Charing Cross almost to Pimlico, taking turns drinking from a bottle of £9 vodka.


As Abi stroked his hair, Stu let out a soft groan. ‘Do you reckon people can fall properly in love in not that long? Like, a few weeks?’


Yes, they could. ‘Um, I don’t know. Maybe.’


‘I reckon I would have said no, but now I’m not so sure.’


Prashant, blissfully forgotten, arrived out of the blue the following day and drew to a close the best weeks of Abi’s life. But Stu continued to seek her out between lectures, and after every shift at Student Services, she would find him waiting on the wall. Abi tried not to let herself expect him, but he was always there. ‘Our man Prashant will be having a huge one at his first Maths Olympiad this evening, and I have a bottle of finest no-label wine. Let’s go.’


As the weeks wore on and the end of Stu’s term abroad drew closer, Abi began to dread his departure. Stu talked more and more about home, with a degree of nostalgia that Abi felt, at times, was disproportionate to the length of his absence. His accent returned with gusto. ‘Far out, I’ve missed it Abs. The heat, my mates. The harbour. You want to fly in over the Heads one time. Serious, babe, it’s the best city in the world.’


‘You sound like you’re returning from the Western Front,’ Abi said as they lay side by side in his bed.


‘What?’


‘Like you’ve been fighting Germans in a trench for three years.’


‘Oh right. Yeah, nah. Reckon I’m just looking forward to being back on my own turf.’


Abi lifted her head onto his chest. ‘What about us though?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said slowly. ‘We’ll figure it out. When I’m back and I’ve had a chance to think, we can decide what we’ll do.’


‘Okay. That’s okay, I guess.’


Too soon, the day came. Abi stood with her arms wrapped around Stu’s waist and her cheek against his chest. A yellow crocus had pushed its way through a section of bare, black earth, and she wanted to stamp it back in again. She could not bear to let go, even as the airport bus drew up. It would be stupid, Stu had said, for her to come all the way to the airport and say goodbye when they could just do it here and save £16.50 on the round trip.


When he heaved his pack onto his shoulder, Abi made a sound, a sort of gah. Stu let her hug him once more. ‘Hey Abi, I love you,’ he said. ‘You know I do.’


‘Are we still together and everything?’


‘Yes, of course we are,’ Stu said, impatient. ‘Babe, true, you’ve asked me that a thousand times.’


Abi let him go, and stared at her feet. It was more like only ten. Twenty at the most. ‘Call me when you get there?’


‘Yep. Will do.’ Stu pulled her towards him and kissed the top of her head, before bounding up the bus steps. Abi waited for him to appear at the window and wave, but he must have sat on the other side.


She had never felt so alone. Even though, she thought as she turned back to Student Services, she’d been alone most of her life.


At home late that night, Abi ran the shower and sat beneath the needles of warm water, missing Stu with a physical longing. It felt like her chest had split open and all the air was hissing out of her lungs. But for three days already, something had been forming in the deepest, most hidden part of her that would one day mean she’d never be alone again.
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Briggy’s Starving Artist Period


In one of the thick paper carrier bags was a plastic tray of sushi but Brigitta couldn’t find it. Kneeling on the floor of the combined kitchen-living-sleeping area of her Kentish Town studio, she dug through bag after bag of new towels, crisp sheet sets and goose down pillows, until she turned it up beneath a pair of ready-made curtains for the room’s only window.


She tore off the lid – gosh, had it really cost £12? – and bolted each oily segment while surveying the loot. It was a lot. But coming back to London and specifically to Kentish Town had been significantly more depressing than she’d anticipated.


Those weeks in Sydney, as intermittently tense and emotional and lovely and awful as they had been, were enough to alter her memory of what life in London was really like. Compared to the indignity of being told by her older sister that she was clearly emotional and needed an early night, living by herself in a fourth-floor walk-up, in a manageably gritty part of a foreign city, had come to seem quite romantic. Although it pissed her off to hear her mother and sister laugh between themselves about ‘Briggy’s Starving Artist Period’, in a way it was true.


Then, as the weeks following her father’s death, his funeral and memorial wore on, Kentish Town presented itself as a refuge from her family’s various modes of grief. Her mother’s long slumps followed by febrile bouts of doing; Polly’s ordering everyone about as though domestic tasks were the only thing that would save them; Freddie being alternately frivolous or refusing to talk at all, hiding from all duty in his room.


Brigitta had longed to be alone, allowed to grieve like a grown-up, instead of the sulky middle child she unavoidably became after prolonged exposure to her family. But the allure of solitary living had evaporated the moment she opened the studio door.


The wicked delay in Singapore had forced her to take the first Tube from Heathrow direct to the Barbican to make the company’s first full Saturday rehearsal. She stayed until the very end, becoming almost nauseous with fatigue during an hour of blocking on stage, under hot lighting, and causing the female lead to remark on how different some people look from their headshots. Her only reward for bearing up had been a moment of meaningful eye contact with the director, the other reason she’d been eager to get back to the life she had carved out for herself.


Finally, as she made it up four flights with a suitcase, shouldered open the door and flicked on the studio’s only, bare bulb, the room lit up like the set of a very bleak stage play. The soiled dish cloth crisped into board where it had been left on the dish rack, a fresh peppering of mouse pellets across the stove, the sash window milky with grime. In desperate need of a shower, Brigitta dropped her bags by the door, took the three requisite steps to the bathroom and slid its concertina door off its runners.


The next day was Sunday. She woke at 3 a.m. and lay still, listening to the thickening traffic on the street below. As she contemplated the many empty hours before her bistro shift that evening, a sense of dread began to gather somewhere just beyond reach.


When it became impossible to stay in bed as she’d planned, she got up, took a taxi to Selfridges and spent the morning buying emergency homewares to assuage her misery. On her way out, Brigitta passed the gently illuminated entry to the Selfridges day spa, deciding it couldn’t hurt to look in, in case there was a therapist sitting around doing nothing, who would be better occupied attending to Brigitta’s complexion, as dry as a cracker from all that economy class air. Also, it would eat up the afternoon and there’d be a pleasant rush about getting to work.


Her mother would not mind. She should not mind, having raised Brigitta to be so pathetically dependent on comforts. The studio and the bistro job had been part of an effort to cure herself, but so far, they’d only made her slightly more susceptible.


Brigitta swallowed the last piece of sushi, dropped the empty tray in the sink and took a pair of scissors out of the kitchen drawer to score open her purchases. But as she turned back to the assortment of wares, it was instantly clear they were insufficient for the task of brightening the dreary room. It had all looked so luxurious under shop lighting.


Why had she bought so much? Without even thinking to check the prices, noticing only now that the sheets by themselves cost nearly £200.


Against rising shame, she began replacing each item in the stiff carrier bags, but when she came to a bottle of aftershave she couldn’t bear the idea of returning it.


On her way out of the store, through Men’s Accessories and Cologne, she saw it displayed on a glass counter and recognised the bottle as the one that always sat on her father’s tall bedroom bureau. She spritzed the tester onto her wrist, and the woody musk that rose off her skin was so entirely her father that Brigitta wheeled around, half expecting to see him.


The counter girl had to offer her a tissue from her own pocket, as Brigitta tearfully explained that her father had passed away unexpectedly just before Christmas and this was his cologne. The girl accepted Brigitta’s card and handed her the tissue-wrapped bottle, in a small carrier bag. He couldn’t really be dead, Brigitta thought as she pushed out onto Oxford Street, at least not in a permanent sense.


After stowing all the bags in the broom cupboard, Brigitta returned to her unmade bed and saw her purse where she’d tossed it against the pillows. As soon as the idea came to her, she leapt up, removed the credit card and used the scissors to snip it into four jagged pieces. A rapturous sense of freedom came over her as she gathered the pieces up and dropped them, one by one, into the toilet. She yanked the chain and watched exhilarated as they eddied around the rust-streaked bowl. It was only when the water settled and pieces of unflushed credit card floated to the surface that Brigitta realised her error.


‘Fuckfuckfuckfuck,’ she said, rolling up her sleeve as she knelt in front of the toilet and, staring ceiling-ward, plunged her hand into the water. With some careful sellotaping, she could still make out the sixteen-digit number and while dialling the bank, Brigitta hoped to God her next emergency was the sort she could pay for over the phone.
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This ruddy latch


Brigitta tossed her apron into her locker and left the bistro for the long journey home, footsore and smelling faintly of kingfish carpaccio. At the same moment, halfway around the world, Abi stood in front of the gate, biting the inside of her cheek and trying to think above the relentless wail of her hungry baby. The sun seemed to be getting hotter by the minute and for the first time she considered turning back for home.


‘Fuck it,’ she said. The effort of dragging the pram backwards up the communal stairs, returning to the stale heat of the flat. ‘Fuck it.’


Raising herself on tip toes, Abi lifted one leg and straddled the pickets, trying hard not to impale her private parts, having lately put them through so much. A stumble, a wobbling correction and the other leg followed. In. Easily then, she reached over for Jude and lifted her perfect, furious boy into the sheltered enclosure. Abi held his face to hers, smelling his clean, metallic breath as he howled with an open mouth. The weight of his head in her cupped hand still gave her a twinge in her knicks, it was so real and lovely. Her tiny human anchor; and ever so slightly cross-eyed. Abi kissed his soft forehead and sat down on a wooden bench warmed by sun to resume his feed. Immediately he fell into a fast, silent rhythm, a faint click attending every suck, and Abi allowed herself a minute of tearful relief. Her head dropped to her shoulder and she wished, in no order of preference, for a Twix, a fag, her mother, any mother, something to read, an engagement ring and different shorts.


All around her was the fragrance of leaf mould, rotting berries and the brine off the harbour. Jude fed on, eyes closed in milky concentration.


‘Now that’s better isn’t it?’


Abi sat up, looking for who had spoken. An older woman was holding loosely to a rung of the ladder, doing a stationary sort of kick, only her head visible above the waterline. ‘What an absolute dot. How old is she?’


‘Oh. He. Jude. He’ll be four weeks on Thursday. Unless it’s Thursday already, I’ve sort of lost track of my days.’


The woman pushed off and floated on her back, working both arms gently underwater. ‘Ah, well, I’m not the person to help you there. I haven’t a clue either. Anyhow, aren’t you doing well, out and about so soon? How darling.’


Abi felt queasy with pride and could not think how to answer. The woman returned to the ladder and climbed out. Her shoulders were strong and square, her legs long and well-shaped. Only her middle had developed a stoutness, and a heavy bust rested on top of it. Her neat, dark blue swimming costume was the kind cleverly designed to draw the eye away from areas of thickness. Abi guessed her to be in her late sixties although it was difficult to tell, her only measure of similar age being Rae, who had begun a preternatural decline in her late thirties and could have passed for seventy now.


The woman retrieved a thick terry robe from where it was slung over the fence, pressed it to her face a few times and, toting a French market basket, came over to where Abi sat.


Her hair, still dry except at the nape, was the soft grey-brown of finished embers, with a starburst of white at its parting. When she raised a hand to smooth it back, Abi saw that her ring finger was stacked to the knuckle with gold bands of different thicknesses, dull and mottled, the most prominent of which had a very large, clear blue stone at its centre.


‘And then you will blink and he’ll be quite grown,’ she said.


While Abi plumbed her shallow well of maternal observations for any sort of reply, the woman threaded her arms into the robe and knotted it around her waist. ‘I’m off then. Have a lovely day, whichever one it is.’


As the woman reached the gate, she turned back and called out, ‘For next time, dear, this ruddy latch wants a push in, a little lift up and a good jigger.’


Abi waved her thanks and watched the woman disappear through the trees. She was so, so sorry to see her go. Like a wave it almost pushed her sideways. She wanted to tell her that she’d already taken him on a plane, how hard it was getting him to open his eyes for his passport photos and filling out two lots of forms, hers and his, in hardly any time and with no help. How, before him, she’d never held a baby and now she could change a nappy in the dark. Abi sat where she was, immobilised by the weight of longing. Jude, nearly asleep, took quick, urgent sucks each time she tried to take him off so she let him stay there, eyelids fluttering, tiny fists clenched.


Abi lifted her eyes to the harbour, as a ferry droned past on the far side of the bay. The word Friendship was painted squarely across its stern. Abi mouthed it, silently, and then against Jude’s upturned cheek, whispered, ‘If you walked around Croydon in a dressing gown you’d get locked up.’ A faint breeze ruffled his duck-down hair and he opened his eyes.


‘I love you so much, Jude,’ Abi said, waiting for the sense of absence created by the woman’s departure to pass, but it yawned open further and further until Abi felt she could fall in. ‘Mummy loves you.’ Dizzy, tired, thirsty, she got up and went home, without touching the water after all.
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A hundred and ten per cent ready


Jude slept all the way home and did not wake as Abi bumped the pram backwards up the dark stairs, or when she lifted him out and laid him in the centre of the double mattress that took up most of the bedroom floor. Stu had installed a cot against the wall on Abi’s side and when he mentioned it had been his as a baby, she prayed the lemon paint was not throbbing with lead, and decided to use it only when necessary.


Still sweating from the walk home, Abi shed her jean shorts, top and bra and put on a T-shirt of Stu’s that hung off her small frame like a dress. She covered Jude with a muslin and went back to the living room.


After two days, her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the emptiness of it all. Its stretches of plain white wall and sparse furnishing still amazed her. Although Stu had promised that the flat would be ‘a hundred and ten per cent ready’ by the time she arrived, his acquisitions were meagre. In one corner sat a pull-out sofa covered in fabric that looked like rich brocade, but was in fact a highly flammable poly-blend gone shiny across the arms. Facing it, an oversized television sat on an arrangement of bricks and wooden planks and a small table had been pushed into one corner beside an empty Ikea bookcase, thrown forwards by the furred cream carpet that banked up beneath it. Where the bookshelf was missing a strip of veneer, it showed its mulchy wooden innards. There was nothing else. No magazines, no stacks of the Croydon Advertiser. No ornaments. No ashtrays, bulging cartons, saved Christmas paper, collected plush toys. No archived scrapbooks filled with pictures of Posh and Becks on their wedding day.


Hard sunlight poured in through the flat’s large windows, only one of which boasted a functional set of blinds. And although the temperature inside could be unbearable by afternoon, to Abi the slanted rays of sun that moved across the carpet from morning to evening felt like the most glorious antiseptic.


She was hungry and ate half a yoghurt in front of the open fridge. When she jerked open the window above the sink, the collected heat of the kitchen was replaced with a gust of salt-sweet air, mingled with something tropical and the tang of two-stroke petrol from dinghies in the bay. The closest thing to it, Abi decided, was probably walking past the Body Shop at Putney station.


The tips of tree branches tapped against the glass and from further off, Abi could hear the bell-like clanging of yachts’ rigging clattering against their masts. It would have been nice to phone someone and tell them what it was like.


‘There’s nothing in London the same blue as that water,’ Abi said quietly, trying to summon the image of her sister. ‘Except the Greggs sign. But not in nature, that blue’s never occurred.’


But trying to see Louise here, breathing sultry, summer air, was beyond Abi’s powers of imagination. It was hard enough in their room at Highside, where Louise’s empty bed served as a placeholder.


Stu had left first thing and would not be home until evening. Abi’s bag hung over the kitchen door and she fished out a half-eaten Twix and a packet of Marlboro Lights. Boosting herself onto the kitchen bench, she pulled her knees up inside the T-shirt and smoked what she promised herself would be her very last cigarette.


From her benchtop vantage, Abi could see down into the still, empty garden of the next-door house, appearing so vast under its slate roof she wondered if it ran the entire length of the flats. Well-kept lawn edged by enormous flowering shrubs sloped all the way down to the edge of the track.


From the living room, Abi had already seen the side of the house, shingled, with multiple recessed porches. If she looked at an angle, she could see a deep window seat, with faded squab cushions, built into a recess.


Further along, a side entrance gave onto a mossy green courtyard. The green painted door had a leadlight window, and pretty baskets dripping blowsy orange flowers hung on either side. Their trailing leaves were as round as lily pads. Abi’s botanical knowledge was derived mostly from Milly Molly Mandy’s Summer and on that basis, she thought they might be nasturtiums.


The street-side of the house, with its herringbone-brick area for a car and immense potted trees, was visible from the flat’s bedroom. Every time she looked down, Abi wondered what sort of people got to live in a house like that.


She had seen no comings and goings, and the house sat motionless under the lid of afternoon heat. But as Abi leaned into the sink to thread her finished cigarette down the plughole, French doors which faced the harbour rattled, then opened from the inside. Out stepped the woman, dressed in a loose silk wrap. Abi pressed her forehead against the glass and stared down, disbelieving. The woman stood on the patio and looked across the water, her arms wrapped tightly around her chest.


Abi wished she could shout down, wave and call out, but a moment later the woman disappeared inside and the doors came together behind her. When it seemed that she would not come out again, Abi slid off the bench and looked in every cupboard for cleaning things.


Under the sink she found a damp sponge that smelt of meat and a single tin of Ajax that had rusted over and made a sound like a baby’s rattle when she shook it. She wrote ‘cleaning things’ on a takeaway menu tacked to the fridge and left the room.


She thought about waking Jude for something to do, but sank onto the pull-out, feeling the hot, prickling fabric against her sagging shoulders. As the light in the room faded from white to gold, Abi felt like whatever energy she had summoned to get herself here had finally run out. Her chin dropped to her chest and she fell into a heavy sleep.
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Very English skin


She was woken by Stu gently shaking her forearm.


‘Abi, babe,’ he whispered. ‘Mum and Dad are here. Do you want to pull your … you’re a bit all over the show.’


Her head snapped up. Someone had turned on all the lights.


‘Well. Hello Abi,’ said the woman, stepping out from behind Stu. ‘I’m Elaine.’ She emphasised the E, as though sadly accustomed to people making too short of that important first syllable. E-laine. She had a narrow frame, neat bosom and a coarse, ferociously brushed plume of hair. Its short sides and rounded top put Abi in mind of a toilet brush. ‘And this is Roger, Stuart’s father.’


As Elaine spoke, Abi tried to stretch Stu’s T-shirt to cover her bare thighs. ‘Wow, hello. Hi. So nice to meet you. Excuse my … I forgot you were coming! Tonight, I mean. Still a bit jetlagged I think.’


‘And where is the little Jude?’ Elaine asked.


‘He’s in the bedroom, sleeping I hope. I can go and get him if you like.’


Elaine said nothing, before turning to address her son. ‘Stuart, it would be good to get a cross-breeze in here. It’s stifling. Haven’t you noticed?’


‘Mum, do you want to meet your grandson?’ Stu pointed a thumb over his shoulder to the other room.


Elaine had nodded assent, causing the toilet brush hair to quiver. Roger brought over a dining chair so that Elaine could sit down. She smoothed her skirt in readiness to receive the child. Roger stood sentry behind her, jingling change in the pocket of his trousers and bouncing softly on the balls of his feet.


Abi’s eyes prickled threateningly as she stayed pinned to the couch, stretching at the T-shirt’s hem. It made a tent over her braless chest, and through its neck she could see all the way to the top of her underwear.


Stu returned with Jude who was asleep, swaddled tightly in muslin. Abi had taught herself how to do it by following the diagrams in the ‘Troubleshooting Sleep’ chapter of First Year with Baby. Elaine took the baby into her arms. ‘Well, he’s very nice, Stuart. Although I can’t see any of you in him. No Kellett at all, is there Roger?’ Elaine inclined her head, sorry to have to be the one to say it. Roger did not speak. He stayed as he was, looking over his wife’s shoulder with an expression of all-consuming wonder.


Abi watched him watching. Every time Jude’s eyelids fluttered or his mouth arranged itself into a perfect O, Roger’s face would change. His woolly eyebrows would lift and crinkles form at the corners of his eyes and he would nod, just once each time, as though Jude’s cleverness was a rare and surprising thing. It was difficult not to feel as though her own cleverness was being admired. Reluctantly Abi tore her eyes away as Elaine spoke again.


‘And the name’s absolutely set, is it?’


Abi flicked a helpless look at Stu who was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. ‘Um, I think so? I mean, that’s what I put on all his forms.’


‘Wherever did you come up with it? Did Stuart have any input?’


‘I’ve always loved, um, Hardy and I was reading that one, Jude the Obscure, when I met Stu so–’


Elaine looked momentarily irritated, as though Abi was using made-up words that she shouldn’t be expected to understand.


‘Abi loves reading, Mum,’ Stu said.


‘Oh well,’ Elaine sighed. ‘We can only make the best of things now I suppose. Kelletts pride themselves on doing the right thing. It’s our way. Hopefully he will start filling out soon, although I expect he’ll always be small. Stu told us you were petite, Abi, but goodness me, you’re tiny aren’t you?’


It was coming so thick and fast, Abi didn’t know what to apologise for first. In the end, she could only manage a low, breathy ha.


‘You’ve got very English skin,’ Elaine said, peering more closely. Abi raised her hands to her cheeks.


‘I must ask, how did you get that scar?’ Elaine gestured towards the cotton-thin seam running from Abi’s left eyebrow nearly to her hairline.


Automatically, Abi touched her finger to its familiar ridge, the downward stroke of a letter ‘P’, put there by an enormous sixth-former who had held her down, knees pinning her chest, trying to write the word ‘PIKEY’ across Abi’s forehead with a mathematical compass.


‘I ran into the corner of a table when I was little,’ Abi said.


Roger was still looking quietly on at Jude, who hiccoughed now, three times in a row. In between each small pop, like corks being tugged from a bottle, his heart-shaped belly puffed up, and each time, Roger raised his shoulders, involuntarily mimicking the movement. Slowly, he drew a hand out of his pocket and reached over Elaine’s shoulder, intending to cup his grandson’s head, but Elaine leaped up and handed him back to Stu.


Roger looked about to see if anyone had noticed, and nodded apologetically at Abi who had been watching. As he put his hands back in his pockets, he smiled at her. They agreed then. Jude was the best one.


‘So what are your plans while you’re out here?’ Elaine said, brushing her skirt with a series of short, brisk strokes.


Abi thought for a moment. ‘Well. I’m going to drink more water but um, after that my schedule is still quite on the open side.’


‘Mum,’ Stu cut in, ‘Abi’s not out here, she lives here.’


Elaine made a tsking sound. ‘What sort of visa did you manage in the end?’


‘Oh,’ Abi began, her throat catching. ‘Excuse me. I could only get Working Holiday, in the time, but I’ve got all the papers to transfer to …’


‘Student. Or Prospective Marriage,’ Stu cut in.


Elaine looked at Abi with a gimlet eye. ‘Well.’


‘Well what, Mum?’ Stu said.


Abi squirmed. The sofa fabric was starting to feel greasy beneath her bare legs.


‘A Student visa would be more than adequate, I think, Stuart,’ Elaine said. ‘Presuming Abi plans to resume her course? Do you, Abi? Because the offer of minding Jude three days a week, which I have already made to Stuart, is still on the table, although of course you will have to get him on a bottle. I recommend doing it now so he won’t learn to miss you. Remind me what you were studying?’


‘Social work. I was part-time and I worked in the Student Services office.’


‘She oriented me,’ Stu said. ‘Big time.’


Stu laughed, a sort of snort, and Abi refused to meet his eye.


‘Yes. Stuart said something about that. Well, our system here could be very different so I’d get onto it. There will be a great deal of paperwork.’
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		18. A night off the Jude talk



		19. A complete milk food



		20. A first-rate interferer



		21. The longueurs



		22. Their train is stuck at Potters Bar



		23. Jude, get your wallet



		24. Cohabiting’s a bit louche



		25. Dear as he is



		26. Are you on drugs?



		27. It doesn’t even hurt



		28. Dust in my flutes



		29. Lettuce can tolerate a setback



		30. One up from dead



		31. Quite the motley crew



		32. Artisanal condiment



		33. A toothbrush for Kentish Town



		34. You must go



		35. Fresh-ish



		36. One of my foremost traits



		37. A stitch of harm



		38. There is no Monique



		39. Bed of peace



		40. Sniffer of nighties



		41. You’ve made everything worse



		42. No lectures please



		43. Death by toxic towelette



		44. The eternal hairshirt



		45. I’m having a personal crisis, Lawrence



		46. Changi Best Value Pharmacy



		47. One in four’s a dry one



		48. Horrible, horrible



		49. Deadly Predators or Arsenal



		50. Brigitta’s got herself in the papers



		51. The Cremorne Point Benevolent Society



		52. Advanced Night Repair for tired skin



		53. Lessons in Saltwater



		54. Pantry staples



		55. The tectonics of structural systems



		56. Mate, can babies eat toast?



		57. Currants in the cake



		58. The Siege of Ladbroke Grove







		PART II

		59. September can be full of false promise



		60. Crying, Excessive



		61. Something with explosions



		62. My hands is very sticky



		63. More than you ever will



		64. Let us climb up the rockery



		65. Eggs and soldiers



		66. It won’t be nice cold



		67. Owing to my prostate



		68. Brigga’s Box of Sad Things



		69. Is she a wreck?



		70. A dead-set waste of time



		71. You’ve been such a trooper



		72. And crisps



		73. Hosing the green bin



		74. Up and down the highway like a yo-yo



		75. You don’t look Korean



		76. We’re not exactly badly off



		77. Love-rat director given boot by radio star wife!



		78. The doghouse



		79. Infamous Abi



		80. A slave to your wash cycle



		81. We are awful



		82. Looking a gift horse in the mouth



		83. Such an arse



		84. There is one thing



		85. One adult and him



		86. All our mornings



		87. Well, Merry Christmas then



		88. Mostly it’s been torture



		89. Lucky you



		90. It is not a special day for us



		91. I am a fucking social worker



		92. Run to the pain



		93. Conversationally at Southgate Centre



		94. Hello Morris



		95. Let me go now



		96. You look a bit rough



		97. Captain of the Hockey Thirds



		98. I’m three fingers



		99. Crowded with incident



		100. It means we have made it
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