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For Lucas




The Interview


‘After years of controversial research, scientists at Portsmouth University’s Centre for Reproductive Medicine have this morning announced plans to create IVF babies from two women. They’re pushing for a change to the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act that will make it legal to fertilise an egg with genetic material from a second female.’


The presenter’s face is unnaturally still as he reads from the autocue. ‘With us this morning is Professor Becca Jefferson, the scientist leading the research into so-called “ovum-to-ovum fertilisation”. Professor, tell us how it works.’


The professor is sitting up straight, knees together, hands folded in her lap. She gives the presenter a warm smile. ‘Thank you for inviting me here today. Our new technique actually has a lot of similarities to a regular IVF. We harvest egg cells from two women, then we extract DNA from the nucleus of one and inject it into the other. By stimulating this combined cell with an electrical current, we start a reaction very similar to natural fertilisation. The egg divides in two and the resulting cells continue to divide until we have blastocyst – or embryo.’


The television station runs a short video: an electron-microscope view of an egg cell, pitted and grey, being punctured by a fine needle. Then, time-lapse footage of dividing cells within a Petri dish, the nuclei stained, the cell walls accentuated by a blue backlight.


‘These are human cells,’ the professor explains. ‘Up until now, we’ve had to terminate our test embryos at fourteen days. But we’d like to see a change in the law that will allow them to be implanted and, ultimately, to be born.’


‘I guess the question that people at home will be asking,’ the presenter says, ‘is: why?’


‘People were asking that back in the seventies, when IVF was being trialled for the first time. And the answer remains the same: there are couples out there unable to conceive their own children via natural means. Now we have the technology to help them overcome this barrier and create a family – of course we have to use it.’


‘Your announcement made reference to the fact that children conceived through this technique will always be female.’ The camera lingers on the presenter’s face for a moment, capturing an expression of gentle concern.


The professor shifts in her seat. ‘Yes, that’s right. Most cells in the human body contain a pair of sex chromosomes – an X and a Y for males, an XX for females. But sex cells – ova and sperm – only contain one half of the pair. Egg cells always carry an X, but sperm can carry either an X or a Y.


‘During natural fertilisation, the baby receives a sex chromosome from each parent and its gender is determined by whichever chromosome the fertilising sperm is carrying. But because egg cells always carry an X, ovum-to-ovum fertilisation can only ever lead to baby girls.’


The presenter’s eyes are lit with mischief. ‘So, in theory, us males could be phased out, then?’


The professor laughs, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. ‘I think that’s highly unlikely, don’t you?’




Chapter 1


The woman behind the desk sighs when I ask whether Professor Jefferson is available. ‘The professor won’t see anyone without an appointment. Are you a journalist, by any chance?’


I smile. ‘That obvious, is it? I take it I’m not the first?’


She snorts. ‘No, my love, you’re not. It’s been a busy day. You’re number eleven – a new record. One of them pretended to be her sister.’


‘I’m local, from the Portsmouth Post. Is there any way . . . ?’


The woman smiles and shakes her head, her gold hoop earrings swaying heavily.


‘Is Professor Jefferson actually here today, or has she gone up to London?’


‘Sorry, darling. You’ve got to ring the press office. You got their number?’


She’s clearly been well briefed, so I nod and smile my goodbye. It’s what I expected, and what Matthew, the news editor, must have known would happen when he sent me down here. We’ve been calling the press office daily, and every time we get the same answer: Keep checking the website: we’ll upload a statement after the vote. They’re only giving interviews to the nationals.


I head back out into the dank afternoon. Across the road students are clustered under the awning of a café, huddled together smoking roll-ups in their too-thin coats. The sky is slate grey and the drizzle that’s persisted all morning is thickening into fat drops. Heading around the block, I locate the entrance to the Centre’s car park. There’s a barrier, but I squeeze through on foot, pulling up the hood of my parka. Sheltering underneath a fire escape, I quickly check Twitter. The Lords are voting now, each of them opting to walk through one of two doors: the ‘content’ door if they’re in favour of two-mother babies; the ‘not content’ door if they’re against. The BBC reporter in the chamber tweets live updates as they pass. Two ‘not contents’ in a row, then a ‘content’.


The average age in the House of Lords is sixty-nine. Attitudes have changed, but many of those in the chamber grew up in a time when homosexuality was illegal. Can they really be ready to hand reproductive autonomy to lesbians? My mind conjures expensive suits in navy pinstripe. Rheumatic joints. Barely concealed distaste. Preparing myself for disappointment is the responsible thing to do.


It was last May, on holiday in Crete, that I finally came around to the idea of having a baby. We’d befriended a young family; Rosie playing endless games of catch with their four-year-old boy while the parents basked in the sunshine. The child’s delighted squeals made me look up from my P. D. James, and I couldn’t help noticing the way his face perfectly blended his mother’s lips and chin with his father’s forehead. I’d never been gooey for kids, far from it, yet I registered a pang of sadness. What might mine and Rosie’s child look like? Ovum-to-ovum fertilisation wasn’t yet being talked about, so there was no good reason for me to think along those lines. But I let myself perceive, just for a moment, how wonderful it might be to merge with the one you love in this way. To raise a child that’s half of both of you.


The couple had a young baby too, and Rosie cooed and fussed, prompting gummy smiles as she slathered factor 50 onto chubby little arms. After years of saying no, of wrinkling my nose and anticipating obstacles, I suddenly realised just how deep Rosie’s longing went. It was in the way she smiled with her entire face, with her body too, as though she’d accessed a whole other level of purpose. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen her interact with children – she was already godmother to two of our friends’ babies – but it was the first time I realised how integral this care was for her. In not wanting a family, I’d been denying her the very thing that lit her up.


On the second to last evening we took an outside table at a beachside taverna. The sun was sinking into the sea, filling it with ripples of brightness as the sky deepened into a rich indigo. Rosie wore a sleeveless lilac dress, setting off her tanned shoulders. Her hair was loose; a mass of blond curls trailing down her back in a way I found distractingly sexy. I liked to lift it away and expose the nape of her neck, peppering her with light kisses.


My short, dark hair was un-styled and fluffy from the shower and I wore a long-sleeved shirt and combat trousers – loose, comfortable and mosquito-proof. I’d caught the sun, but my tan lacked the golden sheen of Rosie’s; my shoulders and arms were densely freckled, my nose a sore-looking red.


‘It was lovely seeing you with little Molly and Jack earlier,’ I told Rosie. ‘You’re such a natural with kids.’


She took a sip of her house white, her eyes focusing on mine with a new intensity. The last time I’d let her see my indifference to motherhood, unwanted tears had slid down her nose – I’ll never forget the pinkness of her eyes, the crumpling of her face. ‘It’s just us two, then,’ she’d said. And I’d let myself believe she could be content. That thin little laugh she gave as she said she’d settle for a cat, or maybe a hamster – remembering made me feel ashamed.


I looked away, down at the checked tablecloth. There were a few stale breadcrumbs on my side of the table and I brushed them to the ground. Rosie was waiting for more.


‘I think I’ve finally realised how important it is to you,’ I said.


‘Jules.’ She reached across the table and took my hand. ‘Don’t worry, OK? I’m happy. I’m not going to pressure you . . . ’ Her voice trailed off and she looked away, out to sea.


Something reckless was in my blood. Burgeoning possibility. I felt myself transcending the ever-weary practicalities that weighed in my chest. The lists. The household budget. ‘I want us to be able to talk about these things,’ I said. ‘Before . . . I wasn’t really seeing.’


She looked at me, her eyes startled but alive with interest, while the waiter came and placed my salad on the table and handed Rosie a plate of thick, buttery garlic bread.


I watched her bite into a slice, her fingers gleaming with oil. ‘Seeing you today, with those kids . . . you actually made it look fun. Rosie . . . ’ My voice caught. ‘If anyone’s way is going to be right for me, it’s yours. You’ll be an excellent mother. You should have the opportunity. I see that now.’


She placed the bread back down on her plate and took her lower lip between her teeth. I wanted to reach out and cup her face in my hands, but was unable to move. The relief of telling her something I knew she so desperately wanted to hear made me feel shaky, as though I’d done a long run on an empty stomach.


‘Jules, are you sure . . . ?’ she whispered. ‘You’re not just saying this because you think you have to?’


I shook my head, closing my eyes for a moment. Childcare costs. Depleted sleep. No energy left for making plans, nurturing ambitions. And, on top of all this, the Man. The stranger we’d need, whose features would be present in our baby’s face, who’d no doubt take on mythical significance to the child he fathered. But this was Rosie, who had such a talent for happiness. My deepest joys came in those moments when I surrendered to her. When I ignored my ever-cautious instincts and let her choose for the both of us. What a fool I’d been to agonise over this for so long. Her happiness would sustain me, would give me the strength I needed.


It’s already gone 4 p.m. I have twenty minutes to get a reaction from Professor Jefferson and file the story. In reality, it’s not going to play out like that. The Lords vote isn’t going to be finished before the cut-off for our evening edition, so I’ll have to write two alternate versions, both lacking reaction quotes. The daylight is fading; the rain has soaked my hair and my parka smells of wet dog. To stop myself becoming too cold, I walk the car park’s perimeter, trying not to stand out. I notice that the cars closest to the building have been allocated slightly larger spaces than the others, and each one bears a squat metallic sign.


At last. Something promising.


‘Reserved for DIRECTOR’ the first sign reads. Yes. I bet one of these spaces belongs to the professor, media superstar that she is. She has to be one of the most important people working in this part of the university. Ha – eleven bloody journalists and I’m the only one to think of this.


I walk along reading each sign. Head of Clinical Practice. Centre Research Manager. I check Professor Jefferson’s official designation on my phone, just to be sure. Professor of Reproductive Science – it’s not here. Shit.


But there is a space that’s missing a nameplate. It’s occupied by a black Golf GTI, and at the top edge of the bay there’s a small square hole in the asphalt. A sign has stood here until very recently.


Of course. Professor Jefferson’s research must have attracted the attention of all kinds of crazies, as well as journalists like me. The removal of the sign must be a feeble attempt at anonymity. This is her. I’m sure it is. I peer through the car window, searching for husks of personality. There’s a pile of journals on the passenger seat, an empty Starbucks cup. Nothing conclusive, but it’s certainly worth waiting around.


The eaves just about shelter me from the rain as I position myself in amongst a cluster of skips and check the progress of the vote with cold-stiffened fingers. It’s about halfway through, with those in favour of two-mother babies currently leading by just five.


Hope. It’s the most painful of emotions. Nothing I can do will influence the outcome of the vote. I daren’t let myself think of Rosie: of the recently purchased pregnancy books piled up on her bedside table; of the conversation we need to have if the Lords vote no. I’ll have to talk about procuring sperm, be the one to firm up plans, so she doesn’t feel the need to tiptoe around my hurt.


Matthew rings me, but I ignore him – listening to him sounding off about the lateness of the copy is time I could be using to write it. I start tapping out a 350-word ‘nation polarised’ piece that puts Portsmouth right at the centre of the international debate. I include two different opening paragraphs, one for victory, one for defeat. And I give over most of the story to the ‘for’ arguments, hoping that it’s too close to deadline for the sub-editors to tinker with.


Once I’ve filed, I go back to Twitter and click on a video link. A seething mass of protesters are blocking off the road outside Parliament. The chant they’ve got up, ‘No to O to O!’ has a rolling rhythm, and people are waving their homemade placards in time. ‘Honour thy father and thy mother,’ one reads. ‘Vote no! Keep Pandora’s box closed,’ says another. The camera zooms in on a brown-haired little boy atop his father’s shoulders. He’s wearing some sort of bib, like they used to hand out in hockey lessons at school, and on the back, in red marker pen, someone has written ‘Endangered Species’.


Knowing it’ll make me angry, I nevertheless follow a link to the website of the Alliance for Natural Reproduction, the ANR, immersing myself in an alarmist article about long-term population forecasts. Part of me is intrigued: just how have they managed to convince people that a ‘yes’ today will lead to a steep decline in male births? It seems laughable, yet so many do believe it.


The Centre’s back door opens and a tall, shaven-headed man steps outside, illuminated phone pressed to his ear. ‘Mum, I can’t . . . what about Justin? Can’t he . . . ?’


He hasn’t seen me. I scratch my head and shift my weight from foot to foot, ostentatious movement to try to make it clear that I’m not hiding. The man’s too absorbed in his call to notice.


‘That’s not true . . . you know I . . . it’s just that today’s a big day. Please, Mum, be reasonable.’


I feel like an eavesdropper now. I scratch my head again. Reach into my satchel and fumble around. I even mutter to myself, ‘Where did I . . . ?’


The man wheels around, then visibly jolts as he spots me. He keeps his eyes on me as he concludes his call. ‘OK, Mum, alright. I’ll be there in twenty. I’ve got to go now. Don’t . . . twenty. I’ll be there in twenty.’ He claps his phone case shut.


‘Can I help you?’


I swallow. ‘I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to make you jump.’ My voice is higher-pitched than usual. ‘I’m a reporter for the Portsmouth Post, but I’m not just here for work. I was hoping to grab a quick word with Professor Jefferson. Do you work here? I really admire what you guys are doing—’


‘Jesus!’ The man laughs to himself. ‘This really isn’t the place. You had me shitting a brick for a minute there. If you need information, you should call the press office. We don’t give interviews to people skulking around outside.’


‘I was just wondering . . . hoping . . . if not Professor Jefferson, then maybe someone on her team? Even if it’s just for two minutes after the vote.’


The man tucks his phone into the inside pocket of his tan leather jacket. ‘The vote’s just finished.’ He tries to suppress a smile.


My breath catches. Can I bear to know? I want to close my eyes, take a moment to compose myself. Please. Please. I swallow. ‘And what did they—’


‘They voted yes. Just. Squeaked it by twelve votes.’


The sound that escapes me is a kind of relieved groan. I exhale as my body folds forwards and I press my palms against my thighs.


A small group spills out into the car park, several conversations at once, laughter. ‘Hey, Scott, you coming or what?’ a woman shouts.


The man looks over his shoulder. ‘Can’t. Got something to sort out. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


The chatter becomes hushed. I sense a few glances thrown back in our direction, then the sound of car ignitions.


They voted yes. A pins-and-needles sensation fans out across my body. I never get the things I long for this deeply.


‘They really voted yes?’ I say.


The man smiles broadly and proffers his hand, as though he’s made a conscious decision to give up whatever kind of stand-off we’ve been having. ‘Scott Bishop. I’m on Becca’s research team. She’s not here, by the way.’ He tilts his head, gesturing to the black Golf. ‘That’s mine. I pinch her space when she’s not in. Good powers of deduction, though. I told Estates that removing the sign wouldn’t fool anyone.’


‘But they voted yes? For definite?’


‘They voted yes, for definite.’ A benevolent smile.


‘You must be so pleased. I can’t believe it.’


Scott fishes his car keys from the pocket of his jeans. ‘Right, well . . . ’


‘Wait!’ He can’t go – there’s still so much I need to ask him. ‘Tell me what happens next,’ I say. ‘My partner . . . we want to do it this way.’


He smiles, but his eyes dart towards his car. ‘There’s a long road ahead before the technique becomes available. Years of clinical trials.’


‘Yeah, I understand. But what about the trial itself . . . you must need people for that, right? Volunteers? My partner and I are healthy. I mean, I’ve just turned thirty-four, but I look after myself. And we’re local, so coming to the Centre for appointments won’t be a problem.’ I’m pleading. Breathe. Be calm.


‘We’ll have details up on the website within a few weeks.’


‘So – I’ll . . . ’


‘There’ll be a form to fill in. Then we’ll follow up with health screenings. Look, I’ve really got to go – but all the information you need will be put online.’ He unlocks the car, then pauses before clambering in. ‘You haven’t told me your name.’


‘Jules. Juliet Curtis.’


‘Nice to meet you, Jules. And try not to worry – the application process will be open and very, very clear.’ He gives me a parting wave as he drives off.


I inhale sharply as I check the BBC website on my phone. Lords narrowly approve creation of two-mother babies.


Rosie picks up on the first ring. ‘Have you seen . . . ?’ she begins.


‘I can hardly believe it. The Lords did us proud.’


‘This is such a huge breakthrough,’ she cries. ‘For women everywhere.’


I smile. ‘It went our way. It actually went our way!’


As I pass the front of the building I see a Sky News truck and attendant crew, along with a grizzled photographer, sodden cigarette between his teeth. I ought to be kind, tell him he’s not going to get the shots he wants, but I don’t think I can remove the smile from my face, and I don’t want him to assume I’m being smug.


I think of Rosie. Remember the electricity that flashed through her eyes the moment she realised I was relenting. She’s going to be an excellent mother, and it will be my child, my own child, that benefits from her care and love. The donor, that spectre I’ve been fixated on ever since Crete, is finally gone.




Chapter 2


The application forms become available for download in March, three months after the Lords vote. We set aside that very evening to complete the paperwork, hoping to be one of the first couples to get our application in. It’s dark by the time I arrive back in Petersfield. But since tonight is a special occasion, I swing by the Chinese restaurant and pick up Rosie’s favourites of Beijing duck, chicken chop suey and special fried rice.


She meets me in the hallway wearing grey jogging bottoms and, despite the flat being warm, two thick jumpers. Rosie can’t stand feeling cold; her side of the bed is always piled up with extra blankets. ‘At last. I’m starving.’ She whips the takeaway bag out of my hand and passes me her tablet: ‘Take a look at this snidey story in the Tribune while I dish up.’


Returning home, the sight of our living room will often give me a little pang. It was Rosie’s place originally, an inheritance from her grandmother. We’d been together just over a year when the government introduced civil partnerships as a kind of alternative to marriage for gay couples. At the time, I wondered if this was something Rosie would want. But how could I find out, without exposing my ignorance?


She pre-empted me. It had been my birthday, my twenty-fourth. After a long, twelve-hour day we took a table at Marinella’s, Petersfield’s best Italian restaurant. Rosie’s lips were shiny with gloss, her hair piled up on her head – effort she’d made for me. I still felt little stabs of joy at such a thing being possible.


‘These civil partnerships are bollocks really,’ she said. ‘A timid gesture. A way of letting us have our own thing, without giving us marriage.’


I sipped my wine to hide my disappointment. It wasn’t that I craved a wedding day, not at all. But such a legal arrangement would have given us permanence. Recognition.


She reached down into her bag and produced a thick, somewhat rumpled document. ‘But I think your name should be on the flat.’


‘Rosie, I couldn’t. It’s yours.’


‘It’s both of ours. It’s our home. And if anything happened to me . . . We’ll need to make wills, of course. And your name will need to go on the mortgage. But it’s tiny, and I won’t accept any money for it.’


All around us the sound of lively conversations, laughter, clinking cutlery. I didn’t trust myself to speak.


Rosie reached across and caressed my forearm. She never cared if people turned to look, never cared about disapproval. ‘I guess I’m taking for granted that you plan to stay with me,’ she said.


‘Rosie, of course . . . ’


Her eyes were alive. And there was relief there. How could she have been in any doubt?


In the years that followed, I paid for redecorating. It was the very least I could do. The carpet is now a plush damson and you can feel the expense every time your toes sink into its woolly depths. We have a sofa and armchair in black leather and an oak fold-out dining table tucked in one corner. Every detail is cut from the imagination of a much younger me, the council-estate kid, conjuring vivid pictures of what success might look like. What it feels like against your hands, against your body as you sink into it. Its fabric-conditioner smell. And as I sit in our living room, years later, gratitude still swells within me.


On the sofa, I begin reading the Tribune story. I know what to expect by now, but part of me is always searching for a glimmer of support that’s never there.




A world without men?


Male-free baby experiment launches recruitment drive


Experts are warning of a serious population imbalance that will weaken the UK and leave our cities vulnerable to terrorism, now that university chiefs have been given the green light to create father-free babies.


Portsmouth University today began actively signing up lesbians for the controversial fertility experiment, suggesting that the world’s first two-mother babies could be born within a year.


But their artificial methods have caused several leading sociologists to raise grave concerns around the impact on our communities. Dr Jasper Kronin, who specialises in analysing long-term population trends, estimates that the number of males being born in this country could decline by as much as 18% per cent in a decade.


‘This could leave the armed forces, police and fire services with a huge recruitment problem,’ he says. ‘It’s social engineering on the scale of Nazi eugenics.’


China and the United States are amongst the 17 countries to pre-emptively ban the procedure, with many more set to follow in the coming months . . .





Rosie comes in and places a tray on my knees. ‘What really pisses me off,’ she says, ‘besides the Nazi reference, is the way they always say “experiment” instead of “clinical trial”. Even the posh papers. Every single word they use – it’s like they’re deliberately trying to make it sound freakish.’


‘Freakish sells papers.’


‘I know. But it’s so mean-spirited. They should be celebrating the breakthrough.’


‘Fuck ’em,’ I say. ‘Let’s take a look at the form.’


We swipe at the tablet screen in between forkfuls. The level of medical detail the university requires is unsettling and we quickly realise the application process represents more than a night’s work – it requires hours of cross-referencing, calls to our GP.


‘We need to decide on the birth mother,’ Rosie says.


‘I always saw you being the pregnant one,’ I reply. ‘You know that.’ We’ve discussed this before, but Rosie can never quite believe I’m ready to forfeit the experience of a baby in my belly.


She fights a smile. ‘But are you sure, Jules? I mean, do think about this – pregnancy is part of being a mother. I don’t want to deny you . . . ’


I lean over and plant a kiss on her temple. ‘I have thought about it. It has to be you.’ I don’t add that when I imagine being pregnant my skin prickles and I feel a wave of nausea.


A flush of pleasure spreads across Rosie’s cheeks as she continues reading. ‘Family history.’ She turns to me, worry flitting across her eyes. ‘Are you going to be able to complete this?’


I look down at the screen. MATERNAL SIDE. Have any family members on your MOTHER’S side suffered from any of the following conditions. Give details as required. There follows a long list, spanning the conventional heart disease and stroke, along with more obscure conditions I’ve never heard of, like fragile X syndrome.


Rosie watches me intently. She’s far more sensitive about my mother’s death than I’ve ever been. I lost her when I was only a baby and I simply don’t have the memories to wrap in sorrow. Putting my fork down, I reach out and lay a hand on Rosie’s elbow. ‘It’s OK. Dad will help,’ I say.


We visit my father the following evening. He lives in one of the town’s small pockets of council housing; a miserable line of terraces with inadequate parking and pavements bespattered with dog turds, fag ends and gum. Even now, I feel traces of the shame I experienced on bringing Rosie here for the first time. I could see how hard she was trying to keep a neutral expression, to resist the urge to wipe the rim of her cup before she took a drink.


When my father opens the door I’m hit by the earthy-sweet stench of cannabis. ‘Hello, love.’ His eyes are soft with good humour. ‘And Rosie too. This is a pleasant surprise.’


‘Alright, Dad?’ He’s looking unkempt – more so than usual. For some reason he always wears proper shirts with buttons, but tonight’s light blue one is crumpled and has stains under the arms. His hair, still a youthful black, is greasy and reaches his collar. I ought to come here more. I always think this, but today his lack of self-care sets off a twisting in my stomach that makes the guilt all the more intense.


I head straight for the kitchen and put the kettle on as Rosie greets my father with a hug and awkward kiss on the cheek. I love her for doing this, even though I’m burning with embarrassment at what she must smell. I’ve brought a couple of peppermint teabags over, and Rosie hovers next to me as I make our drinks.


When we join him in the living room, bearing our steaming cups, Dad’s getting his bong ready for another go. He gestures with his eyes but I shake my head and he goes ahead himself, taking a long, rattling pull. I usher Rosie into an armchair and perch next to her. The nicotine-stained wallpaper is coming away in great swathes and mould has blackened the wall around the window. It is painful to look at, especially with Rosie beside me, and yet in a strange way this place is still home. I spent a childhood wishing I lived elsewhere, but now, when I dream, I often find myself living back here.


Dad exhales a stream of thick smoke. ‘Was in the Green Dragon, lunchtime. Bill was asking after you. Said the police were round next door again.’


I nod. Petersfield may be a quaint commuter town, but it has its underbelly just like anywhere else. People I’ve known since childhood are often helpful, showing me the stories hiding behind floral window boxes.


There’s silence. I’m sitting up far too straight, so I consciously try to loosen my shoulders. Dad will be surprised to learn I’m even considering children. We’ve not talked about it lately, and before, well, we always spoke of childrearing as a trap to avoid. I remember his warnings about pregnancy, which started when I was about nine. He always had such intense concentration marked on his forehead as he evoked the life of drudgery, contrasting it with what could be mine if I spurned such responsibilities. Perhaps I should have shared my change of heart with him earlier, because now, in this moment, I feel as though I’ve let him down.


He sprawls back on the sofa as the cannabis hits his bloodstream. ‘You know Bill’s Sally? Husband left her. Shacked up with a little nineteen-year-old. Rabbits, these people.’


Rosie remains silent. I take a sip of my tea and scald my tongue. This is ridiculous; he’s my father. A grandchild might be just the thing to splinter his loneliness, to make him want more for himself.


‘Dad, I don’t know if you’ve been following the news – the research they’ve been doing into two-mother babies at Portsmouth University?’ I say.


His eyes widen. I sense Rosie stiffen. I want to laugh, break the tension that stretches between us all. But I have to see this through. ‘Well, there’s a clinical trial. And we’re going to apply, Rosie and me.’


A long pause. The lines around his mouth deepen as he stares at the wall behind us. ‘A baby?’ he eventually says. ‘You’re telling me that you want to have a baby? Now?’ His mouth stays open; I see just how grubby his teeth have become, brown stains all along the gum-line.


I nod. Rosie’s breath quickens.


‘We need to keep it completely confidential, of course.’ I’m trying a flat, professional voice now. I’m a child again, playing at being a grown-up. I feel myself blushing at the idea of my father knowing I have such things as egg cells. ‘I mean – the odds are we won’t get accepted. But if we do, there’ll be media interest.’


My father rotates his plastic lighter in his hand, then looks at me – only me. His gaze has no room for Rosie. ‘OK. Putting your sudden need for a child to one side for a moment, why this way?’ He’s regained control of his expression now. It’s hard, like a slammed door.


‘I . . . I know it must be a surprise. But having a baby is something we—’ My voice cracks.


‘They don’t know it’s safe, though. You’ll be human guinea pigs. All kinds of things could go wrong.’


Rosie clasps my hand. ‘Fifteen years of work have gone into this trial. There’s been careful testing.’ Her voice is clipped, the Home Counties accent exaggerated – this is how she talks when she’s pissed off.


He acknowledges her with the briefest of glances, then turns his attention back to me. ‘But why, Jules? Don’t do it just to prove you can. I’m surprised that you’d consider something risky like this when there are hundreds of kids in care all crying out for a good home. If you want a baby so much, why not adopt? Do some good.’


I look away. I’ve had this argument with myself so many times. A few months back I did a series of features on the foster-care crisis in Portsmouth. The tragedy of unwanted kids, bounced from one place to another. And the heroics of some of Portsmouth’s poorest families, opening up their homes to squeeze in one more. I remember sounding off to Dad about it. Moaning like anything about all the spare bedrooms to be had in this snooty little town of ours, while just half an hour down the road children were suffering. Yet from the very moment of my relenting, it was always the idea of Rosie’s own child that sustained me. I don’t know why. It defies all logic.


I still remember the day, two months after returning from our holiday, when we learned about Portsmouth University’s research. Rosie was by that stage fully immersed in compiling plans for lesbian parenthood. She’d scheduled visits to two local clinics and acquired a stack of pregnancy books.


I’d just showered and was doing emails on the sofa in knickers and my ancient Oasis T-shirt, Rosie’s feet in my lap as she flicked through the Observer.


‘Jules.’ She thrust the pages at me. ‘Oh my God, it’s a sign. This is how we have to do it.’


We read the article together, several times. Then we turned on the television, caught the professor on breakfast news and watched footage from her lab. A voiceover introduced us to a capuchin monkey named Ella, conceived two years ago via ovum-to-ovum fertilisation. Her brown eyes seemed perplexed as they assessed the camera, and as I watched her I felt a pang of moral queasiness at the generations of lives lived in cages. But my body was filled with a tingle of anticipation. More than that – a sense of rightness. This was my reward for relenting, for putting Rosie first.


She was in tears as she took my hand. ‘What an advance this is for women and reproductive choice. You’ll be able to get me pregnant, Jules. I’ll be able to have your baby.’


Dad picks his silver tin up off the coffee table and extracts a lump of hash the size of a matchbox. He draws his eyebrows together as he runs the lighter flame along one edge and begins preparing his bong for yet another round.


‘This trial is such a good opportunity for us,’ I say. ‘Now the technology’s here . . . ’


Rosie looks down at the threadbare carpet. I feel a pang of regret about bringing her. If she wasn’t here I’d feel able to shout, to snatch away his tin and not hand it back until he listened. And I’d admit things: the antipathy I’d felt – and at times still do feel – towards wailing, shitting babies. The fear, always in my heart, that one day I’ll end up an estate mum, that somehow it’s always been my destiny. And he’d be different too. It’s as though there’s a tacit agreement between us, to not show our true camaraderie to other people. Not even Rosie. If I’d come here alone we would have argued, debated, perhaps had a smoke together. Maybe he’d still struggle to understand, but I’m sure I would have left knowing he supported me.


‘This is about us being able to have a baby just like any other couple,’ Rosie says. ‘Our baby – half me, half Jules.’ She turns to me. ‘The forms . . . ’


I quickly rummage in my satchel for the printouts. My dead mother’s health is a topic that requires delicate handling. I need to regain control of the conversation. ‘Dad, the reason we’re telling you about this now is because we need help with the application. They need a full medical history – information on both parents.’


My father closes his eyes for a moment, pain etched across his face. I feel a twist of compassion. It’s been more than three decades since my mother was hit by a car, but his sense of loss is fresh and self-renewing.


‘If you could just take a look . . . ’ I go over and sit next to him. Bong breath and stale sweat; it’s an effort not to wince. I try not to feel shame at Rosie’s gaze, soft with pity. How very different these two loved ones of mine are. Yet both are so essential.


‘We need to know if there are any conditions . . . ’ I feel as though I’m punishing him.


He turns to me, eyes shining – from embryonic tears or cannabis, I can’t tell. ‘I’ll help you. I’ll go through the forms, give you all the details I can remember, of course I will. But Jules . . . think again, please. I’m all for scientific progress, but this . . . this is going so far off course. I mean – two women? No man involved at all?’


‘Dad—’


‘I can see you getting worked up over every cough, every childhood bug. You’ll always be asking yourself: is this normal, or is it the first sign of some freakish new disease? The stress—’


‘Dad, please—’


‘And for what, Jules? For pride? Raising a child is what makes it yours. All this biological nonsense is irrelevant.’


Rosie is silent, her jaw clenched. I go back to her and put an arm around her waist.


‘Well, I’m sorry you feel like that.’ My voice is cold.


‘Neil, this would be your grandchild. You understand that, right?’ Rosie’s throat catches, tears are close. ‘Half of Jules’s DNA – half of what makes Jules Jules. No different from a child she might have had with a man. Aren’t you excited by that? A biological grandchild?’


He looks at Rosie for a brief moment, then turns back to me, slowly shaking his head. ‘Jules, your mother wanted so much for you. She wanted more than anything for you to leave this estate and never come back. I swear to you. She used to give you pep talks while you were in your cot. “My daughter’s going to have wings,” that’s what she used to say. Wings.’


As I look into my father’s eyes, I’m able to imagine it, to hear my mother’s long-silent voice. There’s a heavy feeling in my chest, not loss exactly, but sadness. Mourning for possibilities never realised, for the life in which my father could have been happy. ‘I’ll pop in and pick the form up tomorrow, if that’s OK.’


Rosie cuts in: ‘But Jules has left this estate. I don’t . . . what are you trying to imply?’


‘Left the estate in body, but not in spirit.’ He gives me a sad smile. ‘Churning out kids, that’s all the young girls here aspire to. Burgers and chips for dinner. Daytime TV. I thought you were different, Jules. I thought there was so much more you wanted.’ He bows his head, scratches at his stubble.


Is this what he really thinks? He’s shocked. Stoned. I mustn’t take anything he says personally – I should know that by now. If I’d just prepared him, mentioned a few months back that we were looking into having a child. But I didn’t. Some part of me wanted to postpone talking about it because I knew he’d be upset. I’m showing him that I no longer hold his version of the world as sacrosanct. I’m rejecting the childhood lessons he took such pains over.


Rosie’s face is white. ‘Why would you . . . ? Jules is—’


‘I’ll swing by after work tomorrow to collect the forms.’ I sound more composed than I feel as I sling my satchel over my shoulder. ‘Thanks for helping us out.’


I usher Rosie out into the chilly March evening. She’s shaking her head. ‘I’m so sorry, Jules. I didn’t mean to . . . ’


‘It’s taken him by surprise,’ I say. ‘He’ll come ‘round.’ I unlock the car but Rosie makes no move to get in.


‘But to bring up your mum like that,’ she says. ‘And I still don’t get what he’s trying to say. You’re a successful reporter – having a baby won’t take that away.’


‘I don’t think—’


‘And it certainly won’t force you to come and live here again.’


My face feels hot. Something about the way Rosie said here, disgust inflecting her voice. She considers herself a liberal, but I always notice the way she flinches if anyone from my childhood stops me in the street to say hello, or to tell me about some parking dispute in the hope that the Post might cover it. I see her eyes widen as she takes in tattoos, beer bellies and bad dye jobs. This estate is in my bones, and while I may squirm with shame at times, I’ll never disown it.


‘He won’t tell anyone, will he?’ Rosie’s voice is quiet, almost a whisper.


‘God no!’ I swallow. My flash of pique is gone and I’m on Rosie’s side again. I feel her outrage on my behalf and I’m glad for it. ‘He didn’t handle it very well, but come on: he’s my dad. I should have paved the way better. We’ve thrust this on him completely out of the blue.’


Rosie wraps her arm around my middle and gives me a little squeeze before we get into my Ford Fiesta. I’ve let her down. Until now the process has been infused with excitement and the prospect of against-all-odds victories. Perhaps it was inevitable that this happy stage would end, to be replaced by far more complex emotions. But I can’t help feeling disappointed that my own father was the one to bring about the change.




Chapter 3


In May, with the arrival of the first cloudless days, we’re invited to attend a selection day at the Centre for Reproductive Medicine. Rosie picks out the clothes I wear – blue skinny jeans and my newest black jacket. She insists on me abandoning my usual boots in favour of her red ballet pumps, which are now chafing my heels. And she makes up my face, masking the dark circles under my eyes with concealer, combating my pallor with a little blusher.


The waiting area is harshly lit, with white-tiled walls and rows of orange plastic chairs bolted to the floor. There’s a medical tang to the air, the burning taste of antibacterial gel against my tongue. Rosie holds herself awkwardly, arms folded, back stooped. Her eyes dart around the interior, where five other couples wait. I should feel solidarity, sisterhood, but Rosie’s nerves induce a new sense of competitiveness. I can’t help estimating my rivals’ body mass indices; speculating on the condition of their eggs. Another attendee catches my eye: she’s Chinese, her black hair worn in a sleek bob. Her mouth twitches and there’s an ironic glint in her eyes as she notices me observing her. I don’t know whether or not to smile, so I quickly look away.


At last, a tall man in a lab coat arrives. It’s Scott Bishop, the guy I saw in the car park on the day of the Lords vote. He gives me a friendly grin of recognition as he calls out names from a clipboard and I feel strangely elated, as though having met him somehow gives us a head start.


After a short briefing we’re separated off in our pairs, with half the group sent for interviews, the other half assigned researchers for the medical. It probably isn’t deliberate, but Rosie and I end up with Scott.


We stand against a height chart. We take off our shoes and are weighed. Callipers pinch our back fat. The worst part is the vaginal ultrasound. I go first, refusing to wince as the probe is inserted. It feels cold and intrusively solid. I’m breathing deep abdominal breaths, trying to relax, but my muscles tighten in an attempt to bar entry. I’m strangely bothered by the paper towel Scott’s placed over my pubic hair, a laughable attempt to protect my modesty as I splay my legs.


When it’s Rosie’s turn to be probed I feel an unexpected enthusiasm for the pictures on the screen, staring at the pulsing caverns within her that have remained unknown to me even after all this time. She inhales sharply and I give her hand a sympathetic squeeze. We’re mere animals in this room. Biological beings like Ella, the monkey which featured in the breakfast news report. Will our bodies be good enough? I think of my morning runs before work, the low-fat, mostly vegetarian meals I cook in big batches for the freezer. I’m not in my twenties any more, but I’ve tried so hard to stay healthy.


At lunchtime, we are ushered into the boardroom. We’re unnaturally still, looking away in embarrassment each time we meet the gaze of a potential competitor. Up until now the day has been disarmingly normal. Not that having my vagina probed is normal, but there’s been an efficiency to the medical, a routine-ness, as though we’re merely replicating what heterosexual women go through in IVF. But as we gather in the boardroom, the significance of today becomes clear. Aside from Scott, there are no men present. We’re here to make babies without men. This is Dolly the sheep territory – a whole new frontier – and Rosie and I are lucky enough to be part of it.


I feel queasy as I contemplate the buffet spread in front of us: plastic trays of sandwiches and slices of fruit; crisps in wicker baskets. The sandwich I sample is soggy with mayonnaise and I have to fight my gag reflex to swallow it down.


Whispered conversations stop as Professor Jefferson arrives, wearing an expensive-looking black trouser suit teamed with a red shirt and matching lipstick. ‘Hello everyone,’ she says. ‘My name’s Becca and I’m overseeing the clinical trial. We’re holding several of these information days. As well as contributing to the screening process, they’re designed to familiarise you with the steps involved in ovum-to-ovum fertilisation.’


There’s a tautness to the atmosphere, as though we’re all afraid of doing something wrong, of inadvertently revealing that we’re not quite worthy of a place. I feel the heat of Rosie’s thigh against my own and I take her hand underneath the table. She squeezes mine tightly, her palm hot.


‘This is an exciting moment,’ the professor – Becca – says. ‘We’ve seen ovum-to-ovum fertilisation work time and again in animals. And our work with human cells has been overwhelmingly positive. Everything we’ve done here, over the last fifteen years, makes me confident that we’ll soon be welcoming two-mother babies into the world.


‘It’s going to be tough. I’m sure you’ve all seen the tabloid coverage and will know that ovum-to-ovum fertilisation – or o-o, as they’re calling it – has its vocal opponents. But what I hope to do today is equip you with the facts and separate the science from the speculation.’


She connects her laptop to a projector and images of single egg cells appear on the screen at the front of the room. She then shows us fused versions, followed by more substantial clumps of cells. A woman with short purple hair holds her phone aloft. ‘Do you mind if I . . . ?’


‘Of course, no problem. These images were all taken in the lab here – they’re human cells, but up until the Lords vote we weren’t allowed to let them develop beyond fourteen days.’


The cell clumps on the screen are indistinguishable from the images in Rosie’s pregnancy handbooks. I feel strangely intimidated by Becca’s achievement; she’s created life in a whole new way, evolved the natural order. What might that feel like: knowing that your life matters in a way that few people’s really does, that people hundreds of years from now might live differently because of you?


Becca works her way through the slides, talking us through the practicalities. How we’ll be trained to inject each other with ovary-stimulating hormones. Check-ups and scans every two weeks. An uncomfortable procedure called egg harvesting. As she describes the fertilisation process – how the nucleus from one egg is extracted and injected into the other – a burst of singing floats through the room. It’s faint, but definite. Hymn-like. The women around the table exchange glances, but Becca carries on, unfazed. ‘So – I’m sure you’ve all got plenty of questions,’ she concludes. ‘Ask away.’


The purple-haired woman raises her hand. ‘What are the risks?’


Becca presses her lips together and her eyes flit to the window. ‘A very difficult question to answer,’ she says. ‘We’ve raised generations of healthy mice and monkeys, indistinguishable from control populations.’


The Lord’s my shepherd . . . The singing is louder now. Purple Hair turns around and stares at the window, her forehead creased.


Becca remains calm. ‘But this will be the first time we implant human embryos. We’ve done everything in our power to ensure that the pregnancies and babies will be healthy. All our research indicates that we’ll have a success rate very similar to convential IVF, but we’re going into uncharted territory – I can’t make promises.’


‘But the papers are saying that the babies might have new genetic diseases,’ the woman counters, earning herself a hostile glance or two from the other couples at the table.


‘There’s been a lot of speculation about that, much of it based on a misconception that our cellular fusion technique alters the DNA of the egg cells we use,’ Becca says. ‘I can tell you with one hundred per cent clarity that it does not. Whatever the tabloids say, this isn’t genetic modification. We’re not creating glow-in-the-dark babies.’


A few women, me included, titter for solidarity’s sake. I’m remembering a front cover from the Daily Sketch: Becca’s face and the word ‘Frankenmum’.


‘Seriously, though,’ Becca adds, ‘the Alliance for Natural Reproduction have a roster of so-called experts all too willing to provide journalists with scary quotes. But I’d advise all of you, next time there’s a worrying claim in the papers, to take a look at the credentials of the person making it. Are they employed by a university, have they been published in one of the major journals? If not, then you have to ask yourself what makes them qualified to comment. What data are they basing their opinions on?’


A different woman raises her hand. ‘Why did they ban it in the States?’


‘I’m not an expert in US health policy,’ Becca says. ‘But from what I gather, the opposition seems to be based around ideological concerns rather than anything to do with the science.’


The singing outside reaches a soaring chorus. I recognise the trilling of old ladies. Becca asks whether there are further questions, and clarifies a few elements around monitoring and medical care for trial participants. Then she takes a seat and Scott stands to address us. ‘OK, so for those of you who had your medicals this morning, the final part of your day will involve individual meetings with members of our counselling team – your time slots can be found in your packs.


‘You’ll be collected for your interviews from here, while the other group goes off to have their medicals. Treat this room as a kind of base if you like, or feel free to nip out and get some fresh air. Although, by the sounds of it, we have a few of our regular protesters outside. Nothing to worry about. They turn up for a sing-song a couple of times a week – they probably haven’t got a clue that we’re doing screenings today.’


Purple Hair and her partner have the first appointments with the counsellors, so Becca leads them away. There’s a pause. An awkward stretching of legs, tentative glances around the room. Then Rosie and I join the surge of women making for the window. Rather than affording a view of the singing protesters, it looks out over the car park.


The woman I noticed in the lobby puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘Let’s go out the front. See if we can take a peek,’ she says.


Rosie and I make quick introductions as we go down the stairs. The first woman is Hong Shu and her fresh-faced partner is Anita.


The singing is louder down in the foyer. All things bright and beautiful. Deeper tenors join the trilling. There must be a sizeable group. I’m tempted to go back, but Hong Shu is striding purposefully, Rosie right behind her.


‘They’re here because of us?’ Anita’s voice is shaky.


‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Let’s not confront them. If we go out the back of the building and walk round, we’ll blend in while we take a look.’


Inadvertently, I’ve placed myself at the head of the group, showing them all out into the car park where I met Scott on the day of the vote, then around the side of the clinic. Pigeons coo from the guttering and I see that there are now security cameras on the roof.


There’s what looks like a small encampment outside the Centre’s glass doors, blocking off the pavement. Clusters of onlookers slow their pace to watch what’s going on. There must be around fifty singers, their hymn reaching its soaring climax. A banner reads ‘Honouring God’s way. Trusting in Him to create our children’. In the corner of the fabric, in the now-familiar blue lettering, is the logo of the Alliance for Natural Reproduction. A white-haired woman, ivory blouse beautifully ironed and tucked into a tweed skirt, thrusts leaflets into the hands of passers-by. Even though it’s May and the afternoon sun is bright, the protesters have lined the kerb with tea-light candles. A cheap attempt at spirituality.


This whole set-up is laughable; I should be cackling with derision. That’s what these people deserve. And yet – their faces, the seriousness in their eyes – this isn’t a social activity, simply capitalising on the boredom of a few pensioners. These people really believe that ovum-to-ovum fertilisation should be banned. They care enough to come here and make a spectacle. I’ve been reading about the opposition for months, but seeing the certainty etched upon these people’s faces makes it real for the first time.
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