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THE FIRST TRIMESTER






LOUISE



Sitting on the loo, blue penguin pyjama bottoms around her ankles, Louise stared again at the pregnancy test in her hand. The blue cross was very much still there. It wasn’t going anywhere. Pregnant. Who would believe it? Here it was, the baby she’d always dreamed of, but at the wrong time, in the wrong circumstances, and totally and utterly with the wrong man. The irony wasn’t lost on her. One stupid night with Brian. Just one, stupid, drunken shag, and now this. If she were a different woman, she’d have burst into tears and rung her mum or her best friend.


But Louise’s mum was dead, and she wasn’t the sort to have a girly best friend. Anyway, it was a work day, and a busy one. She couldn’t sit on the loo all day. She had to get to work, get on with the day and think about all of this later. She certainly couldn’t think about it at work, not today, not with the branch managers’ meeting and Brian pretending to ignore her across the table. Although she thought they’d been discreet that night in Manchester, she was pretty sure everyone knew. Barrett and Humphries was too small a company. Until now, Louise hadn’t given the gossip machine much thought. She hadn’t really cared. All her energy had been focused on treating Brian with icy professionalism.


She turned on the shower and switched on to autopilot. She went through into her bedroom, laid out her clothes for the day on her bed and stripped off her pyjamas. She showered quickly and efficiently, blow-dried her short, dark-red hair, and dressed in a maroon suit, with severe lines which flattered her slim, tall figure. She ate a quick breakfast of fruit, yoghurt and muesli and then rapidly applied her minimal make-up, just mascara and lipstick. Her briefcase was already packed, her keys and sunglasses in their usual place by the front door. She rinsed out her bowl, looked around her tidy kitchen and was out of the door fifteen minutes after she’d done the pregnancy test.


It wasn’t until she’d eased her little car out of her quiet road and taken her place in the traffic queue heading towards the town centre that she let herself switch on her brain again. Suddenly, she began to shake. What was she going to do? Clearly, she couldn’t have it. She could just imagine the looks at work as she started to show. Barrett and Humphries was as progressive as an old-fashioned Yorkshire printing firm could be, and she knew they appreciated her skills and professionalism. But if it came to a choice, there was no doubt Brian would win. He was older, more senior, a partner. She’d be out on her ear quicker than you could say ‘discrimination lawsuit’. Yes, she could probably fight it, but did she really want the humiliation of having her mistake made public?


No, there was no doubt, she’d have to have an abortion, and she most certainly couldn’t have it anywhere around here. Even if she went to a hospital three towns away, Sod’s Law said she’d bump into some colleague, or a friend of a friend. Even York didn’t seem far enough. No. She’d go to London, stay with Simon and get it over and done with as quickly as possible. Edward, her boss, had been nagging her to use up her annual leave. She could take a week or so and be back as if nothing had happened.


As she inched forward in the traffic, Louise decided that going to work was a really stupid idea. She’d be in a world of her own, pale and worried. She might say something silly in the branch managers’ meeting, and Brian would give her his heavy-browed look across the table. He’d think he made her nervous, and that she was carrying a torch for him. There was no way she was going to put herself through that. Pulling into a convenient loading zone, she grabbed her mobile and rang her PA. She made an excuse about a domestic emergency, a burst pipe and a flooded kitchen, and said she’d do her best to be in later. She deftly nosed back into the traffic, made a swift three-point turn in a side road and headed home. Simon wouldn’t be in his office till ten. She’d ring him then, and then go online and find a clinic in London. With the decisions made, the trembling stopped and she felt like herself again.


But two days later, she still hadn’t done what she had set out to do. She just didn’t feel she could tell Simon everything on the phone or in an email. Eventually, she rang him and asked if she could come down and stay for a few days, saying she’d missed him and was having a few days off work. That done, she set about making the necessary arrangements. She rang a clinic not far from Simon’s flat, and the woman she had spoken to seemed to think they’d be able to fit her in for an appointment at fairly short notice.


She got into London at about four in the afternoon. Simon was a fairly senior civil servant, and she knew he’d clock off at exactly five thirty. She had a key to his flat, so she popped to the nearby supermarket, bought a bunch of flowers, a bottle of wine and some dinner ingredients and let herself into his riverside apartment.


As always, her brother’s home was perfect, and the vases of flowers discreetly dotted around were much nicer than the ordinary supermarket blooms she’d brought. She opened the fridge and saw he’d stocked up because she was coming: the shelves were packed with cheeses, pâté and gorgeous salad ingredients, as well as several bottles of good white wine. She smiled. What else had she expected? He was such a perfectionist. She unpacked the simple groceries she’d brought and put the kettle on. As it came to the boil, she heard his key in the door.


‘Lou! It’s fabulous to see you. And the kettle’s on! Best sister in the world. Won’t you make me a little green tea, please? I’m parched.’ He swept into his bedroom and kept up a stream of chatter as he changed out of his suit and into pressed chinos and a crisp sky-blue shirt.


Louise always marvelled at Simon’s personal reinvention. He’d completely lost his Mancunian accent, and spoke in a crisp, transatlantic one instead. He’d spent time and money learning to dress well, and he paid attention to grooming: his hair, skin and nails were always perfect. When she remembered the miserable, scrawny teenager he’d been, hiding his thin body in awful, shiny tracksuits, slouching and picking at his bad skin, she was so proud of him. They’d grown up just outside Manchester, in a grey little suburb. Simon had worked hard at school and as soon as he could, taken off for the south to study. He’d got a grant to read Social Policy at LSE, and had built a life and a career for himself in London. She supposed she’d always known deep down that he was gay, and that their lovely but conservative parents would never understand that. But in London he could openly live the life he chose. Once their parents died he’d been more open about his lifestyle. He’d had a couple of long-term relationships, but wasn’t seeing anyone at the moment. Jokingly he’d said to Louise that his social life was too busy for a relationship.


She loved him to bits, but in a funny way, she felt distant from him. He’d worked so hard to make his shiny, wonderful life, and she often wondered if there was space for his slightly hectic, very northern sister in its designer perfection. She knew Simon well enough to know these worries were in her head, not his. He was always loving, rang her often and kept asking her to come down and stay with him. She didn’t accept his invitations as often as she might have: between work and her studies, things had been ridiculously busy over the last few years.


Their other sister, Rachel, lived down in Surrey with her banker husband, Richard. Simon didn’t like Rachel’s suburban lifestyle, so they didn’t often see each other – he felt they really had nothing in common. Because he was so cold about his relationship with one sister, Louise was grateful that he made such an effort to keep her in his life.


She hadn’t told him about Brian . . . it had been a momentary lapse, an out-of-character mistake she wouldn’t want to admit to. And now, here she was, bringing all her horribly messy baggage to his doorstep. Her stomach lurched. Simon might need something a bit stronger than green tea to get him through what he was about to hear. She took one of his nice French bottles of wine out of the fridge, opened it and filled two large glasses to the brim.


He came out of the bedroom, smiling and turning back the cuffs on his shirt. He kissed her warmly on the cheek, noticing the glasses. ‘Wine! Much better than tea. Come and sit down.’ He led her into the living room and they curled up in opposite corners of the big squashy sofa.


‘Cheers, dear,’ said Simon and took a big gulp of his wine. Louise raised her glass, but the smell of the wine was so strong that it brought on a flood of nausea. She put the glass down on the coffee table and smiled brightly at her brother.


‘So how’s work? Any plans for the summer? Ooh! How are Eric and Julian?’


Simon looked at her curiously. ‘Fine, possibly Rhodes, and they’re very well, thank you. Considering getting married in the autumn. They send their love.’


‘Oh, send mine back, and say congratulations.’ Louise knew that there was a slightly manic edge to her voice. They carried on chatting, but the conversation was stilted and halting. He asked about work, and she told him about the cutbacks they’d had and the people she’d had to let go. He kept looking at her really closely, which made her shift in her seat. How the hell was she going to bring the conversation around to what she needed to say?


She wished she could manage a big slug of the wine to calm her nerves, but the smell of it (wafting over from the coffee table . . . so powerful . . . had there ever been a glass of wine that smelt so strongly?) was making her mouth fill with saliva, and not in a good way. Suddenly, she knew for sure that if she moved suddenly or coughed, or opened her mouth to speak, she’d be sick. She felt a fine sweat break out along her hairline. Simon peered at her intently. ‘Lou, are you all right?’ he asked. She managed a weak nod. He kept staring at her. Out of the blue, he gasped: ‘Oh my God, you’re pregnant!’


She didn’t stay to hear any more, but bolted for the bathroom. When she came out, pale and smelling of mouthwash, ten minutes later, Simon had got rid of the wine and made cups of fruit tea. She edged shamefacedly into the room and sat back down, wedging herself tightly into the corner of the sofa.


‘I was half joking, but then I saw your face. You are, aren’t you?’


She nodded. ‘How did you know?’


‘Well, the vomiting was a giveaway, but also, it’s not like you to be slow with the wine.’


‘Cheek!’ she said weakly.


‘Well, it’s true! You usually inhale your first glass and pour another while I’m still genteelly sipping. But the main giveaway was the boobs.’


‘They’re bigger, aren’t they?’


‘Dear God. The Met Office has put out an alert for two missing weather balloons.’


Louise began to giggle, then hiccup and then cry. Simon knew her too well to hug her. He got up and fetched tissues, moved her teacup closer to her hand and didn’t speak until she stopped.


‘So, are you going to tell me whose it is?’ he asked gently.


The story just spilled out.


‘It’s a guy called Brian, from work,’ she began.


‘Have you been seeing him for long?’


‘I’m not seeing him. It only happened once, on a business trip. It was a mistake.’


‘Ah, accidental sex. I’ve heard of that. Sorry. I don’t mean to make fun. But is he so awful? Would you not want him in your life?’


‘Well . . .’ said Louise slowly.


‘Oh,’ said Simon, and she knew he understood.


‘The thing is, well, it started at a conference we had a month or two ago. You know how hard I was studying for the MBA. I mean, I hadn’t been out partying for as long as I can remember. So we went away on a team-building event in Derby, and, well, I was in the mood to let loose . . . within reason, of course.’


‘And then?’


‘Well, there were twelve branch managers and about the same number of assistant managers on the weekend, and we spent the Friday night at a murder-mystery evening in this lovely Edwardian hotel we were staying in. We all had to dress up as different characters, and everyone got into the mood quite quickly. We all drank quite a lot. I had to dress up as a “femme fatale” in a silky, black 1920s dress, and believe me, I got plenty of attention.’


‘I can believe it,’ Simon smiled.


‘I just laughed it off . . . I’ve always worked with big groups of blokes, so I’ve seen every clumsy move in the book. Most guys will give it a go when they’ve had a few. But Brian was different. He just kept to himself. His role was a gambler, and he acted his part quite seriously, and then he just sat quietly in an armchair while everyone else played all sorts of drinking games and got more and more raucous. I knew who he was, of course, he’s one of Barrett and Humphries’ most successful managers. We’d met a few times, but I’d never really had a conversation with him.’


Louise took a sip of her tea and carried on. ‘I know when to stop drinking . . .’


Simon raised an eyebrow. ‘In a work context I do!’ she protested. ‘I’m always very professional. Anyway, at about ten I switched to tea, and I found myself sitting next to Brian in the corner of the room. There’s this woman, Natalie, who runs the Bradford branch, and she was kneeling down on the floor with her hands behind her back, trying to pick up a cereal box with her teeth. She’s pretty loud at the best of times. She’s got a laugh that could rattle glass, but after she’d been drinking all night she was quite a sight to behold.’


Simon giggled at this, but didn’t interrupt. He nodded so that she would carry on.


‘So I laughed and I turned to Brian to say something, but he looked so serious, I didn’t know what to say. He’s a big guy, about six four and hunky, with this really unusual auburn hair. And then he turned to look at me, and his eyes were the most piercing blue I’d ever seen.’


‘Oh God,’ Simon said.


‘Exactly. So he stared at me for a second and then he said, “I can’t take any more of this. Shall we go to the bar and get a drink?” What was I going to do? I said yes. So as we walked out, one of the North Yorkshire managers, a big, red-faced bloke, yelled, “Oi, Brian! You don’t get to just walk off with the best bird at the party.” And Brian said, “You’re right, Gerald, I don’t. You see, she’s a coworker, not a bird, and we’re off to the bar to talk shop.” The blokes all laughed, but I was still impressed.


‘We went to the bar and he got us each a good brandy, and then we talked through some of the issues I’d been dealing with since I took over my branch. He made some very useful suggestions, and he told me some of the methods he used in his own branch. He really knows his stuff, so I was very interested to hear what he had to say. Then, when we’d finished talking, he walked me back to my room, and said goodnight without touching me, and then went off to his own room.’


‘Playing the long game,’ said Simon.


‘You’re such a cynic.’


‘Am I right?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Carry on with the story.’


‘Well, the next day, we did all sorts of physical games and an assault course. Obviously I’m quite fit, and, let’s face it, a bit slimmer than most of the blokes, so I did okay, and we had a mock awards ceremony that night, and I got a special mention. So that night was even more drunken than the first one, but somehow I kept noticing Brian, and he was alone and quiet again. I found myself sitting next to him again and chatting. He was easy to talk to, but that night, he seemed a bit preoccupied. He kept stopping in the middle of sentences, and looking into the distance.


‘After a while I asked him if he was okay, and he said, “Yes. Just, you know. Family stuff.” I didn’t want to pry, but he still looked so serious that eventually I said, “Everything okay?” And he said, “Well, no. I’m . . . er . . . well, I’m about to leave my wife.” I said, “Really? I’m sorry,” and I tried to sound compassionate and professional, as a colleague should, but inside I was thinking . . . interesting . . . veeeeeery interesting indeed! Anyway, he told me that his wife, Lisa, had some problems with depression, and alcohol. If it weren’t for the kids . . .’


‘He’s got kids?’ Simon said, alarmed.


‘Emily is ten and Charlotte is eight. Anyway, he started telling me how awful his marriage was and how he couldn’t carry on, though his kids mean the world to him. They didn’t love each other, and they hadn’t . . . you know . . . for years.’


‘Of course they hadn’t,’ Simon said cynically.


‘I’m just telling you what he said. It was very convincing at the time. He just stared at me with those blue eyes and said, “She’s just drifted further and further away, and I’ve tried everything. Arguing, counselling for her, counselling for us as a couple . . . medication . . . I miss her, but it’s just not possible to get her back.” And then he looked like he was going to cry. I didn’t know what to say. I reached out my hand to pat his arm and he grabbed it and held it tight, like he was drowning. And then he said, “So this is the end. When I get back from the conference, I’ll tell her. And within a fortnight, I’ll have moved into my own place.” And then he squeezed my hand and said softly, “Thank you. Thank you so much for listening. I haven’t told anyone that before.”’


Simon actually snorted at that. Louise sipped her tea and nodded.


‘Anyway, a week later, the company won this big prize at an awards ceremony in Manchester. All the managers went along, there was a lot of champagne, and flirting . . . and well, then there was falling into bed. As soon as I woke up the next morning, I knew it was a mistake. I mean, I might have had a moment of madness, but I’m not permanently dumb. I knew I’d been fed a line. He wasn’t going to leave his wife, and I wasn’t interested in being his bit on the side. So I said goodbye very politely and left.’


‘How did he take it?’


‘He didn’t get the message at first. He kept ringing me up and texting me . . . he sent me a mobile number, different from his usual work number, and said he thought we had something special going. Then we had our usual fortnightly managers’ meeting. I avoided him while we were all getting coffee outside, but he hung back so he could walk into the meeting room with me, and as we went through the doorway, he slid a finger up the sleeve of my jacket and stroked my wrist. It was sexy, but way too risky for me, so I sent him a text that afternoon and said I didn’t want anything to do with him. He sent one back calling me some not very polite variations on the term “cock tease”, and we haven’t spoken since.’


Louise took a big breath. ‘So here I am, Simon love. Thirty-eight, and pregnant by a married man.’


Simon shifted in his seat, then said quietly, ‘Sorry to ask this, but didn’t you use anything?’


‘Of course! We used a condom, but . . .’


‘It broke?’


‘I know, I know, oldest cliché in the book. I didn’t have anything with me . . . I wasn’t planning on sleeping with a co-worker, as you can imagine. And I suppose that one had probably been in Brian’s wallet for some years. He told me he was sure it would be fine.’


‘But . . .’


‘Well, obviously not so fine now, is it?’


‘So, how far along are you?’


‘About eight weeks. I want to get it over and done with as soon as possible.’


‘Well, you’ve got a good few months to go yet, you know, I mean you’re not even starting to show yet, and . . .’ Simon stopped cold. ‘Oh my God. You mean . . .’


‘I’ve got to get rid of it, Si. You know I do. How can I go through with this and carry on with my life?’


‘Get rid of it?’ He looked completely horrified, and as he repeated the words Louise heard how awful they sounded.


‘It’s not an old car or something, Lou. It’s a baby.’


‘Don’t say that. Please don’t say that. I have to think of it as an inconvenient clump of cells or I won’t be able to do it.’


Simon opened his mouth to say something, thought better of it, then nodded. There was a long silence. He smiled weakly at her.


‘Now you’ve thrown up, do you feel better? Shall I cook, or should we get a takeaway or go out?’


‘Out,’ said Louise. ‘Out is good.’


They went to a busy pizza place in Canary Wharf, where the music, chatter and plate noise meant they didn’t have to talk much. By the time they got back to Simon’s flat, Louise was dead on her feet. She kissed him goodnight, brushed her teeth and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep in Simon’s cosy spare room.


In the quietest part of the night, she jerked awake suddenly. London’s ever-present orange glow lit the room. She’d never got used to the way it didn’t get properly dark there. She glanced at the bedside clock. It was 3 a.m. Then, with a shock, she realized Simon was sitting on the edge of her bed, watching her. She struggled to sit up. In the half light, she could only see the wet glow of his eyes. She waited for him to speak.


‘Don’t do it, Lou. I beg you. I’ve been sitting up for hours, arguing with myself, saying that it’s your decision, that you have to do what’s best for you, that the circumstances are terrible.’


‘Simon, I . . .’


‘Please, let me say my bit. I’ve been practising in the sitting room for hours. Then you can shoot me down.’


She nodded.


‘The circumstances are awful, it’s true. Your job, what people will say, what that wanker Brian will say . . . and yes, before you interrupt, he is a wanker . . .’


Louise had no choice but to smile and nod.


Simon continued. ‘But this is a baby, Lou. An actual, real human being. He or she exists. They didn’t pick the circumstances, but it’s happened, and right now, the inconvenient bundle of cells is growing. It’s got a heart, did you know that? And legs and arms . . . it’s got wrists!’


‘How do you know . . .?’


‘I looked on the internet. There are pictures. You should see them.’


‘I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t.’


For the first time, Simon’s voice became firm. Up until now, he’d been really gentle with her.


‘I think you should. Lou, I’m your brother. I know deep down you’ve always wanted a baby. And now you have one. It might not be fathered by the man you’d choose if you were in your right mind, it might mean some big life changes, but it’s still a baby. Your baby. And you know what? If you came to live in London, it could be our baby. Little Sprog Holmes, raised by Mummy Lou and Uncle Simon.’


‘Simon . . .’


‘Just think about it, okay? I would never have forgiven myself if I hadn’t said my piece. I’ll love you and support you whatever you do, but just . . . think about it.’


And then he was gone.


When Louise woke up in the morning, Simon had already left for work. He’d printed pictures out from a baby website and left them on her bedside table. They showed a funny, curled-up little prawn with starfish hands. Under the picture, Louise read: ‘Congratulations – your embryo is now called a foetus, which means “offspring”.’


Louise lay back down and let the tears come. She wished she’d never told Simon. It just wasn’t fair. He’d made this so much harder. It just wasn’t possible. How would she support a baby? If she moved down to London, she’d have to leave her job. She could hardly get a new job, several months pregnant, and even if someone would take her on, what would happen then? She didn’t want to take three months’ maternity leave and then go back to work, leaving a tiny baby in some overpriced crèche. She had savings, that was true. Quite a nice little nest egg, but if she spent that . . . well, what financial cushion would she and the baby have?


She got up slowly and went through to the kitchen. From experience she knew Simon would have left a pot of coffee warming, and she was starving. She seemed to have escaped morning sickness – her nausea came on in the late afternoon.


Simon had left her coffee, and a little platter with a fresh croissant, butter and a selection of jams. Louise thought, not for the first time, that if he weren’t her brother, she would marry him. At the very least, he should run a hotel. He knew how to make guests feel totally pampered. She sat nibbling on the buttery pastry and wondering how to go about her day. She’d imagined that she would be off to the clinic first thing, but Simon had taken the wind out of her sails. She wasn’t at all convinced by his argument, but she did feel she had to give the whole subject more thought. At that moment, her mobile bleeped. Simon had sent an email.


Hello, lovely.
Hope you slept okay. Please take today to think about what I said. I know money will be your first concern. Please use my computer to do any sums you need to do and remember that my offer to be a part of this is serious. I will contribute financially and I will always be there.
Love you lots.
S.


It seemed like as good a thing to do as any, so Louise fired up Simon’s MacBook and crunched some numbers. Her house in Yorkshire was mortgage-free: what would happen if she let it out? What could she reasonably expect to get? What if she sold it? She looked up a couple of estate agents in her area on the internet, then rang them. She told them where her house was and asked them to estimate both rental income and a possible sale price. They dithered and iffed and butted, but in the end she had the numbers she needed. Next, where would she live? She loved Simon and knew that his offer to help was genuine, but she didn’t see a place for a baby in his spotless bachelor home. Even if he said it was okay, she wanted to believe that at some point he would meet someone and fall in love, and a resident sister and squawking infant would make that very difficult indeed. Also, they were in their late thirties, both set in their ways. Far too late to set up home together. She knew she wouldn’t be able to live as centrally as he did, so she used a property website to look at the rental cost of two-bedroomed apartments in the outer suburbs of London. Coming from up north, she was horrified at the cost, but she entered the numbers in her spreadsheet, and added costs for council tax, food and other regular expenses.


Once she had finished, she left the flat and took a long walk along the Thames. She stopped for coffee, then walked some more. She stopped somewhere else on the river for lunch. By then she was tired and her feet hurt. She found a nearby cinema and sat through an afternoon showing of a really soppy romantic comedy. She was one of three people in the cinema, and the only one under sixty. It was exactly the brain popcorn she needed, and she switched off totally for the two hours of the film. Leaving the cinema, she decided to pamper herself and hailed a black cab. The cost was eye-watering, but the trip back to Simon’s flat was painless and speedy.


When she got upstairs, Simon was already there, stirring a pasta sauce that smelt of basil, tomato and luxury, and listening to classical music. He kissed her absentmindedly on the cheek and directed her to the fridge to get a drink.


She loved it that they didn’t need to talk. She poured herself a fruit juice and sat on a stool at the kitchen counter, vaguely paging through the newspaper. Simon put a saucepan of water on to boil and took some beautifully yellow fresh pasta out of the fridge. Yes, it was excellent the way they could sit together in silence. Louise turned the page of the newspaper and stared unseeing at the words on the page. She sipped her fruit juice and sneaked a look to see if Simon was watching her. He wasn’t. He was carefully slicing cucumber, humming softly along with the music. Ah yes. Companionable silence. So soothing. So refreshingly unusual, so, so annoying!


‘Oh Christ, just ask!’ Louise burst out.


‘Ask what?’ Simon asked, innocently.


‘If I’m keeping it.’


‘Keeping what?’


‘Keeping it. Keeping the . . . the baby. My baby.’ As she said it, Louise felt something give gently in her heart, and the tears began to flow.


Simon stepped around the counter and wrapped his arms around her.


‘Well, old girl, there’s my answer.’


‘What?’ she hiccupped.


‘You called it “my baby”.’


‘I know. It’s all your bloody fault. You made it real. I tried to turn it into an inconvenience . . . a problem I could manage, but you came along with your pictures and your plans. Then I started looking at numbers . . . and let me say right now I really, really can’t afford to do this and your niece or nephew is going to grow up in rags and sleeping in a drawer . . .’


‘Not if I have anything to do with it. I’ll buy it John Lewis’ finest crib. Promise.’


Louise hugged him harder. The she spoke quietly. ‘When I started thinking about it as a possibility, I couldn’t unthink it. He or she is real now. I’m going to do it, Si. I’m going to have this baby. I’m terrified, totally terrified, and I have a million problems and no solutions, but I’m going to be a mum.’


‘And what about . . . ?’ Simon said carefully.


‘Brian? I don’t know. I’ll have to tell him. But I don’t want him involved in any way. I know he won’t want to be, but I want him to understand that I won’t ask for anything from him.’


Simon nodded. Whether he agreed or not, he clearly wasn’t going to say. ‘Well, first things first, you’re going to eat your dinner. Get your strength up, as Mum used to say,’ he said, giving her one last squeeze and taking the saucepan to the sink to drain the pasta. ‘Then we’ll sit down and look at numbers together and see what I can do to help.’


A couple of hours later, they sat side by side, staring at the computer screen. They’d been over the possibilities time and time again. They’d made a few plans, but things still looked pretty bleak for Louise.


‘It’s going to be tight and no mistake,’ said Simon.


‘Really?’ said Louise tensely. ‘Looking at this, it looks like my choice is rent or food.’


‘I keep telling you, I’ll give you money . . .’


‘Si, I can’t take your money. If, like you said, when I first move down here I can stay with you, that’ll be a big help. But I can’t be your charity case.’


‘You’re not a charity case. You’re my sister. And that’s my niece- or nephew-to-be.’


‘I know, I know, but you have your own future to think about. You might want to travel. You might get a great new job offer. Who knows? Mr Right might be just around the corner.’


‘Rubbish.’


‘Not rubbish! And if he is, I don’t want you to miss out on opportunities because you’re financially and emotionally tied up with me and my problems!’


‘But . . .’


‘No buts. I’ll stay with you for three months. Just long enough to get me on my feet one way or another. Then I want you to be the best uncle in the world. But that’s it, okay?’


‘Can I still buy the crib?’


‘You can still buy the crib.’


‘And lots of cute outfits?’


‘Go crazy. The cutest you can find.’


‘And can I be at the birth?’


‘Are you mad?’


‘Not at the business end. Good Lord. I’ve made a lifestyle choice never to view women from that angle. I’m not about to start now. But I could stand at your head and say encouraging things and mop your brow.’


‘It’s not a film, Si . . . it’s messy. There’ll be blood and screaming.’


‘There’ll be no screaming! You’re made of tougher stuff than that. You can maybe purse your lips a little bit.’


‘Well, let’s both learn a bit more about the whole thing, and then we’ll decide. To be honest, I don’t know the first thing about babies, or giving birth or pregnancy for that matter.’


‘Really?’ said Simon, ‘I thought at your age . . .’


‘Thanks a lot. You thought I’d have lots of friends having babies?’


‘Well, I suppose so.’


‘I’m sure women my age are popping them out all the time, but not my friends. Actually, most of my friends are men anyway, and the ones who do have children don’t really talk about them a lot. I’m a working woman, Si, not a member of some yummy-mummy Surrey set.’


‘Oh Lord,’ Simon said suddenly.


‘Oh Lord what?’


‘Speaking of Surrey yummy mummies, or not mummies as the case may be . . .’


‘Rachel,’ Louise said soberly.


Rachel was the youngest of the Holmes siblings. She’d studied Media at university and worked for a short time in marketing for an investment bank, before marrying the richest, handsomest banker on the trading floor. She’d then immediately given up work and stayed at home in Richard’s Surrey pile, waiting to fall pregnant with the first of the three perfect blond children that she would spend her life raising. She filled her days with charity work and volunteered as a classroom assistant at the local nursery . . . all things she could drop at a moment’s notice as soon as she conceived. Unfortunately, ten years later, there was no sign of the blond children. Rachel had undergone every test under the sun. Richard had been shunted off to have his sperm count checked. There was nothing physically wrong, yet Rachel could not get pregnant.


Both Simon and Louise didn’t have much to say to a sibling who had never really worked. She had no idea of the day-to-day realities of earning a living, having to save for something you wanted, or being too busy at work to listen to a twenty-minute-long description of something a cute child in the nursery she worked at did today. Rachel was quite clever enough to know they found her boring. She also knew Simon and Louise were very close and she was horribly jealous of their easy and intimate relationship. She wooed Simon constantly, playing on the fact that he lived so close to her, and she patronised Louise whenever they spoke, not so subtly implying that Louise was well on her way to becoming a dried-up spinster, or a hairy-legged, feminist ball-breaker.


And now, this had happened. Louise had achieved the one thing Rachel couldn’t do without even trying. Not only that, but Simon was closely involved. There was no doubt about it. Rachel was going to be devastated.


‘Yes, Rachel,’ Simon said. ‘I didn’t tell you this before, because, frankly, we’ve had one or two other things to discuss. But she heard you were coming down to see me, so we’re expected for lunch on Sunday.’


‘Bugger.’


‘Exactly. Do we tell her?’


‘And have her go on at me for the whole meal? No thank you.’


‘Or she could find out later, and work out that we knew when we were there for lunch and didn’t tell her?’


‘Would she care?’


‘Would she? She’s got nothing else to think about.


Babies, fashion, gossip and family drama. Even if there wasn’t drama in this situation, she’d make some.’


‘So what’s your suggestion?’


‘Tell her. Tell her everything with the minimum of fuss and give her lots of details. It’ll keep her busy for a while. If you like, you can pretend I don’t know and you’re confiding in her first.’


‘She’d never buy that.’


‘No, you’re right. You two have never been joined at the hip.’


‘I’m sure I can make it sound like I need her help too, though.’


‘Good call.’


Louise laughed suddenly and clutched Simon’s arm. ‘Good God. I don’t believe I have to go to lunch with Rachel and Richard and endure a major family trauma, and I can’t even drink!’


That Sunday, Louise and Simon took the train down to Oxshott. Richard roared up to the station in his 4x4 Porsche and whisked them along the winding roads back to the house. Rachel, as always, had created a perfect social setting. They walked into the house to be met with the scent of lilies and roses. She’d arranged a huge bowl of flowers in the entrance hall. Moving into the living room, the smell of roast lamb wafted to meet them, and soon that was blended with a waft of Rachel’s expensive perfume as she swept out to kiss them. She was very slim, Louise noticed. Her hair was an expensive shade of blonde and her skin was polished and much more bronzed than you’d expect for a chilly January.


‘You look lovely,’ Louise said. It was true. She liked to dress smartly and stay in shape, but even with all the time and money in the world, she’d never have Rachel’s expensive elegance.


‘Thanks, Lou. You look . . . fine,’ Rachel replied. She turned to kiss Simon. ‘Hello, gorgeous brother.’


‘Drinks?’ Richard boomed, rubbing his hands together. He and Rachel liked to play very traditional couple roles. He’d never dream of setting foot in the kitchen, and she wouldn’t have poured a G & T if her life depended on it.


‘A gin for me, please, Richard,’ Simon said quickly.


‘And I’ll just have a fruit juice,’ said Louise. Richard looked at her as if she’d just made fun of his golf game. ‘I’m on antibiotics. Teeth,’ she explained. He relaxed a little, although he was still clearly horrified that someone would miss out on a pre-lunch tipple.


‘And a sherry for me, darling,’ Rachel chipped in. ‘Simon, you must see the blinds I had made. The most perfect shade of duck-egg blue.’


Richard got the drinks, and Simon walked around the living room with Rachel, making the right noises about the additions to her decor. Louise stood slightly awkwardly in the middle of the room, trying not to get in the way. Their plan was that they’d wait till lunch was underway before dropping their bombshell. They’d decided that if Richard had a few drinks in him and Rachel had been softened by an endless stream of compliments about her home and food, the fallout might not be too ghastly. Still Louise found herself wishing it was all over already. She had a sick feeling low in her stomach, as if she was waiting to see the headmaster.


Simon and Rachel had finished their grand tour and Richard had placed drinks in everyone’s hands. ‘Cheers, dears!’ Rachel said brightly and raised her glass. ‘Lovely to have you both here, for once!’


Just as Louise opened her mouth to reply, the doorbell pealed.


‘They’re here!’ Rachel trilled. ‘Let them in, Richard!’


‘Who’s here?’ Simon asked as Richard went to open the door. He exchanged a quick glance with Louise. This was an eventuality that hadn’t even occurred to them . . . other guests.


‘Our dear, dear friends, David and Samantha Hamilton,’ Rachel explained. ‘David is Richard’s boss, and they play golf together all the time. So Sam and I are golf widows and console each other . . . although we’re on quite a few of the same committees!’


So this was an aspirational lunch . . . Rachel and Richard were showing off for the boss and his wife, and Simon and Louise had been invited to provide some family colour.


David and Samantha came in, with Richard rubbing his hands behind them like a toadying Dickens character. David was tall, with a mane of silver hair that he wore a fraction too long, and a handsome, if slightly hard face. Samantha was blonde and Louise suddenly saw where her sister’s polished new look came from: she was trying to be a Samantha clone. There was air-kissing, introductions and drink-pouring, and everyone sat down in the living room. Simon squeezed Louise’s hand surreptitiously. Their announcement would obviously have to wait. Rachel rushed off to bring in trays of appetisers, and Richard and David started teasing each other boringly about golf.


‘So! David!’ Rachel said brightly, as she handed him a blini with caviar. ‘This is my sister I’ve told you so much about. She’s quite the career girl! She works at a printing shop.’


‘Actually, I run a branch of a printing company,’ Louise said, hating herself for rising to the bait. The way Rachel had said it, it made her sound like she tottered about photocopying things for people. ‘We’re one of the largest high-volume printers in England. Barrett and Humphries?’


David nodded dismissively, and carried on telling a story to Richard about someone called Binky and some futures. Louise wished heartily she could slurp up an enormous glass of wine to make the afternoon go quicker. But there was no wine for her, and the meal seemed to go on forever. Rachel kept bringing out course after perfectly made course, and making slightly barbed comments at Louise while fawning over her guests. Louise toughed it out, teeth gritted, determined to stick out the meal and get a chance to chat to her sister on her own. But she soon had to admit defeat. There was no way they’d be able to outstay the Hamiltons – David and Richard had gone on to cigars and brandy, as if they were members of the Victorian gentry. So an hour or so later, Louise and Simon managed to excuse themselves, making excuses about her early start.


They were both quiet on the train on the way home. Simon broke the silence when they got back to the flat and were curled up on the sofa with cups of tea.


‘Honestly, what ghastly people. If that’s what Rachel is aspiring to, then I . . .’ He ran out of words.


‘I know. And all that sucking up she and Richard were doing. Eurgh.’


‘Still, I wish we’d had a chance to tell her,’ Simon said sadly.


‘I know. I have to go back home tomorrow morning, and I don’t want to leave it till I come back. She has to hear it from me.’


‘I know, love. I wish I could do your dirty work for you, but if I tell her, it’ll just give her something else to be upset about.’


‘I’ll ring her tomorrow. No. I’ll email her.’


‘Email her?’


‘I’m a coward. She can’t cry at me over email.’


‘But she can then ambush you with a phone call.’


‘Well, I’ll have to deal with that if it happens. Made my bed, lie in it, et cetera, et cetera. I’m going to take flack from a lot of people for this choice; I might as well start now.’


‘Oh, sweetheart,’ Simon said, hugging her. ‘I know I talked you into this. I hope you don’t feel . . .’


‘Come on. You don’t really believe you could talk me into something I didn’t want to do?’


‘Are you saying you might be a little bit stubborn, sweet sister?’


‘Like you’re a little bit gay?’


‘Fair enough. As long as you’re sure.’


Louise grinned at him. ‘Do you know what? I know it’s mad, but I’ve never been surer about anything in my life.’


The next morning, she caught a 6 a.m. train back to Leeds, and was at her desk by 9 a.m. She had a raft of work emails to deal with, but she decided to get the Rachel one out of the way first, before she lost her nerve.


‘Dear Rachel and Richard,’ she wrote (she had to; they shared a home email address).


Thank you so much for a lovely lunch yesterday. It was good to meet your friends and the food was wonderful as always.


(That was all very formal and correct, just what Rachel would like. Now how to carry on? How do you take a deep breath in email terms, she wondered? Best just to press on.)


I have some news which I had hoped to share with you yesterday, but as it’s a family matter, it didn’t seem the right time as you had other guests. I’m pregnant. I was in a relationship that has ended, so I will be raising this baby as a single mother.


(No need to share the details of Brian’s marriage, the extreme brevity of their ‘relationship’ or the fact that he currently had no idea about his impending fatherhood, she decided).


Simon has been very supportive, and I plan to come down to live in London before the baby is born.


(And before the pregnancy begins to show and all of Yorkshire is gossiping.)


I know this must come as a surprise. I haven’t told anyone else yet as it’s early days, so please don’t spread the word.


She sat staring at the screen for a very long time and tried to think of a way to end the email. ‘Be happy for me’? How could Rachel be happy for her? ‘I hope you’ll enjoy being an aunt?’ That just rubbed it in that she wasn’t a mum. In the end, she just wrote ‘Love, Lou’ and hit Send before she could change her mind.


She was madly busy for the next three hours or so, working through all her emails, catching up with her staff and checking paper orders for the magazine print run coming in that afternoon. She spent an hour or two on the shop floor, making sure everything was running as it should, then, as she was starting to feel a bit dizzy, made herself go to the caff opposite and eat a bacon roll.


When she got back to her desk, she saw there was an email from Rachel. She read it, then read it again. She was going to get back on a train, go round to her sister’s house and disable the exclamation mark on her keyboard.


Dearest Lou!
OMG!!!!!!!!!!! I cant believe you got a BFP!!!!!!! I didnt
even know you were TTC!!!!!! I’m soooooo thrilled for you and the daddy. Phone me soon!!!!! I want to hear all about it.
(((((((((((((((((hugs))))))))))))))))
Rach


Disable the exclamation mark and possibly the brackets as well. (What is that? A hug? Via email?)


She read the email again. To be honest, she didn’t understand a word of it. BFP? TTC? What were these? Political organisations? And what was the bit about ‘you and the daddy’? Clearly she’d chosen to ignore the information that Louise was no longer with the father. Rachel knew not to ring her during the working day – Louise wouldn’t pick up, as she was usually too busy. But she had no doubt that she’d come home to two or three messages on her mobile and a blinking light on the answering machine.


She would have to deal with Rachel later. The email after it was from Edward, the general manager. Her new and urgent priority was the Macintosh report. She had to have it checked, proofread and off her desk by 2 p.m., or there would be hell to pay. It was just . . . well, that tiny little baby, no bigger than a sultana, made her feel so damned sick every afternoon. Well, never mind. She’d just have to ignore the nausea. Work to do. The Macintosh report waits for no sultana. If only her stomach would stop roiling and filling her mouth with bile, like she was on a rowing boat on the sea. She could not, would not, be sick at work. No way. Too humiliating. Too much of a giveaway. Too late.


She managed to walk rather than run to the Ladies, her lips tightly pursed, and dashed into a cubicle. To her relief, there was no one else there. Her bacon roll came up quickly, followed by a few agonising minutes of dry heaving, through which she prayed that the bathroom would remain empty. Finally, it stopped. She flushed and came out to face her own horrifying reflection: damp hair, smudged mascara, swollen lips . . . and the equally unwelcome vision of Deidre from HR, who peered at her curiously.


‘Oooh . . . not well, are we?’ Deidre said, in a cutesy, wheedling tone.


‘I’m fine,’ Louise said briskly, going to the basin and turning on a tap to repair the damage. ‘Dodgy bacon roll.’


‘From the caff?’ Deidre looked horrified. Deidre was not a small girl. The caff was her spiritual home.


‘Yes,’ Louise said firmly, and, she hoped, finally. She folded a paper towel and wet it, using it to mop up the worst of the panda eyes. She combed her fingers through her hair: it was short and straight, and this temporary repair would have to do. She desperately wanted to rinse out her mouth, but she was damned if she was going to do that with Deidre staring at her. Not one to take a hint, she hadn’t moved.


‘Can I get you anything, Louise? A glass of water? An antacid?’


(A gun? Louise thought.) ‘No thanks, Deidre, I’m fine now. Really. I’d just like a minute . . .’


‘Of course,’ she said, still not moving. Then Louise caught Deidre’s eye in the mirror. It was as if she could see the cogs creaking in Deidre’s not-very-bright mind. She could see Deidre adding the vomiting to what she had no doubt heard about Louise’s fling with Brian. She saw Deidre glance at her breasts, then look up guiltily and catch her eye again. Then Deidre turned away and went quickly into a toilet cubicle, locking the door behind her.


Louise went back to her desk and sat very still, feeling her heart pounding in her chest. She hadn’t imagined the gossip would start so soon. But now she could just see Deidre sitting in the staffroom with her packet of smokybacon crisps, whispering to Ethel from Accounts and one or two of the shopfloor boys. It would be a matter of hours before it crossed the branch barrier and someone in Brian’s branch, or, God forbid, Head Office, got wind of it. She needed to get out . . . out of Barrett and Humphries, out of Leeds, as quickly as possible.


She thought about ringing Simon in a panic and explaining what had just happened. He’d tell her she was being paranoid, that she was seeing spies round every corner. Deidre couldn’t possibly know, and she could speculate all she liked . . . nobody would believe her. She was a notoriously unreliable gossip. And anyway, who was to say Louise wasn’t in a relationship with someone else? They didn’t know. That’s what Simon would say. She took a deep breath. She didn’t need to ring him . . . just thinking about speaking to him had calmed her down. It would all be fine.


That evening, she got home to a long, breathless message from Rachel on her answering machine. She couldn’t face talking to her, so she sent a text saying thanks for the good wishes, but she would be out all evening and couldn’t chat. She knew that the following evening was Rachel’s yoga night, so she had a day or two’s grace.


Work carried on as normal. She kept an eye on Deidre from HR, but she didn’t seem to be watching Louise too closely or looking too suspicious. Louise began to relax. She knew that the next step was speaking to Brian. She didn’t have the courage to ring or email him and ask to meet. That Friday was the branch managers’ meeting. She had decided she would corner him after the meeting and ask to go for a quick coffee. She’d tell him then, with the minimum of fuss. She’d do it in a public place, so he couldn’t yell at her, and so she couldn’t get over-emotional and cry.


She arrived at Head Office early. She’d dressed carefully in a navy suit that she knew looked good: professional, but not sexy. As she got out of her car, Stephanie, who was the new assistant manager at Brian’s branch, pulled into the parking lot. She waved enthusiastically at Louise, who felt obliged to wait, so they could go in together. Stephanie was tall and blonde, with a wide toothy grin and a tendency to talk a lot and very animatedly. She was not the companion Louise would have chosen that morning, but she plastered on a smile and nodded while Stephanie rattled on about the monthly figures and the big contract she and Brian had just signed. Reception soon filled with management from all the branches, and everyone chattered around her. Stephanie went off to talk at someone else, and Louise poured herself a cup of tea and waited in a corner. She saw Brian arrive, and saw him glance at her and frown. He was wearing a crisp, ice-blue shirt and he looked very handsome. She felt a little tug . . . this man was the father of her child. Maybe things would be okay. Maybe he would want to be involved . . . how she couldn’t imagine. But maybe they would find a way. She wanted to go to him then. But she hung back.


That was how she saw what she saw. Edward’s PA opened the doors of the conference room and they all began to file in. Brian and Stephanie walked in together and Louise was just a few steps behind. As they got to the doorway, she saw Brian reach out and slide a finger inside the cuff of Stephanie’s jacket and stroke her wrist.


Louise stopped dead. She felt like someone had punched her in the stomach. Someone behind her bumped into her, and there was a flurry of apologies and laughter which carried her into the meeting, Somehow, she didn’t know how, she made it through the meeting and even gave her report in an even, clear voice. As soon as they finished, she made an excuse about an urgent phone call, ran to her car and sped away.


As soon as she got back to her branch, she shut her office door, then opened the filing cabinet. She had her employment contract on file, and she took it out to go through it carefully. She was enormously relieved to see that her notice period was only a calendar month. The contract did include a restraint of trade, but that only stipulated she couldn’t work for another printing business within a fifty-mile radius of Leeds for the next year. She’d be able to get a job in London, if anyone was mad enough to take on a pregnant single parent.


Well, sooner rather than later, she said to herself. She pulled the computer keyboard closer and began to type:


Dear Edward,
It is with great regret that I tender my resignation with immediate effect . . .


She put in some gumph about a change in family circumstances and the need to be in London – that was roughly true – the baby was her family, after all – and signed off saying how much she’d enjoyed working at Barrett and Humphries. That was entirely true. She’d loved the challenges of her job: climbing the ladder, getting her own branch to run, making it one of the most successful in the group. She would miss it, and she would miss her staff, even tiresome Deidre from HR. No time for sentimentality, though. She printed the letter, signed it and popped it in an envelope. She’d drop it off at Head Office on her way home. Once the envelope was sealed, she felt an odd sense of relief, as if the plan was now in motion.


She knew Edward wouldn’t just accept her resignation, so she was prepared for the call she received at home as soon as she got in that evening. She’d worked out a list of things to say: yes, her family definitely needed her. No, she couldn’t be persuaded to stay. No, it had nothing to do with dissatisfaction, she was very happy in her job. No, more money would not make her change her mind. Edward paused, and she could practically hear him arguing silently with himself before he finally, hesitantly said, ‘It’s not . . . a man, is it, Lou?’


‘Definitely not,’ she said, keeping her voice steady. She had no idea what gossip Edward might have heard, but the less she said, the less she could incriminate herself.


‘Good,’ said Edward, sounding relieved. He wasn’t one to pry about emotional issues, so she knew he’d rather not have asked the question at all. He certainly wasn’t going to pursue the matter. ‘Well, Louise,’ he said seriously, ‘I really am gutted to see you go. Truly I am. If there’s anything I can do . . . you know . . . to help you find your feet down south, just let me know.’


‘Thanks, Edward,’ Louise said, genuinely moved. She hadn’t expected that. ‘Well, if you do hear of anyone looking to hire someone, let me know. My . . . er . . . family commitments will be quite heavy, so I’ll be looking to work predictable hours, not too much travel, that sort of thing.’


‘I’ll keep an ear to the ground,’ Edward promised, and rang off.


So this was it. A month from now, she’d he heading for London . . . jobless, homeless and pregnant. She felt so, so afraid, and suddenly, irrationally, she wished Brian was there. She wished he wasn’t a faithless, immoral slug of a man, but instead was single, sexy and desperately in love with her. And she wished, more than anything, that she could share this life-changing experience with the father of her child. And then she began to cry.


Edward had rung the minute she walked through the door, and now, through the tears, she noticed that her answering machine was blinking away like mad. Rachel. She’d put her sister off for days and days, but she had to face up to it and speak to her. Not quite yet, though. She sniffed and looked around for a tissue to wipe her eyes and blow her nose. But before she could find one, the phone rang again. And as soon as she picked it up, Rachel began talking.


‘Oh my goodness! I couldn’t believe it when I opened the email with your amazing news! That’s just brilliant. You must be so excited. Have you decided where the baby will be born? Have you made any antenatal appointments yet? I’m really happy to come up to Leeds and go along with you. Wait till you have the first scan, it’s so amazing to see your little darling on the screen . . .’


Rachel drew breath and Louise took the opportunity and cut in.


‘Slow down! I haven’t had any appointments yet, and I’m coming down to London in four weeks, so I’ll register with a doctor and organise everything then.’


‘Oh my God, are you crying?’


‘No.’


‘Lou, I’ve been your sister for thirty-four years. I know what your voice sounds like when you’re crying. What’s happened? You’re not spotting, are you?’


‘I’m fine, just a bit tired, that’s all. Listen, Rach, this isn’t a great time . . .’


Louise felt instantly guilty. She was always busy when Rachel rang, it was never a good time, she always said she’d ring her straight back, and she almost never did. Rachel was obviously thinking of making a fuss, but she thought better of it. If Louise was pregnant and emotional, she’d go easy on her. She was clearly trying to sound smiley, easy and encouraging.


‘I know, I know . . . you’re busy. Just tell me the basics and I’ll let you go.’


‘I’m pregnant, that’s as much as I know.’


‘How many weeks?’


‘Nine, now, I think.’


‘You think? Are you not sure? When was your last period? Are you still so regular? Because it can make a difference to your due date, you know, if your cycle is shorter or longer.’


Louise felt stretched to the limit. She didn’t want to have a girly chat with her sister. She was tired and anxious and over-emotional, and she needed to absorb what she’d seen in the meeting-room doorway that morning. But Rachel was trying so hard, and this must be so difficult for her. She shouldn’t be mean. She really shouldn’t. She’d just have to bite the bullet and answer the question she knew was coming.


‘And . . . the daddy?’


‘We’re not together, Rach.’


‘So you said in your email . . . but what does he think?’


‘About what?’


‘About being a dad? About your moving away? How will he have access? Have you made maintenance arrangements? I’ve heard the Child Support Agency is much better now at chasing deadbeat dads.’


‘Rachel . . . I . . .’ Oh boy. She really, really hadn’t wanted to get into this. But unless she was going to come up with a pack of lies that she’d have to remember, it was probably easiest just to tell the truth.


‘I haven’t made any arrangements because I’m not sure I’m going to tell him. That’s one of the reasons I’m coming down to London. We broke up, there’s no future. He probably never needs to know.’


‘Louise! You can’t do that! What about when your baby’s a teenager and wants to go looking for his or her dad. What will happen then?’


‘Well, then . . . I don’t know.’


Rachel was talking again, very fast and in a very shrill voice, but Louise couldn’t listen to her. Not any more. Not right now. She cut her off mid-flow. ‘This is very early days, Rach. I still have a lot of stuff to work out. I know that. Please stop bombarding me with questions, okay?’


‘I’m not bombarding you, I’m only trying to—’


‘I know, I know! Okay? Can you just give me a bit of time? A few days to sort my head out. And then I’ll try and have answers to some of your very valid questions.’


‘All right,’ said Rachel, slightly soothed. ‘I’m just going to ask one more question.’


Louise sighed. ‘What?’


‘Are you taking folic acid?’


‘Folic what?’


‘You need to be taking folic acid to stop your baby getting spina bifida. And at your age, you need to find out if they do the triple test in your area or if you need to go private.’


‘The what? Triple test? Stop talking medical talk at me!’


‘I have to! There’s stuff you need to know and be thinking about right now. There’s no time to waste. Your baby’s in its most critical stage of development right as we speak. Listen. I’m emailing you the address of a website. It’s got everything you need to know . . . and also a great forum section if you want to chat to other mums online.’


‘I’m not really one for online chat . . .’


‘Whatever. Don’t use that part if you don’t want to. But there’s loads of information that you might find useful. Trust me. I’m going now. Love you, okay?’


And Rachel was gone.





TONI



It was a normal Friday evening in. James watched the footie with his feet up on the coffee table. I’d sat at the dining-room table with my laptop. We didn’t chat much; we often don’t in the evening. But it was comfortable and nice. Then the match finished, and James stood up and stretched.


‘Coming to bed then?’ he said.


‘Um . . . not right now. I’ll be there in a bit.’


He came to peer over my shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Oh . . . just chatting,’ I said, minimising the window on my laptop.


‘Sexy chat?’


‘Don’t be silly. It’s, um . . . it’s just a work thing. I won’t be long.’


He kissed the top of my head and headed for the bedroom.


Well, I just lied to my husband on two counts. What I’m doing is definitely not for work, and in some ways, I suppose you could say it is sexy chat. Except on the site I’m chatting on, it’s called BD or DTD. And for your information those aren’t acronyms for something really kinky and illegal. Confused? Me too. Let’s go back a step, shall we? To this afternoon.


This afternoon, I had to go to the gynaecologist. You see, I’ve been having some issues with my periods. I know what you’re thinking . . . three paragraphs in and already we’re in the area of Way Too Much Information. I’ve just always had really irregular periods . . . sometimes two in a month, then nothing for three months. It’s been going on for years, really, and I didn’t do anything about it for ages. But eventually I went to the doctor, who referred me for tests and scans and blah, blah, blah, all of which led to me sitting opposite this gynaecologist who looked worryingly rather like my dad.


He looked at the pages on the desk in front of him for a really long time, and then he looked up at me, over the top of his specs. ‘I’m afraid the news is not too good, Antonia,’ he said seriously. Wow . . . really like my dad after I’d had a less-than-excellent school report. He’d full-named me and everything. Everyone except my parents has always called me Toni. ‘Not good?’ I said, and my voice sounded a bit high and squeaky.


‘No, Antonia, not good at all,’ he said, and looked down at his notes again. The man was definitely a fan of the extended dramatic pause. He looked at me again.
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