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			Introduction

			I know everything about you, Violet.

			I know your mother’s name is Joy. I know your sister is a paediatric nurse, that she has twin boys. I know you sold your first flat – a tiny, one-bed in Blackheath with bubbling wallpaper and an illegal roof terrace – for £300k. Double the price you paid for it. I know your father gave you the deposit when you moved to London at twenty-one. I know the house you now live in cost you and Henry almost £3million, and that you also own the villa in Marbella that you pretend belongs to your parents. I know that you lie about your age; you’re thirty-eight next birthday, not thirty-six. I know that 2017 was your most profitable year yet; that you’ve set up a trust fund for the children, somewhere to put all the money that keeps flowing your way.

			I know you have hair extensions; I know the name of your hairdresser, Pablo, and that his partner is called Ian. I know where they live. I know you’re loyal to him now, that you consider him ‘family’, that you always spend New Year with him and Ian. Drinking champagne out of saucers, wearing an outfit that costs more than I earn in a month.

			I know that you only got into journalism by luck. I know your ex, Angus, now married to Isabella and living in Surrey, got you a job as an editorial assistant on his golfing magazine, and that you charmed your way across one of the world’s biggest media firms until you were a features writer for a woman’s magazine.

			I know that you were good at your job, no matter how much it annoys me.

			I know that you met Henry in the bar by the office. I know that it was a work night out to say goodbye to one of the PAs. She doesn’t play much of a role in your story, but even so, I know her name was Janet.

			It’s been so easy to find it all out. All I needed was time, and determination. You’ve left it right there for me. All that information – all that power – just waiting, a few clicks away.

			It’s what you want, after all, isn’t it? Without an audience, without people like me watching, then what are you? No one asked you to put yourself on the internet. No one asked you to leave breadcrumb trails of your life across the World Wide Web, just waiting for a hungry bird like me to gobble up.

			I know everything about you, Violet. But what do you know about me?

		

	
		
			December 2017

		

	
		
			Lily

			It’s the best part of my day. 7.35pm. I sink on to the sofa, fish bowl of wine in hand, and reach for my laptop. The coffee table is littered with relics from a rainy Sunday: Archie’s latest work of art, his bright red cup – name scrawled on the side to stop his friend Tom from using it – a half-chewed breadstick and two lift-the-flap books in need of repair. I push them to one side and open the lid of my laptop.

			I’m not usually one for organisation. James used to find it frustrating, frowning at my attempts to laugh it off. Adorably inefficient, that’s what he called me. If only James could see my laptop now. He’d open it up and stare open-mouthed at the Internet history, the neatly organised bookmarks. He’d think I was a weirdo. Maybe I am.

			7.35pm. It shouldn’t be, but sometimes it feels like the best part of my day.

			I love you, Violet.

			I open the browser, my tongue ticking impatiently as the temperamental Wi-Fi kicks into life. My laptop is practically a museum piece these days. Two clicks and I’m in. I feel my body relax as I wait for the page to load, taking a satisfying glug of white wine, feeling it scratch its way down my throat. I can’t afford the good stuff anymore. I can’t afford the cheap stuff either, really.

			As I prepare to see them again, to laugh and cry and live through their dramas, to escape my loneliness for just twelve minutes – or fifteen, if I’m lucky – there’s a wail from Archie’s room. I feel my fingers tensing around the stem of the wine glass, the pressure almost enough to shatter it. Just me, it’s all down to me. I stand up, place the glass as calmly as I can next to Tinky Winky, who’s lying on the coffee table regarding me solemnly with his stupid blank face, and pinch my wrist.

			By the time I get to Archie’s door, he’s quietened down. Just whimpers now, the worst of the nightmare over. I creep into his room, stand by his bed and stroke his hair away from his forehead. He looks so beautiful when he’s sleeping it hurts. Sometimes I think there’s no space in my heart for my own upset at losing James, it’s too full with the agony of Archie’s situation. No one deserves to grow up without a father.

			‘Shh monkey,’ I whisper, kissing him on the head. ‘Just a bad dream. Mummy’s here.’

			One eye twitches, squeezing open and meeting mine. He gives a murmur of relief, and shuts it again. I wait a few more minutes, watching him as he falls into a deep sleep, and remember how I felt my heart would break every night as I tucked him in, with nothing to greet me once I left him but a living room that was both empty and full of memories, and a microwave meal for one.

			And then I discovered Violet. A blonde angel. The perfect mother, with the perfect family – yet even she admitted to struggling with parenthood, making the wrong decisions. Ballsing it up, as she puts it. Watching her makes me feel I’m not doing too badly after all. Is it too melodramatic to say she saved me?

			I tiptoe out of Archie’s room and back into the living room. My laptop is humming on the coffee table. Round two. Here we go. I walk towards it, press the space bar and the screen lights up again. But something isn’t right. A dead link. I’ve clearly made a mistake. Because on the screen, underneath the red and black header, there’s just an empty blue box, filled with words that make no sense.

			This channel does not exist.

			I refresh the page. I double check the address, the handle, whatever you call the damn thing. But nothing. YouTube must be down, broken, something.

			I click on my list of bookmarks. My favourite sites, neatly in a row, the only thing I’ve ever organised. First I try her Facebook page, but am greeted by the words ‘This page isn’t available’. Then her Twitter but am told the page doesn’t exist. Then Instagram, nothing. In a perverse desperation I try Pinterest. Nothing there either.

			She has vanished.

			Violet has vanished. As I always feared she would.

		

	
		
			Yvonne

			The sound of my husband slapping his hands against his thighs in time to ‘We Built This City’ makes me want to crash the car and kill us both.

			‘Simon . . .’ I say. ‘Could you . . . could you just not.’

			‘What?’ he replies, grinning. ‘It’s a classic!’

			‘Fuck’s sake!’ I shout, accelerating through an amber light. ‘I’ve got a headache.’

			The most important day of the month, and yet my mood swings are worse than when I have my period. I read somewhere that irritability during ovulation is down to a heightened sense of competition, as women once fought over the most fertile, masculine mate.

			Not much has changed there, really.

			The tapping stops, and from the corner of my eye I see Simon slump back in the passenger seat. He’s been drinking, as usual. Sunday lunch with the in-laws, that’s what they should make every hopeful bride sit through for a month before they swish down the aisle in their layers of tulle. That’d put them all off.

			Every Sunday the same. Simon’s mum, Jane, fawning over him, looking me up and down with a judgemental twitch in her eye, asking how he’s been. Has the stress taken its toll, he’s looking a little thin? Must be so hard for him too, you know. Makes him feel . . . and this last bit is always whispered . . . less of a man.

			Earlier, as I stood in the kitchen, drying the serveware she passed to me unsolicited, I wanted to shout back that he was less of a man. That yes, it was all his fault, actually. All of it, everything, my whole hideous plan. The test results were clear: male factor infertility. His little soldiers were missing their heads and had stumpy tails, and they couldn’t be bothered to swim at all, let alone in the right direction. It was nothing to do with me. My eggs were perfect. Or as perfect as they could be at forty years of age.

			Three months of complicated vitamin supplements, a ban on hot baths and tight underwear . . . Simon has been trying everything to improve his sperm. But I’m not allowed to tell Jane that, of course.

			Well, we never had any problems having Simon and Steve. But then I was so much younger . . .

			In the living room her beloved firstborn was sitting next to his father, watching the match on the unsettlingly big tele­vision that they were so proud of. Drinking a can of beer. He refused the first two Jane offered, but then his father told him to stop being so soft, that one ‘wouldn’t hurt’. There’s your answer, Jane. Stop offering him Stella, then you might get your precious grandchild.

			By the time we’ve pulled into the driveway of our thirties semi, it’s 7pm. Just a few hours left of this horrific weekend before everything goes back to normal. It’ll be like yesterday never happened. Simon at the gym, me spending my days shooting happy families, my heart bursting with envy at their irrepressible matching grins and myriad nicknames for one another.

			Simon’s sulk has set in and he doesn’t even acknowledge me as he opens the passenger door and marches up to our house. He lets himself in, makes a huge fuss of the cat and then disappears into the kitchen. I linger on the step outside, checking my phone for the thousandth time today. Nothing. Then, I follow Simon into the house, hanging back in the hallway as he opens the fridge and pulls out another can of beer. I know he’s making a point, doing it to annoy me.

			I shouldn’t have lost my temper. It’s not his fault, after all.

			‘Simon . . .’ I say. ‘I—’

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ he replies, cracking the ring pull. ‘Maybe you should go for a lie down.’

			‘What do you want for dinner?’ I soften my voice, consider walking towards him and giving him a hug. No, that’d be too weird. Bollocks. I always pick a fight on the wrong day.

			‘Whatever. I’m not really hungry,’ he replies.

			He pushes past me and heads for the living room. Seconds later I hear a click as the television springs to life. Shit shit shit, it’s all going wrong.

			I walk back through the hall and stand in the doorway of the living room.

			‘Antiques Roadshow, huh?’ I say, smiling. ‘Didn’t realise that was your cup of tea.’

			His lips twitch but he doesn’t look at me. His eyes are fixed to the screen.

			‘Simon,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. Please. You know today . . .’

			He gives a great sigh.

			‘Let’s just wait for the appointment, Von. I’m not in the mood.’

			I feel a rush of sympathy for him, for his hurt male pride. It’s all he ever wanted; a family. He dotes on his nephew, volunteers to babysit him at every available opportunity. When the consultant handed us his results, giving us the verdict with a sympathetic shrug, I saw the way Simon swallowed and looked away. Then later, at home, I watched through the door of the living room as he ripped the sheet of paper into tiny pieces.

			‘It can’t hurt, can it?’ My voice sounds whiny and needling, like a child. For a second I am taken out of myself and I’m looking down at the scene, hearing a forty-year-old woman beg her much younger husband to have sex with her.

			He doesn’t look up.

			He wants this just as much as me. I just need to take the pressure off.

			I take a few steps back into the hallway and look in the mirror, plumping up my brown lob with my hands. I don’t look forty. But there’s a bittersweet reason I don’t – it’s because I haven’t had children.

			Yet. I haven’t had children yet.

			This has to be done today. I undo another button on my blouse. Men have always wanted to sleep with me. Something to do with my pout, the fullness of my lips. And there have been so many men. It was the only power I ever had, and now it makes me want to cry. I don’t want to be a whore; I want to be a mother.

			I button up my blouse again and take a deep breath. I can do this. We’ve only been together for two years, not even seen our first wedding anniversary yet. He still finds me attractive. He’s a thirty-two-year-old man, for goodness’ sake.

			Silently, I walk back into the living room. Simon eyes me but he’s only half interested. I sit down on the sofa next to him, curling my legs up, and lean into him. He smells of beer, but I won’t let it put me off. I feel him shift slightly and then he puts his arm around me.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I say, as I lie back, my head in his lap, meaning it. ‘Sorry for shouting at you.’

			I push the side of my face against his crotch. It’s a cheap trick, but I feel it work almost instantly. I stay there in silence for several seconds until finally there’s a shift. He puts the can of beer down on the table next to the sofa, and then I feel his hands on me, gently at first, then more insistently as he leans down to kiss me.

			He’s going to fuck me on the sofa, in front of the living room window, and the curtains are still open. He’s going to fuck me like a whore, but today I don’t care. Needs must. This has to be done.

			*

			Later I am lying in bed, phone in hand, glass of organic full-fat milk on the bedside table. Drinking it makes me feel sick but wannabehousewife from the GoMamas pregnancy forum swears it helped her conceive. Simon is in the bathroom. He takes longer than me in there, claims he’s brushing his teeth if I ever ask him. I know the truth though. I never imagined I’d marry someone who waxed his chest and used fake tan, but I understand that looking good is part of his job, and actually it makes me proud that he takes care of himself and his appearance.

			I remember introducing him to Katie, the teasing arch of her eyebrow as she shook his hand. Her ironic words when he went to the toilet, leaving us alone.

			Well, you two are certainly going to have beautiful babies!

			Yes, we are.

			I’ve been waiting all day for this moment, and I click on the link for Violet’s YouTube channel, picking up the glass of milk and taking a mouthful as I wait for it to load. She uploads her daily vlog at 8pm every evening. The thickness of the cream furs up my tongue, settling around my lips in an unpleasant moustache. I wipe it away with the back of my hand, watching the screen as it loads, waiting for reassurance. But it doesn’t come. Instead, there’s the unexpected.

			This channel does not exist.

			The milk churns in my stomach as I close my eyes, almost as if to pray.

			What does it mean?

		

	
		
			GoMamas

			Topics>Mummy Vloggers>Violet is Blue

			3 December 2017

			Coldteafordays

			Anyone else having problems getting on to Violet’s blog today? It’s not loading for me?

			Sadandalone

			Me neither. Weird. Says page not found. Nothing on Twitter or Insta either?!

			Horsesforcourses

			Looks like she’s deleted it!!

			Coldteafordays

			What?! I don’t believe it. What am I going to do now!? I was so looking forward to hearing how Skye’s nativity play goes next week! I was more excited about it than my own kids’ . . . Lol

			Neverforget

			Not that surprised. Maybe her mother finally talked some sense into her. Time she put her family first.

			Sadandalone

			But she wouldn’t just delete it without telling us why! She did a post calling out vloggers who do that just last year!

			Neverforget

			You’re surprised that she’s behaved hypocritically? *Eyeroll*

			Sadandalone

			I miss her already.

			Horsesforcourses

			She’ll probably be back in the morning.

			Coldteafordays

			She better be! Not sure what I’d do without her daily updates reassuring me I’m not the only mother who breastfeeds while on the loo. Sheer desperation, you understand . . .

			Neverforget

			Maybe one of the trolls finished her off . . .

		

	
		
			Lily

			As usual I am running late. It’s chaos working in central London, but my boss Ben is so proud of the company’s W1 address – thinks it makes us look well-established – even though my friend Susie told me east is where it’s at for software developers these days.

			On the escalator that leads down to the Underground platforms, I find myself pulling my phone from my handbag and connecting to the Wi-Fi, my fingers tapping impatiently on the YouTube app when it connects. At 6am this morning, I did the same thing, before I’d even opened my eyes properly. I’m ashamed to say I left Archie screeching for me in his bedroom as I searched for her, my priorities skewed, my head full of grit from the entire bottle of Jacob’s Creek I drank last night as I paced the living room in confusion. But still, nothing. She’s gone.

			Once I’m squished into a seat, I take out my book and try to read. A light-hearted Christmas love story, lent to me by Susie. But the words blur as I stare at them, wondering what’s happened to Violet. Where is she?

			It might sound crazy, but she’s felt like my closest friend over the past three years, the one I could always rely on to cheer me up, to make me feel I’m not the only one out there struggling with grief and new motherhood. Her beloved father had fallen to the floor in Waitrose three months after she gave birth to her second baby, leaving her with postnatal depression. His heart attack came without warning while he was filling his trolley with onions.

			Violet told us the story through a heartbreaking mix of tears and laughter. Giving us a glimpse of what her father was like: how he refused to use the plastic bags, how cross he got that supermarkets still provided them. ‘Onions have skins, they don’t need to be put in plastic bags.’ The hospital was less than a mile away but it was too late; he died before his body even hit the floor.

			When no one else could understand what it was like to lose someone that unexpectedly, she did. Some of her early posts felt like she was talking to me. Just me, and my glass of cheap wine. Telling me that it would be OK, eventually. Because everything’s OK in the end.

			She was the sister I never had. Sometimes I dreamt that we really were sisters, torn apart by some evil force. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility; we were both named after flowers, after all.

			Pathetically, I feel the backs of my eyes begin to sting. Doesn’t she care? Doesn’t she realise what she’s created, how much I depend on her? Doesn’t she feel any sense of responsibility to her audience?

			In the office, I’ve barely got my coat off before Nicola, head of the testing team, rushes up to me.

			‘Hi Lily. It’s Mo’s birthday today,’ she says. I’m glad she hasn’t asked me about my weekend – it means I don’t have to tell her that I didn’t speak to a single adult for its duration. Unless you count the girl at the till in the soft-play centre, who only grunted at me. ‘Can you sort a card and a cake at some point?’

			‘Sure,’ I reply. She seems stressed. I’m about to ask her if she’s OK, but she stalks back to her desk before I have the chance, leaving a twenty-pound note in my palm. Everyone here has been stressed lately. I look out of the window behind my desk, but it’s started to rain, an early December drizzle setting in. I’ll go later.

			After filling my water bottle and making a cup of filter coffee, I sit at my desk and cross my fingers, hoping that there’s nothing too taxing on my to-do list today. Ben is in Germany this week with our reseller, which means it should be relatively quiet in the office. My job title is Office Manager, but the truth is I’m a glorified receptionist. Just the phone to answer, the post to sort, and a few little admin things to attend to.

			Sometimes, it feels like the hours I spend at work are pointlessly exchanged for money, like I’m being paid to sit at a desk and just exist. I have no projects of my own, no chance to be proactive. I am paid to sit here and do what I’m told, when people who are busier than me have time to tell me what to do.

			It makes the days drag, but I don’t mind. They could pay me to sit in the basement and I’d do it. I’m so grateful to have this job. Ben only gave it to me because I broke down at the end of my interview and told him I was a widow with a young child. He took pity on me. He’s boastful about the fact he runs an ‘ethical business’ and worthy causes are a passion of his. I’m happy to be one. Today I’m especially grateful for the empty hours at this desk. Just me and a computer. In other words, plenty of time for me to work out what’s happened to Violet.

			I check again, but all her social media accounts are still missing. I didn’t realise it was that easy to delete everything. I search for her username on Twitter and a few people have tweeted her, asking where she is. Some of the less clued up ones have sent messages telling her that her YouTube account doesn’t seem to be working, as though they haven’t figured out that she’s taken it down. But none of the messages have been responded to.

			I try to remember her last vlog. A normal day with the kids – Skye was at school, of course, and Lula was off nursery as it was a Friday. She had finally learnt how to ride her bike, so Violet, baby Marigold and Lula had taken off to their usual spot in Regent’s Park to make the most of the winter sunshine. In fact, that was the title of the video. An unassuming day. Boring even, if you weren’t as invested in the family as I am. I remember Violet complaining that Marigold had been up feeding for most of the night, but other than that she seemed on good form. No sign of the postnatal depression that had first drawn me to her, and inspired the name of her YouTube account.

			Violet is Blue.

			Violet isn’t blue anymore, Violet is gone.

			‘Anyone there?’

			I look up at the sound of Susie’s voice.

			‘You were miles away!’ she says, smiling down at me. Sometimes I think she’s the only one here who truly sees me as a person, not just a piece of office furniture. She’s holding her mug but she clocks mine, the half cup of coffee left. ‘Oh, you’ve already got one.’

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ I say, ‘I’ll come with you. Good weekend?’

			We walk to the kitchen together. She tells me about a disastrous Tinder date, and as always I’m wide-eyed at her antics. Our lives couldn’t be more different. Her: thirty-five, single and loving it, head of marketing with precisely zero interest in pushing children out, her life a whirlwind of parties and lovely dinners out and dates with unsuitable men in their twenties. Me: twenty-seven, single mother of one, with precisely zero social life. We only met eight months ago, when Susie joined the firm. But we clicked, and I know we’ll be friends for life.

			‘How was yours then?’ she says, as she spoons three teaspoons of sugar into her mug.

			‘Oh fine,’ I say. ‘You know, non-stop excitement. Lots of soft-play hell. The usual. Sylvia was meant to come round on Saturday for a bit, so I could start trying to think about Christmas shopping, but she’s got a bad cold.’

			‘You know I’ll always take him off your hands if you need a break, Lil,’ Susie says, slopping milk into her coffee. ‘I’m honestly not that bad with kids. I’ve only nearly killed my niece, like, once.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

			‘You all right?’ Susie says, eyeing me. ‘You seem a bit quiet today.’

			‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I’m fine, it’s just . . . You know that blogger I like? The—’

			‘One who makes her money by pimping her kids out all over the Internet?’

			‘Pimping out’s a bit strong . . .’ I reply. ‘But yes, her.’

			‘What about her?’

			‘She’s gone missing.’

			‘Eh?’

			‘She’s deleted her YouTube channel, all her social media accounts, everything. Just wiped them. No warning she was going to do it. Do you think she’s OK?’

			‘Probably come to her senses,’ Susie replies, rummaging in the office complimentary fruit bowl, another of my responsibilities. ‘Ugh, these apples are all soft.’

			‘Sorry. I’ll get some more when I nip out to get Mo’s birthday cake. I’m really worried about her. She had PND after her second baby was born, what if it’s come back? Her daughter isn’t even three months old yet; she said in one of her last blogs that she’s not much of a sleeper . . . It must be exhausting having three children to look after.’

			‘Oh yes, really exhausting, especially if you’ve got a secret nanny running around in the background making everything you do look effortless.’

			I swallow.

			‘I told you, no one proved she has a nanny, that was just a rumour on GoMamas.’

			‘Why are you so worried?’ Susie takes a bite from one of the apples, screwing her face up as she chews it. ‘She’ll ­probably change her mind in an hour and bring everything back up online.’

			‘Maybe,’ I say, but I’m not convinced.

			Back at my desk, I Google ‘Violet Young’, filtering by the last twenty-four hours to see if any of the news websites have commented on her disappearance. After all, she’s a celebrity in her own right – one million YouTube subscribers makes her more famous than some TV stars. But there’s nothing, just the post on GoMamas that I saw last night. I go to her husband Henry’s Twitter page, to see if there’s anything there. His last tweet is from Saturday morning, a link to his Instagram feed. I click on it.

			My screen is flooded with the image of Violet, sitting propped up in their giant bed, Marigold attached to her breast, Lula on her lap, munching on what looks like a chocolate croissant, chocolate all over her face. Archie is the same. He can’t eat anything without smearing it all over himself, his clothes, his hair and me.

			I find it exhausting, the non-stop wiping, but seeing Lula in this picture makes me smile. She’s such an adorable child.

			Violet’s mass of bleached hair is piled on top of her head in a kind of artfully scruffy bun, her almost-black roots poking through. There are dark circles under her eyes, but as always, she looks beautiful. She is beautiful, her eyes impossibly large and bright blue. I reach out and trace the contours of her face on the screen. I know her image so well, every millimetre of it. I’ve seen her and analysed her from every angle. I know she has a scar on her left shoulder, slightly raised, that she tries to hide under her bra strap. I know she has a tiny hole on one side of her nose, from a long-removed piercing. Her left eyebrow is higher and more arched than her right. I’ve seen her nearly naked, watched her document her pregnant stomach as it grew, taken in the silvery stretch marks that spread across the underside of her tummy like spiderwebs.

			She’s smiling at Henry behind the camera, one arm tucked under Marigold’s floppy little body. Marigold’s eyes are half closed, her lips clamped firmly around Violet’s left nipple.

			I read the caption Henry’s attached to the picture.

			Breakfast for all! #normalisebreastfeeding

			There’s no sign of Skye. Violet said in one of her vlogs last week that she’s taken to eating breakfast at the new desk in her bedroom. A sign of maturity, she’s outgrown us all. I loved that vlog. The look on Skye’s face as they set up the desk in her room, overlooking the garden, was just wonderful. I must have watched it five times that evening.

			I click on Henry’s Instagram profile. He’s not as popular as Violet, of course, but he’s still got more than 100,000 followers. Mostly women, mostly mums, all a little bit jealous of her and in love with him. After all, she has the perfect life: three cherubic daughters, a husband in his forties with thick hair and an enviable job as creative director of the men’s equivalent of Vogue, a huge townhouse in Islington, and an army of adoring fans.

			Her life is perfect. So why has she left us?

		

	
		
			Yvonne

			‘Beautiful,’ I say, beaming my most encouraging smile.

			When I first met Simon, I told him I shot people for a living. It was a good test of his mental agility. Most people looked puzzled for a few seconds, but eventually figured it out. Simon took a little longer than I would have liked, but he got there in the end.

			When he pulled out his phone to take my number that first day, I noticed the screensaver image on it was one of him with a small boy on his shoulders, and my heart sunk. But he spotted me looking, and told me that the boy was his nephew, Callum. His best little bud.

			The joy in Simon’s eyes as he described him, that was it for me – hook, line and sinker. Simon was so handsome, so young, and I was thirty-eight. I thought fate had finally dealt me a decent hand.

			It’s a typical newborn shoot: a first-time mother with nerves on the edge, a father who looks completely knackered, a tiny seven-day-old baby who understandably just wants to sleep, feed and cry. A photographer who hates the lot of them for their perfect life. No, that’s not entirely fair. I don’t hate them for their perfect life; I hate them for not realising how lucky they are to have it.

			‘Could we . . . could we try some naked ones?’ the mother asks. Her name’s Jackie. I stifle a sigh. Naked ones are always difficult – the second you undress the poor baby they start screaming. It’s winter, I want to say. Would you want to be photographed naked?

			People can be so selfish, even with their children. But I’m paid to do what I’m told.

			‘Of course!’ I say, smiling instead. ‘I’ll just get my blow-fan out of the car, don’t want baby getting cold.’

			I lay my camera down on their buttoned footstool. Velvet; how long before that gets puked on, I wonder? Hello bitterness, my old friend. Outside on the driveway I allow myself a minute or two of deep breathing, looking back at their house. The sky is clear, the air invigorating. I love this time of year.

			As I reach into the boot of my battered Peugeot, I feel a twinge in my stomach that brings me up short. Far too early for it to mean anything, of course, but still. I pat my tummy encouragingly. We did it doggy style on the sofa yesterday – almost less dignified than I could bear, but I’m sure it gives things an extra push in the right direction. One of the women on the forum said you should get your husband to have an espresso right before you do the deed, but Simon hates coffee. I think about the Stella he drank beforehand, and just hope the things weren’t drunk.

			Back in the living room, Jackie has stripped the baby down to just his nappy. I take one of the blankets from the arm of their sofa, and arrange it on the footstool.

			‘Here,’ I say. ‘Lie him down there. Let me just get the heater going . . .’

			Once it’s plugged in and blowing in his direction, I carefully remove the nappy. The skin on his little legs is so soft, he barely feels human. Thankfully he seems unbothered by his sudden nakedness – he gives a little squawk of displeasure, but then yawns and settles down to sleep, his legs and arms tucked under him, head resting on the blanket.

			I resist the urge to lean down and kiss his tiny cheek.

			‘I gave him a quick feed when you were at the car,’ Jackie says. ‘Seems to have settled him.’

			‘Well done, Mum,’ I say, forcing a smile. Does she even know what she has? ‘You’re a natural already.’

			The husband – Will, I think – looks over at her, eyes wide with something I can’t put my finger on. He’s older and relatively attractive, although he’s got a weak chin. I straighten up my shoulders and grin at him, letting my eyes meet his for a little too long. His mouth twitches into a confused smile and he looks away. It’s an old habit. Sometimes, I don’t even realise I’m doing it.

			‘Right,’ I say, ‘if you two could just step back a bit, you’re reflected in the window at the moment . . .’

			‘Sorry,’ Jackie says. She shuffles backwards but doesn’t take her eyes off the wrinkly baby on the footstool. I snap away, leaning over. My skirt rides up. I hear Will give a short cough behind me.

			‘Would you, would you like another drink, Yvonne?’ he says. ‘We have other herbal teas—’

			‘Yes,’ Jackie interrupts. ‘Rooibos, chamomile . . .’

			I stand up straight.

			‘I’m absolutely fine, thank you,’ I say, smiling at them both. ‘I think I have all I need actually . . .’

			I hold out the back of the camera to show them, flicking through some of the shots on the screen.

			‘Oh!’ Jackie says, tears welling. ‘That one’s gorgeous!’

			I lock the picture she’s pointed at with the button on my camera.

			‘We’ve got some fantastic ones,’ I say. ‘One of my most successful shoots for a while, in fact. Well done, Mum and Dad! And baby too, of course.’

			I lean over him, picking up his babygrow, then pause, straightening up. Not my place.

			‘Er, you can get him dressed again now,’ I say, handing Jackie his outfit.

			She’s oblivious to me anyway. She scoops him up straight away and lays him on the sofa, replacing the nappy and re-dressing him. He’s still asleep. I look away.

			‘So,’ Jackie says, holding him across her body. Will is lingering in the doorway to the ‘drawing room’ as they grandly announced it when I first arrived, looking uncomfortable. I know from the tone of her voice what’s coming next.

			‘Do you have children yourself?’

			I sniff, zipping up my camera bag. Why do they always ask? Why do they think it’s OK to ask?

			‘Not yet!’ I say, trying to sound happy about it. ‘Just focusing on my career for now.’

			‘But you’re married?’ she says, staring at my ring. I twist it around my finger, hiding the size of the stone. Don’t want her to pity me. From the corner of my eye, I notice Will slip from the room.

			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘So hopefully sometime soon . . .’

			Her eyes narrow a little as she smiles at me. She can’t tell how old I am, but she’s trying to work it out. I’m grateful as ever for the roundness of my cheeks, the thickness of my hair. It was worth going through the puppy fat stage as a teenager – after a growth spurt when I was fifteen, I came out the other side curvy in a good way. Simon said I looked like Kelly Brook when I first met him. I don’t particularly like being compared to other women, but I know in his eyes it was a huge compliment.

			‘Is your husband a photographer too?’

			I frown. As usual, she wants me to stay for a chat. I’m not paid for that, but since I started doing private photography I’ve realised that half the job is counselling. It’s the reason I gave up weddings earlier this year – having to calm down hysterical brides, deal with the even more hysterical mothers of the brides and fend off drunken best men – it all became too exhausting.

			‘No, he’s a personal trainer,’ I say. ‘Works at the Peter Daunt gym in Chiswick. The ladies-only one.’ We’re in Richmond, she’ll know how exclusive it is.

			‘Oh wow,’ she says. ‘Don’t all the celebs go there? How amazing, a personal trainer. No wonder you’re in such great shape. What a good-looking couple you must be.’

			‘I don’t know about that.’ I laugh.

			‘It’s so hard, you know,’ Jackie says. I look at her but she’s staring down at the footstool. ‘I never imagined . . . I never imagined it would be this hard. You see these women online . . . I’ve been following them for ages, you know, since I found out I was pregnant . . . Violet Young, Mama Perkins, all those women on social media. They make it look so easy!’ A single tear rolls down her cheek, landing on the baby’s head.

			‘Last night we sat down to dinner, and Zachary started crying, and Will and I got into a big argument about whether or not we should always go to him when he cries . . . the midwife said we should, but my mother-in-law told Will it was important to get them into a routine early, get them used to settling themselves as much as possible. So long as they’ve had enough milk . . . I don’t know. How can you ignore that sound? It’s impossible.’

			She runs out of breath, takes a step back and slumps on the sofa, covering her face with her one free hand. I straighten up and sit down next to her, putting my arm around her. You know what’s hard? I think to myself. Wanting a baby so much that sometimes you think you’ll die of the longing. That’s what’s hard.

			‘It’s only day seven!’ I say, instead. ‘You’re doing so well. You really are. Look at him. He’s beautiful. And Will adores you, I can see that . . .’

			‘I don’t think he adores me like this, all frumpy and hormonal. And he wants his mother to come and stay with us now. To “help out”! I tried to tell him, I don’t want help. I don’t want all these visitors. I just want it to be the three of us . . . When Violet Young had her last baby, she didn’t let anyone visit for a fortnight. I know because we used to live next door to her. They call it a babymoon – that’s what I wanted to do too, but . . .’

			‘You used to live next door to Violet Young?’

			‘Yes,’ she says, sniffing. ‘In Islington. It was Will’s house – the one he had before he met me. We sold it when I got pregnant. Wanted something detached, and my family are in Richmond . . . that’s another thing, he’s still making jokes about being dragged south of the river.’

			‘Were you friends with Violet?’

			Jackie looks up at me, confused.

			‘No, not really,’ she says. ‘Friendly enough, as neighbours. She was lovely though. Always rushing about, we didn’t get to chat much. Why do you ask? Do you know her?’

			‘Oh,’ I say, squeezing her shoulders. ‘I did. Once. A long time ago. But listen, you’re doing a great job. Look at him, he’s happy and that’s all that matters.’

			I stroke the baby’s downy hair with my finger, and make a mental note to save Jackie and Will’s details in my phone. You never know what might come in handy.
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			Coldteafordays

			Guys still no sign of her . . .

			Horsesforcourses

			It is super weird. I hope she’s OK. Does anyone know, if you delete your YT account, whether or not you can get it back again? Cos that’s a lot of subscribers to lose . . .

			Coldteafordays

			I’m so surprised. I was sure her next big ‘thing’ was going to be Henry quitting his job and joining her. You know, like King Daddy and Queen Mumma. But less cringe. Not this!

			Neverforget

			Violet’s got her book deal now. She doesn’t need YouTube anymore. She’s made her millions. She was becoming so boring anyway. Just her and her perfect life. She lost all relatability when she started pushing that ‘read to your kids for ten minutes a day’ campaign. Yeah thanks, love, we all do that ALREADY.

			Coldteafordays

			I loved that campaign! And I don’t agree her life is perfect. She was saying just last week how she was struggling with Goldie’s cluster feeding.

			Horsesforcourses

			Oh god, cluster feeding is THE PITS! I’m so glad those days are behind me.

			Neverforget

			Oh right, a five minute moan squeezed in to twenty minutes of ‘look at my perfect life, even my dishwasher is a design classic but oh god does anyone else’s perfect husband not know how to load it properly hashtag the struggle is real’

			Coldteafordays

			Think you’re being a bit harsh, Never. She was nearly crying in that clip.

			Sadandalone

			That clip made me cry.

			Neverforget

			*Rolls eyes emoticon*

			Coldteafordays

			Henry’s accounts are still active. But nothing since Saturday. What does it MEAN?

			Neverforget

			It means she’s laughing at us all. Bet it’s some kind of publicity stunt. She must be well gutted that the papers haven’t bothered to report it yet. I’ll bet you a hundred quid it’s part of her marketing strategy for the book.

			Coldteafordays

			Do you think? Really? I’d be so disappointed. I was really looking forward to reading her book. I had terrible PND with my first and her blog really helped me.

			Neverforget

			It’s obvious. She’s going to pretend she’s had some kind of mental breakdown, then Henry will publish a blog post saying she’s taking some time off from YouTube, and that she’ll be back when she’s feeling better, and then she’ll magically reappear to share her story of courage and survival just in time for the book to come out.

			Sadandalone

			I think you’re wrong. She’s the opposite of that cynical!

			Neverforget

			You’re so naive. You don’t think that every little ‘event’ in their life isn’t carefully choreographed to get maximum clicks?

			Sadandalone

			I’m not saying she doesn’t know how to make the most of her content. I’m just saying, I don’t think she’d do a disappearing act as a publicity stunt. It doesn’t feel like ‘her’.

			Coldteafordays

			I agree. But then again I suppose we don’t really know her. We just think we do . . .

		

	
		
			Lily

			Anna opens the door as soon as I press the bell. She’s been waiting for me, as usual.

			‘Sorry, so sorry,’ I say, breathlessly. ‘Hello monkey!’

			Archie barrels towards me, burying his head against my legs.

			‘Mummy,’ he says, standing back and regarding me seriously. ‘I did a cat drawing.’

			‘He did indeed,’ Anna says, smiling and passing me his bag plus a crumpled piece of paper. ‘A cat in a neckerchief! Quite the artist.’

			‘Oh it’s fabuousous!’ Archie giggles at my mispronunciation. ‘Thanks,’ I say, smiling back at Anna. ‘I’m so sorry, the Piccadilly line was down . . . God, I’ve had a right nightmare, three buses it took me, and . . . well you don’t want the details.’

			‘Oh don’t worry,’ Anna replies. I know she’s taken pity on me, that really she should be charging me five pounds for every five minutes I’m late, as per her contract. ‘Pete’s taken the kids to karate anyway so it was just me and we’ve had some lovely quiet time reading. How are you?’

			‘Good,’ I say. ‘I’m . . .’ I look down at Archie, who’s edging closer to the gate. He’s desperate to get home, of course, to feed his goldfish Spike. The only pet mummy could afford; just another sign of how I’m failing him as a parent. ‘Just a bit knackered this week actually. Ha, and it’s only Monday!’

			‘Mother’s prerogative,’ Anna says. ‘Well, Arch had a brilliant day, didn’t you, lovely? We went to playgroup this morning, then to the park this afternoon to collect some pine cones to paint tomorrow. We’ll be making Christmas decorations with them.’

			‘And mine was the biggest!’ squeaks Archie, his round eyes flashing with excitement.

			I stroke the top of his head.

			‘How brilliant,’ I say. ‘Aren’t you lucky?’

			‘See you tomorrow, buddy,’ Anna says, closing the door.

			As we walk the short distance back to our flat, my thoughts drift back to Violet, wondering where she is now. I wanted to ask Anna if she had ever seen her YouTube channel, but something held me back, thought she might find me weird. She probably doesn’t have time, to be fair. Too busy looking after children to watch videos of other women looking after children. I quite often find myself wondering why I prefer watching Violet playing with her kids rather than playing with my own, but the guilt stops me digging too deeply.

			‘All the houses have lights up,’ Archie whines, pointing at the windows. We pass the cute alms’ houses that were originally built for the poor. There’s no chance I’d be able to afford to buy one now, despite being poor. This part of Acton is pretty enough, away from the high road with its garages and chicken shops. Just living a few streets back makes such a difference to the noise levels. I wonder if I’d be able to sleep somewhere as quiet as this – I’ve got used to the dull rumble of trains in the background, the sirens that blare past our flat, the drunk and disorderly shouting outside our door. To anyone else, the noises would be annoying, but to me they’re strangely comforting. A reminder that I’m not completely alone.
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