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Chapter 1


What was there left to do but call the wedding off?


     As my fiancé Ed stood on the doorstep in the early hours of the morning one Sunday early last February, I fancied I could see a dream flying away behind him. Almost twelve months of planning, 150 RSVPs, thousands of pounds already laid out on booking the venue, the caterers, the ceilidh band . . . But as I looked at him right then there was no way I was going to be able to walk down that aisle to stand beside him.


     ‘Heidi, I lost my key,’ he said.


     It wasn’t the only thing he’d lost that weekend.


     ‘Ed,’ I sighed. ‘Where are your clothes?’


 


When I was younger, struggling hopefully with a series of brief and hopeless relationships, I heard all the clichés. After each uniquely painful break-up my family and friends would rally round and utter such gems of advice as ‘Love will only come when you’re not looking for it’ and ‘You’ll find love where you least expect it’. I hated to hear those things. But the fact is that love did come when I wasn’t looking for it and it certainly wasn’t where I expected to find it.


     ‘So, you’ll need to book another appointment as soon as possible to have that temporary filling replaced,’ said the dentist. ‘And, er, I wonder whether you’d like to come to the theatre next Thursday night.’


     Yes. That was how I met him. I lost half a tooth at a friend’s dinner party, accidentally crunching on a stray olive stone in the puttanesca sauce, and Ed Gordon was the emergency dentist who patched me up. He was a locum at the time, standing in for my usual dentist, Mr Orpington. Mr Orpington was a fifty-something whose yellowing pegs and bad breath were far from the best advertisement for his profession. Ed Gordon had the straight, white grin of a Hollywood film star, though I’d find out later on that his front two teeth were a bridge to replace the two he lost to rugby.


     ‘It’s just that I noticed you reading the theatre brochure in the waiting room and I’ve got a spare ticket to see An Inspector Calls,’ Ed explained.


     It would be a few months before I admitted that I only picked up the theatre brochure because the single tattered copy of Hello was an issue I already owned. ‘Er,’ I replied. ‘Isn’t it against the rules to go on a date with a patient?’


     ‘But you’re not my patient,’ said Ed. ‘Not really. And I promise never to go near your mouth again. At least, not with a drill bit . . .’ He grinned at me like a naughty schoolboy who thinks he might have got away with something wicked.


     ‘I’d love to come,’ I told him. ‘I think.’


     After all, any man who asked me out having seen my crumbling molars had to be a pretty genuine sort of bloke. Not overly concerned with looks, at least. Or perhaps he was just as desperate as I was.


 


Needless to say, our first date went wonderfully. Ed greeted me in the lobby of the theatre with a single, perfect rose. I spent the entire performance sneaking glimpses at his impressively masculine profile in the semi-darkness and being very pleased he was much more handsome than I remembered. We followed up on that theatre date with a Saturday afternoon at London Zoo, then a day at the races and, three weeks later, we spent our first whole night together – a weekend in a posh hotel in Brighton that was as romantic as it was dirty. And almost two years after that fateful filling Ed Gordon finally proposed. Valentine’s Day. Paris. Top of the Eiffel Tower. The most perfect cliché in the world. We saw four more proposals while we waited for the lift to take us down again and one of the girls actually fainted. I felt pretty giddy myself.


     We spent the rest of that weekend in Paris on a high, floating around like a pair of teenagers, holding hands and periodically congratulating ourselves on our good fortune in having found each other in a world full of so many strangers. On our last night in France we climbed up to the gardens in front of the Sacré-Cœur and looked back across the city towards the sparkling Tower, where the defining moment of our lives so far had taken place.


     ‘How did you know it was me?’ I asked Ed then. ‘How did you know I was “The One” for you?’


     It wasn’t the way I looked, or the way I talked. It wasn’t the way my nose wrinkled up when I giggled (which it doesn’t). It wasn’t my way with a baking tin or my incredible skill in the sack. It was the way I packed my suitcase.


     ‘Your ability to travel light,’ was at the top of Ed’s well-considered list of reasons why he loved me. ‘The fact that you can get out of the house in less than five minutes whether we’re going to the supermarket or a black-tie ball, and the way that you cook scrambled eggs.’


     Strange as it may sound, I wasn’t disappointed with that answer.


     ‘And I love you,’ I told him, ‘because you always warn me when you’re going to fart in bed.’


 


We set the date for sixteen months after the proposal. Ed had some relatives in Australia and was keen for them to be able to attend, while I wanted plenty of time to make sure our big day was a suitably fantastic expression of our love. Before Ed asked me to marry him, I would have sworn I wasn’t interested in the extravagant white wedding thing: registry office on the King’s Road or a cheesy Elvis chapel in Las Vegas would have been good enough for me. The only guests I needed were my parents, my best friend Kara and my younger brother James  . . .


     After the proposal, I turned into Bride-zilla. I told myself I was only doing it for my family, but I discovered that I secretly wanted a church. I wanted a white dress. I wanted bridesmaids. I wanted small boys dressed as Little Lord Fauntleroy (my younger brother was very lucky he had just turned twenty-five). And as the date grew nearer, every spare moment seemed to be taken up with finalising details: dresses, flowers, table decorations. Food suitable for just about every allergy known to the medical profession – peanuts, dairy, tomato pips for goodness’ sake. It was stressful beyond belief, but I thought I had every eventuality covered.


     Then, with just four months left to go, Ed went and lost his trousers. And his jacket. And his T-shirt. And his pants.


 


‘What the hell happened to you?’ I asked him.


     ‘I fell asleep,’ he said. ‘So they punished me.’


     ‘They’ being the other members of Ed’s amateur rugby club.


     That weekend the club had hired a minibus and driven from London to Gloucester to play a few friendly matches there. They celebrated a weekend of wins with the traditional combination of a curry, drinking games and dirty songs. Unfortunately for Ed – and for me, as it turned out – that year’s captain, Richard (orthopaedic surgeon on working days and lunatic on Saturdays), decided to introduce a new weekend-away tradition, imported from his posh Oxford college. The first man to pass out through fatigue or too much alcohol forfeited his clothes. And in their place, the unlucky sucker got a fine layer of sticky black treacle and feathers.


     Ed was the first man to pass out.


     ‘You’re not coming in till I’ve put down some newspaper,’ I shrieked as he tried to step inside.


     ‘But Heidi, I’m cold,’ Ed said pathetically.


     ‘Serves you right.’ It was two degrees below outside and I was in no mood to be kind, still smarting from a spat about place settings we’d had before Ed left on the Friday night.


     I laid a trail of old Sunday supplements from the front door to the bathroom. ‘Why on earth do you have to hang out with such perverts?’ I asked as I surveyed the damage. Ed’s team-mates had sensibly driven off at high speed after depositing him and a plastic carrier bag of suspiciously wet clothes in my care. ‘This is never going to come off.’ He was covered from ankles to ears. Ed grimaced manfully as I pulled away the first handful of feathers and half his leg hair. Half an hour later, we had to resort to shaving the damn treacle away with my Gillette Venus ladies’ razor.


     ‘I’m cancelling the wedding,’ I said.


     ‘You won’t, will you, Heidi? You know how much I love you,’ Ed slurred.


     ‘Well, I don’t love you any more. You’re supposed to be a bloody grown-up. How could you let them do this to you? I’m calling the caterers tomorrow.’


     ‘Heidi, please don’t do that. You’ve got to marry me; I’ve told all my friends.’


     ‘The same friends that covered you in this mess?’ I ran my hands through my hair in exasperation and immediately regretted it. The treacle was getting everywhere. The newspaper hadn’t protected the carpet at all and there were three sticky handprints on the bathroom wall where Ed had reached out to steady himself. ‘If any one of those jokers actually turns up to the wedding, I will cut off his balls with the cake knife.’


     ‘I love you most because you always have such a calm reaction to disasters,’ Ed told me with a burp. ‘I can’t wait till you’re my wife.’


     ‘But I am never going to marry you, Ed Gordon,’ I said flatly.


     It felt like I was only half-joking.










Chapter 2


Treacle notwithstanding, to anyone looking in from the outside, my life was pretty much perfect at that moment in time. Not only was I about to get married to a wonderful man, I was one of the rare people I knew who didn’t dread Monday mornings; work was going very well.


     I joined the BBC as soon as I left college, using my university radio experience to wangle a place on their graduate trainee course. At the end of my training, I was given a placement at Radio Four. After that, I followed the usual path, from lowly ‘meeter and greeter’ – making tea and coffee for guests on the show – to broadcast assistant to assistant producer to full-blown producer with a desk of my own and a PC I didn’t have to share. Well, not often.


     Just before Ed’s Eiffel Tower proposal, I was headhunted to co-produce a new general interest show on an independent station. The show was to be called Let’s Talk London. I knew that the station, London Talk Live, didn’t have a fraction of Radio Four’s listening figures, but something convinced me it might be the right moment to take a leap into the independent-radio unknown. You see, though I had been steadily creeping up through the ranks in the BBC, there were still some people at the corporation who refused to see me as anything other than the work-experience girl I had been when they first met me. I had a feeling my glass ceiling was looming. In fact, I had a feeling I was already smearing that glass ceiling with my Aveda styling serum. I took the new position.


     Let’s Talk London was great fun from the very beginning. The new gang all started on the same day, which really helped foster team spirit. We were all enthusiastic and hardworking and were soon putting together a show that was gradually, by word of mouth, becoming the morning talk show to listen to in the capital city: I knew we had made it when I got into a cab one day after work and noticed that the cabbie’s radio was already tuned into my station. When he struck up a conversation about an item that I had produced a couple of days before, proving that he hadn’t just tuned in to London Talk Live accidentally, I could have kissed him.


     It was a very fast-moving job. The hour-long show went out live three mornings a week and there was rarely any time to congratulate ourselves on a particularly good one before we had to start all over again on another. As soon as each show ended, we would have a meeting to discuss what should feature on the next edition and launch straight into finding the guests who could offer an expert opinion. Sometimes the issues we confronted were serious, sometimes far from it. During my time on the show, Let’s Talk London had covered everything from the war in Iraq to the threatened demise of Heinz salad cream. Everyone from pop stars to freedom fighters to a man who had been arrested twenty-seven times while attempting to break the world record for visiting every Tube station on the London Underground naked had walked through those studio doors. And yes, Mr Underground came naked to the studio, too – an even less appealing sight than my fiancé in treacle and feathers.


 


A few days after Ed’s rugby-club debacle, a new government study into single parenting was released. The statistics were astonishing: it seemed there were hardly any children with two parents any more. Britain, however, was still largely geared towards catering for a nuclear family that hadn’t existed since the end of the Cold War. Single parents were expected to go out to work and yet there was little childcare provision to help them juggle jobs and homelife. Those few childcare places that did exist were so expensive the gap between money earned and money spent, in order to be able to earn, had shrunk to such an extent it hardly seemed worth leaving the house in the morning anyway. Every newspaper, from the tabloids to the broadsheets, had covered the study and the dilemmas it revealed. It was front-page news pending the next Premier League footballer’s indiscretion or former royal butler’s revelation. We really couldn’t afford not to cover it ourselves.


     ‘What we need,’ said Eleanor, the show’s editor and my boss, ‘is something that examines single parenting from a new angle.’


     I have no doubt that exactly the same conversation was being had in fifty independent-radio production offices throughout the country that afternoon.


     ‘Single mothers: what kind of shoes do they wear?’ asked Robin, the office funny boy. It was a running joke that Robin would include shoes in every proposal he made at the programme meetings. Apparently it was all we girls ever talked about. Manolos, Jimmy Choos, or, more realistically on our wages, Dolcis and Ravel.


     ‘A sensible new angle,’ said Flo, the show’s beautiful presenter. She always tried to be stern with Robin but a smile was never far from her lips when she spoke to him. In some ways Robin used his boyish good looks around our oestrogen-filled office like a male version of a buxom girl flashing her cleavage on a City trading floor. He could make Flo flirt like a teen, though she was old enough to be his mother. At least, I assumed Flo was old enough to be his mother. She had a very mature CV but her soft black skin was still as smooth and shiny as a wet pebble and she laughed like someone who had never been let down.


     ‘Everyone assumes that a single parent is a mother left by a feckless man,’ piped up Nelly, our other trainee. If Robin was class clown, then Nelly was definitely class swot. ‘But what about a father bringing up the kids on his own?’ She pushed her glasses further up her nose and squinted through them expectantly as she waited for us to respond.


     ‘That sounds good,’ I said. If not entirely original, I thought. Still, there were only two flavours of single parent, weren’t there?


     Eleanor nodded.


     ‘Single fathers and their shoes?’ Robin muttered.


     We all ignored him.


     ‘Single father works for me,’ said Flo.


     It would work for me too. That close to lunchtime I just wanted to get out of the office and into Pret A Manger.


     ‘Right. A lone father it is,’ said Eleanor, ‘pending any better ideas.’


     ‘Single shoes?’ said Robin.


     We continued to ignore him.


     ‘Nelly, perhaps you should start by ringing some of the single-parent charities,’ I suggested.


     Nelly, as usual, was way ahead of the game. ‘Oh, I already did that,’ she said. I caught Robin rolling his eyes. ‘I’m waiting to hear from a couple of men who should be available at short notice.’


     ‘Great. Let me know as soon as they get back to you,’ said Eleanor.


     ‘Will do.’ Nelly made herself a note before going off to fix us some coffee and shine her halo.


     Once again, Robin found himself in the humiliating position of researching the shorter, more lightweight part of the show. He was set to finding someone to talk to us about yet another calendar made up of nude pictures of unlikely models. We’d had the naked WI girls, naked footballers, naked firemen, naked vicars . . . (okay, so that last one I made up). This time the nude models were all professional cyclists raising money for an arthritis charity. Strategically placed bicycle pumps kept us from finding out whether the rumour that cyclists put bananas down their Lycra shorts was true. It was surprisingly disappointing when Robin announced, after some very light research, that it was true: cyclists do put bananas in their Lycras. But only the skins. Between their buttocks. To stop chafing.


     ‘Can we use the word “chafing” on our show?’ I wondered aloud.


     ‘I’ll look it up in the network guidelines,’ said Nelly.










Chapter 3


Later that same day, I met up with my very own link to the world of the single parent.


     My best friend Kara had recently become a single mum. Her son Forester was almost six months old, but Kara hadn’t seen Forester’s musician father since she told him she was going to keep the baby. Nine months after the whirlwind romance in Goa, that resulted in one very-much unplanned pregnancy, relations had quickly deteriorated to such an extent that when Forester was born, Kara merely included the man who gave him half his genes on the list of recipients for a birth announcement via round-robin email.


     I wouldn’t say Kara was exactly thrilled to see the little blue line in the results window of the pregnancy test, but after it appeared there was never any question that she would be a mother. It was the ultimate expression of sod’s law. The weekend before Kara flew off for some winter sun in Goa and got herself pregnant, she and I had visited our old college pal Mary and her newborn baby boy in hospital. Mary had us both crossing our legs with her tales of in-depth investigations at the fertility clinic and the subsequent horrors of pregnancy and labour without drugs; not so much as a whiff of the laughing gas (or so she claimed). Ed didn’t get anywhere near me for a week.


     ‘I don’t think I have a maternal cell in my body,’ Kara announced that evening as we drank red wine and told each other what we really thought of Mary’s pig-ugly bundle of joy. Kara certainly had a maternal cell in her body when she got back from India.


     ‘Great,’ she said, tossing the white plastic stick into the wastepaper bin and clapping her hands together as though she had just made a decision about what to have for lunch. ‘I’m going to be a single mother. Better than getting myself a cat and being a common-or-garden single woman, I suppose. At least people will know I had one good shag before my life ended.’


     ‘But . . . how . . .?’ I began.


     ‘How what?’ Kara asked. ‘How did I get pregnant? Well, Heidi, it goes like this—’


     ‘How will you do it on your own?’ I interrupted seriously.


     I didn’t know why, but I suddenly felt quite breathless. My heart beat like a trapped bird in my chest, as though I had been the one peeing on the spatula. I was much more worried than Kara was.


 


Kara Knight always gave the impression that she glided through life. Certainly in the twelve or so years I had known her (we met on our first day at university in Leeds) she had managed to avoid most of the crises that afflict the average twenty-something girl. She breezed through her degree – even final exams couldn’t stop her from going to see her favourite band in London the night before her last paper. She managed to get a first without ever spending all night in the library. In fact, I don’t think she even knew where it was. While the rest of us trudged from interview to interview on the corporate ‘milk round’, desperate to find graduate placements so we could start repaying those student loans, Kara never bothered to impress the corporations. Kara met the man who gave her her first proper job (for a glamorous film company) at a London nightclub, when she spilled her pink drink on his white suede jacket.


     Not that Kara needed a job; her parents were loaded. Her father was something big in stainless steel. She had her credit card bills sent straight to his office and Daddy Knight was more than happy to indulge his only child. That alone should have made me hate her, but I recognised at once that Kara was slightly embarrassed by her fortunate situation and that writing her off as a spoilt rich girl would have been as unfair as the way some of her former private schoolmates wrote people like me off as proles. She was fun and kind, and she gave me my first ever spliff. Hanging out with Kara was an education. Of sorts.


     In short, Kara had every modern girl’s dream life. Rich, intelligent, adored by men and women alike. She even had beautiful toes. It was as if a fairy godmother had waved a wand over her head as she emerged into the world with her silver spoon already firmly clenched between her perfect teeth. And that fairy had remained by Kara’s side throughout her days, deflecting all the boredom and ugliness and low-level unhappiness that touched the average existence, making sure Kara never cried over boys, books or the size of her bum. Until the fateful night on Baga Beach when the fairy went AWOL, Kara met ‘what’s-his-name’ and conceived her son.


     ‘How will you do it?’ I asked again. ‘How can you afford to have this baby on your own?’


     At the age of thirty, Kara had only recently decided she would take no more handouts from her parents but try to make her own way in life. She had cashed (so she said) the last cheque and was wavering between careers in massage therapy, past-life regression and feng shui consultancy.


     ‘What will you do without a partner to support you through this?’ I persisted.


     Kara was thinking about cheese.


     ‘I’ll save loads of money over the next nine months,’ she told me optimistically. ‘Even if Mum and Dad refuse to help out, which they won’t. There are plenty of things I can cut back on. Alcohol, cocaine, unpasteurised cheese. Bloody hell. No red wine or Brie for a whole nine months. I don’t know which is worse. But at least I know I’m not going to be tempted to go mad in the summer sales this year. Not if I’m going to look like a blimp.’


     Of course, Kara never really looked like a blimp. Over the next three seasons she was the perfect exemplar of that mythical pregnant woman who glows. No varicose veins. No spots. No piles. Hardly any weight gain at all apart from the neat little bump that was as round and tight as a basketball. Her glossy, thick hair just got glossier and thicker. And nothing seemed to bother her, not any of the physical symptoms of pregnancy that tortured mortal women or the terrifying thought of what she was about to take on for the next eighteen years. Kara was the very model of a modern Madonna. She gave me morning sickness.


     ‘I don’t know how you’re going to do it,’ I told her the day she found out.


     She just did.


 


That evening in February we met, as had become our custom, at a little Greek restaurant equidistant between our two houses. We’d completely overlooked the place until Kara got a craving for taramasalata in her second trimester. Now we favoured Little Athens as our restaurant of choice because it was one of the few places we knew that had a door wide enough to admit a fully laden pushchair.


     ‘And my post-natal arse,’ Kara sighed.


     As Kara wheeled his pushchair in from the cold, Forester already looked faintly disgruntled at having to be out with the girls again. His trendy fur-trimmed cap with ear-flaps made him look like a mini Elmer Fudd. He strained his little body against the straps that held him safe like Hercules trying to break his bonds. But even when he was pouting Forester Knight was a cutie. He had his mother’s lips, her Valrhona chocolate eyes and a perfect fuzz of dark brown curls – ‘Must be from his father,’ said Kara, whose own dark hair was long and straight as a Japanese girl’s. But she wasn’t sure – Forester’s dad had a shaved head during the brief time Kara knew him. But whatever his father looked like, Forester was not one of those babies you compared to a pickled walnut. He was Botticelli beautiful. A Christmas card cupid. An angel.


     I pushed the brim of his cap back to coo at him. ‘Haven’t you grown!’ I said. ‘I swear he grows an inch a day.’


     ‘Stop with the growing stuff,’ said Kara. ‘You’ll be pinching his cheeks next.’ But I could tell she was pleased when I noticed the way he was changing from day to day. She undid the harness that held Forester in his pram. ‘Hold him for a second?’ she asked me.


     She lifted Forester out and handed him over. I took him from her, concentrating hard on getting that ideal soft yet secure grip on his wriggling torso, then I attempted to give him a cuddle. He protested at once, arching his body away from mine as though I was King Herod. I handed him back to his mum as soon as her arms were empty again.


     ‘Hang on, will you?’ Kara still had a packet of wet wipes between her teeth.


     ‘He can smell I’m an amateur,’ I explained, deftly swapping baby for baby product.


     Kara tutted and rolled her eyes at me. ‘Well, practice makes perfect,’ she said.


     But I knew that both Forester and I were very much happier when he was on Kara’s knee at the table, grabbing everything within reach and trying to get it into his mouth before his mother spotted and intervened.


     ‘Not the knife!’ said Kara. ‘He’s started grabbing.’


     ‘I noticed,’ I said when I leaned too close to admire his tiny wee nose and he gave the silver pendant around my neck a hefty tug.


     ‘Give your Auntie Heidi a smile,’ she suggested, when she had freed me from his determined grasp. ‘He’s got the smiling thing totally down now. He’s been doing this really cute grin.’


     Forester immediately turned his face away from me, arched his back again and started preparing himself for a scream. No cute grin for Auntie Heidi then. Like I said, he could smell my fear.


     ‘He’s tired,’ Kara sighed, and indeed his eyelids were drooping. My shoulders relaxed slightly at the thought that he might soon be asleep for the whole meal. He yawned and seemed to close his eyes tightly. After a moment, to be sure, Kara carefully laid him back down in his buggy. The second his bottom touched the canvas seat, however, his eyes flipped wide open like the eyes of an evil baby doll. He protested until Kara picked him up again and cuddled him close to her shoulder, then he yelled as though she was pinching him. My shoulders were back up by my ears and I found myself looking around the restaurant apologetically even though Kara and I were the only customers there. Kara just kept on chatting above the fray.


     ‘Did you read that piece about that footballer’s boyfriend in the Sun today?’ she asked.


     I couldn’t concentrate on a word she was saying.


     ‘Have to say I always thought he wasn’t entirely straight.’


     Forester yelled so hard I had to sit on my hands to stop myself covering my ears, but Kara didn’t even flinch as she got the full force of his yell in her face. I was shaking by the time our bottle of wine arrived.


     ‘Do you think I’d get arrested for putting some of this in his bottle?’ Kara joked with the waitress. ‘He’s so bloody active now,’ she added to me. ‘Oh, for the days when I could carry him around like a rather cumbersome handbag.’


     ‘I look forward to you guys coming in; he’s so adorable,’ the waitress clucked.


     Forester threw back his head and gave her a view of his tonsils, complete with Sioux warrior battlecry sound effects.


     ‘Don’t you think much of our restaurant, eh?’ the waitress asked him as she stroked his reddening cheek. ‘Don’t you like to eat Greek food? Not good enough for you in here?’


     Forester squealed.


     The waitress cooed, ‘Awww!’


     Awww? Sometimes I felt like I was the only person who could actually hear it when Forester bawled. Like the boy who noticed that the emperor’s new clothes were in fact a birthday suit, I seemed to lack the filter that turned a baby’s cry into song.


     Forester was to struggle on for quite a while that afternoon. It took an emergency bottle of milk and a good deal of cuddling from his well-practised mother before he closed his eyes again. But, as usual, once his face was all angelic and serene once more, it was almost impossible to remember what he had looked like while screaming. Kara and the waitress gazed in awe for a moment. I gazed along with them.


     ‘Quick,’ Kara said then. ‘We’ve got approximately forty-five minutes to gossip before he wakes up.’


     The waitress poured us both another glass of wine.


     ‘Here’s to not breastfeeding.’ Kara downed hers in one and slammed the glass on the table.


     Being a mum had hardly changed my best friend at all.


 


Personally, I didn’t have much gossip. I was getting married. Apart from Ed’s brush with the treacle, my life had become a thrilling round of weekdays at the radio station and weekends spent buying shelving units at Ikea. We seemed to have an infinite appetite for new shelving units though I wasn’t quite sure where Ed was putting them any more. Lately, even the wedding planning was starting to lose its appeal as a subject of discussion for me. Just after the engagement, I never travelled anywhere without a bridal magazine in my handbag and I couldn’t wait for the year to tick away. Now the feeling I had as I flicked through the pages of my diary was more akin to the way I felt in the run-up to my GCSEs. It had started with six months to go but I didn’t feel I could talk about it. Who would understand?


     Kara, by contrast, always seemed to have some juicy tale up her sleeve, even though now she was a stay-at-home mum.


     Just the previous week she had announced that she was ready to jump back into the dating scene. It didn’t seem that long since she had been complaining about her intimate stitches and claiming she would never have sex again. Never ever. Not even if George Clooney and his heretofore undiscovered twin brother dropped by with flowers. But then, all of a sudden, it was as if the sun came out in her life again and she decided she was dying for a flirt.


     ‘I feel as though I’ve been invisible for the past fifteen months,’ she had complained to me. ‘First because I was pregnant. Now because I have so obviously just been pregnant, with the big jumpers and the wild “got no sleep last night” hair thing going on.’


     She didn’t look that bad and I told her so. In fact, I had been admiring the dark-blue sweater she now described as a Cornish fisherman’s cast-off.


     ‘Well, it’s time to get back into the game,’ she said, batting away my compliments. ‘I want someone to flirt with, even if it’s just in cyberspace. I’ve been thinking about Internet dating.’


     We had done a couple of segments on cyber-dating in the show. ‘It’s the perfect place to start,’ I agreed. ‘You don’t even have to change out of your pyjamas.’


     ‘And I can post a photo taken before I got pregnant,’ said Kara. ‘You’ve got to help me think of something funny to put in my profile. I need a good name.’


     ‘Kara at Gagging For It dot com?’ was my first suggestion.


     ‘Already taken,’ Kara quipped back. ‘But I’m serious, Heidi. If I don’t get some adult male company, some flirtatious adult male company, soon, I am going to have to buy a cat. Except I can’t even buy a cat any more.’


     ‘Why not?’ I asked.


     ‘In case the baby catches something horrible and dies.’


     She whipped out a sanitising wipe and carefully cleaned her hands before she even thought about reaching for the pitta bread. When I kissed Kara ‘hello’ these days I always caught a faint whiff of something antibacterial.


     ‘Try Internet dating. It could be the best thing you ever did,’ I said encouragingly. ‘And what possible harm can come of it, so long as you’re careful and don’t go meeting up with a virtual stranger in the middle of the night on a deserted beach?’


     Kara grinned. I was talking to a girl who had conceived her son under almost exactly those circumstances.


 


Just seven days later, back in Little Athens, Kara was proud to announce that her mission to fill that flirtatious gap in her life was going well. Very well, in fact. She had joined three online dating sites as soon as she got home from discussing the idea with me and claimed to have had more than a hundred ‘hits’ in the first twenty-four hours after her profile went live.


     ‘Any good ones?’ I asked.


     ‘Oh yes.’ Kara reached into the tray beneath Forester’s pushchair and pulled out a handful of printouts. These were her favourite emails and some grainy-looking photos.


     ‘You’re very popular,’ I said, as I started to leaf through them.


     ‘Well, KarmaKara is.’


     ‘KarmaKara? What is that?’


     ‘That’s my log-in name.’


     ‘Yuck. You’ll be besieged by hippies.’


     ‘That’s not such a bad thing.’


     ‘As long as you’ve got no sense of smell.’


     ‘Just help me suss out the losers, will you?’


     So while Forester snoozed on in his pushchair, his mother and I sifted through the candidates for stepfatherhood. I quickly whittled the contenders down to the three who’d dared to post photos, then read some of their emails and immediately had to discount the best-looking one on the grounds that he asked what kind of underwear Kara liked to wear in his very first attempt at correspondence. In line one, in fact. Top of a list of ten questions. ‘Bikini-style or thong?’


     ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Kara asked, as I flipped him onto the reject pile.


     ‘Where do you want me to start?’


     Question two was ‘Au naturel or Brazilian?’


     ‘So he’s a little bit forward.’


     ‘Forward?’ I snorted. ‘He’s a pervert. You can forget any man who asks whether you’re wearing tights or stockings before you’ve even had a coffee.’


     The other two were better correspondents, sticking to niceties such as their favourite music, towns and food. At least until email five, by which time Kara’s own smutty sense of humour was creeping in.


     ‘Oh no,’ I said, handing back a couple of particularly steamy pages. ‘Too much information.’


     ‘I’m going to keep that one,’ said Kara, lips twitching upwards at a joke she might have kept more private.


     ‘All very funny. But how do you propose to take it from email to real life?’


     ‘I sent one of them my phone number,’ Kara admitted. She pushed the guy in question’s profile back towards me.


     His name was Duncan Stevenson. He was single, six feet tall and thirty-two. His profile said he enjoyed eating out and dancing, city breaks and classic cars. There was no photo – which is why I had previously consigned him to the reject pile; you’ve got to be suspicious of someone who won’t post a pic. ‘Perhaps he’s intimidatingly gorgeous,’ I joked. But now I was examining the evidence more closely, I found that his emails were not only impressively long but witty, charming and thoughtful. I liked him.


     ‘I emailed him my number first thing this morning,’ Kara continued, ‘but he hasn’t called yet. I guess that part of dating hasn’t changed at all since I was last out there. The girl always ends up waiting for a call.’


     Said the girl I had never known to wait for a call in her life. Kara could have written The Anti-Rules. Call him ten times a day if you want to. Be funny if you feel like it. Have sex on the very first night. She always got away with it and wouldn’t have wanted any man who didn’t like the way she played anyway.


     ‘Perhaps I was too pushy. What do you think? Perhaps I should have waited for him to give me his number instead.’ She fished her mobile phone out of her bag. ‘Heidi, will you just call my phone for me? Perhaps it’s on the blink.’


     ‘It’s not on the blink,’ I said firmly.


     ‘Then why won’t he ring me?’


     ‘Maybe he’s a little bit shy. Maybe he hasn’t checked his email yet today. Maybe his computer exploded and he was run over by a bus on his way to the Internet café.’


     Kara grinned at that thought.


     ‘Give him a chance,’ I said. ‘He will call.’


     ‘And when he does call, he’ll turn out to be some twelve-year-old kid who’s been pretending to be a grown-up for a dare.’ Her shoulders slumped. Meanwhile, Forester had woken from his all-too-short nap. Kara quickly started unbuckling him to pre-empt any screaming.


     ‘Or he could turn out to be as gorgeous as him over there,’ I said, nodding towards a bloke who had just walked into our empty restaurant looking like he should be followed by paparazzi. ‘In fact, that could be him! We’ve got no photo. We just can’t tell.’


     ‘Quick,’ said Kara. ‘Hold Forester and pretend he’s yours.’


     She handed me the baby and started to preen. Her best pouty-lipped face sent us both into hysterics, which certainly drew the attention of the gorgeous guy now being shown to a table right next to us. And his boyfriend  . . .


     ‘I so knew he was gay,’ whispered Kara, as the guys huddled together over a menu and shot us the occasional worried glance.


     ‘Yeah, right. You can have Forester back now,’ I said. ‘I think there’s something going on with his nappy.’


     ‘There’s always something going on with that child’s nappy!’ Kara lifted her baby until his well-padded bottom was level with her nose and took a sniff. Forester gave us his gummy smile. ‘Can’t smell anything now, though. Are you sure you haven’t just farted, Heidi? Fancy trying to blame it on a baby!’










Chapter 4


Kara and I decided to have coffee at my house. We settled Forester to snooze in the sitting room and retired to the kitchen so that Kara’s shrieking laughter wouldn’t wake her son as we got down to some serious character assassination. Kara had some great gossip about a girl we knew from university who claimed to have gone from 32B to 34E overnight using nothing but the power of meditation.


     ‘Ommmm, must improve my busssssstttt . . .’ Kara sat cross-legged on the kitchen floor and chanted until I couldn’t breathe for laughing.


     We both turned a little guiltily at the sound of Ed’s key in the front door.


     ‘I could hear you two cackling all the way down the street,’ he claimed, as he walked into the kitchen.


     ‘We don’t cackle,’ said Kara.


     ‘Like a pair of witches. Got some good gossip?’


     ‘Swapping knitting patterns. Hello, handsome.’


     ‘Kara.’ Ed kissed her hello.


     ‘Phew!’ Kara pretended to reel from alcohol fumes. ‘Been out with the lads again?’


     ‘Been next door with Mrs H,’ said Ed.


     ‘Your fancy woman,’ Kara laughed. ‘You want to watch him, Heidi.’


     ‘Oh, I do,’ I played along with the joke.


     Mrs H was eighty-two years old. On a Thursday night, Ed played cards with our elderly neighbour. He was always round there: opening pickle jars, taking out the rubbish on a Tuesday night, making sure the front steps were clear of ice and well-gritted in the event of a freeze.


     ‘Where’s my little man?’ Ed asked now. Kara had appointed Ed her son’s godfather, without the ceremony. Unless you count the bottle of vintage port we toasted away on Forester’s behalf. Kara’s mother was still furious that her daughter had refused a nice service at their local church, or even a proper secular party. Secretly, I thought Kara might have indulged her parents a little more.


     ‘Forester’s asleep in the sitting room,’ I told Ed.


     At least, he had been asleep. Kara suddenly frowned. Her ears were attuned like those of a mother bat’s to the little squeaks and rumblings that came from her son’s tiny body. She reacted to Forester’s cry before I even really heard it. Possibly even before Forester himself knew what was going on. ‘Ed,’ she said, ‘Will you do me a huge favour and bring Forester into the kitchen for me while I warm up some milk?’


 


I had expected Ed to appear at the kitchen door with the pushchair, which is how I would have done it, but instead he appeared cradling Forester in his big arms, tucking his little finger into Forester’s mouth to keep him occupied and cooing one of the few rugby songs with cleanish lyrics that he knew. I was astonished. As he stood in the doorway, Ed looked like something out of an early nineties Athena poster. Only not quite so attractive, obviously, on account of his having more than a slight beer belly and very little hair.


     ‘Wow,’ said Kara. ‘You actually picked him up.’


     She was clearly as shocked as I was. Even Forester seemed to be blinking in surprise.


     ‘Of course I picked him up,’ Ed said defensively. ‘What else was I going to do?’ Then he added, ‘Am I doing it right?’


     Kara nodded. ‘If he isn’t screaming, then you’re doing it right. You do look awfully comfortable like that, you know.’


     Ed smiled straight at me. I gave him the thumbs up. ‘Looking good, Mr Gordon,’ I agreed.


     ‘Ow!’ That was when Ed discovered Forester’s first tooth.


     ‘Oh yeah,’ said Kara. ‘I meant to tell you I’ve stopped putting my body parts anywhere near his mouth.’


     She handed Ed a clean dummy to replace his finger and set a bottle of milk to warm in the microwave. After twenty seconds, she tested the temperature on the back of her hand.


     ‘Is it cool enough?’ Ed asked, all concerned.


     ‘Well, I’m not coming up in a blister.’


     ‘Kara!’ Ed exclaimed.


     ‘Of course it’s cool enough.’ She passed the bottle to Ed. ‘Here. You’re doing so well at holding him perhaps you want to have a go at giving him his bottle, too?’


     ‘All right,’ Ed said gamely. ‘I reckon I should be able to do this.’


     ‘It’s so easy, even a woman can do it.’ Kara winked at me.


     Still cradling the baby in his arms, Ed lowered himself very slowly onto one of the rickety kitchen chairs and tried to find a comfortable position. He shifted so that Forester was almost completely prone across his knees. Sensing that all was not quite as usual, Forester swivelled his wobbly head and looked to his mother in alarm.


     ‘You’ll need to lift him up a bit more than that,’ said Kara. ‘He still can’t sit up too well but he likes to try to hold the bottle himself.’ Ed moved accordingly but I could see he was finding it hard to manoeuvre.


     ‘Give me that for a second.’ I took the bottle back off him.


     Ed finally got Forester into the right position, resting in the crook of his arm against his soft green sweater.


     ‘This okay with you?’ he asked the baby.


     Forester made serious eye contact and attempted a half-smile as if to say that it would do for now. Ed held the teat of the bottle to Forester’s lips, but Forester turned his head as though the bottle was filled with poison.


     ‘He doesn’t want it,’ said Ed in dismay.


     ‘He does. He always moves his head away like that at first. He gets so excited he forgets what he was crying about. You’ve sort of got to shove the teat in his mouth,’ Kara instructed.


     ‘Shove it?’


     ‘Yeah. Don’t be quite so delicate. Press it against his lips again.’


     Ed did as he was told. ‘Here you go, little man.’ He put just a little more pressure behind the bottle. And it worked. This time Forester sucked the teat in greedily, grabbing at the bottle with both his hands. But he took just one big gulp before he squawked and spat what little milk he had taken over the kitchen table. The speed with which Ed handed him back to his mother was comical. He offloaded Forester almost as quickly as my own record time.


     ‘Forgot to set the video,’ Ed muttered as he headed back to the TV. Kara just shook her head and laughed.


     ‘At least he wanted to have a go,’ Kara whispered when Ed was gone. ‘I know plenty of blokes who have never even really looked at a baby until they get their own, let alone tried to feed one. He’ll make a good father, I reckon, your fiancé.’


     ‘Hmm,’ I agreed.


     ‘You’ve got to have a girl first so that she and Forester can fall in love, get married and make us in-laws,’ she continued. ‘Make our friendship more official.’


     ‘But will any girl your son falls in love with ever be good enough?’ I asked. ‘I don’t want to have to fall out with you over my daughter’s sloppy housekeeping practices.’


     ‘Then you’ll have to teach her by example,’ said Kara, running a finger along my kitchen table and tutting at imaginary dirt. ‘I can’t wait till you have a baby and I have someone decent to talk to about the whole nappy thing. The girls from my antenatal class have turned into a bunch of zombies. No sense of humour about it at all.’


     Kara chuntered on for a while about the few girls from her antenatal group who were still doing their best to keep a support network going now all their babies were born. Kara particularly hated one called Julia, who was actually on her third baby and had made a point of telling all the ‘beginners’, as she called the rest of them, how it should be done. Natural birth. Breastfeeding. Recyclable nappies. Doing it like the twentieth century never happened. I had met Julia once, while Kara and I were walking Forester through the park. Julia had her youngest in a big old-fashioned Silver Cross pram – a genuine reconditioned antique. Her middle child ate dirt in the sandpit while the eldest hit smaller children who tried to climb up the slide he was monopolising.


     ‘STILL BREASTFEEDING?’ Julia had shouted to Kara from the other side of the playground.


     At the sound of the word ‘breast’, a dozen Saturday fathers’ heads swivelled towards us like dogs hearing ‘WALK!’


     I went beetroot on Kara’s behalf.


     ‘YES, THANKS,’ Kara gamely shouted back. ‘AND HOW ARE YOUR STITCHES?’


     ‘ABSOLUTE AGONY. TELL ME, DID YOU GET ANY PILES?’


     I was very relieved when, after quite a stand-off during which they competitively yelled out their birth-related ailments across twenty feet of tarmac, Kara deigned to push Forester’s pram over to Julia. The alpha mother.


     ‘Jonathan is still rubbing cocoa butter into my perineum every night,’ Julia confided in a whisper. Thank God.


     I crossed my legs and looked anywhere but at the new mothers while Julia chattered on. Cocoa butter in the perineum? It didn’t sound much like foreplay to me.


     ‘And don’t even get me started on my cracked nipples,’ Julia continued.


     I won’t, I promised inwardly. I won’t.


     ‘Oh dear,’ Julia giggled then. ‘Talk of the devils. I’m leaking again.’ She looked down at the front of her blouse, where a wet patch bloomed in the blue cotton like a dandelion, and promptly started to unbutton it. ‘Must be lunchtime.’ She flopped her left breast out of an enormous flesh-coloured bra. ‘Are your nipples looking like this?’ she asked Kara, pointing one in her direction.


     ‘Mine are more like raspberry fruit gums,’ said Kara.


     Julia insisted that we stay and chat while she fed baby Fergus and the dozen Saturday fathers tried very hard not to look on.


     Nipples, belly, perineum.


     Cracks, stretch-marks, stitches.


     ‘Your body becomes public property. Derelict public property at that,’ was the minus-point of motherhood I added to my increasingly long list that night.


 


Kara had in fact given up breastfeeding long before that hideous afternoon in the park. Forester was just too big, and she couldn’t produce enough breast milk to stop him from going hungry. After the first bottle of formula, the guilt was gone and the relief of being able to leave her son with his grandparents for a few hours every so often took its place.


     That night, Forester sucked hungrily on his bottle and it was empty within a couple of minutes.


     ‘Well, I don’t have to worry about this one not feeding.’ She tipped Forester forward to burp him. An enormous belch racked his little body before he pulled another familiar face: eyebrow-knitting effort and then eyes-wide-open relief.
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