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FOR COCO





1
TRAVELCARD


We are in the bathroom. It’s late. I’ve just cleaned my teeth and gobbed the minty residue down the plughole. I feel sexy. My wife is standing beside me, rubbing some sort of gunk into her face, when I turn to her and say, ‘I think we should start trying for a baby right now.’


She stops rubbing and adopts this ‘I don’t know what to say, this is all happening so fast’ look. At least, I think that’s what it is. She may even be going a bit teary. Or maybe that’s just some exfoliating grit in her eyes.


Then she says, ‘OK, great. I’ll come off the pill. We should be ready to get going in a couple of weeks.’


‘A couple of weeks!’ I think. ‘When I said right now, I meant right now!’ But apparently it takes a fortnight for the pill to wear off. Stupid pill.


I begin to realise that there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding. When I said, ‘I think we should start trying for a baby right now,’ she must have thought I meant ‘I think we should ACTUALLY start trying for an ACTUAL baby right now’. Whereas what I really meant was ‘Shall we have sex right now? Please?’


But there you go. Now we’re going to start trying for a baby. All because I couldn’t think of a more elegant sexual advance on a run-of-the-mill Wednesday evening. Oh well. It was bound to happen sooner or later, I suppose. We both want kids. We just hadn’t discussed exactly when. We’ve been in love for, like, ever. And one of the lesser-mentioned characteristics of a loving relationship is the lack of discussions you have about stuff. Not because, as cynics would have you believe, you’re bored and have absolutely nothing left to say to each other. It’s just that you know each other far too well to bother with much in the way of conversation. You share thoughts instinctively. She’s hungry when I’m hungry. I’m happy when she’s happy. Sometimes, although only occasionally, we simultaneously find ourselves inexplicably wanting to listen to Cyndi Lauper records. That’s love. It gives us a mental affinity that makes talking largely unnecessary. Like that magical telepathy shared by Tony Cottee and Frank McAvennie in West Ham’s legendary 1985/6 season. Each of us just knows what the other is thinking.


I’ve known my wife since school. I had a crush on her when I was about fifteen and finally managed to get together with her when I was twenty. We’ve been through all of life’s key moments in each other’s company. We collected our exam results together. We went to each other’s grandma’s funerals. We watched 9/11 unfold on the box, clutching each other’s hands. We did the same when Take That broke up. Once we went on a daytrip to Alcatraz and took the audiotape guided tour together. Those kind of shared experiences fuse your very spirits together. She is pretty much better company than any of my friends. She’s funny and gorgeous and smart. She devours a couple of books a week. Not only that, but she’s thoughtful enough to buy me stuff to read while she’s ploughing through her latest work of literary genius. The other day she got me a book of prison slang. Best thing I’ve ever read. See what I mean? She’s my soulmate.


We’ve had a few ups and downs, I suppose. Once, about twelve years ago, I thought it’d be funny to hide from her when we were alone in my mum’s house. It was just supposed to be a joke. I crouched behind a cabinet in the front bedroom. She started calling out for me, but I just stayed there giggling to myself. She hated it; it freaked her out, and she said she’d dump me if it ever happened again. What else? Oh yeah, once she had a dream about me and an imaginary foxy redhead ganging up on her at a party and ending up snogging in the corner. She was furious when she woke up. ‘Don’t worry baby, I won’t leave you for the imaginary foxy redhead,’ I said. And I wouldn’t. But I must admit I still fantasise about that fictitious crimson beauty from time to time. Hey, it’s not my fault. She was the one who invented her.


I can’t really remember her ever upsetting me much. There was the time in New York on new year’s eve in 1998. She got so drunk that I found her asleep with her head on the shoulder of a Chinese businessman in the queue for the bogs. He looked petrified. Later that night she puked on the bed in my cousin’s apartment. I was briefly pissed off at her for about six hours the next day, but since then I can’t recall many complaints.


I can’t imagine what she sees in me. I’m not rich. My looks are adequate at best. I am intellectually inferior to her on a grand scale, and my line of chatter can, by common consent, be really, really irritating. Mind you, I have always been quite lucky when it comes to finding parking spaces. So I suppose I’ve got that going for me.


Anyway, the point is, I think we’re probably ready to have a kid together. We both love kids. There’s always been a tacit understanding that we would have them one day. We’ve never discussed exactly when – it just always seemed to be something we would do in ‘the future’. Well, I suppose the future is now. Yes, I know that’s a slogan from a mobile phone advertising campaign. But what better way is there to navigate yourself through life’s biggest and most confusing decisions than via reference to advertising slogans? This is the game of life we’re playing, and advertisers are pretty much the only ones who are bothering to show us the way it should be played.


I reckon we’re ready to do this. We’re not destitute. We’ve got our own place. Neither of us is mad or drunk or racist. We probably pass for reasonable parenting material. People have been asking us for some time when we might start a family. Nosey bastards.


‘I don’t know when we’ll get round to all that,’ I tell them sheepishly.


‘Why not?’ they persist.


‘FUCK OFF! That’s why not!’ I reply.


I mean, what’s it got to do with them? And what makes them assume that we’re going to let social convention dictate our every life choice? Do we really seem so traditional and dull? My wife’s a vegetarian, for fuck’s sake. I moisturise. We’re hardly Terry and June.


While I’m thinking over all of this crap, my wife seems to have warmed to the theme of me impregnating her. She is talking about maternity leave cover. There’s no turning back now.


‘We’ll need a bigger car, I’d imagine,’ I hear her say.


‘Yep, you’re not wrong,’ I interrupt, clambering into the bedroom wearing a towel. ‘Right then, better get started. These babies don’t make themselves you know.’


And, do you know, I am having it off not five minutes later? If only I’d used a line as pithy and romantic as that in the first place.


After the sex she isn’t pregnant. A couple of days later we do it again, and she still isn’t pregnant. A whole month goes by, and still no sign of a baby. Frankly I am disgusted. What sort of a bloke am I? The sort of bloke who needs his testicles examined in case of deficiencies, that’s what sort.


The last time I went to the doctors to have my nuts examined, I fainted, had a seizure and pissed myself. I’d thought I could feel a lump. So I went down the health centre and told them they’d better have a look. The doctors were busy, so the nurse had to do it in a side-room. I know, I know: it all sounds like an ill-thought-out plotline to a porno doesn’t it? But it really happened. She told me it’d be easier if I stayed standing and dropped my pants. I did so, and she started tickling my scrotum. Sounds nice, right? Only it wasn’t – it made me feel nauseous and dizzy. And the next thing I knew I was coming round on the floor in a puddle of my own piss with a couple of doctors fussing about me.


‘Are you epileptic?’ one of them was asking over and over again.


‘What does it look like to you?’ I said. From past experience it was immediately clear that I’d spent the last couple of minutes spazzing about on the floor, spraying wee all over the place and gurning like the big eppy bastard I am.


‘Yes, it looks like you’re epileptic,’ said the doctor. Then he just walked out of the room.


‘Are you on medication?’ asked the nurse.


‘No,’ I mumbled, pulling my saturated trousers back on. ‘It’s not bad enough for medication. I only tend to have fits when I’m, erm, you know, in a state of high anxiety.’


An awkward silence befell the room. I decided to go. She showed no signs of stopping me.


‘What about my balls?’ I said as an afterthought, just as I was leaving.


‘Oh yes, them,’ she said. ‘I definitely felt something strange. You should probably get them looked at by a doctor.’


I didn’t say anything. But I did give her a look that I hoped said something along the lines of ‘No shit, Florence Fucking Nightingale!’


Anyway, I didn’t have ball cancer, if that’s what you’re waiting for. It was just a harmless testicular cyst, which is actually still there today and . . . hey, hang on a minute! What the hell has this got to do with anything? You don’t need to know about my harmless testicular cyst.


Suffice to say, going back for another examination on my nuts isn’t something I’m likely to enter into lightly. In fact, it isn’t something I enter into at all. I decide instead to continue worrying about my virility in tortured silence. More months go by. Every time my wife has her period, she cries a bit. Increasingly, I find myself standing naked in front of the bathroom mirror angrily chastising my own genitals.


‘You useless, lazy bastards!’ I shout at them as they hang there all apologetically like a dog that’s been caught pissing on the duvet. ‘All you’ve ever done is cause me trouble! You’ve been like an albatross around my neck from Day 1! And now this! This really is the last straw. I’ve half a mind to cut the pair of you off!’ But they refuse to respond to bullying tactics.


I fell into this situation almost by accident, and now it’s dominating my every thought. Communication with my wife has all but disintegrated beyond blunt, emotionless texts and e-mails that say things like ‘prgnt yet?’ She responds with things like ‘period strtd. [image: Image]’ Trying for a baby truly sucks the poetry from a relationship.


I’m probably approaching the whole thing in the wrong way. You’re supposed to relax, chill out, think positive thoughts and have it off with your wife just like it was any other romantic night. Forget about the whole insemination process. Light some candles, put on some Luther Vandross, do it all slow and gentle. But come on: how likely is that? Once you know the sex is for something other than mere, frivolous pleasure, you’re stuffed. You approach the whole thing like a robot. I can’t get going without images from one of those spooky sex education films they showed you at school flashing through my brain. The sperm swimming its way towards the egg and all that. For some reason I start to hear David Attenborough commentating on my sexual performance while I’m trying to go at it. It’s not nice. I try to refocus my brain, but all that pops in is Bruce Forsyth prancing about in flares singing ‘Life is the name of the game’.


Another week goes by. Still no baby. Why am I so impatient? Spoiled by rampant consumerism probably. I’ve grown used to having my every material wish fulfilled at the click of a mouse. iPods, Japanese carving knives, Princess Di memorial plates: all I have to do is type in my AmEx number and they’re on my doorstep within a couple of days.


But you can’t get a baby from Amazon.co.uk. Madonna’s probably tried it, mind you. But me, I’d rather grow one organically in my wife’s tummy if I can.


It is Friday night, and I am getting drunk in a pub. My wife texts: ‘When r u cming home?’ It’s rather more verbose and polite than our recent communiqués. ‘Something fishy’s going on here,’ I think to myself. ‘Gtng drnk,’ I text back. ‘Dn’t get 2 drunk ;),’ she responds. Hang on a minute! Semi-colon followed by closed bracket equals saucy emoticon! Of course: it’s sex night! Like I say, the poetry has temporarily been removed from our relationship. We’re no more than colleagues working on an important joint project.


A couple of weeks ago we paid a doctor with a double-barrelled name 250 quid to help get us pregnant. After a bit of jiggery-pokery he managed to pinpoint the exact days my wife would be fertile. He even wrote them down for us on a bit of embossed notepaper (which I thought represented fantastic value for money). Turns out, there’s only two days a month she’s actually ovulating. Having it off at any other time is basically a waste of time. But tonight is one of the special nights.


‘How could you forget?’ she asks when I get home.


‘I lost the list of dates!’ I tell her.


‘I’ve got the list of dates!’ she exclaims, waving the embossed notepaper at me.


‘But I copied them out on to a Travelcard and put it in my jeans pocket but then I put the jeans through the wash, and now the Travelcard’s gone all crumbly and illegible!’ I niftily explain.


That’s the kind of chat that passes for foreplay these days.


Next, we settle down for some of the most mechanical, half-cut but technically efficient sex we’ve ever had. As I’m doing it, I mentally recount all the beer and wine and crisps I’ve consumed that evening. ‘Probably best we don’t conceive tonight,’ I think to myself.


We conceive that night.





2
COKE


‘Can you ever forgive me for all those terrible things I said?’


I am standing in front of the mirror, stark naked, cupping my genitals in my right hand.


‘I was confused. I was angry. I didn’t mean it. How could I have not trusted you?’


My testicles just sit there as silent and inscrutable as ever. But somewhere amidst those gruesome folds of skin I think I can detect the smallest twinkle of pride. Perhaps even a little smugness. I don’t mind. Let them have their moment – they’ve earned it. They’ve come through for me big-style this time.


‘You and I have done this, old friends!’ I beam at them. ‘You and I have created a human life! We’ve had some adventures together in the past – but this? This must be our crowning glory!’


How do you feel when you find out you’ve impregnated your wife? Proud? Astonished? Warm and fuzzy? Terrified? No, you feel victorious. You clench your fist, punch the air, adopt an aggressive snarl and shout out loud, ‘Get in there you bastard!’ like you’ve just scored the winner at Wembley. At least, that’s what I did. The tiny Indian nurse who’d just given us the good news didn’t know where to look.


The whole thing had developed into a sort of game in my head. For months I had become obsessed with hitting my wife’s ovaries in the right place at the right time. During sex I would sometimes shut my eyes and picture that scene from the end of Star Wars where Luke fires his successful shot at the Death Star’s vulnerable exhaust port, blowing it to smithereens. I can honestly say that when that softly spoken nurse gave us the results, I couldn’t have been happier even if I really had just destroyed an evil intergalactic space station. But after a few days of rampant triumphalism, it was time to take stock.


After this one last rousing address to my testicles in the bathroom mirror I breathe deeply and ask myself, ‘Are you ready to be a dad?’ I dwell on my reflection for a while longer and conclude that I don’t really look like one. Dads should be bigger. And hairier. And altogether more man-like. I’m still kinda skinny and awkward – like an adolescent who’d probably get picked last for a five-a-side. Plus, I have this perennially stupid look on my face that suggests I’ve just stuck a flaming dog turd on someone’s front step, knocked on their door and run away. Dads shouldn’t look mildly amused. They should look authoritative and grumpy.


‘Nope, you definitely don’t look the part,’ I say to myself in the mirror. ‘At best, you look like a warm but slightly retarded uncle – which is basically what you are. Still, you’ve got nine months to work on your look. The question is: can you act the part?’


It’s about a month later. I’m in a beer garden in Norfolk. We’re on holiday. My eldest brother is sitting beside me playing about with his phone. His daughter Daisy is there too. She’s eight and has read all the Harry Potter books, like, four times. She reckons this qualifies her to verbally outwit me. She reckons right.


I’ve just ordered a Diet Coke. It’s part of my training for fatherhood.


‘A Coke?! Didn’t you say Coke was bad for us?’ Daisy says.


‘Yeah, I did. But this is Diet Coke. It’s different.’


She looks incredulous.


‘Diet Coke, Coke, surely they’re all the same?’


‘No. It’s the sugar in Coke that’s bad. This is sugar-free – see?’ I point at the words on the side of the can.


She examines them sceptically then looks at her dad and asks him, ‘Does that mean I can have Diet Coke?’


‘Erm, no,’ he says, looking up from his mobile phone for a moment.


‘Why not?’ she asks.


‘Um . . . well.’ He glances at me worriedly. ‘Don’t get involved, go back to your precious phone,’ I snarl at him with my eyes. ‘The thing is, Diet Coke has other things in it that are bad for you. Sweeteners and caffeine . . . and . . . that.’


Why did he have to go and tell her that? She’s a Rottweiler, this girl. Give her a glimmer of an argument, and she’ll clamp hold of it and not let go until she’s tasted blood.


‘Cock!’ I shout at my brother almost involuntarily.


‘Pardon? What did you say?’ says Daisy.


‘Coke!’ I say. ‘I said “Coke”.’


‘I thought you said “cock”,’ she persists.


‘No, merely “Coke”,’ I mumble absent-mindedly, pretending to have seen an interesting bird hovering somewhere overhead. But she won’t be distracted. It’s like having Jeremy Paxman for a niece.


‘What about it?’ she demands.


‘What about what?’ I say. I have no idea where I’m going with this.


‘Coke! What about Coke?!’


I feel like I’m being interrogated. Any minute now she’s going to grab me by the hair and start slamming my face into the table.


‘Coke . . . is . . . it!’ I say, meaninglessly. ‘It’s The Real Thing! Always Coca-Cola!’ For some reason I deliver the last line in a tuneless little sing-song.


‘Hmmmm,’ she says, dismissively. ‘It’s strange that you took so much time the other day telling me how drinking Coke was like drinking . . . what was it again?’


‘Petrol,’ I mutter, hanging my head in lament.


‘Yes, like drinking petrol. So why are you drinking Diet Coke? Are you on a diet?’


‘NO!’ I bark, noticing my voice cracking slightly.


‘My dad says Diet Coke is even worse than the normal stuff. You’re drinking something that’s WORSE than petrol.’


Clever little shit. You’ll have something worse than petrol all over your head in a minute, I think to myself.


‘Now, now – I didn’t say it was worse,’ my brother interrupts, rightly trying to sort out the mess he created. ‘I just said it was probably as bad.’


She scowls at him. He shuts his mouth and goes back to his phone. Over the past eight years I’ve seen her systematically break his will and erode his spirit. Now he’s not so much a dad as an obedient automaton, trained to do her bidding.


‘Well?’ she says, turning her death-glare back on me.


‘Well what? What do you want?’ I ask.


‘Are you going to say sorry?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Yes, sorry. Sorry for telling lies. And for saying one thing and doing another.’


She is deadly serious about this. My mouth goes dry. I look around for help, hoping someone may intervene. My brother glances up and gives me this pleading look as if to say, ‘Just give her what she wants. It’s easier that way.’


No. Screw that. I won’t be bullied by an eight-year-old. So what if she’s read a load of books about some gaylord little wizard? I’ve got a degree and a driving licence. I’m a grown-up. I’m VAT-registered, for fuck’s sake.


I straighten my back and broaden my chest.


‘Look, I’m only trying to give you some guidance OK?’ I bark. She grins. My brother gawps and looks like he’s about to cross his chest and jump under a table.


‘I’m your uncle and I’m trying to give you the benefit of my experience. That’s what uncles do!’ I’m getting louder. ‘Yes, I drink Diet Coke! There, I’ve said it. Know what? I sometimes drink normal Coke too. I’m a bad man, aren’t I? But it’s too late for me now. See?’


I pull my lips open to reveal the semi-derelict condition of my teeth and gums.


‘That’s what drinking Coke does to you. Do you want to grow up with teeth like mine? I doubt it. That’s why I’ve tried to warn you. But frankly, if you just see my advice as a chance to point-score . . . if you just want to throw it back in my face . . . then I don’t care if you drink Coke. I’ll buy you a can right now if you want!’ I’m actually reaching into my pocket for the money. ‘And why don’t you buy yourself a packet of fags while you’re at it? They give you cancer by the way – but you probably know best, right?!’


I pause for breath. She looks thoughtful.


‘How much are fags?’ she asks.


‘I dunno. About a fiver?’ I say.


‘Can I just have the cash?’ she beams.


I’ve gone red in the face now. ‘No, you cannot!’ I say.


‘Why not?’ she asks, remaining irritatingly calm in the face of my increasing hysteria.


‘Because,’ I say, moving in closer and lowering my voice to a menacing whisper, ‘you are a rude and selfish little girl.’


Her eyes well up a bit. I drain my Diet Coke, slam the glass on the table and stride off to the bogs. I feel like Clint Eastwood. To everyone else in the pub I’m just the six-foot-two bloke who shouts at cute little girls with pigtails until they cry.


‘In retrospect, I probably could have handled that better,’ I say to my brother later that evening. We are slumped in front of an open fire with large glasses of brandy balanced on our chests. He stares blearily into the flames and contemplates the matter for a moment. ‘Possibly,’ he muses. ‘When it comes to dealing with kids, it’s like what the police tell you when you have to go to prison.’


‘What’s that then?’


‘Don’t make eye contact, and don’t enter into any sort of conversation.’


I’m not exactly sure what he means by this, but I think I catch his general drift. Don’t fuck with Daisy.


I have three older brothers. All of them have children who are more confident, more articulate and miles better-educated than them. Even the ones who are still at nursery have already attained more academic qualifications than all of the grown-ups in my family put together. They go to good schools where they’re sitting French vocab tests at the same age that the rest of us were still taking lessons in how to shit into a potty. Then there’s the high-falutin attitudes they pick up in those places. Socio-economic advancement may seem like a good idea at first, until your kids come home from school and start sneering at you for spreading Flora on your bread roll instead of dipping it in chilli-infused olive oil.


My brothers and I grew up in an environment where there wasn’t a particularly strong emphasis on the completion of homework – by our teachers or our parents. That’s not true – I think my dad probably thought it was very important we did our homework. But seeing as he was living with his new girlfriend on the other side of town, he didn’t have much of an opportunity to monitor the situation. My brothers probably completed about half a dozen pieces of homework between them over the years. And at least one of those would have been a picture of a teacher with a giant penis growing out of his ear, scrawled in crayon on the back of one of our mum’s final demand statements. Creative but never likely to get you fast-tracked into the sixth form’s Oxbridge entrance classes. That’s if our schools had had a sixth form or any Oxbridge entrance classes, which they didn’t. Mind you, mine did have two Commodore computers and a well-stocked snack machine in the sports hall foyer, so I can’t complain.


Once I had muddled through school and into a sixth form college, I started to buckle down a bit harder. I’d learned from my older brothers’ mistakes; I didn’t want my education to pass me by. But still my academic efforts were often undermined by their boisterous horseplay around the house.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ they would burst into my bedroom and ask me, just as I felt I was getting to grips with the second act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream or the meaning of photosynthesis.


‘Homework,’ I’d say.


‘Homework?’ they’d scowl, their noses running with snot (they would usually be inebriated on strong industrial solvents). ‘Homework?’ they would say again, this time doing a special ‘gay voice’ and performing a little fairy-like twirl. ‘I’ll give you some homework.’ Then they would kick over the small bookshelf beside my bed and give me ninety seconds to re-shelve every item.


I know that makes them sound like wankers, but they’re all right really. I can’t blame all of my educational deficiencies on them; I was also hindered by my own laziness and naturally average intelligence. That and the fact that there never seemed to be enough pens in our house. No matter how many my mum nicked from the stationery cupboard at work, they would always disappear. We eventually realised the dog was eating them when she started to puke up dark blue ink. Eventually she died of pancreatic cancer. Coincidence? Unlikely.


Anyway, the point is, I may not be Professor Stephen Hawking but I’m not exactly Benny from Crossroads either. While I’m not catastrophically stupid, I’m just dumb enough to be intimidated by small children with precocious vocabularies and the courage of their convictions. I get drawn into arguments with them, allowing them to get me all cross and confused. They toy with my mind and my emotions like a cat toys with a badly injured mouse that it can’t be bothered to actually kill. I am beginning to realise that this has less to do with cleverness and more to do with maturity. At thirty-two years old I am not yet mature enough to communicate effectively with small children, let alone command their respect. Sometimes my nieces and nephews find me funny. Occasionally they may find me interesting. But I’m not sure how much they actually respect me. The only way I’ve ever been able to get any of them to do anything (such as stop crying or give me back my car keys) is by paying them. Putting all of this together, I begin to realise that I lack any semblance of fatherly gravitas. Which is bad enough when you only have to cope with other people’s children every couple of weeks. But what about when I’ve got one of my own knocking about the house full-time? This is something that’s starting to worry me.


I look at my brother (who is now asleep with a large glass of brandy spilt all down his front) and think that he may not be such an obedient automaton after all. He’s more like a clever, white-collar criminal who has learned to survive among the savage bullies on the inside. He knows when to keep his mouth shut. He knows how to keep his nose clean. He knows where he can buy a crudely fashioned shiv with which to protect himself should things get dicey in the showers.


‘You’re the sort of con a bloke can rely on,’ I slur at him drunkenly, patting him on the shoulder.


‘Hrrrumph! What!’ he says, waking up all of a sudden.


‘Oh, I just said you know how to . . . y’know . . . do your porridge with dignity.’


‘Fucking right,’ he slurs, then quickly falls asleep again.


I notice that I’m making more and more prison analogies in relation to fatherhood. This is another thing that’s starting to worry me.
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SNICKERS


There’s a nurse rubbing a big electronic stick all over my wife’s stomach. It’s covered in gel. The room is dark and quiet. Altogether, it’s the sexiest experience I’ve had in weeks.


‘See that blinking little light?’ she says, nodding at the monitor in the corner of the room.


‘No,’ I think. ‘Yes!’ I say.


‘That’s baby’s heart,’ she explains flatly.


I squint and hear myself saying something like ‘Wow’ or maybe ‘Cor blimey’. It seems important that I pretend to be able to see what’s going on. And be moved by it. All I can actually make out on the crappy little screen is a load of pointless, grainy shadows. It’s like the sort of rubbish telly a student would hire from Radio Rentals. The sort that doesn’t even have Teletext.


‘And that long line on the left-hand side?’


‘Uh-huh,’ I say, pulling my special fascinated face.


‘That’s its spine.’


I stop smiling and turn away. I don’t want to see its spine. I don’t even want to think about what this baby looks like until it’s warm and cuddly and giggling at the array of hilarious faces I am planning on pulling for it once it’s out. Spines aren’t warm or cuddly – they’re all spiky and cold and rubbish. Now the nurse is talking about the outline of the skull and the half-formed fibula. She’s making it sound like a stupid fossil or one of those tiny, translucent, featherless birds you used to find lying dead in the bushes when you were a kid. I feel like I’m going to puke. I squeeze my wife’s hand just a notch too hard. It’s a squeeze that tries to say ‘I love you and I love looking at tiny human life forms in their early stages of development’.


My wife blinks worriedly at the screen. I think about how she must feel: she’s the one with this grotesque bag of flesh and cartilage swimming around inside her stomach, or womb, or whatever you want to call it.


‘And that black splodge there looks like an ocular cavity’, deadpans the nurse.


I don’t feel sexy any more.


Back outside in the waiting room I have to stand around while they book my wife in for another round of unedifying intrusions. The receptionist hands me a Polaroid version of the black shapes we’ve just been looking at on the screen.


‘Something for your pinboard in the office,’ she smiles.


I stare at the baffling image, trying hard to muster some sort of emotional response, but it’s no good. It just looks like the sort of picture your mobile phone accidentally takes in your pocket when you’ve forgotten to activate the keypad lock. People put pictures of their children up at work to brighten up their day and make people think of them as balanced and warm. If I stuck this up, people might think I was a cynic or a murderer or some sort of goth.


As it happens I don’t have an office or a pinboard. Still, the receptionist wasn’t to know that. Or was she? The only other bloke in the waiting room has ‘office’ written all over him. He looks like he probably works in a big, oak-panelled office with leather-bound books on the shelves, a decanter of scotch in the cupboard and an electric pencil-sharpener on his desk. He is shaved and suited and reading a broadsheet paper. His shoes are shiny, his face is big and red and his expression is serious. I am scruffy and scoffing a Snickers bar I just bought from the snack machine. I worry that he looks more like dad material than I do. He’s not the sort of idiot who’d eat a Snickers for his breakfast. I bet he had something fatherly before he came out. Kippers, I’d imagine.


I keep one jealous eye on him while flicking through the leaflet rack, hoping to find one about sexual diseases with pictures of gigantic knobbly tumours growing out of someone’s helmet. Meanwhile, the other bloke is carefully analysing the business pages. At least, he’s wearing an expression that suggests that’s what he’s doing – I can’t actually see the pages. Maybe he’s just got a copy of Take a Break concealed inside. I doubt it, though, not with shoes as smart as his.


I should mention that we are in Britain’s poshest NHS hospital. It’s in a salubrious district of London where people could not only afford to go private if they wanted to but probably also refurb Claridge’s with medical equipment and staff it with specially shipped-in obstetricians and élite midwife teams from California if they really needed to. But they don’t, because they’ve got this place offering a similar level of service on their local high street. We qualify for this privilege by living right on the edge of the same borough in a not-quite-so-salubrious district. We are the beneficiaries of a massive postcode injustice. I think about the stinking, falling-to-pieces infirmary down the road where my mum had to have eyes lasered a couple of years back. I feel mildly guilty. I am quickly distracted from my guilt by the smart man, who I notice is looking at his watch and sighing irritably. ‘He’s got the right idea,’ I think to myself. ‘That’s what a dad would do. Look at his watch and sigh irritably. Not sit here grinning and eating chocolate.’


If I was in a crappier hospital there’d be fewer blokes like him and more blokes like me. Maybe some of the blokes would be even worse than me. There’d be drunk men, smelly men and men who smoked fags and blew the smoke into their pregnant wives’ faces; men dressed in their pants, men who had wet themselves and men with racist tattoos. In short, men who would make me feel better about myself. Men who, by comparison, would make me look like the very model of a sober and serious-minded father. I’d probably feel just like that man in the suit does now: superior, expertly groomed and a bit irritable in a calm, authoritative sort of way. On the downside, my wife might catch the MRSA virus and end up having the baby delivered by a work-experience porter using a maths compass in the corridor.


On balance, we’re probably marginally better off being here.


The man with the shiny shoes looks up as his wife shows him the pointless Polaroid image of their barely formed offspring. He glances at it with unconcealed ambivalence and checks his watch again. ‘Yeah, you tell her!’ I think. ‘There was me wasting my time pretending to look at the stupid picture when I could have been, I dunno, checking out how Procter and Gamble shares were doing on the Nasdaq or something. They probably hand the same bloody picture out to everyone anyway. I feel like such a fool. If only I had the confidence of the man with the shiny shoes.’


My wife comes back over from the reception desk.


‘What are you singing?’ she asks.


‘Singing? I wasn’t singing,’ I say.


‘Yes you were,’ she insists. ‘Under your breath. It sounded like the theme tune to The Man with the Golden Gun.’


Oh yeah, hang on, I think I was singing.


‘“Shiny Shoes”,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘I was actually singing “The Man with the Shiny Shoes”. I changed the words.’


She looks incredulous, then glances around the room. She sees The Man with the Shiny Shoes. Then she looks back at me.


‘Have you invented a song about that man?’ she asks.


‘Keep it down,’ I hiss, ushering her towards the exit.


Outside she asks me again. ‘Well, have you?’


I tut, sigh, look at my watch a bit then say, ‘Yes, OK, I have invented a song about that man.’


She looks disappointed.


‘The Man with the Shiny Shoes was a dick,’ she says.


‘Oh . . . yeah . . . total dick,’ I chuckle.


‘Are you sure you didn’t think he was a bit cool?’ she says calmly. She knows about my roving eye. The way I look at other men. How I worry that I should be more like them and less like me. And how I sometimes express those worries via the medium of song.


‘Yeah. The original words I was singing were . . . er . . . The Man with the Stupid Face,’ I insist.


She ignores this.


‘He ignored his wife the whole time he was there and didn’t even bother looking at the crappy picture. I mean, come on! At least you pretended.’


I narrow my eyes. ‘Who says I was pretending?’


‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I was pretending too. If you don’t act interested, they might report you to social services in advance or something.’


We get in the lift and fall silent. I think about the possibility of social services receiving advance intelligence on us. I resolve to feign interest even harder next time we’re here. Then I think about The Man with the Shiny Shoes. Maybe he wasn’t so great. His wife didn’t seem to like him much. I didn’t once see him reassuringly squeeze her hand a notch too hard.


By the time we step out of the lift I’m feeling much better about myself. Just because I don’t eat kippers for breakfast or understand the money markets doesn’t mean I’ll make a bad dad. This is 2007: get out of the ’90s, you shiny-shoed dick! Everything you know is wrong! You’re looking at the new face of modern parenting! Yes, that’s right, it’s covered in melted Snickers. Deal with it.


It’s early evening, and I’m standing in a pub with my mate Dave. He is looking at me blankly while I brandish my black, pointless Polaroid in his face.


‘That’s baby’s spine!’ I beam, pointing at an arbitrary area of the photo. ‘And that bit on the left is either its fibula or its ocular cavity, I’m not sure which.’
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I’m not really living the lifestyle of a responsible adult. This isn’t how a dad goes about his business. I don’t have a proper job. I’m a freelancer. When you tell people that, they think you’re basically a layabout with pretensions. In fact, I work reasonably hard, but most of what I do is just namby-pamby nonsense. Writing stuff, talking jibber-jabber on the TV and radio: it’s hardly the gritty and industrious vocation of an honest-to-goodness father figure. I don’t come home from work with roughened hands and weather-battered features; I usually pull up in a black cab with a takeaway. And I don’t have a pension or savings or anything like that either. I have not really been cultivating a safe and secure nest in which to raise this child.


Still, I’ve managed to wrestle my way out of that long post-student period of constant financial peril and into a strangely comfortable position where I can spend long afternoons in the gym or the pub and still manage to pay my mortgage every month and have a bit left over for new trainers and sweeties and that.


My flat is swish: the floors are made out of black rubber, and the kitchen is made out of imported Italian wood or something – I dunno, the people we bought it off had it installed. There is a widescreen plasma mounted on the wall and stupid pieces of ‘art’ hanging everywhere. There is an expensive sound system, an elaborate, unused coffee machine and a stylish, profoundly uncomfortable L-shaped sofa. Altogether, my flat is what can only be described as a bit poncey. It’s like I’m some sort of cut-price Patrick Bateman out of American Psycho. There are no dead prostitutes in my fridge, but I sometimes wonder whether there might be if I weren’t married to a level-headed woman who simply wouldn’t stand for that sort of thing.


‘Where are those Quorn sausages I bought, darling?’


‘Behind the hooker’s skull on the second shelf down. The one with the eyeballs removed.’


Also like Bateman, I have a tendency towards obsessive materialistic fetishism and conspicuous consumption. Nevertheless, I feel almost certain that I would never kill and refrigerate a sex worker.


This kind of lifestyle is quite nice, I suppose. It’s better than I expected when I was a kid. The best-paid person in my house back then was my brother, who was working as an entry-level postman. I dreamed of living his life of 4 a.m. starts, cold days tramping the rainy streets, wearing a stinking nylon uniform. He told me such enchanting tales of stealing cash out of children’s birthday cards and occasionally winning a tenner on the canteen fruity. The Royal Mail sorting office sounded like bloody Xanadu to me when I was ten. I could hardly dare to dream of one day living the same exotic lifestyle enjoyed by my brother. He had a motor bike and a girlfriend and a music system in his room. To my young eyes he was like Faceman out of The A-Team and Dex Dexter from Dynasty rolled into one. But I didn’t think I really had it in me to follow in his footsteps. He seemed to have a certain charm and mettle that I sensed were lacking from my flimsy soul. I figured I’d probably end up miserable, unemployed and alone in a shit-smeared bed-sit in Isleworth, crying my tits off in front of the snooker on a black-and-white telly.


So, all things considered, I can’t complain about the way things have turned out. If I could travel back in time to 1985 and meet my younger self, he’d wet himself with excitement. Then my brother would probably come back from his night shift at the sorting office feeling grumpy, beat me up and steal my wallet. But it’d be worth it just to see the look on my podgy ten-year-old face.


Mind you, there’s been a small concern nagging in the back of my mind for some time now that I am, in fact, entirely pointless. I’m making about as much valuable contribution to the progression of mankind as a member of the Pussycat Dolls. And not the fit lead singer one, either – one of the others who just stand around at the back.
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