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PART ONE


Carrie




ONE


Sunday 14 May


‘Eight’s your lucky number,’ murmured Carrie in Adrian’s ear, making sure her lips were hidden from the TV camera that was pointing at them. She kept her expression humble and nonchalant while she gazed up at the screens showing clips from the shows nominated for Best Screenplay. This was a live broadcast and you never knew when the director might cut to your face.


Adrian replied without looking at her, ‘And . . . ?’


‘We’re in the eighth row.’


He glanced down at the seating in front of them, rows of the cream of the British television industry in the Royal Albert Hall. Carrie saw him mentally count and followed suit. They both automatically looked at the people sitting in front of them – on their seats! The A-list writer of a very successful crime show and, next to him, his leading man, who played a ruthless yet charming killer.


Suddenly the screen flicked back to the BAFTA logo and on stage the actress presenting the award stepped forward.


‘And the winner is . . .’ said the actress in a candy-coloured figure-hugging dress (Roland Mouret, the online newsfeed had declared the second she put a foot on the red carpet), ‘Adrian Hill for episode one of Generation Rebel!’


Carrie turned and flung her arms around him as he stood, looking dazed and smiling. She couldn’t take her eyes off him as he made his way to the stage.


He’d done it.


He took the golden mask from the actress, accepting a kiss on each cheek as he did so. The applause subsided.


‘Er . . . well, that was unexpected,’ started Adrian, and then made a joke of having to adjust the microphone lower so it fitted his small stature. The audience laughed. He ran his free hand through his tufty hair, and the familiarity of this gesture warmed Carrie further. ‘Seriously, I’d just realized I wasn’t sitting in my lucky seat and was about to oust the most infamous murderer of all time when I realized it might not be in my best interests . . .’ He paused while the titters rippled across the auditorium and the cameras cut to the killer leading man, who was doing his best to look amused and not seriously pissed off that his show had just lost.


‘Thank you to BAFTA, the cast and crew, my excellent producer, Elaine Marsh, and most of all to my beautiful, clever wife, Carrie.’


She quickly quashed the embarrassment and smiled as he looked down at her, shielding his eyes from the lights.


She watched as he was led off the stage to the obligatory photo session. He’d won. He’d won, he’d won, he’d won! Her delight was genuine. But deep in the pit of her stomach fluttered the nerves that had been growing there the last few days. There was something she needed to tell him. Perhaps his win might make it easier for him to hear.


Carrie milled through the after-party crowd knowing that many a conversation would be the start of a new project, a deal struck, a negotiation finalized. She had lost Adrian a full twenty minutes ago, his ear ‘borrowed’ by several people who wanted to congratulate him, attempt to lure him with the next brilliant drama idea or just bask in the force field of his winning power, perhaps in the hope that some of it might rub off on them.


She spotted him finishing a conversation and made a beeline, carrying a fresh drink.


‘A friendly face among the sharks,’ he said as she handed the glass over, then immediately poured a good third down his neck. She didn’t touch her own.


‘Better get used to it now you’re a BAFTA-winning writer,’ she said. ‘Although, I hope you’re not fraternizing with the enemy.’


‘Not allowed. Not now you’ve shackled me to your exceptional producing talent for the next three years.’


‘You make it sound like you’re a man in chains.’


‘I am. Solid-gold ones.’ He grinned and kissed her. ‘Seriously, though, I can’t wait. Working exclusively with you as well as being married to you. I’m the luckiest man alive.’


‘Here he is. My favourite writer.’ A loud, gravelly voice from her twenty-a-day habit cut through the crowd.


‘Elaine, how lovely of you to come and congratulate me,’ said Adrian.


‘I haven’t yet.’ Bangles jangling, she smoothed her mane of bottle-red hair and gave him a Cheshire Cat grin through plum lipstick. ‘Nice speech.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Good to see you haven’t totally forgotten who I am.’


‘Could I ever? You’re such a dynamic and persuasive producer.’


‘Can’t compete with the woman who’s screwing you, though.’ Elaine smiled at Carrie, who did her best not to let her mouth fall open. ‘Still, at least I got one BAFTA out of you before you buggered off.’


‘I’ll never forget you for giving me my big break,’ said Adrian.


Elaine nodded approvingly. Cocked her head.


‘And nurturing my writing into such a successful show.’


Another nod. Pushed her pink-framed glasses up her nose in a prompt.


‘I think that’s enough, isn’t it?’


‘It’s never enough, darling. As you well know.’ And then Elaine strode off into the crowd.


Carrie felt Adrian squeeze her hand. It seemed she’d made an enemy by being married to the hottest writer in town. And signing him up to an exclusive deal with the reputable production company she’d recently started working at. They’d already come up with what she thought was a brilliant idea for Adrian’s next show – about a movie star who’d been at the top of his game in the noughties but through decades of extravagant spending had recently filed for bankruptcy; his latest girlfriend, twenty-five years his junior, had dumped him in disgust and he was alone, broke and struggling to function in the real world. They’d discussed it with the drama boss and channel controller at the BBC, both of whom had been very keen to meet them. A few weeks later, it had been given the green light and was about to be officially announced.


Adrian nuzzled her cheek, his beard tickling her skin. ‘Hey, you and me. It’s exciting.’


She smiled and felt the nerves return. ‘Yeah . . .’


‘You’re not upset by Elaine, are you? Don’t take any notice. Nothing’s going to get in our way. We’re going to develop this one together. I’m going to have one hundred per cent access to your fantastic story brain; then I can go off and try to write something that isn’t a load of tosh – you’ll have to keep an eye on me, and hey, wake me up in the middle of the night if you get a brilliant idea—’


‘Adrian, it’s not me who’s going to wake you up in the night.’


‘What? It’s certainly not Elaine.’ He pulled a face as a less-than-savoury vision floated through his head.


‘I’m having a baby.’


She watched as his face froze in the ‘in bed with Elaine’ expression, then dropped.


‘What?’ he repeated, more slowly this time.


‘I’m pregnant. Fourteen weeks pregnant.’


‘Four . . . fourteen weeks?’


‘I only found out three days ago.’


He looked so lost she almost felt sorry for him. But it would be OK. It would be OK, she mentally rallied.


‘Right. But . . . you’re . . . I mean, we always said . . . We decided that . . . we weren’t going to . . . A family wasn’t for us, right?’


She gave a small, hopeful smile.


He visibly paled.


‘I see.’


He was thinking of his career right now and part of her didn’t blame him. The timing was awful. Everything had been going so well: the new job, signing Adrian, the green light! It was the worst possible time to be having a baby.




TWO


Sunday 14 May


Emma sat with her parents in their pale grey-and-white living room, her feet tucked under her. Her chair was some way back from where they were on the sofa so she was able to watch them as well as the television, which was broadcasting the BAFTAs live on the flat screen on the back wall.


‘Oh, it won!’ exclaimed her mother, Alice. They all watched as the writer Adrian Hill got up to receive his award.


‘Good show, that,’ her father, Brian, said approvingly. He was on his obligatory after-dinner whisky over ice. Her mother was nursing a glass of wine, the Telegraph folded on her lap, alternating between filling in the cryptic crossword and watching the TV. They were settled, immovable, their habits and opinions long since die-cast. Not for the first time, Emma felt as if she didn’t belong. Home, which had never been particularly welcoming, had become stifling.


‘Must give you a bit of inspiration, Emma?’ Her father turned to look at her, the badly hidden disappointment ever present in his eyes. ‘This fellow, Adrian Hill – good writing, wouldn’t you say?’ His words were loaded with expectation.


Emma bristled. She could sense her mother waiting for her response and she forced herself to stay calm, to extricate herself from her misery. She should have taken up a shift in the bar she worked in at nights, instead of staying home to watch this agony.


‘Yes. He’s good.’ There was so much more she could say, but now wasn’t the time.


She immediately sensed her father’s annoyance at the inadequate answer, but she felt too depressed to elaborate. It was her dream to write for television, but so far she hadn’t got a lucky break. She couldn’t even seem to secure herself an agent, and her spec script – not the one she’d originally wanted to write, that one was impossible now, but the next one – well, even she knew it wasn’t her best work.


‘Maybe you need to get yourself out there more,’ said Brian, ‘instead of being cooped up in the house. What are you doing all day, anyway?’


It stung. Emma knew the rest of his sentence remained unspoken: ‘. . . while your mother and I are at work in real jobs.’ Her father was a dermatologist and her mother a senior manager in the NHS. Proper jobs. Well-paid jobs. Jobs with status and a defined career ladder.


Emma took a steadying breath. ‘Writing, Dad. I’m in the house because I need to be at my computer to write.’ But the truth was, most days, especially recently, she’d felt completely uninspired. It wasn’t for want of trying – God alone knows she’d started all sorts of things, but none of them was working.


‘Well, it seems to me you need to change something,’ said Brian, and then he looked back at the television, dismissing her, burying his irritation. On the screen, Adrian was holding a graciously victorious hand up to the audience as he walked off stage. Emma inwardly cursed: she’d missed the cameras cutting to his wife, something she’d wanted to see.


She stood. She couldn’t bear to be in the room anymore and went up to her bedroom and closed the door. Outside the window, darkness had fallen over the salubrious south London street. She drew the curtains, then went to her desk, switched on her laptop and loaded up her latest screenplay. She sat there, her fingers poised over the keys.


She jumped at a knock on her door. It opened before she could answer. Alice came into the room and sat down, placing a magazine on the bed.


‘You know, your father only said the things he did because he cares.’


Yeah, cares about the £217,000 he spent on boarding school, thought Emma. An amount that she knew he – both of her parents – felt was a phenomenal waste of money. A wasted investment. For her whole life she’d felt like some sort of asset: acquired at birth and then invested in, trained and groomed like a thoroughbred racehorse, which was now failing to pay dividends.


‘It’s been two years since you graduated. And I know we agreed it was good for you to go travelling for one of those years, but since then all you’ve had was that short-term intern thing – three months – and they wouldn’t even pay you.’


Emma could tell by the tone of her mother’s voice that she thought that if her daughter had been of value, she’d have been kept on and offered something paid. Alice was so far removed from what it was really like for people Emma’s age, particularly in the competitive, exploitative world of television, that she couldn’t grasp the reality no matter how many times Emma tried to explain it. No, Alice was from a generation that was out of touch with today’s graduates and she believed if you really were any good, you would’ve been noticed by now.


She briefly wondered what her mother would think if she knew the real reason the internship had ended.


‘Only three months’ unpaid work in nearly a year. Perhaps it’s time for a rethink?’ prompted Alice gently.


Emma’s heart sank even lower.


‘You’ve got a good degree. I can help, so can your father. We can introduce you to some people.’


‘But you know I don’t want to work in medicine, Mum. I want to work in television. Anyway, I don’t have the right degree.’


‘You would have the right degree if you’d taken up the offer at Oxford.’


Here we go again, thought Emma. All her life she’d been channelled into being someone her parents wanted her to be. She’d taken the A-level subjects they’d wanted her to take, reluctantly agreeing to focus on sciences, on her own condition her last subject was English. Then her father had pressured her to apply to his old college at Oxford University, even writing a letter to the college master. She’d been offered a place to study medicine and he’d never forgiven Emma for turning it down and defiantly going to pursue English literature at a lesser institution instead.


Frustration fizzled between them like electricity, back and forth, each stinging the other.


‘Look, admittedly, neither your dad nor I was thrilled when you announced you wanted to work in television, but we let you try it out. But it doesn’t seem to be happening for you. Not in the way you want it to.’ Alice stood and sighed softly. ‘This is the time when you should be getting on the ladder. Building your career. Television is not a stable industry – you’ve said as much yourself. I worry you’re frittering your life away.’ With that, she left.


Emma felt the remaining air go out of her as the door closed. She flung herself on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. She was talented; deep down she knew it. She looked over at the magazine her mother had brought up – Broadcast, the industry bible. Tearing off the plastic wrap, she flicked to the jobs page. It was usually pitiful, particularly in the creative, editorial area, but she’d apply for anything to get a foot in the door.


A tiny ad, almost hidden at the bottom of the single page of vacancies. Script editor on a long-running, tired series. She jolted as she noted the name of the production company.


Emma went back to her computer and started to compose a covering letter.




THREE


Wednesday 11 October – five months later


Hawk Pictures’ offices took up the second floor of a building in Soho. Carrie walked down the corridor into the meeting room and carefully lowered herself onto the sumptuous jacquard sofa, feeling, most definitely not for the first time in her pregnancy, decidedly queasy.


At thirty-six weeks, she’d hoped it would have subsided, but she was still ambushed by a sense of nausea every now and then. The latest inconvenience was the pain in her hips at night as the bones shifted in order to make space to get her baby out, and she wondered, yet again, whether pregnancy would’ve been a whole lot easier if she’d been a decade younger. But when she was thirty-two, she didn’t want a baby, she reminded herself, brushing aside the uncomfortable thought that she originally hadn’t wanted this one and sometimes questioned what had made her change her mind. Work was everything then, as it was now, but an unexpected alarm had rung when she’d discovered this accidental pregnancy. She’d had a sudden panic it was her last chance and experienced a startling urge to keep it.


Carrie felt enormous and the day was unseasonably warm. She shuffled herself further down the sofa to get out of the sun that was streaming through the window. She was tired from being woken by the hip pain, the huge, uncomfortable bump and the kicks. This baby had invaded her body and her life in every way possible and it hadn’t even arrived yet.


Through the glass doors she saw her boss wave as she approached. Liz: svelte, perky, able to work at a natural human pace. Mother of two boys, both now at secondary school and she had only just turned forty. She had a reputation in the business for being a bit of a powerhouse, a dynamic force who put her ambitions above everything else. You could argue that was the only way to get anything done in this dog-eat-dog industry.


Liz sat next to her on the sofa and leaned over her bump for a peck on the cheek.


‘You look amazing, as ever.’


‘No, I don’t. I look large and exhausted.’


Liz tutted. ‘Nonsense. Anyway, soon you’re going to pop. Four weeks, isn’t it?’


Carrie nodded. She was more apprehensive than she cared to admit about the birth. Not just the physical act of it but the fact that this baby would then exist, in the real world. She’d have to . . . do stuff for it. Look after it. Despite knowing it was going to happen, she couldn’t quite imagine the scenario. Her life was still caught up in the day-to-day well-known whirlwind of work, and sometimes, deep down, a thought fluttered that she never admitted to anyone. What if she’d made the wrong decision? And what if her temporary replacement couldn’t cope or, worse, coped too well? She was counting on what so many of the articles on the baby websites said: she’d fall in love with her baby as soon as it arrived. Or at least stop guiltily thinking of it as an inconvenience, something to be managed before she went back to work, which she was planning to do when it was about three months old. She simply couldn’t afford to take any more time off, especially not after she’d worked so hard to get this job in the first place. Up until recently she’d always been a freelancer, a producer for hire, and permanent jobs were extremely hard to come by. Now she had one and was taking advantage of the company’s very generous maternity package, even though she’d not even been there a year. She was grateful to Liz for being so gracious about it, but, despite all the assurances, couldn’t relax. This was an industry in which going off sick was frowned upon and you took your eye off the prize at your peril.


She tensed protectively when she thought about her project. She’d had a lot of success with previous shows, even been nominated for a BAFTA for one of her fact-based dramas, but this new project was the biggest yet. Leon was an expensive, long-running series with international distribution and it was her baby. Her other baby, she quickly reminded herself. If she weren’t there to develop and produce her own show, particularly a show with such prestige behind it, someone else would very happily step in for her.


Which was why she was here in this room right now.


‘So, your proposed cover. Emma is really switched on, clever, and she’s brilliant at fixing story problems,’ said Liz.


‘Not too brilliant, I hope,’ said Carrie lightly, inwardly cursing at allowing her insecurities to be on display. The person they were proposing to help cover her maternity leave was the script editor on their existing long-running show, which had recently been cancelled.


‘Well, of course she’s not in your league, but she won’t . . . screw it up,’ said Liz. ‘Anyway, didn’t we say you didn’t want to interview for producers?’


‘I don’t see why I can’t just carry on.’


‘Shout out script notes while you’re giving birth?’ Liz smiled. ‘She’s only going to be there as an extra ear for Adrian if he needs it. I’m going to take care of all the producing stuff.’


‘Hmm,’ said Carrie unconvincingly.


‘Hey, I get it. No one likes the idea of someone else doing their job. Least of all a hormonal woman who’s worked her backside off to get where she is. I was the same.’


Carrie smiled. ‘Oh yeah?’


‘Oh, I hated her on sight. Too good.’


‘What happened?’


‘I came back early, got promoted, had her transferred to another department.’ Liz squeezed Carrie’s arm. ‘I know you – you’re still going to be working while you’re changing nappies. This is just a caretaking thing in the office, that’s all. And if she doesn’t work out, we can come up with another plan. OK?’


A pause before Carrie nodded.


‘You’ve not met her yet, right?’ checked Liz.


‘No.’ Her replacement had in fact been based at Pinewood Studios, which was where they’d shot the now-deceased show.


Liz smiled. ‘She worked for Elaine Marsh before us, but don’t hold that against her. If for any reason you’re not happy, we don’t have to go ahead.’ She checked her watch. ‘She should be here – I’ll just go and see if she’s in reception.’


As she left the room, Carrie sighed deeply. She was usually up for helping the newbies as much as she could. She knew how hard it was to gain a foothold in the industry and had done her share of working for eccentric and tough bosses, being required to do everything from arranging their children’s birthday parties to going round to their houses and watering their plants, when really all she’d wanted was to learn about scripts and television. So when it was her turn to be the boss, instead of testing the bright young things’ resilience to demoralizing tasks, she usually liked to take them under her wing, give them opportunities and encouragement.


She’s just a script editor, she chided herself. Stop being paranoid. But the queasy feeling had resurfaced.




FOUR


Wednesday 11 October


Emma followed Liz, Hawk Pictures’ managing director, down the highly polished corridor, each clack of her heels announcing her imminent arrival, when actually all she wanted to do was quietly and unobtrusively enter the room. Her nerves were so bad she thought she might be sick; in fact, she was physically shaking and had to stop a moment to try to pull herself together.


Liz looked back. ‘Everything OK?’


Emma made herself smile. ‘Yes, just got my heel caught,’ she said, lifting up the back of her foot and adjusting her shoe.


She could hardly think straight, and yet she needed to be calm to get through this – there was too much at stake to mess it up. She’d also prefer to get a look at Carrie in the flesh first, rather than the other way round. It might help still those nerves, even just a little.


Then they were at the meeting room, and Emma saw her through the glass door. A middle-aged woman pushed herself up off the sofa as the door opened and came forward to greet her. She had pale blonde wavy hair that was cut into a bob, giving the effect of a small cloud hovering around her head. She was very pretty, which Emma was pleased about even while knowing it was absurd, and she suddenly felt a rush of enthusiasm to put her plans in motion. Carrie’s small stature was rendered off-balance by the huge bump she was carrying and Emma felt herself staring before quickly looking away.


Liz introduced them and Emma felt Carrie’s light – distant, she noted – touch as she took her hand, embarrassed that her own palm was still damp.


It was a surreal moment, meeting Carrie. She’d followed her for years and watched her career closely, in part because Carrie was married to the screenwriter whom Emma had at one point admired most in the whole of television. This opportunity to work closely with them both was terrifying and serendipitous all at once. She had to get this job.


The call from Liz had been a miracle. After working so hard to get the script-editor role on the tired show (with a few embellishments to her CV and a fudge with the referee), she’d then worked her socks off from the minute she started, reading scripts through the night to get up to speed, making notes and suggestions, and never letting the script team want for a cup of tea the entire time she was there. It wasn’t writing, but it was being close to writers and helping them with their scripts, and she had been learning loads. Then came a massive dose of bad luck – two weeks ago, they learned that the show was being cancelled so there was no chance of staying on for further series, and with only a five-month stint on her CV to join the three-month blip at her internship, it didn’t look great.


Emma was dreading telling her parents she was unemployed yet again, something that she was hoping she could narrowly avoid, assuming Carrie liked her – and God, please let that happen, she thought, her fists clenching in desperate hope.


Carrie sat, so Emma followed suit. She briefly wondered what Carrie saw when she looked at her, which triggered another rush of nerves, and so felt she needed to say something before she completely clammed up.


‘Can I just say . . . how much I absolutely love your shows. You’ve touched on some really important subjects and they’re all so classy and different to anything else, and it’s as if you’re always defining what we should be watching.’


My God, she was gushing like a schoolgirl. Calm down. You’re freaking her out. She dug her nails into her palms hard until the pain was almost unbearable. Then Carrie was talking, so she relaxed her hands and made herself concentrate.


‘So you’ve just finished on Buried Evidence?’


‘Yes, I loved working on that show. It was good to get my teeth into something that was actually in production, and I worked with a great many different writers, some new, some very established.’


‘And before that, Elaine Marsh? How was she to work for?’


Emma considered the question, knowing that Elaine had a certain reputation in the industry. ‘She put me through my paces. I learned a lot.’


Just a flicker of a raised eyebrow from Carrie. Emma wondered if she should have elaborated. She knew that Adrian had recently moved from Elaine’s company and she felt on shaky ground. This business was full of political potholes.


Carrie glanced down at a piece of paper, what Emma assumed was her CV. ‘You weren’t there long,’ said Carrie. ‘Three months. Why did you leave?’


Stay calm, thought Emma, desperately trying to ignore the fact her heart had started racing. ‘It was only a three-month appointment. My contract was up.’


She kept the relaxed smile on her face, maintained eye contact with Carrie and prayed she’d move on.


‘So what do you think is key to the role of a script editor?’ asked Carrie.


‘I’m here to support the writer, represent his or her vision to the producers and the broadcaster. Also assist with research, story ideas and script notes whenever needed.’


It came out as if it was learned by rote and she cringed inside. Emma anxiously checked Carrie’s reaction to her response. An indiscernible nod. Emma’s heart sank.


‘Of course, Carrie is still going to be working across all her projects,’ said Liz. ‘Most likely working when she’s not supposed to be,’ she chided gently.


They all smiled indulgently. No one spoke.


She’s trying to think of a brush-off, thought Emma, hope dying inside. She doesn’t want me and she’s trying to think of a way to close the meeting down. Probably say they’re seeing other people or something.


‘But it would be good to have someone here in the office, keeping things ticking over,’ said Carrie, and Emma felt her spirits soar.


Liz turned to Carrie. ‘What do you think of Emma starting next week, getting her up to speed?’


Carrie nodded. ‘Sure. OK with you, Emma?’


‘Great!’ said Emma, elated. She tried to keep the tremor in her hands hidden. She’d got it! She’d passed the test. As she’d found out in television, getting on wasn’t just about your experience, how good you were at your job – a large part of it was about whether you were liked.


Carrie, she tentatively thought, seemed to like her. Emma felt a surge of satisfaction. She was going to work so hard in this job, she’d make Carrie love her.




FIVE


Wednesday 11 October


‘She’s young. Only twenty-four,’ said Carrie. She shifted around on the kitchen chair, her back aching. Really, it would be more comfortable to lie propped up with cushions on the sofa in the living room, but Adrian was cooking and she liked their evening chats.


He frowned. ‘That is young. Is she any good?’


‘Has shown moments of brilliance, apparently,’ said Carrie gloomily.


Adrian looked up from the potatoes he was mashing. ‘You’re not worried, are you?’


She shrugged. ‘I’m about to leave my dream job.’ He didn’t answer instantly and she knew what he was thinking: she wouldn’t have to if she hadn’t decided to have the baby. ‘The Decision’ had underscored everything they’d said and done for months now, and life was a constant balancing act of walking on eggshells.


‘Only temporarily,’ he said.


‘People have short memories in this business.’


‘You’re their hot new recruit.’


‘I think you’ll find that’s you.’


She saw him preen momentarily; then he recovered, remembering what his role was right now. ‘I’m just an extension of you. The producer who’s made several critically acclaimed docu-dramas,’ he added pointedly.


‘Hmm, a long time ago now.’


Adrian looked across at her, incredulous. ‘It wasn’t that long. Only a couple of years. And it doesn’t take away from the fact they’re all brilliant. Why are you putting yourself down? Again.’


‘Oh, you know me. Always think the fraud police are going to come knocking. Half the time I feel like an imposter. How the heck did I get this job, anyway?’


She saw Adrian take the conscious decision not to answer, and knew it was because he found her insecurities mildly irritating. And he had a point – if she was forced to admit it, she had made some good shows, very good shows. The fear it was all down to luck or timing just never went away.


‘Did you see your parcel?’ he said, nodding towards a large cardboard box in the corner of their kitchen-diner. She looked across, knowing what it was. Easing herself to her feet, she opened it up and lifted out a Moses basket, complete with white broderie anglaise lining.


‘What do you think?’


He glanced across. ‘Yeah, nice.’


‘Is that it?’


He looked again. ‘What do you want me to say? It’s a bed. For a baby.’


‘Our baby. Who’s arriving in the next four weeks.’


There was no animated response, no lit-up eyes.


‘Peas or beans?’ he said.


Deflated, she put the Moses basket back. ‘Whatever.’


‘I’ll do both. More vitamin C for you . . . and baby.’ She knew it was an olive branch offered in guilt. ‘And you’ve got to stop worrying about your job so much,’ he continued. ‘No one’s going to oust you.’ Carrie winced and he looked at her sternly. ‘And if they try, I’m going too.’


Contractually she knew that he couldn’t, but it was his way of making amends. A few moments later, he brought two plates of sausage and mash over to the table. Three very well-done sausages stuck out of a mound of mashed potato like an alien. A pile of green vegetables was arranged to form a beard.


‘All right?’ he asked, waiting for praise.


She smiled. ‘Looks great.’


It was part of their routine. He cooked while she was on her way home, commuting on the overcrowded train back to Blackheath in south-east London. They’d bought a three-bedroom Edwardian terrace a year after getting together and gradually done it up. A childless couple’s dream: white walls, open staircase, water feature in the garden. It had taken some time to finance all the improvements, as when they’d met, both had been working on the same soap opera; she was a script editor, he a jobbing writer. They each had ambitions to go further, but it was hard to find time to pursue anything when they were both shackled to the relentless schedule of a show that went out four days a week every week of the year. Holidays for the staff were banned for any longer than a week, the daily hours would often stretch on into the dead of night, and God forbid you became ill. Carrie had had tonsillitis once and hadn’t dared take more than a single day off to recover. If she didn’t get back, her scripts wouldn’t be ready to film. And despite being ill, it would be her fault, and it would determine whether or not her short-term contract was renewed.


She and Adrian had hit it off at a monthly story conference, recognized the bright hope in each other, and had soon fallen in love. After a night out at the cinema four weeks into the relationship, Adrian had come back to her rented flat and said he wanted to be honest with her. She’d felt a flurry of nerves, thinking he was about to confess to a wife, or a girlfriend at least, but he raised the subject of children.


‘I just want you to know . . . it’s not something I’ve ever wanted. And most women do, so I felt it’s only fair to tell you. So you can tell me to get lost – if that’s what you want?’ He’d raised his big brown eyes up at her and in them was such a look of anxiety it had squeezed her heart. She knew then that they were made for each other, as she’d never really wanted children either, not after what happened when she was a teenager.


They’d got married at the same time as they’d bought their house – just a year after meeting. Adrian, having worked his way up to being one of the ‘star’ writers on the soap, had managed to earn enough to take a break from its relentless schedule and concentrated on coming up with ideas for shows of his own. Some got development funding, some didn’t, but all withered and died within a year or two.


Then he thought of something so brilliant, so commissionable, it was picked up like lightning by notorious producer Elaine Marsh. She got interest from the BBC and before he knew it, he had a green light. The show, about a pupil uprising in a secondary school with tragic consequences, was an instant success and Adrian’s star catapulted into the heavens.


Carrie, meanwhile, became passionate about telling real-life stories and got her own share of success. They both worked extremely hard and rewarded themselves with expensive holidays to exotic locations, whenever they could fit them in around their demanding work schedules. They had fulfilled dreams of diving with whale sharks in the Maldives and had even taken a trip to Antarctica. They drank fine wine. They bought white furniture. Adrian had a two-seater BMW and bought a place by the sea, in Broadstairs on the Kent coast. They’d mapped out a lifestyle for themselves that was envied among their child-burdened friends, so when Carrie unexpectedly became pregnant at the age of forty-two, she was thrown by her instinctive reluctance to have an abortion. Maybe it was her body’s innate last-chance grab at procreating before it became barren; maybe it was because the foetus was already fourteen weeks old and was able to make facial expressions, its eyes able to squint. She didn’t know, but she just couldn’t go through with it.


Adrian had been poleaxed. It was so far from his vision for his life it had taken him two whole days to even fully understand it was real. Then the recriminations had started – how had she got pregnant? (Forgotten to take her pill, simple as that.) She was sorry, but what was done was done. She couldn’t ‘depregnant’ herself, even though she often thought that would be a whole lot easier than the difficult decision they were trying to make, with the sand in the timer running through at a rapid pace. Eventually they both realized they’d set sail on a new ship that was going along regardless of what they thought about it and there was no getting off. Adrian had never quite reconciled himself to her decision, and deep down Carrie knew that they both had their heads in the sand, ignoring the impending third person about to join their household.


That third person suddenly gave her a massive kick to the ribs.


‘Ouch,’ she winced.


‘You OK?’


‘Baby practising football.’


He nodded.


‘Has no idea of the pain it’s inflicting. Speaking of which, we’ve got “Massage During Labour” tonight.’


He looked sheepish and her heart sank.


‘Sorry . . .’


‘You’re not coming?’


‘I had a bolt of inspiration today. For episode four. I want to get it down while it’s still fresh in my mind.’


She frowned and thought, Why couldn’t he have got it down earlier in the day instead of during antenatal class?


‘Hey, come on, don’t be like that. I’ve come to all the others, haven’t I? And I want to get this script right for the boss – she’s scary.’ He gave her his best little-boy cheeky smile.


She found his dissembling depressing but didn’t want to say so, feeling no good would come of it. This was what they were like lately: stop-start, never quite connecting. The easy harmony of their relationship had got lost somewhere in the last few months.


Later, at the antenatal class, as the only woman who’d come alone, Carrie found herself partnered with the midwife. She offered up the excuse about Adrian working, which no one really listened to, as the other mums-to-be were directing their – some attentive, some less so – husbands and partners to their best points of massage. As Carrie looked around the room, she saw that there were some women without the fathers-to-be, but they’d come with their mothers, proud women with a light of excitement in their eyes about their future grandchild.


Oh Mum, thought Carrie, I could do with you now, and she felt a wave of brutal sadness that threatened to engulf her. The midwife noticed her tense up and rubbed her shoulders.


‘Everything OK?’


‘Yes,’ said Carrie brightly, the lie making her feel even more lonely, but she dared not look into the crevasse of pain that still opened up in her every now and then, even though ten years had passed. It was too deep, too dark, and all she could cope with at that moment was fending off the visceral wrench that was the physical manifestation of how much she missed her mother. If it’s a girl, I’ll call her Helen, she suddenly decided, and this did something to ease the longing.


The midwife finished the massage, then went round the room to check on the techniques of the other partners. Carrie watched as she gave out tips to the dads. She thought of Adrian and his absenteeism. Reminded herself again of how it would all be different when the baby came. How both of them would fall desperately in love with it.




SIX


Monday 16 October


They spoke differently to each other now that there were three of them in the room. Gone was the intimacy of just her and Adrian lying back on the sofas, dissecting their characters, his dialogue and figuring out where and how to make the story more dramatic.


Emma sat upright in a small chair, eyes shining, pen poised. She was keen, Carrie couldn’t deny her that, but she found her eagerness suffocating. Carrie had sent an email to her earlier confirming their meeting time, and Emma’s reply was signed off with a kiss. She’d been a little taken aback, despite the fact they were standard for the most part in the TV industry and a sign of the warmth of your relationship or your standing with your boss. No kiss: relations were aloof or you’d done something to offend the boss and could consider yourself out of favour. But generally they were doled out generously and there were enough kisses flying around to start a herpes epidemic.


She looked at Emma sitting across from her and wished she’d relax a bit. In her experience, it was usually best to come at story problems sideways. Approach the creeping tendrils head on and you usually ended up ensnared and unable to think your way out. Adrian had written up his breakthrough on episode four and continued working through the night, delivering his script the morning after antenatal class and then promptly spending the whole of the next day in bed to recover. They’d all now read it and it was clear something wasn’t quite working.


The ex-movie star, Leon, started the series filing for bankruptcy and kissing goodbye to his car collection, his village in Spain and his submarine. Over the course of the next few episodes, he battled with his own arrogance and misplaced sense of expectation, and painfully faced up to what it meant to ‘downsize’. He struggled to deal with the everyday tasks needed to survive, such as going to a supermarket to get food. He lost his so-called friends too and became estranged from his family, but he started a will-they, won’t-they relationship with Sally, a down-to-earth, no-nonsense girl. By episode four, he was on the cusp of recovery: a job and a new closeness with Sally, who despised the shallowness of the movie business. Just as he was about to sign the job contract, his agent came knocking – he’d been offered a half-decent part in a new film alongside today’s big star. The lure of a return to fame and fortune beckoned. But if he took it, he’d almost certainly sabotage his fledgling relationship. What was a guy with a dyed head of hair who’d once owned a wine cellar the size of a tennis court to do?


Somehow the script wasn’t reading poignantly enough and it was important to have viewers on the edge of their seats, willing him to make the right decision – whatever that might be, as many would be as torn as Leon: another chance at success or a relationship with someone who loved him for who he was?


‘I just feel there needs to be more at stake,’ said Carrie. ‘Obviously the relationship is a big deal, but there needs to be another layer, something to really encourage us to feel he’s making the wrong decision when he takes the film role.’


‘What if Sally is pregnant?’ said Adrian. ‘He turns his back on her and their unborn child.’


Carrie glanced at him, uncomfortable with this reference that echoed their own situation, but he seemed oblivious. ‘Hmm, could be. Bit callous, though?’


‘Doesn’t have to be. He can be totally genuine about wanting to see the child, and if he does the acting gig, he’ll earn a lot more than the “respectable” job, which he can argue is all for the baby.’


‘But ultimately she’s made it clear she hates the industry and what it does to him – she’d rather have him poor and genuine than rich and full of grandeur. And coke.’ Carrie could sense Emma flicking her eyes between them as if she were watching a tennis match. She could also sense that Emma was dying to speak, and knew that if she caught her eye, she’d have to acknowledge this. She decided to look her way.


‘Is it OK . . . ?’ started Emma tentatively. ‘I just had an idea. Might be silly, but . . .’


Adrian threw a languid hand in the air. ‘Go for it.’


‘What if Sally was ill? Something serious. Maybe she’d found out a few days before and doesn’t want to tell him, doesn’t want it to influence his decision. It can’t be a mercy relationship. So when he, with a heavy heart, decides to take up the part in the film, he has no idea what he’s doing to her.’


Carrie felt the familiar tingling on her skin when a story moved her, a sensation creeping up the back of her neck that exploded in a cascade of goosebumps. Neither she nor Adrian said anything, just looked at Emma while it sank in. Adrian, who’d been lying back on the sofa, suddenly sat bolt upright.


‘I love it. Hey – maybe it’s terminal. There’s a chance she won’t be around after his six-month-stint filming in Mexico . . .’


‘But she just can’t let him know this,’ continued Emma. ‘It’s not just the fact she doesn’t want him to choose her out of guilt; it’s because she loves him and she wants him to have his chance, however much she thinks it’s the wrong decision.’


Adrian was on his feet now. ‘Bloody brilliant!’ He turned to Carrie, ran his hands through his tufty hair. ‘She’s totally unlocked it!’


Carrie, who’d been sitting quietly, feeling isolated as she watched her husband and the new girl story-riff off each other, quickly smiled. ‘It’s a great idea, Emma. Well done.’


Emma beamed at her as if the teacher in class had just praised her.


‘Right, I gotta get this down,’ said Adrian, heading for the door. ‘I’m gonna work in the back office for a bit. Start seeding all this in. What do you think, Emma? Cancer?’


Emma nodded. ‘Could be.’


He raised an outstretched arm, pointed a finger at her. ‘You . . . are awesome.’


Carrie saw Emma give a self-conscious smile and then Adrian left the room, buzzing with the new injection of life to his script.


A quietness descended.


‘I hope it was OK . . .’ began Emma timorously, ‘speaking out like that?’


She’d seen the results – what did she think? Then Carrie crushed her churlishness. Poor girl was probably nervous.


‘Of course. That’s what we pay you for,’ she said, and instantly regretted reducing it to a transaction. What was wrong with her? She looked at her watch. ‘Time for lunch?’


‘I’d love to.’


Too late Carrie realized Emma had taken it as an invitation. Some time to sit together and get to know one another – and for Emma to understand her job more. Carrie wasn’t actually that hungry – in fact, the thought of food made her feel positively nauseous. She said as much, as gently as she could to Emma, who was all graciousness and concern.


‘No problem. I hope you’re OK. Can I get you anything?’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Well, let me know if you change your mind. Ginger’s meant to be good for nausea. Just shout and I’ll nip out. Anytime.’


Carrie thanked her and, suddenly wanting to be alone, heaved herself to her feet.


Emma quickly stood too. ‘And I meant to say – would you like to go over anything before our meeting this afternoon?’


With a lurch, Carrie realized she was talking about the meeting with the commissioning executive from the BBC, who would be coming over to the office to talk about casting. Meetings with commissioners were like a sacred audience with the Pope: rare and special and highly desired. Many a producer would keep anyone junior from attending, because if you were able to get friendly with a commissioner, you had their ear. And if you had their ear, you could pitch them ideas that they actually listened to and that could ultimately lead to the revered green light. Carrie suddenly realized she didn’t want Emma there.


‘It’s all fine, thanks, Emma. And Liz will be in the meeting with myself and Adrian, so we’ll probably not want to make it any more top-heavy . . .’


She’d been expecting something – a look of hurt or anger – but to her surprise Emma got it straight away.


‘Oh, it’s no problem. I’ve got plenty to get on with typing up these script notes.’


After she’d left, Carrie felt guilty again. It was even harder than she’d thought, letting go of her job. She went into Liz’s office to check over the latest budget emails from the accountant, which took her mind off the temp until she was distracted by seeing Emma and Adrian in the open-plan office. Emma had got him a sandwich and he was talking animatedly to her. Then he beckoned her into the back office and she followed him, before closing the door.


‘What?’


Liz had been saying something she’d totally missed.


‘Baby brain hit you already?’ said Liz, smiling. ‘I’m just saying Kenny’s a very expensive director. Fine if you and Adrian are dead set, but I do think you should meet James as well. His credits are amazing, and he’s available in January now the Channel 4 project has fallen through.’


‘Fine. Yes . . . Good idea.’


‘Are you OK?’ said Liz, looking at her with concern. ‘You seem a little tired.’


She was exhausted, having been woken by the agonizing pain in her hips at four in the morning and not been able to lie down again as it just hurt too much. But she didn’t want to admit this, so she settled for: ‘A bit. Nothing an early night won’t cure.’ And she would have one: she’d get home tonight, pull the old duvet out of the airing cupboard and try sleeping on top of that. The extra padding might just bag her another hour or two.


Liz suddenly looked up through the window. ‘Luke’s here,’ she said, standing. Carrie turned to see the BBC’s commissioning executive wave to her.


‘Shall I get the others?’ asked Liz.


Carrie spoke quickly. ‘It’s just Adrian. Emma’s busy on something. I’ll go and grab him.’


‘You look amazing! Such a neat bump!’ said Luke as they all took seats in the conference room.


Carrie was always surprised at how many people said this as if it were a great achievement. As if a baby bump were a fashion accessory. But she smiled and looked suitably pleased, then complimented Luke on his jacket (a new one to add to his collection, which he always wore over a V-necked white T-shirt with a pair of jeans) and his recent Sunday-night success – a show that had viewing figures of over eight million.


The office runner, a young graduate called Zack with a first from Cambridge, popped his head round the door to take the order for teas and coffees. Once he’d left, a quiet hush fell over the room.


‘I’m so excited about this one,’ said Luke, drumming his hands on his thighs in relish. ‘The scripts are superb.’


Adrian grinned. ‘Thanks.’


‘How’s episode four?’


‘Going well. Should have something to read pretty soon.’


‘Can’t wait,’ enthused Luke. ‘So . . . casting!’


‘We’ve had some responses,’ said Liz.


‘Go on . . . spill,’ said Luke.


They were interrupted by a knock on the door. Carrie looked up in surprise as Emma came in, carrying a tray of drinks. Why was she bringing them in? It was Zack who’d come to see what they wanted.


‘Zack had to run an errand,’ Emma said in answer to Carrie’s silent question.


‘This is Emma,’ said Liz to Luke. ‘She’s going to be covering when Carrie goes on maternity leave.’


Luke looked at her with interest, stood to shake her hand.


Carrie tensed, waiting for the ‘So aren’t you joining us, then?’ from Luke, but he was too professional, and in the awkward void she suddenly felt like an idiot – and shame washed over her. Of course Emma should be there. Carrie had let the hormones and the tiredness get the better of her and she was about to invite her to stay when Emma spoke.


‘Must get on. Nice to meet you.’ She obediently left, but as she went through the door, she flashed a smile at Carrie. From her position, no one else could see.


It wrong-footed her. Was it . . . triumphant? Or had she imagined it?


Luke was speaking. ‘So . . . Leon. Our anti-hero. Dare I ask . . . any news on Jude Law?’


Carrie forced herself to concentrate. ‘Sadly, he’s passed. He was keen, but there’s an availability issue. His movie with Guy Ritchie films in Feb.’


‘Damn that Guy Ritchie!’


‘Especially as he was originally set to go in April – when we would have been finished,’ said Liz. ‘His shoot’s been brought forward.’


‘Bet he did it on purpose,’ said Adrian. They all laughed.


‘Michael Sheen is looking hopeful,’ said Carrie, crossing her fingers as a twinge across her abdomen brought her up short. She breathed in sharply. Rubbed her bump.


‘He would be amazing,’ said Luke.


‘We’ve got a breakfast set for next week,’ said Adrian.


‘You still around?’ Luke asked Carrie.


Dead right I am. ‘Yes. I don’t go off for another two weeks.’


‘Brilliant.’


Enthusiastic looks crossed all of their faces except for Carrie, who was struck by another acute pain. What was it? And then wetness trickled down her legs and she felt it soak into the sofa. ‘Oh,’ she said involuntarily.


They all looked at her – yes? But she wasn’t able to answer as another spasm gripped her. This time she couldn’t help but let out a low moan.


Liz came to her senses first. ‘Oh my God, Carrie. Do we need to get you an ambulance?’


Carrie was still grimacing and unable to talk. Adrian looked shell-shocked and didn’t seem to know what to do.


‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ Liz grabbed her phone off the table and rang the emergency services, talking efficiently to the operator, her other arm round Carrie’s back. ‘They won’t be long,’ she said, hanging up.


Christ, it hurt, thought Carrie. Jesus, it couldn’t really be labour, could it? She still had four weeks to go.


‘Can I get you anything?’ asked Luke, standing. He seemed out of his depth.


‘Just water, please.’


‘I’ll get it,’ said Adrian quickly, disappearing out of the door. Carrie wished he’d stayed with her and let Luke go.


No one spoke and, feeling outnumbered by females, Luke excused himself on the pretext of giving Adrian a hand. Carrie saw him stop outside in the open-plan office, collared by various members of staff who were clearly very taken with this dramatic turn of events but were trying not to glance through the glass doors too often. Emma was there too, looking concerned.


Adrian returned and handed her a glass of water, which she suddenly didn’t want. ‘Can I get you a blanket?’ he asked.


‘Why would I need a blanket?’ she said, more curtly than she’d intended, but the pain was back again.


Chastened, he looked out of the window onto the street. ‘They’re here!’ he exclaimed in relief.


In a matter of minutes the paramedics were upstairs, two capable professionals helping Carrie through another spasm.


‘I’ll go and get your bag,’ said Liz, diving out of the room.


‘Best get you somewhere more comfortable before baby comes,’ said one paramedic kindly. ‘You ready to go?’


She nodded and held on to one of them as he helped her walk. As they got to the door, Carrie turned, expecting Adrian to be right behind her, but he was still by the window.


She was struck by the utterly lost and fearful expression on his face. He immediately overcompensated, all arms and legs, tripping over a chair on his way to her.


As they crossed the open office to a chorus of ‘Good luck’ and ‘You can do it’, Emma suddenly appeared at Carrie’s side.


‘Don’t worry about anything here,’ she said, smiling broadly, assuredly. ‘I’ll take care of Luke.’


Carrie had no time to answer as her bag was thrust into her hand, the lift door pinged open and the paramedics were leading her in just as another contraction took hold of her body, doubling her over in pain.




SEVEN


Thursday 26 October


Carrie stared into the Moses basket at the side of her dishevelled bed. Inside lay her still nameless baby, his eyes closed but lids flickering, his arms occasionally jerking in sleep. Every time they moved he was in danger of waking himself up and that was something she dreaded. Not now. Not for . . . one hour? Dare she pray for two? Anything, anything to get some sleep, to not have to deal with the incessant crying. She took one last look at him and did her usual apprehensive search for the bond that was promised to her by the parenting books and websites. It wasn’t there. Mostly she was just terrified of him.


Slowly and silently she backed out of the room. Pulled the door to very, very carefully. Waited, breath held. Had she made it? All was silent. Thank God.


She wondered what to do. Exhaustion had rendered her unable to think. And the baby was in the bedroom, so she couldn’t lie down there. Should she shower or just go and collapse on the sofa and close her eyes?


Adrian had moved into the spare room in order to get some sleep so he could work. Carrie glanced at her watch. It was five thirty in the morning and still dark. She looked longingly at the closed spare-room door but decided to leave him and went down the two flights of stairs to the kitchen as quietly as she could. She was just filling the kettle when there was a sound from Adrian’s office.


She looked up. Crossed the room and tentatively opened the door. The rope noose that hung against the wall, Adrian’s trophy prop, swung in the breeze.


‘Jesus, you scared me!’ said Adrian, looking round from the desk.


‘Sorry. I thought you were asleep upstairs.’


‘Baby woke me at four. You too, I guess.’


She nodded and noticed the bags under his eyes matched her own.


‘You OK?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’ She suddenly wanted some company, human company from someone who didn’t scream at her no matter how long she picked him up and soothed him in her well-meaning, albeit frazzled way. ‘You busy?’


She saw him hesitate; then he gestured to the armchair. ‘Just writing. Come,’ he said.


‘Sorry. You’re working . . .’


‘Doesn’t matter. It’s nice to see you. Forgotten what it’s like to spend some time with my wife without a baby attached to you.’


‘It’s only been ten days.’


‘Feels longer.’ He quickly smiled to lighten the gloom.
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