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  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘CUT! WHERE IS FIGHTING PROSTITUTE NUMBER THREE?’




  I shot out of my slouch and grabbed the radio off my desk, finger hovering over the transmit button.




  Fighting Prostitute Number Three? Fighting Prostitute Number Three? Is today Prostitute Day? I thought it was Car Accident Day?




  ‘Quentin to Emma,’ the radio crackled again. ‘Bring Fighting Prostitute Number Three to set, please.’




  Ignoring the plea, I flipped through a chaotic folder and scanned my extras booking sheet. Injured Pimp Number One, Injured Pimp Number Two, Boy with Broken Leg, three Nurses, two Doctors, one

  Porter and a partridge in a pear tree. OK, not the partridge. But also not Fighting Prostitute Number Three.




  ‘Oh no.’




  I looked at the two people I shared the office with: Sophie, a pixie-haired, 26-year-old from Somerset whose parents made cheese, and Douglas, who, twenty-seven and balding, with steel-framed

  glasses, looked every bit a misplaced accountant. How he’d found his way into the shitty world of low-grade medical soap opera production was beyond me.




  Sophie looked back with bloodshot eyes. ‘You forgot to book her?’




  I nodded.




  If Fighting Prostitute Number Three did not start crying in A&E our female lead (a 22-year-old former child show jumper who, despite being four foot two, looked down her nose at absolutely

  everybody) could not soothe Fighting Prostitute Number Three and quell her harrowing sobs. And if the lead male character (an overly tanned git with only two brain cells, one of which he left at

  home each day) did not witness Fighting Prostitute Number Three being given solace, he could not fall in love with Shorty Pants Horse Lover and we could not shoot the scene.




  ‘QUENTIN TO EMMA, ARE YOU HEARING ME?’




  ‘Shi-it.’ With an imploring look at Sophie, I raised my radio and pressed the transmit button. ‘Yes, sorry Quentin. Ah . . . we need five more minutes on Prostitute.

  Over.’




  Sophie shook her head, her tiny diamond nose stud catching the light from the overhead fluorescent tubes.




  ‘Please, Soph, I’m begging you!’ I stood in front of her folder-laden desk.




  ‘Uh-uh, Em. No way!’ She picked up a wad of messy schedules. ‘I’ve got new scripts, a schedule that is never going to work and my First AD has changed the entire day for

  tomorrow again. I have to rebook forty amputees and I can’t find enough wheelchair-friendly Ubers! I’ve asked them to share, but the armless can’t push the wheelchairs,

  can they? And—’




  ‘Oh, come on . . .’ I clasped my hands together. ‘I was Self Harmer for you last week.’




  ‘Does the prostitute have to be a woman?’ Douglas, pushing up his spectacles, offered his services.




  Our friendship had been cemented the day we both started on the show six years ago and found there was no real coffee. He’d brought me in a Costa every morning since.




  ‘Because I could do it. Most of my work is done, and I—’




  ‘Thanks, Douglas, but it’s definitely a woman. A small vulnerable woman.’ I looked pointedly at Sophie, who held up some papers and answered her phone.




  ‘Sophie speaking . . . OK, are you legless or armless?’




  ‘Quentin to Emma,’ contempt dripped from the radio. ‘Bring the girl in immediately.’




  ‘Arse.’ I pushed the transmit button. ‘She’s on her way.’




  It was past nine thirty that evening when I opened the door to my dark flat in Tooting. My job in television was supposed to have provided me with exotic locations, inspiring

  scripts and a large enough wage to warrant buying my salami from Waitrose. I was to have been an integral cog at the forefront of the British drama machine. I was meant to come home to a Jo

  Malone-scented flat where a Persian cat worthy of its own jelly meat commercial would be waiting, licking its poofy paws. But instead I was just a regular cog. A regular cog working in a 1970s

  squat brick building designed by somebody who believed in the return of the window tax. And my flat smelt of drains, dirty fridge and tomato sauce. I stepped over some stinky skate shoes and

  plonked my bag on the hall table among the many glossy leaflets advertising two-for-one pizzas and cheap calls to Poland. Damp of wall and noisy of radiator, our flat was a ground-floor box that

  Ned, my boyfriend, had found and at my look of despair had exclaimed, ‘But it’s got carpet in the kitchen!’ like it was a good thing. Next door was a busy brothel, and on the

  other side was a couple who liked to spank each other during sex – loudly. The working girls seemed nice, if a little jaded, but the spankers were constantly nailing things to the other side

  of our bedroom wall at odd times of the night. Possibly each other.




  ‘Ned?’ I called.




  ‘In here,’ came his muffled reply from the bedroom.




  Ned sat in the corner hunched over his computer screen. Scrawled notes littered the unmade bed.




  ‘Hey, babe!’ He sprang out of his chair and seized me in a bear hug, his sparse three-day-old stubble grazing my cheek. ‘How was your day?’




  ‘Oh, you know. The usual.’ I looked at his computer screen, which seemed to display an unoriginal collection of motivational quotes geared towards starting a hugely successful yet

  unspecified business, then at a pile of washing on the floor. ‘Get much done today?’




  ‘Research,’ Ned said. His phone trilled. He bounded across the room, grinned at the message then got busy with a reply.




  I traipsed to the kitchen and found it foodless, drinkless and sticky of floor. I abandoned the idea of sustenance and collasped on the sofa, flicking the TV to an old Friends episode.

  After a few minutes Ned came into the living room, his jeans hanging off his thin frame and a hole in one of his mismatched socks. Closer inspection proved it to be my sock.




  ‘Did you get anything for dinner?’ He flopped onto the sofa and threw an arm round my shoulder.




  I couldn’t believe we were going to have this conversation. Again. I felt as though I only entered his thoughts as I entered the front door at night.




  ‘Did I get any food?’ I bulged my eyes.




  ‘Ah . . . well . . .’ He blinked. ‘You pass the shop on your way home, so I just thought, you know . . .’




  ‘Did I get any dinner?’




  Ned eyed me sideways. ‘Um . . .’




  ‘Me? Who left at five thirty this morning while you lay in bed till god knows when, then probably spent the rest of the day scratching your arse?’




  Ned quickly stopped doing just that.




  ‘Me? Who had to dress as a beat-up prostitute all afternoon because one actor got stuck in traffic, one had “hair continuity issues” and one demanded a gluten-free

  pizza with rennet-free cheese before he’d go on set, and there was no time to change?’




  ‘I could heat up some beans?’




  ‘Me, who walked out of work forgetting about the fucked-up hooker make-up –’ I circled my finger wildly in front of my face ‘– and had to go back

  to the studios when a woman on the street asked me if I was OK and offered to call the police? Me? ME? Did I get any food?!’ My left eye twitched as Ross and Rachel kissed on the

  TV.




  ‘There’s some . . .’ Ned pointed a tentative finger at my nasal area. ‘You still have a little bit . . .’




  I ran a bath by the light of a bare low-wattage bulb. In the kitchen a pot crashed to the floor and Ned yelped. If he was attempting to make dinner, he was going to have to get

  pretty creative with out-of-date chicken stock and a very questionable tomato. Or it might have been an apple . . .




  I slipped into the bath and shut my eyes. Ned and I had been together since my twenty-second birthday, when I’d turned a corner while moving from bar to bar, lost all my friends, tripped

  over my own feet and landed in a heap beside a guy sitting in a doorway eating a bag of crisps. Ned Dixie. He’d shared his crisps and bought me a birthday kebab, which I’d found in my

  handbag the next morning and had eaten for breakfast. Ned had come back to my flat that night, and I’d stayed up laughing at his impressions of Basil Fawlty at an all-night rave. His ginger

  hair stuck straight up from his head at different angles and a smattering of freckles ran across his nose. How I loved a ginger man. Kenneth Branagh; Eric Stoltz circa 1985; the one from

  Homeland; Tim Minchin.




  Chucky. No? That one just me? Anyway, Ned had ginger hair, expressive eyebrows and a wicked grin and I thought he was sexy. He was an ‘ideas man’. He saw the potential for

  improvement in everything. Esca-Wipes: Escalator handrails that sanitised your hands on your commute; Loven the Lunch Oven: a lunchbox that baked pies; Fartfume: air pouches in your back pocket

  that, if you accidentally farted in a public place, you’d activate via a discreet button in your front pocket and perfumed air would waft out, masking your odour. Oh yes, he had ideas.




  Within weeks we’d commenced smitten coupledom and were looking for our own flat. He was an eternally chipper, overeager, unrealistic, hilarious bundle of disorganised clumsy affection. And

  I was hooked. Once, I was at work with a paralysing hangover (the kind where, if you move your eyes too fast, a cold sweat sweeps down your neck and you kind of half-faint) and I’d got a

  message saying Ned was in hospital with a badly broken leg. I’d raced out of the studios cursing Ned for telling the little old man from three doors down he could fix his satellite dish.

  I’d rounded the corner of the tube station, fighting the urge to vomit up pure tequila and there, leaning against the station wall with a big smile, a massive bacon and egg bap and two fully

  functioning legs, was Ned.




  ‘Thought you might need a Duvet Day,’ he’d said, putting out his free arm.




  I’d crumpled gratefully into his embrace. We’d caught the tube home and Ned spent the rest of the day being my hangover nurse. He stroked my hair, made a bed on the sofa and watched

  The Princess Bride with me for the 1,217th time. I thought I could see my future. Curled up on the sofa, tucked under the arm of a guy who was happy to repeat ‘My name is Inigo

  Montoya. You kill my fadda. Prepare to die’ in a Spanish accent that sounded more Chinese takeaway lady till his girlfriend had giggled her hangover away. It hadn’t worked out so well

  when we’d googled a broken tibia and fibula (what he’d told the receptionist at work) and realised Ned would need to wear a fake cast to my work party two weeks later. We’d had to

  buy a ‘medical walking boot’ from eBay, and Ned created an elaborate story involving an unattended scaffolding platform, a stranded baby bird and one of the better-looking prostitutes

  from next door.




  He started an online business course and declared he’d make the big time in New York as an entrepreneurial something-or-other. We’d researched Brooklyn flats, investigated breeds of

  apartment-appropriate dogs and dreamt about me working on a Weinstein film. I’d gradually worked my way up the ranks from tea-maker/rubbish collector to Second Assistant Director and had

  started putting a little away each week. But Ned hadn’t finished his course. And no invention got past the scrawled-notes-on-the-back-of-the-water-bill stage. My New York dreams floated away

  and I’d yet to replace them with anything.




  ‘Babe?’ Ned tapped at the door. ‘Babe, are you coming out? I’ve got something for you.’




  Last time he’d said that I’d opened the door to see he had his foreskin pulled over the waistband of his jeans, was calling it his dried apricot and was guffawing like a schoolboy. I

  wrapped a radiator-heated towel round myself and opened the door to Ned’s smiling face.




  ‘Follow me, my lady,’ he held out an arm and guided me to the living room.




  Spread on a blanket on the floor, in mismatched pots and on chipped plates, was a carpet picnic. Sainsbury’s Basics candles dripped wax onto the coffee table.




  ‘Madam, tonight we have . . .’ Ned raised the lid on an old beige pot ‘. . . minted baby peas.’ He lifted a napkin off a small tin. ‘Tuna à la spring water

  – dolphin friendly for the lady, of course – served with a side of Huntley and Palmers Cream Crackers.’ He took a cracker and bent it without it breaking. ‘Slightly

  stale.’ He pointed to the apple/tomato drooping on a brown plate. ‘And I don’t know what that is.’ He gave a hopeful grin and I felt myself un-bristling.




  He inched forward and pulled me into a kiss. Ned may have left his debit card on the tube (complete with pin number written on the back) twice in the past year; he may have driven to the

  supermarket, done the shopping then bussed home more times than is strictly reasonable and he may be a little too freckly for polite society, but damn he was a good kisser. I dropped my towel. My

  stomach did twirly flips of pleasure as he kissed me from my mouth, over my breasts, down past my belly button and then . . .




  After a few minutes I raised my head.




  ‘Do you need—’




  ‘No.’




  Despite his kissing proficiencies, the exact location of the clitoris tended to evade Ned. He’d find it eventually, so to pass the time I thought about the coming weekend. I was meeting my

  friend Helen for brunch. She was an events coordinator for a media investment company in Russell Square which specialised in promoting only the zeitgeist-iest of musicians, scriptwriters and

  executive producers, so she always had stories that finished with ‘and then we ended up at 5 a.m. in a disused slipper factory watching a private screening of this Dutch director’s new

  film shot entirely in black and white, on an iPhone, in Alaska with Russian-speaking puppets’. We’d talk about Helen’s latest shag (generally someone she’d met through her

  work who was skinny, socially unusual and on the brink of stardom) then we’d order. Eggs, bacon, sausages and—




  Mushrooms!




  He’d found it!




  Sprawled on the sofa an hour and a half later (once he’d located it, it was all stations go) he leant over and kissed my ear.




  ‘I’ll buy some food tomorrow, babe.’ Then he got up, grabbed his beer and left the room to trawl eBay while I curled up and watched Would I Lie to You?.




  ‘Hmmmm.’ I stretched, my eyes still closed.




  I’d not had a glorious sleep like that since those peaceful nine months in the womb. I opened my eyes. I was still on the sofa.




  ‘Oh my god!!’ I leapt up and ran to the bedroom.




  Ned lay fully clothed on top of the bed, a can of corn emptied onto my pillow. I snatched my phone from the nightstand. Eighteen missed calls!




  ‘Ned, I’m late!’




  Ned shot up like Dracula from a coffin, his hair vertical on one side and corn stuck to his cheek.




  ‘No! You can’t be!’ He looked horrified.




  ‘Well I bloody am!’ I rifled through the mess on the floor. ‘Work has rung eighteen times. The phone was right next to you. I’m going to get fired, and I’m the only

  one that earns any money!’




  I launched myself into some jeans.




  Ned’s face relaxed to being just hung over. ‘Oh, that kind of late.’ He lay back in his bed of corn. ‘I thought you meant women’s stuff late.’




  I stopped wrestling with my fly and did some menstrual maths.




  ‘Oh, no . . .’




  I looked at Ned. He was unconscious again, safe in the thought I would only be fired, not pregnant.




  ‘I can’t think about that now.’ I kicked my feet into some trainers and flew out the door.




  I dashed into the office unwinding my scarf, getting my arms stuck in a handbag/scarf/parka sleeve bind and nearly toppling the Christmas tree over with its lone bit of tinsel and Rod Stewart

  angels I’d made one slow afternoon.




  ‘Has Quentin been asking for me?’ I panted, dumping the handbag/scarf/parka knot on my chair and retrieving my radio from Douglas’s neat desk. ‘Anything gone

  wrong?’




  Sophie and Douglas looked at each other.




  ‘What?’




  ‘We-ell,’ Douglas started. ‘It probably wasn’t your fault—’




  ‘You forgot to book Dead Homeless Man in Swamp.’ Sophie interrupted.




  She picked up her cigarettes and walked round her desk towards me. ‘And unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, Quentin happened to fit the costume.’




  ‘Noooooo,’ I groaned.




  ‘He had to lie face down on the edge of the Wandle for about an hour this morning,’ Douglas said.




  Forgetting to book featured extras two days in a row was bad enough, but the First Assistant Director – and my boss – having to step up and lie face down in a swampy bit of river in

  December was . . . was . . . I felt sick thinking about it.




  ‘He . . . he’s not happy,’ Douglas said, shunting his spectacles.




  ‘It was so cold the make-up girls had to defrost his face with a hairdryer before he could talk properly,’ Sophie added.




  ‘Oh god.’ I slapped my hand to my forehead.




  ‘Come on.’ Sophie held out her cigarettes. ‘Everything’s fine now. They’re in the studio, Quentin’s got all the feeling back in his lips and you look like you

  need one of these.’




  I nodded.




  ‘Douglas? Cover for us,’ Sophie said, walking out.




  We sat outside in the designated smokers’ area, a metal cage flanked by the catering skip and a noisy air-conditioning unit.




  ‘You’re quiet,’ Sophie said, watching me stare at a mound of something mushy beside the skip while trying to do more detailed period calculations.




  ‘Just thinking how quickly time goes when you work here, that’s all,’ I replied.




  ‘Tell me about it.’ Sophie launched into a soliloquy of how she woke up last Friday and realised it was December again. Then she realised that instead of being twenty-five she was

  twenty-six, and hadn’t she ought to be getting grown-up things like a long-term boyfriend, life insurance, bras without holes, sofas you’re not allowed to sit on, cars you’re not

  allowed to eat in?




  I became aware of the cigarette in my hand. I threw it on the ground and stamped it out.




  ‘. . . And when is the official time to stop having soft toys on your bed? Nobody actually tells you these things. I mean, I’ve never even seen a French film. I was in

  France once and went to a film and it was in English but the subtitles were in French . . . Does that count?’




  ‘Arse,’ I mumbled.




  


 





  CHAPTER TWO




  ‘Go straight through,’ the cheerless receptionist said as I arrived in the doctor’s waiting area early the next morning.




  I’d called in sick to work, and when Ned had asked why I’d stated women’s problems. He’d paled and found some socks that needed balling. I walked down the tatty hall and

  let myself into the doctor’s office.




  ‘Ah, Emma.’ My uncle got up from his tiny NHS desk and planted a welcoming kiss on my forehead. ‘What a lovely surprise! But shouldn’t you be at work? Are you

  poorly?’




  I shook my head and, not knowing what to say, burst into tears.




  ‘Hey, hey.’ Uncle Mike stooped to look into my face. ‘What’s this all about?’ He led me to the fraying chair next to his desk and sat down opposite.

  ‘Something happen at work? Ned? It’s your mother, isn’t it? What’s she done now?’ He passed me a tissue and watched me blubber it into a pulpy mess. ‘Oh,

  sweetheart, what’s the matter?’




  The pregnancy test came back positive, and I dissolved into body-shuddering sobs. Uncle Mike gave the rest of his appointments to the junior locum and took me to the greasy

  spoon round the corner.




  ‘So.’ He considered me with his hazel eyes.




  ‘I don’t even know where to begin.’ I picked at the skin around my nails. ‘What to think about first. Does that make sense?’ I took a sip of my tea and pushed the

  mug away in disgust.




  ‘Perfect sense.’ He took a gulp of his coffee and placed it to the side, grimacing. ‘Until you decide, we’ll take each day as it comes. Your scan is in two weeks, but

  Emma, you’re ten weeks gone. You and Ned need to make a decision.’




  ‘I know.’ I gave a weak smile.




  Uncle Mike squeezed my hand. His slender fingers were always a bit cold. He’d been the father I’d never had. Well, I did have a father but he’d run off with a woman who was

  older, shorter and duller than my mother when I was five and my sister Alex was only three. We’d had nothing except a dwindling number of birthday cards ever since. Mum said she could never

  recover from a blow like that. Had the woman been a Cindy Crawford replica she could at least have understood. But the woman’s name was Ruth and she worked as a receptionist for Merton

  Council.




  I gazed beyond Uncle Mike to the street outside. I didn’t want to leave the café with its plastic seats and nasty tea. It would mean stepping out into a different life. One I

  didn’t feel even the slenderest bit of control over. A builder eating a bacon and egg roll caught my eye. His rotund stomach pressed against the Formica table and egg yolk pooled at the

  corner of his mouth. My stomach lurched. I leapt up and raced to the bathroom.




  Fifteen minutes later, I gingerly took my seat again opposite Uncle Mike. The road worker was gone, our table had been cleared; Uncle Mike had paid the bill and was folding the receipt into a

  swan.




  He smiled. ‘Come back to the house.’ He gestured at the empty table. ‘Have a decent breakfast.’




  I nodded. ‘Yeah, OK.’




  I hoped my little cousin Archie would not be at crèche and I could play with his Play-Doh and pretend none of this was really happening.




  As we left the greasy spoon, Uncle Mike opened his briefcase and handed me some NHS pamphlets.




  ‘Just in case.’




  I read the covers. ‘Healthy Pregnancy’. ‘You and Your Foetus’. ‘Choosing the Right Birth’. ‘Coping with Morning Sickness’.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said, quickly stuffing them in my bag.




  ‘The last one will be particularly relevant at the moment. Might help you with those sudden rushes to toilets, rubbish bins, side of the road.’




  I looked at my feet as we crossed the street.




  ‘You know, when your mother was pregnant with you she threw up right outside a busy café in Chelsea. She leant on a postbox and retched into the gutter.’




  I looked up, interested to hear more.




  ‘She had terrible morning sickness,’ he said with a fond sparkle in his eye. ‘It lasted the whole pregnancy.’




  ‘No kidding?’ I mused, my own recent vomiting session still fresh in my mind . . . and the back of my throat.




  ‘When one of the café staff came rushing out with a chair and a glass of water, your mother scolded them for the water being too warm. She sent them back inside for ice and demanded

  a piece of carrot cake too.’ Uncle Mike smiled and shook his head. ‘She sat there on the footpath in the middle of Chelsea with her big pregnant stomach, eating cake while the waiter

  held her iced water.’




  I snorted with laughter. My mother was not known for her subtlety. Or for worrying about what other people thought of her.




  Archie and I played at the kitchen table while my aunt Sinead sat at the other end feeding Millie, their chubby-armed nine-month-old. Mum had been nine when Uncle Mike was born

  (a wonderful accident, Grandma had called him) so my cousins were much, much younger than Alex and me. Millie was spitting her mashed vegetable crap out over her chin and onto the table, blowing

  raspberries and giggling. It was a messy affair. One I was careful to keep away from. I may not be the most fashion-conscious girl around but I at least liked to keep my unfashionable clothes

  clean. Uncle Mike was at the Aga cooking up a feast. A cup of tea wafted its bergamot aroma under my nose. No more strong black coffee; not good for unwanted foetuses, apparently. Sinead was

  telling Uncle Mike about a charity dinner they were required to attend.




  ‘Another one? Really?’ He got eggs out of their retro blue Smeg fridge and stepped over one of Archie’s toys.




  Their huge house was always in chaos, in spite of the housekeeper’s efforts.




  ‘Can’t we just give them money and not go?’ He cracked the eggs with the ease of someone at home in the kitchen.




  Sinead didn’t cook, or work. Sinead had babies. Alice was eight, Jess was six, Archie was four and Millie was last.




  ‘Dad’s expecting us to make an appearance. You know how he gets.’




  ‘Yes, I do. But just one weekend I’d like to stay in with my wife, cook up some spicy chicken wings and watch a little television.’




  Sinead scooped food off Millie’s chin and spooned it back into her mouth. Millie spat it back out again. I secretly applauded her. Second-hand, chin-dribble food was disgusting.




  ‘Should’ve moved to Yorkshire and started my own practice in the country,’ Uncle Mike mumbled as he distributed bacon among waiting plates. ‘None of this charity nonsense

  and balls and kisses in the air. Why kiss the air anyway?’




  ‘Darling, you’re mumbling to yourself again.’ Sinead mopped at Millie’s grubby face.




  I was enjoying the distraction. ‘To go or not to go to a charity ball’ was a much simpler problem than my own ‘to have or not to have an accidental baby’ dilemma.




  ‘You’re doing it wrong, Emma,’ Archie pointed out.




  He was quite right. We were supposed to be playing Fairy Lions with the Play-Doh, and as I had no idea what Fairy Lions looked like I’d made a rather pathetic-looking purple cat.




  ‘Oh, sorry.’ I allowed him to tear apart my cat and commence serious Fairy Lion construction, glancing up now and then to make sure I was paying attention.




  ‘Breakfast’s up,’ Uncle Mike said, bringing food-laden plates to the table.




  A hunger like no other came over me. I shoved the Play-Doh to the side, slicked butter on a piece of toast, took huge bites and swallowed it down after only three chews. I needed to feel some

  weight at the bottom of my nauseous stomach.




  After a few minutes of comfortable silence Sinead lifted her coffee and spoke. ‘So, Emma, are you going to get rid of it?’




  With her neat brown hair pulled into a low slide clip at the nape of her neck and her almost uniform-like choice of clothing, white linen shirt and black or brown ironed trousers, she looked

  innocuous enough. But her conventional attire concealed a punishing frankness and blasé attitude to suitable conduct.




  ‘Bloody hell, Sinead,’ Uncle Mike said.




  Archie looked up from his breakfast.




  ‘Sorry, Archie, I didn’t mean to say that. Eat your toast, darling.’ He shook his head. ‘Honestly.’




  Sinead shrugged.




  ‘Daddy?’ Archie said, looking thoughtful. ‘Why did you say sorry?’




  ‘I said a rude word and I didn’t mean to, OK? Eat your toast.’




  Archie went back to his breakfast.




  ‘I don’t see why we shouldn’t talk about it. She’s nearly a third of the way through.’ Sinead turned to me. ‘You have to make some pretty quick

  decisions.’




  I started feeling sick again. ‘Well . . .’




  ‘What wude word did you say, Daddy?’ Archie said.




  ‘It doesn’t matter, darling. Eat your toast.’ He turned back to Sinead. ‘Emma needs to think about this in her own time—’




  Sinead ignored her husband. ‘You hear all this crap about “giving life”, but let’s be real, it’s more like having it taken away from you.’




  ‘Was it “shit”, Daddy?’




  We looked at Archie innocently waiting for an answer.




  ‘No, Archie. Sinead, would you please let Emma be.’




  ‘It’s OK. I guess I do need to think about what to do,’ I offered, trying to avoid a heated conversation about my situation.




  ‘See,’ Sinead said. ‘She’s fine talking about it. We’re all family—’




  ‘Was it “fuck”, Daddy?’




  Uncle Mike’s eyes widened. Sinead looked a trifle amused. I sniggered behind my teacup.




  ‘No, Archie. Shush now. And eat your toast.’ Uncle Mike glared at Sinead then turned to me. ‘You do whatever you feel is right. We’re here for you, no

  matter—’




  ‘Was it “wanker”?’




  ‘Archie!’ Uncle Mike shook his head. ‘Where’s he picking up this language?’




  ‘From me, dear,’ Sinead said matter-of-factly.




  ‘I feel sick,’ I muttered.




  ‘It will pass soon.’ Sinead patted my arm. ‘You’re a bit skinny. Get your hands on some Krispy Kremes.’




  ‘Daddy?’




  ‘Yes, Archie?’ Uncle Mike said warily.




  ‘ “Bitch” is not a bad word if you’re driving when you say it.’




  Uncle Mike shot his wife a beaten look. She sipped her coffee. I put my knife and fork together, excused myself and retired to the music room. Sloping sunlight from double-height French doors

  warmed the Persian rugs and a ten-foot real Christmas tree, decorated in evenly spaced red and gold bows and baubles, wafted the welcoming scent of pine. I flicked through the iPod, picked out an

  album and lay on the sofa.




  So.




  I was pregnant.




  Did I want a baby?




  I was twenty-seven, I didn’t own my own home, I had a few thousand quid in the bank – not much, but not terrible – and although I’d been clawing my way up the illustrious

  film and TV ladder for the past few years, one foot was still on the bottom rung. And, despite his enthusiasm for entrepreneurial conferences and ‘Money: Master the Game’ Tony Robbins

  apps, my boyfriend hadn’t earned a penny in two years.




  No one my age was having kids. Life was too expensive to settle in your mid-twenties (twenty-seven is so still your mid-twenties!), buy a house and think about life insurance. And too

  much fun. People my age were still going on gap years, spending their Christmas Eves having lines of coke off the back of a toilet cistern in clubs and figuring out what they wanted to do

  ‘when they grew up’. Which I guess we all thought happened sometime in your thirties.




  Later that evening, Uncle Mike’s Porsche turned into my dark Tooting street and pulled up outside my flat, disturbing a scruffy drunk taking a leak on our brick wall.

  Uncle Mike watched the man zip up his jeans and trip over his own feet, a familiar look of concern on his face. We’d travelled the short distance from his warm, pine-scented house in

  Wimbledon to my scuzzy flat in Tooting in silence. In two weeks I had a scan at St George’s Hospital. And by then I’d have to have made a decision. I was pretty sure I knew what I had

  to do. I was in no position to be caring for a baby.




  I opened the car door. ‘Can you say thanks to Sinead for putting up with me today?’




  Uncle Mike waved away my request with a smile. I gave him a peck on the cheek, shut the door and looked away from his tail-lights as my phone rang. The caller ID said ‘Alex’.




  ‘Hey.’




  ‘I just called to tell you I hate my job today,’ my little sister said in a chipper voice.




  Alex worked for the UN in Dhaka on a water sanitation project. She lived in a concrete apartment with bars on the windows and an outdoor toilet. She sat in a flimsy-walled office in forty-degree

  heat and typed reports, analysed spreadsheets and printed budget initiatives that no one ever read. And for the privilege she paid for her own flights, accommodation and food. She was allowed to

  hate her job.




  ‘You loved it last week.’




  ‘Yes, but last week I was allowed out in the field. Last week I watched a three-year-old boy drink clean water for the first time in his life. His mother cried. I cried. Last week

  was great.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve just had enough of the wooden crate. I want to sit on a real toilet.’




  ‘Doesn’t your placement end in a few weeks?’




  ‘Yeah, but I don’t even know where my next posting is. It could be here again. I know I’m supposed to love what I do because I’m helping to change people’s lives,

  blah blah blah, but some days I just want to wash my hair in water that doesn’t smell like poo.’




  ‘We all do.’




  Alex laughed. ‘I’ll be fine. I do actually like my job. I get to see some pretty weird stuff. There’s an eleven-year-old boy outside my building who has a stall selling guns

  and honey.’




  I was silent. Alex would know there was something up. Usually we wouldn’t let each other finish a sentence, so keen were we to regale each other with the contents of our lives.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Nothing.’ I pulled my coat round me.




  ‘Liar.’




  ‘Not.’




  ‘Are too.’




  ‘Not.’




  ‘Something’s wrong.’




  ‘Isn’t.’




  ‘You’re one-wording me.’




  ‘Am not.’




  Alex groaned. ‘Well, can I guess?’




  ‘If you want.’




  ‘You broke up with Ned?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Mum did something?’




  ‘That’s just a given.’




  ‘You’re pregnant?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said in a little voice. ‘But I also think I might get fired.’ I pressed my lips together.




  Alex was quiet but only for a second.




  ‘You’re kidding, right?’




  ‘No.’ I wiped my nose on my sleeve.




  ‘Are you sure? I mean, really sure? Why don’t you go to Uncle Mike and get a proper—’




  ‘Already did. Definitely am.’




  ‘Well . . . are you happy about it? You don’t sound happy. What did Ned say? Oh my god, does Mum know?’




  I could picture Alex pacing her office, her mind working overtime to find the most sensible solution. Sometimes I thought it was Alex who was the elder sister.




  ‘I don’t know what I want. I only just got back from Uncle Mike’s. I haven’t told anyone. Not even Ned.’




  ‘I thought you were on the pill?’




  ‘I was.’




  ‘Well, how did it happen then?’




  ‘I dunno . . .’ I said unconvincingly.




  ‘How did it happen,’ Alex pressed, her voice taking on the tone of a reprimanding headmistress.




  ‘Well, there was this one week . . .’




  ‘Oh Emma.’




  ‘I was just so busy at work and I couldn’t make a doctor’s appointment, then I forgot but I figured it would be fine because I heard all these women at work who talked about

  how it took them a year to get pregnant after being on the pill. It was only one week!’ My head hurt. ‘Can we talk about something else?’




  ‘We really should keep talking about this.’




  ‘Please?’




  ‘OK. Ah . . . Cal got a promotion.’




  ‘That’s good. What’s he do now?’




  ‘It’s still investment . . .’




  Alex let forth a torrent of words that individually I understood – stock, floating, finance, sector, margin, exchange, hedge – but all together were as decipherable as Stallone

  speaking Klingon. Alex had been with Cal since university. He did something with money. All I knew was that he was relocated to a different major banking city every year or so. Alex could never be

  the typical banker’s girlfriend, sitting in plush apartments and shopping with bankers’ wives, so she’d followed her dream of working for the UN and had spent the past couple of

  years being posted from New Delhi to East Timor and finally Bangladesh. They survived on trust, skype and a few weeks together a year.




  Eventually Alex ended with, ‘You understood none of that, did you.’




  ‘Is he rich?’




  ‘He makes other people rich.’




  ‘He’s doing it wrong, then.’




  Alex snorted a laugh.




  ‘Want me to come home?’ she said after a brief moment of quiet.




  Affection bloomed across my chest. It wasn’t an empty offer. If I said yes, my fiercely loyal little sister really would be on the next barely welded-together Bangladeshi plane out of

  there. But Dhaka needed her and her unread audit reports.




  After saying goodbye it was time to talk to Ned. I checked my face in a compact mirror and turned towards the flat.




  ‘What the . . .’ Whorls of smoke coiled out from under the doorframe. ‘Shit!’




  I shoved my key in the lock and flung open the door. Thick smoke billowed out.




  ‘NED!’ I screamed. I covered my mouth with my jacket and stumbled inside, feeling my way down the hall to the bedroom. I pushed open the door but the room was empty; the computer

  still on. ‘NED! WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU?’




  I lurched towards the kitchen from where plumes of smoke were swelling out, cursing Ned for taking the batteries out of the smoke alarm to use on his latest invention (a remote-controlled remote

  control). Smoke pitched from the stovetop. My eyes stung. I took a breath of the marginally clearer air in the hall and staggered across the kitchen using my jacket to lift a billowing pot off the

  stove. I dumped it in the sink and turned on the tap, ducking away from the hissing, spitting water. On the kitchen bench sat an open can of baked beans, sauce dribbling down the side. I inspected

  the pot in the sink. A hard, black substance was scorched to the bottom. Stone-cold toast sat in the toaster. When the house was clear of smoke and I’d thrown the ruined pot in the bin, I

  grabbed my phone and saw a text from Ned.
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  I dialled his number. My fingers went to the groove forming between my brows.




  ‘Babe!’




  ‘You’re an idiot,’ I said, my voice steely calm.




  ‘Wha’? What’ve I done now?’ Ned’s whine made me feel like his mother, not his girlfriend.




  ‘You nearly burned down the house – that’s what!’ I heard the unmistakable sound of a beer can cracking open. ‘Are you drinking?’




  ‘Babe, it’s a Saturday night.’




  ‘It’s Wednesday!’




  


 





  CHAPTER THREE




  Sunday morning arrived at last, and I hustled through chilly Borough Market, meaty aromas wafting from the various mobile cooking devices. My best friend Helen was already in

  the café and had commandeered the pick of the tables.




  ‘Hi.’ She gave me a breast-mashing hug, a fragrant kiss on the cheek and stepped back to examine me from under her dark fringe. ‘You’ve put on weight.’




  Both Helen and my mother had an uncanny ability to detect a fluctuation in weight to the ounce. And were only too keen to point it out.




  ‘Most girls would find that comment insulting,’ I said, shrugging off my parka and pulling out a chair.




  ‘Yes, but most girls are fat cows. You were getting too skinny.’ She sat down opposite me and gained the attention of a waiter with a mere tilt of her chin.




  Despite her job ‘requiring’ her to be up all hours with burgeoning indie rock stars or political graffiti poets, she never had a mascara-coated eyelash out of place. She’d

  encased her voluptuous form in a snug scoop-neck sweater, body-hugging jeans and knee-high boots. Her half-exposed bosoms rested in their cashmere nest like two globes of rising pizza dough. She

  was the sexy side of plump. Even I was attracted to her. I, on the other hand, had on my customary jeans and hoodie with my wet hair piled in a bun on top of my head.




  ‘Dad is obsessed with Japanese game shows,’ she said to my enquiry about her parents. ‘He streams them on the internet all day long. I wish you’d never shown him

  how.’




  ‘It was Ned,’ I said, remembering Helen’s parents’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary barbecue, and how Ned had spent the entire afternoon inside teaching Helen’s

  father the wonders of the internet. I was pretty sure they still emailed each other.




  ‘He showed Mum an episode where a lady drank fermented squid guts. Mum vomited.’




  ‘Ew!’




  ‘Then the dog ate it.’




  I gagged.




  ‘Then the dog vomited.’




  ‘Oh my god!’




  We dissolved into laughter.




  A young waiter delivered our order and was barely able to remove his eyes from Helen’s semi exposed breasts. I wasn’t above using my boobs to advance my opportunities, but no one was

  interested in my grapefruits when Helen’s gala melons were around. She leant back and flung an arm over her chair, maximising the waiter’s view. The boy blushed a shade darker than plum

  and shuffled off. A man at the next table got a sharp look from his lady friend.




  Later, with a sense of contentment only bacon can offer, I pushed my plate away and looked out of the window.




  ‘You’re thinking about Ned, aren’t you?’ Helen clattered her cutlery on the plate. ‘You’ve got that woe is me, sad little deer face.’




  I sighed. ‘He treats me like his mother.’




  ‘That’s truly wrong.’




  ‘Not in that way.’ I winced. ‘I tell him when to shower. I buy his undies. I give him lists of things he needs to do around the house and scold him when he doesn’t do

  them.’ I sagged in my chair. ‘I’m one pair of dirty socks in the bottom of the bed away from grounding him.’




  Helen gave a pitying shake of her head.




  ‘Emma . . .’ She spoke in a way that let me know some serious counsel was about to be dispensed. ‘Know that what I’m about to say comes from a place of love and from

  having had it up to my tits with you and Ned and his goddamned muthafucking Jesus Christ socks.’




  ‘Go ahead,’ I said through grim lips.




  ‘You need to break up with him. I know he’s sweet and we all love his Lohan As A Llama routine, but sweet and funny only go so far.’




  I felt her scrutiny from across the table. I kept my eyes on my hands.




  ‘He’s been to every fucking business course on offer,’ she continued. ‘And I see no business. You work your arse off, and I know he may “make the big time one

  day”, but I honestly don’t think that day will come before you hit the menopause and his pathetic amount of chest hair turns grey.’




  Helen stared me down while I folded the edges of my place mat. When Ned and I had first started dating I’d found his foibles endearing. I guess I’d enjoyed having someone to mother

  and fuss over. He was so affectionate, and he truly meant well. I’d been able to overlook his inability to cope with the more mundane aspects of being a functioning adult, like bill-paying

  and clothes-washing. But as the years ticked by and I’d had to assume all the responsibility in the relationship I’d found his unrealistic nature tiresome. I was a naggy cow, and I

  didn’t like who I’d become around him. I felt older than my years.




  ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said in a feeble voice.




  ‘You need to break up with him,’ she declared. ‘Then you need to sleep with a lot of men. And women, if you want.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘No buts. You’ve already wasted most of your acceptable slut years with that noodle-armed dreamer. Dump him, and do it now – it’s frowned upon to slut around in

  your thirties.’ She gave me a pointed look, signalling it was her final word on the matter, and made a bill-summoning motion to a distant waiter.




  ‘Some people frown upon it in their twenties,’ I mumbled.




  ‘Some people are effing nuns.’






  Two weeks later I squeaked across the lino floors of St George’s antenatal unit, approached the counter and gave my name.




  ‘Take a seat, love. I’m afraid it’s quite a wait. People with problems get seen first so you may get bumped.’ The woman scanned her notes. ‘You don’t have any

  problems do you, love?’




  Barrel-loads. But instead I said, ‘No, not today,’ and sat down on a plastic seat beneath a wonky swathe of green tinsel. It was the day of my scan, and I was nervous. I still

  hadn’t decided what I wanted to do. My head had been firmly in the sand for the past two weeks. I’d gone about business as usual while Ned tried to make up for his baked bean incident.

  He’d cooked a special dinner, which contained both chicken and fish but tasted of neither. He’d done a load of washing and shrunk my favourite woolly jumper. He’d gone out, left

  the keys inside and the shower running, flooding the hallway. My frequent nauseous rushes to the bathroom heightened Ned’s guilt. He thought I was in the bathroom crying. I still hadn’t

  told him about the pregnancy because I didn’t know what I wanted from him. Until I did I was keeping it to myself, processing my thoughts at night as he lay snoring beside me. Uncle Mike had

  pointed out that I was on the skinny side and I’d need to up my calorie intake if I wanted a healthy pregnancy. I told him I wanted no pregnancy but ate extra carbonara anyway. My stomach

  rounded accordingly so I’d taken to wearing loose-fitting tops and strategically draped scarves. I hadn’t told my mother, but that was easy. I wasn’t hiding the truth

  – I just hadn’t seen her. She was in Tuscany turning the inside of a fifteenth-century villa into a homage to 1980s neon Miami for an Italian fashion designer. At work I’d barely

  been holding it together. I’d had to race off set to vomit during a take and was then accused of being drunk in the workplace (not my fault – the baby’s); I hadn’t booked

  enough extras for a hospital riot scene for the director’s ambitious plan (not my fault – the production manager gave me a minuscule budget); I’d been screamed at by a nasty

  actress for neglecting to read out her lines to her answer machine the night before (definitely was my fault – I just thought she could read her own friggin’ script for once) and had

  consequently received a formal warning. Alex had called, skyped or texted every day. Sometimes from her sweaty office, sometimes from her sweaty apartment, sometimes giggly from a sweaty

  Bangladeshi bar. But always supportive. And sweaty.




  ‘Miss George?’ A nurse in a creased uniform stood in an open doorway, a file in her hands. She led me to a small room where a friendly-faced female sonographer sat waiting for

  me.




  ‘Just lie back and unbutton your jeans for me,’ the sonographer said after checking my file.




  Her gentle voice put me at ease. I wriggled my jeans down and lay on the semi-reclined bed. She snapped on some rubber gloves and pulled a trolley with a screen and keyboard towards her.




  ‘Had a good day?’




  ‘Yes, thanks.’




  I’d spent the afternoon in Uncle Mike and Sinead’s kitchen eating Fortnum & Mason gingerbread people (Archie informing me that it wasn’t right to call them men as women

  were important too; Sinead informing me that Archie’s nursery teacher was a little ‘politically annoying’ and ‘lesbian-ish’) and watching my aunt and uncle bicker

  about my situation and what I ought to be doing. Archie had come home from nursery at lunchtime and when I’d asked him how his day was, he’d said, ‘Oh, I’ve had a vagina of

  a day,’ in an American accent, then asked for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Uncle Mike had glowered at Sinead when she explained he’d picked it up from her visiting American

  stockbroker friend. I’d spent the next hour with Uncle Mike as he tried to get the personal mobile number for Supernanny.




  ‘Feeling OK? Any nausea?’ The sonographer picked up a bottle with a nozzle on the end and shook the contents.




  ‘Oh, a bit sick, but all right. Really tired.’ I was tired. By two in the afternoon I was nearly face down in my hot chocolate.




  ‘Yes, that should start to ease in the next few weeks. Drink plenty of water and get plenty of sleep. And eat your vegetables.’ She smiled again.




  I didn’t want to tell her that this baby might not be here to stay.




  ‘I will. Thank you.’




  ‘OK then. Ready to see your baby?’




  I didn’t answer.




  ‘This will feel a bit cold.’ She held the bottle above my stomach and flicked the nozzle open. Cool blue gel landed on my skin. ‘OK . . .’ she brandished some apparatus

  like a barcode scanner at me ‘. . . there’ll be a slight pressure but it won’t hurt.’




  She lowered the scanner onto my stomach and moved it over the blue gel. A computerised heartbeat sounded through the room and the monitor by the bed sprang to life. I quickly turned my head

  away. If I didn’t see it, it wasn’t real and I could make a logical, emotionless decision. The right decision.




  The sonographer slid the scanner over my belly muttering positive expletives, ‘good, OK, yes, there we are’ and so on. She clicked at the keyboard and wrote in my notes while I

  concentrated on a poster of a cross-sectioned woman’s torso in various states of pregnancy. It looked to me as if the baby got bigger and bigger with no thought to the vital organs it was

  crushing. The size of a fully grown baby and the size of the canal it had to travel out of were wildly unsuited.




  ‘The nuchal measurement is good; the placenta is healthy and in the right place,’ she said, writing in my notes. She clicked her pen, placed it in her coat pocket and smiled.

  ‘You seem all set for a healthy pregnancy, Miss George.’




  I looked at her, willing my eyes not to move a foot to the left and view the screen.




  ‘Shall we see if we can get some photos of your baby to take home with you?’




  ‘Uh . . . oh, um . . .’




  Without waiting for my reply she slid the scanner across my lower abdomen with determination.




  ‘I think that’s a good one, just there.’




  I stared at the cross-section again.




  Big baby, small canal.




  ‘Let’s see if we can get this wee one to move. I want to get a nice profile shot.’ She dug the scanner in and clicked a few buttons.




  Really big baby. Really small canal.




  ‘There we go. That’s what we want. Stay there, little one.’




  Click. Click.




  Fucking big baby. Where’s that canal again?




  ‘Ah look, she’s waving!’




  Before I’d thought about what I was doing my head swung round and I was face to screen with my baby.




  ‘See that?’ She tapped a fingernail on the screen. ‘She’s got her hand up.’




  There it was. A tiny, bean-shaped baby. Its miniature upturned nose in profile, with one hand raised in a wave. Tiny fingers were visible and the beginnings of tiny toes. My throat

  constricted.




  ‘She’s almost fully formed now. All she has to do is get bigger.’




  ‘She? You know it’s a she?’ I strained to see the absence of male items but the tiny legs were too close together.




  The sonographer’s eyes creased as she smiled. She handed me a tissue.




  ‘No, dear, I call all babies “she” at this stage. We can’t determine the sex until around twenty weeks.’




  I tried to swallow but there was a dry brick blocking my throat.




  ‘Shall I give you a moment?’




  I nodded without taking my eyes from the screen.




  ‘I’ll get you some water.’ She left and pulled the door to after her.




  A baby . . .




  My baby.




  Two legs, two arms, a head and a butt. Perfectly formed without my instruction or permission.




  I reached up and put my fingertip to its little waving hand.




  I swallowed down my dry brick.




  I loved it.




  The front door slammed. I heard Ned kicking off his smelly trainers and hitting the same spot on the wall they always did. There was a permanent dirty smudge no amount of

  scrubbing would get off.




  ‘Babe?’




  ‘In here.’ I sat in the living room, warming my hands on a third cup of tea. I’d been waiting for Ned to get home from Gerry’s for two hours.




  ‘Gerry and I have come up with a new business idea,’ his voice travelled up the hall.




  I rolled my eyes.




  ‘You know Ben and Jerry’s?’ He rounded the door, his face flushed with excitement.




  I nodded.




  ‘Well, what do you think of Ned and Gerry’s?’




  ‘Ned and Gerry’s what?’




  He looked at me like I was slow.




  ‘Ice cream? Duh.’ He flopped next to me, an expectant expression on his freckled face.




  I paused, my mouth opening and closing trying to find the right words.




  ‘I think it’s a stupid idea.’




  ‘What?! It’s brilliant!’ He stood and paced the floor. ‘Think about it. You see Ben and Jerry’s on the shelf with its chocolate dunky-monkey or whatever and right

  next to it, Ned and Gerry’s.’ He stopped pacing. ‘Now which one are you going to go for? The same boring one you’ve always had or the exciting new one sitting right there in

  front of you?’ He raised his palms in a question.




  I kneaded my temple.




  ‘We’ll start with ice cream vans, hit the summer festivals.’ He commenced pacing again, his arms waving about, infused with zeal. ‘We’ll invent our own flavours.

  Gerry wants a Bloody Mary one. I’d triple our savings—’




  ‘No!’ I said. ‘You are not touching that money again. I’ve worked too hard to build it back up.’




  Ned paused at the end of the sofa.




  ‘Emma, this is a no-brainer. By the end of summer we could have enough for a deposit on a flat! Or a trip to New York.’ He extended his palms towards me, fingers splayed.




  His pale ginger eyebrows were elevated convincingly. I’d adored those enthusiastic eyebrows once.




  ‘I’m pregnant.’




  Ned blinked at me. I blinked at him.




  ‘Twelve weeks.’




  He stood motionless, hands still extended.




  I took a deep breath, got off the sofa and faced him. ‘I’m keeping the baby.’




  Fear shot across Ned’s face.




  ‘I won’t stop you being part of our life but I think . . . I think we should break up.’




  Ned’s hands dropped to his sides. He arranged his mouth as if to speak but nothing came out. His eyes darted round the room as if searching for the origin of my words.




  ‘I . . . I don’t think I love you any more and . . .’ My eyes filled with tears and I faltered. ‘I . . . I don’t think you love me.’




  His eyes stopped zipping around and settled on me, a probing look on his face.




  ‘Em . . .’ He took a step towards me and reached for my hand but stopped at my involuntary flinch.




  We stood, Ned with his hand outstretched and me with my arms folded across my chest, looking at my toes. After a moment Ned pulled his hand back. I could hear the neighbours banging away at the

  adjoining wall.




  I sniffed back a tear.




  ‘Babe?’ Ned reached for me again.




  ‘Please don’t.’ I stepped back, keeping my eyes on my fluffy socks. ‘I know what I want and it’s to give this baby the best life that I can.’




  ‘And I’m not part of that?’ Ned’s voice cracked.




  ‘No,’ I said to my feet. ‘A baby needs stability.’




  Ned’s eyes watered. He twisted his mouth, a sign he was trying not to cry.




  ‘I don’t want to be a father.’




  ‘I know.’ I swallowed thickly.




  ‘Not yet, I mean.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Are you sure you can’t just get rid—’




  ‘Stop. Don’t say it.’ I wanted to forget the similar thoughts I’d been entertaining only a few hours ago.




  Ned stepped forward and grabbed my hand in both of his, squeezing urgently. ‘I don’t want to break up.’ His eyes searched mine.




  ‘But I do.’




  


 





  CHAPTER FOUR




  ‘So he’s all moved out then?’




  The omnipresent sound of 1970s fans flick-flicked in the background. I’d rung Alex as soon as the front door closed behind Ned.




  ‘He has to come back tomorrow while I’m at work and get his computer. He doesn’t have much stuff. Most of it’s mine.’




  ‘Was it awful?’




  ‘Not really. He doesn’t want to be a father. Too much responsibility, doesn’t have a job, blah blah blah.’




  ‘Mmmm.’




  ‘There was no fight or anything, and after a while he kind of agreed we’d . . . outgrown each other.’




  ‘I guess that’s good?’




  ‘Not good for the ego. I wouldn’t have minded a touch of “I can’t live without you” or some irrational pot-throwing. I feel a bit of a loser.’




  ‘It had to be done.’ Alex was pragmatic.




  ‘It had to be done,’ I agreed.




  ‘I’ll miss him, though. Do you mind if I still email him? He’s really interested in the work we do out here and—’




  I coughed my irritation.




  ‘Sorry,’ Alex said, contrite. ‘Well, you know what you have to do now?’




  ‘No.’ I did know, but I really didn’t want to do it.




  How do you tell your mother that, at age twenty-seven, you didn’t notice your missing periods for two months? That you’d had a scan, decided to keep the baby and broken up with the

  father? And were in danger of losing your job?




  ‘Tell her you’re a responsible adult and you know what you’re doing.’ Even Alex didn’t sound convinced.




  ‘I could tell her it was peer pressure.’




  ‘You could tell her it’s not Ned’s. Then she wouldn’t mind so much.’




  ‘Oh, yes! Whose could it be?’




  ‘I was kidding.’




  ‘There is a really gorgeous instructor at my gym. Maybe it’s his?’




  Alex snorted. ‘You don’t go to the gym!’




  ‘Yes I do, they have a Starbucks.’




  We sniggered together. Twelve thousand miles away and I felt like she was right beside me.




  ‘What’s the time where you are?’ I said through a yawn. I was exhausted. It was past 11 p.m. and I had to be back at work early the next morning. I’d told them I’d

  been having a family emergency. It wasn’t far from the truth. I was going to be personally adding to my family and it was throwing me into a state of emergency.




  ‘It’s about five in the morning.’




  ‘Oh, sorry.’




  ‘No, you didn’t wake me. The guy who crashed his rickshaw into the night stalls at the bottom of my building did.’




  ‘Is he OK?’




  ‘He is. His rickshaw’s not. The stall isn’t. And now everyone is shouting at each other. Here, listen.’




  She held up the phone and I heard shouting, sirens, horns and traffic. Just like in Tooting. After saying goodbye, I switched off all the lights except the hall light, which I instinctively left

  on for Ned, and went to bed. When I realised what I’d done I went back into the hall and turned the light off. Then I got depressed at how life had changed so quickly and turned it back on.

  And off. And on again. After a good few minutes of lighting deliberation, I paused. Weary from the emotional past few weeks I decided to leave it on before the neighbours thought I was hosting a

  private midweek disco. I climbed into bed, pulled the covers up and looked at Ned’s empty side briefly before turning over and dropping off to sleep immediately.




  ‘Morning!’ I drifted into the office after the first seven hours of good sleep I’d had in a long time.




  Sophie jumped up to greet me. ‘Hey! Where were you yesterday? Is everything all right?’




  ‘Hi, Emma.’ Douglas smiled from behind his computer.




  ‘Hey, Douglas. Yes, everything’s fine.’ I walked round to my desk, Sophie at my elbow. ‘Just a few problems at home.’




  ‘Did someone die?’




  ‘Sophie!’ Douglas scolded.




  ‘No, someone didn’t die.’ I turned on my computer and sat down, making sure my scarf pooled in my lap and covered my stomach.




  ‘Oh.’ Sophie almost looked disappointed.




  Douglas frowned at her. ‘Well, you missed something very funny yesterday.’ He leant round his computer with a grin.




  Sophie looked enquiringly at Douglas, then remembered. ‘Oh, yes!’ She pealed into giggles.




  ‘Yeah?’ I started scrolling through my emails.




  One day off, and 157 unread messages. I opened the first one, a request from the producer that we try not to schedule any of the upcoming elderly lady scenes at night, as the actress

  they’d cast was really quite old and frail. A fair enough request, but maybe he should have thought about that when he approved the script about an elderly Alzheimer’s patient being

  found in a disused quarry in the middle of winter, in the middle of the night. I was going to enjoy passing that information on to Quentin. I clicked to the next email and realised Sophie and

  Douglas hadn’t answered me. I looked up to see Douglas, shoulders heaving and Sophie, bending over, silently cackling in the middle of the room.




  ‘What?’ I said.




  ‘Quentin . . .’ Sophie clutched her sides.




  ‘Flasher.’ Douglas removed his glasses and wiped at his eyes.




  ‘What?’




  The pair of them writhed with restrained hysterics.




  ‘Worried about his friends seeing him!’ Sophie hiccuped.




  ‘Will you just tell me what happened!’




  Sophie leant against her desk and waved at Douglas. ‘You tell, you tell.’




  Douglas replaced his glasses and gathered himself. ‘They were shooting the scene where they find out the hospital flasher is the janitor,’ he said, his voice still a little

  squeaky.




  I nodded. I’d booked the janitor the week before, spending ages choosing the perfect guy from the extras agencies’ websites.




  ‘Well, the extra you booked to be the hospital janitor was too young, or something. The director didn’t like him.’




  I groaned. Typical of that anally retentive, lentil-eating, yoga-posing director. Bring on my final warning, then.




  ‘The director stomped around for a bit, apparently, then looked Quentin up and down.’ Douglas’s voice wobbled. ‘Quentin got quite mad, I’m told.’




  Sophie ran her wrist under her running nose.




  ‘No way.’ I knew I was going to be in trouble but it was too dreadful not to enjoy.




  ‘One of the actors ran around telling everyone what was happening and the entire building went down to set.’ Douglas began to lose his recently regained self-control. Tears trickled

  down his flushed face.




  ‘The whole building was there,’ Sophie said, her voice squeaky.




  ‘Everyone had their phones out taking pictures.’ Douglas removed his glasses again.




  ‘Quentin had to run through the hospital corridors in tighty-whities with the nurses shouting “Flasher! Flasher!” and throwing rubber gloves at him!’




  We erupted into convulsions.




  ‘They had to do fifteen takes because Quentin kept tripping on the rubber gloves!’ Sophie squealed. ‘One of the actors put it on YouTube!’




  When we’d recovered some self-possession, Sophie and I asked Douglas to cover for us while we went outside, Sophie to smoke and me to pretend I was on a detox.




  ‘How come you’re detoxing then?’ Sophie took a deep drag of her Camel Light.




  I pulled my jacket tighter round me. ‘Dunno, really.’ I looked at her cigarette. I didn’t even feel like one. ‘I’m kind of detoxing my entire life. I broke up with

  Ned.’




  Sophie raised her triangular eyebrows. She looked like Tinkerbell. Tinkerbell with a fag hanging out the side of her mouth.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yup.’ I nodded, surprised by how at ease I felt.




  ‘Oh man, that’s so sad,’ she said, her eyebrows sloping. ‘I like Ned.’ At my look, she reddened. ‘But . . . ah . . . remember . . . remember when he found

  those orphaned baby foxes and brought them home and you guys both caught mange?’




  ‘I do,’ I said, giving her a ‘what-the-fuck-are-you-doing’ look.




  ‘Or what about that time he tried to make home-cured prosciutto and hung that pig leg in your wardrobe and everything smelt like rotting bodies and you had to buy new clothes? Remember

  that?!’




  ‘Yes.’




  Ned had read the list of preservatives on the back of my favourite prosciutto with disgust. He decided he could do it with far fewer chemicals (and experience) but was proved incorrect by the

  putrid ooze that dripped onto all my shoes and permeated every item of clothing we owned with a stench so bad we’d contemplated moving flats.




  ‘And remember that pigeon he brought home with the club foot that shat everywhere then died in your bathtub?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  ‘Or what about the time—’




  ‘I remember them all, Sophie.’




  ‘Sorry,’ she said, sheepish.




  ‘It’s OK.’ I looked at my watch. We began shooting in fifteen minutes; Sophie and I really ought to be sat at our desks, radios at the ready. ‘Let’s go inside and

  look up Quentin on YouTube.’




  ‘Oh god, yes!’ Sophie threw her cigarette on the ground and stubbed it out with her pink Converse.




  We rounded the corner of our office and saw Quentin drumming his tobacco-stained fingers on top of my computer screen.




  ‘Oh, no,’ I whispered to Sophie, but she was already scuttling past me to her desk.




  ‘Hello, Emma.’ Quentin stood by my desk, his mouth curled into a sneer. ‘Decided to come to work today, I see.’




  Bitchy sarcasm looks ugly on a grown man.




  ‘Uh, hi Quentin.’ I rushed to my desk. ‘I am so sorry about yesterday – I promise it will never happen again. I am totally one hundred per cent not going to make

  any more mistakes. It’s just that I’ve been—’




  ‘I feel the need to check you’ve actually booked everything for after the Christmas break.’




  His patronising tone made me want to shove a stapler up his flaring nostrils.




  ‘Right.’ I grabbed my file. ‘Really, I can assure you—’




  ‘And I can assure you that the next mistake you make will be your last.’ His eyes narrowed.




  I was opening my mouth to defend myself when an actress so vile we’d called her ‘Devil’s Armpit On A Hot Day In Hell’ (‘bitch’ just didn’t seem enough)

  stormed round the corner clutching a script, her jowly face contorted with fury.




  ‘Where is that nitwit Emily?’




  Philomena (her real name) was a masculine-looking woman of around sixty with saggy pouches under her eyes like a couple of well-used leather satchels and an expression that showed it pained her

  to be surrounded by us non-famous people. So much so, she never bothered to learn anyone’s name. Therefore I was sometimes Emily, sometimes Eleanor, sometimes Emma and sometimes Rebecca.




  She threw the script on my desk sending schedules, pens, scripts and my desktop light-up Christmas tree flying. The production coordinator and her secretary arrived in the doorway clutching

  paper cups of coffee and chatting, but on seeing Philomena swivelled on their heels and scuttled away. I scrambled to clear up the mess, a fierce heat rising to my cheeks.




  ‘What can I do for you, Philomena?’




  I didn’t dare look her in the eyes lest I be turned to stone.




  ‘Are you such an idiot that you cannot do your job?’




  Well, how does one answer that? Ah, no, I’m just a minor idiot, thank you. It doesn’t get in the way of my job at all.




  Two young runners appeared, each carrying a stack of colourful script amendments. They headed towards Douglas’s desk, giving Philomena a wide berth.




  ‘Sorry, Philomena, I’m not sure what the problem is,’ I said with as much confidence as I could muster.




  ‘Nobody phoned my answer machine last night and read out the changes to today’s script. Am I expected to go on set not knowing my lines?’ She rotated her hefty bosom towards

  Quentin. ‘It’s not a hard job, is it? All they have to do is ring us each day with the changes. A monkey could do it.’




  Quentin shook his head, the corners of his mouth curling.




  Not a hard job? Philomena got a driver to and from work each day; her script was read out to her over the phone and the publicity department diarised her entire life. I’d even had to

  organise her grandchildren’s Christmas presents. I wanted to shove something up her nostril too.




  ‘Let me just check the original script,’ I said, getting my folder.




  Philomena folded her arms across her chest. ‘If you could.’




  My cheeks burned and a light sweat settled behind my ears. Sophie and Douglas peeped out from behind their computer screens and the runners looked as if they wanted to dissolve into the carpet.

  I flicked through the pages of my original script till I’d found the scene she’d thrown at me, then ran a finger down each line of dialogue checking it against Philomena’s script.

  When I got to the end I looked up.




  ‘It’s – it’s only one word, Philomena.’




  She raised her eyebrows. ‘Excuse me? Are you trying to tell me how to do my job?’




  ‘Well, it’s only one word. Instead of “It’s malignant, sir”, you say “It’s benign, sir”. Also I wasn’t actually here

  yesterday—’




  ‘Enough!’ She placed her liver-spotted hands on my desk and leant close to my face, the sharp tang of her cigarette-and-coffee breath making my oesophagus contract. ‘The whole

  tone of the scene is different! You can let the director know that I have to go to my room and relearn my lines.’ She pushed her huge frame off my desk, snatching her script

  pages.




  As she stalked off I looked at the official ‘shooting clock’ on the wall.




  ‘OK, but you’re due on set in four minutes,’ I said.




  She turned back, her expression warped and nasty.




  ‘That’s your problem. I will need at least twenty minutes to relearn this scene, and if anyone knocks on my door I will not come to set at all!’ She turned on her heel

  and marched towards the doorway.




  ‘It’s only one word. Jeez, a monkey could do it.’ I muttered as I tidied my files and willed my face to stop blushing.




  ‘What did you say?’ Philomena spun round. Her eyes glinted like Chinese meat cleavers.




  ‘Yes, Emma, what did you just say?’ Quentin smirked.




  I felt a gear change occur deep in my body. Like that scene in Titanic where they see the iceberg and have to throw the forward-moving ship into a grinding reverse. I looked at Quentin

  and Philomena and they were already in my past.




  I stood, took a step towards Philomena and met her challenging gaze. ‘I SAID, IT’S ONLY ONE FUCKING WORD! A MONKEY COULD DO IT!’




  Sophie clamped her hand over her mouth. Douglas adjusted his glasses. The runners’ lower jaws dropped.




  Philomena’s eyes turned to little slits. She spoke through bloodless, stiffened lips. ‘How dare you. How dare you!’
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