


















Natalie pulled out her wallet and flicked it open to reveal Freddie’s photograph. She thrust it in Jack’s face.










“What’s that?” he asked. “Oh, God, you’ve had a baby. Of course, how foolish of me. Here I am trying to let you down gently. I should have known you would have moved on, met someone else—started a family.”




“Oh you idiot,” Natalie seethed. “I told you I had something to tell you, didn’t I? While you were in Italy, I was here on my own. Pregnant.”




She realized he still didn’t understand what she was saying. “About nine months after our weekend in Venice, Jack, I gave birth to a baby boy. To your son.”




Jack’s jaw dropped.




“Congratulations, Casanova,” Natalie said. “You’re a father.”



















Praise for The Accidental Mother by Rowan Coleman




“A disarmingly sweet tale of motherhood and reluctant love.”




—Publishers Weekly




“Brilliant…moving and funny.”




—New Woman magazine




“Fun, poignant.”




—OK magazine

















Also by Rowan Coleman




Another Mother’s Life




The Accidental Mother






















[image: image]
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
 1230 Avenue of the Americas
 New York, NY 10020




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




Copyright © 2007 by Rowan Coleman
 Originally published as The Baby Group in Great Britain in 2007 by Arrow Books, a division of Random House




All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020




POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




Coleman, Rowan.
 

     [Baby group]
 

     Mommy by mistake / Rowan Coleman.—1st Pocket Books trade pbk. ed.
 

       p. cm.
 

     Originally published: The baby group. London: Arrow, 2007.
 

     1. Unmarried mothers—Fiction. 2. Businesswomen—Fiction. 3. Motherhood—Fiction. I. Title.
 

     PR6103.04426B33 2009
 

     823'.92—dc22           2008056118




ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-8424-7
ISBN-10: 1-4165-8424-2




Visit us on the World Wide Web: 
http://www.SimonSays.com














For Kate, Steve, and their son Oscar
 Born 11 August 2006

















Mommy By Mistake





















Conception










Natalie Curzon had been stuck on the Northern line in the half dark on the day she met the man who would completely change her life in the most unexpected way.




She had been feeling sticky, hot, and mildly anxious on that unseasonably warm April morning because she knew that she was going to be late for her meeting with the lingerie buyer at Selfridges, a meeting it had taken her and her business partner, Alice, months to arrange. Natalie didn’t want to be late for that meeting; who knew how long it would take to rearrange it?




First she noticed the man looking at her, or rather she felt his gaze as she read over her presentation notes again. For a second or two she kept looking down at the words without reading them and then as she looked up he looked down again, rattling his newspaper to smooth out the pages. Natalie saw him shift slightly in his seat as he studied his paper with infinite care.




Natalie wondered if he had been admiring her. It would be nice if he had, but she remembered only too well the time she had thought that the whole world was admiring her because everybody she passed was staring and smiling at her. In fact, it had turned out that her wrap dress had slipped open at the front, revealing a gray and much machine-washed bra to the public at large. The incident had caused her considerable embarrassment and her friends and colleagues much hilarity, not least because she was the codirector of a sexy lingerie company. She had never again gone out in public in anything less than her finest underwear.




After giving herself a quick once-over to check that she was fully dressed, Natalie decided she could let herself think he was admiring her. He probably wasn’t, he was probably scrutinizing the Tube map over her left shoulder. Still, even the possibility gave her a small inner glow. She would have let the moment pass without incident, taking enough satisfaction in a potential unknown admirer, and never given him a second thought. But as she looked back down at her notes she sensed the man watching her again.




The second time she looked up, he did not look away. Hesitantly, Natalie glanced over her shoulder to see if he really was looking at something else. When she looked back he was still watching her, and this time he smiled. Natalie returned the smile instinctively. He was about her age—perhaps a little older—dressed in a good, dark blue tailored suit. His left hand was bare and there were no telltale tan marks on his ring finger. He wasn’t handsome exactly, but he had something about him, a kind of mobility in his face that made him interesting to look at, with his closely shaven pale skin and slightly ruddy cheeks. He had thick, dark, longish hair that curled over his collar, and as he held Natalie’s gaze she noticed he had very dark eyes, almost black.




“This is a nightmare,” he said lightly, gesturing generally at their predicament. His skin glistened with a light sheen of perspiration that made Natalie worry that her nose was shiny.




“It is dreadful,” she replied with a resigned shrug.




“That’s my whole afternoon blown now,” he said, before adding decisively, “you know, now I come to think of it, what’s the point in me going back to the office at all? I’m going to take the rest of the day off.”




“You’re probably right,” Natalie replied, thinking he must be someone quite important if he could just take time off like that. She thought about her meeting; it had taken her and Alice weeks and weeks of persuasion to get Selfridges to even consider stocking their lingerie. She looked at the man and wondered if he was going to continue this conversation or let them both slip back into the silence of strangers.




“I might as well take the rest of the day off,” he repeated, almost to himself. He shifted in his seat restlessly, looking as if he couldn’t stand to spend another second stuck on the Underground train. Natalie sympathized.




“Lucky you,” she said, a touch wistfully. She glanced at the woman sitting to her right who was quite obviously eavesdropping on their conversation to pass the time. Natalie couldn’t work out if the man was chatting her up or not. Maybe he was just being friendly, because if he was chatting her up he wasn’t being very obvious about it. If she wanted to know for sure—and frankly she did—then she had to try to think of something to say that would elicit a reaction from him that would make his intentions clear.




“I should get back,” she said. It wasn’t exactly the alluring and inviting sentence she was reaching for, but it was the only one that came out. She tried again. “I run my own design company called Mystery Is Power with my business partner and best friend, Alice. Lingerie, sexy but very high class, you know the kind of thing. We’re really busy at the moment, but I must admit on a day like this and after being stuck in here it would be nice to be out in the fresh air…”




The man looked impressed but not embarrassed or intimidated by the word “lingerie,” and he didn’t snigger like a schoolboy. Natalie liked that about him, because it was surprising the number of fully grown men who did snigger or blush when confronted with the posh word for underwear.




“Then don’t go back,” he said, smiling with one corner of his mouth. He had a very nice mouth and a pleasant smile.




Natalie sat back in her seat. She wished she could be sure whether or not he was chatting her up. The ambiguity annoyed her slightly. The thing was, she liked him, or liked the look of him at least. She liked the fact that he talked to strangers on a train, that he seemed impulsive yet in control of his own life. Of course, that could mean that she was trying to establish a flirtation with a psychopath, but at least that made him more interesting than the average man. She was trying to think of something else to say when he spoke again.




“Come to lunch with me,” he almost commanded, before adding with a tad less certainty, “if you like, I mean. I know a really nice little Italian restaurant quite near to this station.”




Natalie looked back up at him. Now was not the time to be enigmatic.




“Are you asking me on a date?”




“I am,” he said, as if he had only just decided himself. “Do you mind?”




She smiled at him; he was a strangely appealing mixture of confidence and vulnerability.




“Why not,” she replied, deciding that Alice would approve of her seizing the moment, even if it meant several hundred apologies and an extensive period of groveling.




“I’m Natalie, by the way.” She held out her hand for him to shake.




“Jack Newhouse,” the man said, taking her hand. His fingers were strong and warm. “Pleased to meet you.”




“I’m pleased to meet you, too,” she said.




And then the train moaned into life and began to ease slowly into the tunnel.




There was no way Natalie could have known that from that moment on, her life was about to take a new and very different course.




 




Once they were out of the Tube and in the sunshine he relaxed a little more, talking to her easily. He was very charming and there was a spark about him, as if he were brimming with life and energy, that was very compelling.




“This place isn’t at all glamorous,” he told her as they made their way into the small restaurant, where tiny red glass lanterns hung from the fishing nets that adorned the ceiling. “But it serves excellent, honest food.”




“I love Italian food,” Natalie said as they ate. “Well, to be honest, I love food. But especially Italian—somehow I’ve never quite managed to go to Italy. I keep meaning to, but being self-employed makes taking a vacation so difficult.”




Jack looked almost personally affronted.




“That’s impossible,” he said. “You must go, you have to. Italy is the most beautiful, most wonderful, warm, fabulous country in the world. The best food, the best culture, the best-looking people—mostly.”




Natalie laughed at his enthusiasm. She liked the way he approached life, as if he were open to any eventuality. He had an indefinable air about him she couldn’t quite quantify. It seemed that, despite his boldness earlier, he wasn’t used to seducing women, because unlike some he didn’t trot out a parade of hackneyed phrases and clichéd lines. He was very easy to be with and talk to. The conversation flowed so comfortably that they might have known each other for much longer than just under an hour. And the more relaxed he became, the more Natalie was attracted to him.




“My mother is Italian,” Jack said. He paused for a second as if he had just remembered something rather troubling, but then his smile returned and he went on. “She’s a genuine Venetian, would you believe? All my childhood holidays were spent there and my mom and dad live just outside Venice now, they retired there. In fact, I am one of the few men entitled to be a gondolier because you have to be born there to be one, and I was.” He paused again and then added regretfully, “When I was a boy all I wanted to be was a gondolier.”




“So why aren’t you?” Natalie said, smiling at the thought of Jack in a stripy top and straw hat. “I bet you do a great ‘O sole mio.’”




“Who knows, I might be one day,” Jack said, and they both laughed, their eyes locking. It was Natalie who, disconcerted by the sudden intensity in his eyes, had to look away first.




“It is an incredible place,” he told her. “You never tire of just looking at it; even the grubbiest back alley is a work of art.”




“It sounds wonderful,” Natalie said, thinking briefly of her own far less appealing girlhood.




Jack watched her over a small vase of three red carnations, tapping his forefinger impatiently on the tabletop. He glanced at his watch and Natalie wondered if he had somewhere else he had to be. As much as he seemed to be enjoying her company, he also seemed to find it impossible to be still.




“You’re an impulsive kind of woman aren’t you, Natalie?” he asked her.




Natalie shrugged. “I suppose I must be,” she said, feeling the thrill of the unknown bubble in the pit of her stomach. “I’m having lunch with a virtual stranger after all, and a pretty strange stranger at that.”




Jack laughed.




“Have dinner with me this evening.” Once again it was more like a command than a request, but this time there was no uncertainty at all in his tone.




“Dinner?” Natalie raised an eyebrow; that wasn’t exactly her idea of impulsive.




“In Venice,” Jack added, his voice light but his eyes crackling with raw energy. “Naturally.”




Natalie held his dark-eyed gaze for a long moment and knew without question that as soon as she had caught his eye on the Tube he’d been planning to ask her that question. What she most wanted to know was why. Why had he singled her out?




“Why not?” she said instead, being very careful not to let her nerves show. “Why ever not?”




Alice would kill her. She could be very reasonable about delayed trains and hectic schedules and even unplanned lunches with attractive strangers, but she would not be amused by Natalie taking off for the weekend with said attractive stranger. It would be the “stranger” part that would upset Alice, causing her to lecture Natalie at length about potential serial killers and con men and to remind Natalie that she had promised not to get herself into any more silly scrapes after the Paris incident.




But somehow, whatever Alice’s warnings and remonstrations might be, Natalie knew she had to go to Venice with Jack Newhouse.




 




Natalie felt Jack’s gaze on her as she watched the sun setting behind St. Mark’s Basilica. Jack had reserved them a table on the terrace at Cip’s Club, at the Hotel Cipriani, situated on an island just across from St. Mark’s Square. He spoke to all the waiters in Italian. He could have been discussing the waterbus timetable for all Natalie knew, but the rhythm and the tone of the language was certainly beguiling. The animation and sheer joy in his face as he spoke his second language lit him up from the inside.




“This is marvelous,” Natalie said, tearing her eyes away from the impossibly beautiful view to look at Jack, whose skin glowed in the golden light of the setting sun. “You are a very lucky man to have this place in your life.”




Jack looked thoughtful for a moment, dipping his head.




“It’s almost too much,” he said, without looking at her. “The more joy or beauty there is in your life, the more you have to lose.”




Natalie didn’t respond for a moment. Just as she thought she had this man figured out, he would do or say something to throw her. In that second he looked so intensely sad that she thought he might even shed a tear.




“I’d rather have happiness for a little while than never at all,” she said softly.




Then his hand reached across the table, his fingertips stopping a few millimeters from hers. They still hadn’t touched each other, not since they’d shaken hands on the Tube. The anticipation tingled between them like a promise. Which was why Natalie put the slight tension she noticed in his jaw and shoulders down to his nervous English genes kicking in.




“Natalie,” Jack said. “I have to tell you something.”




Natalie felt her own muscles contract. That was the kind of line that usually prefaced a breakup. It would be a record even by her own standards to get dumped in Venice by a man she had only just met. The terrible thought occurred to her that it might be her, and the awful mistake of bringing her here, that had made him feel so low a moment ago.




“You do?” she said cautiously.






“I don’t want you to think that I’m this kind of man,” Jack said, gesturing around him with his wineglass.




“What kind of man?” Natalie asked.




“I don’t usually bring women I hardly know to five-star hotels on the Continent for dinner. I don’t want you to think I’m a…a cad, I suppose.”




“A cad?” Natalie had to choke back laughter.




“Don’t laugh.” Jack smiled ruefully, looking down into his wineglass.




“I don’t get you, Jack,” Natalie said. “But I like you. I really like you.”




When Jack looked back up at her, his expression was intense.




“You must know that I very much want to take you to bed,” he said. “But I don’t expect it. If you like I can get you a water taxi back to the airport and you’ll be home before dawn.” A hint of that smile lightened his mouth once again. “Or you could stay here with me for the weekend. Like I say, I don’t expect it. But I want it. I want you.”




As Natalie steadied herself in an attempt to prevent herself from climbing over the table and throwing herself at him right then and there, a sharp breeze swept in from the sea and rippled through the awning over the terrace, making it clatter like an army of tiny feet racing toward them.




“I’d love to stay here with you,” she said eventually, closing the slight distance left between their fingers. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”




And when Jack smiled at her it was with a genuine delight that was utterly irresistible.




“Thank you,” he said.




 




When Natalie woke early on Monday morning, she could hear the rumble and burr of something mechanical. It took her a moment to realize where she was, and then she felt a lovely ache in the muscles of her legs and the tingling between them. She smiled and rolled over, enjoying a luxurious stretch. The last few days had been perfect. That was really the only way to describe her time with Jack. Perfect weather, an incredible city, wonderful food—and Jack. It had seemed that from the moment he asked her to stay the weekend with him, the tension drained out of his face and body, leaving him totally relaxed. And Natalie allowed herself to be flattered by the thought that perhaps all the contradictions in his character up until that point had been due to the nerves and longing she might inspire in him.




After all, since then he had been a wonderfully easy person to be with. So easy, in fact, that it made Natalie realize exactly how much hard work it was to be with some other people. With Jack she felt she could be the rarest of things—herself. No über-flirt mode, no false confidence, no guarded game-playing. For those few days she had felt closer to this man than possibly anyone, except Alice, in her whole life. This must be it, Natalie thought, I’m falling in love and it’s happening to me here, in Venice. It was almost stupidly perfect and comically romantic, but just then she didn’t care, because every single cynical or guarded bone in her body had been melted by Jack and by Venice.




With her eyes still closed she felt Jack’s weight on the edge of the bed and his hand on the curve of her waist. She opened her eyes and smiled at him.




“I’m running us a Jacuzzi,” he told her. “Breakfast won’t be here for another half an hour yet. I want to make the most of the last few hours I have until you go back to London.”




“A Jacuzzi?” Natalie yawned as he pulled her into a sitting position; and then, with one arm around her waist and the other under her legs, he lifted her from the bed.




“I want to make love to you in the water,” he told her as he carried her toward the marble bathroom. “I’ve been thinking about it the whole time you were asleep.”




“Have I had any sleep?” Natalie asked, laughing.




“Too much,” Jack assured her. He set her down in the bathroom, then slipping his dressing gown off, he entered the deep, bubbling bath. He held out a hand to her. Natalie took it and stepped in, feeling the warm water rush and churn around her calves as he kissed her thighs.




“I want you now,” he said, pulling her down into the water. He turned her around and pulled her bottom toward him, and for a brief, fleeting moment Natalie thought about the packet of condoms that was still resting on the table beside the bed. But only for a second, because the next thing she knew Jack was moving inside her and she wasn’t sure where she ended and the water began.




 




Jack Newhouse.




Natalie would reflect on his name several times in the following weeks and months, after it quickly became clear that he had vanished just as suddenly from her life as he had appeared in it.




It was quite poetic really, because when you translated his surname into Italian it seemed to make a lot more sense.




Casanova.




























One










You could phone your mom,” Alice suggested tentatively, and only because she was safely on the other end of a phone line and she knew that Natalie couldn’t throw something at her.




“I am not going to phone my mom,” Natalie told her sharply, pressing the palm of her hand against her forehead as she spoke. “I would rather pull out my own fingernails with my teeth than contact my mother and tell her that not only have I just had a baby when she didn’t even know I was pregnant, but I am also unmarried and not in any kind of relationship. I am definitely not asking her for any help. She’d be so happy she’d probably drop dead from joy on the spot.” Natalie paused for a moment. “Actually, perhaps I will call.”




“Natalie!” Alice didn’t like it when Natalie made jokes about wishing her mother’s demise, which was principally why Natalie made them. She was very fond of her friend and business partner, but the two women could not have been more different. They were like chalk and cheese or perhaps more appropriately, considering their business, like soft chiffon camiknickers and a red lacy thong with diamanté detail. Natalie was well aware that she was the thong; often showy, trying too hard to be sexy, and sometimes quite uncomfortable to be around. At least, that was what she had been like before Jack.




“You see, Alice,” Natalie went on, “you don’t understand because your mother is a nice normal woman who would be interested in her grandchild. My mother wasn’t even interested in me when I was a baby. Plus, she would be so smug. So I’m not contacting her. It’s not that desperate yet. It would have to get really desperate for me to contact her, and seeing as I don’t even count a giant asteroid about to hit the earth and wipe out humanity forever as a good reason, I don’t think it will ever come to that.”




Natalie glanced out of the window at the leaden March sky that churned over the rooftops of the houses across the street. Winter this year seemed to be dragging on for an eternity and she was counting the days until the clocks changed and the evenings became light again and then finally her aged and cantankerous heating system wouldn’t have to struggle to keep the house slightly warmer than the Artic Circle anymore.




“She phones the office, you know,” Alice remarked a little bleakly. Alice hated lying, she was terrible at it, whereas Natalie had practically made it her specialty over the years. “Since you got that caller display she phones the office because you never pick up at home.”




“You know what to tell her when she phones,” Natalie said. Her baby stirred in the carrycot at her feet and she held her breath as she waited for him to break out into the full-blown crying that she had come to know so well over the last ten weeks, but then his face relaxed again and he slept on.




“She doesn’t believe that you’ve been on a fact-finding mission in China for six months,” Alice said. “And I hate lying to her, I feel sorry for her.”




“You see, she preys on souls like you, innocents who think the best of people,” Natalie said darkly. “Feeling sorry for her is exactly what she wants, that’s how she draws you in.” She glanced down at her baby son. He looked an awful lot like his father, which was interesting because she had almost forgotten what Jack Newhouse looked like until she’d given birth to his son. Or at least she had tried to forget, very hard.




“And it’s not really Freddie I need help with,” she said, an unexpected smile creeping into her voice. “It’s hard and scary and I never exactly know what I’m doing, but somehow we’re muddling through. It’s more that I need someone to look after me now and again. If there was someone to mind him while I had a bath, or watch him while I popped out to the shops. If I could brush my hair now and again and put some makeup on, I might feel a bit more like me. I need to put on some makeup, Alice, I look like crap. I’m fat and shiny and my boobs have gone all enormous and I’ve got stretch marks.” Natalie gave a resigned sigh. “I know now that I will never have sex again, which is just as well. I should have had an elective Caesarean. That midwife who told me natural birth was best for mother and child was so totally lying.”




There was a long silence at the end of the phone, and Natalie knew that Alice was mortified.




“Too much information, Natalie,” Alice said eventually.




“Sorry,” Natalie apologized lightly. “It’s just that I’ve got no one else to talk to. I haven’t seen anyone since the day after Freddie was born, except you. No one has visited, not Suze or Phyllis—none of the old crowd. And I know why. They all think I’m mad for keeping him. None of them know why on earth I kept the baby of a man I spent one weekend with and…never saw again.”




“What I don’t understand is why you didn’t want to even tell him,” Alice said. “If you’d told him things might be easier. You might not be so on your own.”




Natalie knew her determination not to tell Jack Newhouse that he was now a father had worried Alice from the start. But Alice’s specialty was preparing for the future. It was Alice who had a five-year plan, Alice who understood the mechanics of achieving year-on-year growth for the business, and Alice who pictured the day when Freddie would want to know about his father. Natalie, on the other hand, was barely capable of making a five-minute plan, and she found it hard to imagine what the future might hold for her in the next half-hour. Especially when it came to her personal life and particularly when it came to how her son was conceived. The thought of any future encounter that might or might not occur between some distant version of her son and his father was simply unimaginable. It was a tactic, in her opinion, that made her new life so much simpler. And it was an opinion that she and Alice fundamentally disagreed on.




“Trust me. He’s not the kind of man who wants a baby foisted on him,” Natalie told Alice for the millionth or so time. “All we would have got from him is money and we don’t need that.” She stifled a yawn. “Alice, the man was a professional philanderer, he had to be. What other kind of man would go to all the trouble of picking me up on the Tube and acting all wonderful and lovely and then whisk me off to Venice for incredible sex?” Natalie paused. Whenever she said out loud what had happened between her and Jack Newhouse, it always took her a second or two to believe that it was her that it had happened to, and not some true-life article she’d read in a gossip magazine. “Anyway, that was all there was in it for him: a conquest, a challenge. And so there would be no point in telling him about Freddie. He didn’t call me once after that weekend and I didn’t know where to find him. His phone number isn’t listed in the London directory. So he’s not going to want to know about us now, is he, even if I could get hold of him? And anyway, Freddie’s got nothing to do with him. I didn’t have Freddie because I’m secretly in love with his dad, or because I’m thirty-six and my biological clock was ticking or any of that nonsense!”




“No one is happier than me that you are enjoying being a mother so much,” Alice said, without bothering to disguise her incredulity. “But I must admit I was surprised you went through with the pregnancy—it just didn’t seem like you.”




“Then you don’t know me as well as you think,” Natalie said. It was true that when she had realized her period was late she had thought, Right, if I am pregnant I’ll just deal with it. I’ll get an abortion. And even on the way to the pharmacy she was planning who to call, how to pay for it, which credit card to use. During the three minutes she was waiting for the test to show a result she was totally sure she knew exactly what needed to be done. And then when Natalie saw that blue line and knew for sure that there was a baby growing—living—inside her, she suddenly felt as if she didn’t have any options anymore. She didn’t have to decide to keep him, because there wasn’t any decision to make. She just knew she was going to have the baby.




“I am glad you’re happy,” Alice repeated warmly. “And you’re right, I did underestimate you. You’re a really great mother.”




“And I am happy,” Natalie reiterated restlessly. “Of course I am, but I’m just a tiny bit bored and lonely, so I was thinking, I might be able to work on the Christmas lingerie line or something. I could even…oh I don’t know…bring Freddie in to the next marketing meeting?”




“Nope,” Alice said quite firmly. “No, you won’t. You told me that on no account was I allowed to let you do any work during the first six months. You made me promise, Natalie…”




“Yes, but…”




“You said that no matter how much you begged and pleaded I had to keep you off.”




“But I didn’t mean it…” Natalie pleaded.




“You said you’d say that. You said to ignore you.” Alice was adamant.




“Alice!” Natalie heard another phone ringing in the background.




“Oh,” Alice said breezily. “The caller display is showing a call from abroad—perhaps it’s your mom. Now, if you want to stay in China then I suggest you go and put your feet up.”




“But I’m bored and lonely!” Natalie protested pitifully.




“Go and join a mother and baby group or something,” Alice said and the line went dead.




Natalie looked down at Freddie. A mother and baby group, she thought, wrinkling up her nose. She couldn’t think of anything worse than sitting around with a bunch of brain-dead housewives going on about married bliss and family life endlessly.




“Fancy a game of poker then?” she suggested to her baby.




He didn’t seem too keen.




 




Natalie woke up with a start when Freddie started crying. The house was dark and gloomy and when she looked at the clock she saw it was almost five. She must have fallen asleep where she had been sitting after speaking to Alice, because the phone was still in her lap. That was something she was still trying to get used to: impromptu napping. The maternity nurse said that she was lucky to be able to nap at the drop of a hat when Freddie was sleeping, and that too many new moms tried to spend all night and all day staying awake. But Natalie didn’t like it. It reminded her of the days when she used to drink too much and wake up in places where she didn’t remember going to sleep.




Natalie’s twenties had been tumultuous, to say the least. It had been a decade filled with a catalog of terrible decisions that she had then attributed to living life to the fullest. Living life like an idiot was more like it. Things had improved as soon as she and Alice became unlikely friends. Alice was the sales rep for a large lingerie company and Natalie the junior buyer for a small chain of budget-clothing stores based in and around London. They had nothing and everything in common, and after several months of talking about every subject in their meetings except for the pedestrian garments that Alice was supposed to be selling, they decided to form a partnership and launch their own lingerie company. It should have failed, two half-strangers throwing all their savings and hopes into a business together. But it had worked better than either of them had imagined, because by some amazing piece of good luck Alice and Natalie brought out the best in each other, pushing themselves to peaks of inspiration and hard work that they had never thought possible in their previous incarnations.




Natalie had given everything in the intervening eight years to Alice and to the business, so much so that she had inadvertently straightened out most of her chaotic behavior and lifestyle choices along the way. She had grown up considerably.




However, there was still room for the occasional and usually highly visible setback, the most recent of which was now crying to full capacity.




She scooped Freddie out of his carrycot and rocked him against her shoulder.




“Are you wet, hungry, or fed up, little man?” Natalie asked the angry baby. “All three, I bet. Let me just switch on the lights and I’ll get you changed and fed in a jiffy, and after that we’ve got a whole evening of great conversation and soaps to look forward to! Yes we have!”




Natalie flicked on the light switch by the living-room door. Nothing happened.




“Bulb’s gone,” she told Freddie, swaying him from side to side as she made her way down the hallway and toward the basement kitchen. “Naughty bad bulb. We’ll just go into the kitchen then, won’t we…yes, we will, we’ll just go into the…oh.”




The light at the top of the stairs that led down to the kitchen was also not working.




Natalie carried her crying baby into her study. Nothing. And the light on the base unit of her phone wasn’t working either.




“Oh, I know, I need to reset the fuse box,” she told Freddie. “Silly old Mommy.” But the fuse box just kept tripping.




“It must be a power cut,” she cooed in Freddie’s ear as if she had spoken fluent idiot all her life. “Naughty bad power cut!”




She went to the front door of the house and opened it. There were lights on across the road. Sheltering Freddie under her cardigan as she walked out onto the steps, Natalie peered up and down the road. There were lights on in both of the houses on either side of her, too.




“Bastards,” she whispered as she went back into her house and shut the door.




“Not a power cut then,” she said. She looked around the hallway filled with long, dark shadows. No electricity meant no light, no heating, no hot water, no fridge, no TV. It was a disaster.




Natalie took her cell phone out of her bag, sat at the bottom of the stairs, where the hallway was partially lit by the street lights outside, and put Freddie to one breast. As he quietened and settled into feeding, she set about finding an electrician who was cheap, honest, and most of all available—now.




















Two










Gary Fisher looked at his apprentice Anthony in the rearview mirror and then stole a glance at Anthony’s girlfriend who sat next to him in the van. It wasn’t Tiffany tagging along on a job he objected to so much, but strapped in a car seat next to her was her and Anthony’s five-month-old baby girl, Jordan.




“Look, mate,” Gary said, keeping his eyes on the road. “You know I don’t normally mind you taking time off if you need it. But bringing your girlfriend and your kid on a job, well, it’s not exactly the kind of image I want to present to clients—never mind the Health and Safety people.”




“I’m sorry, Gary,” Anthony said. “But there’s no heating in the flat, the last tenant never paid their bills, and they haven’t turned the gas back on yet.”




“And I can’t go home,” Tiffany said, looking down at Jordan. “Mom would never let me see Ant again if I did.”




Gary had to concede that point. Tiffany’s parents had threat-ened to turn her out on the street for even dating a black kid. When they found out that not only did she love him but she was having his baby, they did throw her out and her dad threatened to kill Anthony, and Gary wasn’t sure it was an idle threat, either. He didn’t know Tiffany’s parents, but her dad had a bit of reputation in the area as a hard man. Tiffany had stayed with Anthony at his mom’s until the baby was born and then Tiffany got offered a flat by the Council. Thirteenth floor but not a bad little place; Gary knew, he’d been round to check the wiring.




If it had been any other seventeen-year-old who’d made his fifteen-year-old girlfriend pregnant and homeless all at once, Gary would have been worried. But he wasn’t worried about Anthony and Tiff. Anthony was a good worker and determined to support his family, and Tiff, who had celebrated her sixteenth birthday seven months pregnant at Gary’s business premises with a cup of tea and a bun, had a good sensible head on her shoulders. She was a steady girl, despite her conflict with her parents and the fact that she was over a year younger than Anthony and hadn’t officially left school yet. Still, Gary thought, there was a good chance they’d be just fine; all they needed was a little bit of support now and then, and he didn’t mind doing his bit. They were good kids.




All three of them.




“They said the gas will be on tomorrow, Gary—this is the last time, I swear,” Tiffany said.




Gary shrugged and pulled the van up to pavement outside Number 42, Albion Road.




“You’d better wait here while we see what sort of job it is,” he told Tiff. “I’ll leave the heater on for you.”




Tiff nodded and the second he opened the van door she started to fiddle with the radio dial, desperate to get it tuned into anything except Gary’s favorite, Classic FM.




“Nice house,” Gary said, looking up at the three-story Georgian terrace. “Not often you see these still intact and not converted into ten poky flats.”




Anthony said nothing. He didn’t say much, Gary had noticed over the time they had worked together, unless something had to be said. It was a quality that Gary admired.




He knocked firmly on the door and after a few minutes a woman in a baggy sweatshirt and jogging bottoms opened it, with a baby on one hip.




“Oh thank God,” she said, smiling readily at him. “I am so glad you’re here. Come in! Don’t trip over anything. The lights aren’t working, well, nothing’s working. I checked the fuse box, it just keeps tripping. I unplugged every appliance but still no joy, I’m afraid.”




“Gary Fisher,” Gary said, holding out a hand which Natalie shook with her free one. She had a pretty firm grip for a woman, Gary noticed, and unlike most of his clients, both male and female, she seemed to have a bit of a clue about what she was saying. Her long and, from what he could see in this light, dark hair was tangled and in need of washing. She looked like she hadn’t slept recently and she had that kind of stale baby scent that hung around a new mother. But she acted as if she was decked out in her best party gear and feeling fantastic, which somehow made her seem quite appealing.




“Natalie Curzon,” she said. “I bought this house when it was a wreck. I’ve spent a fortune on getting it restored, including the electrics, but not the heating because that still works just about, and I thought it could wait until I had some money again. But anyway, I had a new fuse box in and everything only two years ago by, um…Coopers? Do you know them?”




Gary whistled through his teeth and shook his head.




“Anthony, get the flashlights from the van,” he said, as if he were asking the boy to pass him a scalpel.




“Oh God, it’s bad, isn’t it?” Natalie asked him, blinking in the full beam of the high-voltage light that Anthony, on his return, had unwittingly directed right into her eyes.




Gary laughed.




“It might be fine,” he said, with a smile that Natalie could just determine as he took the flashlight from his assistant and angled it downward. “Hopefully it won’t be too bad at all. Tell me where your fuse box is and I’ll see if I can get the power back on and then I’ll do some safety checks—okay?”




Natalie nodded. “Downstairs in the kitchen there’s a pantry cupboard on the left—it’s at the back of that.”




Gary and Anthony headed down to the basement taking the flashlight with them, and Natalie sat back down on the bottom stair with Freddie in her arms and looked wanly at her power-cut emergency candle that she had found in the designated place, in the drawer in the telephone table, as soon as she had finished calling the electrician. It had given her a sense of pleasure and true independence as she marveled at her own forethought and efficiency. Shame really that the same forethought and efficiency had not stretched to storing away any emergency matches too.




Just then the doorbell rang again. Thinking it would be more workmen, Natalie answered it and found a young girl, tall and pale, with what looked like a giant baby in her arms, on the doorstep. She was holding a small flashlight upward, shining it directly onto her face.




“I’m really sorry to bother you,” she said. “Only my boyfriend’s in there looking at your electrics? And I’m bursting for the loo. Would you mind? I brought a flashlight.”




Natalie blinked at the girl, who seemed impossibly thin and healthy-looking to be the mother of the baby. Her long blondish hair scraped back from her face in a girlish pony tail made her look impossibly young to be the girlfriend of Gary Fisher, who must be around forty if he was a day.




“Um, no, I suppose not,” Natalie said, stepping aside to let the girl in. In the gloom that was erratically illuminated by the beam of the flashlight Natalie thought the girl’s baby looked a lot bigger than Freddie, maybe five months old. And only five months after the birth this girl was already wearing straight hipster jeans with no sign that her flat belly had ever once been pregnant. Even with the flashlight it was too dark to see if the inch or so of exposed tummy had stretch marks, but somehow Natalie instinctively knew there wouldn’t be any. In two more months, give or take, Freddie would be five months old and Natalie knew there was no chance her stomach would ever look that way again without surgical intervention—in fact, it had never looked that way.




The girl was watching her expectantly.




“Oh,” Natalie said, tearing her envious eyes off the girl’s small firm breasts. “It’s up the stairs, straight ahead. The door with the frosted glass in it, but it’s dark, so mind the stairs.”




“I’ll take the flashlight,” the girl said. “Do you think you could manage another one?”




And before Natalie knew it she was holding two babies.




“Unbelievable,” she said to no one in particular, “I’m turning into a nursery.”




 




Natalie was still sitting on the bottom stair wondering what might be happening to her new best friends in the episode of Neighbours she was currently missing, and Gary Fisher was still in the kitchen, when the girl came back.




“That’s better,” she said, taking a seat next to Natalie on the steps. She lifted her baby out of Natalie’s lap with a “hmmph.”




“Oh good,” Natalie said. “Your baby weighs a ton, no offense.”




“None taken,” the girl said. “She eats all the time. Before she started on solids she used to watch us eating our tea, her little mouth working all the time. She loves her mashed veggies but I reckon she’s dying to get her gums into a cheeseburger!” She brushed Freddie’s forehead with the back of her finger. “It’s funny, Jordan is only twenty-two weeks old but I’ve already forgotten that she used to be so tiny. It goes so quick.”




Natalie eyes widened in the dark.




“Not in my house it doesn’t,” she said. “In my house it goes very, very slowly.”




The girl laughed, holding the flashlight between her knees so that its steady beam cast a wider light. “Yeah, it can feel like that too,” she agreed amiably. Her head bent over Freddie. “You are a right little darling, aren’t you? What’s your name, hey? What’s your name?”




“Freddie,” Natalie told her.




“Oh, that’s so sweet—why Freddie?”




Natalie could have told the truth, which was that all the time she was pregnant she had been certain she was having a girl. It made sense to her that it would be a girl. After all, Natalie was a girl, possibly the girliest kind of girl there was, and so of course her baby would be a girl. They would be a perfectly matched mother and daughter, Natalie had dreamed, enjoying a completely different relationship from the one she had with her own mother, which barely existed at all outside the occasional phone call filled with bitterness and recrimination. Natalie and her daughter would be more like best friends from the very start, going everywhere together and in a few years time choosing each other’s clothes and swapping makeup. Natalie had developed quite an elaborate plan for her and little Lucia. There had even been a wedding scheduled somewhere around 2031, the identity of the groom unknown and besides not as important as the dressing up.




So the fact that the baby had been a boy had thrown her quite considerably. And it took her almost a week to get used to the adjustment, a week in which he had no name at all. It wasn’t that she didn’t instantly love him, she loved him with a kind of passion and conviction that she had never experienced before. But she was still catching up to the fact that she had a son, a boy and tiny man that might like football and trains and cars and all sorts of things that Natalie had no understanding of at all.




She supposed that a name would sort of attach itself to him at least sometime before his first birthday. And then a few days after she had got back from the hospital she had been listening to Magic FM in the kitchen when they played. “Don’t Stop Me Now” by Queen. Something in the lyrics reminded Natalie of her son’s fledgling lust for life that he was already demonstrating on a daily and especially nightly basis, and she decided that until a more suitable name came up she would call him Freddie; after all, he certainly had a great pair of lungs on him.




“All the firstborn males in the Curzon family are called Frederick,” she told the young girl instead, for no particular reason other than it was more interesting than the truth. “It goes back centuries. To, um—Frederick the Great.”




“That’s cool!” the girl said. “I had millions of names for this one, girl or boy. Anthony wanted to call her Thierry if she was a boy because he’s an Arsenal Football Club fan, but I said no way is my kid getting a name that’s going to get it bullied at school. So we settled on Terry, which was bad enough. But luckily she was a girl. I love Jordan, don’t you? She so strong and independent and clever, too, a real role model, don’t you think? My name’s Tiffany, by the way.”




“And I’m Natalie, pleased to meet you.” Natalie shook the girl’s hand awkwardly between the babies.




Silence fell in the gloomy hallway as the thirty-six-year-old and the girl who was less than half her age tried to think of something else to talk about. Natalie peered at the face of her watch.




“Neighbours is on TV at the moment and I’m missing it,” she said. “I know it shouldn’t matter because nothing ever actually happens in any episode, but since I had Freddie my whole world’s shrunk to about thirty-two square meters, do you know what I mean?”




Tiffany looked at Natalie. “I don’t watch much telly, so not really,” she said, making Natalie feel suddenly dumbed down. “But if you’re bored, this is near Newington Green, isn’t it? Barton Lodge Health Center’s up the road, isn’t it?”




Natalie nodded; it was where she was scheduled to take her baby to see the dreaded health visitor, a woman Natalie thought couldn’t seem less interested in babies if she had tried.




“They’ve got a class starting there tonight in a few minutes, at six. Baby First Aid—do you know about it?”




Natalie shook her head. “I’m not very good at knowing that sort of stuff,” she said. “It all sounds a bit too much like school for my liking.”




“Well, it’s on every couple of weeks,” Tiffany explained. “I’ve been meaning to go since Jordan was born, but I don’t fancy going on my own. People look at me like they think they know everything about me,” she added darkly.




“Because you’re so young, you mean?” Natalie asked.




“Yeah,” Tiffany said, lifting her head a little. “They think I’m some dumb cow who got herself knocked up to get benefits, or get off school, or to try and trap a bloke. But I’m not like that. I was on the pill and we used condoms—we were just the unlucky 0.01 percent that still gets pregnant. I wanted to take my final exams this year so I could graduate, but it just didn’t work out that way. I’m still going to do them one day, hopefully. Anthony and me just want to be together, like a proper family. We’re not another statistic on the evening news and it really gets me that all those middle-class rich bitch housewives think they can judge me…no offense.”




“None taken,” Natalie said, both surprised and impressed by the teen’s force of personality. And then she realized what Tiffany had said. “Oh, Anthony’s the father. I thought it was…”




“Not Gary?” Tiffany giggled. “He’s ancient!”




“Do you mind. He’s about my age!”




Both women laughed.




“We could go together if you like,” Tiffany said. “To the class? ’Cos I think it’s important to know all that stuff, don’t you? In case of emergencies or things.”




“Um.” Natalie wasn’t exactly sure what all that stuff was, but oddly enough she liked this Tiffany girl and the thought of getting out of the house to somewhere light and warm was alluring, even if it was on a cold and dark March afternoon and only to sit in the back of some boring class.




“I know it’s chilly out but he’ll be fine all bundled up in a sling,” Tiffany said, thinking she needed to persuade Natalie. “Jordan loved getting out right from when she was tiny. They like the colors and movement, you know. It stimulates their brain.”




Just then the lights came back on, making everybody squint and blink and Freddie fuss. Natalie hoisted him up onto her shoulder and bobbed up and down on the step until the whimpering subsided.




Gary Fisher, followed by Anthony, emerged from the basement. He looked pointedly at Tiffany and Jordan.




“I needed the loo,” Tiffany explained. “And Natalie didn’t mind.”




Gary gave her a skeptical look, wondering how she had managed to be on first-name terms with his new client before he was.




“It’s fine really,” Natalie told him, before adding hopefully, “Just a fuse then?”




Gary, who it seemed was more comfortable communicating with facial expressions than with words, twisted his mouth into a sideways knot and then puffed out his cheeks.




“Not exactly,” he said on an outward breath, as if he really didn’t want to tell her anything bad at all.




“How bad?” Natalie asked him.




The corners of Gary’s mouth plunged downward in a grimace.




“It’s pretty bad,” he said, looking as if the whole thing was his fault. “You don’t want to hear this but I have to tell you, it’s about as bad as it can get. It was dangerous. You’re really lucky that everything shorted without starting a fire—it could have been much worse…”




Gary stopped talking when Natalie burst into noisy, messy tears that surprised everyone, including Natalie, who didn’t just cry but emitted long, loud, heartfelt sobs that rattled with phlegm on every intake of breath.




“It’s all going wrong!” she wailed, starting Jordan off. “I can’t cope with this! How am I supposed to cope with…with…this!”




Inside her head Natalie could hear herself crying, and she could feel the overwhelming wave of anxiety that had gripped her without warning. But there was some integral part of her that was asking incredulously, “What am I doing?”




Internally she realized that things weren’t that bad and that of course she could cope with this, she’d coped with far worse in her time. It was an odd kind of split personality that had developed since Freddie was born. The “normal” her was still there; the capable and excellent-in-a-crisis woman she knew took pride in but she seemed to be trapped inside this other crazy woman who was prone to crying and wailing when she couldn’t get the lid off a jam jar never mind deal with a power cut.




Slowly Tiffany put her arm around Natalie’s shoulders. “There, there,” she said.




“I’m so sorry,” Natalie managed to say at last, calming down a little as she sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. “I don’t normally cry. I’ve got a business and a mortgage and everything…I used to be great under stress. I don’t know what’s happened to me recently.”




“That little one happened to you,” Tiffany told her, patting her shoulder gently. “This isn’t you. This is your hormones. You’re not a nut, honest. You wouldn’t believe the hell I put Anthony through right after Jordan came. It’s the same for us all. And the last thing you need is any kind of hassle on top of all that. So don’t worry, all right? You’re totally normal.”




Natalie looked at her baby’s now tranquil face—at least he wasn’t upset. A light switched on suddenly might unsettle him, but he didn’t seem the least bit distressed to be held by a sniveling, incompetent woman. She found herself smiling at him and then Tiffany.




“I made Jordan cry,” she said apologetically.




“She likes crying,” Tiffany said, patting Natalie’s shoulder lightly again. “It’s her main hobby.”




There was a cough by the front door and Gary edged a little closer to Natalie before crouching down beside her.




“I’m really sorry, Mrs.”—Natalie did not feel like filling in the gap so he went on—“I didn’t explain it very well. I mean, yes, it was dangerous, but like I said, you’ve been lucky. I can patch it up safely for you tonight and then I’ll need to come back and start rewiring as soon as possible. I’ve got a lot of jobs right now but if you decide to use me then I’ll put them on hold.” Gary glanced back over his shoulder at Anthony, who had thrust his hands deep into his pockets and was studying his sneakers with infinite care. “If you liked I could have a word with your husband…?”




Natalie sighed. She suddenly felt terribly tired and didn’t want to have to explain herself to the electrician, deciding it would be much less complicated to tell him a small but convenient lie instead.




“My husband works away a lot,” she said. “In…Dubai. He’s an engineer.” She glanced up at Gary’s concerned face and gave him a watery smile. “You’ll have to deal with me, I’m afraid. I’ll try to keep the crying down to the bare minimum.”




Gary nodded, his hands on his hips.




“Well, I don’t like to see anyone left in the lurch, least of all a young lady on her own. I can be back tomorrow to make a start if you like. Or if you want to get in a few quotes from other electricians and check my references…”




Natalie looked up at Gary Fisher. He wasn’t that much older than her, she thought, perhaps four or five years, but something about his turn of phrase and attitude made him seem as if he was from another era, when everybody lived in black and white and a nice cup of tea solved everything.




“Start in the morning,” she told him decisively, with a smile that would have been flirtatious if it wasn’t for the appalling condition of her skin, not to mention her swollen nose and red eyes. “And thank you very much. You’re my hero.”




Natalie was charmed to see Gary blush as he bustled back toward the cellar with Anthony to make sure it would be safe for the night.




“The power will have to go off again for a bit,” Gary warned her as he headed down the stairs.




Natalie looked thoughtfully at Tiffany. “Come on then,” she said. “Let’s go to the baby class thing.”




 




“It must be tough being on your own,” Tiffany said, as they headed toward the health center. “Haven’t you got any family to help out?”




“No,” Natalie said. “I was an only child and my dad was killed in a car accident when I was quite small and as for my mom…she lives in Spain. But it’s not help with Freddie that I want, it’s seeing people outside the four walls of the house. I’m going barking mad with no one but Fred to talk to all day. It’s just really nice to have a conversation with someone my own age—well, half my own age.”




Tiffany laughed. “You know what you need, don’t you?”




“A nanny?” Natalie suggested.




“No, dummy,” Tiff said amiably. “A baby group!”




















Three










Natalie was disappointed to see that none of the other mothers who had come to the first-aid class had arrived in grubby tracksuit bottoms and mucus-stained sweatshirts with unbrushed and un-washed hair.




She was not used to being intimidated by other women, especially not the kind who had babies and went to first-aid classes on a Tuesday evening, because she simply didn’t know any. For most of her adult life Natalie had never paused to worry about how she looked because she knew she looked pretty good. She didn’t care that she wasn’t especially thin because in her experience curves were far more appealing than rib cages. And she didn’t mind the little bump in her nose or the fact that she was fairly short. She thought the bump gave her face character, and high heels resolved any issues about the length of her legs. As for her dark hair, that had started going gray before she was twenty-five. She simply dyed the silver into oblivion and planned to keep on doing so until she was gray enough to go blond. Natalie had never been the kind of woman who was always dieting, always looking over her shoulder in mirrors and moaning about this or that unsatisfactory little part of herself. Until now.




Now she was comparing herself to a roomful of women in sweaters and finding herself sorely lacking. It was a feeling that was nearly as uncomfortable as the site where her stitches had been, on this hard plastic chair.




“Right, mommies!” The midwife, a scary and oddly hard-looking woman, started chirpily, holding a rather frightening-looking plastic baby up by its neck. “My name is Heather. Many of you will recognize me because I delivered your babies. I must say it is nice to be talking to your faces for a change!” Heather obviously expected a laugh and looked quite put out when all she got was a couple of embarrassed coughs.




“Um, thank you for coming to tonight’s class. I think you will all find it very useful information so please pay attention because it might just save your baby’s life…”




“Sorry, oops! Oh sorry…sorry…sorry.” Natalie turned to see where the serial apologies were coming from and was happy to see a woman who looked almost as disheveled and confused as she did, edging clumsily along the row toward the empty seat next to her.




“Sorry,” she apologized to Natalie for no particular reason as she sat down.




Natalie smiled at her and turned back to Heather, who was slapping the plastic baby on the back with gusto.




The apologetic woman rustled and fussed in her seat, rattling a large rummage bag that seemed to be filled with a least ten pounds’ worth of small change and several sets of keys until she produced an old envelope and a pen. Natalie couldn’t help but glance at her—she was rather diverting.




“I’m taking notes,” the woman said in a low voice, catching Natalie’s curious look. “I’ve done this three times before but I always instantly forget it. Miraculously my husband has actually got home from work before midnight for once, so I thought I’d pop out and get another refresher. You never know when one of the little beggars is going to stuff an eraser up their nose or swallow a golf ball, do you?”




“Don’t you?” Natalie exclaimed in a wide-eyed whisper. “What, even when they’re this small?” The woman looked momentarily confused and then saw Freddie sitting in Natalie’s lap, optimistically reaching for the hair of the woman sitting in front of him. Natalie tucked his small questing hand inside hers, prompting him to give a little frustrated whimper.




“Well,” the woman said, smiling indulgently at Freddie. “You’d be surprised at how tricky they get once they’re mobile. It won’t be long until this one is crawling and then all hell breaks loose. I’ve got four children, the fourth is nearly four months old and already itching to crawl. It’s all downhill from now, I’m afraid!” She chuckled merrily but stopped when she saw that Natalie was not joining in.




“Four children!” Natalie couldn’t help exclaiming quite loudly. “Good God.”




The woman shrugged. “I always wanted a big family.” She nodded at Freddie, who was endeavoring to lean over his mother’s restraining arm and get hold of a hank of that hair if it was the last thing he ever did. “Your first, then?” she asked. “What an angel. What’s his name?”




“Freddie,” Natalie said. “It’s a traditional family name, goes all the way back to…well, a long way anyway.”




“Freddie, I like that. I’m Megan by the way, call me Meg. Nice to meet you.” Megan held out a hand which Natalie took with her free one and shook once.




“Natalie,” she said. “So how do you cope with four—do you have a nanny or an au pair?”




“Ladies!” Heather’s voice rose and Natalie realized she was addressing her and Megan. They exchanged glances like two girls caught out in assembly. “This is not a mothers’ meeting; if you didn’t come here to listen, then you should leave.”




“That’s funny,” Natalie whispered to Meg. “I was fairly sure it was a mothers’ meeting.”




“Sorry,” Meg said out loud to Heather, tucking one riotous red curl behind her ear. “Dreadfully sorry.”




“Me too,” Natalie said, with much less conviction. She glanced at Tiffany, who rolled her eyes at her before returning her concentration to Heather, who was now shaking the plastic baby quite hard and shouting, “Wake up baby!” at it very loudly.




“That would hurt, wouldn’t it?” Natalie whispered to Meg, as Tiffany seemed quite absorbed by the lecture.




“I would have thought so…” Meg said, vaguely. She bent her head closer to Natalie’s. “So, how are you finding it, with your first? I can just about remember that mine was a sort of nightmare and a wonderful dream all rolled up together. I was so glad to have Alex and be a mom at last, and my husband Robert just doted on the pair of us—treated us like royalty.” She sighed and looked wistfully at the strip lighting for a moment. “It was a lovely time. But it hurt like hell and I slept so little I could barely speak. Actually, I don’t think I’ve slept more than about four hours a night since Alex was born, but I seem to have got used to it. I mean, look at me now, I can’t shut up!”




Natalie found herself chuckling along with Meg. She was the kind of person who was utterly alien to Natalie’s social world, with her wild red hair and a shapeless pullover that probably hid a lot of lumps and bumps, over that long-worn-out skirt. Absolutely not someone Natalie would have met in the course of her everyday life. Maybe that was why she already liked her; she offered Natalie no reminder of the life it seemed she had left behind forever.




“I always think it’s with your first that you have the most fun,” Meg went on, oblivious to the stony glare that Heather was directing at her. “Going to all the coffee mornings and clinics, making friends. You don’t do that so much with your fourth, people tend to think you don’t need any support anymore because you’ve done it so often. Are you in a group?”




Natalie had avoided finding out about anything like that during her pregnancy, partly because although she was not in denial about the pregnancy itself, she most certainly was about how she came to be that way. And anyway, she was determined not to be a mother in the way that everybody else was, in that it was not going to change her, that essence of Natalie that made her the woman she was. She would still be her, but with a baby. The slight technical hitch with her plan was that every so often she couldn’t exactly remember the her she used to be.




“I’m not really a joiner,” Natalie said thoughtfully, wondering if that was still true. “And I’ve never really liked being organized by other people or told what to do. But actually it would be sort of nice to get a bit of advice. And I am a bit lonely being on my own…my husband works abroad—and I’ve got no other family to speak of so perhaps I should give it a go…”




She let the husband comment slip out so easily that Natalie realized she had almost forgotten that it was a lie. That was two or possibly three people she had told, or at least implied to them that she had a husband somewhere. Natalie hadn’t lied because she was ashamed of her single-parent status. On the contrary, during her pregnancy she’d rather admired her vision of herself: a woman alone and entirely independent, who didn’t need any man to prop her up. But it was easier to invent a husband than have to field questions about the baby’s father. She didn’t want to have to explain to anyone, least of all a lot of very proper women—and Tiffany—that she most likely got pregnant during unprotected sex in a Jacuzzi with a man she barely knew then and had never seen since, and who still didn’t know that he was a father.




Yes, it was far easier to have a husband in the background somewhere. It was a simple lie, and one that as far as Natalie could see was utterly harmless.




“I know what you mean,” Meg agreed with a sigh. “Life always seems to be full of people waiting to organize you and tell you what you’re doing wrong. Robert, my husband, for example, love him. Or worse still my sister-in-law, Frances. She’s just had her first baby, but you would never have guessed she was a beginner. Apparently I’ve been getting it all wrong for the last eight years. She organizes poor baby Henry like he’s a private in the army.” Meg smiled. “I don’t know how I get mine fed and clothed every day, to be honest, but it happens somehow and they seem happy and healthy, so I can’t be that terrible at motherhood.”




“Ladies,” the midwife interrupted them once again. “I am not here to waste my or any of these other mothers’ time listening to you two gossiping.” She crossed her arms, dangling the plastic baby by one ankle. “Kindly take your conversation outside.”




“Sorry?” Meg said politely.




“Are you chucking us out?” Natalie asked in disbelief.




“I am,” Heather said.




“Oh dear,” Meg said anxiously. “I’m terribly sorry.”




Natalie looked at Tiffany, who seemed to be having a hard time not laughing out loud, and she did not miss the irony that it was her, the grown businesswoman, and not the schoolgirl who was getting chucked out of class.




“Fine,” she said, standing up and hoisting Freddie onto her shoulder. “I have never been thrown out of anything before in my life,” she lied. “But if it makes you feel powerful to throw me and my tiny baby out into the night, go right ahead. You do it.”




“Good-bye.” Heather did not waver.




“Outrageous,” Natalie said.




“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” Meg said, as the pair of them edged their way along the row.




“Why is it,” Natalie demanded once they were in the lobby, “that as soon as you have a baby the whole world seems to think they have the right to treat you like a second-class citizen?”




“Well, perhaps,” Meg said. “But I think we were slightly in the wrong, too, don’t you? It’s my fault, of course. When I actually meet an adult who will talk to me, I can’t stop. It’s like a compulsion. I think I must have a conversation about something other than Barbie or Thomas the Tank Engine and I must have it now!”




Natalie laughed; she hadn’t laughed so much since she went into labor. It was nice to discover that she actually could laugh, and better still didn’t seem to have stress incontinence anymore.




“Oh well, I don’t care anyway,” Natalie said. “It’s the perfect end to a perfect day.”




She told Meg the story of her electrical problems. “They seem like nice enough chaps but it’s just the disruption, isn’t it? And the not being able to walk around in your undies.”




This time Meg laughed. “Come to my house,” she offered instantly. “Come in the morning. I don’t live far from here, on the other side of the park—Victoria Road.” She retrieved her old envelope, scribbled an address and phone number on it with half a broken Crayola, and ripped it in half. “In fact, you’ll be doing me a favor; the dreaded sister-in-law is due round with little Henry. If there’s someone else there she’s far less likely to bully me into cleaning!”




Natalie smiled at her second unlikely new friend of the day.




“If you’re sure,” she said, looking at the address.




“Positive. We can start our own renegade baby group!”




“She was in a proper bad mood once you left,” Tiffany said, appearing at Natalie’s side as the class let out. “I thought I was the one who was always in trouble. That was funny.”




Meg smiled brightly at the young girl.




“That’s a lovely baby,” she said to Tiffany. “How long have you been looking after her?”




“Since she was born,” Tiffany said, immediately defensive. “I’m her mom.”




“Oh dear.” Meg looked mortified. “I’m so sorry. I thought you were her nanny…you look far too…slim to have had a baby!”




Hastily Natalie introduced Tiffany and Meg to each other. “I only just met Tiff tonight too,” Natalie told Meg, wanting to put Tiffany at her ease. “She’s my electrician’s apprentice’s girlfriend and current motherhood guru.”




“Oh how lovely!” Meg seemed to have a boundless enthusiasm for pretty much anything. “Well, Tiffany, come round tomorrow to mine for coffee. Natalie’s got the address. I’d love to have you if you don’t mind a messy house—you’d be very welcome.”




Tiffany chewed her lip as she looked at the two older women whose worlds were so utterly different from her own.




“I don’t know…” she said. Her confidence and composure seemed to wane briefly and her soft, not yet adult features looked uncertain. Natalie had to resist the compulsion to hug her. That was another new thing that had started to happen since Freddie’s birth: maternal urges. Of course, Natalie had expected them to come with maternity, but she hadn’t expected them to extend past her own baby. Still, somehow she thought Tiffany wouldn’t appreciate being mothered just then.




“Come on.” Natalie found herself coaxing the teenager. “You may as well. You said I need a baby group, and Meg’s had four kids so she must know something useful.” Still Tiffany hesitated. “You can come round to my house with Gary in the morning and we’ll go together if you like.”




Natalie was not sure why she was quite so keen to get Tiffany to come with her, except that perhaps for the first time in what seemed like ages Tiffany made her feel like a grown-up again. Not because she was so young, but because she didn’t treat her as if at the same time as giving birth to Freddie she had also delivered her brain.




“Well, okay then,” Tiffany said eventually. “It’s not much fun being stuck in the flat on my own all day, I suppose, and I did promise Gary I wouldn’t go out in the van with him again.”




“Excellent,” Meg said, and without warning she kissed Natalie on both cheeks and enveloped both Tiffany and Jordan in a surprisingly affectionate hug that made Jordan squeal with delight.




“I’d better get back,” she said happily over her shoulder as she hurried away. “My husband hates being left alone with the kids for too long—they drive him utterly mad!”




“She’s a bit weird,” Tiffany said frankly as they watched Meg rush off into the night.




“Yes,” Natalie agreed. “But sort of wonderful, too.”




 




All the lights were blazing when they got back to the house, and the radiator in the hallway was creaking and clanking into life. Gary Fisher emerged from the basement just as Natalie shut the front door behind her and Tiffany.




“Learn anything?” he asked her.




“Not a thing,” Natalie said. “But Tiffany did.”




Gary nodded, his forehead wrinkling with an expression of mild surprise. It was obvious he was amazed that Natalie seemed to get on rather well with Tiffany.




“Well, you’re sorted for tonight,” he said, nodding generally at the electric crystal chandelier that sparkled above their heads. “I’ll need to get parts in the morning so I’ll be here around ten-ish. I’ve left you a quote on the desk in there”—he gestured toward the living room. “You might want to look at it before I buy those parts.”




Natalie, whose arms were aching from carrying the baby for so long, shook her head.




“If it needs doing, it needs doing,” she said, walking into the living room, relieved to see that the baby chair was still on the table where she remembered leaving it. She carefully eased Freddie into the padded seat and he immediately began to cry.




“Um, the thing is,” Gary said as Natalie peered into the baby bag, looking for a clean nappy and cream, “I’d appreciate it if you looked at the quote, Mrs.—um, Natalie—because I want us to be very clear about what I’m charging you. It’s quite a lot. You might need to okay it with your husband…”




“Actually, Mr. Fisher,” Natalie said smartly, as she produced a nappy and some wipes from the bag, “I earn my own money, which I am confident will be more than enough to cover your bill, so I won’t have to ask anyone for permission.” She gave him a sharp smile and snatched up the piece of paper he had left for her on the desk and read it. Freddie’s cries reached a crescendo.




The bill was about three times more than she had imagined it would be, but she was determined not to be fazed by it. Even if there had been an electrician as equally good and reliable as Gary Fisher who apparently was waiting right outside the door at that very moment and who was prepared to knock fifty percent off his quote, there was no way she would have taken it. It had become a matter of honor to appear to be totally underawed by the cost.




“Oh, is that all?” Natalie said with studied nonchalance. “Do you want a check now?”




“Um, no,” Gary said awkwardly. “I’m sorry if I offended you, Mrs.—Natalie. I’ll get out from under your feet now. See you tomorrow.”




“I’ll see you in the morning, Tiffany,” Natalie said. “And thank you, Mr. Fisher.”




“No trouble,” Gary replied.




Natalie watched her newly appointed electrician and his curious entourage leave with a mixture of irritation and regret. It was nice to have the house full of people and noise again.




It was only just past seven and she hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, but a sudden wave of demanding exhaustion overtook her, and as Freddie had dropped off Natalie knew she had to try and sleep while she had the chance. As she climbed the stairs with Freddie weighing heavy in her arms, dribbling on her shoulder, Natalie had to stop for a moment as the pure joy and adoration that she felt every time she looked at him threatened to bring her to tears once again. It was impossible for her to regret that weekend with Jack Newhouse, because she didn’t regret Freddie. In fact, she rejoiced in his existence minute by minute. But she did regret the storm of emotions that had been battering her psyche ever since she realized Jack had taken her in completely and, what’s more, left her pregnant. She was a sensible woman of the world. God knows, not only had she been around the block a few times, she’d made some pretty comprehensive maps along the way. So what did it say about her, Natalie Curzon, that she had fallen so easily for what turned out to be just another set of cleverly crafted lines? And worse still, what did it say about her that when she did sleep, Natalie often dreamed about those few days with Jack and would catch herself waking up and wishing they were real?
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