


[image: cover]







Table of Contents

	About the Author

	Praise for Melissa Nathan

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Epigraphs

	Acknowledgements

	1994

	Prologue

	Chapter 1



	2001

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30



	Epilogue

	From Random House







Persuading

Annie

Melissa Nathan was born and raised in Hertfordshire. A journalist for twelve years, she turned to writing novels full time in 1998 and shortly afterwards Pride, Prejudice and Jasmin Field now called Acting Up and Persuading Annie were published. Melissa discovered she had breast cancer whilst writing her first novel for Random House, The Nanny, which hit the Sunday Times Top Ten in the spring of 2003. She went on to write another top ten bestseller, The Waitress, and finished her fifth novel, The Learning Curve, in February 2006. Sadly she died two months later, aged 37. She is survived by her husband, Andrew, and young son, Sam.

Praise for Melissa Nathan

'Funny, tender and sharp' The Times

'A captivating comedy' Red

'You'll find this very moreish' Daily Mirror

'Hugely enjoyable' heat

'This is one to gobble up in a single sitting' Company

'A witty novel about love' B

'Tremendous fun' Jilly Cooper

'A witty spin on the nation's favourite novel . . . with, a

loveable, contemporary heroine at its heart' Good Housekeeping

'This is a feel-good book you'll want to devour in one

sitting' Closer

'Hugely entertaining ... a memorable read – funny, warm and

intelligent' Woman's Own
 




Also by Melissa Nathan

Pride, Prejudice and Jasmin Field (now called Acting Up)

The Nanny

The Waitress

The Learning Curve
 




Persuading
Annie

Melissa Nathan
 
[image: Persuading_Annie_01.jpg]





This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

ISBN 9781409036401

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk





Published by Arrow Books 2007

6 8 10 9 7 5

Copyright © The executors of the estate of Melissa Jane Nathan

Melissa Nathan has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and

Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work

This novel is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product

of the author's imagination and any resemblance to actual

persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental

This electronic book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain in 2001 by Piatkus Books

Arrow Books

Random House, 20 Vauxhall Bridge Road,

London SW1V 2SA

www.rbooks.co.uk

Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can

be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9781409036401

Version 1.0





To Mum and Dad

For everything

(except perhaps the hips. I could have done without them.)
 




'It was a perpetual estrangement.'

Persuasion, Jane Austen

'It was a prolonged strain, immobility and helplessness that did the damage.'

Regeneration, Pat Barker
 




Acknowledgements

As many of you know, Melissa left us on April 7th 2006 aged 37. She lived with cancer with extraordinary fortitude for five years, and in that time managed to produce three more novels, our beautiful son, Sam, and thousands of dedicated fans. She also managed to continue to be the ever-upbeat, ever-loving, ever-supportive friend that so many of us adored her for.

We're so grateful for the many letters that her fans have written to express their sadness and support. Also, the notes that people have written on Amazon have been incredibly touching – they have helped enormously. Thank you so much.

Two very positive things have come from Melissa's suffering – I hope you'll indulge me in telling you about them.

First, a new literary award has been established by members of the publishing industry to honour Melissa. The first Melissa Nathan Award for Comedy Romance will be held on June 13th 2007 (Melissa's birthday).

Secondly, we've established The Melissa Nathan Foundation – a charity organisation dedicated to raising money to support families who are suffering.

If you would like to donate and/or would like more information about the Melissa Nathan award, please go to www.melissanathan.com

Through this, Melissa can be with us all the time.

Andrew Saffron. Husband and best friend.

2007
 
A sincere thank you to my local Samaritan Centre for allowing me into their wonderful world.

Thank you Kirsten Edwards and Michael (Baf) Barrie for his karate expertise.

Thank you Andrew, as ever, for getting the food in, dealing with the builders, paying the bills and nodding quietly while I ranted. And for generally making my life a joy.

Thank you Mum and Dad, for buying me the biggest Thesaurus in the world. As you can probably tell from reading this book, it served as a wonderful doorstop.

Thank you marvellous Maggie at Ed Victor, for your unending support, chirpy optimism, great company, amazing contacts and fantastic taste in restaurants.

And thank you so much for all the letters I've received from people who read and loved Pride, Prejudice & Jasmin Field. You have no idea how each letter helps soothe the ego of a paranoid neurotic.

Melissa Nathan
 2001
 




1994
  




Prologue

'Cass. I'm pregnant.'

Pause.

'Pregnant? Jesus Christ. How come?'

'How come? Are you insulting my looks or something?'

'I mean how could you let this happen?'

'I WAS LOOKING THE OTHER WAY.'

* * * * *

'Jake.'

'Hmm?'

Pause.

'I'm pregnant.'

Pause. Pause.

'I said I'm–'

'I heard.'

Pause.

Pause.

'Annie, will you . . .'

Long pause.

'Yes?'

'... tell me who the father is?'

* * * * *

'Susannah. I'm pregnant.'

Immaculate pause.

Silence.

'You look shocked, Susannah.'

'Shocked? I'm stunned, my dear. I had no idea your periods had started.'

* * * * *

Annie opened her eyes in the dark. Nope. She knew with the certainty of death that it wouldn't – couldn't – possibly go that well.






1

Cassandra Brooke stared across the Union bar at the rugby players, her Cruel Crimson lips pursed into a thin line. Most of them didn't notice her, thanks to a rather preoccupying game involving beer and various orifices. But one winked at her so lasciviously that she felt utterly violated. She dragged her eyes away.

'I see what you mean about getting an education at college,' she quipped. 'I'm learning so much about men. And I've only been here an hour.'

The Union bar wasn't really the ideal location for this, thought Annie, but then, there hadn't been much of a choice. Her room in halls was so small she needed an oxygen mask just to sit in it, and the canteen reminded her of boarding school, which filled her with a bizarre combination of mild nausea and painful nostalgia.

Being a campus university, situated in the middle of hills and woods, there weren't any decent cafes for miles around. At least in the Union bar, with its retro 50s diner look and extensive burger menu, they felt adult.

A rugby player belched loudly to thunderous applause.

Cass turned to face Annie so slowly that, like a gliding second hand on a good watch, the movement of her head was practically imperceptible to the human eye.

They sat motionless, Cass wishing she could feel more relaxed in such surroundings, Annie marvelling that Cass could indeed do that with her head.

Annie decided this time was as good as any to speak. In other words, there was going to be no good time. She ignored the parched sourness in her mouth and forced the words out.

'I ... I think I'm pregnant,' she said.

The two old friends stared at each other across the formica table, which Annie felt gradually widen between them.

And then slowly Cass's face underwent as big a transformation as it could after choice cosmetic surgery. Gone were all signs of disdain, and in their place confusion, shock and concern. Not bad, thought Annie, impressed. She must tell her how marvellous her plastic surgeon was.

Another time perhaps.

Meanwhile Cass's mind was whirring. What to say, what to say . . . I'll hold your hand during the op; I'll hold your hand during labour; who's the father? How does it feel? Why didn't you wait for me? Haven't you heard of contraception, for Christ's sake? You couldn't have told me this over the phone?

Eenie, meenie, minie, mo. She plumped instead, for a simple one.

'Oh my God.'

Annie looked out of the window, barely registering the acres of green grass and dense trees edging the halls of residence.

'God had little to do with it.'

'It's a figure of speech.'

'Mm.'

'I meant to say "Oh fuck", but I thought in the circumstances

Annie nodded.

'So,' said Cass decisively. 'What are you going to do?'

'I don't know,' mused Annie. 'I thought I'd be sick. Cry a bit, rant a bit. Then panic-eat.'

'Gosh. You've really thought it all through.'

Annie shrugged.

'I might change the order.'

Cass hung her head.

And who the hell was the father? Oh God, a bloody student. Trust Annie to be one of the few girls who didn't get pregnant at school, when at least she was surrounded by pedigree.

'Please don't tell your mother,' implored Annie.

'Of course not!' retorted Cass, irritated. 'It would make her go grey. And she hates that look.'

'Susannah's – been like a mother to me.'

Cass squirmed in her seat, moved by Annie's slow, silent tear.

They sat in sullen silence for a while.

'I assume, it's this new boyfriend of yours . . . Jack—'

'Jake—'

'Jake. Jake's . . . responsible? Or ... or is it someone else?'

Annie bristled. 'Well Jake was there at the time but he did have his eyes closed, so let's hope he's not the suspicious type.'

Cass eyed her friend.

'Oh well, at least when you've lost everything, you'll still have your sense of humour. That'll keep you warm at night.'

'Lost everything?'

'Do you think your father will give you a penny if you have this baby? Do you think my mother will ever forgive you for turning your back on your world?'

She paused to let this sink in.

'Have you told Jake?'

'No.'

Well that was a start.

'Are you going to tell him?'

'Not yet.'

'Why?'

'I'm only one month late.'

Cass laughed with relief.

'Oh well! Why didn't you say?' she said, her voice an octave higher. 'That's nothing! Once I was so late, I thought my menopause had started thirty years early. Turned out I had a virus.'

'I'm as regular as Swiss clockwork.'

'It's probably just tension,' continued Cass, her voice staying determinedly high. 'Stress. What with your exams and everything.'

'I've done the test.'

Cass sat rigidly on the bench, her body straining to maintain the illusion of calm at the same time as not looking over at the rugby players. Both were proving more difficult than she felt proper.

But nothing ever muddied Cass's clarity of thought, she quite prided herself on it. And she knew exactly where this discussion must lead. But how to broach the subject, how to broach the subject ... Be subtle, be gentle, be clever. Be like mother.

She leant forwards.

'You're not going to keep it, are you?' she asked.

Damn. That came out wrong.

Annie blinked her large eyes slowly at her friend, in the vague hope of Etch-a-sketch-ing her away.

'I mean,' continued Cass, 'this isn't just a cute little baby in cute little clothes, this is someone who'll turn round in eighteen years time and blame you for everything you've ever done. If they're still talking to you then.'

Annie's expression didn't flicker. She stayed silent.

'You're only nineteen for God's sake.'

Annie snorted, perhaps a tad louder than she'd intended. A couple of rugby players looked over at her, visibly impressed. If she could prove that wasn't an accident they'd vote her on to the Union committee.

It was time to put forward her defence.

'Princess Diana was this age when she married Prince Charles.'

'Oh yes!' exclaimed Cass. 'You're right! And she's living happily ever after.'

Annie frowned. She was no good at arguing, never had been. The deeper her emotions, the more each strand of argument knotted itself up with all the others in a dense mess in her head, leaving only the rat's tail end of each one visible to her. The result was that she could never follow one strand long enough to make it coherent or powerful. Instead she skipped blindly from one to another, mid-strand, confusing herself as much as the person she was arguing with. The more it happened, the more annoyed she got and the more annoyed she got, the more it happened. It was during arguments that Annie felt she most misrepresented herself. Usually while whimpering.

But it didn't mean she was wrong.

Anyway, she thought defiantly, usually she was arguing with her father or Susannah – Cass's mother and her godmother – or her two older sisters, Victoria and Katherine, Champion Arguers all. People she was doomed to lose to before she'd even begun. She had never argued with someone she loved and who loved her back. And, come to think of it, she hadn't actually had an argument for years. Maybe things had changed. Maybe the adult Annie could argue.

This knowledge made her strong.

'I'm just trying to say that nineteen's not that young,' she finished, determined not to be distracted by Cass's confidence.

'Not that young?' exploded Cass. 'You haven't even . . . done Australia yet! You've never been with a boy for longer than three months, you haven't even decided whether you believe in God yet, you don't even know what job you want to do. You're a baby yourself. You know nothing.'

How dare she! Annie was suddenly livid. Cass had absolutely no idea how she felt. There was only one thing for it. It was a new tactic for her, but she'd seen others use it and she felt up to it. She would have to go off on a Tangent, into Attack.

'If this had happened last year,' she said, with a firmness that belied her feelings, 'with a "suitable" boy, you, your mother and my father would have had me married off in no time.'

Her chest heaved uncomfortably as she hid her hands beneath the table to hide their shaking.

'But that's different, Annie!'

Cass's pained look gave Annie a taste for victory that was totally new to her.

'Oh! I'd have been older a year ago, would I?'

Sarcasm! Was this really her? She felt giddy with the ease of it.

'You know what I mean,' said Cass.

Hah! A pathetic counter, thought Annie. Truculent in defeat. And it gave her the perfect entry to another Attack.

'Yes, I know exactly what you mean. You mean that if a boy gets me in the club then it's OK if he and my father are in the same club too.'

A Pun to Prove A Point! She could give lessons! And now for the Finale . . . Hit Home with a Home Truth . . .

'You're just a plain old snob, Cass.'

Cass took in so much air, her lungs went blue. She was beside herself with shock and affront.

'Who are you calling plain? Old? I'm only two years older than you!'

'Three school years,' shot Annie.

Wow! Irrelevant and personal, but a good comeback none the less. Annie hardly knew herself.

'Well, we're not at school any more,' retorted Cass.

'So stop trying to talk to me as if I am.'

Annie could almost hear the crowds cheering.

'And what about him? He's only my age – he's a boy.'

'Jake's mature for his age.'

Downright He, but Cass wouldn't know that.

'Oh, don't be ridiculous. If there's one thing boys do slowly it's mature.'

Bugger. Impossible To Lie To Cass. Mental note.

They sat in mutual, silent fury, both surprised and pained by their first ever row. Cass turned her attention to the rugby players, determined for Annie not to see her eyes watering.

The two rugby players were now staring hard at Cass and Annie, picturing them wearing their rugby shirts girl-style – pearl necklaces inside their upturned collars. Yep, it worked. They were foxes, all right. They barely noticed some other girls join the rest of their crowd, resulting in some obligatory guttural spitting from their friends, the mating call of modern man. Cass looked away, disgusted.

'I bet they're all gay,' she muttered conspiratorially. 'So far in the bloody closet you can smell the mothballs from here.'

Oh no you don't, thought Annie, her bitterness emboldened by Cass's pax attempt.

'Just because these men weren't born with privilege' – she said haughtily – 'it doesn't make them sub-human, you know.'

A rugby player set fire to his fart.

Cass raised her perfect eyebrows into perfect arcs.

'No,' she agreed. 'I see they're still working their way up the evolutionary ladder to that level.'

Oh great, thought Annie. Now we're just being bitchy. She felt several strands of her argument start to tangle slowly in her mind. Maybe she'd stop now. Quit while she was ahead.

They sat for a long time, both looking anywhere else but at each other. Eventually, Cass tried again.

'For goodness' sake, Annie,' she implored softly. 'You've only been with this . . . Jock—'

JAKE.'

'Sorry, Jake – for two months. You don't even know if you love him.'

Annie shook her head. Why did people always assume her emotions ranged only as far as theirs? She took a deep breath.

'Well, there you're wrong,' she whispered dramatically. 'That's the one thing I do know.'

Cass's spirit plummeted and then swooped sharply up into anger.

'Oh well, whoopdeedoo,' she retorted. 'Have you heard? You can use love tokens at Kwiksave now?'

Annie looked away, her mind so muddled she couldn't even work out what point Cass was making, only that she'd had the last line and it was full of bile.

She wanted Cass to go. She hated arguing. She wanted to be with Jake. She had to be with Jake.

He'd understand everything.

* * * * *

'PREGNANT? WHAT DO YOU MEAN PREGNANT?'

She never knew Jake's voice could go so high.

'Well . . .' she started, trying to keep calm, 'when a man loves a woman, he puts his—'

'PREGNANT?' he squealed again, so loudly that a passing mongrel stopped its forage for sticks in the river and looked at him eagerly, ears pricked, tongue lolling, bright eyes keen. Only when Jake joined him in panting rather heavily, did the dog scurry away.

'I said I think I might be preg—'

'Oh my God I'm going to be sick.'

How dare he, thought Annie as she watched Jake bend over the edge of the river, his hair flopping into his face. That's my line.

After a moment though, Jake stood up slowly, wiped his loose curls out of his dark eyes and simply stared at Annie with an unfathomable expression. She took him in; cheekbones that seemed too strong for his soft skin; trousers that were too baggy for his long legs; and a defensive way of holding himself that made him look like he was plucking up the courage to ask for his ball back please. Poor boy, she thought.

'Sorry,' he muttered, half a smile starting at the corners of his mouth. 'I ... I don't know what I'm saying. I'm not going to be sick.'

Then, in one swift, sudden movement, he knelt down on one knee in front of her, steadying himself with one hand, all the time keeping his eyes fixed firmly on her face. Annie held her breath. The autumn sun broke through the naked trees, suddenly warming her to the very bone.

A fine line of sweat formed on Jake's upper lip.

'Annie,' he murmured. 'I think I'm going to faint.'

And then he collapsed in the wet mud at her feet.

* * * * *

'So we're friends again?' repeated Annie into the phone.

'Of course we're friends again,' repeated Cass back. 'You can't get rid of me that easily.'

'Thank God. I'd have felt so crap leaving on a bad note.'

Whoops! Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God . . .

Bag open, cat out and frolicking gaily in the wild, Annie brainless moron.

Jake would kill her.

'Leaving?' asked Cass.

'Pardon? I think the line's going funny.'

'Annie? What's going on?'

OK, quick thinking, quick thinking. Should she He?

'Annie – what's going on?'

OK, even quicker thinking, even quicker thinking. Yes she should.

'I didn't say leaving, I said heaving.'

Annie shook her head in disgust. Pathetic.

'Oh I see. As in the well-known phrase "heaving on a bad note"?'

Annie couldn't answer. She was too busy wincing.

Silence. Was Cass going to be big about this and just let it drop?

'I'm waiting.'

Nope.

She was cornered. But wild horses would never drag the truth from her.

'All right. I'm going on holiday.'

Phew – genius!

'Don't lie to me Annie, it only humiliates you.'

Bugger. Impossible to Lie to Cass, Even Over Phone. Mental note Two.

Should she get self-pious?

'I can't tell you. If you love me you won't make me.'

'I don't love you.'

Damn. Wrong-footed again. How does Cass do that?

'Annie, of course I love you. I just want to know—'

OK, go passive - blame someone else.

'Look, he'll kill me, I just can't tell you.'

'Who'll kill you?'

Damn! She was so fast.

'Never mind. Just forget I said anything.'

Cass would never guess who. And wild horses couldn't drag Jake's name out of her mouth.

'It's Jake isn't it?'

Jesus Christ – she was a bloody witch.

'Have you ever thought of becoming a spy, Cass?'

'To summarise: you're leaving with Jake. In secret.'

'Not exactly.'

'How not exactly, exactly?'

'Well Define secret.'

'How long are you leaving for?'

Aha! Wild horses couldn't drag that one out of her. Lying hadn't worked, so she'd just keep it vague.

'As long as it lasts.'

'Oh my God! You're marrying him! Just because of the baby?'

No! Wild horses couldn't, etc.

'Not just because of the baby – because we love each other!'

Annie made a drowning noise. Was her mouth actually attached to her brain? It would explain so much about her life.

Right. It was time to take control back again.

'You tell your mother,' rushed Annie, 'and I'll never talk to you again.'

'Why the hell would I tell mother? Please Annie. Credit me with some loyalty.'

'This is our secret. It's got nothing to do with Susannah. It's between you and me.'

'And Jake.'

'Yes, of course. You, me and Jake.'

'And the baby.'

'Yes of course. You, me, Jake and the baby.'

'Thank you for sharing.'

'Oh SHUT UP.'

Perhaps if Annie hadn't chosen that moment to change the habit of a lifetime and shouted at Cass, at least one of them would have heard the extension click off.

One Week Later

Annie hummed loudly as she packed her rucksack. The sound of gravel hitting the window of her halls room stopped her mid-hum, making it as much of a blessed relief to the student next door as it was to Annie's clothes. She rushed to the window. It was pitch black out there. She opened it wide.

'Hellooooo,' she whispered.

There was movement on the gravel below. She could just make out Jake's form. Even in those ridiculously baggy jeans, even from this angle, the tilt of his head, the line of his shoulders, his unconsciously boyish stance made her stomach squirm. Or was that the kilo of liquorice she'd just eaten?

'Are you ready?' he whispered hoarsely.

'Yes – how was your final final?'

'They're over! I'm a free man. I'm all yours.'

'I'll be there as soon as I'm ready.'

'Packed your passport?'

'Of course! Give me ten minutes.'

Jake looked at his watch.

'OK. One minute later and I'll call it off,' he grinned up at her. 'I'm more vulnerable than I look.'

Impossible, thought Annie.

'Well go away and let me pack then.'

And with that, she was gone.

A minute later, a knock at the door made Annie jump from behind the bed, where she was searching frantically for her passport.

She stared at the door, as if by determination alone, she would be able to see right through it. Another knock. It must be Jake. No one else would be so stupid as to disturb her now. Maybe he knew where her passport was. Maybe he had it with him. Another knock, louder now. She rushed to the door.

And there in the doorway, heralded by an aroma of expensive perfume, stood Cass's mother, Annie's godmother.

Susannah Brooke was paying a friendly call.

* * * * *

Annie trembled as Susannah came in. She glanced covertly at the clock beside her bed. She had nine minutes to get to Jake so that they could get the train to Dover and from there to Paris.

Susannah stepped towards Annie and started to take off her soft leather gloves. She looked round the dusty room and, after a moment's thought, slowly started putting her gloves back on.

'Aren't you going to ask me if I'd like a coffee?' she asked eventually.

Annie was baffled. Surely Susannah wasn't here merely for a social call? Unless it was just a case of chronic bad timing. Yes, that must be it. Just bad timing. Cass would never have betrayed her and told Susannah. Just act normal and Susannah would leave soon.

'Would you like a coffee?' she asked feebly.

'No, I would not like a coffee!' shouted Susannah, making Annie jump. 'I'd like to know why my favourite, intelligent, beautiful, talented – baby god-daughter with a life full of blossoming potential is acting like a dog on heat?'

Annie shrank on to her bed, her hand lying limply on her open rucksack. So Cass had betrayed her. Well, what had she expected? Susannah surpassed even her daughter in spy tactics. She could hardly blame Cass for this turn of events – the only person she could truly blame was herself. Meanwhile, she now had to witness her godmother's disappointment in her. She remembered why she'd hoped to be in a secret hideaway when Susannah found out the truth. No one could induce a sense of shame more successfully than her.

Susannah sighed and came over. She moved the rucksack gingerly on to the floor, sat beside Annie and put her arm around her.

'My poor Annie,' she whispered and kissed her forehead. The years flew away and Annie was a child once more.

'It's been confusing, hasn't it?' continued Susannah. Annie nodded, breathing in the nostalgic smell of her godmother.

'Have you been scared?'

Another nod.

'My poor baby.'

Annie glanced surreptitiously at the clock. Eight minutes.

Susannah took off her coat and laid it beside them on the bed. Susannah tilted Annie's chin up to look at her.

'I remember when I discovered I was pregnant,' she smiled, her eyes warm. 'It was the most wonderful day of my life.'

Annie smiled.

'I was married to the man I loved and I knew that he hadn't married me for my money or the baby,' she continued. 'He had married me because he loved me. For better or worse. In sickness and health.'

Annie froze.

'Jake is marrying me because he loves me,' she ventured. She'd never so much as crossed Susannah before, so she kept her voice soft and light. Through sheer terror.

'Of course he is,' comforted Susannah. 'That's why he didn't propose to you before bedding you. That's why he suddenly changed his mind when he found out you had enough money to support him in Paris for a few years.'

Annie stood up and walked to the other side of her room. She was now a full two paces away from Susannah. Her voice shook with the effort of defying Susannah.

'Jake loves me.'

Her breathing was heavy.

'Of course he does, my darling. That's why he avoided you for three whole days after you told him the news. That's why he only proposed after you begged him to.'

'I didn't beg–' breathed Annie.

'Annie, darling. A woman can only beg in situations like these.'

Annie closed her eyes tight. She tried to visualise Jake. How he had come to her shaken, pale and even skinnier than usual, after the longest three days of her life and said simply, 'We'll do whatever you want. I can't lose you.' She tried to visualise how scared he'd looked. And she had told him then of her savings and of her plan to elope to Paris. At first Jake had been horrified, then insulted, due to a macho pride that had been so incongruous it had made her laugh. But after persuading him with all the wiles she could, he had finally been too weak to argue. And then they'd laughed with the thrill of it, both as scared as each other, yet excited by the other's sense of adventure and faith.

She tried to visualise it, as she'd seen it then, but it was fading fast.

'I . . . I . . .' she started. 'I have to sit down.'

Susannah rushed over to her and brought her back to the bed.

'I'll get you a glass of water, my dear.'

She poured Annie some water and handed it carefully to her.

'There, there,' said Susannah, rubbing her back.

When Annie had finished the water, Susannah placed the glass gently next to the clock.

Six minutes to go.

'My darling,' started Susannah, her voice as soft as silk. 'I loved your mother as dearly as I love you. It is my biggest sorrow that I knew her so much better man you ever did. And I know what question she'd be asking you now, at this most precious time of your life.'

Annie couldn't help herself. She was so desperate for a hint of her mother now.

'What?'

Susannah imbued her words with the softest hint of humour.

'Why rush into marriage?'

Annie was stumped.

'I mean,' continued Susannah. 'It's not as if there's a stigma nowadays to living together – even being a single mother – so why . . . rush into marriage?'

Annie couldn't answer.

Susannah whispered gently, as if reading a storybook to a sleepy child.

'Are you scared you'll lose him?'

Annie stared at the lino under her feet.

'Does he have a bit of a reputation?'

Annie saw in her mind's eye that blonde bitch from Psychology whom Jake was going out with before her. And that bossy girl in last year's play. Then there was that one who'd left college to join the local newspaper. And then . . .

Susannah's voice was barely more than a whisper.

'Does eloping with you prove he doesn't love your fame and money more than you?'

Annie shook her head, trying to get the thought out of her mind.

Susannah squeezed her shoulder tenderly.

'Are you scared you love him more than he loves you?'

Annie felt her insides freeze. She'd never put it into so many words, but . . .

She looked sadly over at the clock. Five whole minutes to go. Ages yet . . .

'Come on poppet, wipe your tears. Men will come and go but I'll love you for ever.'

Annie felt a sweet familiar weakness overcome her.

'I have to go to the toilet.'

'Of course,' said Susannah. 'I'll wait for you downstairs in the car. Then we'll go home.'

Annie stumbled down the narrow corridor towards the ladies' toilet.

She had to think.

* * * * *

Quarter of an hour later, Annie stared in disbelief at the toilet wall.

How could this be happening? She was sure she was six weeks late. She tried to mentally flick through her diary. The sudden realisation that she'd skipped a month – she'd kept doing that while rewriting her increasingly dense revision timetable – simply added nausea to the sudden cramps in her lower abdomen.

But the pregnancy test? Wasn't that irrefutable?

She remembered reading the bold caution at the bottom of the instructions. Ninety-eight per cent accurate.

Jesus Christ. She was a statistical blip. A two per cent margin. The test had been wrong. She'd failed the pregnancy test. Were all of her tests going to prove as successful, she wondered bitterly, before the sound of her own echoey sobbing told her that her body wasn't taking this quite as well as her mind.

Twenty-five minutes later, tear-stained and hollow, she returned to her room, as if in a daze.

The sight of Jake on her bed woke her up fast. She stared at him in shock, conscious of a bewildering change in her feelings towards him. She'd always loved the fact that he filled her tiny room, but for the first time, his presence seemed threatening.

He was holding her creased jeans in his hand. His grin froze at the sight of her.

After a moment's hesitation, he spoke.

'Don't you know you get creases in jeans if you fold them?' he said, his tone a touch too light. 'You're meant to roll them.'

Annie was unable to move or speak.

Eventually Jake stood up, leaving his innards somewhere near his feet. He was dimly aware that his gut felt like a black hole.

He stared at Annie, but she was unable to meet his gaze.

'Changed your mind then, eh?' he said, willing her to raise her eyes.

Annie kept her head down.

'Just like that?'

Nothing.

'And what about . . . the baby?'

Annie held her stomach and felt the pain again.

'There is no baby,' she forced herself to say and started to cry silently.

Jake looked at Annie as if seeing her for the first time.

'What?'

'No . . . baby,' she whispered, overcome by an unaccountable sense of shame.

They stood in silence for a while before Annie felt able to try and make it better.

'It's better this way. Susannah said . . .'

'You told Susannah?'

'No!' she exclaimed, self-righteously. 'Cass told Susannah.'

'You told Cass?'

'I didn't mean to—'

She broke off and they shared a horribly eloquent silence. It didn't take much silence to fill the tiny room. In fact, silence started seeping into the empty wardrobes.

Jake stood motionless, the world around him spinning. And then, he decided to take the bull by the horns.

He exploded.

'D'you think I'm some sort of toy to play around with?'

'What?'

'Thought you could chew me up and spit me out when you got bored? Is that it? Freak the crap out of me and then say sweetly "Oh so sorry! I got my dates wrong!"'

Annie stared at him.

'It's all turned out nice and neat, hasn't it? So when did you find this out? Last week? Or was it all a lie? A trap?'

'A trap? What century are you living in—'

'Or a test? Is that it? You were testing me?'

'Why would I—'

'Or don't you like the idea of supporting me while I work my arse off trying to get a career that will support us all – when the chips are down, you'd rather be with a rich old man and save your precious money for . . . for . . . shopping? Is that it?'

Annie couldn't bear to hear any more.

'Please leave now,' she said in a low voice.

He went to leave, but when he got to the door, he turned and, with his eyes down, spoke in a low, shaky voice.

'Did you get rid of my baby?'

It was Annie's turn to lose the plot.

'Your baby! I like that. It took you three days to even talk to me after finding out it existed – which it doesn't – and now it's your bloody, baby. Hah! Future Father of the Year material, I don't think!'

'Oh? So it's someone else's—'

'No!'

'So it's mine—'

'YOURS? What am I, an empty VESSEL?'

'OUR baby, then?'

'There IS NO BLOODY BABY!'

They were both yelling now. Susannah was right. Susannah was always right, when would she learn? Who was this boy, sobbing and shouting at her?

Before Annie had time to absorb any of what they'd just said, Jake had gone, and she heard him race out of the halls and into the woods that nestled the campus halls like a blanket round a sleeping child.
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