

[image: Cover Image for Babyville]




[image: brand Image for Babyville]



JANE GREEN

Babyville

[image: image]
PENGUIN BOOKS


Contents

Julia

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Maeve

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Sam

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30


PENGUIN BOOKS

BABYVILLE

‘The bestselling author of Mr Maybe is back with a grown-up take on love… brimming with acerbic wit’ She

‘Another sure-fire bestseller for Green… comes with a point and a purpose that do her undoubted skills as a storyteller a huge favour’ The Times

‘Babyville takes Jane Green into new territory… her readers will no doubt enjoy this inevitable nextstep’ Sunday Express

‘Fans of the bestselling author Jane Green will be snapping up her latest book’ Daily Express

‘An intriguing story of interlocking lives’ New Woman

‘You’ll be hooked – even if babies are the last thing on your mind’ Company

‘This eventful and emotional comedy will have you hooked’ OK!
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For Harrison Burke
The cheekiest monkey of them all


Julia
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Julia hoists herself around on the bed until her head’s at the bottom, then sticks her legs straight up in the air and leans them gently on the headboard.

‘You know, you look ridiculous,’ Mark snorts, walking out of the bedroom to grab some loo paper from the bathroom, because that is their deal: she will allow the wet spot to be on her side of the bed as long as Mark is the one to clean it up, and she is only allowing it at all because she is thrilled, delighted, amazed that Mark has even agreed to this baby in the first place.

She was thrilled. Nine months ago. Nine months ago when she first broached the subject and told him that she was desperate for a baby, that at thirty-three time was definitely running out; that her mother had problems conceiving her, and it took her two and a half years. That last part was actually a bit of a white lie. Her mother conceived her on her wedding night, but that was the clincher, and Julia finally got her wish.

She watches Mark as he comes back from the bathroom. Tallish, broadish, green-eyed and mousy-haired, he would produce adorable children. They, together, would produce adorable children. They would have Julia’s dimples and Mark’s eyes. Julia’s hair and Mark’s physique. Mark’s gentleness, calmness, and Julia’s tenacity, drive.

They would have so much, if Mark and Julia were able to produce at all.

Nine months.

Ironic, isn’t it?

If they had been successful that first time they decided to leave the condoms in the drawer, they’d be having a baby right about now. To be more specific, Julia would be having a baby next Thursday. Thursday the 30th of January.

He or She, or Baby of Mine, as Julia has termed the life that isn’t yet growing, would be an Aquarius. Her Secret Language of Birthdays book says the following about people born on the 30th of January:

Those commanding personalities born on the 30th of January are born to lead. They have a great talent for guiding, entertaining, teaching, explaining and in general making their ideas clear to others.

Julia’s baby would have shared a birthday with Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Vanessa Redgrave, Gene Hackman and a whole host of people allegedly famous but not worth repeating.

But Franklin Delano Roosevelt? Well. You can just imagine what Julia’s thinking. She lay in bed for hours that first night, eyes wide open, thinking about her son, the future Prime Minister, or her daughter, the next head of the United Nations. Not that she’d planned it, but really, she had thought, is there a better sign in the galaxy?

Baby of Mine would have been lucky enough not to have inherited Mark’s Cancerian moodiness or her dodgy Pisces sentimentality. According to Linda Goodman, Aquarian boys and girls can be calm and sweetly docile on the surface, but the north wind can turn them suddenly topsy-turvy.

Expect your February child to have a dream, she says, and hold it fast – until he gets another one. Your little Uranian is, apparently, very special. He’s a humanitarian. He loves people. Do you know how rare that is? As society moves into the Aquarian age, his unprejudiced wisdom is leading us. Aquarian boys and girls have been chosen by destiny to fulfil the promises of tomorrow.

All in all, not a bad deal. So rather devastating that Julia’s baby chose not to make an appearance.

The first couple of months it was no big deal. It only became a big deal when Sam, Julia’s best friend, fell pregnant without even trying. Of course Julia was delighted for her, could not have been happier or more excited, but somehow it raised the stakes, began to put pressure on, and suddenly Julia found this was no longer fun, this was business. For the first time in her life she found herself failing at something.

Julia had always been Golden Girl. Through university, then into her first job on a graduate trainee scheme at London Daytime Television. Someone somewhere must have been smiling on her, because she was quickly promoted to the better series, and now she’s the editor of a leading early-evening chat show.

Lunch-times she finds herself sitting with the Controller of Entertainment. He digs his fork into her chicken for a taste, in a manner that implies equality and intimacy. And possibly more, although she’s not interested. The Head of Factual – much to her continued amazement – calls Julia to bemoan her love life. They sit in the bar after work, as researchers try to worm their way into their affections by buying them drinks and feeding them office gossip.

Of course Julia has nothing to bemoan. This is what people say about her: I would like to be in her shoes.

She has always had what everyone else has always wanted. From her glossy dark hair – easily her best feature – to her small feet tucked into beaded slippers or sexy pointed slingbacks; from her spotlighted career – she is regularly included in those magazine features on ‘Ones to Watch’ – to her large Victorian house in Hampstead (actually it’s Gospel Oak, but given that it’s practically on top of the Heath, and that all the estate agents call it Hampstead, Julia is now doing the same thing). And, most of all, Mark.

Julia and Mark met four years ago. He was the company lawyer, had been with the firm for about six months, had become the heart-throb of the office. Julia, to her credit, was blissfully unaware of this, being embroiled in a relationship with one of those dreadful, difficult men who pretend that they love you, but who are actually far too busy with their friends and their lives to give you the time of day.

Perhaps blissfully unaware is not quite true. She was vaguely aware of a new lawyer who had set hearts a-fluttering, and vaguely aware that her fellow female researchers kept dashing upstairs to get something ‘legalled’ that was quite patently legal in her opinion, and even though she knew she had met Mark, had even spoken to him, she didn’t think of him as a man.

And then one lunch-time he came and stood by Julia’s table, an overflowing plate of spaghetti threatening to tip off his tray, and asked if he could join her. She was Miss Doom and Gloom, having realized that the dreadful difficult man was turning out to be too dreadfully difficult, even for her, but within minutes Mark had made her smile. The first time she had smiled for weeks.

Julia never bothered ringing the Dreadful Difficult man to tell him it was over. Then again, he never phoned her either. She is sometimes tempted, four years on, to ring and say the relationship doesn’t seem to be working, just for a laugh, but even though the thought makes her smile from time to time, it’s not something she would ever actually do.

They were friends for a while, Julia and Mark. She was working all hours, researching a fly-on-the-wall documentary about women having plastic surgery. Mark was, at that point, the junior lawyer. He pretended he was also working late, and would go to her office to persuade her to get a bite to eat after work.

But gorgeous as everyone else seemed to find him, Mark simply wasn’t her type. Even now she’s not entirely sure he’s her type. She tells people she fell in like with him. Because he was kind to her, and treated her well, and because he was such a nice guy. And maybe, just maybe, because she was slightly on the rebound, although the only person she’s ever admitted that to is Sam.

And if that were really true, there’s no way she’d be with him four years on, is there?

Is there?

They still work together, and everyone still loves him. The researchers, much like policemen, may be getting younger and younger, but they still cluster round in excitement as he passes, or scurry down the corridor to his office, an endless stream of fluffy blonde chicks, desperate to impress. It makes Julia smile. It always did. Thankfully she is not the jealous, or suspicious, type.

They say the ones you have to watch are the quiet ones. That it is always the ones who are least likely to have the affairs that end up having the affairs, and sometimes Julia thinks this will be the case with Mark. But the truth is that she doesn’t really care. If Mark had an affair, she’s not sure she could even be bothered to deal with it. Maybe she would. Maybe it would be an excuse to end it.

Not that she’s unhappy, exactly. But she’s not happy either. She just is. For the last couple of years Julia has felt as if she’s lived her life floating on a cloud of apathy, and she’s really not certain what the problem is. Everyone tells her she’s the luckiest girl in the world, and Mark does, did, everything for her, although now when she catches his eye as they sit on the sofa watching television, it shocks her to recognize herself in there; she turns away and blinks, unable to bear the thought that Mark is equally numb, because if that is the case, then what is the point?

A baby is the point, she decided nine months ago, when the numbness threatened to overwhelm her. Because while she might not be entirely happy with Mark; while they may not make each other laugh any more; while they hardly talk any more, except to argue, and they don’t even manage to do that properly, Mark being the gentle, non-confrontational creature that he is… while she refuses to acknowledge that surely there is, there must be, more to life than this, there are things about Mark that she loves.

She loves the fact that he will make a wonderful husband. A heart-stoppingly amazing father. He is loyal, trustworthy and faithful. He adores other people’s children (even though he always said he wasn’t ready for children. Not by a long shot. Not yet), he grew up with three brothers and one sister, and his parents are still married. And happy. They sit on the sofa and cuddle like a couple of teenagers.

‘Too Good to be True,’ Sam stated firmly, after she had first met him, and been well and truly charmed.

‘You think?’ Julia was blasé, affecting a nonchalance it is easy to have when you are being chased by someone every single one of your colleagues would kill for, and you are not particularly interested.

‘Too Good to be True, and In Love with You.’ That was how Sam said it. As a caption. As a statement that would not, could not, be questioned. A short and simple fact of life.

Julia had shrugged but Sam continued. ‘Don’t let this one go,’ she warned, and Julia took it to heart. After all, Sam was the expert. Sam had already found Chris, the man she was to marry, so when she told Julia that Mark was a keeper, she took her advice and kept him.

He is a keeper. Sam was right. Julia watches him wash up every night, listens to him whistling as he carries the shopping home, and she knows he deserves better than this. She thinks she might deserve better than this too.

They have found a way of living side by side, without ever really communicating. It had been funny, at the beginning, how different they were. They had laughed and said how lucky they were that opposites really did attract, although even then Julia wasn’t so sure.

They told all their friends that the key to their relationship was exactly that they were so different; they thought they would never be bored, each of them having their own interests. Only now can Julia see the chasm that’s opened up between them, the chasm that was always there, but, as a hairline splinter, was too difficult to see at the beginning.

Mark loves being at home. Julia loves being out. He loves his family, his close friends, and Julia. She loves being surrounded by people, strangers, anyone – the more the merrier. Mark loves pottering around the house and garden, finds true spiritual happiness in Homebase, whereas Julia is at her best in a noisy bar, chattering away over a few Cosmopolitans. Mark would have a panic attack if he ran out of slug pellets. Julia has panic attacks when she can’t get reception on her mobile phone.

When they first met he was renting a small flat in Finsbury Park; she owned a tiny, messy terraced house just off Kilburn High Road. Neither of them can quite remember how it happened, but a couple of months after they met Mark had moved in. They don’t remember discussing it, just that one day he wasn’t there, and the next he was.

And Julia loved it, in the beginning. She’d been on her own since leaving university, and suddenly-there was someone to talk to, someone who would listen if she’d had a particularly good, or bad, day.

Mark quickly assumed the role of housekeeper, chef, organizer. The unopened envelopes piled in the hallway disappeared overnight, and Mark dealt with stuff. Grown-up stuff that Julia had never got around to dealing with herself. He fixed the leaking showerhead, a small annoyance she’d learned to live with. He created a terrace out of a courtyard filled with rubble. He turned her house into a home, and when, after a year, it became too small for both of them, he bought a huge house just up the road in what was then very definitely Gospel Oak.

And now they rattle around together in this big house that is far, far too big for Julia. Julia loved her tiny house, loves small, cosy rooms, has never felt comfortable in this house, never felt right.

Mark, on the other hand, loved it instantly. Because Julia thought she did not really care where she lived, thought if Mark was happy she would be happy, she agreed, even though she now finds she has always been intimidated by the vast rooms, the high ceilings, the floor-to-ceiling bay windows.

They meet in the kitchen, the one place Julia does like, the one room that makes her feel as though she belongs, the only room in the house that bears witness to the occasional times that Mark and Julia laugh together. Talk. Communicate.

Because every now and then they do have a fantastic time. Both of them are still clinging on, hoping that those fantastic times will increase, that they will be able to recapture some of the magic that was there at the beginning.

Which is why Mark agreed to the baby. Julia knew he wasn’t keen, wasn’t ready, but she has come to believe this baby is their best shot. Of course it’s not right to use children as a means of grouting up the cracks in a relationship, but Julia is convinced she’d change if they had a child together. She’d be settled. Happy. They would be a family.

Nine months ago they thought it would be easy. Nine months later they know it’s not, and their inability to do something so natural, something that other people find so effortless, seems to be putting yet more distance between them.

They talked about it at first. Tentatively. Nervously. Neither of them wanting to admit that there might be a problem, although at that stage neither genuinely thought there was a problem. They were still having sex spontaneously then. Making love without checking the chart, or taking a temperature, or lying, as Julia is now, with legs raised perpendicular to her chest, to give the sperm the easiest, laziest, route to her – hopefully – welcoming egg.

In the old days they used to lie in bed after each love-making session, spontaneously or otherwise, wondering whether they had done it, whether they had created a baby. Friends of Julia said they knew. Sam said she knew. The very moment it happened Sam said she knew, but other people she’d spoken to said it was rubbish, that you don’t feel different, that the only reason they ever suspected was because their periods were late.

And Julia has spoken to many other people. Many, many, many, because making a baby has become an obsession, succeeding in making a baby her mission in life. She will gladly speak to friends of friends, distant colleagues, total strangers, in a bid to find out how it is done, how she can make it work.

It is as easy to approach strangers, to quiz them on the most intimate subjects (which, luckily, mothers don’t seem to mind, all privacy and intimacy having presumably been removed from their lives at some point on the birthing table), as it is hard to be around people she actually knows who have children.

Stupid. Selfish. Self-obsessed. Julia feels all these things, and yet she knows she cannot handle it. Cannot handle the pain when she sees those precious children, cannot handle the ugly side of herself, the only side that emerges on those occasions.

She has managed to admit to Sam her true feelings: she is jealous and angry about other people’s ability to have children. Not strangers; she can happily be around strangers and their children. But friends? Family? There have been times when Julia has been filled with hateful fury. Furious hate. There have been times when she has not been able to speak, so overwhelmed with this anger that she has been scared it will project from her mouth in a stream of invective.

Don’t hate Julia for it. She is not a bad person. She’s a woman filled with jealousy and resentment, a woman who hates herself for it, but cannot help it.

Hates herself for avoiding situations where she will see people she knows who have children. Avoids family parties because her brother-in-law’s sister has a ten-month-old girl called Jessica. She last saw Jessica when Jessica was three months old, and Julia had not yet discovered she might have a problem having a Jessica of her own.

She held Jessica and felt her heart swell with joy, but she can’t hold her now. She can’t see Jessica’s parents, because she so resents them for being able to have her. Time, she prays. It is surely just a question of time before she gets pregnant and she will be able to have a baby of her own.

Once upon a long time ago Julia had an abortion. She hadn’t thought about it for years. Recently she finds she thinks about it an awful lot. What she thinks most is that there is nothing wrong with her. She has been pregnant. This is not her fault. And if it’s not her fault, then whose fault must it be?

She tries not to dwell on that one, frightened of where it might lead.

And still she stops mothers and ask for their tips, still she tries every old wives’ tale in a bid to become pregnant.

The latest is this position, this legs-in-the-air position. This was passed on by a woman in the children’s playground. (Yet another place she has been frequenting, eyes filling up with tears as she watches chubby little bodies toddling around, mouths filled with sand from the sandbox while their mothers are too engrossed in chat to notice. Just for the record, Julia thinks as she sits on the bench, she wouldn’t be too engrossed. Just for the record, she would be the perfect mother.)

The woman sitting next to her had four children, and this was her tip: legs in the air for five minutes, not a second less. Julia doesn’t believe five minutes is long enough for sperm to reach their destination, so she has taken to lying like this for an hour, Mark quietly snoring beside her as she rereads her books on getting pregnant.

Creative Visualisation. That’s another one. From time to time she lays the book down by her side, closes her eyes, and visualizes those sperm, fighting their way along the fallopian tubes to meet the egg, and sometimes she thinks so hard, she believes she can actually feel it happening.

In fact, is it happening now…? Could that be…? Is it…? Please God, she prays, let this work. Please God, let me have a baby. Let the More to Life than This be fertilised even as I lie here with my eyes tightly shut.

Just in case you’re wondering, Julia hasn’t been to see anyone, a fertility expert, anyone like that. God no, she would say. Not yet. On a good day she will tell herself that it’s only been nine months, really not that long.

Tonight, as she practises her Creative Visualization with her legs in the air, Julia swears she can feel something happening. Not that she’s entirely sure, but this time she thinks they really might have done it.
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By rights Julia should not be able to see Sam, with Sam’s stomach growing, her mind focusing on childbirth, labour and chocolate ice-cream with green olives and prawns. But somehow Julia can cope with Sam, because she loves her, and because, even though she can admit she’s jealous, it doesn’t seem to overwhelm her as it does with others.

But Sam is only pregnant. She does not yet have the baby Julia so desperately craves, and try though Julia will to be in her life post-baby as much as she is now, she cannot make any promises.

Julia stopped at Pizza Hut on the way. Two large pepperoni pizzas, extra green olives and prawns, to make Sam smile. As expected, Sam sits and picks all the topping off, mixes it in with the ice-cream in the freezer, then throws the crust away while Julia makes disgusted faces.

‘It could be so much worse,’ she says, mouth full of the revolting concoction. ‘Think of all those really disgusting cravings people have. I could be on my hands and knees in the garden shovelling soil into my mouth.’

‘First of all, what makes you think what you’re eating is any better?’ Julia ventures. ‘Anyway, isn’t that stuff all an urban myth? I mean, people don’t really do that, do they?’

Sam smiles, as she always does. ‘Yup. And coal. I could have sent you down to the garage for huge bags of coal instead of to Pizza Hut. It’s called pica, some kind of iron deficiency. That’s the interesting thing. Your body always tells you what it needs when you’re pregnant.’

‘So what exactly is the chocolate ice-cream, olive and prawn thing telling you?’

She shovels a bit more into her mouth. ‘Probably that I need to put on weight,’ and with that the pair of them start laughing.

Sam has always been cuddly. She is a mass of blonde curls, a tiny waist and a bottom and thighs that could well have inspired Rubens. But what Julia loves most about Sam is how much Sam loves herself. She has none of the self-doubt we are so used to hearing from women in these times of aspirational skinniness. Sam never asks anyone if she looks fat, or if that skirt is unflattering, or if the heels make her legs look longer.

Sam loves the fact that she’s voluptuous, and is loving her pregnancy more than any woman Julia has ever seen. The first thing she did when she discovered she was ‘with child’ was dash out and buy What to Expect When You’re Expecting. The second was to rip out the chapter about the ‘Best Odds Diet’.

‘Bloody Americans,’ she said, tearing out each page, crumpling it up with relish as she lobbed it into the bin in the corner. ‘They’re all food obsessed. God, this is the one time in your life when you’re allowed to eat whatever the hell you want, so bollocks to this. As for putting on no more than twenty-eight pounds, Jesus, I think I put that on in the first twelve weeks.’

‘So go on, how much have you put on now?’ Julia asked.

‘No clue. I stopped weighing myself after four weeks. Can’t be bothered.’

And now Sam is almost entirely round. Rather like a Weeble, she wobbles but she doesn’t fall down. And still she looks gorgeous. She is one of those lucky women who don’t suffer from spots or lank hair while pregnant. Her skin is smooth and clear, her hair is thick, lustrous and ever-growing.

‘Jesus, don’t think I’m lucky,’ she said a couple of weeks ago, when someone at the hospital, another woman waiting to see the midwife, had commented how gorgeous her hair was, how lucky she was that it grew so quickly. ‘As quickly as it’s growing on my head it’s growing everywhere else on my body,’ Sam had said, rolling her eyes. ‘I’ve got a jungle on my legs that only gets waxed when I go to the hospital because I don’t want the midwives gossiping, and as for my beard…’

Sam’s not a natural blonde, and consequently states that were she to be stranded on a desert island for approximately a month, any ship that happened to be passing would simply carry on, unaware that the gorilla waving its arms around under the palm trees was actually Sam.

But no one has ever seen this beard. ‘Look, look,’ she says to Julia, as she often does on a regular basis, craning her neck up and pointing to what looks like nothing.

‘I still can’t see anything.’

‘Okay, feel, feel,’ and she grabs Julia’s finger and strokes it under her chin, which is when Julia has to concede that she can feel the slightest, but only the very slightest, beginnings of stubble.

‘That’s the only thing I hate about pregnancy,’ Sam sighs. ‘The bloody hair growth.’

‘What about piles?’ Julia shoots her an evil grin.

‘Oh shit. Did I tell you that?’ Sam looks embarrassed as Julia nods.

‘That doesn’t even bother me that much,’ she says. ‘I go into Boots and bulk buy Anusol, telling them it’s for my husband.’

‘I don’t suppose Chris ever goes in there.’

‘Only on a Saturday and they’ve got different staff in on the weekend, so no one asks him how his haemorrhoids are doing.’

‘Yeah, but Sam, piles are expected during pregnancy, it’s not exactly embarrassing.’

‘Yes, it is. Embarrassing and itchy.’

‘Okay, okay. Just a little bit of oversharing there, thank you. Tell me about work.’

Sam is a graphic designer. You might well buy tins of her soup regularly. It sounds like a glamorous job, but she finds it boring and dull, and not at all creative, not for someone as talented as Sam.

Away from her work she is inspired. Those cushions on the sofa? Sam made them. The beautiful simple blinds with the tiny leaf motifs at the bottom? Sam made them. Those stunning Rothko-esque oils lining the hallway? Right again.

Although she would never admit it, much as Julia wants this baby to heal her relationship with Mark, Sam wanted an excuse to leave her job, and more than that wanted to prove that she would be better at mothering than her own – unavailable – mother.

Sam and Julia had long talked about having babies. Said how fantastic it would be if they had kids the same age, but Sam never expected it to happen so quickly, and Julia, naturally, never expected it to happen so slowly.

There was a third wheel to their gang. Bella. They say threesomes never work, but somehow it always did with them. Maybe it helped that Sam and Julia were friendly first, before Bella came into the equation, but they never had any of the petty jealousies that you so often associate with triangles.

Julia and Sam met first, years ago, at a party. Julia watched Sam turn the music up and start dancing in the middle of the living room, while everyone else stood around chatting, watching her out the corner of their eyes because they also wanted to dance, but no one else had the nerve.

She saw Julia watching her and went over, grabbed her arm with a smile and Julia started to dance too. Suddenly Julia didn’t care that it was one of those posey parties where you’re not supposed to let your hair down and actually have fun. She didn’t care that you were only supposed to stand around sipping wine and making small talk. Sam and Julia, despite having never met before, flung their arms around, gyrated their hips and bonded over a Saturday Night Fever-style pointed-finger movement.

They collapsed on the sofa after about two hours, and once there didn’t move for the rest of the night, talking about everything, sharing their lives. Numbers were swapped at the end of the evening, and the next day Sam phoned to suggest going out dancing again. The seeds of friendship were sown.

A couple of years later, Bella joined London Daytime Television. Bella and Julia were both researchers on a news magazine show, and hit it off almost immediately. I say almost, because the first time Julia saw her she wasn’t at all sure. Bella was twenty-four going on thirty. Actually she has always said that thirty-five is her true age, and even when she was sixteen she was mistaken for someone much older.

Bella, in short, intimidated all but the most confident of people, and it was only when they were sent up to Leeds together to interview a couple of people for the show that they bonded.

For a while Julia would see them separately. With Sam she would go clubbing, to trendy bars, wild parties, and Bella was reserved for sophisticated restaurants, chichi dinner parties, even the odd bit of extremely badly played tennis.

Bella and Sam had met. Their paths crossed at Julia’s house from time to time, and although they hadn’t disliked one another, they hadn’t much liked one another either. It was only when Bella met Paul, Sam’s then-boyfriend’s best friend, and fancied him, that she and Sam started to become friends, but Julia is still the link between the two, the one that binds them all together.

Bella has moved on now. Literally and figuratively. She was offered a job two years ago in New York: producer of a national morning magazine show, which naturally she couldn’t turn down. She was so busy she barely had time to throw a leaving party, and now Julia considers herself blessed if she manages to return a voicemail more often than once a month.

On the rare occasions they do catch up, Bella sounds as if she is having a blast. Resolutely single after Paul broke her heart, she has thrown herself into the New York dating scene with wild abandon, astounding her friends back home with the sheer number of men she seems to meet. Most surprising, this, Sam is fond of saying, because she had always thought 90 per cent of the single men in Manhattan were gay. Evidently not, according to Bella.

Bella is paying a disgusting amount of money for an apartment roughly the size of a shoebox in a much-sought-after doorman building at 75th and Second. Second Avenue is not quite Fifth, Bella has laughed, but it’s still Upper East Side, and in New York address is everything.

Bella has taken to Manhattan like a duck to water. She goes to the gym every morning before work, which Julia and Sam find completely ridiculous, given that the odd sloppy game of tennis Bella used to play was the most she could muster, and even that was only ever an excuse to exchange loud gossip while feeling immensely virtuous.

Bella has always been good at adapting, at adhering to ‘When in Rome…’, and weekly manicures, lunches at Bergdorf’s and navigating her way down Madison Avenue in a pair of lethal skyscraper slingbacks is now second nature to her.

She comes back rarely. Sam and Julia almost failed to recognize her on her last fleeting visit. They had arranged to meet her in the lobby of the Sanderson, and walked straight past the skinny girl dressed in black, huge Jackie O-style sunglasses obliterating her face.

Most of all Bella adores her work. She is passionate about the show, about the way Americans work, and loves her colleagues to distraction. (Quite literally at one point, given that she was seeing one of the big cheeses at the network for a while, but he was married and that’s quite another story. A whole book in itself, in fact.)

We get the show here, if you’re lucky enough to have Sky, Cable or Digital. It’s on every day at 2 p.m., so Julia only ever manages to catch it if she’s ill or working from home, which she is tending to do rather more often these days, her career taking definite second place to her desire to have a baby.

So Bella. Bella who would like to find the perfect man but does not believe he really exists. Bella who has not the slightest desire to have children. Not yet anyway. Bella who is genuinely happy. At least that’s what she says.

But then again, people say that about Julia, and who knows what goes on behind closed doors.

‘Work is as boring as usual,’ Sam says, hoisting herself up from the sofa with great difficulty to put the empty pizza boxes in the kitchen. Julia considers offering to do it for her, but desists, knowing how insulted Sam gets. ‘I’m pregnant,’ she will say, ‘not a bloody invalid.’

Of course God forbid no one offers her a seat on the tube in rush hour. ‘Hello?’ she shouts, sticking her stomach out as far as it will go and making sure she catches the eye of some businessman sitting down. ‘Can’t you see I’m eight months pregnant?’ They always stand up for her.

Incidentally she isn’t eight months pregnant. She’s five months. But she could pass for eight. Especially when she sticks her stomach out.

‘Can’t talk about work,’ she returns, huffing and puffing from her walk of ten feet. ‘Just can’t wait to leave the bloody place. Chris thinks I’ll be going back after four months’ maternity leave and I haven’t got the heart to tell him he’s got another thing coming. But what about you? Any news on the pregnancy front?’

‘Too early to tell. Not due for another two weeks.’

‘I hope you’re having sex for Britain, then, because you’re at the height of the fertile season.’

‘Actually we’re not. We’re trying to have sex every other day, because apparently if you do it every day the sperm get weaker, so it’s best to give it a rest, and someone told me Day 13 is the important day, which was the day before yesterday, and we did it, so now it’s the waiting game again.’

‘God. Sex. I remember what that was like.’

‘Sam! You’re only five months pregnant. What do you mean, you remember what that was like? You can still have sex, for heaven’s sake.’

‘Julia, not only do I not want to have sex, I can’t even stand the bloody smell of him at the moment.’

‘What?’

Sam sighs. ‘It’s true. He rolls over to face the middle of the bed about thirty times a night and each time he does it I’m awake and I can smell his breath and I want to vomit.’

‘So what do you do?’

‘I hiss at him to roll over and most of the time he just does it automatically without even waking up.’

‘And if he wakes up?’

‘Then he starts shouting at me and I start crying. And as far as I’m concerned right now, actually having sex would be a fate worse than death. Apparently it’s a hormonal thing. Chris was dead excited because most of the women we know were like rabbits, but sod’s law, I’m the bloody one who gets turned off.’

‘At least he still wants to have sex with you. Mark says he feels like a machine. He can’t stand how sex has become so mechanical, just a means to an end.’

‘Is he right? Has it?’

*

Julia thinks back to the day before yesterday. How excited she was because it was Day 13, how she was convinced that tonight would be the night. They ate in front of the television, as they do so often these days, passing the odd comment to one another, but not really talking.

At eleven Julia went up to bed. Mark said he’d come up after the film, at which point Julia gently reminded him that tonight was one of those nights, and could he please come up earlier. He huffed and puffed a bit, but didn’t say anything. Just crossed his arms and continued staring at the screen.

Not perhaps the best of starts. It wasn’t going to get any better…

Once upon a time Julia wore sexy lingerie. She had drawers of lacy scraps of silk, with shoestring straps that slipped off her shoulders. Now she has oversized T-shirts for summer and pyjamas for winter. T-shirts that have usually been sent to one of her researchers, because someone, somewhere, thought that emblazoning an XL T-shirt with a huge logo would be a good selling point. T-shirts that have faded from the numerous washes over the years, that she wouldn’t be seen dead in anywhere other than in her own house.

As for the pyjamas… very definitely not sexy pyjamas you might imagine someone like Meg Ryan wearing, nor even someone like Julia. Not the kind of men’s pyjamas that look cute and cuddly on models curled up by log fires in the pages of the glossy magazines. These men’s pyjamas are fraying at the edges. The bottom bags down to her knees, and because the elastic lost all its elasticity a long, long time ago, the waist is held together with a safety pin that isn’t exactly safe but, amazingly, has never stuck her. They’re baggy, colourless and shapeless, except she doesn’t actually care because they’re so comfortable and warm.

That night was a pyjama night. Julia made an effort to brush her hair and shake it out to sit on her shoulders in the way that Mark always used to love. She sat up in bed reading, intermittently looking at the clock. Even though she had promised herself not to shout at him, after half an hour her frustration became too much: she stormed to the top of the stairs and yelled at him to come up.

Five minutes later Mark came upstairs and stood in the doorway with a thunderous look on his face.

‘I was in the middle of watching something that would have been over in fifteen minutes, and you could have been more patient. I’m fed up with everything revolving around you. Whatever you want, whenever you want it…’ Julia opened her mouth to interrupt but he carried on. ‘And now I’m not in the mood. I know all about Day 13, but frankly I find it completely implausible, and the last thing I want to do right now is have sex.’ He spat this last word out as if it were the most distasteful thing in the world.

Julia swallowed her own frustration, something she found almost impossible to do, but after all, it was Day 13, and schedules must be adhered to, egos must be stroked, not to mention anything else.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said meekly, looking up at him from lowered eyelashes as she climbed out of bed and walked towards him. ‘I was selfish. I wasn’t thinking. I’m so sorry.’ She reached up and kissed his impassive cheek of stone, knowing that there was only one way for this to go in the direction she wanted. She moved her hand down to the zip on his trousers as she lowered herself to her knees.

‘Will you forgive me?’ she mumbled, mouth full. Then she knew it didn’t matter any more.

Ten minutes later she was lying on the bed, legs up in the air, reading a pregnancy book as Mark went to grab the loo paper in disgust.

He didn’t say anything when he came back to the bedroom. Just shook his head sadly as he looked at Julia and climbed into bed. A few minutes later he spoke, and his voice was muted, weary. ‘Was it ever better than this? Tell me it was better than this. Didn’t we use to make love? Didn’t it use to take hours? Wasn’t it fun before all this baby stuff?’ He looked at Julia, as if expecting an answer, but she chose not to reply, so he turned over with a sigh. Within a few minutes all you could hear was the sound of his gentle snoring.

How could she possibly have answered him? There was nothing to say.

Julia looks at Sam and shrugs. ‘Don’t you think the sex always goes at some point?’ she says without feeling. ‘Sure, it was great in the beginning, but doesn’t it always wear off after a while? Mark thinks that trying for a baby has made it mechanical and boring, but I’m sure the passion would have gone anyway because it always does. We’ve been together four years, and you really can’t expect your sex life to be fantastic after four years.’

‘But you’re not even married,’ Sam says, suddenly looking serious. ‘Are you sure about this baby? Are you even sure about… Mark?’ She chooses her words carefully, tentatively, for she is voicing things Julia doesn’t want to think about, let alone hear. ‘Julia, all I’m saying is that I don’t think it’s fair to bring a child into the world if you’re not sure you’re with the right –’

‘Okay, okay.’ Julia stops her mid-flow. ‘I’m sorry, Sam, but this just isn’t something I can talk about. You know how much I want this child. How can you say these things?’

Julia knows exactly how she can say these things. Sam is only saying all the things Julia thinks when she wakes up in the middle of the night with a pounding heart, almost suffocating with the panic, the need to escape, only bearable because she knows normality will return with daylight. And how can she trust these night fears anyway? How can she trust them when they leave in the morning? If they were real, if she were supposed to be listening to them, then she’d have them all the time, wouldn’t she?

Wouldn’t she?

‘I’m sorry.’ Sam is contrite. These are difficult words to say. Even to your best friend. ‘I just worry about you.’

‘I know,’ Julia sighs. ‘I worry about me too.’




End of sample
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