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For Leo,
love of my life



Sleep, sleep, happy child.

All creation slept and smil’d.

Sleep, sleep, happy sleep,

While o’er thee thy mother weep.

William Blake




BEFORE


1

So here we are then, finally. Here I am, taking in the slow chug of the river one last time; one last trip as Rachel, as me. Me. Here I am, inhaling the salty, diesel stink, trying to drink it all in and hold it down, each and every nuance of the early morning – the wind turbines, the seagulls, the ferry boat pulling away and, further down the prom, the huddle of school boys hunched over the railings, gazing out cross-river like the menacing mastheads of an armada. I want to commit all of this to memory – every beat, every inflection of the sky and the low silver light on the water.

It will be different, next time I come.

The tide and all its spume and gullies will have moved on to a distant shore. The sky will have shifted, the clouds drifted away. Everything will have changed. And so, too, shall I.

* * *

A gentle rain. I shelter under the conker tree that bows the sandstone wall of our old house. Before the baby, before all this, I hadn’t much thought of the place in years. Yet I keep coming back, now – back to the river, back for another look at the old wreck; South Lodge. A wreck that, for all its buckled walls and tang of damp, felt loved, lived in; felt like home. But it’s a wreck no longer. The sash windows that gave a glimpse of the water and Snowdonia way beyond, sometimes shaky, sometimes stiff, and the glass my doughty mother would devoutly clean when the mellow light exposed the river’s streaks and sprays, those old casement windows have been replaced with durable PVC. And the gardens – Dad’s jungle, where we’d plant the seeds and snips he brought back from his travels; that riot of untamed, secret scent and vine, tangle and trunk – it’s all been hacked away now, cut back, managed and manicured by South Lodge’s new owners, whoever they may be. When I first started coming back down here, I half hoped to catch a glimpse of them. Now I’ve lost interest. Some things just are.

I’m glad that Mum isn’t around to see the old place. She was a snob, my mother. She kept it well hidden, but she was a tyrant at heart. Her disdain for anything modish – ‘fads’, as she used to denounce them – bordered on the manic at times. When the new housing developments began to spring up along the riverfront, her eyes would gleam with spite.

‘Would you look at those awful, ticky-tacky porches?’ she’d say. ‘Doric-effect columns, for goodness sake. What on earth!’

But she loved the Lodge. She really, truly loved our house, till the day she died. Thinking of her, I’m happy-sad, right now.

The rain peters out to a needle-fine sprinkle, cool on my face and hands. I loiter in the churchyard, waiting for the morning rush hour traffic to drop off before I head over to Lark Lane. I’ll have a lazy mope around the bookstore and antique shops, maybe a coffee at the Moon and Pea if I find something good to read. I’ve been looking forward to my maternity leave for weeks, yet now that it’s here I’m rudderless, guilt-ridden, unable to switch off from work: how will my kids get on in my absence? Keeley Callaghan, up in court again today; Milan, the Roma boy, only thirteen and already having to scrap for dear life, just to get by in cold, hard Kirkdale. And then there’s James. James McIver, my biggest challenge yet. How is he responding to Siobhan? How is she coping? Not too well, I find myself hoping. I was jealous, I admit, when I went in for the final handover and found her perched on the corner of my desk, chatting and laughing with Milan. He’s been a client since July, but I’d never even seen him smile. It’s hard enough getting him to open up at all – so much darkness already in his young life, so much hatred. But there was Shiv – Shiv by the way! – cracking a joke with little pint-sized Milan. And his beautiful dark eyes sparkled for a moment, and in that moment he was a child again. A kid. My heart lurched, it’s true – I was jealous that my young stand-in was getting responses I could never elicit. Fair enough, then – the kids love Shiv. She’s a natural rusty blonde, she’s tomboy pretty and, at twenty-one, she can engage them on a level I never will at my age. But can she get Milan a school place? They’ve already been back a week and getting him settled was a major priority for us. Did she remember the application for uniform vouchers? And has James Mac been turning up for that plasterer’s course? I finger my work mobile but sigh out loud and bury it deep in my bag. I touch my stomach and smile my apology to the Bean. I am going to enjoy this.

I take my time sifting through the books in the Amorous Cat, Miles Davis parsing his sorrow in the background. I find myself vacillating between the books I want to have read and those I want to read. I fudge it, plumping for a collection of Paul Bowles essays and Jackie Collins’ Lady Boss. I know which august tome will be seeing me through the next few weeks and beyond. I picture the scene: me, sat up in bed reading, a late September sun slanting across the baby’s head as he suckles at my breast. I’m sure the Bean is a boy; he just feels like a boy, and if he is I know exactly what I will call him. My tummy does a little flip at the thought of him – that he’ll be here, in my arms, any time now; but the reverie is broken by the bray of school kids over the road. Instinctively, I grope for my work phone in my bag. I dig it out and fire it up again, recalling Faye’s knowing face admonishing me with a look, hearing again the snap of her North Liverpool accent.

‘You do not take that mobile out of this office! Hear me? You are going to take time out and you are going to enjoy this marvellous thing.’

Now there’s a Lady Boss for you.

I pay, decline the shop’s cute carrier bag and make my way down to the park.

I pass by Keith’s, already filling up with its regular cast of students, retired yet ever-more-opinionated academics, professional malingerers and aspiring musicians. Perhaps I should go in and join them, enjoy a glass of wine. A small Rioja would surely take the edge off my funk, help me to forget about work. But a sudden lunge from within, a tiny heel or fist, jolts me back to the here and now. I carry on past the wine bar, nostalgic but happy again, too.

I did love that part of my life – long Saturday afternoons at Keith’s, squabbles about books or music, arcane conversations with strangers at the next table, just one more glass, one more bottle. That’d be me, holed up next to the Indian Professor bickering about nothing in particular. Professor of what, nobody could be certain – he just turned up one evening and, in that cultured, strident and authoritative voice of his, calmly destroyed Mitch Levin’s argument about liberal Islamic states. I loved him for it, mainly because I despised that beardy wanker Levin so much; he’d routinely thrash single female drinkers with his intellect then try, hatefully, to bed them. But the Indian Professor put paid to that, and in no time at all he was one of us; one of the regulars at the wine bar. It was my world not so long ago, but I’m happy to be leaving it behind. I’m ready for motherhood now, ready to be a mum. I want it so badly, it’s hard to imagine ever caring about anything else. Nothing, but nothing else is important any more.

I smile for my own benefit, because the truth is that a year ago I’d given up thinking about children. I was thirty, enjoying life, enjoying work; I wanted to fall in love, of course I did – and as much as I loved my rogues and ragamuffins at work, I dearly wanted kids of my own. Yet, as time ticked by, on some instinctive level I’d come to understand that love wasn’t going to happen again for me; and I was fine with that. I met plenty enough interesting men – well, I met some; one or two. Being relatively tall and, I suppose, passably interesting-looking with my mane of red hair, I’ve never wanted for male attention; it’s just that I’ve never wanted it either, really. I may be a harsh judge, but I know within moments whether a man is going to set me on fire, and so, so many of them just don’t. And it’s fire I’m looking for. If it’s not there, it’s not there.

But that was where I was, then: with the exception of my waning relationship with my father – and I knew we could fix that easily enough with a bit of give from him, a bit of take from me – there was not one single aspect of my world that felt lacking. I was chugging along in a state of grace where everything was in its right place and my world made sense to me; and then I got pregnant.

I shouldn’t have been surprised; spontaneous, unprotected sex opens up the possibility of pregnancy. But I was shocked, when it was confirmed; then deeply frightened. My pure response was one of being unready, caught out, found out. I’d wanted a baby for so long, yet now it was real I felt exposed and wholly ill-equipped for the road ahead. A huge part of that stemmed from the circumstances of the conception – not even a fling, let’s be honest, but a knee-trembler with an old flame. But that was the thing. Ruben was a flame; and I just didn’t want to tell him he was daddy. I postponed any decision, bided my time.

And then came the scare at nine weeks, the bleed and the frenzied dash to hospital. That was the real shock – that, as the taxi tried to weave a path between the speed bumps and I dug my nails into the ball of my thumb, silently cursing the cabbie to go faster – my plan for this, for life, just settled upon me like an apparition. I actually laughed out loud. Of course, of course I would do this alone! It would be me and the baby; just the two of us. It had been that way for me since Mum died. It was always meant to be like that. And I swore to myself that if my embryo survived this trauma I would love it like no other. I would be the best mother a child could ever have.

The nurse who examined me seemed functional, disengaged; but then I caught her gulping and I knew. The baby was dead. The miniature life form had failed and she didn’t know how to tell me. I tried to envisage just how tiny, how frail its little heart must have been. She gave me a pitying look, swallowed hard and left the room; left me wired up to the monitor, left me to work it out for myself. Her footsteps echoed like gunshots in the corridor beyond. I didn’t move. I didn’t want to know. For as long as this moment prevailed, as long as nobody came back into the room and took my hand in theirs, looked me directly in the eye and prefaced their tidings with a sigh, then there was still a chance.

The nurse came back in with a doctor or a surgeon, a man in a white gown with a full day’s stubble. Neither of them even glanced at me. The nurse pointed at the screen and the doctor nodded. He muttered something to the nurse, gave her another curt nod and turned sharply, left as quickly as he could. Left it to her.

But then she turned the monitor round. Jesus! She was turning the monitor round so I could see it and the cruelty of it almost knocked me out.

Her voice brightened. ‘Now, what we’re looking at here . . .’ She pointed to a greyish, wispy mass, like the cloud cover on a weather report’s satellite photograph. ‘This is Baby, here.’

I almost choked. She hadn’t said the foetus was alive, but surely she wouldn’t be showing me if . . .

‘Is it?’

She smiled. ‘Baby’s fine. It’s a little small but it’s just . . .’

And the moment I saw it, that tiny pulse on the monitor, the struggling mass no bigger than a kidney bean, that was it. That was me, gone – smashed with a love more ferocious than anything I’d ever known. I knew then, where I was heading, where I’d been heading my whole life. I was more certain of it than I had been of anything before. When I was finally able to stand, to function, I thanked the nurse. She looked stunned when I tried to hug her.

My head spinning with ideas, plans, contradictions, I walked automatically, instinctively, towards the Anglican Cathedral. There, my mind might slow down. There, I could be close to Mum. I sat out on the café’s terrace, the only customer on a bleak and beautiful February afternoon, gazing out over that spectacular vista. Trees, endless sky, silent graveyards below. Gambier Terrace directly opposite, where this began. Where it ended. I should tell him. It was right that he should know. I could call him. Or I could just walk over there now, knock on the door and break the news to him. But that’s how it would be, wouldn’t it? I’d be telling him something he really didn’t want to hear. Dad was right about that part – that’ll be why he did what he did. Held him off. Held him back. And besides – what if they’d offered Ruben the job? He’s on the verge of a new life. He needs it. Not that they’d give him the job – a black lad from Liverpool 8 working in a place like that. But for my part, I can do my bit.

I felt my eyes well up, and I knotted my fingers tightly round my cup. Yet the overpowering sense of destiny that rinsed me through and through came without fear, without sentiment. Calmly, with a cold, still certitude, I made my big decision; and it was easy. It was clear. I was going to do this thing by myself – all the way. I shivered and sipped my coffee, smiling to myself.

*

By the time I reach the park I’m perspiring wildly. The baby’s feet are pushing up into my chest, its head bearing down on my bladder. I need to pee, and fast. I steal a quick glance either side and duck into the bushes. Squatting uncomfortably, it seems to go on for ever – one solid jet of foul-smelling yellow, a stench so sharp you could nick yourself on it. These last few weeks I’ve felt as though a separate pregnancy has inhabited my bladder, so tight and cumbersome has it become. I shake myself, sigh out loud with relief. The baby relaxes, reclines into the extra legroom and the pressure eases on my lungs.

When I emerge from the bushes there’s a group of Bangladeshi lads setting up a five-a-side goal on the grass; down the other end, their Somali opposition. Their goal-keeper barks instructions, his head almost too large for his slender body. I park myself on the grass and watch the match for a while. The Somali boys are fast and skilful, but the Bangladeshis chase every ball like shadows, harrying the Somalis for possession. They take the lead from a speculative shot that squirms under the Somali keeper’s dive. His defenders smirk to one another. Their captain is not a popular fellow.

It’s easy to take this area for granted: the park, the brio, the buzz of Liverpool 8. Toxteth may have shed some of its shabby glamour over the years as new housing gradually replaces the peeling old Georgian terraces, but the charm of Princes Park, its vibrant mix of race and religion, still prevails. It’s easy to imagine why Dad fell so hard for the place, why he decided to stay on long after university, and after the riots and recessions had sucked the vim and verve out of the barrio. He would have known Toxteth as it was – the blues and shebeens and exotic-sounding drinking dens. He would have loved all that, Dad – newly arrived from Huddersfield, the bright-eyed student of Tropical Medicine discovering a whole new world of exotica, right there in the side streets and back alleys of Liverpool 8. And our move to the other side of the park, to the safe and sanitised enclave of St Michaels, would have snuffed out a little piece of his soul – I see that, now. Mum, a Scouser, shared Dad’s Egerton Street pad, but she never shared his romantic view of her city. The dapper old Trinidadian dudes sat playing chess in the middle of the Boulevard; the myriad shades of skin and robe, and different twangs of accent; the whiff of ganja on the night breeze; none of that made its mark on her. To Mum, Toxteth was lawless, a law unto itself. It was no place to raise a family. We were moving, and that was that.

So move we did, to the rambling and decadent pile that, bit by bit, became our South Lodge home. For the first few months we lived in just three rooms as Dad gamely but hopelessly grappled with a programme of repairs that would have taxed a seasoned craftsman. Mum fled the bombsite for swimming or knitting or Irish Dancing in town. And when the big Tesco superstore opened, that was her, in her element; shopping on her doorstep, on demand.

‘Just nipping out for . . .’ elicited knowing smirks from Dad and I – and signalled the start of another round of Me and Dad time. I would stand by and pass him sandpaper, turpentine, paint brushes – I loved the smell of turpentine – while Dad waxed lyrical about his adoptive city.

God, but I loved those times together. I felt special. Dad and I were mates, comrades, conspirators. He told me things he’d never even told Mum. Tales of the city; tales of Liverpool 8. How he played backgammon at the Somali Club; how the sky had flamed red for a week after the riots; how the cadavers of his beloved clubs and speakeasies had crumbled to dust in front of his very eyes.

‘Your mother would never come to any of those places with me, you know?’ he’d sigh, as though it were one of life’s great mysteries how a daughter of the city remained immune to its charms. His eyes seemed to get dewy when he got wistful like that.

‘Are any of them still there?’

‘Not really, darling. Well, I mean, The Somali is there in spirit. There’s still a Somali Centre just by the roundabout up by Princes Park.’

‘Do you still play backgammon there?’

‘I should do, shouldn’t I? Tell you what – I’ll take you one day.’

But one day never came. Somehow it was fine for Dad to romance about his days as a student boulevardier yet he’d always toe the line when Mum came down heavy with yet more rules and realism.

‘You do not go one yard past school, you hear me?’ she said when they got me my first grown-up bike. ‘And you do not set foot in that Princes Park. Hear me?’

Dad would drop his head and bite his lip; I came to understand that what he said was often different to how things really were.

These last few months, since the Bean’s imminent arrival has focused my every thought, I’m surprised by my growing sympathy for Mum’s take on things. It’s brand new to me, this – thinking for someone other than myself. For sure, I have loved my flat – duplex, if we’re being smug about it – from the moment I first clapped eyes on it. Top floor of a classic Belvidere Road mansion block, split-level with a narrow flight of steps to its atelier and a huge great window out on to the roof, a view of the stars and the park and the river way beyond. This was the garret I’d fantasised about since my teens. I said yes there and then, offered the asking price and moved in. At last, after everything, I’d found home. But do I want to raise my baby here? Not sure.

For now, this is where we are, and this is where we start. This is where we started, all those years ago.


2

It was the hottest day of summer and Dad had finally ground down Mum over taking me to Carnival.

‘She’s fourteen, for God’s sake, Rich!’

‘And what? Fourteen’s too young to take my little girl to the fair?’

‘It is NOT a fair!’ she snapped.

‘Oh? And what is it, then?’ The self-righteous gleam behind his specs, goading her to say something inappropriate; something he could seize upon.

‘You know exactly what I mean, Richard.’

‘Do not. I’m serious. Articulate your fears.’

I sighed and intervened.

‘Look. If you’re worried I’ll come home a ganja freak, I’ve already tried it and it made me sick.’ I winked at Dad, just in case he thought I was being serious. ‘It’s all part of my education, Mum,’ I said. ‘Remember?’

That was the in-joke between Mum and I, how everything vaguely edgy Dad tried to foist upon me was a ‘part of my education’. Along with our regular trips to Manchester, where some dense Polish art flick at the Cornerhouse would be followed by a lacerating curry in Rusholme, Dad had tried gamely to inculcate me in the ways of the broad left intelligentsia. Ballet, experimental theatre at the Unity (Mum dismissed this as ‘shouting’), afternoons spent browsing the imports at Probe Records. This outing to Liverpool 8 for Carnival – just up the road, yet a world away – was just another crack at broadening my horizons. Yet he got it wrong, Dad – as dads do. While he was salivating over the seismic curries of Rusholme, I was gazing out of the window at the flotsam and jetsam of Saturday night in Banglatown; the more he pushed King Tubby at me, the more I fell for Blur. The thrill of the thing for any teenager is the thrill of stumbling upon it yourself. And that’s how it was when I met Ruben.

From the moment we set foot through the park’s ornate green gates, I was beguiled. The smells: ackee, calf’s foot curry and, yes, the sweet, sensual herb, soft and mellow here, weirdly pungent there, every step taking me deeper and deeper into a new and wondrous place. The sounds, too: throbbing bass, gospel choir, steel drums. The atmosphere made my head spin. And the faces: all those varying shades of brown and black and yellow. I had never known so many gorgeous skin tones could exist; burnt copper, blue-black, clay brown and aubergine purple all in the first minute of arrival, all thronging the food stalls. Above all, I was spellbound by the boys. To me, they were otherworldly, fantastical. These were kids that lived a bus ride from our riverside home, yet they were alien to me. Even their language was new, different to the Scouse dialects I knew from school; this was lyrical, a lilting cadence to their back-slang that made them sound a million miles from here, from home.

And the swagger of them! Their raw self-confidence sparked a frisson in my loins. I squeezed my bum clamtight as three teenage boys jostled past, to stop the heat between my legs finding me out. Dad noticed nothing of this; I doubt the young bucks even registered with him as he walked and stopped, walked and stopped, pushing up on to the balls of his brogue-clad feet as he scanned the crowd for comrades. Had he paid more attention he might have recorded the scene, as I did – and as I recall it now – in meticulous slow motion as the last of the boys passed by and turned and smiled; a generous and promising and beautiful smile. A shockingly beautiful boy. Ruben.

He made some wisecrack as he joined a group of lads smoking outside one of the food trailers. He was wearing the standard check chef’s trousers with a t-shirt emblazoned with the Big Mamma’s cauldron logo in red, gold and green. I knew the café well, of course, Dad having had a phase of taking us there every week before the university crowd cottoned on and began colonising the place.

Juddering bass and echo clattered out as we got nearer to the lads and, to my horror, Dad started a cringe-making skank routine, ducking his head into his shoulders, popping it out again, yard-stepping and clicking his fingers. The lads started smirking and nudging each other, but Ruben seemed lost to it all. Ruben was staring at me.

I was a gauche kid with pale skin and wild hair, too dark to be ginger but nowhere near rich enough to be auburn. I was a plain, gawky redhead. Yet, in spite of my ordinariness, I was aware of what power I did have; the power that came just from being female, from having tits and long legs and being so young. I knew it, without quite yet owning it. Since sprouting breasts, since starting my periods, I had sensed that adolescence, for all its attendant pains and yearnings, was a potent force. And even though Ruben’s eyes were cool and appraising, I knew that they were not poking fun at me; rather, he was parting my lips, snapping the buttons off my tight cotton shirt, fingering the outline of my bra, gently tugging it down over the taut hummocks of flesh. We stood there, eyeing each other, and the moment detached itself and hung above us, backlit and made elegiac by a pale Mersey sun, the waft of sensimilla and the sexual charge of a distant sub-bass.

And then he broke it, brought us back to real time with another smile, more direct, and I knew then that I wanted what he wanted. I had to have him.

We spent the afternoon fencing around each other, me awaiting an opportunity to flee my father, him the chance to slip away from work and the snag of his freeloading mates. And then the sky stretched up high and started to fade, hazy purple-pink as the sun slipped away, and then deep blue and silver as it rolled itself out across the city like a Moroccan rug. The mood darkened with it – more urgent now, a nastiness in the air, jostling and parrying, gangs of boys and girls haphazard as they lurched this way and that, some laughing, others with faces set, ready for action. I was tingling, wild with excitement, yet I sensed a change in Dad, too. With the twilight went his levity, his constant glancing around ruled now by misgivings more than a surfeit of choice. My heart sank as I realised he was steering us not to the food shack, for the goat curry he’d been rhapsodising about, but towards the gates.

Suddenly salvation; a voice called out to him.

‘Richard. Richard!’

We stopped, spun round and peered through the flitting silhouettes. A woman was waving him over – a big, hugely fleshed, bob-haired lady, absurdly garbed in a traditional Masai gown, her face flushed and merry. As we got closer I recognised her from Dad’s extended circle of colleagues – Maxine Da Souza from the School of Cultures. Spectacular and vast in the company of four or five diminutive Indian men, she waved again to make sure Dad had seen her.

‘Shit,’ he said through gritted teeth. He forced a smile and put a hand on my shoulder, whispered down to me. ‘Wait here, Rache, otherwise we’ll never bloody get away. Don’t go wandering. You’re my get-out! Hear me? Stay right here.’

Stay right here? No chance. I watched with amusement as the exuberant Maxine engulfed Dad in her bosom, immediately swaying her hips to the music, and implicating him in her lascivious dance. I kept them in sight as I began, inch by inch, to back away. Then, certain I was out of range, I turned and ran as fast as I could, back in the direction of Big Mamma’s mobile canteen. I was intoxicated. Ruben was my mission and the very act of tracking him was magical in itself. I could have stayed all night, chasing the promise of this enchanted other-world, walking round and round the park, drinking it all in; the noise and laughter and the constant sub-bass rumble. And the crowds, the boys, all those knots and sways of beautiful, dangerous lads; their dapper dads and uncles, all drinking from yard-long cans of Red Stripe; and the girls walking five abreast, linking arms and twitching their bums as they giggled and acted coy, although their eyes were a dead giveaway. Their eyes were alive with the same life-force that was coursing my veins.

I slowed my speed once I was in the thick of the throng, tried to walk loose and sure, but the twinkling makeshift lamplight in the trees tailed out as the path shrank down to nothing and suddenly all ahead was darkness. I narrowed my eyes to follow a vague flit of movement in the trees; money changing hands. Ahead, a small group of men and the intermittent amber glow of cig and spliff, bobbing up and down in the dark. Angry, frightened dogs growling; I’d wandered far enough. I turned with all the nonchalance I could muster but, anxious now, kicked purpose into my stride as I headed back up the pathway to the main festival site, and the big iron gates beyond.

I could see Dad again now. He was laughing, his head thrown right back. He was fine. He’d forgotten about me. And I was a moment away from calling out to him when suddenly Ruben was at my side.

I felt the carnival rush away from me, the music fade down to a distant thrum. All I could hear was the boom-boom-boom of blood in my ears, taste the metallic panic in my throat.

‘Not leaving already, are you?’ he said. ‘It’s only just kicking off.’

He’d changed into jeans and a fresh t-shirt, but his skin gave off the faint scent of slightly rendered sweat; oil, spice and sweetness. I turned my head slightly as I struggled to come back with something clever.

‘I’ve got to get the old man home,’ I said and nodded over to Dad, now dancing gamely with Maxine. ‘He’s on curfew.’ Ruben stared at Dad then back at me, unsure. My face flamed up. ‘I know,’ I laughed, torn right through with the love of my father yet humiliated at the sight of him; his suit, his dancing, his too-shiny, fussy shoes.

Ruben watched Dad dance a second longer then shook his head, amused. He turned to me, looked directly into my eyes.

‘Fancy getting off somewhere?’

‘What? Right now?’

‘Yeah. Now.’

My silence said Yes. Yes. Take me somewhere – now. And then he was leading me away from the gates, away from the lilting peal of the steel drums. We ducked through hedges and holly bushes, away from the crash and clamour of the carnival, down towards the lake.

‘Here. Just hold my hand.’ And, God! Just touching his flesh, the lightning bolt struck me from nowhere, my tiny hand swallowed up by his big, soft palm.

Ahead of us was the bank of the lake and beyond it, the tiny little island with its hillock, jutting from the tangle of nettles and vine.

He went first, balancing precariously on struts of wood, a jetty submerged just below the surface of the water.

‘Watch my feet, yeah? Don’t look forward, just follow my feet.’

‘Is it safe?’

He laughed to himself as though he’d never given this, or safety, much thought.

‘You just have to know where you’re going, is all.’

As nimble as a goat he stepped, without hesitation, and with one final, protracted jump, we were on the islet, facing the sound and light of the carnival – and facing each other. I was anxious now. Would this be it? Would we do it? Would he have me here on the floor, just like that? Sensing my hesitation, he took me gently by the hand and pulled me down. We sat in silence for ages, staring out over the water. We barely breathed. I clenched myself tight, desperate to give nothing away – yet how I was dying for him to just dip down and kiss me.

And then it happened, out of nowhere; he kissed me, full and deep, and my head span with the suck and probe of his lips and the strange sepia shadows that danced around us. We stayed necking, on and on, deeper and deeper into each other as the cowl of night laid down low across our fevered groping. It came easily to me, what to do. I felt him through his clothes, made him gasp. I wanted to see it and feel it, but couldn’t jam my hand down the front of his jeans, couldn’t prise it out. I let his hands go everywhere, his big fingers on my thighs, working under the hem of my shorts. The sensation of giving in, of letting him, was strong and shameful, and I knew that we should stop, and that I would never stop.

But then came the sound of shouting, a mad, jittery calling from the other side of the lake.

‘Ray-chul! Rache!’

Dad. Dad and his friends, all calling out my name – politely. I could hear it from here – he didn’t want to cave in to his worst fears. He wanted to trust all was well in this best of all possible worlds. I turned to Ruben.

‘Shit. Sorry.’

‘Nah.’

‘Yes!’

I needed him to see that I would have done anything; whatever he asked. He got up, adjusted his dick through the denim. I hung my head, let out a long sigh.

‘Want me to hang back and that?’

I jumped up, horrified.

‘No!’ I stared right into his eyes, trying to find the right thing to say – the thing that would please him most. ‘Please don’t say that.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yes!’

‘Your aul’ man won’t like it.’

I took his hand. Me, the fourteen-year-old veteran.

‘We walk out together. Okay?’

And there was something teasing, something superior in Ruben’s eyes. It wasn’t nasty, nothing malicious; but he knew better. And he was right. We hopped back across the stilts of the rotten jetty, through the undergrowth and back round towards the gates. As the bright lights of the park entrance illuminated us, Dad could not disguise his horror, his fear. As we got closer he looked relieved for one brief moment, then horribly, desperately betrayed.

‘Rachel!’ Confused, he was addressing me but trying to smile at Ruben, knowing he should not be leaping to conclusions; any conclusions. ‘Where on earth? I distinctly told you . . .’

Ruben was on it straight away. He smiled to himself, but he was hurt.

‘Well. There you go.’ He pecked me on the cheek, gave Dad a look. ‘Safe and sound.’

And with that he was gone. Dad and I walked home, saying nothing till we reached the bottom of our road. Dad caved first, his need to know devouring him.

‘That boy . . .’

‘What about him?’

‘Did you . . .?’ He couldn’t say it. I knew full well what he wanted to ask. Dad exhaled, tetchy, and tried again. ‘Did you just meet him this evening?’

I jabbed my finger at him, furious.

‘You of all people, Dad! How dare you?’

Dad took me by the shoulders, tried to joke my fury away.

‘Rachel. You can’t just go wandering off like that.’ But it was eating him up. He had to say it; he had to get it said. ‘You can’t do that with just anyone.’

I smiled. My dad the reggae fan, the tropical medicine man, the traveller through Africa who lived and breathed this culture – he loved it at arm’s length.

‘Let’s say what we mean here, Dad. Articulate your fears.’

And he was angry, then.

‘You’ll understand, one day. When you’ve got kids yourself.’

All I could think was that I would never, never forgive him for this.
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The Somali team scrambles an equaliser. I smile and touch my belly. The sky blackens so I make my way home. It’s teeming gently now – late September rainfall. As I turn on to Belvidere I spot Vicky from the National Childbirth Trust group. She was the first to have her baby; I shall be the last. She’s stooped over one of those ultra-padded buggies, struggling with the rain shield. I shout to her, raise a hand but she doesn’t notice me. I can’t go any faster. I shout again to warn her but it’s too late – a lorry blares past, soaking her completely. As she splutters and wipes herself down, a car full of young lads deliberately swerves into the gutter, spraying a jet of rainwater all over her. Suddenly I feel uneasy and step back behind a tree. Vicky snaps up the brake and drags the buggy away from the kerb, cursing at the boy racers.

I know I should go over, invite her up to dry off, feed the baby. Equally I know what’s preventing me. It’s stupid, it’s selfish, but it’s important too – to me it is. Vicky will do that thing of asking if I want to hold her baby; she’ll think she’s being nice. I’ll have no choice but to feign delight and offer up my arms. And it’s not that I don’t want to hold her baby, I just don’t want to hold a baby. Not yet. The truth is I’ve never held a newborn before; I changed a nappy for one of my teenage mums once – although honestly the toddler should have long been toilet trained – but I have never been intimate with a newborn. Towards the end of our NCT classes, they brought a new mum in from a former group and we were invited to hold her baby. I made my excuses and left. At the back of my mind, ever since I saw that kidney bean on the screen, I’ve always had it that the moment should be special, the moment they heft my child on to my chest. I’m saving myself, as fluffy and girly as it sounds. For my baby. For him. I want it to be brand new, I want it to be perfect. I’ve got this far.

I turn and let her go.

The NCT classes were Faye’s idea. She just appeared at my desk, that permanently concerned expression etched across her brow. She gave me the leaflet but, no time to read it, I put it on top of all the other jumbled correspondence, smiled a quick ‘thanks’ and turned back to my laptop to let her know I was busy. Faye jabbed a finger at the leaflet.

‘It’ll be a chance for you to meet new mothers,’ she exclaimed, tapping the NCT logo. ‘Excellent organisation – if you’ve got half a brain. And you’ve definitely got half a brain.’ My face must have said it all. I picked up the leaflet again to humour her. ‘Don’t be like that. You’ll be glad of the support when you’re stuck in that flat of yours, going out of your mind. You know what they say about strength in numbers.’

‘God, Faye – you make it sound sooo appealing!’

She snorted and batted my objections away with a flap of her hand.

‘Look, love – all I’m saying is it’s your first. You’ll be glad enough of the company once the baby’s here. Who else is going to be as fascinated as you are by the colour of your baby’s doings? Hey? Only the other mums.’

‘Now you’re really selling it.’

She picked up the phone, passed it to me. Gave me The Look.

‘Go on.’

I sighed and shook my head, made a big thing of taking the receiver.

‘If it gets you off my back. But I guarantee you, Faye mate, I will have nothing in common with those women.’

About that, I was right. I didn’t bond with any of the other mums and it was crazy of Faye to hope otherwise, just because we all happened to have had sex around the same time. But still, I’m glad I went and it’s good that she made me. I found myself genuinely enjoying the classes, and I’ve more than had my money’s worth. And they are a good bunch really – just chalk and cheese to myself when it comes to the things that matter. None of them is big on music, or walking, or movies; all of them are living with the fathers of their babies. I’m neither bashful nor proud about Ruben. I made my decision. I’m comfortable with it. That’s that.

We did have a few things in common. We were all early thirties or thereabouts; we were all first-time mums; and we were all soon to be negotiating the great modern challenge of working parenthood – another thing dear Faye has been needling me about.

‘You only get one shot at this, love. There’s no reason on earth you have to come rushing back here.’

And she’s right, Faye is absolutely right about that – in theory. In practice, I just don’t see how this works without me there to cajole, bribe and bully my clients into making the choices that might somehow improve their prospects. And, if I’m honest, do I really want to hand over to Siobhan? Let’s see how she gets on without me to hold her hand, ha! She may turn heads but I don’t see Shiv turning young lives around.

But the baby, the baby. Who will look after the baby when I go back? There’s no one; or no one I’d trust, at least. Christ, he’s not even born and I’m already a slave of guilt to my bambino! I smile to myself, flushed right through from head to toe at the thought that soon the little mite will be squinting up at me through tiny, squiffy eyes.

I let myself in through the front door. I’ve barely managed two flights of the five when my work phone starts to ring. I have to sit down just to fish it out from my bag – how the hell will I haul a toddler up here? I don’t recognise the number. I’m tired now; hot, wet through and aching all over, desperate just to soak in the bath, take the weight off for a while. My mobile has rung off by the time I retrieve it. I heave myself up, praying it doesn’t ring again. It does.

‘Will you accept reverse charges?’

Here we go.

‘Yes. Yes, I will.’

‘Rache, it’s me.’

James McIver.

‘I’ve been kicked out the hostel.’

‘Andy? Well . . . why did he kick you out?’

No answer from James.

‘I’m officially on maternity leave, you know?’

‘I know. I just spoke to Shiv.’

‘So. Shiv knows the procedure.’

‘Behave. She knows fuck all.’

‘She’s your key worker now, James.’

‘She’s a fucking kid, Rache! I could teach her more than what she knows.’

I smile at the truth of this. And, as though sensing the chink, he leaps forward to ram home his advantage.

‘Please, Rache?’

‘Where are you now?’

‘By ours.’

‘Your mam’s?’

‘It’s fucking pissing down, you know.’

‘Do not go near your mother. You hear?’

‘I’m fucking soaking.’

‘Go back to The Gordon. I’ll meet you there.’

‘You will?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah, thanks, mate. I mean it. That Shiv’s nothing on you.’

My neck flushes crimson and the phone clicks dead. I sit a while there on the stairs, listening to the rain on the roof. I’m laughing as I picture Faye’s face when I walk back into The Gordon.
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