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			Prologue

			October 2011

			Every morning starts the exact same now. It’s 4 a.m. here, 11 p.m. Toronto time. That’s how I say it now: here and Toronto time. The routine is reflexive, as second nature to me as swinging my legs out of bed. Check His Facebook. No new updates. Check His MySpace. The absence of the Online Now! icon on the page has already darkened my morning. Where in the world is he? Search for tweets using variants of his name. No new articles. No new intel. No spottings posted online, either in Canada or Los Angeles. A woman in Ohio called Jane has simply tweeted, ‘This guy is a fkn genius! Greatest actor of all time!’ I check her profile for any other mentions of him, of which there are none. I’m warmed but also slightly discommoded by the compliment. I don’t want him having any more new fans. Not the way things are going for him.

			After that, it’s back to checking the Facebook profiles of his friends and family for even a scrap of tidings. Another thing that, owing to ingrained habit, I can now do at speed. His cousin Rebecca has evidently been to a barbecue at a neighbour’s house, down the street in Vancouver. Over on Hannah Klein’s page, she has posted a YouTube video of an old band she loved in college. Sloan. How strange. If I’d gone to high school with this man, I’d be shouting about it all the time.

			I see his mother has changed her profile picture on Facebook, from one image with an exceptionally fluffy bouffant and cardigan to another, every bit as fluffy-headed and becardiganed. I look at the picture and want to dive into her bosom and be mothered.

			Coconut oil is really good for smoothing ends and getting rid of flyaways, Judith, I imagine telling her as I pat down her headfluff. Something to do with its molecules being small enough to properly penetrate the hair shaft. Aren’t you glad I came along when I did?

			I sure am, sweetie, she will say. You’re the best thing that ever happened to this family of ours.

			The body next to me in bed shifts, indignant at the blue light coming from my phone and making shadows on the wall.

			Over to his fan forum I go, where I know Violet has already long been awake. Five a.m. here, 1.30 p.m. in Adelaide. She has posted a screen grab from a YouTube video from one of his old stage productions in Toronto. It’s not a new image for any of us, but I lie back and drink it in, regardless. It’s a kind of nourishment. The Jersey cow eyelashes. The knobbly elbows. The deep forehead wrinkles, of which there are three and a half. The double chin that I see myself tickling gently, affectionately. The tufts of wiry hair springing from the back of his T-shirt. I can almost feel their coarseness with my fingers. There’s more shifting on the other side of the bed, only now I can feel warm breath on my shoulder. I feel an ache for anything new on him that feels almost physical now, like a metal-grey hunger. Where the hell are you? I want to shout out into the room, but cannot for obvious reasons.

			I check my inbox, ignoring the email from work that has the header ‘Disciplinary meeting, Friday’. Final warnings, matters concerning my performance, matters will be handled transparently. It’s all moot. I won’t be at it, that much I know. I’ll be too busy running towards my next chapter.

			I lie in the darkness, willing my dream life to pull me back down into sleep.

		
	
		
			1

			February 2010

			There are people walking around the world right now who don’t realize that this is their final night on earth.

			Some people don’t realize that within the next day, or hour, or even minute, they will meet tragedy.

			Someone in the world is about to lose a leg, or their arm, or their sanity, or the love of their life, and they don’t even know it yet.

			Maybe someone else out there is having these exact same thoughts, right this minute.

			Different versions of all of us exist in the minds of everyone who knows us.

			My mind is in overdrive in all the wrong ways, while my groin seems to be going twenty miles per hour in a cul-de-sac. This is like shagging an Oasis record.

			I’ve had my toes licked. I’ve had my fingers sucked. I’ve had my hair pulled. None of which is happening in this marriage.

			Last week, we had the following conversation at 10 p.m.

			‘Do you fancy an early night?’ goes he.

			Me, wanting to do it about as much as I wanted root canal surgery: ‘We could, I guess.’

			‘“We could, I guess”?’

			‘I mean, if you want to, we can. Absolutely.’

			Him, side-eyeing me: ‘You do look a bit tired.’

			‘Hey, don’t put this back on me.’

			‘I’m not! Maybe tomorrow though.’

			‘Definitely tomorrow.’

			What happened to the sort of athletic sex where I yelped a bit, tits slapping against each other like clacker toys? I’ll tell you what happened: basal thermometers and ovulation kits and apps. But it’s what we do now. Johnny and I go on our weekly date, usually a Tuesday (although tonight he suggests we dust off a bottle of champagne, held over from our four-years-ago wedding and rescued from under the sink, after he trounces me at Scrabble). Sometimes, the sex feels like a maintenance thing, something to keep our marriage in an uncomplicated and decent place. It’s also become the point in the week when, handily, I also do most of my life’s thinking.

			Tonight, things feel a little more urgent because I am In the Middle of My Cycle. Nothing makes you want to have sex less than describing your cervical mucus – one of about fifty-four variations, as it turns out – with a nice fertility clinic nurse. And yet, the flashing smiley face on the ovulation kit has basically told us to crack on, Godspeed, have at it. Something happens during Middle of My Cycle sex. Johnny tries not to look too hopeful, or too earnest.

			‘Am I gonna get you pregnant now? Huh? Are we gonna make a baby here?’ he says in between thrusts, with a mid-Atlantic accent. I make a mental note to take him to task about whatever pumpkin spice latte porn he’s been watching, or whatever it is that’s inspired this kind of banter.

			As he gently flips me over into one of his three preferred (or only) positions – some lazy, sideways action – I start wondering idly about how the hell we even got here. Johnny was thirty-five when we met, and he had a pleasing abundance of his own hair, no pesky family baggage and a relatively boyish physique, which seemed both surprisingly rare and more than enough for me at the time. Back then, his eyes would light up with a sort of lovely gratitude at the very mention of sex. He wasn’t like other guys, whose eyes seemed to darken, get meaner and lose focus right after the first kiss.

			But since we married, we have slid into an easy, complacent dynamic. He is earnest and sweet and a bit hapless and blows his nose an unsettling number of times in a day and loves nothing more than the uncomfortable look on someone else’s face after he emits a classically dreadful dad joke. I have loved all this about him. But still, I’ve noticed there has been a shift of late. We are pals whose toes occasionally touch in bed. The making tea for each other stopped a long time ago. Johnny is more likely to wonder aloud to me if that thing on his bum is a spot, or maybe closer to a boil.

			If familiarity breeds contempt, where exactly does this zit-or-boil banter leave us?

			I’m not without sin, granted. I fart with neither ceremony nor apology, and he jokingly yells at me to go see a vet. Sorry now, but I’m not holding it in for another sixty years.

			Or however long it might be.

			If Johnny were to appear on Mastermind, his five specialist categories would be:

			
					Home counties indie from the years 1992 to 1999

					The locations of the areas of the Shipping Forecast and their respective co-ordinates 

					Craft beer production that happens in other people’s filthy garages

					The acquisition of merino wool jumpers that still go bobbly

					How to avoid arguments

			

			Every so often during sex, he closes his eyes for a while and turns his face from mine, burying his neck into my armpit. I briefly wonder if he’s thinking about sex with someone else.

			Tonight is nice and all, the same way the gym is after you resist going for weeks. But I am absolutely determined not to fake it. I don’t want to be the woman who fakes it all the time with her own husband. I cannot be that woman. Never wanted to be that woman. But after a few minutes, I realize the only way to finish up in time for Newsnight is to let Johnny think he’s done the proverbial business. This isn’t about me, this isn’t about our marriage. Just a few minor issues with the, well … service provider. I give a few practiced shudders, squalls and sighs, clenching and then releasing theatrically, mindful to not give it the full YouPorn or else he’ll know. Seconds later, he comes quietly and politely (see? A gent to the last) looking softly into my eyes as he does so, a man gently pushing a fragile paper boat out on to a pond. Much as I appreciate the politesse, I do miss a good old-fashioned, noisy slamming. I thought I would never tire of it, but I guess life can be funny like that sometimes. Baby-making sex does not equal the Slam. Headboard driving would not be respectful, given the circumstances.

			Johnny withdraws slowly and deliberately, careful not to lose a drop. I hug my knees to my chest, hoping to tip and guide stuff wherever it needs to go.

			‘Teamwork makes the dream work,’ Johnny says amid his light panting. I think of the Brazil nuts he has to eat every day, and the alcohol I have cut way down on to make this happen. I notice that Johnny has stopped asking afterwards if I think this might be it. Because it hasn’t been it for a while now. The question feels like too much to say out loud these days.

			You’re as young as you’ll ever be in this moment, I think. The weird thing is that it’s true of every moment in your life.
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			Leaving for work every morning usually elicits one of two emotions. On a good day, the routine is a comfort. There’s the knowing that I don’t have to exert a single shred of excess brainpower, because today will be the same as yesterday, and the day before and the day before that. On the bad days, a tiny voice suggests that maybe I shouldn’t be sleepwalking so willingly through this one precious life. The voice reminds me that I used to watch the Oscars every year and hope to be there in the auditorium someday, celebrated and adored for my God-anointed acting talents. That I would run to the bathroom as a child and practise my own winning speech in the mirror, holding the toilet brush.

			‘What do you put your success down to?’ a reporter would ask me on the red carpet.

			‘Well, I won’t be putting it down to anyone else,’ I’ll reply. ‘Those who got me to where I am know who they are.’ Much appreciative murmuring. ‘And those who stood in my way, they know who they are too.’

			London is cooler in ways that Dublin never could be, I think to myself as I survey everyone on the Overground. People in London know how to manage an effortless sort of style. Last time I was in Dublin, I watched as a guy walked down the street in a Breton top and chinos while someone shouted ‘Ooh la la, wanker’ across the street at him. I have seen grown men in actual lederhosen in Hackney, and no one so much as squeaks.

			I watch as everyone around me stands, holding a pole or reading the newspaper, each of them calmly resigned, sleepwalking towards their own executions and not really knowing it yet. Many of them then bolt out of the carriage with needless purpose and into the moving centipede of people in Liverpool Street station. Like them, I have fallen victim to an intricate coffee order habit.

			From the coffee with nine details, it’s on to a desk in a brown-walled basement, where I input financial codes into a computer until it feels like my fingers are bleeding. I still don’t know what the actual point of any of this is; I was told on my first day during orientation, but the information has refused to glom on to my brain – what the codes mean or what they do in the overall scheme of things, although I manage to talk up a good game about my Role in Financial Services whenever I need to. I could be dealing with nuclear codes. I could be inputting the team’s lunch orders. I did once ask Francesca, who is on the desk across from me, what it is we actually do. She laughed so hard that I worried that the clump of cells in her womb that would eventually become the person that is baby Barnaby would fly out of her nostrils.

			We are technically In the City! – 64-point font, bold, italics, underlined – but we are as far from the sexy stockbroking action as it’s possible to get. We might as well be pulling the heads from free-range chickens down here.

			On the very first day in the job, I sat down to my first batch of codes, glad of the opportunity to not think too much about anything for the day. Forty-five minutes later, my brain was beginning to cramp. By lunchtime, part of my soul had departed my body, never to be seen or heard from again.

			A dog farted on the Overground this morning, a genuine napalm assault on the lungs for all present, which at least means I have something to talk about with Francesca.

			One thing you need to know about Francesca: you could be talking about Armageddon, orgies or the price of tampons, and she will always, always bring the conversation back round to Her Two. And so it goes with the dog fart.

			‘I tell you, he’d have nothing on My Two. They can fart for days on end! Usually while jumping on your head! Absolute carnage round ours!’

			On my first week in the job, I overheard her telling someone on the phone: ‘She’s Irish … but, you know, not too Irish?’

			Today though, she moves on to complaining about her cleaner.

			‘She always looks so lethargic,’ she says. ‘Am I meant to believe she is doing her best on the pantry in that state?’

			‘But she has two other jobs,’ I remind her.

			‘Well, yes, but I’m not paying her seven pounds an hour to come in and carry on every afternoon like she’s just emerged from a coma.’

			It’s just the two of us down here, although every so often, someone who is supposedly our superior, someone of Scandinavian origin wearing a Pink shirt and Topman tie, materializes to offer some sort of motivational bump. But not often, and certainly not often enough.

			Francesca still talks about the time when someone from the main drag poked his head around the door, looking for a vending machine. He came straight from Central Casting: those foppish blond curtains that men from only a select postcode or two can get away with, and the sort of ruddy red cheeks/Barbados tan combo that is exclusive to a certain British class. Francesca and I nearly lost our reason, clucking around and trying to help him find this mythical vending machine.

			We needn’t have bothered, in hindsight. These people have the personality of week-old mayonnaise.

			Francesca inputs fewer codes than me because her left hand is almost always stroking her pregnancy bump. She can tell you to the closest minute how long she has until her next maternity leave. In these stretches of parental focus, far away from our brown-walled office, Francesca reaches pure contentment. Motherhood is her main reason for living. Anything that happens before or after it is simply background noise to be put up with in the interim.

			There are dozens of mums like this in my neighbourhood. ‘Stoke Newington, the goat’s milk mile,’ Francesca says knowingly, she who bought an Islington townhouse for about six quid many years ago.

			I hate and covetously envy the women who live in Stoke Newington. Even if they have a mewling two-week-old clamped to their breast, they will always be cooler, trendier and more at ease in themselves than me. Motherhood and money have gifted them a halo. A legitimacy. They convene in packs, taking over cafes like Drury or the Spence on the weekend, one sprawling, organic cotton, Boden-striped tribe. The ease with which these women walk through life, their ease in themselves, the effortlessness of babywearing, the way their children are delightful, flaxen-haired little appendages of themselves, no bother at all – I so wish it didn’t, but it seems to press down on me. Even their topknots seem artfully gathered in a way I could never manage, not even with YouTube tutorials. They live in big houses where the kitchen, and only the kitchen, takes up the entire basement floor. There’s the casual way they breastfeed as though they were put on this earth solely to do it. They wear engagement rings that make me instantly wonder about the men who gifted them, and what their lives are like.

			The babies are the picture of serenity, too. It’s all cooing and Pampers gurgling now, but will these mothers and babies have the grave misfortune of ending up like me and my mum, thirty-five years hence? I’m sure my mum looked down on me in much the same way when I was an infant, all doting and calm and maternal. I mean, I’d say. It’s not happened for a while.

			My mother is still pinballing around in my childhood home in Dublin, losing her reading glasses and meddling in my life as though she’s on a six-figure salary to do so, even with me at a geographical remove and thirty-six years old. She doesn’t seem to know or care that my job is essentially data entry, and that I am effectively working from the broom cupboard of what is otherwise a very fancy building. ‘Financial services!’ she tells everyone, right down to the neighbour’s goldfish. She cares an awful lot about what other people think: of me, of her, of where we came from, what we’ve had to come through, and what we have to offer right now.

			My commute home from work is only slightly clouded by the idea that I will need to call my mother. Sure enough, she picks up on the second ring and immediately deploys her patented passive-aggressive special. Silent contemplation, pretending that the thought has just arrived to her, and has not been at the front of her mind, waiting patiently in her gob, since we last talked. Do Irish mums go to night school on the sly to perfect this?

			‘I see that Lar Donovan has gone out to Dubai. On huge money now, he is. His mum told me earlier,’ she starts off with. I can taste blood on the inside of my cheek.

			‘How long have you been married again?’ she asks, as though she doesn’t know to the exact day.

			‘Four years, I guess?’

			‘That’s a long time, isn’t it? To be married, and for …’

			I can hear the phantom bit of the sentence, clear as Sellotape: ‘… for nothing to be happening’.

			‘You still see that Carrie girl?’

			I exhale, trying to rid myself of the irritation. ‘Sometimes.’

			‘What about Brigitte?’ I make a non-committal noise, hnyeah.

			‘Mother,’ I say, which is what I call her when I’m in a damp mood like this one. ‘I do have friends here. I do.’

			‘Well, if you’re not going to be bothered doing the baby thing, you’d want to keep your friends about you,’ Mum suggests. ‘It can’t just be you and Johnny and the four walls, all day every day, can it? I mean, would you be well?’

			The way you did, Mother? I say in my mind, but not down the phone. I wish I could say that was my parting shot, but instead I mumble a moody goodbye, forever the teenager around her.

			Are Carrie and Brigitte and I real friends, or are we just there together on the same London life raft? I’ve asked myself this more than once of late, and I’m wondering it again now as I walk to meet them for a late-night drink in Hackney.

			Carrie was the very first friend I made when I moved to London ten years ago. The loneliness in my Kensal Green flat was at me like an insect bite back then. London is not a city especially known for offering people a neat and ready-made social circle. It took me a while to find not even a tribe, but a single willing tribe member.

			Carrie and I bonded over two-pound pints at brilliantly scuzzy indie discos in Soho. We smiled at each other as we danced under the lights amid the dry ice. We were both trying to get off with a very tall boy called Rupert, until she very gallantly moved aside, fixed her eye on his less exciting mate and let me at it. Rupert turned out to be a bust, but our friendship somehow stuck around. In the weeks that followed, we would meet in nightclubs and look into each other’s reflections in the bathroom mirror and, under the strip lighting, we would put the world to rights, promising unending sisterhood in slurred voices.

			‘When we’re older, we should buy a house together and just … pay for a really hot young nurse to take care of us,’ she told me one night, winking at me. ‘Like, y’know. Takecareofussshh.’

			‘Feck that. Let’s move on to a cruise ship permanently for back-to-back holidays and spend our retirement doing karaoke and getting facials together,’ I countered.

			Carrie once told me that I am the type of good-looking that sneaks up on you, after weeks and weeks and then all at once. At the time, I was having a bewildering lack of sex for someone in their early twenties, so this information landed fairly awkwardly. Most of the men I felt attracted to at the time preferred a doe-eyed milquetoast, and said as much. ‘I really want a girl like in that film, Amélie,’ they would say straight to my face. My face, with its grey eyes and handsomely square jaw. My face, framed with the sort of fluffy, frizzy hair that, if I lived in 1884, would make me a goddess. But I don’t, so it doesn’t.

			‘You’re the sort of girl that guys with girlfriends will chance their arm and ask for a threesome with,’ Carrie surmised with typical beery bluntness. ‘You’re not enough for them to leave their girlfriends, but you’re sexy in a way that makes them want to know if you’ll be freaky in bed.’

			‘Jesus wept, thanks for that.’

			‘No, I mean it in a good way.’

			Despite this lengthy dry spell where the spiders on the windowsill were getting more action than me, Carrie regards me as this effortlessly sexual being, lips forever in a post-coital throb. I once told her, after way too many Mad Dog 20/20s had been imbibed, that a Plenty of Fish date had licked my arsehole during a weird, off-ramp moment. The fact that I didn’t expire with shame in front of him then and there has cast me in her mind as some sort of sexual libertine. I guess I’m not in any hurry to disabuse her of this notion. I think of her idea of me, and that non-power, more often than I’d like.

			If Carrie were to appear on Mastermind, her specialist subjects would be:

			
					Hangover cures that work in four hours or less

					Obscure eighties movies starring Shelley Long and/or Kirstie Alley

					Vintage polyester dresses

					The life and works of Jilly Cooper

					Picking the locks on her own doors to avoid paying £100 to a locksmith

			

			I thought my life was in disarray until Carrie let me into hers. The first time I went to her bedsit in Pimlico in the near-blinding sharpness of daylight, the smell of days-old takeaway greeted us like a hyper child. There were newspapers, foil food cartons and torn tights on every surface. Out of the bin poked all manner of, well, intimate rubbish. ‘This is just a crash pad until I get my proper place,’ she told me time and time again, by way of explaining the takeaways and visible sanitary wear. She eventually moved into an ex-council house way out in East Ham. The grotty surfaces somehow seemed to dutifully follow her.

			‘What happens when you take a guy back here?’ I genuinely wanted to know as my eyes took in the chaos.

			‘We just go back to their place.’ She shrugged. ‘Who’d want to come all the way back to Zone Four for a blowjob?’

			‘We can’t have it all figured out like you do,’ Carrie often says, referring to Johnny. Shamed as I am to say it, this appraisal of how my life looks from the outside feels nice.

			Carrie was a life coach until just recently, and I’m sure she’d be the first to say that this was a bit like walking into someone’s house, telling them in painstaking detail how to load their dishwasher correctly, then going home and eating dinner from the outside bins. There has been a career pivot of late though, and now Carrie sells aloe vera products online.

			‘A pyramid scheme,’ I made the mistake of clarifying a few months ago as she subtly tried to rope me in.

			‘A multilevel-marketing venture,’ she corrected me. ‘The overall message here is self-care and nourishment, not making money. It’s empowering stuff.’

			There is nothing Carrie won’t do these days for an aloe vera sale. She has swapped out bollocks like ‘Bloom with confidence. Blossom with success’ for ‘This shit will make you live forever’. You could be in a queue at the bank, waiting at a bus stop or simply meeting her briefly in passing, and you are guaranteed to hear all about it. She encounters a lot of rictus grins in an average day, or maybe she doesn’t even see them.

			Brigitte, meanwhile, opened a Facebook account a year ago and has shown a completely different side to the girl who habitually left the Good Mixer or the Camden Palace with puke mashed into her hair.

			Were Brigitte to appear on Mastermind, her specialist subjects would be:

			
					Enid Blyton (weirdly)

					Clothing with owls and/or cherries on them

					The entire history of Marc Jacobs’s handbag collection

					The morning-after pill

					Skincare that can only ever be bought in Space NK

			

			Brigitte also has a habit of referring to ‘girls like us’ when she wants to put herself down.

			‘He doesn’t go for girls like us, Essie,’ she once told me of some dickhead with statement-making facial hair that was demonstrably showing her less-than-zero interest. ‘He prefers someone with a thigh gap.’

			‘Get to fuck,’ I told her, bristling at this appraisal of both of us. ‘You could drive a Toyota Corolla through these thighs. Don’t drag me into it.’

			‘You know what I mean though,’ she tries to clarify. ‘He’s into hotties.’

			Much earlier on in our friendship, she’d used this to pretty unsettling effect, while we were three sheets to the wind on the good ship Bacardi Breezer.

			‘It’s always going to be hard for girls like us – girls with all this baggage from the past,’ she slurred, deep in philosophical mode. ‘We’ll always find it hard to outrun our pasts.’ Her ‘past’ meant being the only girl in her entire boarding school without a pony. As for mine … well. She soon realized better than to say it again.

			These casual assassinations aside, I like Brigitte a lot, but Facebook Brigitte is a person who is entirely at odds with the quite nice and generally sane person who sits down next to you. Not a single thought goes through Brigitte’s mind that doesn’t end up out there on Facey for the delectation of her 253 friends.

			‘Even when things are happening to me in real time, I’m still working out how I’m going to word it in a status update afterwards,’ she admitted once, over a 3 a.m. bag of chips that miraculously missed its chance for an afterlife on her Facebook wall.

			There are selfies from nightclub toilets, the canteen at work, a walk in Victoria Park. And here, on a quiet weeknight in a Hackney bar, I see Brigitte’s arm extend at that familiar jaunty angle, aimed right at us. She instantly perks up, shoulders back.

			‘Please don’t put that on Facebook, Bee, I’m begging you now,’ I tell her. She waves the resulting photo under my nose, just long enough to notice that I’m sweaty and spuddy and she is luminous and Hepburn-like.

			‘My eyes aren’t even bloody well open in that one,’ I protest.

			‘Stop it, you’re a total babe,’ she counters, fingers working a mile a minute to post it publicly before I know what’s what.

			Brigitte has recently Facebook-friended her ex-boyfriend Miles, and likes every single photo that he posts of his three young children. The Vaguebooking is near-constant.

			‘Sad when you let a really good thing go when ur young and stupid, only to realize that so very long after the fact, amirite?’ she posted in a status update yesterday. Miles didn’t ‘like’ the post, but several of her sort-of friends do.

			In any case, my friendships with Brigitte and Carrie have endured, needing only the odd lick of paint. It’s not that we’re platonic soulmates, despite what it might look like online. More likely it’s a case of being not-lonely together, or keeping out of the jaws of the city.

			When I arrive home from Hackney, Johnny is completely into, and I mean beat into, a documentary on steam trains.

			‘We need to do something with this place,’ I say, my hand sweeping over the beige non-grandeur of the flat. I always wanted to be a person who lived in a curated space full of Dyptique candles, artisanal food and things bought in art gallery gift shops. Instead, my eyes fall on pizza boxes and tea towels that look like they’ve been to war.

			‘What you mean?’ goes he.

			I kick the MDF coffee table, which makes the exact sound you think it would. ‘I dunno. De-Ikea the place a bit. Or, at the very least, de-Argos it. It’s like the staffroom of a bloody insurance company in here.’

			‘What with.’ He doesn’t take his eyes off the trains. I notice the statement, and the lack of question.

			‘Just a nicer TV cabinet, bookshelves … I mean, look at this thing.’ I smack the black pleather sofa. ‘I saw this cool reading chair—’

			‘Yeah, I mean,’ he cuts me off, rubbing his fingers together in the universal sign for money.

			Neither of us wants to acknowledge the £12,000, an inheritance from a grand-uncle I barely knew. It’s in my savings account, but we’ve talked about it and this is very much our money. It has been our ‘Just in Case We Need It for a Baby’ money, but the ‘just in case’ has now changed into something else. Neither of us will say it: buying a nicer bookcase with it would be tantamount to an admission of defeat.

			‘Jesus, just buy a rug, yeah?’ Johnny says, still not taking his eyes off the trains. I stand there, not wanting the conversation to be over, but knowing anyway that it is.

			The following afternoon, in dire need of some sort of existential fortifying, I sit in the nearby park and look at my own Facebook page and try to appraise what exactly it says to everyone else about me.

			The profile picture is of Johnny and me, taken on a shorefront I don’t remember. If you didn’t know us, the way our heads are positioned might make you think we fit well together. Below it are a dozen variations of ‘gorgeous couple, swit swoo’ comments. There’s another picture there of the Gherkin building, which I very poetically captioned ‘View on the way to work’. There’s a photo album from the V Festival, in which Johnny and I appear to have well over a dozen friends in our company. In truth, we fell in with a heap of randomers from Sheffield about twenty minutes before the photo was taken. If you didn’t know Johnny, you might see the turn of his head in this photo as a cocky pose, but I know that he’s trying to evade the camera, reserved even in front of the lens of a stranger’s phone. Only a few of us could tell you that he’d much rather be at home than there with people he doesn’t know.

			Maybe you’d look at my Facebook profile and think that life has turned out exactly as it was meant to for me. But the disquiet remains. The itch. The feeling I’m not quite doing life right.
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			With the arrival of baby Atticus Stax Burnley, a baby brother for Barnaby and Cosima, Francesca is finally on maternity leave and now deep into her My Three life. Beyond blessed, besotted, madly in love, head over heels. The desk across from me both a relief and an absence. On Facebook, she runs out of ways to describe her euphoria, although Christ alive, it is not for the want of trying. Francesca chucks enough cutesy emojis on to her Facebook wall to constitute actual graffiti.

			If Francesca were to appear on Mastermind, her specialist subjects would be:

			
					‘I’m one new dental floss regime away from having a total nervous breakdown!’

					Holidaying at Center Parcs

					Her first kid

					Her second kid

					Her third kid, who has only just got here

			

			Francesca’s Facebook is an absolute thing to behold. There are forty near-identical pictures of Atticus, with a slew of comments underneath each one as though he’s being announced to the world for the very first time. Amazingly, no one seems sick of him, or of Francesca, yet. How many times can a person write ‘Wow, congratulations!’ before wanting to punch themselves in the head? A hell of a lot, is the answer to that.

			Francesca tells us online that she is clearly elated, but there’s something in her eyes in these pictures, the heavy lids, that scares me. Fine, it’s a 4 a.m.-feed photo, but the lights in her eyes have gone out. Far from a glow, there’s a paleness to her. Maybe this is what new motherhood is. An ongoing battle between the full heart and a body forever in catch-up.

			In between heralding the nascent genius of Atticus Stax, Francesca has also managed to remind us that her oldest, Barnaby, is now a philosopher in the making. There’s not a febrile utterance of his that hasn’t been held to the light and relayed as a gleaming, this-is-good-enough-to-save-mankind profundity. ‘The five-year-old has changed the lyrics of “Barbie Girl” to “Life’s fantastic, my knicks are elastic”,’ she posts. ‘Soon to be top of the charts.’

			Overdosed on Francesca, I head over to Brigitte’s Facebook page, which is still untrammelled chaos, and all grainy, badly lit pictures. She looks scuttered in 94.2 per cent of them and I feel strangely jealous. I spy Carrie in one of Brigitte’s pictures, glowing from her four pints of aloe vera juice. So they’re hanging out without me, then. Something soupy makes itself known in my stomach.

			In addition to the life-changing magic of aloe vera, Carrie’s Facebook wall is all cushion slogans and ‘Pass this on to five people’ shite. ‘Delete me if you support the Tories,’ she posts but never says in real life, and Lord knows it is tempting. The joy of being able to invent and make yourself up from scratch, I guess. It doesn’t always go the right way.

			Days like this I hate Facebook and MySpace, but it is handy for keeping in touch with Jilly, one of my oldest Dublin pals.

			‘How’s Londinium? The big smoke?’ she writes. I don’t have the heart to tell her we don’t ever call it that.

			‘You know yourself,’ I write back. ‘Loud, busy, takes an hour to get a couple of miles down the road. Black snot.’

			‘Gerourofit,’ she writes back. ‘Don’t pretend you’re not living the dream, you and that wonderful hubby of yours.’

			I don’t feel like disrobing her of the reality she has built up in her own brain. It’s living the dream all right, except in this airless basement, with a raft of codes I don’t even understand the purpose of, stretched out in front of me every single day like the start of winter, the Dream definitely feels like someone else’s.
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			I can’t stop thinking about the stories the stuff from our bodies can tell.

			A drop of blood can reveal if you’re 3 per cent Spanish, or have a secret cousin you never knew about on the other side of the world. Semen can help create a whole other life. Breast milk can keep a person alive. Sweat helps us attract someone, supposedly. Even saliva can tell a story or two about us.

			And piss can utterly change your life.

			I am googling ‘Do tears carry DNA information?’ while I wait for one line, or two lines. This is how determined I am that it will be a single line, again – I go into the living room to watch a whole episode of Deal Or No Deal. The contestant has gone and won £300 by the time I remember the test still sitting on the lip of the bath. I go to check it, expecting to see the single red line that would let me get on with the rest of my day.

			But the second line is even stronger and redder than the control one. Almost defiant in its redness. I feel the floor wobble beneath me. This is pure Alice in Wonderland stuff: walking through one door, mainly to see if you can, then turning around to find the door, the way back out, has vanished.

			I know I’m meant to feel some sort of euphoria. Yes, we were trying and trying, almost to a point where it was not much more between Johnny and I than chat about mucus and cycles and implantation. And now we have moved from using all the language into a new reality. A whole new place. All that hope has gone and created something.

			For a brief, fluttering cicada of a moment, I feel a little bit proud of Johnny and me. But a chaser of something else, a surety that things will never be the same again and maybe that’s not such a good thing, creates a strange aftertaste. What about all the stuff I wanted to do? Would I have ever done it, pregnancy or not?

			Something else bears down on me. I have eighteen years, possibly more, of hard, unpaid labour ahead of me. I will probably never have a day without worry ever again. I feel immediately wrecked; so much so that what I once thought would be a euphoric moment becomes a ‘take to the bed’ moment.

			It’s a weird brew of feelings, this guilt that I wasn’t more immediately happy at the two lines, and the terror that I’m nowhere near ready for what comes next. What business have I, a person who thinks ungenerous things about almost everyone around her, being in this position? I send annoying baby toys to new parents for kicks. I glare at screechy babies in cafes. What sane world would entrust me with my own one?

			The more I think of it, this could well be a very human and understandable reaction to the idea of a screaming, shitting thing entering your life.

			In quick succession, I think of the mums on the Goat’s Milk Mile and their glossy, satiating happiness. I think of the other women whose cohort I was in amongst only a few minutes ago. The ones that maybe want this even more than me, and are denied it month after month, their hopes dashed with a horrid little single line.

			I’m still heady with wonderment about how this one moment that happened right after Deal Or No Deal has changed everything in my life, when I hear the scrape of Johnny’s key in the front door downstairs.

			We may be already married, but this will mean we are truly, definitely, in it for the long haul.

			Johnny walks into the bedroom, loosening the tie he absolutely doesn’t have to wear to his trendy tech job. (Again, I don’t know exactly what type of tech job Johnny has. He has explained it time and time again with Job-like patience, but like the offside rule, it refuses to absorb into my brain.)

			Despite a tiny part of me telling myself to stay quiet, to find some more time to let this just be something between the baby and me, I find it impossible to hold on to it. Before my head even knows what’s going on, I hand him the pregnancy test, wordlessly.

			‘What does that …’ he says, confused.

			‘Well, I’m hardly handing you a negative pregnancy test now, am I?’

			He peers at it again. His brow unknots and he breaks out into a smile.

			‘The boys can swim! Yesss!’

			This is yet more evidence of Johnny’s niceness. Initial tests showed that, in fact, he had an embarrassment of riches in the swimmers’ department. They were all Olympian-grade, bound for the podium, able to swim sensibly in the right direction, plus there was a shitload of the buggers. The unspecified problem appeared to lie with me, but even so, Johnny has been happy to assume responsibility.

			He is such an unbearable dude cliché, being proud of his working nutsack, holding the test as proof of his man-virility, yet in that moment a part of me loves him for it.

			And I tell him so. ‘I love you for knocking me up, so I do.’

			He laughs softly to himself. ‘Oh man, this is going to be so great.’

			And then, as though he’s reading my mind, he adds, ‘You down at the Spence, with the Baby Bjorn, the Bugaboo, all of it …’

			‘Ugh, as if.’ The unbidden smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. ‘They probably don’t want to be friends with anyone new anyway, that shower.’

			I hate that despite my many protestations to the contrary, he knows that deep down I want that, to join their gang.

			‘How do you even know what a Bugaboo is? That weirds me out a bit, if I’m honest,’ I tell him.

			‘I’ve been doing my homework,’ he says, almost to himself. He stares down at the test’s two lines. I can tell he’s half afraid they might go away under his eyes.

			‘You’ll never guess what. They have this machine for getting rid of the dirty nappies. A genie,’ he tells me.

			‘Why didn’t you say so? I’d have done this baby thing years ago if I’d known that.’ We can make this joke now.

			A few days later, Johnny reveals that he has already come up with a list of names for the child we’ve already referred to as ‘Ricey’ (owing to its long-grain size) and ‘November 2010’ (due date).

			‘I’m doing the baking around here,’ I remind him. ‘I will therefore also be doing any naming.’

			He still wants to show me the list. Amazingly, it hasn’t been laminated, although near enough.

			‘What about Ciel?’ he offers.

			‘Ciel,’ I reply distastefully.

			‘Yeah. French for heaven.’

			‘What about … Blythe,’ I attempt.

			‘As in Blithe Spirit?’

			‘Just, I know someone cool with that name.’

			‘Hard, hard pass. What even is that?’

			‘Maximilian?’

			‘“Maximilian, come in for your dinner,”’ I yell in my broadest Northside Dublin accent. ‘Be serious for a second.’

			Then: ‘Djuna?’ I offer. ‘After Djuna Barnes?’ Our names are becoming more bougie-slash-wanky by the second. He looks horrified, although I know he loves this game. He’s wanted to play
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