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EIGHT

APRIL

The ice was too large for the neck of the flask. Steam began to spout from the kettle and then the whistle started, a sudden shrilling beside him. Ashley dropped the ice and turned off the gas. He stepped in a puddle of water. Jay was sobbing, gasping in the bathroom. ‘You okay?’ he shouted, and emptied the kettle to a second flask. But he’d forgotten to spoon in the coffee. He slammed the kettle on the stove and hurried to the bathroom, found her leaning with her head to the wall, half-way between sitting and standing. ‘Jay?’ Her trousers were bunched round her ankles and her knickers were at her knees. With one hand she clutched the towel rail, the other her belly, and when he touched her shoulder she turned and spewed in the toilet. He said, ‘What did the midwife say, exactly?’ Then, ‘Jay, what did she say?’

‘It wasn’t her. Ella wasn’t there.’ She ran the cold tap, allowed him to pull up her clothes. ‘It was a receptionist or something, I don’t know. She said it might be a urinary infection. I’m not doing this again, Ashley.’

‘Is it a urinary infection?’ he asked.

‘Like fuck.’

‘Shall I phone again?’

‘No, not yet.’ She swilled her mouth and picked her way through the towels and wet clothes on the floor. ‘Just finish the packing,’ she said. ‘I’m going for a walk.’

‘Where?’

‘The front room.’

Ashley stood in the kitchen and looked at his study cards. At the top of the stack was a list of things for their holdall. Ice pack for J; coffee for A . . . He re-lit the gas and emptied the flask to the kettle, then spooned out a rough measure of coffee. His hands were trembling. As he searched for something to break up the ice-cubes he caught his reflection in the window – a black jumper – and reminded himself not to wear black; Jay said it meant funerals. They were both to wear yellow for sunshine. But his yellow jumper was damp, it would have to be ironed. He found the iron in a cupboard of sauces and pickles. Jay was calling him now. Before he ran to the living room he struck an ice-cube with the heel of the iron and saw the pieces skate to the floor.



The tea-time news had just ended. Jay was kneeling on a rug by the fire and Ashley knelt with her, his knees between hers. She was trying to regulate her breathing, deep inhalations, lengthy exhalations, but she was losing control. She started to pant, gasping for air. Then she screamed. Her hands flailed and Ashley grabbed hold of her wrists, looped her arms round his neck. He chanted, ‘Puff, puff, blow! Puff, puff, blow!’ suddenly unsure if this was what they had practised, or something they’d been told to avoid. But Jay held his gaze and matched her breathing to his. The intensity of her attention made him self-conscious; his voice trailed away. ‘That’s it,’ he murmured, ‘that’s good.’ Their foreheads met. In the kitchen the kettle was shrieking.

‘That was the worst,’ she said finally. ‘That was definitely the worst.’

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ Ashley said. He had fallen asleep on the sofa after work; Jay had told him he would need his energy for later.

‘It wasn’t so bad then, I didn’t realise it would come on like this.’

‘They shouldn’t be this close together,’ he told her. ‘Twenty minutes to start with. If they’re this close we ought to have a midwife.’

‘I’ll phone,’ she said irritably, ‘I’ll phone in a minute.’ Ashley helped her to stand and watched as she paced across the living room. ‘But find my TeNS,’ she said then. ‘It’s in the bedroom somewhere. And tidy up – I promised her it would be tidier. Everything’s a mess.’

‘That’s none of her business, Jay.’

‘Ashley!’ she shouted. ‘Just do it!’

The TeNS machine resembled a Walkman. Twin wires led not to earphones but to pads the size of plasters, and a solitary dial controlled the current between the pads. The pulse was supposed to distract Jay from her pain. Ashley found it in a tangle of bedclothes, the adhesive ends stuck to the sheets, caught up in Jay’s nightgown. A grubbied sticker said it belonged to the maternity hospital. He lay it on the desk and took a deep breath, tried to think what to do next. Although swept and dusted, and the wallpapering recently completed, the room retained the fustiness of the hours Jay spent resting in bed. Ashley stripped back the blankets and opened a window. Outside the mist of the afternoon had thickened to fog and the air smelled coolly of trees and damp pavements. Downstairs Jay was puffing and blowing through another contraction. Hastily undressing, he noticed a work-shirt on the rail, white with yellow stripes, and tore it from the hanger. He hurried back down wearing only his underpants.

‘Here’s the TeNS’, he said, and dropped his bundle of clothes to the floor. ‘What now?’ Jay closed her eyes, loosely clasped her hands in her lap. The pain was subsiding. With each inhalation her nose narrowed, flared on the exhalation. Finally she looked at him, and he asked, ‘Shall I put it on for you?’ There was a pause before she nodded, another few seconds before she threw up. The vomit spattered his clean shirt. ‘You’d better show me where the pads go,’ he said.



Packed and zipped by the living-room door, their maternity bag looked as though it might burst. Ashley stood close beside Jay and watched it uncertainly. He strained to hear what the midwife was saying. ‘Is she coming or not?’ he whispered, but Jay flapped him to be quiet. Then she winced and let go of the phone, fumbled to turn up her TeNS. She dropped down on her haunches. Ashley picked up the receiver. ‘Sorry, Ella,’ he said, ‘but that’s another one starting. Is someone coming out here? I thought someone was coming.’

The voice said, ‘It’s just so foggy, you see. We can’t find our map.’

‘Do you want directions?’ he asked.

‘I’ll have to find a pen . . .’

‘Or shall we come in?’

‘What does Jay want?’

‘Jay, do you want to go straight in?’

‘No!’ she cried. Then ‘Maybe . . . I don’t know.’

‘Which?’

‘We’ll go in. Say we’ll go in.’

‘We’ll come in,’ he said.

‘Will you get a taxi?’ asked the midwife.

‘Could we have an ambulance?’

‘I don’t know if there is one.’

‘I don’t think we’d cope in a taxi.’

‘I’ll tell them you want an ambulance.’

‘How long will it be?’

‘An hour maybe. It’s an emergency service, you see – they only allocate so many.’

‘Right,’ he said.

‘And then there’s the fog.’

‘Maybe we will get a cab.’

‘It’s up to you.’

Ashley hesitated, and Jay gave out a yell, furiously twisting the dial on her TeNS. ‘Shit!’ she shouted, and ripped the pads from her back, hurling the machine at the sofa. ‘Fuck!’

‘An ambulance might be better,’ he said.

‘That’s fine,’ said the midwife. ‘Whatever you want.’

‘It’s just we don’t know whether we’re coming or going,’ he said.

‘Same here!’ laughed the midwife.



In the back of the ambulance they sat side by side and hoped the medic would not speak to them. Three hours since her first spasms, Jay now lapsed almost to sleep between crises and breathed to a rhythm when the pain gripped her, to the drill they had learned in their classes. With one arm around her shoulder, Ashley looked through the darkened rear window at the glow of the following car’s headlamps. He wished he could see more, the direction they were taking and what they were leaving behind them. He thought he recognised a street corner, a building and hoarding, and tried to form in his mind a map of their route, where they were in the city. But then another contraction began and he sought Jay’s hands, returned his attention to her. The paramedic crouched before them with a cylinder of gas. ‘Will you take a blast of this, pet?’ he said, but Jay shook her head in annoyance.

‘We’re trying to do without,’ Ashley apologised.

‘Fair enough,’ said the man, and returned to his corner, seeming disappointed, a little sceptical. In the silence which followed he said, ‘This’ll be your first then?’

Ashley nodded. After a long pause he asked, ‘How about you?’

‘A few,’ the medic replied. He folded his arms and casually said, ‘Couldn’t tell you the number we’ve taken in, but I’ve delivered fifteen. Works out about one a year.’ He indicated Jay, now slumped against Ashley. ‘The last one, she wouldn’t take anything either. She was only young. Younger actually – she lived with her mum – and when we got there she was hiding under the sideboard. Bum in the air. She wouldn’t come out. I had to deliver the baby like that, with this girl holding on to the legs of the sideboard and calling me all the f’s and c’s under the sun, and her mum yelling at her to stop the bloody swearing. She left the room in the end, the mum – she couldn’t stand the language. Baby popped out five minutes later.’

The ambulance slowed and sounded its siren, then began to accelerate. Ashley said, ‘Was it a boy or a girl?’ but the medic nodded routinely, already turning to speak to the driver. With a restless sigh, Jay released herself from her seatbelt and curled up on the bench. Ashley drummed his fingers on its polythene cover. He felt for his study cards and wound the elastic band onto his wrist, cupped the stack close to his body. He tried to read through his notes, but the words had become too familiar to register. Beside him Jay took a sharp breath and sat upright. Ashley returned the cards to his pocket as the medic released the gas cylinder from its carry-bag. Ten minutes and two contractions later the ambulance took a tight bend, ascended a ramp and swung right. The lights of the road disappeared and they came to a halt.

‘That’s you!’ called the driver.

‘In your own time, pet,’ said the medic.

There was no exchange of thanks and good luck, and although Ashley readied himself to shake hands with the crew, the paramedic left with a cursory tap on his arm and the driver remained in his cab. A burly, brown-coated porter helped Jay to a wheelchair and swung her around, pushed off without a word or glance backwards. They passed quickly through a stone-floored succession of echoing lobbies and glass-sided corridors, lifts and tight corners, Ashley trailing several paces behind, struggling with the bulk of his holdall. White- and green-coated staff stepped by them, ignored them; new mothers glanced out from the wards. A television in a deserted dayroom was showing the start of the nine o’clock news, and beyond this they came to a door marked Inspection Room 2. The porter stationed the wheelchair and turned to leave them. Ashley put down his bag. ‘Is that us then?’ he said. ‘This is where we’re supposed to be?’

‘Think so,’ said the porter. ‘I’ll send someone, shall I?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Wilco,’ said the porter.

The door was unlocked – Ashley tried it – but they did not immediately enter. There ought to have been someone to guide them; a sign somewhere to identify this room as theirs. But the interior was as blank as the corridor; the lights were switched off and the curtains were open. It wasn’t a part of hospital they had seen on their visits. Ashley could not think how it connected to the rest of the building; everything appeared as if wrongly arranged. He crouched beside Jay and linked his fingers through hers, puffed out his cheeks and goggled his eyes. She forced her mouth to a smile. Then a shadow of pain passed over her. ‘Come on,’ he said quickly, ‘we’d better go in,’ but Jay suddenly grabbed for his arms, gripped him so tightly he almost cried out, nearly jerked himself free. Jay’s eyes were wide with alarm, and he shouted in panic, ‘Big breaths, Jay, breathe in slowly, breathe out, like me . . .’ But this time he could not coach her. As Jay’s breath quickened so did his own, and when Ella finally found them they were both panting, clutching each other tightly in the corridor.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said brightly, ‘this looks like labour to me.’ They had entered the building from the rear, risen four flights from the basement. The delivery rooms were on the top storey, facing across the fog-bound city to the river, a bank of lawns and rosebeds somewhere below them. Before they’d left the inspection room Jay had surrendered her clothes and changed to a white hospital gown, willingly agreed to a pain-killer, an injection of diamorphine. Their midwife said that was the sensible thing. Disposing of her plastic gloves to a pedal bin, she told them Jay was four centimetres dilated and doing very well, but the baby would now need to be monitored; it might also become drowsy, forget to breathe when it was born. Jay made no objections, and so Ashley said nothing, didn’t offer their Birthplan until Ella remembered to ask for it. The leaflet was frayed at the corners and torn down the folds, coloured pink and blue like the delivery-room curtains, the floral border round the power points. Ella laid it flat to the bed. She drew up a chair and sat down, scanned the ticked boxes and turned it about, frowned as she deciphered Jay’s handwriting. Then she nodded and smiled. ‘You’re going to cut the cord, Ashley?’

‘If that’s okay.’

‘Sure, there’s nothing to it.’ She secured the form to a clip-board, and mimed a pair of scissors, a single snip. ‘It’s like opening a supermarket.’

‘He’s never opened a supermarket,’ Jay said.

‘This’ll be good practice then,’ replied Ella, and gently smoothed Jay’s fringe from her eyes. ‘How’re you feeling now? A bit woozy?’

‘Travel-sick.’

‘But it’s helping?’

‘Yes.’

‘They’d pay twenty-five quid for a shot of this on the streets, Jay. You’re lucky.’ Ella included Ashley in her smile, and rose from her chair. ‘But I’ll get you something for the nausea.’

The room was very warm. Ashley lifted the sash window and leaned out. He listened to the traffic in the city centre. There were buses and taxis on the nearest main road, footsteps hurrying through the hospital grounds. Every sound seemed distinct from every other, amplified in the mist, and for a moment he imagined the city revolving around the fixed point of their room. An aeroplane passed overhead. A lorry ascended the hill from the river. Everywhere people were crossing and winding towards the end of their day, and tomorrow they would begin again, oblivious, unaltered, whilst for him and Jay everything would be different. He tried to picture what lay ahead, but couldn’t see beyond the room as it was now, the lights dimmed and Jay half-asleep on the bed, paper quietly feeding through the machine at her side. He glanced up at the clock. It wasn’t yet ten. He lowered the window and looked restlessly about him for something to do.

There had been no obvious place to empty the contents of their holdall, and no shelf or drawer for Jay’s clothes. Their belongings now lay at the foot of the bed. He moved the pile closer to the wall and kicked off his shoes, pulled on some plimsolls. He poured himself a coffee, a cup of iced water for Jay, and placed their flasks either side of the sink. They had also brought tapes and paperbacks, a camera and flashgun, rolls of soft toilet paper, a child’s rubber ring for Jay to sit on, fruit and sandwiches, a sponge and a hot water bottle. He lined these along the skirting board but left the baby’s new blankets and clothes inside the bag, still in their cellophane wrappings. Hearing the zip, Jay opened her eyes and drowsily said, ‘It looks more like home now.’

‘That’s something anyway,’ he replied.

Already very little had happened as they’d hoped or expected. The strap which girdled Jay’s middle was tracking the baby’s heartbeat and the peaks of her contractions. Ashley glanced at the printout, watched as the display changed from 128 to 140 to 110, a heart-shaped symbol flashing next to the digits. He did not know if this was normal or not, and realised he did not want to know. He stood close to Ella’s clipboard and read through their Birthplan. There was to have been no medication, and no technology; Jay was to be free to move around, unattached to any machine. He recalled the evening they had spent completing the leaflet, selecting their options, ticking boxes. In each case Jay had asked what he thought, then marked her response before he could finish his answer. At last he’d complained, and they’d argued, but really there had been no need for discussion. He had wanted every choice to be hers, for Jay to choose for him.

‘Here’s some water,’ he said, and Jay smiled but didn’t open her eyes. He sipped from his coffee. In most cases she had opted for whatever seemed closest to a natural birth, saying she preferred to trust in fate and spontaneity, her own instincts. And Ashley had conceded, for nothing else between them had ever been planned. They had lived together for five years, and now owned the house that they shared, but this too had occurred without much thought or discussion. They had made no promises to each other, and Ashley had never assumed they would stay together, nor supposed they would separate. He gazed at Jay’s face as she dozed. Her jaw was open, her breath dry. He took a lip salve from his pocket and ran it round her mouth, gave her a sip of water. Once, years before, they had parted for no more reason than that they were curious for change, and within days discovered they could not remember each other’s appearance. Ashley had sought her out, he later said, merely to remind himself of her face, and soon afterwards they’d begun living together. Now he could summon every detail: the curve of her eyes, the upward turn of her lip, the texture of skin round her mouth. Her features, he realised, had become as familiar to him as his own, more familiar than his parents’ and clearer to him now than his brother’s.

There were voices in the delivery suite next door. The lights came on and shone into their room through the frosted windows by the ceiling. Jay opened her eyes and gazed blearily at Ashley. The single line of a frown appeared on her forehead. Ella was laughing in the corridor, still smiling as she entered their room and hurried round the bed to the monitor. She examined the printout and made a note on the paper. Then she eased Jay upright for her tablet. ‘You’re doing very well,’ she said. ‘I think we’ll see this baby before I go home.’

‘When’s that?’ asked Ashley.

‘Eight o’clock we change.’

‘What’s the time now?’ Jay asked.

‘Ten past ten,’ Ashley said, and Jay groaned as she slumped back on her pillows.

‘So who’s baby going to look like?’ Ella asked.



Sitting on the other side of the bed, Ashley guessed Ella was much the same age as Jay, though she wore a wedding ring and lipstick, a perfume which he recognised from the secretaries’ office at school. For two hours she divided her attention between Ashley and Jay and the machine. Occasionally she wrote onto the printout, or jotted notes in a file marked Confidential, and at intervals they talked. When she told Ashley she had two children, aged three and fifteen months, Jay surprised them by asking, ‘What was your first like?’

‘We thought you were asleep, Jay.’

‘Did you have drugs?’

‘Ask me later,’ laughed Ella.

But later Jay would have no recollection of this time. From then until midnight she drifted in and out of awareness, unconscious even of the noises from the next room, a woman in the last throes of her labour. ‘That’s her second too,’ Ella whispered, and Ashley walked across to the sink. He poured himself another coffee, drank a little and tipped it away. It tasted faintly of paper, the instructions he’d forgotten to remove from the flask when he filled it. He drummed his fingers on the edge of the drainer. In the other room the midwife was cajoling the woman to push harder, a man’s voice quietly encouraging her. There were screams and shouts, a moment’s pause, and then the rush of several voices at once. Ella turned towards him and smiled. They heard a baby crying. ‘That’s a healthy sound,’ she said, but when Ashley tried to return her smile he couldn’t; he needed to sit down.

‘Is there a toilet?’ he asked.

Soon afterwards Jay’s diamorphine began to wear off. The contractions of the previous hours had built in intensity, dimly registered but painless, and now they emerged with sudden severity. She threw up, a jet of clear water which spattered Ashley’s ankle as he tried to jump clear. Ella offered gas from a cylinder attached to the wall, which this time Jay accepted. But the relief was only temporary. With the onset of every contraction there came a brief period of panic as she sought to cover her mouth and nose with the mask. Her hands and whole body were shaking, her teeth chattering. Within half an hour she was writhing on the bed. Ella had to shout to get her attention. Ashley held both her hands and found she wouldn’t release them. She rolled away from him, sobbing and frightened. He had to climb on to the mattress. ‘I want an epidural,’ she cried then. ‘Tell them I want an epidural, Ashley. I can’t cope with this any more, it’s hurting me. Tell them.’



The anaesthetist fixed a tap to the back of Jay’s hand. A second midwife secured it with plasters. Ella said, ‘I’m just going to take your blood pressure, Jay,’ and afterwards left the strap on her arm. A black rubber tube looped up to a gauge on the wall. She made a note in her file and began to set up a drip, a clear plastic tube feeding down to Jay’s hand.

‘Would you mind if we put a monitor on the baby’s head?’ a senior midwife said.

Jay replied, ‘No, go ahead, anything.’

The anaesthetist made an injection into Jay’s spine and Ashley turned his face to the wall. When he looked again the midwives were obscuring his view. He stepped closer. The anaesthetist secured a plastic device to the front of Jay’s gown. It contained the anaesthetic. A thin tube curled over her shoulder and down to the small of her back. A blue wire now led from her vagina to the monitoring machine. The anaesthetist dropped his gown and gloves in the bin and waited at the foot of the bed. His hair was dishevelled, as if he’d been sleeping. His shoes were untied. The senior midwife eased a tube into Jay’s urethra and pressed down on her bladder, filling a bowl. She pushed a plug in the end of the tube and left it inserted for later. Ella dimmed the lights. The anaesthetist and the other midwives departed together. Ashley returned to his seat at the side of the bed. He reached again for Jay’s hand but could not hold it; there was a plastic tap in the way.

‘I’m pathetic, aren’t I?’ said Jay.

‘You’re doing brilliant,’ he told her, and thought then he might cry.



The first time they shared a bed was also the last time they’d stayed awake all through the night. The house they were in was newly squatted, a mattress in every room. They’d sat till dawn playing a board game, drinking coffee and tea and smoking, eating whatever there was. Perhaps they’d been celebrating; Ashley could no longer remember, only that Jay was strange to him then and he’d clung to her company long after the game became tedious. By morning there were snails stuck to the window, five bicycles coated with dew in the garden. Their friends were already sleeping. In bed he held her tightly and when they finally woke they were still entangled, still wearing their clothes. By then he knew her life story, though she was no less strange than before. Whereas she’d spent her childhood always moving, sometimes unable to distinguish her own mother from the people around her, he had lived his first eighteen years in one house in one town, barely aware of anything beyond it. As he stared at her now Ashley wondered at their coming together at all. Even after five years they had nothing in common except for each other, and yet soon they would become their own family, bound by the baby.

He laid his head on the mattress and pressed his fingertips against hers. Jay’s cheeks and neck were flushed red and she was quietly snoring. He allowed his eyes to close too, but in his dream he continued to watch over her. They were in his classroom at school and Jay was sleeping next to the fish tank, Ella sitting by the window. The midwife beckoned Ashley closer and pointed to the children’s play area below them, a solitary duck on a spring and a strip of rubberised tarmac. There was nothing else. For a while they watched and waited but the duck was motionless and no one appeared. The tarmac stretched into the distance, smooth and unswerving. Ashley noticed snail tracks on the window and turned to tell Jay but she had already gone. He woke with a start. Ella tapped the printout and smiled. ‘You were all sleeping,’ she whispered. ‘Baby too.’

During the rest of the night many people came and went from the room. Jay’s contractions continued unfelt, monitored by the machine and discussed in murmurs by the midwives. Ashley tried not to hear what they were saying, and looked away when he noticed their glances. Occasionally Ella would leave for a break and each time a different midwife would occupy her seat and pick up her clipboard. Ashley was given cups of coffee from a machine down the corridor, and eventually a slice of cold toast. At intervals he descended four flights of stone steps to the nearest men’s toilet, shivering in the chill air of the stairwell and reading from his cards as he went. It was a relief to be free of the bedside, and once he took his coffee with him, intending to remain for the length of a tea-break. He locked himself in a cubicle and lowered the seat, listening to the hum of a ventilator, the water in the pipes. When he looked again at his watch he found that barely two minutes had passed. His pulse quickened. He tipped his drink in the bowl and hurried back up the stairs, taking the last flight at a run.

But there was very little for him to do, and nothing to miss. He slept for another half hour, tried to read a book and couldn’t concentrate, chose a tape for the machine but didn’t play it. There was no anticipation now, and the longer the labour continued, the further the birth seemed to recede. The baby had become an obstruction and he wanted it out so Jay could come home, so she could return to herself. At seven thirty he heard metal buckets in the corridor, polishing machines and loud voices. Stretching her arms, Ella said it would soon be the end of her shift. She pulled on a glove to examine Jay’s cervix, and suggested Ashley open the curtains. The fog had cleared. Above the city centre the sky was cloudy and dark but further east there was sunshine, like winter passing to spring. Looking down at the gardens he noticed a play area, a few swings and a slide, and for a moment he felt hopeful, a brief swell of excitement. Then Ella said, ‘Would you mind a syntocinon drip, Jay? It’ll speed things along. You’re still only eight centimetres and the baby’s not turning, it’s really not coming on.’



‘We’re going to ask you to do some pushing in a little while, Jay. You’ll have to imagine it’s like a big jobbie. Really push hard, like you’re having a massive big shite. I’ll want you to take big deep breaths and really push down on your bum. Two or three pushes with every contraction. You’ll feel like your bum is going to explode, but I promise you that won’t happen, it won’t explode . . .’

The obstetrician was called Marjorie and she wore a red jumpsuit, red lipstick, streaks of pink in her hair. They had not met her before, and neither did they recognise their new midwife, whose name was Angela and who’d arrived to relieve Ella at eight. She was pleased to meet them, she’d said, shaking Ashley’s hand, touching Jay’s arm. She was new to the team, and surprised they hadn’t been told to expect her. She read through Ella’s notes and explained that Marjorie would be returning at ten for the birth, assuming the syntocinon didn’t work too quickly, didn’t force the baby out before they were ready. She laughed, then quietly added, ‘I don’t think you’ll get to cut the cord, Ashley, not this time. It all depends, but probably you won’t.’

‘It was just an idea,’ he’d answered, and felt more relief than disappointment.

Now, as the clock came towards ten, the room became busy with nurses and midwives, cluttered with trolleys and spotlights, equipment for the birth and any complications. Marjorie unclipped her pager and stood at the foot of the bed, Jay’s legs splayed before her. Angela placed a hand on Jay’s bump to feel for the coming contractions and kept one eye on the printout. A line of pubic hair rose over Jay’s belly like the shadow of the crease in a peach, and Ashley concentrated on this as the pushing began, willing the bulge to deflate under Angela’s hand, the baby to slip painlessly out. ‘That’s good,’ he said as she heaved, ‘you’re doing great, Jay.’

Then Marjorie shouted, ‘Really big breaths, Jay! Bigger breaths than that!’

And Angela called, ‘Harder now, Jay. You’re doing very well, but harder now, tuck your chin and push harder, push harder!’

But although Jay’s face coloured almost to purple and her breath began to gurgle in her throat, she made no progress at all and the strain was too much, she said she couldn’t continue. Ashley squeezed her fingers, dampened her face with a sponge. Barely three minutes had passed. Marjorie came to the side of the bed. ‘You’ve got it all wrong, Jay. All the effort is going into your throat. I want you to imagine a big jobbie and push down on this end, concentrate on your bum end.’

‘But I can’t feel that end,’ Jay complained.

Marjorie pushed a couple of fingers inside her. ‘Can you feel that? Can you push towards that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay then.’

‘I’ll wet this,’ Ashley said, and edged towards the sink with his sponge.

The pushing continued and the clock approached the half hour. Angela announced the onset of every contraction and loudly coached Jay through her breathing. Ashley found himself straining with Jay, his face contorting like hers. But each time the baby began to descend it slipped back again, Jay became too exhausted to go on, couldn’t press any harder, and finally Marjorie said, ‘No good, it’s getting distressed. The baby’s as knackered as you are, Jay. We’re going to help it out. We’re going to use suction. Is that okay?’ Jay nodded, and in moments the bottom section of the bed was removed and her feet raised in the air, strapped into stirrups. Ashley was forced against the side of the mattress by the bustle around him. Jay looked directly into his eyes, and he kissed her forehead, suddenly too frightened to smile and afraid she might notice. She tugged her fingers from his, and squeezed his hand in her own.

Marjorie was sitting on a stool between Jay’s legs, a spot-light angled over her shoulder, and when the pushing resumed Ashley watched in several directions at once, but mostly Jay’s face. Her hand was pressed to his belly. She was pallid now; the shadows beneath her eyes were like bruises, her lips darkly swollen. When he dared to look at Marjorie he was surprised at the effort involved; she was up on her feet, red-faced and straining, tugging and pulling, like a dentist levering to extract a difficult tooth. He glanced away. Angela shouted. Then the baby came all of a sudden, purple and blue, back rounded towards him. ‘It’s a blue baby!’ he said. ‘A little blue baby.’ He noticed its hair, and the slime, its creased gummy face. It wasn’t real. Angela laid it over Jay’s belly, and he looked for its penis, he was sure he would see one; but their child was a girl. ‘It’s a girl, Jay!’ he grinned. ‘A blue one.’

‘A girl,’ she repeated, and sank back to her pillows, still clutching his hand and distantly smiling.



In seconds the umbilical cord was cut and their baby transferred to a table behind Ashley where a doctor and a nurse sucked its lungs clear with a stainless steel tube. Ashley tried to watch but couldn’t, his heart was beating too fast and his legs were unsteady. He thought he might fall and looked towards Angela, saw the afterbirth as she expelled it, fat and purple like an internal organ. It slopped on to a dish and Angela peered at it quizzically, noticed he was watching and smiled. ‘Very grainy,’ she explained, ‘it might be overdue.’ He nodded, then Marjorie returned to her stool and began stitching Jay where she’d torn. ‘I see a clot,’ she announced, and poked inside to remove it, a small explosion of blood hitting her shoulder and chin. Ashley sat down. He looked at the clock and calculated their baby was born at 10.44 am, but he could not remember the date. A face appeared round the door and said, ‘Congratulations,’ and a woman in grey began restocking the shelves. Angela left with the placenta, but promised to return with some tea. Then a nurse tapped Ashley’s shoulder and showed him his daughter, now swaddled in hospital green. Jay held open her arms. He went to retrieve his camera from their pile of belongings, padding gingerly through the streaks of red and brown on the floor, and took half a dozen pictures of Jay cradling the child, not sure if he was holding the camera steady, if it was in focus or not. ‘She looks like your brother,’ Jay told him, and he replied, ‘Not so tall.’ Then the nurse took the baby away – downstairs, she said, for observation, but not for long, he was welcome to come. And Ashley nodded again, but remained in his seat. For a few minutes then they were left on their own. They looked at each other. Ashley touched the side of Jay’s face with his hand. There were scales of dry skin on her lips. He leaned over and kissed her. ‘I love you,’ he said finally. Then, ‘Thank you.’

Jay sighed, and her sigh became a yawn, and she murmured, ‘Don’t mention it. But I’m not doing that again.’





EIGHTEEN

FEBRUARY

Saludos De Guatemala! said his brother’s letter. From Guatemala, greetings!


Ashley stood alone on the edge of the camp. The smaller benders were almost invisible now. Dense hummocks in the darkness, they might have been bushes or earth-mounds. A few stalks of lamplight pierced the door-flaps. The smoke from the flues thinned out through the trees. Bulked up with woollens, he felt the chill air on his face and his fingers. It crept around his neck and he shivered. A smell of leafmould rose from the ground as he pissed and he looked across to the clearing, to where the remnants of a bonfire still smouldered, kicked over with dirt an hour before. A shopping trolley lay on its side nearby, spilling a tumble of logs. The metal showed faintly luminous in the dark, like the white-painted stones which marked out the pathways, and the cream-coloured tarps of the kitchen tent. A long vertical banner, three feet wide and pegged to the ground, rose steeply into the trees. There were shelters up there too, tightropes and hand-holds, a whole copse wired together.

He warmed his hands on his breath and cupped them over his nose. He tried to stamp the numbness from his feet. Earlier in the evening there’d been dancing out here, potatoes roasting in the fire. He had sat and looked on with Maggie tucked into his lap. He had clapped her hands for her. It was as much as he could do to join in, and both Hazel and Jay had smiled at him. But later, when they’d hopped up and down with the others, flapping their arms and laughing, Ashley had stared fixedly into the fire, and his own embarrassment had annoyed him. Finally he’d stood, jigging the baby and swaying, but by then it was all over. Now Maggie and Jay were sleeping, and Hazel was drinking tea in the kitchen, from where there came a steady murmur of voices, the tired beat of a drum. The noise drifted into the surrounding stillness and quiet, and everything appeared as if waiting, the tents and the trees, the darkness. Some day soon the camp would be cleared for the diggers. A sheriff’s officer had called three mornings before with a notice. Flanked by policemen, he’d declined the offer of breakfast, then read the notice aloud and pinned it to one of the trees. It was an order of eviction. The area was called the parcel of land described in the Originating Summons as Plot 53A, and this evening the notice had been used to kindle the bonfire.

Something moved in the woods. Hunching his shoulders, Ashley trod carefully towards it. He paused and widened his eyes at the dark. The forms of the bushes and trees slowly assembled around him, but straight ahead there was blackness. He raised an arm to shield his face and pressed forwards, gingerly testing the ground. Several paces on he came to a clearing and stopped. He listened, and at first there was nothing, then a few faint scufflings and birdcalls, the shushing of the breeze. He didn’t know what he’d expected. An owl hooted from the canopy and he started to smile. It was the first time he had heard one. Peering upwards, he saw the night sky, bright stars poking through the web of the branches. He inhaled deeply. There was a smell of moss and earth and fungus, and the cold was beginning to wake him. He decided to walk further and pushed on through the undergrowth, less cautiously now, and stumbling a little. The ground dipped and climbed suddenly. He couldn’t see his own feet and he blundered into obstacles, felt the tug of straggling branches, twigs bristling his hair. Then from the distance there came the low hum of a generator and he used this to guide him. Soon a mist of light spread out through the trees. The hum rose to a clatter, and the woods ended abruptly. Ducking his head, he crept forwards, and crouched in the shelter of a tangle of briars.

A long straight passage had been cut into the coppice, fifty or sixty yards wide and enclosed by tall fencing. Gaudy arc-lights illuminated the site. A speckle of frost lay over the ground, and a couple of guards stood talking by a Portakabin. Ashley watched them through the branches. The taller of the two, even viewed from behind, appeared restless, uncomfortable, and not much older than a school leaver. He leant a shoulder into the cabin, but immediately straightened and folded his arms, then looked down at his feet, and nodded, and slouched again on the wall. The other man gestured casually with a cigarette. Ashley strained to hear what he was saying, but his voice was lost to the noise of the generator. Burly in his uniform, he had the squat, rigid stance of a soldier. He wore a heavy moustache, dark stubble, and his trousers were tucked into the top of his boots. Finally he chucked his cigarette aside and flexed his arms, then patted the younger man on the chest and began walking across to the fence. The boy turned lazily to follow and Ashley recognised him at once as one of his sixth-formers.

Euan Elliot had been the first to sign out at the start of the school year. Ashley had met him in a corridor, waving the green form that released him. ‘I’m jacking it in, Mr B.,’ he’d announced. ‘I’m fucking sick of this place.’ He hadn’t said what he was going to do, and Ashley hadn’t bothered to ask, but now he recalled a conversation in the previous term, Euan slyly grinning, talking about the hippies on the Common. Jay had been on television the previous night. ‘They’re drug addicts, Mr Brook,’ Euan had said. ‘They’re filthy and disgusting and they never take baths. They should all be slammed up.’ Smiling, Ashley had suggested he join the police force, but Euan claimed he’d already been promised a job as a guard; he knew someone who worked on the site. The pay was £3 an hour. ‘That’s rubbish,’ Ashley had told him. ‘Nah, Mr B.,’ Euan replied. ‘Loads of overtime, night shifts. You should apply for it too.’

Looking on now, Ashley felt his pulse quicken. They were making a slow tour of the perimeter. The older man tugged at the fence and toe-poked one of the stanchions. The wires shimmered noisily and he did it again, pulling harder this time. Euan fiddled with the zip of his jacket. He kicked at a stone, and for a moment seemed to stare directly at Ashley, then he blinked his eyes and gave a long yawn. As they began walking towards him, Ashley hunched lower and breathed into his hands. He remembered playing hide-and-seek with Douglas in the shrubberies of Ravensby, and accusing his brother of cheating; it had always been too easy, Douglas had always found him too quickly. The guards would surely see him now. His ankle was beginning to ache, and he felt foolish. He ought to stand up. Euan had been one of his pupils. Ashley had been a schoolteacher. There were no tools in his pockets and he wasn’t trespassing; an hour earlier he had been helping his daughter into her sleepsuit.

The ache began to spread up his leg. He tried
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