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About the Book

TRUE LOVE IS ALWAYS WORTH THE WAIT . . . ISN’T IT?
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Georgina has been in love with Hugh since she was eighteen. Tall, handsome and career driven, he’s everything she ever wanted – but totally out of her league. Oh, and married.

Over the years, Georgina transformed herself into what she hoped Hugh would see as the ideal woman. And it paid off. At thirty-two she now has the career, the body, and at last, the man she’s always desired.

But her dream come true hits shaky ground when she falls pregnant. Already-father-of-two Hugh isn’t overjoyed, and as Georgina grows bigger, so does the distance between them.

And with the clock ticking to her baby’s arrival, Georgina has to ask herself – who is the real love of her life? 


About the Author
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Adele Parks worked in advertising until she published her first novel in 2000. Since then, her many Sunday Times bestsellers, including the No. 1 bestsellers, Just My Luck and Lies Lies Lies, have been translated into twenty-six different languages, and have sold 3.5 million copies.

Adele spent her adult life in Italy, Botswana and London until 2005 when she moved to Guildford, where she now lives with her husband and son.
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Acclaim for Adele Parks:

‘Gripping, twisty and heartbreaking, this standout story is a triumph’ Isabelle Broom, Heat

‘Tightly plotted, brilliantly conceived and totally gripping’ Lisa Jewell

‘Twisty, unputdownable and utterly engrossing’ Jenny Colgan

‘The secrets, lies and suspense kept me engrossed’ Daily Mail

‘Convincing, sensitive and rich with emotional intimacy’ Daily Express

‘Brilliant storyline, great characters, very clever, loved it!’ B A Paris

‘Addictive and perceptive’ Lucy Atkins

‘Dark, funny and observant’ Cosmopolitan

‘A wicked pleasure’ Woman & Home

‘She is a particularly acute observer of relationship ups and downs, and her stories are always as insightful as they are entertaining’ Daily Mirror

‘Guaranteed to keep you hooked until the end’ She magazine

‘Deliciously down to earth’ The Times

‘Wonderfully absorbing’ Stylist

‘Will captivate you from the first page’ Closer


      For my son, an indescribable, unrepeatable splash of colourful, wonderful joy. And for my nieces, Claudia and Felicity, and my nephew, William. With love.


Prologue

Are you good enough? Are you? Are you thin enough but not too thin? More Elle Macpherson than Kate Moss? Do you go to the gym? But do you starve yourself? I hope you don’t starve yourself because it’s so last century to starve yourself. Think of the Africans. Don’t you? Don’t you have a social conscience? Of course you recycle your bottles and your newspapers, but do you recycle your tins too? I know it’s a nuisance and you often cut yourself washing them out and the recycling unit is miles away, but really you should make an effort. Where do you get your hair done? Really? Is it expensive? Because it should be expensive, you ought to take pride in yourself but it shouldn’t be too expensive, being flash isn’t attractive. Are they new boots? Oh, you chose tan. You do know that olive is the new tan, the new brown, the new black. Black is a classic, of course, no matter what the magazines say. You do read the magazines, don’t you? It is important to keep up. How’s work going? Been promoted recently? Have you asked for a pay rise? Well, don’t let them exploit you; it’s important to know your own worth. But it doesn’t do to be greedy. What time did you leave the office last night? Crazy, isn’t it. The Brits work longer hours than anyone else in Europe, only the Americans do more. No wonder they’re all in therapy. It’s important to get time to yourself. I could never leave before seven o’clock, though, they depend on me. Your hands are very chapped. I know a good manicurist. Yes, it’s the weather and the transport strikes, but what can you do about it? I know a fabulous girl who does a fabulous manicure and pedicure as well. It doesn’t do to let yourself go. No time. Make time. Do you get out much? Did you see the Tracey Emin? They said she’s become appallingly mainstream. Do you go to the theatre often? Did you catch that one, oh, what’s it called? I forget, the latest one with the ex-soap star, she takes her clothes off. Oh, it doesn’t matter what it’s called, you ought to go, everyone is. Have you visited Tate Modern? Who did you go with? Who did you see? Who were you seen by? Did you ever do that Dome thingy? No, me neither, I rather regret that now. Are you studying? Well, everyone is doing a night class nowadays, aren’t they? De rigueur. Modern Spanish history, IT, film appreciation, the semantics of women’s literature, it’s so useful to have something to talk about at dinner parties. Which book are you using at the moment? Are you still with Jamie Oliver, or have you tried anything from the latest Nigella Lawson yet? Melissa’s doing very well. Yes twins, yes one of each, so that’s the set. Clever girl. She’s planning to be back in the gym a week on Monday. I don’t know what I’d do if I had a baby. Which hospital? Which nurseries? Which schools? And you would have to go back to work; it doesn’t do not to have anything to say to the hubby when he gets home from work, exhausted. The nurseries are all full, you know, from now until the year 2005, well at least the desirable ones are. There’s always childminders. Yes, a nanny is probably the answer in terms of stimulation for the child, but you hear such stories, don’t you? A really good girl is the very devil to find. It’s so important to give them the very best start. Baby Beethoven, Lamaze, Montessori, organic nappies. Part-time might be the answer, but then you’d hardly earn enough to cover the childcare costs and buy your sandwich. Well, I must be going. It doesn’t do to be late. By the way, you’ve spilt something down your shirt, is that silk? Is that olive oil? Oh dear, it won’t come out. I do hope that stain hasn’t been there since lunch time. That wouldn’t be good enough.


January

1

I don’t go back to the office but instead drive to Hyde Park. I park and then walk. And walk. And walk. Stopping only to barf and retch unproductively en route. It’s an icy cold January afternoon. There’s hardly a soul around, unlike the summer when the park is heaving with revellers. The occasional tramp shuffles by, and I see the odd figure dashing home through the twilight, probably clerks who religiously leave their office at five. Not paid enough, or motivated at all, to stay a minute after clocking-out time. Oblivious to their surroundings, they don’t glance left or right – the park is simply something that must be passed through on the way to centrally heated rooms and hot cups of tea. The odd mother rushes by with her toddler in a pushchair. The kids are invariably ugly, tired and dirty. The mothers are all that, and also harassed. I suppose that pushchairs, previously beneath my notice, will soon become significant to me.


Pushchairs and high chairs and baby baths and cots and nappies and it’s impossible. It’s alien. It’s wrong.

Where is the unquashable exhilaration that, surely, should be the order of the day?

I’d settle for a faint flush of enthusiasm.

I walk on. I walk past the Serpentine, the desolate, deserted bandstand and around the Round Pond. I walk up and down. I circle. I walk so much that I’m actually warm even though it’s freezing and late. My feet and legs ache. I’m starving. And I feel sick. How’s that possible? On balance the hunger is more compelling than the nausea. I’m so desperate that, for the first time since I gave up watching Black Beauty, I buy a hot dog from a suspiciously filthy man pushing an off-white cart. The cart, man and hot dog would fail all health and hygiene regulations with spectacular success. I try not to think about it. He piles greasy onions into the bread bun and then smothers the hot dog with mustard and ketchup which squelch on to his fingers and down his arm. He wipes his dirty hands on his dusty trousers, runs his hand through his hair and, the final flourish, wipes the back of his hand over his mouth. I don’t care. The hot dog looks delicious. I’m that hungry I would eat the man, dusty trousers and all, if necessary. Without even stopping to check if anyone can see me I gobble down the hot dog in approximately three bites. For about seven seconds I feel almost normal. My hunger is satiated and I don’t feel sick, an exceptional state of affairs for the last month or so. On the eighth second my stomach lurches uncontrollably and I am hoying for Europe. The undigested hot dog, with onions, mustard, ketchup and trouser dust lies forlornly on the pavement. It’s accompanied by two digestive biscuits, and I think that other thing is rye bread from my sandwiches at lunchtime.

‘Ya fackin stupid bitch,’ says the hot dog seller. ‘What the fack did ya do that for? That ain’t good for business, is it?’

I scrabble in my handbag and locate some tissues with which I wipe my mouth, sick-splattered trousers and boots, and then I walk away, too weary to fling back a clever retort, never mind reapply lipstick. I walk around the park again until I’m convinced that my boots are worn through. Finally, I throw myself on to the nearest park bench, not bothering about the bird excrement or chewing gum.

The park seems joyless. Littered with filthy vendors, rushing faceless people, dog muck and broken glass bottles.

I am growing a baby.

There is a baby inside my stomach. Or womb, or uterus. Or somewhere.

I try to think about that for a moment. And can’t.

It’s so big. The thing, it. . . he or she is probably about the size of a single grain of couscous, but the fact that I’m pregnant is big. Too big.

Do I want to be pregnant? Do I want a baby (the natural conclusion)? I have no idea. My mind is completely blank. I rummage around a bit but there is only space, a yawning gap, a brilliant, dazzling, gleaming, glossy whiteness where a reaction or a response should be.

What will Hugh think? What will Hugh say?

Oh God.

I pull out my mobile and flick through the menu. Who to call? Hugh? God no. No. Not until I’m calmer, more certain. Of what? Certain of what to say, of how I feel. The idea of calling Drew, Karl, Brett or Julia, the people I work with, the people I’ve spent upwards of ten hours a day with, five days a week, for several years, makes me laugh, or at least it would if I didn’t feel so much like crying. Whilst each of them is certainly sexually active, alert, even aggressive, I don’t think any of them have ever connected the thing they do every Friday and Saturday night with making babies. In fact the primary concern has always been making sure sex didn’t have anything to do with making babies. Sam? No point. Not unless I can somehow spin my pregnancy story so as to relate to finding her an eligible bachelor; she talks of nothing else. I dismiss a dozen or so other names, acquaintances that will trill that this is marvellous news. The thought terrifies me because I’m not certain that I’m ready to hear that.

Because I’m not certain it is.

There’s Jessica, of course. She is my mother. Albeit the type of mother who insists I call her by her Christian name, as she hates to admit that she has a thirty-two-year-old daughter and she hyperventilates if I reveal our relationship in public. She is so much the epitome of a ‘lady who lunches’ that my father ought to have placed a copyright upon her when they married. She’s all suntan and surgery, diets and drama. Her life’s work is turning back the hands of time. To give credit where it’s due, she’s very successful in realizing this ambition. She looks about forty-five whereas she’s nearly twenty years older than that. My parents live in Cannes in the summer and Cape Town in the winter. My father is a very silent man, more notable for the things he doesn’t say than for the things he does. He is a retired diplomat, a career that suited him; he finds that the skills he developed in his professional life are still extremely useful as he negotiates his way towards his fortieth year of marriage. And Jessica, for her part, is the perfect wife for a diplomat. She knows things like how to address a bishop or a lord, which flowers last the longest in hot weather, and how to write an utterly charming thank-you note. She is at all times extremely practical and clear-sighted. To date, her maternal advice has ranged from which sunblocks are indispensable to the recommendation of personal trainers; I figure it’s time to use my joker card.

‘Darling, how lovely to hear from you. Oh God, it’s not your birthday, is it? Have I forgotten your birthday?’

 ‘No, Jessica.’

‘No. Of course not. You were a summer baby. It’s not mine, is it?’

Jessica hasn’t celebrated a birthday since I was eight. Instead, she goes into a darkened room on the actual day and wears black for a week.

‘No,’ I assure.

‘So why the call?’ A sad but fair testament of our mother –daughter relationship.

I consider talking about the weather but realize it’s pointless. ‘I’m pregnant.’

There’s a wail of horror. ‘Oh darling. How could you do this to me? That will make me a – oh God, I’m going to have to sit down – a grandmother.’ She hiss-whispers the last word, as though articulating a curse.

‘I didn’t do this to you,’ I splutter, resisting the urge to scream, ‘Bugger you, what about me? What about me!’

‘I’ve been dreading this call since you were fourteen. Oh darling. You didn’t plan this, did you?’ She’s incredulous. We are, in many ways, very similar.

‘No.’

‘Is it Hugh’s?’

‘Of course.’ I try not to sound offended.

‘Well, that’s something, I suppose,’ she mutters. ‘It will, at least, be good-looking.’ This is typical of my mother. Untouched by the traditional concerns, such as the facts that the child is unplanned, illegitimate and fathered by a married man, she focuses her attention on the aesthetics. I don’t know why I was expecting her to be supportive or cheering. Since absolutely everyone’s first question on seeing a baby is, ‘How old is he/she?’, my mother views children as little more than giant, depressing egg-timers. She’s always made it clear that she finds it hard enough to understand how planned pregnancies are met with delight, so she thinks falling pregnant accidentally is one of the worst things that can happen to you. Obviously not as bad as finding out you are seriously ill or someone you love is dying. But certainly up there with losing your job or your lover, worse than being gazumped on a house sale or pranging the car.

‘Do you want it?’ she demands, unabashed. I don’t have the chance to reply before she adds, ‘Unlikely. I mean, who in their right mind actually wants a baby?’ I try to forget the fact that this woman is my mother. ‘They are highly inconvenient and not in the slightest bit rewarding until they are old enough to make one feel ancient.’ She stretches the word ancient for an unfeasibly long time. ‘And, goodness, the damage they do to your figure.’ I have by now completely lost sight of the reason I chose to call my mother. ‘It’s irreparable. Darling, have you considered the stretch marks, the weight gain, the varicose veins?’

‘It’s good of you to remind me,’ I snipe dryly.

‘So, you don’t want it?’ Finally, I detect something like sympathy, or at least concern, in my mother’s voice.

‘I don’t know,’ I wail.

‘Shush, darling. You mustn’t cry. You’ll get awful wrinkles, crying dries out the skin terribly.’ She coos this instruction and it’s soothing. It’s vain and faintly ridiculous but soothing.

‘I don’t actively not want the baby. Or at least, I don’t think so.’

‘Goodness, so many negatives, does that make a positive?’ Forever the grammarian.

‘I don’t know,’ I mutter weakly. I deal with facts, data, information, and certainties. Agonizing over and trying to understand everything from my psyche to my G-spot has always seemed positively farcical, but now I’m considering, debating, procrastinating, feeling left, right and centre. All this not knowing is exhausting. I have always known things. I know the importance of identifying a single-minded, strategic focus. I know that standing orders are an efficient way to pay bills. I know the importance of owning at least one piece of jewellery from Tiffany. I know that the Burberry bandana has been done to death, I’m over it. I knew I wanted Hugh.

I knew he didn’t want me, but I knew I could make him want me and I knew how to do it.

‘Well?’

‘I’m not ready for this, Jessica.’

She sighs. ‘No one ever is. Even the couples who have spent years trying with IVF. They are not ready. They may want it more. But they’re not ready either.’

Job. Lover. Home. Friends, all star quality. I have it all.

Including a sneaky suspicion that this is a little bit more than I bargained for. This wasn’t part of my plan. ‘Having kids seems like the end of life as I know it,’ I mutter.

‘It is exactly that.’

We both fall silent. I study the park bench. The graffiti reads Andy Luvs Angie 4 Ever. Will they? For ever? It seems such a long time. The time I have left is for ever. George Feels Sick 4 Ever. George Changes Nappies 4 Ever.

My mother interrupts my musings and asks quietly, ‘So are we talking gin and hot baths?’

It’s admirable that she does not shy away from the issue. I am, and always have been, pro-choice. Abortions are an option for teenagers, mothers of half a dozen children in increasing, overwhelming debt. They are an option for anyone who finds out that their baby is seriously ill. They are an option for rape victims. Abortion is not an option for me. I’m thirty-two, solvent and I love the father of my child. ‘No. No gin or hot baths.’

‘Oh good.’ Jessica sighs with relief, although she hadn’t betrayed her viewpoint until she’d heard my decision. This is her greatest strength – she never passes judgement. ‘Well, darling, I hope you know that your father and I are always here for you.’ She adds the caveat, ‘Providing you never, ever use the Granny word. By the way, Georgina, when I said the damage to your body is irreparable, I wasn’t being entirely honest. I can give you the name of a marvellous surgeon at Bart’s. The very essence of discretion. Visit him within three months of the birth and everything will be as good as new, if not better.’

I know she’s trying to be a comfort.

I hang up.

It’s raining, and I wonder how long it has been doing so. It’s the dark, relentless type of rain that offers no compensation or joy. Wind snakes its way into my coat and licks my back. Circles appear in puddles and disappear almost as quickly. It nearly always rains at commuter hour. I think of the sweaty tube carriages, damp and steamy with dripping people, bags and umbrellas. Irritated and exhausted shoppers tutting if someone opens the window, tutting if no one does. Tutting if someone stands on their toes, or they on someone else’s. I imagine harassed office workers irritably fighting for an extra square inch of space, and drunks who sing and smell of streets and urine. In my mind I see the groups of Japanese girls who giggle quietly and relentlessly, neat and identical in their designer clothes. They are oblivious to the fact that all the other women in the compartment are glaring their resentment at the slim hips and advantageous exchange rate. I know all this life is happening right now, as it did yesterday, and as it will tomorrow. Everything going on as it went on before. No one aware that my life has changed, irredeemably.

I pull my coat an inch further around me and walk to the park gates.

Time to go home and tell Hugh the news.
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I fell in love with Hugh Williams the first moment I saw him. Sam and I were first-year students at university and we couldn’t believe Hugh was too. He appeared so much more mature. It turned out that he was twenty; he’d taken a couple of years out, to find himself, in India. Which he did in record time – he was there only about six weeks and spent the rest of his gap years stacking shelves in his local Sainsbury’s. I always think this is why he’s so good with people.


Just over thirteen years ago. Nearly half my lifetime. In all that time I’ve never loved another man. This all sounds über-romantic. People are generally bowled over by my story. Love at first sight and the idea of such constancy, etc., etc. Faces fall slightly when I mention that he was seeing someone else at the time, whom he subsequently married and had two children with. To be honest, I wasn’t exactly thrilled either, but, hey girl, life’s not a fairy tale.

A fairy-tale scenario goes something like this. Their eyes meet across a crowded room, she chastely looks away and then looks back again; he’s still staring at her. He moves towards her holding two bottles of beer. They start talking, discover they have masses in common, he asks her for her phone number and tells her he’ll call the next day. He calls. They meet several times over the next few weeks; each date is better than the last. He doesn’t push for sex (she’s marginally disappointed by this because she’s gagging for it; why else leave home and go to university?). Eventually, after a respectable period of a number of weeks, after he’s bought her flowers, poetry books and tastefully mounted Rothko prints, they fall into bed. Lovemaking is explosive, better than anything either of them has ever come across before – although, admittedly, their repertoire is rather limited (he is her first partner; she is his second or third, definitely not more than fourth). And, as they are smoking a post-coital cigarette, he tells her he loves her and that she’s the one. At this point she is so besotted with him that she would happily agree to eat his pongy socks for the rest of her life, let alone wash them. They agree to finish their degrees, but set a date for their wedding to be soon after they’ve graduated. Then they live happily ever after.

My real-life scenario was almost identical, except for at the bit where they’re smoking the post-coital. He didn’t set a date, but instead flicked open his wallet and showed me a picture of his girlfriend. Girlfriend! And I know that makes him sound like a bit of a shyster but, really, he’s not.

He is divine. A genuine god-like specimen. The most attractive man I’ve ever clapped eyes on, including anyone who’s ever appeared on Top of the Pops, and all of the men in the Levi’s adverts throughout the ’80s. Which, I suppose, were the only men I’d had intimate relationships with pre-university. Well, you don’t get much opportunity to meet boys, let alone men, at all-girls boarding schools. I left my school with high hopes of what uni would offer, and though I went to Sheffield, not Oxford, I was expecting the experience to be entirely Brideshead Revisited revisited. On sight Hugh fulfilled all my expectations and my fantasies and my dreams, and then some. Tall, blond, chiselled – classically handsome – with broad shoulders and a tight butt. He’s the kind of bloke that when you see him in the distance you almost hope that, up close, he’ll be a bit of a disappointment. Perhaps his eyes will be too close together, or he’ll have blackheads nestling on his nose. Because, if he is as gorgeous as his distant silhouette promises, he’ll be overwhelming.

Up close, he doesn’t disappoint.

He was then, and is now, staggering. His eyes are huge, sparkling, green, dramatically offset by long lashes and perfectly arched eyebrows. He has high, jutting cheekbones and a square jaw. An eleven, on a scale of one to ten.

And they matched.

Becca’s photo was testament to her above average beauty. Details? Think creamy, flawless skin, huge, laughing, blue eyes, long, blonde, curly tresses (the only time I’ve ever found an appropriate use for the word tresses is in relation to Becca), permanent, broad smile, revealing pearly-white teeth, big boobs, minute waist, hips, thighs, ankles, etc., etc. In short, irresistible.

Thank God it turned out that she didn’t understand him.

And me? Well, even disqualifying British false modesty, facts have to be stated, and the fact is, or rather was, when Hugh and I met I was more of a five or five and a half – out of ten.

I also had long hair, but it didn’t fall in long, blonde tresses – more brown, tangled rats’ tails. I’ve got two crowns, you see. Not two heads, that really would be bad, but two crowns, and so my hair never parts properly, but sticks out at angles perpendicular to my head. My teeth could be described as straight(ish) and white(ish), but then again they could be described as crooked(ish) and grey(ish), and, let’s face it, I didn’t have a huge amount to smile about at the time. I didn’t have a waist at all. I was the shape of a rather chunky toilet roll, which probably gives you an accurate enough picture of my thighs and ankles too.

It wasn’t as though I could even take consolation in her being stupid or uninformed. No. Becca was one of those who sat for endless hours in the student union bar nursing warm beer and packets of cheese and onion crisps. Not that she ate the crisps. She always made a great show of buying and opening bags and bags of them and putting them on the tabletop and shouting, ‘Dive in, dive in’. And whilst mere mortals like me, with excess fat and deficient self-control, did dive in, she held back and discussed ‘issues’.

She had opinions on sanctions on Cuba, on whether Soviet troops ought to vacate Afghanistan, and on the environmental consequences of using CFC aerosol hair-spray. She protested against apartheid in South Africa and wanted some answers about China’s human rights record. She debated the intricate politics of Iran and Iraq, whereas I spent all my time trying to remember who was on which side. She’d even read The Satanic Verses, for God’s sake. I had ‘issues’ too, but they were less lofty – mostly clothes, music and make-up. Regularly reading Hello! and knowing how much Marilyn Monroe’s blouse was sold for at Sotheby’s were as near as I got to current affairs (£7,150, if you’re interested).

Becca was mesmerizing.

Everyone was captivated.

Even me.

I admit that if we had met under other circumstances, in another life, maybe we could have been friends. Maybe I would have liked her sense of humour, admired her compassion, conceded that she had impeccable skin and a pair of legs to die for. As it was, I simply loathed her.

I couldn’t get over him. I couldn’t let him go. I couldn’t chalk him up to experience or carve a notch in my bedpost and move on. I really couldn’t.

I sometimes wish I had been able to.

Our relationship makes the Grand Old Duke of York look spectacularly sedate and single-minded. When they were up they were up, when they were down they were down, just about has us in a nutshell. In the past thirteen years we’ve metamorphosed through all the possible boy/girl incarnations, including pen pal. The only consistency is that he’s always been essential to my adult life. We’ve been ‘just good friends’, anguished lovers, not-so-good friends, the person with whom we had a drunken fumbling at the end of a party, anguished lovers again, and finally live-in lovers.

And – er – now parents to be.

Wow.

It was the beginning of December. Hugh had just been headhunted as MD for Rartle, Roguel and Spirity, renowned as one of the most creative agencies in London. A desperately coveted role throughout the advertising industry, the industry that we both work in. As a matter of fact, we’d both been approached and asked to apply for the position, but as soon as I heard that Hugh was seriously interested I stepped out of the running. Well, I didn’t have a chance against him, and anyway it wouldn’t have been good for our relationship. I firmly believe the best man won. To show my absolute support I went along to his welcoming party. It was a very tasteful affair starting with champagne and canapés in the boardroom, and then dinner at Nubo’s. As is our way we drank a lot, partied until late and then made frantic, fervent love on the breakfast bar, the dining-room table and the rug in the sitting room. He asked, ‘Is it the right time?’ And whilst I was desperately trying to count the days on my fingers, well, let’s just put it this way, by the time I’d done the maths he’d done the deed.

And as I lay awake in bed that night, gently doing my Pilates exercises whilst trying not to wake Hugh, I reasoned no one ever gets caught out the first time they take a risk.

No one.
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I’ve read about telling your partner that you are pregnant, I’ve seen the films. I know how it’s supposed to be. The champagne is supposed to be on ice (which immediately strikes me as unfair because I know that alcohol is already a long-lost friend to me). I’m meant to dress up in something that is at once feminine and intriguing. But this is out of the question, as I seem to have put on 5lb just in the drive from the doctor’s to the park, and another five on the drive from the park home. I know I’ll feel bloated and uncomfortable in all my favourite outfits. Besides which, I don’t own anything in a floral print. He’s meant to arrive home tired but handsome.


I say, ‘Darling, you are going to be a father.’

Then I faint. Except in this case I might have to be more specific and say, ‘Darling, you are going to be a father again.’ He’s then supposed to shrug off his tiredness long enough to gather me into his arms and whirl me around and around. It’s essential at this point that he doesn’t lose eye contact but gazes adoringly, whilst repeatedly telling me how clever I am.

I pour a great deal of concentration into visualizing this scenario but, try as I might, I simply cannot see Hugh and me in this state of domestic bliss. I guess ringing Becca for some tips is a little inappropriate. Besides, I know how Hugh felt when Becca became a mother.

Devastated.

He ran.

Directly into my arms.

Oh God.

It’s fair to say becoming a mum didn’t do Becca any favours. Quite the reverse. I’m rational enough to calculate that perhaps Hugh would have stayed with Becca if she hadn’t fallen pregnant and become mind-numbingly boring. Plus fat. Yes, of course, it hurts knowing this. No one likes to think they won their man because his wife lost her sexual appetite and her ability to talk about anything other than baby poo and Winnie the Pooh. But kidding yourself is just that. It’s wisest to understand, genuinely understand, where the other woman went wrong. In that way you can avoid making the same mistakes.

Or not, if you are haphazard with a calendar.

I mooch around the flat trying to submerge that last thought. Think good stuff, think nice thoughts. I instruct myself in the same way Jessica used to instruct me when, as a child, I woke up from a nightmare and couldn’t fall asleep again in case the scary dream found its way back into my mind. OK. Good thoughts:

Hugh arriving on my doorstep eight months ago. I beam to myself remembering the exquisite mix of relief, breathtaking excitement and sheer, unadulterated joy. He’s chosen me! After nearly two years of undignified sneaking about and before that eleven years of frustrating silence, Hugh and I were able to declare our love for each other, to each other and to the world at large. Good thought – it doesn’t get better than that.

What was so utterly wonderful about that day was that Hugh didn’t sneak up to my flat with a battered suitcase and heart, he arrived with a flourish, with pizzazz. The doorbell rang, which made me think it was a courier from work as Hugh had a key; Sam never arrives without calling first and who else would pop by? I opened the door, and lying on the mat was the most enormous bunch of starburst lilies; there must have been thirty stems. The bouquet was undoubtedly the most beautiful bouquet I had ever seen, or have seen since. It was a frenzied mass of colourful flowers and ribbons, with arty twigs jutting out at jaunty angles. It was a bouquet that declared celebration. At the very centre there was a yellow toothbrush. A toothbrush! Did this mean? Could this mean? I hardly dared hope. Giggling to myself I looked left to right but couldn’t see any sign of a florist or Hugh. I picked up the enormous bouquet and, taking care not to brush the flowers – heavy with staining pollen – against the hall wall, I took it to the kitchen.

The card read, I choose you.

Yes. Yes. Yes. I punched the air, I screamed out loud. I literally jumped for joy; over and over again I jumped, pounding my feet on the floor until they hurt. He chose me. Me. Chose me. He did. My unrestrained delight was brooked (but only momentarily) when Hugh knocked on the kitchen window. He was laughing, it was clear he’d witnessed my entire response. Heart racing, I ran to the back door, pulled it open and flung myself into his arms. We kissed and kissed and kissed until he scraped my chin away, and my knickers.

That was eight months ago.



By the time Hugh arrives home I am trashed. Not woozy, not merry, not pleasantly inebriated, but trashed. Plastered. Wrecked. Far from becoming a long-lost friend, alcohol is my closest intimate. And whilst I know I absolutely should not be drinking now, let alone drinking enough to become legless, I simply can’t stop myself. I might as well admit it: I am smoking my eighth cigarette of the day, too. I argue that if I hadn’t found out about the pregnancy until tomorrow I’d probably be at some wine bar right now, smoking and drinking myself into oblivion in happy ignorance.


I know it’s a shoddy argument and I already feel guilty.

‘Hello, gorgeous. Can I join you?’ Hugh kisses me on the lips and nods towards the nearly empty bottle of Merlot. He throws his jacket over the back of a chair, it’s a really simple action. But this simple, domestic action makes my heart zoom to my mouth and then ricochet to my knickers. He, at least, has fulfilled his part of the bargain; he does look handsome and tired. I really regret my lack of floral prints. I love him. Every tiny bit of him. From his dishevelled hair, which he has so obviously run his fingers through numerous times today, down to his immaculate, shiny shoes. He takes great care of his shoes. He has a shoe-tree for every pair he owns, and he never puts on or takes off a shoe without the aid of a shoehorn. This practice, although undeniably old-fashioned, endears him to me anew every time I witness it.

I love him so much it hurts. I love him so much I feel sick with it.

But then that could be the pregnancy.

‘How was your day?’ I ask.

He treats me to a half-grin, a half-shrug. We both know that the other’s days are, as a matter of course, busy, stressful and political. We wouldn’t have it any other way. He pours himself a glass of wine and tops up my glass. He joins me on the grey buckskin settee and we shuffle into our usual position – him upright, me slouched lengthways, with my feet resting on his legs. He absent-mindedly starts to rub my ankles.

‘I like the nail varnish.’ He nods towards my pedicured toes. ‘So what’s up?’ he asks. Whilst I’m gratified that he knows me so well that he’s immediately sensed that some thing is wrong, his question blows any hope I had that I’d kill time with polite small talk.

‘I went to the doctor’s today.’

The pressure of my foot massage increases marginally.

‘You didn’t tell me you were going to the doctor’s. You’re OK, aren’t you?’ And all that he wants to hear is a simple, ‘Yes, I’m fine.’ I’d like to oblige.

‘Blooming,’ I sigh, not able to keep the drunken weariness out of my voice. Bull by the horns: ‘I’m pregnant.’ The comforting circular motion on my feet draws to an abrupt halt.

‘Pregnant?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’re having a baby?’

‘I don’t know any other type of pregnant.’ Unless you include the pregnant pause which follows. I watch him closely. But he’s too much of a professional to rashly betray any emotion.

‘How pregnant?’

‘Nine weeks.’ Which is something else that’s been bothering me. I have no idea how the doctor came up with this date. It seems that it’s nothing to do with when the deed was actually done. Apparently, it’s a scientific calculation taking into account the date of the first day of my last period, whether or not there was a full moon that night or an ‘r’ in the month, and if Hugh was wearing blue socks.

‘How?’

That’s an original one. I bet the Treasury would like a pound for every time a man has asked a woman, ‘How could this happen?’ We’d probably clear our national debt.

‘I guess we played Russian roulette just once too often.’ I try to smile, but the muscles in my face are behaving treacherously and I’m sure I’m grimacing.

‘You said it was your safe time.’

‘I was wrong.’ I know it seems odd to him. It does to me, too. I’m thirty-two, hardly at my fertile prime. I started successfully repressing my reproductive organs over thirteen years ago. Besides which, sperm counts are supposed to be down – there are always articles saying as much, and what about the stuff they put in London water and the effects of pesticides on our food? I watch Hugh compute the information, consider it, balance it, and then finally react to it.

‘Well, that’s big news.’

‘Yes.’

‘I never expected. . .’

‘No.’

‘And you want to keep it?’

‘Yes.’

The caution that we are both exuding stains the air. It’s a yellowish colour. I know what he’s thinking. He’s wondering whether we’ll be any good at it. Parenting, I mean. Obviously he’s at an advantage, he’s already had a crack at it, but Becca had never allowed Hugh too much active involvement. I’m sure she limits his access so that she has the opportunity to bemoan his lack of commitment. He’s nervous – what if the child is stupid, or ugly, or even beautiful and clever but depressed and a drug addict? And one child, more often than not, leads to another, doesn’t it? Pregnancy, and ultimately a small person, will restrict our freedom (dinners out, holidays, entertaining, gym visits, etc.). Ditto sex life. Ditto our relationship generally. Ditto our careers. Well, probably just my career. Hugh’s career will be unaffected by this, or possibly enhanced. Fertile men are still held in high esteem by their colleagues, visions of passing cigars around come to mind, as do conversations about golden bullets. A family man – however many families he has – is seen as stable and reputable. By contrast, a procreating woman is seen as unreliable, dizzy and a liability. He’s thinking about sickness (mine), fatness (mine), lank hair (mine), spots, piles, skin flaps, skin colouration, loose vagina, uncontrollable gases escaping from the body (all mine). He’s contemplating loss of sexual desire (both of ours!). He’s considering the indignity of maternity clothes and the possibility of the eradication of adult conversation and foods. And, finally, there’s the pain of labour (mine).

‘Marvellous! It’s marvellous news.’

Oh, the relief.

I thought that – well it seems stupid to even mention it now but I thought, no, not as strong as thought, but certainly feared that he’d. . . leave.

That’s all I’ve thought about.

He flings his arms around me, hugs me very tightly for over a minute, then pulls away, takes my cigarette out of my hand and stubs it out.

‘Well, that’s the last one of those you’re having. And of those.’ He pours the remaining wine from my glass into his, goes to the kitchen and returns with a large glass of milk. I am so stupid! How could I have worried about Hugh’s reaction? How unbalanced. How unnecessary. Of course Hugh’s delighted. He’s a wonderful man and he’s bound to be delighted to hear he’s having a child. What kind of man wouldn’t be delighted?

What kind of woman?
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After our one night of passion back in 1987, Hugh went back to Becca and I settled for becoming Hugh’s best friend, or at least posing as such whilst disguising my more lascivious motives for wanting to spend every waking moment with him. Whenever he and Becca had a spat, he’d pop by my hall of residence and tell me all about it. Then we’d have a terrific time, eating garlic bread in cheap Italian restaurants, standing freezing and cheering on the sidelines as Sam played hockey, and drinking countless cups of coffee and eating countless slices of buttery toast in our bedrooms or the communal kitchens. The best times I had at university were definitely those times we spent together, and I treasure every single wonderful memory.


The more time I spent with Hugh, the more intensely, insanely, incurably I fell in love with him. It wasn’t just his stomach-churning good looks, it was the fact that, by quite some way, he was the most vibrant, alive person I’d ever met. He had a sort of animal energy and a phenomenal curiosity in everything and everyone around him. His mind was a labyrinth and appeared insatiable. He was good at sport. He played the guitar and wrote his own songs. He could drink anyone who dared to challenge him under the table. He had a big dick. Becca obviously wasn’t impervious to his charms either because she would always turn up a couple of days after their rows, all red-eyed and penitent, and I’d watch as with nauseating inevitability they kissed and made up.

Actually, those memories don’t rank amongst my fondest.

Throughout my time at college Hugh was polite and friendly towards me. But then he was also polite and friendly towards Sam, and all of the hockey team, the first and second eights, all the reps on the student union, the librarians, the entire end-of-term ball committee and every female fresher – amongst others. He is just a polite and friendly sort of guy. Polite and friendly as in no flirting, no accidental touching of hands across the table or banging of knees underneath, no shrouded references to our night of hot sex. Hugh seemed to find me as gender specific as a teddy bear. And quite a lot less appealing.

I quickly came to realize that Becca was a better proposition than I was. Tragic but true. She was prettier, sportier, cleverer, more interesting and interested. She could leave half a Mars bar uneaten for months. But, I argued, I didn’t owe Becca any loyalty. OK, so she saw him first and said bagsie, but that hardly seemed reason enough for me to throw in the towel. My undergraduate self reasoned that Hugh was still up for grabs until Becca had a ring on her finger. And the answer to wetting his whistle was that I’d have to become the better proposition.

Come on, I’m not the first, nor will I be the last, woman to try a homespun, crash-course, Pygmalion-like transmogrification with the aim of netting something delectable in the staminate department. Haven’t you ever dyed your hair just to see if blondes do have a better ride? Haven’t you ever pretended you’ve read a book that you’d only looked at the cover of – just to appear more interesting and informed? Do you honestly like football?

I began to read newspapers and I joined the debating society. I went out of my way to meet as wide and varied a group of people as possible. Naturally, this meant I squan dered numerous evenings with bores and weirdos, but slowly I also began to build a base of knowledge on issues cultural, financial, historical, economic. I didn’t waste any more of my vacations slouching around my parents’ home, but instead visited a kibbutz in Israel, restoration projects in Naples, holiday camps for socially deprived children in the Bronx. And, whilst up until meeting Hugh I’d viewed studying as something to do when the bar closed and attending lectures simply as a means of checking out my mates’ new clobber, I suddenly started to take my degree seriously. I worked hard. Very hard. I was able to quote Keynes, Einstein and Euclid at the drop of a hat; even now I can tell you anything you want to know about Benazir Bhutto, Manuel Noriega, the poll tax or De Klerk. Go on, test me.

I did all that walking-up-the-stairs-instead-of-taking-the-lift thing. I cut the fat off my ham when I made ham sandwiches, but I didn’t melt away into a pre-pubescent nymph, so I cut out ham altogether, and other meats, too, pretty soon after. In fact, nothing ever passed my lips unless it was nutritionally valuable and had been interrogated in terms of fat and calorie content. I obliterated my couch-potato persona and reinvented myself as a fitness freak and, most particularly, as ‘very outdoorsy’. The illusion I created has been so effective that I have subsequently found myself on skiing holidays in the winter and sailing holidays in the summer. The free time in between has been punctuated by hikes, treks, Saturday and Sunday afternoons standing on the touchlines of rugby and football pitches, crossing the London Marathon finish line – twice – jogging, swimming, serving, volleying, batting, running, biking, on one occasion kick-boxing, and the undisputed low point, pot-holing. Hell. Undoubtedly that’s what hell is. A cold, damp hell, as opposed to the more traditional fiery hell. But hell. I suppose, sooner or later, I should tell Hugh that the only type of sweating, panting and grunting I want to do in front of him is, in fact, under him, and even going on top is more athletic than I’d ideally opt for.

I followed a strict regime of cleanse, tone and moisturize with exclusive La Prairie products, even though the products cost a term’s rent. I had my hair cut every six weeks, and coloured every twelve. I used toothpaste that bleached my teeth. I paid to have six of them capped, and I wore a brace for several months and – this might sound extreme – I had a boob job. Why not make the best of yourself? If you have the money. Actually, I didn’t have the money but I took out a loan.

Everything I read, I read to impress Hugh. Everywhere I visited I stored up stories to repeat to Hugh. Every purchase I made, I made with him in mind. I didn’t stop to wonder whether any other man would do instead. I knew, simply knew, as clearly as I knew my own name, no other one would. All other men were grey. They seemed finite and unreliable.

For three long years I was always ‘there’ for Hugh. Helping with essay crises, his election campaign as president of the student union, being a shoulder to cry on when his parents divorced, running out to buy hangover cures after very heavy nights. Well, isn’t this what best friends do for one another? In fact, it is because I did so much research for his milk-round interviews in advertising – studying every IPA paper and scrutinizing every issue of Campaign, the advertising industry’s weekly bible, memorizing the business performance league tables and the names and faces of all the players – that I didn’t have time to think about another career, one for myself, so we both interviewed. We were both accepted on a graduate trainee course with Saatchi and Saatchi, and I got a place with Q&A and JWT as well. Which was a bit freaky; I think the industry was discriminating positively in favour of women that year – why else would Hugh get only one place and I get three? I chose Q&A because they offered a four-month training course in New York and Hugh said I’d be mad to turn down that opportunity. I’m still with them almost eleven years on, although Hugh has worked at Saatchi and Saatchi, Leo Burnett, Lowe Lintas and now Rartle, Roguel and Spirity.

So I went to New York for no other reason than the fairly ignoble one that it would impress Hugh. And whilst I was there the worst thing that could happen did happen – as usually is the way. Becca and Hugh got engaged.

The news scalded my ears and tore at my heart. I ached. Every fibre of my body revolted as pain bounced from my kitten heels to the tips of my Paul Mitchell-conditioned hair. I felt as though my bloodstream were infected and polluted with grief, as my hopes, dreams and plans collapsed like a straw house, defeated by the breath of the huffing and puffing big, bad wolf. I bobbed like a bottle at sea, vacuous, without bearing. And the hardest part of all was admitting that I wasn’t even surprised that Hugh chose Becca. I knew that despite my superficial reconstruction I wasn’t good enough for him. Elevens marry elevens; they don’t marry five and a halves masquerading as eights. That would be against the natural order of things. Darwin probably wrote a paragraph or so about this exact subject.

What can I say? It is not better to have loved and lost, as anyone who has ever lost will confirm. I felt raw and exposed. I missed him, or at least the chance of him, with a breath-taking, ferocious intensity. For a time I tried alcohol, drugs and pizzas – none of them soothed the agony. But after several weeks the wretchedness did dull to a quiet (although persistent) ache and I pulled myself together sufficiently to try a new line in survival.

I didn’t go back to London in January as planned, or indeed for another five years after that. I couldn’t. It represented all that I had lost. I persuaded Q&A to give me a full-time position in New York. I threw myself into my work, vowing to put Hugh out of my mind for good. I concentrated on gaining a reputation for dedication and professionalism. I also dated, constantly and unsatisfactorily, but often rather glamorously (my conquest list included several up-and-coming politicians, minor actors and one of the Kennedy cousins – distant). It was the ultimate frustration that so many other men believed in my reinvention whilst Hugh had not. Which just proved that Hugh was more discerning, more sagacious, more judicious. By rejecting me he showed himself the better man and became even more attractive to me. I dressed in designer labels, worked my ass off both in the gym and in the office, I holidayed on the West Coast, learnt to scuba-dive and to drive a Harley Davidson. Slowly I built up the reputation I longed for: I became a serious professional with great tits.

By the time I returned to London in late 1995, Becca and Hugh were married and living in Highgate, whilst Sam was only in the infancy of her search for the love of her life.

They all came to meet me off the plane at Heathrow. I had planned my emergence from behind the sliding doors for weeks, and to every last detail. I had neatly stacked my Prada luggage on a trolley (anything that wouldn’t conveniently fit into these suitcases had been sent on ahead so as not to ruin the effect). I was wearing a black, halter-neck catsuit, which made my legs look longer than the reality, and exposed my now ferociously toned, muscular arms. My hair was immaculately styled and, despite the transatlantic flight, still hung in the sleek drop it was newly trained to; my Gucci sunglasses sat jauntily on top of my head. I wanted to look carefree. I wanted to prove, not least to myself, that I was over Hugh, that he’d been nothing more than a crush, escalated in my head by eight years of longing, which had surely been adolescent. As the doors swept back the gang let up a cheer and waved flowers and a ludicrous cuddly toy. I took one look at Hugh and knew that my self-imposed exile had been pointless. Far from diving, dating and dealing him out of my system, I loved him more.

My post-graduate self reasoned that Hugh was still up for grabs despite the ring on Becca’s finger.

In 1996 Becca gave birth to Kate, and eighteen months later she gave birth to Tom. Six months after that I became Hugh’s mistress. It’s ugly, I know. I wish I could make it, the situation, or, more honestly, me in particular, sound more noble or at least less ignoble, but the fact is that in 1998 I became his mistress. And even if I tell you that she didn’t appreciate him, that she’s never worked since they married and has depended on him entirely for an income (whilst professing to disapprove of his career choice). . . Even if I explain that she didn’t like him going to the gym and she nagged him about the fact that he played rugby once a week and trained another evening. . . And she grumbled because she didn’t think he did enough for the children and that she said he didn’t pull his weight around the house. . . If I divulge that there is a serious probability that she had an affair with her tennis coach. . . Or if I elucidate by saying that she never read the books he read, she never laughed at his jokes, or noticed when he’d had his hair cut, or asked how his day had gone. . . It would be pointless; none of this would alter the fact that being a mistress is not a very heroic position, whichever way you look at it. I can’t justify it. I can’t make it seem right. I am still a mistress. Still, because technically he’s still married to Becca, although he moved in with me eight months ago. Annoying, isn’t it? One of life’s little irritants. Colossal irritants, actually, because I am so tired of being apologetic. The truth is nice people (me) do not very nice things from time to time (sleep with other women’s husbands, for example).

He should have been mine right from the beginning, he really should have.

But he wasn’t, and when some things go wrong you can never, ever put them right.
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There are lots of unwritten rules in the advertising profession; besides what to wear, eat and drive, you have to know how to conduct yourself from day to day. It is of paramount importance to be perky and productive at all times; no one wants to network with a dormouse. Getting from reception to desk in the mornings should be a social occasion. Smile at all times. Wide, toothy smiles.


‘Watcha Georgie, you’re looking gorgeous.’

Karl hasn’t looked at me. He says the same thing every morning, to everybody. He’s a very popular man. If he had looked at me, he might have noticed that the jacket of my Armani suit is swinging open, as opposed to fastened as is usual, and the top button of my trousers is also undone. Although I am now only nine weeks pregnant, I’m already struggling to find clothes that fit. It’s not that I am fatter (I am, but it’s not that); as unbelievable as it seems, my hips have widened. They’ve been aching for days, and now I can hardly fit any of my trousers over my hips, not even my emergency-fat-period trousers. Hips widening! I can only assume it is to make way for the baby’s head, giving me a tiny insight into the torture which is ahead of me. And my ribcage has moved. No one tells you that; indeed it’s probably better that they don’t, otherwise I’m pretty certain the human race would die out.

‘Why thank you, Karl,’ I smile, barely glancing his way, and I add, ‘And you. Have you been working out?’ Karl is – get this – an Assemblage Account Director (meaning he manages a group of suits).

‘Thought you’d be interested in this report, page nineteen hits the issues,’ says Drew, the Emporium Strategist (basically a planner).

‘Cheers,’ I smile, taking the paper from him without breaking my stride towards my desk (that’s another rule, never walk if you can stride, but never, ever run; it’s cool to be busy but not frantic).

‘Georgie, are you coming to the opening of Champagne Charlotte’s tonight?’ asks Brett, the Officiating Creative Director (the one with the crayons).

‘Certainly, I’ll be there,’ I smile.

The boys and I are all ranked at the same level. Our current positions are mutually dependent upon one another’s success, so we all frequently, loudly and, if necessary, insincerely expound on each other’s talents and profess adoration. Our relationship smacks of ‘friends close, enemies closer’. It’s not that I don’t like them; they are all smart, savvy, sexy and cocksure. They operate in a homogeneous mass; if they ever had individual personalities, they’ve long since been erased. They are the advertising world’s equivalent of a boyband. I do like them. I just don’t trust them. Experience has shown there’s no advantage to being sentimental.

‘Georgina, can you read this and
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