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For Annie and David, who changed

my mind about everything…

And for every woman who has ever been asked,

‘So, when are you going to have kids?’


PROLOGUE

‘How many months?’

I looked up from my grocery basket, which I suddenly realised totally gave me away. Pregnancy vitamins. Cookie dough ice-cream. Quantities of deodorant sufficient to de-sweat an Italian soccer team. Oh. And of course there was the bowling ball–shaped sphere accessorising my abdomen. That too.

I glanced at the woman behind me at the checkout. A small child – too young and bald to tell if it was a she or a he – sat in the trolley, playing with a soft-toy bunny.

The woman, wearing a button-up shirt over faded jeans, aka The Mum Uniform, smiled and pointed to my burgeoning belly. ‘So? How many months?’

I tried not to visibly grit my teeth. ‘Uh, eight. And a bit.’

Big moony smile. ‘I bet you just can’t wait to meet her. Or him! Do you know yet?’

‘No.’ I shook my head and went back to placing my items on the conveyor belt. Lemonade. Ginger ale. Potato chips. Condoms.

Button-Up raised an eyebrow, then quickly lowered it.

That’s right, Button-Up. This could be the night – The Night – I get some sweet endorphin action. Lower thine eyebrows.

‘I couldn’t wait to find out. I know some people like the surprise, but I just needed to know, you know?’

I nodded, even though I didn’t know, you know? ‘Uh-huh.’

‘And the day I found out we were having little Beige…’ she paused to pat the baby, who, I presumed, was the very same little Beige, ‘well, I was just over the moon! I started decorating the nursery and buying clothes and booking Gymboree classes… Oh, you’ll love it. It was such a beautiful time.’

Beige? Poor kid. Its future was set in stone. Her (her?) parents had set her up for a lifetime of mediocrity. She’d probably go to school with kids called Sterling and Titania and Katniss and Thor – how could a Beige compete with a Thor?

‘That’s nice.’ What was it about my two-word answers that Button-Up wasn’t getting? Enough with the baby talk. Step away from the pregnant lady.

‘Do you have a feeling?’

I pulled out my credit card, ready to flee as soon as I could. But the bored teenage cashier wasn’t even halfway through bagging my stuff.

‘About…?’

‘The baby! Whether it’s a boy or a girl. I definitely knew with Beige. One day, in my pre-natal yoga class, we were in shavasana and I could just feel this… this spirit drift over me and sort of in me, you know? I know, it sounds completely crazy. I promise you, I’m not a wacko! I just… I just knew. I had become a mum. I just knew. That’s what pregnancy is all about: realising that everything you’ve done up to that point has been worthless.’

I suppressed an eyeroll and the need to vomit and nodded. ‘Right.’

‘Lots of cravings?’ Button-Up pointed to my bags, full to the brim with all manner of sweet and salty treats, with a knowing smirk.

I knew exactly what kind of woman Button-Up was. I’d seen specimens like her at the playground with Ellie – you could spot them a mile away. She owned a SodaStream and a Thermomix, and used both regularly. She lamented the passing of Oprah’s Book Club. She was looking into making her own soap.

‘Not really. This is just how I eat.’ Suck on that, Earth Mother.

I looked at her trolley. Quinoa, organic blueberries, amaranth, grass-fed lamb, sustainable tuna, rice milk. Ugh. Gag me with a kiwifruit.

‘Oh. Well, that will all change when you start breast-feeding, let me tell you that!’ Mothers love ending sentences with ‘let me tell you that’, even if you have not given them permission to ‘tell you that’ at all. ‘You’ll just want the most nutritious foods to feed your baby. I ate so much kale, I thought my milk would turn green!’ Button-Up tittered away like this was the most hilarious joke she’d ever made, which, judging from our limited conversation, it probably was.

‘Cash or card?’ the cashier asked.

‘Card,’ I said, practically throwing it at him.

‘Well, it was so lovely meeting you and your little bundle of joy!’ Button-Up smiled wistfully, staring at my belly the way I stare at Miu Miu’s sale windows. ‘Oh,’ she sighed. ‘You’re so lucky. I wish I could do it all over again. They just grow up too fast. I bet this baby is going to have your curls, too – so cute.’

I wanted to tell her the truth, the real story of this baby and how it came to be.

Even more, I just wanted her to back the eff down. I ‘forgot’ that it wasn’t cool to swear in front of kids, and let fly with the f-words.

‘You know what? I don’t really fucking care what kind of hair it has. It could be a… it could be a ginger for all I care. I’m so over being pregnant. And I’m really fucking over talking about it with every second stranger I meet.

‘Sorry, Beige.’

*

TWO YEARS EARLIER

There is spit on my face and it’s not mine.

‘Haha!’ laughed the maniacal four-year-old who’d hocked a loogie square on my left cheek.

‘Hey!’ I yelled. ‘Get back here!’

But it was futile. The little girl – Ella? Bella? – had run away, laughing with wicked delight.

I wiped away the spit from my face. ‘Ugh, whose kid is that?’

Ellie was laughing at me. ‘Sal and Mikey’s, I think.’

‘I should tell them what their little monster just did to me.’

Ellie rolled her eyes. ‘She’s just a kid, George. Give her a break.’

I sighed. I was sick of giving kids breaks. I wanted to have one Sunday afternoon that wasn’t ruled by toddlers. Was it so much to ask?

‘Hey, is Nina coming?’

Ellie was attempting to breastfeed her wriggling one-year-old, without much success, while balancing a glass of white wine – actually, it was so watered down with soda that it may as well have been a mocktail – on his head.

‘Not sure. You know how she is with this kind of thing…’ I trailed off, gesturing at the backyard full of people.

‘This kind of thing’ was a barbecue full of our friends… and their kids. Nina had been trying to have a baby for, well, god only knows how long, but so far wasn’t having much luck. She didn’t need to be reminded that everyone was playing happy families without her. Everywhere you turned at ‘this kind of thing’, there was a baby or a toddler or a boob full of milk.

‘You know, I’ve heard that being around kids can actually be helpful when you’re trying to conceive. I might give Nina a call and tell her that.’

I lowered my gaze, glowering a little and hating that Ellie brought this out in me. ‘Do not do that.’

Ellie, giving up on feeding Lucas, picked up her wine glass and swilled the liquid around in it like she was a Bond villain. She sipped and replied, ‘I just want what’s best for Nina.’ Except she said it in that condescending way people use when they actually don’t want what is best for the person, they want what they think is best, which is not always the same thing.

I took a deep breath. ‘Well, I’m sure that’s true, El, but you could be a little… gentler about it. She’s having a rough trot, you know. It’s hard for her to see everyone with their kids when she wants one so badly. It’s not rocket science.’

Ellie looked increasingly pissed off. ‘I know that, Georgie. Don’t you think I went through the very same thing?’

‘Uh, no, I don’t, because I know for a fact it took you about eleven minutes to get pregnant. Look, if Nina does come, just don’t mention anything about it, OK?’ I stood up. ‘I need another drink.’

I didn’t bother asking Ellie if she wanted another one, because I knew the answer would be: ‘Oh, no, I’m not really drinking at the moment.’ Ever since Ellie had a baby, it was like she’d given up her licence to be an adult.

The late summer sun lit Pete and Vic’s backyard beautifully. Kids clutched melting ice-creams and adults drank from jam jars as the food table gradually filled with burgers and steaks and carefully considered salads with fancy ingredients nobody knew for sure how to pronounce, like radicchio and cavolo nero. It was a Donna Hay wet dream. I totally understood why Nina wanted to avoid it like a dodgy kebab.

Even I didn’t really want to come today. We’d reached the age where the kids outnumbered the adults at parties. The few guests without kids stood around with their beers and burnt sausages, eyeballing everyone with kids – and they were all running around the backyard making sure Polly had her sunscreen on and Max didn’t fall over on the gravel and Olivia didn’t try to take her nappy off and eat its contents for afternoon tea again.

Ella/Bella had snatched another kid’s toy water gun and was brandishing it like a baby Jason Bourne. I didn’t care what Ellie said; that kid was a nightmare.

As I grabbed a beer from the esky, I felt a broad hand slap my bum. Ew.

I whipped around to see Tim, one of Pete’s disgusting roommates from uni, smiling at me like the North Shore schoolboy he will forever be. Tim’s family might have a house that overlooks the harbour and an infinity pool that practically backs onto it, but they have as much depth as the kiddie pool in Pete’s backyard.

‘Georgie! How the hell are you? Been a while.’

Not long enough. ‘Mmm. It has.’ I took a large swig of beer and told myself to try to be nice to Tim. It’s a family barbecue. Just be civil and walk away as soon as possible. Another, more feminist, part of my brain was thinking, Yeah, George, it’s a family barbecue. So maybe Tim should lay off the casual sexual harassment.

‘How’s Dave?’

‘Who?’

‘Dave. That bloke you were seeing.’ Tim was one of those guys who went to Riverview but spoke like he came from Timbuktu. He had an accent broader than The Big Bang Theory’s appeal. It was his way of showing he was at one with us commoners. But his turned-up collar and immaculate boat shoes were a dead giveaway – Tim was as upper-middle as they came.

‘Oh, Dave Dave. That was years ago. We broke up.’

Tim placed his hand on my shoulder. ‘Sorry to hear that, mate.’

‘Um, it’s fine. Honestly, Tim, it was about three years ago. I’m over it, trust me. We didn’t even date for that long. It was hardly serious.’ Why was I telling him all this? Earth to Georgie: shut up.

‘So he broke up with you, did he?’

I could feel my jaw begin to drop. I wanted to mainline this beer.

‘No.’

I looked around, trying to find someone to make emergency eyecontact with. Mayday, mayday, I’ve been cornered by a wanker. Begin search and rescue.

‘Well then, what else have you been up to? Seeing anyone new?’

Most people assume that it’s a universal truth that a single woman of a certain age must be in want of a husband. So obviously, at thirty-two, I had to field questions like this on an almost daily basis. My answers had traditionally ranged from the oblique (‘Oh, you know, we’ll see what happens’) to the offensive (‘Well, given the divorce rate these days…’). Then Jase and I’d started dating and somehow, it had became even worse. Naively, I’d thought that people would back off, but they had become even more insistent that my clock was ticking and seemed to think my eggs were frying faster than ever. We’d been together for less than a month before people started asking when we were going to get hitched. Unbelievable. When I complained to Nina about it, she told me that she copped exactly the same kind of flak for being a married woman without a child. What the hell would people talk about if there were no such things as marriage or reproduction?

Real estate, I guess.

‘Yeah, actually, I am. Jase – uh, Jason. He’s over there.’ I pointed towards Jason, who was turning sausages on the barbecue with one hand and squirting a gang of kids with a water gun with the other. A SNAG with his snags.

‘Amazing, Georgie, amazing. Bloody brilliant.’

‘Gee, thanks, Tim.’ I knew what he was saying: what an achievement it was to have finally found a living, breathing man who wanted to see a woman over thirty – one with a fleeting relationship with her waxer and a languishing gym membership, at that – naked. Well done, me.

‘Oh, you know what I mean, Georgie. It’s just nice to see you happy.’

Had I said that I was happy? Why did married people always assume that once you were coupled up your life suddenly looked like a Julie Andrews movie? I mean, I was happy with Jase, but that was beside the point: Tim didn’t know that. For all he knew, I might be ready to fill my pockets with rocks and wade into the kiddie pool.

‘Right.’

‘So what’s he do?’

‘Jase? He works in IT. Computers, you know.’ Actually, I didn’t know. We’d been dating for a few months and I vaguely knew that Jase did something with computers… like, he fixed them or something. Or he… networked them? At any rate, he could always be counted on to update my iPhone.

‘Great, great. And what about you, what are you up to these days?’

‘Uh, well, I was just made editor.’

Tim raised his glass. ‘Cheers! Editor of what?’

‘Uh, of Jolie, the magazine I’ve been working for… for about six years.’ Tim was one of those people who wanted to appear that he was fascinated – just fascinated – by you, but every time I saw him I had to repeat my biography as if I was interviewing for a job as his friend. I knew I had told Tim that I worked at Jolie approximately thirty times. We were even Facebook friends, so he saw my updates about new issues. And yet, true to form, Tim cocked his head to the side, like a puppy trying to decipher his owner’s command. ‘No… you were working for a newspaper.’

I shook my head. ‘No, no, I’ve worked at Jolie for ages. The last time I worked for a paper they were actually printed on, you know, real paper.’

Tim grimaced. ‘Yeah, you were. You were definitely at a paper. At the Sydney Morning Herald. I remember it, clear as day.’ Tim’s a doctor, so obviously he is used to people telling him how right he is about everything. I’d never met anyone who loved themselves as much as Tim did. He didn’t have a god complex, he had a saint complex.

‘No, really, I’ve pretty much always been in mags. You must be thinking of someone else.’ Apart from a brief, regrettable, forgettable stint at a publishing house, I’d always worked in magazines. They were my spiritual home, where I went to restore and revive. Like temples, for Buddhists; or juice bars, for wankers.

He smacked himself on the head. ‘Duh! Of course. I was thinking of Lee. She won a Walkley for the stuff about… climate change deniers, or something? I did my undergrad with her. God, she’s incredible.’

‘Oh, Lee Stone? Yeah, I love her writing.’

‘Yeah, Lee Stone. So, you’re an editor – awesome. Must keep you busy.’

I grimaced. Why wasn’t anyone helping me? Even Tim’s own wife clearly wanted to be rid of him – I could see her nursing a mineral water and chatting to some of the toddlers by the clamshell sandpit Pete had set up earlier. She’d rather talk to sugared-up three-year-olds than her own husband: that pretty much said it all.

‘Yep, it does.’

‘I hope you’re not too busy to think about when you’re going to pop one out, though!’ This was the really fantastic thing about guys like Tim: they’re like those plants you see in David Attenborough documentaries, the ones that look friendly but are actually waiting to sting you as soon as the opportunity presents itself. But just like those plants, Tim could hide behind his nature, saying he had no idea I’d be offended, and offering non-apologies such as ‘I’m sorry you’re upset’.

As I opened my mouth, ready to serve Tim a steaming dish of Shut the Fuck Up, I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder. ‘Hey, George.’

Nina. Thank Christ.

I gave her the firmest bear hug I could manage with a beer in one hand.

‘Why are you talking to Tim Kane?’ she whispered.

‘I don’t want to be,’ I whispered back through gritted teeth.

‘Hey, Tim, we’re just heading to a dickhead-free zone,’ said Nina, with enough light in her voice to convince him she was making a joke.

‘Thank god you’re here,’ I said, as Nina tucked her arm through mine and steered me away. ‘I had one remaining nerve left and he was standing right on it.’

‘He’s such a jerk. Why is Pete still friends with him?’ Nina asked, as we walked towards the safe haven of the food table.

I shrugged. ‘Legacy friendship. Even Pete complains about him, but they’ve been friends for so long… what’s he going to do, break up with him? I think past a certain point it just gets hard.’

Nina nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s kind of how I feel about you.’

‘Hey!’ I elbowed her, laughing.

‘Ouch! Hey, I’ve got enough troubles in there, I don’t need an ovary assault, thanks.’

‘Neen…’ I sort of admired but sort of hated that Nina made fun of her fertility frustrations. It had only been a few weeks since her latest brush with IVF – her third – and I knew she was still feeling raw. I knew humour was a coping mechanism, and I admired her for it, but I had no idea how to cope with what she was going through.

Nina had always been this way though. Her mum had died when we were teenagers – she’d had a heart attack at forty-six – and for a long time afterwards, the only way Nina would talk about it was by joking.

‘Oh, George, calm down. At least I can have a wine since I’m not preggers, right?’ she smirked and headed for the wooden table covered in bottles of Marlborough sav blanc – the tipple of choice for thirty-something inner westies who liked to think they knew a thing or two about wine, but really just figured that sav blanc was a safe bet and that Marlborough sounded like a nice place.

I tried to laugh at Nina’s attempt to lighten the mood, but I knew that she’d just as soon give up booze forever if she could have a baby. Even the super-fancy stuff. I knew she was trying to make me feel better about her infertility, but it only made me hope harder for her.

As Nina returned, jar of wine in one hand and a stack of Jatz in the other, I heard the distinctive tap-tap-tap of spoon-on-glass. We all turned to see Pete and Vic standing on the steps that led up to their terrace. Their little girl, Polly, was clutching Vic’s leg like a wino holding on to her last bottle.

And then I noticed it.

Vic’s hand.

On her stomach.

I glanced at Nina as subtly as I could. Her lips were pinched into a thin, straight line and she seemed to be holding her breath. Her fingers closed around the jam jar so tightly, I thought it might shatter.

I looked at Vic, trying to make eye contact. She knew that Nina had just tried IVF again, and that once more it hadn’t worked. She couldn’t be about to tell everyone she was pregnant. She wouldn’t. She just couldn’t. Finally, Vic saw me. She smiled in that slightly delirious way people do when they’ve got big news.

‘Guys, thanks for coming today. It means so much to have all of our closest friends here,’ Vic began. ‘Because we have some very exciting –’

She didn’t even finish the sentence before she was cut off by rapturous applause and whoops of delight led by Tim. Shut up, Tim. Honestly, nothing against Vic, but it was as if she was announcing she’d soon be off to the moon to greet an extra-terrestrial life-form that she’d single-handedly discovered, not done the horizontal dance with her husband and had his swimmers land successfully in her pool.

Vic’s face shone with delight as Pete slipped his arm around her waist and kissed her cheek with a loud schmuck. I was aware of my hands being pulled together as if by some otherworldly force – clap, you idiot, everyone else is clapping – but all I could think about was Neen. I looked over at her.

She was clapping too, and wearing a small, tight smile. If you didn’t know better, you’d think she was happy.


1

WEEK 1,

DAY 1

‘Na na na, come on, come on, come on…’ I clutched the mic with two hands like they do on The Voice, kicked my shoes off and immediately regretted it, given the floor’s sticky state. I climbed atop the table in the middle of the room and kicked the songbooks out of my way, my foot taking a second to peel away from the vinyl top. It was just me, the mic and the music, baby.

‘George! Get down from there! Get down!’ Nina tugged at my arm. Why was she trying to stop this? I was on fire.

‘Neen! Get up here! Cause I may be bad but I’m perfectly good at it… Woo!’ I made a totally graceful leap from the table and Nina caught me, Baby-and-Johnny style. Sort of. If Baby had had the grace of a newborn calf, say.

‘George! You could have hurt yourself. Come on, let’s go get another drink. I want to ask you something.’

I shook my head. ‘We haven’t even done any Sophie B yet.’

‘We do Sophie B every time… come on, it’s important.’

‘Is it about those shoes you bought on the weekend? I know they were on sale, but… I don’t know, Neen.’

‘Hey! Those shoes are awesome. I like them. And I keep my mouth shut when your shoes make you look like a hooker, so you should do the same.’

‘An expensive hooker, though, right?’

‘The best money can buy. Like Billie Piper in that callgirl show.’

We wound our way down George Street, looking for a pub that was still open. At this time of night, they were mainly home to grubby students and old men who had nowhere better to be. Nina and I stuck out like two well-dressed thumbs. Luckily, I had so many champagne bubbles floating around in me that I didn’t notice or care. We found the closest one and plonked ourselves down at the bar.

‘Second cheapest bottle?’

‘Oh, George… it’s midnight. I don’t know if I can do a bottle.’

‘Nina… it’s school holidays. You don’t have to work tomorrow.’

‘Yeah, but you do.’

‘I don’t have any meetings til eleven. I’ll do what I always do – go in, ask Fran for a coffee and have a nap-a-latte. Easy.’

‘A what-a-what?’

‘A nap-a-latte. It’s a totally legitimate thing,’ I said, scanning the menu for our favourite bottle. Unsurprisingly, given that this bar served wine on tap, our beautiful bottle from the Clare Valley wasn’t there. Yellowglen it was, then. ‘You have a coffee, take a nap for like, twenty minutes, and by the time you wake up, the caffeine has kicked in and you’re feeling awesome. It really works. I actually wrote an article about it.’

‘That is a truly terrible idea. Someone is going to catch you napping.’ Nina motioned for the bartender. ‘Two glasses of the house sav, please,’ she said, casting one of her signature ‘I’m a teacher’ looks my way.

‘No, they won’t! I’m the boss. They’re all too scared to come into my office. Anyway, here’s to us and school holidays and drinking and… having lives, actual cool lives, unlike our dear departed friend Ellie, who cannot be with us tonight, or any night, because she is boring, boring, boring.’

‘George… give her a break.’ Nina was a lot more tolerant than me, especially when it came to our friend – my former best friend – Ellie, who got married, popped out a kid and, despite specifically promising not to change, became the kind of person who talked about their baby’s poo like it was their crowning achievement. And I mean Ellie’s crowning achievement, not the baby’s.

‘I did give her a break. I was fully on board with the whole baby thing. I organised her bloody baby shower, remember? I had to buy five different types of bunting for that woman. What is she, the Goldilocks of bunting?’ Even Nina smiled at that one. ‘But she’s so different now… she’s not the Ellie she used to be. We’ve talked about this so many times, Nina. She’s missed every birthday party I’ve had since Lucas was born. She Facebooked me last birthday. Not even a text message.’

‘Well, let’s keep in mind that there’ve only been two birthdays in that time, so it’s not like she’s missed a lifetime of them or anything.’

I stared at Nina, incredulous. Whose side was she on?

‘That’s not the point at all! Two birthdays is a lot! She’s meant to be my best friend. Well, second-best friend. You know what I mean.’

‘She’s busy, hon,’ Nina said, taking a sip of her wine and wincing. ‘Ugh, what is in this? The tears of dirty old mechanics?’

It was different for Nina. Ellie was really her friend-in-law – I was the link in their chain. To Nina, it probably didn’t feel quite so much like Ellie had gone completely bugaboo, because they weren’t as close. But to me, Ellie was now an almost entirely different person from the one I’d known at uni. If we met now, I wasn’t sure we’d be friends.

‘Busy?! I run a magazine. I work fifteen hours a day. But I still have time to call my friends and send them flowers and say happy birthday.’

‘To be fair, hon, your assistant sends those flowers,’ Nina said.

‘Because I ask her to, Nina. I still have to do the remembering.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Look, we don’t have kids. I think it’s really hard for us to judge El – her life is totally different and until we have kids, I don’t think we’ll know what that’s like.’

‘Until you have kids.’ I took a sharp breath and tried to gauge exactly how insensitive that particular sentence was. I never knew if it was better for me to act like Nina having kids was still inevitable, as she’d once thought it was, or if I should avoid mentioning them entirely. Luckily for me, Nina simply focused on the George part of what I’d said.

Nina rolled her eyes. ‘OK, OK. I’m not taking the bait. I am not going to be that person who says “never say never” to you.’

‘And that is why I love you. Kids are cute, but the day my baby cousin shat on me was the day I knew motherhood wasn’t pour moi. You, however, will be an excellent mother.’

Nina smiled tightly and nodded. Shit. I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. There I go again, putting a big ugly Windsor Smith heel in it. Nina had been trying to get pregnant since she’d married Matt five years ago. The first year had been fine: ‘They say it takes at least a year for healthy young couples, so there’s nothing to worry about.’ The second year was harder: ‘They say there’s nothing wrong with either of us, but we just can’t get pregnant.’ The third year was their first attempt at IVF. Drugs, drugs and more drugs – and not the fun kind. One of the unfortunate side effects of IVF is that the drugs bloat you, sometimes making it look as though you’re already pregnant. Nina is a primary school teacher, and she’d had to deal with her fair share of guileless students – and downright idiot parents – asking when her baby was due. Then came The Experts – all the alternative medicine peddlers who claimed they had the secret miracle cure to Nina’s problem. If it was possible to get track marks from acupuncture, Nina would have looked like a junkie after all the needles she’d endured. She’d mixed foul-smelling powders into her morning cups of tea and popped more pills than the lead singer of a British boy band. She’d tried yoga, pilates and, inevitably, yogilates. She’d brushed her tongue, pulled oil (don’t even ask), inserted pessaries the size of small mobile phones into herself, and monitored her temperature every single day, multiple times, to check for miniscule changes that might make a difference. And still… nothing.

The last year had been pretty rough on Nina – after experiencing the giddy joy and relief of seeing two blue lines on a pregnancy test, she’d had a miscarriage at eight weeks. What do you say to your best friend when she’s lost the one thing she’s wanted for so, so long? It had been incredibly disorienting to see the strongest person I knew curl into herself like a doona. She didn’t come up for air for months.

After that, Nina had told me ‘it might be time to think of other options’. I wasn’t sure what those were – adoption? – but it sounded sad. It sounded like defeat. It felt awful watching my oldest friend go through heartbreak after heartbreak, even more so because it was something I couldn’t relate to at all.

I quickly made a lame joke to cover my insensitive tracks. ‘Well, it’s true. Look at how well you pull my hair back when I’m a bit vommy. Or how you knew it was time to end karaoke tonight.’

‘Ha! So true. Actually, it’s funny you mention that, because… there was something I wanted to ask you tonight.’

‘Oh yeah?’ I took an extra-large swill of the brassy-tasting wine, trying to drink it as fast as possible.

‘Yeah. You know you’re my best friend…’ she began, smiling nervously. I looked down at her legs – she kept crossing them over each other, left on right, right on left.

‘Yeeeessss… I have known that ever since we went to camp in Year 8 and you judged me for not wearing thongs in the communal showers, and told me I’d get tinea.’

‘I still can’t believe you remember that.’ Now she was shredding the paper coaster into tiny pieces.

‘I was so impressed! Still am. And you’ll be pleased to know that I now wear thongs in all public showers because of you.’

‘Well, my work here is done. Seriously, though, George… I have something important to ask. And, you know, I probably shouldn’t have waited until the end of the night, after three bottles of wine, but… liquid courage and all that.’ Nina made an O with her lips and breathed out forcefully.

‘Nina, what is it? Just say it. You can ask me anything. I promise.’ I tried my best to give an encouraging smile, the kind I give to interns who look like they’re about to shit themselves when they walk into my office.

‘OK, well… the whole pregnancy thing isn’t working.’ She gulped. God, were those tears she was swallowing? I placed my hand on hers. Nina was not a crier. The only time I’d ever seen her even close to tears was at her mum’s funeral, and even then she’d been able to hold it together. I assumed that after the miscarriage she had cried with Matt and when she was alone, but she’d never shed a tear in front of me. What was it like to stay so composed and strong in the face of grief? I couldn’t do it. Not time and time again. How could two people grow up side by side, but be built so differently?

‘Apparently there’s nothing wrong with Matt… just me. The IVF hasn’t worked because I just can’t stay pregnant. The doctors don’t really have an answer, but apparently my uterus isn’t the most inviting place. No wi-fi connection. You know what kids are like these days.’ I smiled at her attempt at humour.

‘Oh, Nina. I wish there was something I could do. I mean, god, if I could have the baby for you…’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Well… actually… you could.’

My heart began to pound. What’s that now?

‘Matt and I have been thinking that maybe I’m not meant to get pregnant. Maybe we’ll have a baby some other way. We’ve looked into adoption but it’s so expensive, and takes so long – it could be ten years before we get a baby, and we’ll both be in our forties by then. Or we could look at fostering, but that takes a long time too. And what if someone took our kid away? They can do that, you know, with fostering…’ She took a breath. Her legs were still jiggling away under the table. The last time I’d seen Nina this nervous, we were thirteen and she was telling me she’d accidentally taped over my NKOTB cassingle.

‘We have good eggs and sperm, but I just can’t seem to, you know, make it all stick together. We were thinking that maybe we could use a… a surrogate.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I tried to put on my best poker face and breathe slowly, normally. This is it. She’s going to ask me to be her surrogate. No, she won’t. Surely she won’t. That only happens in Katherine Heigl movies. Jesus fucking Christ, what if she asks? What am I going to say? There’s only one answer, right? Jesus fuck fuck fuck.

‘This is a really big decision, and I will completely understand if you say no. Obviously. It’s not like borrowing a dress. We will understand if you don’t want to do it or if you just can’t do it. And obviously you’ll have to talk it over with Jase. And he’ll probably have all sorts of questions, and… you know, we can answer them or a doctor can or Google can. But…’ Nina paused, looking into her near-empty wine glass for that final kick of drunken confidence. ‘George, I know you don’t get this. I know you don’t want a kid, ever, and I think that’s great. Fuck, I wish I didn’t want one so I didn’t have to go through all of this. You’re the only person I could ask. And, I guess it’s good for Matt and I to know that you have no interest in babies, so it’s not like you’ll have this attachment to it or anything – I mean, I’m thinking way into the future now and we haven’t even really discussed it with you yet, I mean, not at all, but, uh… Sorry, I’m rambling. A lot.’ Nina paused, took a final swig of her disgusting wine and winced. She exhaled. ‘Bottom line: George, you know I want to have a baby more than anything. Will you do it for me, George? Will you be my surrogate?’

I finished the wine in my glass and reached for Nina’s. Empty. ‘Bartender? Two more, please!’

Nina gave me a deflated sort of smile. ‘It’s OK. You don’t have to answer now. It’s a really big decision – I would need time, too, if you asked me. And even if you say yes now, there’s counselling before you – before we – make the final decision. But you’re the only one I could trust to do this. Will you think about it?’ Nina was speaking like she was about to run out of words, or breath, or both, and her hands were trembling.

I nodded slowly, completely bewildered and feeling a little bit faint myself. ‘Sure. I’ll think about it.’

Fuuuuuuuuuck.
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I woke to the sound of rain and the dull thunking fug of a hangover. Mouth. Dry. Head. Sore.

I could only think monosy–… monosyll–… what’s the word? Monosyllabically. Yeah, that sounded right. Off to my job writing words all day, then.

I reached for the glass of water on my bedside table and gulped it down like I’d never drink again. Which I wouldn’t – alcohol, that is. Well, except for a beer tonight, but that would be strictly medicinal – hair of the dog and all that.

‘Hey, Lady Drinks-a-Lot.’

My neck audibly cracked as I rolled over to Jase. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing his cycling gear. I felt like I’d only just gotten home, but I knew he’d have already done fifty kilometres. Or was it sixty? I couldn’t keep up with Jase’s never-ending cycling regime. He smelled of sweat – the good, sexy kind – and had faint tan lines where his sunglasses ended and his face began.

‘Hey, Sir Rides-a-Lot.’

I emphasised the ‘rides’ and even waggled my eyebrows, hoping Jase would catch my drift. But he’d already stood up and started peeling off his lycra. I knew exactly what he’d do now; it never changed. He’d gather up his cycling gear and place it in the washing machine, so it wouldn’t stink out the laundry basket with its musky sweat. He’d fill his water bottle with ice-cold water, drink half of it and then jump into a lukewarm shower for precisely three and three-quarter minutes. Then he’d finish his water. Something about the time and the water temperature and the electrolytes and the shower were meant to help his muscles or his recovery or his PB. I couldn’t remember exactly which, but it was all very important to Jase.

‘I had a great morning out there, George. You never ride with me anymore. How come?’ he called from the shower.

I looked into the mirrored wardrobe door. My eyeliner had found refuge somewhere around my cheekbones and last night’s lipstick had stained my lips a shade of red that was verging too far on French mistress territory for this time of the morning.

‘I can’t keep up with you, that’s why,’ I said. Under my breath, I added, ‘And it’s all a bit fucking weird.’

Jase had been a normal person, once, in the not-so-distant past. I remembered it very clearly. When we first met, his approach to fitness had been like that of any other red-blooded male: he exercised to get laid. It was relatively easy and it got results. A few runs each week, or a couple of sessions at the gym. Done.

But six months into our relationship, Jase had discovered cycling. I’d done the good-girlfriend thing and given it a go for a month or so, but… how do I put this? Cycling is mega-boring. It hurts where things should not hurt. But mostly, I didn’t get it because it was weirdly cult-like. It was like the grown-up version of collecting baseball cards when we were little. It seemed like everyone was suddenly into it, though it wasn’t clear why. It took up a lot of time. For something that seemed like it was an individual pursuit, a helluva lot of people wanted to do it together.

And for something that, on the face of it, seemed like it should be inexpensive, it was really fucking expensive. The clothes came first, then the new helmet. Then the techy accessories that beeped when Jase met a certain statistic. And then, of course, he had needed a new bike. One that cost more than the handbag I’d splurged on after my promotion to editor. I’d agonised for months over spending $1500 on a glorified bobby-pin carrier, but Jase had forked over eight grand for his bike like he was paying for his morning flat white.

Joining Jase in the bathroom, I peeked through the shower curtain, admiring the side effects of cycling. Six months of pedalling had gifted Jason with an enviably V-shaped torso. If I squinted and looked at him in just the right light, I’d swear he was a Hemsworth brother. Maybe not one of the A-list ones, but still.

I stepped into the shower with him and remembered fondly when mornings like this would end in a frantic commute to work because we’d spent the twenty minutes we were meant to be getting ready, getting busy. We still got busy, of course, but now it was more likely to be at the end of a long day, wrapped in bed sheets and punctuated by a nice kiss goodnight. Which was fine, in its own way. It was good. Some couples never had sex. Like, honestly, never. I was willing to bet Lucas would stay an only child forever, because there was no way Ellie and Simon were getting down on the reg. Maybe on their birthdays. But Jase and I still had good, mattress-thumping, dizzying, breathless sex. It was just that it was scheduled for after Lateline.

I was washing my hair when I remembered my conversation with Nina. Baby. Can’t get pregnant. Need uterus. Would you mind? I recalled her gulped-back tears and her nervous smile as she asked me the most important question she’d ever ask anyone, and my utter uselessness in the face of it. Bloody hell, I’d asked for more wine. Sorry, before I answer this very important question, I’ll need another glass of the $7 sav. Could I have bene any more insensitive?

And could Nina be serious?

Of course she’s serious, you bloody moron. What kind of person asks to borrow another one’s uterus as a joke?

I tried to do the maths in my mind. Nina and Matt want a baby. Nina and Matt can’t have a baby. Nina and Matt want me to have a baby for them. Well, sort of. Fucking fuck, I don’t have to sleep with Matt, do I? No. Come on, George, pull it together. They have turkey basters, or something, for that, don’t they? Don’t they? I stepped out of the shower.

‘Are you going to rinse that?’

I looked up at Jason. He was staring at me as if I was wearing a turd for a hat.

‘Huh?’

‘Babe, you’ve still got shampoo in your hair. Get back in!’

Oh, shit. I did, too. I was towelling myself off with a scalp full of John Frieda. Bloody hell. How could a person be expected to be at the top of their personal grooming game at a time like this?

I began rinsing and it suddenly occurred to me that I’d have to ask Jason what he thought of all this. Hey Jase, I know we’ve only been going out for a year but a friend needs my uterus. Just for a few months. Nine, to be exact. What do you think?

Fuck. What would I say to him? We had been dating for a year – which, sure, in your thirties, was the equivalent of five years in your twenties. After a swift shag-a-thon courtship we had settled comfortably into what mag girls called an LTR (long-term relationship). So we were fairly serious. I guess, anyway. After a few months, I’d ditched my roommate and moved in with him. It had just seemed like the easiest thing to do. We liked each other a lot. Apart from cycling, we had a lot in common. We had great sex – a little less frequently than before, sure. We’d exchanged L-bombs pretty early on. But Jase and I had never ever talked about having kids. I didn’t want kids, plain and simple, and I assumed from the annoyed glances Jase gave kids who interrupted his egg-white omelettes at brunch that he didn’t either.

There was no time to think about mentioning it to Jase this morning anyway – I was twenty minutes late, and not because we’d just had slippery hot sex in the shower. Once I’d rinsed my hair properly, dressed and applied enough concealer to erase a Lindsay Lohan lifetime of regrets, I made a beeline for the front door. I was running down the stairs of the apartment block when I realised I’d left my handbag upstairs.

It was going to be one of those days.

After a mad dash back up the stairs, I ran for the bus and arrived approximately one and a half seconds too late. I heard the squeak of the doors concertina-ing closed as I rounded the corner. Not for the first time, I cursed myself for not knowing how to drive. When I was made editor of Jolie, the company had offered me a car space – one of the few perks we had left after years of budget cuts. Admitting to the CEO that I’d never advanced beyond my learner’s permit had been almost as embarrassing as the third time I failed my Ps. Which was ten years ago.

Five freezing minutes later, I was on a bus racing down Broadway. When I reached my stop, I stepped off the bus, calling ‘thanks’ to the driver, and made my way to our building.

‘’Allo!’

GreyBeard WizardMan greeted me, as he did every morning, with a wide, toothless smile.

He was wearing a plaid blanket draped across his shoulders, a look I remembered seeing in my own magazine only recently. We’d called it ‘shrobing’ and suggested readers purchase $500 capes (that, honestly, looked like they could double as doonas) to wear as pashmina-style overgarments. The irony that the homeless man who camped outside our building was also wearing this trend was not at all lost on me.

‘Hi,’ I said, as non-committally as possible. I know. I am a bad person for not wanting to talk to GreyBeard WizardMan. But it’s not for the reason you think: it’s not because he’s homeless that I don’t want to talk to him, or even that he smells a bit like a lost cat and a lot like an empty can of tuna, or even because he might hit me up for a dollar. I don’t want to talk to him because he is really, really rude to me. All GreyBeard WizardMan ever wants to talk to me about is my appearance. Which he finds lacking.

‘Your face!’ he said, apropos of absolutely nothing.

I nodded and searched for change in the bottom of my bag. I found a crumpled $5 note and thrust it in GreyBeard’s coffee cup, which, I discovered too late, was half-full of lukewarm coffee.

As I shook my hand free of coffee, I foolishly asked, ‘What’s wrong with it?’

GreyBeard directed me to the planet-sized pimple that had recently taken up residence on my cheek. Right, smack-bang, in the awful middle.

I shook my head and shrugged.

‘Get some of that Proactiv, love!’ he yelled, as I strode off.

I wondered where exactly GreyBeard had been exposed to Proactiv. Probably Jolie – maybe it was where he’d learnt to shrobe, too.

I made it into the lift and – obviously – immediately inspected the crater on my face in the mirror. GreyBeard was right. I did need Proactiv.

‘Morning, Georgie!’ said Fran, my assistant, as I walked into the office. Fran was not so much cheerful as literally full of cheer. I’d never seen her upset or even annoyed. Fran must have rose-coloured contact lenses, because absolutely nothing fazed her. I’d known I wanted to hire her when she’d thanked me (quite sincerely) for the (quite critical) feedback I’d given her on a series of sample articles she’d written when she was interviewing for the job.

And despite the fact that, in these days of editorial cutbacks, Fran wasn’t so much my assistant as the Office Everything, she was truly grateful for the opportunity to be our resident lackey. She happily bought my coffee and did my photocopying and helped me figure out how to dial in to a conference call, and she also oversaw the magazine’s website, and wrote the odd article. And she got paid about half a cent an hour for the honour of doing it all. It was all part of the glamorous world of magazines in 2015 – nobody was paid what they were really worth anymore. Not even me.

‘Hey, Fran! How was last night? Big date, right?’

Fran blushed. This happened a lot. Last week, Fran had blushed when I asked her how her visit to the dermatologist went. I have no idea why.

‘Georgiiiiiiie!’ She coyly covered her mouth with her hand.

‘Oh, come on, nobody else is here. How’d it go? What’s his name again? Alfie?’ I turned on my computer and, after the Apple ‘ahh’, heard the dinging pelt of a few hundred overnight emails.

‘Alex. His friends call him Al.’

‘Ugh, Alex is much nicer.’

‘I agree, Georgie.’ What a surprise. Fran would agree with me if I suggested she change her own name.

‘So…?’

‘Oh! Well, it was OK. We went to dinner, which was nice – we had Vietnamese food, which I’ve never had before. It was very spicy. Do you find that?’

‘You’ve never had Vietnamese food before?’ Why did this shock me? Fran had never had a cappuccino before she started working at Jolie.

‘No. I thought it would be like Chinese food, but it wasn’t. I was going to order beef and blackbean, but they didn’t have it.’ Sometimes – like, every day – I felt as if Fran was from another era. It was one of the things I liked best about her, actually. I had no idea when she was from, but it was a time when employees respected their bosses and didn’t backchat and generally were inspired by your every word. Fantastic. And Fran was quaint in other ways, too. When she went to the movies she saw ‘a picture’. She asked for ‘fizzy water’ instead of mineral. The only clue she had anything to do with the current de cade was her vague but terribly excited ramblings about the TV shows she was watching. She frequently rabbited on about some show she just ‘knew I’d love’, giving a long, strange, incredibly unclear recap of last night’s plot, while taking care not to give away any spoilers just in case I decided to watch it at some stage.

‘No, I don’t imagine they would. I’m glad it went well.’

Fran nodded earnestly – everything Fran does is earnest; the girl wouldn’t know irony if ten thousand spoons hit her when she needed a knife – and turned to leave.

‘Fran? Before you go?’

‘Coffee?’ she asked, smiling expectantly.

‘Yes, please.’ God bless Fran.

I began sifting through the avalanche of emails that had crashed into my inbox since I left the office less than twelve hours ago. Three hundred and fifty-four of them, in total. Since I’d been out with Nina last night I hadn’t had a chance to answer them on my phone as I normally would, so here I was: hungover and faced with an email deluge. There were dispatches from international news agencies, photo library updates and a few emails from American celebrity managers about our cover options. ‘Could Jessica be holding a bottle of Vitamin Water in her cover shot?’ No, she could not. I sighed. The most recent email, sent just a few minutes ago, was from my publisher, Meg. Also known as The Big Boss. Meg handled the money and vetoed covers and had the kind of park-facing corner office that you read career advice books about. There were no grey areas with Meg; it was black or it was white. She was the kind of person who could say things like ‘You’ve made a powerful enemy today’ and sound entirely serious and very frightening. She’s whip-smart and funny and basically the person I want to be when I grow up. It constantly startles me that I’m the editor now, because when I started in mags I was Meg’s assistant. I was Fran. Well, not quite Fran. Nobody is Fran.


To: Georgie Henderson

From: Meg Downing

Subject: Jolie website

 

George,

What’s happening with the website these days? How often is it being updated? I had a meeting with the digital team yesterday and they were talking about installing a paywall. I don’t think that’s the right idea. They mentioned a digital edition, and I think that’s better for the market. How many subs does the iPad edition have? Need numbers by next week’s meeting.

Ciao,

Meg



I scanned my bookmark bar for our website but couldn’t find it. I’m a paper and pen gal – I didn’t even have an iPhone until the company gave me one so I could check my emails on the hour. I typed in the address: Jolie.com.au. Suddenly, a naked, spread-eagled woman appeared on my screen, giving me a good look at her fallopian tubes. Fucking hell! What happened to our website?

‘Fran!’

No reply. I stared at the screen, where a jumble of naked limbs contorted around one another. It was, weirdly, disturbingly arousing. But it was definitely not Jolie.com.au.

Fran came back in with my coffee.

‘Fran, what the hell? Something’s up with the website. I think it’s broken.’

She raced to my desk with the speed and grace of a toddler running after an errant toy.

‘What happened?’

‘I have no idea. But why is there porn on our website?’

Fran’s eyes widened so visibly that they appeared to take over at least half her face. ‘What are you talking about? I was just on the website, it’s fine. Oh god, maybe I pressed something. I’ve probably broken it. Oh god.’

‘When were you looking at it?’ I turned down the sleazy music the site was playing. Ugh, my eyeballs. I was going to have to Purell them.

‘Just then, on my phone. While I was waiting for your coffee.’

‘Really? Show me.’

Fran handed over her phone – bedecked with a Hello Kitty case, naturally – and I could see that she was right. The site looked fine.

‘What am I looking at, then? Why can’t I see this on my screen?’

Fran rounded my desk nervously, as if she were afraid of what she might see. Fran had probably never even seen her own clamshell, let alone someone else’s.

‘Oh! Oh my god. What is she doing? Why is her hand –’

I shook my head. ‘Nothing. Just… what’s wrong with it? What should I do? I’m freaking out, Fran. What if our advertisers see this? Or Media Watch?’

‘Wait. I’ll get Lucy. Lucy will know.’

Lucy would know. Lucy was kind of terrifying. She was twenty-two going on forty-five. She was the youngest features editor in Jolie’s history – worldwide – and deservedly so. Lucy had her shit together like nobody else I knew, including almost everyone my own age. She’d put a deposit on a studio a year ago, started her Masters in Publishing just because she could, and had over 30,000 Twitter followers. I had no idea how, but I was in awe, nevertheless. She had the self-possession of a young Gloria Steinem, the fast-paced witticisms of Lorelai Gilmore and the sharp intelligence of Hillary Clinton. She was a marvel to watch and a bitch to manage. Lucy was amazing, but she also knew exactly how amazing she was. Still, since my deputy ed had been made redundant at the start of the year, Lucy had really stepped up. I’d be lost without her.

Fran was back, Lucy in tow, in seconds.

‘What’s up?’ Lucy asked, coffee in hand.

I threw my hands up. ‘No idea. I just clicked on to the website this morning and it looks like it’s been hacked.’

Lucy raised her eyebrows. ‘Hacked?’

‘Yeah. With porn,’ I said, mouthing ‘porn’ for Fran’s benefit.

Lucy looked suspicious. ‘Let me have a look.’

She rounded the corner of my desk and I gestured to the screen. ‘See?’ I asked.

‘Hit refresh. See what happens.’

I did as she said and we all waited. Fran drew her breath in like she was watching the latest Bond movie. Lucy stared at the screen intently.

‘George…’ Lucy began, the screen still loading. It was a wonder we ever sent a mag to print at all with the completely sub-par technology we used. We still had a fax machine, for Christ’s sake.

‘What?’ I asked, horrified at the prospect of explaining to advertisers that our website had apparently been annexed by ads for a film called Saturday Night Beaver.

‘It’s the wrong address.’

‘Huh?’

Lucy pointed to the address bar. ‘It should be Joliemagazine.com, not Jolie.com.’

‘Oh. Oh, whoops.’ I tried to laugh it off as my face stung with embarrassment. How many times had I seen that URL? It was on my business card, for Christ’s sake. I tried to put it down to a momentary mind-fail but I had a feeling it had more to do with the fact that I hardly ever even thought about our website. ‘My mistake. I really need that coffee this morning, huh?’

Fran laughed. ‘Do you want toast, too?’

‘Yes, please. With Vegemite. Ta, Fran.’

‘Everything OK now?’ asked Lucy.

I nodded. ‘Yeah, all good. Sorry about that. I must have a lot on my mind,’ I said, trying to excuse my absolute ineptitude.

Jesus Christ. Hangover or no, I’d just shown my nineteen-year-old assistant porn because I couldn’t even remember the address of my own magazine’s website. Not to mention the fact that Lucy had been the one to bail me out. I could be fired. I immediately bookmarked Joliemagazine.com and made a mental note to check the website more regularly. Like, more than once a year, which was my current frequency.

My phone beeped. It was Nina.


I am a hungdog millionaire. Lunch

today near you? Or I can come

to office. Will bring burgers. x



God, did she want an answer today? I’d barely had time to apply mascara, let alone contemplate a lease on my reproductive organs.


Sure. 1 is good for me. Meet

me at pub next door. x



Yep. It was definitely going to be one of those days.
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‘I’ll have a Coopers, please.’ In theory, I hated the idea of hair of the dog. Drinking more alcohol to erase the effects of all the alcohol you’ve already drunk? That’s crazy. But in practice, it totally works. Your hangover is all but gone after that first, sweet sip of beer – it has to be beer – and you’re free to go about your business again, as if last night’s three bottles of sav blanc never even touched your virginal lips.

I found a table and sat, enjoying the cold beer and feeling its effects immediately. Ah, alcohol. Is there anything you can’t do?

‘George, hey!’ Nina walked in looking all freshly pressed and laundered and generally gorgeous in a black jersey maxi dress and motorcycle boots.

‘Oh my god, how do you look so amazing? I feel like a garbage truck ran me over and then dumped a ton of bin juice on me. You look like you walked off the set of a deodorant commercial.’

Neen rolled her eyes. ‘Perspective: I woke up an hour ago! I slept it all off. Poor thing – not so much with the nap-a-latte, huh?’ She sat down opposite me and immediately began perusing the wine list.

‘No wine for me, thanks,’ I said in anticipation. I’d already shown my assistant the inner workings of the female reproductive system this morning; I couldn’t allow any more mistakes.

‘OK, none for me either then. Probably for the best. Might join you in a beer, though.’ While Nina went in search of a beer, I wondered what the rest of our lunch conversation might sound like.

‘So, George, will you have my baby for me?’

‘Uhhhhhhhh. Um. Mmm.’

Tumbleweeds.

Or maybe:

‘George, I know it’s a lot to ask, but… do you think you could do it?’

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEECH. (That was the sound of my chair scraping against the hardwood floor as I made a bolt for the exit.)

Nina returned, middy in one hand and a menu in the other. ‘So, George, I just wanted to say… about last night… I put you in such an awkward position. I am so sorry,’ said Nina, sipping her beer. ‘I should never have asked you such an important question in such a trivial way. You’re my best friend, I owe you more than that.’

I waved the suggestion away and shook my head. ‘No, it’s fine. I mean… I was a little freaked out, but you know… it’s totally OK.’

Nina raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? You’re a peach, George. Thank you. I really am sorry. I mean, god, I wish we didn’t have to ask at all, but…’ she trailed off and smiled forcibly.

Having never wanted kids myself, it was hard to understand why Nina wanted them so very much – more than anything, in fact. Don’t get me wrong: sometimes I found children to be quite pleasant. I do love little girls with Madeline haircuts and kids who say the darnedest things – I mean, I’m human – but the idea of getting pregnant, giving birth and then, on top of all that, raising a kid was not particularly appealing.

To be honest, sometimes I hadn’t really understood why Nina wanted a baby so much. I mean, yes, she’s caring and nurturing, but only in so much as she frequently stops to give out-of-towners directions, and, you know, is a primary school teacher. But essentially I saw Nina and I as the same person. We liked so many of the same things (cheeses with wanky names, Arrested Development, Stila lip glosses) and shared basically all the same beliefs (don’t be a dick, tipping is only necessary when the service is good, pixie cuts don’t work unless you have the angelic face of one Michelle Williams). We were the same except for this one thing: Nina had wanted a baby all her life and I didn’t. A very, very small and very, very selfish part of me was almost relieved that it hadn’t happened for Nina and Matt yet. What if she turned into another Ellie?

Now I felt like I had to keep asking about it, but I was never sure how to deal with the answer. ‘How’s everything going?’ I’d ask every so often, ‘everything’, in this case meaning Nina’s entire reproductive life. ‘Not this month,’ was always the answer. Most of the time, I just smiled faintly and squeezed her hand – your classic non-reply reply. But when I had told her last night that I wished I could have the baby for her, part of me had definitely meant it – I wish it was that easy.

‘I just don’t understand,’ she’d told me after the miscarriage. ‘Why is it so easy for everyone else, but not for me? I mean, I see teenagers with babies. I see heroin addicts with babies. There’s no fairness to it. I can’t go to another baby shower and listen to people tell me how easy it is to get pregnant. I can’t listen to Matt’s mother tell me to just relax and it’ll happen. I can’t listen to fucking Jill tell me that having a baby when you’re over thirty is “gross”. I can’t listen to another pregnant woman tell me how fantastic she feels. And I especially can’t listen when she tells me how awful she feels because she’s pregnant. Because I just look at her and think, “Are you nuts? Do you know what I would give to have morning sickness or sore boobs or swollen ankles or whatever it is that is pissing you off so much?”’

I hadn’t known what to say to her then and I still didn’t now.

‘Oh, hon. This is so shit. This is so seriously, utterly, woefully, terribly shit. You should have a zillion babies. You should have more babies than Brad and Angelina. You should have more babies than bloody Princess Mary. You should have all the babies, everywhere.’

Nina smiled but I knew my lame attempt at light-heartedness probably wasn’t helping. It always worked better when Nina made fun of herself.

‘What about Jill?’ I asked.

Nina rolled her eyes. Nina’s little sister, Jill, was pretty much the opposite of Nina. She was Bizarro Nina. Nina: dependable; Jill: flaky. Nina: wise; Jill: slept with married men and once lost her bank balance in a bar fight. Nina: saved; Jill: spent. Nina: caring; Jill: specifically cultivated friends who weighed more than her so she’d look better standing next to them.

‘Come on, George. As if. I wouldn’t ask to borrow Jill’s favourite dress let alone her bloody uterus!’ She snorted into her beer.

‘Right.’

‘Besides, she’s in Belgrade for the next few months, so even if I wanted to ask her, I can’t.’

‘Belgrade? What’s she doing there?’

‘Getting a nose job. It’s her birthday present from Dad and Leanne.’

‘What? Are you serious?’

‘Yeah. The people who wouldn’t loan us $10,000 for IVF because “it’s not natural” just paid for my sister to fly to a gulag to get her nose whacked. I can’t make this shit up, George.’

‘Fuck, that’s ridiculous. What’s wrong with her nose, anyway?’

Nina made a face. ‘It’s actually not a great nose. It’s like a hybrid of the Michael Jackson “after” nose and the Donatella Versace “before” nose. But still, that’s totally beside the point.’ Nina sighed and took a sip of her beer. ‘Anyway, I’d never ask Jill. She’d just find some way of making it all about her. I couldn’t even trust her to hand over the baby at the end, you know? I bet she’d decide it was actually really cool to have a baby, because Victoria Beckham has so many of them, and she’d bundle it up in Baby Dior and run away with it. And probably give it some ridiculous name like Indigo or Rain. And spell it R-A-Y-N-E. Maybe add an umlaut or something, just for kicks.’

I nodded, but I was only half-listening. I was really thinking about all the possible ways to tell Nina I couldn’t do it.

‘Sorry, Nina, I’m really busy with work right now and having a baby for someone else doesn’t really fit into my schedule.’

‘Sorry, Nina, but I just did a juice cleanse and I can finally fit into my J Brands and I don’t want to ruin that, you know.’

‘Sorry, Nina, but I love wine too much and I just can’t imagine giving it up for nine months. Ditto brie.’

‘Sorry, Nina, but what if Jase decides he doesn’t love me anymore because I’m fat and gross, because life is not a Nora Ephron movie?’

As I tallied up the reasons in my head I realised that none of them were good enough. None of them were reason enough to say to my best friend, ‘No, I will not keep your baby cooking. Sorry. So, schnitzel or steak?’ How about:

‘Nina, I don’t even want to use my plumbing for my own kid – I feel kind of weird about using it for yours.’

I felt weird? That’s the best I could come up with? Weird?!

I looked at Nina, who was drinking her beer and checking out the lunch specials. She wouldn’t keep asking me; I knew that much. She’d put it out there and let me decide. I knew that, either way, she’d still love me and we’d still be best friends. Even if I said no, she’d understand. Even if it meant that she’d never have kids.

‘Nina?’

‘Have you tried the parma here? Has it got a lot of sauce? Because I don’t like a lot of sauce, you know?’

‘Nina, I’ll do it.’ I smiled broadly to try to punctuate the sentence. It was a big one, it deserved a flourish.

‘What?’ Nina picked up her beer and swirled the last frothy drops in the glass, pausing to look up at me.

‘I’ll do it. I’ll have your baby.’

Nina stopped. For a second she was still, her open mouth set in an O. Then she leapt to her feet and dropped the near-empty glass, clapping her hands to her mouth. And then she just stood there, open-mouthed and wide-eyed with smashed glass all around her beautiful motorcycle boots. The bartender shouted, ‘Taxi!’

‘Nina?’

Her mouth was moving but she wasn’t saying anything.

‘Nina? Are you ok?’

She nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said eventually.

‘I’m serious, Nina. I’ll do it.’

‘OK,’ she said, looking down. When she looked up again, her smile was so wide and bright, I felt like I was seeing her for the first time.
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DAY 3

The really fantastic thing about being the boss was that everyone assumed you were always busy; far too busy to talk or be interrupted or return their emails. It was possibly the best thing about the whole gig, particularly as I didn’t get to enjoy the whole parking space thing. Which was why I was surprised to hear a tentative knock on my door when I’d settled back in after an advertising lunch. (Sample conversation: ‘Is there a way we can integrate our new glow-in-the-dark sex-toy in editorial? In, like, a very subtle and organic way? Where we show a full-page pic of the product? Now, the thing is, we don’t have much money…’)

I was flicking through one of our competing titles, Glam, looking at a photo of the sylph-like Claire Danes, wondering if I’d be as skinny as her after I had Nina’s baby.

Yep. That’s really what I was thinking.

Not: Oh shit, I’ve agreed to have another couple’s child.

Not: How the hell will all this work?

Not: Do I need a lawyer or something or will we just pinky swear? Not: How will it feel to grow a human for nine months and then hand it over to someone else for ever and ever?

Not: Shit, I haven’t even told Jase yet. Shit, shit, shit: what am I going to tell Jase?

No, no, what I was thinking was: Will I be able to wear bodycon, in the extremely unlikely case I am one day invited to the Emmys and am photographed standing next to Claire Danes? It was fair to say that denial was my current crutch.

I looked up from beautiful, skinny, moon-eyed Claire to find Fran at my door.

‘What’s up, Fran?’

‘Excuse me, Georgie, but Ms Downing is here to see you.’

Shit! The meeting with Meg. I was supposed to tell her something… but what? Shit squared. My mind scrambled as I tried to remember what Meg had wanted from me in the email last week. I imagined telling her, ‘Oh, sorry Meg, I haven’t had time to get X, Y and Z for you because I’ve agreed to be a surrogate for my best friend and for the past seven days that’s all I’ve been capable of thinking of.’ Actually, I’d better not; Meg would just ask me to write about it for the mag.

‘Oh, right. Thanks Fran. She can come in.’

Meg, who had once been Jolie’s editor herself and remained every bit as polished and savvy as she’d been when she sat in my chair ten years ago, walked in with the confidence of a French divorcee smoking a cigarette at a cafe by the Seine. I’d started life at Jolie as Meg’s PA. She had seen something in me that I hadn’t, and I had wanted to be her ever since. Meg made poise seem effortless – she was one of those people who was just born with that innate sense of ‘Fuck you, I’m amazing’. So it could be a teensy bit intimidating to be her employee.

‘George! Darling! How are you? You look a little… how do I say this? Er, rumpled? Crumpled? Not so fresh?’

‘Just burning that Jo Malone candle at both ends, you know.’

‘Good! That’s what I like to hear,’ she said in her clipped Primrose-Hill-by-way-of-Double-Bay accent. ‘So you got my email about the website? I had a meeting with the dev team – I mean, I don’t understand half of what they say, but who does? – and they seem to think we can do really well with the iPad edition if we really work at it, make it special. Something about doing something to our audience. Customise them? No… optimise them, maybe. You know what I mean.’

Actually, I didn’t. I’d worked in print my whole adult life – first as a cadet at my local paper, where my favourite task was ‘Around the Courts’, because I got to see what my old high-school classmates were up to or addicted to, and then at a publishing house, where I’d made some spectacularly terrible personal decisions that saw me (quite unfairly) labelled the ‘office skank’, and then at various magazines. I’d worked on big, mainstream mags like Jolie and smaller, more independent titles. I’d done interiors mags and teen mags and for a short, disastrous period of time I had been the token female at a men’s mag (sample quote: ‘Have we done enough retouching on the vag?’). By the time I came back to Jolie as editor, where my mag career had begun, I knew print like my favourite pair of jeans. I understood things like circulation and readership and inserted ads and fold-out covers and pagination. And call me old-fashioned, but I still loved mags. I loved seeing them in the stands, all glossy and promising. I loved buying them and opening to the first page to see which advertiser had taken out the opening spread (mainly so I could get on the phone to them on Monday morning and get them to advertise with us instead).

I loved seeing what other art directors did, how other writers used their words, how other fashion editors styled the collections. And I was good at it. I knew which stories worked and which ones needed to be dropped. I knew how to work a cover line and how to tell if a cover model was going to be hot that month. But I didn’t get all the online stuff, and I wasn’t particularly interested in learning it. It just wasn’t me.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved the internet – how else would I shop, or stalk people? – but I did not understand it. Not at all. Sure, overseeing the website was part of my job description, but I figured it couldn’t be too hard. I’d pretty much bluffed my way into being a writer way back when – how hard could it be to copy and paste our articles onto a blog page or whatever it’s called?

So, despite having no idea what Meg or this ‘dev team’ was on about, I nodded.

‘So how many iPad subscribers do we have now?’ she asked.

‘Ummm… hang on. It’s here somewhere.’ I scrolled through my inbox and found the email from Fran. ‘Right – we have 1200. Mmm. That’s not bad.’

‘And how many print?’

‘20,549,’ I said, without missing a beat.

‘Right, and all of them get access to the digital editions too, so we can put digital subscribers at around… 25,000.’ Meg smiled cheekily. ‘But what we need to do now,’ said Meg, ‘is really cash in on that audience. So we need iPad-only content. When people download the mag, they need to be getting something special.’

I baulked. ‘Uh, they are getting something special. They’re getting Jolie.’

Meg shook her head. ‘No, George. People want more than that these days. They want interactive covers. They want to be able to click on a t-shirt a model is wearing and buy it right then and there. They want more content – like videos and slideshows and all that business.’

I rolled my eyes. Did people really want all that from Jolie? Couldn’t they get that from Facebook or something? Why couldn’t they be happy to read our beautifully written, exhaustively researched stories? Why couldn’t they be satisfied with the hours and hours of work our fashion team put into their spreads? Anyone could make Chanel look good on a page, but our readers wanted the high street brands, so that’s what we gave them. And believe me, it wasn’t as easy as it looked to make a knock-off Marc Jacobs dress look like a million bucks, or even like the $140 the high street stores sold it for.

‘OK… so who does all this? My team doesn’t have time to make interactive covers and videos, Meg.’

Meg shrugged. ‘They’re going to have to make time, George. It’s not just about print anymore. You know that.’ Meg gave me a look like I knew that. I did not know that. Or, at the very least, I did not want to know that. She went on. ‘Look, put it another way: we have this amazing resource right in front of us. A chance to get new readers, a way to engage our existing readers even more. We’ve got to work together and get this digital strategy right. It’s the future.’

I furrowed my brow and stayed silent.

‘Don’t do that, George. I know that look. We’ve discussed this before. We need to take advantage of what the company is offering in terms of digital, and that’s final. It’s going to mean more work but I know you’re capable of it.’

More work? How could I possibly ask my already overworked, too-thinly-stretched team to do more work?

‘Excuse me, Katie, I know it takes you a week to design our print cover, but could you squeeze two more options in there for our iPad issue? Shouldn’t take you long.’

‘Hey Lucy, while you’re doing that interview that took weeks to secure and is only meant to run seven minutes because the publicist is being a bitch, could you ask ten more questions for the extra content on the iPad mag? Cheers.’

‘Fran, you’re going to have to add “videographer” to your job description, because I need you to start making videos of… actually, I don’t know what… for the iPad, which is suddenly far more important than the actual print mag for some stupid reason. Thanks.’

‘Meg, I can’t ask my team to take on more work. It’s crazy enough as it is. But I don’t really see the problem: we’re making ad budgets, we’ve got the sponsorship for Woman of the Year. We even have some new advertisers. We’re actually doing better than fine.’ Woman of the Year was our trademark event where we honoured the country’s most influential women. It was also a big money-making and PR exercise, for which we generally asked a tampon company to give us hundreds of thousands of dollars to have a party that would land us in the Sunday papers.

‘It’s all beside the point, George. Every other mag in the company has a proper digital strategy – except us. You should see the things Duke are doing – incredible. Their Instagram numbers are through the roof. This is all just smart business.’

Suddenly I saw myself, a year from now, penniless (and possibly pregnant) because I couldn’t work out what a hashtag was and therefore, wasn’t able to save Jolie, my beloved, smart, savvy magazine, from morphing into an Instagram-only publication. I decided to go with Meg’s line for the moment.

‘OK. I guess that makes sense. I just don’t want to cannibalise the magazine for the sake of the iPad stuff, you know? I mean, people still want magazines, Meg. They don’t just want Twitter and blogs.’

Meg smiled wryly. ‘Pet, that’s exactly what they want. We just have to figure out how to cash in on it.’

‘Meg!’ I felt my shoulders slump and my face drop in shock. How could she have said that? She loved magazines. She was part of the reason I loved mags so much. They were in her blood, in her DNA.

‘George, honey, I wish it wasn’t so,’ she said, shaking her head slowly. ‘You know my heart belongs to Jolie. But things are changing. You’re smart enough to see that, George. Let’s beat them at their own game.’

‘We are beating them at their own game. Jolie is the best women’s magazine on the market. The others – they’re not in our league at all. What about that award Lucy won last year for the story on botched plastic surgery? What about that cover that got nominated for a Maggie? And if this is about getting good PR, I mean, we already do that. The cover with the plus-size model? The media loved it. The domestic violence campaign we did?’ How could Meg so conveniently excise all of this from her brain? Jolie still had legs. She had supermodel-sculpted legs.

She smiled gently and nodded in understanding. ‘I know all that. You’re doing a great job, George. I’m proud of you. So is everybody upstairs. Just think of this as the next step. Another chance to blow them away, yeah?’

I nodded, but in my mind I remained defensive.

‘It’s going to be OK,’ she continued. ‘It’s just a matter of tweaking things, you know? Adapting, just like we always have. The suits have already started working on some ideas.’

Great, I thought. That was the last thing I needed: corporate-types who knew nothing about the magazine or our readers telling me what to do. Last time something like this had happened, an accountant was put in charge of revamping the mag and he’d wanted to use the word ‘funky’ on the cover.

What I really wanted to ask – but couldn’t bring myself to – was whether the ship was sinking. Meg wasn’t saying so but I’d seen enough mags fold in the past ten years to know that change often signified the end. I mean, why mess with a winner, right? I was the captain and of course I’d have to go down with it – but it would be nice if the captain knew before the ship hit the proverbial iceberg. It might help the captain figure out how to divert the course.

Meg could see the panic in my eyes.

‘George, don’t worry too much. We’ll be OK. It’s just change, no big deal. I know you can do this.’

After Meg left, I turned to look at the wall behind me, covered in old Jolie covers. The very first ones, from the US, were illustrated – by hand! – and instead of sitting chronologically, took pride of place in the centre of the wall. These covers were history – just by looking at them, you could see the last forty years of women’s rights, of fashion, of… of everything. There were the supermodels, the waifs, the glamazon Brazilians, the alien-looking Eastern European Lolitas. The headlines about HIV and the pill and equal pay, and one particularly strange one about inviting your boss to a ‘pants party’ that I chose to ignore. Beautiful locations filled the backgrounds; some of these images had been shot by the world’s best photographers, the ones who were so famous they only needed one name. And up in the top right-hand corner was the very first issue of Jolie that bore my name on the masthead – way, way down on the masthead, after literally everybody else on staff. This is where everything had begun for me, really. It was where I felt most at home, where I knew exactly what I was doing. Well, I thought I had, anyway. I thought of all the articles and headlines and cover lines I’d written, or helped craft, all the covers I’d chosen and the thrill of seeing my team’s work on the newsstands, that familiar pride that felt like a hug and a high five all at once.

Surely everybody knew a website couldn’t do that.
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It seemed like my brain had already sent signals to my body to start screwing itself over, because that morning, the pimple that Grey-Beard had enjoyed pointing out so unceremoniously had now instituted some sort of breeding program. Now there were pimples, plural, and they were not only the colour of a Coke can, but also hellbent on taking over my face.

When Nina saw me later at lunch, the first thing she asked was, ‘Did you stop using Proactiv?’ Jesus. How were GreyBeard and Nina on the same page? Then she followed up with, ‘Why haven’t you told him yet?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know,’ I said, spearing a piece of kale from my salad and wondering why I was eating kale and not a hot dog drowned in mustard, which is what I really, really wanted. Because you are a civilised adult who is eating in public, George. Not a stoned seventeen-year-old boy.

It was a lie.

Not the hot dog thing; the Jase thing. I knew exactly why I hadn’t told Jason. If I told him, it would force us to have the baby conversation, and I didn’t want to do that.

Or, at least, I wanted to put it off as long as possible. I knew what my answer to the baby question was – but the truth was I didn’t really know Jase’s. And I didn’t want to be the bad guy who denied him the baby he might want.

‘George, are you having second thoughts about this? Are you not telling Jason because secretly you want to back out of it?’

I shook my head again, more vehemently this time. ‘No, Neen, of course not! My mind is completely made up and I’m not changing it. We are doing this together, you don’t need to worry.’

‘OK,’ she said, through bites of her salad. ‘So I guess in that case we need to start the official process. We’ll each need to see lawyers and we’ll have to go through the counselling, of course – just to make sure everyone’s on the same page, you know?’

I nodded. ‘Oh right, of course.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s just a formality. I know you’re going to hand the baby over.’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, you don’t need to worry about that. Definitely not keeping it.’ I dug into my salad. ‘You know, for a superfood, this is actually pretty good.’ Not as good as a hot dog, but what is?

Nina screwed her nose up. ‘It’s not seasoned all that well. I should say something.’

‘Please don’t,’ I said, pushing the salt and pepper over to her side of the table. Nina’s gastronomical pickiness was legendary and to be controlled at all costs. She’d once tried to send a packet of chips back to the manufacturer because she’d found them ‘a little salty’.

She shrugged, picking up the salt bowl and sprinkling the little pink flakes over her salad. ‘You have to tell him, George.’

‘Mmm. I know.’

‘Or you have to end it,’ she finished, one eyebrow arched.

‘What?’

‘George, I know what you’re doing. You have done it to every relationship you’ve ever had. You’re avoiding the big, confrontational stuff because you don’t want to commit to someone until he ticks every single weird criteria you have for the “perfect man”.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘That is not true.’ Actually, it was pretty much exactly true.

‘George, how long have we been best friends? Twenty years now, or twenty-one? I know you better than anyone, except maybe Ellie.’

I sniggered. ‘Uh, you definitely know me better than Mother Superior.’

‘Whatever. Look, my point is, this is what you do. It’s your thing. And it is not healthy. I’m not saying this in some kind of passive-aggressive ‘you need to find a man and settle down’ way. I’m saying it because it is actually true. There is no such thing as ‘the perfect man’. You have to learn to live with 90 per cent, or 95 or even 85 per cent of what you want, because that is real life.’

I said nothing, concentrating on picking out tiny spheres of quinoa one at a time.

Nina was unperturbed. ‘Jason is a good guy. And now, he is a good, hot guy after all that bloody cycling. He’s smart. He’s kind. He recycles and composts. He has never, to your knowledge, been to jail or through a divorce or bankrupt. These are all great things. You would be surprised at how many men don’t meet those criteria. Especially at our age.’

I snorted. ‘At our age? We’re in our early thirties. I don’t think we need to say things like that quite yet.’

‘You’re thirty-five.’

‘I’m thirty-four!’

Nina smirked. ‘Almost thirty-five.’

‘Well, even so, that’s hardly over the hill. I have plenty of time to find someone I love.’

Nina did a half roll of her eyes. ‘I know you do. I’m not saying that. What I am saying is that you have a good guy – scratch that – a great guy right in front of you. Do you really want to lose him? So what if he listens to Mumford and Sons and Vampire Weekend? You’re not perfect, either.’

Of course I knew I wasn’t perfect, but I also wasn’t sure I could live with the maudlin sounds of hipsters whining about the hardships of being middle-class white men for the rest of my life.

And yeah, Jase was a good guy. Of course I knew that. But was he The Guy? I felt like the very fact that I needed to ask the question pointed to a big fat no.

‘This is actually the perfect time to bring this up with Jason. He has to know you don’t want kids, George. It’s not enough to just roll your eyes at them or bitch about Ellie and Lucas. You have to tell him, for real, to his face. It’s not fair to just keep going, pretending that you know what his answer is. You have to give him that.’

Reluctantly, I nodded. Nina was right. God, she was going to make such a good mum.

In fact, I had been given the perfect opportunity a few mornings back but I had ignored it, like an empty bank balance, hoping it would just go away. There had been a segment on surrogacy on the fluffy breakfast TV show playing in the background as Jase and I got ready for work. In between rolling on deodorant and spritzing perfume, I heard, ‘Surrogacy is becoming more popular in Australia.’

‘Hey, babe, come listen to this. They’re talking about surrogacy.’

For a second I panicked, wondering how Jase could possibly know about Nina and I, before I realised he was probably suggesting an idea for Jolie. Jase was great like that, actually – he was always emailing me links to stories he thought might work for the mag.

‘Oh yeah?’ I called from the bathroom, keeping my voice as breezy and uninterested as possible. Heading into the living room would mean having a conversation about surrogacy and when I did eventually tell Jason about this (soon, it would be soon) he’d accuse me of lying to him. Which, of course, is precisely what I was doing.

‘Yeah. Apparently there’s been a 16 per cent increase in it since…’ he paused, waiting for more information. ‘Since 2000.’

‘Oh, well, that doesn’t mean much,’ I said, pretending to know far more than I really did about statistics and hoping Jase didn’t call BS on me, while trying to decide which lipstick to wear. My internal monologue was screaming at me. Put the lipstick down. Face your problem. You are an adult. There is a real and distinct possibility that you might give birth to a human in the not-so-distant future. You should not be concerned about the miniscule differences between Champagne Showers and Everything but the Kitchen Pink right now. But I continued to study the lipsticks like they were my biggest dilemma, not whether or not I should tell my boyfriend about the most important decision I’d ever made.

‘There’s probably, like, two or three surrogacies a year in Australia,’ I said, creating fiction out of thin air. ‘If that goes up 16 per cent in fifteen years… well, that’s not really newsworthy.’

‘Really?’ asked Jase, appearing at the door. ‘They had a chick on who had a baby for her sister. You’d think Jill would do it for Nina, right? Anyway, thought it might make a good story for the mag.’

I paused, mid-swipe of Champagne Showers. My mouth agape, I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror, while Jase continued his morning ablutions, totally unaware of the irony of his words.

Is your bum warm, George? Because your pants are on fire, you dirty rotten liar.

‘Umhuhyeah,’ was all I could manage to say.

And then Jase kissed me goodbye and pushed his bike out of the apartment (he couldn’t bring himself to leave it in the basement) and it was over. I breathed a sigh of relief, but I knew I couldn’t hide from this forever.

‘Well, so what if he does want kids? What then?’ I asked Nina, trying to push away the memory of lying to Jase.

Nina shrugged. ‘You deal with that as it happens. I mean, if he does want kids, he’s not the right guy for you, is he?’

‘Nina! You just listed all the reasons Jason is the right guy for me.’

‘Yes, but the kids thing trumps all of that. If he wants kids and you don’t, well, that’s it. Game over.’

And that’s exactly what I was afraid of. Thanks, Neen.

‘OK, we’re done talking about me. How are you?’

‘I’m great,’ she said, smiling in a way I hadn’t seen her smile in a long time. It was the kind of smile you see on an Oscar winner’s face right after their name has been called. ‘The clinic says I’m not meant to say things like this to you – because it could be too much pressure and obviously you can still change your mind at any point, because nothing has even really started yet, but… I am so happy to know that you’re willing to do this. I feel like I’ve been treading water for such a long time and now finally I can start swimming again. Ugh, that’s so cheesy, I know, but… god, I actually do really mean it, you know? It’s so hard to explain what this feels like, but… I guess it just feels like everything is going to be OK now. Honestly, George, you have no idea how happy you’ve made me and Matt. Thank you.’

It was true. Matt had called me the night after I’d agreed to lease out my ladyparts and cried as he thanked me. ‘Truly, George, you don’t know what this means. It’s the ultimate gift.’ Then I’d cried. Then he’d cried again. Then Jase walked in and I’d had to make up a lie about Jolie underselling by ten thousand copies.

‘Um, that’s OK.’ I still didn’t know how to respond to Nina’s frequent proclamations of gratitude. It seemed pretentious and arrogant to say ‘you’re welcome’ – like I was rubbing it in that Nina couldn’t get pregnant herself.

‘We haven’t told anyone yet – we don’t want to get people’s hopes up, you know? We want to wait until we know for sure that you’re pregnant before we say anything. Is that OK with you?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah, sure. I haven’t told anyone either,’ I said, with a barbed laugh.

‘Not even your mum?’

I shook my head. It hadn’t occurred to me to tell Mum, because so far it had only been a conversation between Nina, Matt and I. Suddenly I realised that I’d have to tell people. Not just people: everyone. It was no longer just a ladies’ agreement over too many sav blancs or even a series of conversations with Nina and Matt. It was going to be real. Like, written-all-over-my-body real. After a certain point (eight months?), there’d be no way to disguise it. I had visions of awkward conversations with strangers, which seemed terrifying until I realised that I’d have to tell Meg – and suddenly chats with strangers about my uterus seemed like picnics in the park.

‘How do you think work will take it?’ asked Nina, reading my mind like always.

Well, let’s see. I was meant to be producing more work from my team, not having mid-afternoon naps and rushing off to doctor’s appointments and injecting myself with fertility drugs. Yeah, Nina, Meg will be over the fucking moon for me. She’ll be knitting booties before I know it.

‘Oh, Meg’ll be fine,’ I said.

‘Good! That’s so good that you can count on her support,’ she said. I could just imagine the kind of support I’d be given. Did a lump sum redundancy package count?

‘Uh-huh,’ I said, desperate to talk about anything else. ‘Hey, do you think it’s possible to get pre-pregnancy cravings? Because I just saw that they have a flourless chocolate cake on the specials board and I really want it.’

Nina nodded. ‘Absolutely. I’m shouting, too – but only if you tell Jason tonight. Deal?’

I bit my lip but nodded. ‘Yep, deal.’
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‘And you were planning on asking me about this… when, exactly?’

I felt my jaw unhinge. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Georgie, I cannot believe this. Are you telling me that you’ve just made this decision – this fucking huge decision – without even asking me? What if I had said no?’

‘What if you had said no? It’s not your decision to make!’

‘Don’t I deserve to even be consulted about this? I mean, it sounds like you’ve already made your mind up.’

Jase had stopped chopping the vegetables that were meant to be sautéed for our soup. I wondered if we would ever end this conversation and go back to making dinner. I was famished.

‘Yes, Jason, I have already made my mind up. That’s why I’m telling you.’

‘See?’ he said, accusing me. ‘Even that language: you’re “telling” me. We’ve been together for a year, Georgie. This isn’t something you just go and do without so much as asking me if it’s OK.’

Georgie. He’d called me Georgie. Twice.

‘Well, first of all, I haven’t done anything yet, and second, I don’t have to ask you if it’s OK because it’s my body and my decision. End of.’

I didn’t think Jase’s eyebrows could get any higher, but up they went. Band of bloody Horses played in the background, filling the shocked silences that punctuated each sentence. For god’s sake, couldn’t he ever listen to music that made people happy instead of tracks that made them want to drown their sorrows in a vat of vodka? What was so wrong with Katy Perry? Or Robyn? Or Rihanna? Or Beyoncé? There were four people who made you feel good about life, not as if you were about to be stood up at your own wedding.

‘I have never heard anything quite so selfish,’ he said, with a sort of quiet finality that I probably should have taken as an indication that the conversation was over, for now at least. But I couldn’t handle being called selfish when, actually, what I was doing was really the definition of selfless.

‘Jase, listen to yourself. How can you call me selfish? I’m having a baby for Nina. A baby. That’s, like, the opposite of selfish. It’s as far from selfish as you can get without being Princess Fucking Diana.’

But Jase shook his head. ‘Can you honestly tell me that you don’t see a problem here?’

‘Yes. Well, I mean there’s a problem now, but only because you’re being such a jerk about it. I don’t see how this is going to affect our relationship, Jase,’ I said, lying a little bit and knowing it. ‘I’ll have the baby, give it to Nina, lose thirty kilos and everything will go back to normal. It’s not like I’ve decided to have a baby with someone else and, you know, keep it.’

Jase scratched his head, lips pursed. He sighed, but not in the dramatic, passive-aggressive way I thought he might. Silently, he went back to chopping vegetables, slicing the baby carrots into such tiny pieces they didn’t look real.

I went to the fridge to look for a bottle of wine, and then I remembered I wasn’t meant to be drinking in the lead-up to the pregnancy. Fuck it. I wasn’t pregnant yet and I needed a drink. I found a half-open bottle of chardonnay and motioned to Jason with it. ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Are you allowed to do that?’ he asked, tartly.

‘Yes,’ I seethed. Why was he being such a dick?

‘No, thank you,’ he said. Great. Now I looked like an alky and he looked like a saint.

I took my wine into the living room and sank into the couch. I checked my phone – there was an email from Meg with a bunch of links to street-style blogs and Buzzfeed posts. ‘Let’s do more of this in the mag,’ she had written. I skolled the wine and wondered how much upper-body strength would be required to launch myself through the plate-glass windows of the balcony.

Instead, I sat there on the gorgeous chevron lounge I’d bought for us when I moved in. I knew Jase hated it; he hardly ever sat on it. ‘Why did you buy an orange couch?’ he’d asked. ‘Because it’s nice,’ I’d said. And it was. And it wasn’t ‘orange’, it was rusted vintage marmalade. Apart from our bed, it was one of the only things in the apartment that felt like my own – everything else had Jase stamped all over it. It was his apartment, I’d understood that moving in, but I had assumed that, at some stage, it might start feeling like ours. But my books still sat in uneven stacks next to the shelves, because Jase couldn’t bring himself to take any of his to Vinnie’s to make space for mine. My pots and pans crowded in with Jase’s but he always chose his own when he cooked. It was probably a weird thing to notice but it was a weirder thing to do.

I wondered what Jase would say next. Was this it for us? He was angrier than I’d ever seen him: even angrier than the day his ninety-kilometre charity ride had been cancelled due to bad weather.

‘Dinner’s ready,’ he called from the kitchen. It felt like I’d been sitting for a few minutes, but when I glanced at the clock I realised I’d been staring at the living room wall for half an hour. I wasn’t even pregnant yet and I was already losing it.

I sat down at the table, opposite Jason like always. He said nothing, so I didn’t, either. We sat like that for ten minutes, slurping our soup, staring into our bowls, ignoring each other. At one point, I said, ‘Good soup.’ Jason said, ‘Thanks.’

When he was done, Jason pushed his bowl away and crossed his arms on the table.

‘You know what’s weird about this is that you actually could have said something when we were having a conversation about surrogacy just a few days ago.’

I said nothing, dipping my spoon into the soup the way deportment schools taught you to. God, did deportment schools even exist anymore? The prevalence of denim underpants as outerwear would suggest not.

‘You do realise that we’ve never had the baby talk, yeah?’ said Jase, forcing my attention back to the present.

I nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘So you understand why I might be surprised – actually, pretty fucking shocked – to hear that you’re going to have a baby for someone else when we’ve never even discussed the possibility of it, right?’

‘Jase –’

‘No, let me finish,’ he said. ‘I know it’s your body and ultimately, of course, it’s your decision, George. I’m not one of those guys. But we live together. You know my parents, I know yours. I’m in this. Like, for good. I know the tables can’t really be turned but if this were my decision to make, I would have told you right away. I would have asked you what you thought. OK, maybe not for permission, but I would have at least factored you in. You’ve made me feel like I don’t matter at all, like you never even gave me a second thought.’

‘Oh god, Jase, I’m so sorry. Of course you matter. Of course you do.’ I stood up and rounded the table to sit next to him, looping my arms around his waist and pulling him to me. To my surprise, he pulled back.

‘I don’t really know if that’s true, George. I think if I mattered to you in the way that you matter to me, you wouldn’t have lied about this.’

‘I haven’t lied!’

‘George, come on! I gave you an opportunity to say something about this – even though I had no idea that’s what I was doing – and you said nothing. Do you get how stupid that makes me feel?’

‘I’m sorry.’

He shook his head and sighed. He cleared his throat, as if to say something, but stopped short.

‘What do you want to say?’ I asked.

‘I think…’ He sighed, running a hand along his face as if talking to me was exhausting him. ‘I… I don’t know where I stand with you.’

‘Jase, you know I love you.’

‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘But there’s more to it than that. Isn’t there? I mean, we’ve both done this before; we’ve both been in love with other people. It didn’t work out. It’s more than just a matter of loving someone.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ He gave me the you-know-exactly-what-that’s-supposed-to-mean look. ‘Are you saying that we’re done? Jase, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I really am. I was just… just trying to figure out the best way to do it. I didn’t want to scare you off or creep you out.’

‘Scare me off? George, the only thing that’s scaring me is the fact that you lied to me.’

‘And I’ve apologised for that.’

Jase made an exaggerated, exasperated face and clenched his fists. ‘Oh my god, George, you can’t just apologise and erase your mistake. It doesn’t work like that.’

‘So what now? Are you not on board with this?’

I looked at Jason – really looked at him, deeply and carefully. He didn’t seem angry, just sad. Like a teacher telling you that you weren’t ‘fulfilling your potential’.

I reached for his hands, folded in his lap, but he brought them to his face again, not so much, I thought, to do anything with them as to get them away from me.

‘George, I would never tell you not to do this. And actually, if you had told me from the beginning, I would have thought it was really fucking cool that you’d do this for Nina. I think, anyway. Maybe. But… I need some time to think. I’m going to stay at Brendan’s tonight. I’ll call you soon.’

Time to think? He’d call me soon? I’d written enough decode-his-text-message articles to know that Jason was essentially breaking up with me, he just didn’t want to do it at this exact moment.

‘But… it’s your apartment.’

He nodded, picking up his phone and sliding it into his back pocket. Ever the type-A clean freak, Jase carried his bowl and spoon to the sink and gave them a quick rinse. Even in the middle of our biggest fight, he couldn’t miss an OCD opportunity.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Look, stay here tonight. We’ll talk about it later.’

If I were Taylor Swift, I’d be writing a song in my mind at this exact moment. But I was Georgie Henderson, and all I could think of to say was, ‘Right. Right.’

Jason stood and picked up his man-satchel. ‘Don’t forget your iPod,’ I said, pointing limply to the dock in the kitchen. Band of Horses was still playing. He nodded.

‘I’ll call you soon, George. Night.’

‘Night, Jase.’

I didn’t let myself cry until I heard the door click shut.
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WEEK 6

‘Any STDs?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Have you ever had any STDs? Chlamydia is very common among women your age. Gonorrhoea? Herpes?’

‘Um, no.’ I shook my head. I was already feeling vulnerable in my tissue-thin hospital gown and paper undies so loose they could double as a boat’s sail, so this line of intimate questioning was really pushing it.

‘Have you ever been tested?’

‘Yes.’ I’m a non-Amish woman in my mid-thirties; I grew up thinking the Grim Reaper would literally bowl me over if I had unprotected sex. Of course I’ve been tested. Add to that the fact that I’d written dozens – possibly hundreds – of articles on sexually transmitted diseases over the past decade: I really believed that if it was not on, it was not on.

‘How regularly do you have pap smears?’

‘Every two years.’ Tick.

‘Ever had an unusual result?’ Dr Fisher looked up from her laptop and smiled at me. You know, a casual ‘don’t mind me asking you the most personal questions you’ve ever been asked’ smile. Like we were good buddies who’d go have a chardy after she looked up my jacksie and asked me about my sex life. Except there’d be no chardy for me for a while.

‘Once, about ten years ago. But nothing ever came of it.’

‘So it was benign?’

‘Yep.’ Tick, tick.

‘Mmm. OK, who was your doctor? I’ll need a record of that.’

‘Ummm…’ If Dr Fisher had asked me who’d given me a Rachel cut in 1996, I could have told her without hesitation. If she’d asked me who did my first Brazilian, I probably could have recalled her name, too, if given a minute. But the doctor who had told me I might have cervical cancer? Nope, not a chance.

‘Gee, that was a long time ago.’

Dr Fisher raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t remember?’

‘Um… not really. Is that bad?’ I tried to laugh it off but Dr Fisher was having none of it. She smiled politely but the judgement was palpable.

‘It would help if you knew. Do you remember the name of the practice, at least?’

All I knew was that it had been the bulk-billing GP across the road from the office I’d worked in back then. I sensed Dr Fisher needed more information than that.

‘I’ll get back to you on that.’

‘OK. How are your periods?’

‘Uh, good.’

‘When did you first experience menarche?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Your first period. When did you get it?’

‘Oh. Ah, I was twelve. Funny story, actually – for some reason I thought it was like wee, you know, so I didn’t know it was going to be on my undies, and when I saw it, I totally freaked out. You know?’

Dr Fisher smiled, but looked as if she were about to pat my head. ‘It can be confusing for young girls. Do you remember the month?’

‘Of my first period?’

‘Yes,’ she nodded.

Oh, sure, of course I remember every detail of something that happened twenty-two years ago.

‘Well, it was hot, so it would have been summer, I guess… maybe February? No… maybe January. Maybe we were still on school holidays…?’

Bloody hell. Nina had told me that the doctor’s visits would be full-on, but I hadn’t anticipated this. I could barely remember what I ate for lunch yesterday, let alone how my first period had gone down more than two decades ago. And this was only the beginning, she’d said. I’d already had blood and urine tests to make sure I was healthy. Soon I’d start taking drugs to get my bits in optimum working order, then there’d be ovulation checks and the transfer itself and after all that, if I actually got pregnant, there’d be weekly doctor’s visits and blood tests and ultrasounds and then, finally, nine months later, there’d be a baby. It had only been forty-five minutes and I was already exhausted. How had Nina been doing this for so long? It was practically a full-time job.

‘That’s good enough. And it’s always been regular?’

‘Yeah, pretty much,’ I said, eager to be a good little incubator. The truth was, I’d barely paid my period any attention at all. As long as it was there once a month or so, I was happy. When it came and how long for, I really couldn’t say. I took more notice of my toenail cuticles than I did my period.

‘Are you on the pill?’

‘Not anymore. I stopped after agreeing to be a surrogate.’

‘But before that – how long had you been taking it?’

‘Ah, let’s see… on and off, about… sixteen years.’

‘Any side effects?’

‘Does being a raging bitch once a month count?’

‘No.’ Gee, tough crowd. I made a mental note to stop trying to lighten the mood with Dr Fisher.

‘And how about your general health? Have you ever been hospitalised?’

‘Uh, I had appendicitis when I was, like, nine.’

‘That’s it?’

I nodded.

‘Do you take drugs?’

I paused. ‘Like aspirin?’ I asked, hopeful.

‘No, more like ecstasy,’ said Dr Fisher with a wry smile.

‘Well, yeah… I mean, not ecstasy. And not anymore, but you know… I have taken drugs. In my life. At some point. Points, really. Plural.’ I waffled on, wondering how exactly I’d come to be answering questions about my sex habits and drug use. I felt like I was back in high school.

‘OK, that’s fine, Georgie. Are you currently taking drugs?’

‘No! No, of course not. I think I had a joint on New Year’s Eve. Actually, it was probably only half. Yep, just half. But that’s it, I swear.’

‘How about alcohol? Are you a drinker?’

Am I a drinker? As she asked the question I heard the clunk clunk clunk clunk clunk of empty wine bottles hitting the bottom of my recycling bin. ‘Ummm… Yes, I suppose I would say that.’

‘How many drinks would you have in a week?’

I mentally tallied my booze intake: a glass or two on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday nights, then probably more like half a bottle on Thursdays. Friday and Saturday nights were usually pretty big, and Sunday afternoons normally involved a beer garden. I realised Dr Fisher was looking at me, expectantly. I was taking too long.

‘Um, ten,’ I said, lying through my teeth.

Dr Fisher nodded. ‘That’s quite high. We recommend that when we start the surrogacy program you cut down to one drink a week. And of course, when you’re pregnant, we recommend you don’t drink at all.’

I nodded sagely, thinking how horrified Dr Fisher would be if she knew I’d divided that number of drinks by at least two.

‘How many sexual partners have you had?’

‘Eighteen,’ I answered quickly, mindful of being judged after my last slow response. ‘No, nine–… Twenty. Yep, twenty.’

‘Are you currently having sex?’

‘No. Not currently.’ If she’d asked me a few weeks ago, the answer would have been different.

Dr Fisher nodded and continued to question the minutiae of my entire life. Had I been pregnant before? Any abortions? What about my family – any disabilities, fertility problems, genetic disorders? Had I ever suffered mental illness? And then, last of all, why was I doing this? ‘You seem like a very good candidate for surrogacy, Georgie. The only thing is, we usually recommend that surrogates have completed their own families before they carry a baby. You haven’t started your family yet.’

She let the statement hang there, waiting for my response. It was a classic interviewing technique I’d used myself, usually when interviewing pop stars who’d just come out of rehab for ‘exhaustion’.

‘I haven’t started my family because I’m not having one.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

I tried not to let the question bother me the way it normally would. Why did people think you were bluffing when you told them you didn’t want kids? Honestly, I was more surprised when people told me they did. Really? You want a human alarm clock that can never be turned off? You want to wipe someone else’s arse for three years? You want to learn every lyric The Wiggles have ever penned? You want to go to Fiji every year instead of Paris?

The fact was, I’d never seen myself with kids. It wasn’t that I didn’t like them – although I definitely faked liking some of them – I just wasn’t drawn to having my own. And yes, I had thought about it a lot, but no, I would not change my mind. I just didn’t want them, in exactly the way that some people did want them. There was nothing more to it than that.

‘Yes,’ I said, nodding to emphasise my surety.

‘Do you have a partner?’

‘Mmm.’

Dr Fisher looked up. ‘Yes, you do?’

I started to nod but it quickly segued into a side-to-side motion. A maybe motion.

Dr Fisher raised her eyebrows, urging for more information.

‘It’s… complicated.’

*

Jase had come home – to his home, which I was still inhabiting – last night to collect some more clothes. Two weeks had passed since our fight and the only contact we’d had were a series of perfunctory text messages about the landlord needing access to the bathroom for repairs. Every night I’d gone to sleep in our bed, alone, contemplating the irony of finding a guy who was so nice he’d let me stay in his apartment even after we’d basically broken up.

‘So… are you going ahead with it?’ he’d asked. I couldn’t decipher his tone.

‘Yeah.’ I couldn’t look at Jase, so I concentrated on the wall behind him, on the painting his sister-in-law had given him for his birthday a few months back. I had always thought it was too literal to be good, but now I appreciated the cool grey curve of the bicycle wheels on the sandy pavement. It was nice of Emily to do that for Jase. Why couldn’t I have been nicer to Jase?

‘Oh.’ He nodded. ‘I thought so.’

We were both silent for a while, each alone with too many of our own thoughts.

‘When does it, uh… when will it happen?’

‘Um, like… now. I have an appointment at the clinic tomorrow. If that goes well then… it starts straight away.’

‘Right.’

‘Jase…’

‘I think I’d better come home.’

I felt a momentary spark of hope, before I realised what Jase meant. He was coming home; I was leaving.

‘Oh. Yeah, of course.’

I thought of all the kisses we’d shared and how I couldn’t even remember when the last one had been. Was it when I’d arrived home on the night of the fight? Had it been earlier that morning? Now that it was never going to happen again, it seemed important that I remember the last time Jase and I had kissed, to keep it in my mind as a sort of memorial.

‘Where will you go?’

‘Um… Nina’s, I guess. Can I, um… can I have a few days? Just to sort everything out, see if Nina and Matt have room for me.’

‘Well you’re having a fucking baby for them, George, so I reckon they can spot you a bed for a few nights.’ He paused, letting the venom slip out of his voice. ‘Sorry. Sure, take a few days. I’ll come back on the weekend.’

‘OK.’

‘OK.’

*

‘Complicated,’ Dr Fisher repeated.

I grimaced. ‘It’s not actually complicated. I don’t have a boyfriend. I did. Now I don’t. But we were not planning on having a baby together. And don’t worry, this is not one of those weird things people do for a lark after a break-up, like get a bad haircut or take up tribal drumming.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Well, we run counselling sessions before any of this begins. You’ll chat through all of this during those sessions. There is a lot at stake here, and you need to consider everything very carefully.’

I nodded.

‘Alright. The last, and probably most important question we ask potential carriers is: why are you doing this? Do you understand that in Australia, it is illegal to pay surrogates?’

‘Oh, yes. Of course.’

‘OK, good. Why are you doing this?’

I took a deep breath.

‘Because I can’t imagine not doing it.’

She nodded and looked up, right in my eyes this time.

‘Why is that?’

‘Because… because Nina’s my best friend and she wants this – she wants a baby – more than anything. I can’t even imagine wanting something as badly as she wants a baby. I don’t have anything to compare it to. Nothing.’ I looked down, suddenly overcome with sadness for Nina. For her, missing out on a baby was like grieving every single day, except it was worse in a way, because there was nobody to grieve for. Just the idea of something, the spectre of it somewhere. And like grief, when you see someone everywhere, in everything, Nina was reminded every single day that she didn’t have a baby. The thought that I could do something to help was too powerful; I had to do it.

There was another part of me that felt guilty, too. Guilty that I was probably able to do something that Nina couldn’t. Guilty that Nina wanted it so much and I’d barely given it a thought.

And another part of me thought: it’s nine months, why not?

‘Do you understand that there’ll be extensive counselling before we move on to the next stage of the process?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Do you understand that Nina and Matthew will be the legal parents of this child?’

‘Oh, yes.’ That was as clear as the gin martini I’d been craving since this appointment began.

‘Then let’s get started.’
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WEEK 9

Writing my editor’s letter every month always reminded me of the ‘letter book’ Nina and I used to share in high school. If I ever get really famous, my biographer, or the director of the film based on my life (ideally Kathryn Bigelow, because I once interviewed her and she was totally badass, but I’d take Sofia Coppola, too, for the dreamy clothes and awesome soundtrack and possibility that she might cast Josh Hartnett as my love interest), will point to these letter books as early evidence that I was destined to be one of the great magazine editors of all time.

That, or a massive nerd.

A letter book is exactly, disappointingly, what it sounds like. I would write a letter to Nina one afternoon, I’d hand it to her the next day at school, and she’d write in it. And so on. All that effort, despite having already been together for six hours a day, five days a week, forty weeks a year. What was it about being a kid that made you crave contact so, so badly? I thought of all the ways I’d tried to dodge social engagements to be alone even in the past month. But back then, I would have sutured myself to Nina if it were possible. We talked all day at school, passing notes in class and whispering to each other while a teacher’s back was turned. We talked all the way home on the bus, and then, when we got home, we still had more to say so we wrote it all down in our letter book. Looking back, trading daily letters – in the nineties, for god’s sake, I mean, we definitely could have been IM-ing each other at the very least – was a definite sign that Nina and I were the type of nerds who could practically trademark the term, we owned it so completely.

I doubt girls write each other letters anymore. They probably spend hours putting together a perfect flat-lay of tomorrow’s outfit for Instagram instead, and just tag each other in it and use emojis to spell out their afternoon tea (pineapple, wink, donut).

Before each letter, Nina and I filled out a little questionnaire – like we were celebrities in a magazine, further proof – that detailed our up-to-the-minute likes and dislikes. As if it was reasonable that these could change on a daily basis.

I remember using the letter book to passionately argue the case for Dylan over Brendan and write poems dedicated to Drazic’s eyebrow ring. Nina used it to rant about our teachers and the ways they were ‘holding us back’ and ‘not allowing us to express ourselves fully’. We traded the letters as carefully as if they were copies of Smash Hits, or the Beanie Babies we truly imagined would be collectables one day.

Writing my ed’s letter always prompted me to wonder what it would be like if my fifteen-year-old self were writing it. Who did I like right now? What did I want? (If I recall correctly, my fifteen-year-old self desperately wanted a handkerchief top and the midriff to pull it off. She would have died if she’d heard GreyBeard Wizard-Man telling her 34-year-old self she looked ‘healthier in the stomach region’ this morning.)

Want: Nina to have the baby she’s always dreamed of.

Don’t want: the pressure of knowing that Nina’s baby is now my responsibility.

After talking through absolutely every detail of my private life – including ones that didn’t seem relevant to the situation at all – in the mandatory counselling sessions, the main question I was left with was: what if it didn’t work? How would I face Nina if this was her last effort and… it wasn’t enough? If I wasn’t enough?

I wanted to turn back the clock and be nicer to Jase.

But even after everything that had happened, I still didn’t want to go back and have the baby talk with him.

Bloody hell.

Although fifteen-year-old George wouldn’t believe it, this situation was a lot more complicated than my three-year high-school crush on Mark Daley.

I heard a knock on my door. I looked up – it was Lucy.

‘Hey, what’s up?’

‘Features meeting. Do you still want to do it now…?’

‘Yes! Yes, definitely. Can you get everyone to come in?’

Work had become my refuge but it was still chaotic, what with daily emails from Meg asking me if we’d had any more iPad subscribers overnight and whether I’d read the latest forum posts on MamaKnowsBest.com, a website where women pretended to care about feminism but seemed to spend a lot of time bitching about each other. Up until now, we’d all made fun of it – but you couldn’t argue with the fact that it was the number one women’s website in the country and constantly hiring new writers. We hadn’t hired anyone new in a while – we hadn’t even replaced my deputy after she’d been made redundant. So I had to concede that Meg was right – we probably could stand to take a link out of their book.

Lucy returned with the team in tow. Today she was wearing a black silk jumpsuit with leopard-print heels. Her ashy blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail that would make Blake Lively jealous, and her nails looked like they’d been manicured, oh, five minutes ago. Lucy. Lucy would never get herself into this mess.

She took charge like I knew she would, and I sat back, listening to the team pitch their ideas ferociously. This was one of my favourite parts of the job.

Somewhere in between our beauty editor, Dom, talking about a new fat-freezing technique and Lucy pitching an interview with a woman who’d designed an anti-street-harassment app, I got an email from Nina.


Clinic says you’re an excellent match! Just spoke to Dr Fisher and she said your bits are all in working order – not even a little bit rusty from all that wine we drank in the Hunter Valley last year. Yay! We just have to wait for your period and then we can start. PS Matt making ‘pad Thai’ for dinner. Have a big lunch. It’s just packet noodles with soy sauce and a BBQ chicken.



Matt’s cooking was famous. Well, not so much famous as infamous. The trouble was, he really liked cooking. And people who really like cooking usually think they’re really good at it. Like people who like singing. Or dancing. If bad dancers had two left feet then Matt had two left… tongues. Or hands. Or something.

Being at Nina and Matt’s had its upside, in that I could sleep on a bed within four safe walls, as opposed to being at a women’s shelter or wherever the hell else I would have ended up seeing as I was currently homeless. But it was also like being the only sober person at a party. Everyone was settling in for a big night and enjoying the sweet, familiar buzz of booze – except me. So being at work was a relief.

‘George?’

I looked up.

‘What do you think?’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘What’s that?’

Lucy laughed. ‘The social media issue we’ve been talking about. Where’s your head been, George?’

‘Oh, right. Social media issue? Whose idea was that?’

‘Mine,’ said Lucy. ‘Charm did it in the States. I think it’s a great idea. They put Natasha Cook on the cover.’

Everyone in the room – except me, notably – aahed and smiled.

I cleared my throat. ‘Who’s that?’

For the briefest of seconds – the very, very briefest – I saw Lucy’s eyes flash with annoyance. Then she smiled. ‘You know, Tash Cook. She does We the Sheeple.’

I shook my head. Some niche designer I’d never heard of?

‘The blog? It’s, like, about copycat fashion?’ Lucy went on. ‘You know, she finds two people on the street on the same day who are wearing basically the same thing? It’s really massive. I love her so much.’

Finding two people wearing the same outfit? How hard could that be? Let’s be real: all fashion is copycat.

‘Is this for the anniversary issue? Because I think we’re going to do the retrospective,’ I said.

‘Oh?’ Lucy raised her brows this time. Again, I thought I detected a flash of indignation.

‘Yes – remember? We talked about it at the last meeting. We’ll look back at all forty years. Get all the old editors in for a shoot, look back at the big covers, all that stuff. And didn’t somebody suggest a sex special? We could incorporate that.’

It was Jolie’s fortieth birthday in Australia at the end of the year. Given Meg’s insistence that we rebrand, despite the fact that our current brand was actually pretty outstanding, I had pushed this project to the back of my mind. What would Jolie look like in six months, if I made all the changes Meg wanted me to make? A text message? An Instagram account? Ugh and ugh squared.

Still, I knew that if we were going to save Jolie, the fortieth anniversary would be the best way to do it. I imagined a big advertiser party, the kind we used to throw when I’d first started in mags, a time that was so freewheelin’ and fun-lovin’ it should have been illegal. We’d thrown parties just because we could. It was January, how about a summer party? It was February, how about a Valentine’s Day party? It was June, how about a Queen’s Birthday party? We’d plied the advertisers with bottles and bottles of champagne, and made charming small talk with them, and told them how much we loved their products and how much the readers loved their products, and blah blah blah, they’d spend all their ad dollars with us. Everyone was happy. I remember thinking, back then, that it was all so much work, but it wasn’t. Not at all. Those were the salad days, the days before wi-fi and MamaKnowsBest and every chick who worked in retail having her own street-style blog. The days when every company had money to burn and everyone knew it. I knew Meg would love the party idea – one big hurrah to show the world that Jolie was still here, still providing a voice for women and enough big, shiny pages to sell hairspray and nail polish.

‘Oh, I remember you telling us about that,’ said Dom. Which wasn’t entirely true: it had been a team idea, hadn’t it? ‘You mean like a sealed section and we all talk about the crazy sex stuff we’ve done for the mag?’

I nodded. ‘Just a few pages. It’ll be part of a bigger special, a look back at all the ways Jolie has changed, all the progress we’ve made. It was meant to be a joke.’ The fact that I had to explain to my team that it was meant to be a joke wasn’t a great sign – but couldn’t they see that the sex-trospective was a really funny idea? Over the years, I’d had to road-test, in no particular order: a vagina cover meant to protect my modesty during the height (depth?) of the Brazilian craze, a powder that purported to change the taste of my then-boyfriend’s – ahem – product, a DIY dildo kit, and a Shewee, a small plastic funnel that allowed women to stand up and wee. Like sitting down to wee was the only thing holding us back.

‘Anyway,’ I said, sensing the need to move on. ‘Does anyone have any other ideas?’

‘The social media issue,’ said Lucy, as if it were obvious that this was the only idea worth exploring.

‘Mmm, I’m not sure about that one. Work on a proposal and get back to me – I’m lukewarm on it,’ I said. ‘I’ve been thinking – we’re in this really cool feminist moment right now. Beyoncé’s a feminist, there are more female writers and directors and female-focused TV shows and movies than ever – and the word is just out there. I can’t remember another time in my life where it’s been so visible.

‘I think this issue needs to recognise that, you know? Jolie has been around for four decades – that’s pretty significant. We can ask a writer who’s synonymous with each decade to write about how feminism has changed since the ’70s, ’80s, what-have-you. We’ll get Jen to style them, Christina can shoot. Actually, that’s a really good point – I think we should make a big deal of the fact that everyone working on this issue is a woman.’

I looked at my features team, excited for what I assumed would be their ecstatic response. Dom was applying a top coat to her nails. Lucy was shading in a triangle she’d carefully sketched on her notepad. Only Fran was gazing up at me, smiling, as she always did.

‘Guys?’ I said, pointedly.

Lucy looked up, eyes wide. ‘Um… I don’t know. Are we being honest here?’

I swallowed my irritation back. ‘Always,’ I said, hoping it sounded honestly passive-aggressive. Which it was meant to.

‘I don’t think it’s very… now. It feels a bit done to me.’

I pursed my lips and nodded. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah. I know this is our fortieth anniversary, but I think the issue should be about looking forward, moving on to the next thing, not looking back. Looking back is… kind of boring.’

‘Oh.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Well, thank you for your honesty, Lucy. Dom, any ideas on the beauty front?’

She nodded with the excitement of a small child on Christmas morning. ‘Yes! I’ve been wanting to make sure it was all confirmed before I told you, but… Emily Collins wants to work with us!’

Who?

‘Who?’

Dom stared at me. ‘Emily Collins. The vlogger?’

I stared back.

‘Emilycollins.com? She does the haul videos?’

I knew that term. I was positive. It had something to do with the internet. Probably.

‘Oh. Is that that thing where the girls buy things and then show them on camera?’ I raised my eyebrows sceptically. Dom didn’t really want to work with her, did she? That chick was a flash in the pan, at best. Dom was a beauty editor – she knew her BB from her CC, her concealer from her highlighter. She’d been in the game for ten years. She’d interviewed Kate Middleton’s hairdresser, for god’s sake.

‘Yeah! She just signed a major endorsement deal with Beauty Savers. So now we have access to her!’ Now we have access to her? How hard could it be to get a uni student who lived at home and made a couple of videos on the side to answer our call? Dom delivered the news like she was telling us that Channing Tatum was about to arrive and make cocktails before taking us all out for a night on the town.

‘Did you have a meeting with Beauty Savers?’

Beauty Savers was a major advertiser. A budget beauty store that didn’t look it, with its pastel-pink merchandising and ever-smiling shop assistants (if you walked into a Beauty Savers and the person who served you wasn’t smiling, you got a free Smile Pack, full of beauty loot). Beauty Savers had plenty of money to spend. And unlike other advertisers, they rarely made demands of us. Beauty Savers would never have asked me if we could run a four-page editorial on lipstick – literally, on one lipstick – because they knew it was boring and totally obvious. They possessed that thing that most brands didn’t: self-awareness. We loved them.

‘Yeah, a couple of days ago,’ Dom said, like it was common knowledge. ‘Meg was there. You were at the lunch for the fashion council, I think.’

‘Ah, right,’ I said, trying not to appear visibly rattled. Why had Dom been invited to an ad meeting without me – with one of our biggest clients? At least Meg had been there. ‘So, what’s your idea?’

‘Well,’ said Dom, hands clasped in front of her like a giddy schoolgirl. ‘Emily and I are going to start the Jolie beauty channel, sponsored by Beauty Savers.’

‘Ohhhhh,’ said Fran, her eyes wide with delight. ‘That sounds so cool! Can I be on it? Please?’

‘Uh, maybe,’ Dom said, non-committally. Fran worshipped Dom the way teenagers worshipped Taylor Swift: ferociously and to the exclusion of all others. I half expected her to form a Dom fan club. Admittedly, Fran wasn’t alone. Dom was your classic beauty editor – pretty, smart and friendly in equal measure, but never intimidatingly so. I’d been at events where grown women fangirled over her. ‘To begin with, we’ll only have six videos and they’re all mapped out already. So maybe for the next round.’

I shook my head. ‘Hang on, I haven’t approved any of this. Did Meg?’

Dom cocked her head to the side, her pretty face contorted into a quizzical look. ‘Um, yeah. I was just waiting until Emily confirmed things from her side, but… I thought it was your idea, George.’

I tried not to be insulted. ‘Uh, no. It’s not my idea. So…’ I paused, trying to wrap my head around all of this. Meg had signed a deal with Beauty Savers without so much as telling me there had been a meeting? I could feel the anger percolating.

‘Personally,’ Lucy interjected, ‘I don’t think it’s a great idea. What will the videos be about?’

Dom raised her perfect eyebrows. ‘Well, in the first one, Emily is going to teach me how to do the perfect smokey eye –’

‘No,’ I said, holding my hands in front of me, like ‘please stop’. ‘We’re not doing this. First of all, if I see one more video about a smokey eye, I will stab someone with a stick of eyeliner. Secondly, you’re the expert, Dom! Not Emily bloody Collins. No, we are absolutely not doing this.’

‘Why?’ she asked, her voice awash with sulkiness.

‘Because it’s a terrible idea!’

‘George, it was your idea!’

I scoffed. ‘It was not my idea. And we are not doing this. We need to concentrate on ideas for the birthday issue, not videos of eye makeup that people can get anywhere they click on the internet. Don’t reply to Emily until I speak to Meg, OK?’

Dom nodded, her mouth pulled to one side in a disappointed smirk. ‘Sure,’ she said, quietly.

The girls left the room and I checked last week’s calendar. Had I missed a meeting request? I hoped I had. At least then I could only be accused of being unprofessional, not, apparently, entirely redundant. I was the editor. It was my job to talk to the clients and make them feel all warm and fuzzy and ready to advertise with us again. How could I do that if I wasn’t even invited to the meetings?

Nope. No meeting request.

Fuck.

I picked up the phone and dialled Meg’s extension.

‘Hello, pet,’ she said.

‘Hi, Meg. Listen, I’ve just had Dom in here, and –’

‘And she told you about Beauty Savers?’

‘Yeah. What’s going on?’

‘I wanted to wait until it was all confirmed to tell you. Emily Collins is going to –’

‘Yeah, I know all of this. Meg, why didn’t you run this past me? I looked like an idiot in front of my team. I didn’t know anything about it whatsoever. And if I had, I definitely wouldn’t have approved it.’

‘That’s exactly my point. This is the kind of idea a client like Beauty Savers loves. They’re putting $150,000 behind this. We’ll be able to insert the videos into the iPad edition – it’s a great way to add value, like we said we needed to. Pet…’ Meg paused, sighing audibly. ‘If you’d been in that meeting, we wouldn’t have got them across the line.’

‘What? That’s crazy! For $150,000, I would have shut my mouth, Meg!’

‘But you wouldn’t have been able to turn off that look you get when people talk about digital stuff. Everyone would have known how you felt about it. You’ve got absolutely no poker face, George – none.’

It was true. I hadn’t. It confounded me, even now, to think that I’d been able to hide the surrogacy plan from Jase for as long as I had. Lucky for me, Jase was as bad at reading signals as I was good at giving them.

‘So this is a done deal?’

‘Yes. It’s a great deal. If they like the first six videos, they’ll sign on for another twelve. We need this money, George, and we need faith from the advertisers that we can handle all this digital stuff. Right now, we’re not projecting that.’

I sighed. ‘OK. You’re right. Just…’

I paused.

‘Yes, pet?’ Meg asked.

‘Just please don’t make any more decisions without me, Meg.’

‘Of course not, love.’
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WEEK 13

‘Are you sure I can’t get you anything else?’

I shook my head. ‘Neen, would you sit down? I’m fine.’

‘OK, sorry. I just… you know, I’m just making sure you’re OK.’

Nina had been hovering over me like a fly on a leftover sausage since I’d arrived at their place four weeks ago, like a rom-com heroine down on her luck, carrying my clothes in what I now realised was an absurdly expensive suitcase given my current employment and relationship status (respectively: doubtful and completely fucked).

‘George, I can’t tell you how grateful we are,’ said Matt as we ate breakfast, his normally wry eyes baleful. I knew exactly how grateful Matt and Nina were, because they kept telling me, on an almost daily basis. ‘But we want you to know that of course it’s OK if you want to change your mind. So if you ever want to, please just say so.’ Again: already had this information.

I nodded, chomping on my extra-crispy bacon. ‘Yeah, I know.’

Would it sound completely awful to say that I was already over talking about it? Probably, yes. But as well as living with Matt and Nina, I’d been going through legal and social counselling. It was like my radio was tuned to all baby, all the time. Of course, I really did want to help Neen and Matt, and I wasn’t about to back out, but all this talk of eggs and fertilising and babies and ovens just made me want to stick my head into a plate of ricotta hotcakes and pour maple syrup into my ear canals until I could no longer hear it.

‘How’s the counselling going?’ he asked. Nina shot him a look. Matt held up his hands in submission. ‘Sorry – not my place to ask. Sorry, George.’

I shook my head, digging into my eggs. ‘No, no, it’s OK. Uh, it’s fine, I guess. Weird questions, you know. Very, er, personal. Which is the whole point, I suppose.’ I looked up from my plate to see Nina and Matt staring at me intently, nodding along. To say I was feeling slightly pressured to perform was an understatement.

I wanted to do it for them, but I wanted it done. As in, now. In the weeks since Nina had asked me The Question, I’d heard more infertility stories than I’d worn clean undies. It wasn’t even that I’d begun to talk about the surrogacy with the outside world: Nina, Matt and I had all decided that we’d wait until the bun had safely started to bake before we’d say a thing to anyone outside our odd little fertility triangle. But even so, talk of babies and struggles with fertility found me, somehow, in ways they never had before. It was like when you hear a new band for the first time and then suddenly they’re everywhere and you wonder how you’d never heard them before, because now it seems like you’d never turned on the radio and not heard them.

Ellie had started it. Of course.

‘My friend Eva took forever to get pregnant. She finally started doing IVF but then her husband cheated on her. But by that point, what was she going to do? Not go ahead with the IVF? She was thirty-eight. She didn’t have much more time. So she forgave him, took his sperm and now they’re married with a three-year-old.’

Ellie said all this with a kind of casualness that belied the ridiculousness of the situation. This chick’s husband cheated on her and she still went ahead and had a baby with him? I could feel my eyes ready to pop from my head.

Every time I opened a mag at work, there was a story about dwindling egg supplies. Poor sperm quality. The cost of IVF and concerns that middle-class parents wouldn’t be able to afford IVF and private schools. One article quoted a woman named Bernice as saying, ‘I waited such a long time to have a baby. I invested so much in him. I’m not sure I see the point unless I can send him to Cranbrook like his father.’ I tried to be sympathetic, but Bernice was pushing it.

Like the journo I am, I’d taken to all-night Google sessions with the passion of a nineteen-year-old hoodie-wearing technocrat. My brain was drowning in acronyms: IUI, IVF, ART, GIFT, ICSI… And stats. So many depressing numbers. One cycle of IVF had a 33 per cent chance of working. When Nina turned thirty-five, the chance of her miscarrying jumped from 15 per cent to 20. Even getting pregnant normally – in a bed, surrounded by candlelight and roses, I presumed – wasn’t easy. There was a 15 per cent chance it’d take. How could that even be possible? The odds were stacked against us all. How did anyone ever get pregnant?

I found myself getting lost in the stories I read on infertility forums. The woman who was looking for a surrogate because she’d had a stroke in her early thirties and would now be on a drug that caused birth defects her whole life. The woman who felt inexplicably guilty that she couldn’t have a baby with her second husband, having already had one with her first. The woman who was looking for a donor egg because all of hers ‘had cracked in the carton, apparently’.

Then there was MummytoBe73. Guessing that ‘73’ denoted her year of birth, I did the quick, depressing maths. She was over forty. Her forum thread, ‘Looking for a Tummy Mummy’ (the popular name for surrogates on these forums), had been active since 2006. Every month since her original post, in which she’d explained that she and her husband couldn’t have children on their own, she had posted an update. The last one was from only a month ago. They were still looking. I wondered where she found the hope she needed to keep going after so much heartbreak. I tried to imagine who this woman was, where she lived and what she did. How much of her day was spent thinking about the baby she wanted so much? It was too depressing to fathom.

I read stories about ovarian drilling and decided I never wanted to hear that term again. I learnt technical acronyms like LP (luteal phase) and LSP (low sperm count) and truly sad ones like FBOW (for better or worse) and BFN (big fat negative). The three letters everyone seemed to want on the forums were BFP – big fat positive.

It was a huge, exhausting parallel universe I hadn’t even known existed, and I’d barely scratched the surface. I felt guilty relief that I had the luxury of never wanting to conceive in the first place. Suddenly all the rude, too-intimate questions people had asked me over the years about why I didn’t want children seemed infinitely preferable to this never-ending grief.

But the forums made me worry. There were women who talked about their fourth and fifth attempts at surrogacy IVF. What if it didn’t work? What if I decided I was done after one failed attempt? What would that say about me? It was something my counsellor, Dr Hewitt, had probed me about. In my mind, I’d assumed Nina and I would do the transfer, I’d get pregnant and bam, nine months later, Nina would have her baby. Well, technically, I would have Nina’s baby. Resume normal life.

‘It doesn’t always work that way, you know,’ said Dr Hewitt. He was a comically tall man with a strangely feminine shape. I’d never seen a pear-shaped man before, and yet, here was Dr Hewitt, looking for all the world like he needed a visit from Trinny and Susannah and a waist-cinching belt to make his assets work for him. ‘Some surrogates don’t get pregnant on the first try, and they’re wary of giving it another go. How would you feel about that?’

How many times could a person be reasonably expected to loan out her plumbing?

‘Uh, I don’t really know,’ I said, suddenly confronted with the idea that my own body might not be up for the physical challenge I was about to put it through. ‘I think I’ll only know when it happens – you know, when I have to make the call.’

Dr Hewitt nodded. ‘What about Nina and Matt, though?’

I exhaled deeply and shrugged. I truly didn’t know.

‘I’m not trying to put roadblocks in place here, Georgina – er, Georgie –’

‘George.’

‘Right. My job isn’t to scare you away from this – I just need to make sure you’ve thought of all the possibilities. Do you understand?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah, of course.’ But what had begun as an incredibly simple decision to help my friend was spiralling into dangerously complicated territory. It wasn’t even that I thought I might bond with the baby and want to kidnap it or something crazy like that – though those questions had been asked, too – it was more the fact that mine had been a decision that had seemed almost – almost – straightforward on the face of it, but had spawned so many micro-questions I had only the vaguest wisp of a clue how to answer. Every single day, I felt like I was interviewing for a job that might not even exist. Dr Hewitt had brought up all sorts of scenarios I hadn’t even thought of. What if I got pregnant and there were complications – would I be able to be on bed rest, possibly for months? This had never occurred to me. I imagined telling Meg I’d be editing the mag from under my doona. I had a feeling it wouldn’t go down well. What sort of contact would I want with the child? And what if that was different to the contact Nina and Matt wanted me to have with it? It was exhausting even thinking about all the what ifs.

The worst question Dr Hewitt had asked was also, in hindsight, the most obvious. But, like all the others, I’d never given it a second thought. Or, in fact, a first thought.

‘How do you feel this will affect your friendship with Nina?’

In my mostly selfish mind, I imagined it would make Nina eternally grateful to me, and that she’d likely shower me with gifts and, every so often, she’d look at me knowingly, with a hint of sadness but a whole lot of joy, thinking how different things could have been if she didn’t have me, George Henderson, Purveyor of A Fine Uterus, as her best mate.

And then Dr Hewitt talked me through all the ways Nina might find to resent me. Maybe she’d resent me right from the beginning, after the surprise and giddiness of being pregnant had worn off and I became just another knocked-up person who wasn’t her. Maybe it wouldn’t happen for years, but when it did, it would pump the brakes on our friendship so hard, I’d be hurt just from the force of it.

Nina placed her hand on mine across the table, interrupting my thoughts. ‘Don’t worry, we won’t ask you for the details – you don’t need to tell us what goes on in Therapy Land.’ Nina and Matt exchanged wry smiles, having experienced their fair share of visits to Therapy Land, too.

‘It’s OK. Really. I think I’m just new to a lot of this and I’m still getting used to it.’

Nina nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer. ‘Good. And remember, like we told you, just let us know if you need anything, OK?’

I smiled. ‘Well, there is that new Chloé wallet I’d been looking at for Christmas…’ I teased.

Nina smiled back. ‘Really, George, anything you need, you just tell us. We’ll take care of it.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I had been joking about the wallet and we both understood that. I knew that Nina and Matt had invested almost every dollar they had – and a fair chunk they’d borrowed from the bank – in this baby, who’d yet to materialise. Pressure point number 457.

‘But the good news is that we can start once the counselling is over, which will be pretty soon. Since we’ve already got the eggs frozen from the last try, we can basically start right away. Just got to wait til your cycle starts.’

I looked over at Matt, who had kept eating his overcooked bacon throughout this conversation. Lesser men might have gagged on the word ‘cycle’ – not Matt. ‘Great,’ I said.

Nina barrelled on, talking about embryos and mucous viscosity and rectal temperature checks, and I tried to look as calm as possible while simultaneously forcing myself to swallow the coffee I’d just sipped.

Act normal. These are perfectly normal things to talk about.

Suddenly it dawned on me that I would soon be pregnant. With child. Like I had never planned to be.

Oh baby.

‘Guess I should give up the vino, then,’ I said, attempting to inject some light into the situation.

Nina and Matt exchanged another look.

‘You haven’t stopped drinking?’ Matt asked, his voice darkening with a faint shade of irritation.

‘Oh, well, I haven’t been drinking much,’ I countered.

‘Matt!’ said Nina. ‘George, it’s OK. Just, you know, lay off the booze so your body is ready to have a baby. It’ll be good to be living with two seasoned non-drinkers like us while you do it.’ During their many attempts to conceive, both Nina and Matt had sworn off booze and deli meats and sugar and salt and all sorts of things that supposedly inhibited one’s ability to make a baby (unless you were an American teenager – they could fall pregnant by sneezing in each other’s general direction, it seemed). I guess, on some level, I had known I’d have to give a few things up, but I hadn’t quite realised it would happen so soon. Pressure point number 458.

‘No problem. Just don’t tell me I have to give up coffee too.’

Nina and Matt laughed. ‘Yeah, of course,’ said Nina.

I raised my eyebrows. Nina went on. ‘And look, while we’re at it, if you could cut down on sugar, that would be ideal. How much exercise are you getting?’

Did walking to the photocopier count? ‘Um… I do a little exercise when I can.’

‘You still go to the gym at work, right? Dr Fisher says yoga is one of the best things you can do if you’re trying to get pregnant, so maybe you could look into it.’

‘Alright.’

I was starting to think Nina didn’t know me at all. No coffee? Yoga? Exercise? Bloody hell. She was going full Paltrow on me.

Best friends never go full Paltrow.

‘But I mean, you don’t have to go crazy with this stuff. Don’t go overboard,’ said Nina.

‘Right, right.’

‘Some women drive themselves nuts trying to be these perfect breeding grounds, you know?’

I nodded, thinking of all the things Nina had done to try to be the perfect breeding ground. Matt must have been thinking the same thing because he quickly changed the subject.

‘Anyway, we just want you to know how grateful we are and how lucky we feel to have you as a friend. Especially after all the stuff with… you know, with Jase. Don’t feel like you have to look for another place. We’re here for you.’

I’d said something similar to Dr Hewitt when he’d asked me exactly why I’d wanted to be a surrogate. ‘Because I want to be there for Nina. She’s my best friend. I know that she’d do the same for me.’

He’d nodded and said nothing. I continued.

‘Don’t you think it’s supremely unfair that some people get to have kids, even if they’re not really meant to be parents?’

Nothing.

‘I do. I mean, I’m saying that as someone who would be an incredibly selfish and bad parent. But I know that. So I don’t want kids. But Nina… she would be such a good mum. And Matt – he’s going to be the best dad. And the two of them together –’ I paused, trying to find the right words. ‘They’re just a great team, you know? They know each other so well, they’ve been together for so long. I know they’ll be so, so good at this.’

A slight nod. I made a mental note to never play poker against this dude.

‘And look, this might seem clichéd or corny or whatever, but… Nina deserves this. She deserves her own family, one she’s made by herself, because her other family – her dad and her idiot sister and her stepmum – are not…’ I tried to say it politely, ‘They’re not up to scratch. Nina deserves this. And if I can help, well, why not?

‘Honestly, though? The biggest reason for wanting to do this is because I actually have no idea what Nina is going through. I don’t want this for myself. I don’t know what it’s like to want this… I don’t know what it’s like to want it, and want it, and want it, and to keep having it taken away from me. But I can’t think of anything more heartbreaking. And I know that Nina’s heart would be broken if she couldn’t do this, if she couldn’t have this.

‘She should get her baby. Simple as that.’

I thought I saw a tiny smile on Dr Hewitt’s face, but I was probably just imagining it.
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WEEK 16

I’d taken more pills in the past month than I had in my entire life, even including that month in Costa Rica when I was nineteen. I had fertile ground already, but doctors didn’t like taking chances with ‘good enough’, so I’d been prescribed a party bag of hormones and drugs to get my bits in pristine working order. Then there were the vats of vitamins Nina had bought for me – pills promising healthy spinal cord function and brain development for your baby and, as an added bonus, excellent hair and nails for you. So win-win.

‘I wonder what’s taking so long.’

I looked over at Nina, who was pacing around the waiting room. ‘Doctors always take forever, don’t you think? They must have secret portals to golf courses in their offices.’

Nina barely managed a smile. ‘But they said we had to wait. Why would they say that? I thought we were done. They told us we’d be out of here straight after the procedure.’

I shook my head. ‘No idea. Maybe to tell me what beautiful eggs you have and how well they’re adjusting to their new home?’

Nina stifled a laugh.

‘I thought it would take longer.’

‘That what would take longer?’

‘The transfer. It seemed quick, yeah?’

I shrugged. ‘I guess… I don’t know. It’s not like I do this every week.’ I was pretty zoned out – they’d given me a valium to relax my muscles and it was kicking in nicely. ‘Neen, sit down. It’s going to be fine. Whatever the doctor says, we’re going out for ice-cream after, OK?’

She nodded and continued to pace the room. Inside, I was just as nervous as Nina. If the embryo had implanted properly, I could be pregnant soon. Like, in a few hours. Of course, we wouldn’t know for a few weeks, but the idea that my whole life was about to change – albeit temporarily – loomed large in my mind. I might have a baby growing inside me – a tiny, unrecognisable blob of a baby – while I ate dinner later tonight. A baby that would grow and swell my belly and make me puke and sweat and possibly go a little nuts. God, the predictability of our biology was so depressing sometimes.

I was surprised to be feeling this way. Up until this morning, I had felt pretty disconnected from the process. If anything, the counselling had only reinforced that. This is Nina and Matt’s baby. I’m just helping them. It’s like a business transaction, except that I love Nina and Matt and I have no intention of screwing them over. I’d had the injections and swallowed the pills. Today I had lain on a cold hospital bed swathed in a green gown while a doctor deposited a tiny little embryo in me. Up until this point, it hadn’t felt real enough for me to feel anything. But now, sitting in the waiting room that had become so familiar to me over the past weeks, with the same dour old receptionist who should have retired a long time ago and the same reader-beaten magazines she should have taken home with her, I felt a shift. Something had changed. I could feel it.

I glanced across at Nina, still pacing the floor. I made a motion for her to sit but she shook her head.

‘Neen?’ I whispered, even though we were the only people in the room. Thank god, too. I didn’t think I could have handled another room full of drawn, tired faces that had seen too much devastation.

One day a woman had been bullied out of the waiting room because she’d brought in her three-year-old. Her eyes, shiny with tears, had begged the other waiting women for some understanding.

‘It’s called secondary infertility!’ she had pleaded.

‘I don’t care! I don’t need to see that here,’ the woman next to her had snapped. ‘That’ was the floppy-haired toddler, innocently sipping on his water bottle and swinging his feet back and forth under the seat he was too small for. He couldn’t have looked more blameless if he tried. ‘Nurse! She’s breaking the rules!’

Nina and I had exchanged surprised looks, but today I could sort of understand where that woman – who at the time I’d thought was horrible – had been coming from. This was tough. Like, ‘pack up your bag and go home if you aren’t prepared to see your heart torn in two’ tough. Tough.

Nina hadn’t responded. ‘Nina!’ I stage-whispered. She lifted her head and I noticed that she had to open her eyes. Had she been praying? My atheist friend, who’d been given a fortnight of detention at our Catholic high school for daring to talk about AIDS in debating? Surely not.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘What are you doing?’

She shrugged. ‘I can’t just sit here, reading a magazine.

This is it.’

I stood up and gently guided her back to our seats. She put her head on my shoulder.

‘It’s just been so long, you know? If this isn’t it… I think we may have to gi–’ She stopped mid-sentence, her voice cracking with sobs that didn’t quite come. I tried to imagine wanting something as badly as Nina wanted a baby. In a lot of ways, it was just so far beyond my understanding. I suppose that, before Jase, I had wanted a partner with a fairly persistent pang, but that was different, wasn’t it? You had to wait for that, you couldn’t simply make it happen. So you got used to the wait. And it was easy enough to distract yourself – you slept with unsuitable men, ate Nutella out of the jar and called it dinner, and went on expensive holidays by yourself where you ‘forgot’ to see the Tate Modern because you found the hotel bar instead. But all the time, you had confidence – maybe not 100 per cent, but close – that someday, it would happen. And in the meantime, you had Nutella.

This was different.

The way Nina had described it to me, it was like being set adrift in an ocean. ‘It’s like, rationally, you know how to get to the shore, but there’s this big part of you – bigger than the rational part – that’s looking for another way home. It’s like your mind is telling you that there’s something else out there, something you’ve got to look for and grab hold of, otherwise you’ll never make it back in one piece.’ In her more sanguine moments, she had told me the saddest part was having to figure out what, exactly, you were going to do with the rest of your life, now that your plans had been indefinitely shelved. ‘After a certain point, people just expect you to get on with it and make do with what you’ve got… but it’s so hard to forget what you haven’t got.’

I leaned my head against Nina’s and hugged her close.

‘It’s OK, Neen. It’s all going to be OK,’ I said, before remembering that that’s one of the things you’re never, ever meant to say to someone trying to conceive. Shit.

‘Ms Henderson?’

The pinched-faced secretary bobbed up from behind her desk.

‘Yes?’

‘Dr Fisher will see you now.’

Nina wiped the wetness from her eyes and made a gargantuan attempt at a genuine smile. We nodded to each other, a silent signal from friend to friend – we were in this together now.

I held my hand out to Nina – something I’m not sure I’d ever done before – and she took it.

Dr Fisher stepped out of her office to open the door for us.

‘Georgie?’

I nodded. She motioned for me to come to her office. I glanced at Nina, whose quizzical expression probably matched mine.

‘Can I –’ Nina was cut off by Dr Fisher.

‘Just Georgie, for now. Thank you, Nina.’

I looked at Nina and shrugged. Nina furrowed her brow and returned to her seat, burying her face in her palm.

I walked into Dr Fisher’s office and sat down.

‘Let’s start with the good news,’ she said.
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WEEK 16,

DAY 4


From: Georgie Henderson

To: Jolie Editorial

 

Hey guys,

Can we gather at the lounges ASAP please?

George x



As soon as I hit ‘send’, I knew I should have worded the email differently. The team hurriedly scampered to the lounges and sat primly, ready for action, like they would for any other meeting. But I noticed their worried glances and shrugged shoulders.

They think they’re going to be fired. sBloody hell.

Pregnancy had apparently rewired my brain. This morning I’d walked out of the house with my dressing gown over my work clothes, thinking it was my blazer. I’d made it to the bus stop before I realised I was wearing a robe I’d once nicked from the Park Hyatt over my silk harem pants. Weirdly, it kind of worked.

I refused to believe it was the hormones – I was just so bloody overwhelmed at the thought of being pregnant. It was completely surreal to think that inside me, at this very moment, was a little heart just beating away. Inside me. Me.

I sat in my usual place and, looking around, saw that everyone was sitting in the exact same spots as they always did. Lucy sat next to me and Katie, our creative director, next to her. From there, it basically spiralled out in terms of seniority. The fashion girls sat together, flicking through a recent issue of Phive, a luxury fashion mag the team wanted to rip off every month. Greer, our chief sub, looked mildly impatient that this meeting was taking away precious minutes she could spend correcting somebody’s spelling. Fran, ever the trooper, sat closest to the door, where she could hear the phone ring.

‘Guys, I called this meeting because I have a few things to discuss with you.’ A few of the girls gasped audibly. ‘No, no, please don’t worry – it’s not bad news.’

Shoulders returned to their resting places, breaths were released, eyebrows lowered. I had seen enough redundancies in the last few years to know that I shouldn’t have sent that email. The girls were, quite rightly, terrified. News travelled especially quickly in a building full of writers, and the recent increased frequency of Meg’s closed-door visits definitely hadn’t escaped the team’s attention.

‘There are going to be some changes though. Jolie is doing really well – so well, in fact, that we’re going to be expanding the digital side of the business.’ I paused, wondering if anyone could see through my blatant lie. Nobody seemed to notice that I wasn’t making direct eye-contact with anyone – the tell-tale sign of a pork pie if ever there was one – so I carried on. ‘As you know, we have an iPad edition and it’s doing great. But what we want to do is make it even better. I’m sure you’ve all seen Charm’s iPad issue.’

‘Yep – I subscribe to it,’ said Katie. ‘Each month they do this thing with the cover where it comes alive and the star does a little intro to the issue. It’s so cool.’

‘Right, right – well, that’s the exact kind of thing that we’re going to do.’

This time the girls were gasping with delight. They were nodding their heads, their eyes alive. Wow. This is going so much better than I’d imagined.

Everyone except Lucy seemed excited. She sat, saying nothing, doing her best to look as uninterested as possible.

‘The videos with Emily Collins will work so well on the iPad. Right, George? And could we do that thing where readers can shop from the pages? They just click to buy? Advertisers would love that,’ said Dom.

I nodded, looking at Greer, whose eyes had widened with alarm at the prospect of inserting a gajillion hyperlinks into each issue.

The fashion girls looked up from their magazine. ‘Our stories work better on paper – that’s the way our photographers shoot them,’ said Jen, our fashion director. Jen had been at Jolie even longer than I had but she could pass for an intern. Thanks in part to her daily yoga and stand-up paddleboarding sessions, and in part to her fantastic Eurasian genes, she was forty-two going on twenty-three. The woman was Benjamin Button-ing before my eyes.

‘I know, Jen, but the art team can take care of the differences in quality. We’ll make sure the stories look as good on the screen as they do in the book.’

Jen nodded, but looked unconvinced. If it had been just the two of us, I would have agreed with her. Fashion shoots did look better on paper – that was how they were meant to be seen. Swiping from one page to the next just wasn’t as tactile and immediate as turning the pages, feeling the clothes right beneath your fingertips, imagining yourself as the models on the page. And I didn’t care what anyone said – nobody really thought those bloggers knew anything about fashion beyond being able to throw on an oversized sweater with a whimsical skirt they’d been gifted by a generous designer.

‘Georgie?’ said Fran. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see her actually put her hand up, like in school. Which she had only finished last year, to be fair.

‘Yes?’

‘What about the website? Are we changing it at all?’

I nodded. ‘Yep, definitely. We really want to re–’ I searched for the right word, trying to remember what the digital team had told me last week. Renovate? Remaster? Replicate?

My phone, sitting on my lap, beeped. A message from Ellie.


Lucas’s first attempt at toilet

training. Oops! He missed. Better

luck next time! PS He really loves

those farmer’s market flash cards

you gave him – he keeps asking

me for a ‘pommy-gwanit’!



I rolled my eyes and turned back to the team, who were talking over each other, the way they do when they are excited and ready to work. Finally, Lucy spoke up.

‘Yeah, there are lots of things we should be doing. Charm is a good example, because they’ve done it for a long time.’ She paused, surveying the room. ‘It’s the little details that they always get right. Like, they’ve got icons at the end of all their stories for sharing them on social media. They’ve had so many things go viral that way. And all their writers have their Twitter handles in their bylines, so you can follow them personally. Plus, there’s no division between the digital and editorial teams there – everyone works together and you can see how successful it is.’

‘Yep, absolutely,’ said Dom. ‘Their beauty pages are totally interactive as well. You can put so much extra info in with the iPad.’

I nodded, but my head was drowning in terms I knew but couldn’t use properly in a sentence. How the bloody hell would we make Jolie go viral? If it had anything to do with videos of cats, I figured I may as well just quit right now.

‘Um, guys, this is great. Thank you for your enthusiasm. Like always, though, we don’t have a huge amount of money, so this is something that’ll be done in-house.’

It was a euphemism that basically translated to ‘you’ll be doing all of this, for free’.

I wanted to explain to them that it wasn’t my fault, that it was a business decision I couldn’t help. I wanted to tell these passionate, smart women what I suspected was really going on: that if we didn’t get it together we would all be gone before you could say ‘voluntary redundancy’. Instead, I took the coward’s way out and stood up, indicating that the meeting was over.

‘Any questions, come see me,’ I said, and slinked back into my office, shutting the door behind me.

Minutes later, Lucy opened it.

‘George,’ she said as she sat. ‘We need to talk about this digital stuff. I know it’s not your… your focus, but we need to do more than just click-to-buy. And these smokey-eye videos with that girl. That stuff is old.’ She paused and – perhaps I was imagining this – sniggered. Just a touch. So quietly and quickly that it was close to imperceptible.

‘Fair enough,’ I said.

Lucy was right. Even I knew about click-to-buy, and by this stage it was blindingly clear I knew nothing about the digital world.

‘Don’t you think we need to know what the next thing is?’ she asked, not unlike the way Ellie might ask Lucas if he didn’t think it was time to put his nappy on after being bare-bottomed for an hour. ‘We can’t just copy everyone else. We need to look further ahead than that.’

I felt myself blinking for a second too long. ‘Well… what do you propose, Lucy?’

She shrugged. ‘I have a few ideas. Like the social media issue. We really need to show our readers that we know this stuff. We can’t be left behind. Please, George, it’s important.’

I nodded. ‘Right, right. Let’s have a meeting soon.’ I went back to my emails, wanting the conversation to be over. ‘Anyway, let’s hope we can understand what the hell all this digital stuff is, right?’

Lucy cast her glance sideways, then looked back at me. ‘Uh, I already do, George.’

I looked up. ‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘Yeah. That’s what I’m doing my Master’s in, remember? Digital cultures. And, you know… I live in the world. In 2015.’

Bells rang. Faintly condescending bells.

‘Well that’s amazing.’ I felt a rush of relief. Lucy could help me. Lucy knew stuff about… things. She would know what to do. ‘Let’s have a meeting and talk about all of this, OK?’

Lucy nodded, more slowly this time. ‘There’s a lot of work to do here, George. We’re starting with rubble. And everyone else has their buildings pretty much finished, you know what I mean?’

‘Yeah, I know. But Meg is really behind this and I’m sure we can get the resources we need,’ I said, lying and hoping Lucy wasn’t smart enough to figure it out.

‘OK. I’ll send you a meeting request.’

As she left, I let myself fall into my chair and close my eyes. How had this happened? How had everything become so truly, deeply, royally fucked? Lucy shouldn’t be telling me how to do my job. I shouldn’t be relying on her to get me out of this mess. And they were the very, very, very least of my problems.

*

‘Let’s start with the good news,’ Dr Fisher had said. Her face was completely expressionless, which wasn’t unusual for her. But I had interviewed enough celebrities who lied about how involved they were in writing their autobiographies or creating their fashion lines to know that something was up. ‘As you know, Nina’s eggs reacted very well to the fertilisation process. The sperm injected very well.’

‘Yes,’ I said, allowing a smile. ‘That’s good.’

The IVF had gone well. That was the good news. Which meant that there was bad news. Immediately, my mind bounced to the worst possible outcome. I was dying, wasn’t I?

‘Do I have… a problem?’

When Dr Fisher had screened me as a candidate, she’d been positive that I was an excellent choice for surrogacy. She’d gone so far as to say that I had a ‘beautiful cervix’. Now there’s something you don’t hear every lifetime.

Dr Fisher raised an eyebrow. ‘Well… it depends on how you look at it.’ She paused for a little too long and suddenly all I could hear was ‘brain cancer’ and ‘inoperable tumour’ on repeat in my mind. In less than a second I was imagining my funeral and all the people who’d be there, and weirdly wondering what would happen at Jolie without me and whether Jase would be sad.

‘Georgie, you’re pregnant.’

‘What?’

‘You are already pregnant.’

‘What?’

‘I know it’s a lot to digest.’

‘No, no –’ Meatlovers pizza is a lot to digest. This is… wait, what is she even talking about? She’d said it hadn’t worked. It didn’t make any sense. ‘Wait, what? We only just did it. How do you know already?’

She paused, taking a breath and staring at me steadily. ‘Georgie. I’m telling you that you are already pregnant.’

I stared back.

‘We didn’t complete the implantation. When we did the blood test this morning, we noticed that your oestrogen levels were very, very high. Your HCG levels indicated you are already pregnant. So Nina’s eggs are safe.’

Nina’s eggs are safe? NINA’S EGGS ARE SAFE? What about MY eggs? My eggs, which have apparently been colonised!

‘I don’t… how…? You didn’t even do the transfer?’

Dr Fisher shook her head, smiling gently.

‘No. We can’t perform an embryo transfer if you’re already pregnant.’

I cocked my head to the side a little, as if all that was separating me from understanding all of this was a slight angle change. ‘I just… it doesn’t…’

‘Georgie, you’re pregnant.’ She paused. ‘Do you see where I’m going with this?’

I wondered what Dr Fisher was like outside of her office. Was she always so matter-of-fact and even-keeled? Did she always deliver news like she was showing a student the best-practice way to do it, without any emotion or nuance? ‘Excuse me, Mr Fisher,’ I imagined her saying to her husband. ‘Our dog has passed away. Here are our options for internment.’

I forced myself back to the moment. Did I see where she was going with this? Did I see… oh fuck. Ohhhhh fuck.

Lateline.

I was pregnant and it was Lateline’s fault.
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WEEK 17

The brilliant thing about having a recently converted earth mother for an erstwhile best friend is that she barely reacts when you turn up on her doorstep at 3.30 pm on a Tuesday afternoon, looking for all the world like you just lost your best friend, because, well, you really just did.

I’d gone to Ellie’s because I had nowhere else to go. Well – that wasn’t strictly true. I could have gone to Mum’s, but then I’d have to tell her about the… the Situation, and I wasn’t ready for that. Not then, possibly not ever.

I couldn’t go back to Nina and Matt’s. That was certain.

I definitely was not welcome at Jason’s. Also, he didn’t even know about The Situation. I had frequently briefly wondered how he would react, before reminding myself that it was an entirely redundant musing. It was going to be a non-Situation soon.

‘Come in,’ she’d said, without so much as asking what the hell had happened. I suddenly remembered why we were friends and felt a rush of gratitude and promised I’d be nicer to El.

But I couldn’t move. I stood there on Ellie and Simon’s porch, rooted to the ground. I’d made it this far; that was enough. I couldn’t go any further.

So Ellie stepped out, for once ignoring Lucas as he called out to her to turn The Wiggles on, and hugged me close.

‘Come on,’ she’d said quietly. ‘Come on. We’ll sort it out. Whatever it is, we’ll sort it out.’

Seventeen thousand cups of tea and a week later, we still hadn’t.

Lucas tore through the house on his new scooter, ignoring Ellie’s pleas to slow down.

‘Ugh, he just doesn’t listen sometimes.’ Ellie ran her hands through her hair and smiled ruefully. ‘Want a cup of tea?’

‘Yes, please. Do you have peppermint?’

‘No, sorry, we’re out. But I have this fertility tea that women in Nairobi have been using for centuries – I drank it when I was preggy with Lucas. It tastes like dirt but it’s really good for the baby. Want to try that?’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Really? Is there a third-world infertility crisis I’m unaware of?’

Ellie shrugged. ‘Don’t be so cynical, George. It’s good for you. There’s a superfood in it. Do you want it or not?’

‘Well, apparently I don’t really have a problem with fertility. But yeah, what the hell.’

‘Here it is,’ said Ellie, producing a glamorously packaged cube containing – I assumed – the famous and magical tea. The price sticker was still attached – $37.99.

‘Fucking hell, Ellie, you paid $40 for tea?’

‘George! Swearing!’ Ellie brought a finger swiftly to her lips, but it was too late.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ Lucas pronounced gleefully, scooting past us again. I stifled a laugh for Ellie’s sake.

‘Sorry, El. Lucas, Aunty George said a bad word. You mustn’t ever say that again. It’s very naughty,’ I said, with as much authority as I could muster.

‘Fuck! Fuckfuckfuck! Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!’ Great. I had given Lucas Tourette’s. As he ran around the living room shouting ‘fuck!’ Ellie glared at me with gritted teeth.

‘Thanks, Aunty Georgie,’ she said, rolling her eyes theatrically.

‘Sorry, El,’ I said, cringing. Jesus, being a parent was so hard. At no other point in your life is there so much to swear about, and you’re not even allowed to. Could the baby hear me swear right now? What if its first word was “fuck” or “piss” or “bitch”? God, there was so much pressure in this situation. Non-Situation, non-Situation, I reminded myself.

‘Oh, it’s alright. You just have to really mind what you say around him now. He’s a sponge. Last week he told Simon to ‘hurry the fuck up’ because he’d heard me say it in the car.’

Do not laugh. Not funny. Not cute. Do not laugh.

‘Oh my god. What did Simon say?’

Ellie rolled her eyes. ‘Well, he laughed, didn’t he? So now Lucas thinks it’s a hoot to say it over and over. Anyway, do you want some of that tea? Or I have chamomile.’

‘Chamomile, please.’

‘So how are you feeling?’

‘Actually, I feel OK. I think I’m all dried up, crying-wise.’

‘That’s good,’ said Ellie, placing a mug full of steaming tea next to me. It read: ‘If it fits inside a toaster, I can cook it’. Ellie had schtick like this all over her house, but the ironic thing was that she was actually Suzy Freaking Homemaker. She fussed over Lucas’s meals with the dedication of a hatted chef. I’d overheard her chastise Simon for telling their neighbour they’d had organic shepherd’s pie on a Monday. ‘Don’t tell people that! It’s Meatless Monday!’ she’d whispered venomously, as if Stella McCartney herself was listening in. In the same breath, though, she’d also brag about how slovenly her and Simon’s diets were, how she survived on Lucas’s discarded (organic!) apple cores and a thousand soy lattes a day. I seemed to be the only one who thought this sort of ‘self-sacrifice’ was a) not worth it, and b) complete bullshit.

‘Have you talked to Nina yet? Or Jase?’

I shook my head and stared at my tea.

‘Well, you have to. You can stay here as long as you like, George, but you have to face this like an adult. You’re pregnant. You have to deal with it.’

Obviously Ellie was right, but I honestly had no idea what to do. I’d lost my boyfriend and my best friend, and I was faced with a decision I had never wanted to face.

‘I’m so sorry, Nina,’ I’d said when Dr Fisher had finished explaining the situation to her. Apparently when they’d tested me before the drugs my pregnancy hormones had been so low that it hadn’t even registered. I’d had my period, too – well, not exactly my period, we now knew. Spotting. Common in the early stages of pregnancy. But at the time they’d thought I was ovulating, I was already sixteen weeks in. Looking back, there were only about a billion signs that I missed. Pimplepalooza all over my face, for starters. My worse-than-usual cravings for what restaurant critics had lately decided to call ‘dude food’, but had heretofore been known to me as ‘edible fried things’.

Nina hadn’t said anything. This was far, far worse than if she’d cried or yelled at me. It was as if she wasn’t really there with us, like she hadn’t heard. She didn’t even flinch. This was just another in a very long line of disappointments.

‘Nina?’

She shook her head and stood up.

‘Thanks anyway,’ she said, and walked out of the room.

I’d taken the bus to Ellie’s. Because… well, what else was there to do?

*

‘Remind me again why we’re watching this show. It’s so depressing.’

‘Everything on TV these days is depressing,’ Ellie said. ‘This is just ever so slightly more depressing.’

Not true. This show, which was about a lovely, if a little put-upon guy, who becomes a meth dealer and drug kingpin and actual killer – was super-depressing. ‘Can’t we watch The Golden Girls or something?’

‘Sure, I don’t care. I think it’s on one of these channels, actually.’ Ellie started flicking through the TV guide on-screen, trying to find Dorothy and co.

‘What time will Simon be home?’ I asked.

‘Around eight,’ she said.

I nodded, trying to think of more conversation. The best way, I had found, to distract yourself from awful decisions you had to make was by talking about anything and everything, all day long. Once Lucas had – thankfully – gone to bed, the house became museum-quiet. I tried to find ways to fill the silences so I wouldn’t get too caught up in my own head.

Unfortunately, Ellie was all about getting into my head.

‘Do you remember the time Nina shut down that awful date you went on?’ she asked, setting the DVR to record the next episode of The Golden Girls and switching on the over-thirties music channel (Lame FM, I believe it’s called).

‘You’ll have to be more specific.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘The weird guy you worked with. Three-some guy. Remember?’

‘Oh. Um… yeah. I remember.’ Actually, the details were fuzzy. If Nina were here, she would describe the event in detail. I’d never had to remember things because Nina knew it all for me. She was my memory hard drive, my back-up. When I was missing the blanks, Nina filled them in for me.

‘And wasn’t it the first time you saw Matt and Nina together?’

‘Yeah, you’re right. It was.’

‘What was his name again?’

‘The creep? Robin. Ugh. He was such a creep. Radiohead wrote a song about him, he’s so creepy.’

Now I remembered. Nina had gone on Contiki – please, try not to judge her – with some money her mum had left her. I’d missed her like vodka needs soda but I’d understood that she needed to get away and do her own thing. Even if her own thing was riding on a bus around European tourist traps with forty sweaty Australians.

While Nina was drinking steins and taking cheesy photos at the Leaning Tower of Pisa, I was trying desperately to get a job in magazines. I’d mistakenly interviewed for a job in publishing, which I had thought would be a good way to get into magazines until it was too late and I got the job, by which point I was too poor to turn it down. And that’s where I’d met Robin. It was an odd name for a boy, no? Like Lindsay or Gill or Benedict Cumberbatch. I definitely should have taken that into consideration. Robin was creepy by name, creepier by nature. I was a junior assistant (with a rather marked emphasis on ‘junior’) and Robin was a marginally less junior assistant who liked to pretend he was more like the CEO. Not that we had a CEO, because it was barely a company, just the roughshod Australian outpost of a flailing American press. Fitzwilliam Fallow had once published – literally, once – the first novel of a noted African-American writer, but it hadn’t lived up to that glory in the intervening years.

Robin had seemed cool at first. He wore boat shoes (I only knew what they were called because I had read it in Jolie, which I was obsessed with even back then). He read books. Not airport novels or required reading like most of the guys I had been interested in before him. Robin read good books, the kind a snob like me loved and was inordinately impressed by. He lived in a share house with older people – people in their late twenties, who, at the time, seemed incredibly grown-up. They had real jobs and relationships and even pets. They kept their spaghetti in a tall jar on the kitchen bench. They had a French coffee press. They were more like my parents than me.

We had slept together twice and exchanged almost constant IMs throughout the work day. But he had never called me outside of work or even invited me out for dinner. I told myself I was being a total Samantha and that that was very cool and grown-up, but secretly I just wanted to meet someone who actually wanted to hang out with me.

‘Hi, Georgie,’ Robin said, sidling up to me at the fax machine. That’s how long ago it was: there’s a fax machine in this story.

‘Hi,’ I said, trying to keep track of the numbers I was dialling. It was an international number, a long one, so I had to constantly check if I was in the right place. I’d made so many mistakes in this office (mainly out of a severe lack of shits given) that I literally couldn’t afford another. I’d be fired (quite unceremoniously, I imagined: there’d be no cute romcom scene where I walked out sadly with a pot plant and a cardboard box of my belongings: just me exiting the building with my pathetic Fiorucci handbag and half a blueberry muffin left over from my breakfast). I had no savings and no back-up plan. I definitely could not go back home. I was so invested in making this grown-up life work that if it didn’t, if I couldn’t, I feared my stocks would never recover.

Robin either didn’t notice that I was preoccupied with the fax, or just didn’t care. ‘A bunch of us are going out tonight. To O’Hooligans, around the corner.’

I knew the place. It was an Irish pub (duh) that smelled of sweaty, unwashed backpackers and always appeared to be too small to contain its multitude of revellers. Every night, people would spill onto the footpath and eventually the street. Then the police would be called and people would either be stuffed back inside or told to go home. It was awful, but it also served $1 beers until 10 pm. Ipso facto, it wasn’t totally intolerable.

‘Oh yeah?’ I asked, finally entering the last digit and hitting ‘send’ with a flourish. The fax machine began its inimitable screech and chewed the paper through.

Robin nodded. ‘Are you in?’

‘Are you asking me out?’ I said.

He looked taken aback. ‘Uh… I don’t know. It’s just a group of people going out.’

So, not a date, then. I was good enough to bone a couple of times but no, this wasn’t a date. Don’t get your hopes up, George. Robin had read Ulysses – allegedly – but he couldn’t ask me out, even though he really actually had. But I was hard up for a drink, almost completely lacking in self-esteem and in need of some excitement to sustain me in this job, so I said yes.

‘How long have you been at Fitzwilliam Fallow?’ Casey, an assistant even more junior than me, asked me later that night at the bar.

‘Um… ten months,’ I said, enjoying a large swig of my cheap beer. Ten months, three weeks and one day, actually. I had promised myself I would stick it out for a year, then look for another job, one in which I wasn’t called upon to mop my boss’s floor… the one in his house, that is. So I was counting up the days until I made it to 365.

‘Oh wow… that seems like a long time,’ she said. ‘I’ve only been here three weeks and I don’t know if I can hack it.’

‘Yeah, it’s pretty shit.’

She laughed, and I did too. ‘So what do you really want to do?

Like, assuming you don’t want to send faxes to Wisconsin for the rest of your life. Or get flat whites from the other side of town every day for Pubus.’ Pubus was our boss – his real name was Parbus, but we changed it because, well, he was a massive wanker and deserved an awful nickname.

‘Ha! “Extra hot, Georgie! Don’t forget the ten sugars!’’’ I said in an exaggerated British accent, imitating Pubus. ‘Yeah, believe it or not, I do have some higher aspirations. I want to work at a magazine, actually.’

‘Ooh, really? I love magazines. Which one?’

I shrugged. ‘Um, any of them. I think I could be good at it.’

Casey nodded. ‘Yeah, definitely. So are you here with Robin? I heard him ask you if you wanted to come today. I think he likes you.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ I snorted. I needed Nina back desperately. She’d have told me weeks ago to stop the Robin thing; that he might have been a little bit cute but that he was also a lot of a wankhead. Instead, I decided to confide in Casey, my friend of five minutes. ‘I actually asked him if it was a date – like an idiot – and he said no. So… no. We are not here together.’

‘Oh,’ she said, leaning away from me onto the worn pleather couch. ‘So do you mind if… I… if me and Robin, um, hook up?’ She took a strand of her obviously dyed blonde hair and twirled it around her fingers in a ridiculous way that, ridiculously, annoyed me.

‘Uh, no. Not really. I mean, no, I don’t. Go for it. You have my blessing. Which you do not need.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Right, I’m going to get another drink. You want one?’

Casey nodded eagerly. ‘Yeah, a beer please.’

‘Cool. You got a dollar?’ There was no way I was paying for this chick’s beer, no matter how cheap it was.

I made my way to the bar through the gangs of sloppily dressed backpackers – most still in their day outfits of shorts, singlets and trainers, with the requisite bikini tan lines on the women – when someone caught my eye. She wasn’t dressed like a backpacker. She wore skinny jeans and a shell top and ballet flats. She looked far too glossy to be in a place like this, where her flats would surely be sticky with beer by the end of the night. She looked like Nina. Oh my god, she was Nina.

‘Nina!’

She turned towards me and yep – it was her. She looked exactly the same as she had when she’d left – well, it had only been ten months – the same shoulder-length red hair, the same freckle-dappled skin, the same wide toothy grin.

‘George!’ She yelled my name with her whole body, it seemed, pushing through the crowd so she was in front of me in moments.

‘You’re back?’

She nodded, her mouth wide. ‘I skipped Bangkok. Too hot. And, you know, you’ve had one satay stick, you’ve had ‘em all, right?’

‘Right! But – you didn’t tell me!’

Nina shook her head. ‘I wanted to surprise you! And I just got in. Which is why I look like shit. We all do. But we figured we’d drop off our bags and head straight back out – Contiki-style!’ I tried to hide my shudder and hoped I’d never hear Nina say those words again.

‘Wait, what are you doing here?’ Nina asked.

‘Work thing. My office is right around the corner.’ Nina had been away almost the entire time I’d worked at Fitzwilliam Fallow, so she’d missed out on approximately 7003 stories about exactly how depressed it made me to be there every day.

‘Oh, right. Is it still the worst place in the world?’

‘Oh yeah. Absolutely. Luckily my workmates are so charming or I’d want to neck myself,’ I said, gesturing to the group of Fitzwilliam staffers in the corner, who were all doing shots to that awful Chumbawumba song.

‘Yeah, we weren’t exactly keen on coming here either, but it was the closest to the backpackers we’re staying in.’

‘We?’

Nina nodded and gestured to the group behind her. ‘The A-Team.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘The Aussies on the tour. Well, the Sydney people, anyway. And, um, Matt.’

‘Matt?’

Nina and I had been emailing while she was away and she’d never mentioned a Matt. She’d never mentioned any guy.

Nina suddenly looked coy, an expression I was not used to seeing on her face. ‘Matty Ingleton? From high school? Remember him?’

‘He’s here?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

Nina smiled coyly. ‘Um… we’re here together, George.’

‘You’re dating Matt Ingleton? But… how?’ Matt was so tall, skinny and pale he looked like a male Tilda Swinton. He was also hilarious and clumsy and perpetually dishevelled. So not Nina’s type. But then I remembered that the only ‘type’ of Nina’s that I knew about was Ryan Hastings, the pimply cricket star she’d been in love with for most of high school.

‘He was on the same bus. And I… I think I kind of… love him?’ It sounded more like a question but I sensed the giddiness in Nina’s voice. I opened my mouth to reply but Nina got in first. ‘Come and say hello to him and we’ll get some drinks, yeah?’ She put her arm through mine and we snaked our way back to her group of friends, a rowdy group of couples – all couples – debating the merits of Paris over Berlin.

‘Berlin had beer, you guys,’ said a guy in a Manchester United jersey.

‘Yeah, cause there was no beer in Paris. Not a drop,’ said the girl to his left. She jabbed his arm playfully and they shared a kiss.

‘Well, whenever we had dinner in Paris, they served us wine,’ said Man U.

‘Guys, this is my best friend George, from high school,’ said Nina, announcing me to the group. I smiled and they all smiled politely back at me, then went back to their conversation about beer in Berlin.

‘George!’ said a man I didn’t recognise. Then I realised – it was Matt. Still giving Big Bird a run for his money, obviously, but he had filled out since I’d seen him last. His chest wasn’t sunken, his shoulders were broad, not bony. He still had cheekbones you could slice Brie on, but his face had become more rugged. The white-blonde hair he’d had in high school had taken on a ginger note. He looked, in short, like Prince Harry does now. While the rest of us had been wasting our time trying to bag Williams, Nina had circumvented the whole process, and whaddya know? It worked. Damn, Nina. Nice one.

‘Oh my god, George!’ He swept me up in a hug and actually lifted me off the floor.

‘Um, hi! I hear you’re part of the gang now,’ I said, as he put me down.

He nodded, pulling Nina close to him. ‘Yep. I’m off the market now, girls, so back off. Sorry. No hard feelings, yeah?’

I smiled. ‘I should buy you guys a drink.’

Matt shook his head in an I-wouldn’t-dream-of-it kind of way. ‘No, no. Let me buy you guys one. This is a momentous occasion. How long is it since you’ve seen each other? Months and months, yeah? How’d you cope without each other?’

Nina and I looked at each other. Neither of us answered.

‘Champagne all round, then,’ said Matt.

‘Oh no, you don’t have to do that,’ I said. ‘That’s so expensive. Just a beer for me.’

‘No way. You two stay here. I’ll be right back,’ he said, taking off for the bar.

Nina turned to me. ‘Who would have thought Matty Ingleton would turn out to be such a babe, right?’

‘Nina, he’s awesome. Really – he’s so great. I don’t remember him being so cool – I totally missed the signs,’ I said, meaning every word. Even though he was only twenty-two, Matt seemed like a man. Robin, by comparison, seemed like a spoilt boy. No wonder Nina was so into Matt: he was a flower, a beautiful flower, in a field full of cow patties.

‘How come you never told me about this?’ I asked.

Nina gave me an apologetic grimace. ‘I’m sorry. I hated keeping it a secret, but… I didn’t want to tell you over email, and I didn’t know what would happen. Thought it might just be a holiday thing. But… I don’t know… maybe it’s not. He told me he loves me.’

‘Really?’

Nina nodded, beaming.

‘That’s so cool, hon. Wow. I want to hear everything, all the disgustingly loved-up details, OK?’

‘You sure?’

‘Oh yeah… Contiki-style, right?’

She jabbed me with her elbow. ‘Shudduuuup. It’s – what do they call it? – part of the whole experience.’

I smirked. ‘Riiiight.’

‘Anyway, what’s new with you? Are you going out with anyone?’

I looked over at Robin, who had Casey pinned in a corner. His palm was positioned on the wall so that his underarm was level with her face. Gross. He was lecherously close to her but she seemed to be enjoying his attention.

So that’s over, I thought. Time to get a new job before everyone finds out I got dumped for Casey.

‘No, not really,’ I said.

‘I sense a story.’

How did she know? How could she tell, after months apart, that something was up?

‘Oh, you know, standard story. Slept with a guy from work, thought it was going to be something more but he’s currently inspecting new goods, so… nope, not seeing anyone.’

‘Ugh, what a jerk! Is he here?’ Nina looked around.

I nodded. ‘Yeah. That guy – over there, with that girl.’ I pointed in their direction as subtly as possible. The last thing I needed was for Robin and Casey to think I was talking about them, even though I absolutely was.

‘Oh George… he’s wearing sunglasses on his head… indoors. I mean, even in this disgusting excuse for a bar. What a tosser. You deserve so much better.’

‘I know. He’s also terrible in bed.’ He was. And he had absolutely no idea.

‘Yeah, he looks like it. He’s always been good-looking, hasn’t he? Never had an awkward period. I firmly believe you need an awkward period to be a good lover.’

I laughed. ‘Lover? Who are you? Lady Chatterley?’

She laughed too. ‘No… but I do speak from experience.’

Right on cue, Matt returned with the promised bottle of champagne. Well, Tasmanian sparkling. Toohey’s drinkers couldn’t be choosers. And right behind him was Robin, holding Casey’s hand. He motioned to me.

‘What?’ I asked, newly filled with confidence after seeing Robin for who he was – a complete twat whose sole interest was, coincidentally, twat.

‘So, ah… Casey and I are going to get out of here.’

I raised an eyebrow and remained silent. It was a trick I’d seen in movies – the cops said nothing to force the baddies into confessing. Worked every time on NYPD Blue.

Robin coughed. ‘And, ah… we were wondering if, ah, you wanted to come with us.’

‘Excuse me?’ Was he…? No, he couldn’t be. Not in public, not in front of everyone.

Robin rolled his eyes. ‘You know what I mean, George. Don’t be all coy. Are you coming or not?’ Oh god, he was.

‘Gee, with an invitation like that to MY FIRST THREESOME, how could I refuse?’

‘Shh! Keep your voice down, would you? God, Georgie, don’t be a complete bitch. We were just asking.’ As if he had ‘just asked me’ if I wanted a coffee, or a hand with the fucking fax machine.

‘Oh, how bloody polite of you! Thank you so much for considering my feelings. What a superstar guy you are, Robin. Just fuck off, please.’

‘You OK, George?’ asked Nina. She glared at Robin the way Liam Neeson would have if he were my father.

I nodded.

‘Sweetheart, stay out of this. I was just asking George a question, alright? Nothing to worry about.’ He turned to me. ‘So, it’s a definite no, then, is it?’

‘Yes! Now fuck off, Robin!’

‘You heard the lady,’ said Nina. ‘Fuck off, Robin, before I tell the bouncer you put a roofie in this girl’s drink, OK?’

Robin, who was probably not completely unfamiliar with such drugs, did indeed fuck off and ever since then, it had been me and Nina against the world.

Until, of course, I went and got myself knocked up when I was meant to be helping her get pregnant.

I snuggled into Ellie, for once feeling grateful to have a maternal friend.

‘So, what, El? Why am I remembering this story?’

‘Because, George. Because it’s the moment your adult life started.’

‘That sounds like something Oprah would say.’

‘Good,’ she said, eyebrows raised. ‘Oprah knows what she’s talking about. You tell that story a lot, George. It says a lot about you and Nina.’

‘I’m not sure about that.’

She nodded. ‘I am. Look, George, I know what you and Nina have is special. You guys are closer than best friends. I know it’s not what we have, and that’s OK.’

I turned towards El and saw her sniff back a tear. ‘What I’m saying is,’ she said gently, stroking my hair, ‘it’s going to be OK.’

I shook my head and smiled ruefully. ‘You’re lying.’

‘No, I’m not. You’ll figure out what to do. You and Nina will be fine, too. It just takes time.’

It was a nice thing to say. If only it was true.
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DAY 5

‘Lucas! Lucas! Lucas! Right, that is it. Mummy is counting to three. Lucas! One… Lucas, I mean it. Mummy. Is. Counting. One… Two…’

Listening to Ellie try to rein in her toddler was more excruciating than having to respond to tipsy PR chicks trying to shove their mismatched products into the mag. ‘Sorry, but our successful, literate, highly paid readers don’t really go in for crotchless edible undies, even if they do taste like salted caramel. Thanks anyway.’

‘Lucas! You’re getting a time out… One… Don’t make me go to three, Lucas. Don’t make me!’

What is with this number warning system? It reminded me of the signs before a speed camera – what is the point of a punishment system if you are going to warn everyone of the punishment and then flag exactly how to avoid it? When I was a kid, we just got in trouble. Bam, you’re in trouble. No memo beforehand, just a swift palm of the hand to the backside.

It was an understatement to say that I hadn’t quite adjusted to life in the Hughes household. It had only been a week, but I was bamboozled by the mechanics of the place nonetheless. Lucas woke at 5.50 am every single day. Even on the weekend! I had blithely assumed that once up, Lucas could take care of himself for, say, the next three or four hours while the rest of the house slept, but apparently that wasn’t the case. Everyone was awake by 5.55. Tops. The weird thing was, Ellie and Simon didn’t even seem to mind. They got up, cheerfully made each other coffee and got ready for the day ahead. When I finally made my way to the kitchen after showering, Ellie and Simon would already have eaten breakfast and fed Lucas, washed the dishes, done three loads of washing and vacuumed and mopped the floor. All before 7 am.

The biggest adjustment was the constant presence of Lucas. He was always there. I hadn’t quite realised how time-consuming children were. Incapable of busying himself for longer than ten-minute stretches, Lucas required stimulation from the moment he woke to the moment he went to bed (at 7.30 every night, thank god). There were trips to the park, playgroups, play dates, music lessons, Gymboree sessions, art classes and Mandarin lessons. At home, he cycled through toys the way Jolie’s fashion team went from culottes to harem pants to crotch-drops to cigarette trousers and back to culottes. One hour, his scooter might be everything to him; the next, it was like garbage. Luckily, the kid had so many toys that he could afford to keep shifting them up and down the love–hate continuum.

‘How long do you have before you… you know?’ Ellie turned to me, forgetting Lucas and his time-out for a second.

‘Three weeks. Well, a bit less, really.’

‘Oh. That’s longer than I thought, actually. Ages.’

I felt my eyes widen. ‘Really, Ellie? It’s ages, to make the biggest decision I’ve ever had to make?’

‘You know what I mean. Sorry,’ she said in a way that suggested she wasn’t, really. ‘It’s kind of late, right?’

I nodded. I had called a well-known, discreet clinic a few days before and told them about The Situation. The sense of panic in the receptionist’s voice when I’d finished didn’t escape me – I was up Shit Creek, no paddle in sight and barely a bar of reception for my SatNav. ‘After sixteen weeks, we advise you to come in as soon as you make the decision,’ she’d said. ‘It’s still a very safe, very reliable procedure, but you only have a few more weeks before we can’t perform the operation.’

‘Maybe you’ll change your mind about kids,’ Ellie said gently.

I paused for a minute to listen to Lucas in the playroom. He was singing the tune of ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ but had substituted every word for ‘fuck’. I was concentrating on not laughing so as not to incur the wrath of Ellie.

But she was right – being around Lucas could help me change my mind. If my mind was up for being changed. Which it most certainly was not. It wasn’t even the kids – or kid – who were the problem. I didn’t mind kids, in general. They could be funny and cute, and occasionally I quite liked them. When they weren’t spitting in my face or stealing my birthday cake. I was definitely sick of the way people like Ellie and Simon seemed to live their lives for them, but the kids themselves weren’t all that bad. Lucas, for instance, had quite sweetly taken to calling me ‘Aunt Gawgee’. It was adorable. But I was also exhausted by him and terrified that having a baby of my own would leave me like Ellie. In other words, a shell of what I once was. I liked that person. I didn’t want to see her go.

‘Or, you know, you could just give the baby to Nina.’ I couldn’t tell if Ellie was joking or not, but regardless I had to admit that the thought had crossed my mind. Approximately once every twenty minutes. But it had been over a week since The Appointment and Nina hadn’t so much as updated her Facebook, let alone messaged me. Ellie had graciously gone over to pick up my clothes and it had taken all my strength not to attack her with questions when she returned. Was Nina OK? Did she mention me? Was Matt there? What did he say? How did they look? Exactly how much did they hate me and how long would it last?

‘Wouldn’t that make things nice and neat?’ I said, trying to lighten the mood.

‘It would, and it wouldn’t,’ said Ellie. ‘You know, being pregnant is a very transformative experience, George. Honestly, when I heard about this whole surrogacy thing I wondered if you’d be able to give up the baby at the end. A lot of women change their minds. And understandably so.’

Arrrrrrrggggghhhhhhh. When had my awesome, cool friend Eleanor Hughes become so insensitive? When had she turned into such a total drag? When had her glass become half empty? She didn’t used to be like this. There was another Ellie: Ellie BB. Before Baby. I had met Ellie at uni, when she’d been fun with a capital F. Always the first to suggest an adventure, the last to leave at night, Ellie wasn’t just the life of the party, she was the party. I had loved her so much, I’d invited her to join the gang of two that was Nina and I. Ellie was up for it. Seriously, she made Nina and I look positively lame sometimes. Like the way Keith Richards must have made Mick Jagger look like a total grandpa. ‘Oh, you know Mick, he’s a right square. Wouldn’t even snort his Dad’s ashes. Wanker.’ Ellie was a riot. She had great taste in music and this uncanny knack of knowing just when it was the right time to play ‘Kokomo’ or some other song that normally people would find queasy and cringe-y, but with enough alcohol and dimmed lighting, they bloody well loved. For her twenty-fifth birthday, we’d all gone skydiving. For her thirtieth, the three of us had flown to Melbourne to shop and drink. But for her recent thirty-fifth, we had brunch. Brunch. For her birthday. We didn’t even have mimosas, for Christ’s sake.

When she became a mum – actually, even before that, when she fell pregnant – Ellie completely changed. No more nights out. Now, if and when we did hang out, it was on weekend mornings at parks, surrounded by snot-covered children and their warning-system parents. What I wouldn’t give to be able to turn up to Ellie’s old apartment in Newtown with a bottle of champagne and the whole night ahead of us to do exactly what we goddamn wanted. Except, the thing was, I think Ellie wanted to spend her Saturdays at playgrounds instead of getting a mani-pedi and recovering from a hangover like a normal person. I think her idea of a raging Friday night now really was pizza, 1.5 glasses of shiraz and the new Walking Dead episode. But it wasn’t just that that bugged me: it was the way that now everything orbited around Lucas. I had blocked her Facebook posts because they were literally by-the-hour updates of Lucas’s day.


6.20 am Argghhhh! Lucas,

don’t you know it’s Sunday?

#lifeofamummy #upandatthem

6.50 am The joys of waking up

early: got the park to ourselves!

#butwhendoesthecafeopen?

8.05 am Oh no Mr Lucas,

it’s not time for a nap yet!

Just because YOU woke up

early… #sleeptrainingsucks

#butitwillbeworthit



I was desperately close to defriending my only friend.

‘Ellie. Be real. I would never have done that.’

Ellie looked at me witheringly. ‘It happens,’ she said, as if it were a foregone conclusion that I’d take one look at the amniotic-fluid-covered alien that was going to exit me and think, ‘Ooh, yep, this one’s mine.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Anyway, there’s not much point discussing all that, is there? Not now.’

Ellie nodded. ‘Mmm.’ She stood up and collected our empty tea mugs, taking them back to the kitchen with her. I sat on the couch, in the same place I’d been for the last seven days, save for the eight to ten hours I spent at Jolie, and stared at Ellie’s bookshelf. Once filled with Didion and Shriver and political memoirs, it was now replete with Hairy Maclary, Where is the Green Sheep?, The Art of Raising Gifted Children and Attach Thyself: Your Children Need You More than your Office Does.

I tugged at a pale pink spine that stood out to me. Expecting Love. On the cover, a bespectacled woman with the kind of haircut that was generally favoured by army cadets smiled sagely. In her arms, a sleeping, naked baby. ‘The only parenting book you’ll ever need,’ read the cover endorsement, from none other than Oprah. Who, I noted, did not have any children.

I was fanning through the pages when Ellie came back.

‘Is that Expecting Love?’ she asked. I nodded. ‘God, what an amazing book. I was a mess before I read it – but Gemma Knight explains everything about babies so clearly. Especially the sleeping and feeding stuff. It was a godsend. If you, ah… if you end up staying… this way, you should read it.’

I smirked and opened to a random page.


Parents often tell me that during the first few years – say, the first decade – of a little one’s life, their number one complaint is lack of sleep. It is astonishing that new parents still believe that babies should be able to sleep through the night without their help. Here is a short biology lesson that should clear things up. In the womb, babies sleep very well. Conditions are ideal: darkness, warmth and best of all, their mother’s constant companionship. Outside the womb, the world is a scary place for babies. It is terrifying, in fact. Babies wonder: Who are these people? Why is there so much light and noise? Why am I being placed in a large, empty space to sleep, when I am used to sleeping snugly in my mother’s belly?

These are all excellent questions – but honestly, they are questions no baby should ever have to ask.

The best way to get your baby to sleep is to mimic womb conditions. I know – it sounds a little silly. But it’s not forever. Most parents make the transition from Womb Simulation Sleep to Independent Slumber successfully after five to seven years. You may even be one of the lucky ones and have your child graduate to Independent Slumber at four (although this is not recommended)!




Introduction to
Womb Simulation Sleep

Keep your house – not just your room, the whole house – as quiet as possible. If you live in a noisy area, it may be time to think about relocating.

Draw the shades to make it completely dark. Babies cannot sleep with any light penetrating their immature vision. It is, in fact, quite dangerous for babies to be exposed to light while sleeping, as it disrupts circadian rhythms necessary for proper rest.

Make ‘shushing’ noises approximately every twenty seconds.



Bloody hell. I closed the book and tried to exhale but found my breath was caught somewhere between ‘circadian rhythms’ and ‘Independent Slumber’.

‘Wow, this is… full on.’

Ellie smiled. ‘I know, some of it can be a little intense. I mean, you have to do what works for you, too, not just what the experts say. Because the experts won’t be there in the middle of the night, when your baby just won’t go to sleep, no matter how many times you sing “Rockabye Baby”.’

If I had a dollar for every time I’d heard Ellie say that, I could afford to clone Harper Beckham for Nina.

‘Some of the things Gemma recommends aren’t for me,’ she continued. ‘Like, she’s quite big on breastfeeding until they’re toilet-trained – she says it makes the whole thing less traumatic for them – but my supply just dried right up after two years.’ Ellie shrugged, like ‘whatcha gonna do?’, and I tried to settle on an appropriate facial expression in response. ‘Sorry, George. I shouldn’t be talking about this stuff unless you want to,’ she said, in a rare display of sensitivity. A flicker of my old friend returned. ‘So you’re feeling OK? No morning sickness?’

‘Ah, no. I wish I had had morning sickness, because then I would have known I was in this mess. Apparently those massive pimples I had a while back were the only sign.’

‘I was like that, too,’ she said. Here we go. The token ‘How are you?’ question to get the ball rolling and – bang! – now Ellie had conversational permission to barrel on about herself again. I’d noticed this happening with every pregnant woman who spoke to Ellie. The old empathy switcheroo, I called it. ‘I was completely fine – to the point where it actually worried me, you know – until about six months in. And then, it all started.’

Of course Ellie would have worried that nothing was going wrong. Ever since she’d got pregnant, she’d acted like she’d been implanted with an Added Anxiety Chip. Seriously, where had my friend gone? Ellie used to be the poster girl for carelessness and not-giving-a-fuck.

Ellie rabbited on about every pregnancy complaint she had ever experienced (google ‘every pregnancy complaint ever experienced’ and you’ll see what she endured) as if I hadn’t already heard about it forty times already. As usual, I nodded politely, but this time I found myself wondering what I might suffer during my own pregnancy that could possibly trump Ellie’s experiences. It seemed that the whole accidentally-got-pregnant-to-my-ex-instead-of-being-a-surrogate-for-my-best-friend wasn’t nearly enough.

‘Anyway, enough about me,’ she said, finally done with the story of how her waters had broken all over her cat. Every time I heard it, it changed ever so slightly. This time, Ellie had drawn a direct link between her bathing poor Rocco in bodily fluids and Rocco’s intense dislike of Lucas. She probably wasn’t too far off the mark, actually. ‘You’re in a really bad place, George. Let me help you.’

And there it was again, that glimpse of my old friend Ellie. The one beneath the mountain of baby clothes and organic rusks and hideous online forums where women competed for the title of Most Horrific Birth Story.

‘OK,’ I said.

‘First things first,’ she said brusquely. ‘You’ve got to talk to Jason. It’s your decision, ultimately, but he deserves to know. It’s the decent thing to do.’

I paused. Telling Jase would make it real. Really real. I wasn’t sure I could cope with that. And what if he wanted to get back together and have the baby? Or have the baby but not get back together? I was fairly certain things were over between us and that it was probably for the best. It was weird that I wasn’t missing him. It was weirder that it didn’t bother me that I wasn’t missing him. Jase had been right; if I’d cared about him like I’d said I did, I would have brought up the baby stuff sooner. And I never would have lied to him about the surrogacy.

But Ellie was right, of course. I’d have to tell Jase eventually. It would be easier to do before I started to look like Octomum.

‘Yep,’ I said. ‘You’re right.’

‘Good. Because he’s coming over in half an hour.’
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Considering the strange conversations I’d been having lately, this one was just another in a series. Or so I told myself. Yes, Nina, I’ll have your baby for you. Hey, Jase, BTW, I’m having a baby for Nina and Matt. Oops, sorry, Nina, I’m actually up duff ATM. Maybe check in with me later? What more damage could I possibly do by telling Jase that I was currently with child? His child, if you wanted to be technical about it. Which, I guess, he probably would.

Lucas ran to the door as soon as he heard the knock. He tore down the hall in nothing but his underwear and Superman cape, yelling, ‘Lucas open! Lucas open!’ maniacally. Apparently toddlers are really big on opening doors. Who knew?

‘Yes, Lucas, you can open the door,’ said Ellie, glancing behind her to check I was following. I nodded. I could do this.

‘Lucas open, Lucas open!’ he said as he opened the door.

Jase stood on the other side of the door, looking for all the world like he hadn’t just suffered a traumatic break-up at all. He looked good. Tan. Fit. Really fit. How was it possible that he looked even more buff than he normally did? Maybe it was the pregnancy hormones or distance helping the heart grow fonder: I was seriously digging Jase.

‘Hi, everyone,’ he said. God, had his voice always been this sexy? ‘Hey buddy,’ he said to Lucas, ruffling his blonde curls. ‘I like your cape.’

‘It’s not my cape, it’s Superman’s cape,’ Lucas corrected. He shook his head like, ‘Ugh, adults’.

‘Oh, right. My mistake.’

‘Come in, Jase,’ Ellie said. ‘You want a drink?’

He shook his head. ‘No, thanks. Hi, George.’

I smiled. ‘Hey.’

Ellie looked at me pointedly. ‘Come on, Lucas, let’s get dinner ready. Aunty George needs to talk to Jason.’

‘Fish fingers?’ asked Lucas, hopefully.

Ellie laughed nervously. ‘Yes, Lucas, Mummy’s homemade fish fingers. Not out of a box,’ she said, justifying herself to two people who wouldn’t notice if she gave her son two-minute noodles laced with bourbon for dinner.

Jase and I sat down in the living room, surrounded by Lucas’s detritus. Wiggles DVDs, stacks of books, crayons, craft paper, Lego and plastic balls in just about every size, shape and colour you could possibly imagine covered the floor. It looked like a halfway house for delinquent toddlers, not the home of two professionals in their mid-thirties and their son. There was practically no evidence that adults lived here.

‘So… I’m not really sure what I’m doing here. Ellie rang me this morning but she didn’t really say why we had to talk,’ he began. ‘So before you say anything, I –’

‘I’m pregnant, Jase.’ It came out before I had a chance to think about it.

His mouth dropped open a little. ‘Oh. Wow. That was, ah… that was quick. I thought these things took ages.’

I nodded, trying to form the next sentence in my mind. ‘Yeah. It, ah… it’s not Nina’s baby.’

Jason’s eyes narrowed, his mouth curled in a ‘huh?’. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It’s yours. Ours.’

You know that expression ‘his face fell’? Well, Jase’s face really did fall. In an instant, his jaw lowered, his cheeks drooped, his eyes hung.

‘What?’ Jase’s regular, calm voice resonated with a boom.

I nodded. ‘Um, yeah. Seventeen weeks.’

‘But… but you don’t look pregnant.’

‘I kind of do, actually. If you look closely.’ I pointed to my midriff, which was indeed starting to show signs of swelling.

‘Are you sure?’

‘That I’m pregnant?’

‘That it’s mine.’

‘Yes, Jase! Bloody hell. Of course I’m sure it’s yours. I haven’t been sleeping with anyone else. We only broke up six weeks ago!’

‘Two months,’ he said. And something in the way he said it told me what he’d been about to tell me. He’d found someone else.

Emboldened by the fact that I had no more fucks to give, I went for the answer I already knew. ‘Are you seeing someone else?’

He bit his lip. And nodded.

‘Oh, good. Good for you.’ I tried to keep my voice as light as possible. Fine, I thought. It’s not like I was harbouring some white-picket-fence fantasy. No problem, let’s all move on. Jase: not the guy for me.

I sat down and Jase joined me. We were both silent for a while. I wondered what this conversation would be like if we were still together. Would it be a happier one? Or would it be even more loaded with tension because I still wouldn’t know if I wanted to keep it, despite Jase and I being together?

‘George… what are you going to do?’ Jase asked gently.

‘I don’t really know.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’ve really fucked everything up, haven’t I?’

Jase smiled at me. A real, warm, Jase smile. ‘Yeah,’ he said, and laughed. I joined in. I hadn’t really laughed in a week. It felt good. It felt like opening the lid on a bottle of soft drink – all the pressure subsided for a second.

‘I don’t really get how this happened, though. I thought you were on the pill.’

I shrugged. ‘I was. Then I stopped taking it, because of Nina. One must have slipped past the net, I guess.’

Jase let out a long breath. ‘Right. But… when did you find out?’

‘Last week. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you until now, I just… needed some time.’

I told Jase the whole story, the shock of sitting in Dr Fisher’s office and hearing words I had never, ever wanted to hear.

When I finished, Jase put his hand on mine. ‘That is a deeply messed-up situation.’

‘Agreed.’

‘What does Nina think?’

‘I don’t know. She hasn’t spoken to me since.’

I missed Nina so much. I had messaged her a few times, asking if we could meet and talk, but I’d heard nothing. It was worse than any break-up I’d ever been through. I kept thinking of things I wanted to say to her but couldn’t. And not even apologies or explanations – though, of course, I did think of these things close to constantly. It was more like a few days ago, when I’d seen a man on the bus cough without covering his mouth. Normally I’d message Nina to tell her about it and we’d start a rant about the importance of public hygiene. Instead, I had to keep my disgust to myself. And then later I saw a rerun of Seinfeld, the one where they get stuck in the parking lot. The first time I’d seen that episode, I was with Nina, in her old lounge room, pretending to do my homework. I’d only realised I shouldn’t text Nina about it when I was just about to hit ‘send’. Even opening the fridge at Ellie’s was rife with memories of Nina. I spied a block of fetta and remembered that Nina had once told me she didn’t trust food that has to be watered.

I wondered if we would ever be friends again. If we couldn’t be, I wasn’t sure I could ever have another best friend. It would be so strange to even try to begin a new friendship. We wouldn’t have the years of shared memories and jokes, the shorthand language Nina and I had formed. And what if I did think I was best friends with this new girl, and I went to say the words, but she didn’t feel the same way? It would be far, far worse than that time my ex-boyfriend Dave had said ‘Okey dokey’ when I told him I loved him.

He nodded. ‘She’ll be OK.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘She didn’t even say anything to me when it happened. She just sat there and stared. It was like she hadn’t even heard it, you know? Then she got up and walked out. I haven’t heard from her since.’

‘Have you called her? Or Matty?’

I shook my head. ‘I’ve messaged, but she hasn’t messaged back. I think I’ll wait til she’s ready.’

‘You should call her. She needs you now. And you need her.’

‘Yeah.’

Jase was being incredibly reasonable about all of this. It was nice, but I sensed that he wasn’t telling me exactly what he really thought.

‘How do you feel about all this?’ I asked.

Jase raised his eyebrows. ‘Um, it’s not what I expected to hear, that’s for sure. I don’t really know what to think, to be honest. I’m shocked.’

I could relate. ‘Yeah,’ was all I managed to say.

‘I’ve never been with someone this has happened to before.’

‘Really?’

‘Have you…?’

‘No,’ I shook my head. ‘I’ve always been very vigilant about protection… you know, until now.’

More nodding, more silence.

‘It’s up to you, George. Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.’

‘That’s exactly what you’re meant to say.’

‘That’s not the only reason I said it.’

‘So are you living here now?’ Jase changed the topic abruptly, relieving both of us, I sensed. We both looked around at the debris of Cyclone Lucas.

‘Oh, god no,’ I said. ‘I mean, yes, technically, until I find somewhere else. But no, not living here. Not for good. I might go to Mum’s. Until I find something.’

We were both silent for a minute. I wondered who Jase was dating. Probably someone from his cycling club, I guessed. She probably had a glamorous name like Saskia or Samara and long, toned legs and a perma-tan from all that cycling. Possibly she ran a hedge fund and read to illiterate children in her spare time. Obviously she was a demon in the sack.

‘I don’t really know what we’re meant to do now.’

I shrugged. ‘I’d really love to talk it over with a drink,’ I said.

‘George…’

‘I’m kidding. Obviously.’

‘Can’t you take anything seriously?’ He shot me a withering look, full of shade.

‘Are you kidding me? Do you really think I’m not taking this seriously? This is all I think about. I am single. Pregnant. My best friend hates me because, essentially, I betrayed her without even knowing it. I am room-mates with a toddler. Oh, and apparently I don’t know how to do my job anymore. Life is great. I am taking this seriously, Jase, very seriously – but I need to lighten the mood every now and then, OK?’

His mouth drew a thin line, but he nodded. ‘Right.’

‘Look, I didn’t tell you this so you’d swoop in and rescue me, OK, Jase? I can take care of myself. I just… I figured you should know.’ I also figured I could leave out the part where it had been Ellie’s idea to let him know.

‘I know, I know. I’m sorry – I don’t want to be that dickhead guy, George.’

I sighed. ‘You’re not a dickhead.’

I raised my eyes to the ceiling, feeling tears beginning to pool. I knocked my head back, willing the tears away.

Jase put his arm around me and pulled me close. It felt nice. The only person who’d touched me lately was Lucas, and he usually just wiped snot on my arm. Jase kissed the nape of my neck and I didn’t pull away.

Eventually, I sat up and wiped my face.

‘Look, George… I don’t really know what happens in these situations, but I meant what I said – whatever you decide, it’s OK with me. It’s your decision. And, uh,’ he paused, looking uncomfortable, ‘I don’t know if this is vulgar or weird but, if it’s expensive, we’ll go halves or… um, whatever you like. Sorry. I don’t want it to seem like I’m throwing money at the problem, but…’

‘No, I know what you mean.’ I smiled at him, contemplating – yet again – the irony that was having an ex-boyfriend so charming he’d offered to pay for my abortion. Modern love, huh? ‘Thanks, Jase.’

He nodded. ‘Sure. You still mean a lot to me, George. I’ll be there for you. We’ll figure this out together.’

*

Later that night, after Hurricane Lucas was tucked up in bed (after twenty-two minutes of patting and shushing by Simon, followed by another sixteen minutes of ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ on repeat from Ellie), and all the house lights, save the one over my head, had been extinguished, I lay in bed reading US Jolie but not entirely concentrating. Telling Jase today had had the effect I’d known it would have: things felt real now. I didn’t feel pregnant, and to the naked eye I didn’t look pregnant. It was easy enough to pretend that I wasn’t. But now it was out there. Jase knew. He would tell his cyclist girlfriend, probably over a cold glass of delicious, expensive white wine, which they could both drink because they were not pregnant. They were probably talking about it right now, while some terribly pretentious hipster band played in the background. They probably felt sorry for me. Good. I felt sorry for me, too.

I would have to tell Meg, of course. I wondered how she would react. She had never had children; she and her husband, she told me, had made a decision early on that they didn’t want kids. It was one of the reasons I felt so close to Meg; she really understood that I just didn’t want kids. That there was no hidden or deeper meaning to it; I just didn’t want a child.

And I’d have to tell Mum. God knows what she’d say. Probably something passive with just the right amount of aggressive. How many times had she told me how rewarding it was to be a mother?

How it was the only thing she’d ever wanted to do? I had given up trying to tell her that it was something I just never wanted to do. I had stopped answering when she told me it was just a phase I was going through.

My phone beeped.


Are you awake? N x



I felt my heart start beating faster. Finally!


Yes. G x

Can I call?



I started to type ‘yes’ but had a better idea.


Meet me at the pub down

the road from Ellie’s. The

one near the station. G x



It took a few minutes, which, for me, stretched by too slowly, but I finally got a reply.


See you in 15.
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WEEK 17,

DAY 5

’Tis a truth universally acknowledged that when you’re sober, drunk people seem almost immeasurably more obnoxious. You can’t imagine, in your current state of sobriety, exactly how anyone could become so inebriated, much less why they’d want to. It was in such a state that I studied the inhabitants of the old-man pub near Ellie’s place. There were, of course, the old men, most of whom seemed to be behaving themselves and enjoying a quiet middy before bedtime. But then there were also a few small groups of people my own age, enjoying the irony of this dank beerhole, improbably rowdy with drink at 10.30 pm on a Tuesday. Weeks of enforced sobriety had apparently given me amnesia: it suddenly seemed preposterous that I would ever have been as badly behaved as these louts, who were singing off-key Cold Chisel covers like they were extras on a bogan version of Glee. I had neatly elided the memory of Nina and I banging out ‘99 Luftballons’ only a few months ago.

I sat down with my mineral water and tried not to swallow the whole thing in one go. An unexpected side effect of pregnancy was my extreme preoccupation with thirst. Nothing could quench it. I secretly thought a beer might, but – jokes with Jase aside – I felt too guilty to let a bottle touch my lips. I was exhausted, too. That afternoon I’d glanced at the clock on my screen at work, shocked to find it was so early. How could it be only 2 pm if I needed to lie down so badly?

The door creaked open and a table full of young guys turned their heads collectively to see who was entering. It was Nina, looking tired and worn, like a grey t-shirt that used to be white. The guys turned away. I felt a stab of anger on Nina’s behalf.

She saw me and smiled wanly. ‘Hey,’ she said, waving limply.

I did my best impression of a happy smile and stood up to greet her. Her eyes immediately scanned my stomach. So this is how it’s going to be from now on, I thought. There would always be a divide.

‘Hey, Neen.’

‘Hey.’

We both said nothing for what seemed like minutes. It was probably less than ten seconds, but it felt interminable.

‘How are you?’ I ventured.

She shrugged. ‘OK. How are… things?’

‘Good.’ I sighed and rolled my eyes, laughing. ‘Actually, things are really shit. Things are not good.’

‘Yeah, I know the feeling.’

‘I am so sorry, Neen. I had no idea. I was just as shocked as you were. Maybe more.’ I reached across the table and was happily surprised when Nina let me hold her hands. Maybe things will be OK.

‘I know. And I’m sorry for just walking out that day – I just didn’t know what to do. I ended up sitting in my car for about three hours before Matt came to get me. I think he was worried I’d drive into a tree or something.’

The thought of Nina trying to hurt herself made my stomach do a somersault.

‘You’re not going to do that, are you?’

‘No.’ She squeezed my hand and smiled – a little ruefully, but I took it anyway. ‘This isn’t your fault, George. You shouldn’t feel bad. You were going to do something incredible for us, which we are still so thankful for.’

I shrugged, embarrassed.

‘I was so devastated at the clinic that day. This is hard for me to say, but… I’m so jealous. It feels awful to be so jealous of you, George, because I love you, but… there’s also this part of me that is so angry at you. I mean, not at you, not really, but at the situation. And I know it’s not your fault and I know that you don’t even want to be pregnant – well, I assume so, anyway – but I can’t help it. You didn’t even try and you got pregnant. You didn’t even try.’

She took a deep breath, staring down at her lap. She looked utterly exhausted, the way – irony of ironies – new parents did.

I didn’t speak; I didn’t know how to put my guilt into words. I was overwhelmed by it.

I felt guilty for having been so flippant about my own birth control as to not even notice that it wasn’t working. I felt guilty for not knowing how I felt about this baby.

I thought of the many charts and apps Nina used to keep track of every change her body made. I thought of the guilt she felt for all the things she assumed she’d done wrong: she thought she’d started too late and drank too much and had taken too many party pills and not enough folate. I’d barely even looked at pregnancy vitamins and yet, here I was, pregnant.

Worse, I felt like a fraud, because, even after all of this, I still had no idea exactly what it was like to be Nina. I had never felt that pull of motherhood that Nina felt. And that, in turn, made me feel even guiltier.

Nina took a deep breath, sniffing back some tears. ‘Look, like I said, none of this is your fault. And I am sorry for being a terrible friend and making this all about me.’

I shook my head. ‘Are you kidding? Oh god, Neen, I don’t think that at all. You have every right to be upset.’

‘Yeah… and no. I mean, I should be happy for you, right? That’s what friends do. I mean, if that’s what you want.’ She paused. ‘And that’s the other thing. I just keep thinking that if you don’t want the baby then you’re not going to keep it, and… I’m not sure I could deal with that, either.’

I nodded, gulping down the last of my mineral water. God, I needed a drink. A proper drink.

‘But then, if you do have a baby, I don’t know if I could deal with that. If you had a baby and I didn’t. This sounds so awful, George, I know, but… it’s not fair.’

It wasn’t fair, she was right. But in a lot of ways, this wasn’t a fair situation for me, either. I sensed this wasn’t the time to bring it up.

‘I guess what I’m saying is that… well, I’m a bit of a mess right now. I really thought the surrogacy might actually work, and I haven’t let myself get my hopes up like that in such a long time. And it took such a long time to get to a point where I was happy to even have a surrogate. I don’t just want a baby, I want to be pregnant. I want to know that there’s a little someone growing in there. But eventually I realised it was the best option. Or the only option, really. And now…’ she bowed her head and trailed off. Suddenly I was desperate for self-deprecating Nina to come back. This was too intense, there was too much being said. In a flash I saw why Nina had always tried to make light of even the most serious situations, like her mum dying. It was just so much easier to laugh than to cry.

I said nothing, waiting for Nina to continue. I concentrated on the melting ice cubes in the bottom of my glass, waiting for them to become water so I could have a drink. It was official: this baby was sucking the fluid right out of me.

Nina took a deep breath and continued. ‘I guess what I’m saying is that I didn’t make that decision lightly. And I know you didn’t either. So I was in. I was all in. I let myself think that it was going to happen.’ She shook her head. ‘I shouldn’t have let myself build it up so much.’

‘It’s understandable. I thought it was going to work too. I’m so sorry, Neen.’

‘It’s OK,’ she said, even though it really wasn’t.

‘You have every right to hate me. I hate myself a bit for what I’ve put you through.’ She pulled her lips to the corner of her mouth, smirking. It was an almost smile.

‘What does Jase think?’

‘He was, ah, quite surprised. To say the least.’

‘I bet.’

I knew that Nina wanted to ask me if I was keeping the baby. I suspected she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. Thank god, because I still didn’t have an answer.

The fact that I hadn’t made up my mind was, frankly, worrying. What did it mean? If anyone had asked me a year ago – god, even a few months ago – what I’d do if those two telltale blue lines showed up, I’d have told them, without any doubt, what my next move would be. I would have been un-pregnant quicker than Usain Bolt could dash to the finish line.

Or maybe I wouldn’t have beem. Because I’d never faced the question before now.

I wasn’t even leaning particularly towards one decision or another. My mind was mud and the question was firmly stuck in it.

I had been grateful for all the unemotional words the clinic had used. I wouldn’t be ‘pregnant’; I’d be ‘a carrier’. It wasn’t a ‘baby’; it was an ‘embryo’ or a ‘zygote’ or a ‘foetus’. It had helped me think of it in purely transactional terms – I had something Nina wanted, and I was willing to share. End of. But now that I was pregnant – really, actually pregnant – it was suddenly a ‘baby’. I was a ‘mother’, whether I liked it or not. It was getting harder to draw the lines.

In a way, I’d almost believed that telling Jase would help me decide. His impressively feminist reaction was obviously the right way to handle things, but the silliest part of my brain couldn’t help but imagine that if this were a Nancy Meyers film, we’d be picking out nursery colours together by now, and I’d have a mandate to send Jase out for Blue Ribbon at 1 am.

At least I would have made a decision.

‘He said he’d support me. You know, either way.’

‘Oh. That’s good. Sounds like Jase.’

‘Yep.’ I paused. I wanted to talk through this with Neen. She was – ironically enough – the only person who I could have this conversation with. She was also the only person I couldn’t have this conversation with.

‘Neen –’

She held up her hands to stop me. ‘I don’t need to know. You don’t have to tell me.’

I flinched, knitting my brows. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean… I need some space from you, George. And I think that you’ll make a better decision if you don’t factor me in.’

‘Huh?’

‘I think it’d be good if we spent some time apart.’

My mind slowed, like it was taking steps through quicksand.

‘Are you… are you breaking up with me?’

It sounded like a laugh, but it was more like an audible sigh. ‘Um… maybe. Not forever. I don’t think, anyway. But… yeah. I guess.’

The pub choir, such as they were, yelped with delight in the corner. Daryl Braithwaite’s ‘Horses’ was playing. They all stood, hands on hearts, and sang along like it was their national anthem. It kind of was, I suppose.

I couldn’t hear the words, just a muffled version of the melody, because Nina didn’t want to be my friend anymore, and suddenly I felt like I was twelve years old, alone at lunch because nobody would sit with me. The next time I looked up it was because I heard the scrape of Nina’s chair against the hardwood floor. She placed a hand on my shoulder and smiled, but just with one corner of her mouth.

‘I’m sorry, George, I just can’t. Not now.’
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WEEK 18

‘George! George!’

‘Mmm…’

Jase slid his arms around my waist and leaned forward to kiss me. His lips were soft, like he’d been using the lip scrub I’d specifically left out for him, months and months ago, in the shower. I felt his stubble graze my chin and let out a deep sigh.

Oh, sex. I have missed you.

‘Gawgee! Gawgee! Gawgee!’ Lucas was stage-whispering directly into my left ear, the one not currently pressed into my pillow. I cracked open an eye. Lucas was leaning over the bed, straining to peer at me.

‘What? Lucas?’

‘Geooooooorge! Wake up, wake up!’

I shook my head to empty it of its sex-dream contents. Why was I having sex dreams about Jase? It’s over, it’s over. Enough, George, it’s over.

‘What?’ I mumbled.

‘Your mummy, Gawgee. Your mummy is here.’

Now both eyes flew open. ‘What?’

‘Your mummy is on the phone.’

‘Oh.’ I breathed a sigh of relief. It was barely 7 am. I wasn’t sure I could handle coffee, let alone my mum. ‘Where’s the phone, Lucas?’

He shrugged and made a hand gesture, like ‘Who knows?’. He was grinning.

‘Have you hidden it, Lucas?’

Another shrug.

‘Lucas.’ I attempted to summon a stern tone. I tried to imagine Lucas was a junior fashion assistant who’d run off with an expensive pair of shoes we needed to return. ‘Where did you hide it?’

‘Find it, Aunty Gawgee, find it!’

I pushed the covers off and looked around. The spare room – my erstwhile bedroom – was a chaotic blend of my belongings and Lucas’s toys. Barely an inch of carpet remained visible. On the bookshelf, an army of plush toys sat, waiting to be put to use. Each was more odd-looking than the last. I’d turned them around so I didn’t have to imagine their creepy faces staring at me as I slept.

‘Lucas, it’s not a fun game to hide somebody’s phone. Where did you put it?’ Lucas shook his head and laughed maniacally. Then he ran away.

‘I hide it, George, I hide it! You find it!’

Argh. I knew Mum – if she actually was on the phone – would stay patiently on the line, waiting for Lucas to return to her, like he was a receptionist who was too busy to pick up. Which meant that I couldn’t just ring my phone to find it.

‘Ellie!’ I called out, realising I was on the verge of dobbing in a three-year-old.

She poked her head around the corner of the door. ‘Yeah?’

‘Lucas hid my phone.’ Yep, there it was. I was totally dobbing him in.

She laughed. ‘Where is it?’

I threw up my hands. ‘It’s lost, Ellie. He hid it. I don’t know where it is. I thought you might.’

She shook her head, still laughing. ‘Oh my god, he loves phones. And hiding them. He’s done this to me so many times.’

‘Oh, great. Pleased to be part of the club.’

Ellie rolled her eyes, exasperated. ‘Calm down, George, it’s just a bloody phone. He usually puts it in the breadbox. Come on.’

I pulled my terry-towel robe on and shuffled to the kitchen behind El.

She opened the breadbox and pulled out my phone, triumphant. ‘Ta-da!’

I heard a muffled sound from the speaker. Mum. True to form, she was still there.

I grabbed the phone from Ellie. ‘Mum?’

‘Darling! Where’s Lucas?’

‘He came to get me. He told me you were on the phone. How long ago did he stop talking?’ I turned to the open breadbox and pulled out a sourdough loaf. Handmade by Ellie, of course. She didn’t like Lucas eating what she called ‘packet poison’, so she made all of his food from scratch. One time she’d even made her own soy sauce. On Lucas’s first birthday, Ellie had confided that the thing she was most proud of, after raising a baby for an entire year, was the fact that she hadn’t ‘caved’ and given Lucas food from a jar. Without my help, this poor kid would never know the soft, fluffy, zero-nutritional-value delight of Wonder White.

‘Oh, fifteen minutes?’

‘Mum! You should have hung up.’

‘We were playing a game, honey.’

‘Right. So did you call, or did Lucas bum-dial you?’

‘Did Lucas what-dial me?’ I heard a giggle on the other end.

‘Bum-dial. It’s when you accidentally call someone – your bum hits the call button.’

‘I don’t get it. Why does your bum call?’

‘Because you’re sitting on your phone, Mum.’ I thought of Mum’s mobile, which, for reasons unknown to me, she never took outside the house. It had never needed charging because it sat on its little charging station, day in and day out, without ever really being picked up. Occasionally I called it just to make sure it still worked, but I’m wasn’t sure anyone else even knew the number.

‘But why would I sit on my phone?’

I sighed. ‘Just… by accident, Mum.’

‘Oh. I see.’

‘So, did you call?’

‘Yes. I feel like we hardly talk anymore. Last night Kevin and I were having dinner and he asked me if you and Jason were planning on coming out to see his entry in the flower show this year and I thought, “I haven’t even asked Georgie about the flower show!” So I thought I’d better ring.’

‘Oh. OK.’ I was stalling. I didn’t want to tell Mum that a) Jase and I had broken up, b) I was pregnant, and c) I really didn’t want to go to the flower show.

‘It’s not for a few more weeks, but you know Kevin, he likes to know who’s coming. Makes him less nervous than if you all turn up and he’s not prepared, the poor darl.’

Kevin was Mum’s husband, her third. Her first, my dad, hadn’t lasted long – a chef, he’d jumped aboard a cruise ship a few months into her pregnancy and about a year into their marriage. I’d met him a few times and it never failed to be extremely strange, mainly because I felt absolutely nothing for him. Not love, not disappointment, not anger. Just… nothing.

Edward came after Dad, but he wasn’t around for much longer. He and Mum met at a friend’s wedding. It was also Edward’s wedding, but that hadn’t stopped him flirting with Mum. He skipped out on his bride two days after the wedding, got a quickie divorce and married Mum. Guess what happened next?

But Kevin – Kevin was the Real Deal. He was the bread to her butter, the frosting to her cupcake. At last, a solid, reliable Man. Not a man, lowercase. A Man. He could be counted on to fix lightbulbs that had burnt out, to open unrelenting jam jars and grill a steak until it no longer resembled anything vaguely edible. He loved gardening and took painstaking pride in his roses, once telling a local kid he’d ‘knock his block off’ if he so much as sneezed on his favourite David Austins. He was quiet and liked his shed and had two light beers every night and had only ever asked one thing of Mum: to move to the North Coast, so he could be near the ocean and the banana plantations, his favourite fruit.

She said no. They were perfect together.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘What do you think?’

‘Um… it does sound great but I might skip it this year. Jolie is on deadline.’

Mum paused. ‘Alright. Why are you at Ellie’s?’

I sifted through my imagination for some ideas. Maybe Ellie and I had been out on the tear and I’d crashed here? Nope, Ellie would never do that. Maybe Simon was away and I’d been called in to assist with Lucas? Nope, I would never do that. And Ellie would never ask me.

In the end, I decided to do it Band-aid style. Rip it right off.

‘I’m pregnant, Mum. And Jase and I have broken up. Not because of the pregnancy. Other stuff –’

‘You’re pregnant?’ I could hear excited breathing down the line. Lord, give me strength.

‘Uh, yes, but –’

‘Darling, why didn’t you tell me? How long have you known?’

‘Mum, don’t get too excited, OK?’

‘Oh darling, don’t worry about that silly don’t-tell-anyone-before-twelve-weeks rule, it’s ridiculous. Never had it in my day. Nonsense, it is. Pure nonsense.’

‘No, Mum, it’s not that, it’s… I’m actually past twelve weeks, it’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but –’

‘You’re past twelve weeks?’ She didn’t say it unkindly. She didn’t even say it in that patented, mother–daughter passive-aggressive way, which made me feel much, much worse about not telling her.

‘Mum, please don’t be mad.’

She said nothing.

‘I don’t… I’m not sure what I’m going to do, Mum.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means… it means I have options.’

She said nothing. Did other women – besides, I don’t know, Rory Gilmore – feel comfortable talking to their mothers about abortion? My mum had every reason not to have me, and yet, she did. She’d been twenty-two, alone and, thanks to her coddling parents, her only real life skill had been fashioning a mean French braid. So why would she have had a baby? What could possibly have been in it for her?

‘Is this because of Jason?’

‘No… Sort of. Not really.’

‘Well, what happened with you two?’

‘Nothing. Everything.’ I ripped off a chunk of bread but I couldn’t eat it. I felt all churned up inside. I played with it instead, pressing the soft part until it became flat and dense, and rolling it into little balls.

She sighed. ‘Jason is a wonderful man, Georgie.’ Georgie. Ugh. I hated that she refused to call me George, like everyone else. ‘It’s a man’s name, Georgie – I didn’t name you that!’ she’d tell me every time I implored her.

‘I’m aware, Mum.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘Mum! I didn’t do anything. It just – it just didn’t work out, OK?’

‘Darling, if this is cold feet, just say so. It’s OK. Everyone has them. I even had them with Kevin, and that was my third time.’

‘No, Mum, we’re not getting married. That’s not – that’s got nothing to do with anything.’

‘Jason is very traditional.’

Is he? How did my mum know this and not me?

‘Mum, stop. I’m not getting married. I’m not even sure I want this baby, OK?’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Georgie.’

‘Mum… please. I can’t really have this conversation right now.’

‘Why?’

‘Because… it’s early.’ It wasn’t for Mum – she woke at 5.30 am every day to do her Jane Fonda workout video. Purchased in the late ’80s, I couldn’t remember a day going by when she didn’t play that bloody video. I knew every word Jane uttered in it. When standing – in line for groceries, say – I often found myself subconsciously ‘activating my glutes’ the way Jane had taught us.

‘Look, I don’t see why you can’t come to the flower show. We can talk about all of this there.’

I gritted my teeth. ‘Mum, I’m not going to the flower show. And I just… I need to figure this out by myself, OK?’

‘What do you need to “figure out”?’ I could tell she was actually doing the air quotes, even though nobody was watching.

‘I just told you this, Mum.’

‘What?’ She was as indignant as I’d ever heard her – even more so than the time she’d insisted she’d seen Russell Crowe at her local Woolies, the day after he won his Oscar.

‘Mum…’ God, don’t make me say it. I tallied up the list of people who knew so far. People who might question the decision I made. Jase, Ellie, Simon, Nina, Matt and now Mum. Six. Great. ‘Like I said, I have to figure this out.’ I paused before adding, ‘On my own.’

Her voice grew quieter. ‘Oh. Is that a way of saying…?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

I heard her sigh. ‘OK then. Well, I suppose I understand now why you didn’t want to say anything… I’ll let you go, Georgie.’

‘OK.’

Before I could even say goodbye properly, she’d hung up. My mother had never hung up on me, even when I was a total git as a teenager and had told her I hated her because she wouldn’t let me use Sun-In to lighten my hair. I looked down at the phone, to make sure she was really gone. She was.
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‘So, I think what we really need, first of all, is a very clear social media strategy,’ said Lucy, smiling at Meg and me through her many, many instructions. ‘We have a Tumblr and Instagram, Twitter and Facebook, but there’s no direction. There’s no sense of cohesion.’

Meg nodded and gave Lucy a ‘please continue, this is thrilling’ sort of hand gesture. She was beaming.

I was trying my best not to gag on the memory of the bacon and egg McMuffin I’d scoffed on my way to work that morning. Nobody had ever mentioned that being pregnant felt like a permanent hangover. I was tired, aching, foggy and willing to eat a sock if it had enough salt on it.

After I’d told the team that we needed to work on the digital side of things, Lucy had jumped to my aid. She was always emailing me links to blog posts about vertical integration or agile delivery or whatnot. I’d given them a cursory glance, thanked Lucy for her time and resumed ignoring the website problem. But then Lucy started cc’ing Meg in on the emails, and now we were ‘brainstorming Jolie’s digital revolution’. Suddenly it wasn’t just about getting more iPad subscribers or recording videos with some internet nobody. It was a ‘digital strategy’. It was ‘a new way of thinking’. It was scaring me shitless.

‘You know, some mags in the States and the UK actually have dedicated social media editors,’ Lucy went on. I rolled my eyes inwardly. A person employed purely to post Instagram pics? Give me a break. ‘But of course, the challenge with social media is turning it into sales. Just because your cover gets shared a million times doesn’t mean a million people will buy the mag.’

‘Exactly!’ I jumped in. This was what I’d been thinking the whole time. Getting ‘likes’ and ‘shares’ were nice, but what did they really mean? And would they pay my staff’s salaries? I sensed not. ‘I don’t want to spend all this time worrying about a Facebook post if it’s not going to sell the magazine.’

‘Oh, Facebook is completely different,’ Lucy said breezily. ‘It’s much easier to see the benefits of a Facebook like or click because it all goes through to our own website, which, of course, is monetised. So we should definitely be investing in Facebook as much as possible. Which means that we need someone to update it who’s a bit more senior than Fran.’ She raised her eyebrows at me.

‘I understand,’ I said, even though I didn’t really, ‘but who else on the team has time to do this sort of stuff?’

‘I’d like to do it, actually,’ Lucy said. I sensed a slight flare in my nostrils.

‘Excellent, Lucy! Just excellent,’ said Meg. ‘See, Georgie? This is what I was talking about – we’ve got to think of this as an opportunity, like Lucy does.’

I focused on not appearing to seethe as Meg undermined me in front of a junior staff member.

‘Let’s not get carried away. Maybe we should replace our online editor,’ I suggested. God, why had I thought that Lucy would be the answer to my prayers? She was embarrassing me, and it felt personal. ‘I mean, I get it – we need to move along with the digital stuff. But this is an area we’ve all neglected for a long time,’ I said, trying to deflect the blame from landing solely on myself, ‘so I think we need to really give it our all. Lucy, you have enough of a workload as features director. You don’t need all this extra responsibility.’

I hadn’t wanted anything to do with Jolie’s online transformation, but Lucy’s eagerness to be involved had forced me into caring.

‘I can handle it,’ she said. ‘Besides, what I really think we should be doing is integrating the team so we’re all working across both platforms.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Most US mags do that now,’ she said. ‘The art director, beauty ed, fashion team, the writers of course – they all do both print and digital. It’ll be a big adjustment, but in the end it’ll really pay off.’

‘Great idea,’ said Meg. ‘Love it.’

‘Wait, wait – we have a tiny team, especially compared to the US mags you’re talking about. They have the resources to do this – we don’t. And I don’t want my features director so busy with a blog post on the top twenty signs you’re addicted to juice cleanses that she misses her deadline for an important story for the mag. The print mag always has to come first. We just need to think of a way to… integrate the online stuff.’ I paused, looking expectantly at my crowd of two. ‘Right?’

‘I think we can make this work, George,’ said Meg, ignoring me. ‘And we’ll be the first Australian mag to do it – that’ll make great PR. Let’s roll it out for the fortieth anniversary issue, OK?’

‘Roll what out?’

‘You know, the… integration stuff. Everyone working on print and online. I want to see exclusive stories online, celebrity interviews, all that jazz. Lucy, let’s see if we can get you some photography training for Instagram.’

I sat there, rooted to my chair, not knowing how to react to all of this. I felt ancient, washed-up, like a sponge that had soaked up all the water it was ever going to soak up and was ready to be tossed out.

‘And let’s not forget the potential for advertisers,’ said Lucy, as if advertising were even part of her job. ‘We can add value via social media – tell them we’ll post about a sale on Facebook or post a picture of a product on Instagram. They’ll love it.’

I shook my head. ‘No. No way. We are not doing that.’

Lucy stared at me. ‘I think it’s a great opportunity to attract new clients.’

‘By giving away free advertising? No. That’s rule 101 of being an editor, Lucy. You don’t give away free shit. We’re not the goodie bag at the end of a party, OK?’

As editor, it was one of my bugbears as editor – dealing with clients who wanted the world but only had enough money (allegedly) for, say, Cameroon. Just last week, a stationery company had asked if they could sample a hideously ugly notepad on the cover, despite not being advertisers and having no interest in advertising with us. Like they were doing us a favour! I very politely told them no, unless they were prepared to advertise and pay an additional cost to appear on the cover, we couldn’t do that. They were outraged. As was I.

‘OK, George – if you feel so strongly about it.’

And with that, Meg and Lucy were barrelling on about the iPad edition, and talking about Lucy’s idea for a social media issue.

‘I’ve already thought of a sponsor, too,’ said Lucy, as Meg gazed at her with the kind of reverence teenage girls have for floppy-haired boy band members. ‘There’s a new phone that connects via bluetooth to all your friends’ phones, no matter where they are, so you’re constantly talking to each other. There’s no way to turn it off – it’s amazing.’

It sounded terrible, actually – how would you ever be able to avoid anyone? – but it was becoming increasingly apparent that my opinions were a) irrelevant, and b) not being sought.

‘Love it, love it, love it,’ said Meg. ‘Lucy, these are all great ideas. Good job, pet.’

Pet? I was Meg’s pet. Suddenly I had a flash of what it must be like to have a sibling.

I cleared my throat. ‘I’m just worried that we’re… dumbing things down a bit. I mean, our readers – they’re very intelligent. They’re managers, professionals. Do they want a whole magazine about Twitter? I really think we need to focus on the feminism stuff. That’s more relevant.’ I gave my best ‘nice try’ look to Lucy, but she wasn’t ready to back down.

‘Well, the women we’ll be profiling in the social media issue,’ she said, like it was a done deal, ‘will be the types of women that our readers look up to. So we’ll be able to touch on your feminism idea. Women who have created amazing apps, or who work in cutting-edge tech firms. Women who have launched their careers from social media, or used crowdfunding to get their companies off the ground. So, no, George, it’s not just going to be about Twitter.’

‘Right. Well, Meg and I will have a think about your idea, Lucy. Thanks for your efforts.’ I was trying to keep my voice as neutral as I could, but I knew they could both tell I was faking it. Big time.

Lucy left and Meg got up to shut the door. She turned to me. ‘You need to listen to that girl,’ she said.

I felt like I was back in the principal’s office, getting told off for something that wasn’t my fault.

‘She’s undermining me, Meg. Right in front of you,’ I said, not adding that Meg had also done me in.

‘She’s working to keep Jolie relevant. Alive. I know you don’t like change – we’ve had these conversations before. But get over it. Lucy’s not gunning for your job – she just wants to do her own job well. She reminds me a lot of you at her age, actually.’

I stared at Meg, incredulous.

‘Lucy is smart. She’s a team player. Let her help you.’

I nodded. Meg gave me a brief smile and left. Fucking fuck. I’d been backed into a corner – now what would I do?

I took a deep breath and sat, trying to clear my mind. The better question, I thought, was: what would Lucy do?
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My boobs had taken on a life of their own.

They were like a shopping trolley I was trying desperately to steer, one that was intent on barrelling through the car park with all my groceries in it.

I attempted to rein them in with my normal bras but these no longer fit, so this had the unfortunate effect of making my boobs look like pannacotta that wasn’t quite set.

I wasn’t ready to accept that I was pregnant, but I was ready to concede that some retail therapy couldn’t hurt. And GreyBeard had started commenting on the fact that my shirts were tighter than usual. I refused to give him any more ammunition. After scoffing my fourth ham-and-cheese toastie of the week and about two litres of lemonade (a drink I hadn’t tasted since my eleventh birthday party but was now so obsessed with that I just accepted diabetes as inevitable), I made my way to David Jones. I hoped – presumed, really – that shopping would as usual give me a sense of calm and focus. Or at the very least, a few new pairs of undies.

Pre-pregnancy, I was a 12D. I couldn’t get away without wearing a bra, but I wasn’t Kate Upton-ing my way out of my shirts, either. Nineteen weeks in and my bras had become uncomfortable to the point of redundancy. I would rather go braless and feel my twins swinging, sow-like, than have them squashed so tightly by my ill-fitting bra that my nipples were nearly at my neck.

A motherly-looking woman named Grace guided me to the fitting room. ‘Looking for a maternity bra, are you, love?’ she asked with kind impartiality.

I shook my head speedily.

Grace looked sceptical and her eyes briefly scanned my belly full of baby.

It was becoming harder and harder to conceal that I was pregnant. At work, people were pointedly asking me how I was feeling while staring at my midsection. I usually just nodded and mumbled ‘Good, thanks’ while I fished another packet of Smith’s Crinkle Cuts out of the vendo.

Telling people I was pregnant would mean I had made a decision. And I hadn’t. Not yet. I had exactly six days left and I was planning to use every last one of them. I was on standby at the clinic, and Ellie had agreed to be my support person. Which, it turned out, was a good thing, because Ellie was actually very good at the whole nurturing thing. She’d even started sending me to work with freshly baked banana bread. Gluten-free, of course, but still.

‘I’m usually a 12D. But, um… I’ve gone up a size, I think. I’ve put on weight,’ I said, trying to cover the red slashes on my skin where my bra had been digging in all day.

‘Uh-huh,’ said Grace, nimbly ignoring the fact that all this weight I’d stacked on was in my stomach area. Which was shaped eerily like a pregnant belly. She disappeared to find some bras for my massive mammaries.

She returned with just three bras. All various shades of beige and so big they could double as camping tents.

‘This is a double D,’ said Grace, circling the bra around me and adjusting the straps. To say it didn’t quite fit properly was an understatement not unlike ‘the Jews were not fond of Hitler’. The triangles of beige material (apparently all big-breasted bras are beige, it’s useless to even look for another colour) were stretched over my breasts so tightly that the parts that weren’t covered spilled out like poorly cased sausages. I looked in the mirror. And immediately shut my eyes. This was not what my body looked like. The woman in the mirror? She didn’t even need a bra. She could tuck her boobs under her arms and call it a day.

Grace sighed. ‘You’re not a double D. Hold on, love.’

Grace returned with three even more hideous bras. They were all shapeless, beige (obviously) and absolutely huge. There is no way they’re the right size, I thought.

And I was right. The E cups were too small, too.

‘Love,’ Grace ventured, calmly, ‘are you sure I can’t bring you some… maternity bras to try on? I think you’d find them a lot more comfortable.’

I shook my head, but couldn’t even convince myself this time. So I started crying, instead. Grace, in all her motherly wisdom, hugged me and patted my back, making a shushing sound while I sobbed just like Lucas did when he wasn’t allowed to watch Toy Story for the forty-seventh time in one day.

‘It’s alright, love,’ Grace said. ‘It’s just a bra. Don’t worry about it.’

‘It’s not… just a bra… Grace… it’s… my… whole life,’ I said, between big gulping sobs. ‘Everything… is totally… fucked.’

Grace nodded, patting my back a little more insistently and really ramping up the shushes. ‘I know, love, I know.’

I shook my head. ‘No, Grace… really… it’s all so…’ I couldn’t finish the sentence (‘fucked’ is what I was going to say) before I collapsed on the change-room floor, naked from the waist up, my boobs spreading over my distended tummy for all (well, really just Grace) to see. Once the tears started, I couldn’t make them stop. It reminded me of when I’d seen Titanic seven times as a teenage girl in the nineties and every time I’d begun sobbing before the lights were even dimmed. I didn’t let up until the final credits had rolled. It was exhausting but strangely addictive.

Grace had clearly seen this before, because she calmly sat on the floor next to me and placed her hand on my back, still patting away like I was a baby who needed to be rocked to sleep.

‘Alright, love, tell me everything.’

I looked at Grace. My new friend-slash-mum-for-hire Grace. She wore regulation DJs navy stockings and a skirt suit that looked as if it had been purchased yesterday. Women like Grace made grooming an art form. I knew this because my real mother was one of them. Her hair was blonde and short and looked like it had seen its fair share of hairspray that morning. She was smiling gently, waiting for me to start.

So I did.

I told her everything.

And when I’d finished and I’d cried all the tears I was going to cry that day, I sighed with a relief I hadn’t felt in weeks.

The whole time she’d been listening, Grace was nodding along as if she’d heard all of this before. Nothing shocked her. She was the perfect sounding board.

I waited for her to say something. To tell me what to do. You could trust a woman with a helmet of blonde hair. Everybody knew that.

She stood up and held her perfectly manicured hands out to me, ready to help me up. I hesitated, because I was currently the size of a small-ish whale and Grace looked as strong as tissue paper, but she grasped my hands and, without waiting, pulled me to my feet.

‘We’re going to have to try the F cups,’ she said.

‘OK.’ What else was there to say?

Grace brought back five bras – all of which looked like they could comfortably house a small kitten – and all of them fit except one. I was wearing it when Grace pulled at the straps and said, ‘Mmm… this one isn’t quite right. Let me find it in a G.’

No effing way am I going higher than F, Grace.

‘No, Grace. That’s enough. I’m an F. I’m a 12F.’

Grace raised her eyebrows at me and I detected the smallest hint of a smirk. I nodded and collected the bras that fit me.

‘Grace?’

She turned back.

‘You didn’t say anything. After I told you everything, you didn’t say anything.’

‘What did you want me to say, love?’

‘I don’t know. Sorry, Grace… I don’t even know you and I just unloaded all of my awfulness on you.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, love, don’t you worry about that. I’ve heard it all. ‘My husband’s gay’, ‘I’m cheating on my husband’, ‘the man I’m cheating on my husband with is gay’… Trust me, women come into these change rooms and they don’t know it, but they’re looking for more than just a new set of Simone Pérèle knickers.’

I smiled.

‘As for you, love, there’s not really much I can say, is there? You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?’

‘Uh, no.’ That’s why I had a near-naked nervous breakdown, Grace. Because I haven’t made up my mind.

Grace smiled knowingly. ‘Love, anyone who doesn’t want to be pregnant knows what they have to do. You could have done this weeks ago and you didn’t. You’ve made your decision.’

And then she closed the door and I was left alone in a pile of bras. I looked in the mirror, wondering how the hell I’d be able to go back to the office looking the way I did: my cheeks lined with inky mascara, my eyes red from crying, my face generally telling the world ‘This woman is a mess’. Not even a hot mess. Just a mess.

I put my clothes back on, including one of the new bras Grace had picked for me. It didn’t have any underwire. She had picked out a maternity bra without telling me. But goddamn if it wasn’t the most comfortable piece of underwear I’d ever worn. It was the clothing equivalent of a big, cushy bed. I was in love, so I decided to keep it.

Resigned to my new cup size, I paid for the bras and began to walk back to work, checking passers-by for any odd looks. My change-room makeover must have worked; nobody looked twice at me.

I texted Ellie.


Just got fitted for a new bra. I

am an F cup. The F stands for

‘fark me, your tits are massive’.



I felt like I had handled the whole thing quite well when Ellie, who, even post-pregnancy, had the bone structure of a swallow, texted back:


Honestly, I didn’t even know

the cups went that high.



*

The really convenient thing about living with a three-year-old was that you never needed an alarm clock. You could set your watch by Lucas: he woke at 5.50 am every single day, without exception. You also never needed to clean the house. There was literally no point because by the time you’d finished cleaning the kitchen or the bathroom, Lucas had managed to tear apart another area of the house while you weren’t looking. It was like washing down a doughnut with a green juice: utterly pointless. I couldn’t believe the way Ellie was able to laugh it all away, like it was completely reasonable that Lucas constantly disobeyed her and made her house look like something out of Mötley Crüe’s memoir.

There was always, always an excuse for Lucas’s bad behaviour or poor sleeping or lack of eating. He was teething. He was ‘transitioning’ (from what or to where, I did not know). He was going through a growth spurt. He was a boy. He wasn’t a girl. He was a toddler. He was 156 weeks old. Whatever Lucas did, there was always some way for Ellie to explain away his craziness.

I was beginning to understand why motherhood was called the hardest job in the world (though I could do without Ellie’s constant reminders of this). When I did something at work – set a meeting, look through cover options – I just did it. I wrote it on my to-do list, chose to do it, and then crossed it off that list.

But when Ellie wanted to do something – and not even something fun, like paint her nails, more like wash the dishes or hang her clothes on the line – she had to corral Lucas into some activity that would be guaranteed to distract him for the ten minutes she needed to finish the job. Things that usually took three to five minutes without a toddler took three times as long with one. I was exhausted just watching her.

But I was also over her tiresomely hypocritical attitude towards parenting. It was ‘exhausting’ and always ensured that her wine glass was half-full by 5.30 pm. It made her ripe with complaints that she shared, solicited or not, with the rest of the Playground Mums, who were ready with their own barrage of grievances. It made her fight with Simon over the tiniest of problems (like the time Simon gave Lucas seven millilitres of children’s Panadol, not the usual five Ellie gave him, or when Simon had suggested they all listen to some Coldplay and Ellie had thrown a fit because ‘Coldplay isn’t suitable for children!’). But she was also doing her darnedest to make sure I went through with having the baby because ‘it’s the most amazing bond in the world’.

She always started the discussion the same way. ‘Sooo… how are you feeling?’

I always had the same answer. ‘Fine.’ I was fine. Physically, I was fine. Physically, I looked the picture of pregnant health. But upstairs, where it mattered, I was still racked with questions. Nothing about this situation made any sense to me. Not to seem like a total wanker – although I know it will definitely sound that way – but I was very used to people sorting out my shit for me. Or at the very least, being able to blame someone else when things went belly up. Pun intended. I’d escaped the world’s worst room-mate by moving in with Jase. If an issue flopped, well, making a magazine was an art, wasn’t it? And art was subjective. And in my mind, Ellie wasn’t being a good friend to me because she’d had Lucas.

‘And how are you feeling about… you know, the baby?’ Ellie would ask, every time.

I shrugged, like I always did. ‘Don’t know.’

Why couldn’t someone else figure this out for me? I hadn’t given the baby an outright eviction notice, but something was still holding me back from a full, hearty yes. What would life be like with a child? Who would I be if I had a baby? And would I ever meet someone new if I had a baby in tow? Aren’t men biologically programmed to steer clear of other people’s DNA?

The biggest ‘what if?’ was the worst one. The one I didn’t even want to admit to myself, let alone anyone else. What if… what if I had the baby but I couldn’t love it? I’d heard of women who wanted babies very, very badly but when they came, attempted to smother their faces with pillows or drop them from the sides of buildings because they were consumed by depression. I didn’t have the faintest whether I wanted this baby or not, so what hope did I have of not leaving it in the back of a car on a summer’s day?

‘I don’t want to stick my nose in where it’s not wanted,’ Ellie would start, in the exact tone people used when they knew they were absolutely doing just that, ‘but I actually think you would be such a good mum.’

Then I would raise my eyebrows and say, ‘Really, El? Why do you think that?’ I was a thirty-four-year-old woman trained in a dying industry who had found herself accidentally knocked up to her ex-boyfriend while she was supposed to be helping her best friend have a baby. What, exactly, about that bio gave Ellie the impression I was fit for motherhood?

Then she would sigh and say, ‘You don’t know what you’re capable of until you’re in the situation. Nobody is ever really ready for a baby. It just happens and then you get ready.’

Then I would shake my head and say, ‘But what if it happens and I’m actually not ready? What if I can’t cope? If I do this, El, I’m going to do it alone. So if I can’t cope, there won’t be anyone to hand the baby to when I need a break. There won’t be breaks.’

‘What about me?’

‘What about you?’

‘You can ask me to help you. I’ll help you.’

And bizarrely, during one of these exchanges, faced with the thought of Ellie helping to raise my hypothetical child, I had a breakthrough moment.

No.

No, I didn’t want Ellie telling me how to look after my baby.

The exact second I framed the statement in my mind, I knew I had an answer. Ellie kept talking but I couldn’t hear her anymore. I just sat there, still with my thoughts, knowing that my mind was made up and being totally, completely freaked out by it.

I didn’t want Ellie sticking her nose in with my baby because it was my baby.

Later that night, my biology finally caught up with me and, if you believe in such things (and hormonally-driven or not, I was starting to), gave me the sign I’d wanted all along.

I was shaving my legs when I felt the unmistakable swell of liquid in my mouth.

Oh god. I was going to vomit. Oh god.

I threw away the razor and bent over just in time for a gush of dinner to exit me.

I closed my eyes and willed myself to keep them that way until the shower and drain had had a chance to do their thing.

‘George? Are you OK? I thought I heard something.’ I could hear Ellie on the other side of the door. She was probably pissed that I might have woken Lucas.

‘I’m fine,’ I said, eyes still closed.

‘No you’re not,’ she said, and I realised she was in the room.

I opened my eyes. ‘El, I’m in the shower!’

‘Oh, stop being so dramatic. Nothing I didn’t see on your twenty-ninth birthday. What happened?’

‘What do you think?’ She looked down at the shower floor and gave a little grimace.

‘Are you OK?’

‘Yeah. It came out of nowhere. I’m fine now.’

Ellie turned off the taps and wrapped me in a towel. ‘You must have eaten something funny.’

‘Like a baby?’

‘Har, har.’

‘I didn’t eat anything weird. I’m just pregnant, that’s all.’

‘It’s strange to have morning sickness this late.’

I tried not to roll my eyes. Since being pregnant exactly once, Ellie thought she knew everything about reproduction. She had been particularly fond of committing to heart every detail of the IVF process and then telling Nina what was going to happen to her.

But in that moment, I finally felt pregnant. And I didn’t want Ellie telling me what I was going through or giving me reams of baseless, unsolicited advice. If I was going to do this – and I finally felt like I might be able to – I would have to do it my way. And I suddenly felt like that might be possible.

Covered in carroty vomit or not, it was an epiphany. Of sorts.

Grace had been right. My change-room fairy godmother had been right.

If I hadn’t wanted a baby I would have had an abortion by now. I was only hesitating because I didn’t want to wind up like Ellie.

Like my mum.

I’d made my decision weeks ago. I was having the baby.

I was having a baby. Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

‘Maybe we should go see a doctor. Something might be wrong. I could call the late-night GP,’ Ellie was saying.

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ I said. ‘Everything’s fine now.’
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To: Georgie Henderson

From: Lucy Fitzgerald

Subject: Dating baggage shoot

 

Hi George,

I’m having trouble finding a baby for the dating baggage shoot (for the ‘guy with a kid’ type of baggage). Thing is, none of my friends have kids. Do you know anyone with a baby?

Lucy



Babies. I couldn’t even escape them at work, it seemed. But the last thing I wanted was to invite any more baby-related drama into my relationship with Ellie, especially after The Supermarket Incident a few days ago. I could just imagine her reaction.

‘You want Lucas to be in a Jolie shoot? Oh god, of course! What’s it for? Like a “baby’s got style” kind of thing?’

‘Uh, no. It’s for a story on relationship baggage. You know, cos if you’re a young woman dating an older guy with a kid, well… that’s baggage.’

‘Really? Having a baby is baggage?’ she’d say, as if what I really meant was that babies were human garbage.

Tumbleweeds.

‘Uh, yes? For some people…’

‘Sorry, we really don’t like exposing Lucas to harsh lighting.’

And it wasn’t just at work that babies kept cropping up. If they weren’t on the bus, they were waiting for me in the cafe next to the office or on my way to lunch. I half expected a gaggle of runny-nosed toddlers in business suit onesies (mental note: great idea) to turn up to our features meeting. I saw the swollen bellies of pregnant women multiple times a day and now I realised what it must have been like for Nina to see them so frequently. Every television ad seemed to be promoting formula or baby aspirin or pillows shaped like human hands that were meant to mirror ‘a mother’s loving touch as baby sleeps’.

Then, of course, there was Lucas at home. Although, despite myself, I was starting to actually enjoy Lucas’s company. It was surprisingly fun to play with Lego and crayons and watch Despicable Me until I could recite every word. Plus, Lucas had started giving me kisses goodnight, which was the cutest thing I’d experienced since seeing David Beckham sit front row with Harper at VB’s first NYFW show.

But I hadn’t exactly proven custom-made for this mothering stuff. Ellie was furious with me because I had ‘lost’ Lucas in the supermarket a couple of days ago.

Technically, I hadn’t lost him – I’d misplaced him, at worst. Temporarily. And he ran away from me. There was a very big difference, I argued. As it turns out, it’s not generally advisable to argue with mothers of children you’ve misplaced. Even temporarily.

It had all been going well – really well, actually – until Lucas decided he needed some ‘bikkets’ (‘biscuits’: I was starting to speak fluent Lucas). I nodded and continued to load the trolley with all the things I had decided I needed, like lemonade and potato chips and caramel popcorn. When I looked down again, he was gone. Fucketty fuck fuck.

Truth be told, he was only gone a few minutes, and he’d only ventured two aisles south, but when I told Ellie (which, in hindsight, was the bigger error), she fumed. ‘You lost my child?’ she’d said, between sobs (which were entirely unnecessary, in my opinion).

‘No, not at all. He’s right here. He’s fine. He was just eating the biscuits in the aisle when I got there.’

Ellie’s mouth dropped. ‘He was eating biscuits?’

I shrugged. ‘Yeah. It’s not that big a deal, El.’ It was exactly the worst thing I could have said.

‘It is, actually, George. It’s up to us – ugh, not us, me – to teach him the right thing to do. Honestly, George, do I really have to tell you this stuff?’

I didn’t tell her that when I’d found Lucas he’d offered the biscuits to me and we’d sat there in the supermarket aisle, eating our chocolate-chip biscuits, telling stories about the minions in Despicable Me. It was one of the cooler moments of the last few months. Lucas had this way of being so completely in the moment, which I really envied. Our readers, it had crossed my mind, paid thousands of dollars to go to week-long yoga retreats for pretty much exactly the same centred feeling.

Between the utter mess I’d made of my personal life and the fact that, apparently, I wasn’t qualified to edit Jolie anymore because I only had 150 followers on Instagram, I wasn’t exactly killing it… anywhere. I looked like shit, I could barely think straight, and I had nobody to confide in.

And even though Meg wasn’t saying so, I had an unshakable feeling that something bad was about to happen at Jolie. I felt like the company’s change of direction wasn’t so much about ‘ushering Jolie into the digital age’ as it was a way to cut costs indefinitely – like, until there were no more costs to cut. Her reaction to my fortieth anniversary party idea was lukewarm, at best.

‘We don’t really have the money for that kind of thing, George. I just don’t see it happening.’

‘We’ll get it sponsored. We can get an alcohol sponsor, that’ll be easy. We’ll get the venue comped – maybe we can do it at that new bar on Crown Street, you know, the one Sam Worthington was kicked out of the other night? It’s nice. We’ll invite all the big advertisers and get them really excited about Jolie again. We could sell tickets to readers – or run a comp. We have to do something, Meg.’

She nodded but I knew we weren’t on the same page.

‘Meg, I’ll raise the money myself if I have to. We can have a bake sale. Or a car wash,’ I said, only half-joking. ‘Look, the party will be great. Like old times. We’ll get a big celebrity to come. All the old faithfuls, of course, but we’ll need one big star to get us in the papers and get everyone talking about us. Maybe Jessica?’

Meg smirked. ‘George, by the time the party makes the papers on Sunday, everyone will have forgotten about it.’

‘We used to get our parties in the papers all the time.’

Meg nodded again, and this time she was agreeing with me. ‘Yes, George. We used to. I don’t want to hear an idea that I would have come up with when I was editor. That was years ago. Things have changed. A party? It’s not going to work. We have to step it up. We don’t have the money for it now, and even if we did, it would be a waste. It would be better to spend it on having a guest celebrity blogger on the website.’

I tried to hide my disgust, but I knew Meg could see straight through me.

‘Besides,’ she went on, ‘We’ve got the idea nailed. It’s Lucy’s social media issue – perfect. Why haven’t you started working on it?’

Why, indeed? Because I still thought it was a lousy idea and that readers would hate it, that’s why.

Still, despite all the drama, work was my favourite place to be, as it always had been. Now that I’d decided I was down with this pregnancy, I was, predictably, utterly freaked out by it. And so I dealt with it the best way I knew how: by completely ignoring it. Work was the perfect distraction. I found myself more excited than ever to be studying layouts on the wall, because it was ten minutes in which I wouldn’t be wondering how the hell I was going to tell Jase and Nina.

I’d even volunteered to do the flat plan, the most universally hated magazine job of all time, because I’d rather fill my brain with pagination problems and tricky ad placements than constantly think, ‘You are going to have a baby, and you can’t hand it over to Nina at the end.’

‘Georgie?’ Fran knocked on my door ever so gently, like a mouse tiptoeing on a piece of felt. I was glad for the interruption. I couldn’t handle one more thought about babies today. Or tomorrow. Actually, if I didn’t have to think about babies for the rest of the week, or even year, that would be ideal.

‘Yes?’

I had one eye on my screen, checking the latest bad news email from Meg.


Christy’s manager said no to cover. Let’s run Jennifer again.



I rolled my eyes. We had run Jennifer twice in the past year already. She had nothing to promote but bottled water, which I assumed we’d have to feature heavily in the interview. I longed for the days when celebrities actually wanted to be in magazines, before they decided they’d rather promote their latest film with an Instagram post than an in-depth interview by an intelligent journalist in a well-respected magazine.

‘Have you seen Game of Thrones?’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Huh?’

‘Game of Thrones. Have you seen it?’

‘Uh, no. Isn’t that the one with the dragons? I’m not really into fantasy.’

‘Oh, George, you’ve got to watch it. Even my dad loves it and he wouldn’t even watch The Hobbit.’

‘Mmm.’

‘I think you would really love it, George. It’s really about politics, not dragons or magic. And, um, you know…’ Fran giggled. ‘Sex.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Uh-huh.’

I looked at Fran. Sweet, dorky Fran who I’d assumed would be eaten alive by the rest of the office, but who, against all odds, had become beloved and respected. Sometimes I felt like she was the only person in the office who was on my side.

I typed back to Meg.


Jen has nothing to promote. What about Jessica Moran?



Even as I typed, I knew Meg would never go for it. Jessica Moran was too much of a risk. An Australian comedian who was genuinely funny, Moran had just started getting roles in Hollywood films. By the time Meg did want to run her, when she was popular enough to be on a Jolie cover, she’d be too famous for us and would never agree to a shoot. It happened all the time. But we didn’t have enough subscribers to cushion the blow if a star didn’t sell on newsstands, so we relied on our old staples, like the Jennifers of the world.

‘I’ll call in a copy for you.’

I looked up. ‘Fran, I’m busy. Did you come in here to talk to me about dragons or was there something else?’

‘I came in to remind you about the Twitter Q&A. It’s in ten minutes.’

‘Right. Thanks, Fran.’

Argh. The freaking Twitter Q&A. Before Meg had come in to my office to tell me I was doing my job all wrong, I wasn’t even on Twitter: a) I didn’t quite get it, and b) it seemed like a disaster in the making. I was used to writing with time, research and a bit of distance from my subject. On Twitter, the subject was, well, me… and I only had 140 characters and… look, it just all seemed like too much hard work.

But in this new digital frontier, I (begrudgingly) accepted that I’d have to do it. Lucy had set up an account for me and I now had 14,000 followers. Probably only about half of them were fake.

Still, I was crippled with panic every time I tried to compose a tweet (was I even saying that right?). What if what I thought was funny wasn’t funny at all to anyone else? I’d seen other people be positively roasted alive, with mint sauce and potatoes on the side, over the most inane things on Twitter. Which explained why I’d only tweeted ten times. My last one, from a few days ago, was met with absolute radio silence, and I couldn’t say I was surprised.


Toast for dinner. Living large!



It was sourdough toast, handmade by Ellie, topped with vine-ripened tomatoes and home-grown basil, but I felt like it wasn’t part of the ethos of Twitter to mention all that. When I’d told Lucy later she’d shaken her head and said, ‘You should have Instagrammed it!’

For fuck’s sake, I had to work this out.

It was Lucy’s idea to do the Q&A – apparently other magazines did it and their readers loved it. I questioned the value of answering readers’ questions online rather than encouraging them to, you know, buy the magazine to see what we were all about, but I was feeling like too much of a dinosaur to say no. Besides, Lucy knew best, right?

The Q&A wasn’t supposed to start for another few minutes, but already I had a question.


@GeorgeJolie Why do you always put skinny white girls on the cover?



I wanted to answer honestly and say, ‘Because nobody buys the issues that have more diverse cover girls. Sorry. You’re all a bunch of closet racists/sizeists.’ Instead, I put my Editor’s Hat on and replied:


Hey @CarlyG83, great question. Choosing a cover star depends on publicity, whether we have a good image and access. Quite complex.




@GeorgeJolie Yeah but why are they always the same girls?



Ugh, I knew this would happen. @CarlyG83 just would not let up. Wait – no – it was a different person. It was @cupcakes4life. As I paused to process the fact that two different people were now attacking me, my screen pinged with updates.


@GeorgeJolie Totally agree. So sick of seeing Jennifer every month.




@GeorgeJolie I want to see a real woman on the cover. Someone who I can relate to.




@GeorgeJolie This is why nobody reads mags anymore. #yourindustryisdying




@GeorgeJolie Really interested to hear your thoughts on this. #yourindustryisdying #Joliecovermeltdown



Jolie cover meltdown? What?

I tried to use some yogic breathing from a long-forgotten class to calm myself down but it didn’t work.

I had started to type a response to @cupcakes4life when I saw that more tweets with the hashtag #Joliecovermeltdown were flooding in. Fucking shitsticks. Thanks for the free publicity, Lucy.

Alright, I thought. I would tell them the truth. Why not? If they were right and mags really were dying, what was the point in sugarcoating things?


The reason you see the same cover stars each month is because they are the ones who sell.



And then:


Last time we ran a plus-size model on the cover (PS we don’t use the term plus-size, the modelling industry does), the issue tanked.



And then:


My job is to sell mags. I have to put the most saleable star on the cover. And the ones who sell are slim, pretty and white.



I remembered what Lucy had told me about hashtags, and as a final, triumphant flourish, I added one of my own:


#Jolierealitycheck



I gulped as I saw the words hit the screen, never to be taken back. Meg was going to skewer and roast me over a fire made of pulped issues.

I sat back, waiting for the flurry of replies. Sure enough: ping, ping, ping. In they came.


@GeorgeJolie When was the last time you ran a cover girl who wasn’t blonde and skinny, huh?



I glanced at the wall behind me, which was covered in Jolie covers. I was only directly responsible for the last twenty. A quick check confirmed what I already knew – our April cover girl was a jaw-droppingly gorgeous plus-size model named Simona Davis. She was the first Australian, plus-size or not, to land a French Vogue cover. It was a risk for me to run someone different on the cover – after all, Simona was brunette and a size 12, the horror! – but I had faith in our readers. They’d asked for diversity and I’d wanted to deliver it to them.

The issue had undersold by 30,000 copies. My arse had been on the line. The next issue, I’d put Kate Hudson on the cover. It sold like petite blonde hotcakes.


Hi @gamergurl – we ran Simona Davis on the April cover. Beautiful shot of an amazing woman. But the issue didn’t sell well.



‘What are you doing?’ Lucy walked in, her eyes wide with panic. ‘George, you’ve gotta shut this down now.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s just a very vocal minority. Nothing to worry about.’

I was trying to put on a brave face.

Truth be told, I was very worried about what was happening, mainly because I had no idea what exactly was happening.

‘No, George. There’s no such thing as a vocal minority anymore. People are seeing this right now. Media Watch, the papers, Confidential – they’ll all be reading this and loving the hate-tweets. Shut it down.’

I threw my hands up. ‘If I shut it down, I won’t be able to answer their questions. I’m not going to hide behind this. I can handle it, Lucy.’

I saw her mouth set. She shrugged. ‘Alright. If you need a hand…’

I cleared my throat. I was getting a little tired of Lucy appointing herself Jolie’s digital director. ‘Uh, I think I’ll be fine, Lucy. Can you just focus on that features meeting this afternoon please? I don’t have time to be there so you’ll have to handle it yourself.’

She nodded. ‘No problem.’

I gathered my thoughts and tried to focus on what I told Lucy I’d do: handle it. I clicked on the #Joliecovermeltdown hashtag like Lucy had shown me and saw hundreds of tweets.


Haven’t bought a mag in yrs. What’s the point? All full of same rubbish. #Joliecovermeltdown




The only time I read magz is waiting at dentist. Waste of money I say! #Joliecovermeltdown




Isn’t Jolie for teenagers, anyway? #Joliecovermeltdown




Print is dead! The writing’s on the wall, guys. Ha! See what I did?! #Joliecovermeltdown



Later, I would see the irony in the fact that Jolie inspired hundreds of tweets within minutes, but had failed to post a single sales increase this whole year.

As I filtered through the responses, my heart sung a little when I saw the few (very few) noble attempts by loyal readers to defend Jolie. Sadly, these tweets were rarer than fresh prawns at a regional RSL.


I love Jolie! Back off, haters. #Joliecovermeltdown




Hi @GeorgeJolie. Love the mag and love you. Keep up good work. Always look forward to Jolie! #Joliecovermeltdown




Jolie fights the good fight! Bet all you haters haven’t even READ the mag! #Joliecovermeltdown



I’d heard all of this before and I knew that it was impossible to change most people’s minds about Jolie because they’d already decided – based on outdated clichés and sexist stereotypes – that women’s magazines were, at best, trivial and vaguely ridiculous, and at worst, actively attempting to dismantle feminism and all of its achievements. I wanted to throttle people who told me that magazines were silly and unimportant, that all they did was advertise lipsticks. It wasn’t true, particularly when it came to Jolie; we’d successfully petitioned the federal government for maternity leave pay, run the first, exclusive interview with the recently sacked first female prime minister and uncovered a massive story about sexism at one of the country’s biggest law firms, all in the past two years. I was beyond feeling angry about our bad press, but I still twitched with frustration when I heard blanket bitchiness about women’s magazines, or was told that a male writer at our brother publication had won a Magazine Award for the very same story we’d covered. If it was in Duke, it was serious. If it was in Jolie, it was for women, and therefore as fluffy as a duck. It was such blatant sexism that I was actually sick of pointing it out to people. It was astoundingly obvious.


@GeorgeJolie why do you run stories about loving your body but then put women like Gisele on the cover? I’m never going to look like Gisele.



I rolled my eyes. Not even Gisele looks like Gisele, I wanted to say. About three hours of hair and makeup, countless shots and a day’s worth of retouching goes into making even the most genetically blessed among us look cover-ready. And as for the hypocrisy of empowering women about their bodies while running ads for weight-loss supplements, well, I wished I didn’t have to run those ads, but I was running a business, not a community outreach program. I typed as much into my little box and waited for the storm to hit its peak.

Instead, my phone rang. Meg. Fuck.

I picked up on the third ring. I was too nervous on the second but I knew waiting for the fourth would be trouble.

‘Hi, Meg,’ I answered, injecting as much light into my voice as I could.

‘Hello, George. How are you?’

I breathed out a little – just a little. She hadn’t seen it. Thank Christ. She was probably just ringing about the Jennifer cover. Which, now, I obviously couldn’t run.

‘Good, thank you. How are you?’

‘Oh, good. Well, I was good until a minute ago when my assistant alerted me to your little Twitter tirade. What is going on?’

I could have lied. I could have lied and told Meg I was hormonal, stressed beyond belief and ready to snap if someone didn’t bring me a deep-fried Bounty bar. I wanted to tell her I was homeless, best-friend-less and oh, by the way, a little bit pregnant to a man who had already moved on and was ready to ‘be supportive, either way’. I wanted to tell her that I hated all the ways she wanted Jolie to change. I wanted to tell her that my life was imploding, that I could see the debris falling down around me as I tried to salvage what was left of my sanity. I wanted to tell her that, yes, I knew I was committing career suicide, but only because it seemed like the best option.

I wanted to tell her that I wanted to be honest with our readers. I was sick of caving in to every advertiser’s demand. I wanted to tell her that the print edition was just fine, as it always had been, thank you very much. I wanted to remind her that Jolie was about smart, cool, worldly women who longed to know more about the things that interested them. They came to Jolie for beautiful photography and witty writing, not lists of the best and worst Mary-Kate and Ashley movies ever made.

I didn’t. I sighed and said, ‘They asked me honest questions, Meg. I felt like they deserved honest answers. That’s all.’

‘Georgie!’ She sounded as over it as I felt. I could basically hear her shaking her head. ‘This is so unprofessional of you. You’re the editor. We are running a multi-million dollar business. I can’t have you belittling us to our readers. It makes us all look like idiots.’

She was right. I had made them look like idiots because I didn’t want to be one anymore. I was so sick of trying to think of new ways to talk about red lipstick, or lazy, cheap advertisers who wanted my writers to think of clever ways to sell laundry detergent for them.

I was sick of feeling too old for the industry I loved, the only one I’d really ever known, at the ripe old age of thirty-four. I was sick of trying to think of gimmicks to sell magazines, when I was positive the product could sell itself.

I was sick of it all.

‘You’re right, Meg. We do look like idiots. I think we need to talk.’
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I knew he was looking at me, judging me, but I was intent on ignoring him. Stop policing me. Leave me alone. You can’t judge me. What would you do in my position?

I turned my body away so I wouldn’t have to see him. He was cute – actually, he was handsome, the way a man should look – but that was beside the point. He was being a jerk. Facial symmetry or no, he was a douche.

It was only one drink. I wasn’t even going to finish it. Probably not. Not that he would know that, and not that I should even have to justify myself to him, but… it was only one drink. And I needed it. I’d been dry for weeks. And weeks. I’d had enough. I wanted a silky, peppery, relaxing glass of shiraz. The most expensive one on the menu, please.

After the day I’d had, I needed it. That, and a lobotomy, so I’d never be able to remember all the awful things people said about my hair on Twitter.

Besides, what the hell did French women do for nine months? Not drink wine and smoke Gauloises and be all-round fabulous? I didn’t think so. And everyone knows French babies are among the cutest in the world.

‘One more chance, George. I am giving you one more chance,’ Meg had said when I’d gone up to her office after my Twitter meltdown.

I had no idea how to respond, so I didn’t.

‘I’m giving you another chance because you mean a lot to me, George. We’ve known each other a long time. But this – this refusal to change, this stubbornness – has got to stop.’ Meg stood over her desk, palms flat on the latest issue of the mag. ‘I made you editor because you’re smart, George. I knew you could do it. And I know you can do this digital stuff. You need to get out of your own head.’

‘Meg, I – I feel like I was ambushed back there.’

‘Of course you were! What did you expect? You opened yourself up to the crazies of the internet – what were you waiting for, a cup of tea and a big group hug?’

I opened my mouth but nothing came out. It suddenly occurred to me that Lucy might have set me up to fail. Would she? Could she? It was almost unfathomable that a colleague would do this, and yet… there was something entirely too plausible about it.

‘Regardless, what were you thinking?’ Meg had asked. ‘Do you know how hard I’m working to keep Jolie relevant?’

I stood there, facing her, my heart beating far too fast. It was all fun and games to have an opinion until you got in major trouble for it. It was time to switch my game face on.

‘Meg… I’m sorry. I behaved unprofessionally. However –’

‘No. No “however”. I don’t care what your reasons are. Never do that again.’

‘Yes, but –’

Meg stared at me, lowering her gaze until her head was almost parallel to the ground. ‘No, George. You were abusing the readers. They’re our clients, just as much as the advertisers are. They pay our bills. They pay your salary!’

I nodded, ever so slightly. ‘Yes, I know. But Meg, let me finish. I think that maybe this is actually a really good thing for us. Maybe –’

She held up her hands, like ‘stop’. ‘George. Enough. This is not good. Believe me when I say that this is not good. I’ve already had Linda from Beauty Savers on the phone. They’re threatening to pull out of the video deal and their print ads.’

‘They can’t do that. We go to print in two days. It’s all booked.’

‘Well, they’re going to unbook them, Georgie. Have a think about what you’ve done,’ she said, as if I was a teenager pulling a prank.

Fuck it. In for a penny, in for a pound.

‘No, Meg, I really think that it could be good for us. Don’t you always say that we need to find our point of difference? Well, this could be it. We could be the ones who tell the truth. Who put it all out there. We don’t sugarcoat things like other magazines do. When readers challenge us, we give them proper answers, not the bullshit ones other mags do. We can be real.’

I tried to kid myself that my battle-scene pep-talk would work, but I knew in my heart that my relationship with Meg, and therefore Jolie, was flailing wildly.

Meg crossed her arms. Her lips had almost disappeared, they were so tightly pursed.

I went on, despite knowing for sure that I was in for it.

‘And hey, isn’t it true that all publicity is good publicity? You taught me that, Meg.’ I smiled as wide as I could manage, laying it on thicker than makeup on a Kardashian.

‘I need you to fix this, George. First of all: no more Twitter. Let Lucy handle that side of things. Second: that fortieth anniversary issue had better be the best-selling issue you’ve ever produced, alright? Seriously, George, I want to see sales up.’

Her tone was so final, I didn’t really need to say anything more.

So I’d nodded and headed straight to the bar around the corner for a drink.

Where some d-bag who clearly hadn’t read the actual science about it was now giving me the evil eye for drinking during pregnancy. Even with my back turned, I could feel his eyes on me. Stupid condescending fuckwit. Leave me alone. This was strictly medicinal. Not to mention none of his business.

‘Excuse me,’ I heard someone behind me say.

Him.

I whipped around with enough force to power a Gulfstream.

‘Yes?’ I asked, emphasising the ‘s’ and jutting my jaw so he would know to Back The Fuck Away.

But he didn’t. He motioned to the chair opposite me, like, ‘May I sit?’ I did nothing. So he sat.

‘Hi,’ he said. His tone was warm.

Great. He was probably a Mormon or something. And not like the cute ones on HBO. He’d reel me in by being friendly and then – bam! – before I knew it, I’d be in a cult.

‘Hello,’ I said, trying not to be completely done in by his near-perfect face. He looked like a prettier version of Gerard Butler. It was all I could do to calm my beating heart. It was hard to remember that he was a grade-A d-bag when he had the sexual magnetism of Jack Donaghy.

‘How are you?’

‘Good. Why?’

He wasn’t taken aback by my abruptness. He just smiled. ‘Sorry, I haven’t even introduced myself. Colin. Colin Bennet. Two ns, one t,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘Firm,’ he said.

‘Excuse me?’

‘Your handshake. It’s very firm. I like that.’

‘Well, I wasn’t asking for your approval, Colin. It doesn’t really matter to me if you like my handshake or not. Now could you just get your judge-y speech over and done with so I can tell you to go fuck yourself?’

‘What?’ he asked, laughing. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Don’t you want to tell me off for drinking? Isn’t that why you came over?’

‘Uh, no. Why would I tell you off?’ In Colin’s defence, he did look genuinely puzzled.

‘Because… because… because I’m pregnant,’ I finally managed to splutter. It was the first time I’d said it to anyone I didn’t know. God, I was fairly sure it was only the third time I’d said it at all.

‘Oh,’ he said, actually taken aback this time. ‘No. God, no. I didn’t even notice. Sorry… I’ll, ah…’ He glanced at my ring finger. ‘I thought you were single. Sorry, I’ll leave you alone.’

‘No, it’s OK. Sorry. I thought… I thought that’s why you were looking at me.’

He shook his head, smiling. Good grief, he was attractive.

‘Oh.’ Well, wasn’t this something? A man who was attractive – so attractive he didn’t need a filter – had chosen to sit next to me. ‘Uh, well, stay then.’

‘OK. What are you drinking? I’ll join you, if you don’t mind.’

‘Sure. Uh… it’s the Craggy Mountain. This one,’ I said, pointing to the menu. Colin reached for it at the same time and our hands touched lightly, briefly. It had that first-date-electricity feel. Which is to say: incredibly hot. I tried to shut my too-fast mind down before my too-fat mouth caught up with it and said something stupid.

‘Righto,’ he said. ‘Would you like another?’

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘Just one for me.’

Colin walked to the bar and I sat back in my chair. I realised that, apart from my weird dream about Jase, I hadn’t thought about sex for an inordinately long time and suddenly missed it ferociously, perhaps even more so than gin martinis. I was sure Colin was hitting on me and wondered if by outing myself as pregnant I’d completely missed my opportunity for any horizontal mattress-dancing.

‘Should we start over?’ Colin asked as he sat down again, this time with a glass of wine in hand.

‘Sure.’

‘So, “Hi, I’m Colin,”’ he said. ‘Colin Bennet. Accountant. Single. Into long walks on the beach, et cetera, et cetera.’

An accountant? This guy was way too pretty to be an accountant. He should be an architect or an indie playwright or have some other job that only 0.000002 per cent of the population has.

‘Georgie Henderson. George. Magazine editor. I guess. For the time being. Single. Pregnant. I am definitely into pina coladas but not for the next few months.’

‘Nice to meet you.’

We clinked glasses. I was nervous. I’d told someone I was pregnant. A stranger. Suddenly I had made it real. The weird thing was, Colin didn’t appear to be troubled by the news that the woman he was chatting up was apparently single and with child. For an accountant, he seemed pretty easy going. Which meant he was almost definitely a Mormon in Alec Baldwin’s clothing.

‘I actually don’t really like long walks on the beach,’ said Colin, looking a bit sheepish. ‘I don’t really like the beach.’

‘Are you kidding?’

‘No, I’m not, actually. I’m just not into it. It’s so… sandy.’

‘Oh my god. I have never met anyone who doesn’t like the beach before.’

‘Sorry – is that, like, a dealbreaker for you or something?’

‘No, no, it’s amazing. I hate the beach. I can’t remember the last time I went to the beach. It’s awful.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah, seriously,’ I said. ‘God, you’re too good to be true. Next you’ll tell me you’re really into Nora Ephron movies.’

His eyes widened and he put his glass on the table, staring right at me. ‘Oh my god, I really am.’

My jaw dropped. ‘What? Are you for real?’ This was amazing. Who was this guy and who was the incredible woman who had raised him?

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘I’m kidding. I have no idea who that is.’

‘Oh. Oh,’ I said, laughing. Colin laughed too. Well played, Colin. Little did he know, this was exactly the type of thing that would happen in a Nora Ephron movie.

‘Is she an actress?’

‘No. A writer. And a director. Well, she was. She was the greatest writer of female characters ever, actually.’ ‘Like you,’ said Colin.

I shook my head.

‘You’re a writer, aren’t you? What do you write?’

‘I don’t really write a lot anymore. I mainly edit – for a women’s magazine.’

‘Oh yeah? That sounds cool. Which one?’

‘Jolie.’

‘Really? My sister reads Jolie. She loves it.’

‘Oh yeah? She’s one of a dying breed, then.’

‘How’s that?’

I sipped my wine. I was trying to make it last as long as possible, but it was hard. It tasted so good and I was so desperate for a drink that I was really taking gulps, not sips.

‘Oh, nothing. It’s boring, I’m sure.’

Colin shook his head and made a hand gesture, like ‘go on’.

So I did.

For about twenty-nine minutes.

‘So, I’ve really done myself in this time,’ I said, finally finished.

Colin grimaced. ‘Kinda sounds like it.’

I laughed, because it was the only rational thing to do.

‘I hate the internet,’ I said. ‘Down with internet!’

‘Down with internet!’ Colin repeated.

Then we were both laughing and singing ‘Down with internet!’ in unison. I stopped when I realised the other customers were staring at us, but Colin just kept going. When he did finally stop, both of us had wet eyes from laughing so much. I hadn’t had this much fun in weeks.

‘So… so what are you going to do? Do you really want to quit?’

‘No. I mean, no, I want to stay at the old Jolie. But this new thing… it’s not what I signed up for. I don’t know anything about iPads or leaderboards or click-throughs or whatever they’re called.’

‘You can learn. It can’t be that hard.’

‘Yeah, I s’pose. But… I don’t know. I don’t really want to. I just have this feeling that once I do that – once I learn all these things – there won’t be anyone to stand up for the print edition anymore. And then once that happens, they’ll just close it down and suddenly I’ll be the editor of a… of a website. Like a seventeen-year-old.’

‘So what else would you do?’

I shrugged and shook my head, downing the last drop of delicious wine. ‘No idea. This is the only thing I’ve ever done.’

Colin nodded. ‘Yeah, I get that. What if people didn’t need accountants anymore? What would I do?’

‘Open a bar on the beach, surely. You could play Nora Ephron movies at night.’

‘Surely,’ he said. I felt a little thrill that we had successfully formed an inside joke after having known each other for only an hour. I’d thought the only person I had inside jokes with these days was Lucas, and they were all directed at Ellie.

Things were going so well, the conversation was flowing so easily, that I had almost forgotten about the elephant in the room: me. When Colin asked me if I wanted another drink, I made the international sign for ‘no’, placing my hand over my glass. He returned with a glass of wine and an expensive bottle of mineral water, handing the latter to me.

‘My sister was always saying how thirsty she was when she was pregnant,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ I said. I wanted to reach out and touch this guy, to make sure he was real and not some fantasy I’d dreamed up in my bonkers emotional state. I settled for watching him drink his wine. If I’d conjured him, there was no way I’d let him drink without me. ‘Pinot noir?’ I guessed.

‘Yeah, I wanted to try it. I probably shouldn’t, but…’

‘Two glasses on a school night? I reckon you can handle it. So I guess you’re wondering what my story is, right?’

He put up his hands as if to say no. ‘No, that’s OK. We don’t have to… I mean, unless you want to.’

‘It’s fine. I mean, it’s really not fine, it’s really the opposite of fine, but, you know, it’s not like it’s some massive secret. You know?’ I said, laughing a little too heartily and pointing to my stomach. And then I proceeded to tell Colin everything. I told him about the surrogacy and the injections and the accidental pregnancy and even the episode of Lateline after which conception had (most likely) occurred. And even though he did not ask for more details, I kept giving them to him, until he said, ‘Wow. That is quite the story.’

‘I know.’ I reached for my water but there was none left.

‘Uh, would you like some more?’ Colin motioned to the glass.

I nodded and he went to the bar.

I took the opportunity to check my phone for #Joliecovermeltdown tweets. A mistake. After scrolling through what seemed like hundreds of tweets, I decided the best thing to do was never, ever, ever use Twitter again.

Suddenly I realised Colin was taking an extra-long time at the bar. When I looked up, I couldn’t see him anywhere. My chest started to get that tight, anxious feeling it does when it knows something is up. I knew that he wasn’t coming back. I sat there for a few more minutes – I wasn’t sure how many – and told myself that it was beyond silly to cry over a guy I barely even knew.

Then I got up, walked to the bus stop, and went home.

Well, to Ellie’s.
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To: Georgie Henderson

From: Kelly Burns

 

Hi Georgie!!!!!

Kelly Burns here from St Jude’s. Remember me? I used to be Kelly Hooper… Anyway, just wanted to email you to see if you were coming to the reunion. I know it’s a bit weird to have a reunion in an odd year but one of our old teachers (Mrs Griggs, remember her? PE) asked me to put it on and how could I say no? And what the hell, we all need a night out, don’t we?

I know you’re probably heaps busy with your magazine and everything, but it’d be good to see you. Oh and maybe you could get my little lady in for some work experience, hey?

Let me know.

Kelly xoxox



Kelly Hooper. Over the years I had tried to shake off my distaste for Kelly, a girl so abhorrent to me in high school that saying her name used to made my mouth pucker with sourness. It wasn’t her fault she’d had a kid at eighteen or that she, apparently, still spoke like a teenager. But then I remembered the way she used to sashay around school like she was winning a daily beauty pageant, looking down on those of us outside her circle jerk of sycophants.

Kelly was also the reason Nina and I had become friends in the first place. One day, during our Year 7 English class, the teacher – Ms Graham? Ms Gray? – had asked us to think about the pros and cons of euthanasia. Having never heard the term for assisted suicide before, I thought she was talking about kids in Japan. When I started talking about Norwegian Wood, which, come on, was pretty bloody advanced of me, Kelly led the rest of the class in laughing at me. For the rest of the day. Until Nina turned to her during lunch and told her to ‘shut up before I deck you’. She’d been decking people for me ever since.

‘Georgie?’

I looked up at Fran.

God bless Fran. The shit had well and truly hit the fan at Jolie – I’d overheard the team speculating about when (not if, when) I’d be walked out and whether I’d be put on gardening leave after my Twitter fiasco. I’d walked in on hushed conversations that stopped abruptly as soon as I entered, but I’d still managed to hear the words ‘pregnant’ and ‘single’ in the same sentence. Clearly my newly knocked-up status was contributing to the rumour mill. But Fran rose above it all and refused to be drawn. She wasn’t the gossipy type and I knew she was staying as far away from the rumours as humanly possible. She’d been treating me as if nothing at all had happened.

‘Yes, Fran?’

‘Lee Stone is here to see you.’

Lee Stone? How do I know that name?

‘Sorry, Fran… do we have a meeting scheduled?’

She shook her head. ‘No… I told her that she should have called first, but she said that you knew each other. No, wait – she said you knew someone in common. A mutual friend.’

‘Oh! Yes, we do.’ Lee. Lee Stone. Dr Tim Kane’s Walkley Awardwinning friend from uni. ‘Send her in, please.’

I made a hasty attempt to tidy my desk before Lee came in. Unlike Fran, she walked straight in without pausing to knock.

‘Georgie!’ she said, warmly.

I’d only ever seen Lee in the profile picture that ran alongside her column. In it, she looked serious and plain: all sharp eyes and unrelenting mouth. In real life, she looked as if she’d just stepped off the set of The Farmer Wants a Wife. She looked like a McLeod daughter who’d found her way to the big smoke. Slim dark jeans, R. M. Williams ankle boots that I had briefly considered purchasing myself until I’d remembered there was a rather significant chance I wouldn’t have a job soon – and a silk flannie. A silk flannie. I was dumbstruck.

‘Hi,’ I said, standing to greet her. I saw her eyes travel to my belly. There was no hiding it now. And no point in hiding it. ‘I’m pregnant,’ I said, entirely redundantly.

Lee smirked. ‘I can see that. Congratulations! I didn’t know.’

‘Nobody does. You got the scoop.’

She raised her eyebrows and cocked her head, but said nothing.

I gestured for her to sit.

‘Would you like a coffee? Water?’ My hand hovered over the handset, ready to call Fran.

‘No, no, I’m fine. Thanks.’

‘So, how’s Tim?’

‘Tim…?’

‘Tim Kane. You guys went to uni together, right?’

‘Oh… yeah. Tim Kane. Doctor?’ she asked.

I nodded, neatening the edges of a stack of international mags.

‘Ah, I have no idea. I haven’t really kept in touch with him lately. You?’

‘No, me either. Last time I saw him…’ I trailed off, realising I should bite my tongue. Tim was Lee’s friend. I’d already done enough damage to my own friendships, I didn’t need to ruin anybody else’s.

‘Let me guess? He was a total wankhead to you?’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, something like that. I thought you guys were friends?’

Lee rolled her eyes. ‘No, not really. I mean, we know each other, but the guy is so far up his own arse, he could lick his own perineum.’

‘Now that’s a line we haven’t run at Jolie yet. You want a job?’

‘Actually, I was hoping you might want one.’

I lifted my chin. ‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re starting a new supplement in The Standard. It’ll be a bit magazine-y, but very grounded. Serious, but some fun stuff, too. Not glossy, though.’

I said nothing, but stood and walked to the door. I closed it behind me.

‘Ah,’ said Lee. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘It’s fine. Nothing they wouldn’t hear in Confidential tomorrow.’

‘Right. Look, this is a really good opportunity. You won’t be editor, but it’s a great gig. I want you to write a column – you have a great voice. I loved what you said on Twitter about the mag industry. I’ve never heard anyone – well, not anyone currently employed – talk about the challenges of a job like yours like that. I found it… refreshing. I want someone like that – like you – on the team.

‘Writing’s not dead, we just need people who are willing to have their own perspective and not just regurgitate some blog they’ve bookmarked. Fuck, I hate that so much. And I see it all the time.’

I nodded. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

‘So there’d be a column. And other writing, too: maybe some profiles. Maybe a bit of travel writing.’ Again, Lee’s eyes made the journey to my stomach but I found myself nodding along, already imagining where I’d put my pot plant in my new office for the best feng shui and making a mental note to call the PR for kikki.K for some new stationery.

‘I probably won’t be able to pay you as much as you’re making here, but I think it’ll be worth it in other ways. We won’t be so dependent on advertisers. We can put whoever we want on the cover – nobody sees it until they buy the paper anyway. It’ll be a small team, we can run things we’re actually interested in. No beauty pages. I promise.’

The possibility of working for a magazine that didn’t depend on beauty advertising was so alluring I wanted to shut down my computer right then and walk out with Lee, possibly arm in arm, perhaps skipping. Beauty clients essentially paid for the magazine to keep printing, but they were universally hard to please. Picky to the point of pedantry, so needy that they practically required weaning. Just the thought of never having to deal with them again was a relief. But there was more than that to consider.

‘I can’t leave now.’

‘Why not?’

It was a good question. Why, indeed, did I still feel such a tie to Jolie? I felt like a kid who had overstayed her welcome at a birthday party. The candles had been blown out, the cake was just crumbs now, but here I was, still looking for a chocolate crackle and refusing to go home.

‘I still love Jolie. And even after my massive fuck-up, my publisher’s given me another chance. So I think I owe it to her to try to make this work.’

Meg had faith in me – not much, admittedly – so I owed her the same faith. But deep down, I knew that the Jolie I loved was gone. Meg might have faith, but she didn’t have the power to put her money behind it. We were cost-cutting everywhere and soon, it would start to show. Instead of covering the New York shows by sending our fashion team, we’d be live-streaming to cut costs. We’d use more and more stories and shoots from the international editions, to save money. We’d start to lose, in short, what made Jolie so great. I knew the reality, but I needed to see it out.

Lee grimaced. ‘Fair enough. Here’s my card. Call me if anything changes.’

I took it.
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A new waiting room, thankfully not filled with women whose stories made me feel guilty and ashamed. No, this one was filled with children with red-rimmed eyes and snot-crusted noses they refused to have wiped clean. Parents with weary faces and coffees to energise them for looking after sick toddlers. I spied an elderly woman – she looked to be about eighty – sitting alone, reading a dog-eared copy of Fifty Shades of Grey. I tried to imagine Mum – at the comparatively spring-chicken age of fifty-six – reading some light erotic fiction in public. She’d last about thirty seconds before she’d have to ask the person sitting next to her what ‘fisting’ meant, I reckoned.

Still, it was a relief to not be among women desperate to be pregnant anymore. For the forty-thousandth time, I wondered how Nina had had the energy to keep trying. It had exhausted me just to go to the clinic and see those women, to feel their desperation make the air thick and heady. How had Nina kept going and going? I wondered if I would ever be able to ask her.

‘Georgie?’ I looked up from the old copy of Jolie I’d found in the pile of mags next to me. I was combing it for inspiration but couldn’t find any. The baby had taken my brain hostage.

A tall woman was scanning the room – for me, I realised. I smiled and she motioned for me to follow her.

Her office was small and clinical, not like Dr Fisher’s office at all, which had looked like an apartment straight out of Vogue Living. The only clue it was actually a doctor’s office had been the small, framed photograph of a certain Oscar winner’s baby, with a signed card that read, ‘Thank you, Dr Fisher, for giving us this joy.’

What Dr Tan’s office lacked in warmth, she made up for herself.

‘Hi Georgie, I’m Dr Tan. You can call me Anna. What are you here for today?’

‘Uh, I’m pregnant.’

Dr Tan nodded. ‘Approximately how far along, do you think?’

‘About twenty-six weeks, I think.’

More nodding, this time more quickly. ‘Oh, I see. And have you seen another doctor?’

‘Um, no. Not really. It’s a long story.’

‘OK, well let’s just do a read of the heartbeat and do a few measurements to see where things are at, shall we?’

I nodded. Dr Tan gave me a medical gown and I quickly changed, noting the convex shape of my tummy as it made the paper dress protrude. I lay down on the bed and waited for Dr Tan to come back. I heard the snap of rubber gloves and then she was there, feeling the outer edges of my belly.

‘How have you been feeling?’

‘Good. I was sick once. But nothing major.’

‘Have you been able to eat properly?’

‘Oh yeah.’ Eating was not my problem. Putting the Cadbury’s block down was my problem.

‘And is there any particular reason you haven’t sought medical assistance before now?’

How long have you got? I wondered. ‘Well… it was an accident. I didn’t want to have a baby. Like, ever. I never wanted them. So when I found out I was pregnant… I, uh, had some thinking to do.’

Dr Tan nodded. ‘The pregnancy has progressed too far to –’

‘I know,’ I said, quickly. ‘I’m going to have the baby.’

‘OK. Well,’ she said, placing a measuring tape along the line of my belly button to my pelvis, ‘you’re right on track for twenty-six weeks. Have you given any thought to where you might like to have the baby?’

I shook my head. Wouldn’t I just go to the hospital when my waters broke, like every woman in every film about pregnancy I’d ever seen?

‘Well, we’ll get you booked in today. RPA is a great hospital, with a wonderful maternity ward. But there are other places, too.’

I nodded, suddenly aware that this whole baby caper was going to require planning and effort and work. Until this point, everything had happened seamlessly. A little too seamlessly.

‘Oh, OK.’

‘Do you have private health insurance?’

‘No. Should I?’

‘It won’t really make much of a difference now – the health funds like you to be with them for at least a year before you can claim any pregnancy-related costs.’

‘Oh,’ I said. Did everyone know this except me?

‘Would you like to hear the heartbeat?’

‘Um… sure. Yes. Thank you.’

Dr Tan smiled and flicked the switch on a giant machine that had somehow slipped my attention until this point. She lifted my gown and rubbed cold jelly onto my stomach. A wand touched my belly and the room filled with the whumpwhumpwhump sounds of my baby’s heartbeat. Holy shit. That was my baby’s heartbeat. My baby has a heartbeat.

‘Oh my god,’ I said, as I felt goosebumps spring to life all over me.

‘That’s her,’ said Dr Tan.

‘What?’ Her?

She shook her head. ‘Sorry. Don’t mind me. I always do that – talk about the baby like I know the sex.’ She held her hands up and furrowed her brow in an apologetic way.

‘It’s OK.’

‘If you’d like to find out, though, we can do an ultrasound in about a week.’

‘OK. Maybe.’ I was still listening to the sounds of the heartbeat.

‘It seems really fast.’

‘They’re all like that,’ Dr Tan said.

‘So it’s nothing to be worried about? I had a coffee this morning…’

Dr Tan smiled. ‘No, it’s OK. Trust me, they all sound like that. And trust me, every parent worries that it’s too fast. But it’s not.’

‘Oh.’

‘OK,’ said Dr Tan, pulling the wand away from my stomach. The sounds stopped abruptly. ‘I’m done here, so you can get changed if you like.’

I wiped the sticky jelly from my stomach and put my made-from-actual-fabric dress back on. I was folding my hair behind my ears when I remembered that I had once been the poster girl for not wanting children. Meg had even encouraged me to be on a breakfast TV panel where I argued that some people just didn’t want children, that there was no heart-tugging backstory to explain it, it was just the way things were for them. For me.

I remembered the way the smug presenter had probed me for what seemed like hours (it was actually only thirty seconds).

‘What about if you meet someone who wants children and you won’t give them to him? Isn’t that a bit unfair to him?’ he’d asked with a smarmy smile.

‘I would say it’s unfair to expect someone who doesn’t want to have kids to have them simply because someone asks her to, Ken,’ I said. I heard the woman next to me – my opponent, apparently – tut-tut.

‘I just don’t think anyone ever really means it when they say they don’t want kids,’ she said, staring at Ken, who really did look a lot like his namesake doll. ‘I think – and this may make me unpopular – that women say it because they think it’s what men want to hear.’

I felt my face become stiff with anger. I cleared my throat – something you’re never, ever meant to do on live TV, because it sounds less like a human throat and more like a character Michael Bay dreamed up – and laughed. ‘You’re right, that’s a very offensive thing to say. The idea that my desire not to have children is some sort of dating tactic is ridiculous and really insensitive. I don’t want to have kids because I don’t want to have kids. It’s really as simple as that. And I hope people realise I’m not the only one like this. Lots of people don’t want to have kids, and we’re lucky to live in an age where we can make those choices for ourselves. If you –’

‘Uh, thanks very much, Georgie, but that’s all we’ve got time for,’ said Ken, cutting me off before turning to the camera to begin a segment on the benefits of power-walking.

My panel nemesis turned to me and smiled. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m awful,’ she said in a sing-song voice. ‘The producers told me to go really hard on you and play up the stereotype, you know.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘And what stereotype is that?’

‘You know, the cold bitch who won’t have kids,’ she said casually, peeling her fake eyelashes away and walking off, leaving me rooted to the spot.

I wondered what Ken and that Barbie on the panel would think if they could see me now. They’d probably be even more smug: ‘See, she thought she didn’t want kids but she was wrong. Everyone wants kids, most people are just more upfront about it. We knew she’d come around eventually; everyone does.’

‘When you’re ready, Georgie, I’ll get you to step on the scales. Just a routine thing – don’t worry,’ Dr Tan said, typing away at her desk.

‘Uh-huh.’

I stepped out from behind the curtain separating Dr Tan and I. My face must have paled at the breakfast TV memory; when I looked up at her, her brow knitted with worry.

‘Are you OK? Do you feel faint?’

I shook my head. ‘No, no. Just… uh… just adjusting, I suppose.’

She laughed gently. ‘Yeah, that’ll keep happening. For about the next twenty years or so.’

*

I kept having the same dream, almost every night. The one where Nina’s mum died. I could remember every detail of it, and approximately every second night, it played over in my subconscious.

The morning after Nina’s mum died, I didn’t eat any breakfast.

I remember not being hungry – not even a little bit – for only the second time in my life.

The other time was when I had appendicitis. Mum hadn’t believed that I really was sick until I’d turned down a Space Food Stick. Things were serious when eight-year-old George refused a Space Food Stick.

I sat up in bed and watched my own mum cry as she told me that Mrs Doherty had ‘gotten too sick’. She didn’t actually tell me that she’d died, so for a few minutes I pictured Nina’s mum, Jan, throwing up over and over and over. I wondered what had made her so sick.

‘Where is she now?’ I asked.

Mum looked up, tears still drizzling from her eyes. ‘She’s gone, Georgie,’ she said after a while.

‘Where?’

Mum’s shoulders slumped. She whispered, just barely. ‘She… died. She didn’t make it, Georgie.’

It didn’t make any sense. Frankly, even twenty years later it still didn’t make sense. How could Jan be gone? She was one of the only adults who I really knew. When you’re a kid, adults are basically indistinguishable from each other. But I knew things about Jan. One: she let me call her Jan, not Mrs Doherty. Two: she had curly hair like mine but blowdried it straight. She had promised to show me how to blowdry my own hair one day, something my own mum had never let me do. Three: she liked listening to Shania Twain. A lot. Possibly too much. Four: she went swimming with Nina and Jill every Saturday morning.

‘Did she go swimming yesterday?’

‘Who?’

‘Jan.’ Who else would I be talking about?

Mum shook her head. ‘I don’t know, honey. Why?’

‘Because she always goes swimming on Saturday mornings. With Nina and Jill. She always takes them and she even goes in the pool.’ My mum did not go in the pool. She had a perm that couldn’t get wet.

‘Well, then, she probably did take them yesterday.’ Mum pulled me a little tighter. She got a cold, I thought.

She must have got a cold from the pool.

‘Did Jan get a cold?’

‘No, honey. She had a heart attack.’

A heart attack? A heart attack was something that happened to old people. People with grey hair and walking sticks and fake teeth. Jan had red hair and swam and wore pink Revlon lipstick that showed off her (real) white teeth.

It didn’t make any sense.

When Mum told me, I remember thinking ‘this will be the worst bit’. Hearing it had been bad – the worst – but after that I thought things would get better, a little bit every day, I thought. But the worst bits kept happening. The funeral was the next worst bit. I sat with Mum and Kevin while Nina sat up the front, hands in her lap, wearing her school uniform because she didn’t have a black dress. They played a Shania Twain song and I cried a lot and then felt bad because Nina didn’t cry at all. I told myself to be stronger. If Nina could be, then so could I.

The next worst bit was when Kelly Hooper had a fight with Nina over Ryan Hastings and said she was glad Jan died. I lunged at Kelly but hit the ground instead. I had a graze on my chin for weeks after that. Nina just walked away.

The next worst bit was when Nina slept over at my house, months and months later, and our neighbour, a kid from our year at school, came over. We were talking about another girl at school when Adam said, ‘Isn’t that the chick whose mum died?’

I felt my breath catch in my throat but Nina just said, ‘No, that was me.’

Eventually, things did get better, but it took a long time. A lot longer than I’d thought it would. Through it all, though, it almost seemed like I was feeling it more than Nina was. In hindsight, of course, I know that wasn’t true. But when we were both fourteen, it felt hypocritical of me to cry at the mention of a Shania Twain song while Nina smiled stoically and refused to be a victim.

I turned over and hugged the pillow against me. I tried to switch my brain off. Does that ever work? I hadn’t felt sick in days but I was starving to the point where it had almost become an illness. My body wouldn’t accept just anything, though. Oh no. Salads made me gag on sight and fruit made my stomach flip-flop. I much preferred anything made by Smith’s or in the ‘salty/sweet’ category. Pretzels dipped in icing sugar were my new low point. Or high. I couldn’t quite decide.

Thinking about Jan was making me angry. Why was it OK for Nina to practically pretend her mother hadn’t even died but treat me like a pregnant pariah? I hadn’t wanted this and it wasn’t my fault. OK, it was a little bit my fault, but it was not as if I’d made it happen. OK, I had sort of made it happen but… oh, bloody hell, I had a point. I just couldn’t quite remember it. You win this round, hormones.

I grabbed my phone and flicked to my emails. There was a followup invitation from Kelly. Jesus H Christ, she must really want her kid to do work experience. I wondered what eighteen-year-old Kelly had called her baby. Probably Maddee-sunn or Meeyah or something equally unemployable.


To: Georgie Henderson

From: Kelly Burns

Hello, Georgie! I know you are probably so, so busy running your magazine (I read all about it in the paper!), but I just wanted to chase your RSVP for the reunion. It’s at the racecourse – remember, where we had our formal? God, doesn’t that take you back? Jenayah actually had her formal there this year! Can you believe it?? God, we’re old!

Anyway, if you could let me know by tomorrow if you’re coming, that’d be great. I asked Nina if you were but she said she wasn’t sure. So just let me know.

Kisses,

Kelly Burns (nee Hooper)



Jenayah. I was close.

Despite every sane fibre in my body reminding me that I’d never wanted to see anyone from my high school – except Nina – again, I found myself typing back.


Hi Kelly,

Lovely to hear from you.

I can come to the reunion next Saturday. Thanks for inviting me

and sorry for the late reply.



I couldn’t help myself.


You’re right: I have been very busy at work.

Looking forward to seeing you all again!

George x



I wondered what Kelly looked like now. Her Facebook picture was, unhelpfully, a pic of her kids (this seemed to be a trend among parents I knew – have a baby and lose your entire identity). Hopefully she was fat around the middle and had a weird scar where her bellybutton ring had been. Probably she wore a lot of jeggings and cheap sandals she bought in Kuta, where she went every year on holiday. She had thick, tacky, obvious highlights and probably still wore singlet tops even though nobody had the arms for that anymore.

I felt a mental jolt. God, George, don’t you have enough drama going on without obsessing over this idiot you haven’t seen in over a decade? This was why I was going to be a bad mother. I couldn’t even focus on my own problems: I just wanted to judge other people on theirs.

I pushed the sleep out of my eyes and sat up. It was time to get things done. Enough wallowing. Enough thinking. It was time for action.

I found a pen – a miracle, given the large volume of Lucas litter around me – and started writing a to-do list.

Go to work. Make 40th anniversary issue best ever (how?)

Call Lee – set up meeting

Call Jason

And then, finally: Call Nina.

As soon as it was written, I scratched it out and picked up my phone instead. Enough was enough.

‘Hi,’ she said after the third ring.

‘Hey.’

A long pause.

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ I said, trying on my best tough love voice. I wasn’t convinced by it but it seemed that didn’t matter; Nina was.

‘OK,’ she said, after a pause.

‘We’re going to this stupid high-school reunion. And you’re going to be my friend again. I need you, Nina.’

I felt six years old again, sitting just outside a group of friends who I wanted as my own. I also felt thirty-four, letting Colin have a drink with me and then watching him fuck off after he’d been polite enough to the pregnant chick. I hated this vulnerable feeling; I wanted to shake it off like a coat.

‘George…’

‘No. You don’t get to do this, Nina. I get it. Of course I get it. I am your best friend. I know you better than anyone, even Matt. And you know that’s true. You can’t let this define us, that’s not fair.’

I drew a deep breath, hunched my knees to my chest and continued. ‘What if I had been married, huh? What if you couldn’t have a baby but I could, and I got pregnant? Would you still be angry with me? What if you hadn’t asked me to be a surrogate but I’d gotten pregnant anyway? What if I had wanted a baby? Would you still not want anyhing to do with me? I know why you’re angry. I know why you don’t want to talk to me. But… enough’s enough, Neen. I… I’m going to have the baby, and you might not think that’s the right decision, but I think it is. I never really saw myself doing this, but I think it’ll be OK, actually.

‘You can’t keep hating me. I didn’t do this to hurt you. I would never do anything to hurt you. I’m sorry that you’re sad, but… but I am, too. I’m so alone, Neen. Everything is –’ I stopped to wipe away tears and realised with a start that I had been crying so long that the blanket covering my knees was damp. ‘Everything is completely fucked, Neen. I’m a dinosaur. And a whale. I mean, what I mean is… I’m old. And irrelevant. And I’m fat. I don’t even have belly rolls now. I just have belly. A lot of it. It’s completely gross and I hate it.

‘And Jase has a new girlfriend and Colin didn’t even want to have a second drink with me he found me so obviously repellent, and I can’t find anything to wear and now we have that stupid reunion that I told Kelly I’d go to, and what am I going to wear, huh? Nina? What am I going to wear to this fucking reunion that won’t make me look like I’ve eaten a toddler for breakfast?’

The dam burst and I could no longer contain the flood of tears. Between huge, dramatic sobs I could hear something on Nina’s end. Wow, I thought. Tears from Nina? I never thought I’d see the day.

I listened again. Nina wasn’t crying. She was laughing.

I stopped crying.

‘Are you laughing at me?’

No answer. Just more laughter.

‘Nina! Are you laughing at me?’ I was standing now, indignant. How dare she?

‘I’m sorry, George… I just…’ she made what I can only assume was a valiant attempt to stop finding my tragic life hilarious, but failed. More laughter.

‘For fuck’s sake, Nina, cut it out! It’s not funny.’

‘I’m sorry, George. It kind of is. I mean, you’re right, everything is total shit, but… all you can think about is what you’re going to wear? Come on, that’s pretty fucking funny.’

I let my indignation fall away. It was pretty funny.

After we stopped laughing long enough to construct actual sentences, Nina said, ‘ASOS. That’s where all the good maternity clothes are.’ She paused. ‘So I’m told.’

‘Oh. Thanks. Good one.’

‘I’ll help you find something for the reunion.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’

‘So you’re going?’

‘Do you think I’d miss a chance to see what that moll Kelly looks like now? She’s probably got those awful hair streaks that look like someone’s literally just painted them with Dulux.’

‘Oh my god, I was thinking the same thing!’

‘Course you were.’
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WEEK 28

Just when I should have been focusing on making Jolie’s next issue more spectacular than Michael Fassbender’s penis, I had found a new, far less useful obsession.

The potent combination of being pregnant and close to fired had spurred something of a fashion crisis in me. Suddenly it seemed imperative to look as cool and youthful as possible. I had ditched my monochrome wardrobe, with its age-appropriate silk pants and prohibitively expensive Equipment shirts (seriously, why did they cost $300? It made no sense). In their place were colours so bright they’d give Rihanna a headache and skirts so high they were practically an invitation for a trip up Beaver Creek. I was trying to say, ‘Look at me! I’m still here!’ but what came across was ‘Look at me! My grasp on dignity has gone from loose to non-existent!’

I was worried about everything. Mostly, though, I was worried about not being worried enough. I’d taken to hate-reading Ellie’s copy of Expecting Love, but instead of making me feel superior because I would never take any of the author’s batshit crazy advice, it made me worried that I’d never be able to do this properly. ‘This’ being ‘raising a baby who will not turn out to be a sociopath’. I certainly wasn’t capable while I was wearing Tiffany-blue chevron-print short-shorts, at any rate.

Reading it did explain a lot about Ellie, though.


Babysitters

Having a trusted relative or friend look after your child while you and your partner enjoy a well-deserved break is a wonderful way to keep your romance alive and recoup a little sanity. It can take time, however, to untether yourself from your darling baby, and of course that is completely understandable. After all, who is better at looking after your baby than you? I recommend introducing babysitters when your child is around 14 or 15 years old. Some parents will feel more comfortable with this than others, but it is important to never leave your child with anyone but you, your partner or the educators of the Independent School System until they have reached double digits – at the very least. Children experience separation anxiety for the first twenty-one years of their lives – and often upwards of this – so it is paramount that they know Mummy and Daddy are always there for them.

When you feel you and your child are both ready to introduce a babysitter, do so slowly. Children do not adapt well to sudden change and will need time to adjust to a new caregiver. Begin by inviting the babysitter – ideally, a grandparent with seven to ten years’ babysitting experience – over for a supervised play-date with your child. Organise an activity – cello practice, for example, or planting organic vegetables – and include the babysitter as much as possible. After half an hour, slowly and quietly back out of the room until your child and the babysitter are left on their own. If you have a baby monitor (and I highly recommend you use one – the Panoptico Watch My Baby video monitor is available on my website for $449), set it up to watch your child and babysitter interact. Take notes if necessary, and after the two have finished their play-date (either at the specified time or as soon as your child calls out for you), take the babysitter aside and offer constructive feedback.

When the big day arrives for your babysitter to take on the heady responsibility of minding your child unsupervised for the first time, I suggest you return home within three hours of leaving. Your child needs to know he can count on you. Remember: scientists have found that after three hours, the brain sends a message to the heart, telling it that it is no longer loved.



I flicked to an earlier section.


Naming your child

What an immense responsibility it is to name a child. With one or two words, you can decide a child’s fate in this big, bad world. Let’s face it: nobody named Brianna has ever become prime minister, and a little boy named Jaxxx’hon is unlikely to grow up to become CEO of a Fortune 500 company.

No doubt you already have some idea what you’d like to name your baby – perhaps you even have a shortlist (I highly recommend you use one – the List Pad Pro is available on my website for $11.99).

With these shortlisted names in mind, I recommend you ask yourself the following questions to filter the Krystals from the Rubys. Apple, Plum and Clementine are acceptable fruit names. That is all.

Is the name shared with that of a recently born celebrity baby, or the protagonist of a successful literary franchise? Well played. Proceed without caution.

Have you imbued the name with new and inventive spelling? Tread carefully here. For every Cate (as in Blanchett), there are a thousand Jodhis and Aydans. Which is to say, occasionally this can work, but most of the time you are setting your child up for a lifetime of spelling lessons.

Is the name derived from the ancient Greeks or Romans? Top marks to you.

Above all, the most important thing to consider when naming your baby is his or her future. Catherine Middleton became the Duchess of Cambridge not because of her shiny princess mane but because her name was not Jemma or Amber. Keep this in mind always.



I tried to push silly Gemma Knight’s words from my brain, but she had got to me, just as she had to every other expectant mother who’d read her book, I suspected.

I felt like time was running out – in my job, in my womb – like I needed to be as young and fun and cool as I could until D-Day arrived. Well, B-Day.

And that’s how I lost my job wearing a neon green bodycon dress and pink polka-dot pumps.

‘How about: “Let’s be social”?’ Dom suggested, while simultaneously testing swatches of lipstick on the back of her hand. Dom was constantly pressed for time; she’d just flown back from a spa retreat in Byron, and tomorrow she was off to New York for Fashion Week. It was a miracle I ever saw her in the office. While the rest of us were handling the cutbacks as best we could, Dom was swanning around at the expense of the big beauty companies. Standard beauty editor practice.

‘No,’ Lucy replied. ‘We already are social – and so are they. It won’t make any sense.’

We were putting the finishing touches on the social media issue – the big fortieth birthday special – and it was near killing me. Somehow, I’d been bullied into approving a cover model I knew next to nothing about – who ran a freaking blog called We the Sheeple, for Christ’s sake – running stories that were the dictionary definition of silly and unimportant (‘What does your Insta handle say about you?’), and trying to think of a coverline that perfectly summed up Jolie’s attitude to social media – without really knowing what that was.

‘What about a play on Facebook or Instagram?’ Fran asked. ‘A pun?’

‘Like Insta-glam?’ said Dom.

Lucy shook her head. ‘It’s been done before. Also, it still makes no sense. Guys, we need something that shows the reader how we feel about this new age, not the kind of glib coverline we run every month.’

‘Excuse me?’ Had I really just heard that?

Lucy’s cheeks flushed a dark red. ‘Oh, you know what I mean, George.’

I stared at her. ‘Not really, no.’

She stared at the notebook in her lap and I reluctantly gave her the benefit of the doubt, even though I had no doubt she was deliberately acting like a toddler. No, worse than a toddler – Lucas would have at least said sorry.

‘Keep going, then, guys. We’re not there yet,’ I said.

‘I like the idea of playing with the words too,’ said Fran. ‘“All a-twitter”, something like that?’

Lucy rolled her eyes. Rolled her eyes. ‘No, Fran.’

I let my mouth hang open. ‘Lucy, that’s enough. I am quite capable of leading this meeting.’

She sniggered.

I repeat: she sniggered. All doubt, every trace of it, vanished, never to be seen again.

‘Is there a problem, Lucy?’

She paused.

‘I think its best if this is a closed-door discussion.’

Dom raised her perfect, perfect eyebrows, put the lipstick down and packed her things away. She motioned to Fran and the two of them left, closing the door behind them.

As they filed out, I motioned for Lucy to join me at my desk.

I could hardly feel my face; it was like it had turned to stone.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

I tried to call on management techniques I’d learnt at a fairly terrible seminar two years ago, when I’d first got the job. I was sure there was some acronym I should be using here to discipline Lucy, but bugger if I knew what it was.

A few months ago – maybe even a few minutes ago – Lucy would have been embarrassed to have this conversation with me. But there was no blushing now, no fidgeting. ‘We’ve got to stop phoning things in like this.’

‘Excuse me?’

She cleared her throat. ‘We seem to be settling for work that’s – that’s not perfect. Like this coverline. It’s not right and you’re not pushing the girls. And… well, I could go on. And George, that’s why we’re not doing very well.’

It was as if a gunshot had gone off in the room.

Everything was happening in slow motion, including my reaction.

I was silent for a minute before I realised that I needed to tell Lucy to back the fuck off.

‘Really, Lucy?’ I heard my voice become tight and high. ‘And what would you do differently?

Lucy’s eyes shifted and finally settled on me. ‘Look, George, I have a lot of respect for you – I mean, you’re one of the great old-school editors. But I sit in these meetings and I can’t believe some of the stuff I hear. I’ve been trying to say it for a while now – more politely than this, I guess – but, the thing is: you just don’t get it.’

I felt that adrenaline rush of fear and anger, that wave of nervous energy wash through me, like I’d had one too many coffees. I tried to steady myself, tried not to overreact, tried to keep it professional. All I could hear was ‘old-school’. A very awful part of me wanted to slap Lucy for being a little brat. But I didn’t do that. That would be unprofessional.

‘You’re fired.’

Lucy looked down. And started laughing.

‘You can’t fire me. Do you even know what’s going on?’

I felt my brow furrow. Fuck. Something was going on? That wasn’t good.

My breathing quickened, my mind raced. I had a feeling I was about to be Gillard-ed.

Lucy, meanwhile, looked cool as Pharrell. She sat back against her chair, as if I hadn’t said the word ‘fired’ at all, as if nothing and nobody could touch her.

‘Meg and I have been having meetings, George. She should be the one to tell you this, not me, but… she’s making me editor-in-chief.’

My hand reached for my phone, automatically dialling Meg’s extension. I felt my chest pound, my stomach begin to flip. It couldn’t be true. Meg would never do that. She picked up on the fourth ring. The fourth ring? Always a bad sign.

‘George,’ she said evenly. ‘How are you?’

‘Well, not so great, to be honest. Lucy’s in here and… it seems like we need to have a chat.’

‘Ah, now, George, the thing with Lucy is –’

‘So it’s true?’

Meg paused. ‘Yes, pet. It’s just smart business. We need a face who can take us into the next age, the next generation. Someone who knows about all this digital stuff that you hate. It’s a good thing, George. Lucy will free up your time, and you’ll still have a lot of control.’

‘So Lucy will be my boss?’

A pause. ‘Yes.’

Remember when you were little, and you did something wrong, but you didn’t know quite how wrong it was until your parents told you what the punishment was? And the punishment seemed so much worse than the crime, and it was only then that you realised, ‘OK, I guess pegging my cousin to the washing line and sending him off for a spin is pretty dangerous’? That’s how I felt. The idea of Lucy being promoted above me had never, ever entered my mind. My crime had only been not caring about the stupid internet and its stupid cat videos, and this was my punishment? It hardly seemed worth it.

‘No thank you, Meg.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘No thank you. I’m resigning. Effective immediately.’

‘Oh, George, there’s no need for that. I really think that if you take some time to think this through, you’ll see that it’s a very good thing. It’ll help you, in the long run.’

It wouldn’t be a good thing. There wouldn’t be a long run. I knew that. I knew that, within days, 22-year-old Lucy would be annexing my office and bossing me around and undermining me in front of my staff and I wouldn’t be able to do a thing about it.

‘No, Meg. It’s not a good thing. I quit. Thanks for everything.’ I hung up before she could say anything else.

I meant it. Meg had been my mentor – she’d taught me what a story spike was and how to get the most from an interview and why you put your most important coverline in the top left corner. But it was over. I wasn’t up for this anymore.

‘George –’ Lucy began.

I held up my hand.

‘Save it.’ I was barely holding back tears – if she started telling me how much I’d be missed or some other bullshit like that, I wouldn’t be able to keep it together. I’d just lost my job; what more did she want from me – a Bachelor-style farewell, complete with mental breakdown?

I gathered a few vitals – my handbag, the bag of freckles in my second drawer, a framed photo of the team at last year’s Woman of the Year Awards – and sent Fran a quick email, asking her to courier all my back issues to Ellie’s. Fuck it. The company could pay for the shipping.

I wasn’t sure what to say to the team. Maybe it would be better if I walked out like I was going to lunch – no big deal – and wrote them all farewell cards later. But then I thought of all the years I’d worked at Jolie, all the days and nights I’d spent in this office, trying to craft the perfect sell, or tease an interview out of a reluctant star while his publicist watched like a protective hawk, or figure out how to save a story when the case study pulled out. I thought of all the hours Katie and I had spent agonising over covers, asking ourselves over and over, ‘Is this right? Can we make it better?’ I looked out to the art department, to the wall of layouts for the next issue. It had all been for nothing, but at least I could say goodbye to the team. I owed them that.

I wouldn’t walk out like an embarrassed wife who’d just found out she’d been cheated on. Even though that’s pretty much what had happened.

‘Guys?’ I said, walking out to the art department. ‘We need to talk.’

They all emerged from their desks, wanting to know what the hell had gone on after Lucy and I had closed the door during the meeting.

‘I’m leaving, guys. You’ll hear the full story in due course, but, uh – I’m leaving.’ I blinked away tears as the team gave a collective gasp. I ploughed on, wanting to make this as short as possible. ‘I think you guys are the best mag team out there and it’s been a dream to work with all of you. But, um, I’m off to – to other things. Thanks for all your hard work.’ I sighed. It was over.

As I turned to leave, Katie hugged me first, then Dom and Jen and Fran and the rest.

Lucy was still in my office.

Sorry – her office.
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WEEK 30

‘First of all, we’re going to need a large basket of the house-baked bread,’ Nina said to the waitress. ‘And don’t just bring, like, one tiny ramekin of butter. And don’t bring butter that can’t be spread; it should be room temperature.’

The waitress nodded, scribbling down Nina’s instructions and waiting for more.

‘Then I’ll have the steak frites – medium rare, sauce on the side – and my friend here will have the mushroom risotto. The main size, not the entrée.’

She paused, then looked at me. ‘What do you want to drink?’ ‘Jack Daniel’s?’

‘She’ll have a mineral water. A big one.’

After the waitress had said, ‘Yes, ma’am,’ to Nina and scurried away like a mouse who’d seen its future as cat bait, Nina started bossing me around.

‘Look, I still think the best stuff is online, but let’s at least try David Jones,’ she said.

I nodded, thinking of my last encounter there. Maybe I’d see Grace again.

‘OK.’

‘And I need something to wear to the reunion, too, so that’s two birds, one store.’

‘What are you going to wear?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Something to show off my amazing, child-free body, I suppose.’ She said it in the sort of theatrical, self-deprecating way she’d used for all mentions of pregnancy and babies since we’d started speaking again. It may have made Nina feel better to poke fun at her infertility – though, honestly, I highly doubted it – but it made me feel guilty all over again. I couldn’t join in the ‘fun’, such as it was – it was too strange. I knew it was a protective mechanism, something to harden her heart against past and future beatings, but I suspected Nina might also enjoy – even if only a little, and even if it was just subconsciously – the idea that it made me uncomfortable. We had been hanging out again, and it was such a relief to be Nina’s friend again. But we still hadn’t really talked about the fact that I was pregnant. I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up, but then I wondered if that was selfish, if I shouldn’t put the burden of talking about it on Neen. In the end, I couldn’t decide, so I’d said nothing up to this point. We had made our peace but I was still pregnant. The playing field was still uneven in Nina’s eyes.

‘Surely you can just borrow something from Jill?’ I teased. ‘How’s her nose job going, anyway?’

Nina shook her head. ‘Oh, the nose job is over. She sent me a picture – it looks fine. Not all that different from her original nose, if you ask me. But apparently it really traumatised her, so she’s gone to Ibiza to relax and unwind.’ Nina rolled her eyes.

‘She’s gone to Ibiza to relax? How is Ibiza at all relaxing?’

Nina shrugged. ‘No idea. My dad’s paying for the whole thing, though. Can you believe it? Thirty years old and she’s still being bankrolled by her father.’

‘This is why I’m kind of glad I’m an only child.’

Nina nodded. ‘Plus you get to be selfish and you have a whole backstory for it. No-one can even blame you.’

‘Right? It’s the perfect crime.’

The waitress delivered our bread wordlessly and we dug into it. ‘So what are you going to do now?’ Nina asked through bites of sourdough.

‘I think I’m going to work for Lee. I got a really good vibe from her. Plus, I’m not exactly brimming with other options.’ After my less-than-ceremonial exit from Jolie, Lee had called. ‘Let’s have lunch,’ she’d said – not a question, a statement. So we did. We talked for nearly four hours about magazines we loved, writers we admired and cover options we’d like to run. I told her I wouldn’t be running a Twitter account or an Instagram or a MyFace or whatever. She laughed and said it was fine, there’d be a young person to do all that for us.

Nina’s eyes lit up. ‘Mmm… I see you doing one of those blogs where your boyfriend takes photos of you dead-arming it around town. Or you could host a YouTube channel where all you do is show people what you bought that day.’

‘Don’t joke – that’s actually a thing that people do. And they make shitloads of money doing it.’

‘I know! But how do they make so much money? I don’t get it.’

‘Don’t ask me. I can’t even run a national magazine, let alone a YouTube channel from my living room.’

I laughed but since I quit Jolie – well, since I was forced to quit – I had felt completely unmoored. I didn’t know who I was if I wasn’t at work. I didn’t make any sense without something to do, somewhere to be. Now I spent most of my time accompanying Ellie and Lucas to the park, something that was ostensibly preparing me for motherhood (that’s how Ellie sold it, anyway) but was really making me wonder if adoption was a better path.

Every morning was exactly the same. Ellie would wrestle Lucas into his Baby Jogger, strapping him down like a mental patient because, for reasons unknown to people over the age of three, the mere sight of the pram sent him into a conniption the likes of which I have not seen outside of the fashion world. And even then it was only in anticipation of the Ginger & Smart sample sale: that is, completely understandable.

Once she had successfully wrangled the straps around Lucas’s screaming, writhing body, Ellie would make her way to the park a few blocks from her house. Once there, Lucas would bound out of the pram with the sort of enthusiasm I usually only mustered for the lamb at Porteño and run to the rest of the uncontrollably loud toddlers, with whom he enjoyed many activities, most of which involved shoving, fighting and battling for the last organic rice cracker in the packet (always stolen from another kid and reluctantly permitted by Ellie, who would be too embarrassed to bring ‘packet poison’ to the park, lest the other mums think she was just phoning the whole motherhood caper in). Still, Ellie insisted he loved every minute of it. As I watched Lucas pull the ear of a fellow toddler named Oliver, who was squealing with the kind of high-pitched ferocity that, again, I rarely saw outside of the fashion industry, I doubted this, but said nothing.

If the toddlers were curious creatures, their mothers were stranger still. I watched them closely, trying to figure out exactly when they’d switched from being regular human beings, with interests and careers and regular hair-colour appointments to… to these – these Mums. They were Professional Mums. All they talked about were their kids. Or their husbands. And when they talked, they really talked.

‘Hi, I’m George. I’m here with Ellie,’ I’d said to a woman who I’d deliberately sidled up to because she looked young, with her fishtail braid and her Céline t-shirt. If I was going to hang with mums, they could at least be cool, in the way I imagined myself to be.

‘Hi,’ she’d said. ‘I’m Emma. This is Callie,’ she said, patting the head of a small, dark-haired girl.

‘Hey, Callie,’ I said as Emma bent down to attempt to wipe Callie’s face clean.

‘Sorry,’ said Emma, standing up to face me. ‘She hates getting clean. Don’t really know how she’s my child, to be honest – she loves dirt. She’d sleep in it if she could.’

‘Oh, that must –’ I began before Emma cut me off.

‘She gets it from my husband, I guess. It’s gross. She really needs to learn the importance of hygiene, you know?’

‘Right –’ I said, before she interrupted again.

‘So I asked Jared to teach her how to wash herself properly, you know, and it was such a hassle for him to even do it. Like, is it really that hard to stick your kid in the shower and teach her how to use a face washer? I don’t know, maybe it is if you only see your kid for, like, thirty minutes a day.’ Emma paused for breath, rolling her eyes and taking a big sip of her $6 coffee. ‘Anyway, so he leaves the room and when he comes back, Callie’s bawling her eyes out because she ate, like, half a bar of soap. I mean, it was organic, but… we still had to take her to emergency.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘Correction: I had to take her to emergency.’

I found myself nodding along, tacitly agreeing, all the while thinking: is there not someone else with who you can have this conversation?

And there were plenty more.

There was Jane, mum to three-year-old Ava and seven-month-old Curtis. The first time I met her, she was dressing Ava in kneepads and a helmet, ready for the playground. Even Ellie, who wore the silkiest of kid gloves with Lucas, thought this preposterous.

There was Clare, Caucasian mother to the equally Caucasian, if confusingly named, Akira. There was Bernadette, mum to Greer, who wasn’t allowed to play Simon Says at daycare because ‘it encourages conformity’.

Then there was Rivka, a beautiful Israeli PhD student who had recently relocated to Sydney with her husband, who worked at Google. At first, I’d completely friend-fallen for Rivka and wondered how soon I could ask her if she wanted to start a book club together. She was awesome. Until she told me that she, her husband and her twin babies were Paleo and no, baby Henry couldn’t have any of my banana bread because he was ‘totally intolerant to gluten’. He’d never actually had it, but Rivka knew – a mother does – that even one grain of wheat would be poison for her little one. Apparently.

There was Brenna, mum to fifteen-month-old Evie, who told me quite earnestly one day about the diet she had followed to have a daughter.

‘I knew it was the pineapples that did it,’ she said, while I thought, ‘Or maybe it was the X chromosomes?’

But I could see why Ellie liked coming here. The mothers, though some of them had batshit rules about parenting, were nice enough and treated each others’ kids well. There was an unspoken rule that all food was communal (not drink bottles, though; if a toddler picked up another kid’s Tommee Tippee water bottle it was tantamount to the spread of Ebola, as far as these mothers were concerned). The women held loose conversations about returning to work and which baby carrier was best and the new cafe that sold cronuts, while keeping two watchful eyes on all of the kids in the enclosed playground. If anyone fell or cried or had a tantrum, any one of the mothers could be counted on to go to their aid. So that was nice.

But for me, it was also a lesson in what not to do. I didn’t want to have endless conversations about which organic rice cereal was best for starting solids or why Aldi nappies were a waste of money. I didn’t want to gush over a child I felt didn’t deserve gushing over (and, yep, I know that’s slightly heinous). I wanted to have my baby, dress it in Country Road Kids and read Madeline together. That would do just nicely.

And I couldn’t stand Ellie’s hypocrisy with these women. She relied on them for company, to fill her days and punctuate the boredom of being with a toddler for ten hours at a time, but as soon as they were out of earshot, she began bitching about their store-bought nappies or silly gender diets.

Nina sipped her pinot grigio – ugh – and ducked her head a little, bringing me back to the present. ‘Listen, George. I’ve got to ask now, or I never will.’

She paused. I raised my eyebrows like, ‘Go ahead.’

She took a breath. ‘Why did you… I thought you’d… why are you keeping the baby?’ In the end, she asked the last part so quickly the words almost blended entirely.

I’d known that Nina would ask me this question, but I still didn’t quite know how to answer it.

I breathed out through gritted teeth and felt my eyes widen, that ‘fucked if I know?’ look. The truth was, there were so many reasons, but I wasn’t sure I could articulate them for Nina. I wasn’t sure it was fair.

Because I was afraid that if I didn’t it would be the wrong choice. Because in the end, I let fear take over and that fear, the fear of not ever having children and realising I’d missed out, that fear won.

Because I started to doubt something I’d believed for a very long time and I didn’t know what that meant.

Because I started to think, maybe this won’t be so bad. Maybe I’ve been wrong all this time. Or maybe all along I just needed a push. An accidental mid-thirties pregnancy to make me think, well, this could be it.

And finally: Because I think I can do it. I think maybe I can do it and not be Ellie.

‘It just felt right,’ is what I said instead, which was just about the farthest thing from the truth I ever could have said.

In fact, it was because it felt wrong to call time on this pregnancy. Like I said, the fear won.

Nina smiled and nodded.

‘And, um… I don’t know, really. I just…’ I couldn’t make the words fit in the sentence properly. I decided to play Nina at her own game and laugh at myself. ‘I think maybe I was a fifties housewife all along. Just needed a bun of my own to bake to see things clearly.’

Nina laughed. ‘Oh yeah, you’re going to be a real Donna Hay homemaker.’

‘I am. All organic everything… and handmade swaddles and –’

‘Swaddles? How do you know that word?’ Nina asked, like I was six and had just dropped the C-bomb.

‘Hanging out with Ellie, I guess.’ Actually, I had no idea. Was I becoming a mother by osmosis, magically learning a new vocabulary?

Nina smiled, but it was still too uneasy to talk about any of this freely.

Thankfully, she changed the subject.

‘Hey, when you rang the other night, you mentioned someone called Callum… or…’

‘Colin?’

‘Yeah. Who’s that?’

I rolled my eyes and shrugged. ‘Nobody.’

Nina smirked and tilted her head forward, the universal girlspeak for ‘don’t bullshit me’. ‘Who is it?’

‘Just this guy I had a drink with. But nothing happened.’

‘When was this?’

‘About a month ago.’

‘How did you meet him?’

‘I was having a drink – don’t judge me, just one – and he came up and we talked. And then he disappeared.’

Nina nodded. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I was telling him about the whole… baby thing, and then he went to buy me another mineral water and he never came back.’

Nina raised her eyebrows. ‘He just never came back?’

I shook my head. ‘He was a creep in wolf’s clothing.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense.’

‘I know! He was listening to me, and nodding, and asking questions – well, maybe not asking questions – but, you know, he seemed interested, and then… nothing.’

‘No, I mean your metaphor. Creep in wolf’s clothing. That doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Oh.’ I waved her criticism away. ‘Well, the point is, he just disappeared. Everything was going so well and then… he ghosted.’

‘That’s weird.’

‘I scared him off.’

Nina’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you really think he was that shallow? What was he like about the baby stuff?’

‘Great! He was great. We were really… connecting, you know? It was fun. He seemed… nice.’

‘Then I don’t get it. I mean, he could see you were pregnant. If he was trying to chat you up anyway, why would he then suddenly get scared off? It doesn’t make sense.’

I shrugged, chewing my bread, which, by this point in the pregnancy, wasn’t much more than a vehicle for butter.

‘Something else happened,’ said Nina. ‘I don’t think he was scared off. Why don’t you just call him and ask if you can start over?’

‘Because I don’t want to. I’m embarrassed. Also I don’t have his number.’

‘How long did you wait for him?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Can we stop talking about this, please?

Does it really matter?’

‘Yes. How long?’

I shrugged. ‘A couple of minutes?’

‘A couple of minutes? That’s not long enough! Maybe he had a toilet emergency.’

‘Ew.’

‘Ugh, you always do this. You expect life to be cookie-cutter perfect, for things to happen exactly the way you imagine them.’

‘No, I don’t.’

Nina laughed and shook her head. ‘Remember Robin?

That awful guy you were hooking up with after I got back from Contiki?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He was like the bad boy you wanted to make good. And when he turned out to be just a plain old garden-variety douche, you couldn’t believe it. Then there was Brendon, who was nice and normal but you found something wrong with him. Then there was Dave, who was funny and smart and everyone liked him but you couldn’t see yourself with him, for whatever weird reason. And Jason, who was seriously great, and you blew it. No-one is going to be perfect, George. It’s not like high school, when we wrote those big long lists of what we wanted in a boyfriend. This is real life. This is adulthood.’

I couldn’t believe Nina was talking to me like this. ‘Neen, back off. Why are you being so mean?’

She pulled back. ‘I’m not. I’m just calling it like I see it.’

‘You are. Look, if we’re going to be friends… I can’t be a punching bag, OK?’

‘That’s not what I’m doing,’ she said indignantly.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes!’ she said, folding her arms across her chest.

I softened my gaze. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to attack you, but… do you get what I’m talking about? I can’t be your enemy, Neen.’

She let a breath out. ‘Yeah. I guess. Sorry. I’ll back off.’

I gave her the strongest smile I could muster and tried to veer the conversation back into more stable territory. ‘And look, don’t take this personally, but it’s kind of hard to take relationship advice from somebody who stepped out of a fairytale and married her high-school sweetheart.’

Nina laughed, but not the way she normally did when I ribbed her about practically never having held hands with anyone but Matt. There was a note of bitterness there.

‘Mmm.’ Nina was nodding, but her eyes were downcast and distant.

Our waitress returned. ‘The steak frites for you, madame, and the risotto for your friend.’

Then she stopped, and waited.

‘Yes?’ I asked gently.

‘Uh, would you like some cracked pepper?’

‘Sure, thanks,’ I said.

Nina nodded.

The waitress waited.

‘May I get you some more water?’

‘Uh, sure, that’s fine. Thank you.’

Still she waited.

‘I’ll just go get that for you now.’

I nodded slowly. She stayed put.

‘Are you OK?’

She nodded. And stayed.

‘Are you… Georgie… Georgie Henderson?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Oh,’ she said, bashfully. ‘I love Jolie. It’s my favourite magazine. I buy it every month.’

‘Oh, that’s so nice to hear. I actually don’t work there anymore.’

‘I know! Sad face,’ she said, and pulled a theatrical sad face. ‘Lucy Fitzgerald is taking over, isn’t she? I’m so excited. I follow her on Instagram, and she is so funny.’

‘Mmm,’ I said tightly.

‘I mean, between the Make-Your-Own-Ryan-Gosling-Meme thing they’re putting on the website, and the new live office stream, I’m never going to get any studying done, ever again,’ she said, laughing.

‘Right. That’s… great. Uh, look, could we get that water please?’

She nodded, her eyes widening with the realisation that she’d totally fangirled. Over Lucy. ‘Oh, of course. Be right back.’

‘My biggest fan,’ I deadpanned to Nina.

‘She’s a teenager. She doesn’t know what happened. She thinks you quit and Lucy took your job.’

‘I guess,’ I said, still smarting from my loss. ‘Ugh, I mean – what is it about these readers? Why do they want memes and live video streams and 3000 pictures of Katy Perry’s manicure instead of good, solid content? I mean, what’s wrong with the humble written word, Nina? Have we all become stupid?’

‘Enough!’ Nina held a hand in front of her face. ‘This, again, is exactly what I mean. Things change, George. You have to move on. I’m sorry that this happened to you. You got screwed over. However… I don’t want to be rude, but…’ Nina was the only person in the world who could start a sentence like that and I’d stay to hear the end of it, ‘… you still have a Hotmail account, George. Hotmail. Times have changed. We have this thing called the internet now. I think it’s really going to take off.’

‘Ha.’

‘I’m serious. Come on, hon, this is news to you and nobody else. I know it’s awful to hear, but seriously… couldn’t you see this coming? I mean, maybe not the whole being replaced by someone twelve years younger than you part, but – Meg did tell you that you needed to get on top of this. And you didn’t. Couldn’t you see what might happen?’

I shook my head.

‘George… you are one of the smartest people I know. But sometimes it’s like you’re looking at a world that nobody else lives in.’

‘Like a brilliant autistic artist?’

‘No… more like someone who can’t see something they don’t want to see.’

She was right. I knew I had to let go, but I was still too outraged. Some part of me – a rather big part, truth be told – wanted Meg to be wrong. I wanted readers to stage angry protests and demand I be reinstated. I knew it would never happen, of course I did; but I couldn’t let go of the wish that it might.

‘Fine.’

I stared longingly at Nina’s perfectly cooked steak, desperate for a piece of meat that hadn’t been burnt charcoal black inside and out, which was apparently the only type I was allowed to eat according to Ellie’s pregnancy rules.

‘For what it’s worth, though, George, Jolie was great. They’re fucking idiots if they think a 22-year-old can do a better job than you.’

Nina Doherty: decking people for me since 1993.
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WEEK 31

‘Isn’t little George the sweetest?’

I looked up from Expecting Love. I’d just finished the chapter on toilet training.


When your little one is ready to step out of cloth nappies (remember, there is significant and growing evidence that artificial nappies can cause semi-permanent skin damage such as occasional redness) and into the wonderful world of underpants, constant praise is key. Of course, constant praise is essential in every area of a child’s development, but here it is imperative. I cannot express that enough.

When your child indicates he is ready to move out of cloth nappies (see warning re. artificial nappies above) by picking up a pair of underwear you have left out for him in his room in a place he can clearly see them, tell him he is a very good boy for being so clever as to find them. Then tell him: ‘You are so clever, in fact, that I think you are ready to be a big boy and do a big boy wee on the toilet.’ If he should appear nervous about this in any way, immediately stop proceedings for at least three months. Then you may begin again, at step one.



‘Little George…?’ I stared at Mum, wondering which second cousin I was forgetting now.

‘Windsor. Er, Cambridge. What are they called?’

‘Who?’

‘You know, George!’ Mum slapped the page of the magazine she was reading with the back of her hand. I looked down at the page. Duchess Kate and her toddler son, George, beamed up at me.

‘Oh, George,’ I said. My mum talked about certain celebrities like she knew them intimately. Listening to her speak about Nicole Kidman, you’d have sworn they’d known each other since birth.

‘Isn’t he cute?’

‘Yeah, he’s cute. He looks like William.’

‘Of course he does.’

‘Well, you never know. Look at Harry… who does he look like?’

I raised my eyebrows but Mum, as I suspected, was having none of it.

‘He looks like Charles Spencer, Georgie,’ she snapped. ‘It’s a fact that lots of second children take after their aunts and uncles.’

I kept my laughter inside even though it was beyond tempting to giggle at Mum for her strange, unabating loyalty to a group of people she’d never met, whose lives were paid for by her tax dollars.

‘Right.’

‘And isn’t Kate beautiful?’

‘Yes,’ I nodded.

‘And you can tell she’s such a good mum to him. Look at the way she’s holding him,’ said Mum, motioning to the page as if it were a signed affidavit that yes, Kate Middleton was a good mum, end of story.

‘Uh-huh,’ I said, looking back down at Expecting Love.

‘Have you thought about where you’ll have the baby?’

‘In a hospital.’

I couldn’t see it, but I knew Mum was rolling her eyes. ‘Yes, very funny, Georgie. Where?’

‘I’m booked into RPA, Mum.’

‘And where will you live with the baby?’

‘I’m looking for a place, Mum.’

I was. And I was getting nowhere. The great thing about Sydney was that you had so much choice when it came to real estate. Would you like a one-bedroom studio that’s really more like a walk-in closet with a few taps? Excellent, you may live in any suburb from Bondi to Burwood as long as you can part with at least $500 a week, but probably more like $750. Possibly more. Or would you like a four-bedroom home with a generous backyard, six car spaces, a media room, formal living and dining and an in-built barbecue out the back? Fab! You can move to Penrith. See? So much choice.

‘You could live here,’ she said, as neutral as purple highlights.

‘Uh, thank you for the offer. But, um, that’s fine.’

‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Georgie.’

‘What does that even mean?’

Mum sighed heartily. ‘It means don’t be a brat.’

‘I’m not being a brat,’ I said, in a voice I recognised as very close to Lucas’s when he was in trouble with Ellie or Simon.

Mum smiled, softening her face. ‘Sorry, love. I’m just worried about you. And the baby.’

‘You don’t need to be worried, Mum. We’re going to be fine.’

Things were, in fact, incredibly fine. I was two-and-a-bit trimesters in and the size of a camping tent, but a good pair of Topshop maternity jeans had made me feel more comfortable than, perhaps, I had ever felt at any other time in my life. I had boobs you could rest a pint on, but thanks to Grace they felt buoyant yet supported. Amazing. My ankles had taken to swelling with fluid at about 4 pm every day, but since I wasn’t going to work, I could literally put my feet up.

I couldn’t admit it to anyone – not Ellie, who wouldn’t understand, not Nina, who would probably find it the height of arrogance, and not Mum, who… well, I couldn’t tell her much of anything – but I still felt strangely disconnected from the growing person inside me. It was surreal to think that the bump in my belly held a little person who would be with me forever. So surreal, in fact, that I simply couldn’t connect the two. I had made up my mind, yes, but in a lot of ways I was still in limbo. I was still living in Ellie’s guest room and, good gracious, I was yet to purchase a single ‘baby’ thing. Unless you counted a Marc Jacobs nappy bag, in which case I had bought exactly one thing ‘for the baby’.

People asked me constantly about the gender and the due date and how long I was taking off work and how I was feeling. Like 99 per cent of pregnant women, I smiled politely and answered their questions with a civility I hadn’t known I could summon and inwardly thought, ‘This is none of your business. And why do you care so much? I barely know these things and it’s my baby. Why are you so interested?’

The other 1 per cent of mums-to-be, the ones who were brave enough to actually say, ‘Please fuck off and leave me to my seventeenth packet of cheese and bacon balls’ were my personal heroes.

I was afraid I wouldn’t love the baby because I hadn’t planned it, because I had considered – quite seriously – not having it. Because other people waited years for their babies, whereas it felt like mine had dropped into my lap – or, to be more precise, my uterus – almost by chance. And this, in turn, made me feel shallow and guilty. Too frequently, a carousel of anxious thoughts turned in my mind.

I am a bad person, I kept thinking, for not wanting this baby the way Nina did. I was a bad person for not really listening when people tried to tell me about pumping and burping and controlled crying and not caring at all what those things were. Nina would care. Nina would know. I was a bad person for not letting my mum enjoy this the way I knew she wanted to. And I was an especially bad person for not wanting to get back together with Jase for the sake of this baby.

I’d told him that I was keeping the baby weeks before, and true to Jase’s reliably good nature he was genuinely excited. Happy. Said he was going to ring his mum, all that jazz. We had a brief discussion about money and whether he would like to spend time with the baby and how much time that might be and generally agreed that we’d chat about it later, when there was an actual baby to deal with.

So you can imagine my surprise when he turned up at Ellie’s house a few days ago, ready to make a decent woman out of me.

‘Hey,’ I said, opening the door.

Lucas wasn’t home, otherwise he would have had dibs on door-opening. I hadn’t expected to see Jase – we’d been messaging each other but we hadn’t seen each other since I’d told him about the baby status.

‘Hey – glad you’re home. Are Ellie and Simon here?’

‘No, Mandarin classes.’

‘Ellie and Simon are learning Chinese?’

‘If only. Lucas is.’

Jase raised his eyebrows. ‘Isn’t he a little young?’

‘Oh no, Jase!’ I exclaimed exaggeratedly. ‘It’s the best time to learn a new language, because little ones just soak it all up in a way that our brains don’t let us.’ I knew all the words in Ellie’s ‘Reasons Why Language Classes Are Essential For Infants’ speech.

‘Riiiiight. Can I come in?’

‘Of course. Sorry,’ I said, motioning for him to come inside.

‘Tea?’

Jase nodded, following me inside. He sat at Ellie and Simon’s kitchen table, and I instantly flashed back to Jase and I at our kitchen table – well, his – all those months ago, when he was so angry at me and I couldn’t quite understand why. So much had happened in the intervening months – I almost felt like it had been a different person at that table with Jase.

‘Earl Grey OK? Or do you want peppermint or something?’

‘Uh, Earl Grey’s good. Thanks George.’

‘No problem.’ I put the kettle on and found the teabags. When I looked back around at Jase, I saw him muttering something to himself, not unlike the way GreyBeard WizardMan did outside my office. Former office.

‘Are you OK?’

He looked up. ‘Yeah, yeah… I just – can you sit down, please? Don’t worry about the tea.’

Oh god. Jase is dying. My baby is going to be fatherless. Who will be his – her? – male role model? Kevin?!

I sat down and slid my hands across the table to Jase, wrapping his fingers in mine. ‘Jase, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. Just, uh, a bit nervous.’ Jase exhaled, looking away from me and at the stack of Lucas’s finger paintings at his feet.

‘About being a dad? We’ll be OK. I mean, how hard can it be? Teenagers do it all the time. Britney Spears has two kids! It can’t be rocket science, right?’

‘We’ll do better than fine, George. We’ll be great parents. But, uh, that’s not what I meant.’

I stared at him, sensing what might come next but not quite believing it. That wasn’t Jase’s style. Was it? Nope. Absolutely not. Couldn’t be.

‘George,’ he began, in a tone that was a dead giveaway. I felt my heart start to beat faster. No, no, no, no, no. Please don’t, Jase, please don’t. ‘George, when we broke up, I was devastated. I thought that – well, I thought that we were heading towards something. You know, we’re not getting any younger, all that stuff.’ I raised my eyebrows but said nothing. ‘I know we never talked about having kids in so many words –’ or in any words, I silently added ‘– but I’m so happy we’re doing this together.’ Except we’re not doing it together, I wanted to interject. ‘You’re going to be a wonderful mum, and I can’t wait to be a dad. And I’ve been thinking – we’ve got to do right by this baby, you know? You only get one chance, and you can’t screw it up.’ He paused and looked at me as if he was on the verge of saying Something Significant. ‘A baby needs two parents.’

I nodded. ‘This baby has two parents.’

‘Two parents who are a team. Together. Don’t you wish you had known your dad? Don’t you feel like you missed out by not having him around?’

‘No. I don’t, actually. I had Kevin. And my mum. Who, you know, is more than enough to deal with. But – this has nothing to do with our situation. You’re going to be around for this baby, Jase. We don’t need to –’

‘George, will you marry me?’

Oh shit.

I considered my options. Tell Jase a flat no now and deal with the consequences. Or go along with Jase’s little fantasy world and say yes. Get hitched. While pregnant. Did they even make maternity wedding dresses?

‘Jase…’

His face looked so hopeful it was hard to keep going. But I knew I had to.

‘No. It’s not a good idea. I mean – aren’t you seeing someone else?’

‘George, we can’t not get married because I had a bit of a fling when we were broken up.’

‘No, it’s not that. There are lots of reasons. I just don’t think we’re meant to be together, Jase. We can be good parents without being married. I think it would be way, way worse for this baby if we got married and decided later we weren’t right for each other. Which, let’s be real, is probably what would happen.’

Jase’s eyes had narrowed, hardened. ‘So that’s a no, is it?’

I nodded.

‘Don’t you want to be married?’

Had Jase always been so conventional? Had I just ignored it before because I didn’t want to see it?

‘I have no idea, Jase. There’s so much ahead of me that I have to figure out. But I think we were both pretty clear on the fact that we were done. I betrayed you, remember? Lied? And I felt like you didn’t understand me. Pretty big differences. Pretty hard to overcome.’

‘But the baby –’

‘The baby won’t solve any of that. You know that, Jase.’

I realised we were still holding hands and decided it was probably a good time to let go.

He left.

Mum pulled me back to the present. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

I nodded, knowing I didn’t have to offer any other instruction. Mum knew I liked my tea exactly how I didn’t like my coffee: weak and milky and sweet. I felt a jolt and wondered if, somehow, I’d know that about my own baby. There were ten weeks til this kid was due and that seemed like forever. How weird must it feel for my mum to see me as an adult – a fully formed human capable of having preferences when it came to tea, a lifetime away from the tiny, helpless infant she once knew.

Fuck, life was weird.
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‘Where are we?’ Nina hissed.

‘1997?’

It really did look like 1997 at the reunion, but not in a cool, Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet way.

‘Who are all these people?’

I shook my head. ‘No idea.’

They were, in fact, people we had spent six years with, once upon a time. But like most people, we’d wiped those so-so memories, and now high school was only remembered in our minds as either beautifully sweet or horrifyingly bad. We remembered the great times we had had together and the awful things that bitches like Kelly Burns (nee Hooper) had done to us, but the rest of it, the ninety-five other people we’d graduated with, had faded into obscurity because they were neither too nice nor too nasty to leave an impression.

It was like Jolie. I knew I’d remember all the amazing times – the times when big stars sent beautiful flowers to thank me for making them cover girls, the wonderful parties and the readers’ letters that made you realise there really were people out there buying the mag. And I’d remember the shit times – like the last three months – but everything else would just be days spent at work.

‘Aren’t there supposed to be, like, name-tags or something? So we know who we’re dealing with?’

‘I don’t know. Let’s just get a drink.’ I sighed, wondering if I was perhaps a closet alcoholic. Twice this week, I had almost ordered a drink before remembering my baby-ordered booze ban.

Nina raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ll have one for you, hon.’

We made our way to the bar but a tall red-headed man stopped us. He looked like the sort of person who should be thin, but wasn’t. His face and legs were the approximate diameter of cigarettes, but his waist looked more pregnant than mine. He looked like a cartoon version of himself.

‘’Allo, ’allo!’ Cartoon Guy bellowed our way.

‘Hello,’ I said. Who is this guy? I glanced at Nina, who was giving me the ‘beats me’ eyes.

‘How the bloody ’ell are you, Georgie Henderson and Nina Doherty?’ I stared, as if this might help me remember who this person was, while waiting for Nina to tell him that her married name was now Ingleton. Weird: she didn’t.

‘Good, good,’ I assured him, trying to resume our search for the bar.

‘Still thick as thieves then?’ Apparently somewhere between high school and the present day, Cartoon Guy had acquired an Irish brogue. I wondered if the Colin Farrell impression did it for anyone.

‘Yeah,’ said Nina. ‘And you’re still…’

‘Still at the bank, yes. Slaving away,’ he said, smiling. ‘Still, I try to get back here whenever I can.’

‘Here?’

‘Well, Sydney,’ said Cartoon Guy. ‘Dublin’s great, but the weather’s shite.’

‘Right,’ I nodded. ‘Of course.’ I looked at Nina again, but she was no help. She was staring longingly towards the bar.

‘You don’t remember me, do you?’

I laughed, possibly a little too heartily. ‘Oh no, of course we do. Of course we remember you… How could we forget…?’

‘Adam,’ said Nina, exaggeratedly. ‘Of course we remember you, Adam.’

Adam? Adam, my next-door neighbour? Adam, who went to school with us and hadn’t even known that Nina’s mum had died?

Adam. Who now lived in Dublin and apparently thought he was Bono.

‘You got me!’ said Adam, pointing his fingers in a move I recognised as belonging entirely to The Wiggles (thanks, Lucas). ‘I could never forget you two, of course.’

‘Is that right?’ Adam looked nothing like I had expected. I was right; he was once a thin person – a really, really thin person – but now he looked like he had been pumped up from the inside out. Even his head was bigger. How was that even possible?

Adam nodded vigorously. ‘You were joined at the hip, you two. Best friends. We were all a bit jealous, actually.’

I raised a brow. ‘You were jealous of two fourteen-year-old girls?’

Adam nodded. ‘Yeah, a bit. I didn’t really have a friend like that. I mean, I had all my cricket mates, but… it’s not the same. Got a little girl of my own now, and I have to say, I think women are better at friendship than men. Even when they’re four!’

‘Oh,’ I said, suddenly bashful. ‘Thanks.’

‘It’s really nice to see you’re still friends, that’s all.’ Wow. Adam had gained twenty kilos but also, it seemed, a new and improved personality. Thank god for that.

‘Thank you,’ said Nina.

We looked at each other with a sort of ‘WTF?’ brow, but both smiled. After the events of the past few months, it really was a miracle we were still friends. But I knew that friendship with Nina was like a warm, familiar jumper I could slip on even years later and it would still fit, like I’d worn it just yesterday. Not that I ever intended to take the jumper off again, of course.

‘Uh, yeah. We’re getting a drink – do you want one?’

Adam shook his head. ‘Don’t drink anymore. Went a bit nuts for it my first year in Dublin. Decided it wasn’t for me.’

‘Oh. OK.’

Nina and I walked to the bar in silence.

‘He seems nice now,’ I said.

‘Yeah. That’s weird, right? That he’s nice?’ Nina gave me that look I knew so well, where her brow crinkled and her eyes asked for what we both knew was the truth.

‘Yeah, definitely.’

‘OK, so it’s not just me then.’ She turned her attention to the bar, fishing in her handbag for our drink vouchers. ‘Mineral water for her, please, and a glass of the house white for me,’ Nina said to the bartender, who I vaguely recognised as a woman who used to work at the McDonald’s near our school. She nodded and poured a glass of flat soda water from a bottle for me and a glass of cask Fruity Lexia for Nina.

Nina looked at my drink. ‘Do you have any lemon?’ she asked the bartender, who looked like she cared less about adding lemon to my drink than she did about catching up on the latest NPR podcast.

I rolled my eyes at Nina. ‘Thank you,’ I said to the bartender.

‘What? Like it’s too much to ask to put lemon in somebody’s drink?’

I shook my head. ‘Look around you, Princess Grace of Monaco. You’re back in Kansas.’ I purposely mixed my metaphors because I knew Nina would get both of them.

Nina smirked.

‘Tell me again how Matt got out of this,’ I said.

Nina’s smile fell. ‘He’s not feeling well,’ she said shortly.

‘Oh. Yeah, I know. Sorry, I was just making a joke. Is he OK?’

Nina rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah.’

‘Man flu?’

‘Something like that.’

She had finished two-thirds of her drink already. We were barely six foot from the bar.

‘Easy up, soldier. You’re turning into Princess Stephanie.’

Nina either didn’t get the joke or she didn’t want to. She stood, still as a post, staring out into a sea of people we used to know.

‘You OK?’

She shook her head wordlessly.

‘You want to go outside?’

A nod, brief and small.

We made our way to the balcony but turned back once we realised it was sardines-in-a-tin filled with our ex-classmates, some of whom were busily lighting up beer bongs.

‘Come here,’ I said, pointing to the coat check.

I shut the door and Nina sat down on the table in the middle of the room, surrounded by two racks of coats of all shapes, sizes and shopping-mall brands.

‘What’s up? Did you and Matt have a fight?’

Nina shook her head. ‘No… I think we had The Fight.’

I sat down next to her. ‘What’s “The Fight”?’

‘The Fight. The Fight that decides it.’

‘Decides what?’

‘It. Whether we’re going to break up or not.’

‘What?’ I stood up. How could Nina and Matt break up? If Nina and Matt broke up… what hope was there for anyone, anywhere? They were perfect together in every way. Everybody loved them. Every body wanted to be them. They were the white Jay-Z and Beyoncé of Marrickville. So to speak.

‘I know. Big shock, huh?’ Nina smiled ruefully.

‘What are you talking about? I’m sure you’re making too much of it. Nothing could break you guys up. You’re Ross and Rachel. You’re Donna and Josh. You’re… Angela and Jordan.’

‘Angela and Jordan broke up.’

‘Well, they shouldn’t have. They were perfect for each other.’

‘No, they weren’t. She was a self-centred fifteen-year-old and he was a loser who couldn’t spell. Some of my Year 1 kids have more emotional maturity than those two.’

‘How dare you?’ For a second I forgot that Nina was in deep, emotional hot water and had switched to defending My So-Called Life as if I’d created it. ‘Look, we’re not talking about that. We’re talking about you and Matt. What happened?’

Nina’s shoulders slumped forward. ‘We don’t know what to do.’

‘About…?’

‘The baby. Or, you know, getting pregnant. God, I keep thinking that. ‘The baby’, like there’s an actual baby out there that’s mine. Like it’s lost and I just have to find it.’ She shook her head. ‘What I mean is, we don’t know if we’ll keep trying.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to appear too supportive of the decision – Nina might interpret that like I thought it was foolhardy to try in the first place. But I didn’t want to question her choice, either. I did, however, want to slap Matt quite vigorously for a sustained period of time for being such a fuckwit to Neen. Matt, who hadn’t replied to any of my texts since the day of the would-be transfer, who had unfriended me on Facebook and apparently had no interest in knowing me anymore. How dare he want to stop now, after all they’d been through? Nina needed a baby now more than ever.

‘I don’t know if I can do it again.’

‘Oh,’ I said, my brows lifting. Nina doesn’t want a baby anymore?

‘I just… I just cannot keep doing this, George. I want to. I really do. I still want a baby. But it’s been seven years now. Do you know how many days that is? I added it up last night. It’s 2556 days. Two and a half thousand days I’ve spent thinking about this, wanting this. I’ve done everything. Well, almost everything: you ruined my surrogacy plans, of course.’ She smiled wryly but I felt my heart flinch anyway. ‘I can’t keep going on a sniff of hope like this. I’m so tired.’

I nodded and sat back down. Nina and I rarely hugged but I decided it would be OK to do it now. I leaned my head against Nina’s and looped my arm over her back. She leaned in to me.

‘I don’t know what I should say.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Nina, her face buried in her hands. ‘I feel awful but… I think I’m done. The thought of trying something else and failing… it’s too much to even think about.’

I nodded. ‘What does Matt think?’

Nina shook her head, still wrapped in her hands. ‘He hates me.’

‘Neen, that’s not true. Matt loves you. Actually, that’s not true. He adores you.’ Even though it had surprised me that Nina and Matt were dating way back when, now it seemed like they didn’t make any sense without each other. I’d never seen Matt even look at another woman; he was beyond heterosexual: he was Ninasexual.

Nina was silent.

‘You guys can work this out,’ I said. Even as I said it, it began to dawn on me that perhaps we had reached that age when, no, it wasn’t always possible to work things out.

Nina turned to me and smiled through her hands. ‘I don’t know. He wants to keep going. There’s a new procedure we could try, but…’ Nina threw up her hands. ‘We have no money left. And I don’t mean that in an ‘I’ll have to cut down on takeaway coffee’ way, I mean it like ‘We could lose our house’. I’ve had to ask Dad for a loan. Matt doesn’t even know. I can’t tell him; he’d be furious. We barely have a relationship anymore. I can’t remember the last time we had a conversation that wasn’t about babies or pregnancy or money. And, look, I know a lot of that is my fault. I wanted a baby. I want a baby. I just don’t want to keep doing this anymore. And this new technique, the new procedure Matt wants to try… I just keep thinking it’ll be just like the others. We’ll go to the clinic and they’ll tell us how it’ll work and get our hopes up and then, right at the end, they’ll mention how there’s only a 30 per cent chance of it actually being successful, but by that stage we’ll be so sure there’s a baby in our future that we’ll say, yes, sure, let’s do it, let’s go for it, but… I can’t live on 30 per cent anymore. It’s not enough.’

Outside, I heard the first chords of that awful Green Day song they play at funerals and high-school reunions and the accompanying cheers of delight from the crowd.

‘So you… you don’t think you’ll ever have a baby?’ And the winner of Ms Insensitivity 2015 is… Georgie Henderson! Well done, George, we’re all so proud. You’ve won a lifetime supply of socks to cover your feet as you jam them in your mouth.

Nina shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’

I waited for the signature Nina joke to follow, but it didn’t.

‘Things don’t always work out the way we plan, huh?’

‘Thanks, Lifetime Movie of the Week.’

‘Hey, it’s what you told me a few days ago!’

‘Oh, yeah.’

‘And you were right, which is unusual for you.’

Nina rolled her eyes.

‘You’ll work it out with Matt.’

‘I really want him to have a baby. He deserves that.’

‘So do you. But life isn’t always fair. Matt has to understand that, too. And you’re the one this is actually, physically happening to. They’re your eggs and it’s your body. If you want to stop, he should be fine with that.’

‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘I know.’ I paused. ‘I’m sorry, Neen.’ It was what I should have said in the first place. We sat there for a minute, not speaking. What’s the right way to say, ‘I’m sorry your marriage is breaking up and your dream of having a baby seems futile but oops, looks like I’m pregnant, so please try to be happy for me if possible’?

‘It’s OK,’ she said eventually, even though it really wasn’t. ‘Come on, let’s go back out there. I want to see Kelly and all her loser netball friends and place bets on how much they’ve stacked it on.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yep. Let’s go ask them which flavour of Bacardi Breezer is their favourite. Still the purple one?’

‘You can be such a bitch, you know that?’

Nina smirked. ‘Takes one, you know…’

‘I know.’

Out in the conference-room-turned-dancefloor, our former classmates were drunkenly bouncing away to a song I vaguely recognised. Someone called Ashanti or Aaliyah might have sung it. I tried to match faces to names but it was hard because, well, these people had aged. They had spread and greyed and, in some cases, seemed to have shrunk as well. It suddenly occurred to me that they might be looking at me, thinking the same thing, making the same judgements.

‘Do you want to dance?’

Nina shook her head. ‘No way.’

‘Well, what are we here for then?’

‘To validate our life choices, George. Obviously.’

‘Right.’

A group of women, some of whom I recognised, had dropped their handbags and clutches next to them on the dancefloor, to better facilitate their moves. They’d formed a dance circle and one woman, who may have been a Jessica or a Sarah, or perhaps neither, gyrated in the centre while the others cheered her on. It made me nervous just looking at her. I hated dance circles because I always felt sorry for the person in the middle and wanted to applaud them as loudly and vehemently as possible, as if their success at dancing in the middle of the circle was somehow indicative of their success in life, and was also dependent on my cheering them on. It was exhausting and not at all fun. High-school discos were torturous.

‘Well, look who it is!’ I heard a shrill but broad voice sing out behind us. I glanced at Nina. It had to be her. Nina cast her eyes behind her and grimaced, nodding. I hated Kelly, but Nina truly could not stand her. And fair enough. Kelly had treated her position as Official School Bitch like she had been appointed by a board and had company shares. She acted like she had KPIs to meet: ‘bully Georgie Henderson mercilessly until she cries during PE one day… every month’, ‘be a total arse about Nina Doherty’s mum dying’, ‘pick on five random people each day, just because you can’, et cetera, et cetera. The only thing that comforted me about Kelly’s existence was that there was one of her kind at every high school, everywhere in the world, and they were all as meaningless as each other.

‘Georgie! Nina! Hellooooooooooo!’ She flung her Tracy Anderson Method–toned arms around the both of us and reined us in for a hug. She wasn’t fat. That was annoying. Somewhere between Kelly’s shoulder and her left earlobe – adorned with three sets of earrings from Diva’s latest collection – I found Nina and shared a look with her. Arsehole alert, arsehole alert.

I pulled away. ‘Hi, Kelly. How are you?’ I tried to feign some enthusiasm, but it was tough. The woman had once put one of our classmates up to ringing my house and leaving a message on the machine – my family’s machine, let it be known – asking me to the movies. If I hadn’t listened to the whole thing, it wouldn’t have been forever marked in my memory as the first time my heart felt broken. At the end of the message, after suggesting a movie (Can’t Hardly Wait) and time (the 7.15 showing on Saturday night) he had sighed and said, ‘Kelly, I can’t do this. It’s too mean.’ He’d stopped talking but the message had played out with Kelly’s laughter.

‘I’m amazing! What a great night, am I right? Are you girls having a good time?’ When Kelly spoke, her whole face spoke with her. She was perpetually in Year 7 drama class.

Nina and I nodded. Nina, on her third glass of Fruity Lexia now, took a large sip. It’s called a gulp, actually, when it’s that big.

‘And Georgie, I had no idea you were even married. Congratulations!’

‘Huh?’

Kelly pointed at my bump. ‘Congratulations. On the baby.’

‘Oh. Thank you. But, uh, I’m not married.’

‘Oh!’ She actually fake-slapped her wrist. ‘Silly me. I know you live in the city – people there probably do that all the time.’

Live in the city? We lived exactly an hour away from each other and this woman was talking about it like I’d spanned centuries to get here tonight.

‘Do what?’ Nina asked.

Kelly smiled, a little uncomfortably I thought. ‘You know… have a baby… out of, uh, wedlock.’

Nina burst into laughter. ‘Wedlock? What is this, 1950? She’s a grown woman, Burns, she can do whatever she likes.’

Kelly shifted on the spot, her eyes darting from me to Nina. ‘Oh, I know. I – I mean, I’m a mum, too, Georgie. I didn’t mean to offend you. I guess I was just a bit surprised that you… I mean, of all people, I never would have imagined you with a baby. I don’t know why, I just…’ she trailed off. ‘You can understand why I never thought of you as maternal, right?’

I cocked my head to one side and played along. ‘No, not really.’

I let it hang, knowing that Kelly would sniff the bait and decide she was still hungry.

She gave me a nervous smile now. ‘Oh, I mean, it’s just… you were always really into your, um, your career and, um, being smart and getting good marks. So I just never saw you as a mum. I s’pose that’s it, really.’ I couldn’t see Nina’s face, but I had a feeling her eyebrows were becoming one with her hairline. But Kelly barrelled on. ‘And… you never seemed to, like, care about people or things or… you were like, really tough, and I could never figure you out, you know? But I think it’s great that someone like you is having a baby. Even if it is a sort of change-of-life thing.’

I opened my mouth, ready to reach my hand down Kelly’s throat and permanently remove her larynx so she could never say such idiotic things again when Nina came to my rescue. Again.

‘Really?’ Nina asked sarcastically. ‘Because, the funny thing is, it’s really weird for me to think of you as a mum, Kelly. I don’t know what it is, exactly. I mean, you know…’ She was really into the act now, copying Kelly’s bewildered facial expressions and hand gestures. ‘Maybe I can’t see you as, like, a caring and nurturing person because you’re such a massive cunt.’

Whoa. Even I was not expecting that.

Kelly’s mouth fell wide, wide open. ‘What did you say to me?’

‘You heard me,’ said Nina. ‘You’re a cunt. You’re a cunty cunt cunt cunt. And you know what the crazy thing is? I can’t believe I waited all these years to say it. Because you have always been one.’ She paused, just long enough to survey the circle that was beginning to form around us. ‘A total, grade-A, capital-C cunt.’

We walked away to the sound of rapturous applause.

My best friend’s back. I hadn’t felt happier in months.
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WEEK 34

‘Oh my god, is she for real?’ Nina asked me as we stared at a heavily pregnant woman spread-eagled over a fitball, moaning and banging two stress balls together as a form of ‘pain management’. In between the moans, she was repeating the words ‘my body knows how’, over and over.

‘Uh, I think so. I told you not to come.’

‘Are you kidding? Like I would miss this.’

We were at our first birth class. I had asked Nina to be my birth partner, so she wanted to come to the classes too. Ever since I’d told Jase I wasn’t up for a shotgun wedding, I was unsure where he stood in regards to the baby. I’d decided to give him some time and a little distance to figure out how involved he wanted to be. I’d gone into this thinking I would do it alone; I could go back to that if I needed to.

I had wondered if Nina would be able to handle coming to the classes, but she’d assured me she wanted to, and that she’d be fine. Truthfully, I think she wanted a distraction. Matt had moved out, leaving Nina alone in their house. I’d suggested that Matt and Jase form a support group for Men Screwed Over By Georgie and Nina, but Neen hadn’t warmed to the idea.

I had been looking forward to the classes until I found out that they weren’t quite classes anymore, in the sense that you could hope to learn anything vaguely useful from them. All I knew about childbirth had been gleaned from Father of the Bride Part II, so I assumed I’d be sitting on a beanbag (perhaps next to Diane Keaton), learning to moan and exhale in exactly the correct manner. No – the classes were more like AA meetings now. You stated your name and how far gone you were, and then complained about it for the rest of the night. Still, given that complaining was fast becoming my favourite hobby, I didn’t mind setting aside two hours of my Sunday morning for it.

I had left the registration up to Nina; the hospital ran all kinds of classes, each with its own birth ‘philosophy’, but Nina thought she’d gone with the safest of the lot: calm birth. What could be more natural or painless than a calm birth, she reasoned.

‘Natural’ it may have been, but painless, I was beginning to understand, it was not.

The pregnant woman on the fitball was reaching the zenith of her performance, repeating ‘my body knows how’ so quickly that all the words were smashed together. It was her ‘birth mantra’, she’d explained. I tried to think quickly what my birth mantra could be. ‘What would Gwyneth do?’ was the closest I’d come. The woman’s eyes were closed tight and she had begun to sweat. Her face was red like my favourite nail polish. It was an incredibly intimate thing to witness; not least because it was, like I said, a performance. This being her second child, My Body Knows How wanted to let us in on a few ‘calm birthing’ techniques, one of which seemed to be bursting one’s facial capillaries.

‘And… that’s enough. Thanks so much, Oonagh,’ Jana, our calm-birth instructor chimed in. ‘Everyone, please thank Oonagh for taking us through that re-enactment of her first child’s birth. I think we have a sense now of what it’s like to have a child using the calm-birth method. Obviously, when it comes to pain relief, the choice is yours, but remember that your body is designed to do this. In fact, your body was designed with this specifically in mind. I think that deserves a round of applause,’ said Jana, looking at us expectantly. I looked at Nina. Were we about to give ourselves a clap for the Swedish furniture-style design of our bodies? I saw a few tentative hands begin to clap softly. Oh boy.

Jana beamed. ‘Well done, everyone. Well, every woman. As I was saying, drugs are optional. You have the option of puncturing your spine to transmit an artificial form of pain relief into your bloodstream and dulling every sensation in your being, so that you won’t even be able to feel your baby as it travels to the world.’ Jana paused for effect. Then she smiled and continued, ‘Or you could complete your first act as a mother naturally and to the best of your potential.’ Another pause. ‘But either way is fine with us. Remember, this is not a competition!’ said Jana, lying to our faces. Was this woman for real? I knew that, when the time came (approximately thirty seconds after the first contraction) I’d be asking for the biggest dose of the most powerful drugs the hospital had. Why mess with modern medicine?

It turned out there were plenty of reasons to mess with it.

‘I just know my body can do this,’ said one of our classmates. How?

‘Millions of women do this every year,’ another opined. With the help of drugs, of course.

‘Nobody had an epidural before the twentieth century, did they?’ And millions of women died in childbirth.

‘I want to know what it feels like as I become a mother.’ Please!

And then, the real kicker: ‘I think it’s weak to take the drugs.’ Arrrrrrrgggggggghhhhhh.

I nudged Nina. ‘I thought calm birth was the one where you took the drugs.’

She shrugged. ‘Me too – I thought the “calm” bit meant you were relaxed because of the epidural.’

It appeared that we were wrong. Crushingly so. As Jana took us through our ‘pain management options’, I felt a growing sense of dread. Mainly because they were absolute BS. How exactly would water relieve my pain? Or heat? I needed a heat pack when I had my period, and even then I added a couple of Nurofen to the mix for good measure. And don’t get me started on the ‘distraction method’. How could I break it to Jana that repeating my birth mantra like a Hare Krishna was not going to help me forget that I was pushing a human child out of a comparatively tiny, super-sensitive orifice in the centre of my body?

I didn’t have a chance, because another woman had put her hand up. She had the most gorgeous shade of white-blonde hair and wore a pencil skirt with a loose silk blouse. She looked like that dragon woman from that show Fran had given me to watch, if that dragon woman had been an artisanal candle-maker. I was wearing the same striped maternity dress I’d been wearing for weeks, kidding myself that I looked like a chic Parisian if I added my Repetto flats. Now, however, my feet were too swollen for closed-in shoes, so I had to wear my Havaianas. Not quite the look I was going for.

‘Excuse me, Jana, I had a question about when to come to the hospital. Is it when the contractions start or when they’re a few minutes apart?’ asked White-Blonde.

‘Great question. We really like you to stay at home as long as it’s safe to do so – you’ll be more comfortable in your own surrounds. Call us as soon as you go into labour, so we know what’s going on, but we don’t like you to come in until your contractions are at least five minutes apart.’

White-Blonde nodded and jotted this down on the Smythson notebook she’d whipped out of her handbag. Kate Spade, FYI. This chick was a walking, talking Preppy Handbook.

‘Uh-huh, OK. One more thing – I’ve heard that your birth partner should ideally be two to three years older than you. My husband is actually seven years older than me, so I wondered how that will affect the birth?’

Jana raised her never-been-plucked eyebrows. With her brown peasant skirt and loose pink kaftan, she looked like she’d stepped out of a Body Shop catalogue from 1989. ‘I’ve never heard that before. Where did you get that information?’

White-Blonde glanced down at her notes. ‘Ah, it’s from a study from the University of Southern California. Dated 2009.’

‘Oh… well, I’m sure that’s just based on very generic averages – not specific cases. Your husband – or partner,’ she added swiftly, looking pointedly at Nina and I, probably imagining we were lesbians, ‘is the best person to have with you as you witness this profound miracle. OK, moving on –’

‘Oh, just one more thing,’ White Blonde chimed in. ‘My yoga teacher told me that it’s best not to wash after the birth because your baby has a really strong sense of smell, and that’s how the baby gets to know you. She said that if you use soap or wear perfume, your baby won’t know who you are, so you won’t form a bond with them. How long should I wait before having a shower?’

This was too much hippie BS even for Jana, who was wearing an anklet, for Christ’s sake; she could barely hide her disgust. ‘Well, after the birth women generally like to shower as soon as they’re able to. Remember, it’s like running a marathon. Naked. Through a river of blood. You’ll be sweaty and tired and most likely you’ll have some bodily fluids on you. You’ll probably want to have a shower, and that’s perfectly fine. I can assure you, it won’t affect your bond with your baby. That runs a lot deeper than smell, let me tell you.’

White-Blonde looked unconvinced. ‘Well, I trust my yoga teacher.’

‘Alright, that’s up to you. Now, does anyone have –’

‘Sorry, just one more thing,’ said White-Blonde. Bloody hell.

‘Ah, is this a general question, or something we can speak about after class?’ asked Jana.

‘General. Just with breastfeeding –’

‘Ah, breastfeeding. Yes, we’re going to cover latching on and baby-led feeding in week three –’

‘Right. So I just have a question, because time is running out and I need to know – how do I toughen up my nipples for feeding? My mum told me I should be using steel wool on them. How many times a day?’

Even Jana could not pretend to be diplomatic in the face of such nipple-torturing nonsense. She shook her head violently.

‘No, no, please do not use steel wool on your nipples. That’s an old wives’ tale. You could cut yourself and get an infection. Breastfeeding should not be painful, so you don’t need to toughen your nipples. You’ll be fine.’ She drew a deep breath and, I assumed, mentally added another finger to the glass of neat whisky she’d be pouring as soon as she finished with us. ‘Now, back to calm birth. Once you’re in your hospital room, we will offer you some pain relief. This could be as simple as a heat pack or as serious as an ibuprofen.’ Jana said ‘ibuprofen’ as if she really meant heroin. I was quickly learning that if you were serious about having a baby in Sydney’s inner west, you’d better do it with as little modern medicine had to offer as possible.

‘One of the things we do recommend, to prevent too much tearing –’ said Jana, as if any amount of tearing was OK, ‘– is perineal massage.’

Ooh, massage. That sounded good.

‘It’s a very easy way to stretch the perineum to make sure that it’s ready to receive your baby. All you have to do is sit with your legs wide open, and, using some lubricant,’ here, Jana stopped to pointedly glance at Nina and I, ‘gently but firmly insert both thumbs into your vagina and press down towards the rectum until you feel some tingling. Do that every day for a few minutes and you’ll definitely see the benefits. Using this method, only about 70 per cent of women need episiotomies.’

Sticking my thumbs into my already swollen vag for a bit of a poke around for a lousy 30 per cent chance I won’t need stitches, which I won’t even feel, because I am definitely having the beautiful epidural? No effing way.

‘And,’ Jana continued, ‘the added bonus is that many women begin to really enjoy the massage. Some of them even get their partners involved.’ Jana raised an eyebrow and smirked in a strangely coy way right at Neen and I. Yep, she definitely thought we were lezzies.

White-Blonde was nodding along. ‘I’ve already started my massage,’ she said, like the little calm-birth teacher’s pet she was. Of course you have.

‘Fantastic!’ said Jana, clapping her hands together for her star pupil. If this was what it took to be a good mother in 2015, I was royally screwed.

Given my new life philosophy was ‘just say it’, I put my hand up.

‘Uh, can we talk about the epidural again, please?’

Jana sighed, raising a brow. ‘What would you like to know?’

How soon can I get one? Do I have to wait until I’m in labour? Because honestly, my back hurts like hell and my legs are carrying twenty extra kilos and I have so much fluid retention that I’m officially drought-resistant.

‘Well… honestly – when can I ask for one?’

Now both eyebrows were raised. Jana sighed. ‘Typically, we like to ask mothers to wait until they’re at least eight centimetres dilated. But of course, if you have an epidural, we won’t be able to assist you in the Calm Birth Centre. You know that, yes?’

I looked at Nina. She shrugged. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘At the Calm Birth Centre, we offer drug-free, natural births. Aren’t you in this class because you want a calm birth?’

‘I can’t get drugs?’

‘We encourage natural childbirth.’

‘So I can’t get drugs?’

‘Well, like I said, we do encourage natural childbirth.’ Jana was staring me down like a Real Housewife who was just about to throw wine in my face.

‘Uh-huh. But… let’s say I started the whole… you know, labour thing and then it got a bit too much… Would it be possible for me to get an epidural?’ I stared right back. Throw your mental chardonnay right in my face, Jana. Do your worst. I’m about to poo a human; I can deal with you.

‘Well, technically, yes, but –’

‘Great, that’s all I need to know. Thank you.’

Jana’s mouth was set in a thin, wide line. She looked the way Meg did when her assistant accidentally ordered her a full-fat latte.

‘May I ask, Georgie, why you have enrolled in a calm-birth course when you intend to give birth artificially?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Do you intend to even try to have a natural birth experience?’

‘Uh, not really.’

‘And why is that?’ she asked, lips pursed. I was starting to wonder if Jana did a side trade in being a scary headmistress at a Victorian boarding school or something.

‘Well, as a reasonably intelligent person who understands roughly how these things work, I don’t really expect to be able to. I mean, let’s face it: it’s going to hurt like buggery, right? How can it not? You’ve got a human coming out of another human. I cry when I get headaches. I called my doctor once because I broke a cuticle. I have no doubt I’m going to be calling for drugs when I try to squeeze this baby’s bony shoulders out my jacksie.’

‘Well,’ said Jana, her features pinching in the middle. ‘That is one perspective, of course. We hope that what you get out of these classes is simply the knowledge that you have options. The chance to think about how you’d like your baby’s birth to happen. That’s all.’

‘Well, I think you’re trying to frighten people into giving birth without pain relief, and I think that’s irresponsible,’ said Nina, piping up next to me.

I mentally fist-pumped.

Jana’s eyes sharpened. ‘Perhaps you would be better suited to a different class,’ she suggested.

‘Perhaps we would,’ I said, and we both stood up. Kicked out of birth class – calm-birth class, at that. So rock’n’roll. I hoped Nina wasn’t about to call Jana a cunt, though. That would probably be stretching things a bit too far.

As we walked out the door and down the hospital corridor, past the bay of empty cots waiting for babies to fill them, past the never-ending bottles of hand sanitiser, we let ourselves erupt with laughter.

‘Is Jana for real? Like, is she a real person? She sounded like a robot created by the hospital to save money on epidurals and brainwash us all about the evils of pain relief,’ said Nina.

She started moving her limbs like a robot and speaking in a staccato, mechanic voice. ‘I – am – Jana. Do – not – have – an – epidural – or – your – baby – will – grow – up – knowing – you – didn’t – love – them – enough.’

‘I think she is a robot,’ I said. ‘Epidurals – are – for – the – very – weakest – in – our – society. Show – your – love – for – your – child – by – nearly – killing – yourself.’

‘My mum once complained that the woman in the room next door to her when she was having me was too loud,’ said Nina. I stopped acting like Jana the Robot. Nina almost never talked about her mum, and certainly not in this casual here’s-an-anecdote-you-don’t-know way.

‘What, like when the woman was in labour?’

‘Yeah,’ Nina said, with a snort. ‘Can you imagine? My mum was so quiet that she could hear the woman in the next room over. Don’t you think that’s weird? I think about that every time I stub my toe on the bathtub and practically have to take a day off work to recover.’

I laughed. ‘I know. It’s going to hurt like hell, isn’t it? Worse than the leg wax?’

Nina nodded. ‘Better you than me,’ she said. I had tried to deflect as much of Nina’s self-deprecation as possible, but it was getting harder and harder when I knew that, on the surface Nina might be poking fun at herself but deep down she was really making sure I remembered that she was heartbroken. Like I could forget.

I had asked Nina to wax my legs the week before. I couldn’t handle going to a salon and enduring their unique brand of small talk. If I’d hated small talk pre-pregnancy, I positively loathed it now. Everyone with whom you come in contact when you’re pregnant has either been pregnant themselves or knows someone who has. Ergo, they are Experts. If I heard one more sentence that started with, ‘Did you know…’, I swore, I would throw the contents of my amniotic sac in their face.

So Nina had waxed my legs for me. Well, she ripped off exactly two strips of wax, along with a significant amount of hair, before I screamed and told her I couldn’t handle it anymore. I wonder what Jana would have done about that. She probably would have found me a waxing doula to help me through the pain.

‘Listen, are you OK with this? You don’t have to come with me, you know,’ I said.

‘What? Are you kidding? Of course I’m going to be there.’

‘Yeah, but… you don’t have to. If it feels too weird. I mean… does it feel weird?’

Nina smirked. ‘Yeah,’ she said, matter-of-factly. ‘But soon it will be normal. It’s OK.’

‘Mmm. OK. How’s the… group?’

Since she’d separated from Matt, Nina had been going to an infertility support group. All the members were women who had decided to end their fertility attempts, or at least put them on hold.

‘It’s OK.’

‘Are they nice?’

Nina nodded. ‘Yeah,’ she said, shrugging. ‘I don’t think I’d be friends with them outside the group, but, you know, they’re OK. It’s nice to know that I’m not giving up. Even though I really feel like I’m giving up.’

‘You’re not giving up. That’s not the right way to put it.’

‘What’s the right way to put it, then?’

‘You’re… exploring other options.’

She nodded, blinking back tears. ‘I just never imagined my life like this.’

‘I know,’ I said, linking my arm through hers and settling my head on her shoulder. ‘I never imagined mine like this, either.’

Nina grimaced. ‘Please don’t say things like that to me, George. It makes it harder. I’m barely hanging on as it is.’

‘I didn’t mean…’

‘I know. I know. And I know I have to block out the things that people say sometimes, it’s not helpful to –’

‘No, no. I’m not “people”. You shouldn’t have to block out what I say. You should be able to tell me when I upset you. Please tell me, and I’ll stop.’

‘OK. It’s just… it’s so hard hearing you say that you didn’t want this when I do. When I did.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I guess I’m scared too, though. I don’t want to end up like Ellie. I can’t.’

‘You won’t.’ Nina said it so definitively that I was inclined to believe her.

We walked out of the hospital in silence and headed towards King Street. ‘Hey, I owe you an ice-cream,’ I said, thinking back to the day at the clinic.

‘Huh?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ I said, thinking better of reliving that day. ‘Just let me buy you one. Give the pregnant lady an excuse to OD on gelato, will you?’

‘Alright, you’re on.’

‘Sure you’re OK?’

Nina nodded. ‘Yeah, it’ll just take time. It’s so hard to think that I won’t have the things that I wanted. And, I don’t know, it wasn’t like I was asking for anything too crazy, was I? I didn’t want to win a Grammy or anything – I just wanted a husband and some kids,’ said Nina, breathing out. ‘It’s just hard. Do you know I used to wonder how people got divorced? Not how they actually got divorced, but… how they married someone who was so wrong for them. Not that Matt is wrong for me, but… I guess I just thought that we’d be able to get through stuff like this. Aren’t you meant to get through stuff like this?’

‘I don’t know.’

Nina stopped and sat down on a bus stop bench. ‘I just need a minute.’

I nodded. I wondered how Nina would cope when I actually had the baby, if she’d be able to weather that particular storm. Selfishly, I hoped she could. I needed her, I needed her to be strong when I couldn’t, because I knew there would be many, many times like that ahead.

‘This is shit,’ I said to her.

‘Oh yeah, it’s definitely shit.’ She laughed.

‘It’s the shittiest.’

‘It is the shittiest shit shit shit I can think of.’

‘Oh, it’s shittier than that.’

‘Yeah, it is.’

We stopped talking for a while and just sat. I thought of all the folklore of our friendship, the shorthand language we shared and how impossible it would be to replicate that with anyone else. Who else would know what I meant when I talked about GreyBeard Wizard-Man, and wouldn’t find it offensive, and would understand why I didn’t like him? Who else wouldn’t judge me for kind of liking ‘Blurred Lines’ even though it is really anti-feminist and I’d once written an op-ed about its misogynistic lyrics? Who else would wax my legs at eight months pregnant? Who else but Neen could I tell that I was scared silly about having this baby? Who else had been with me, and I with her, through just about everything life had thrown our way?

‘Hey… we can talk about your mum any time you like, you know,’ I ventured.

‘Oh, that’s OK,’ Nina said quietly. ‘I don’t really…’

‘It’s OK,’ I said, ‘we don’t have to if you don’t want to.’

‘No, no, it’s not that. I, uh, I just can’t really remember her very well.’

Something caught in my chest and I tried not to let it get the better of me. ‘Oh,’ I said, not knowing how to end the sentence.

‘I mean, I remember some things, but… I’ve spent most of my life without her so it’s hard to know what she was like, you know? Jill remembers even less than me, and Dad doesn’t like talking about her around Leanne, so… I don’t have much to go on.’

‘She liked swimming.’

Nina nodded. ‘Yeah, right. I remember that. She took us every week.’

‘Every Saturday.’

‘How do you remember that?’ Nina looked at me, her head cocked.

‘I just do. She liked the Swans, too,’ I said.

‘Yeah, she did. Which was weird, cos nobody else in our family liked football. Not even Dad.’

‘She had curly hair. Which you, lucky bitch, did not inherit,’ I said, twirling a ringlet of my own curly hair around my index finger.

‘Do you know, I barely even saw her with curls? I don’t remember what she looked like with curly hair – she straightened it all the time. I remember going with her to the hairdressers and they would paint this stuff on her hair, with like, a board underneath to make it lay flat. I still remember the smell. It used to sting my eyes.’

‘She told me she was going to take me to get my hair straightened one day, when I was old enough, you know.’

Nina looked across at me, surprised. I started to cry.

As always, Nina was the one to comfort me. ‘Hey, it’s OK,’ she said, patting my back like an attentive parent. I looked up.

‘Doesn’t this upset you?’

‘What?’

‘Talking about your mum.’

She smiled. ‘Kind of. But… it’s nice, too. You’re right, I never talk about her. It’s nice to know things about her.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know how you got so strong.’ Nina scoffed. ‘I’m not strong.’

‘Yes, you are!’ I protested, sitting up and staring her down. ‘You turn everything bad into something funny, you never cry, you just get on with things. You forgave me, you’re supporting me and you’re being my friend again. My best friend. How many other people would do that? I don’t even know if I would.’

Nina rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, you would.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not strong like you.’

‘George, you just have to decide to be strong. That’s what I did, when Mum died. I thought, “I can let this give me an excuse to be a dick, or I can get over it now and move on with my life.” So that’s what I did.’

Nina’s eyes were clear and steady. She was the redheaded Buffy Summers of Marrickville, all business.

‘But didn’t you ever get upset? Or angry?’

‘Yeah, of course. But I just did it when I was alone. I didn’t want to be that fucked-up kid whose mum died. I think that’s a cop-out. Everyone has shitty stuff, George. Some people get it over with earlier than others.’

‘Ugh, you’re so smart,’ I said, feeling more and more like the child I was about to have.

‘Yes, I’m aware,’ said Neen drily. ‘Are you alright?’

I bit my lip. I could tell Nina now or I could keep it bottled up forever. I could face the thing that scared me more than anything ever had, or I could wrap it up, put it in a box and compartmentalise it exactly the way a therapist had once taught me not to do.

‘Technically? Yeah. But… I’m very – uh – scared.’ I let it just hang there, and hoped Nina would know what I was talking about, so that we could get to the heart of the problem without me actually having to divulge my fears.

‘Because of the class? It’ll be OK. Just take the drugs like you’re meant to,’ said Nina, handing me a crumpled tissue from her bag.

‘No, not that. I’m scared that… what if… what if I don’t love the baby?’

Nina raised her eyebrows. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well,’ I started, explaining it to her the best way I’d found of explaining it to myself, ‘what if my heart knows I didn’t want a baby and decides I can’t love it, even though I might want to?’

Nina put her hand on mine, and I noticed, for the first time, that she wasn’t wearing her wedding ring. ‘That’s not going to happen.’

‘You don’t know that. I’ve read all these articles about women who have been desperate to have kids and then they have them and they want to kill them! Like, for real, actually kill them. They fantasise about dropping them off balconies and throwing them in front of cars. What if I don’t love my baby enough and I end up hurting her?’

‘George. Listen to me,’ said Nina, her tone serious. ‘The very fact that you are worried about this tells me that you already love this baby. And,’ she said, pausing for breath, ‘if you feel like you don’t have enough love to begin with, well, I’ll love it enough for both of us until you do.’

‘Really?’

Nina nodded. ‘Really.’ She squeezed my hand and I squeezed back. I took a few breaths and was suddenly distracted by hunger for approximately the twenty-seventh time that day. Earlier that morning, I’d interrupted my shower to get a sandwich.

‘Come on, we’ve got to keep walking,’ I said. ‘Ice-cream is the only thing keeping me upright at this point.’

We were at the corner of Missenden and King when I saw him. ‘Oh my god. Neen. Oh my god.’

‘What? Are you OK? What happened?’ Nina had stopped and placed her hands on my shoulders. She was staring so intently into my eyes I felt like she might jump in.

‘No, no, it’s not… it’s Colin. Colin Bennet. Two n’s, one t. The guy.’

There he was. Gerard Butler, the world’s prettiest accountant, was across the street from us, sipping a coffee and reading the paper.

‘Which one?’ Nina’s eyes swooped to follow my gaze.

‘Don’t look!’ I hissed.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, he’s twenty metres away on one of the busiest streets in the city. He can’t hear us. Which one?’

‘The unbearably good-looking one drinking coffee outside that store,’ I whispered.

‘That one?’ Nina shouted, pointing. Lord, please save me from the woman who hasn’t dated in fifteen years.

‘Yes,’ I said, gritting my teeth. ‘Now can you please shut up?’

‘Let’s go say hi.’

I shook my head. ‘No, ice-cream.’

Nina rolled her eyes and grabbed my elbow. ‘You’re hopeless. Let’s go. This guy is a total dish. If you don’t want him, maybe I do.’

Suddenly, we were across the road and making our way to Colin’s table.

‘Hello!’ said Nina, bright as Crayola.

Colin looked up and his mouth opened a little in surprise. It was devastatingly cute, mainly because I sensed Colin had no idea exactly how cute it was.

‘Georgie?’

‘Hi, Colin.’ I smiled but it was hard to hide my embarrassment. I couldn’t believe I’d run off on this guy – this jaw-to-the-floor good-looking guy with a voice that could drop trousers who’d not only not judged me for having a mid-pregnancy glass of shiraz but had actually joined me for one. It took me a second to remember that he’d run off on me.

‘How are you? I’ve been trying to contact you, but…’ Colin tossed his hands up, ‘I didn’t think you wanted to see me again.’

‘You’ve been trying to contact me?’

Colin nodded. ‘I did the best I could. I couldn’t remember your last name, but I did find a Georgie who works at Jolie on Twitter.’

‘You tried to twitter me?’

‘Tweet. I tweeted you.’

‘Oh, right.’

Nina cleared her throat pointedly.

‘Oh, Colin, this is Nina. Nina, Colin. Colin, Nina.’ They ex changed smiles before Nina made a lazy excuse about needing to check out the bookstore next door.

‘When you didn’t tweet back, I figured you didn’t want to see me again,’ he said.

I shook my head. ‘No, no, it’s just that… I haven’t been on Twitter since – well, since that day I met you, actually. When I fucked it all up, remember? I figured I’d done enough damage. And I didn’t really want to see all the awful things people were saying about me.’ Word vomit. It was tumbling out and I couldn’t stop it.

‘Oh.’ Colin smiled. I could practically feel myself wilt. Remember what he did to you, George! Get a grip. ‘I’m glad that’s the reason.’

‘Right. Because it could also have been because you vanished that night, like fucking Batman.’

He squirmed. Good, he’s squirming. ‘I, uh, I had an emergency. I had to go to the bathroom and by the time I got back, you were gone.’

‘Was the emergency that you actually are Batman? Was there trouble with The Penguin?’

Colin laughed. ‘No, no. I’m diabetic. I’d had two glasses of wine and I shouldn’t have. I only realised it once I got to the bar and started feeling a bit woozy, and then I went to the bathroom to check my blood sugar and then I had to have some insulin and… by the time I got back to the table, you’d left. I didn’t know your number. I’m sorry.’

I paused. ‘Is this for real?’

He nodded, pulling a small plastic rectangle from his pocket. It looked like an electronic car key. ‘It’s my glucose meter,’ he said. ‘It’s how I check my blood sugar.’

‘Oh,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry about that night.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘You look lovely.’ I didn’t, it was a huge lie, but it was so nice to hear. In fact, I looked like I had a beach ball stuffed down my top and bowling balls in my bra. My face had become so puffy that Grey-Beard had proudly announced, ‘Now everything is round!’, waving up and down my body like I was the showroom model for gestation. It was all I could do not to throw my weak flat white in his face.

‘Oh, thanks,’ I said, rolling my eyes. ‘I don’t really, but thanks.’

‘You do, actually.’

‘Oh.’ I let the compliment settle.

‘So, uh… is that… is Nina the one you were telling me about?’

‘Yeah.’

We continued with the attempt at small talk for a few minutes before I decided to just go for it. Decide to be strong, Nina had said.

‘Do you want to go out? On a date?’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Are you?’

Colin nodded. ‘Yes.’

I smiled, flushed with relief and excitement. A date. With a man. At eight months pregnant. It wasn’t exactly the fairytale, but I could live with that.


28

WEEK 37

After the debacle that was the calm-birth class (which Nina and I had taken to calling the Calm-Birth Farce), I made quick arrangements to give birth at the hospital’s regular maternity ward. As I was filling in my forms, I asked the nurse how long I could wait before asking for an epidural.

‘Honey,’ she said, with a broad Australian accent, ‘if it was me, I’d be ordering one like it was a pizza the minute I felt a contraction. Don’t you worry – you ask for one, you’ll get one straight away.’ She rolled her eyes and shook her head. ‘We’re not like those dream-catchers across the hall.’

Thank god. These are my people.

When I told Ellie, she was predictably unsupportive.

‘It won’t be as hard as you think it’s going to be,’ she said.

‘I think it will be much, much harder than I think it’s going to be, El.’

‘Your body was designed to do this, George. You’re a woman.’

I breathed in, then out, like My Body Knows How had taught me, and tried not to let her get to me. Between Jana and good old Button-Up at the grocery store earlier today, I’d had quite enough of people – women – telling me how I should act and what I should feel during my pregnancy. Ellie had been harassing me for weeks to let her throw me a baby shower, a concept I’d found bamboozling and antiquated, until I’d realised there’d be food. By then, it was too late.

‘Agreed. But I refuse to buy into this idea that I’ll be less of a woman if I don’t do this “naturally”.’

Ellie grimaced. ‘All I’m saying is, give it a go. You might find that you can do it yourself. And won’t you be prouder if you do?’

‘I don’t think so, no. This is not a race where I need to finish first. It’s enough that I show up and get across the line.’

Ellie made an annoyed humph but I tried to let it go. I was going to get the necessary drugs with which to push this baby out. I had a date (one that I felt so confident about – naively so, perhaps – that I’d bought condoms on my way home. Look, you never know). I had plans.

But I couldn’t deny that our living situation was as taut as my belly skin. Now that I was at home all day, writing the odd freelance story but mainly eating rice crackers (and sneaking as many as I could to Lucas) and reading books I’d borrowed from the library I’d recently rediscovered (quitting your job had all sorts of perks like that), Ellie and I had a lot more opportunities to argue. This week alone we’d clashed over the federal budget (Ellie had been incensed that there weren’t more provisions for stay-at-home mums, I argued that perhaps stay-at-home mums might be able to find a job, an idea that was unsurprisingly unpopular in the Hughes household), a muffin I’d brought home that Lucas wanted a bite of (‘He’s had enough gluten this week, Georgie!’) and now, my choice to deliver my baby the way I wanted to.

I had found a place of my own but it wouldn’t be ready for another week. I wondered if our friendship would survive another seven days.

‘OK, change of subject,’ I said. ‘Guess who’s going on a date tonight?’

Ellie looked up from the plate she was washing. ‘Who?’

I pointed at myself, smiling.

‘You’re going on a date?’ she asked, flatly.

‘Yep!’

‘Why?’

‘Why? What do you mean, why? Because someone asked me… actually, no, that’s not true, I asked him.’

Ellie raised her eyebrows and went back to the plate. She nodded briefly but made no further attempt at conversation.

‘What?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘Do you disapprove of this?’ I asked witheringly.

Ellie put the plate down and sighed. ‘Yes. Is that what you’d like me to say, George? Do you want me to be the bad guy again? The one who doesn’t want you to have any fun?’

‘No… that’s not how I feel,’ I said, with exactly the tone of someone who did feel that way.

Ellie laughed. Meanly. ‘I’m the only one who tells it to you like it is. So here it is: you’re having a baby. It’s not the time to date. It’s not the time to rent some shitty, expensive studio apartment in Redfern. It’s not the time to walk out on your job or leave the father of your baby. I mean, fudge, George –’ Ellie never swore anymore ‘– you can’t even drive. What are you going to do if the baby needs to go to hospital?’ She pulled off her plastic gloves and ran her hands through her hair. ‘And why is any of this news to you, George? Why am I the only one telling you this? Everyone else is like, “Oh, it’s ok, you’ll be fine, parenting is so easy, you’ll get the hang of it.”’ She said it in a sing song voice that made me prickle with anger. I sat at the breakfast bar and stared at her, squirming with rage. How dare she talk to me like that? I was doing the best I could. Wasn’t I?

‘Well, it’s not easy, George. And I know this makes me sound like a bitch, but I cannot wait for you to find that out. Because you are going to come tumbling off your high horse faster than you can even imagine. And who are you going to come to when you do? Me. Again.’

I looked down at my hands. The fingers on my left hand were shaking. I felt my chin wobble with the urgency of tears and willed them away.

‘I’m not an idiot, Ellie. I know it’s going to be hard. Don’t you worry, I am well aware that doing this alone is going to be tough. But I don’t think the answer is to make my child the centre of my very existence, just so if anything goes wrong I can defend myself by saying that I did literally every single tiny, little, miniscule thing I could. This whole idea of sacrificing yourself for your child is ridiculous. You know there’s an actual word for it, right? You’re a martyr, Ellie. Just like the rest of the mums in that park you go to. They don’t exist as adults anymore and they think they’re doing it to be… noble or something.’

Ellie’s nostrils flared. ‘That’s rich, coming from someone who cried when she lost her job.’

Well. This had escalated quickly.

‘Excuse me? It was my career. It was important to me. And in case you can’t remember, you once had a job and it was important to you. Remember that?’

‘Yes. So?’

‘So… the point is, it’s like you don’t even exist anymore, Ellie. Where did my friend go? Huh? Where is she? I feel like I should go to the police and put in a missing person’s report – because I haven’t seen you since you were impregnated!’

‘What? Why are you being such a bitch?’ Ellie’s face had contorted with anger. ‘I had a baby, George, of course I was going to change.’ She paused and drew her lips together. ‘I should have just let you go, because I knew – I knew – you wouldn’t be able to handle having a friend with a baby, because it wouldn’t be all about George anymore, like it normally is.’

‘What? That’s such bullshit. I threw your baby shower for you! I made giant confetti with your initials on it! I made mocktails in mason jars!’

‘Yes, I recall. And if I recall correctly, you got all the credit you wanted. “Oh, look at selfless George – she doesn’t have her own kid but she’ll throw a baby shower for her friend.”’

‘Uh, yes. That’s exactly what happened.’

‘You’re the martyr! You didn’t care about what I wanted. For the record, I think mason jars are tacky! You just wanted to have a big party so that you could have your own personal applause-a-thon.’

‘Well, I’m sorry for putting in effort. I’m sorry for wanting to do something nice.’

I felt a tug on my dress. Lucas.

‘No yelling,’ he said, wagging his finger at me like a mini-Ellie.

Ellie threw up her hands. ‘Thanks, George.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Oh, bloody hell, Ellie, it’s just an argument. Let me guess: does your mate Gemma Fucking Knight tell you that children shouldn’t be exposed to arguments? That they’ll grow up to be criminals and thieves and serial killers if they hear raised voices even once?’

‘Yes, actually, George, it’s quite commonly known that you should not yell in front of children,’ Ellie yelled. ‘It’s not fair to them.’

‘Oh, fuck that! Why aren’t you normal anymore? What’s wrong with you? What happened to you?’

‘What happened to me? What happened to you? Where did my friend go when I needed her?’

‘I’ve been here. Except it’s kind of hard to be your friend when everything is about Lucas.’ I looked down. ‘No offence, buddy.’ He furrowed his brow, picked up a container of organic dried apples and left the room. ‘Come on, El, when was the last time we had a conversation that wasn’t about Lucas, or interrupted by Lucas? Do you know how that makes me feel?’

Now Ellie laughed. ‘Get a fucking hold of yourself, George. Newsflash: I had a baby. Do you know how it makes me feel when you want basically nothing to do with me for three entire years? You act as if hanging out with me is your absolute last option, then suddenly, when you need something, here you are on my doorstep, begging for my help. That’s not friendship, that’s… that’s… bullshit!’

‘What are you talking about?’

Ellie rolled her eyes. ‘Oh please. Give me a break, George. Do you remember when I had Lucas? You never even came to visit him as a baby. Not once. I remember sending you an email with a picture of him in the bath and it was the cutest photo and you didn’t even reply. I thought, “Well, she’s busy, she’s got this new job, she can’t come to visit. So I’ll send her a photo. She’ll like that.” And you never even replied. That’s a shitty, shitty thing to do.’

I felt a wave of shame wash over me. I couldn’t even recall the email Ellie was talking about, but I did know that I routinely deleted her missives because I found them predictable and, well, boring.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’

Ellie shook her head. ‘I message you every time a new issue comes out to say how good it looks. Even when it doesn’t look very good! It’s just a bloody magazine but I knew how much it meant to you. But you – you had no interest in Lucas until you came to stay here, and now all you do with him is gang up on me and try to undermine my rules. Like I said, I can’t wait for you to do this so you know exactly how fucking hard it is, George, because it really is.’

‘Thanks, El, that’s so gracious of you. You know why it’s hard? Because you put so much bloody pressure on yourself to be perfect.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘Let’s see. There’s the organic everything, the knee pads you make him wear to the park in case he falls over on the grass, the Baby Einstein videos you make him watch every day, the Mandarin classes you take him to… aren’t you exhausted?’

‘Of course I’m exhausted, George. I have a toddler. I’ve been exhausted for three years.’

‘But it doesn’t have to be this way, Ellie. You put so much pressure on yourself. Give it a rest.’

‘Well, that is easier said than done, isn’t it?’ she asked, lowering her gaze and giving me a sneering look.

‘No, El, it’s not. Just calm down. It doesn’t matter if Lucas eats frozen vegetables once in a while, or if he misses his bedtime one night. Who cares? Weren’t you the one to tell me rules were meant to be broken when you pashed that chick on your hen’s night?’

Ellie flashed an indignant look. ‘That’s enough.’

‘Oh, calm down, it’s not a big deal.’

‘It is a big deal, George. I don’t want Lucas thinking his mummy is some drunk failure. He deserves better than that. And I don’t want to give him frozen vegetables, because they’re not good for him. I don’t want him to miss his bedtime, because he needs sleep. And I actually do want him to be the centre of my universe, because guess what? He is. He really is. And I don’t see a problem with that. I like that.

I think it’s weird that you are somehow uncomfortable with the idea of loving someone that much. I think it’s weird that you’re worried that this –’ she gestured to the room, filled with its Lucas leftovers ‘– isn’t cool enough for you.’

‘I don’t think that,’ I said, distinctly unnerved by the fact that Ellie had articulated my fear perfectly. Why did I think it was uncool to love a child the way Ellie loved Lucas? It was ridiculous, I knew that. But I couldn’t help it. I cringed every time Ellie posted a photo of Lucas on Facebook or Instagram, accompanied with a saccharine caption about her ‘darling little man’. I rolled my eyes inwardly when she started banging on about how advanced he was when it came to whatever new skill he was learning. And Ellie was right about another thing: I never, ever instigated conversations about Lucas with her because I knew that once she got the ticket, Ellie would stay on that ride for hours and hours. ‘It’s not about that. It’s about the fact that you’ve… you’ve lost yourself in him. You’re not you anymore.’

Ellie shrugged, her eyes wide, like, ‘big deal’. ‘People are allowed to change when their circumstances change. Having a baby is a huge adjustment. You don’t just wake up and do the same things you’ve always done, just with a baby attached to you. It’s not like that. So yeah, I have changed. That’s normal.’

She brought two fingers to her forehead like the conversation was giving her a headache. I felt an odd wave of nausea but pushed it aside.

‘I know I’ve changed, George,’ she said in a calmer, quieter tone. ‘And I guess you’re right about some things. Maybe I do try to be too perfect for Lucas. But you have no idea how hard it is. When a little person depends on you for absolutely everything, you just want to do the best you can by them. And that can be so overwhelming. But it’s also really amazing. I love Lucas. I’m not embarrassed or ashamed to tell the world that. I know that you and Nina make fun of me for all that stuff I put on Facebook and for going a bit nuts with Lucas’s food and whatever, but… maybe when you do this, you’ll understand where I’ve been for the last three years, George.’

I took a deep breath. I desperately wanted Ellie to be wrong. I wanted to be able to add the baby to my life and continue as before. I wanted to travel with it and take it to meetings and have it sit beside me in cafes as I conducted interviews. I was still naive enough to think all that was possible, all the time. And so I said the worst thing I could possibly say.

‘I’m not going to be like you, Ellie.’

Her face was stone, but for a slight raise of her eyebrows. So slight that you might miss it, in fact. Then she laughed – bitter and brief.

‘I get it. I do. You think babies are boring and motherhood is a prison sentence. You think that you’re going to be able to be the same person you are now after you’ve had this baby, but you’re not. I’m sorry, but that’s just a fact.’ Ellie paused and sighed. She spoke more softly. ‘This baby needs you, George. Not some of the time, or when you feel like it: all the time. She’s going to be hungry and you will have to feed her, no matter what. She’s going to be scared and you will have to drop what you’re doing and hold her. All those people who keep telling you, “The baby has to fit into your life”?’ Ellie sniggered. ‘That’s the biggest load of batshit I’ve ever heard. It’s a goddamn baby, Georgie. You can’t just strap it onto your chest and carry on with life. You chose to have it. You have to keep choosing it every single day, because your baby can’t make that choice. She’s stuck with you. Or he,’ she added as an afterthought.

‘No, she.’

Ellie’s face broke into a brief smile. ‘What?’

‘It’s a girl,’ I said, and promptly burst into tears. ‘I mean, I actually don’t know that. I just… have a feeling.’

She pulled her mouth to one side, studying me. ‘You told me you didn’t have a feeling.’

I shook my head and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s probably not right.’

‘George. You have a feeling.’

‘So?’

‘So… You have a feeling! About your baby. You’re into this baby, George.’

‘Duh.’

‘Start acting like it. Grow up, George. Grow the… fudge up.’

I nodded. ‘Oh god, El, you’re right. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said I’m not going to be like you. You’re a good mum. A really good mum. I’m going to be terrible at it. I can’t do this. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t. I’m too selfish and vain and cool. Or you know, I think I’m cool. I’m not really. But… I can’t. I can’t do this. I can’t have this baby. I should have had an abortion, I know I should have.’ I stood up from the breakfast bar – no mean feat at this stage of the gestation game – and began pacing, shaking my head as I thought of all the things I would never be ready for and the fact that my entire parenting philosophy was simply ‘don’t do what Ellie does’. I’d given no actual thought to how I would raise my baby, what I would do with it day to day – all I had focused on was how not to be Ellie. It was shameful.

‘I don’t even know what to do with a baby. What will I do with it? Where will I put it? I don’t even have a cot or a pram. I have three weeks left before this baby comes and I haven’t even found it a place to sleep. I’m so sorry, Ellie. I’ve been the worst friend. And now I’m going to be the worst mother. I can’t do this. I can’t do it like Gemma Knight says I should.’

I couldn’t talk anymore through my racked sobs. My mind played footage of my David Jones change-room breakdown as I slid awkwardly to the floor of Ellie’s kitchen, in a way I hoped was like an excited puppy losing its balance, but was probably more like a sea lion trying to nab a flying fish and slipping into the water. I cried and cried and cried. She was right. I was a bad person. A bad friend. I did think babies were uncool and that motherhood was boring and that people who banged on and on about how rewarding parenting was were in desperate need of class-A drugs. So how the fuck was I going to cope with a baby of my own?

Ellie sat down next to me and held me. She was crying, too.

‘Come on, you’ll be OK,’ she said gently.

‘I’m going to be rubbish.’

‘No, you’re not. You just need to grow up a bit, George. This baby’s relying on you. This baby needs you.’

‘Oh shit.’

‘What?’

I felt a warm pool of water underneath me. ‘I just wet my pants,’ I said, pressing my hand to my forehead. This was worse than the Change-Room Incident.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Ellie, who looked more concerned than the situation really warranted. I nodded. I was fairly unsurprised – my bladder had been ready to burst for weeks now. It only needed the slightest touch to spring into emergency bathroom-finding mode.

Ellie, entirely unselfconscious about such things, lifted my dress and I heard a gasp. ‘George, you didn’t wet your pants. That’s your water breaking.’

‘What?’

No no no no no no no no. To my eternal shame, all I could think was: what about my date?

And then: holy mother of fuck, how does any woman do this without the drugs?
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As fate would have it, I actually did do it without the drugs. I made it to the hospital, was swiftly taken to the maternity ward and after forty-five minutes of panting and pushing, out came a beautiful baby girl, pink of cheek and chubby of thigh.

I swear, when she emerged, her head even turned to greet me – ‘Hey, Mum.’

Not quite.

*

‘I need an epidural,’ I said, by way of introduction to the receptionist. ‘Immediately. If not sooner.’

He gave me a tight smile and the kind of mildly scathing look I used to give to juniors who offered flimsy excuses about why they’d needed to ‘just pop into the beauty cupboard for a second’.

‘Uh-huh. Your name?’

‘George. Georgie. Georgie Henderson. H-E-N-’

‘I’m her support person. For the moment. Eleanor Hughes. Hello,’ said Ellie, stretching out her hand and offering Tight Smile a muffin.

Spying them, Lucas waved his hands at Ellie and started maniacally yelling, ‘Snack time, snack time, snack time!’

Ellie smiled at him, embarrassed, and quickly handed him a muffin. ‘Go play with those toys, sweetie,’ she whispered.

‘Where did you get those muffins?’ I asked.

We’d made our way to Ellie’s car in less than two minutes; how the hell had she found time to pack a picnic?

‘I made them this morning. I have a whole bunch,’ she said sweetly, turning to Tight Smile. ‘They’re gluten-free.’

‘Georgie Henderson. Gotcha. Did you call on your way here?’

‘Yes,’ said Ellie. ‘We called about –’ Ellie looked down at her watch – ‘six minutes ago.’ From the toy corner, Lucas began yelling ‘six minutes!’ ‘six minutes!’ ‘six minutes!’ I suddenly understood the concept of daycare.

Tight Smile nodded exactly once and handed me some forms. ‘Just fill these out and we’ll get you checked in.’

Checked in? Checked in? This was a hospital, not a hotel. I didn’t need my bed turned down or a mint on my pillow or a dozen tiny bottles of shampoo. I needed good, hard drugs to paralyse me temporarily, thank you very much.

I looked at Ellie, my eyes undoubtedly wild with panic.

‘Uh, I’ll fill those in for you, George, you just take a seat.’

But I couldn’t take a seat, because my legs were burning with a pain I’d never experienced before. Why were my legs so sore? I wasn’t having a baby out my knees, was I? Fifteen minutes of contractions under my belt and I knew why every actress in every movie about pregnancy I’d ever seen was histrionic in portraying the pain: this was the most unbearably painful thing I’d ever experienced. It was like the worst period pain I’d ever had and the worst stitch I’d ever had combined, then multiplied by about 700 million, then multiplied again by roughly the same number. I wanted it over. Right now.

‘Come with me,’ I heard a clipped Eastern European voice say.

I looked up. A petite woman with a shock of peroxide blonde hair was motioning me to join her. Ellie nodded and waved at the paperwork.

Oh my god. I’m having a baby with Roxette.

‘Help me,’ I said, as Roxette led me away.

She nodded.

‘Where are we going?’

Nothing.

‘Who are you?’

‘Almut. What’s your name?’

‘Georgie. George.’

‘OK, George, you are going to be fine. I need you to lie down on the bed and I will get the anaesthetist.’

‘What? Where is he? Why haven’t you called him already? I told you on the phone – my friend, my friend told you on the phone that I wanted the drugs.’

Almut nodded. ‘It’s a big hospital. The anaesthetist will come when he can.’

‘One? There’s one anaesthetist? Where are the rest?’

Almut shrugged, which she could do – it wasn’t her body that was literally tearing itself apart. ‘Sometimes we have one, sometimes we have three or four. Anaesthetists are very expensive, you know.’

Oh really, Almut? I wanted to scream at her. Like I could care less that a man who has the knowledge and necessary resources to take my pain away isn’t cheap. At this point, I would have sold Lucas to fund my little trip down Epidural Lane.

‘Just lie down on the bed and try to relax,’ Almut said, with all the warmth of a dead fish.

I hobbled over to the bed as best I could.

The room was huge. All I could think was: at least forty anaesthetists could fit in here. At least.

I held on to the bed as another contraction roared through me. I remembered crazy Jana from the calm-birth class talking about ‘letting the pain wash through you’, but I was having none of it. The contractions didn’t wash, they crashed onto me like I was being tackled by an invisible force that clearly hated women.

I breathed out a sigh of relief as the contraction passed. It had felt like ten minutes had gone by while I was in the grip of the pain, but when I looked up at the clock opposite the bed, it had only been sixty seconds or so.

How long would this last? An hour? Two?

Almut strolled back in – ambled, really – with the urgency of a sloth. ‘The anaesthetist has been called.’ She started feeding paper through a machine near the bed like she was fixing the photocopier. Nothin’ to see here, folks.

‘Great, great. When will he be here? Quite soon?’ I said, between deep gulping breaths of air.

Almut nodded.

‘Where’s my friend? My friend. Ellie. Do you know where she is?’

‘She told me to tell you that she has gone home to wait for her husband.’

‘Ellie’s gone?’

Almut nodded.

‘How long will she be?’ I needed someone here with me.

Almut shrugged.

‘Did she say anything about another friend? Nina? She’s –’ Another contraction pulled at my insides and silenced me. Fucking fuck fuck fucksticks, where is that fucking anaesthetist? In a few minutes the pain would be too much to bear and I wouldn’t be able to say the word ‘anaesthetist’, let alone ask for one to come visit me.

‘Yes. She will be here soon.’ It was like she was on a word diet.

‘Can you please,’ – deep breath – ‘please call Nina? My birth partner. She should be here by now. I need to make sure she’s coming.’

Almut nodded and went back to her machine.

I was clearly in an alternate universe, I decided. A strange place where pregnancy wasn’t seen as a medical condition and birth was nothing to concern oneself about, even if that oneself was, well, about to give birth.

‘Almut?’

She glanced over at me, one eye still firmly on her great hulking machine, which was now making beeping sounds that threatened to send me over the crazy cliff.

‘Almut, can you please give me something for the pain? Please?’

I clutched at my stomach and tried to lift myself onto the bed.

Almut shook her head furiously.

‘No, no! You wait for me to get on the bed. I will help you,’ she shouted.

I couldn’t quite bring myself to apologise to this woman who had blatantly ignored my plea for pain relief, so I just nodded. She came to me and gently lifted my legs like they were the approximate weight of pipe cleaners and set me down on the bed. Immediately, I felt the pressure on my back bear into my whole body. I sprang up, as fast as one can spring up when one is carrying another human around with them and currently birthing said human.

Almut was not impressed. ‘Sit! You must sit! It is too dangerous!’

‘I can’t sit! It hurts too much! Stop telling me what to do and get the anaesthetist!’

Almut’s eyes widened ever so briefly. A change flickered across her face and her features seemed to soften. ‘Georgie,’ she said, calmly, ‘you will have to do this by yourself for now. The anaesthetist will be here as soon as he can, but until then you will have to do this yourself.’

She stared directly into my eyes. She had hazel eyes with dark flecks of brown dotted around her irises, and faint lines at the corners. She was pretty, in a sort of late-’80s-German-gymnast way.

‘George,’ she said, close to a whisper now, ‘I know you can do this. You will be OK. I am right here.’

And then she went straight back to her precious bloody machine.

More and more contractions came and went, and eventually I couldn’t stop myself from crying. I was desperate from the pain now. It was all over my body, in places I hadn’t expected to feel it. My legs were deadened with the burden of it, my back burnt with the intensity. I tried to watch the clock to see how long it had been but I kept losing track. It didn’t matter anyway. It wasn’t over, so it didn’t matter how long it had been.

Tears fell and fell and fell… and then suddenly, there he was. The anaesthetist. My knight in a shining white coat.

In that moment, this bald, bespectacled gent was the best-damn-looking man I’d ever seen. He would take my pain away. I loved him. I felt like we could get married and be very, very happy together.

I had, as they say in the classics, totally lost my shit.

There was a lot of document-signing and rights-waiving and the like, all of which I agreed to like it was cake for dinner (yes, yes, yes, stop talking, just give it to me) and then finally, the anaesthetist, obviously imagining I had nerves of steel and similarly fashioned balls, told me to keep ‘perfectly, perfectly still’ as he administered the epidural.

‘Why?’ I asked, suddenly terrified.

‘If you don’t, the needle can slip, and that’s bad news,’ he said in a measured voice. Like it was nothing. Like a needle that ‘slipped’ and ‘missed’ my spine wouldn’t scare the hospital gown off me.

‘OK,’ I managed to whisper, my chin wavering with fear. I gripped the bed tightly and flinched when I felt his cold hand meet my back.

‘Calm down, Georgie.’

I nodded.

‘Stop tensing up. You have to remain very calm and very still.’

How exactly is that possible, when you are holding a rather large needle at the base of my spine and I am having contractions that spasm my body every three minutes? I took a long deep breath and focused on Almut’s hands, still fiddling with the machine. She had a turquoise ring on her right hand, which seemed very Byron Bay for a German gymnast. It was pear-shaped, on a pewter band. I imagined Almut as a young backpacker, making a living from… picking fruit?… in Byron, stopping to buy herself a pretty souvenir one afternoon.

‘OK, that’s done,’ said the anaesthetist.

‘What? Really?’ I hadn’t even felt it.

‘Yep. You’re done. Should start to feel it in about ten minutes, I reckon.’

Suddenly, when he was done wielding scary medical instruments in sensitive places, my knight had become an ocker Aussie bloke.

‘Thank you,’ I whispered, breathing a dramatic (even by my standards) sigh and letting myself fall back on the bed before remembering how much it bloody hurt.

‘How many centimetres, Al?’ he called out, like the width of my vagina should be public knowledge.

She shrugged. ‘It was only six centimetres when she came in. That was, uh, half an hour ago – I don’t think it would have changed too much.’

‘Six centimetres, ay? You’ll be right, love. Got a ways to go still.’

‘How much longer?’

He shook his head. ‘Couldn’t say for sure, I’m no expert. But you’re in good hands. Al here is one of the best. Couldn’t ask for better, in my opinion.’

I was finding that increasingly hard to believe. Save for her ESPN-documentary-style pep talk, Almut had all but ignored me since we’d met. My knight left – not before telling me to ‘give it your bloody all, love’ – and I felt the beautiful, blissful, paralysing epidural flood my body with relief. It was a miracle.

Free of the pain, I lay down on the surprisingly comfortable hospital bed and found my phone. I had ten texts and seven missed calls. The calls were from Ellie, then Nina, and the last five were from Mum. Her landline, obviously.


From: Ellie

Simon coming home from

work now. Dropping Lucas

off with him. Will be there

soon. Hang on xxx

From: Simon

Heard the news, George!

You’ll be great. Don’t worry!

Ellie will be with you soon.

From: Nina

Be there ASAP. Text me if

you need anything. Love

you love you love you.

From: Colin

Hi Georgie. Just wondering

if I got the time wrong. Or if

you’re just standing me up.

Er, either way, let me know!

From: Jase

George, Ellie just rang. I’ll be there

as soon as I can. You can do this.

From: Colin

No worries, Georgie. I think

I may have seen something

between us that perhaps

wasn’t there for you. Best

of luck with it all. Colin

From: Ellie

On my way. There’s been a

bit of an emergency but no

need to worry. All OK.



An emergency? What was going on? I closed my eyes and told myself to be strong, like Nina. Knowing Ellie, the ‘emergency’ was that Lucas had watched more than his government-approved ten minutes of television that day.

Still, her last text was from an hour ago. How had an hour gone by? And where was she, if she’d left her house an hour ago? It took – even in spectacularly bad traffic – less than twenty minutes from Ellie’s place to the hospital.

My head felt like a Venn diagram, with all these conversations overlapping one another. I felt dizzy trying to take it all in. Colin thought I had stood him up: bad. Jason was coming: good. I wanted him here for this. He was a good guy – the very definition of a good guy. He deserved to be a dad, and to do all the amazing dad things that came with the territory.

I replied to Colin.


Colin, I’m so sorry. I’m in labour!

A pretty good excuse, I think, for

missing a first date. Sorry again.

I’ll make it up to you. George x



To Jase:


Thank you. Nobody

here yet. Please come

quickly, need you. G x



I settled back against the pillows, relieved that Ellie and Nina would soon be here. And Jase. I had known I’d need Nina here, but I was surprised to be wanting Ellie, too. Regardless of our fight, I knew she’d be just the right mix of bossy and understanding when it came to the process of human baby extraction. I closed my eyes and must have drifted off, because when I woke, the lights had dimmed and the clock read 9 pm. What time did I get here? And where the hell was everyone?

The door burst open. Nina! Finally.

No.

‘Hello, hello… who do we have here?’

I felt my breathing quicken. It couldn’t be. It wasn’t. Oh fuck, it was. Tim Kane?!

‘Hi, Tim,’ I said, pulling my hospital sheet up to my neck in a mostly redundant display of modesty.

‘Having a baby, are you?’ he asked, walking into the room and surveying the machine Almut had been fiddling with all afternoon, instead of helping me.

No, Tim, I’m just here having a little rest. Getting away from it all, you know?

‘Yes,’ I said, through gritted teeth.

‘Alright, let’s have a look up here then,’ he said, ready to lift up my sheet.

‘No!’ I yelled. ‘No, no. No.’ I shook my head, mouth agape and eyes wider than my dilated cervix.

Tim raised his eyebrows. ‘Something wrong?’

‘I don’t want you… I don’t want you down there. OK?’

He looked at his clipboard, then back to me, tut-tutting.

In labour. He was tut-tutting me in labour.

This man could not be more repellent if he had scales for skin.

‘I’m your doctor, Georgie.’

‘What? Aren’t you, like, a brain surgeon or something? Go remove a tumour and leave the real work to someone else, please Tim.’

He smiled indulgently, like he was about to pat me on the head.

I may have stopped years ago, but I hoped my intermittent viewing of Billy Blanks’ Tae Bo DVDs had left me with the reflexes of a very young, street-savvy cat.

‘Nope. Always been an OB. Money’s in obstetrics. And, uh, you know, so’s the miracle of life.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Please let someone else do this. Please. I can’t have a baby with you, Tim.’

He threw up his hands, dumbfounded. ‘Georgie, I thought we were friends!’

Even stone-cold Almut had tuned in at this point, and, while pretending to be engrossed in her charts, was listening to every word.

I shook my head. ‘No, Tim, no. We are not friends. You are constantly a dick to me. You never remember who I am, you always say the most insensitive things and you are so far up yourself, you could administer your own enemas.’

He cocked his head to one side, patronisingly. ‘Is this your way of asking for an enema? Cos we don’t really do that anymore, Georgie.’

‘No! Get out of here! I don’t want you delivering my baby. And where is Nina?’ I said, turning to Almut, who immediately put her head down like she hadn’t been listening and shrugged, walking out the door.

‘Nina, hey? Is she alright?’

‘Yes. I mean, she and Matt are taking some time apart, but… yeah, she’s fine. Anyway, Tim, please. I am begging you. Please find me another doctor. Please.’

I used my best begging eyes, the ones I used at Ruby’s when they told me they were ‘out of blueberry muffins’. But something shifted in Tim’s eyes.

‘No, I mean… shit, you don’t know. I, uh… I just saw on Facebook. Ellie wrote something about her accident.’

‘What?’

He shook his head and started to back away. ‘Uh, shit.’ He wiped his brow. ‘Shit, I shouldn’t have said anything. Look, it didn’t sound bad. They were taking her to the hospital. She’s probably upstairs now. Look, don’t worry about it.’

‘Who? Who’s upstairs now?’ As I said it, the pain started to come back.

‘Nina,’ said Tim, his voice uncharacteristically soft and serious.

‘What happened to her? Please tell me. Please.’

But he shook his head and the next thing I knew, he was gone. Fucking Tim Kane.

The pain was definitely there now, in my back again and spreading down my legs. It was so intense that I didn’t notice when an alarmingly tall Aboriginal woman stepped in, holding a clipboard in one hand and a Diet Coke in the other. Almut trailed behind.

‘Georgie? Georgie Henderson?’ she asked.

I looked up. ‘Yes?’

‘I’m Dr Gardener. Just call me Rita. I’m going to check your vitals and see how you’re doing, OK?’

‘OK.’ I tried to calm my mind. I closed my eyes. Focus, Georgie, focus. Have the baby. Nina will be OK. Nina will be OK because she is strong. I tried to push away the thought that, her whole life, Nina had been strong for me, and now she needed me to be strong for her and here I was, literally paralysed. When I opened my eyes, Tim was gone.

Rita moved around me calmly and efficiently. She asked Almut brief questions and seemed satisfied with her economic answers. Finally, she asked me to lie back and lift my knees. I laid down and did as Rita said, but my legs, despite burning with pain, were still dull with the epidural.

‘Gee, they’ve given you a good dose. Alright, here we go,’ she said, and lifted my legs over her own shoulders, using them as a ledge. She peered down at my undie-less crotch. I couldn’t feel a thing, but she must have had a good old CSI-worthy investigation because when she surfaced, Rita had news.

‘Well, you’ve done a great job so far, Georgie. You’re ready to push.’

‘I’m sorry, what?’ I was ready to lie back for another couple of hours, maybe finish the book I’d stashed in my handbag on the way out of Ellie’s house. I suddenly felt a flash of panic. What if I never get to finish The Corrections?

Rita smiled, her glossy red lips spreading across her face. ‘It’s time to push. The epidural will wear off pretty soon. Almut, when did Georgie have the epidural?’

Almut checked her notes. ‘Six o’clock,’ she answered, near robotically.

‘Shouldn’t be too much longer now, Georgie,’ said Rita.

‘Wait… why is the epidural wearing off? Don’t I need it?’

Rita tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled. ‘No, you can’t push with an epidural. And we need you to push. We’ve got to get this baby out. Agreed?’

I nodded weakly. ‘Agreed.’

I closed my eyes. Of all the things I had not imagined, this was the absolute limit. About to have a baby with nobody around. Nobody to help. Nobody to hold my hand. Having a baby – that was unimaginable enough. Having a baby alone, without Nina here to help me – I had never given it a single second’s thought. I had always seen us walking into RPA together, me looking frazzled but still chic in jersey pyjama-style pants and a silk tee, Nina commanding the situation like she was Russell Crowe in all those Russell Crowe movies.

‘Rita?’ I asked in a squeakily high voice I didn’t recognise. ‘Is there anyone… is there anyone outside for me?’

She shook her head. ‘No-one I know of.’

‘OK.’ I paused, wishing a contraction away. ‘Um, do you know anything about an accident?’

She gave me that look that Australians give to Americans when they ask us if we know that friend of theirs who lives in Adelaide. ‘Hon, there are lots of accidents going on in this hospital. I need you to focus here, though. When we’re done, I’ll go look for whoever you want me to look for, OK? But right now, I need you here.’

‘Nina. Her name’s Nina.’

Rita nodded. ‘Alright.’

I didn’t know how to steer the ship. I was barely even on the ship, let alone capable of taking the wheel. I looked to the machine Almut had been playing with earlier. It was now attached to me by way of a belt that stretched around my stomach, keeping track of the baby’s heartbeat and my contractions. I felt the now-familiar surge of pain that meant a contraction was nigh. Sure enough, a spike appeared on the paper. Oh god. Help me do this, help me do this.

I briefly considered the wild hypocrisy involved in asking god to do anything for me after I had forsaken him my entire life, then decided it didn’t matter. Look, if god was real, he’d totally understand, right?

Rita, who had left the room, returned with a contingent of assistants. She introduced them all to me but I had no hope of keeping track of their names. The full force of the pain bore down on me again and this time it was even worse. I couldn’t quite believe that was possible.

Almut was by my side now, her hand next to mine. I gripped it, sensing she had left it there for just that purpose. I looked at her, into her lovely hazel eyes, and tried to plead silently. Please help me. Please help me. Almut nodded deeply and stared back at me. She was all I had.

‘I got rid of that awful doctor for you,’ she said conspiratorially. ‘Nobody likes him. I had them call him into an “emergency”. Dr Gardener is much better.’ I opened my mouth to say thank you but nothing came out. Almut smiled anyway; she got the gist.

Around me, people were calling out things like ‘Ten centimetres!’ and ‘Is the gas ready?’ and then ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘He’s not here,’ I yelled.

Almut squeezed my hand and I squeezed back. Just saying the words had made it clear to me. Jase wasn’t here. Ellie wasn’t, Nina wasn’t. It was me. It was just me.

Rita’s face hovered above mine. ‘Georgie, we’re ready. You need to start pushing. Can you do that?’

I shook my head furiously.

‘Jana never even –’ pause for contraction ‘– taught me! I don’t know how!’

‘OK, OK. Georgie –’

‘George! Everyone calls me George!’

Rita nodded. ‘Alright, George. I’m going to tell you something and you’re going to think it sounds crazy. But it’s true. You ready?’

I stared back at Rita’s gorgeous espresso skin. ‘Yes.’

‘Just pretend like you’re doing a really big poo. OK?’

At that point, I must have been delirious, because I remember saying, ‘OK,’ and doing exactly what Rita told me to do. And sure enough, it worked.

A few minutes later, I was crying with sheer relief and holding a tiny, pink, slippery little girl.
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DAY 1

‘Georgie? Are you OK? Can I get you anything?’ I opened my eyes.

It was Mum.

I felt my face soften. I had never been so glad to see her.

‘What are you doing here?’

She made a shushing motion, smiled and handed me a glass of water, the straw angled towards my mouth helpfully. I sipped, then realised exactly how thirsty I was, and kept sucking and sucking til the glass was empty.

‘I’ll get you some more.’

She turned and left the room. I sat up, before realising that something was preventing me from sitting completely upright. A cord, or a wire. What was that? I lifted the sheet and saw – a tube up my lady parts.

Bunches of flowers – small, tall, bright, pastel – dotted the room and filled it with a strong perfume. And in one corner, a plastic bassinette, dressed with the same hospital blankets I’m sure I came home in. Do hospital blankets ever change?

No baby.

There was no baby in the bassinette.

Oh no, oh no, oh no. Something’s wrong. Something’s happened. Where is my baby? What happened, what happened?

‘Mum!’ I yelled, frantic now.

She hurried back, still holding the empty glass.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Where’s my baby? Where is she?’

‘Oh. Darling, you worried me. She’s having a bath.’ She patted my head and gave me a gentle push, settling me back into the bed. ‘Have a rest now, darling. You did so well. And all by yourself.’ She shook her head in that motherly ‘couldn’t be prouder’ way and I felt a surge of pride.

‘Oh. OK.’ A bath? I thought. Shouldn’t I be giving her a bath? Then suddenly the past night, which had been filled with feeds on the half-hour, every half-hour, came flashing back to me, and I realised that the nurses had thrown me a much-needed bone and let me sleep while they took my baby for a ‘bath’. Lovely, lovely nurses.

My baby.

I had a baby.

What did I know about her so far? She was small. She seemed to be entirely pink all over, from her tiny rosebud lips to her even tinier shell-pink toes. She was hungry – a clear sign she was my genetic spawn, if ever there was one – and she was loud (OK, another indicator).

She was mine. It was pretty fucking unbelievable.

What was even more unbelievable was that I’d done it myself. Well, by myself, with a shitload of drugs and a team of well-trained doctors and nurses. Not, like, alone in the desert with nothing but a coyote howling back at me or anything like that. But still. I was pretty goddamn proud of myself.

‘Mum?’ I asked, when she came back with the water. ‘Where is everyone?’

‘Kevin’s just out getting some coffee for the nurses.’

‘No, no – Ellie and Nina. Jase. Mum, did something happen to Nina?’

My head was dizzy with vague memories. Tim Kane. Accident. Nina.

Mum took a breath and looked at me, narrowing her eyes a little like she was trying to decide what to tell me. ‘There was… something happened.’ The accident.

‘What? What happened?’ I braced myself. Well, I gave it my best. But really, no-one could ever be prepared for the words ‘your best friend is dead’, which is what I assumed Mum would say next.

‘Oh, darling, you don’t need to worry about any of that now. Just relax. Your beautiful baby will be back any minute. Let’s just concentrate on happy things for now, OK? Now, would you like a coffee? I can call Kevin.’ She picked up the hospital phone, which was lying right next to my own phone. I suspected Mum still didn’t know how to use a smartphone.

‘Mum. Stop. Listen to me. Tell me what happened. Is Nina OK?’

She nodded, but turned away from me. ‘She’s upstairs.’

‘Upstairs, where?’

‘In the hospital.’

I gritted my teeth. Something was going on. ‘I know that, Mum. But why? Why is she in the hospital?’

Mum sat down beside me and took my hand in her own. ‘It was only a small accident, darling.’

This was trademark Mum. Instead of just telling me exactly what was going on, instead of directly answering my questions, she’d skirt around them by repeating old information over and over. She usually did it when something bad had happened and she wanted to protect me from it. So what had happened?

‘Mum, please. Just tell me what happened. Fragile emotional state or not, I’m going to find out at some point. Please tell me now.’

She took a breath, her hand still clutching mine. ‘Nina, Jase and Ellie were in an accident.’ She stopped.

‘And?’

‘And they’re fine.’

I waited. There must be more. She wouldn’t have made me wait like that if they really were fine – they must be technically alive but horribly disfigured or something.

‘That’s it?’

She nodded and went back to the phone, letting go of my hand so it hung there limply. I looked around, waiting for some sort of Punk’d crew to pop out and tell me this was a big joke. All that for ‘they’re fine’? Sometimes – very, very frequently – my mother made absolutely no sense. Was this how I would behave one day?

A knock on the door broke my thoughts. ‘Are you decent?’ Nina!

‘Yes! Um… not really. But come in,’ I said, looking down at my thin white nightgown, through which you could see the whole birthday suit. I hastily pulled the sheet up to my boobs, which felt tender and incredibly full.

Later, I realised that the only people who care if you are ‘decent’ in hospital are your own friends and family. The hospital staff – the doctors, nurses, registrars, janitors and so on – couldn’t care less because they have seen it all before, and then some.

‘Oh god. Thank god you’re OK,’ I said as the three of them traipsed in.

Ellie and Nina looked fine, to the naked eye. Jase had a bandage on his left hand and one around his head, but apart from those, he looked OK, too.

All three of them shook their heads at once and laughed.

‘Yeah, we’re fine,’ Nina said, once she’d finished her little laugh. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine. I wasn’t the one in an accident. What happened?’

‘I was driving Jase –’ Nina began.

‘Because I only had my bike, and I didn’t know if there was secure bike parking here –’ Jase interrupted.

Inwardly, I rolled my eyes. Only Jase would be worried about his precious bloody bike while his own child was being born.

‘And I’d dropped Lucas off with Simon, and then I decided to take the Jeep back to the hospital because it still had Lucas’s car seat in it and I thought we could just turn it around for the drive home, with the baby – even though of course you wouldn’t be coming home straight away, but I wasn’t thinking straight, you see – and so I’m in the Jeep, which I haven’t driven in months,’ said Ellie.

‘Yeah, that’s quite obvious,’ Nina chimed in.

More laughter.

What is wrong with these people?

‘And I’m at the lights, near Sydney Park, coming the back way, when I realise I have to get down King Street. Well, that’s not going to happen on a Friday night, is it?’ Ellie asked the room.

‘So then she decides to go the back-back way,’ Jase said, ‘and she forgets that Newtown is full of one-way streets, doesn’t she?’

‘So by the time I realise I’ve gone the wrong way down a one-way street, it’s too late, isn’t it?’ Ellie asked again, to everyone and no-one.

‘Then she sees us,’ said Nina.

‘Then I see them,’ said Ellie. ‘And I’m so frazzled because I know you’re in labour and I know I’m going the wrong way down a one-way street and I have no idea how to drive that bloody beast of a car that I accidentally put my foot on the accelerator, not the brake, and, well…’

‘Are you all OK, though?’

‘Oh, yeah, yeah,’ said Jase. ‘Probably got the worst of it – I put my hand up to shield my eyes and it got cut in the windscreen. Also, it didn’t exactly save my face,’ he said, pointing to the bandage around his head.

‘I’m so glad you’re all OK. God, I was so worried when Mum said you’d been in an accident.’ Mum looked over and smiled beatifically, like, who me?

‘Where is she?’ Jase asked, his face giddy with excitement.

‘Having a bath. Not even a day old and already at the day spa. That’s my kid.’

Jase and I smiled at each other. It felt like all the tension and bad blood between us had been lifted away, and now we could see each other clearly. It felt good.

‘How are you?’ Nina asked, sitting beside me on the bed and holding my cannula-ed hand.

‘Good. Sore. Very, very sore. But… I did it.’

‘I know. Rita said you were incredible.’

‘Rita?’

‘Your doctor. She came up and saw us. Said you were shouting out our names and telling them to ring us all. She’d seen us upstairs before and she put two and two together. Clever.’

‘Oh. She said I was incredible?’

‘Yes, Miss Eager-to-Please, you were good at labour,’ Nina groaned. ‘Now when are they brining her back? I want to meet her!’

As if on cue, the door opened and in came Almut with a tiny pink roll of flannelette.

‘Georgie, here is your child,’ she said, with her signature Eastern European warmth.

‘Thanks, Almut. Thank you.’ We exchanged a brief look, her hazel eyes meeting mine, and I hoped she could sense my gratitude. It wasn’t clear that she had, since she immediately gave my baby to Jase, whose face melted like Gouda. Almut began disrobing me and the bed, right in front of Ellie and Nina and Jase and Mum, as if this was perfectly consensual and normal.

‘I have to change your catheter,’ she said, fussing around down there like she was fixing a mojito. Which, incidentally, I could have really gone for.

I looked up at Ellie, who had been so good at ordering hospital staff around yesterday, before she’d sent me off with Almut, who made up for what she lacked in empathy with stone-cold productivity. There was no question about it, the girl got things done.

‘Ah, OK,’ I said, seeing Ellie’s mouth twitch into a knowing giggle. She raised an eyebrow in solidarity and I smirked back. Friends again.

A few seconds later, Almut shattered any last shred of my dignity by pulling down the sheet covering my chest, then pulling my nightgown up, revealing my horribly distended, suddenly elasticised stomach for the room to see. In a final blow to my autonomy, she took my right boob into her hands – plural – squeezed and smiled triumphantly when she was rewarded with a healthy squirt. Nina and Ellie allowed themselves a laugh while Jase busied himself staring directly into the baby’s face and absolutely nowhere else.

‘OK, ready now,’ said Almut, motioning for Jase to bring Pink over. He handed her over – like anyone would mess with Almut – and little Pink settled down on my tummy, ready for a feed. Of course she would be hungry after twenty-two feeds last night. Of course.

‘Good job, George,’ Jase said, bending down to kiss my brow. The hormones struck and I started to cry, not for Jase, or for me, but for my gratitude that it was all OK. A gorgeously strange-looking baby girl lay in my arms, she was healthy and hungry and seemed to understand that I was her mum. Or maybe just her reservoir.

Nina was OK. Ellie was OK. Jase was OK. And I was OK.

‘I’m going to go ring Mum, OK?’ Jase asked. I nodded.

‘Wait,’ he said, as he rounded the door. ‘What’s her name?’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I was thinking Philippa. Pippa.’

‘Oh!’ said Nina, clapping her hands together and smiling. ‘I love that.’

Jase smiled. ‘Philippa Blake. Sounds nice.’

I raised my eyebrows and tried not to wince as Pippa really went for it, nipple-wise. ‘You wish! Philippa Henderson – well, maybe Philippa Blake Henderson,’ I replied, realising how perfectly Hollywood and magazine-y Jase’s surname was for a girl’s middle name.

Jase rolled his eyes right back. ‘I’m kidding, George. As if.’ He smiled and went to call his mum, who would surely have a fit if she knew about this conversation.

‘Philippa?’ Ellie asked. I waited for the criticism, to be told that this name wasn’t right, it wouldn’t befit a child, there weren’t any celebrity babies with that name, blah blah blah. ‘What do you think of that, Sue?’ she asked, turning to my mum.

Mum beamed. ‘I love it. Very fitting.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Huh?’

‘Well, Kate – Catherine, I should say – is probably a bit obvious, isn’t it? But Pippa… oh, I love it.’

I groaned. ‘Oh my god, I honestly – I swear to you – did not even think of that. Mum, I didn’t name my baby after the World’s Most Famous Bridesmaid.’

Mum smiled at me, like, sure you didn’t.

‘Well, Perky Bottom or not, I think it’s beautiful,’ said Ellie. ‘She is beautiful. You did great, George. Really great. I couldn’t have done it by myself, but you did.’ She squeezed my hand and kissed my cheek and nestled in to Pippa’s head for a smooch, and it wasn’t at all weird, even though Pippa’s head was directly above my nipple.

‘I’m going to get a coffee. You guys want one?’ Ellie asked.

‘I feel like I’ve said this so many times before but never really knew what I was saying until now: “I have never been more desperate for a coffee,’’’ I said.

‘What she said,’ said Nina.

Ellie took our orders and Mum left to look for the errant Kevin.

And so Nina and I sat, in a hospital room, with a baby. It was not lost on me that this had all started very differently and that, if everything had gone to Neen’s plan, we would have been sitting here with her baby now. Me in the bed, recovering, and her trying to figure out how to get her boobs to make milk or something. Matt would have been here. Things would have been very, very different.

I had a hunch Nina was thinking the same thing. I concentrated on keeping my feet out of my mouth and not saying anything that would upset Nina. But she knew something was up.

‘You OK?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ I said, holding back yet more tears. ‘I mean, you know, apparently I have hemorrhoids the size of tropical coconuts down there, but I’m on so much Endone I can’t feel much, so… I’m good.’

‘I can’t believe you did it by yourself,’ she said, softly, gently rubbing Pippa’s back.

‘You and me both.’

‘Was it scary?’

‘On a scale of one to having Ellie run me over in a Jeep… I don’t know, eleven?’ I said.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here.’

I shook my head, trying even more desperately not to cry. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I thought something bad had happened. I thought… I thought the worst thing had happened.’

‘It wasn’t even that big of a deal. I think they just brought us in to make sure nobody was concussed. Ellie was acting pretty crazy.

‘Gosh, I can’t imagine that.’

Nina smiled.

We sat for a while, looking at Pippa as she fell asleep, her mouth still a ring around my nipple, her breath gently falling on me. A baby. A teeny little person. God, what was I going to do with her? How would I be good enough for her? How would I do all the things she needed me to do?

‘She’s so tiny,’ said Nina. ‘I can’t believe she’s ever going to be… like, a fully grown person.’

‘Right? Look at her fingernails – how will they ever be big enough for polish?’

‘Oh my god, I can’t wait to do all that stuff with her! God, isn’t it great that you have a girl? This is going to be so much fun. You can take her to high tea and go shopping and get her ears pierced and take her to the ballet and read her Eloise. But you also have to make sure she plays soccer, and plays with toy cars and watches movies without princesses, too. That stuff is really important, George…’

‘Nina?’ She stopped in the middle of her daydreaming and looked up at me.

‘Mmm?’ she asked, her voice distant and hazy.

‘We can do this together, you know.’

Nina nodded half-heartedly, biting down on her lip to keep from crying. She stared down at her jeans.

‘I mean it, Neen. Will you help me? This baby’s going to need someone who knows to check the bath temperature and buy baby Panadol and when to start reading it Spanish… And I’m going to be shit at those things.’

She looked up at me again. ‘No, you won’t. You’ll learn,’ she said softly.

‘Will you do it with me?’ I felt Pippa’s tiny little heart beat away, fast as a racehorse, against my chest.

‘What?’

‘Live with us. You could move into my new place with us. Be Pippa’s second –’

Nina shook her head, cutting me off. Her eyes widened and pulled her chin back a little, surprised. I’d gone too far; it was the hormones. Stupid, predictable hormones. ‘No, just her First and Best Aunty.’

‘Right.’

I sank back against the bed and willed myself not to say anything else. It was clear that my brain was still recovering from all that concentrating on pushing a human out of my body.

Pippa moved with me and for a brief moment I thought, maybe I can do this by myself. I had just moved an inch and Pippa had moved with me. We were in sync, essentially the same person.

But then I realised these are exactly the sort of ludicrous jumps your mind makes when you are brimming with post-partum oestrogen.

‘Do you really want me to move in?’ Nina asked, and I thought I heard a note of hope I hadn’t heard in her voice in a long time. ‘What if I meet someone new? What if we end up hating each other? What if you turn into Ellie? What if I turn into Ellie?’

I laughed. ‘We’ll make a deal. You tell me if I’m heading for an El-down, and I’ll tell you. Deal?’

When I’d been at Jolie, I’d hated stories with happy endings. When the writers turned in stories that were too neat, too perfectly wrapped up, I asked for more. Life isn’t like that, I’d argued. Nobody ever got cancer then fell in love with their oncologist and had a baby and bought the pink house they’d always dreamed of and started a cupcake business and had things turn out happily ever after. There had to be more to the story. If the story was too ‘nice’, I didn’t believe it. Where was the drama, the twist, the realness of it all?

But now I wanted the neatness. I wanted things to be wrapped up in a lovely red bow. I didn’t want it for myself. Well, not entirely for myself, anyway. I wanted it for Nina, and for Pippa, too. What was so wrong with a happy ending, anyway?

‘Um…’ Nina’s voice wavered.

Pippa stirred on my chest, her eyes fluttering before they fell back to her face, content with sleep.

I looked at Nina. She was looking down; I could tell she was upset. Fuck. Hormones again. I’d pushed her too far, too soon.

‘Sorry, Neen. It’s too soon. I just got a bit carried away.’ I rolled my eyes, embarrassed.

So much for the happy fucking ending. Like I’d always argued, life was better than that.

‘No, no, it’s… it’s a deal.’ Nina looked up, her face shiny with wet tears. She reached across to hold my hand. ‘It’s a deal.’
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READING GROUP QUESTIONS FOR

SHE'S HAVING HER BABY

1.   With Georgie deciding to go ahead and have the baby she has never wanted, does this novel put the case that, deep down, all women want to have kids? Do you think that every woman wants to have kids, even if they say they don’t?

2.   What do you think about surrogacy? Could you do it for someone? What do you think motivates people to become surrogates?

3.   Why do you think Georgie agrees to have Nina’s baby? Does she think her decision through well enough? Or is it the kind of decision you can’t be rational about?

4.   Ellie describes Georgie and Nina as ‘closer than best friends’ (page 121). Is Georgie and Nina’s relationship unusually close for a female friendship? Is it an equal friendship?

5.   Is Ellie a good friend to Georgie? Can she be excused for not coming to Nina’s birthday parties? Whose side do you take in the argument between Ellie and Georgie on pages 267 to 277? Have you had any friendships change when one of you had a baby and the other didn’t? How did the friendship change?

6.   Is the character of Ellie realistic? Or is she a parody like the baby book that she gets Georgie to read? What about the other mums in the playground? Are they exaggerated or true to life?

7.   Do you think Georgie will become like Ellie when she has her baby? Will Nina become like Ellie? Does one parent need to be like Ellie?

8.   If you are a mum, how has your mothering turned out differently to what you’d expected or planned? Are there things you swore you’d never do that you NOW find yourself doing? Have the changes been superficial or central to your identity? If you aren’t a mum but plan to be one eventually, how do you think you’ll change?

9.   We’ve all heard the cliché that mothering is the hardest job in the world. Is it?

10. Georgie is worried about her identity if she has a baby: ‘Who would I be if I had a baby?’ (page 164), she wonders. Work is important to her, and when she leaves Jolie she says something similar: ‘I didn’t know who I was if I wasn’t at work. I didn’t make any sense without something to do’ (page 219). Do you think work will be as important to her after she has the baby? Did your attitude to work change after you had kids, or do you think it will? How do you balance your work and home life?

11. Georgie is passionate about Jolie, seeing printed magazines as better than websites. What do you think about glossy magazines? Do you agree with Georgie, or with people who think they are ‘silly and unimportant, that all they do is advertise lipsticks’ (page 179)? Has your reading moved to the online space?

12. How do you think Nina’s mum dying has affected her? And how has it affected Georgie? What about Georgie’s relationship with her own mum? Georgie doesn’t want to end up like her mum when she becomes a mother (page 166-7), but does she come to appreciate her in the end?

13. Are women better at friendship than men, as Georgie’s old classmate Adam thinks?

14. The mother who accosts Georgie in the supermarket queue says that pregnancy is all about ‘realising that everything you’ve done up to that point has been worthless’ (page 8). Do you agree?

15. ‘Why did married people always assume that once you were couple up your life suddenly looked like a Julie Andrews movie?’ (page 14). Have you encountered this attitude? Have you been guilty of this attitude? Can Georgie be happy and single? Or are you still holding out hope for a romance with Colin?

16. How do you think Georgie and Nina will go looking after Georgie’s baby together?

17. Did you expect a fairytale ending for Georgie and Jase? If you were Georgie, would you have refused Jase’s offer of marriage? Would you say the book has a fairytale ending anyway?


 

 

 

We hope you enjoyed Lauren Sams' beautiful novel, She's Having Her Baby, as much as we did here at Legend Press. If you want to read more, here’s the prologue from Lauren’s next novel, Crazy, Busy, Guilty.


PROLOGUE

WHAT KIND OF MUM ARE YOU?

Are you Foodie Mum? Do you make nutritious, delicious meals for your children, often at a moment’s notice? Do you swear it’s ‘the same old thing’ every night? (When actually it’s homegrown kale – painstakingly, lovingly massaged with extra virgin olive oil – and pearl barley ‘risotto’, liberally sprinkled with nutritional yeast – the new parmesan! – from Nigella’s latest.) Do you spend the six weeks prior to your child’s birthday scouring back issues of the Donna Hay kids’ edition for sausage roll inspiration? Do you make your kids themed birthday cakes every year, from scratch, from a dog-eared copy of The Women’s Weekly Children’s Birthday Cake Book (the updated edition, without all the artificial food colouring and potato chips for ducks’ bills)? Is your freezer stocked with balanced meals and brownies made from sweet potatoes and agave syrup (white sugar being, of course, off limits)? Is your freezer decidedly not filled with gin?

Or maybe you’re Patient Mum. You never begrudge another story at bedtime, another song in the car, another five minutes in the bath at night. In fact, you usually read several books before tucking your children in, calmly, without a fuss. You don’t mind if the kids get up to go to the toilet five times. They’re only little once, Patient Mums say, smiling as they fetch their four-year-old a seventh glass of lukewarm water.

You might be Martyr Mum. Did you insist on a natural birth, without intervention? Did you feel like your body was about to implode, collapsing in on itself like a punctured lung or a basketball that’s lost its pep, because you were so goddamn sore and tired? You got through it, though. Martyr Mums do – they just keep buggering on. You feel – quite understandably – very proud of this achievement, wondering if maybe there’s a space to add it to your LinkedIn profile. You also breastfeed. Like, a lot. Are you breastfeeding now? Not just in general, but right now, as you read this? Did you stick with it even though you struggled at first and no matter how much it hurt, because you knew that breast was best? Do you love it now? Are you, perhaps, not quite sure when – or possibly if – you’ll give up? Do you co-sleep? Are you careful to tell only other confirmed co-sleepers, lest you be judged by society and its misguided insistence on sole-sleeping? You might be Martyr Mum.

Are you Stylish Mum? Stylish Mum looks good. Obviously. She does not wear a crumpled t-shirt, stained with last night’s dinner and possibly this morning’s breakfast, to the park. She Instagrams her outfit – an Être Cécile t-shirt (ironed, of course) with an ironic slogan emblazoned across the front, her Frame jeans (the ones she fits into again thanks to her thrice-a-week Pilates habit) and Repetto flats – cold brew / green juice / child optional. Stylish Mum blow-dries her hair, manicures her nails and would not think twice about wearing white jeans. Because Stylish Mums beget Stylish Children, who have a very adult respect for pale denim (and their shoes, too – Stylish Children would never dream of kicking off their sandals in the park, befouling their naked feet with dirt. Stylish Children are too busy reading Madeline and sipping their babycinos).

Then there’s Organised Mum. Organised Mum knows the exact date of her child’s next vaccination and precisely how much Panadol can be given to an eighteen-month-old with an ear infection, without so much as looking at the bottle. She remembers the contents of the fridge with a precision that borders on militant. Organised Mum takes her children to the park, and to playgroup, and to Rhyme Time, and to Gymboree, and to the pool. She knows what, specifically, to pack for each of these different events. She never forgets sunscreen or wet wipes or water or snacks or her child’s hat. Organised Mum fills her schedule with child-centric activities and enjoys catching up with all the other Organised Mums she meets there.

Are you Involved Mum? Do you volunteer at playgroup, preschool, and school and weekend sports (not as a coach, mind you – that’s a job for Involved Dad)? Can you hear the words ‘canteen duty’ without shuddering, wincing and choking on your sav blanc? Do you have your kids’ Halloween outfits sorted before the Christmas tree comes down? Have you ever attended a Mums’n’Bubs ballet class?

Or are you Hipster Mum? Hipster Mum feeds her kids organic chia seed milk but has sort of forgotten why. Her kids are called Arlo or Edie. She thinks it’s important that kids learn a second language – and that’s the only reason Dora the Explorer is allowed to be screened in her house. If you’re a Hipster Mum, you’d sooner strangle yourself with your fair-trade organic cotton scarf than buy your kid a toy from Kmart. You don’t know what canned soup tastes like, and neither do your kids. They prefer bone broth, anyway.

Or maybe you’re not any of these mums.

Well. Are you?

I didn’t think so.

None of these mums actually exist. But for some reason we tell ourselves they do: these perfect mums who are different in their methods but similar in their madness for their kids. We tell ourselves that we should seek to be one of these mothers, these mothers who think of nothing but their children, day in and day out. Whose worlds revolve entirely around their kids, to the exclusion of everything else. We tell ourselves that is what motherhood really is. But it isn’t.

We all know what motherhood’s really like. Nobody has the energy to make sugar-free muesli bars for lunch boxes and compost every single scrap of vegetable and make a Sunday roast every week without fail. Nobody does it all the time. Nobody plans playdough fun crafternoons every single day, without ever resorting to plopping their kids down in front of a Ben and Holly DVD and sneaking off to the kitchen for a glug of wine from the bottle.

My bet is that you’re Just Trying to Keep Everyone Happy Mum. You have a child – or children – and a job. A husband, maybe a wife. Friends. Mothers. Fathers. Sisters. Brothers. A boss. Employees. Your own interests. Your life is full, which you like but also find terrifying because if one ball drops the rest may come crashing down soon after. You are perpetually tired in a way that is very hard to articulate (mainly because you’re so very, very tired). You want to keep everyone happy and do everything properly and be in many, many places at once. You are very sick of people telling you to ‘slow down’, ‘meditate’ and ‘get a dog, the kids would love it!’ (you do not have time for a dog!). You are sick of answering questions – like ‘How do you do it?’ – as if you are some sort of superwoman. You know what the real answer is: by missing out on other things. You are late to the Easter hat parade every single year, despite all your best efforts. Best efforts like choosing your employer based on their ‘flexible working policies’ and ‘support of working parents’, only to find that this equates to an annual family picnic to which you must bring your own booze. You have heard of ‘me time’ and think it is ridiculous bullshit that women have to justify simply doing something for themselves for once. You’re tired of having to explain how much you do for others in order to ‘earn’ said ‘me time’ (still, you nick off for a pedicure once in a while under this guise – because why the hell not?). You send emails while singing to your kids in the bath and cooking tomorrow night’s dinner. You braid your kid’s hair while memorising a speech you have to give later. You tuck your kids into bed and race away after the final kiss to finish a report that’s due in the morning. Sometimes, in dark moments, you feel that ‘Cat’s in the Cradle’ was written with you in mind. You know it is supremely audacious to love both your child and your job.

And you sometimes wonder if your life is about to reel right out of your control.

I mean, what the hell were you thinking?
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