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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hand slipped across Charlie’s back and she felt it pulling her to turn around. She went with it, allowing her sleepy body to go with the flow, knowing even in her dreamy state that she wanted to go where the arm was pulling her. 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes to see her wife holding onto her, half asleep herself but wanting to be close. Charlie snuggled into her. 
 
      
 
         ‘I dreamt I was running’ Amy said, pulling her bright blonde hair out of her blue-green eyes, the colour of the Mediterranean Sea. 
 
      
 
          ‘To something or away from something?’ Charlie asked, rubbing sleep and long chocolate brown hair out of her own mahogany eyes, the better to see Amy. Amy was that rare creature that looked amazing from the second she woke up. It would take Charlie a little while to feel like a human, but Amy? Natural beauty. Charlie thought that Amy might even look hot while she was throwing up. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know’ Amy said through a yawn. ‘I thought I heard someone crying somewhere. Maybe a kid?’ Amy said, trying to examine the rapidly fading memory. But she was losing her grip quickly, the dream evaporating in the morning light. 
 
      
 
    Charlie, however, wasn’t thinking about Amy’s dream anymore. As she came to a wakened state, so did her body. Still holding loosely onto Amy, she began to slip a tentative hand downwards, towards that firm yet juicy bottom.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’re so horny in the mornings’ Amy said, pretending to complain. But she loved how much Charlie wanted her. Because it was the same amount she wanted Charlie. 
 
      
 
    Charlie ran her hands over Amy’s curves and Amy began to do the same to Charlie’s lean, long body. Small kisses were added, quickly building to bigger ones and soon, Amy and Charlie were fully awake, naked, morning sex at the top of the agenda. 
 
      
 
    This was a regular thing in the Black-Sinclair household.  
 
      
 
    They’d been married for eight months, good months, honeymoon-er months in the most classic sense. Charlie and her new bride Amy Sinclair had decided to wait to live together until they were married, which had been a bit of a gamble but it had felt somehow more romantic to take such an old fashioned approached to matrimony. So they had wed, honeymooned on one of the quieter Fijian Islands for ten days and come back to a new home; Charlie’s mum - as a wedding gift - having arranged Charlie and Amy’s individual abodes to be emptied and their contents consolidated in the new place. It had been the best wedding present they’d received, hands down. Planning a wedding had been work and the romantic idea of combining it with their moving in together had become stressful, as they should have realised it would be. But they’d had the blinders on, wanting it all to be perfect and right, which had lasted as far as finding a place they both liked and getting a signature on the lease. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But thanks to an intervention by Charlie’s mum, Dawn, it had turned out alright. She’d taken the reigns, haggled with movers, watched them like hawks to make sure they were careful, and been on them about carrying everything into the room it was supposed to end up in. Of course, Charlie had endured a phone call during the honeymoon to hear her mother clarify just how tough it had all been, but it was small remuneration for such a big job. Knowing when they came home that the place would have furniture out and that all they had to do was unpack personal stuff, Charlie was at last grateful for her harridan mother. It was what you needed for something like this. She could benefit from it rather than fear it.   
 
      
 
    And then home they’d come, tanned and sex exhausted, and Amy had tried to carry Charlie over the threshold. But Charlie had almost half a foot on Amy and they quickly realised it might be better to try it the other way around. Charlie, clumsy as ever, immediately dropped her wife before she could get a foot in the door. After that, they settled on going through hand in hand together, but it became apparent the door wouldn’t take two and they’d have to single file. But Charlie wasn’t having that, it wasn’t nearly romantic enough for the moment. So, in the end, Amy climbed onto Charlie’s back and she piggy-backed her through the door. Charlie knew she was supposed to stop once they were through, but she picked up speed, running through the flat, spinning Amy around, both laughing until Charlie started to get dizzy and began to tilt dangerously and Amy had to beg her to stop before they broke something, furniture or body part. 
 
      
 
    And then they were in: married, settled, done. This was the next phase of their lives, both now thirty and thirty-one respectively, both bracing themselves for the future. It was all exactly as it was supposed to be, according to everything they’d ever been taught about adulthood. They were paired off and now they were to turn their eyes to home furnishings and rubbish collection dates. 
 
      
 
    But luckily, they didn’t listen too much to the rules of maturity. The eight months that followed were like a new phase of childhood. There was a reason for that. Charlie and Amy had met when they were practically still children, at seventeen years old. They’d had a brief summer affair that had ended badly, pushing them apart for more than a decade before chance had reunited them in ludicrous circumstances. Both felt they’d missed something in that time, that they should have grown through those years together, reached adulthood side by side. But it was never too late. And now they had that chance again, they were like kids, playful, adventurous, open. 
 
      
 
    At the back of both their minds, however, they knew this phase couldn’t last forever. Sooner or later, grown up problems were bound to come a-knocking.  
 
      
 
    And knock they would, starting today. 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie’ Amy said lightly. 
 
      
 
    Charlie, who’d fallen back to sleep, in need of a slight snooze to recover from the energetic start to her day, heard Amy saying her name in quite a different way than she’d been saying it not too long ago. But she didn’t wake so easily this time. She was deep in sleep. 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie! Your phone’s going off!’ Amy moaned. She too had nodded off in a post-coital snooze, rudely interrupted by the chirruping phone. 
 
      
 
    Charlie opened one eyelid. And promptly turned over, pressing her face into the pillow. Amy gave her an almighty nudge in the ribs. ‘Oi!’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie sat up suddenly and cried, ‘I’ve lost count of the push ups!’, before noticing she was not at work, training people into a shape that was hopefully less blobby than she found them in. She was in bed with Amy and they’d started the day with a bang. She turned to her and smiled dopily. ‘Morn-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Woman, would you stop that phone!’ Amy begged. 
 
      
 
    Charlie blinked and only then seemed to hear the noise. She picked up her phone and saw it was her mother. She meant to cancel the call, to call her back when she’d come around a bit, but a slip of the finger and her mother’s cut glass voice blared out of the speaker. ‘I’ve been calling you forever!’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie felt like she was that lazy fifteen-year-old again, her mother screaming up the stairs to drag her hide out of bed, that it was practically lunchtime. ‘I was asleep. It’s Sunday morning.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve been up for three hours.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Amy had her cast party last night, went late.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I see’ Dawn faltered, not able to find fault with Amy, whom she revered. Charlie was sure that was why she’d helped to get the flat sorted while they’d been away. Anything to keep Amy happy and married to her daughter, who couldn’t possibly do any better. She’d have built the flat from scratch if it meant keeping Amy in the family. And now Amy was becoming semi-famous in theatre circles, the adoration kept growing. Which made her the most sensational buffer for Charlie. Criticism? Throw Amy in front of it. She deflected motherly disapproval like nobody’s business.  
 
      
 
          ‘Anyway, I need to know if you’re coming to dinner today? I’ve been texting all week but you’ve been quite skittish…’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was about to make something up about having scheduled a PT session with a client who couldn’t do any other time, when she felt a hand on her arm. 
 
      
 
          ‘Tell her we’ll go’ Amy whispered. 
 
      
 
    Charlie made a face. Amy made a face back. Charlie sighed, she knew Amy was right. They should go. Dawn had done a lot for them. The very least they could do was turn up and let her feed them. 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ll be there’ Charlie told her.  
 
      
 
          ‘Right, good, fine, two extra.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is Maddie coming?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, her and Josh are coming’ Dawn replied. 
 
      
 
          ‘And both kids?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you think she’d do with them, leave them in the car?’ Dawn asked, bewildered. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not…  Jake’s alright, now he’s a bit older. But Mia’s still in that ear drum splitting phase.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Babies cry, Charlie. It’s what they do.’ 
 
      
 
    And then her mother, in a new habit that had developed in the last few years, took a pause and a breath and Charlie knew what was about to happen. 
 
      
 
         ‘I love you, see you at one’ Dawn rushed and put the phone down. 
 
      
 
    Dawn hung up before Charlie could make a stab at replying in the same vein. This was her mother’s attempt at trying to strengthen their relationship, after realising recently that her criticism had affected her daughter more than she’d imagined. Twenty-eight years had gone by without her mother ever uttering those three little words, years in which Charlie had not actually really doubted that her mother loved her - that was just who Dawn was - and now Charlie had to endure this grating and unnatural attempt at affection every time they spoke.  
 
      
 
          ‘What time are we due to land at your parents’?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘One o’clock. God, why are we going, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy raised an eyebrow and Charlie nodded. ‘Yeah, I know. Family.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie! Shoes!’ Dawn cried as Charlie waltzed into her parent’s hallway without a second thought. She stopped in her tracks and turned to see that Amy had not made her mistake and was slipping her shoes off on the mat. What was it about her mother’s shoe rule that simply wouldn’t stick for her when even Amy, the newest addition to their family (not counting a baby whose feet didn’t touch the floor yet anyway) got it right off the bat? Charlie hoped it was some kind of unconscious rebellion that she couldn’t shake. Better that than sheer dumb forgetfulness. Rule breaking had a dash more cachet about it.  
 
      
 
    She took off her shoes and Amy took them from her automatically, putting them with her own in the basket by the door.  
 
      
 
    And then Dawn was rushing at them and Charlie didn’t even expect the first cheek kiss greeting, which was lucky because she didn’t get it. Dawn went straight to her daughter-in-law. Charlie rolled her eyes as she watched her mother fuss over Amy. 
 
      
 
          ‘I saw a review in the paper, for your play. They mentioned you! They said you ‘underplayed beautifully’, isn’t that lovely?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s nice, yes’ Amy enthused. 
 
      
 
          ‘I kept the clipping, I’ll give it to you as you leave.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks Dawn, very kind of you.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie knew Amy had already seen that review but she also knew Amy wouldn’t have embarrassed Dawn at gunpoint. It was hard to imagine what circumstances would lead to someone pointing a gun at her wife and threatening to shoot her if she didn’t humiliate her mother-in-law, but Charlie thought that if it did come up, the gunman would leave disappointed.  
 
      
 
    Because Amy did perfect and she did it easily. That was Charlie’s belief. But she didn’t know exactly what it cost Amy to appear as flawlessly as she was perceived. Because here was how that little moment looked from the inside… 
 
      
 
    Amy walked in behind Charlie, taking her shoes off quickly. She was a guest in the house and she always felt she was just one mistake away from ending up on Dawn’s shitlist. Their relationship had started on shaky ground, amid the most enormous lie, albeit a well-intentioned one. Amy had pretended to be another person, as part of her old Rent-A-Date job, unknowingly booked by Charlie to play a girlfriend that had dumped her weeks before her sister Maddie’s wedding. It wasn’t until Charlie and Amy had met outside the church that they’d recognised each other from when they were seventeen, from a brief friendship that had turned into an even briefer affair with a bad ending.  
 
      
 
    But once they’d both gotten over the shock, they’d tried to carry out the façade. Needless to say, it hadn’t quite worked out. It had all been quite mad and by the end of the day, Amy and Charlie had started to rekindle something and the truth had been spilt to all. Amy still remembered how Dawn had looked at her when she realised she’d been lied to. They’d worked all that out later and she’d developed a warm relationship with her mother-in-law since then, but still, Amy always remembered that look. She knew Dawn had tried her best to be sweet with her because she’d been slapped in the face by the precariousness of her relationship with her eldest child that day and she was trying to do better, which included being supportive of Charlie’s relationship, one that had turned into a marriage. But Amy knew that if she ever fucked up, that woman would come down on her like a ton of bricks.  
 
      
 
    As Amy’s mind flitted to these facts while she took her shoes off, she watched Charlie wander in carelessly, tramping in without being bothered about the shoe rule. What it must be like to be as careless as Charlie was, Amy speculated, tracking your mud through life, leaving a mark on the world and letting it be other people’s problems if they didn’t like it. That’s how it looked to her, anyway. It was one of the things she liked most about Charlie. Even when they were seventeen, Charlie had done what she liked, hadn’t worried about being popular, hadn’t worried about her appearance, hadn’t given two shits what anyone thought. She’d just drifted about, seemingly happy with her own company. Not like Amy, never alone, even when she wanted to be, which became an increasing desire as she got older. That was what had drawn them together in the first place, most likely. They were opposites and they had indeed attracted. The Queen Bee and the Misfit.  
 
      
 
    But that’s not what they were anymore. School had been long ago and far away. And now Amy was trying to fit into the Black family as best she could, just a human being, wary of her mother-in-law, who came now to kiss her cheek and talk about a good review. 
 
      
 
    And so they went down the hall, to the dining table, set up for a big gathering, Charlie and Amy, newly married and still with so much to learn about who the other was. Part of the problem was love. They both looked at the other and saw someone being themselves as beautifully and unaffectedly as possible. But no one can manage that all the time. There were things spinning through both their heads, neuroses, worries, doubts, an inner dialogue that asked a lot of questions, moment by moment, about every action, was it right, was it stupid, would it have unforeseeable consequences that could spread death and disaster across the world? 
 
      
 
    Because they were both just people. People who didn’t want to believe the other was anything less than a marvellous, magical miracle. Cue the dinner, an awkward question and the surprising unravelling of the fantasy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carving the chicken, his one job at Sunday dinner – the Black’s were very traditional types in some regards - Ed leered as he held his knife aloft, turning to his daughter’s wife. ‘Amy, are you a leg or a breast-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, cut it out!’ Charlie interrupted her father, mid-inappropriate joke. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?!’ Ed said, feigning naif-ishness. He’d pulled this gag on his son-in-law Josh many times and Charlie couldn’t believe that he thought no one knew what he was doing every time he did it. Charlie supposed she should have been glad for the equal treatment her wife received, but it was hard to see it that way when your dad was asking which of her own body parts received the most sexual attention, which was what it boiled down to.  
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, just knock it off, alright?’ Maddie pitched in from across the table, where she sat with her youngest, Mia, strapped to her front, her husband Josh sat next to her, holding Jake, a wriggly toddler.  
 
      
 
    Ed cut into the chicken, still making a stab at plausible deniability. ‘Just asking Amy which bit of the bird she prefers…’ he grumbled, placing unnamed chicken meat on Amy’s plate, which she received with a thin smile, not wanting to encourage the minor fracas any further. 
 
      
 
    After everyone had their chicken, veg, potatoes and gravy, a silence took the table as everyone tucked in appreciatively. When it came to a roast, Dawn Black knew her business.  
 
      
 
    But it couldn’t last. Baby Mia suddenly took one deep breath and let out the most shocking scream. Charlie felt like her heart would stop from the shock of it. 
 
      
 
    Maddie jumped up and started bouncing and shushing but Mia wasn’t one to be soothed so quickly. She was shaking the rafters.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, maybe you guys should go into the garden’, Charlie suggested. The entire room turned as one to this suggestion and Charlie knew she’d just crossed a line, but she had no choice but to keep talking, trying to wind it back. ‘The fresh air might calm her. And trees and grass and stuff. Babies probably like all that…’ Charlie gradually came to a full stop as the faces of her sister and mother narrowed. 
 
      
 
          ‘Babies cry’ Maddie said, unknowingly echoing the earlier words of her mother. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, but…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘In this family, we don’t send children into the garden when they cry’ Dawn added. 
 
      
 
    Charlie looked to her dad, who was giving her a look that said in no uncertain terms, ‘You’re on your own.’ It was fair, Charlie supposed. She’d given him short shrift not too long ago. Why should he back her up? 
 
      
 
    So she looked to the person who’d promised to back her up in front of a room full of people and then signed a legal contract reaffirming it. But Amy was simply looking down at her plate. She looked like she was trying not to laugh. That cheered Charlie up a bit. In its way, it was support. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry’ Charlie said. ‘Crying babies are my kryptonite. When I was a baby, I couldn’t even bare to hear myself doing it’ Charlie said as Mia screeched on, hoping to joke her way out of this. 
 
      
 
    And then Dawn landed the punch that fucked everything up. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, what will you do when it’s your own child?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie did a sort of double take at her mother, as though she’d begun to speak in Norwegian. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    Mia, at the one moment Charlie didn’t want her to halt her tears, abruptly stopped crying and now everyone could hear as Dawn said, ‘Your babies! What will happen when you have to listen to them cry?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie, baffled, said, ‘I haven’t got any babies. As far as I’m aware. I suppose I might have been the first woman to knock up another woman. Maybe one of my exes is walking around right now with a little Charlie’ she babbled. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t be facetious, Charlie. Your future children.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I…’ Charlie started, glancing back to her wife. Amy was no longer laughing. She seemed deeply interested to hear what Charlie’s reply would be. 
 
      
 
    It’s important to note here that Charlie and Amy had discussed children. It had happened about four months into dating and it had gone like this: 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you like kids?’ Amy had said at dinner, looking over at a family eating at the next table, two little ones adorably spilling food everywhere. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, yeah, sure. Love ‘em. Waiter? I think we need more ketchup’ Charlie said, trying to catch the man’s eye. 
 
      
 
    And that was it. 
 
      
 
    They’d gotten married without talking about it beyond that. Amy had just assumed that that was a yay on the kids thing, that they’d revisit it further down the line. And Charlie? In all honesty, she hadn’t been paying a lot of attention. She’d been way more concerned about the missing moist element on her plate. The burger was a touch dry. 
 
      
 
    But now it had come up again, later than it should have. Charlie looked around the table, a married woman in her early thirties, a perfect time to think about the question of children.  
 
      
 
    But she didn’t have an answer. Yes, she liked kids. Yes, she thought it might be nice at some point to consider having some little ones running around the place. But turning thirty had crept up on her. It was as though she still thought she was twenty, with years to think about it. So she hadn’t done. Thought about it, that is. Not in a real way. 
 
      
 
    But as Charlie glanced around the table, she realised that the people in the room fully expected her to have thought about it. Especially the person with the largest vested interest. Amy. She was giving her quite the quizzical look. 
 
      
 
    So Charlie did the only thing she could think to do. She reached for her very full glass of water, saying, ‘Well…’ and then accidently knocked the liquid everywhere.  
 
      
 
    Dawn was aghast, as was everyone else at the table, as the water spread all over the table, creating rivers and lakes around the serving dishes.  
 
      
 
          ‘God in heaven, why can’t you be more careful!’ Dawn cried, running off for kitchen towels. Everyone else stood up, trying to avoid drips that were running off the table, heading straight for their laps. Even Ed was tutting. 
 
      
 
    One person didn’t stand however. Amy was sitting quite still across the table from Charlie and she was simply watching the commotion with a moderate frown. 
 
      
 
    Charlie knew she was rumbled.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the mess at the table had been sorted out and everyone had settled into a less eventful meal, it seemed that Dawn had forgotten the question posed to Charlie. Dinner passed with relative peace, Mia’s screeching aside. 
 
      
 
    But Amy seemed quiet. And Charlie knew that when they left, there was going to be a conversation.  
 
      
 
    Sure enough, on the car ride home, Amy pulled out of the Black’s street and onto the main road, casually tossing a little gem over to the passenger side as she slipped into the flow of Sunday traffic. ‘That was quite a performance. I can’t believe I’m the actress in this marriage. You should think about switching careers. The stage is losing out.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie knew precisely what Amy was referring to. But she couldn’t very well just say, ‘Yes, I know it was kind of weird to throw a tsunami over the dinner table rather than address the issue of kids, but I panicked and I’m still panicking a bit because I’m starting to realise that maybe this is a chat me and you should have had quite a while back because I have no idea if we’re on the same page or actually, what page I’m on at all, I don’t even know what book I’m reading, come to think of it!’ 
 
      
 
    So instead she simply made an ‘Mmm?’ noise. 
 
      
 
    Amy rolled her eyes at the road. ‘So I’m going to have to drag this out of you, am I?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Drag what?’ Charlie said, feeling like an utter tit. She knew she wasn’t really being the adult here.  
 
      
 
    And Amy knew it too. On the driver’s side, she was being put in a box she’d never really liked being in, being forced to take charge. She knew that Charlie was a little flaky, she always had been. There were upsides to that. She didn’t take everything as seriously as Amy did, and thus Charlie provided balance to her tendency to be a bit uptight. But this was the price. They needed to have a conversation and Charlie was being evasive.  
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t have the strength to deal with it. And she didn’t see why she should. 
 
      
 
         ‘Never mind’ she replied and focused her eyes on the road, on the journey, on the next fifteen minutes. Since the future was out of bounds, she’d have to sit in the uncomfortable now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie was sitting up in bed, watching Amy through a gap in the en suite bathroom door. She’d been in there a long time. Amy was a woman who liked to take care of herself and Charlie was used to beating her through their nightly routines, of which Charlie’s were rather more slapdash. She ran a brush across her teeth, cleaned her face and went to bed. But Amy usually carried out a ton more upkeep. Stripping out various oils, replacing them with others, it seemed like an endless set of chores. Charlie couldn’t understand how anyone who was so naturally beautiful needed to do so much and would often call through to tell her so, trying to get Amy to come to bed faster. 
 
      
 
    But tonight, it was taking even longer. And Charlie didn’t call through. She was scared to. Things had been too quiet once they’d gotten home. It was as though they were sitting on a landmine, frightened that if either of them moved it would blow them both to bits.  
 
      
 
    But ablutions cannot last forever. Eventually Amy came back in and slipped into bed next to Charlie. They exchanged nervous smiles and then Amy said, ‘Night’ and switched her light off, rolling over. 
 
      
 
    Charlie slipped down deeper into the bed, wondering what she should do. She kept thinking about that thing people always said to married couples. ‘Never go to bed angry.’ But they weren’t angry, exactly. They were something else. Confused? What did the marriage guidance experts have to say about going to bed confused? Charlie was tempted to Google it.  
 
      
 
    Instead, she lay there in the dark, turning the day around and around, trying to look at it in a way that made sense. The conclusion she reached was that this wasn’t fair. Amy had locked her out. And now Charlie was starting to feel a bit angry. So she wasn’t ready to talk about this. Why did that mean she had to be punished? 
 
      
 
    But Amy wasn’t punishing her at all. She was too busy worrying. She’d married Charlie because she’d never liked another person as much her. That was why you married someone, because they were your best friend and the coolest person you’d ever met, not to mention a completely hot piece of ass and you wanted them to know it and to know you wanted them to stay with you and not to think you were hanging around while you waited on better options, that you knew full well that that there was no one on the planet who could be any better. That was why you popped the question, to make all that crystal clear, that you chose them and would keep choosing them, every single day. And if they said yes, if they married you, then they thought the same. That was the way it was supposed to be. That had seemed like more than enough when they’d said, ‘I do.’ 
 
      
 
    But now there was the future. Why hadn’t they ever really talked about the bloody future? 
 
      
 
          ‘Ahem.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy heard Charlie clear her throat but didn’t react. 
 
      
 
          ‘I said ahem.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy reached for the light and turned to Charlie. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s what I’d like to know.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy sighed and settled herself in an upright position, pulling her pillow up for support. She might as well be physically comfortable if she were going to be in a very rough position emotionally. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know what’s up so let’s not play silly buggers anymore, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie licked her lips and looked at Amy. ‘OK.’ 
 
      
 
    Twenty whole seconds of silence were allowed to pass before Amy put a hand to her forehead, wearily. ‘Charlie…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright. OK. Right. We need to talk about the kids thing, that’s what this is about, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Seems like.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded. ‘Do you want a kid?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t really need to think about that. ‘Yeah. More than one.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How many?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Minimum of two, with an option on a third.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie let out a whistle. 
 
      
 
          ‘And you don’t want them? Is that right?’ Amy said, not at all wanting to, but thinking that was what this all came down to. Otherwise, why would Charlie have gone all crazy when the subject was raised at the dinner table? Who the hell reacts that way to a simple question? 
 
      
 
          ‘I didn’t say that. I guess I like kids and I guess I sort of vaguely thought we might have them one day. Or we might not. But we never talked about that, did we? I think I thought you thought the same, because you never said anything until now.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy took a moment to process that, realising with a shock that Charlie was right. She hadn’t said anything, not really. Had it been because she was happy with Charlie and she hadn’t wanted to spoil things? 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I suppose I didn’t. But I’m sure I want them.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And I’m not sure’ Charlie said, looking at her wife. ‘But we don’t need to decide this yet, do we? There’s still time?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Some time, yes’ Amy conceded.  
 
      
 
          ‘What would you say was the time limit on making that decision?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy bit her lip. ‘Maybe two years? I’m not saying I’d have to be pregnant in two years, but I’d like to know by then that’s where we’re going, so we can start to plan, figure out…’ Amy stopped talking. She’d been about to use words like ‘sperm donor’ and ‘adoption’ and she knew that was too far to go right now. She didn’t want to freak Charlie out, not when she wasn’t even sure if they were ever going to take the first step on the road that led down to those words. For right now, small steps had to be taken. 
 
      
 
          ‘And what if in those two years, I decided that I didn’t want to do it’ Charlie said, a small tremor in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Amy opened her mouth, hoping the right words would fall out. But they didn’t.  
 
      
 
    And Charlie knew what that meant, that lack of response. If Charlie didn’t want kids, they wouldn’t make it.  
 
      
 
    Amy grabbed Charlie and pulled her close and they snuggled together, not looking at each other, scared to death. They fell asleep in that position. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month later, no one had said any words like ‘Kids’ or ‘Pregnant’, not once.  
 
      
 
    Amy, for her part, was trying to give Charlie some space to think about it. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t fretting. She might well be giving Charlie two years to think about the question, but she already knew what she wanted to do. She hoped desperately that Charlie would feel the same, would come around to the idea of a family. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie hadn’t thought about it. Or rather, she was thinking about it but in the sense of trying to figure out precisely how she would think about it. She’d been given a two-year deadline and there was time. But how did you make a decision as big as that? You could do a pro and con list, she supposed. But was this really the sort of thing you could logic your way through? Wasn’t it essentially an emotional decision? She might do the list and have a pro column as long as your arm but it wouldn’t matter. If it didn’t feel right, it didn’t feel right.  
 
      
 
    So she let a month pass simply trying to figure out how to figure it out. And then she realised that she had access to a ready-made set of kids. Surely if there was a decision to be made, the best way was not to think about it in cold isolation. She had to roll up her sleeves and get stuck in, get some first-hand experience of family life. At least for a few hours, anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Right, so Mia’s just been changed but she is a bit loose at the moment, so you might need to keep sniffing her because if she sits in it, she’ll get sore and then it’ll be hard to calm her down. Jake’s pretty content right now but DO NOT GIVE HIM ANYTHING WITH E-NUMBERS! He’ll go barmy’ Maddie was saying, handing the baby across the threshold to Charlie, Jake running past her, straight down the hallway, looking for any potential trouble he could get in before he was caught. 
 
      
 
    Charlie glanced from the child in her arms to the one vanishing around a corner, already feeling ill-prepared in the first minute as Maddie handed her a bag of baby stuff.  
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks for this. You don’t know how long it’s been since me and Josh have had some time alone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s no prob…’ Charlie began but her sister was already off, calling ‘Bye, have fun’ over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Charlie looked at the space her sister had occupied and she wondered how the hell she did this, every second of every hour of every day. Charlie was already wondering how she was going to get through an afternoon. And then the smell hit her nose, unholy and complex. Followed by immediate baby tears. 
 
      
 
    Charlie held Mia up, watching her mouth do that bottomless cavern thing as she wept, her uvula visible at the back of her throat, swinging back and forth like a set of church bells, calling out to let everyone know, not that it was time to go to Sunday service, but that Mia had dropped an almighty deuce in her nappy. 
 
      
 
    Charlie carried the baby down the hall, thinking she should probably catch up with Jake, try to round him up and keep him close while she changed the nappy. But he wasn’t in the living room. And he wasn’t in the kitchen. And he wasn’t in the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    As Charlie charged about the flat, Mia still screaming her little lungs out inches from Charlie’s ear, she couldn’t understand how this was already going wrong. One child had already gone missing and the other was making it plain that she was failing at caring for her properly. Charlie had never felt so useless. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she found Jake in the bathroom. He was sitting on the floor, unwrapping what turned out to be a tampon. Charlie was about to take it away but decided that as long it didn’t go in his mouth, it wouldn’t hurt him. He looked happy with it, anyway. And then he began to whip it around by the string, which caught Mia’s eye and she abruptly stopped wailing, hypnotised by the swinging tampon. Jake, having a hell of a time with his new toy, looked at Charlie, telling her with a thrill, ‘It’s a mousie!’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie exploded into laughter. Was this what kids were? One minute they were running and shitting and crying and hiding and the next they were being unintentionally hilarious? And all the while, you flew from being inept and scared to loving them and feeling happy just to be around them? 
 
      
 
    Charlie didn’t know if it was good or terrible. 
 
      
 
    Amy put her key in the door, exhausted. It had been a strange afternoon and now she needed to have a conversation with Charlie that she was not looking forward to remotely.  
 
    She hadn’t known she’d be having it when she woke up this morning, hadn’t seen it coming when she’d left the house a few hours back, had never, ever really thought that something like this could happen to her.  
 
      
 
    This whole thing had started when she’d gone to see her parents. She wasn’t really up for it but her dad, Michael, insisted she visit a few times a month. Amy wondered how much he really enjoyed the duty call, whether it wasn’t more about keeping the relationship functioning on a technical level. But she did it anyway. She loved her dad. She just wasn’t sure that she liked the man. But from what she could gather, that was common. It was the people who liked their parents, they were the freaks. 
 
      
 
    So here she was, sat in the conservatory for afternoon tea. Her dad was a retired accountant, her mother, Rose, had always been a housewife, which Amy supposed meant she would never really get to retire. Unless their house burnt down, she was on the clock. Even then, Rose would probably be picking through the ashes, sweeping up. Today was no different. She was pottering about as usual, unable to sit down. She brought in some tea and biscuits and that should have been it but then she remembered some article she’d clipped for Amy about moisturising and she went off to find it. But her dad didn’t have that problem, a lack of focus. He got straight to business.  
 
      
 
          ‘How’s things at home?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine. The boiler started making a weird noise last week and we did think it might blow up and kill us but we got someone in to service it and it’s alright-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And Charlie, how is she?’ 
 
      
 
    This was always delicate. Michael liked Charlie well enough, as much as he ever liked anyone, which wasn’t much. But Amy always had this feeling that he was waiting for Charlie to make a mistake, to let Amy down. Michael had wanted her to settle with someone far more career minded. He didn’t exactly stand up in the church and object, but little comments here and there let Amy know that he’d wanted a bit more for his daughter, who was clearly headed for big things as an actress. The only thing that kept him somewhat at bay was that Amy had made it very clear that Charlie made her happy, in a way no one else had come close to managing. She knew her dad didn’t really prioritise happiness, but he grumpily accepted that she did. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s fine. Good.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy took a sip of tea, thinking she could ask her dad about his golf club. He usually had things to say about the place, gossip about who had driven a cart into the lake and wouldn’t admit it, who had run up a crazy bar tab and was rumoured not to be able to pay it, who had been caught sniffing knickers in the female changing rooms and was kicked out hastily, whose business was on the up and whose was on the down. In terms of gossip, it was like school and Amy kind of enjoyed the juicy titbits about these people she’d never meet.  
 
      
 
    But before the question could make it out of her mouth, Michael made it clear he wasn’t done with the topic of Charlie. ‘Fine and good, eh?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy shrugged. Obviously, she could have spoken at length about Charlie at the moment, about the issue that had cropped up. But her dad would only interfere. He couldn’t help himself. He longed to get his claws into her life and it took every ounce of strength Amy had to keep him at the door of her life. If he stepped over the threshold, she’d never have any peace. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s her business going?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s rubbing along, she seems to have enough clients at the moment.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You know I could pull a few strings, get her a job at the club, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, you said. But I don’t think that’s for her.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She could make a regular income. What’s wrong with that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s not a nine to five type of person. She wouldn’t like it’ Amy explained, for the millionth time. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve heard something’s coming up in the clubhouse, the manager’s leaving.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How on earth would Charlie even be qualified for that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She works in fitness, golf’s a sport, it’s not a million miles away.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s nice of you to offer’ Amy said, by way of shutting the subject down, ‘But I don’t think it’s up Charlie’s avenue.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m thinking of the future, darling, that’s all’ Michael said, trying to appear wounded. ‘What about when you have children, that can’t be far off…’ 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t mean to let herself react to that. But it was bad timing. The subject was still a bit raw and her face apparently gave something away because Michael was on it in an instant.  
 
      
 
          ‘What’s the matter?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy nonchalantly reached for a biscuit. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not a fool, Amy. I can read you like a book. What is it? You are going to have children, aren’t you? Do I have that wrong?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I… I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy hoped the vagueness would steer him off. She was wrong. 
 
      
 
          ‘But you want them?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy moistened her lips. ‘I’m not really thinking about that now. My career’s only just taken off. Having a baby right now would be a terrible idea. I’d be out of commission for months. I’d lose my shape, it’d take ages to get it back.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael, the shrewd bastard, saw through Amy’s reasoning like cling film. ‘Is it Charlie? Doesn’t she want them? That’s it, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was on the ropes. Her dad had just delivered a few precise blows and she didn’t have it in her to fight back. She was sliding down, about to hit the canvas. ‘She’s not sure’ Amy said with a deep sigh. 
 
      
 
    Michael sat back in his chair and Amy watched him nod to himself smugly. ‘Right. I see.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, we’re still figuring it out. Don’t make a big thing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re in your thirties now and you’re not getting any younger. You don’t have time to wait around until Charlie decides whether you can have a family.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks a bunch, Dad. Glad to know I’m practically past it. And it’s a we thing. These things aren’t for me to decide alone, I’m married now’ Amy said, feeling heat in her cheeks. 
 
      
 
          ‘Darling, don’t take it like that. I’m simply saying, you need more information. You need to know what your options are.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Options? What does that mean?’ 
 
      
 
    Michael sighed. ‘I’m just saying, you don’t have forever. If you want to have a baby, you need to know… What you’re dealing with’ he finished vaguely, becoming aware that he had strayed into the topic of his daughter’s reproductive organs. ‘How much time is… available to you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad…’ Amy began, just as uncomfortable as her father. 
 
      
 
    But Michael was already picking up his phone. ‘Look, it’s a phone call and that’s that. I know a top fertility man, from the club. I call, you go, you get checked out.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy’s eyes were wide with horror. Ten minutes ago she’d been in her car, wondering if it was too late to cancel, maybe swerve around to the gym instead. And now her dad was making her gynaecological appointments. But that was Michael Sinclair. He attacked all problems on the most practical levels. He came in fast and hard and no problem dared stand in his way. It had always been like this. Do it right, do it right now.  
 
      
 
    And now he was on the phone, talking to his golf buddy, making mysterious inside jokes, making a plan for her to come in - in thirty minutes no less - a cancellation appointment. Amy was agog.  
 
      
 
    Rose walked in just as Michael put down the phone, moisturising article in hand. But he was already ushering Amy out of her chair. ‘Come on, if you leave now you should be on time’ he said, scribbling an address on a post-it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s she going?’ Rose asked, confused.  
 
      
 
          ‘To get my eggs counted, apparently’, Amy told her flippantly. 
 
      
 
    Rose gaped. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll explain it later’ Michael told his wife, shoving Amy down the hallway, pressing her out of the front door. ‘I’ll call you later on to find out how it went’ he said, smacking a quick kiss on her cheek, slipping the post-it into her hand and closing the door on her. 
 
      
 
    Amy turned and looked out at the suburban road. She looked down at the note. ‘Dr Clark’ was the man in question. It was a boringly solid name, a name to be trusted. Amy’s dad wouldn’t have sent her to anyone but the best, she knew that. And so she found herself climbing into the car, starting the engine, heading for Dr Clark. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr Clark, sixties, balding, dry and brisk, looked through the results of the test, done and dusted in a few hours. ‘You’ve got a low ovarian reserve’ the doctor said.  
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t reply, waiting for the good news that came after this bad news. It never arrived. 
 
      
 
          ‘That means you’ve got a lower chance of conceiving naturally’ he added helpfully. 
 
      
 
          ‘I see’ Amy said in a measured tone, trying not to feel this yet, not until she’d heard the full information. ‘So I can’t have a baby?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s not what I said, I’m simply letting you know your chances are lower, it might take a long time and it might not even happen. But I want to stress that it’s not impossible’ Dr Clark told her firmly. ‘It’s simply less chances for successful insemination and at your age, it’s good to know that, it’ll help you to plan.  
 
      
 
    He was the second man today to imply that being thirty-one was over the hill, but Amy wasn’t focused on that. ‘So how do I make it possible?’ Amy asked, not one to give up at the first hurdle. The mention of a challenge and she was hitting the ground running. Because Amy was the kind of woman that if she’d been on the Titanic, it might not have sunk. ‘What can I do to increase my chances?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘There is time but your fertility window gets smaller as you get older, so if you’re planning to get pregnant, the sooner the better. Think of it like a casino. You can go to the roulette wheel and put all your money on one or two numbers and you might win. But the sensible gambler knows they need to spread their chips, pick a colour, not a number, make it fifty-fifty. The more you spread the bet, the higher the chance of a win. So, if you try every month from now, you’d be increasing your odds enormously. But if you wait for a few years, your odds will go down. You may run out of chips altogether, so to speak.’ 
 
      
 
    As Amy left the office and wandered out to her car, her head a scramble, the doctor’s words played on a loop. ‘The more you spread the bet, the higher the chance of a win.’  It was a spectacularly bloodless way to approach the possibility of her starting a family. But she had to respect the metaphor. It got down to brass tacks. If she wanted to get pregnant, she had to start yesterday. And now that it was made plain that it was going to be hard for her to get pregnant, she knew that was the way she wanted to start her family. If she couldn’t, she couldn’t. But some biological urge had been revealed upon the doctor’s words. The urge to grow her child inside herself. 
 
      
 
    As she drove home, she thought about what this meant, what she should do, what Charlie would think. The two-year time limit had just been revoked. The conversation had to happen now, while the bad news was still too fresh and there were too many things at stake. Amy wished she’d could have had a few days to absorb the information. But even if the doctor hadn’t made it clear that time was not on her side, the second she walked through the door, Charlie would know something was wrong. Because Amy had taken down her armour for Charlie a while back. Once it was off, it was off and her wife would see the pain in an instant. So she’d have to talk to her. And Amy had no idea how it would go.  
 
      
 
    What if Charlie was completely off the idea of kids now that cards had been laid on the table? What if she’d figured out that it wasn’t the life she wanted, that she had the choice of freedom, decent sleep, her money and time being her own and she’d thought there were better things than having some little lunatic running around demanding every moment of attention they could get their sticky little hands on? How could Amy ever turn that around? She couldn’t, clearly. If that was what Charlie wanted, then Amy was going to have a choice to make. Charlie or children? 
 
      
 
    By the time she’d driven home, she was no closer to forming an opening gambit on the topic. Key in the door and she didn’t know what word would come first, what word would come last. She hoped to god it wasn’t ‘Goodbye.’ But she knew it was possible. She might be going home to start the end of her brief marriage to the only person she’d ever loved. 
 
      
 
    But as she walked down the hall, she heard a burbling sound, the sound of a baby quietly cooing to itself. Mia. Amy hadn’t known Charlie was looking after the kids. 
 
      
 
    She walked into the living room to quite a sight. Charlie was fast asleep on a chair, looking dishevelled, Jake asleep at the opposite end of the sofa, drool running down his chin. In a travel cot nearby, Mia was lying on her back, watching a mobile spin above her, playing a tinkly version of Old McDonald.  
 
      
 
    Amy went straight to the baby and picked her up. She smelled clean and fresh and looked happy to see Amy. Amy clutched her close and then leaned over and kissed Charlie on the temple. Charlie’s eyes fluttered open and she sat bolt upright, blurting, ‘Where is he?’ She spun around until she spotted the ‘he’ in question, fast asleep. Charlie let out a relieved sigh and then turned to see Amy holding Mia. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to drop off. These little buggers really take it out of you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I didn’t even know we were watching these two today.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I thought it might be nice to give Maddie some time to herself. I didn’t tell you because…’ Charlie looked quickly at both children and licked her lips nervously. ‘I wasn’t sure if I could handle it on my own. Wanted to see if I could do it without you.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy smiled. It was obvious why Charlie had done this, it didn’t need further explanation. And she’d handled them fine, the kids, but it didn’t mean she wanted to do it every minute of the day. Amy wasn’t making any assumptions about where Charlie had landed on this, if she’d landed at all.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, they seem happy enough.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy sat down with Mia on an armchair and laid her out on her lap, the baby looking up, her eyes all over the place, taking in her surroundings. But Amy’s eyes were fascinated, electrified at the sight of the child, unable to look away from her. She put a hand out and the baby touched it, grabbing on to her finger. Amy’s smile deepened. 
 
      
 
    Charlie looked at Amy, sitting with the baby on her lap, and suddenly it was obvious what she should do. Amy looked so content. How could Charlie not want to give her this thing, the thing she knew would make her wife happy. She could do it, couldn’t she? Parenting. If it came down to losing Amy, she had to do it. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s a cutey’ Amy said as she waggled Mia’s finger, making the baby giggle. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. Shall we have one?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy looked up sharply at Charlie, agape. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think we should do it. I love you, you love me, and I think we could do it so why fuck about?’ Charlie glanced quickly at Jake but he was still asleep and had missed her cursing. ‘I’m gonna have to get a handle on the language, aren’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie turned back to Amy and was shocked to see she was crying. ‘What’s wrong?! Isn’t this good?’ she said, running over and sitting on the arm of Amy’s chair, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s great’ Amy said through her tears and then a dam seemed to break and she was flat out sobbing. Charlie was astonished, as was baby Mia, who was watching the adult cry with a look that said, ‘Hey, you’re not supposed to do that. That’s my job!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then why do you look like I’ve just told you I’m dying?’ Charlie asked Amy. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I have to tell you something’ Amy began. Charlie’s brow furrowed as Amy explained the appointment, the news, the roulette wheel, the poor odds. Charlie felt as though she’d been slapped. She’d only just decided to give the preggers thing a go with Amy and now she was being told Amy might not be able to conceive. Charlie was abruptly sure that despite the fact that Amy had never said so, this was what she’d wanted all along. To give birth to their child. Because Amy wouldn’t be so knocked otherwise, she would have simply gone, ‘Right. So Plan B?’  
 
      
 
    But Amy was destroyed, Charlie couldn’t miss it. Charlie had never seen her look truly defeated before.  
 
      
 
    For Amy, who was crying for all sorts of reasons, including but not limited to her egg depletion and her wife’s willingness to start a family, it was all too much. She’d been given bad and good news and she didn’t know which one was going to hold sway.  
 
      
 
    But Charlie, watching Amy sobbing like that, knew something. Amy had always been the strong one in the relationship, the one that propped her up when she needed it, pushed her forward when she wanted to go backwards, pulled her up to be better than she had been. And right now, Charlie had to find some strength and she had to share it.  
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t care what the doctor told you. We’re going to do this. There’s all kinds of ways around this. You might still be able to conceive. And if not, there’s adoption. I mean…’ Charlie burbled, ‘We’ve got a spare womb if it comes down to it. I’d call that lucky.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy looked at Charlie. ‘That’s not what you want to do though, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie shrugged. ‘Honestly, it creeps me out to think about it. Having a baby in there…’ she looked at her own stomach and shuddered. But this wasn’t about comfort zones, it was about her marriage, her family. ‘But I could get over that. I’ll do whatever needs to be done.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was uplifted at Charlie’s proactiveness, how certain she suddenly seemed. ‘Look, it’s not impossible for me to conceive. Those were the doctor’s words. So that’s what we’ll do first’ she said and inhaled deeply. ‘I’m going to try and get pregnant.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie felt her stomach do a flip, but she was trying to be strong right now so she didn’t allow her desire to freak out get a decent grip. The future was coming, not in two years, but now. ‘Right.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But we have to start soon.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright’ Charlie said, sweat running down her spine. ‘We’ll hit the ground running.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie was watching Alexa Lockwood deadlifting 95kg. It was making Charlie feel sick just to see it, but Alexa always did like to push it as far as she could. She was an actress, like Amy, and Charlie’s only famous client. She was currently starring in a police procedural as a good cop with a dark past. She liked to keep her arms ripped. 
 
      
 
          ‘Fifteen!’ Alexa screamed as she finished the last rep, slipping the weight down her thighs. Several men looked over in the weight room, a very male space. ‘What you lifting there?’, some guy with massive biceps and tiny legs called to Alexa. 
 
      
 
    ‘None of your business, worry about your own workout’ Alexa said breezily. This had happened many times before, some gym rat trying to comment on her workout. Alexa had started out polite but after the umpteenth time, she seemed to lose patience with the braggy replies of ‘Oh? I’m lifting twice that. But I guess you’ve only got girl arms.’ Or the condescending and somehow worse, ‘Well done you!’ So now Alexa told them to shove it. Charlie couldn’t join in, she got a fair bit of her business from this place and she couldn’t afford to get people’s backs up. But she loved to watch men’s faces fall as they protested that they’d only been making conversation. Charlie knew that was bullshit. They were trying to puff themselves up on the back of someone they thought was weak and girly, because Alexa was crazy good looking and people tended to underestimate her. Charlie had spent enough time around these types to get their numbers and so had Alexa. Which was one of the reasons Charlie liked to train Alexa. She wasn’t afraid to tell people off. She used to do it for a living, back when she was a scripted reality star, so she had an ease about it, a confidence that stopped most in their tracks. 
 
      
 
    The man with the skinny legs harrumphed and scuttled off, probably headed to the café to lick his wounds over a protein shake.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s it. I’m quitting this fucking gym’ Alexa declared.  
 
      
 
          ‘What? Where will we work out?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Might put in a home gym or something.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You got the room for that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not really’ Alexa conceded. ‘I might have before, but Daisy’s moving in soon and her son will need the spare room. And I’m supposed to find somewhere to put her mother, possibly build her a granny annex in the back garden.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s eyes widened. ‘Sounds like a lot.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s worth it. Anyway, her son’s a sweetheart. And the mother’s… alright.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s bananas. I can’t believe you’re a step-parent now.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa smiled. ‘Tell me about. I’d never have thought I’d be up for this back in the day. But then I met Daisy and it was like, ‘Oh. This is what I actually want. Family.’ Clubs are pretty boring in comparison to monopoly night. Daisy’s mum always tries to cheat and all hell breaks loose when she gets caught. Which she always does’ she said and took a large glug of water. 
 
      
 
    Charlie was fascinated by Alexa’s readymade family. She’d always kind of thought that Alexa had made a sacrifice in taking on her girlfriend’s son and mother as part of the package. But it became clear over time that Alexa felt lucky to have been included in the family. That blew Charlie’s mind, that she’d taken on a teenage step-son with barely a blink.  
 
      
 
          ‘Your hour’s up but why don’t we go get a drink’ Charlie suggested. 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s eyes narrowed at Charlie. ‘Something on your mind?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie sighed. ‘How do you see through me so easily?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re an open book. But if you’re gonna use me as your sage, you’re buying the smoothies.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, at the gym café, after she had duly bought a round of blended drinks, Charlie began to babble about this and that, sticking to gym gossip, talking around what she really wanted to talk about. Amy, pregnancy, parenting. 
 
      
 
    Alexa listened to it and waited. Charlie knew she would need to get real soon, but she was putting it off. She’d suggested this and now she was frightened to say what was on her mind. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s Amy?’ Alexa, ever the psychic, prompted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, well, she’s… Actually, not great. She got some bad news. Wait, that’s… Before I tell you about that, I need to tell you about before. The thing is, we’ve been talking about… The Baby Thing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The Baby Thing? You make it sound like a horror movie.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie tutted. ‘It’s a complicated thing, that’s all.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How so?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because Amy’s got… Like, she’s low on eggs. Human eggs, not chicken eggs.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Shit’ Alexa said, sympathetically. 
 
      
 
          ‘She still might conceive, but it’s tougher. So we have to start soon. It’s kind of sped up the timeline a bit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh. Oh. Are you not feeling ready?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Honestly, I don’t fucking know. Part of me thinks it will be great. Part of me worries it’s going to be a shit show.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you’re going ahead?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s what Amy wants. And since I don’t want a divorce, I’m rolling with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa inhaled deeply. ‘You’re going to have a baby without knowing if you really want it or not? Are you sure that’s the best idea?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t…’ Charlie trailed off, unsure how to reply to that extremely leading question. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re going to make a person with no idea if it’s what you want to do?’ Alexa rephrased. 
 
      
 
    Charlie hadn’t thought of it quite like that. She’d been looking at it as a series of tasks laid out in front of her. Changing nappies, getting up in the night to a crying baby, the school run, making lunches, throwing birthday parties, wiping tears away, teaching the green cross code and a million other things. But she hadn’t thought about the other side, about the human being that would come into the world having those things done for them and would keep existing even when Charlie couldn’t see them. They’d be out in the world, feeling, thinking, hurting, loving, fearing, smiling, crying, living. 
 
      
 
    They would be their own person and if they turned out unhappy, that would be on Charlie. If she failed, she wouldn’t simply be able to say, ‘Oh well’ and move on. It would be a disappointment that would have consequences beyond any action Charlie had ever taken. It was as if Charlie had decided to split the atom on a whim and only as she was on the verge of doing it had someone said casually, ‘Oh, BT dubs, you realise you might blow up the building if you do it wrong, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t matter if Charlie was just starting to see any of this. Because she’d said yes to Amy, to having a family. She couldn’t take it back. And if she did, Amy would never forgive her. Worse, Charlie wouldn’t blame her. It would be beyond shitty. Charlie had flaked on many things in her time, but to flake on this?  
 
      
 
    Either way, she was completely fucked.  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh Christ’ Charlie moaned. ‘What have I done?’ 
 
      
 
    Alexa put a hand on Charlie’s arm, ‘Look, my stepson came into the world before I ever knew Daisy existed, he was who he was going to be long before I showed up. So I met him and I got to know him and I could decide if I wanted to love him or not. It turned out I did but I took the short cut, so don’t listen to me. What you’re about to do is harder but it doesn’t mean it’s the wrong decision. You just have to get yourself more prepared for it, for the way your life’s about to change.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How the hell do I do that?’ Charlie asked wildly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Amy was sitting at home, tapping around a fertility website, trying to learn everything she needed to know about the journey she and Charlie were about to embark on. But instead of answers, she kept finding new questions. They were mostly centred around the question of sperm. Amy wished that there was a way that Charlie could simply get her pregnant, but since nature had not seen fit to provide a way and science had yet to correct that, they were going to need some of the white stuff. But where would they get it? She needed to speak to Charlie, get her take on it. 
 
      
 
    And then she heard the very woman coming in the front door and she stood eagerly to greet her, flying to the hall. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie was not alone. In the hall, squatting on the floor, urinating loudly on the wooden floor, was a border terrier puppy.  
 
      
 
    Charlie, who’d been taken somewhat by surprise to see the dog’s first act upon entering its new home was to take a long piss on the floor, looked up to see Amy’s shocked face, probably somewhat mirroring her own. The new addition to their family was found on gumtree an hour ago and bought with three hundred pounds, cash. This wasn’t the way she’d wanted to do this. She’d been going for spontaneous and exciting. The ammonia smell was killing that vibe somewhat. 
 
      
 
          ‘Err… I got us a dog’ Charlie said by way of an introduction to the young lady who had yet to realise where she was supposed to unburden herself in polite human society. She was only ten weeks old and nowhere near house trained.  
 
      
 
    Amy looked at the dog, which was undoubtedly a cute little thing. But they hadn’t talked about getting a dog, ever, and suddenly Charlie had shown up with one. Amy really wanted to be into it and happy but instead, she shouted, ‘What the fuck were you thinking!?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie looked at Pickle, the border terrier, with pleading in her eyes. ‘Just stay there, OK? Don’t move.’ 
 
      
 
    Pickle looked up at her and Charlie thought she saw a glimmer of understanding in the pooch’s eyes. Surely this time, Pickle would sit quietly while Charlie went to the toilet, and would not urinate, defecate, destroy or yap for the two minutes it took Charlie to use the bathroom? There was no sense in that belief whatsoever. History should have told Charlie that if she didn’t watch Pickle every second, the dog would immediately let rip. But that was Charlie, she believed the dog could do it because she wanted to believe it. And in fairness, that senseless belief had worked with some of her lazier clients. Her confidence in them had driven them to physical feats they wouldn’t have believed.  
 
      
 
    But Pickle wasn’t a middle-aged accountant. She was a puppy. So when Charlie came back from the bathroom, what did she find? A puddle of piss. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh Pickle!’  
 
      
 
    Amy, who’d run out to fetch dog food, came in and saw the same thing she’d been seeing for the last two days. Charlie, on her hands and knees, scrubbing wee out of the carpet.  
 
      
 
          ‘It’s a learning curve’ Charlie cried desperately from her position on all fours. Amy sighed and leaned down to give the dog a little scratch behind the ears. She was still pretty livid that Charlie had gotten them a dog without consulting her, but it wasn’t the dog’s fault. And when she wasn’t wrecking the place, she was rather endearing. 
 
      
 
    Amy sat down nearby and placed the dog on her lap for a cuddle. ‘We live in a third-floor flat, did you think about that?’ Amy began, continuing an argument that had been rising and falling over the last few days, roughly making a re-appearance every time Pickle pissed. ‘How the hell do we even toilet train her properly?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I know we’re in a flat, that’s why I got a small dog, so she wouldn’t be all cooped up. Imagine if I’d got a Labrador, way too cramped.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy took a moment to try and track the logic flip that Charlie was doing. But she couldn’t, because it wasn’t a logical answer. It was the same thing she’d been doing for days. Avoiding the issue.  
 
      
 
          ‘But no one ever told you to get any kind of dog.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t you like her?’ Charlie asked, pausing mid-scrub. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know I do’ Amy said, grudgingly. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s why I got her, because I thought you’d like her.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you can’t just buy as a surprise. That’s crazy. It’s like if I bought a random person to live with us. Only the type of person who pisses everywhere and needs to be cared for constantly and you can’t go anywhere anymore because you can’t leave them…’ Amy trailed off, her rant revealing something to her. Was this about kids? 
 
      
 
    Charlie kept scrubbing, not looking up. So Amy decided she’d just puzzle this one out herself. The first thing that came to mind, she noticed, wasn’t kind to Charlie. It was unusually mean spirited. ‘You’re hoping that by giving me a little creature to love, that I might not mind so much if we don’t get pregnant, is that what this is about?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie did look up then, her mouth hanging. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve changed your mind? Is that it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No’ Charlie answered reflexively, shocked. ‘I just thought it would be a nice surprise. I realise now that I should have thought it through.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t buy it. Maybe she’d been wrong about Charlie trying to use the dog as some kind of baby deflector but still, the timing was suspicious. She wasn’t going to let this drop. She wanted to know what had been at the back of this decision. But there were more pressing issues right this minute. 
 
      
 
          ‘We need to talk about sperm.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie paused. Even Pickle seemed to turn in surprise. 
 
      
 
          ‘I… Right. I’ll clean up this urine and then we’ll talk about sperm.’ Charlie heard her own words and thought, Well, this is shaping up to be a rather bodily fluid heavy afternoon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the urine was mostly gone and Pickle was finally asleep on the armchair, Amy and Charlie sat down to a Sperm Summit over cups of tea. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I’ve been thinking about it and I think that I’d like to find someone we know’ Amy explained. She knew that was something other people had done and now she was starting think it was the way to go, that they found a man who wouldn’t mind being peripherally in her child’s life, a very occasional dad, not there for anything big, only a vague presence, so their child didn’t ever have to wonder where they’d come from in a way Amy never had. She knew her whole lineage. It was there for her to embrace or disregard. She wanted the child to have the same. 
 
      
 
    The reason Amy had arrived at this approach was because of her childhood best friend. Sally Graham. Amy had spent a lot of time with her family, who were different from hers, much more relaxed. Sally was adopted, happy with the family that had chosen her. She had always known about the adoption and her adoptive parents were good people so there was nothing that Sally would have wanted to run away from, nowhere she needed to run to. But at fourteen, when puberty was in its worst flourish, something in her had started to turn to the idea of these people who had given her up. She needed to know who they had been, her birth parents. She loved her real parents, the ones that had raised her, and they didn’t seem overtly hurt by this curiosity, rather they seemed to expect it. They explained patiently that it had been a closed adoption and that she couldn’t legally track them down. And then promptly rushed her to Disneyland. But Sally couldn’t seem to let it go. She started acting out, in exactly the way practically every teenage girl does. Booze, boys, light larceny. It was an unfortunate collision of puberty and identity crisis and it landed her in hospital, alcohol poisoning. Her parents were shitting a brick, didn’t know what to do for her. Eventually, Sally settled down on her own. But Amy remembered her vividly wondering about those birth parents. Sally had wild ideas about the circumstances of her birth that ranged from the heroic to the tragic, all overblown fantasies ripped from stuff she’d seen on TV. But what else did she have to base her origins on? Not fact. 
 
      
 
    Amy knew this wasn’t the same, that no one would have given her child up and that was part of what had been needling at Sally. But that wondering… Even if Sally had made her peace with never knowing the truth, it must have lingered, the curiosity. It was natural. So Amy wanted to remove that question for her child. Growing up could be hard enough without any extra issues. Of course, lots of people did it that way... And maybe it wasn’t really a problem for a lot of kids who had come from anonymous donations. But Amy wasn’t one to leave the particulars to chance. She was detail orientated. She planned for every eventuality.  
 
      
 
    Plus, Amy had heard that the law had changed now and once you turned eighteen, you could access the identity of your parents/donor. She hoped that meant that if Sally had still wanted to find her parents, that it hadn’t been too traumatic for her, that she’d found whatever it was she needed to know. But the law change didn’t just mean an answer for Sally, it also meant that at eighteen, if Amy and Charlie picked an anonymous donor, their child would be free to go looking for the man, who wouldn’t just be a stranger to them, but to Amy and Charlie too. He could be anyone. They’d have some information, sure, a few broad facts. But they wouldn’t know him. It was risky, allowed for too much randomness. What if he was a mess? What if he was mean? What if he was in prison? If they headed it off now, picked someone themselves, vetted them, allowed them occasional interaction, it softened any blows. It was what Amy thought was best. 
 
      
 
    But what would Charlie think? She waited to see how her wife would take this. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, OK, alright’ Charlie said, turning it over. 
 
      
 
          ‘I can see the benefits of doing it with an anonymous donation but I think it might be good for our child to be able to know the bio dad, if it’s what they want, as they get older. They wouldn’t have any say over anything, we’d be the only parents, they’d be a background figure. But that’s my instinct.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie took a sip of tea and nodded. ‘That makes sense.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But how do you feel about that?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie went quiet as she considered the question. As the only person who wouldn’t have a biological contribution in the situation, it made things a little different for her. It meant that she wouldn’t look at hers and Amy’s child and see her own genetics in the mix. She knew that for Amy, there was some natural need for that, to procreate. But Charlie didn’t feel that, didn’t need it. She didn’t know why, it just wasn’t hard coded in her. So that meant that although it was kind of sad that hers and Amy’s future child couldn’t be a blend of them both, like so many hetero couples took for granted, it might be easier for her to make peace with that fact than some people would have found. 
 
      
 
    And anyway, Charlie had a handy example of a family where the blood line wasn’t straight forward, where improvisation had occurred and it had ended up like any average family regardless. She had an older cousin, Ray, who had gotten together with a divorced single mum a decade ago (the first husband was completely out of the picture, already started a new family, done with his first attempt, the prick), and Ray had become a stepdad. Now the boy, Jack, was twelve and whenever Charlie looked at the kid, she always thought he looked the spit of Ray. She only ever occasionally remembered that he wasn’t Ray’s kid from birth. So Charlie had some idea that when you raised a child, they became part of you anyway, shared DNA or not. They could even take on your facial features over time. It was mad but true. It didn’t need to matter if she was blood to the kid. Any concerns Charlie had about parenting, they weren’t about that.  
 
      
 
    As for the donation coming from someone whom they knew, Amy’s idea made sense. But what was giving Charlie pause was wondering who the hell this guy could be? She didn’t have any brothers and neither did Amy, an only child. And even if she did, that was probably weird. Imagine asking your brother to knock up your wife! Probably some people had done it just that way and maybe made it work. But god only knew how. Thankfully, she was brother-less so it was ruled out. So that left other male relatives, friends, even some of her long-term clients. As she cycled through the list, there was no one she could think of that she could imagine having that chat with, which probably meant that she didn’t want to use any of them for this purpose.  
 
      
 
          ‘I think it’s a good idea in principal but I can’t think of a single dude we know who I’d want to do that with.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded. ‘But you’d be OK doing it that way?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie smiled agreeably. ‘Yeah. I think it could be a good way to go. But again, who the fuck would we ask?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was forced to agree. This was the downside of wanting to do everything right. It made things better in the long run, harder in the short term. Who the hell could possibly be right for it? Amy wanted superior genes for a thing like this, someone who hit the mark on all counts. Bright, handsome, mature, kind. It shouldn’t have been a lot to ask but as she ran through every male she knew, no one ticked every box. Kind but not smart. Handsome but not mature. Bright not but not a looker. Did this person exist? 
 
      
 
    Not for the first time, Amy wished Charlie, who she felt possessed the best qualities of anyone she knew, could knock her up right this second. She was gorgeous and if not bookish, smart about things in her own way. Her maturity was probably not obvious to everyone, but Amy knew that anyone who had figured out how not to take herself too seriously knew some things that a lot of people didn’t. And she was certainly kind. 
 
      
 
    Who could possibly compare? And how would this hero be found? 
 
      
 
    Charlie watched Amy wracking her brains, looking like she was trying to crack cold fusion. And then she knew what they should do. Because she lived in a time in history when virtually every problem was solved one way. It was the way she’d solved another problem, once upon a time. That problem had been how to save herself the embarrassment of going stag to her sister’s wedding after telling her whole family that she was bringing a woman called Lucy who promptly dumped her several weeks before W-Day. And the way she’d solved that problem had led to her sitting here this very moment, discussing starting a family with her amazing wife. She’d Googled it. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, I’m just thinking… What if we find someone on the internet?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy turned to Charlie, her brow creased. That couldn’t possibly be a good idea. Could it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Pickle, calm down’ Amy said nervously as the dog struggled to settle, pacing back and forth under the table in the café, mirroring the feelings of her owners. The door opened, a bell tinkling above the door and Amy and Charlie tensed. A teenage girl walked in, spotting her friends. Amy and Charlie let out one sigh apiece.  
 
      
 
    Amy turned to Charlie. ‘Is it too late to cancel?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err, yeah. He’s due any minute’ Charlie told her. 
 
      
 
          ‘This can’t be a good idea, can it? I feel like we’re at the beginning of every story about a bad Tinder date.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We didn’t just swipe on this guy. We looked into him. And then you looked into him, in a way that is probably considered to be cyber stalking. You didn’t find anything bad, did you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nope. His Facebook seemed very… clean. Although, if he’s a serial killer, I’m not likely to find out via social media, am I?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s why we’re meeting him, scoping him out. If he gives a bad vibe, we just say, ‘Thanks a lot, see you never’ and we go. Meeting him isn’t a commitment.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie wondered why Amy seemed to have soured on this. She’d seemed to think it was a good idea not too long ago. They were just meeting some guy, in a public place, who they’d found on Gaybies.com, a place where same-sex couples and queer individuals went to find other likeminded people, looking to procreate in the less direct way. You didn’t have to be queer, but it seemed like everyone on there was. What was the worst that could happen? 
 
      
 
    They clicked through profile after profile, not feeling too inspired. The men seemed nice enough. But they lacked a certain something as far as Amy was concerned. Charlie thought some of them seemed alright, but they’d agreed that if either of them blackballed anyone, that was that. They both needed to be happy with the choice. So they endured numerous instances of Charlie going, ‘How’s about him?’ and Amy pausing and then saying things like, ‘He’s over coiffed, that means he could be a bit shallow’ and ‘I don’t like his forehead, a bit Neanderthal’ and ‘He’s got a look of someone who would queue jump.’ Charlie took it all with good grace and waited patiently.  
 
      
 
    And then, up came George. He was a maths teacher and he was tall, lean, athletic. So they knew he had a brain and good physical genetics. He was single, but he still wanted to spawn a rugrat, so he was looking for a nice same-sex female couple who would do the heavy lifting, while he simply checked in now and again, for what he freely admitted was ‘Only to have the pleasure of spending time with a child, probably sticking to the fun stuff and leaving the real work to the mother or mothers. A bit more than a sperm donor, but not quite a dad. More like an uncle.’ It was everything they were looking for. 
 
      
 
    But what really floated Amy’s boat was that he looked something like Charlie. Same longness of body, same mahogany eyes, same chocolate coloured hair. He could have been Charlie’s long-lost brother. Amy hadn’t considered that possibility, that they’d find a Charlie look-alike. But when they did, it was thrilling. Their babies could still look like a mix of them, it wasn’t impossible. 
 
      
 
    So they’d reached out to him, hoping he’d like the profile they’d created and the reply had come back quickly. He said he thought they seemed like a great couple and he wanted to meet. 
 
      
 
    And now they awaited him. Amy was shocked that she was having this little freak out. She didn’t usually get so jittery. That was what planning was for. You didn’t need to worry when you’d thought of everything. 
 
      
 
    But this was something else. She was starting to realise how hard it was going to be to get this right. There were too many variables. What if all the boxes were ticked but they didn’t like him anyway. What if they really thought he was great but he didn’t like them? What if it went well and they got attached and they were about to do the insemination and then he just changed his mind. What if they got that far and then Amy’s low fertility made it impossible. They could pass years trying and then George might be pissed off that he’d wasted his time, not to mention his bodily fluids, in his most fertile years. Or what if they tried to inseminate but couldn’t get pregnant and Amy thought it was her body that was the problem and it was really his? Or what if they got all the way to getting pregnant and then George changed his mind, deciding that he never wanted to see the child. And then, when the kid hit puberty they would ask questions and no matter how delicately Charlie and Amy told them the truth, he or she would still end up doing a Sally Graham and losing her shit, wondering why her bio Pops hadn’t wanted to know her? 
 
      
 
    It was all too much. Amy wanted to leg it. But Charlie was calm, cool, collected. Almost maddeningly so. Amy wondered how it was possible to sail through life so bloody easily. When it took Amy every ounce of will she had to keep life ticking over as it should. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie wasn’t a hundred percent cool. She worried like anyone else, felt anxiety, feared for the future, hers and other peoples. It was just that she didn’t imagine there was anything she could do about these things. Whereas Amy would batten down the hatches, plan, prepare, Charlie simply shoved fear away, threw it out of the window. But that wasn’t something Amy knew about her wife. Not yet. Even though they’d reconnected as adults via an where Charlie had gone to a frankly crazy amount of trouble simply to avoid embarrassment, Amy had chosen to view that as a blip. Because they were so different, it seemed to Amy that since Charlie was nowhere near as uptight as she was, that she never worried about anything. It was an easy mistake to make. To believe that if someone doesn’t find life as hard as you, that they don’t find it hard at all. 
 
      
 
    Of course, Charlie made a similar mistake. She took Amy’s high defences as a coolness to things. She didn’t see a worrier either. She saw a warrior.  
 
      
 
          ‘Christ, I think that’s him’ Amy hissed as a man came in. He looked around and spotted them. Everyone did awkward waves and he came over and said ‘Hi, Charlie and Amy?’ 
 
      
 
    The named people nodded. ‘George?’ Amy offered. Everyone had seen everybody’s photos, so there wasn’t really any need for this ‘Is it you?’ business. It was more a politeness thing. Amy and George were essentially letting each other know that they’d gone to the trouble to remember each other’s names. And since Charlie didn’t really have anything to add, she simply put a hand out to shake. George looked surprised at the formality but he shook her hand warmly. Charlie couldn’t figure out why she’d decided to shake either but it was done now. 
 
      
 
          ‘Gosh, you two are even more gorgeous in real life’ George blurted. ‘I can’t believe it. Shame you need anyone else’s genes. Imagine the kid you two could cook up.’ 
 
      
 
    They both laughed lightly. Charlie thought that it was a nice thing to say although she didn’t believe herself to be quite in Amy’s league. Still, it had been a nice place to start from. And there was no weird edge to such a compliment from this guy. They didn’t come much gayer than George.  
 
      
 
    After Amy, Charlie and George had done five minutes of compulsory chat about their journey in, traffic and whatnot, the chatter abruptly dropped. George leapt to fill it. ‘Well, look at us, on a procreation date. Is anyone else sweating?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy suddenly felt herself relax. Charlie watched it, a shift in her frame, a drop in her shoulders. Amy was taking to George. ‘I’m pretty warm, I’ll say it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Amy added. ‘You could fry an egg on me right now.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool, cool, cool’ George said, relieved, smiling. 
 
      
 
          ‘George, can I ask you a question’ Amy began. It had been on her mind since they’d begun the internet search. ‘Why do you want to do it this way? You’re still young, you could have a family of your own one day.’ 
 
      
 
    George nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s the thing. I don’t want one. Getting married, it works for some people, I don’t think it’ll ever be me. I like to do my own thing. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate other people, I just like them in small doses, and then I need my own time. I couldn’t do that family thing, I just couldn’t. I realise that’s kind of the usual way things are supposed to work. But I just want something else. And I’ve made my peace with that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No boyfriends?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘I do sometimes have boyfriends. But a lot of guys, after a certain point, they want more. Even if you explain how it’s going to be at the beginning, some guys get it into their head that they can change your mind. But I’m not cut out for it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you still want a kid?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It doesn’t make sense, but yeah. I’d like to know there’s a kid somewhere with a little bit of me in them. Someone I can check in with occasionally, see who they become over the years. I don’t know if that could work for you…’ 
 
      
 
    Amy flicked a look to Charlie and Charlie realised that was a cue. ‘That’s exactly what we were thinking’ she told him.  
 
      
 
          ‘And you look a lot like my wife’ Amy said. ‘Which I love. So if we did it, the child could still look a bit like Charlie, in a way. If that makes sense.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie turned to Amy in surprise. And then looked straight back at George. By god, she was right. She and George were very similar, looks-wise. And Amy had obviously had that in the back of her mind from the second she’d seen his snap. Charlie hadn’t even realised it mattered to Amy. It meant more than she could have thought to know it.  
 
      
 
    George seemed delighted. ‘Wow, you’re right. We could be related!’ he said, assessing Charlie anew.  
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe we are, distantly. You never know’ Charlie agreed, smiling. She glanced at Amy and she felt tears shine in her eyes. She blinked them back quickly. But Amy saw it anyway. So did George. 
 
      
 
          ‘You guys are really in love, aren’t you?’ he said. 
 
      
 
    Amy took Charlie’s hand, somehow already comfy to show a little PDA in front of George. ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fuckin’ right’ Charlie agreed. 
 
      
 
    George smiled happily at them. And everyone felt good. Just for that moment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been two months since Amy and Charlie had met George. They’d seen him several times since, as well as meeting a few of his friends. They’d all known what the situation was and they were keen to give George glowing references for the job. It was nice to put some context on George, to see him in the world. He was a decent guy with different ideas about how his life was going to go. And lucky for Amy and Charlie, it slotted very neatly into what they needed. Plus, they liked him a lot. He was funny, just the right kind of weird, smart, nice. 
 
      
 
    So, after enough time passed, there came a point where Amy and Charlie had to decide if this was really the way they wanted to do it. It was shit or get off the pot. They knew George was waiting for an answer and that answer needed time, talk, consideration. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie and Amy hadn’t had time for such things. Because Pickle was getting in the way of that. Three months old and she wasn’t coming out of her puppy phase. She was developing some very naughty habits and it was stressing her parents out. No wooden surface was left unscathed, no fabric was left un-pissed on.  
 
      
 
    Still, Charlie and Amy loved the little beast because she was cute and affectionate. When the dog wasn’t destroying, she was lying on her back, asking for a belly tickle. But as well as being destructive, she was now developing a taste for human flesh. Every time anyone stood up, she attacked their feet. It had come to the point that Charlie had to think long and hard every time she needed the toilet. Was it worth the dog lunging at her feet, biting her toes? Most of the time, Charlie just held it. 
 
      
 
    But Amy wasn’t scared of the dog. She was fed up. Charlie had sworn up and down that she’d take care of Pickle by herself, and she was. She fed it, walked it, cleaned up after it, all the basics. But trying to curb its naughty ways? She hadn’t done a thing. After the dog shredded yet another pair of shoes, Amy reached her limit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, that’s it!’ Amy said, examining her ruined shoes. ‘The dog’s had her fun now.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie, mid belly rub, looked at Amy, horrified. ‘What do you mean? You’re not talking about...’ She placed her hands over the dog’s ears. ‘Rehoming her.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was aghast. ‘Of course not. She’s part of the family now. But she needs to go to puppy training school.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie blew out a sigh of relief and released the dog’s ears. But her relief lasted as long as it took to realise what that meant. ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you? That’s a right pain in the arse. I’m not trudging to some community centre and paying to be told obvious shit. Pickle just needs time to grow out of-’ 
 
      
 
    Amy shook her head, not listening anymore, having heard this line of argument for months. This was part of the problem, they were tired out from constantly having to watch Pickle and attempting to rectify what she destroyed. It was making them irritable. And now they were arguing about Pickle almost every day. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, you’ve been saying that for months. You can’t just hope the dog will decide to start behaving. She needs proper training. And we don’t know how to do it. We need a professional.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just give her another month, would you?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy moaned. ‘I can’t take another month. I need to feel like we’re doing something. You can’t always sit back and hope things work out on their own, Charlie!’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie balled her fists and went quiet. But only for a moment. ‘Are you calling me lazy?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy closed her eyes. ‘I’m not calling you lazy. I’m saying that I need you to be more proactive.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, that’s your thing. You’re the planner. I go with the flow. I always thought you liked that about me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re twisting my words. Stop trying to make yourself the victim here, I’m only asking you to take care of the dog properly.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I do everything for Pickle. How can you say that?!’ 
 
      
 
    They both stopped, too tired to go on, too lethargic to work it out. The worst of it was, both of them knew that they weren’t really arguing about Pickle. They were arguing about the future. They were arguing about how things would be with a baby. Would it be just like Pickle? Would Amy feel like she had to nag Charlie constantly to get her to think longer term about the way they raised their child? Would Charlie feel that Amy was being too uptight and getting on her back about things all the time, that she’d never get anything right without being pushed? Both of them were thinking it and neither dared to say it. Because once they did, it was out. No backsies. They were both scared to death that if that conversation started, it would roll towards something terrible. That they’d destroy what they had right now while they worried about a future that didn’t exist yet. It was stupid but there it was.  
 
      
 
    It was the official end of the honeymoon period. They’d gotten together in such romantic circumstances, both had half believed it might never have to happen, that they could live in the love bubble until death parted them. They hadn’t been perfect and they knew that, but still, something about it had always felt easy and natural, even as they’d had the odd row. It had never been hard to love each other. But now, it was becoming tougher. It was shocking to the pair of them. 
 
      
 
    Amy wondered if it might be good to voice that shock. That if she talked about the things that were bothering her, maybe Charlie would understand it. If they acknowledged this tough moment, shared it with each other, maybe it would ease things? But she was still quite worried about picking at the thread. What if she unexpectedly unravelled more than the tension? What if things fell apart completely? 
 
      
 
    And Charlie? She was dealing with her own anxieties. She didn’t want to keep having these silly fights over Pickle. What if she told Amy her reasons for getting the dog? What if she explained how insecure she felt in this whole thing, that she worried she was going to let Amy down, let their child down, let herself down. She was already letting little Pickle down as it was. Because of course Amy was right. The dog needed some proper training. It wasn’t her fault that she didn’t listen to anyone. No one had taught her how to listen in the first place. And here was Charlie, pretending she didn’t know that. Why was she doing it? Was she trying to force the situation to a head, get them to have the row that put it all on the table? Did she want to simply scream, ‘I don’t know if I can do this!’ 
 
      
 
    They were both sitting in silence, hurting, feeling this terrible gap between them, not really knowing how to close it. They both worried that there was no way to talk about it that wouldn’t end up making things worse. Even so, given time, they might have come around to it, given it a go. 
 
      
 
    But that was the moment that Pickle decided she was going to do a shit on the living room rug, right in front of Charlie and Amy. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, Pickle’ Charlie moaned. 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie, for the last time, will you please take her to training?’ Amy yelled. 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Charlie was sitting in the basement of a church. By the sheerest coincidence, it was the one she’d gotten married in. The basement was a little less fancy than the upstairs, less varnished wood, more Formica. It was rented out to all sorts of groups, from Morris Dancers to substance abuse support groups to the dog training class that Charlie was here for, so the signage on the wall was scattershot and confusing. One sign marked ‘AA’ talked about pain being the touchstone to spiritual growth and a sign next to it was admonishing people for leaving poo on the floor and then next to that, someone had put up an ad for a Morris Dancing pole that was no longer needed. Charlie wondered if the caretakers came down to clean and thought that there were alcoholics coming in here, taking shits on the floor and dancing around the poo while they waved hankies.  
 
      
 
    Pickle was running around, sniffing the bums of the other dogs who were waiting, with their owners, for the trainer to come in and tell them how to get some of their naughtier behaviours curbed. But they didn’t know that yet so they were all still happy and exuberant, getting to know each other’s sights and smells. Charlie watched little Pickle and she urged her on. She wanted her to enjoy these last moments before ‘The System’ got ahold of her and she was turned into a ‘good girl’, whatever that meant. Charlie knew it was a bit much to think of it like that, they were only going to teach the dog a few boundaries. Still, up before eight on a Sunday morning and forced to do this unwanted chore, Charlie was feeling more than a bit sorry for herself. She was projecting that onto the dog rather fiercely. 
 
      
 
    Pickle was sniffing the bottom of a Westie with a red neckerchief when the dog turned around and sniffed back. Charlie was only half watching. But she heard someone say, ‘Oh, no! No!’ as the Westie got up on his hind legs and moved toward Pickle in what was unmistakeably a pre-mount position. Charlie stood, wanting to intercept, but knowing she was too far away to stop what was about to occur. Pickle wasn’t neutered yet, she was too young, and the Westie apparently thought romance was in the air. But as Charlie ran forward, another woman quickly picked the Westie up before he could progress to the inevitable.  
 
      
 
          ‘God, well done!’ Charlie said, looking up at the owner of the Westie. She had short bobbed hair, dyed a fetching dark purple. ‘I’m sorry about that’ the woman said. ‘He’s a bit of a horndog at the minute. Literally. I’m getting the problem lopped off in a couple of days.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m just glad you intercepted. I’m not ready for a batch of grand puppies. I’m too young!’ Charlie joked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I’m used to keeping an eye out for the tell-tale lipstick at this point’ the woman said with a grimace. ‘I’m Effie, by the way. This little stud is Bertie.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m Charlie and this is Pickle’ Charlie returned, gesturing at her pooch, who didn’t know how close she’d come to getting her V plates off. She simply wagged her tail at Bertie, who looked down from his owner’s arms, a twinkle still in his eye. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe I should keep the little guy on the opposite side of the room. He’s clearly quite taken’ Effie said. 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded. ‘Maybe so. Shame though, they do look quite cute together.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, after his op, they’ll be free to decide if it’s the real thing or just a passing attraction.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie smiled.   
 
      
 
          ‘OK everyone, welcome to Ruff Times Dog Training School. My name is Harrison and I’ll be teaching the class for the next eight weeks’, said a middle-aged guy with a short beard and steel rimmed glasses. Charlie and Effie gave each other a quick smile before withdrawing to opposite sides of the room. But Pickle and Bertie were still eyeing each other up. 
 
      
 
    As Harrison ran through the first trick to train the dogs, sitting, Charlie noticed that Pickle was still fixated on Bertie. Effie was noticing too and they laughed quietly together, across the room, joined by dog hormones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Well, the little bugger sits now’ Charlie called through to Amy as she slipped Pickle’s lead off in the hallway. ‘I mean, she’ll only do it for a treat and it lasts about three seconds at the longest but she knows the word, so I guess that’s progress…’ She walked into the living room to find Amy on the phone. She stopped talking and waited for Amy to finish. 
 
      
 
          ‘That was my dad.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think he was fishing to find out where we were on the baby front.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy’s head was still somewhat in the conversation she’d just had with her father, as he needled at her for every detail. She’d been keeping him apprised of things as it went along. Amy hadn’t exactly wanted to share, but her dad had this way of scraping information out of her. If she tried to divert, he deflected it easily, swinging right back around to his line of enquiry. So he knew all the broad facts. He knew about the appointment, the low egg count, the decision to find someone like George. And now he’d wanted to know when insemination would begin. Amy had told him to hold his horses, that they hadn’t even decided for certain on George.  
 
      
 
          ‘Why not? What’s the problem?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We’ve been busy’ Amy said. 
 
      
 
          ‘I see. Do you mean Charlie’s been busy?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, please don’t’ Amy entreated irritably. ‘It’s not your business.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I know, I’m just asking’ he said, backing off as though he hadn’t said anything critical, a classic Michael Sinclair move. Amy had been glad when Charlie had come home, it gave her an excuse to hang up.  
 
      
 
    But what he’d said, it was lingering in Amy. She suddenly wanted to know what Charlie wanted to do about George. Maybe her dad was right, what was the hold-up? 
 
      
 
          ‘So… where are we, then? George-wise?’ Amy asked Charlie, anxiously. 
 
      
 
    Charlie sat down. ‘I don’t know. Where are we?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy knew where she was. She had decided it very soon after meeting George. He was right for this. But she wasn’t sure how Charlie felt. She thought Charlie liked George, but that wasn’t really the question. She wanted Charlie to be decisive, ready to go, happy. Because she was still wondering if this was really going to happen, whether Charlie truly wanted to do this.  
 
      
 
    Partly, it was the Pickle thing. Charlie still hadn’t really said why she’d gotten the dog. So Amy was left to wonder. She was something cute to love, something that kept shitting everywhere, the parallels were hard to deny. She was like a baby that had come straight out with the destructive powers of a toddler. So now some darker question grew in Amy. Did Charlie want to put her off altogether? Was she trying to show her the whirlwind of chaos that a little creature could bring? That they wrecked everything? As a person who liked a nice home, Amy had found the sudden wave of urine that had washed over her life tough to deal with. Although Charlie uncomplainingly and diligently cleaned up every puddle of wee, Amy would still get the whiff constantly. It never really faded.  And every stick of furniture with a leg was scratched up, unpretty, ruined. And the sofa, my god! The fabric was done for completely. It had been brand new when they’d moved in and it was already destroyed. That had annoyed Amy a lot. And Charlie would know that it would, that she had certain standards that had become impossible to maintain in Pickle’s presence. Children didn’t destroy in quite the same way. They had other methods. Milky vomit down your clothes, switching up to crayons on the wall, food on the carpet. They’d watched Maddie go through it, on the second round now. Did Charlie think that Amy would think twice if she had to live through the wanton destruction? 
 
      
 
    This was the anxious swirl of thoughts in Amy’s mind as she waited for Charlie to answer on George. 
 
      
 
          ‘Can I have a bit more time to think about it?’ Charlie replied eventually. 
 
      
 
    Yes, Charlie was dithering. Because getting the dog had not done what she’d hoped. She’d thought she would get that eureka moment, when it fell into place and she felt like a capable adult. It wasn’t working out that way. She was running around after the dog, cleaning up, walking it, but things weren’t getting any better. She still felt like she was a step behind all the time. 
 
      
 
    And now the George question. If they agreed on him, things would start to happen. The baby making process would begin to move, gathering speed, helped out by the relevant parties as its mechanisms began to shudder to life. And then, if it went well, it wouldn’t need anyone. As the baby inside Amy grew with the passing days, the machine would run by itself, building a person, bit by bit. A brain, a body, fingers and toes, wants and needs, they would all fill in over nine months. And then it could not be stopped, the mechanism of life. Anyone that stood in its way would be flattened, including Charlie. 
 
      
 
    It was some frightening imagery to apply to a tiny baby, but that was the nature of Charlie’s fears. The whole thing made her feel small. It was as though she was the baby and people were asking her to grow up, to take responsibility, and she simply didn’t know how. 
 
      
 
    And it would start with a yes. So Charlie was pushing it back. In the moments she took a step back from it, it was patently clear that George was perfect man to help them out, he had every quality they hoped for and sure, he wasn’t your average guy but that was a good thing. He was a little more original. There were enough people in the world who were ABC, and George was all over the alphabet. He was a Z, a P, a K and most importantly, he had the XY that she and Amy were lacking. It wasn’t a question of George. It was a question of Charlie.  
 
      
 
    She just needed some time. Time to stop freaking the fuck out, which was pretty much all she’d done from the moment her mum had flung that bloody question at her over Sunday dinner. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe give it two more weeks?’ Charlie said, bending over to Pickle, scratching behind her ears, not looking at Amy. ‘I just want to be certain about it.’ And then she looked up at Amy. ‘You can understand that, can’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy saw the vulnerability in Charlie and it shook something loose. She was taking it seriously, that was all. ‘Alright. A couple more weeks’ Amy agreed. She hoped that Charlie meant it, that she’d gotten it wrong. She began to feel guilt over the things she’d just thought about her wife. Where had all that crazy come from? 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not working this afternoon, are you?’ Charlie asked. She’d been given a reprieve and she wanted to enjoy it. Enjoy Amy. Things had been too tense, for too long. What kind of way was that to be around Amy, the person who loved her? It was madness to let this strain in, to put something between them. They were Charlie and Amy, they had fun whatever. They laughed together, always.  
 
      
 
          ‘No, not today’ Amy said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Me neither’ Charlie grinned. ‘And I think I need junk food, Netflix and serious sofa snuggling, if that sounds alright with you.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy smiled, it did indeed. And Pickle, who was normally gearing up for some serious running around and yapping about now, looked dopey, no doubt tired from the mental exhaustion of sixty minutes of learning how to sit down when someone said so.  
 
      
 
          ‘That sounds great.’ 
 
      
 
    They dashed around grabbing food, blankets, the remote, anything they’d need so that when they sat down, they wouldn’t need to get back up again. They were soon ready, and Pickle joined them, slipping onto the blanket for a cosy snooze. Charlie by her side, Pickle on her lap, Amy was suddenly gloriously free from the paranoia that had been plaguing her for weeks. The things she’d been thinking were stupid. Charlie wasn’t devious or manipulative. She was sunshine in Amy’s life, she always had been and the sun was shining on her again, clearing out the negativity, the fear, the worry. The weight of the future, if only for a moment, was off her shoulders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another Sunday morning, another round of Pickle training. Charlie was less pissed off to be here this time. Pickle was a smart little pooch, Charlie got that sense about her. Maybe all she needed was a little pushing and perhaps she’d become a well-behaved dog after all. Amy was right about most things and she was probably right about this. 
 
      
 
    As Charlie sat on her chair in the circle of dogs and owners, waiting for the class to start, she saw Effie walk in with Bertie. He looked a little less vibrant than last week. A glance at his undercarriage told Charlie that the Westie was indeed sans testicles. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s he feeling?’ Charlie called. 
 
      
 
          ‘I think he’s mad at me’ Effie said, walking over. ‘He doesn’t kiss me as much as he used to.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tough to blame him’ Charlie quipped. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re not wrong. I stubbed my toe a week ago and it’s still sore so god only knows how Bertie’s feeling right now. But on the upside, he’s noticeably calmer.’ 
 
      
 
    Bertie might have had his manhood removed but apparently, his passion didn’t altogether reside downstairs. He was sniffing Pickle in an interested manner. Pickle sniffed back and they bumped noses in a cute gesture.  
 
      
 
          ‘I guess it’s true love then’ Effie noted. 
 
      
 
          ‘Seems so.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where do you guys walk?’ Effie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘The common.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We go there too. How come I’ve never seen you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m a bit erratic about the times. I should probably give her more stability in that department but my schedule isn’t very consistent.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you do?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Personal trainer.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, really? Actually, I’m not surprised. You look very fit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks’ Charlie replied, momentarily thrown. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, we’re at the common at eight thirty-ish if you’re ever free. These guys could do some hardcore socialisation.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie had heard this was something she was supposed to do, get the dog used to other dogs, so that they learned not to be fearful, and how they were supposed to behave in the company of their species. Charlie was about to say, ‘Sure’, when she suddenly picked up on something. Effie wasn’t necessarily advocating for Bertie. Not entirely. Was this a spot of covert flirting? 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, maybe we’ll see you there’ Charlie said vaguely.  
 
      
 
    And then Harrison was stomping in, all business. ‘Right, we’re learning heel today!’ 
 
      
 
    Effie went back to her spot, Bertie walking gingerly behind her and Charlie suddenly felt a bit silly. She was wearing a wedding ring. Effie was probably just being friendly. Not everyone was trying to shag everyone else. And if they were, they weren’t doing it in dog training classes. Not with the amount of pee and poop that kept falling out of the nervous dogs. It would kill anyone’s game. 
 
      
 
    As the class ramped up, Charlie’s attention was back on Pickle and getting her to stand next to her leg in a fixed spot, trying to imitate the demo that had been done at the start with a volunteer Jack Russell ostentatiously named Princess. When she chanced to look at Effie, she was just as focused on Bertie and Charlie started to feel a bit daft. She decided she’d misread it. Effie was just being friendly. 
 
      
 
    As the class wrapped up, Pickle now partway to a reasonable heel, the room cleared out. Charlie headed for the exit, but they had to pass Effie and Bertie and Pickle decided to stop for one last sniff of her beau. Charlie was eyeball to eyeball with Effie again. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’d you find this one?’ Effie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Pickle was kind of getting it but I think we need to do a lot of homework to fix it in’ Charlie replied, trying to be casual. But she didn’t feel it. She was too busy trying to analyse the situation. ‘How did Bertie do?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’s ridiculously compliant today’ Effie said with a smile. ‘Should have cut his nuts off weeks ago.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie smiled, trying not to be weird. She wasn’t sure she was a hundred percent nailing it. 
 
      
 
          ‘So I might see you tomorrow morning, then?’ Effie said, packing up Bertie’s treats.  
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe so. If I ever get my shit together’ Charlie replied, still trying to be ambiguous. If she really was just being friendly, it would be a full-on dick move to be like, ‘You know I’m married, right?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool, maybe see you then’ Effie said, and swept out with Bertie. Pickle started to sniff at something on the floor, probably a remnant of old wee, and Charlie fully indulged it, wanting to leave a bit of space so she didn’t accidently catch up with Effie for some more vibe reads.  
 
      
 
    After a minute had passed, Pickle was satisfied she’d done a thorough inspection and was ready to leave.  
 
      
 
    As they got out of the building, Charlie saw Effie distantly rounding the corner. She was safe. But from what? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy was on stage, impromptu morning rehearsals. The producer thought that there was a scene in the second act that was still a bit shaky so she’d ordered the director, Melinda, to get everyone to come in and workshop the scene until she felt it was ‘Properly up on its feet.’ 
 
      
 
    It had been a week since Charlie had asked for some time to make a decision on George and it had been an agreeable week. As long as they talked around George and babies and insemination, everything was just wonderful, just like it used to be. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, Amy, I’m not sure about you at all’ Melinda said coldly. Anyone new to this production would have been brought out in a cold sweat by something like that, pretty sure they were about to get their P45, but six months down the line and the cast had learned to ignore this kind of thing. It was just another transparent power play. Because Melinda was a bit of a dickhead. Amy had a feeling that she believed she was a genius, which she was decidedly not. But she filled the gap her brilliance was supposed to occupy by yelling a lot. She wanted people to feel her tiny bit of power, to worry every time she opened her mouth. So Amy refused to sweat. She just set her face to neutral and waited for the rest of Melinda’s note. 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe you could play the scene… Louder.’ 
 
      
 
    That was it. She wanted Amy to shout more.  
 
      
 
          ‘Louder?’ Amy asked. She wasn’t just taking this one without questioning it. If she had to force Melinda to think about her dumb note, she could handle standing her ground a little to do it. ‘Any reason for that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re angry in this scene. I’m not really feeling that yet.’ 
 
      
 
    God, she was an idiot. Amy hated taking direction from her. She had a tin ear for emotion. People said she was good but they were very wrong. She’d made her name in some dumb musicals, that was all. She hadn’t needed the skills necessary for a subtle family drama. But she was a name, and her attachment had secured financing. Everyone knew that was the only reason she was here. Everyone except Melinda. 
 
      
 
    But it was fine. Amy had someone to talk to about this later. For now, she’d yell her lines. 
 
      
 
    After her throat was made sore, in walked the answer. The playwright. Her name was Lena, she was in her fifties, had a wife and two adult kids. Most importantly, she wasn’t up her own arse. Amy loved her work but it tended to attract ‘Theatre Types.’ Theatre Types were people who were very impressed with themselves for being in the theatre and looked down on people who weren’t. Most scorn was directed at those who did TV. Films were acceptable if they were adaptions of plays or classic novels. And if you did soaps, there was no grace for you at all. But Lena didn’t care about that stuff. She had a working-class accent that had not dimmed over the years spent in the theatre world. She won awards but she never went to receive them. She often went to performances, never went to the parties afterward.  
 
      
 
    In the first days of the play, as rehearsals progressed and everyone began to feel like they were drowning in bad direction, something happened. People started coming to Lena after being brought almost to tears by the frustration of dealing with Melinda, wanting any words that might help. Lena began to give people the odd bit of character guidance and soon, everyone was talking to her, asking for more and more of Lena’s subtle leadership. She never offered it and she never directly told anyone to ignore Melinda but there it was. And little by little, the play had taken shape, behind the scenes, Melinda patting herself on the back the whole time for her mastery of actors. 
 
      
 
    The reality was that Lena was directing the play and the only person that didn’t know it was the director herself. But as the actors rehearsed their scene today, Amy knew that everyone was doing what she was doing. Running out the clock until someone with a teaspoon of brains turned up and sorted this shouty mess out. But here she came, Lena, thank the gods. To save the day from directions like, ‘Be louder so everyone knows you’re angry.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can we take a break?’ Amy asked and she looked around to see the other actors nodding.  
 
      
 
          ‘Alright’ Melinda agreed. ‘I need to make a call, anyway.’ Amy knew she would. She was in the middle of litigation, she was being sued for emotional distress by an actor she’d worked with a few years ago. It was rumoured she’d whipped him with a script. But she wouldn’t buckle on the suit so it was still going and most days she had to speak to some member of her legal team. 
 
      
 
    After Melinda had left, Amy did her best not to run into Lena’s arms. 
 
      
 
          ‘Lena, we need you to interpret’ Amy called to Lena, sat in the back. 
 
      
 
          ‘Please’ added the lead, Grant. ‘Interpret.’ 
 
      
 
    So Lena walked down to the stage, heard them out, heard what they’d been told, gave them each a note on how their individual characters felt about what was happening in the scene, told them they were doing great jobs and that she was deeply proud of how they’d brought her work to life. Melinda walked back in to find everyone exactly as she’d left them, Lena back in her chair, reading through the script. Nothing was amiss. People looked a little happier maybe. 
 
      
 
          ‘Right, let’s go again’ she said and off they went, Lena’s secret words in their ears. And when it was over, Melinda clapped her hands together and said, ‘That’s it. I think we’ve got it at last. Gosh, whipping you lot into shape really takes its time but you get there in the end.’ 
 
      
 
    It was incredible. No-one was doing anything Melinda had told them to do but she was so happy to take credit for good work, she had chosen to ignore that glaring fact. Amy, for the several hundredth consecutive day, was amazed at how far up Melinda’s own arse she managed to slide that head. 
 
      
 
          ‘I think we can call that a day’ Melinda said. ‘Unless everyone would like another run through?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m happy’ said Grant and everyone else hastily agreed. They were due back tonight and they wanted to get some rest. Melinda had worn them out. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, see you tonight’ Melinda said and everyone was practically running backstage. But Amy wanted to speak to Lena. She wanted some wisdom, but not about the play. 
 
      
 
    While Charlie had Alexa, Amy wasn’t prone to confiding, asking for help. She had no person she turned to automatically with problems, not outside of Charlie. And Charlie was, well, not the problem but too close to it all, so that left nobody. And Amy didn’t know if she should work on that, reaching out beyond her marriage. Because she kept coming across a very annoying adage as she looked through parenting sites. ‘It takes a village.’ Apparently, if you wanted to get parenting right, you needed help. But Amy didn’t do help. It would just be her and Charlie in the thick of things and that was how Amy wanted it to be. But now she was being told that was all wrong. This was a moment when another person might ask for help. Maybe this was a good time to start that change? By speaking to another person about her personal life, hearing their wisdom, subsuming it, using it. It was a crazy concept. 
 
      
 
    Amy’s mind went to her social circle but that didn’t seem too promising. She knew too many theatre actors, they were her world now. And they tended to be a bit career obsessed. Their personal lives usually took second place and were often neglected. She liked the people she worked with (for the most part) and she would certainly speak to them about work and industry gossip. But marriage, family? They would all be bloody useless.  
 
      
 
    There was the leading man, Grant, he was a very good actor and a hoot at parties but he’d been married three times, divorced three times, currently engaged again. And the leading lady, Rose? She was known for sleeping with every male director she’d ever worked with, or at least trying to. Daddy issues, people said. And then there was Simon, fourth billed, coke problem. Margo, playing the sweet old lady that dies in the second act, had apparently joined six cults at various times in her life. Stephen, he had a small yet pivotal role, he was a big fan of escorts. Although people said his wife didn’t mind as long as he was careful. Amy supposed that meant he knew a thing or two about making a marriage work but she wasn’t at all sure she wanted to learn those things. She was old fashioned like that, naturally inclined toward fidelity. 
 
      
 
    So none of her actor friends were any good. What about backstage? Melinda? Absolutely not. And that left a few crew members, who she didn’t know all that well and… 
 
      
 
    Lena was the only choice. She had the credentials and she was older, wiser. Maybe she was someone Amy could potentially look up to, as some sort of parenting/marriage guru. Was that possible? Could Amy change in that way? 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, I’m gagging for a latte, wanna join?’ Amy asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t need to ask twice’ Lena said happily. 
 
      
 
    They were soon in the coffee shop on the corner, talking about the play, the other actors, the sets, costumes, anything except Melinda. It was an unspoken thing between them that they didn’t discuss her. Amy felt it was because neither of them wanted to bitch about a colleague, that no good could come of it. Considering it was Lena’s work that Melinda was trying to butcher, Amy thought that showed superhuman restraint on her part. 
 
      
 
          ‘How’s Charlie?’ Lena asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s… She’s Charlie’ Amy replied with a shrug. ‘Oh, hey, I heard you got nominated for an award, is that-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nice try’ Lena said, evenly. ‘I ask you a question and you bat it back by turning it to some stupid bauble they might give me. I’m on to your tricks.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy sighed. This was Lena. It was that Northern thing. If you were going to deflect her, it wouldn’t be with flattery. Because she didn’t care enough about it. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s… We’re in kind of a strange patch at the moment.’ 
 
      
 
    Lena raised an eyebrow and waited. And somehow, Amy kept talking. ‘We’re trying to figure out, well, we’re probably going to have children and we met this guy who wants to help but before we can get things up and running, Charlie needs to sign off.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s stopping her?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s like the tortoise, she takes things slow.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sounds sensible. Can’t rush into something that big.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you want to do it, I gather?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I do, yes. But… Can I ask you something? You’ve got kids, haven’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, two of them.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy licked her lips. 
 
      
 
          ‘Was that the question?’ Lena asked wryly. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, you’re married to Martha, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re two for two, so far’ Lena said, one corner of her mouth going up. 
 
      
 
    Amy stopped. She wasn’t sure it was alright to ask a question this personal to a colleague.  
 
      
 
          ‘Are you trying to ask the method by which I had my kids?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy felt stupid. She was now certain that was an etiquette breach. ‘Never mind, forget I asked.’ 
 
      
 
    But Lena wasn’t offended. ‘I did it the old-fashioned way, by making a ton of mistakes. I married young, to a man, had a family, figured out later there was a reason I was miserable. I left the marriage, met Martha and we raised my kids together.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You make it all sound simple.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then I’m not telling it right’ Lena said, her eyes widening, a flash of the drama she’d gone through momentarily filling her eyes. ‘It was a bloody mess for a long time.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So it was rough? With your ex-husband?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He wasn’t too thrilled about my choice of life partner initially but eventually, he got used to it and then he remarried himself so I think that helped.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So it all worked out?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess you might say that’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How could you be sure it would be alright, when you left?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you mad? I had no idea. I was sure breaking up my marriage was going to ruin everything! For a while, it did. But with time, things settled.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy went quiet. That had not been the story she’d been expecting. Lena seemed like a person who distinctly had her shit together. But she hadn’t started out like that. She’d started out a mess, had a family bang in the middle of that mess and somehow scraped through it by the barest luck. It was throwing Amy for a complete loop. She didn’t know why. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie was tired. She’d been running from session to session today. It was one of those times of year when everyone suddenly decided to go hard on the training. There were times you could predict that fitness flurry like clockwork. Just after the Christmas splurge was a classic, or just before summer when people were wondering how they were going to look in beach wear. But other times, Charlie had no idea what created the mass fitness outbreak. Still, she didn’t mind. Better to have some money in her pocket than sweating the next gas bill. 
 
      
 
    And now the day was done. She could go home, relax with Amy and Pickle, do nothing. At least until Amy left for the night’s performance. And then she’d jump in the bath for a long, luxurious soak. From there, it was a smooth road to an early night. Heaven. 
 
      
 
    But as Charlie came into the living room and spotted Amy on the phone, something about her face… Charlie had a bad feeling that her evening might have just been knocked off course. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, yes’ she was saying, a smile on her lips. But it wasn’t quite reaching her eyes. Amy had the look of someone caught doing something they shouldn’t. ‘OK, speak to you soon’ she finished and hung up. 
 
      
 
          ‘Who was that?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy cleared her throat. ‘Err.. That was George.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, he rang me. He was wondering… Err…’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was starting to feel a bit nervous now. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He wanted to know if we’d decided whether to use him as the donor.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie sighed. ‘Poor bastard, waiting to get the judgement. Can’t be easy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. I suppose that’s why I told him yes’ Amy said, her voice getting quieter with each passing word. 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You did what?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy threw the phone on the couch and took a step toward Charlie, hands in the air, as though she were surrendering to the authorities. ‘Listen, I know we hadn’t really decided yet.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I had a few more days left. You said so’ Charlie protested, still in shock. Why would Amy do this? 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I know, but he caught me on the hop and I don’t know, it just sort of… Came out.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie listened to Amy, transitioning from shock to anger in a second. 
 
      
 
          ‘You just made this decision on your own, did you? And you think that’s alright? I had another week. You agreed.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It was an accident’ Amy protested. And it had been. George had started to ask and somehow, she’d found herself telling him that it was a yes, all systems go. If you asked her now why she’d made that split-second decision, she couldn’t really say. It had just seemed natural. And once it was out, there was no taking it back. And she started to hope that when she explained to her wife what she’d done, that Charlie would be Charlie, that she’d take it in her stride, roll with it. She liked George and Amy felt that she was going to say yes to it anyway and so hopefully, even though Amy had skipped a step, Charlie wouldn’t be too upset to be left out of the conversation. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie was a little more than upset. She was outraged. 
 
      
 
          ‘An accident!’ Charlie yelled. Amy had rarely seen her this angry. It wasn’t completely without precedent, but it was such a rare occurrence, it was easy to forget that Charlie could get this way. ‘Are you sure you didn’t just make this decision on your own? That you didn’t think it mattered what I thought?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie, please, that’s not at all what I think. Of course you matter.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then why would you go ahead and pull the trigger on this without talking to me first?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy had to admit, Charlie had a right to be angry. Her thin hope that Charlie wouldn’t mind had been silly. Charlie was easy going, but that didn’t mean you could steam roll over her with something like this. But Amy was backed into a corner right now and Charlie wasn’t trying to understand why she’d made this mistake. She wasn’t listening to apologies. 
 
      
 
    So Amy found herself blurting, ‘Look, I can’t wait around for you to think things over all the time. Sometimes life has to move faster than you do.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie blinked, once, twice. And then she leaned down to Pickle, gave her a pat, and walked out. 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie, where are you…’ Amy said, walking out to the hall, to the sound of a door slamming. Charlie was out of the flat.  
 
      
 
    Amy fought every instinct she had to run after her, to apologise, to take back what she’d just said, to tell Charlie she didn’t mean it. Because another voice in her head spoke louder. Pride. Pride told her that Charlie should not have walked out, that she should have stayed to work it out. That Charlie was being childish.  
 
      
 
    Pride had its way for about sixty seconds. And then Amy ran to the door, flung it open, dashed into the hallway, out to the main door. But Charlie wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
    Amy was suddenly awash with guilt. What had she been thinking? What had she done? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie was standing outside Maddie’s backdoor. She hadn’t knocked yet. She was still gathering her strength. Because when she knocked, she’d be met with questions, many, many questions. And she had no answers. She’d just walked out on her wife. She had no idea what that meant right this moment. But even if it wasn’t a row that would last forever, it was the first significant row of her marriage. It was scary. And she’d been the one to leave. That shocked Charlie the most in all this. The anger had seemed to come from nowhere. She was usually the one to compromise, the peacemaker.  
 
      
 
    But maybe that was why she was so angry. She was trying to give Amy what she needed and all she’d asked for in return was a little time. Amy had promised her that time. And then she’d taken it back. She’d taken this huge life choice into her own hands, made Charlie superfluous. And then she’d made it Charlie’s fault, told her that she moved too slowly, wasn’t quick enough, sharp enough, just generally enough for Amy. 
 
      
 
    Charlie had always known that she and Amy were opposites. But it was supposed to be a wonderful thing. They were supposed to balance each other out. But Amy had just made it clear that wasn’t right, that she saw things differently. That the good times were over, the time for Charlie to fuck around in her childlike way had passed its sell-by-date and now Amy expected Charlie to change into something else for her. Charlie knew she couldn’t, even if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to, wouldn’t ever. No more than Amy could turn off her type A ways. 
 
      
 
          ‘Charlie?’ said a voice, startling her. While she’d been having her internal rant, Maddie had wandered into the kitchen and spotted her through the window. Maddie unlocked the door and opened it, leaning out. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err…’ Charlie sputtered. She couldn’t think of a short answer to the question. 
 
      
 
          ‘Was I expecting you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, no. I… I was just-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh my god, is someone dead?!’ Maddie suddenly cried. ‘Is that why you’re here? Is it Dad? Is it Mum? Did Mum kill Dad?!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maddie! No. Chill would you! I just need somewhere to crash for a bit. Where the hell did that stuff about Mum killing Dad come from?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know, I’m not saying she’d plan it but one of these days, you’ve got to admit, he might say something dumb and she might just lash out with a frying pan and that would be that. Wait, did you just say something about crashing here? 
 
    Charlie’s embarrassment made it hard to say more. But Maddie seemed to understand. She swept her sister into the kitchen and shut the door behind them. 
 
      
 
          ‘I was just about to do dinner. Peel these spuds while we talk, would you?’ 
 
      
 
    That made it worse for Charlie. The perfect family were trying to go about the normal business of dinner and she’d turned up, the bad penny, to interrupt it all. ‘You know, it’s fine. I’ll get a room at a Travelodge or something’ Charlie said, starting to shuffle toward the door. But she found a peeler shoved into her hand. 
 
      
 
          ‘Peel the potatoes and shut up, would you? Actually, no, don’t shut up’ Maddie said, beginning to pull the elements of a meal from the cupboards. Charlie sighed and pulled her sleeves up. 
 
      
 
    Maddie, at the counter next to her with her own knife and chopping board, was cutting green veg up. ‘Well?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you mind if I don’t talk about it?’ Charlie asked, hopefully. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Maddie said, no mercy in her at all. ‘You show up here and I don’t know why? Not a chance. You’re gonna spill and you’re gonna spill now. I presume something’s up with you and Amy?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You presume correctly’ Charlie said slowly, peeling a strip of skin from a potato. 
 
      
 
          ‘And?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s a long story.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, chopping broccoli is surprisingly un-taxing on the mind so I’ve got time. Go on’ Maddie urged. She wasn’t letting it drop. Charlie had sort of hoped she could walk in and say, ‘I just need space’ and everyone would delicately allow her to have it. She could spend the night on the sofa, try to regroup. But Maddie didn’t do space. 
 
      
 
          ‘Me and Amy, we’ve been talking about having a baby.’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie paused, mid-chop. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why are you so shocked?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I just didn’t know if you were into all that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s a new development’ Charlie admitted. ‘But we decided we were going to find some guy to do his part, which we did.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Hold on, why don’t I know about any of this?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I wasn’t sure if we were definitely going to do it, so I wasn’t going to bang on if it ended up falling through, alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie inhaled deeply through her nostrils, working through her annoyance. ‘Fine. Continue.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, so, we met this guy, George. We thought he’d be a good match. But I asked Amy if I could have a bit of time to decide. And she went and told him yes anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie looked over and her mouth dropped open. ‘Did she? Bloody hell.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was thrilled. ‘Yeah, fucked up, right?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie didn’t answer immediately. ‘That doesn’t really sound like Amy.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, it doesn’t. But she did it. So now I might have to get a divorce’ Charlie said, in the full swing of her outrage. 
 
      
 
          ‘God! How long has it been like this?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Like what?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie shrugged. ‘Bad.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Define bad.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I mean, what else has she done?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nothing, really. But we’ve been arguing lately. Since I got the dog.’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie turned back to her broccoli. ‘Maybe hold off on the D word, then.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You think what she did is alright?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. But it seems a bit early to throw in the towel.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie turned back to her potatoes. ‘I know that. But I’m starting to think we’re not the match I thought. I don’t know if we’re going to make it’ Charlie finished, trying not to let the tears in her ducts rise to the surface. Just hearing herself say it, it felt real. It was a terrible thing to consider. The day she’d gotten married, she’d made a lot of promises to Amy and vice versa. And she’d meant every last one of them. She’d gotten married because she wanted Amy for the rest of her life. The idea it could go wrong this fast had never occurred to her. Never.  
 
      
 
    Maddie said no more on the subject. The Black sisters turned their attention to the dinner they were cooking, working as a haphazard team to get it on the table. Josh wandered in at one point and seemed pleased if confused to see Charlie and started to ask questions until Maddie gave him a look and he simply turned and went back out, leaving the womenfolk to the cooking and emotions, like some 1950s black and white melodrama. 
 
      
 
    And when the food was done, Charlie sat down with Maddie, Josh, Jake and Mia and they ate it. Chicken, veg, gravy. It was simple but tasty and Charlie was surprised at how hungry she was. 
 
      
 
    She wondered what Amy was doing right now. If she’d eaten before she left for work, if she was thinking about her. Or was she thinking only of herself, as she’d done when she’d given George that answer.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The performance was sweet relief to Amy. When she was on the stage, she was someone else and she couldn’t have been more grateful. Because if she had to be Amy tonight, she’d have been utterly miserable.  
 
      
 
    She’d fucked up and she knew it. She’d said things that couldn’t be taken back. She’d made a mistake and in her anger, she’d put the blame for the mistake on Charlie. She’d done something that made Charlie feel like she didn’t matter as much as the baby that she wanted. How could she square any of that? 
 
      
 
    As she stepped off the stage, all those facts, gone for the performance, were vivid. She needed to speak to Charlie and she needed to do it now. But when she rang her, it went straight to voicemail. So Amy understood that Charlie had switched her phone off and therefore wasn’t interested in making up tonight. Amy swung between feeling full sympathy and wishing Charlie wasn’t being so pig-headed.  
 
      
 
    She kept checking her phone in the car on the way home. No messages, no calls. Where even was Charlie tonight? There were a few options. Amy was pretty certain she’d go to family rather than a friend, which left her parents and her sister. And Charlie would probably prefer to chew glass than go to her mum and let her know that her marriage was on the rocks. So that meant she was likely with Maddie and her family. 
 
      
 
    Amy gave several minutes thought to turning up there. But in the end, it felt far too dramatic. She was not about to stand outside Maddie’s house in a white vest, yelling ‘Charlie’ up at the window. She might have been an actress, but she was off the clock.  
 
      
 
    And she was still on the feelings roundabout. Amy had made a big mistake, she knew that. But Charlie had left. She’d walked out the door rather than work it out. Amy felt that wasn’t right. They were married. You didn’t just walk out when it got tough. You stayed and talked and argued and cried and made up. If you cared enough to do it. 
 
      
 
    But maybe that was the point. Maybe all this baby stuff… Maybe Charlie had seen an out from the situation. Amy now came with baggage she hadn’t had when they’d gotten married. She wanted a child. And if Charlie didn’t want that, maybe she’d decided that she didn’t want Amy either anymore. Perhaps this had been the perfect way to leave with the upper hand, without having to say it and feel like the bad guy.  
 
      
 
    Or maybe that was wrong? This was a new avenue altogether to Amy. Usually, if she wanted to know what Charlie was thinking, she’d just ask. And Charlie would tell her, easy as that. Amy had never had to think of her wife in this way before, examining her motives, looking for the worst. She knew that it was probably coming out of fear. She was scared to death that she was losing Charlie, or had in fact already lost her. And it was sending her down the most terrible rabbit hole.  
 
      
 
    Three months ago, this would have been unimaginable. They’d been happy. Stupidly happy. And now it was rows, blow ups, lashing out. What had changed? 
 
      
 
    Well, that was no great mystery. They’d looked at the future and it had looked back at them and apparently, no one had liked what they saw. As long as they’d kept putting one foot in front of the other, and not looked any further, it had been magical. And the magic had slipped away. Amy didn’t know how to find it again, if it was even there to find.  
 
      
 
    She was in utter turmoil. 
 
      
 
    Her phone rang and she looked quickly at it, only to see that it was her dad. Not Charlie. She took the call anyway. 
 
      
 
          ‘How was tonight?’ he asked. ‘Your mother and I were thinking of coming at the weekend. If it’s not bad form, I wouldn’t mind some free tickets.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, that’s nice. But you’ve already been twice. You’d be bored to death.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s a very good play, I wouldn’t be bored at all.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, that’s sweet. I’ll bring you some tickets round.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, her dad’s tickets in her back pocket, she climbed into her car. She knew she shouldn’t have made this a priority right now. She should have driven over to Maddie’s. But she still hadn’t had a call or a message and she didn’t know what she’d find when she got there. Maybe she’d go over there and Charlie wouldn’t even come to the door. She’d simply send Maddie to answer, and even though she and Maddie had always gotten on like a house on fire, Maddie would say something dreadful like, ‘Charlie doesn’t want to talk to you, you should go.’ It was humiliating just to picture it.  
 
      
 
    The other option was that Amy would turn up and Charlie would coldly tell her in person to skedaddle. A third option was that they simply start round two of the argument from yesterday. With Maddie pretending not to listen in the next room. 
 
      
 
    None of it was very appealing. So for now, she’d just focus on a task that needed to be done. Her dad had asked for tickets and tickets he would have. Maybe afterward she could head straight to Maddie’s and take her medicine.  
 
      
 
    She knocked on her parents’ door and it was quickly thrown open. ‘Oh, thank you, you needn’t have come around so quick. You could have put them in the post for me’ Michael said at the door. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t be silly, it’s easy enough to drop them round’ Amy said, pushing the envelope into his hand, turning to go, calling ‘Bye’ over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you need to be somewhere right this second?’ Michael asked quickly. 
 
      
 
    Amy did. She really did. But a cup of tea with her dad, that wouldn’t change anything, would it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie awoke to a poke in the eyeball. ‘Auntie! Wake up!’ Jake demanded. Charlie cracked open the eye that was being pushed by pudgy moist toddler fingers. The other was still glued shut. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry’ Maddie said, swooping in and picking him up. ‘It’s CBeebies o’clock and he wants to get in his spot.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s Josh?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Saturday five-a-side football. He hates it but his brother’s quite macho and he makes him go.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie sat up on the sofa where she’d spent a patchy night, only partly due to the lumpy sofa, and felt a terrible neckache. Not to mention an even worse heartache. She automatically went to look at her phone, forgetting that it had run out of charge yesterday. In her angry dash from the house, she hadn’t thought to pick up a charger and she had a different phone from Maddie and Josh. They were on Android, she was on Apple, so no cable overlap. The thing had been dead before she’d even left the house. She wondered if Amy had tried to call. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she sat up, Maddie released Jake and he slid in beside his aunt while Maddie put the TV on. He was instantly mesmerised by the bright colours and loud sounds of kid’s telly. Charlie watched him enviously. It was all so simple for him. He loved dinosaurs, cereal, ball pits. He didn’t even know how much effort his parents put into making him happy. His life just happened around him and for the most part, he was satisfied with it.  
 
      
 
    Charlie didn’t necessarily want to be that age again. From what she remembered, childhood hadn’t been great shakes at all, really. And her teenage years? Forget it. Miserable, lonely, angry. The time Charlie wanted back was the simplest one and it was a few years ago. Finding Amy, falling in love, dating, getting married, moving in, being together all the time, feeling satisfied just to be alive. She couldn’t remember what was so hard about it all, what had been so tough for her before. For the first time in Charlie’s life, she was content. A few months ago, she’d had it all. How in the fuck had it been so easy to lose it? 
 
      
 
    The question was hard. Harder still, whose fault was it all? Amy had done this, Charlie had done that. Charlie was wondering if she should have walked out. Had that been immature?  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, I found an iPhone cable, if it’s any good to you?’ Maddie said, Jake’s bowl of cereal in one hand, the white wire in the other. 
 
      
 
    Charlie jumped up. ‘Thanks’ she said, ripping it out of her sister’s hand, going straight for the nearest plug socket. It was full. She pulled out what she thought was a lamp and the TV went off. Jake, already eating his cereal, was outraged. ‘Telly!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, sorry’ Charlie called, putting it back in. The noisy characters were soon back to yelling about different types of flowers or whatever the fuck and Jake was back to munching what sounded like ball bearings. 
 
      
 
    Charlie nervously took out another plug, but nothing crucial seemed to shut down so she put in her charger, attached it to her phone and waited for it to grab enough juice to start up. Soon enough, up came the apple. And then she was tapping through, finding nothing. No messages on her answer service, no texts, not even an email. Amy hadn’t been in touch at all.  
 
      
 
    Charlie sat down with a huff, back with Jake and his sloppy cereal. Maddie, breast feeding Mia on the other end of the sofa, was shaking her head to herself. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Charlie demanded.  
 
      
 
          ‘If she hasn’t called you, you should call her.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t get it, Maddie. Things have really turned to shit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you mean, I don’t get it? You don’t think me and Josh have ever fallen out?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s head whipped around and she laughed at her sister. ‘Not like this.’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie glanced at her son but he was deep into his show so she quietly said over his head, ‘When this one was six months old, we nearly split up.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fuck off!’ Charlie exploded, cynically. 
 
      
 
    Maddie’s face fell and Josh turned to his auntie. ‘Naughty word’ he admonished her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, buddy. Auntie’s naughty. She won’t say it again’ Charlie assured him. And then something occurred to her. ‘Hold on, how would he even know that’s a bad word if he hadn’t heard it before?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie raised an eyebrow at her sister. ‘Have you ever been hit square in the face by a large plastic steam engine. It hurts.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So you drop F bombs around these little guys?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘On occasion, accidently. When things get on top of me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you seem like Super-mum.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, well, Super-mum is sometimes just happy to get through the day with both kids still alive.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was shocked. She was hearing all kinds of new information this morning. Maddie made parenting look like a doddle. Charlie assumed that some people were simply cut out for it. She’d thought that because of how much she struggled to simply look after little Pickle. It came hard for her because she was not a natural. That’s what she’d come to believe. 
 
      
 
          ‘Anyway’ Maddie continued, ‘This isn’t about me. You’re in a tough patch, that’s all it is. But it won’t end until one of you swallows your silly pride.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And why should it have to be me?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie groaned, frustrated. 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rang. Charlie felt a shot of adrenaline. But it probably wasn’t Amy. 
 
      
 
    Maddie, Mia now unlatched, got up to answer it. Charlie listened in. It was only the postman. Charlie turned to the TV, watching the bright colours, beginning to find the straightforwardness of kid’s TV rather soothing. She didn’t notice that Maddie had been gone a bit longer than she should have been. 
 
      
 
    And when she came back in, she had more than the post with her. Amy was there, Pickle at her side. Charlie was shocked. Her mind had been on nothing else since the moment she’d walked out of the flat and now she was just standing there, existing right in front of her. 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment. Eventually, Amy handed the lead to Charlie. ‘I’m working later, I didn’t want to leave her alone too long.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie took the lead, bewildered. She wasn’t sure what to do, what to say. Something in her was so happy to see Amy, but she couldn’t tell if Amy felt the same. So she tried to play it cool. ‘Alright. Break a leg’ she said. Break a leg? What the hell kind of a thing was that to say right now, after everything. What she should have said was, I’m sorry or I’m still angry or What the fuck is going on? 
 
      
 
    But no, she’d said what she’d said and she was stuck with it and there it was.  
 
      
 
          ‘Right, thanks’ Amy said with a light frown. ‘Are you coming home later?’  
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know’ Charlie replied, hedging her bets. 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded and said, ‘I hope you do.’ And she was gone again. 
 
      
 
    Maddie watched Amy leave, waited for the click of the door shutting and then rounded on her sister. ‘Break a leg? Are you fucking nuts?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Naughty word’ Jake said again, this time more quietly, with the air of one who has taken on a sacred duty that he’ll never be thanked for, the last guardian of civility.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry Jake, bad Mummy’ Maddie said automatically. 
 
      
 
          ‘I know, alright’ Charlie said, hoping Maddie would leave it at that. 
 
      
 
          ‘How are you the oldest?’ Maddie went on, bizarrely angry. 
 
      
 
          ‘Whoa, take it easy on me, would you!’ Charlie begged. She didn’t want to have a row with her sister on top of everything else. Aside from the drama, she’d have to go to her parents’ house to crash on their sofa instead, which was a horrifying prospect. 
 
      
 
          ‘You found someone who’ll put up with you and she’s, alright, she’s done a shitty thing, sorry Jake, bad mummy, but she’s pretty wonderful generally and more than that, she’s great for you. I’ve never seen you happier. So stop being a twat, sorry Jake, and go and speak to your wife properly, would you!’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie knew there was sense to Maddie’s rant. But she’d never liked being policed by her younger sister. It was undignified.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, you don’t know shit, sorry Jake, so why don’t you keep your trap shut for a change and stop shoving your oar in’, Charlie retorted. 
 
      
 
    With that, she stood, grabbed Pickle’s lead and went towards the door, feeling like she’d won.  
 
      
 
          ‘Where do you think you’re going? You’re still in your pants’ Maddie called. 
 
      
 
    Charlie looked down. She was indeed sporting a t-shirt and knickers, not a great look for storming out. She sighed. ‘Hold on Pickle’ she told the dog and went back in to grab her bottoms. She didn’t look at her sister as she did. Once she was dressed, she went straight back out. The door slammed as she went. 
 
      
 
    Once Charlie had gone, Jake looked at his mum. ‘I’m telling Daddy about all the swears.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fair enough’ Maddie replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy hadn’t gone to see Charlie to drop off the dog. Or she had, but that hadn’t been her only reason.  
 
      
 
    Half an hour previously, she’d been sat with her dad and so it had begun. The questions, the interrogation. Amy swerved, he intercepted. Amy dropped back, Michael pounced. Amy believed her father had missed his calling. He should have been a policeman. No criminal would have withstood his barrage, it would have been confessions ago-go under him. And if he’d been around in the Victorian era, he’d have found Jack the Ripper in no time at all.  
 
      
 
    So out it came, the whole sorry tale. ‘…And then I said yes to George, when I was supposed to be giving her time to think about it. I just went right over her head. And then we… Well, she left.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I see’ Michael said, rubbing at his whiskers. ‘Well, that’s that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Amy said. ‘What’s what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I know it’ll hurt but I think it shows the facts.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Facts?’ Amy asked, tiredly. She had an idea where this was going but she had been hoping that if she explained what she’d done, he’d try to see both sides. In some perverse way, she’d hoped that he’d take Charlie’s side. If she’d ever needed someone to tell her she was being shitty, today was that day. And once it was said out loud, by someone outside of the situation, she could swallow her pride and apologise.  
 
      
 
    But that had been very silly. Michael Sinclair would never see fault in his daughter.  ‘She’s not like you, darling. Like us. You want to have a full life. You want a career, children, you want the world and you deserve it, you work for it. Charlie wants, well, I don’t actually know what she wants. Maybe nothing but to slouch through life, taking whatever lands in her lap. How could that ever be good enough for you?’ 
 
      
 
    Just then, Amy’s mum walked in. ‘Oh, I didn’t know you were coming!’ she cried at the sight of her daughter. She looked around quickly. ‘God, it’s a total state.’  
 
      
 
    Amy glanced around at her parents’ spotless home. ‘Mum, just sit down, would you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll just whip round with the duster and I’ll be right with you’ the harried woman cried, running back out to raid her cleaning cupboard.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look,’ Michael said, as though Amy’s mum had never appeared and run out like a woman possessed, ‘I know a man from the club, solicitor. And he told me that sometimes, you don’t even have to call it a div-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is Mum alright? Amy said, not interested in her father’s chain of thought. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s fine.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then why does she never sit down? I always thought as she got older, she’d slow down. But she’s… She’s worse.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She just likes to keep busy. Don’t make it into something it’s not. So yes, you can just get an annul-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad’ Amy interrupted again. ‘What was mum like when she was young? Before I was born, when you first got married.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael sighed heavily. ‘I’m not sure what you want me to say.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy considered. ‘I suppose I’d like you to gush and tell me you loved her.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael coughed, embarrassed. ‘Don’t start that sort of thing. Some people don’t feel the need to talk about all their… Feelings all the time.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But you tell her you love her, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course I do!’ Michael blustered. 
 
      
 
          ‘When? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where on earth are you going with this?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy could have told him where she was going. But what would have been the point? How could he understood that Amy had suddenly been hit by the appalling realisation that she was turning into her father. He wasn’t a bad man, he’d always been very involved with Amy and he’d always encouraged her. It was just that the flip side of that was that you were always striving to meet his standards. And a lot of the time, you had no idea what those standards even were. 
 
      
 
    And she’d begun to put all that onto Charlie, just as Michael Sinclair had done to his wife, a woman never satisfied, never told it was alright to just let go and relax, that she’d done enough, that she was enough. Every paranoid thought she’d had about Charlie, weren’t they all in Michael Sinclair’s stern monotone? Wasn’t he the one that had installed this dark new voice, making her wonder about her wife. He’d been tapping away for months, picking, working at the integrity of Amy’s marriage from day one. For a long time, Amy hadn’t heeded it, she was too besotted. But then, lately, with these new pressures on them, he’d gotten a foothold inside her. He’d begun to speak louder than ever. 
 
      
 
    Still, she’d made the choices she’d made and she wasn’t going to dwell on his faults as a parent. She had to decide who she was going to be now, if she could be any better than him. And if it had already cost her everything. 
 
      
 
    She might have wrecked her marriage by putting this squeeze onto Charlie, a person who Amy had always loved for the precise reason that she wasn’t like that at all. She’d asked Charlie to speed up when she should simply have been grateful that she’d made Amy slow down, take in life before it was over, feel it, love it. Love Charlie. Life wasn’t about goals and targets and getting everything right. There was no right. She’d lived under Michael’s guidance and all he’d ever asked for was perfection. And what was it worth? Her parents weren’t happy. And she hadn’t been either, not until Charlie, not really. 
 
      
 
    A worse realisation smacked Amy in the face. What if Charlie hadn’t exploded, and they’d gone ahead with the pregnancy, this knowledge never given to her that she was imitating every mistake her father had ever made. Might Amy have turned that terrible spotlight on her own child? It was a frightening thought. 
 
      
 
    On the flipside, what if she didn’t have her own child, what if none of it worked out the way she thought it should? What if there wasn’t a right way to do anything? What if life was simply a massive accident? One of the few people Amy had ever admired, Lena, her story was a perfect example. Her family had grown out of chaos, come out alright. Yeah, her kids might have their issues, but fuck, didn’t everyone have something? Perfection demanding Michael Sinclair had kept his family from being able to ever really feel like they could do enough, achieve enough. That was Amy’s issue and it probably always would be. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, I’ve got to go’ Amy declared. 
 
      
 
          ‘Wait a second, I need to give you the number for this solicitor.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I hope to god I don’t need it. And if you love me, you’d hope so too.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael was somewhat gobsmacked by that. He began to mutter, in a very embarrassed British fashion, ‘How can you not… I don’t always say… I might not be one of those men… But I would think you’d know…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You do your best, I know that’ Amy told him, standing up, walking away. ‘But your way, I’m sorry… I don’t want it to be mine. I don’t want to be you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where are you going?’ Michael cried after his daughter. 
 
      
 
          ‘I need to know if it’s too late’ Amy told him, already halfway out of the house.  
 
      
 
    She headed home first, for Pickle. It was flimsy, but she needed the dog as an ice breaker. And then she arrived at Maddie’s to find her on the doorstep, taking something from a postman. Maddie was about to shut the door when she spotted Amy. She’d looked rather relieved. ‘Come in, she’s in the front’ she said quietly.  
 
      
 
    Amy smiled nervously. Maddie knew what was up, obviously, but she didn’t seem to be holding it against her. She stepped in and followed Maddie to the sitting room to find Charlie sitting with Jake, still in her knickers.  
 
      
 
    She wanted to say, ‘I’m sorry, please come home so we can sort this out.’ She was willing to say it, to be nothing but apologetic, anything to get her wife home. But Charlie was a sphinx of inscrutability. So she began neutrally, explaining that Pickle needed someone to look after her that evening. And Charlie replied coldly, ‘Break a leg’, like she was just some stranger.  
 
      
 
    Amy had felt her stomach roll over. Charlie didn’t want to work this out. 
 
      
 
    Amy walked out, the world underneath her feet feeling like it was slipping away. She’d lost Charlie. Flaky, silly, clumsy Charlie. The only truly stable thing she’d ever had. 
 
      
 
        
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie was stomping through the streets, Pickle at her side, mad at the world and everyone in it. Maddie was telling her this was all her fault. Well, no, she wasn’t quite saying that. She was saying it didn’t matter whose fault it was as long as you didn’t let it ruin everything, that it was worth putting aside your pride. But Amy hadn’t done that, had she? She could have apologised when she’d brought the dog and she hadn’t, just a vague question of when she might come home. So what could Charlie even do with that? And what if she did apologise? Charlie didn’t even know if that’s what she wanted anymore.  
 
      
 
    She’d been feeling like some little kid for months, playing at being a grown up with someone who wanted things that Charlie felt at a loss to give. She didn’t like that feeling, it was like being a teenager again, her mum trying to get her to ‘Take an interest in things.’ She’d thought that when she and Amy had fallen for each other, that no one would ever ask her for anything again, nothing that she didn’t want to give. Amy had vowed to love her as she was. And now who she was wasn’t good enough. So if Amy had broken her vows, then Charlie could break her own. 
 
      
 
    She hated that it had come to this but if that was the direction her marriage had taken, Charlie wondered if it was better to go now. It would hurt her, actually hurt wasn’t the word, but wasn’t it better to cut her losses? Not spend the next few years watching the best thing she’d ever had fall apart slowly? 
 
      
 
    Walking Pickle, her mind awhirl, Charlie found herself passing by the common and Pickle yanked eagerly, keen to go off lead for an inspection of the various smells the place offered. Charlie released her and she bounded away, into the park. And then she wasn’t just bounding, she was running, running hard toward something. She vanished from sight. 
 
      
 
          ‘Pickle!’ Charlie yelled, terrified. The commons had a main road on the other side of it, with cars and trucks rumbling by. Pickle could run into traffic if Charlie didn’t get her arse in gear. She ran after the dog, rounding a bush, yelling for her. But as she got around the corner she found Pickle safe and happy, sniffing a dog’s bum. It was Bertie the Westie. He was with Effie. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ Effie said, surprised.  
 
      
 
    Charlie, panting from fear and exertion, breathed, ‘Hi.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you alright?’ Effie asked.  
 
      
 
          ‘I thought she was going to run into traffic’ Charlie explained, her saliva thick with the terror of the last few moments. 
 
      
 
          ‘Bloody hell! Lucky she was just coming for a bum sniff.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded, collecting herself. ‘Yeah. I guess she needs a bit more training. How’s things?’ Charlie added, suddenly aware she’d just run into an acquaintance and she now had to summon some small talk. 
 
      
 
          ‘Good, Bertie’s healing up and I think he’s let his grudge go a bit.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded, still feeling her heart thudding from the scary run. 
 
      
 
    In the silence, Effie smiled shyly, looking away. ‘Wasn’t sure I’d see you here. You were playing it pretty cool.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie blinked. Right, this situation. So she’d called it after all. ‘Oh, I…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t mean to be forward’ Effie said. ‘I just think, well, I hope it’s not just the dogs with the chemistry.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie was shocked at the turn of the day. Was this how it went? You decided to be single and attractive women flung themselves at you right away? That wasn’t her recollection of singledom, not at all. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know what to say to Effie’s flirtation. So she just shrugged and smiled and hoped it was enough to hold her off. For a second, she considered it. Considered Effie. She was cute, nice, and she fancied Charlie. Once upon a time, that was all Charlie could have asked for. Maybe it could be enough again. 
 
      
 
    Not today, it was far too soon. But maybe she could put Effie on the backburner for another time, somewhere down the line, when she was over this. But how long could that be? How long might it take to get over Amy? If ever? 
 
      
 
    A silence descended on Charlie and Effie. Because they barely knew each other.  
 
      
 
          ‘You know, they need security gates on this place. It would be too easy for Pickle to escape onto that road. You must have been scared to death’ Effie said sympathetically, digging desperately for conversation. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, I really thought I lost her’ Charlie said. The second loss of the day, almost. First Amy, now the dog. It was scary how quickly things changed, that you could walk out on your wife and then the dog could walk out onto a road and that was it, her family gone. 
 
      
 
    Her family, Charlie realised with a jolt. That’s what she was losing. And what would be the consolation. Effie? Effie seemed nice, but she was a stranger. And something about her reminded Charlie of the old days. The bad old days. Running through girlfriends who didn’t get her and dumped her when they got bored. Who knew if Effie was really like that? But it was all coming back, how hard it had been once. Getting dumped once or twice a year, never feeling that real connection. She’d been starving for something real. 
 
      
 
    And then she’d gotten it. Amy had been a feast and Charlie gorged herself on her, quickly getting fat, getting complacent, forgetting what it was like to be hungry.  
 
      
 
          ‘So, do you fancy going for a drink some time?’ Effie asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Err…’ Charlie began, wondering if she should simply let go and get on with the future, whatever it held, maybe Effie, maybe many Effie’s, maybe nothing. Maybe that was alright. Because the feast had made her sick lately. Maybe love wasn’t for Charlie. Perhaps she couldn’t handle everything that it meant. Was it better to stick to a diet of little and often?  
 
      
 
    She almost said, ‘Sure, why not?’ 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t say it in the end. Because she tried to picture that, really see that life, and it was nothing at all. It was swimming in the shallow end. And Charlie suddenly knew that she’d rather risk drowning in something than flailing around in nothing. 
 
      
 
          ‘Effie, I’m sorry, but I’m married’ she said quietly. Effie’s face fell a little but Charlie wasn’t worried about her. She’d get over this tiny setback. The real question was, could she and Amy get over theirs?  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amy was getting ready to go out, back to the theatre for another performance. She was on autopilot. Her mind was on Charlie. She was trying to accept that her marriage was over. 
 
      
 
    She considered asking Lena how it felt to get divorced but it was a bit different. Lena had wanted to leave her husband. She’d been happier in the long run. And Amy wasn’t going to be happier. She knew that. 
 
      
 
    What she didn’t know was that Charlie was standing outside the front door, holding a bunch of wilting flowers that she’d gotten from Tesco, the only place left open at this time to procure a conciliatory posy. She was sweating bullets. 
 
      
 
    Either side of the door, two married people, scared to death, worried it was all lost, wanting it back. There was so much fear, some confusion, much anxiety. But luckily, there was still just enough love to fight all of those other things. 
 
      
 
    Charlie was about to ring the door when Amy swung it open to leave. She gaped at Charlie. Seconds passed without a word exchanged.  
 
      
 
          ‘I…’ Charlie began and then she didn’t know what to say. She’d always struggled with words. She’d thought long and hard about the words she might use when she got there and they hadn’t been great but they’d been something, and now she was standing there and the little bastards had all deserted her. She was just a mute with a bunch of sad looking daffodils. 
 
      
 
    But Amy knew. When she opened the door and saw Charlie there, looking so scared and Charlie-like, she knew. And she knew what she should say to her. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sorry. I’m a control freak and I pushed you and I pushed you and I don’t want you to think you don’t move quickly enough, I don’t want you to move any quicker, I want you to be just like you are and I promise I won’t be so…’ she made a face like an animal that’s about to attack. ‘I want it to be like it was. We don’t need to think about the baby right now. Maybe we shouldn’t think about it at all. I don’t even know if I’m supposed to be a parent. I’ll probably just be like my dad, wanting everything picture-perfect. And you’re already perfect.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie shook her head, taking a step toward Amy, grateful that Amy had opened the door, opened all doors. ‘I’m not perfect. Of course I’m not. Honestly, I’ve been frightened that if we had a kid that I’d let it down and then I could feel myself letting you down because I was dithering about it…’ 
 
      
 
    And then Charlie leaned down and picked up Pickle, dropping the flowers. Amy hadn’t even seen the little dog until now, too focused on Charlie. ‘She’s alive!’ Charlie cried. ‘And I think she’s happy. She’s a bit of a dick sometimes and I don’t know if she’ll grow out of that. But I’m trying. That’s why I really got her. To see how I did with someone who relied on me.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy sighed. ‘I thought you might have gotten her to put me off!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?!’ Charlie cried. ‘That would be horrible! What kind of monster would do something like that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not you, I know that now. I’m sorry, I’ve been listening to the wrong people.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie paused. ‘You mean your dad, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How did you guess?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Cos he thinks I’m a fuck up and he’s kind of right.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, he’s not. Even if he does, he doesn’t know anything. He’s a guy with some money and a very clean home and a golf club membership and he’s not happy, he doesn’t know how to be. And you taught me how to be happy, so in my eyes you’re more of a winner than he could ever be.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s eyes welled. Amy’s eyes saw it and immediately joined in. ‘Does this mean you want me to come home?’ Charlie asked, her voice trembling. 
 
      
 
          ‘Does this mean you want to come home?’ Amy said, perfectly applied mascara running down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    And then they were holding each other, Pickle squished in the middle of the hug but she didn’t seem to mind. The hug was deep and long, a relief to both of them. They’d been so far apart and they were close again. Everything they’d held back, it was rushing out and they’d both been wrong, it wasn’t destroying them, it was building something stronger. They’d seen new parts of each other these past months and it hadn’t been so pretty anymore and somehow, it was a better thing. It was a place to start. It was manure and it stunk but they could grow together out of it. 
 
      
 
          ‘I know it was shitty to say yes to George, but just because I said yes, doesn’t mean anything. I can tell him I made a mistake’, Amy said into Charlie’s neck. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, don’t you dare’ Charlie cried, pulling back to look Amy in the face. ‘I was going to say yes, eventually. I was just scared to say it, because then it was all going to start up and I didn’t know if I could handle it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then we’ll slow it down.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But we can’t! What about your eggs!’ Charlie cried. 
 
      
 
          ‘If we’re not ready now, what’s the point of rushing? Look at what’s happened because I went to that stupid appointment? I pushed everything too fast and it nearly ruined everything’ Amy said, shaking her head at herself. ‘And so what if I can’t get pregnant, anyway? There’s lots of ways to have a family’ Amy said passionately. She looked from Charlie to Pickle, who was wagging her tail and looking back and forth between her two mothers, not sure what was going on but pretty excited by it.                      
 
           ‘But we’re already a family. I got caught up and I forgot that. You’re the person I chose to be my family.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘And I chose you too. But that’s why this was a good idea. We’ve got so much to give a kid’ Charlie said. In amongst the crazy, she’d at least figured something out. She was scared about the future but she thought that was probably how it was supposed to be. Everyone freaked out, everyone was flying blind, no one knew what was supposed to happen or how to do it all. Pickle ended up teaching her something after all. Because Charlie had done more than keep the dog alive. She’d gotten the dog in the hopes of feeling confident, but instead she’d learned something else. That she didn’t mind the mess and exhaustion. Because she had loved the dog on sight. And once Pickle was in her house, she wanted to care for her, make her as happy as she could. She’d put time and care into Pickle and she’d done it instinctively and without bitterness. She wanted to do it. It made her happy to do it. 
 
      
 
    Some people probably may have said a baby was a bit different from a dog, and they might have some valid points. But Charlie loved a little thing that needed her and that couldn’t be so different to a baby, could it? The bits after that would diverge wildly, but she’d have time to figure that out as things went along. Her and Amy. They’d figure it out together. There’d be mess everywhere, messy life. And they’d clean it away little by little. ‘I want to do it’ she declared to Amy and this time, it was coming from something inside her, not just a desire to keep Amy happy. 
 
      
 
    Amy felt her heart leap at Charlie’s words, but she was determined not to get carried away again. She needed to calm down and take a breath. ‘Let’s not talk about all that today. I just want to be here right now. Right now is good. What happens, happens.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie smiled and grabbed Amy’s hand, taking her lead, being in the moment with Amy. And then her smile dropped. ‘Shit, aren’t you due at the theatre?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy had forgotten all about where she’d been going when she’d opened the door. ‘Christ, you’re right!’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Come on, I’ll drive you.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the car, it was like it had been before that fateful Sunday dinner. That ease between them was back with a vengeance, Amy had Pickle on her lap as they chatted away. Amy telling Charlie every stupid thing her dad had put into her mind, every terrible doubt. It wasn’t all easy to hear, but Charlie listened without interruption. Her wife was being honest and she wouldn’t have stopped it for anything.  
 
      
 
    Charlie talked about her own little journey of crazy and it felt good to unburden. It wasn’t as though they were strangers, getting to know each other. They’d been married a year. But they were drilling down to the next level of each other and it was special to find something new, even if they’d gone through a painful time to find it. Both of them were beginning to wonder if it would always be like this. Would there always be more, would it take them their whole lives to know each other? Was that what people meant when they said that love was work? That when the hearts fell out of your eyes, that you’d have to keep looking at the person you chose, looking at them from a thousand angles, always more to see, never an end to it? 
 
      
 
    That would have frightened them before. But it wasn’t so bad now.  
 
      
 
    Charlie parked up and asked to come in and watch the night’s performance but then Amy reminded her that they had Pickle with them.  
 
      
 
           ‘I could smuggle her in under my coat’ Charlie suggested. ‘I could feed her little treats all night to keep her from barking.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy laughed. ‘Just take her home and look after her. I’ll be back before you know it.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie smiled and kissed Amy, watching her enter the stage door. And then she got in the car, to take Pickle back, to wait for her wife to come home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    They did indeed slow down on the baby thing. For three months of calm and peace. Well, nearly. Pickle was not out of puppydom altogether. She still needed a boat load of training. But now Amy came with Charlie to the church basement. Mostly because she realised they should have been doing this together from the beginning. It was parent training after all.  
 
      
 
    But she had to admit, partly, she wanted to let this Effie person know she’d been trying to mess with a married woman. Effie got one look at Amy’s polite wave from across the room and never spoke another word to Charlie. Charlie was alright with that. Bertie still fancied his chances but he was kept on a tight leash. 
 
      
 
    Amy and Charlie met with George to explain that they were slowing things down. Amy apologised for her premature yes. George looked a little wounded initially but Charlie assured him that the slowdown was not a kiss off to him, that they thought he was a great guy. George took a moment to think about it and said, ‘Alright then. I hope that if you ever decide to give it ago, that you’ll keep my number.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Look, I’m sure there are plenty of woman who would snap you up to help them have a child, and we don’t want to keep you from them.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I picked you two because I like you’ George said. ‘I think I’m going to wait and hope. No pressure, of course’ he said with a little laugh. 
 
      
 
           ‘We’re keeping your number’ Amy said vehemently.  
 
      
 
    At home, Pickle did start to become less destructive. To the point that Charlie and Amy felt confident enough to buy a new sofa. It was bigger, to make room for the three of them and built from a tougher material than the last one, a darker colour than last time, to hide future stains. It was a sofa picked out with life in mind. 
 
      
 
    They were sitting on that very sofa when Charlie said, ‘I think it’s time to give George a call.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy turned with a raise eyebrow. ‘Where did that come from?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie shrugged. ‘I don’t know, just kind of feels like, well, not the right moment, there’s never really a right moment, but maybe just a good one.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy took a deep breath. She’d still been thinking about when their family would grow, but she was trying not to get Amy-ish on the subject. She wanted Charlie to get used to the idea in her own time, not based around the timescale dictated by a fertility doctor. She’d thought that could be years down the line. But apparently not. 
 
      
 
           ‘Are you sure?’ Amy asked. 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded. ‘Yeah. I want to start trying.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was trying to play it very cool, not go immediately bananas on the subject. But she couldn’t help grabbing Charlie by the waist and dragging her into an excited kiss. ‘Easy, you’ll end up getting me pregnant at this rate!’ Charlie said between kisses but she wasn’t really fighting it at all. It was nice to make Amy happy. But that wasn’t the reason she’d suggested it, trying.  
 
      
 
    She’d been hanging out with Jake and Mia a lot recently. Taking them to the park, feeding the ducks with them. Not as an experiment this time, just because. She’d begun to relax around them, enjoy their company. Even Mia’s crying didn’t bother her like it had. Charlie began to think that she liked them in their own right, not just as her niece and nephew. They were more than that, they were little people and it was fun to watch them learn things, grow, develop their personalities. And Charlie found herself wondering what her and Amy’s kid would be like. Easy as that, the excited thought entered her mind. Would they be funny? Would they be smart? Would they be kind? Would they be interesting? Would they have a quick temper? Would they have strong opinions? What would they want to do when they grew up? Would they change the world? 
 
      
 
    Charlie realised she wanted to know the answers to these questions. And she wanted to them know soon, to know this little person who didn’t exist yet. So now she was saying it. 
 
      
 
           ‘So I take it you’d still like to do it?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No’ Charlie replied evenly. ‘Never been sure about much. But I want to do it anyway.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Then that’s all I care about’ Amy told her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    George was sat in the flat, tapping his fingernail on his knee. Pickle was staring at him from the floor. Charlie was sitting across from him, equally tense. Amy was looking at the pair of them and then she rolled her eyes. ‘Come on guys, it’s only like a medical procedure!’ 
 
      
 
    George laughed, apparently shaken out of the strangeness by the announcement of it. ‘Fine, let’s just get on with it, then. Bathroom?’  
 
      
 
    Charlie wriggled uncomfortably as George left, his accoutrements in hand.  
 
      
 
           ‘Stop it, would you?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t help it’ Charlie cried. ‘It creeps me out, alright?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s just a substance, like ketchup. You’re being rude to George’ Amy said quietly. The man himself was only down the hall. 
 
      
 
           ‘Then why was George wigging out as well?’ Charlie returned. 
 
      
 
    Amy sighed. ‘Because he’s been asked to come into a stranger’s house and…. bring himself to completion.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie giggled. ‘I can’t believe you said that with a straight face.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy glanced at the door to the hall, leading to the bathroom. ‘Neither can I’ she said, the very edges of her mouth going up ever so slightly. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s weird. Just admit that it’s weird.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy reached over and tickled Pickle behind the ears. ‘Fine. It’s weird’ she said and they grinned at each other. 
 
      
 
           ‘See? Aren’t you happier when you let out the tension?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know. But I could ask George when he comes back?’ 
 
      
 
    That made them laugh harder and then George peaked sheepishly around the door. ‘Guys, you’ve got to stop laughing. I can hear you and it’s putting me right off.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sorry!’ they cried in unison.  
 
      
 
           ‘I promise, we’ll stop’ Charlie added. 
 
      
 
           ‘Maybe we could take Pickle for a walk?’ Amy asked. 
 
      
 
    George was relief itself. ‘That would be very helpful.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five minutes down the road, Amy was watching Pickle sprinkle her scent everywhere while Charlie checked her phone.  
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t understand why it’s taking so long. In a push, I could manage it in under a minute!’ Charlie said with a head shake. 
 
      
 
           ‘It always amazes me how proud you are of that fact’ Amy noted.  
 
      
 
    Charlie’s phone pinged. ‘He’s done it!’ 
 
      
 
    Amy, who’d been calm till this point, suddenly felt her stomach lurch. This was it.  She was about to go home and attempt to make a person. 
 
      
 
    Charlie grabbed Amy’s hand, pulling her. ‘Come on! The fresher the better, right?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, after they’d gotten done with ‘The Sample’ as they’d taken to calling it, with minimal giggling from Charlie, everyone was sat back in the living room, drinking cups of tea. But not before they’d all done a lot of handwashing first. 
 
      
 
           ‘So that’s that’ George said.  
 
      
 
           ‘Yep.’ Charlie said. ‘That’s that.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You all know it might not take the first time, don’t you?’ Amy reminded them. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’ve every confidence in your fallopian situation’ Charlie said. But she was actually quite nervous. This had been a real drain on her system, all this business. She was truly hoping it would work first time and then they could move to the next bit. Charlie was tired of sweating fertility, she wanted to sweat parenthood instead. They’d spent a lot of time researching the situation, not to mention the legal side of it all which had been a total drag. They’d had to draw up an agreement with George and a solicitor that declared that he had no parental responsibility as such and wasn’t liable and all that malarkey. It was awkward and no one wanted to do it, they wanted to simply trust one another, keep it easy. But Amy pointed out that this wasn’t about lack of trust, it was making sure that everyone felt safe and protected. In this instance, Amy’s over-preparedness wasn’t wrong. It was just a job that had to be done. So they’d gotten it signed last week. Immediately afterwards, everyone had to admit, in a funny sort of way, it simplified how they felt about the situation. It was a piece of paper, legally recognised, that meant everyone knew precisely where they stood.  
 
      
 
    Charlie wondered if she might start drawing up agreements of that kind for all sorts of things in her life. She could get her mum to sign something to say she recognised that Charlie was an adult who didn’t need to be sent multipacks of fresh knickers in the post. That way, the second she breached it, Charlie could simply sue. 
 
      
 
    Amy wondered if her dad would sign something to say he’d accepted Charlie as a permanent member of the family. So if he ever use the words ‘Divorce’ and ‘Charlie’ in the same sentence, there would be real ramifications, legally speaking. 
 
      
 
    As it was, things had been quiet with Amy’s dad. He’d obviously been hurt by what Amy had said to him, about not wanting to turn out like him and he’d dealt with that the only way he knew how. Steady silence. But Amy couldn’t take it back, wouldn’t. She had to put her foot down or he’d always keep trying to pull her strings. And Amy was trying to be a parent herself. She couldn’t have that type of thing going on when she was raising her own children. She had to grow into something else now, if she could. And every controlling word he muttered in her ear, it affected her, even when she knew better. She didn’t want to go on like that anymore. 
 
      
 
    Still, she kind of missed the manipulative old bastard. Her mum too. They weren’t perfect but they’d loved her the best they could and after Amy had calmed down, she remembered that. And now she was trying to get pregnant and they didn’t know. That hurt.  
 
      
 
    Especially considering Charlie’s family had been all over this situation. Maddie, her mum and dad, they all knew what was afoot. They were all happy. Although, Charlie’s mum had a lot of questions about the process. But they were involved, for better or worse. 
 
      
 
    George took a last sip of his tea and stood. ‘Right, better be off, got homework to mark. And I’m sure you two would like a little alone time now.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie and Amy nodded. ‘Thanks George. For everything’ Charlie said. 
 
      
 
    He nodded and left. 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s phone beeped. ‘Bloody hell, I wish Maddie would stop asking when it’s done. It’s not a cake! Although it did involve an egg, now I come to think of it’ Charlie said and then she looked at Amy. She tried to smile but Charlie smelled melancholy behind it. ‘Call them.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Who?’ Amy asked, pretending not to know the answer. 
 
      
 
    Charlie made a face. Amy knew she was fooling precisely no one. Still, she wasn’t prepared to get into it. ‘Not today.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I think you should.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘He wanted to split us up, you do get that?’ Amy said. It came out more harshly than she meant it to and she kicked herself to see the twinge of pain in Charlie’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    But Charlie wasn’t interested in her own feelings. ‘Look, he’s not my biggest fan but I can live with that. He’s not my dad. He’s yours.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Don’t I know it.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie thought it was probably wise to leave it alone. She was a wilful creature, Amy. The harder you pushed, the more she dug her heels in.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that Charlie didn’t agree with Amy’s stance. Of course she did. It was partly Amy’s desire to shake off her dad’s interference that had allowed them to find their way back to each other. That bastard had a hundred percent tried to incite a divorce and Charlie wanted to kick him square in the nuts for that. Charlie knew it hadn’t been just him, she and Amy had made their own mistakes. But no marriage in trouble needs a cut-rate Svengali nudging things along. It could have been the proverbial straw. It nearly had been. 
 
      
 
    Also, yes, it didn’t feel great to think that he was ruing their end, that he didn’t think she was good enough for his daughter. Charlie had known that all along. But it had been different before. He’d always acted as though he liked her well enough, that his disapproval wasn’t that personal at its base. And now it had become very personal indeed. He’d come out and said it, that he thought Charlie was dragging Amy down and that she’d always lose with Charlie by her side.  
 
      
 
    All that was enough to develop her own grudge. But Charlie didn’t want to put energy into hating someone who, in all likelihood, would be in her life until one of them croaked. Because they’d end this at some point, Amy and Michael. But this feud could go on for years if it was left to its own devices. At a moment when everyone should be united over Charlie’s and Amy’s efforts to conceive, to have a family quarrel running alongside it, it would cast a long shadow over things. And if this turned out to be a lengthy and difficult conception, all the worse. However you looked at it, this needed dealing with. 
 
      
 
    Because Charlie knew full well, family is family. You can’t swap them, you can’t change them and – yes - you technically could murder them as they slept, but that would probably create more problems than it solved. Which left only one thing to do. Try to make it work. 
 
      
 
    That was what Charlie wanted Amy to do. But Amy was having none of it. So Charlie was trying to be patient. Wait to see if Amy was pregnant, wait to see if she’d work things out with her dad, wait to see if Pickle would ruin the new sofa. Life had turned into a lot of waiting lately. Charlie wasn’t a fan of it, but she was trying to learn that skill: endurance. 
 
      
 
    But it was taking so fucking long to learn it. 
 
      
 
           ‘If your dad were to just flat out apologise, take all the blame, would you forgive him?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
    Amy looked at Charlie, silent for a moment. And then she laughed and laughed and laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
           ‘So, is she pregnant then?’ Dawn asked Charlie. It wasn’t great timing. Sunday dinner at the Black household had come around again and everyone was present. Dawn, Ed, Maddie, Josh, Jake and Mia. Everyone except Amy, but only because she’d gone to use the toilet. She hadn’t been out of the room but ten seconds when Dawn had launched in. 
 
      
 
           ‘We don’t know, it’s too early to tell’ Charlie replied. It felt weird to answer any questions without Amy present. It was a joint effort, this baby malarkey. And Amy’s body was taking on the bulk of everything. She should have been there for this discussion. ‘Why are you waiting till Amy’s out of the room to ask about it, anyway? She does know she’s trying to get pregnant, it’s not going to be a shock to her if you mention it.’ 
 
      
 
    Dawn sat back in her chair and looked to her husband for support. Ed sighed. ‘She’s got a point.’ 
 
      
 
    Dawn’s face went dark as thunder. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m simply being sensitive. If it hasn’t happened, I don’t want Amy to feel pressured to talk about it.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But it’s OK to put the squeeze on me?’ Charlie flung back. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s different. I’ve changed your nappies. There’s no secrets between you and your children’ Dawn said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    Charlie looked at Maddie and they exchanged a baffled grin.  
 
      
 
           ‘Laugh if you like, you think anything significant happens to either of you two and I don’t know about it? A parent knows’ Dawn said, waving a finger at both of them threateningly.  
 
      
 
           ‘Really?’ Charlie said. ‘But you never found out that I was Batman, did you?’ 
 
      
 
    Maddie laughed, as did Josh. Dawn didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Amy walked back in just as food began to be put onto plates and passed around. Charlie knew immediately that something was up. She leaned in and asked discreetly, ‘Something the matter?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy muttered, ‘Tell you later.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie turned back, wondering what it was. Had she been listening in, overheard them chatting behind her back? Was she pissed about it? 
 
      
 
    Thirty seconds later, Charlie put it together. Amy had gone to the toilet happy enough and come back thoroughly out of sorts. She leaned in again, whispering gently, ‘Did you get your period?’ 
 
      
 
    It turned out Dawn wasn’t the only one at the table with terrible timing when it came to questions. Because what had been the din of food dumped onto plates, the clang of cutlery on china, the questions about who had enough of what and who needed what, that was the moment that the noise happened to drop. Everyone at the table heard the question. It was so crystal clear that people weren’t even left the option of pretending they hadn’t heard it. 
 
      
 
    Amy went pink as she looked around to see all eyes on her. Charlie didn’t know what to do. 
 
      
 
    And then Dawn settled it by asking, ‘Well? Did you?’ 
 
      
 
    Amy, who had gone to the bathroom where she’d found out that she wasn’t pregnant, had wanted nothing but to go home, slide under her duvet and have a small cry, and then emerge some time later, spent of emotion and ready to try again. Instead, she was going to have to announce the news to Charlie’s entire family. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes, I did.’ 
 
      
 
    Dawn was on her in a minute. Charlie watched in shock as Dawn hugged Amy. The shock was due to the fact that Dawn was not naturally physically affectionate. She would generally give you a little pat now and again so that you knew she loved you, but a hug was rare. But Amy apparently warranted one. 
 
      
 
    Amy, for her part, hadn’t expected the hug either. But she found that the motherly arms wrapped around her had a surprising effect. She let one little tear leak out, which she wiped quickly away. And then Dawn finished off with her customary pat, breaking away from Amy quickly and sitting back down. ‘There’s a lot of chances. You’re still young.’ 
 
      
 
    Everyone else, equally sympathetic, began to say things like, ‘It was only the first time’ and the like.  
 
      
 
           ‘It’s alright, I’m fine’ Amy assured everyone. 
 
      
 
    Charlie, who was feeling somewhat left out of what should have been a private moment between herself and Amy, sighed. Amy squeezed her hand under the table. Charlie had been surprised by just how disappointed she was. She’d been hoping this would be easy and now she knew, it would not be. They hadn’t hit the ball out of the park on the first try. And Amy was sad, whatever she was trying to claim now. 
 
      
 
    It was a shitty day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the car on the way home, full of food but still somehow empty, Charlie listened to several low sighs emanating from the passenger side. 
 
      
 
           ‘Are you OK?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, fine’ Amy said automatically. 
 
      
 
           ‘No, you’re not’ Charlie said. 
 
      
 
           ‘No, I’m not’ Amy immediately admitted. It was no good trying to pretend. She couldn’t have managed it if she’d had the energy, which she did not. Dinner had been a drain on her. 
 
      
 
           ‘We should call George, let him know, schedule the next attempt’ Charlie said quickly. 
 
      
 
           ‘Sure’ Amy agreed. ‘But not today.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh. Yeah’ Charlie corrected. She was trying to be helpful. If she and Amy were in a two-legged race, she wasn’t going to trip up and be dragged across the finish line by Amy. That’s how she was trying to think of the conception thing. But today was a new lesson. Sometimes you were dragged and sometimes you did the dragging. Amy was obviously not in the race right now and Charlie was trying to keep running and that meant she was only making it worse. It was easy for Charlie to forget that it sometimes worked the other way around. 
 
      
 
    There was a silence in the car and Charlie wanted desperately to fill it. ‘Sorry about Mum.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Why are you sorry?’ Amy asked.  
 
      
 
           ‘She was all over you like nits.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘She was just being nice’ Amy told her. 
 
      
 
           ‘Freaky, eh?’ Charlie joked. It fell flat. 
 
      
 
           ‘You should cut her some slack. She tries.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I know that’ Charlie said defensively. She felt bad a second later, this wasn’t about her mum, there was a lot more to talk about. Only she didn’t know how. This was difficult. She was going through this too, but somehow, she felt it was worse for Amy. She didn’t know exactly why.  
 
      
 
    Amy could have told her. She knew it made no sense but she couldn’t help but think that her body had let her down, let them both down. She was sad, she was guilty, she was angry. But she wasn’t angry with Charlie and yet she was being snippy with her. It wasn’t fair. Charlie was hurting too. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m sorry, I’m being a bitch.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie took a hand off the gear stick and touched Amy’s shoulder. ‘That’s alright. You can be a bitch. I don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Please mind. I don’t ever want you to not mind when I’m taking something out on you.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie nodded. ‘Fine, I’ll mind then. Whatever you want.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What do you want?’ Amy asked her. ‘I mean, are you… How do you feel?’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie took a deep breath, pulling up at a red light. ‘I feel shitty. I hoped this would work first time. Which I now realise was fucking stupid.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s not stupid. I hoped it would happen too.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Stupid hope.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yep. Hope sucks.’ 
 
      
 
    They sat in comfortable silence, happier for getting a chance to not be alright with each other, now that they were alone. It was nice to be miserable together, it somehow eased the pain.  
 
      
 
    Still, Amy was thinking about that thing, that idea that she’d failed. ‘What if I can’t do it? Get pregnant.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie felt a twinge of panic. Amy needed consolation, the right words in a complicated situation. If she said the wrong ones, she’d never be able to take them back. But what could she say? 
 
      
 
           ‘I could do it’ Charlie said. 
 
      
 
    Amy did a double take. 
 
      
 
           ‘What? What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I could get, whatdyacallit, inseminated.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But you don’t want to do that, do you?’ Amy asked, taken aback. ‘I know we mentioned it before but I got the distinct impression you weren’t keen.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Not really’ Charlie admitted. ‘But I would. Not yet, obviously, only as a final resort, if... You know. But I could be like a backup womb.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Backup womb?’ Amy repeated, an amused smile slipping onto her lips, which was amazing in itself. Amy had thought it was unlikely that anyone would see her teeth for days. ‘Anyway, it’s way too early to talk about that. We’ve only tried once.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Right. I was just saying, it’s an option.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy tried to imagine Charlie, massive with a baby inside her. It was kind of an adorable image but also bananas. Charlie was so tall and lean, it would be like a snake swallowed a Kinder egg. Amy wouldn’t let her do it, not if it wasn’t a natural desire. It wouldn’t be right. 
 
      
 
    Still, the offer was sweet and she loved her wife for even suggesting it. It took her mind off this feeling of failure. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Insemination attempt four had just taken place. George was already gone, he had a busy day, so it was ‘Hit and run’ as he put it. Amy was getting used to it, the monthly ritual, the negative result, trying again. Rinse and repeat. It was never as sad as that first time. Charlie made it easier, she was still offering to help out if needed. But Amy thought it would be better not to put Charlie through this. Bad enough she had to do it. 
 
      
 
    Once George was gone, Amy was getting ready to go out, sat in front of the mirror, brushing her hair as Charlie sat nearby on the bed, watching casually.  
 
      
 
    Amy saw her in the mirror, nibbling her cuticle. She waited to see if Charlie would say what was on her mind.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, out it came. ‘I think it worked this time.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy turned to look at Charlie. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Dunno. I’m probably wrong. I always say that when I play the lottery and I never even get a tenner.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy stood from the stool and sat down on the bed next to Charlie. ‘You know, they say that an orgasm increases the chances of fertilisation.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Do they?’ Charlie, astonished. ‘Why didn’t you say? I could have...’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I don’t know, it’s not a very sexy process is it, George in the flat. I think he found it tough the other way around and I can see why.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘But what about now?’ Charlie asked, slipping a hand up Amy’s thigh. 
 
      
 
           ‘We did it half an hour ago so I’m not sure if we might have missed the boat.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Well’ Charlie said, her eyebrow raised lasciviously. ‘Can’t hurt to try, can it?’ And she came in for a kiss, quickly accepted by Amy. It was surprising how hot it was, given the circumstances. But Charlie’s engine began to rev the second it was suggested. And Amy was always turned on by Charlie’s ardour.  
 
      
 
           ‘I should be going’ Amy said, pulling Charlie closer. ‘We don’t really have time’ she added as she lay back and Charlie slipped gently on top of Amy. ‘The director will be flipping out’ she said, running her hands up Charlie’s spine. ‘And I don’t… Oh god’ she said as Charlie’s hand slipped down. She gave up on being punctual.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
           ‘OK, pass me that shoe’ Amy said, hopping around, trying to get her clothes back on as quickly as she could, going back to the mirror to brush her hair again and check her make-up. Charlie had mussed her up, that was for sure. But it was hard to mind. Amy had gotten so caught up, she’d forgotten about the insemination all together. She was just making love to her wife. It was a relief to have a break from thinking about it. It was the kind of step back she needed right now.  
 
      
 
    From that first day that George had come around, Amy had been fixed on all this. And she was still figuring out how not to get so locked on with things. Trying to get pregnant reminded her of when she’d been a struggling actress. All she could think about was every part she didn’t book, every audition she wasn’t put forward for. Every little setback, it hurt. That’s why she’d given it up for so long. Because if you didn’t win, what was the point? 
 
      
 
    But she’d come back to acting because she loved it. And this, having a baby, couldn’t be like that. Every miss could not be a failure or life would be pure misery. When you gave up on something that mattered, that was the real failure, she realised. However long this took, life couldn’t be on hold the whole time. She had to keep being here, with Charlie and Pickle, living.  
 
      
 
           ‘Right, I’m ready, I’m running, I’m gone’ Amy said and ran out. Charlie watched her go, lying back in bed. And then Amy’s head popped back around the doorframe. ‘Love you’ she said with a grin. And then she ran off again as Charlie yelled, ‘I love you too, Amy Sinclair’ after her. 
 
      
 
    Charlie was left content and happy in the scruffy sheets. It was a relaxing, post-coital moment. And then there was a knock on the door and Pickle gave a little yip from the living room. Charlie jumped up, put on a robe. What had Amy forgotten? 
 
      
 
    She unlocked the door and opened it. And then she wrapped her robe around herself extra tight. Because it wasn’t Amy. It was Michael Sinclair. 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh. Hi. Hello. Is Amy in?’ Michael asked, distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Charlie was about to reply in the negative so that Michael could leave and they could both pretend this awkward encounter had never happened.  
 
      
 
    But there was an opportunity here. And despite every instinct in Charlie telling her she should stick with Plan A, she found herself saying. ‘She left for work. But why don’t you come in?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty- Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael wouldn’t sit down. He kept wandering over to wall fixtures and saying things like, ‘That’s a bodge job, you should get them to take a look at that’ and ‘When was your last wiring inspection? I’m not at all sure about these points, they look a bit dangerous.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie didn’t know how to talk to Michael, not really, so she was just going, ‘Hmm’ and ‘Yeah, we probably should’ and ‘I don’t know, I’ll have to ask.’ 
 
      
 
    And then Pickle ran up to Michael and put her front paws up on his leg, standing and wagging, greeting him. It turned out that Michael was one of those people that finds it hard to talk to people, but dogs? They melted him. He went straight into a high, dog talking voice that Charlie wouldn’t have thought could come out of her father-in-law. ‘Hello, there! Look at you, my little pooch. And how are you today?’ he asked as Pickle leapt at him and licked his hands. He leaned down and the tongue was on his face but he didn’t seem to mind. 
 
      
 
    It gave Charlie a boost, seeing some humanity in the man that had always kept her on her toes, always scared her, just a little. But how was it possible to be scared of a man grinning as a dog licked his face with a tongue that had probably not long come out of her arsehole? 
 
      
 
           ‘What did you want Amy for, anyway?’ Charlie asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael turned away from the tongue bath and said, ‘Oh, nothing really. I just wanted to see if she was going to visit her mother soon.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie wanted to shake her head at him. Did he really think that was the way to get back into his daughter’s life? Using Amy’s mum as bait for a guilt trip? 
 
      
 
           ‘Michael, have you considered just apologising?’ 
 
      
 
    Michael raised an eyebrow. ‘For what?’ 
 
      
 
    It was getting rather real but Charlie was determined to push on. ‘I think you know what for.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael didn’t answer that. He simply turned back to the dog and started scratching the spot behind her ears. 
 
      
 
           ‘We’re trying to get pregnant’ Charlie said. ‘Did you know that?’ 
 
      
 
    Michael pursed his lips. ‘No, I didn’t. But I’m glad’ he said shortly and stood. ‘Better go, then.’ 
 
      
 
    He went to leave and Charlie followed him, reaching around to open the door for him.  
 
      
 
           ‘Well, goodbye’ Michael said at the door, stepping over the threshold. 
 
      
 
           ‘If you say you’re sorry, that’s all it’ll take. I know she misses you’ Charlie told his back. 
 
      
 
    Michael turned to face her. ‘Charlie, this isn’t your business.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘It is, actually’ Charlie said, feeling emboldened. ‘Because Amy is my wife, whether you like it or not. So I’m involved.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael sniffed and looked at his shoes. ‘Well, she’s made it clear who she values more. So well done. You win.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie’s mouth dropped open. ‘Amy is miserable because of all this. I’m not winning anything. Just sort it out, would you, that’s all I’m saying. And don’t dress it up as being about Rose. It won’t work.’ 
 
      
 
    Michael took a deep, prideful inhalation, head held high, chest puffed out and Charlie had the feeling she was about to get ripped a new one. But he walked away without a further word. Charlie was left to wonder if she’d just made things worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was test day. Sometimes they didn’t need to do a test, Amy’s menstrual cycle gave them their answer. But two weeks after ovulation and Amy had yet to ‘Have the painters in’, so it was time to wee on the stick.  
 
      
 
    Charlie had to get up at the crack of dawn that day for early training sessions with a guy who was due to run a marathon in two weeks and had apparently only just remembered to train for it, so now he was scheduling Charlie for double sessions, every day, before work. Charlie hated early mornings but money was money. So the test would have to wait until midday.  
 
      
 
    Amy was glad about that, it gave her the morning to get her head prepared. She wasn’t overly hopeful and she wanted to stay that way. It was attempt four and sure, she was a little late but she’d never been terribly regular so that didn’t mean much. And that damn low egg count meant that no bookie would take the odds that she was up the duff. Still, she had to do the test, go through the rigmarole.  
 
      
 
    To pass the time while she waited for Charlie, she kept talking to Pickle. It started off with the usual, ‘Who’s a good girl?’ kind of stuff, but rapidly became rather sub textual as she began to wonder aloud to the dog about what time Charlie would be home. 
 
      
 
    And then the phone rang. It was her mother. Amy was on alert immediately. Rose never called, she hated phones and since all visits were scheduled by her father, she simply didn’t communicate this way. Amy picked up the phone, quickly. 
 
      
 
           ‘Mum, is everything alright?’  
 
      
 
           ‘Err, no, not really. Well, actually, it’s probably fine’ Rose began nervously. 
 
      
 
           ‘Mum, what’s up?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Your father has had a very… small heart attack.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was hit in the face by a bucket of ice cold shock. ‘Is he in the hospital?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes, just for tonight.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Which one?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘You don’t need to visit, he’ll be home soon. I’m not sure he wants visitors, you know he doesn’t like people to see him in his pyjamas’. 
 
      
 
           ‘Mum! Which hospital?’ Amy demanded. The time for pride was done, both Amy’s and her father’s. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s Medford General.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five minutes later Amy was running out the door, keys in one hand, phone in the other, purse slung over her shoulder. Luckily, Pickle had already been walked so she was happy to be left with a meaty treat, barely looking up as her remaining mother ran out, utterly frazzled.  
 
      
 
    On the way to the car, Amy rang Charlie. She didn’t pick up so Amy left a garbled message. ‘Dad’s in the hospital, I’m going now so that’s why I’m not at home. If you got home and wanted to know where I’ve gone. He’s alright, probably, my mum says. I don’t know though. They’re the types to play it down so… OK, speak to you later.’ 
 
      
 
    She got in the car and started it, stalling the thing. She started it up again and the same thing happened. It was as though she’d forgotten how to drive. She took two deep breaths and gave it another go, and this time the car moved smoothly off and Amy tried to give all her concentration to the act of driving. It wouldn’t do to smash up the car and land herself in the hospital too. And that was a best-case scenario. In the worst event, she might take a few people with her, so she behaved like she was in her driving test, doing everything textbook perfect, no procedure left unchecked. Mirror, signal, position, speed, look. This was one of those times when doing things correctly was her saviour, something to grab onto to keep the panic wolf from the door. 
 
      
 
    And then she was there, parking up in the patient car park, leaping out and racing into the building. The hospital was large, many signs pointing to many different wards. She turned around in a full revolution before she got her bearings, racing to the coronary care unit. 
 
      
 
           ‘Michael Sinclair?’ she almost yelled at the nurse on reception. 
 
      
 
    Once she’d been directed to the fourth room on the left, she raced down the corridor and there it was. Her dad’s room. She saw her mother through the window, sitting next to her father, who was sitting up in the bed. 
 
      
 
    It was only then that she realised she’d half thought he’d be dead by the time she got there and she paused to take a breath. She could see him, he was still alive.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, she opened the door and both her parents turned. Her mother stood quickly and raced over to her. ‘That was quick, I hope you didn’t run any lights!’ 
 
      
 
    Amy shook her head, mumbling, ‘No’ and turned to her dad. ‘Hello’ she said, the first word she’d uttered to him in many months. 
 
      
 
           ‘Hello’ he said back and then it was awkward silence. Amy thought it shouldn’t have been like this, that the health scare should have cleared all the trouble away. But no, it was still wrong between them. Even a heart attack couldn’t solve it. 
 
      
 
           ‘I just wanted to check you were alright’ Amy said and then she turned, deciding that all she could do now was leave. Her mother had been trying to stop her coming and now it was clear why. Her father didn’t want her here. 
 
      
 
    And then Michael said, in a tone he should not have been able to muster, given his health, ‘And where do you think you’re going, young lady!’ 
 
      
 
    Amy was chilled to the bone. He hadn’t spoken to her like that since she was much younger, maybe fifteen years? But here it was, the tone of Angry Michael Sinclair. Amy turned, angry herself. ‘Take it easy, would you? You’ve just had a heart attack.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m simply shocked that you’re not even going to ask how I am. That’s all.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Of course I want to know. I wasn’t sure I was welcome’ Amy snarked back at him. Yes, he was sick. But she’d raced over here, risking life and limb to know he was alright and he was giving her shit. 
 
      
 
           ‘Why wouldn’t you be welcome?’ Michael asked, genuinely baffled. Just like that, as though not speaking in nearly a year were normal to them. Amy was about ready to walk out again. If he could be throwing this diva fit, he was probably alright. 
 
      
 
           ‘Forget it’ Amy said and then turned to Rose, silent through this angry exchange. ‘Mum, please keep me updated via phone call or text about dad’s health. I know you hate the phone but apparently, I can’t be in the same room as dad.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy thought her mother would just nod and release her. But something happened next that was one for the Sinclair history books. Rose Sinclair walked to the door and blocked her daughter from leaving. ‘No. This stops now. You stay here, I’m leaving. You can work this out right now’ she said, quietly but firmly. 
 
      
 
    Michael was wide eyed. ‘Rose…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘No. What you did was wrong’ she said to her husband. She turned to Amy, ‘And what you said was cruel.’  She turned back to Michael. ‘You’ve been pretending nothing’s wrong and not talking about it and now you’ve had a heart attack. I’m not a doctor but I happen to think that’s not a coincidence so I’m begging you both, please speak to each other.’ 
 
      
 
    Rose walked out. Amy didn’t know what she should do next. Her mother didn’t do this kind of thing, she let things happen or not happen, as was the wont of the people involved. But she was taking a stand today. It was too bizarre a thing to ignore. But still, Amy was angry with her dad. Her mum couldn’t just snap her fingers and demand a resolution.  
 
      
 
    Luckily, it turned out to be simpler than that. Michael did a quick cough and said loudly, resentfully, ‘You must know I’m sorry, Amy.’  
 
      
 
           ‘How would I know that?’ Amy asked, astonished. 
 
      
 
           ‘Because… Oh for god’s sakes, this is ridiculous! I should be recuperating. Is your mother trying to put me in an early grave?!’ 
 
      
 
    Amy knew this tactic. He was being angry because it was easier than being weak. But he’d said it, in his stubborn way. He was sorry. 
 
      
 
           ‘I’m sorry I said I didn’t want to turn out like you’ Amy told him tiredly.  
 
      
 
    Michael started to fluff his pillow, punching it with vigour. ‘Yes, fine. Can we call that sorted out then?’ 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t great. But it would have to do. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Right, get Rose back in. And tell the nurse I want a cup of tea. I’ve been here for three hours and no liquid has passed my lips.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Sure, Dad. I’ll crack the whip’ Amy said, a thin smile on her lips. He was going to be fine. 
 
      
 
           ‘Oh, by the way, I’ve been having a think about it and maybe Charlie’s… I concede that it might be a good match’ he tossed out, as though it were nothing. 
 
      
 
    Both Amy’s eyebrows went up by a millimetre. ‘Really?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yes. People like you and me, we need people like Charlie and your mother’ he said quickly. ‘Your opposite, someone to remind you to be a person on occasion.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded. He was right. And no matter what she said, there was an inescapable truth sat in the room with them. She was like him and she always would be in some way, hard as she might work to get away from it. But she hoped to be a 2.0 version, new and improved, able to admit fault occasionally, able to talk about how she felt, able to love a little more unconditionally. And maybe she could teach her dad to be a bit better while she was at it. ‘Have you told Mum that? That you need her?’ 
 
      
 
    Michael inhaled through his nose. ‘Not in a while. But I’ll be sure to say something. I might put it in a card.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Maybe stick that card on some roses’ Amy advised.  
 
      
 
    Michael nodded. ‘Yes, I suppose I could.’ 
 
      
 
    Amy leaned over, kissed him on the cheek and walked out of the room, where she was shocked to find her mother stood with Charlie. 
 
      
 
           ‘How did you find me?’ she asked, shocked, as Charlie came up and slipped her arms around her. Amy slumped into the hug and Rose walked past, giving Amy a quick questioning look. Amy gave her a nod to let her know her demands had been met and Rose gave the smallest smile and went back into the room.  
 
      
 
           ‘How is he?’ Charlie asked, urgency in her tone. 
 
      
 
           ‘Well, he’s demanding tea and criticising the nurses so I think he’s going to be alright.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie let out a relieved sigh. She’d gotten her phone out after the session finished, heard Amy’s panicked message and she’d dashed to the hospital as quickly as she could, worried that Amy might be dealing with something awful, alone.  
 
      
 
           ‘He apologised, by the way’ Amy told her. ‘And he’d decided I was right to marry you.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie laughed in shock, getting a look from a passing nurse. ‘So it’s all miracles today’ she said after she’d recovered.  
 
      
 
           ‘Seems so’ Amy said, adding casually, ‘I want to do the pregnancy test.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘What, today?’ Charlie said, not at all sure. Amy had had a day of it. If the news was bad, it might be too much. 
 
      
 
           ‘No, right now’ Amy corrected. 
 
      
 
    Charlie did a double take. ‘What? Here?’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Yeah, I’ve got the tester in my purse.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Don’t you want to wait? It’s been a stressful day.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘That’s why I need to know now. If it’s not the month, it’s not the month. But next to what could have happened today, it’s not the end of the world.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie thought about it, wondering if she should try and talk Amy out of it. But it wasn’t the day to refuse any request, was it? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
           ‘Oh no!’ Amy cried. 
 
      
 
           ‘What is it?’ Charlie asked, trying to peer through the crack in the door. 
 
      
 
           ‘I got pee on my hand’ Amy complained.  
 
      
 
    Charlie tutted. The door opened and Amy came out, test in one hand, holding the other aloft, going straight for the tap. She plonked down the test on the side and started a hot tap, sticking her hand under it and rinsing thoroughly, until she was satisfied no urine remained.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, she turned to Charlie. ‘I know it’s just my own wee but I hate it when that happens.’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Amy’ Charlie said softly. 
 
      
 
           ‘It’s really hard to do this in a public toilet’ Amy went on. 
 
      
 
           ‘Amy…’ 
 
      
 
           ‘The seat is smaller than ours, so it’s tough to fit your hand-’ 
 
      
 
           ‘Amy!’ Charlie cried, grabbing the test and showing her the result strip. Two blue lines.  
 
      
 
           ‘Oh. Oh! OH!!’ Amy said, wondering if she was hallucinating. She grabbed the test from Charlie, staring at it as though it were a very difficult long division sum. But it wasn’t a hard equation. It was simple. Amy was pregnant. 
 
      
 
    As she stared, from the corner of her eye, she saw a movement. She turned, just in time to see Charlie’s eyes roll back and her body crumple. Amy dropped the plastic test just in time to catch Charlie, who had fainted, before she hit her head on the sink. She lowered Charlie carefully onto the floor. Her eyes fluttered open. ‘What happened?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
           ‘We’re pregnant and you just fainted’ Amy explained matter-off-factly. 
 
      
 
    Charlie blinked and sat up, now unsupported. 
 
      
 
           ‘You’re not going to do this in the delivery room, are you?’ Amy asked her, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
           ‘I can’t promise anything’ Charlie replied. And then she grinned too. ‘But you might need a nurse on hand to catch me.’ 
 
      
 
    Charlie and Amy looked at each other, the enormity of the moment too large to be remarked upon. All they could do was beam at one another, like a couple of idiots. Idiots who were going to be parents in nine months. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
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