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THE CHOICE
Susan Lewis



Chapter One

‘So, which do you want first, the good news, or the bad news?’

Nikki Grant’s luminous blue eyes were sparkling with mischief as she regarded her parents. The anxiety behind her smile was well hidden, like an actor hovering in the wings ready to make its big entrance the instant it picked up its cue. For the moment, however, there was only silence, unnerving in itself, but Nikki managed to keep her merriment going, trying to make everything seem like a great big tease.

Neither her father nor her mother spoke.

They were in the drawing room of her parents’ grand Georgian house in Bath where they’d lived for the past five years. Before that, all through Nikki’s schooling, they’d resided in London, first in a smart Belgravia town house, then, when Nikki was around eight, they’d moved to a spectacular Italianate villa on the right side of Holland Park. As far as Nikki was aware the reason they’d relocated to Bath was because it was a city her mother adored and it was close enough to London for her father to be able to commute a few times a week, which was all that was necessary since his company and finances were so well established. So, aged sixteen, Nikki had said goodbye to her friends in London and with her irrepressible enthusiasm for life and new experiences, had thrown herself into sixth-form college in Bath. This was more or less when all the problems between her and her parents had begun.

Now, her parents were seated, a stately duo, side by side, on one of the elegant cream sofas that blended so perfectly with the carefully chosen antique furnishings and draperies around them. Nikki was perched on the edge of an overstuffed Queen Anne wing chair with neatly scrolled arms and a fine set of cabriole legs. It was bizarre, the way her parents entertained her to tea whenever she came these days, as if she were some kind of vicar or ageing aunt.

Actually, she wouldn’t mind being one of those right now. Better still would be if her grandmother was around to lend some moral support, but she’d died last year and Nikki was still angry and sad that her parents had never allowed her to spend more time with Granny May. OK, Scotland wasn’t exactly around the corner, but even when they did go to visit she was hardly ever left on her own with Granny May, who, in spite of being ancient and virtually wheelchair-bound, had always seemed so mischievous and carefree and was never in the least bit intimidated by her autocratic son.

‘This is why you can’t be trusted,’ Jeremy Grant would inform his mother whenever she encouraged Nikki to do things of which he didn’t approve, such as winking, or painting her nails, or doing handstands in the garden so anyone passing would be able to get a good look at next week’s washing. Hardly deadly sins, and since Nikki had arrived for that particular visit wearing a pale pink nail varnish her own mother had applied, and her father himself had praised her before coming for how long she’d been able to stay on her hands (in their back garden), it had seemed grossly unfair of him to pick on poor Granny May the way he had.

‘Och, don’t you worry about me, lassie,’ Granny May always told her. ‘He doesn’t scare me, and you mustn’t let him scare you either.’

‘I don’t,’ Nikki assured her hotly. ‘He can be very bossy though, sometimes.’

‘Just like his father, but the important thing to remember is that you’re more precious to him than anything else in the world, and there’s nothing he wouldn’t do to make you happy.’

Though Nikki had never doubted how much her father adored her, over the last few years she’d come to learn just how determined and intransigent he could be. Once he’d set his mind on something he wouldn’t even listen to what she might want, especially where her career choices were concerned, and it seemed she was just like him. In spite of her naturally sunny nature and laissez-faire ways, she could be every bit as theatrical in her temper, and even more stubborn when it came to deciding what she was going to do with her life.

Now, trying to cover her unease, Nikki widened her smile as she struggled for her next words, even though, by rights, it was her parents’ turn to speak, since she’d asked them a question. They clearly weren’t going to answer, though, in fact her father seemed to be checking an email on his iPhone. Apparently whatever news it might contain was more important than anything his daughter had to say, except that she knew he was doing it to unnerve her. It was one of the ploys he used in business, apparently with great success.

Out of nowhere a quick memory of how close they used to be flashed through her mind. He was forever swinging her up in his arms and teasing her that she put the eyes in mesmerise – or mesmer-eyes, as they’d spell it for a joke. He used to plant big kisses on her cheeks, and glow with pride at all her little accomplishments. He was loving and attentive, always ready to help with her homework, or take her to special exhibitions and shows. It saddened her a lot that he was nothing like that now. In some ways he could even be a different person, because once the serious business of her further education had kicked in she’d sometimes wondered if an alien had crept under his skin one night and taken him over. Suddenly all his lofty ambitions for her future were all that mattered. He had some finely honed plan that would take her to the very top of his chosen profession. Provided she studied all the right subjects, made all the right friends and went to the right university there was no reason why she shouldn’t become as successful a financier as he was, and therefore as rich.

The only problem with this grand design of his was that it hadn’t come even close to chiming with Nikki’s ambitions. She didn’t give a flying fig about high finance, investment brokerage or hedge funds. All she wanted to do was write. Her parents had been so aghast when she’d announced her decision to read Creative Writing at Falmouth that she might have laughed, if her father hadn’t looked as though he was on the verge of a heart attack. Needless to say he’d set his sights on his own alma mater, Cambridge, or, if she hadn’t managed that, Edinburgh. He’d have found Bath acceptable too, since it was where her mother had read English before going on to study law at LSE. However, Nikki had especially not wanted to go to Bath, since her parents would almost certainly have expected her to live at home if she did, and by the time she was eighteen she was so ready to fly the nest she was practically flapping her arms as she went out the door.

Now she was twenty-one, and had graduated five months ago with a first class degree after spending three of the happiest years of her life at the university of her choice. She’d even managed to scoop a prize for one of her scripts – actually, it was the ITV West award for best short film, but since she’d written it at least part of the glory was legitimately hers, and Spencer, the producer-director, had insisted, during his acceptance speech, that he couldn’t have done it without her. It was a pity her parents hadn’t been around for the ceremony, but they’d had some major charity function to attend in London that night, so popping over to Bristol from Bath simply hadn’t been possible. She hadn’t minded too much though, since it wouldn’t really have been their scene, cooped up in a non-de luxe cinema with a bunch of grungy bohos, forced to watch some mind-boggling arty animations or borderline obscene docudramas in a festival they’d never even heard of, until her and Spencer’s film had been accepted for entry.

‘Well, we’re waiting,’ her mother prompted.

Nikki was tempted to remind her that she hadn’t chosen yet, good news or bad, but decided that would be a tad disingenuous, since it was highly probable that her parents weren’t going to like anything she had to say. In fact, she wished she’d started this off differently now, because the way her mother’s steely blue eyes were watching her, too closely and full of suspicion, made it clear that she was expecting Nikki to do no more than let them down again.

Nikki cleared her throat and braced herself. Although her small, beautifully shaped yet quirky mouth was continuing to smile, and her eyes continued to sparkle, her nerves were close to the surface now. She gave a casual flick to her shaggy dark hair which was swinging loosely around her collar today, not the way she usually wore it, because her father didn’t approve of the unkempt ponytail that seemed to suggest to him that she hadn’t washed it or picked up a comb for over a week. When she was at home, which was less and less these days, he implied that she should respect his rules and make herself as presentable as if he were about to stick her in front of the Queen. Well, maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration, but he was so starchy at times he might start to split at the seams if he made an unexpected move. Anyone would think he was a bloody duke the way he carried on, not some clever dick who had run mega investments funds and raked in small fortunes for the already filthy rich and uselessly elite. She’d actually said that to him once, and had promptly earned herself one of his famous, holier-than-thou lectures on manners, language, respect, and the immense good fortune she’d enjoyed, growing up in a loving and stable home, with two parents who’d provided her with a first-class education, most of the privileges money could buy (not all, because he was a stickler for not spoiling her, even though he had, really) and the security of knowing that when the time came all the right doors would open to see her on her way to a dazzling career.

Back to the same old sticking point. Was he really never going to forgive her for not bending to his will? How much umbrage could one person have roiling away inside them? Was all of it really directed at her, or had something else happened to turn him into this cold and distant man who was so unlike the daddy of her early years? If she could get through to that man who used to tuck her in at night with a bedtime story, who’d built a tree house for her in the garden and who’d always welcomed her friends whoever they were, she was sure her news wouldn’t prove too much of a bombshell. As it was...

‘OK,’ she said, pressing her hands together. ‘The reason I’m here...’ She flicked them a glance. They weren’t making this easy, either of them, sitting there staring at her like a couple of head teachers or policemen. She could just imagine her father arresting her if he didn’t like what she had to say – handcuffs, frogmarch, throw away the key – it would be just his thing. Or her mother putting her in detention for a week and sending her outside the door with her hands on her head. She wasn’t afraid of them, though, and never had been, though sometimes she thought they’d like her to be. She was grown-up now. She had a mind and a life of her own and didn’t have to answer to them any more, whether they liked it or not. In fact, she was doing them a favour by coming here to tell them her news, when she could have done it by phone, or even email.

She was starting to wish now that she had.

Taking a deep breath and squeezing her hands even more tightly together, she suddenly blurted out the words, ‘I’m going to have a baby.’ After a moment’s pause, her face lit up as though with relief that the words were finally out. Or maybe it was to lessen the impact of her news, turning it into some sort of joke that wasn’t actually a joke, but it wasn’t all that serious either.

It didn’t work, because her father’s face was already darkening with the threat of a terrible storm, while her mother’s seemed to be draining of life. Ordinarily they were quite a good-looking couple in a Fortnum & Mason sort of way, all upper-middle-class perfection and only ever the best. Her father’s black-rimmed spectacles made him look a bit owlish at times, however, and his beaky nose didn’t help much, but when he laughed, which, it had to be said, didn’t seem to happen often these days, his smile offered a glimpse of what he used to be like before he’d gone all Victorian and dictatorial on her. Her mother, who was fifty-two (the same age as her father), had aged quite well, actually, with hardly any lines round her aquamarine eyes and no visible grey in her short fair hair, mainly thanks to immaculately applied highlights that were turning her more blonde by the day. At five foot six she was an inch taller than Nikki, and still in great shape, but the way she dressed in white-collared dresses, or pleated skirts and twinsets, was seriously old and weird as far as Nikki was concerned. Still, each to their own, was Nikki’s philosophy, and she was more than ready to admit that on a good day, both her parents could probably pass for mid-to-late forties.

This was no longer a good day.

‘Go on,’ her father said. The low Scottish burr of his voice was like a dreadful tide starting to roll in, warning her what dangerous waters they were now heading for.

She shrugged. ‘That’s it,’ she said, trying to stay upbeat, while already feeling herself going under. She was also horribly aware of the way her mother was scowling in her father’s direction, making it clear that whatever stand he took on this, she would back him. It wasn’t that Nikki had expected any different, because her mother never took a stand against her father, but just this once, over something like this, it would have been nice if she could have drummed up a little female – even motherly – support.

It was asking too much.

‘And the good news?’ her father enquired. His square-set jaw was as implacable as she’d ever seen it, and his eyes were so piercing she was starting to feel like a kebab. ‘Perhaps we should hear that before we go any further.’

Nikki flushed with anger. It was so typical of him to assume her pregnancy was bad news, and to act as though she thought so too. ‘That was the good news,’ she told him tartly, ‘and actually, there’s more good news, because Spence and I are getting married.’

Silence.

Then more silence.

Followed by some really deadly silence.

Finally, Jeremy Grant rose to his full six foot two inches and went to stand in front of the hearth. It was where he always planted himself when he meant business, spacing his feet about fifteen inches apart, and clasping his hands behind his back. ‘Clearly,’ he said, eyeing his daughter with enough chilly disdain to make her shiver, ‘we have a very different understanding of good and bad news. So maybe, before we address the issues you’ve just raised, you’d like to enlighten us with your bad news.’

Nikki regarded him helplessly. She’d lost sight now of what was supposed to be what, but she had to admit there really hadn’t been anything he’d consider good anyway.

‘Perhaps it would be the termination you’re planning,’ he suggested, ‘for which you would presumably like me to pay.’

Nikki banged down her preposterous little teacup and leapt to her feet. ‘I don’t care what you say,’ she informed him, ‘this baby is mine, and I’m keeping it.’

Her father regarded her with steely eyes. ‘You don’t have the first idea what it means to be a mother,’ he told her sharply. ‘You’re barely more than a child yourself, and if you think we’re just going to stand by and watch you throw everything away on that poor excuse of a human being you’ve got yourself involved with...’

‘You don’t even know him,’ Nikki broke in furiously, ‘so before you start calling him names...’

‘I’m not arguing with you over this,’ her father shouted. ‘You’re not having that child, and nor are you going to marry an individual whose background is as lacking as his moral fibre...’

‘You are such a snob,’ Nikki cried. ‘Just because he grew up in south London and his father isn’t rich...’

‘I thought you said he didn’t have a father,’ her own interrupted.

‘He doesn’t. He died when Spence was five. So did his mother. He had a really difficult start in life, so to have achieved what he has...’

‘Spare me the sob story,’ her father broke in. ‘That boy grew up on a sink estate; he was arrested for trafficking drugs...’

‘He had to in order to survive. You’ve got no idea what it’s like for people...’

‘I know a lot more than you think, young lady, none of which gets us away from the fact that he has neither the character nor the income to take on the responsibilities of a husband and father.’

‘Since when did you become such an authority on his character, when you’ve never even met him?’

‘The fact that he’s not here, now, lending you his support at a time when you clearly need it, speaks for itself.’

‘He’s not here because you’ve always made it clear that you don’t want to see him, and anyway, I didn’t want him to come. I knew you’d go off on one, and if you two...’

‘Off on one,’ he interjected scathingly. ‘Please don’t come into this house with gutter vernacular, I don’t appreciate it, and I don’t want to hear it. If you mean you knew I’d be angry, then say so.’

Nikki growled in hopeless frustration. ‘You are impossible to talk to,’ she spat. ‘Who cares about bloody vernacular and what you do or don’t want to hear? I’m pregnant, I’m getting married and whether you like it or not, it’s going to happen.’

His eyebrows rose in a way that was meant to cow her, and it did, a bit. ‘I’m perfectly aware that you’re old enough to make your own decisions,’ he retorted smoothly, ‘but before you start running with them you might like to consider how you’re going to live, the three of you. As far as I’m aware this boy has no proper job, and your writing assignments are sporadic at best. So how are you going to feed and clothe yourselves, never mind a baby? Where are you going to live?’

Her cheeks were burning with anger and resentment. He was expecting her to ask for money, she knew it, but no way was she going to give him the satisfaction of turning her down. ‘We’ll manage,’ she replied tartly. ‘We’ve talked about it, and if Spence doesn’t manage to get the backing for his next film by the time the baby comes, he’ll find another kind of job.’

‘Doing what?’

‘I don’t know! Anything that pays.’

‘And this is the kind of uncertainty you want to bring a baby into? A father with no meaningful employment or prospects that I can see; a mother who’s thrown her chances away to pursue some romantic whim...’

‘It’s not a whim!’ she seethed. ‘It’s what I want to do, and for your information I’m quite good at it.’

‘Quite is not good enough,’ he informed her, ‘but luckily you’re still young enough to retrain and get some decent qualifications behind you.’

‘I already have decent...’

‘It’s also high time you left that miserable squat you’re wasting...’

‘It’s not a squat. It’s a perfectly good house that we pay rent for.’

‘And how many of you live there? Six, seven?’

‘Five, actually. And it’s where...’

‘When are you going to get yourself some normal friends, that’s what I want to know? All this hanging around with people from broken homes, ethnic minorities, council estates, homosexuals...’

‘Just stop with your disgusting prejudice,’ she shouted. ‘I hate it when you say things like that, and I hate you for saying it.’

‘It’s not prejudice,’ he told her, ‘I’m simply pointing out that you are not mixing with people from your own background, which I presume is a way of getting at me...’

‘It’s not about you,’ she cried. ‘If you lived in a real world you’d know that everyone has issues, and there’s nothing wrong with...’

‘And your issues would be?’ he said cuttingly.

She flushed angrily. She couldn’t think of one, and he knew it. Then it came to her. ‘Actually, being an only child is my issue,’ she informed him, ‘especially when you behave like this.’

‘That’s an absurd argument,’ he told her, and turning to his wife he said, ‘You’ll arrange a termination for her...’

‘Don’t you dare!’ Nikki shrieked.

‘It’s for your own good. You’ll thank me for it one day.’

‘I’m already twenty-seven weeks,’ she shouted, ‘so it’s too late. They won’t give one after twenty-six, and anyway, I’d have to be willing.’

Her father’s eyes had turned to granite, but she could see the pain in their depths, glimmering flecks of confusion, frustration and defeat. He knew she’d deliberately outmanoeuvred him by waiting till now to break the news, so, no matter what arguments he put forward, he’d have no chance of persuading her to change her mind. At least, not about the baby – but he wasn’t going to talk her out of marrying Spence either, because her mind was as totally made up about that as it was about having his child.

Jeremy Grant began shaking his head in dismay and disappointment. Then, turning to his wife again, he said, ‘She’s your daughter. Talk to her,’ and walking to the door he let himself quietly out of the room.

Were she not so upset Nikki might have laughed at his exit line. She was always her mother’s daughter when being unruly or rebellious. At all other times she was very definitely his. ‘My daughter’s planning to follow in her old man’s footsteps,’ he used to joke to his clients and colleagues. Or: ‘Let me introduce you to my daughter, Nikki. She’s going to get a First at Cambridge, aren’t you, my darling?’ Or: ‘I know my daughter can be a handful on occasions, but I like to think of it as spirit and a challenging mind.’ He’d trotted that one out to the dean of the sixth-form college after Nikki and her best friend, Joella, had fronted a picket line outside the gates following the abrupt and unexplained withdrawal of several long-standing privileges. He was always proud of her for having the courage to muscle up against authoritarian oppression, unless it was his, of course, when he didn’t like it at all.

As his footsteps faded across the hall her mother rounded on her. ‘You’re a fool,’ she said angrily. ‘We’ve given you everything, and this is how you repay us?’

‘I didn’t ask you to give me anything,’ Nikki cried. ‘You did it because it was what you wanted.’

‘And there’s something wrong with wanting the best for your daughter?’ Adele Grant’s smooth oval face was quivering with frustration. ‘Don’t you realise how much you mean to us? Or how important your future is? If you mess it up now...’

‘What’s messing up about having a baby?’ Nikki cried. ‘You had one, and from where I’m standing you seem to have survived.’

‘I wasn’t twenty-one, and I... I had your... father.’ As Adele’s voice broke with emotion Nikki felt the annoying heat of guilt flaring up inside her. She really didn’t want to hurt them, but she wasn’t going to back down over this, no matter how small and ungrateful, or bad, they made her feel.

‘This boy, Spencer,’ her mother went on.

‘He’s not a boy, he’s a man.’

‘How can you be so sure he’ll stand by you?’

‘Because he’s as thrilled as I am about the baby. And it was his idea to get married, not mine. I’d be just as happy if we went on living together.’

Her mother’s eyes narrowed like a cat’s. ‘You don’t have the first idea what you’re doing,’ she said bitterly. ‘You haven’t given a single, sensible thought to what really lies in store for a parent, especially one who’s as young and unprepared as you...’

‘You’re making all these assumptions! Did it ever occur to you to ask me what I’m thinking? To try to discuss...’

‘You haven’t left us with anything to discuss,’ her mother cut in furiously. ‘If you’re past the legal limit for a termination, it’s already too late. Now you’re going to find out what it’s like to lose everything. Your opportunities, your friends, your aspirations, even your dreams, because that’s what having this baby is going to cost you, Nicola. Mark my words. While you’re sitting at home, tearing out your hair because it won’t stop crying, and bouncing off the walls with sleep deprivation and mindless worry, your boyfriend is going to be out there living the kind of life you’d be having if you hadn’t made such a stupid mistake. He’ll hang on to his freedom, so will your friends, and eventually they’ll all start moving on without you. No baby will hold them back. It’ll be your responsibility and yours alone. And don’t make the mistake of thinking I don’t know what I’m talking about, because I do. I gave up my career for you, young lady, so you could have a safe and loving environment to grow up in, with a parent here every time you came home, not some foreign nanny, or airhead au pair. It was me, your mother, who was waiting at the school gates, who helped with your homework and made everything all right when your world was going wrong. I’m the one who’s spent my life as a nobody in your father’s world, the housewife and mother who can’t possibly have anything interesting to say, who’s had to watch people’s eyes looking past her as soon as the requisite pleasantries are out of the way. My friends didn’t take long to disappear. They all had careers to pursue, places to go, people to see. They didn’t have time for someone like me, and those who did I never really fitted in with, because we hadn’t started out wanting the same things. They were happy being full-time mothers. Most of them didn’t have the affliction of unfulfilled ambitions, because having children was their ambition. It’s not yours, Nicola, any more than it was mine, so I’m damned if I’m going to stand back and watch you throw your life away as if you know everything it’s possible to know at your age, when you absolutely do not.’

Nikki was staring at her mother with wide, unblinking eyes. She’d never heard her sound off like that before, much less go on about giving up a career and being unhappy with her lot. ‘Are you saying Dad made you give up your job?’ she asked, sliding her hands around the barely noticeable bump of her unborn child.

‘No, I’m saying that I know what it’s like...’

‘So you had a choice?’ Nikki interrupted.

‘Yes, but...’

‘So don’t you think I should be allowed the same?’

‘Of course, but when I see you making the wrong one, you can’t expect me, or your father, to...’

‘No one’s expecting you to do anything,’ Nikki cut in angrily. ‘I’m sorry if your whole life’s been a waste of time, thanks to me, but I doubt I’ll see my child in the same light. In fact, I know I won’t, because I’m going to make sure it feels loved and wanted...’ Her voice almost faltered. ‘I can see now that I was a real inconvenience for you,’ she pressed on, using anger to block her emotions. ‘Well, again I’m sorry. If I’d known you were going to feel like that I wouldn’t have bothered being born.’

‘Nicola, don’t walk out,’ her mother shouted, as Nikki grabbed her bag and started for the door. ‘You misunderstood what I was saying...’

‘No, I got the message, loud and clear. And now here’s one for you. You don’t get to tell me what to do any more. It’s none of your business how I live my life, or who I live it with.’

‘If you leave, your father and I will wash our hands of you,’ her mother warned.

‘Good. You keep telling me it’s time I stood on my own two feet...’

‘That means no more bailing you out when money gets tight. And just in case you think I don’t mean that, spare a thought for what’s going on in the wider world. People are losing everything in this global meltdown, and your father hasn’t remained immune. We don’t have anything like the funds we used to have, we’re not even sure how much longer we can stay in this house. Yes, Nicola, there are other issues in our lives besides you, things that are causing your father sleepless nights and problems with his heart.’

‘Stop with the emotional blackmail,’ Nikki shouted, ‘because it’s not going to work. I’ve told you already that it’s too late for a termination even if I wanted one, which I don’t. This baby’s kicking even as I speak, so, as a mother, you should know how bonded that makes you feel. But hey, I’m forgetting, you didn’t want me, so...’

‘I never said that. I always wanted you. I was just trying to point out how difficult it can be...’

‘Well, thanks. Now, here’s your difficulty signing out. I won’t be troubling you for anything else. If you like, you can forget I exist.’

‘Don’t tempt me,’ her mother raged. ‘And don’t even think about bringing the child to me when you can’t cope any more...’

‘After what you’ve just told me you’d be the last person I’d turn to, but don’t worry, I’m going to manage just fine, because I already care about my child ten times more than you’ve ever cared about me.’

As she stormed into the hall she found her father standing at the open front door, ready to see her out. Though the coldness of his gesture cut her to the core, she was too angry and proud to let it show.

‘One day you’ll come to understand just how selfish and misguided you are,’ he informed her as she passed.

Though she flinched, her voice was steady as she said, ‘Don’t ever expect to see me again, or your grandchild when it comes.’

As she ran down the steps and out through the black iron gate into the street he stood watching her, his dark eyes showing the frustration and love churning around inside him. His thoughts were hurtling back and forth over the years, swinging into focus and then out again. He could hear her squeals of laughter as a child, feel the clutch of her arms around his neck, smell the sweet scent of her as he laid her down to sleep. Then she was screaming in a fit of teenage rage, singing at the top of her voice when he’d asked her to stop, challenging him on topics she knew nothing about. She’d always been wilful and opinionated, but generous and forgiving too. She’d driven him to the very limits of endurance, swamped him with love and pride, and an overwhelming sense of protectiveness. No one had ever reached as deeply inside him as she had, and it was unlikely anyone ever could.

Hearing his wife come out into the hall, he closed the front door and turned round to face her.

In those moments Adele could see every one of his fifty-two years gathering on his face.

‘I don’t want to discuss it now,’ he told her. ‘I just want you to know that I’m not going to make it all right for her to have a child at her age, nor am I prepared to suffer that cowardly excuse of a man as a son-in-law.’

Nikki was walking fast towards Pulteney Bridge. It was a place she’d loved from the moment she’d first come to Bath, with its quaint little shops either side of the narrow road, like the Ponte Vecchio in Florence, and its encompassing air of romance that seemed to float up from the foaming river below.

Reaching the steps that led to a café and a small park below the bridge, she ran down and made towards the weir. There were a lot of people around, mainly tourists, plus elderly folk out strolling with their dogs, and a group of young mothers who might actually have been nannies, sitting on blankets on the grass with their charges, partly hemmed in by a wall of assorted toys and buggies. Nikki’s smile as she passed them twisted with a sob, but no one noticed, because no one was watching her.

Reaching her favourite tree – a giant maple with branches that fanned out over the grass like a vast, leafy umbrella – she slumped down in front of it and began to rummage about in her bag for her notepad and pen. Finding them, she pulled them out, then let her head fall back against the scaly bark, as though she’d found oxygen at last, or some small treasure that she was afraid she might have lost.

For several seconds she kept her eyes closed, trying to empty her mind of everything beyond the sound of children playing, and the river splashing down over the weir. The rich tang of earth and freshly mown grass began to reach her, along with the warmth of the autumn sun, pushing its rays down through the colourful mass of maple leaves, as though trying to find her.

Eventually, as the storm inside her began to pass, she let her eyes flicker open. She was still angry and hurt, but most of all she was resolved not to allow the bitterness of the past hour to settle around her heart for fear of it pumping through her veins to the baby. It was important, vital, that his innocent little life not be contaminated in any way by the negative attitude of her parents, or the resentment she was feeling.

Opening her notebook, she took out the precious photograph of her first scan and felt her heart spilling over with love. She knew she was carrying a boy, but she hadn’t told anyone yet, not even Spence. She’d meant to, as soon as she’d found out, but then something inside her had pulled the words back. For now, over this precious, short time, it was a secret she and the baby would share. There would probably be others, throughout his life, but this one was special because it was the first, and because it was happening at a time when they were still one.

She loved being pregnant. The feel of the baby inside her was so beautiful and tender, so enriching and humbling that she could only wonder at the miracle of it all. The whole world seemed different to her now. Everything was special, from the air she’d always taken for granted, to the strangers she passed in the street, to the music of the birds and the gathering of a storm. She felt strong and courageous in a way she never had before. She had no dread of becoming a mother, and hadn’t had since she’d found out she was pregnant. It had been an accident of course, but from the moment she’d seen the blue line on the test she’d wanted the baby more than she’d ever wanted anything. Even more than Spence, though that came a very close second, and what made it all so much more wonderful was that he was as excited as she was about becoming a parent.

Going back to her notebook, she turned to a fresh page, and balancing the pad on her knees she began to write.

My darling Zac (this was the name she and Spence had agreed on if the baby was a boy),

At this moment I am sitting under a tree next to Pulteney Weir in Bath. It’s a beautiful red maple, and as I write its leaves are changing colour and drifting to the ground like paper fruit. I think I can hear them whispering as they pass. I shall bring you here again after you are born to let you play on the grass and watch the leaves too. I am imagining your exuberance, and I want to laugh out loud as you chase the birds and shriek with joy.

One day, many, many years from now, after I’ve gone, you will be able to come here with this letter and know that we sat here together as I wrote it. You will be a grown man by then, probably with children of your own, and you’ll be able to share this with them. I think that will be a very special thing to do.

The memory of what happened today, with my parents, will be long gone, and maybe even forgotten. My mother thinks I won’t be able to cope, but she’s wrong. She says I’m too young to know my own mind, but she’s wrong about that too. Today I gave them a choice, they must either accept you or lose me. They have chosen, for now, to let me go. They’re going to starve me of money – and their affection, it would seem – to try to make me bend to their will, but I won’t. We don’t need their support in order to survive, my darling. We’ll have one another, you, me and Daddy, and whatever life throws our way, we’ll find a way to get through it.

Breaking off as a dog came bounding over to greet her, she ruffled its ears and smiled up at the owner. Maybe Zac would like a dog, she was thinking. Not right away, because they couldn’t afford it, but later, when she and Spence had their careers properly on track. This was one of the great joys of being a writer, she’d quickly come to realise, she could be at home with her baby and still work.

She wondered what career her mother had sacrificed for her. Obviously not the Aga-training sessions Adele was currently giving for the shop on Widcombe Parade. Or the flower arranging she’d studied for a whole year at Bath Spa just after they’d moved here. Whatever it was, she certainly seemed bitter about it now. When things had settled down, and they all felt ready to forgive one another, she’d ask, and try not to feel guilty that she had, in some way, ruined her mother’s life. After all, the decisions hadn’t been hers to take, so how could she be to blame? She felt hurt, though, and angry, that her mother seemed to resent her for being born, and bitterly stung by the way her father had opened the door for her to leave.

It would serve them right if she never went back.

She sighed shakily to herself. This was one of the worst parts of being an only child, the fact that she had to carry all her parents’ expectations and dreams – and disappointments when she didn’t conform to their ideals. How much easier it would have been if she had a brother or sister to share the burden, but she didn’t, so there was no point thinking that way. The fact was she meant everything to them, and in spite of how acrimonious their showdown had been today – one of their worst, in fact – she doubted they’d be able to shut her out for long. They’d end up forgiving one another eventually, because they always did.

However, she was of a mind to let them sweat for a while, and was fairly sure they were going to do the same to her. It was going to be interesting to see which of them ended up backing down first.
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