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For my darling Grey.
You will, for the rest of my days, be quietly
curled into my neck, fingers resting gently on my
chest, reminding me what matters most.





The Uses of Sorrow

(In my sleep I dreamed this poem)

Someone I loved once gave me
a box full of darkness.

It took me years to understand
that this, too, was a gift.

Mary Oliver






PART ONE

THE HOUSE ON
THE BEACH




1

17 November

Birth day

The anaesthetist slides the needle into my spine.

‘Deep breaths, stay nice and still.’

Then I’m lying on my back, a blue curtain rising from somewhere around my chest, masking the lower half of my body.

‘Knife to skin …’

I feel nothing. The doctors talk in low voices. Jessica is explaining what she’s doing to a student doctor. I catch the odd comment.

‘I’ve done this by torchlight in Gambia …’

I murmur a thank-you into thin air for this fully staffed, properly lit operating theatre in Kent.

I grip Mike’s hand. Chest up, every part of me is shaking. My teeth chatter. Below the curtain I am still, except my insides, which are being carefully reshuffled. I remember the antenatal class description – ‘like someone doing washing-up in your tummy’. The routine is familiar, it’s the same process as seventeen months ago, but the circumstances are entirely alien. Please let this baby be OK, please let this baby be OK, please let this baby be OK …

‘It’s almost here …’ Jessica looks over the curtain. ‘Are you ready to meet your baby?’

When they first pull the tiny bundle out of my abdomen, it’s so tightly curled that no one can see if it’s a boy or girl.

There is no cry.

Then, ‘It’s a little boy. We have another son.’ Mike’s eyes are lined with tears.

A little brother for Finn. A head peeks briefly over the curtain and then he’s whisked away.

Mike is ushered to the neonatal side room. As Jessica sews me up, he rushes back and forth, keeping up a commentary on the little boy who’s been taken from me far too soon. The portable incubator is wheeled past me as our son is taken to the neonatal intensive care unit. It stops briefly by my head. I thank an upside-down consultant and several smiling nurses. I catch a glimpse of skin through the plastic, a transparent mask, a knitted hat, a striped blanket.

Double doors swing open and he’s gone.




2

18 November

One day old

I’ve tried to rest. Shock, painkillers, the after-effects of anaesthesia – a potent cocktail. I ricochet between deep sleep and being startlingly alert. I have my own room, and one of the midwives has brought a camp bed for Mike. He’s snoozing under a blue hospital blanket. I look out of the window. We are on one side of a courtyard. Fluorescent corridor lights shine through half-closed blinds. We’re in Kent, in a hospital I didn’t know existed until yesterday morning. Our baby is here. No longer inside my tummy. In the world. But not our world. Our world is at home, in London.

Mike has been with him, intermittently, sending me photos from his cot-side. A different ward, a different section of the hospital. I know it takes a few minutes to walk there because of the gap between him leaving me and the first pictures. I know he has to ring a buzzer. But I don’t know where he is. It’s strange to think that if I needed to get to my baby, I wouldn’t know the way. He’s doing well. On oxygen, but no ventilator for now, which the midwives say is encouraging. He’s strong. I have to wait; I have to be well enough to go. The doctors need to leave a certain amount of time post C-section before I move around too much. I suppose they don’t want mothers passing out in the NICU.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He isn’t a November baby; he isn’t a Kent baby.

Except, of course, he is.

*

Some time after midnight, Mike messages to say they’re putting a tube into his lung.

‘But they’re laughing and joking, so I think it’s OK.’ That must be a good sign, but the frustration that I can’t be beside him floods through me. I try to lull myself back to sleep. At some point the exhaustion takes over, because when I next wake the room feels different.

‘Do you think he’s Grey?’ Mike asks suddenly.

It’s the name that’s somewhere near the top of our list.

‘I love Grey,’ I say. ‘I think it suits him. Have you tried it?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I think it suits him too, but I want you to see him properly first, then we can decide.’ He settles back in his fold-out bed at the end of mine. The room is L-shaped, so he’s at right angles to me, his head by my feet.

‘I really want him to have a name as soon as possible. In that cot in the NICU, without me beside him, he has no identity.’

It’s four in the morning, eight long hours since I glimpsed my baby. Finally, Mike messages to say the NICU doctors are happy for me to come and see him.

‘He looks like Finny now,’ he writes, ‘but there are a lot of wires, to prepare you.’

I wonder if I’ll be scared.

The midwife on the ward has brought us an unwieldy old wheelchair and Mike is pushing me along the hallway to the neonatal unit. The wheels squeak on the linoleum. Two sets of double doors guard the entrance, manned via video security. The front desk is dark, silent. The lighting is clinical, the corridors eerily empty.

I look around. It’s unfamiliar. Of course it is, we’re in a different section from A&E, where I arrived yesterday. I know the hospital is all on one level, low to the ground; I remember thinking when I walked in from the car park yesterday morning how different it is from the London high-rise I’m used to. The building is bland, serviceable; sliding doors, PVC windows. A stark contrast to the blue skies and beach walks we’d planned for this trip.

Mike wheels me to the furthest room from the NICU entrance. Stuck-on letters above the door spell out ‘Intensive Therapy Unit’. Scrubs-clad nurses walk purposefully to and fro. Hand-washing stations are dotted along the corridor, one right outside the ITU. Faded printouts demonstrate the in-house hand-washing technique. I lean awkwardly out of the wheelchair to follow their instructions. Mike passes me a paper towel, then squirts alcohol gel into my outstretched palms. I rub them together as he pushes open the door.

The room is divided in half, four incubators on each side. Full-length windows line the back wall, blinds down. There’s quiet urgency here, the soft murmur of focused voices punctuated by low whirring and rhythmic bleeps. The lights are dim but I feel blinded. Our baby’s incubator is on the right-hand side, furthest from the door. Mike wheels me over to him, navigating through the other incubators, past trolleys, monitors, wheelie doctors’ stools, and parks me beside the rounded tank, the baby tank.

I peer through the plastic at our tiny son, plugged into numerous wires. Lines run from his translucent arms and miniature tummy. His face is hidden by the strapping of a ventilator, a tiny ski mask covers his eyes. He weighs three and a half pounds – a good size for a ‘thirty-one-weeker’, I’m told. Finn weighed twice that, and more. My eyes run over the lines of his bones, his lack of flesh.

My gaze rests on his hands. Exquisite, expressive fingers furl and unfurl, fluttering over the web of wires and tubes. His minuteness is otherworldly, amplified by the blue light of the jaundice lamp. Away from the intensity of theatre, the single snatched glance, I have time to look at him, so staggeringly unready for the world.

His head arches, as if he is looking around, but his eyes are covered. The blankets move as he stretches his legs, and the delicate hands flutter over the tube that’s stuck to his mouth. His lips move around it, as if forming words he can’t say. He doesn’t make a sound. There’s something breathtakingly calm about this tiny boy. I am the only one of us who is distressed, I’m sure of it. Every part of him exudes a quiet serenity. As I watch him, I feel my breath slow, my shoulders lower almost imperceptibly. Somewhere inside me a knot of tension loosens, just a little.

‘Grey is perfect,’ I whisper. ‘He’s perfect, MG.’

‘I’m Sofia, you are Georgina? I’ve met Mike already.’ The nurse looks up from a giant clipboard at the end of Grey’s incubator. As she smiles at me, deep dimples appear in her rounded cheeks. She is in pale blue scrubs with a silk scarf in a darker blue looped around her head. She makes the ensemble look very elegant.

‘Yes – Georgie.’ Three syllables make me feel like I’m in trouble.

‘Congratulations,’ she says. ‘He’s gorgeous.’ She looks fondly into the incubator.

I smile a thank-you. The first congratulations; they feel strangely momentous. In the anxiety, the alien set-up, part of me has forgotten that I’ve given birth to my son. New life. Somewhere amongst the worry and fear, there must be room for celebration.

I ask if I can touch him, feeling absurd. Sofia wheels me back and adjusts the incubator so it’s in line with my chair, then shows me how best to handle him.

‘They like a firm grasp,’ she explains. ‘Your natural instinct is to stroke him gently, but doctors stroke the skin hunting for veins, and they quickly learn to associate it with pain.’ She places one hand around his head, and with the other gathers up his spindly legs, holding them tightly into his body – ‘Like this: we call it hand hugging.’ She takes her hands away. My turn. I mimic her position and immediately his little feet push back. A wave of connection runs into my arms, a mild electric current. Our first meeting.

‘See, he likes it.’ She’s smiling. ‘They like authority – they want to feel like you know what you’re doing.’

But I don’t know what I’m doing. As she turns away to check his charts, tears come. I can feel the same love that flooded my being when Finn was born. But what use is it here? It bubbles away, then pours out, with my tears. I worry none of it finds its way to him. The incubator is a shield, my love washing off its sides, cocooning him from the good as well as the bad.

I can’t make sense of it; I’m in a neonatal unit in a hospital in Kent, being taught how to touch my son. I can’t even get to him properly, the incubator windows are obstacles; it’s hard to find a position that feels natural, comfortable, to reach him. I give up and loop my hands through the side doors, my arms pressing awkwardly against their frames.

I grip Grey’s fragile little body and let tears fall silently into my lap.

We’d escaped London for the seaside; a last weekend away as three before we became four. Before I became too unwieldy for beach walks, before baby prep got under way and the real countdown began. Finn and I packed up the car, leaving London later than I’d planned, just in time to catch the Friday rush hour. Mike was meeting us later, on the train. We sat in standstill traffic from the end of our road and barely made it to Greenwich Park by the time it was getting dark.

Then Finn was sick. As I stood in the drizzle, wet-wiping vomit from his sweatshirt in the bus lane by Blackheath, I’d considered giving up on the whole idea. It was only the queue of traffic heading back in the other direction that convinced me to press on. ‘What an adventure,’ I’d said brightly, as Finn’s supper got later and later. I had no idea then how much of an adventure it would turn out to be.

Three hours later, we arrived in Seasalter and the journey was forgotten. Finny was wide-eyed; our little house was right on the beach, double doors tumbling out onto decking and sand.

I brought in his things while he pottered around, exploring each of the rooms. I lit the wood-burning stove, cooked him pasta – his favourite – then popped him on a pile of cushions and anchored him to the chair with a couple of tea towels.

He danced to Children in Need while we waited for Mike’s train to arrive, remote control clutched in one hand, his little dungareed bottom bouncing up and down in time with the music. As I filmed him for his dada, laughing to myself, his sibling seemed to want to join in, wriggling energetically in my tummy. Suddenly Finn turned, wobbled purposefully towards me and took my hand, gesturing that I should dance with him. My rhythmic movement seemed to lull his brother or sister to sleep because the bladder-kicking subsided.

The sun was shining on Saturday morning; we’d picked a beautiful weekend. After a breakfast of eggs, croissants and orange juice we walked along the beach to Whitstable, amongst weekend dog-walkers and groups of runners. Finn had given walking his best shot, but decided Mike’s shoulders offered a better vantage point for spotting trains on the branch line and approaching ‘woof-woofs’. As we wandered the postcard cobbled streets, meandering in and out of shops and cafés, we fantasised about living there, giving up London for a cottage by the sea.

Mike bought a brushed cotton checked shirt – ready for the beachside life.

‘How many weeks?’ asked the shop-owner, a vibrant woman with bobbed hair, hoop earrings and a keen eye for Scandinavian designers, who’d moved from south-east London when her children were small.

‘Thirty-one tomorrow,’ I said.

‘Do you know what you’re having?’

‘No – surprise baby.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely – I always had surprises – seems it’s rare these days.’

‘And how old is this little man?’ She smiled down at Finn, who was riffling through the box of toys strategically placed by the changing room.

‘He’ll be one and a half in December.’

‘You’ll have your hands full,’ she laughed. ‘But it’s a wonderful time – treasure every moment. Mine are all grown up now.’ She paused, perhaps thinking back. ‘I love babies.’

As she’d folded Mike’s shirt, wrapping it in crisp tissue and slipping it into a canvas bag, I’d felt a shiver of excitement for what lay ahead.

We’d found a shack for lunch near the sea, with an open hatch and a scattering of wooden picnic tables. We’d chosen a table right next to the oyster-shucker, with only the harbour wall and a narrow path between us and the beach, both strewn with people making the most of the November sunshine.

Finn shovelled in fish, scampi and chips, his first real taste of salt, a look of ecstasy on his face. Mike had eaten an oyster for me, and we’d promised we’d be back in April to introduce the new baby to the seaside, so I could eat some myself. I’d looked at him, at our happy little boy, felt the baby wriggling in my tummy, thought how lucky I was, how content.

After lunch we’d wandered around the waterfront. Mike bought a fish pie and an enormous bag of clams for our supper from a place where the fishing boats docked. A suddenly overtired Finny scuppered the walk back along the beach – we could always do that tomorrow – and we’d managed to track down an elusive Whitstable taxi.

‘Kent born and bred, I am,’ the cabbie told us, ‘but I escape every summer to the Costa del Sol. It’s not good here in the summer, too busy. Especially when the oyster festival is on … Well, this is you.’

I realised we’d stopped opposite our little place on the beach. We piled out, Finny asleep in Mike’s arms, and I paid the fare through the front window.

‘Ta, love,’ the cabbie said. ‘Oh, and best of luck with the next one.’ He pointed at my stomach and tipped the peak of his flat cap.

‘Thank you.’

I’d waved as he deftly swivelled the wheel in a three-point turn.

While Finn had a late-afternoon nap, Mike revved up the wood-burning stove and pulled a pack of cards from his backpack.

‘Shithead?’

‘I’m kind of bored of shithead,’ I said. ‘Is there something else?’

‘Knock poker?’

It was easy to learn, immediately addictive, and ate up the hour Finn slept. Then the two of them sat on the floor and played. Finny had quickly invented a new game: creeping as close to the stove as he dared before extending his hands, making an exaggerated ‘hot’ noise and racing back to Mike.

Darkness fell, and the lights from the opposite shore twinkled on the rippling waves as the tide crept up the beach, and only the occasional crunch of a late-afternoon dog-walker interrupted the rhythms of the sea. I lay back on the sofa and curled my feet beneath me, my book propped on my rounded tummy, while bath-time splashing and squealing drowned out the quiet of our waterside spot.

Freshly scrubbed, combed and dressed for bed, Finny climbed up next to me for stories and snuggles.

‘Baby,’ he said, looking mildly disgruntled, then prodded at my chunky knit with a pudgy forefinger, as if it was in his way. He managed to overcome the inconvenience of his unborn sibling for three readings of Each Peach Pear Plum, pushing away You’re All My Favourites – one of the ‘preparing for a sibling’ books a friend had recommended.

We waved goodnight to the sea and I carried him into his bedroom, then realised I couldn’t bend far enough to lower him into our travel cot. I kissed him goodnight and handed him to Mike, wondering how the next couple of months were going to work as I became too big to lift him.

He went silent almost immediately – a combination of fresh air and new surroundings. Mike hooked up his phone to the house speakers, so Cat Stevens could help him make linguine alle vongole for supper. It’s only now, thinking back, that I remember it was what we’d eaten the night before Finn was born, at our favourite little Italian in Peckham.

I’d woken early that Sunday morning.

Something made me glance at my vegetable pregnancy app – I’d checked each week with Finn, counting down the days, but I barely remembered this time round.

‘Jarl is the size of asparagus,’ I’d told MG. We’d laughed at how arbitrary and unhelpful the comparison seemed. Our nickname for this bump arrived during the first trimester. Unlike the early days of my pregnancy with Finn, when I’d only been able to look at beige food, this time my only real craving was Jarlsberg cheese, by the bucketload.

Finn and I opened the blinds and looked out at the beach. The winter sun played on the millpond water as we ate breakfast.

Then I started bleeding.

I thought I’d managed to keep my voice steady as I asked Mike to find my maternity notes so I could call the midwife, but Finn had burst into tears and I knew I had to try to stay calmer.

In contrast to my panic, Mike was immediately businesslike. ‘Do we need an ambulance? How much blood?’ It has always amazed me how measured he is in a crisis.

I called our London midwife, who sent us immediately to the nearest hospital. After a brief detour to a unit with no out of hours maternity services we were here.

*

It’s not even twenty-four hours since we arrived at A&E and I was taken straight to the labour ward. I was ushered quickly into a private room, hooked up to monitors – for me, and for the baby.

The midwife quickly found the steady, reassuring thump, thump, thump of a heartbeat. ‘Baby’s doing fine – a nice strong heart trace. How’s the bleeding?’

I released the breath I’d been holding since it started that morning.

‘It’s OK. It hasn’t gone.’

‘The consultant will be round soon to see you.’

She didn’t leave my side. For most of that day there was barely a moment without a midwife right there with me.

The duty consultant was called Jessica. She suspected my placenta had abrupted. ‘Sometimes, if it’s only a little abruption and there’s not too much bleeding, we can get it under control. Then we can get you back to London. It depends if it triggers labour. Either way, we’ll need to monitor you for a few hours and might well need you to stay here overnight.’

Mike was in the car park with Finn asleep in his car seat; he wasn’t expecting us to stay. I typed out a message: ‘I’m on labour ward, will you come in when Finn wakes up? I think we’ll be here for a bit.’

A few minutes later I heard muffled voices, ‘Hi, I’m looking for Georgina …’, and then the door swung open.

Mike, carrying a grinning Finny. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked. ‘How are you doing? How’s the Jarl?’

‘We don’t really know: they’re trying to work it out. We might be able to get back to London, it all depends a bit on what happens in the next few hours. They don’t know what’s causing the bleeding.’ I felt eerily calm.

Jessica was back.

‘If it’s OK, my love, I’m going to examine you,’ she said. ‘I want to work out where this bleeding is coming from.’ She looked at me, then at Mike.

‘I’ll take Finn to get some lunch, I think. Probably better he isn’t here for this part. Shall we go and find some food, Finny?’

‘Uggs,’ Finn replied, grinning and nodding.

‘Well, we might not be able to find eggs. Let’s see what they have.’

‘Ah,’ Jessica said as she started the examination. ‘Your waters have broken. My love, you’re not going anywhere. We’ll have to keep monitoring you while we work out what we need to do.’

‘What does that mean? Is the baby OK? What’s going to happen?’ I could hear the rising panic in my voice.

‘Well, there are a few scenarios. Even with broken waters, if there’s enough fluid around the baby, we can sometimes keep it inside for a while – sometimes weeks. There’s a higher risk of infection so you need to be monitored very carefully, and you almost certainly won’t make it to term. If you were under me, I’d aim for thirty-six weeks. I don’t know if we’ll be able to get you back to London today, but we’ll certainly try in the next few days.’ She paused. I knew there was another version coming. ‘Or, sometimes, you’ll go into labour.’

Labour. The word bounced around my brain. I can’t go into labour.

‘It says in your notes that you’re booked for an elective C-section?’

‘Yes,’ I nodded.

‘If this baby wants to arrive today, I’d suggest you labour naturally – it’s better for their lungs, when they’re this early.’

‘I can’t.’ I explained that I had fibroid surgery two years ago. ‘Is the baby going to arrive today?’

‘It might. We’ll prepare as if it is, then if it stays put for a bit that’s a bonus. You need steroid injections as soon as possible for its lungs, and we’ll get you on a magnesium sulphate drip for its brain.’ The words, the terms, were alien, but she was so matter of fact part of me felt like I knew exactly what she was talking about.

*

I heard voices in the corridor: Mike and Finn were back.

‘How are you?’ Mike asked. ‘Do we know what’s going on?’

‘Her waters have broken.’ Jessica was smiling and straightforward.

‘What? I don’t understand …’ He’s unusually rattled. ‘Oh my God. I wasn’t expecting you to say that. What does that mean? Is the baby OK?’

‘The baby is fine, for now – we’re monitoring it – and mum is doing OK too. We need to watch and see how things progress. It might be that this baby should be delivered today, in which case we need to be ready. It might be that it stays put a little longer. Either way, you’re not going anywhere until at least tomorrow.’

Finn was pottering around the room, trying to open the bin, climbing on and off the chair, smearing banana along the floor.

‘Did you find some lunch?’ I asked when Jessica had left the room.

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Mike said as Finn climbed into the armchair next to my bed. ‘I got him some pasta, which he rejected and then decided he wanted my sandwich instead. So then he very carefully opened it and took the cheese out and ate it, leaving me the bread – thanks, Finny. Then he had his third banana of the day, and some kind of yoghurt that he loved and you would probably hate. But he’s eaten.’

I laughed.

‘I think I’d better call my mum,’ I said. ‘Maybe she can come and get Finny, in case this baby decides to arrive.’ A sticky-fingered, bin-crashing toddler is not delivery ward friendly.

I found my mum’s number in my recently dialled list and hit call. It was the last thing she was expecting.

‘Weird one, Mumma. The baby might be coming.’

She was immediately ready; she’s always immediately ready. ‘Right. What can I do?’

‘It’s a bit of a big favour … Do you think you could come and get Finn?’

She said she’d set off from Somerset as soon as possible – a three-hour drive from where we were, where we are, in Kent. Ten minutes later a message popped through: ‘Leaving now, satnav says three hours ten minutes. Love you x.’

I felt the sudden, spasming pain of the steroid injection to prepare the baby’s lungs, and then the hot flushes and metallic taste of the magnesium sulphate drip for its brain. Dani, our midwife, had a soft voice and cold hands. She explained each shot to me before administering it. An expert, and not only in midwifery – she had been where I was. Except her babies were born at twenty-four and twenty-five weeks.

‘Luckily,’ she said, ‘both were fine. We are really lucky.’

Her gentle presence was reassuring, steady.

Outwardly, I think I seemed calm. Inside, emotions surged and ebbed, tying my stomach and my head in knots. Guilt, that my body had failed my baby, that my placenta couldn’t keep working like it should have done. Fear – thirty-one weeks is so early, too early. I had to squash that thought. Then a kind of relief, that what happened now was out of my hands – my waters had broken, it was up to the doctors. It mingled with excitement, that soon we’d meet our second child. I tried to quash it – the guilt told me I didn’t deserve it.

Mike needed to go back to the Airbnb, to pack up and check out. He took Finn, hoping he might sleep in the car. A while later he sent a video of Finn cheerily waving ‘bye-bye’ to the sea through the double doors of the house. I’d realised I was stroking the screen. It was supposed to be his weekend; we should have all been by the sea together.

‘You were staying in Whitstable, Mike was telling me.’ Dani is adjusting my drip.

‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘A little trip for Finn, before his new sibling arrived.’

‘I live in Whitstable,’ she says. ‘It’s lovely. Have you been before?’

‘No, never. We all love the sea, but we normally go to Cornwall – my parents live in the West Country. But we’re in south-east London, and Whitstable is so close, it felt like the perfect place. Except when you leave at rush hour on a Friday – but that’s another story …’

She chuckles. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘We’re in a little house on the beach in Seasalter. It’s so pretty.’

‘Oh yes, lovely. A special place.’

‘We didn’t explore as much as we’d planned. But yesterday was great.’

My mum arrived while Mike and Finn were in Seasalter. She found her way to the labour ward and was shown to my room. Mike had suggested she meet him at the Airbnb and take Finn from there – it would save her an hour or so driving. I’d known before she replied what her answer would be.

Finn squealed when he spotted her. ‘Nana, Nana,’ he said, pointing and stamping his feet.

‘Are you going on an adventure with Nana?’ I asked.

‘Yeah!’

‘Say bye-bye to Mumma, Finny.’ Mike lifted him up to hug me.

He wrapped his squidgy arms around my neck, pressing his open mouth to my cheek. I held on, determined not to cry.

MG scooped him up again.

My mum hugged me, kissed me on the cheek and squeezed my arm.

‘Keep me updated, darling, and let me know if you need anything else at all.’

‘We will,’ I said. Then, ‘I love you,’ and they were gone.

We waited.

A line on the monitor next to me continually tracked my uterus movements – smooth, rhythmic loops.

The midwives kept calling it an ‘irritable uterus’. The expression made me smile, as if it has a mind of its own, as if I’d annoyed it in some way and it’d reached the end of its tether. I hoped my irritable uterus would calm down. I hoped we could go home. The midwives were reassuring: thirty-one weeks is early, there’s no question, but it’s better than it could be. Our baby should be fine, we were doing all the right things. A crash course in prematurity.

I was starving so Mike passed me a nutty snack bar he’d grabbed from the Airbnb. As I was chewing I suddenly remembered the C-section rules before Finny was born, the strict times I had to stop eating.

Dani was back. ‘Am I allowed to eat?’ I asked through a mouthful of caramelised Brazil nut.

‘Yes.’ She smiled reassuringly, then paused. ‘In fact, let me check with Jessica.’ She was back seconds later. ‘Sorry, we think on balance better not, just in case.’

We waited. And waited. Time suspended. In the middle of the afternoon I saw the Instagram hashtag #WorldPrematurityDay. I knew our baby would arrive before midnight.

‘Your cervix is one centimetre long.’ The consultant who runs the labour ward, Dr King, had come to assess me. ‘Even if your cervix is naturally short, that is very short – I think it’s preparing for labour.’

I swallowed. This wasn’t supposed to happen. ‘My cervix isn’t naturally short – at Finn’s twenty-week scan the sonographer told me I had the longest cervix she’d ever seen.’ It’s a strange record to hold.

‘This baby needs to arrive.’

‘When?’

He glanced up at the clock. It was 6 p.m.

‘Now.’

When Finn was delivered, he was holding on for dear life – I didn’t ask to what – determined not to be removed. I’d always had a strange sense that, with this baby, unlike his or her big brother, I wouldn’t get to my booking date, that he, or she, would arrive in their own time. But not at thirty-one weeks. It’s too soon. Nine weeks early is far too soon.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dr King, reading my face. ‘But I don’t want this baby to be delivered in an emergency at 3 a.m. I want Jessica and me to deliver your baby, calmly, carefully. With your fibroids, your previous scar tissue, we need to be able to take our time.’

After he’d gone, Jessica sat on my bed.

‘This operation might be hard,’ she said. ‘But I can take it slowly. If I need to, I can slice you through here’ – she traced a line above my tummy button – ‘and pull the baby out that way.’

I searched her face.

‘All you need to know …’ she paused a beat ‘… is that I’m fucking good at my job.’ She broke into a grin.

And did I imagine a wink?

I nodded. I liked Jessica.

The room swung into action.
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Extraordinarily brave and tender.

A book that sings with love and hope'
RACHEL CLARKE, author of DEAR LIFE





