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Praise for Beyond Grief:

‘Miscarriage and baby loss is one of the most isolating, horrific and loneliest experiences to go through. This book offers so much comfort with the power of shared stories, open honest discussion and the hope that moving forward after such deep sorrow is possible’ Jools Oliver

‘Pippa has opened her heart to write about one of the most painful things a mother can ever experience. This book will be the friend to hold your hand while you navigate your own pathway of grief. I’m so glad it’s here’ Elle Wright

‘This book will be a godsend to any woman going through the murky devastation that is called miscarriage but feels like something else entirely: the loss of a baby’ Ariel Levy

‘Baby loss is a subject as deep as the ocean, but often summarised or diminished with one word: miscarriage. Pippa Vosper opens this grief up, to examine it from every angle, with the help of dozens of contributors. A compassionate, nuanced book that does this very complicated grief justice’ Pandora Sykes

‘Beyond Grief will not only help anyone experiencing baby loss feel seen, but also provides us with actionable insights to help navigate the darkest of times’ Vanessa Kingori

‘Not only is Beyond Grief incredibly moving, it’s an important and useful tool for anyone whose life has been changed by pregnancy loss’ Edward Enninful OBE

‘Beyond Grief is an essential companion for anyone navigating the journey of baby loss. It’s practical, compassionate and filled with love - Pippa writes beautifully’ Elizabeth Uviebinené

‘Deeply moving, realistic, and reassuring, Beyond Grief is the essential conversation opener to infertility and loss. You almost certainly know people who need it, and they in turn will draw much comfort from within its pages’ Kat Brown

‘Unflinching, tender and powerfully written; Pippa carefully takes readers by the hand on both a practical and emotionally raw journey dissecting the different aspects of baby loss. It’s a truly eye-opening, eye-watering read and one I think anybody will learn from and be greatly moved by.’ Yomi Adegoke




About the Book

An informative and supportive guide for anyone who has experienced pregnancy and baby loss. Beyond Grief also contains interviews with experts and other women who have experienced losses of their own.

This is the book that Pippa Vosper wishes had been available when she lost her son Axel. It covers every aspect of pregnancy and baby loss at any stage, from the practical to the emotional, with advice from professionals and stories from women who have been through it themselves.

Beyond Grief offers both an inclusive perspective and a guiding hand to anyone who has experienced any kind of pregnancy loss, as well as those who are trying to support them through it.




To Axel and all the babies who couldn’t stay




Introduction

At five months pregnant, I delivered my healthy son in our bathroom at home. He was alive at birth, passing away shortly after. When I lost my baby, I found it difficult to connect to other’s words. I read page after page, but I needed to find another way to talk about my loss.

I have brought the voices of many people with different experiences to this book, to provide solace and empathy to those experiencing the same trauma. Along with the detailed, very personal story of the loss of my own baby, my book features others’ stories of pregnancy loss, grief, and how lives change afterwards. I have included many different perspectives in order to make this book accessible to as many women, and men, as possible.

When I lost my son at five months into my pregnancy, I was made to feel fraudulent when referring to my son as my baby and not a miscarriage. Within my research, many who have experienced pregnancy loss agree that referring to baby loss as a miscarriage, at any stage, feels clinical and outdated. I want you to feel confident in speaking of your own pregnancy or baby loss, and not a miscarriage, should you wish. Although the medical terms for pregnancy loss are unlikely to change, my hope is that my book will give you the confidence that I did not have, to refer to your baby in the way you choose.

This book offers practical discussion of expert opinion on causes of pregnancy loss, because ‘why?’ is such a common and urgent question. I have also explored what comes after loss: grief, burial and memorial, along with the short- and longer-term emotional and physical effects of pregnancy loss.

I want all readers to relate to the content, to see themselves somewhere in the book. I hope those reading this book will feel as though they are not a forgotten minority within the wider conversation of fertility.

What I have also noticed through my research is that there is seldom a hopeful ending to the personal stories out there of pregnancy loss. This is fully understandable, as it’s difficult to find any hope after this level of trauma. Most stories end very soon after the loss of a pregnancy, with few words of encouragement that things do get easier. I wanted to find a message of hope from those who have shared their stories, to explore the ways in which we can move beyond grief. Although traumatic and something we all wish had never happened to us, I want to give other parents the hope and encouragement that life will not always feel as painful as it does after pregnancy loss.

As with anyone who is given a positive result from a pregnancy test, no one expects to have their pregnancies end prematurely. I have always considered myself to be a lucky person, an optimist. I never once considered that any pregnancy I was fortunate enough to experience would be taken from me. But it happened. After my pregnancy loss, I had to find a way to live alongside an experience that ripped my entire world apart. The grief I experienced after losing my baby was beyond anything I thought I could feel. But through the first months and then years that followed, I found there was life beyond that grief, something I was unsure I would ever be able to understand. When you lose a baby at any stage of pregnancy, it can feel as though your grief is inescapable. Within the pages of this book, I hope you can find a pathway through that grief.

I always knew that, when I wrote this book, I would ask those who had been so open with their experiences to share their words on the pages. When I lost my baby, knowing there were others out there who had felt this intense pain, and lived through it, gave me hope. I needed to know that, in time, I would be okay. Nothing will ever feel as it did that night, but sometimes I am hit with a memory so vivid it feels as if I am reliving the pain all over again. It has been an intense, raw few years, where I have had to rebuild myself from within. I have felt a lot, learned a lot, and come to understand better many of my strengths and weaknesses. Nothing can prepare you for the emotional journey you face, but I hope the shared stories on these pages will give you the connection and hope I so urgently needed when my baby died.

Above all, I hope that, in sharing my story, the stories of others, and a wealth of information from experts in pregnancy loss and grief, you will find the words and comfort you need to navigate your own journey of pregnancy and baby loss.

The night I lost my baby

In January 2017, I found out that I was pregnant. My husband and I had spent almost three years trying to conceive naturally, eager to give our son, Astie, a longed-for sibling. With my fortieth birthday approaching, we had agreed it was time to explore IVF. It’s a gruelling process, with multiple scans, blood tests and rounds of injections, so when we were successful at the first attempt, I was elated.

My first pregnancy had been fairly straightforward (bar pre-eclampsia and the resulting emergency caesarean), so it didn’t occur to me that this one might be any different. My twelve-week scan had showed the baby was developing as expected. All-day nausea aside, I had been feeling otherwise well.

I announced my pregnancy news on Instagram, with a picture of my barely-there bump. Reading each congratulatory message, from both friends and strangers, was heart-warming. My morning sickness waned, and I finally figured out how to dress my expanding bump. I was excited about the future.

Five months into my pregnancy, I noticed a pink-toned mark on my underwear. With the natural pregnancy fears any mother has, I immediately researched what these marks could mean. From all the information I read on various medical sites, this fluid was completely normal. Often there are signs of blood. I could clearly see that I didn’t have anything as serious as blood spotting, so didn’t feel any need to go to A&E to have myself checked over.

I told my husband what had happened and we both agreed it was minor, but that I should call my doctor. My doctor advised me that, should my symptoms worsen, I should head to A&E as a precaution. She said she would call the hospital in the morning and arrange for me to be booked in for a general scan, but for now I shouldn’t worry.

Later that afternoon, I was feeling slightly worse than I had earlier, but still no alarm bells had gone off. I questioned myself on whether we should drive to the hospital. It would be an opportunity to check that the baby was fine and put my mind at ease. Looking back, of course we should have driven to the hospital. With further internet searches and my doctor not seeming overly concerned during our earlier conversation, I instead chose to go home and rest. I felt sure that by the following morning I would feel fine.

I had the most ill-judged reasons for not going to A&E that afternoon. I didn’t want to be a pain or waste the nurses’ time. Not listening to my instincts and worrying what others would think of me would prove to be a painful life lesson.

By 10 p.m., I was feeling weaker than I usually did at this time. Evenings were harder due to being naturally more tired through the pregnancy, but I remember it being a more intense exhaustion. I went to bed, still not thinking that my situation was serious enough to bother my husband, wake our son, and have them drive to the hospital with me. I will regret this decision for ever.

I woke at 3 a.m. with pains akin to mild period cramps. I am an eternal optimist, but I knew instinctively that my baby was going to die that night.

I reached under the covers and placed my hands on my stomach. My hands moved downwards along my stomach to just above my pelvic bone. That is when I began to panic. There was a large raised area above my pelvic bone that I hadn’t felt before. I stroked my skin, lovingly holding who I knew was my baby under the surface. I knew my baby shouldn’t be there, his position was too low. Sick with fear, I woke my husband and told him something was very wrong, and that we should go to the hospital immediately. I was holding the area where my baby was with one hand, while trying to get dressed with the other. My husband went upstairs to wake our son. As it was the middle of the night, we felt we had no option but to take him with us.

I had a sudden, very strong urge to use the bathroom. Unbeknown to me at the time, the period-like pains I was experiencing were contractions. The pressure I felt, which I assumed to be a need to use the loo, was my baby coming. Due to Astie being induced when I was forty weeks pregnant, I didn’t know how it felt to go into labour naturally. Previously, my experience of birth had been controlled by medication, nurse’s schedules and an epidural.

As I walked into the bathroom, I turned back to face the door and could see my husband in the other room. I was still standing when a gush of water pushed out of me. My waters had broken. I will never forget the terrified look on my husband’s face as his eyes fixed on the space between my legs. I looked down and could see a tiny pair of legs hanging between my own. Our baby was here.

We will be forever grateful to the lady who answered our emergency services call. My husband placed the phone on speaker, resting it on the side of the bath. We were instructed on how to deliver our baby on towels on the floor.

I bent my knees, while lowering myself to the floor. I pushed only once, then felt my baby come out of me and into my husband’s hands. And there he was – a perfect, tiny copy of my elder son. And he was alive. I loved him instantly, and I know he felt my love as I kissed his hands, while my husband listened to the advice on the phone and started mouth-to-mouth.

Astie was woken by the ambulance outside, and my husband protected him from seeing me, as I continued the efforts to breathe life into our baby. My fear in those brief moments is indescribable; in shock at having just given birth, I was now responsible for keeping our precious boy alive.

I remember two paramedics standing above me. Their presence seemed to fill the room as they gently advised me to stop the resuscitation. My baby was too young to live, they said. His lungs couldn’t cope with the outside world. In front of me lay my beautiful son, his arms slowly moving. As I watched him, I experienced a moment of extreme calm amid all the madness: my baby and me understanding what had just happened to us. It may seem strange to some, but it is those brief minutes – those moments that belonged just to us – that fill me with the most love.

Parts of those early-morning hours are unclear, but I know that, as I went from my home to the hospital, from A&E to the recovery room, I must have repeated the words ‘My baby died’ at least a hundred times. Astie and my husband had followed the ambulance in our car. I was unable to stop the silent tears that came when our confused little boy asked why I was in hospital. I told him his baby brother had died, but that everything would be fine. He was upbeat as friends came to collect him, not understanding the enormity of what had just happened.

Doctors, midwives and nurses crowded my cubicle bed as questions were asked, forms were ticked and my placenta was pushed out (thankfully an easy transition – I overheard a doctor discussing taking me to theatre if things didn’t go smoothly). And then it went silent. I had been wheeled into a dimly lit room, and now it was just my husband beside me. It was then that it really hit me: I had gone into labour; my baby had been delivered; he had died. My husband and I held one another and cried more deeply than I could have imagined possible. Tears came first, then wailing, then painful, gut-wrenching, uncontrollable sobbing.

Outside our room, I could hear a baby crying. By the piercing tones I knew the sound was that of a newborn. In my delirious state, I was convinced it was my son. At this moment, I truly believed the doctors had managed to save our baby. I looked at my husband, who hadn’t registered the sound outside, and pressed the bell for a midwife to come. It wasn’t my son, they explained, we were in a room on the labour ward.

I couldn’t comprehend why I had been taken to the labour ward. It felt wildly insensitive to be placed so close to other mothers giving birth. I wanted to scream, but was unable to verbalise anything that day. I was too weak and too broken to voice any opinion. The mental torture continued for hours, as I heard other babies being delivered on the ward outside our room.

Once tests had been done and an intravenous drip inserted into my hand, a midwife came to ask the question that hadn’t entered my mind: Did I want to hold our baby? I did. When the midwife laid my son, Axel, in my arms, concealed inside a tiny blanket, I thought I would break from my physical longing for him. We gently unwrapped the blanket, and there was our baby. I had been scared of how he might look, but he was perfect, his body small but perfectly formed.

I didn’t know how long it was since I had last seen him – we had arrived at the hospital in the dark, and now the sun had been up for some time. I willed him to open his eyes. It wasn’t strange to kiss his cold body; it was the lightest feeling that filled me with an overwhelming love for him. I kissed his soft face for much of the two hours we spent together.

The hardest part was the final goodbye. Soon after my son had been carried out of the room, forms were placed beside me with choices to be made about a post-mortem and a funeral service. We would be attending our baby’s funeral – another part of this surreal story that was not supposed to be happening to me.

After Axel was taken from us, I didn’t want to be in the hospital a moment longer. I didn’t want to be touched or tested one more time. My son had died and now I just wanted to be left alone. I requested to be discharged, but the level of blood I had lost meant I would have to stay in the hospital until the doctors were comfortable with my condition.

The midwives and nurses were kind, listening patiently as I talked about my baby. Every time someone would come to check on me, I would tell the story over and over again in disbelief.

We arrived home late in the evening. Astie was with a family friend. She had let herself in while Astie was at nursery and removed any trace of our home birth from the bathroom. The blood-stained towels had been washed, new ones hanging on the rail above where I had given birth to Axel that morning.

For days after my baby’s death, I just sat on the sofa and cried. I didn’t eat and I barely slept. Whenever I saw the hospital’s number on my phone, I truly believed that they were calling to say they had good news, that they had managed to revive our son and that he was waiting for us to collect him.

I started to tell my wider group of friends, my mind so hazy that I have no recollection of speaking to some. But they know the entire story, repeating parts in a way that only I could have told them, so I must have. In the weeks that followed, I felt somehow fraudulent when I spoke of ‘my baby dying’, but the term ‘miscarriage’ didn’t – and still doesn’t – feel like a word that conveyed the depth of the suffering I was experiencing.

Why had he died? Of course, I blamed myself: maybe I shouldn’t have done that spinning class; perhaps it was the stress of starting a new business. But it was neither of those things. Specialists have repeatedly assured me that working out and working hard do not cause pregnancy loss. I just got really, really unlucky. An incompetent cervix was recorded as the reason my son had died. I questioned whether this made things easier, to have an explanation of just why my son hadn’t made it past five months. It didn’t, it just created further questions as to how I could have done more to prevent this from happening.

Each day after Axel died I received at least one email or online comment regarding my bump. I knew I had to stop the well-meaning enquiries. One Sunday evening I sat alone and wrote what I felt was a fitting tribute to my baby and, adding the image of his tiny footprints to my Instagram feed, I hit ‘share’. Within seconds, comments began to appear. I turned off my phone and didn’t turn it on until the following lunchtime. I dreaded seeing my words again, reading the kind comments from friends and strangers. I hadn’t wanted to share my news like this, it was so unbearably private, but I knew it would be the fastest way to let people know that I was no longer pregnant, to stop many of the thoughtful questions about a bump that was no longer there.

The days that followed opened my eyes to heartbreak that wasn’t only mine. Email after email arrived in my inbox from women telling me that they, too, had lost a baby. Some had lost theirs later than me, some earlier, but it was the same pain. I had known some of these women for many years, yet there had never been any indication that they had experienced anything so traumatic.

But I’m not surprised that I didn’t know about my friends’ pain. There is little mention of pregnancy loss outside hospital walls, and for most people it remains an incredibly difficult subject to broach.

I’m unsure whether I will ever be able to fully accept what happened, but I know that I’m grateful for what Axel gave me. When Axel died, my heart broke in a way that I would find impossible to describe, but he also changed my world in a way that I will thank him for for ever.

My path did change. I changed. I didn’t notice it at first, but, as time passed, the weight that had once occupied my mind and body was no longer a heaviness but a grounding: I was stronger. I am lucky to have had that night with my son, when he came into my life, and for a small moment everything was quiet.
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