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Start

Try to imagine two more different couples than these. You can’t. They are as opposite as it gets. Oil and water. Salt and sugar. Always and never. Lost and found.

As midnight came and went, so too did Julius’s hope of Anna giving birth exactly then, with the bongs and firecracks of the new millennium heralding the baby’s arrival.

‘Any chance you could push a bit harder, babe?’

‘I hope you’re joking, you weapons-grade twat,’ Anna panted.

‘Course!’ Julius chuckled.

(He wasn’t joking.)

It would’ve made a perfectly neat nice story. There might even have been some coverage, which could have boosted Julius’s stalling profile. Yes, there might. But the baby didn’t come then. So there wasn’t. And his disappointment was palpable.

Anna felt the culpability stronger than the waves of intense pain that flooded her body with each contraction. She found herself perversely welcoming the rhythmic spasms as something that was at least tangible and immediate. It was real, and happening right now, and it needed managing, something Anna was supremely skilled at. It gave her an undeniable focus, a job to do, with a result at the end of it. Something to show for her efforts, something to infill the fissures in the marriage, someone she could guide and administer. A little person who would surely listen to her, look up to her and make her feel as though she mattered. Someone to dress nicely. Someone to live because of. A purpose, finally, that wasn’t primarily about him. No one could deny her part in this. In this, she shared equal responsibility, if not more. She didn’t have to be only Julius’s wife. She could be a little child’s mother. Finally, she would have made something. With any luck, the next step might be that she could feel something …

Something.

Anything.

‘Seriously, Jules, please give it a rest.’

‘Bloody cheap crap, should’ve researched it better. Piers has got a brilliant one, got it in the airport in Dubai. Should’ve done that.’

All the time Anna was attempting to feel something other than groaning birthing pain, Julius was attempting to film his perfect family finally becoming a reality. His irritability about the missed opportunity of a stellar midnight birth was eclipsed by his irritability with his new camcorder, which seemed to be refusing to zoom. The zooming is the most important and impressive element of any successful birth video, surely? Despite Anna’s protestations imploring him to ‘put that effing thing down, please’, and help her instead, he continued to fiddle with it.

Sarah, the older and more experienced Irish midwife, rolled her eyes at her younger colleague as they both witnessed Julius resoundingly deflate their perception of him.

‘Could you just move a bit, thanks?’ he said, rudely shoving Sarah with his elbow. ‘I need to get a good shot of this …’

‘This,’ emphasized Sarah, ‘is your good wife, and quite frankly, sir, I don’t think she’s wanting any close-ups of her noonny right now, am I right, lamb?’

‘Yep. No,’ Anna confirmed between puffs.

Julius took no notice. So Sarah rudely shoved him back with her elbow as she explained to the young trainee midwife, ‘Some of our daddies forget themselves in the excitement and, sure, they become utter feckin’ pillocks.’

Julius was oblivious.

Sarah was disappointed that he was so singularly NOT the solid, supportive, wife-loving emergent politician he purported to be. Yes, tall, verbose and shiny black, but no Martin Luther King this, she thought. Sarah saw that Julius was a behemoth of self-interest. It was evident that no one could love Julius more than Julius loved himself. An interesting and somewhat terrifying prospect as a potential father …

‘Oh dear,’ Sarah muttered to herself. ‘Oh very dear.’

In another room down the corridor, a very different baby is also being hatched.

This room felt almost sacred. Even Hope’s occasional muttered blasphemies were holy in their quietly focused devotion. She was praying and cursing in equal measure, to a God that she was eternally grateful to. This baby was a happy surprise.

Ever since Hope moved to London, away from her family in Bristol, she had felt singularly singular. Her loneliness was compounded by the thrust and bustle of so many busy people all around her, all the time. Everyone was going somewhere with a clear sense of purpose, rushing and forever unfriendly. She pretty quickly gave up trying to catch anyone’s eye or even smiling. It was a thankless and vaguely humiliating effort, and left her with the sting of rejection to bolt on to her already aching isolation.

Hope was and always would be a natural stickler for high standards. After various placements heading up different cleaning teams, she had been promoted to manager of a fifty-strong team in this very hospital. Hope liked to think that the reason this establishment had a good record regarding MRSA was because of her diligence. The last inspection had been the best they’d had for ten years. Hope was commended.

Hope was delighted.

Hope knew the big move to London was the right thing to have done for her work. The pay was far better, almost three times what she could earn in Bristol. More importantly though, she had been promised the chance of promotion, which was virtually impossible in the smaller city in the relatively monopolized world of commercial cleaning. She would only ever have been a zero-hours contract cleaner there. Offices, universities, schools: wherever the contract sent her, she went. She didn’t aspire to a desk job, no, she wanted to work hands on, but she desperately wanted to run her own team and that’s what she could do in London. The main reason Hope wanted to head up her own team was because that was the only way she could ensure the job was done right. It bothered her to be shoddy. Especially when it came to cleanliness. This job was the most natural and satisfying one she’d ever done, however lowly others might regard it to be. She cared not a jot. She wanted to be captain of her small and clean ship. She wanted to steer it, and London was the best port for that opportunity.

And now Hope was grateful to know that she was giving birth in a clean hospital. In a room where her own team made extra visits to make her laugh and prove to her that they were continuing to do their job well in her absence. They put googly eyes on their mops and drew funny faces on their industrial rubber gloves. In two years, these folk were the closest she had come to friends. A disparate group of people, from almost every nation on earth, come to London, like her, to make a decent living. Some spoke very little English, but Hope always found a way to communicate. Sometimes she drew diagrams to help everyone understand her instructions. It was the silly faces from these diagrams that resurfaced on the rubber gloves of her playful workmates when they popped in on her.

Time for visitors was past, however.

The young, newly qualified midwife Fatu was keen to engage Hope’s partner Quiet Isaac in conversation about his home in Sierra Leone. Fatu’s own mother was from Freetown and she had visited there for the first time the previous year and wanted to share all her holiday ‘Yes! I’ve been there too!’ whoops of recognition with him.

Hope was pleased that Quiet Isaac could relate so easily and happily to this stranger. He rarely had the opportunity to regale anyone with stories or news of his home. Of ‘Sa Lone’. Most people only showed a passing interest in this young student’s heritage, nothing more than that. He relished the chance to drop into his native Krio to share greetings: ‘Cu-shah’; and when he asked her how she was – ‘How de body?’ – he squealed and snapped his fingers with delight when she answered, ‘De body fine.’ He hadn’t heard that familiar reply for too long. It was a warm blanket around his homesick heart, and it was Fatu’s way of representing her mother.

Hope was grateful she could be momentarily distracted from the pains that increasingly racked her body. But another wave built; Fatu held her hands. ‘Slowly. Steady. Breathe.’

Down the corridor, things are more urgent. Baby Florence is demanding she be born. Pronto.

Julius was impatient. The sooner she arrived, the sooner his ‘picture-perfect family’ would be complete. Julius sees everything through his own lens, including how his life should look. His heart wasn’t really in this, and he was unaware of that particular tragedy.

Florence as a name had been hotly contested between Julius and Anna. It was one of many arguments during the past nine months. Julius didn’t entirely approve of the fustiness of it, but was prepared to concede that it was nicely traditional – enough, probably, to help secure a place for her in a decent school in their over-subscribed West London catchment area. He was a lapsed Catholic who found his faith again very quickly when he discovered that the best free schools in his area were denominational. He also had the priest on speed dial to baptize her as soon as possible since he learnt that the selection process favours those who are baptized first, and of course, all the Catholic EU incomers were quick out of the traps on that. The authentic continental Catholics don’t hang about. They don’t give the devil a single slice of opportunity to claim the souls of their innocent babies; they know how sneaky and sly he is, and they act quick. If Julius had his way, the baptism would occur on arrival, along with the first blessed breath. In yet another rare moment of assertiveness, Anna had put her foot down. NO. The baby would be baptized in the usual way, in the same flouncy dress worn by her parents and grandparents and great-grandparents going way back. There would be hats and tears and keepsake thin candles to keep Satan at bay. And there would be presents, thank you. A cushion with ‘Florence landed here on 1 Jan 2000’ embroidered on it, possibly. And some silver napkin rings with any luck, that can tarnish, neglected, in a drawer for years. Or a posh teething ring not meant for actual teething. Meant for a box under a bed which won’t be looked in again, until her room is being turned into a spare guest room when she hopefully departs for a decent university. Those kinds of presents. After all, Anna had given up smoking and alcohol for nine months; surely it wasn’t THAT selfish to expect a party for all her efforts. Florence would be baptized in due course, Julius reassured himself, when the celebration could be properly curated for maximum effect and optimum impact. Could there even be a Hello! magazine deal …?

Anna’s breaths were short and shallow now. She glanced at Julius, who was busy applying mint lip balm. Anna spluttered a laugh but it really hurt, so she stopped. She often laughed at him. AT him. Not with an ‘Isn’t he charming with all his quaint eccentric ways’ kind of laugh. More like an ‘I’d better laugh to dilute how awful he is for everyone else’ kind of laugh. Giving everyone permission to see him as a loveable buffoon, thereby defusing and allowing his frequent faux pas and insensitivities. He had recently been with her at her best friend’s father’s funeral. So disinterested and unmoved by the whole sad circumstance was he that afterwards, at the wake, spitting a mouthful of flakey pastry prawn vol-au-vent, he’d enquired of said best friend how her father was keeping …?

Even then, Anna had over-laughed to bridge the awful moment and to somewhat mollify her beloved grieving chum. It was fairly exhausting to be a constant smokescreen for his blatant idiocy, but she persisted. It was an exercise in damage limitation in which she failed to realize that she herself was the most damaged. The relationship was broken, but they were both clinging to the wreckage.

Well, she was clinging to the wreckage.

He WAS the wreckage.

Back in Hope and Quiet Isaac’s room, the air is starting to thicken.

The anticipation of an imminent arrival was quickening, as Hope’s breathing became deeper and she started a low, rhythmic moan. Quiet Isaac was stroking her hair and whispering encouraging words close to her ear: ‘You are amazing, Bubs, that’s it, nearly there, my beautiful girl.’

Hope and Isaac had always worked well together as a couple.

Quiet Isaac was an unashamedly emotional young man. He spoke of his inner thoughts easily and often to her. Hope was very attracted to this. It was not something that she’d experienced often in the Jamaican-based community she was raised in back in Bristol. Although her dad was white, she was always surrounded by her mother’s family, some of whom were born and bred in Jamaica, and swagger-proud of their roots. She loved those older uncles, with their hats and sass and sucky teeth. They were the ones who taught her to joust verbally in patois. They reminded her who she came from and why she should never apologize for it. Her nanna, Beverley, was their mother. She was long gone now, but she was so evident in Hope’s momma, Doris. In fact, she was emerging more and more clearly on Doris’s face every day. Hope only had the faintest memory of her, but it was as if she was slowly returning to remind them who started it all. Yes, Hope loved her loud, confident family. She adored their jokes and their teasing, but it was the very clatter of all that crazy volume which caused her to notice the quite different, dignified, calm nature of Quiet Isaac when she first saw him.

There had always been something other about him. He held his own in a slow, considered way. Nothing was ever going to rush Quiet Isaac and very little would cause him to be noisy. He was a stander-back, a ‘watch, learn and step up when necessary’ sort of man. Self-effacing. Reliable.

And handsome. Unmistakeably Liberian, after his father. Tall and striking with a high forehead, a wide-open honest face, and a curious pigment flaw on part of the iris of his right eye, which in certain lights looked like a tiny flash of green lightning, cutting across his dark brown, deep brown, brown brown eyes. Quiet Isaac was very noisy with his eyes. He could be on the opposite side of the room from Hope and speak to her very easily with only the looks he chose to give her. He didn’t even need to use his whole face, his eyes were so expressive. He joked with Hope about ifa mo, something his father taught him, meaning ‘do not speak it’. He told her that Liberians are predisposed towards secrecy, unlike his Krio mother born and bred in Sierra Leone, and that his dad was part of a male secret society called Poro, and it suited him to keep everything on the down-low, so signs and subtle eye movements were the stock-in-trade of his family on his dad’s side. He liked it. It was conspiratorial, mischievous and skilful. Hope got it. Hope got him. More than anyone he’d met before, which was strange considering how very different their backgrounds were.

It had been a huge shock to find that she was pregnant. They were still in the first year of their relationship and Quiet Isaac was a student and pretty much penniless. So much had been sacrificed at home for him to be here in London at Imperial College. There were scholarships available to international students like him, but it seemed that the Nigerians were the wisest to the process and all the scholarships for his master’s degree course in General Structural Engineering had been filled. So his family had had to provide as much as they could for his tuition fees and his living costs. An evening job in a coffee shop near King’s Cross Station helped a bit, but it ate into his study time and left him wrung-out-rag tired. Sometimes Hope met him after work at 2 a.m., and they went together, unallowed, back to the halls of residence where he lived. They sat side by side on his single bed and slurped noodles from paper tubs followed by slightly stale muffins he was allowed to take from work if they hadn’t sold. Usually honey muffins. They were the least popular, for some reason. Quiet Isaac had eaten so many that they were definitely his least favourite. Sometimes he moved a couple of the blueberry ones to the back of the glass dome where they were displayed, to try and hide them from customers in the hope they might survive ’til the end of the day and become his booty, but they were too obviously delicious and nearly always sold. Cheap noodles and honey muffins became the taste of their newly formed relationship.

He’d thought they’d been very careful with contraception. He wasn’t a huge fan of condoms, but she insisted so he obliged. He was aware she was also on the pill, so he reckoned that wearing the condom was the least he could do, considering she was putting chemicals into her body. They were covered, he thought, so it wasn’t discussed much. In fact, she didn’t stay the night with him for several months after they met. She wanted to know him, to trust him. After all, he would be her very first lover. She wasn’t prim, but it mattered very much to her that it mattered to him, that it was to do with love, not lust. They waited. He didn’t mind. He wanted her very much but it was daunting, because it was also the first time for him. He didn’t tell her that until it was over. He reckoned she wouldn’t know because she had nothing to compare it with … which, for him, was a giant relief. He needn’t have worried. Hope and Quiet Isaac fumbled their way through that first time with extreme tenderness, and both were glad it was the other, and no one else.

Once that first time had happened, they had fallen into an easy intimacy and made love often. Sometimes they were both so very tired that sleep nabbed them before they could, and when they woke up they couldn’t believe they’d missed out. Hope could only imagine that it must have been in this kind of fuggy stupor of fatigue that the sex happened carelessly, without any protection, and this must have coincided with her also forgetting her pill. Shocked as they were to discover her pregnancy, and worried as they were about telling their two families, nothing could dampen their excitement. It wasn’t planned, far from it, but it was still undeniably wonderful. They had no idea how they were going to manage a baby, let alone afford one, but they knew for sure, right from the positive pregnancy test, that they would do it somehow, together. They talked endlessly about how their lives would change.

‘I won’t go home when I get my degree,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll find work here in London.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, so sure. Maybe we will get married? That way I will be able to stay. And we will be together, so we should get married anyway, if you want to …?’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. I’m sure. Maybe before the baby comes.’

‘Really? So soon? Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Maybe you should meet my parents first? And I should meet yours?’

‘Before the baby? Or after? Are you sure?’

‘Maybe we should move to Bristol? Then you could be near your mum?’

‘Yes! Are you sure?’

‘Yes, or we could stay in London. The pay is better here …’

‘Yes … Oh, I want this so much, Isaac, I didn’t know how much ’til now.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

But that was then, and this is now.

In Anna and Julius’s room, the tension was palpable. A change was happening. Anna’s face was altering. She locked her gaze on to Julius and followed him wherever he moved to in the small room. He was shuffling about quite a bit; he took and made phone calls from anxious family and friends; he looked out of the window at the dark city; he looked out of the door into the corridor; he opened every drawer and cupboard; he scrutinized all the machinery in the room. Anna knew he was restless and bored. Patiently waiting wasn’t Julius’s strong suit. Neither was tenderness or compassion, or any of the virtues Anna could’ve sorely done with at that moment. Julius’s strong suit was Julius, and this birth stuff didn’t concern him directly, so his being here was chiefly duty. And show.

Even the phone calls at this late hour annoyed him. Why couldn’t people wait to hear from him when he had something definite to say? It wouldn’t be long, by the look of things.

The look of Anna, the way she looked right now, and the way she was looking at him, were unusual to say the least. She was clearly zoning out into some world of her own pain whilst her gaze was firmly clamped on him. It made him uncomfortable. He could ordinarily escape her if she became too focused or dwelt on difficult subjects or pinned him down in any way, but even selfish Julius knew it would be wrong to escape at this particular moment. He was expected to be here, so that was that. Did he want to be trapped in this fuggy room with his irrefutable duty? No, he didn’t. Given a free rein, he would go and do something else, almost anything else, and come back for the big finish. Anna’s eyes told him everything about how much of a mistake that would be, especially now as she started to enter the serious stage of labour. He could see that she was trying to cope with the huge unlocking that was happening inside her. She was trying to stay in control.

Anna had had no idea it would be like this. She was on the edge of panic. Some of the contractions felt like a jackhammer was trying to break out of her. Some felt like waves of searing hurt ebbing and flowing through her. As the baby started to move down, she felt sure she would tear apart and the sound she could hear in her ears was herself screaming although she knew she wasn’t. She was grunting and moaning. The screaming was inside her head, very loudly inside her head. She wasn’t screaming simply to herald this new baby’s arrival, she was screaming about everything …

About Julius’s avoidance of her.

About his endless crass infidelities.

About his smug entitlement.

About how this baby now meant they were joined forever. God.

About all the faking.

About the toxic marriage.

About her own weakness in not leaving.

About all her lost opportunities.

About all the ‘I told you so’s’ from her family and friends that she hadn’t cared to hear.

Somehow the pushing and the pain and the clamour gave her a massive sense of relief. This, at least, was real. She couldn’t at that moment distinguish anything else that was. Certainly not Julius. He was a big fat fake, but this wasn’t. This was truly happening, gulping her up and spitting her out to deal with it. A raw, real thing was happening. Right now.

She pushed. She tore. She sobbed.

She pushed again. She gasped for air because she’d forgotten to breathe.

One last gut-wrenching, eye-bulging effort, and the baby was out. The midwife immediately placed the sticky brown bundle of arms and legs on to her mother’s pale skin, high up above her breasts, near Anna’s neck. Her eyes were tightly closed and her hands tightly clasped below her chin; there was a furrowed expression on her little face. Florence was here at last. Furious, but here.

Anna looked up to see where Julius was. She couldn’t see him anywhere. Seriously? Had he really left the room at this critical moment …? Sarah indicated to Anna to look in the corner of the room. There he was. Big proud Julius the father, the seed-giver, the root, the origin, the man, was crumpled in a heap on the floor. He had fainted.

Sarah looked Anna squarely in the eyes and, with her assured Irish breeziness, she said, ‘Well, you’ve got yourself a proper soppy bollock of an eejit there, haven’t cha?’

Anna had to agree, but here, with her wriggly little new daughter on her chest, skin to skin, brown to white, she had someone else to concentrate on. Florence was immediately an astonishing bright light and she utterly eclipsed Julius from the very first moment.

He mattered oh so much less all of a sudden.

Florence was all.

Instantly.

All.

The circumstances of her birth were not Florence’s fault. All she did was come to be. She couldn’t know that she’d been born into such a volatile situation. All she knew was that there was a big close-up moony-pink sweaty face looking at her, making satisfying cooing noises and laughing. She knew that she was warm, and she knew that EVERYTHING was different. The light, the noise, the air on her, around her. It unnerved her a bit and she made a screechy noise which hurt her tiny throat, which made her make more of the screechy noise, which hurt her throat … Something tugged her belly …

Sarah tried to physically haul the dopey Julius up, so that he could welcome his little daughter. ‘C’mon, mister man, let’s have you upright, eh?’

‘Umm, yeah.’ Julius stretched and yawned. ‘Could do with a cuppa.’

‘Could ya? Perhaps after you’ve acknowledged the miracle that’s happened over here …?’ She nudged him towards the mother and infant on the bed.

Anna and Florence.

Julius peered at the baby, finally realizing what had happened. For him, what had happened was that he had missed the photo/film opportunity of his first child’s birth, dammit.

What had actually happened was a wonder: a beautiful and unique girl was born …

For her, for Florence, what happened was that a large brown face came too close to her … and then disappeared out of view to the side … as Julius fainted again. This time, it wasn’t the gore that overwhelmed him, it was the thudding realization of the huge responsibility.

(Soppy bollock.)

Hope is too lost in the business of birth to notice a miniscule, hardly perceptible change in Fatu’s otherwise calm demeanour.

Her body was shaking now, and she was doing all she could to control her breathing and bring this baby into the world with the least possible stress. To do that, Hope had to take herself inside for now, into her own huge interior where she could centre her thoughts and be elsewhere from the pain. She wanted to be in charge at this critical moment, she wanted to drive it. She was whispering little comforting mantras to herself.

‘Let her have my strong back.

‘Let her have his crazy beautiful eyes.

‘Let her have my sister’s curls …’

And on …

She was imbuing the little life with all the good stuff. She was making wishes. She was cherishing a future …

But the ever-alert Quiet Isaac was hyper-present. He watched every move Fatu made with the vigilance of a hawk. He searched every flicker of expression on her face for a clue. He felt it in the deepest place he had, he knew something had changed: it was no longer going along the same path, this labour …

He saw the worry in Fatu’s eyes when they met his briefly … a stinging, still pause … and then, from that alarming moment on, everything that happened was a blur, a chaotic jumble.

Hope snapped out of her deep focus very quickly when the tempo of the room changed. The volume, the light, the whole atmosphere altered. It was suddenly urgent. Hope felt her teeth tighten. What was wrong?

The calm was gone.

The panic was palpable. However controlled they were all pretending to be, she felt it rising in her; she knew she’d caught it.

What? What? What was it?

Please let them all return to the moment before when it was right. Not this. This is wrong.

‘What’s happening?’ Hope gasped. A question she really didn’t want the answer to. Her eyes darted between Fatu and Isaac, and she knew there was fear. Slices of it.

‘I’m just going to call in the consultant and one of the senior midwives. Nothing to fret about. I just think Baby is a bit … worried …’

With that, Fatu pressed a button by the bed. Very quickly the room was fuller of people. Sarah had left Anna and Julius’s room and raced down the corridor. The words were a jumble to Hope; she heard snatches of hurried sentences, as everyone was talking to each other, but no one was really addressing her …


Bleeding heavily

No movement

Heartbeat faint

Placental abruption

Acute hypoxia

Stress on baby

No oxygen

Forceps

Ventouse



Quiet Isaac was right at her side and gently slipped his hand around hers as the tension increased.

‘Isaac … what’s going on? Please …’

‘Don’t you worry, darlin’. I’m here. I’m here. I’m goin’ nowhere …’ He was aware that he was reassuring himself as much as he was comforting her.

Hope couldn’t see the ever-expanding pool of blood on the bed between her legs. He could, and he started to breathe very deeply to steady his shock. The consultant swept in and was quickly gowned-up by the other nurses as they apprised him of the situation.

The situation …

Which was clearly getting worse by the minute. The words were being repeated again, but now louder and faster, so that he could take instant decisive action.


Abruption

Hypoxia

Zero heartbeat



The consultant took hold of the forceps and skilfully manoeuvred them inside Hope, explaining what he was doing all the time, but not once looking her in the eye. He couldn’t. No time. He had to concentrate. Hope’s heart was beating fast. She was in hell. For the first time, she felt like an animal. The tugging below, the stroking and patting above by Isaac, with everyone focused on the unseen baby and how to get it out quickly: it all felt overwhelmingly savage, bestial. She was still pushing and breathing hard when she looked to Isaac for any sign of comfort, and she saw that he had tears rolling down his face. Fear tears.

Quiet Isaac saw that she had noticed, and he quickly wiped his face dry and attempted a pathetic smile. He found himself suddenly noticing all the small things in the room. He was mentally pinching himself to stay strong. He focused on the top window blind, then the tap in the sink, then Hope’s cross around her neck, which was now dipping into a tiny pool of sweat gathering there in the bowl of her throbbing throat.

And in that appalling, gut-wrenching instant when he couldn’t meet her gaze, Hope knew.

Like a switch flicking, she shifted immediately from physical pain to mental pain, which was a jump from a puddle into Niagara Falls. The doctor was still tugging away at her, but Hope knew it was too late. That baby had climbed out of Hope’s heart and was gone.

By the time the dead infant was delivered and the consultant turned off the monitor and quietly confirmed, ‘I’m afraid this little one hasn’t made it. I’m so very sorry, folks,’ Hope had pulled up a drawbridge. No one from across the moat was coming into her grief. Even the lifeless child placed in her arms didn’t stir her. She was numb.

The room went completely quiet to honour the awful moment. No one spoke. There were no words big enough. This should have been the cue for whoops and cooing and crying for joy and happy kisses. Instead, it was a breathless room for a breathless baby.

Time stopped for a few brief, respectful, hushed minutes.

Hope handed the little bundle of lifeless limbs wrapped in a white hospital blanket over to Quiet Isaac, who took it so tenderly.

‘It’s a girl,’ said Fatu. ‘What will you call her?’

Hope looked at her, astonished and bewildered. ‘Call her …?’

‘Yes. It’s good to give her a name. You’ll be glad you did. She’s still your daughter, even though … she wasn’t here long.’

‘I was going to call her Minnie. If she was a girl …’ said Hope, in a daze. Her brain couldn’t make sense of anything that was happening.

‘She is a girl,’ said Fatu, ‘she is.’

‘OK,’ said Hope, agreeing just to get this strange moment over and done with. ‘OK, then she is Minnie …’

‘Yes. Minnie. Good. That’s good,’ chimed in Sarah, who had rushed in to help. She smiled at Hope, and Hope’s face smiled back, although nothing in her body had directed her to do so. It was habit. Manners.

She mirrored Sarah’s smile and felt a tiny infinitesimal drop of comfort. Throughout all of this muffled interaction where women were helping a woman, Quiet Isaac stared down at his tiny dead daughter. Her little face was relaxed, her eyes tight shut; she seemed to be sleeping a deep deep sleep. Born sleeping. He couldn’t believe how beautiful and perfect she was. Still warm. Nutty brown with lots of black black hair. He was jolted into the horrendous realization of it all, the terrible truth, by the piercing cry of a newborn – by Florence – somewhere up the corridor.

Quiet Isaac couldn’t be quiet any more. He pulled his lifeless daughter tight to his chest, threw his head back and howled. His pain was as big and loud as a whole wide world of sorrow. He was helpless to save his daughter, helpless to remove Hope’s anguish, and helpless to stop the torrent of sadness that flooded out of him. Here she was. A real baby. His own flesh and blood. In his arms. A miracle. Everything about her was right, except … except … she wasn’t there.
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Eighteen Years Later

Eyes shut, nose pinched tightly, Minnie was counting in her head underwater. She’d done this in the bath ever since she was small. She was eighteen now, but she was still no better at it.

Twenty-one elephant.

Twenty-two elephant.

Seconds are elephants. Or Mississippis. Or Minnie Moos.

Could she get past thirty for the first time ever?

Feel like a pearl diver?

Feel like she’s flying?

Yes, nearly, twenty-eight elephant …

Gah! No, she had to sit up and surrender.

Why was she so rubbish at it?

She’d always felt as if she had less lung power than her friends. She ran out of breath before them if she did any exercise, especially dancing, which she loved. She managed one song, then she had to make excuses, sit down and watch instead. No fun whatsoever.

Minnie gulped the lovely air as she lumbered herself awkwardly into a semi-upright sitting position in the small bath. Her body was so unfamiliar now that she was six and a half months pregnant. She was amazed at how quickly her belly had grown. The first few months had been relatively uneventful physically, besides some nausea and a constant feeling of tiredness. She was tempted to believe she wasn’t even pregnant at times. Then it started, a gradual swelling until this huge and remarkably defined lump settled on the front of her.

Everything, everything, everything seemed to be happening fast. It was all so different now.

She let her head rest back on the hard rim of the bath, and she could feel the coolness of it on the back of her skull, even through all the thick, wet curls.

Gradually, the water stopped sloshing about and, along with her slow and steady recovering breath, it became calm.

All of her senses were staggeringly alert.

Touch: the warm water slightly tickled her skin at the edges where it met her. The mix of the heat beneath the surface and the immediate nip of the colder air above was curious. She could feel her pores reacting. Those that had been lulled into opening below the water versus those that were closing quicksharp in the shivery crisp air above, causing goose bumps. She moved ever so slightly to tease the skin on the very edges.

Smell: the bubble bath was Matey, for children. The familiar gentle soapy aroma was heaven, and no other bathtime fragrance triggered all the happy memories like this. She’d not been without the jaunty sailor bottle on the side of the bath for her whole eighteen years. It promised that not only was it hypoallergenic, but that each bath was going to be an actual adventure. She loved it.

Hear: in the distance, she could hear Lee on his beloved PlayStation committing mass genocide in his efforts to rid the virtual world of mutant baddies. In the near, she could hear the tap dripping in the basin, and her own steady breath in the damp air.

Taste: ever since she’d realized she was pregnant, she’d craved toffees. Cadbury chocolate éclair toffees. Lee supplied her regularly with many crinkly new purple packets and it was rare that she didn’t have one in her mouth. She’d swallowed the latest one minutes before her breath-holding challenge, but she could still taste the remnants stuck in her teeth. Little sweetie jewels to mine with her tongue.

See: as she looked around the bathroom, her eyes were drawn to the bright green fluffy towelling dressing gown on the back of the door. Her mother’s. In her mind’s eye, she sees her mother wearing it. She loves the image. Then Minnie looks down along her clammy body, at her silky brown skin, flawless apart from a few stretch marks on her swollen breasts and her tight extended stomach. Past the hills of her bosoms is the mountain of her belly, and she can see nothing between or beyond. This is her baby landscape.

This is my body, Minnie thought. It belongs to me and to no one else. This is my baby, Bean. She lives in me, and I’m the container for her. Everything she is, all of her, is contained in me right here. We are part of each other. I’m her mother, and all of my future happiness will be in her happiness. Oh God, please let her be happy. Let me be a good mum. Like my mum.

She looked back at the green dressing gown. Her beautiful mum. How had she felt when SHE was six and a half months pregnant with Minnie? Had she lain in a bath like this, wondering these same things?

She wished she could ask her now.

But she couldn’t. Not right now.

She COULD feel close to her though. A bit …

Minnie broke the stillness of the water, and pulled herself up and out of the bath, tugging the plug out with her toes on the way. She carefully stepped out on to the bathmat and reached out for the green dressing gown. It hardly fitted around her big belly, but it was big enough to gather her in and comfort her. As her mother had always done.

Minnie stood still as she allowed herself to drip on to the mat and realize that this home she lived in was not really a home without her mother.

Home is people, not a place.

Home is somewhere distance isn’t. And she felt homesick. In her own home.
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Back to the Start

Hope was not keen to hold the baby again, however much the midwives encouraged her to ‘take as much time as she wanted’.

Fatu took her little body from Quiet Isaac, who was now gently sobbing.

Hope watched him. She felt so very sorry for him; it was a terrible sight to see, the lovely man so utterly bereft. He had no resources to deal with this sudden trauma. He had never known shock like it.

She felt very separate from him. They were ordinarily so close, their thoughts and feelings in tandem, sharing absolutely everything. He was sitting right next to her, but that wasn’t where he was at all. He was worlds away in his own vortex of loss; he was unreachable.

Hope was hyper-aware of what was happening in the room. She knew someone was sewing her up. She knew the baby was over on a table, being put into a tiny yellow Babygro. She knew the senior midwife, Sarah, was writing out some kind of form. She knew the doctor was signing it. She knew all this because among the low buzz of activity in the room, kind people were telling her what they were doing. She watched it all. She heard it all, but Hope, like Isaac, was elsewhere.

Because detachment was familiar territory for Hope.

She had learnt very young that there is a way to be somewhere else if you don’t like what’s happening around you in that moment. She became a skilled traveller to that somewhere else inside her head, where she was always much happier. She knew how to split away very successfully. She hadn’t needed to do it for some time though, not really since her early teenage years and when life in her family home became too difficult to sit in the same room with. No one beat her. No one molested her. It was nothing like that – almost the opposite really. Instead of being the focus for any abuse, the abuse itself stole the focus from her, because in Hope’s childhood home, the priority was heroin.

Her father Zak was a gentle man, a drummer, the only white member of a ska band who had never quite made it, but who took drugs as though they had. Weed at first, irie and easy, no problem, but as the fortunes of the band dwindled and then plummeted, so Zak’s need to find his highs had increased. He was dangerously available for any diversion. Some were good. He wrote poetry, he helped people fix their cars, he kept an eye on Hope and her sister Glory when Doris went out to work, cleaning at the University of Bristol. He tried to quieten his frustrated inner voices with keeping busy, but inadequacy is a ferocious loud nag. The only time he had any peace from his demons was when he was sucking on a sweet sweet joint, when time stopped for a sweet sweet while. Then that wasn’t enough.

Zak had easily been persuaded to try heavier drugs. He liked the stories of how ‘golden’ his old band-mates felt, and how nothing bad inhabited them when they had these kinds of remarkable high. He was so desperate to forget his troubles that he only listened to their stories of ecstasy; he totally overlooked their sunken eyes, their loss of energy, and teeth, and reality … and loved ones. He craved the release from all responsibilities. At first. Then he craved it for itself. For its greedy jealous hold over him. He forgot to love his family more than the drug and, before long, the ravenous drug was almost his only love, to the painful exclusion of everyone else including his beloved girls. Heroin stole all his love.

Hope’s mum Doris had smoked a bit of weed occasionally back then, but she had been too afraid to get involved with smack. She watched Zak disappear into the fug of it, though, and rather than face up to the devastating impact it was having on them all, witnessing him gouched out so much of the time, she turned to her friends down the pub for support and comfort, those who had already turned to alcohol for support and comfort. She was too ashamed to confront her daughters with the awfulness of the situation, so she escaped to the pub and to vodka with orange. Her new best friend. Over a period of a year, Hope and Glory experienced the creeping neglect of both parents.

It might have been easier if Zak and Doris had been unkind parents you’d be glad to have less of, but that was palpably not the case. Zak was still the gentle funny dad they’d always loved; it was just that now he was the comatose version, either off his face or desperate to be, or very shaky and ill because he had been the night before. Their mum was still their mum, but either the embarrassing loud and drunk one or the grumpy hungover one.

When she was fourteen, Hope had had to go to Glory’s parents’ evening because neither parent showed up and Glory rang her in tears. ‘They bloody promised they’d be here, Hope, PROMISED, to my face! How could they do this to me?’

‘Hang on, don’t move. I’ll be right there.’ Hope had raced back to the school, hugged her furious, hurt sister, and then hurriedly explained to the various waiting teachers, ‘Sorry Mum and Dad can’t come, they’ve both … got … a terrible bug, so if it’s OK, I’ll be Glory’s stand-in mum for now. I’ll tell them everything you say, yeah?’

No one on the staff had been fooled.
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