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The three families

			1. Danny’s family, the Lees.

			Mother – Mandy (cook and cake maker)

			Father – Dave (carpenter and joiner)

			Big sister – Michelle

			Big brother – Sam

			 

			2. Lauren’s family, the Gibsons.

			Mother – Sue (maker of soft furnishings)

			Father – Paul (landscape gardener)

			Big sister – Emily

			Little brother – Jake

			 

			3. Alice’s family, the Barkers.

			Mother – Helen (graphic designer)

			Father – Mike – (IT consultant)

			Big brother – Stevie

			


	

CHAPTER 1

			Helen felt a sharp kick beneath her ribs, which made her gasp audibly, but then she smiled, happily aware of the new life within her. Everything seemed to be perfect this evening. The golden early evening sunlight slanted through the trees and the engine of the four by four purred contentedly as she drove along the country lane away from her home. She loved the spaciousness of her barn conversion; the way it combined the old and new, and she loved Stevie, her four year old son, but it was sometimes a relief to get away from his demands and the demands of maintaining a household which met with Mike’s approval. It’d been touch and go whether he would make it home in time for her to go out this evening, but he’d arrived just as she finished giving Stevie his bath, and he was able to read him his bedtime story. This was something Helen normally enjoyed, but just occasionally she felt it was good for the two boys to have some quality time together.

			Helen tooted the horn as she drew up outside Sue’s cottage down in the village. It was too much like hard work to lever her swollen body out from behind the steering wheel and down from the vehicle in order to ring the doorbell. Luckily Sue was expecting her; she waved through the front window and then she appeared. It was she who had to lever herself into the passenger seat beside Helen, but at least she didn’t have the steering wheel to contend with. “Thanks for picking me up” she said, “Paul isn’t home yet, so I’ve had to get the girl next door to come in and sit with Emily until he gets here. They’re watching one of the soaps – I do hope Emily isn’t learning too many things she isn’t really ready for. It’s the only way I can persuade Beth to come in. These young people don’t seem to need the money like we did at their age! How are you?”

			Helen was used to the way Sue wandered from one topic to another, hardly stopping for breath. She countered, “I just can’t wait for all this to be over. I don’t remember feeling like this when I had Stevie, but perhaps the excitement of having my first child kept those sorts of feelings at bay. It’s still four more weeks until I’m due. What a thought!”

			“But what about Mandy?” said Sue. “I don’t know how she can contemplate going ahead, knowing that the baby will be handicapped. She knew early enough. She could’ve had an abortion. That’s what I would have done.”

			Helen thought for a minute. She too had wondered what she would have done if she’d been given that dreaded news. She felt so grateful that all was well with her baby, and had real sympathy, even admiration for Mandy. “Mandy is very religious” she said. “I don’t think her conscience would’ve allowed her to do that.”

			Sue ploughed on. “Bother her conscience. Just think what she’s taking on, and it’s for life. Not just her life and Dave’s, but what about Michelle and Sam? They’ll have to look after a handicapped sister after Mandy and Dave are gone. It’s like a life sentence”.

			Once again Helen tried to see both sides of the argument. Mike sometimes told her she was incapable of taking a firm opinion on anything because she could always see all sides. “I don’t know. Some children with Down’s syndrome are very sweet and loving - so they say”.

			“Yes but they can become very ugly as they get older, and they’ll never be independent.”

			Helen tried, “I saw a young man with Down’s syndrome working in that café in the indoor shopping centre last week. He was doing a great job clearing the tables and chatting to people.”

			But Sue was adamant. “Oh I find them creepy, and I can never understand a word they say. Poor Mandy. I just don’t think she realises what it’ll be like.”

			Helen began to lose patience. “What do you know about it?”

			“Well nothing directly, but it’s obvious isn’t it?”

			By this time they had arrived at the church hall in the nearby town, where the NCT class was to take place.

			Helen parked, but as they were rather late the only space large enough for her vehicle was right at the back of the car park. They heaved themselves out and headed towards the door. Just as they reached it Mandy arrived. She’d walked from her home just along the road and was puffing and panting in the evening warmth.

			“Hello Mandy. How are you?” asked Sue, with just the sort of emphasis that really annoyed Mandy. She got it quite a lot at church, where everybody now knew that she was expecting a baby with Down’s syndrome. Old ladies whom she only recognised vaguely would come up to her and say “It’s so brave of you.” And now here was Sue, who was supposed to be her friend, using that so caring kind of voice.

			Mandy and Dave had done their crying, talked through the night time and time again, and finally announced the decision which they’d known all along they would make: to have the baby. There was no question of an abortion. This baby was as much a part of them as Michelle and Sam were. All three had been planned and wanted. Just because this new baby had an extra chromosome didn’t alter that. She’d been reading about what she might expect, and preparing as much as she could. The NCT people had been really supportive and pointed her in the right direction. There was so much information available on the internet it was sometimes difficult to see the wood for the trees. The last thing she needed was excessive sympathy from Sue.

			They went into the hall and were greeted by the sight of half a dozen or so ladies lying flat on their backs looking rather like beached whales, relaxing to the strains of gentle pan pipes. Mandy felt their eyes look at her and then turn away as if embarrassed. Helen took her arm firmly and led her to a space at the back of the room where they could unroll their mats and lie down. Sue followed.

			After they’d done their relaxation and breathing exercises it was time for a cup of tea. People were exchanging notes on their preparations for the new arrivals. Some first time mothers had been spending a fortune on the latest equipment and decorations for the nursery. Mandy didn’t really need to buy anything as she’d kept everything she’d had for Michelle and Sam. Actually that was not strictly true. Once she knew she was expecting another girl, she did bring some of Sam’s most boyish things along to the last nearly new sale, and exchanged them for a few pretty pink things with which to welcome her little Down’s syndrome baby. She felt really grateful when Helen announced “I got everything I needed at the last nearly new sale. What with things I still have from Stevie, this new baby will be very well provided for.”

			Sue was chatting to one of the other pregnant mums, who turned out to be a teacher at the local special school. She brought her over to meet Mandy. The woman seemed a bit embarrassed, but said “Sue’s told me about your baby, and insisted I came to talk to you. I know you probably don’t want advice, but the most important thing to remember is to treat them just the same as you would your other children and not make allowances for them. I have taught children with Down’s syndrome for a number of years. They can be absolutely delightful - or really naughty - just like any other children. Please feel you can contact me any time you think I can help. My name’s Tania, and this is my phone number.” Mandy thanked her. She didn’t anticipate needing her help, but put the phone number in her wallet just in case.

			It was time to go home now and Helen offered Mandy a lift as it wasn’t far out of the way. She recalled the way she had met Mandy. It wasn’t through the NCT, although Sam and Stevie were almost the same age (just three weeks apart). It was when Helen and Mike had moved into their barn conversion and decided to have a new kitchen. Mandy’s husband, Dave, was recommended to them by neighbours and he had done a really good job. You could tell from the way he lovingly ran his fingers along the edges of the units that he had a real feel for wood. As he chatted while at work they discovered the boys were the same age and Helen invited Mandy to bring Sam over to play. It was term time and Michelle was at school but the boys got on really well, as did Helen and Mandy. Michelle joined the party during school holidays and the friendship was cemented when Dave and Mike discovered a common interest in delving under the bonnets of elderly sports cars (Mike had one and Dave coveted one). They met Sue and Emily one windy autumn afternoon in the local park where the boys were playing in the sand pit and Stevie tipped a bucket of sand over Emily. Sue was very understanding and after the tears were over they got into conversation and discovered they were all expecting another baby. Mandy mentioned the NCT classes at the church hall and they decided to sign up. Since then they’d spent a lot of time together, and had some great laughs. The mothers got on as well as the children did.

			Helen and Sue dropped Mandy off. “See you next week”, she called as she climbed out and waved them off.

			“I think we should give her all the support we can” said Sue, and Helen could only agree, though she did wonder whether all Sue’s support was exactly what Mandy needed.
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			A few days later Mandy was in town after her ante-natal appointment at the hospital. She had treated herself to a cup of coffee in the new coffee shop while Sam was still at playgroup. As she tried to reach the coffee through the thick crust of creamy bubbles she was in pensive mood. The consultant had said all was well with both her and the baby. The delivery, expected in about six weeks, should be normal. He smiled. “There’s nothing to worry about. If the baby had any significant problems we would’ve picked them up before now. You’re very lucky. Often Down’s babies have heart defects, but your young lady’s heart is beating regularly and strongly. Are you all prepared?”

			“As much as I can ever be!” she answered.

			She and Dave had talked to Michelle and Sam, and tried to explain in very simple terms that their new baby sister was going to need a bit more care and love than some other children. Michelle, at seven, seemed to grasp something. She talked about a child at school who had problems with speaking, reading and writing and had a support worker in the classroom. “Does he have any friends?” Mandy asked. “Oh yes” said Michelle “Everyone asks him to be the dog or the baby in their games.” Children seem to have an unerring instinct for the weakest, thought Mandy. School would be a long way off for her special child, but it was something they needed to think about. She had seen the debates in the press about the relative benefits of mainstream versus special education, and never thought that she would have to consider it for her own family.

			Mandy’s own parents understood perfectly their decision to have the baby. Her father was vicar of a large parish in the Midlands, and had coped with many other people’s personal crises during his years in the church. Her mother was a capable secretary in a small business. She wouldn’t be fazed by anything. Mandy felt grateful for the firm foundations of her life. She’d been brought up in a happy family. They were neither rich nor poor, and because of her father’s vocation the house was usually full of people coming and going. This had early given Mandy the skill of being able to talk to anyone. She was going to need that from now on!

			Dave’s parents came from London. His father worked as a civil servant and his mother was a teacher. It was the demands made by their jobs which had made Dave drop out of his university course and train as a cabinet maker. He felt he had to do something with his hands rather than push paper and attend endless meetings. His parents had found it difficult to accept at first, but now they could see how he enjoyed his work, and that he was using his brain all the time to come up with designs and solve problems. They’d struggled at first with the idea of a Down’s baby, but had gradually come round and would be okay, Mandy thought.

			Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, Mandy caught sight of a young woman with a little boy coming into the café. There was something different about the child that made her want to look at him. There was no doubt about it. He had Down’s syndrome. He looked about two years old and was sitting in his buggy, peering at the world through some very thick glasses which were kept on his head by an elastic strap. He actually looked rather sweet. While his mother had her coffee she gave him a bottle of milk she’d brought with her. Mandy could see his over-large tongue wrapped around the teat, and he seemed to be making quick work of the milk. She felt a desire to go and talk to the woman, but she held back, asking herself how she would feel if she was approached by a complete stranger. Eventually the woman left and Mandy thought that she’d better make a move too, or she’d be late picking up Sam.

			When she got to the playgroup, Helen was already there waiting for Stevie.

			“How did your appointment go?” asked Helen, and Mandy knew that it was a genuine question. “All’s well.” she answered. “Thanks.”

			“Would you like to come over next Wednesday?” Helen asked. “The boys don’t have play group that day. How do you feel about Sue coming?”

			“That would be lovely, and it would be good to have Sue there too. I can’t hide away from people who don’t always share my views.”

			“Okay, coffee at eleven with juice for the boys and Emily. Stay for lunch too.”

			Suddenly the doors of the playgroup opened and children poured into the yard. It always amazed Helen how each child seemed to know exactly where his or her parent stood. “Are we really so predictable?” she wondered. And she marvelled at how the staff positioned themselves so that no-one went unaccounted for.

			Stevie was brandishing a large piece of paper covered in blobs of brightly coloured paint, which might resemble people. Helen wondered what had happened to the genes she, as a graphic designer, had supplied him with. “What is this lovely picture?” she asked. “That’s you and that’s Daddy. This is me and this is our baby” he said, pointing to a little pink blob with two large blue eyes. Helen felt tears start in her eyes. It was the first time he had really shown an acceptance of his new sibling. Sam butted in “We’re having a baby too. And she’s going to be more special than yours.” Mandy laughed. So he had taken something on board of what she and Dave had been telling him.

			Helen rang Sue when she got home. “Coffee and lunch next Wednesday, with Mandy and Sam?” she asked.

			“Thank you. You must come to us soon too” said Sue, although even she wasn’t sure she meant it.

			“Sue…..” hesitated Helen, “I really think we should try to treat Mandy just as we treat anyone else who’s expecting a baby. I don’t think she likes to feel any different.”

			“Oh I don’t mean to make her feel different, but it’s just that she’s going to need so much support”.

			“Perhaps we should wait for her to ask for it?”

			“Maybe you’re right. Well thanks for the invitation. See you on Wednesday.”
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			Sue put down the phone. She was only trying to help poor Mandy and Helen seemed to think her support might be misconstrued. Oh well, it was probably just Helen being supersensitive, as she sometimes was.

			Sue recalled the first time she had met Helen and Mandy in the park the day that Stevie had emptied a bucket of sand all over Emily. Helen was mortified that her little darling could do such a thing, but Sue knew these things happened. The capable Mandy had offered lots of clean water to wash the sand out of Emily’s eyes and after a quick brush down the three of them had got into conversation. It turned out that they were all expecting babies within three weeks of one another. At that time they were newly pregnant and all thrilled at the prospect of an addition to the family.

			They decided to sign up for NCT classes, and with that, and meeting up at ante-natal appointments they began to see a lot of one another. Helen had invited them all to her house on numerous occasions. Because it was spacious and usually tidy it was a good place to go. There was a playroom too. Sue had invited the group to her cottage, but it seemed very cluttered and had entailed several days of tidying and cleaning before she felt confident that she could accommodate them all.

			The cottage had seemed quite spacious before they’d had Emily. Paul loved the garden and spent hours out there. Sue had enjoyed moving in and getting everything set up. She worked as an upholsterer, so the furniture and fittings were beautiful chintz, totally in keeping with the age of the cottage. She had lavished attention on the nursery before Emily was born, but since then things had somehow lapsed. Emily had been a somewhat fractious baby and needed a lot of attention. Paul worked long hours, especially in the summer, the main gardening season. If he wasn’t working on a landscaping project, he was usually working in their own garden. It meant they had an unending supply of delicious organic vegetables and the cottage was surrounded by bulbs and blossom in the spring time, roses and herbaceous flowers in the summer and beautiful autumn leaves and berries. Sue was grateful that Emily now seemed to have adjusted to life and demanded less attention. She seemed to share Paul’s love of the outdoors, and once she was old enough to potter about the garden reasonably safely she would choose to go outside whatever the weather. Her pink Wellington boots and raincoat were her pride and joy.

			Sue and Paul had decided to have another baby, and Sue had somehow found the energy and interest to prepare the tiny box room as another nursery. After her scans she knew the baby was another girl, but, not wanting Emily to feel her all-pervading pinkness was being appropriated, she had chosen bright sunshine yellow colours. Emily had helped to make a collage picture of the sun for the new baby’s room. Sue wasn’t sure how much she understood, but she talked about “the baby inside Mummy’s tummy.”

			Sue wondered if next Wednesday would be the last time they would be together before one of them had a new baby. Helen was due first, in just four weeks, then Mandy, and finally Sue in six weeks, but you could never be absolutely sure.
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			As she drove out to Helen’s house Mandy enjoyed the May sun shining through the cow parsley and hawthorn hedges. It made her think of the song by Gerald Finzi, which she’d loved singing in the days when she’d had time to belong to a choir.

			“See the white-flowering days,

			Those long days of blue and golden light…..”

			She wondered who had written the words. Whoever it was, she knew exactly what he (or she) meant. Mandy had always felt close to nature, and to music. It was something she really missed since she’d had Michelle and Sam. Now that she was going to have a special baby it was unlikely she would ever have any time to herself ever again.

			She’d started singing in her father’s church choir almost as long ago as she could remember. Her sweet treble voice had meant that she was singled out for solos. She remembered the first time she’d sung “Once in Royal David’s City” at Christmas. The atmosphere was magical; darkness, candle-light, an air of expectation, and then her clear voice had seemed to fill the church, and Christmas had really begun. She was so young she didn’t know what it was to feel nervous, but she’d enjoyed all the accolades afterwards. It meant that when she was asked to audition for the school choir she sailed through, then when she went to college to train as a caterer one of the lecturers had persuaded her to join the college choral society. She’d taken part in some memorable performances of great choral works, like Handel’s Messiah and Mozart’s Requiem. When she left college she missed the music, and Dave, whom she had met at college and married when she left, found out about a local chamber choir which she then joined. It had been a great few years, and she managed to carry on with it after Michelle was born, but when Sam came along there just weren’t enough hours in the day.

			Here she was at Helen’s. Sue hadn’t arrived yet. Maybe that was a good thing. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the kitchen. Mandy was so glad she could enjoy a cup of coffee again. In the early days of her pregnancy even the smell from Dave’s mug of instant had turned her stomach. Stevie came running to meet Sam. “Come and see what I’ve made with my lego” he called, and off they went to the playroom. The boys got on so well together, and it was great to know that they could make as much mess as they liked and the door could always be shut on it until there was time to tidy it up. In Mandy’s house the toys were generally distributed over the living room floor, and had to be tidied away regularly if life were not to become a permanent obstacle course. Michelle was pretty good at looking after her belongings now (perhaps because Sam got them if she didn’t), but Sam left a trail of destruction wherever he went: cars, pieces of lego, half-finished drawings, farm animals, tractors (his great passion) and the wooden train set. Mandy had almost sprained her ankle many times as she moved around the kitchen and stepped on an unseen small vehicle. It was amazing how calm and well-organised Helen’s house always seemed. Mandy suspected that there might be frantic work going on behind the scenes, but she never saw any evidence of it.

			The back door opened and in came Sue and Emily. “Ah, coffee!” she intoned.

			“Emily, would you like to go and find the boys in the playroom?” asked Helen, but Emily decided to cling to her mother for a bit longer.

			“Do you think it’s warm enough to sit on the patio?” Helen asked. “Oh yes, let’s!” said Sue.

			It was May, and really quite warm. Helen carried the coffee and three cups of watered down juice outside and put them on the hardwood garden table which Paul had recently helped them to track down. “Dave would love the feel of this wood.” said Mandy as her fingers stroked along the edges in the same way his so often did. “Yes, we’re really grateful to Sue’s Paul for finding it for us. Now we just need to buy a new sunshade, and hope for a good summer!” said Helen.

			Emily had found her niche in the sandpit, and was happily filling a bucket and then letting the sand trickle into a heap. The boys appeared at the playroom door, then came out to ride on the bikes and climb over the play house cum climbing frame which Paul had built for Stevie’s last birthday. Sue was pleased that he was so well employed, but found the relationship it entailed between herself and Helen a bit difficult as a result. Mandy didn’t seem to have the same problem, although Dave had also worked for Helen and Mike, but then Mandy seemed to get on with everyone.

			“Well” said Sue, trying to sound positive, “Do you think at least one of us will have a new baby the next time we all get together?” “By all accounts it ought to be Helen first” said Mandy, “but you can never be quite sure they’ve got their calculations right. I’m just amazed at the way it’s been possible to watch that little thing that initially looked just like a baked bean, growing and developing arms and legs. Being able to see her moving, sucking her thumb even. It’s too wonderful for words.”

			Helen put out her hand and touched Mandy’s arm. She was so good at communicating even without speaking. “Yes” she said “It’s the only time I’ve ever seen Mike cry – when he saw the first scanned images of Stevie and the nurse told him he was going to have a son.”

			Mandy remembered the concerned looks on the faces of the medical staff when it was confirmed that she and Dave were expecting a baby with Down’s syndrome. She couldn’t fault the hospital. They’d put into place all their procedures for such an occasion: counselling, medical discussions, warm sweet tea. She’d suspected that there was something amiss when Dave was asked to accompany her to an unscheduled appointment, but it had still been a hard knock. She hadn’t exactly felt pressurised to have an abortion, but she had been aware how everyone seemed surprised when she and Dave announced their decision to have the baby. But since then the medical staff had been really supportive.

			“Paul was adamant he didn’t want to know if we were having a boy or a girl when we had Emily” said Sue, “but the second time around he asked. I think there was a tinge of disappointment he wasn’t getting the son who could follow him into his landscaping business.”

			“It seems to me” said Mandy “that Emily already shows some leanings that way. Remember how proud she was of the sunflower she’d planted at playgroup, and how she looked after it. And then when hers grew taller than both Sam’s and Stevie’s she almost burst with excitement.”

			Things were going alright between Sue and Mandy. Perhaps Helen’s few words on the telephone had done the trick. The atmosphere was relaxed and comfortable. The children were all playing happily too. Sometimes a threesome doesn’t work so well as just two, but these three seemed to be able to play together without arguing.

			“I could just put my feet up and doze off” said Helen.

			“I usually do after tea, I’m afraid” said Sue. “I park Emily in front of CBeebies and take a short break. I know they shouldn’t watch too much television, but I just need to recharge my batteries, and I’m sure just an hour can’t do that much harm.”

			They had lunch and sat enjoying the sun. It seemed a perfect afternoon.

			“I suppose I’d better get going to collect Michelle from school.” said Mandy. She doesn’t have any after-school clubs today.”

			“And I should be going too” said Sue. She stood up and, as she did, she felt a sudden shooting pain in her abdomen. “Oh, what was that?” she asked, drawing in a sharp breath.

			“Are you okay?” asked Mandy.

			“Probably just those practice contractions, whatever they call them.”

			But then she winced again and had to sit down. She practised some of the breathing exercises she’d learned, but they didn’t seem to help much.

			“I haven’t got time for this. I need to get Emily home and start on the tea! This baby isn’t due for another six weeks.”

			“I’m not letting you go anywhere” said Helen. At the back of her mind was the knowledge that her own mother had lost a premature baby. It was something she never talked about, and it’d happened before Helen was born, so she didn’t know the details, but she was going to do all she could to prevent the same thing happening to Sue. “Mandy, can you go and collect Michelle and bring her back here? I think we should stick together until we know what’s happening. If things get any worse, I’ll call an ambulance. I’ll also call Paul and get him to come over here.”

			There Helen was, capable as ever, organising everyone. Sue felt sure it was an unnecessary panic. Mandy left Sam and went off to meet Michelle. “I’ll just tell her we’re having such a good time here that she’s invited to come and join in.”

			“Let me talk to Paul” said Sue “I don’t want to worry him.” She dialled his mobile. “Hello” she said “Are you very busy? Helen seems to think you should come over here because I’m having some sort of contractions.” She could hear the panic in his voice. So much for not worrying him. He was on his way. “He’ll be here in fifteen minutes” Sue said. “I don’t want an ambulance.”

			The pains were getting worse and more frequent. Emily came over. It was as if she’d sensed something was wrong with her mother. Helen tried to interest her in the sand pit without success.

			“I think you should phone the hospital and tell them what’s happening” she said “Then they’ll be expecting you when Paul takes you in.”

			When he arrived he immediately took over. Sue instantly felt safer, as if he’d placed his strong arms around her. He was so wonderfully capable. “We’re going to the hospital now. I’ve called my mother and she’ll get here as soon as she can. It should only take an hour. Helen, would you mind keeping Emily until either she or I come for her?”

			“It’s probably just a false alarm,” said Sue “we’ll probably be back in no time.”

			“No problem” said Helen, but she hadn’t reckoned with Emily. “Don’t worry about her; she will survive” shouted Helen above the screams. Paul didn’t worry. He bundled Sue into the car and drove off in a flurry of flying gravel. Helen wished she could share Sue’s apparent confidence.

			


	

CHAPTER 2

			Emily continued to scream. Nothing Helen could say or do would stop her. Stevie even thought about joining in, until Helen put Emily down and gave him a hug. After all it wasn’t making any difference to Emily whether she tried to hold her or not, and Helen felt so clumsy and bulky.

			“She’s worried about her Mummy” Helen explained to Stevie. “Paul’s had to take her to the hospital to check that the baby’s alright. He’ll be back soon.”

			“Will Daddy have to take you to hospital?”

			“I expect so, but not yet, and remember Grandma’s coming to look after you for a while.”

			“Oh good, she always does fun things” he announced.

			Thank goodness he was so calm about it thought Helen. Emily was still screaming when Mandy arrived back with Michelle. But the instant she saw Michelle she stopped, gulped back her tears and ran to her. “Well, that makes me feel totally inadequate!” Helen said to Mandy.

			“Oh it’s simply that a new face provides a diversion. Nothing personal” said Mandy, “and you know how fond she is of Michelle.”

			 

			Now that the screaming had stopped Stevie and Sam left the girls to it and picked up where they’d left off on the climbing frame. Helen made a cup of tea and they sat down to wait for Emily’s grandmother to arrive.

			“I do hope Sue and the baby are okay” said Mandy.

			“Well, babies who are more premature than Sue’s survive all the time nowadays” said Helen.

			She compared that with her own mother’s experience, when she’d lost a premature baby. It meant that Helen had been a rather spoiled child. Her elder brother complained for years about her special treatment. He could just recall the trauma of that time, but their mother never talked about it. She seemed to have found it easier to lavish care and attention on her replacement baby. Helen felt sorry for her brother, but nowadays they had a good relationship, and she tried to make up for that early imbalance. Even now she didn’t think her mother realised how she had behaved.

			It began to get cooler, and they felt the need to persuade the children to go indoors. Still there was no sign of Emily’s grandmother.

			“I do wish I’d thought to ask Paul for her mobile number” said Helen “but there were other things on my mind at the time.”

			“Perhaps she’s lost, and I don’t suppose Paul has his mobile on at the hospital” surmised Mandy. “I think I need to take my two home, and start cooking.”

			“Of course you must. Don’t worry, we’ll be okay here. Mike will be home soon and Emily can always bed down here until someone comes for her!”

			Mandy said, “Come on Sam and Michelle. Let’s go home.”

			To Helen she said, “You will let me know as soon as you hear something, won’t you?”

			“Of course I will. Thanks for all your help. I’ll speak to you soon.”

			Mandy drove away and Helen decided she’d better think about something to feed the two children. Mike could wait until later. There was probably something in the freezer. Luckily Emily had stopped crying and was happily engaged in driving trains around the wooden train set which Stevie had constructed in the playroom. While they were getting on so well Helen thought she would put on some pasta. If Emily was collected before it was ready she could always freeze a portion for Stevie. Her mother might need a few standby meals when the baby decided to arrive.

			She felt sorry for Sue and Paul. They must be so worried. How would she and Mike cope in that situation she wondered? She was usually the calm and collected one, but she suspected that normal rules might not apply. Would Mike rise to the occasion? Surely he would. She gazed distractedly into the wisps of steam rising from the pasta pan as they curled elegantly upwards and didn’t hear Mike come in.

			“What’s up old thing?” he asked as he crept up behind her, nibbled her left ear and stretched his arms round to caress her bump. The baby kicked, as though it knew he was there. She told him about Sue, and Emily, and the fact that Paul’s mother was probably lost somewhere in the lanes, and Paul wouldn’t have his mobile on in the hospital. It all sounded so pathetic.

			“Poor Sue and Paul. Shall I go to their house and see if Sue’s mother is there? If not, I can at least leave a map with our address and phone number on it.”

			“That sounds a brilliant idea!” said Helen, relieved that someone was actually going to try and do something positive. “I’ll give the kids their supper.” She’d had to learn not to call it “tea” because Mike’s parents objected to that appellation.

			She stirred in the jar of organic pasta sauce. It was good that you could do convenience food yet not feel too guilty about it. If she put out the cherry tomatoes too she knew they would soon disappear, and she could feel even less guilty. She wondered how things were going for Sue and Paul. It’s every expectant mother’s worst nightmare – having the baby arrive prematurely. Despite all the assurances of the medics there is always that nagging fear that this tiny being, whom you’ve cradled within you for nine, well, not quite nine, more like seven and a half months, might not make it after all. Her own baby was due in just over three weeks, and could theoretically choose to arrive any time now. She was all prepared; had even bought a good supply of disposable nappies. But now she must feed these children.

			In the meantime, Mike was outside Sue and Paul’s house. There was no sign of a car in the drive and all the doors were locked fast. He began to write a note: “Dear Mrs …..”, then he realised he didn’t even know if Paul’s mother shared his surname. So many families nowadays had complicated histories, and he knew that Paul’s parents were divorced, but he didn’t think he’d ever heard that his mother had remarried. Oh well, he had to write something, and he was sure she would understand if he had in fact got it wrong. There were more important things at stake. He left his name, address and telephone number, a map and a message to say that Emily was fine and could stay as long as she needed to. Then he thought he’d better get home. Helen probably had her hands full with two children to look after, and their own baby could decide to arrive at any time. He realised that very soon they would have two children to care for all the time. It was good that Stevie was going to have a little sister. He wasn’t actually spoilt, but he was used to having his own way, and while Mike thought that could help him to achieve his ambitions in life, he realised that he also needed to learn consideration for others. All the talk nowadays, even in the IT world where Mike worked was of Emotional Intelligence. The best managers were supposed to have that as well as a high IQ.

			When he got home, Emily was sitting with Stevie at the kitchen table tucking into pasta. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong with her appetite.

			“Will my Mummy bring my baby sister home with her?” she asked.

			“Let’s wait and see what happens. If she does arrive early I think the doctors might want her to stay in hospital for a little while, so that they can keep an eye on her” Sue replied.

			“Can I go and see her?”

			“I’m sure Daddy will take you very soon.”

			“Can I have a yoghurt now?”

			If only everyone could face life’s problems with such equanimity Helen thought.

			“Am I having a bath now?” asked Stevie.

			“Not tonight. Why don’t we play a game of Snap with Emily before you get ready for bed?”

			“I’ll play too” said Mike.

			It felt a bit surreal; the four of them shouting “Snap”, and the adults trying not to shout it too quickly, while their minds were far away wondering what was happening with Sue and Paul, and what had happened to Paul’s mother.

			Mike got Stevie into his pyjamas, and Helen was just looking for an old pair that might fit Emily, as long as she didn’t object to racing cars plastered over the front, when they heard the phone ring. Helen rushed to answer and it was Paul’s mother.

			“I’m so sorry” she began “I just got completely lost, and when I tried phoning Paul he didn’t have his phone on. I’m so glad I gave up trying to find you and came here. Thank you so much for leaving me a note. Now I’ll try to find you.”

			“No, you stay there and I’ll bring Emily to you” said Helen. “These lanes are very difficult if you don’t know your way.”

			“I couldn’t possibly expect you to do that.”

			“Well I’m doing it anyway. My husband Mike will look after Stevie until I get back.”

			Emily, despite being really tired, was pleased to be going home. Maybe it was something to do with the pyjamas Helen thought. Her own pink ones would be waiting at home. Helen had met Paul’s mother once before and she just recognised her behind the flustered face of the woman who opened the door.

			“Granny!” shouted Emily and ran to her.

			“She’s had her supper, and I should think she must be ready for bed” said Helen. “Have you heard anything from the hospital?”

			“No, nothing yet. I can’t pretend I’m not worried, but I’m going to focus on Emily for now.”

			“Good idea. I’d better get back, but I’m sure we’ll see you again very soon. Just remember that we’re happy to help in any way we can. Goodbye for now.”

			Helen heaved herself into the car again. She felt so tired.

			When she arrived home Stevie was in bed and there was a wonderful smell of curry coming from the microwave.

			“I delved into the freezer and found this chicken curry. I hope that’s okay” said Mike.

			“It’s more than okay. It’s wonderful!” said Helen as she kissed him.

			“Now put your feet up on the sofa and I’ll bring it to you on a tray.”

			He could rise to the occasion Helen thought happily. There was no way she could have done anything else tonight.
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			This shouldn’t be happening to me thought Sue as she lay in the hospital bed. She had no idea what time it was. It could be a different world or a different dimension from the one she was used to. They had given her injections to try and stop the baby coming but to no avail. It was all over relatively painlessly as far as she could remember. She and Paul had been briefly allowed to hold their new daughter, a tiny red-faced scrap of life, and then she had been whisked away to an incubator. Paul saw her installed and then came back to Sue.

			“They say she’ll be fine” he said. “She weighs over four pounds (I can’t translate into kilos, I’m afraid) and there should be no problems. They’re going to feed her through a tube tonight to give you a chance to rest.”

			Sue burst into tears. “I wanted so much to breast feed her, like I did Emily” she wailed.

			A dragon of a nurse appeared. “Now Sue, don’t upset yourself. Your baby will be fine. We are just going to look after her tonight and monitor her. You need to get some sleep and then you’ll be able to feed her tomorrow.”

			She turned to Paul: “Don’t you think you should be getting home to your other daughter? There’s really nothing more you can do here tonight.”

			Paul felt as though he was being dismissed and the hackles rose but he managed not to lose his cool. “I’d just like to spend a few more minutes with my wife” he said, “Emily will be asleep by now, and my mother is looking after her.”

			Where did they get these people from? he wondered. Nursing was meant to be a caring profession, and mothers like Sue were in a pretty emotional state. They needed gentler treatment.

			He’d called his mother just to report that the baby had arrived and to check that Emily was okay. There hadn’t been time for more than the briefest exchange. They could catch up later.

			Just now he wanted to support Sue. He put his arms around her and held her close, resting his head on hers. Thank goodness she couldn’t see herself. Her hair was all over the place and matted with sweat, but he felt a warm glow when he looked at her. They would get through this together.

			After a while he stood up to go. Sue seemed tired and he hoped she would sleep. “I’ll be back in the morning to see you both,” he whispered, “I love you.”

			He felt in a daze as he walked to the car. He couldn’t really believe it was happening. He suddenly felt starving, and realised he hadn’t eaten for hours. Luckily there was a chip shop on the way home. He ordered enough for his mother too, as he wasn’t sure if she would’ve eaten. When he glanced at his watch it was ten to midnight. Thank goodness the chippy was open late tonight to cater for the youngsters streaming out of the one night club in the town. Paul drove home, still in a daze, with the smell of the fish and chips making him even more hungry. As he turned into the drive his mother flung the door open. She must have been watching.

			“Paul!” she cried and threw her arms around him. He was still her little boy when he was suffering, and she did what any mother would do.

			“Don’t worry Mum. They’re both going to be alright. At the moment I’m starving, please can I eat these chips, and then I’ll tell you all about it?”

			They sat at the kitchen table. She picked at a few chips, but Paul ate ravenously. “I need a beer as well” he said, going to the fridge, “would you like some?”

			“No thanks. I’ll just make a cup of tea.”

			When his appetite was calmed they moved to the sitting room and Paul began to relax. “She’s just so tiny” he said “and when I called in to see her before I left the hospital they had attached all these wires and tubes to her. It looked awful. I hope Sue will be able to take it when they let her see her again. I held her in my hands and she was no bigger than Emily’s guinea pig, and she looks so vulnerable. The medics all seem confident there will be no problem, but I can’t help worrying.”

			His mother put her arms around him again, sitting on the side of his chair. She decided not to bother him with the details of her traumatic journey. That could wait until tomorrow.

			“Let’s get to bed” she said.

			Paul went into Emily’s room and stroked her soft brown hair. “You’ve got a beautiful baby sister” he whispered. “When she’s a bit bigger, I’ll take you to see her.” There was no way he was going to let Emily see her with all those tubes and wires attached. He collapsed into bed and started snoring the minute his head hit the pillow.

			In the hospital Sue couldn’t sleep. There were people moving around, and lights on. She needed the blackness of the countryside in order to get to sleep. The tears continued to roll down her cheeks and she tried to make sense of the new reality. A nurse materialised out of the shadows and peered at her. “Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked. Thank goodness it wasn’t the dragon any more. She must have gone off duty.

			“No, I just want to see my baby” wept Sue. The tears came in torrents, and she sobbed loudly. “Sorry, I can’t help it. I don’t mean to wake up everyone else.” The nurse seemed to melt a bit, and lost some of her brisk efficiency. “Let me go and get a wheelchair.”

			“No, I can walk” protested Sue.

			She slid her legs over the side of the bed. The floor felt cold to her bare feet (they hadn’t had time to collect the suitcase she’d packed with her nightclothes and slippers in). She stood up and wobbled. She grabbed hold of the nurse’s arm. She hadn’t expected to feel light-headed; after all the birth hadn’t been anything like such hard work as when she’d had Emily, who weighed in at a healthy 7lbs 8 ounces. What must it be like for those poor women who give birth to monsters weighing 10lbs or more, she wondered. “I’ll be okay if I take it slowly” she said.

			The nurse was a nice motherly type. Sue felt grateful she wasn’t just a youngster. “Have you got children of your own?” Sue asked.

			“Yes, two teenage boys. It seems a long time since they were born! Now, you mustn’t get upset when you see your baby in the incubator. She is wired up for monitoring and she’s been fed through a naso-gastric tube. It doesn’t look very nice, but it’s all for her own good.”

			Sue was glad she had been prepared for this, because it all looked so high-tech when the nurse took her to the side of the incubator. In a strange way the large nappy and little white hat on her head looked incongruous. She felt a surge of motherly love, and her breasts started to hurt as she looked at her new daughter. “Can I touch her please?” she asked.

			“Yes, you can put your hands through these holes in the side and stroke her, but you must wash them first.”

			Sue complied and then gently stroked this tiny life-form. It felt good. The tears (silent now) continued to run down her cheeks, but they were tears of love and joy. She realised that they hadn’t even discussed a name for her - poor little nameless thing. She continued to sit there unaware of the time, feeling the slight movements beneath her hand. Sometimes the tiny face creased up, then relaxed again. Sue hoped she wasn’t in any pain.

			After some time the nurse appeared again. “I think you should try and get some sleep now” she advised. Once again Sue complied. She felt as if all responsibility had been taken away from her, and she was quite happy to leave someone else in charge.
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			When Paul surfaced he realised that it was Emily’s little footsteps as she came into the room that had woken him up. “Where’s Mummy?” she asked.

			He tried to focus and remember himself all that had happened last night. Did it really happen? He looked towards Sue’s side of the bed, as if he might find her there. It was with difficulty that he realised that he now had two daughters, and needed to take responsibility for them both. He must deal with Emily first.

			“Do you remember that I took Mummy to hospital yesterday?”

			“Yes, I stayed with Stevie, and Granny was a long time.” He made a mental note to follow that up later.

			“Well Mummy is still in the hospital with your baby sister.”

			“Have I got a baby sister? What’s her name?”

			It was as if Emily expected her to come in a box with her name on, just like the new doll which they had bought her so she could have her own baby to care for when Sue had the new baby to look after. Paul realised that he and Sue hadn’t even discussed a name. He wasn’t even sure he could remember the names they had toyed with. Emily’s name had come easily – it was the name of Sue’s grandmother, and they both liked it. It was strange how fashions for names went round in circles. He found himself wondering if these modern, made-up names would ever return. There were a number of strangely named children at the playgroup, but perhaps that was how some people viewed Florence Nightingale when her parents had named her after a town in Italy. Why not Chelsea, Brooklyn and Sienna? Paul preferred something more traditional. “We’ll have to find that out” he said, playing for time.

			He got up and headed for the shower, trailed by Emily. He wouldn’t feel human until he had showered. Emily played on the bathroom floor. She seemed to be making up a story with teddy bears about a new baby arriving. Once he was dressed Paul went down and found his mother with breakfast already on the table. She was amazing, so calm and efficient, he thought. He couldn’t believe the terrible time she’d had trying to find Helen’s house. “That’s just not like you” he teased her. It was only then that he remembered Helen and Mandy, and that he had promised to keep them informed. “Don’t worry; I called Helen last night after you phoned me. It was late but I thought she might not be able to sleep for wondering what was going on. She was going to call Mandy.”

			Clare had met both Helen and Mandy once or twice but didn’t know them well. She’d heard about Mandy’s special baby, and wondered how she would feel if she knew her grandchild were going to be handicapped in that way. Now she tried to stop herself thinking about the fact that some premature babies were severely disabled. “Do you think you should phone Sue’s mother?” she prompted Paul.

			He didn’t find the relationship with his mother-in-law easy, but he supposed she ought to know about the baby. If things had gone according to plan, she would have been here looking after Emily while Sue was in hospital. Perhaps he should be grateful for small mercies. She was such an organising sort of woman; on every committee you could think of, doing good and raising money for every good cause. Paul felt sorry for Sue’s father who was a mild-mannered man, and with whom Paul got on really well. He had been director of a small building firm but had now retired. Luckily they lived not far away, so it was possible to see them for short visits without the need for them to stay. Paul knew that this clash between himself and Judith was something which upset Sue at times, so tried very hard to avoid any confrontation. It was just a clash of personalities.

			He dialled the number, and breathed an audible sigh when Pete answered the phone. He received the news calmly, just asking if Sue was okay. His lack of reaction was as if he were not allowed to make judgements, let alone decisions. “Judith has just gone to the hairdresser. I’ll get her to call when she gets back.” Obviously she didn’t use a mobile phone, or it was more than Pete’s life was worth to disturb her while she was having her hair done.

			“I’ll probably be at the hospital, but my mother will be here, so you can talk to her.”

			When Paul found Sue she was sitting beside the incubator, gently stroking their new daughter. She looked better than she had last night. He kissed her and blew a kiss towards the incubator. “That one is for you” he whispered. “Well, Emily wants to know what her name is.”

			“What do you think about Lauren?”

			Paul was taken aback. It wasn’t quite such a traditional name as he had imagined, and he couldn’t remember ever hearing Sue mention it before. It must have shown on his face because Sue explained “It just came to me. It was almost as if she told me herself.” Perhaps she did come with a name on the box. “Okay, so can I suggest a second name then? What about Jane? I feel she needs something plain to follow after her rather exotic first name.” “Lauren Jane Gibson. Yes I like the sound of it. You can tell Emily.”

			Sue explained how the doctors had been to see her, and said that all the tests seemed to show everything was normal, just a bit underdeveloped. They had given her some oxygen during the night, but Sue had been able to feed her this morning. “She just seems so tiny when I hold her. I had to have a pillow on my lap for her to lie on.”

			“She’s not as tiny as some of those babies in the photographs in the corridor. I looked at them while I was washing my hands. There’s one that fits into her father’s palm. You just wouldn’t believe they could survive.” Sue had tried not to look too intently. It was just too close to home at the moment.

			“How’s Emily?” she asked.

			“She’s fine. I’m not going to bring her to see the baby while she’s all wired up” he added.

			“No, it might upset her” agreed Sue.

			The consultant then appeared to examine Sue, and announced that she was in very good shape and there was no reason why she shouldn’t go home.

			“What, me go home and leave my baby here?” asked Sue astounded.

			“Yes, you can come in whenever you like, but we can’t provide you with a hotel room!” he joked. This was yet another new dimension to get her head around.

			“But I want to breast-feed her”.
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