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‘The invisible thread between them tightened, strengthened, bound them together. And now she was walking towards him, about to become his wife, and there was nothing in the world that could sever that thread.’


Ali and Tom are the perfect couple. They both have successful careers and are still madly in love after ten years. But when they are told their unborn baby has died, their picture-perfect life is shattered.


Faced with an empty room, the prospect of catching up with friends and returning to work, Ali feels her control over reality slipping further and further away.


When Ali’s irresponsible mother re-enters her life, Ali discovers secrets from a past she’d forgotten ever existed.


Can Ali and Tom find their way back to each other?
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Also by Rebecca Freeborn


Hot Pursuit
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For Finn, Cael and Lata, my favourite creations.




Before


Tom grabbed Ali from behind as soon as she closed the front door.


‘How about we get started now?’ His voice was husky in her ear, and even though her head was still reeling from the bombshell he’d just dropped on her, the usual zing wound its way down her back at his touch.


Ali turned to face him and put her arms around his neck. ‘You do know I’m not going to get pregnant the first time, right?’


His lips traced a tingling line along her jaw and down to her collarbone, and she shivered. He gave her a crooked smile as he loosened his tie. ‘It only takes one time.’


Their progress was slowed as they paused in the living room and the hallway to kiss, shedding clothes as they went. By the time they reached the bedroom, they were both breathing heavily.


Ali placed a hand on Tom’s chest. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’ She backed into the ensuite.


As she brushed her teeth and washed the make-up from her face, her heart pounded with desire and the lingering shadow of uncertainty. She was far from convinced she wanted to go down this path, but Tom had been so excited when she’d agreed. She’d had no idea he’d been harbouring the desire to be a father, but she knew, just knew, that he’d be a great one. Memories flitted through her mind of her own father, teaching her to ride a bike, his hand warm on her back, laughing. But then her smile faded as she recalled her mother standing off to the side, hugging herself, calling out to Ali to be careful, that she might fall.


It would be different for them. Maybe Tom’s enthusiasm would be enough to make up for her reticence. Maybe it was worth all the changes a baby would bring to their lives. It had to be worth it.


She fished in the second drawer where her packet of pills lay waiting. The foil crinkled in her fingers as she picked it up. Every night before bed she popped a tiny pill out of its foil and plastic casing, and swallowed it with a mouthful of water from the tap. No matter what had happened that day, no matter how eagerly her husband awaited her in their bed, she always remained faithful to her date with contraception.


She stared at the row of little yellow pills, tempted to follow her usual routine now, give herself some breathing room while she got used to the idea. Her thumb was poised above the first pill in the packet, ready to release it from its prison.


And then, before she could change her mind, she turned on the tap and pushed each pill out into the sink. As the torrent of water sent them swirling down the drain, a rush of emotion that was equal parts exhilaration and terror swept through her.


They were really going to do it.




Ali


Claudia had already ordered her lunch when Ali rushed through the door of the cafe.


‘Sorry hon, I’ve got a meeting at two so I can’t be too long,’ she said as Ali took the seat opposite her.


‘That’s OK, sorry I’m late.’ Ali shoved her handbag onto the floor, puffing with the exertion of the brisk walk from the office. ‘The boss has been on my back all day, and of course he chose the moment I was on my way out to tell me about the urgent thing that absolutely had to be done right then.’


‘Is this the minister?’ Claudia rested her elbows on the table. ‘What’s his name again?’


‘Not Geoff, no. It’s the chief of staff, Alex. We used to get along fine, but ever since he found out I’m pregnant he’s been treating me differently.’


Claudia nodded. ‘The old go-easy-on-the-pregnant-woman treatment, like you might break if you actually have to use your brain. I got that too.’


‘Actually, he’s been pushing me even harder than before.’ Ali’s job as media adviser to the state government’s education minister had been more frenetic than ever since rumours had begun to circulate a few months ago that the chief executive of the education department had been misusing government funds for travel. Pre-pregnant Ali would have thrived on the extra pressure, but each day she felt a little more tired than the day before. It was becoming harder and harder to put in the hours that were expected of her.


‘Hang on, I’ll just go and order.’ She swung one leg out to get up from the chair, but a searing pain in her hips made her gasp out loud.


‘Stay there,’ Claudia commanded. ‘I’ll order for you. What do you want?’


‘Caesar salad, please. No chicken.’


Ali grimaced as she moved her leg back under the table. She hated feeling so helpless. Her physio had diagnosed pelvic girdle pain just as she’d clicked over into the third trimester. She’d been doing exercises that were supposed to help, but none of them seemed to make much difference. The pain got worse every day.


She watched Claudia standing at the counter, her own pregnant belly just beginning to strain against her white tailored shirt. It was good to be back in regular contact with her again after so long. Ali, Claudia and Kayla had been inseparable in high school, but Claudia had drifted away when they’d all graduated and moved on to uni. Kayla had later reconnected the three of them, but as the only childless one of the trio, Ali had felt alienated by their overwhelming focus on their children. But now, Claudia was expecting her third child and Ali herself was pregnant, and it was good to have someone to share the journey with.


‘Caesar salad, no chicken coming up,’ Claudia announced as she slid back into her chair.


‘Thanks.’ Ali nodded at Claudia’s belly. ‘You’ve really popped out now.’


‘I know, it’s amazing how much quicker you show with each successive kid. How are you going, anyway? Work getting you down a bit?’


Ali sighed. ‘I still love the work, but not the way I used to. I didn’t realise this baby would take over my life so much. She had the hiccups the other day, and I got sprung at work just sitting at my desk staring down at my belly. Not that I get many of those moments with Alex ordering me around.’


Claudia’s brows knitted together. ‘Make sure you don’t overdo it. Everything you do affects the baby inside you.’


Ali let out an exasperated groan. ‘I’m not working in a nuclear power plant, Claudia. Office work isn’t going to give her deformities.’


Claudia pulled the ridiculous prim face she always assumed when someone didn’t like what she had to say. ‘No offence intended. Just the stress, you know. But if you’re all good, it’s all good.’


‘I’m good.’


Their meals arrived together and Ali stabbed her fork into a segment of hard-boiled egg.


‘How’s Tom?’ Claudia asked around her mouthful.


‘Going to Sydney again next week. I hate it when he’s away. He’s been cooking dinner every night when I’m too exhausted to get off the couch. I live on baked beans on toast when he’s not around.’


Claudia frowned again. ‘He won’t travel this much when the baby comes, will he? It’ll be hard on you, being on your own.’


‘We’ll be OK.’ Ali felt disloyal to Tom for complaining. ‘It’s for our future, so it’ll be worth it in the end.’


Claudia gave a little shake of her head. ‘It won’t be worth it if he misses all the baby’s milestones.’


‘He won’t,’ Ali said firmly. ‘He’s been so involved in the pregnancy. He’s on this email list that sends weekly updates about the baby’s development. I think he knows more about what’s going on in here than I do.’


Claudia tilted her head to the side. ‘That’s sweet. He’ll be a great dad.’


‘We’re going shopping for the cot and pram this weekend,’ Ali said. ‘He’s so excited, you’d think we were buying a sports car.’


Claudia laughed. ‘You always seemed so determined you were never having kids.’


‘I was,’ Ali admitted. When she and Tom had got married they’d agreed they weren’t going to have children. But when Tom had broached the idea of having a baby over dinner two years ago, Ali’s carefully curated world had tilted on its axis. She’d carved out a successful career, first as a journalist and then in the political field, and she had a strong, loving marriage with a man who shared her goals. There was little room amid all that for babies. And then there was her own mother; the ultimate cautionary tale against ever becoming a parent.


Ali had always been the kind of person others described as an overachiever. Everything she put her mind to, she excelled at. English, maths, science. Even sport. She’d been one of the only graduates in her journalism year to pick up a cadetship straight out of uni. Then, after five carefree years of singledom, she’d found the perfect man and married him. So when she’d agreed to Tom’s idea at the age of thirty-eight, it never occurred to her that she might not be good at making babies too. She hadn’t imagined then that it would take two years to get to where she was now. Her throat constricted with an ever-present fear and she clutched her fork more tightly.


Claudia suddenly straightened and moved both hands down to her belly. ‘The baby just moved!’


Ali snapped back to the present. ‘Is that the first time you’ve felt it?’


Claudia nodded. ‘I’d forgotten how cool it was.’


‘It’s not quite so cool when they’re dancing on your bladder at four thirty in the morning.’


‘Yeah, that sucks,’ Claudia said. ‘But it’s just the baby’s way of helping you get used to waking up in the middle of the night.’


‘Oh, do shut up, Claudia,’ Ali said lightheartedly. You’re only the twenty-third person to tell me that, and you’d be surprised to discover it doesn’t make me feel any better.’


Claudia laughed, and they ate in silence for a few minutes.


‘Anyway, this one’s not moving anywhere near as much as before,’ Ali said after a while. ‘I think she’s running out of room.’


Claudia’s smile vanished. ‘Have you told your obstetrician?’


‘No.’ Ali frowned. ‘Isn’t it normal for them to slow down in the third trimester?’


‘Neither Ellie nor Jacob slowed down until I went into labour. I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure they’re supposed to stay active. You don’t sleep on your back, do you? That’s supposed to be one of the risk factors for stillbirth.’


A cold spot formed next to Ali’s heart. ‘Sometimes I wake up on my back. I don’t see what I can do about that, though.’


The little furrow between Claudia’s eyes was still there. ‘I used to stick a tennis ball in the back of my singlet just in case I rolled onto my back in the middle of the night.’


Ali stared at Claudia for a moment, then burst into laughter. ‘You’re nuts!’


Claudia’s face turned pink. ‘It’s the pregnancy hormones. They turn me into a lunatic. Still, though, I’d keep an eye on the movement thing if I were you.’


Ali bit back a retort, but then the baby pushed a foot right into her ribs. She pointed with triumph at the top of her belly. ‘See, there she goes now. Nothing to worry about.’


Claudia flashed a quick smile. ‘Of course, I’m sure everything’s fine.’


But when they’d finished their meals and parted ways on the street, the little pinprick of doubt was still there in Ali’s chest.


* * *


Ali opened her eyes on Saturday morning to the weak winter sunlight filtering past the edges of the blinds. The bed was empty. She rolled over and winced as the familiar wave of white-hot pain shot through her groin and hips. It was always worse first thing in the morning. The digital numbers on the bedside clock told her it was eight twenty. She hadn’t slept this late in months.


‘Thanks for the sleep-in, little one,’ she murmured to her belly.


‘Talking to yourself again, honey?’ Tom appeared in the doorway, a cup of tea in each hand. ‘You slept late.’


Ali grimaced as she pulled her ponderous body into a sitting position. ‘She gave me a break this morning.’


Tom set the cups down and propped both of their pillows behind Ali’s back so she could lean against them. ‘Considerate baby.’


Ali laughed. ‘Let’s hope that’s a sign of things to come!’


Tom settled in beside her and placed a hand on her belly. He constantly wanted to feel the life inside her. Ali hadn’t thought it possible to be more in love with her husband, but he couldn’t get enough of caressing and resting his head on her pregnant belly, talking to the baby as if she were able to understand his every word. He was going to be an amazing father, just like her own.


‘Things are pretty quiet in there this morning,’ she said. ‘She must be saving her energy for today.’


‘She’s gonna need it.’ Tom’s eyes were bright. ‘That baby store’s not going to know what hit it.’


Ali rolled her eyes. ‘We don’t have to get everything today, you know.’


‘I’m looking forward to buying things for her. It makes it all seem more real.’


‘You are aware of how much stuff a baby needs, right?’


Tom grinned. ‘Cot, pram, nappies? How hard can it be?’


Ali nodded absently, but she wasn’t really listening. She was trying to remember the last time she’d felt the baby move. The last few days at work had been busy, and she’d gone whole afternoons without feeling anything.


She smiled down at the top of Tom’s head as he whispered something to her belly. Claudia had spooked her, that was all. Shopping for the baby was just what she needed to get her mind off her friend’s paranoia.


* * *


But by the time they got home from the baby store, Ali’s concern had bloomed into worry. She hadn’t felt anything all day. Tom remained oblivious to her stress. He’d enjoyed himself so much that she hadn’t wanted to let him in on her irrational fears. God knows there’d been enough of them over the course of this pregnancy. The baby would move soon and then she’d feel silly for worrying.


While Tom lugged the flat pack containing the cot they’d bought into the house, she went straight to the bedroom and stretched out on her left side on the bed. Claudia’s words ran on an endless loop in her head as she tried to force her limbs to relax.


When had the baby last moved? Was it last night? Yesterday morning? Was it normal to have such a big gap, or should she already be at the hospital?


She clutched her heavy belly. ‘Come on, little one. Give me a sign. Kick me in the ribs. Poke me in the bladder.’


Nothing.


Tom appeared in the doorway. ‘Could you come and give me a hand with the cot?’


‘I’m tired, Tom. Do we really need to do it right now?’


‘I just need you to hold one end while I get the screws in. It won’t take long, I promise.’


She sighed and allowed him to help her to her feet. Maybe getting everything set up was just what she needed to convince herself that it all would be OK. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’


She made a detour to the kitchen and took a bottle of Coke out from the shelf in the fridge door. If anything was going to get the baby going, a caffeine and sugar hit would do it. She grimaced as the bubbles fizzled in her mouth, then gulped down more before joining Tom. He was crouching in the middle of the room, fenced in by the four sides of the cot lying flat on the floor. Screws littered the carpet around his feet.


The syrupy sweetness of the Coke joined her sense of foreboding in a sickly, swirling cocktail. ‘I don’t think we should do this now.’


Tom looked up at her. ‘C’mon, Ali. It’s exciting, isn’t it? Let’s do it while it’s still fresh.’ He stood up and held one of the ends upright. ‘Could you hold this steady while I put the sides on? Hold it on an angle. Yeah, like that.’


Ali did as he asked, but her eyes saw nothing of what he was doing. She was deep inside herself, not wanting to miss the slightest flutter from within. The sugar was already coursing through her; it should have passed to the baby by now.


But there was nothing. Absolutely nothing.


Fear whirled through her, overtaking her, suffocating her. She couldn’t breathe.


‘Almost done.’ Tom straightened. ‘Now we just need to put on the other end and we’ll be—Ali? Are you OK?’


Ali met his eyes, tried to slow down her breathing. There was a sinking sensation inside her, as if the life were draining out of her. ‘I haven’t felt her move since yesterday.’ Somehow, admitting it out loud made it real. Urgency surged through her. ‘I don’t know what to do.’


‘Let’s call Amelia.’ Tom’s voice was surprisingly calm. ‘I bet she’ll tell you it’s nothing to worry about.’


‘It’s Saturday, Tom, her office is closed.’


‘Then we’ll call the labour ward.’ Tom hurried away, leaving Ali alone in the room. She buried her head in her hands. This couldn’t be real.


A few minutes later, Tom reappeared in the doorway, his face pale. ‘The midwife I spoke to called Amelia. She said we should probably go straight to emergency at the Women’s and Children’s.’


A little more hope trickled out of Ali. She’d hoped Tom was right; that they’d say she was overreacting. But to be sent straight to the specialist public hospital was confirmation that she should be worried. Not just worried. Terrified.


They hurried to the garage and got in the car. The panic was taut between them on the drive to the hospital. Tom kept squeezing Ali’s hand and trying to catch her eye. Ali stared down at her belly. Hoping.


But there was nothing.




Tom


Tom was able to remain calm from the moment Ali told him. He was calm when he phoned Ashford Hospital. He was calm when he told Ali what they had to do. He was calm on the drive to the Women’s and Children’s Hospital in North Adelaide. He was calm as he helped Ali out of the car and guided her past the row of smokers standing just beyond the No Smoking sign, through the sliding glass doors and into the hospital. He was calm as he worked out where the women’s emergency department was. He was calm as Ali answered a long list of questions and filled out a form with a million details. He remained calm right up until the triage nurse asked them to take a seat in the room with the other waiting patients.


That was when he lost it.


‘You can’t just leave us waiting here!’ he yelled. ‘What’s wrong with these people?’ He gestured at the dozen other people in the room, sitting silently, watching him. ‘Have they got fucking colds? Did you hear what we told you? Our baby might be dying!’


The nurse’s expression didn’t falter, a sign that she was accustomed to such treatment. ‘Please calm down, sir. I understand your concerns. We’ll call you through as soon as possible.’


Tom glared back at her until he felt Ali’s hand, so light it was almost insubstantial, on his arm. He took a deep breath and turned to follow her over to a pair of vacant chairs.


‘Ridiculous!’ he muttered.


His knee jiggled up and down involuntarily as they waited. How could they just leave them sitting here like this? He wanted to punish someone, anybody, but wherever he looked there were only innocent individuals, entombed in their own private worlds of worry.


‘Why didn’t you say something sooner?’ he shot at Ali without thinking.


She turned to look at him. Her eyes were haunted.


‘Shit. Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.’ He tried to put an arm around her, but she shrugged him off.


He retreated. Everything was going to be fine. Soon a no-nonsense doctor would find out there was nothing wrong with the baby, would even rib them a bit for coming to emergency.


As if summoned by his thoughts, a nurse appeared in the doorway. ‘Alison O’Hare? Come through.’




Before


When Tom was awoken by Ali’s hand taking his and guiding it to her smooth, warm flesh, he was smiling before he even opened his eyes. Her sex drive had only increased since she’d fallen pregnant. He blinked a few times until her face came into focus.


She was grinning, as if she’d been awake for a while. ‘I thought you might want to feel this. She’s been partying so hard she woke me up.’


Tom immediately splayed his hand over her belly. He’d been trying for weeks to feel the little flutters and bumps that Ali kept talking about, but so far the baby hadn’t moved when he was there. But now he felt it—a soft shivering just beneath the surface of her skin. His desire was replaced by something else; something stronger. Something that tugged at his heart with an exquisite sharpness. He loved this baby so much already.


He rolled onto his side so their bodies were touching, not moving his hand from her belly. ‘I’m kind of jealous that you get to experience this every day.’


She laughed. ‘You won’t be jealous when I’m pushing her out.’


He kissed her. ‘Yes, I will.’




Ali


The floor seemed to float beneath Ali’s feet as she followed the midwife through the double doors and into a large room, empty other than a row of beds made up with crisp white sheets. She was barely aware of Tom’s presence behind her, concentrating only on placing one foot in front of the other.


When the midwife turned to face her, Ali recognised her expression at once—it was the same one the midwives at Ashford Hospital had worn when she’d had the dilation and curettage after her second miscarriage. Pity.


A slow, creeping terror began to build inside her. The midwife asked her to get up on the bed. Her voice swam into Ali’s conscious as if from underwater. ‘It’s OK, you can stay sitting up. I’m going to try the Doppler on your belly and see if I can pick up a heartbeat.’


She switched it on and moved it slowly around on Ali’s belly. Ali felt Tom’s hand clasp hers. She strained to hear her baby’s heart beating over the white static, not daring to move in case she missed it. Several long minutes dragged by. The midwife’s expression didn’t change. Finally she removed the Doppler and set it down on the table beside the bed.


‘I think it’s better if we arrange for you to have an ultrasound. They’re a bit more accurate than these old things.’ She placed a hand on Ali’s shoulder; it was surprisingly gentle after her businesslike manner. ‘You two wait here. The sonographer will be with you shortly.’


Ali stared, unseeing. Tom’s hand still clutched hers, but she barely felt it. Silence shrouded them.


‘The baby’s probably just lying in a weird position,’ Tom ventured after a while. ‘The ultrasound will pick it up.’


Ali didn’t respond. Part of her resented him for feeding her own hope.


Finally, the sonographer appeared with the midwife. He was Vietnamese, slight of frame, with a hank of black hair that flopped over his forehead in a way that made him seem boyish and approachable. The name tag pinned on his shirt told her his name was Hieu Van Nguyen. Ali wondered how to pronounce it. Hew? Hey? Hwey? Not knowing bothered her.


‘Hello Alison, I’ll be doing your ultrasound.’ He tried to fill the empty space with pointless words. Tried, perhaps, to put off the inevitable. ‘If you’d like to come with me, we’ll go to the ultrasound room.’


Tom helped her down from the bed, and he and the midwife flanked her as they followed Hieu out of the room and down a warren of hallways. The room he led them to was smaller, with only one bed and the familiar shape of an ultrasound machine.


‘How many weeks are you, Alison?’ Hieu asked.


‘Thirty.’


‘OK, if you’d like to get up on the bed, we’ll get started.’


Ali wished he’d stop saying if you’d like to, as if there were a choice. Of course she wouldn’t like to. She’d like to go home with a video of her baby girl squirming around and the knowledge that in ten weeks’ time, she’d be giving birth to a healthy child in the private hospital they’d chosen.


As Hieu spread the cold jelly over her skin with the transducer, her fear grew, building into a tornado inside her. Tom was leaning forward, staring hard at the ultrasound screen, but she couldn’t bear to look. After what seemed like an age, Hieu cleared his throat, and Ali wished she could slow down time, hold up her hands to stop the tidal wave that was about to crash over her.


‘I’m very sorry, Alison.’ His words were a shower of individual, stinging pellets. ‘I can’t detect a heartbeat and there’s no movement.’


The blow knocked the breath out of her and she covered her face with her hands. Through the roaring in her ears, she heard Tom speak, trying to make sense of what had happened.


‘What do you mean? She’s…?’


‘I’m afraid your baby has died.’


‘There’s nothing you can do to… to restart her heart?’


‘I’m so sorry.’


There were a few seconds of silence, then Tom heaved a great, choking breath. ‘FUCK!’ His voice was unrecognisable, guttural with pain. ‘Fuck fuck fuck!’


Ali flinched with every expletive, as if they were aimed at her. Bitter bile rose in her throat, and she leant over the side of the bed and vomited. The involuntary act must have jolted Tom out of his rage, because Ali felt his hands on her head, pulling her hair away from her face as she retched. When her stomach was empty and there was nothing left to bring up, she remained hunched over the edge of the bed. If she looked up, if she made eye contact with Tom or Hieu or the midwife, it would all be real. She would have to face the truth. It was the sight of Hieu’s vomit-spattered shoes through the blur of tears in her eyes that finally made her sit up.


‘Sorry about your shoes,’ she said dully.




Tom


Tom cradled Ali in his arms as the midwife, Belinda, cleaned up the mess on the floor with quick efficiency, leaving behind a tang of antiseptic that prickled in his nostrils. He felt like throwing up himself. How could this have happened to them? Such a tragedy didn’t fit with Tom’s keen sense of justice. They’d already lost two babies. They were good people. They loved each other and they’d done all the right things to bring this child into the world.


The long, silent minutes slid by in a haze of misery. Ali was frozen, her body stiff, as if she were the one who’d died. She didn’t speak. Tom was still waiting for the truth to sink in, but instead a numbness crept over him. This just didn’t make sense. The sonographer must have made a mistake. He buried his face in his wife’s hair, wished he could disappear into her.


After what seemed like hours, a figure darkened the doorway. Tom lifted his head from Ali’s and took in the middle-aged woman with sandy grey-blonde hair and blue eyes that seemed too brilliant for the situation. A stethoscope hung from her neck and she carried Ali’s case notes like a shield. He sat up straight, and Ali followed suit.


‘Alison, Tom.’ The woman stepped into the room. ‘I’m Kathy, one of the doctors here. I’m so terribly sorry, but I’ll need to scan you again to confirm the absence of the foetal heartbeat.’


They said nothing as the doctor went through the motions that had filled them with such excitement for every other ultrasound. In a calm, even voice, Kathy assured them that they weren’t to blame, that pregnancy loss was tragically common, that it was usually caused by genetic or other defects, and that she recommended they have an autopsy performed on the baby, but in many cases it was impossible to determine the cause of death.


Nothing she said seemed relevant to Tom, because he was still hoping for a miracle, that the sonographer had been wrong and the baby was still alive.


When Kathy replaced the transducer in its cradle, it was Tom she looked to first. ‘I’m so sorry, but we need to discuss your options for giving birth to your baby.’


Tom started. After the initial shock of the news, it hadn’t occurred to him that Ali would still have to go through that. He darted a look at her. Her eyes were glassy. She appeared unable, or unwilling, to speak. He cleared his throat. ‘What are the options?’


Kathy’s blue eyes were soft with compassion. ‘You have three choices. We can induce you right away and you can give birth to your baby naturally. This will involve taking tablets to stimulate labour, which you’ll take every four hours until you’re in active labour. Unfortunately there’s no way to predict how long this process will take… for some women, it happens quite quickly, but for others it can take a few days. There are a range of pain relief options we can use to make the process as easy as possible for you. Alternatively, you can have a Caesarean, or you can go home for tonight and think about your options. Personally, I recommend the first option, but the decision is entirely up to you.’


Tom looked at Ali again. Her expression hadn’t altered. She looked almost catatonic. He rubbed her back in small circles, but her body was a board; hard, unyielding. Tom couldn’t understand why she had to go through the trauma of giving birth. Why couldn’t they put her under, like the procedure she’d had last year when she’d miscarried?


‘Honey?’ He patted Ali’s shoulder. ‘What do you want to do?’


Ali didn’t respond.


Kathy gave Tom a sad smile. ‘I’ll come back in half an hour.’


She’d just reached the door when Ali spoke. ‘Let’s get it over with. Whatever you recommend is fine.’


Her words came out in a harsh bark that sliced through Tom. He found it difficult to concentrate as Kathy went into the process of the induction in greater detail.


When she’d left the room, Tom tried to catch Ali’s eye, but she wouldn’t look at him. ‘We should probably let our families know what happened.’ His words may as well have dropped below the surface of a swamp. Tom wished he could pull his wife against him, but there was a force field of rejection around her that he did not dare attempt to penetrate. He had the feeling that if he broke physical contact with her now, she’d float away and he’d never be able to bring her back. So he kept hold of her hand as he eased himself off the bed and fumbled in his pocket for his phone.


‘Tom, darling, what a surprise!’ The warmth in his mother’s voice made Tom want to hang up so he wouldn’t have to tell her. He dropped Ali’s hand and drifted away across the room.


‘Mum.’ He faltered. ‘I’ve got some bad news.’


‘What’s happened? Are you OK? Is it Ali?’ Her voice was panicked. Tom imagined her hand rising to cover her mouth, as it always did when she was worried.


‘It’s the baby,’ Tom said. ‘The baby stopped… the baby died. We’re in the hospital now.’


‘Oh Tom, darling, I’m so sorry.’ Her words came out in a rush. ‘Do you want Dad and me to come?’


Tom hesitated. In his inner core, where his boyhood self remained, he wanted to say yes. He wanted nothing more than to allow his mother to wrap him in her arms and make the hurt go away. But as he glanced back at Ali, he knew what the answer had to be.


‘That’s OK. We’ll be all right.’


His mother sniffed and Tom could hear the tears in her voice when she spoke. ‘I hope Ali’s mum will be there for her. No girl should have to go through that without her mother.’


Tom looked at his wife again. Ali wasn’t a girl anymore, and Hazel was the last person she needed at a time like this.


‘I’d better go, Mum,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you again when we’re home.’


After he’d hung up the phone, Tom wanted to go to Ali, to comfort her, but it felt like there’d been a wall between them ever since he’d made that stupid comment in the waiting room. He remained where he was, standing in the corner of the room, until Belinda poked her head around the door.


‘Alison, Tom, how are you doing?’ The midwife’s voice was warm, full of compassion. ‘Come with me, we’ll go up to the labour ward.’


Belinda kept up a steady chatter in a low tone as they followed her down the long corridors. Tom could tell she was doing her best to distract them from the other pregnant women they passed. He dug his fingernails into his palms until it hurt. His emotions bubbled up inside, threatening to overwhelm him, but he pushed them down.


Keep it together. Step up. Take responsibility.


He moved up beside Ali, his hand on her back, trying to shield her from the curious looks of passers-by. It was a strange kind of comfort, to set himself this goal. He dared not think ahead to what lay at the end of this corridor.




Ali


Ali was numb as Belinda led them into yet another room, with a bed in the middle and an armchair on one wall under the single window. A door in the opposite corner opened into a bathroom. Belinda turned and put her hand on Ali’s arm.


‘All the other deliveries are happening at the other end of the ward, so hopefully you won’t hear anything from here.’


Oh god, Ali thought. They have a special room, just for this.


The sound of normal labour, the sound of healthy newborn babies crying. Sounds she was never going to hear.


‘Here are your first lot of tablets,’ Belinda went on. ‘Hold them under your tongue until they dissolve.’


Ali stared at the two tablets sitting in the small plastic cup. They were small, hexagonal, innocent looking. She held out her hand.


As the tablets disintegrated under her tongue, their astringent taste mixed with her saliva and spread through her mouth. She clenched her jaw, willing herself not to throw up again. Finally, when she could no longer feel the chalky substance under her tongue, she swallowed with a grimace.


‘Well done.’ Belinda handed her a glass of water, which she’d filled from the plastic jug on the table beside the bed. ‘Now, what would you like to do about pain relief? We can arrange an early epidural, or morphine via IV with a patient-controlled analgesia. The second option is a good one because not only can you control your own pain relief but it can also help you sleep while you wait.’


‘Nothing,’ Ali said.


‘But…’ For the first time, Belinda looked uncertain. ‘There’s no need for you to go through the pain considering what’s happened.’


But Ali didn’t want to turn the pain off. She wanted to feel every last twinge while her baby was still a part of her. ‘Thank you, but I don’t want anything.’


Belinda looked dubious. ‘OK, well remember you can change your mind at any time. You’re due for your next lot of tablets at 10pm. Make yourselves comfortable. Can I bring you anything? Do you want the television on?’


Ali shook her head.


‘We’ve called your obstetrician,’ Belinda continued. ‘She’ll be here once she’s done with her patients at Ashford.’


Ali tried to smile, but the expression felt wrong on her face. It was only as Belinda disappeared that she noticed Tom slumped in the armchair, watching her. She’d almost forgotten he was there.


‘Sorry, did you want the TV on?’ she said.


‘Nah, that’s OK,’ Tom said.


‘We can if you want.’


‘See how we feel later, hey?’


Ali had the perverse urge to laugh. Later, she would be giving birth in circumstances neither of them could ever have imagined, and here they were having a polite conversation about whether or not to watch television on the tiny little screen that hung from the ceiling.


They’d often speculated on what it would be like in the labour ward, whether they’d argue, what snack foods they’d pack to get through the first stages. After the miscarriages, Ali had never quite managed to shake the worry that something would go wrong with this pregnancy, but she couldn’t have predicted this. Stillbirth was something that happened to other people.


She climbed up onto the bed with some effort, lay down, and stared up at the ceiling. For a moment, the thought crossed her mind that she shouldn’t be lying on her back. But then she remembered that no longer mattered. There was no further damage that she could do. She began to cry silently. Tom was still in the armchair, his head in his hands. At a time when she should have drawn comfort from the man she loved, she felt alone.


* * *


It was only an hour or two before Ali started to feel something like period pain tightening her abdomen. Was this it? The beginning of the end of her pregnancy? She didn’t say it out loud, because that would mean it was really happening, that the loss of their baby was almost complete.


She was in the bathroom when she remembered work. She hurriedly washed her hands, returned to the room and fished her phone out of her handbag.


‘What are you doing?’ Tom asked.


‘I need to let Alex know what’s happened.’


Tom stared at her incredulously. ‘Fuck work! Fuck Alex! None of that matters.’


‘Geoff’s giving a press conference with the premier tomorrow morning. I was supposed to be there. I can’t just not show up.’


‘Let me call him.’ Tom’s voice was pleading now. ‘You shouldn’t have to deal with this right now.’


But Ali was already dialling Alex’s number. ‘I need to tell him eventually, Tom. I’d rather do it now than later, when—’


‘Hey Al, what’s up?’ Her boss’s warm, self-assured tone was out of place in this cold, clinical room.


Ali gulped. ‘Hi Alex. I just… I just wanted to let you know that I’m not going to make the presser tomorrow.’ She hated how weak she sounded. Only people with no power used the word just. But now all her power was gone, she could neither do her job nor become a mother.


Alex’s sigh was audible. ‘Not more pregnancy woes? You’re putting me on the spot here.’


‘I… we… I’ve lost the baby,’ she finally managed to croak out.


Lost. As if she’d put the baby down somewhere and couldn’t remember where. If only it were that simple. If only it were just a matter of retracing her steps over the last few days, working out what had gone wrong and reversing it.


‘Oh shit, Al. Oh fuck. That’s awful. I’m so sorry.’ Alex sounded genuinely upset.


Ali drew a deep, shuddering breath, sensing the tsunami of grief that threatened to cascade over her, sweep her away. If she let go now, she knew she would cry until there was nothing left inside her, and then she would cease to exist, because how could she go on after this?


‘I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I don’t know when I’ll be back at work.’


‘Take as long as you need,’ Alex said. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’


‘Thanks.’ Ali hung up before he could say anything else.


Her loss. She hadn’t thought beyond the birth, but now the reality of the future swarmed over her. She wouldn’t be going on maternity leave in two months’ time. They would have to return all the furniture they’d bought for the baby. All those little piles of tiny clothes she’d lovingly purchased or inherited from friends would sit in the neat white drawers they’d bought from Ikea, gathering dust until the day she bundled them into a garbage bag and shoved them in the bin outside the Salvos.


Her uterus tightened again, stronger now, more insistent.


‘Are you OK?’ Tom was by her side, trying to look into her eyes.


‘No, I’m not OK. I’m very fucking far from OK, Tom.’


He gathered her into his arms, his chest warm against her cheek, but she felt nothing except a deep, wide morass of pain.


* * *


There was a knock on the door and a different midwife entered the room. Ali raised her head from Tom’s shoulder.


‘How are you going, Alison?’ the midwife asked in a low voice. ‘I’m Sally. I’ll be looking after you tonight.’


‘I think the labour has started,’ Ali said.


Tom looked at her. She knew he was hurt that she hadn’t told him, but all she felt was an overwhelming inertia.


‘Good, good,’ Sally said. ‘You’re lucky it’s started so quickly. Sometimes it can take days.’


Lucky. Ali didn’t feel lucky.


‘Are you ready for your next lot of tablets?’ Sally asked.


Ten o’clock. It had already been dark by the time they’d arrived in the room, so she hadn’t noticed the time passing. This room had become her world, a cocoon that shielded her from reality. She was suddenly scared of what lay outside the door. She took the tablets from the midwife and threw them into her mouth. This time she had no trouble keeping them down.


‘You probably won’t need to have any more,’ Sally said. ‘Your labour should progress quite quickly now.’


She was right. Soon the pressure around Ali’s middle intensified as the contractions became more regular, gripping her body like an ever-tightening band of iron. Sally tried to encourage her to move around the room, but Ali couldn’t bring herself to get up from the bed. She lay motionless, clenching her jaw as the wave of each contraction built up to a crescendo then washed away. She didn’t scream. She didn’t cry. She bore each contraction in silence. Tom tried to hold her hand, but she couldn’t bear his touch. Her lip began to bleed from where she bit it.


‘Are you sure you don’t want pain relief, Alison?’ Sally asked when she next came to examine her.


‘I’m sure,’ Ali said.


‘Please, honey.’ Tom sounded desperate, as if he were the one having contractions. ‘You shouldn’t have to go through this.’


But Ali couldn’t answer and Tom said no more. Sally finished her examination and pulled off her latex gloves. ‘We’ll call your obstetrician again. It’s almost time.’


She disappeared and Ali began to cry. The fear that had been building inside her was about to overflow. She wasn’t ready. She was afraid of what came next. Afraid of what she’d see when the baby came out. Sally had questioned them gently about whether they wanted to hold the baby, assuring them that there was no wrong answer, but Ali already felt the pressure of expectation. What did other people do in this situation? She couldn’t bear the idea of touching her dead baby, but did that make her an unfeeling monster? Ali had never cared what others thought of her before, but now the weight of how to grieve appropriately bore down on her with all the other unthinkable decisions Sally had mentioned: official paperwork, options for burial or cremation, whether they wanted a funeral. Earlier, Belinda had told them about an organisation called Heartfelt, which sent professional photographers to take photos of stillborn babies and their families, but Ali shrank from the idea of documenting their loss in such a formal way.


The pain grew worse, but Ali embraced it. It built a wall around her, a safe bubble where no one else could get in. Once the physical pain stopped it would all be over. She would have given birth, but she wouldn’t be a mother. Not really.


Amelia, their obstetrician, arrived, her face creased in sympathy. ‘I’m so sorry, Alison, Tom.’


Ali was saved the effort of responding when she was hit by her most intense contraction yet. She cried out.


‘Do you need pain relief?’ Amelia asked.


Ali shook her head. She wished everyone would stop asking her that.


Amelia frowned. ‘I’d really recommend you have something. Has Sally told you all your options? It’s probably too late now for an epidural, but you could try the gas? It’ll take the edge off during the birth.’


‘I don’t want gas.’ Ali’s jaw relaxed as the contraction faded away. ‘I don’t want anything.’


Amelia held her gaze. Ali could tell she wanted to press further, but then Sally interrupted from the end of the bed. ‘It’s time to start pushing, Alison. When I give you the word, I want you to push as hard as you can.’


A white haze of fear descended on Ali. ‘No. I can’t do this. I want to go home. Tom.’ She grabbed Tom’s hand as another contraction racked her body.


‘I’m here. I’m here.’ Tom’s voice was soft, but his tone was laced with his own desperate fear. ‘You can do it, honey, I know you can.’


‘OK, Alison, I want you to push now.’


Ali tried to resist, tried to shut it down, but her body took over. She could feel the pressure building inside her until she let out a primal roar and pushed with all her strength.


‘That’s it, you’re doing an amazing job,’ Sally said. ‘One more push, then you can have a rest.’


Ali pushed again. A guttural scream swirled around the room, and it was a few moments before she realised it was coming from her.


‘Well done, Alison, I can see the baby’s head now,’ Amelia said. ‘Just wait for the next contraction.’


But Ali couldn’t wait; didn’t want to wait anymore. She pushed against the burning sensation and her body ripped open and the baby slithered out of her.


Silence. She collapsed against the pillow, too afraid to look at what was going on below. Tom had stood up when she’d started pushing, and now he inched tentatively down the bed, watching Sally and Amelia as they gently wrapped the tiny figure in a blanket. As if reading his cues, they handed the little bundle to him and he took it with such tenderness that Ali felt her heart would break. He began to move back towards her, and she had the urge to leap up from the bed, to run away, to escape from this moment she’d been dreading.


Tom gave her a little smile as he laid the baby on her chest. And at last Ali looked down. An overwhelming rush of love swept through her, swallowing her breath. She was beautiful. Her eyes were closed, just as if she were sleeping, and there was that perfect, straight nose from the ultrasound pictures. Her little lips were pursed. Her skin was pale. Her dark hair lay wet against her tiny head. Ali bent her head to kiss her. She was still warm.


The chair beside the bed scraped on the floor as Tom sat down again. He touched the baby’s head softly, with reverence. Tears poured down his face. Ali smiled at him through her own tears. ‘She has your nose.’


They both sobbed, taking it in turns to hold her and touch her and kiss her. Amelia and Sally finished cleaning up and discreetly left the room.


‘She’s so perfect.’ Tom kissed each of her tiny fingers.


For a short, exquisite time, they were a family, like all the other families in the hospital who had just been created. It seemed impossible that this moment would end, that they would have to let someone take their baby away from them forever. Ali wanted to remain in this warm, nourishing bubble, just the three of them. A family.




Before


Ali lay on the back lawn, her eyes closed against the soft afternoon sunlight. Her T-shirt was pulled up beneath her breasts, exposing the smooth bump of her belly. Tom lay beside her, reading aloud from Cloudstreet. It was his favourite book, and he was determined to read the whole thing to the baby before she was born.


‘I’m not sure the baby needs to be introduced to Dolly Pickles at such a tender age,’ Ali murmured.


‘I like Dolly,’ Tom said. ‘She reminds me of you.’


Ali opened one eye and swatted at him half-heartedly. ‘Thanks very much!’


Tom grinned at her, his dark eyes gleaming with mischief. She loved how his cheeks became swarthy with dark stubble every afternoon, no matter how carefully he’d shaved that morning. It was the one part of him that refused to be tamed by his prestigious job, by his sleek Zegna suits and crisp shirts.


‘No, really,’ he said. ‘Dolly is tough, just like you. She doesn’t take shit from anybody, and she doesn’t care what other people think of her.’


‘But she’s a shithouse mother.’


‘Damn sexy, though.’ Tom’s hand was on her knee, and then it was creeping up her leg.


‘She also can’t resist a really hot man.’ Ali’s head fell back and she watched the spots of sunlight dancing in the dappled shadows from the silver birch that towered overhead.




Tom


Tom stared at the perfect form of the baby in his wife’s arms, willing her to move, to defy the evidence, to prove the midwives and doctors wrong. He’d felt her kicking inside Ali only a few days ago, and now here she lay, on the outside but with no breath. He wanted to see her eyes, but he couldn’t bear to lift her eyelids, see them empty.


Sally reappeared and Ali glanced up at her before looking back to the baby. ‘Can she stay in here with us?’ Her voice was croaky with tears.


Sally hesitated. ‘Were you planning to have an autopsy?’


‘No,’ Tom said automatically.


‘Yes,’ Ali said at the same time.


They looked at each other.


‘I need to know,’ Ali said.


Tom wanted to argue. He didn’t want a pathologist making incisions on that flawless little body. Surely it would be better to put it down to a terrible tragedy than to find out that, at best, there was nothing they could have done to prevent it, or worse—that there had been something. Something they’d missed. But seeing the pain so acute in Ali’s eyes, he couldn’t deny her the possibility of closure.


‘OK,’ he said.


The midwife nodded. ‘In that case, I don’t recommend leaving her in here for too long at a time, as it might be a few days before the autopsy. There’s a little refrigerated container—a bit like an esky—in the next room that we can keep her in for the time being.’


Tom’s insides shrivelled at the idea. An esky, for Christ’s sake. He didn’t want her separated from them, cold and alone, but he couldn’t find the words to protest. He watched as Sally took the baby from Ali’s arms, gently, as if she were handling a fragile bird’s nest. Ali let out a low moan, and Tom took her hand.


‘Have you given her a name?’ Sally’s eyes were bright with tears.


‘Elizabeth.’


It was a shock to hear Ali speak the name they’d chosen a month ago, but it was right. It was her.


Sally smiled. ‘Beautiful. You can go next door to see Elizabeth whenever you like, but try to get some sleep now, if you can. You’ve both been through a lot tonight.’


Tom squeezed Ali’s hand as the midwife left with their baby. Neither of them spoke for a long while.


‘I’m so proud of you,’ Tom said eventually. ‘You were amazing.’


‘You should go home.’ Her voice was dull.


He stared at her. ‘I’m not going to leave you alone, Ali.’


At last she met his eyes. ‘I want to be alone. I’d rather you left.’


This blow, on top of everything else, almost floored Tom. He gave her hand a little shake. ‘No. I’m not going. Our daughter is here. You’re here.’


‘We’ll see her again in the morning. It’s only a few hours.’


‘If it’s only a few hours, I might as well stay here.’


‘Please go.’ She stared resolutely at her lap, her hand limp in his, like a dead thing.
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