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					Your absence has gone through me

					like thread through a needle.

					Everything I do is stitched with its color.


					W.S. Merwin – ‘Separation’
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				I see Laura often, running in a frost-glittered garden. She is two years old, a tiny flame-flicker of a child, just as her older brother Thomas was at that age. She wears a navy blue beret and her silver-blonde hair is cut bluntly and falls to just above her shoulders. Her blue wool coat is fitted at the waist and has a rounded velvet collar and large velvet-covered buttons. The frost has made her skin blue-white, her lips a smear of red, a wound that will not heal.

				She dashes past me at such speed that my image of her is blurred – an arm stretched forward, both feet in their T-bar, navy shoes suspended above the ground. Her legs are thin as wire and her woollen tights wrinkle at the ankle. The toe of that stretched-forward foot is pulled back towards her shin. Somewhere out of sight, other children are running as well, chasing each other, ducking and swivelling, their laughter crackling in the brittle air.

				But where is she? In the garden at Mount Vernon. I know that – but where exactly? Behind her a flower bed is thick with scarlet roses which bloom despite the frost. I feel sure that she’s on the lawn, just below the coach house hedge, but no child could run on such steep ground. Other children will grow up, change, disappoint, amaze, but not Laura. Even if I live to be one hundred, she will still be running – endlessly running – past the winter roses in her navy blue beret.



				

				It began in a house in North London, one of those toppling, red-brick terraced houses, stacked up tight against each other in the streets above Gospel Oak. We were staying with friends for the weekend and that morning we walked to a playground on the edge of Hampstead Heath. My husband, Stephen, pushed our son, two-year-old Thomas, on swings and stood beside metal-runged ladders, guiding wavering, wellington-booted feet.

				It was warm for March and yet I sat on a bench shivering in two jumpers, a coat, scarves, boots and gloves. I was nearly three months pregnant with our second child. My stomach rolled and heaved, my lips were dry, my mouth tasted sour and even the wind on my face felt like an assault. I longed for time to sweep me on, past twelve weeks of pregnancy, as I knew that then the sandpaper-rawness and nagging sickness might end.

				After we came back from the Heath, our friends Mark and Susan cooked us a proper Sunday lunch – lamb, roast potatoes, buttery cabbage – which we ate amidst the half-finished building work in their kitchen. I pushed down two plates despite the nausea. A taxi had been called to take us to the Eurostar at Waterloo Station. From there we would travel back to our home in Brussels.

				As we cleared the table, Mark and Susan’s three children and Thomas were scurrying through the house, their feet clattering, their voices shrieking, determined to fall over the tins of paint left by the builders, smash their heads against the piles of floorboards stacked in the hall, or fall down the uncarpeted stairs. I went to help Stephen with the pushchair and the bags, then hurried to the loo – and that’s when I found the warning stain of blood.

				I mentioned it to Susan. Neither of us knew what to do. Susan said she’d bled once with one of her three and went to find a sanitary towel. Bizarrely it was wrapped in orange plastic and, as Susan is an artist who often works with bright colours, the idea entered my mind that she had made it. Stephen was uncertain whether we should get into the taxi or not but we set off for Waterloo. As the taxi stop-started through Kentish Town and lurched through Camden, I thought – So this is it then, I’m going to lose this baby after eleven weeks of pregnancy. But my mind did not accept that possibility. And it turned out that I didn’t need to worry because, by the time we were on the train, the bleeding had stopped.

				Later – much later – when I thought back to that Gospel Oak house, what I remembered was the shrieks of the children as they scurried on the stairs and the sunlight shining in through the Georgian fanlight above the front door, making a pattern of blue, yellow and red lozenges on the tiled floor. Also the orange plastic package of that sanitary towel, which I never used, and still have, upstairs in the bathroom cupboard.



				

				Although I’m a writer by profession, I have always felt sure that I would never write a memoir. I do not trust them, never have. Me-me-me, moi-moi-moi. But now our legal team – one law firm in America, two law firms in England and a barrister – have been in touch to say that I need to write a twenty-page statement explaining everything that happened. They need this in preparation for our hearing in the High Court.

				And so I go to my study and pull out the cardboard box which contains the last five years of my life. A ragged pile of diaries, photos, e-mails, blog entries, sentences scrawled in notebooks. But how can I organise it? My mind is fuzzy, my neck and shoulders are sore and even opening the box makes my throat close up. I really have no idea how the jigsaw of days and months fits together. It isn’t just the years which have gone but the person who occupied them as well.

				Keep hold of the facts. There must be some. I am now forty-five but I used to be younger. A good friend tells me that if I were ever to write a memoir it would be called The Spectre at the Feast. I frequently forget that the over-examined life isn’t worth living. As we don’t have a television, my views are supplied by The Guardian and Radio 4 and consequently I am both meticulously well informed and appallingly out of touch. My husband describes me as having no post-Brontë cultural references. My family refer to me as All Brains and No Sense. I am in love with R.S. Thomas, a poet who is cantankerous, dead and Welsh. And even more in love with seaside towns.

				And after that? There are no other facts – only days. Days which begin with a sudden shock, as though I’m new from the womb. Here we are. Still alive. Miraculously, outrageously, still here. And the dear old sun performing that wonderfully clever trick again, sliding up over the horizon, as I bundle Thomas, nine years old now, yawning, with a bag full of football kit, into the car. And set off across Rodborough Common, through the frost-silent morning, with nothing holding the whole thing together except sinew and bone.

				Why look at the contents of that box? Why try to reassemble the fractured fragments into something new? So much better to focus on that vast orange ball of the dawn sun as it emerges from the mist, better to enjoy the silhouettes of trees on the horizon like intricate black lace. Sinew and bone. Nothing else. How strange to discover how much I enjoy my non-existent existence.



				

				But now – in this endless period of waiting – the lawyer e-mails again demanding that twenty-page document. So I pull out that box once more. Breathe, remember to breathe. Wedding anniversaries? Might that be the way to sort things out? When Stephen and I got married, we decided that we would celebrate each anniversary by visiting places in alphabetical order. For example, the first year would be Antibes, the second Bali, the third the Canaries. And after that Dubai, Egypt, Fuerteventura and Ghana.

				But I got pregnant with Thomas straight after our wedding and so our anniversaries became a tour of the Brussels suburbs – Anderlecht, Boitsfort, and then the Place du Châtelain, the square at the end of our road. Then D for death and after that – Eastbourne. I do remember Eastbourne, the comfort of the sea mist, tea from one of those metal service-station pots which don’t pour properly, and somewhere in the distance Beachy Head, with the pale green sea heaving in.

				But after that the reception scrambles, the sound crackles and falters, the lines on the screen break up into fuzzing black and white zigzags. It’s like when you play the piano and your left hand stretches down to a low note, a distant C, but it doesn’t make the sound that it should. Instead the thread of your melody breaks up in a discordant clanking. And then you notice that the lower section of the keyboard is upside down and back to front, the familiar pattern of black and white all jumbled up. Where there should be a C there is now an F or a G.

				When you write a novel you work with chains of cause and effect, moments of resolution where meaning might briefly and brilliantly dazzle through. Will it be the same if I write a memoir? No. I wouldn’t dare now to hope for so much. I aim merely to establish the chronology. I want only to stretch my mind back through the past and find the notes of my keyboard where they should properly be. Recently I went back to that North London house and there is no stained glass fanlight above the front door.
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	We have art in order not to die of the truth.


	Friedrich Nietzche
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				Later – much later – when I went to a support group meeting, the lady running the session asked us all to think of the moment before it happened, the moment when our dreams were about to turn to nightmare. She suggested that we should all bring along a photograph of that moment to the next meeting. I couldn’t see the point and don’t have a photograph.

				But I do have a memory – a vivid memory. It was 2005, the weekend before Easter – two weeks after Hampstead Heath – and Stephen, Thomas and I had travelled back to England from our home in Brussels to spend a few days with family in Gloucestershire. And as my mum had offered to look after Thomas, I was free, gloriously, spectacularly free. After three months of morning sickness, I was basking in the simple pleasure of feeling well.

				And so I drove from my mum’s farm in Worcestershire to Hay-on-Wye and spent the day with our friend Matthew. The air tasted fresh and sharp as lemon juice and everywhere was brimming full of vivid green. Matthew and I bought sandwiches and sat together on the castle wall and talked, as we do talk, about all the big stuff. God and death and whether it all means anything.

				But it wasn’t the words that mattered. Instead what I remember is the sense of height – dizzying, spinning height – as we perched up on the castle walls. And the view of the hills opposite – grey-green and vast – rearing up in front of us into the dull haze of the spring sky. And far away on one of those distant slopes, suspended up near the clouds, a farmhouse and barns, surrounded by a jigsaw of stone walls, their colours merging into the shades of the land. Yes, the farm on the hills above Hay-on-Wye. The last of innocence.


				

				The third day of April 2005 – I don’t need to search through my cardboard box to verify that date. A month after that North London weekend, two weeks after the farm on the hill. And I wake up to find that the bleeding has started again. I am sixteen weeks pregnant. Thomas is on the landing sitting in his laundry basket ship, taking his teddies on a voyage to Australia.

				I whisper to Stephen, then go downstairs to ring the hospital. They tell me to come in for a scan and so Stephen rings his office to cancel a meeting and I coax Thomas out of the laundry basket. Then we drive him to nursery in our second-hand Peugeot 106 and head on to the Hospital of St Clare, two miles from our house, in the Brussels suburb of Uccle. Every few minutes the muscles in my lower back contract and I clench my teeth against the pain.

				St Clare is a modern hospital, gleaming white with huge sun-filled windows. I go to the reception desk of the Gynaecology Department and, speaking in French, explain. The receptionist makes a call and says things I don’t understand. We are told to sit down and wait. There is no waiting room, just a circular, windowless bulge in the corridor, lined by wooden slatted seats. A doctor I don’t know arrives and asks questions. My ability to speak French evaporates. As I stumble through my story, I feel the other waiting women shift, fold themselves away. A clearness of air, a silence, emerges around me even in that crowded space. A nurse arrives with a wheelchair and tells me to sit in it. I don’t feel ill enough for a wheelchair but I do what I’m told.

				There seems to be some delay with the appointments. People shrug and sigh. Mais pourquoi? Quel est le problème? Que se passe-t-il ici? Apparently there’s an emergency so some routine appointments will have to wait. Stephen and I nod at each other. We are polite and reasonable people, the kind of people who almost relish an opportunity to stand aside and let some other more needy person take our place. Another doctor emerges, peers at me, disappears.

				Then I understand. I am the emergency.



				

				Finally I am wheeled into the cramped, windowless office occupied by Dr Vermeulen. She is a tiny, boyish Flemish woman of no particular age. Her eyes are round as pennies and glitter blue in an elfin face. She looks fragile but I remember that, when she delivered Thomas, she stripped down to a singlet and revealed herself to be pure muscle. Her English is immaculate and she is well known among the British in Brussels.

				She takes me through to another cramped room across the corridor. This is where they do the scans. The blind at the window is pulled down. I take off the bottom half of my clothing. Stephen sits on a chair in the corner beside a folded screen. The lights go down and Dr Vermeulen spreads cold, blue jelly across my abdomen. We see our baby on the screen and immediately we hear a rushing throb, then a hurried thump, thump, thump.

				Dr Vermeulen moves the sensor and watches the screen in front of her.

				Something is going on here, she says. Yes, the placenta is partly detached.

				Is it serious? I ask.

				Yes, she says.

				I wait for her to qualify this but she is silent.

				This is too early, she says. This is much too early.

				Then she makes a tutting sound and sighs.

				The placenta is too low, she says. A part of it has become detached. It may fail at any time. It’s a rare condition this, and dangerous. It’s possible for the baby to survive on only two thirds of the placenta but you are at serious risk of infection.

				I wait but she says nothing more.

				And the baby?

				The baby may live – or die. It just isn’t possible to say.

				There’s nothing you can do? Stephen asks.

				No. Nothing. You just have to wait. You might be lucky and you might not. She sighs again, shakes her head. I just hope you don’t get to six or seven months of this pregnancy and lose this baby, she says. That’s something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. The only thing you can do is to try not to move too much. There’s no scientific evidence that this will help – but it’s worth a try.

				As I put my clothes back on, I’m strangely calm. Stephen and I leave the Gynaecology Department, walk back through the sun-bright corridors, past the pneumatic doors of the Paediatrics Department and a room with a children’s playhouse. I move carefully, trying not to jerk a single muscle. I am running an egg and spoon race, blindfolded. I must keep the egg on the spoon but I don’t know if I’m succeeding. Our baby might die and I won’t even know. Stephen and I agree that we’re going to fight for the life of our baby – but the only way we can fight is if I lie down.



				

				At home I take up residence on the sofa and try not to move but our house is a classic Belgian town house – toweringly tall and thin – with more than ninety stairs. And everything I need is on another floor. Small decisions become momentous. I’ve finished my book and I want to start another but it’s downstairs. Shall I go and fetch it? Or will that kill my baby? This is the paradox: I am totally responsible for the safety of this baby but the whole situation is far beyond my control.

				Over the next week, the bleeding doesn’t stop but it doesn’t get worse. The hospital have given me endless pills to take and they numb the worst of the pain. We have no family in Brussels but Stephen has just left his law firm and has been put on paid gardening leave, for a whole year. Friends refer to him as The Constant Gardener. We don’t feel in the mood to share the joke but this is a stroke of luck, as it allows him to take over the day-to-day work of the house. We are together often but we don’t say much. I am close to finishing my second novel so I try to write with my laptop on my knee but the angle is awkward, and I can’t concentrate, so I give up and read R.S. Thomas’s poems instead.

				I invent an awkward acronym in my head – NRTIHRN. Nothing Really Terrible Is Happening Right Now. And it’s true. Right now, in these particular spring days, the world is luminous and gentle. The sofa I occupy is in our first floor sitting room, a room decorated all in blue with three long windows looking out over the street. From the sofa I can see the blackened red brick of the houses opposite, their curving Art Nouveau window frames and iron balconies. Every hour the bells ring out from the convent in the next street. Occasionally a car passes but, other than that, silence. In this house it’s always impossible to believe that we’re a mile from the centre of a capital city.

				Sometimes I move upstairs to the guest room. From there, propped against pillows, I can see the trees in other gardens, the red roofs of distant houses. The white of apple blossom is sharp against the new green around it. Sadly I’m not at the right angle to see our garden but Stephen tells me that our plum tree is thick with blossom too. I think of summers when that tree has been heavy with fruit and how we’ve brought it all down with a ladder and sticks, and taken the plums out into the street for the neighbours to share.

				At the weekends, Stephen puts a camp bed downstairs in the breakfast room so that I can watch Thomas play, or chat to the occasional friends who bring their children around for tea. I have the sense that these friends believe that I am engaged in some extreme form of hypochondria. They all tell stories of other women they know who have bled during pregnancy. You know she lost four pints. She lost six, eight. But still she finished up with a perfectly healthy baby in the end. So no need to worry.

				These friends also find it difficult to accept that the medical profession can do nothing. I am urged to try a different doctor, a different hospital. It seems that it’s hard for the modern mind to accept that there are limits to what technology can do. We all watch every detail of a pregnancy developing on a screen but we’re seldom faced with the realisation that, when a pregnancy goes wrong, there’s nothing that the medical profession can do, except watch.

				We have been told that we should go back to the hospital every two weeks. Those appointments provide the structure of our days. It’s five days to the next appointment, four days, three, two, one. I’ve been lying flat on my back for four weeks now and so when appointment day arrives I’m as excited as a child off on a school trip. I dress carefully, put on make-up, a white T-shirt, a loose black dress and my favourite lilac scarf. I refuse to be pitiful. Dr Vermeulen does a scan and tells us that the situation is no better and no worse. We ask what sex the baby is because we’re longing for a little girl but Dr Vermeulen avoids our question.

				After the appointment, with Dr Vermeulen’s approval, Stephen and I risk a coffee in the hospital café. Two heavily pregnant women talk at the next table. For them, pregnancy is fluffy wool blankets, and new buggies and mobiles made up of wooden clouds and rainbows. One wants a water birth. The other is hoping for a boy but doesn’t want to find out in advance. I feel like shouting – Don’t you know? Don’t you understand? It isn’t like that at all. But then I take hold of my mind and realise that I’m glad that they don’t know. I want them never to have to know.

				In the car, going home from the hospital, my eyes eat up the details of the streets as they pass. The Brasserie St Georges at the entrance to Avenue Winston Churchill, where waiters in full livery appear on the terraces and serve vast platters of oysters, moules, frites, mayonnaise. The yellow and blue trams passing the Bois de la Cambre. The gentle spring wind catching at the leaves of trees, a stray plastic bag dancing through warm air. And the people with the normal lives, striding past the shopping centre on the Chaussée de Vleurgat, heading out to buy a sandwich américain or meet a friend for lunch.

				It seems so strange that these people don’t know the luxury they enjoy, don’t appreciate the gift of walking in the street, lunching with a friend. I want to wind down the car window and call out to them, remind them to enjoy the fresh air, the trams passing, the lunchtime sandwich, as much as they can. As the car moves on, I promise myself that once I’m able to move again then I will wring enjoyment out of every tiny thing. But even as I make that promise, I know that the world doesn’t work like that.



				

				Two-year-old Thomas knows that Mummy is ill and mustn’t get up from the sofa but still he climbs onto me, very gently. I tell him that it’s all right for him to sit on my legs but not my tummy. He pats his tiny hand on my thigh – Is this your tummy? Can I sit here? Or here?

				But one evening Stephen is out and Thomas refuses to go to bed. I speak to him firmly but he is stubborn. Usually I would take hold of him and carry him, wailing and kicking, up the stairs, but I don’t dare lift him. Finally I burst into tears and he weeps as well. Then he takes my hand and leads me upstairs and we lie in bed together, while I pretend that I’m not crying. He brings me a teddy from his toy box and gives it to me to cuddle.

				Cuddling a teddy is a good way to feel better, he tells me.

				Then he brings more and more cuddly toys, piling them all around the bed, so that by the time that he snuggles in next to me, we’ve got teddies crammed in all around us. Mungo, Alfie, Purdey, Red Nose Moose, The Selfish Crocodile and Peter Rabbit. The whole toy box full. Together we get the giggles, smothered beneath the piles of furry animals.



				

				One of Thomas’s favourite games is to sit in the laundry basket with those same teddies and sail around the world, visiting a random selection of real cities, fairy-tale locations, grandmothers and cousins. One morning, I lie in bed and watch him sail his ship as Stephen shaves. His hair is silver and gold, his long dark lashes sweep down across his cheeks in a delicate fan, and his face is entirely serious, lost in the adventure of the laundry basket ship and its cargo of furry passengers.

				

				So where are you going in your ship? I ask.

				He gives me a withering look. Mummy, it’s not a ship. It’s a laundry basket.

				You better watch out, Stephen says. He’ll be calling the Social Services and complaining that his mother doesn’t know the difference between a laundry basket and a ship. 

				I laugh – but carefully because otherwise the pain might start – and watch Thomas trying to get something down from a shelf. He can’t reach it and now Stephen has gone downstairs to make some tea. The shelves are high and heavy, Thomas is wobbling on the bottom shelf, stretching his hand up and pulling at a jigsaw above. I imagine the shelves toppling, falling, crashing down onto his tiny, fragile bones. And so I start to lower my legs to the floor.

				As I move, some minute valve opens inside me. And suddenly I’m soaked in blood. This is it, I think. Our baby has died. But the bleeding stops as suddenly as it came. I keep silent, hoping that Thomas won’t turn around. Stephen appears, sees the blood, lifts Thomas down from the shelves and sweeps him out of the room, inventing a story about a cat in the garden. I start to clear up the mess and wonder whether I should go to hospital but they’ve told me there’s no point unless the bleeding is serious. But what is serious? Finally I do nothing because I know that the hospital can’t help. Stephen doesn’t manage to clear up everything before he has to leave. The bloodstained sheets lie on top of the laundry basket all day because I don’t dare take them down to the washing machine.



				

				After that I become paranoid about blood. A pool of tomato sauce left on the side of a plate glares angry and red. Even though I shouldn’t move, I put the plate in the dishwasher. Stains of red wine on the kitchen table are ominous. I need to get a grip but I can’t. My nose bleeds and I panic before I remember that a baby can’t die because of a nosebleed. A child comes around to the house and holds a tipping cup of Cherryade. I scream at Stephen to get hold of the cup because if that red liquid spills then our baby will die. Just keep all the red liquid in bottles or cups and we will all survive.

				I begin to feel our baby move. Friends tell me that I must be mistaken, it’s too early, but I know they’re wrong. The feeling is like tiny fingers fluttering against the inside of my skin. I lie in bed with my hand pressed against my belly, waiting for that feeling, imagining our baby, so close, just under my skin, his or her hand touching mine.

				The bleeding is no worse. Ten days to the next hospital appointment. Nine, eight, seven. Thomas has started wetting the bed. I’m worried about my unfinished novel. I’ve already missed the deadline by a whole year but I am close to finishing. How will that ever happen now? Our brief and brilliant spring has come to an end. The weather is cold and rainy and the blossom is falling. When I move down to the breakfast room at the weekend, I see it piled up on the terrace, slowly turning brown. Presumably we will have no plums this year?

				One night, lying in bed, I hear a loud and rhythmic banging coming from next door. It echoes through the walls of the house and thumps inside my head. It seems odd that our neighbours should start doing building work late at night – and what are they doing which involves this loud and regular hammering? Stephen comes up to bed and I mention that the noise is keeping me awake. He tells me that there is no noise. And I realise that what I’m hearing is my own fear.
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	A person’s fears are lighter when 

	the danger is at hand.


	Seneca
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				Chronology. I get the diaries out of the cardboard box and check. I know exactly what happened but my mind muddles the sequence of events. People think that you become a writer because you have knowledge that other people don’t possess. In fact, the opposite is true. Most writers – whether professional or amateur – write because they’re trying to recover some knowledge which was part of their birthright, but which was lost to them far back in time, right at the beginning.

				All the non-writing people have this knowledge, without even knowing they have it. To them, it’s as obvious as breathing. But the writer goes through agonies, struggles with the blank page, covers three hundred sheets of paper, only to discover that he or she has brought to birth some brief glimpse of a widely accepted truth. So it is that my main feeling about writers – myself included – is one of pity. Like the low grade magician at a children’s party who, with a bold flourish, finally produces the rabbit from the hat, only to be humiliated by the merciless small boy at the front of the assembled crowd who announces loudly – I saw him, I saw him. He had it up his sleeve all the time.



				

				Three days to the next hospital appointment. It’s morning and Stephen has already taken Thomas to nursery and is now getting ready to go to Paris for the day. I lean over to pick up my book and the bleeding comes again in a massive flood. I stand up in an attempt to save the bedclothes and buckets of scarlet liquid spread across the white floorboards. My eyes flick away, up to the skylight above – grey-blue sky, the dirty edge of a cloud. I try to draw breath but no air will enter my lungs. So this is it then. Our baby has died. Stephen heads for the telephone and starts to ring the hospital. I stare at the pool of red on the floor. But then I feel small feet kicking inside me, firm and true. I’m all right, Mummy. I’m all right. And so are you. Yes, you are.

				In the Casualty department, I expect alarms to ring, stretchers to appear. But instead I’m sent up to the maternity ward where I’m unable to establish who can help. Eventually I’m shown into a delivery room. It may even be the same room in which Thomas was born nearly three years ago. I find the technology in the hospital comforting. I feel sure that, even though they’ve said there’s nothing they can do, still they will find some way of helping me. They do a scan and say that the baby is fine. I begin to feel more confident. I’m borrowing my courage from our baby now. If this hasn’t killed him, or her, then nothing will.

				I spend all day at the hospital, alone in the delivery room, feeling our baby’s feather fingers stroking and fluttering inside me. The hospital seems oddly quiet. The view from the window is the suburbs of Brussels – a tower block, a kite caught in a tree, looping telephone wires, satellite dishes barnacled on every house. Six weeks have passed since the bleeding started and I’m now twenty weeks pregnant. All I have to do is keep getting through the days. NRTIHRN. I wrap myself up in my purple wool shawl. All day I hear women in other delivery rooms giving birth.

				I’m sorry, one of the nurses said. It does get rather noisy.

				But it isn’t the women in pain which bothers me, it’s the cries of the babies. That strange anguished haunting cry, so full of grief, which is like no other sound.





				

				I’m now twenty-two weeks pregnant. Every time I stand up, the floor is covered with blood. I’m admitted to hospital. Both Stephen and I are relieved because doubtless in the Hospital of St Clare – with its shiny plate-glass windows and stacks of technology – all will be well. Nothing as old-fashioned and vulgar as death could happen there. In my head, I run endless calculations. Twenty-four weeks is the earliest they can deliver a baby. So I just need to keep the egg on the spoon for two more weeks. We’ll get there, I know we will.

				From my hospital bed, there’s no view, only sky. Unless I push a knob to raise the bed and then I can glimpse washing on a roof terrace, a jumble of red tiled roofs, skylights and chimneys. A new wing is being built onto the hospital and from outside the noise of construction work is continual. Diggers grind and clank, pneumatic drills rattle, scaffolding poles clatter. I can’t wash my hair or shave my legs. At first the nurses allow me to get out of bed to go to the loo but after a while I’m not even allowed to do that. The bleeding doesn’t stop but every few hours they put a strap over my belly and I can hear the baby’s heart.

				The days consist of endless blood-soaked sanitary towels that the nurses come to examine. Sometimes the catheter in my arm doesn’t work properly and the nurses have to move it. My veins, they tell me, are deceptive. They’re easy to see but when they try to put a needle in them they roll. Sometimes when they have to move the catheter it takes them four attempts to pierce a vein, and they finish up digging into old bruises. My arms are soon purple and black. I develop a rash which starts on my feet and spreads all over my body. It itches until I want to tear my flesh from my bones. I read R.S. Thomas again and again, feel the calm of his poems seeping through me.


				

				High up on the wall a television is set on a stand with a video underneath it. The clock on the television tells the correct time but the video clock is one hour slow. I play a game with myself, looking at the video clock first, then allowing my eyes to move up to the television, and savouring the joy of finding myself one hour further on. I’m told that, if I can get to twenty-four weeks, then I’ll be moved to the Hospital of St Luke, which is a university hospital with specialist facilities for premature babies. Images of St Luke’s flicker in and out of my mind, a distant dream, a mirage. Not long and I’ll be there.

				There are moments of happiness – books, phone calls, a television programme about Renaissance art in Italy, a patch of golden sunlight which settles on the wall opposite me in the evening. I spend hours on the telephone, calling Matthew in Hay-on-Wye and my friend Amanda, who used to live in Brussels, but now lives in Rome. Local friends come as well and my mum and my sister call several times a day. Mum longs to come to Brussels but is in bed with flu. But still NRTIHRN.



				

				Outside my room the normal workings of a maternity ward are continuing but the nurses keep my door closed. One day a woman arrives from a florist with a bunch of flowers sent by a friend. She walks into the room with a broad smile on her face, obviously ready to congratulate me and admire my new baby. Then she sees the look on my face, dumps the flowers and runs.

				My friend Rachel comes to the hospital with her two-year-old daughter Edie. Rachel is pregnant herself but her baby isn’t due until November. She suggests knitting and, although I haven’t knitted since I was a teenager, together we plan a scarf. She also brings a travel kettle, some builders’ tea and fresh milk, a luxury in Brussels where nearly all milk is UHT.

				After Rachel and Edie have left, a sock appears in the room – a little girl’s sock, pink, with a blue flower stitched onto the cuff. I assume that this sock belongs to Edie, and has fallen out of Rachel’s bag, but when Rachel comes again I ask her and she knows nothing of it. And so the sock stays where it is, lying on the table under the television.

				Miranda comes as well, black-haired, brave Californian Miranda. She has troubles enough of her own. Her writer husband, Adam, has had shingles and it’s left him with long-term health problems. And they have three small children. But she’s still strong and full of confidence. I remember what Miranda looked like when I first met her, when Adam and she were newly married. She was beautiful then and she’s still beautiful now but it’s a different kind of beauty. We are none of us girls any more.

				Thomas comes to the hospital with Big Alice, who is officially our Ghanaian cleaning lady, but is actually a grandmother to Thomas, and one of my best friends, despite the fact that I can only ever understand half of what she says. Thomas is fascinated by the lever that you can press to make the bed go up and down. He makes Big Alice push this again and again, shows me a picture he has made at nursery with pieces of pasta stuck on it, chases a balloon around the room, and then wants to go home.

				A nurse tells me that she and the staff on the maternity ward are finding my situation difficult. We do not usually deal with problems of this kind, she says. It’s not part of our job, we do not have the appropriate training. This is too serious and most upsetting for us. You should really be moved down to intensive care. Dr Vermeulen arrives and tells me that I should still expect to be in hospital for weeks, probably months.

				I ask her if there is a danger that our baby will be born disabled.

				No, she says. No. It won’t happen like that. She will either live or die.

				Strangely I am comforted. It helps that the situation is clear cut. I’m not a saint, I’m not even an averagely good person. If I had to bring up a badly disabled child then I suppose I would find the strength to do it but I’m essentially selfish and like my life as it is. It makes me feel guilty to realise this. But is Dr Vermeulen telling me the truth or just making a judgement about what I want to hear? I’m not sure. But I did notice the use of the word ‘she’. So we are expecting a girl, just as we had hoped.



				

				NRTIHRN. But the nights are difficult. I have so many hours in which to think. Me and my daughter, alone. Amanda in Rome, who has a more traditional faith than mine, quotes the Bible. Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. Somehow it helps to repeat those words. The clocks on the video and television pulse. Three in the morning. No, mercifully four. Only another hour until the light will come.

				The problem is that I don’t know where to position my mind. I should try to accept that our daughter might die. But if I do that then perhaps I am letting her down, bringing death closer by admitting that it might come? Usually it is always my policy to try to face up to the worst of any situation. Usually, once you’ve worked out what the worst thing that could happen is, you realise that it’s not so very bad. But now that doesn’t work because the worst is unimaginably bad.

				I think of the last time I went to the sea, back in January, when I was newly pregnant. Stephen, Thomas and I went to a friend’s fortieth birthday party in a massive grey stone house, surrounded by wind-battered peacocks, near Aberdovey, far out on the coast of West Wales. On the Sunday morning, after the party, Thomas woke appallingly early, as he often does, and so he and I were up alone in that hushed and shadowed house.

				I felt sick and Thomas was whining so I bundled us both into coats and boots, put Thomas in the pushchair, and wheeled him through the waking peacocks, down the shaded, dawn lane, hoping that we might find the sea. The morning was sharp as glass, cold enough to make my nose run and my fingertips ache. As we walked, I thought of R.S. Thomas, because he’d lived only a few miles from Aberdovey and wrote nearly all of his poems about rural Wales, a place where he found no place to hide from God.

				We walked for a long way together, Thomas and I, the pushchair bumping in the muddy lane. Until finally we came to a gate into a field cropped by sheep. And mysteriously, in the middle of this field, cut and pasted from another scene, was a train station. Just a stop on a single track line, a sign, a glass hut with a board showing a timetable. I didn’t suppose this could be an operational train station but, as we drew closer, we saw the sign: Tonfanau. Thomas was delighted. He knows that I like trains and the sea so this was just the right place for us to be.

				Fifty yards beyond the station was the sea. But there was no cliff, no beach – instead the field just dropped away over a sharp edge to the rolling waves below. In the early morning light, the place was desolate. Around us the hills – luminous green even at that time of year – rose up sharply. And suddenly I knew that we were not alone. This is a feeling I’ve had often before but now it was horribly intense.

				The landscape pressed in on us. The hills were silently shouting. I thought of Munch and his tortured man on the bridge, not screaming himself, but overwhelmed by the scream of nature. This presence – whatever it was – had nothing to do with the God of light, lambs and love who I was taught about in my Church of England childhood. No wonder R.S. Thomas wrote here as he did.

				Come on, I said. We’ve got to go.

				And I hurried Thomas back across the field, trying not to feel that nameless presence which pressed in on us, trying not to see the accusing stare of the sky. But still I enjoyed my morning, and all the icy stillness and short-day greyness of that weekend. And I was glad that Thomas and our baby – so newly conceived – were there to share it with me.



				

				But now in the Brussels hospital – at 4.30 in the morning – I ask what it was that I encountered that morning. A presence, or a force, something vast and limitless, something neither benevolent nor evil – but infinitely powerful. And is it that force which is in charge now? Which is making a decision about whether my baby will live or die? Of course not. It’s all just random, it must be.

				But I can’t accept that whether my baby lives or dies will be decided by nothing more than the toss of a coin. So then who is in charge? And is it not possible for me to make a bargain with them? Given that I don’t have any conventional religious belief, it would seem hypocritical to pray. And even if I did believe, wouldn’t my prayers simply set God up for failure? But as the minutes tick on and the two clocks flash slowly through the darkness, I pray anyway because what else is there to do?

				My baby may die. I need to stare into that vast expanse of blackness, to know it for what it is. Was it Nietzsche who wanted to be able to say – I want whatever happens? No matter how hard I try, I can’t say that. My mind baulks at taking the measure of this imagined loss. I call Matthew and then Amanda but neither of them picks up the phone. Who else can I talk to? Most of the people Stephen and I know in Brussels are people like us – affluent couples with professional jobs, comfortable houses, trouble-free children. They will only tell me yet more stories about the woman who lost two, four, six, eight pints of blood in pregnancy and yet finished up with a healthy baby.

				But then, the next evening, I remember – the Quaker Meeting House. I am not a Quaker and I don’t go to the Meeting House often but I have a great respect for the Quakers. I like their reticent, meticulous lives, their lack of any fixed creed, their scrupulous insistence that no one person should interfere in the spiritual life of another. I know that if I ask any of the Quakers a direct question then I will at least get a direct answer.

				It’s late when this thought comes to me but still I telephone Samuel Haydn who is the Clerk of the Meeting House. He’s in his seventies, an American who has lived in Belgium all his life – a stocky man with bright eyes, a big beard and startling vigour. I know that he has a grown-up son who had a brain tumour as a child – and that the operation to remove it left him permanently damaged. He now has a part-time job in the local library in Anderlecht but Samuel and his wife worry about who will look after him when they’re gone.

				Samuel listens to my story and assures me that everyone at the Meeting will ‘hold me in the light’. He uses those words because Quakers are wary of talk about prayer. But right now I need to talk about prayer and so we do, with no preamble. This elderly man whom I do not know talks about prayer as other people talk about traffic jams or gardening projects. I lie on the white hospital sheets with a blanket pulled over me and the phone pressed to my ear. The reading light above my bed wraps me in a sphere of light.

				There is only one prayer which is important, Samuel says. And that is the prayer which asks that, whatever the outcome is, we shall find the strength to bear it with equanimity. He quotes William Littleboy – We pray, not to change God’s will, but to bring our wills into correspondence with His.

				Yes, I say. Yes. I know. But it doesn’t work. Because I simply cannot make myself believe that our baby could die.

				Ah yes, I see, Samuel says. Yes. I think in your particular circumstance it wouldn’t work. How can one face the death of a baby with equanimity? No one can do that. No one should.

				I wait for him to say something else but he doesn’t. Silence is the Quaker gift and a man like Samuel knows when there is nothing more to be said. After I put the phone down I feel something of his particular silence, and the peace of the Meeting House, remaining in the room.



				

				Only a few more days and I’ll be up to twenty-four weeks. Then I’ll be moved to St Luke’s and they might be able to deliver our daughter. I don’t care that she will be very premature. I know how strong she is because I can feel her kicking. I don’t doubt that she’ll make it through. But then, late one evening, I start shaking convulsively, my body jumping up and down off the bed. The nurses run to make a hot water bottle and tea. They tell me that this is a panic attack. Because my sister suffers from panic attacks, I’m able to believe that maybe this is just a trick of my mind, the fear of fear. But the nurses are wrong. It isn’t a panic attack.

				It happens again the next morning and suddenly there are five nurses in my room. Equipment is brought up from intensive care. I’m smothered under a fast-operating electric blanket. The nurses tell me that this is a sudden fever. I didn’t know a fever could be so violent. I resort to an old trick which my mother taught me in my childhood. Start at four hundred, breathe deeply, and count backwards. The concentration that this requires steadies the mind. Stephen arrives at the hospital and Dr Vermeulen comes to see us.

				We need to find out what the infection is, she tells me. We may be able to treat it with antibiotics, but it’s possible that, in order to do that, we may have to end the pregnancy.

				No, I say. No. Absolutely not.

				Stephen agrees with me. There is no heroism in our words, only animal instinct. We are the lion and lioness whose cubs are threatened and who will fight to the death to defend them.

				I won’t let you put your own life at risk, Dr Vermeulen says.

				But our baby is still alive and you’ve got to give her a chance.

				I will be making this decision. Not you. This infection is serious enough to kill you.

				I don’t hear those last words and neither does Stephen. We’re not even slightly discouraged because we’re both absolutely sure that the hospital will be able to treat the infection.



				

				Over the next two days, I have two more episodes of that violent shaking but then it doesn’t come again. I’m definitely getting better. My arms are a mass of bandages and bruises but I don’t mind because in three more days they’ll move me to St Luke’s and our baby will be delivered. The hospital psychologist comes to see me. I ask – If my baby dies will I be able to have a funeral?

				She says that I can have whatever I want.

				Even though the shaking has stopped, Dr Vermeulen is still talking about ending the pregnancy. Stephen and I protest again and she agrees to wait another twenty-four hours. That time passes and she comes to see us again, admits that the situation seems a little better. Or at least we understand her words in that way. Stephen goes home and I work out that it’s three full days since the last fit of shaking. So I’m feeling pretty confident now. I’m losing clots of blood the size of my fist but this surely is a sign that the infection is clearing? As they take me down for that last scan, I have no doubt that everything will work out well and so I chat cheerily to the hospital staff and fail to notice that no one is talking to me any more.

				Dr Vermeulen does the scan and I see our baby there and her heart is beating and she looks lovely. But Dr Vermeulen tells me that the waters have broken and that the pregnancy is ‘condemned’. She uses this word because she’s not a native speaker of English but I forgive her because it’s a word which at least has the benefit of leaving me in absolutely no doubt as to what the situation is. A nurse is beside me holding my arm so tightly that it hurts.

				You have had too many drugs, Dr Vermeulen tells me. They will have affected the baby – and she is just too small. She will not survive the labour.

				I should question this but I don’t. This is how she said it would be, no grey areas.

				I’m all right, I say. I’ll be OK. But I don’t want our baby to suffer. She needs to die peacefully inside me. Will that be possible? Can you just leave her inside me until she’s dead?

				Dr Vermeulen and the nurse tell me that, of course, this is possible. But then they start to mention staff availability and timetables. And gradually I understand that they can’t leave her inside me because of the infection and the risk to my health. And so they tell me that they’ll induce the labour in the morning.

				Initially I don’t understand. Surely they’ll just give me a general anaesthetic and I’ll wake up when it’s all over? But no. I will have to go through labour and, because of the infection, they can’t give me an epidural or any other drugs except morphine. I am wheeled back up to the maternity ward and parked in a delivery room. Someone finds a mobile phone and I call Stephen. He’s in the process of putting Thomas to bed and a clear picture of the two of them emerges in my mind. Standing halfway up the stairs, in the yellow light of the hall, Stephen is feeding Thomas’s arms into his pyjama top. He stops to take the call.

				I’m sorry but we’ve lost our baby.

				The silence is long. At some level, I have known for some time that this would happen. But Stephen, I know, has never even considered the possibility.

				What do I do? he says. I’ve never heard him ask that question before.



				

				Later Stephen will tell me what happened after that call. By chance, just as he finishes talking to me, his phone rings again. It is a friend, Ben, calling for some unrelated reason. But as soon as he understands what’s happened, he immediately offers to come and take Thomas. And minutes later he is at the house, gathering up Thomas’s clothes for the next day, somehow making Thomas think that this is all some great adventure. Once Stephen has waved goodbye to them, he drives to the hospital and sits beside me in the delivery room.

				What shall we call her? I say. I want her to have a name.

				I don’t know, he says. But – I like the name Laura.

				I look up at him, his face floating above me in the half light of the delivery room.

				That’s so weird. That’s the name I had imagined too.

				And that’s the only good moment that either of us can remember in all of that time.

				It’s night-time now and the nurses are already giving me the drugs which will start the labour. But I can still feel our baby moving inside me and I’m worried that she might be in distress. I try to ask one of the nurses about this.

				No, she says. No. She may still be moving but she can’t live.

				I know she’s going to die. But I don’t want her to be in pain.

				The nurse shows me a button I can press on the drip in my arm.

				This is morphine, she says. Morphine travels across the placenta and passes from the mother’s blood into the baby.

				I start to press the button and I keep pressing it until I drift into sleep. Is Laura dying now? I don’t know. At least she’s not alone. Plenty of people are with her – Stephen, my mum, Amanda, Matthew, Rachel and Miranda. Perhaps that is what prayer is, simply recognising the significance of a person or an event. Bearing witness, saying simply – this matters. It is not death we fear, I think, only that death should prove trivial, insignificant.



				

				The next morning I’m given more drugs. Stephen sits beside me and I wait, pressing the morphine button to ease the pain. The labour lasts for eighteen hours and three times I hear the cries of other newborn babies – that sharp, anguished cry. The cry that we’re not going to hear. Around me Dr Vermeulen and the nurses are silent.

				Labour. We use that word because bringing a baby into the world is a great project, a huge undertaking. Except in this case the project has already failed.

				After eight hours, I say – I can’t do this any more. I can’t.

				But even as I speak I know that there’s no point in saying this.

				Later I try to say something more but when I get halfway through a sentence, I forget what I was saying. The delivery room is crowded with people. Stephen’s face is so white that it’s blue. I am fighting now for something more fundamental than words. Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. Dr Vermeulen does four blood transfusions because the bleeding doesn’t stop. I’m floating away into light and silence.

				Then I feel hands deep inside me and a violent wrenching. I open my eyes to see a nurse lift Laura out from between my legs and I stretch up my arms to take hold of her. After all this time, I’m excited to see her. And what do I see? Some knot of cells, some object less than human? No. What I see is someone who is more fully human than anyone I’ve ever seen before. This is the essence of a life, the blueprint from which the person will emerge.

				She is dark red, bony, beautiful. Her soul is visible under her skin. Her face is feline, eternal. It has the serenity of an Egyptian mask. Every detail is complete – fingers, toes, eyebrows, the perfect globe of her head, marked by a mesh of veins, the fan of her tiny ribs. She’s warm in my arms and surely only sleeping?
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	‘To the world a baby, to us the world.’


	Inscription on the grave

	of a stillborn baby
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				Me-me-me, moi-moi-moi. I don’t trust memoirs, never have. And I can’t find the right voice. Usually I love a luscious sentence, a phrase turned with the same precision that a carpenter might use in shaping a curvaceous table leg or a bulging stair bannister. Each word cut and polished with the same care that a jeweller uses as he tends a precious stone. But when I’m teaching I say to my students – The style needs to fit the subject matter. This is Laura’s story and she wanted life. It would be an insult to offer her mere literature, a crime to make the ugly beautiful.

				And yet words are one of the few ways in which we can bring the dead back to life, or create a life for someone who never lived. The blossom in the Brussels gardens during that short spring, the sound of the trams, the patch of sunlight on the hospital wall – are these details a dishonest attempt to soften the sharp edges? Maybe – but they are also the world that she and I briefly occupied together. Part of what writing does is to tame horror by pinning it down into precise words. So is it such a crime for me to do that?

				When I teach an anxious student, I say – Just keep writing down what you see, note the exact textures and colours, the shape of a beam of light, the warp and weft of things. Note the particular twists and turns in the grain of wood, the line of black under a fingernail, the scuffed toe of a shoe, the outline of an aerial on a roof, the geography of a cloud. Just keep recording the surfaces. The rest will take care of itself. Because it’s on the surface that you find the depths.



				

				When I wake from the general anaesthetic, they bring her to me. She’s lying in a plastic hospital crib, wrapped up to her chin in a baby sheet decorated with tiny blue cars. A flower has been placed next to her head. Her skin is dark now, almost black, and she looks stiff. Her flesh is shrinking so that her skull shows through behind her face. Her bottom jaw is sagging, the lower part of her face caving in. I feel as though I should pick her up but I’m frightened. She looks so brittle she might break.

				The nurses put her crib beside my bed. Evening has come again and Stephen has gone to look after Thomas and so Laura and I are alone together. For once the construction work has stopped. The sky at the window has a pink evening glow. I tell Laura about all the people in her family who would have liked to have met her. I know that soon the hospital staff will come and take her away. A nurse appears and I think that the moment has come, but she says – Is there anything you want to be buried with her?

				I’m wearing my grandmother’s wedding ring and I wonder if should slide that onto a ribbon and tie it around her neck. But the ring belonged to my paternal grandmother who died when I was six, and I’m not in touch with my father, so the ring is the only link I have to half of my heritage. And also I don’t have a piece of ribbon. I telephone Stephen and he isn’t in favour of the idea. The nurse appears and, as she wants to take Laura away, she pushes me to decide.

				Once the casket is closed then it can’t be reopened, she says.

				Still I can’t decide and so they take her away and I have given her nothing.

				The hospital priest comes to visit. He’s a young man with sparkling white teeth, thick black hair and a gold ring in his ear. He explains various formalities. Normally in these situations, parents need to go to the Hôtel de Ville in the Commune of Uccle and register both the birth and the death at the same time. Happily we will not have to go through all these difficulties because Laura died two days before twenty-four weeks of gestation so she doesn’t need either a birth certificate or a death certificate. In fact, she doesn’t have any existence in law.

				I consider suggesting to the priest that he should go down to the morgue and take a look at Laura, see if he thinks that she exists. But I don’t say that because he’s already embarrassed and he didn’t make the law, it isn’t his fault.



				

				Laura is close, I can hear her crying. It’s three days since she died but her voice is everywhere, screaming for me. I stand up and my head spins, my stomach lurches. I steady myself against the hospital bed. My feet shuffle as I take hold of the drip stand and push it towards the door. I struggle to get out of the room and then wander down the dipping and swaying corridor, under the harsh white lights, looking for Laura. I am aware that there’s something theatrical in this. Something of the Victorian lunatic asylum, the straitjacket, the scold’s bridle. I know that she is dead but I want to shock, I want to rave and froth at the mouth.

				A nurse appears and asks me what I’m doing. I tell her that I’m looking for my baby, that I can hear her crying. More nurses appear, watching me uncertainly. I’m guided back to my room and put to bed. A young woman doctor comes, not someone I’ve met before. She sits down by the bed, tells me that she has recently lost her mother. Of course you feel your baby close to you, she says. That’s because she is.

				After the doctor has gone, the nurses disconnect the drip from my arm because I’m meant to be going home. But I don’t want to leave the hospital because, while I’m here, I’m obviously ill. Outside the hospital I’ll be expected to continue with my life. I’ll need to put the washing machine on, hang clothes on the line, load the dishwasher, write my novel, wipe Thomas’s nose. I can’t do those things. But Stephen is coming to pick me up in an hour so I need to get to the bathroom, wash and clean my teeth, pack up my belongings.

				I can’t find the strength. I stare around me, looking at all the details of the room – the television screen, books, photographs, and that sock, that mysterious pink sock with the blue flower stitched onto the cuff – all things which were here when Laura was alive. Life boils itself down to a simple choice. Either I have to go and clean my teeth or I’m going to finish up in the psychiatric ward of the hospital. It’s Laura who provides me with the strength to get to the bathroom. She cannot have died in order for me to finish up mad. There must be some other purpose to all of this.
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