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PROLOGUE



TheSecretGoddesses


[ADMIN HAS REMOVED THIS POST]


Comments:


Lucy_Loves_Life: Moderators, I don’t think this post should stay live. We’ve all worked so hard to ensure our little corner of the Internet is full of positivity. Pregnancy is such a delicate, special time and us Goddesses must help nurture each other’s minds and bodies, without exception. This is a place to feel held and supported.


MindFullOfLove: While what’s happened is terribly sad, I’ve got to agree with @Lucy_Lov

es_Life. This page celebrates the beauty of births. Mentions of funerals unfortunately belong elsewhere. I think many of us have felt very triggered.


SanneHoward: Does anyone know her address? I’d like to send some Rhodonite. I’m an angel mother too (with two children earthside) and this stone really helped me recover from grief.


Growing_Nicholls_Fam: Ladies, has she been online recently?


I can’t stop thinking about how terrible this all is and how she might feel if she logged on and saw these comments.


CrunchyMumma: Hi all, I’ve got moderator rights and have actioned the request to remove the post. A reminder of the rules for everyone:


1) We do not encourage, endorse or support women engaging with healthcare systems. Please do not, under any circumstances, suggest a medical intervention. Users who do this will be asked to leave.


2) This is a private forum and everything discussed is not to be shared beyond the group.


3) Posts and comments must be productive and informed by our lived experiences. We do not tolerate anything that disrupts the calm of this space. For many women, it is their only outlet to discuss their wild pregnancy.


Sending love and light to you all.





Part 1






Chapter 1



Claire locked the toilet cubicle and turned her phone into a mirror. She fussed at her top, willing the neckline upwards, and frowned at her reflection. She’d noticed someone from IT – she still didn’t know everyone’s names – staring at her while she used the fancy barista equipment to make a coffee. For the hundredth time that day, Claire wished she could just be alone at home instead of in the office. She held the phone closer. Her breasts definitely looked bigger. They felt heavy and uncomfortable. This change in her body was no longer exciting. She’d allowed hope to overwhelm rational thinking again. It was like her body and mind conspired against her each month, testing her further and further to see what she could endure.


Claire heard a door slam and the clicking sound of heels.


Whispers came from the next cubicle. ‘Did you get it?’ Her manager Holly’s clipped tones were unmistakable even at this volume.


Claire’s arm hair stood on end. What was happening?


‘Yeah, I got the super-quick one. No one saw.’ Ali was rushing her words more than usual.


Claire tried to make her breathing as quiet as possible. She was desperate to hear everything. Holly and Ali must both be in the toilet together. Ali was Holly’s little crony; they regularly coordinated their work wardrobes. That morning, they both turned up in matching Breton-striped t-shirts.


‘I feel so gross right now. Like, what if it’s, you know? Like what do I do then?’ Holly sounded upset. It made Claire focus even harder.


‘I’m here whatever, babe.’ Ali’s voice was gentler than Claire had ever heard it. Ali rarely deigned to speak to Claire.


The trickly sound of nervous urination was just about audible.


Claire’s heart started to race – could this be what she thought it was? She tried to stop her thoughts as they spiralled, but it was impossible. James, her husband, recently suggested she was starting to get obsessed. But was it?


‘Can I just check, are you late?’ Ali asked the question Claire was dying to find out herself.


‘Kind of,’ Holly replied. ‘This app said so, but I keep forgetting to update it, and you know it’s been a weird month. So much has happened, it’s hard to keep track.’


‘Oh God, Holly. You should have said. My heart’s going! Why am I more stressed out than you?’


The reek of fear slithered across the tiles. Claire swallowed down the tickle of a cough and willed her body to remain quiet. She held her hand against her mouth just to be sure. She hoped none of the team had noticed she’d been away from her desk for too long, that the two girls didn’t realise how easily their voices carried. Claire didn’t need to look at the device in her hand to tell the time. She had experienced the agony of this wait so many times she could pace it in her sleep.


Just yesterday Claire had sat in the same spot with a test of her own. She put her phone on her lap, started a three-minute timer and wedged her headphones into her ears – she didn’t want to risk the alarm going off and attracting attention. Even though it was early in her cycle, something had compelled her to check – and she believed in gut instincts. At lunch, she’d walked for twenty minutes to ensure she wasn’t seen by any colleagues before buying the special test that provided early results. The excitement consumed any hunger, so she raced back to Uno Energy headquarters and straight to the toilets.


Every shred of Claire’s attention focused on her screen, the countdown. She didn’t want to look at the result before it had a chance to develop. When the timer went off, she took a deep breath before silencing the irritating, repetitive trill.


Her heart thumping, Claire turned the test over and used the light from her phone to scrutinise its window. There was a thin grey line to the left of a pink one, Claire was sure of it. She took photos from all angles and sent them to the ladies on her favourite trying-to-conceive forum – the TTC Tribe. ‘Can you see this too? The second line?’ she asked. She wanted confirmation that this was really happening.


‘OMG! I think I see it! Exciting! Congratulations!’ one woman replied.


‘Ahh, I’m pretty sure that’s an evaporation line, that brand is famous for it. Could you try again tomorrow? Please let us know how you get on!’ commented another.


Most women seemed to be in the negative camp, but the few affirmations made Claire’s heart swell. She kept running back to the toilet to see if the test had got any darker, bringing her bag with her each time. For once, she didn’t really care what her colleagues thought. She loaded up her phone, refreshed for messages on the group, and looked again at that shadow of a line. Her line.


Claire decided she would show James in person instead of messaging. She pictured his face when he saw that hint of their long-awaited future. Jude, they’d decided for a boy – years ago, right at the start of their relationship, back when true adulthood felt so far away. Jude the dude. Hey Jude, don’t be so sad, they’d sing if he ever felt unhappy. Claire had already played these family scenes out in her head. And for a girl, Emily. A classic name; a beautiful person’s name.


She arrived at their apartment first and wiped down the kitchen counters in need of something to do. The test lay on top of her bag, ready to be celebrated. She jumped when she heard the tell-tale signs of the door being unlocked, beaming at him once he entered the kitchen.


‘Someone’s pleased to see me!’


‘James! Look.’


She handed the test to her husband.


James brought it closer to his face.


‘Another negative?’ he said, his eyebrows in a frown.


‘No, look!’ This wasn’t the response she’d expected. Where was James’s huge smile? The happy tears? Instead, his eyes showed no signs of joy.


‘Claire … I can’t see anything there.’


‘Here, use my phone torch, look!’


‘I don’t think that’s how it works. Shouldn’t there be two lines? I can only see one pink one?’


‘No, James, look here! When you turn it to the light, see?’


James only glanced for a second. ‘I’m sorry, I just don’t see it. Should I …?’ James moved towards the bin.


‘No, no, don’t do that. I want it back.’


‘Oh. Are you OK?’


Claire felt winded with disappointment. ‘Just wait,’ she eventually said, and watched as her husband nodded. He didn’t look convinced.


Claire knew what she’d seen. After they ate dinner in near-silence, she opened the group, re-read the handful of supportive messages and felt crushed anew that her husband had dismissed the test so quickly. She could barely sleep with the thought of what she believed would greet her when she woke up, and what James might be able to finally see. This was it: the turning point so many women on the TTC group mentioned. So many signs were there: the wonderful tenderness of her boobs when she turned in bed, the dry throat that no amount of water would relieve, the little twinges in her pelvis.


But just five hours ago, when Claire finally tried again with her best, most concentrated morning urine, she was confronted by empty space where the second line should be. Her body had misled her, betrayed her again.


James pulled her into his arms when she handed him the new test, sobbing, and kissed the top of her head. He didn’t say anything – he didn’t have to. He rocked with Claire in his arms, as they’d done so many times before, until they both had to leave for work.


Claire hadn’t worn much make-up to the Uno office. Normally, she spent the commute trying to make her face more presentable, but she kept her head down on the journey from Dulwich to Soho, swiping away tears. No one commented on Claire’s raw skin when she sat down at her desk. In fact, the girls didn’t seem to register her presence, and continued babbling about last night’s TV. Claire didn’t say hello. She didn’t trust her voice not to wobble. Instead, she focused on the screen and willed her tear ducts to behave. Somehow, she made it through the first half of the day without incident. The first few hours were always the hardest after another big fat negative.


Holly and Ali, barely a metre away, remained silent.


Three, two, one, Claire counted.


‘Yes!’ Holly squealed, right on time. ‘Yes, yes, yes!’


‘Let’s have a look,’ Ali said.


Claire wished she could see too.


‘Oh, that’s great, Hol. Hey, you had me worried there.’


‘Thank God.’ Holly’s relief was palpable. ‘Wow, is that the time? I’ve got so much to do this afternoon.’


The girls slammed their way out of Holly’s lucky escape with the carefree aggression that only the young and the beautiful can get away with. Claire stayed sitting on the closed toilet lid until her breath became even. It took a long time. She felt a uterine squeeze of longing alongside hatred for her colleagues.


All her life, she had wanted to be a mother. The urge had been there for as long as she could remember. She’d loved caring for her younger sister, Lily, and wasn’t put off by the various squalling children she babysat as a teenager. Claire had asked James early on, just to be sure that he wanted kids. Still, she wanted to be sensible about things. Wait until they could definitely provide, until they had the right jobs and the right home. She didn’t want to push the conversation too much, back then. She knew there would be a time James would be ready. Where he’d also coo at the unbelievably small perfection of a newborn. So, like clockwork, every day she took her pill at the exact same time just to make sure it worked. Her body had been cleansed of those artificial hormones for a long time now, but it still wasn’t functioning as it should. Her dreams had been crushed like clockwork for the past fifteen months.


And there was Holly, gleeful to not be carrying a child.


The gulf of the age difference between Claire and the two girls had never felt so pronounced. According to LinkedIn sleuthing, Holly was four years Claire’s junior, and Ali had only graduated from university three years ago. Claire wasn’t sure how Holly had managed to land the senior communications manager position – she had yet to see evidence that Holly had more knowledge or practical experience – but she’d needed a new job to support their move to London so accepted the first role offered and never asked about the team structure. With their affected tones and disregard for anything that truly mattered, the all-female communications department at Uno Energy seemed like a bunch of children masquerading as adults. For a split second, Claire was glad they didn’t seem to accept her as one of their own.


The pod of desks was lively with chatter when she returned. Claire made herself smile at her boss when she sat back down at her desk.


‘What’s up with you? Are you ill or something?’ Holly asked, as she played with a blonde curl.


‘Oh, nothing!’ Claire replied. ‘It’s just so bright outside, isn’t it?’ Claire was glad Holly hadn’t commented on her watery eyes.


Holly’s perfume filled the air. She must have applied it liberally after coming back to the desk. It smelled of leather and wood smoke, like the excitement of an evening after the sun sets. Claire took in a mouthful as she sighed. Some girls are just better at making themselves attractive and presentable. As she batted a clump of dark hair away from her eyes, she was reminded that she would never be the polished, perfect girl of her aspirations. She opened her emails and tried her best to ignore the sense of injustice that threatened to make her scream in the middle of the cavernous Soho office space.


Holly’s reaction to a negative pregnancy test was all Claire could think about as she made her way home. Summer had started to creep in, daylight yawning later and later, stretching out the possibilities of each day. Claire felt alone as she walked past the park full of groups sprawled on picnic blankets. The air carried wafts of barbecues and booze and satisfaction. This communal giddiness felt so out of reach.


Claire could see James was in their apartment from the street level: they lived in the second and third floors of a Dulwich town house. He was standing by the beautiful bay windows. She didn’t wave. She missed the excitement that used to fizzle inside at the prospect of their new city adventure, all sparked by that first visit together years ago. The looks they gave each other when they briefed the estate agent on a child-friendly place to rent. The belly-flutter when the agent launched into descriptions of local primary schools and the squeeze James reciprocated that this was really happening, they were going to move from Gateshead to London, and this place would have a spare room. Over four months had passed since they’d been handed the keys and there were no signs the room might be occupied soon.


‘Do you want to talk about it? What happened this morning?’ James asked, as soon as she unlocked the door and sat down on the sofa. James looked so sincere, so handsome, it made Claire’s heart ache. He must have left work early to comfort her. She hated how he had to do things like this. She thought of the bathroom bin, the graveyard of their failures, and crumpled onto James’s familiar chest. She would have to ask him to empty it again.


‘Something must be wrong,’ Claire whispered, as she turned a patch of James’s t-shirt from royal blue to navy. ‘It should have happened by now. It should be working. Everything should be working. Why isn’t it working?’


‘It’s going to be OK, Bear. It’s going to happen. It will happen soon,’ James whispered. He’d used that nickname liberally for well over a decade, ever since they’d met in the second year of university – he was the only one she let get away with it.


‘I just don’t understand,’ Claire said. ‘We did everything right this time.’ Claire had followed every piece of advice she could glean from the ladies online this cycle. She’d filled his-and-hers containers with new vitamin combinations and encouraged James to eat two Brazil nuts a day. Once they’d passed the narrow window of ovulation, she’d gorged on so much pineapple that her lips went numb. She’d even stopped placing the laptop on her lap, using a cushion to intercept any dangerous rays. And for what?


James opened his mouth. Closed it again and cleared his throat. ‘You know, it could be the stress of the move, uprooting everything, all the change. I’ve been thinking that we don’t have to stay here, Bear. We can always move back home if it’ll make you feel better – or go for a visit? I hate seeing you like this. Do you want to talk about it? Home?’


Claire shook her head. She thought of the life they’d left, its comfort and familiarity. The goodbye party brimming with colleagues and friends. Claire’s sister and mam helping them drive the six hours down and unpack everything over one frenzied weekend that was so full of potential that Claire could hardly sleep.


Claire was so sure she would enjoy it here in Dulwich, where her local high street featured pastel shop fronts and the park minutes from her doorstep was always busy with buggies. But each day made her feel less deserving. The long line of people shaking their heads at the local café after she’d launched into conversation with the barista. The invisibility of the overground as it chuntered into Central London, packed with blank expressions and grim-set mouths. The gut-dropping sensation when she realised none of her new colleagues would ever follow her back on Instagram. Claire tried to stay hopeful things would change and the city and its people would welcome her. Her doubt was increasing with every day.


Claire took her time to reply to her husband, her throat choked by the failure the question implied. They couldn’t – no, wouldn’t – turn back now. Claire had so many more things she wanted to achieve in this phase of their life. They had been married for five years and every month was a reminder that Claire was running out of options, of time. She knew her husband meant well, but his suggestion was painful.


‘No, we can’t do that! We’ve got our flat, our jobs, all your new friends! I just need this evening, then I’ll be better. I just really thought this was it. I just … Well, I thought it was our time.’ Her voice came out more brittle than she’d hoped.


James placed his hands under Claire’s eyes and stroked away the tears dangling from her lower lashes before kissing her. ‘I love you, and it’s going to happen. It’s us, Bear. It’s us, and together we can do anything. Now, are you hungry? Should I order pizza?’


Claire nodded. It didn’t matter that the flat was sticky with dusky, polluted heat, this was now their ritual: a rich indulgence every month.


When the two boxes arrived, Claire resisted the urge to take a photo of her husband mid-bite, his face hidden by dough. She did this sometimes: try to obscure the bad memories with carefully chosen images that showed the small, fleeting happiness. Claire didn’t want to spark another lecture from her husband about her obsession with social media. His comments had ramped up since she’d joined the latest group.


The ladies online kept suggesting professional assistance. They were well over the NHS threshold for investigations. She opened the TTC forum and was pleased by all the new notifications that would keep her occupied that evening. Claire first discovered this online world through a chance google a year ago, almost six months into their journey, and she’d never looked back. As anyone who has ever befriended someone in the club toilets knows, strangers are the best audiences for your darkest fears.


Claire sank deep into the sofa and away into the online chatter while James tuned in to a programme about second homes abroad. A young couple said they wanted a two-bed in Fuerteventura because they were expecting. Claire put down her phone, careful to close the page full of other women’s secrets, and looked up as the camera panned to a rounded belly held by four bronzed hands. Their place was a two-bed, with both bedrooms upstairs, perfect for tending to a child. James changed the channel without a word.


In bed, in the darkness, James told her again that it was going to happen. That they should try and enjoy all the time they had while it was just the two of them. Claire lay still, her head full of the day’s tumult and the latest advice she’d received online. The reassurance, but the realism. She nearly voiced these strangers’ suggestions of looking into assistance, even though the thought of being prodded and poked filled her with almost unbearable anxiety. She almost told him about Holly, and what she’d give to be flippant about testing again, to be able to turn back time and try sooner, with more ovarian reserves. Instead, as James drifted off beside her, she opened her phone and lay awake, her face illuminated by blue light as she scrolled and scrolled, searching for something that might quieten her aching sadness. She would do, try, anything to have a child.





Chapter 2



Claire didn’t test again the following morning. She couldn’t bear the disappointment. As James lay beside her, sound asleep, she wanted to shake him awake, join her in mourning the cramps she could feel brewing. It had been a bad night: Claire spent hours tossing and turning in the heat. She dragged herself out of bed and into the too-bright bathroom. Her skin felt bloated with tiredness and no amount of make-up could hide the fresh batch of sleep-deprived spots. She ran a finger over one as she patted down concealer and winced. James always swore he couldn’t see them but they looked like barnacles, thick and with a life of their own. It was easier to complain about her skin than admit the other, less tangible causes of sadness, like the loneliness of her working day.


‘Cheer up, Claire Bear. We’re nearly halfway through the week!’ James said, when he finally woke.


Claire eyed her husband suspiciously before she kissed him and left for work. He always had far too much energy in the mornings.


The heat deadened the usual hum of the office, making the morning stretch longer than Claire thought possible. It was as if time sensed her impatience. She had an appointment at lunchtime with the secretary of Emma Gray, the acupuncturist with over 100 five-star reviews on Google and a growing band of loyal followers on Claire’s favourite fertility forum. It felt like things were aligning – this was the perfect time to get some guidance. She couldn’t face another month of failure.


When midday finally arrived, Claire slumped down in the little park next to the office with her food, a box of vegetable maki rolls and tempura avocado laced with sweet, dried onions, and revisited some of Emma’s recent reviews. The rice stuck to the roof of her mouth and her tongue felt too inflated and lazy to remove it. She let the rice dissolve and release its sickly, sugary taste while she read praise like ‘Emma is a superwoman’ and ‘Thank you for kickstarting my fertile abundance!’


Apparently, Emma Gray could even help with Claire’s anxiety that she might never be a mother. She hadn’t dipped her toes in alternative therapies before – the closest she’d come was picking up a colourful leaflet about reiki healing left out by an instructor after a yoga class. Claire forgot about it until her mam spotted it in her bag and laughed so much that she still, years on, accused Claire of being into ‘new-age nonsense’. She wished she’d investigated further back then and not cared so much about her mam’s comments. Another lady on the group was convinced reiki helped regulate her inconsistent cycles, and Emma seemed like she really could be the answer to all of Claire’s problems. It was just a matter of taking this first step.


In preparation for the getting-to-know-you chat, Claire brought her planner to the park. She flicked through it. The diary once burst with plans and the glorious quandary of being double-booked with work drinks and a meal with Sally, her best friend back in Gateshead. Now it was full of coded updates on her cycle. She could have won Mastermind with her knowledge about things like the luteinising hormone. She noted down everything: her mood, her periods, the days when she should be releasing her dwindling supply of eggs. The back page featured a list of specialist clinics recommended on the forums. Claire hadn’t made any enquiries to these medical centres just yet. The idea of cold offices and their sinister, invasive equipment always stopped her from reaching out directly. Still, the names and the information on their FAQ pages gave her a sense of control.


Her phone buzzed. ‘Hello, is that Emma Gray’s office?’


‘Yes, this is Sophia speaking. And Claire, what a pleasure to speak to you. Before I talk about what Emma can do for you, I need to let you know she has a significant waiting list and does ask me to ensure every future client is aware of the nuances of her work before signing up. Let’s get into that now, shall we? Emma, as I’m sure you know, works with women’s bodies to support their natural rhythms and flows, boosting blood circulation to certain parts of the body to assist each woman’s unique journey. She’s had brilliant success nurturing clients’ palace of the child – that’s what we call the womb in Chinese traditional medicine.’


Claire heard herself swallow. ‘Palace of the child?’


‘That’s right. Now, I read all the information you shared about your situation. Thanks for going into such detail, most women don’t give us anywhere near as much to work with! I think there’s a lot we can do to assist you on your path to motherhood. I do need to tell you that acupuncture takes three months to have an effect on your eggs, and we recommend that patients seeking fertility support see Emma at least once a week.’


Claire looked around. The office entrance loomed in her periphery, and she turned her body so it was no longer in her line of vision. The nursery on the corner hadn’t gone unnoticed either. Claire tried her hardest not to stare when she walked past the nursery in the mornings. All those happy parents; all those beautiful children.


‘And how much would that cost?’ she said.


‘Well, the investment would depend on how regularly you see Emma, but her fertility clients tend to find that those weekly sessions are very worthwhile, and that would come in at around four hundred pounds a month. This isn’t medicine as you know it, you see. Emma doesn’t just consider your fertility through the lens of science, she also works with your emotions, lifestyle, and any energy she can feel from your early life. She’s a firm believer that these elements have a huge impact on a woman’s happiness and her ability to conceive.’


Sophia’s voice was gentle and kind, exactly how Claire imagined someone tied to the profession would speak. Claire loved the sound of the treatment, so personalised and holistic, but she tried to imagine explaining this to James. He was someone who liked to know outcomes and odds, facts and figures. That would be the key to convincing him. She had her pen ready. ‘OK, right, thank you, and what sort of results can we expect?’


Sophia’s laugh fluttered through the phone; the type of laugh used to calm women reaching their breaking point. ‘Ah, I’m afraid there are no guarantees with the body. But I recommend you read Emma’s testimonials page if you haven’t already. She’s had some truly wonderful feedback. Women travel from all over for her help. And some men too – increasingly, we’re realising the role men play in supporting their partner’s fertile potential. Now, I’m afraid I’ve got to head to a meeting so would you be able to let me know if you’d like to join the waiting list before the end of tomorrow? It’s currently sitting at around six weeks. We’d love to help, so how does that sound, Clara? Must dash, I have another call now!’


Sophia ended the call before Claire could respond.


Claire felt dizzy from all the information and the news of the waiting list. She used the unexpected extra time in her lunch break to calculate how much a minimum of three months of acupuncture would cost, and then totted up the rough quotes she could gather from the slick websites of Harley Street centres which boasted 30–40 per cent success rates. While Claire loved the idea her body might contain a hidden palace, she could already picture James’s dismissal. A good gut feeling wouldn’t sway her husband about acupuncture, not when they were supposed to be topping up their joint savings account which was depleted from the move. She knew she wouldn’t continue the conversation with Emma’s well-meaning secretary; there was no point pushing the point unless she had some hard numbers. She would have to work on building up her courage about investigations. As soon as her period started, she would try and initiate the conversation with James. They’d see what they were entitled to on the NHS first, of course, but have the private options as backup. She would need his support every step of the way to be able to even walk into a hospital again.


Claire sighed, tucked her planner back into her bag, and made sure she smiled when she breezed back into the office so no one realised how useless she felt.


She tried to keep up the pretence when she got home and kissed the tipsy, sun-warmed lips of her husband. James had hundreds of different smiles, and Claire could tell just how much he’d drunk over the course of the afternoon with his colleagues by looking at the lazy curl of his mouth.


‘Oh no, you look stressed,’ he said, when she wriggled under his arm on the sofa. ‘What’s up?’


‘I’m fine,’ Claire said. She no longer articulated all her daily experiences to the partner she once shared everything with. She didn’t want to bother him with tales of work woe or cut through his hazy happiness by mentioning the let-down of the acupuncture call. It was better for him to think she was OK.


‘No come on, what’s the matter?’


‘James, I said I’m fine. It’s just been a rubbish week, you know. Remember yesterday? The test?’


James hesitated, like he was weighing up how to respond to her. She hated that he had to coddle her. ‘Claire, you’re driving yourself crazy with this. Come on, let’s just chill. Shall we open that vinho verde that’s been in the fridge for far too long? Perfect night for it. The weekend is in sight!’


Claire shook her head emphatically. ‘I’m not going to have a single sip this month. But you go ahead. Knock yourself out.’ Claire couldn’t help the barb. It was impossible to contain.


‘I think it might help you relax, Bear. This stress isn’t good for you.’


James had no idea how much work it took to give them both the best possible chance at success, and he had the nerve to complain about stress? All the things she’d given up, including the recent end of her weekly allowance of two glasses of wine. While she wanted a drink more than anything, to relish the delicate fizz of the Portuguese wine they first tried on their honeymoon, she knew she couldn’t. She knew how dangerous alcohol might be to any embryonic hope, no matter what time in her cycle. She had to commit, give this her all, leave nothing to chance. She followed the advice that she should act like she was pregnant, and here was James, already drunk. The load was not evenly spread.


‘I just want water. Maybe you should try that too.’ She could feel small flickers of resentment gaining momentum. But she didn’t want to start an argument, not tonight, not when she was so tired. ‘Sorry, I’m just knackered, I didn’t mean it,’ she said, and James’s face immediately softened.


That night, while James stayed downstairs and watched a film that carried the sounds of battle into the bedroom, Claire lay on top of the sheets and decided to do it again: read birthing stories. They could transport her to the visceral beauty of motherhood. Her favourite ones included the element of hardship – people who beat the odds to bring a child into the world. Who, like her, struggled to enter this inner circle. She often included the word miracle in her searches to unearth such gems. She’d always loved finding out as much information as possible about certain topics. Now, it presented as her insatiable appetite for all things motherhood.


Not for the first time, Claire was taken aback by the bravery of anyone who shared their innermost thoughts for the world to read on the Internet. She pored over an account written by a transgender man who feared scrutiny and bigoted comments from people complaining about male presence in the ‘female space’ of the maternity ward and so opted to deliver at home. He wrote about his experience giving birth to a beautiful baby boy while his partner looked on in awe and pride.


She couldn’t stop there. She kept catching snippets of gunshot from the film downstairs. James was safely preoccupied, and her brain needed more. She read about an older lady who conceived just as people started to refer to her as a woman of a certain age. She was traumatised by malpractice during the birth of her now twenty-year-old son – the obstetrician made a mistake during her episiotomy and it became infected. This was a woman who simply wanted to reconnect with the unique and unparalleled moment where one life opens into two. For this baby, she wanted the nurturing care of midwives rather than doctors’ prying fingers and scalpels.


Claire understood these concerns. When she was younger, she was kept in hospital overnight several times after terrifying asthma attacks, a mask clamped on her face while doctors screamed at her to stop crying, stop panicking, or her wheezing would get even worse. It felt like someone was sucking away all her air. She’d lie there, petrified, desperate for her parents, until doctors were satisfied by what they saw and she was allowed to go home. It was just a precaution, her parents would say, just in case. But Claire always felt like it was needless torture. Throughout her childhood – and still, occasionally into her adult years, though she grew out of her asthma – she had nightmares where she’d wake up thinking that mask was pressed back on. That she couldn’t breathe. That no one was coming for her.


Thirteen years ago, Claire’s dad had entered that same hospital and never left. In his last months, she forced herself into the building so she could see him, hold his hand, and do her best to keep him entertained. They would play rummy until one day he didn’t have the strength to sit upright and hold the cards anymore, so Claire used all her energy and control to just sit there and tell him about university and the world and not show her horror that her dad, her strong dad, was fading in front of her. She would only ever make it a few steps out of the ward door before she started howling. She hoped her dad never heard. After every visit she washed her hair and clothes at least twice to remove the insidious smell that seeped into every pore and fibre – death, vegetable soup and cleaning products, all mixed together. Even now, well over a decade since her dad passed, just the thought of that smell filled her with dread.


Claire raced through one mummy blogger’s account of how her husband assisted the midwife in the tranquil surroundings of a birth centre and imagined James doing the same, with no hospital strip lights in sight. She felt her sadness start to dissipate. The algorithm took her to an account of a woman who gave birth at home, with just a pool, her partner and a special playlist. It sounded divine. Claire lost the page when the door opened and James got into bed. She must have pressed it away when she put her phone down. She tried to find it again while James snored – he always did this after a few drinks – but technology refused to cooperate, and she gave up. She went onto Pinterest instead and browsed beautiful baby clothes.


One day, Claire thought, one day all this will be worth it. All the planning and preparation and hope and heartbreak. The last year had corroded something she knew she’d never get back. Claire stared at the ceiling and focused on her breath. She didn’t want to get upset again, thinking about the innocence that coloured the first few months of this journey, the naive optimism. No, she thought. It will all be worthwhile. We will create a little world together. We will have our own birth story.





Chapter 3



Claire winced as she typed the words: how to make friends. Before she pressed enter, she checked behind her, forgetting that James was out with the so-called ‘football lot’ and unable to see her phone screen. Just as Claire remembered to ask if he’d won, James sent a picture of a sweating amber glass. The sweet taste of success, the message read, followed by the happiest emoji face. She smiled; James had a competitive streak that only surfaced during sports. She could imagine his pride at winning and the second-hand joy cheered her.


Claire didn’t understand how James had managed to acclimatise so well. She had gone from being the more sociable one in the couple to a woman sitting alone most nights, FaceTiming Sally, her mam or her sister Lily, waiting for her husband to come home. She hadn’t experienced this great expanse of alone time before. It made evenings feel so much longer. She’d had no problems bonding with former colleagues. After-work drinks were a given at her old place, especially towards the end of the week. Even in her first job after graduation – a recruitment agency – there had been a sense of camaraderie, a communal desire to decompress, a few nights out where Claire was the youngest by far.


Claire wished she knew what she was doing wrong at Uno. She always tried to join in conversations with the girls, but they seemed to end as soon as she swivelled her chair round. She’d brought up a diluted version of her concerns to Sally to get another perspective. Sally, who had been removed from workplace dramas for almost three years now – her maternity leave turned into permanent parenting of her son Rory – suggested Claire just wait for everyone to realise how wonderful she was. Claire appreciated the boost but knew the idea that Holly and Co. might one day sit down and suddenly want to be her friend was ludicrous.


Earlier that day, Claire had been waiting to refill her water bottle when someone she recognised as being from the design team – he was heavily tattooed with bleached hair – turned round.


‘So, see you at The Crown and Anchor tomorrow, then?’ the man said.


‘Pardon?’


‘Ali’s birthday? You’re on her team, right? She said everyone from comms was invited. We’re all going to be there.’ He gestured towards the design desks.


‘Oh, right.’ She tried to laugh in a way that suggested this wasn’t the first time she’d heard of this event. ‘No, sorry, I’m busy tomorrow. But I’m sure I’ll be there next time!’


‘Sure, cool,’ the man said.


When Claire got back to her desk, she looked him up on the HR database. His name was David. After careful consideration, she didn’t request to be David’s friend on Instagram, or mention anything to Ali or the team. She knew she needed to earn these kinds of invites. It felt very important that she make an alternative plan. She had to be proactive.


Claire dared herself to reopen the Internet tab on her phone. She clicked on the first article and exhaled as she scrolled down. She thought, not for the first time, how amazing it was that Google could answer any question within milliseconds. She owed a lot to the balm of the Internet and its ability to soothe. The article told her that there were easy ways to make friends in a new area. It was a simple matter of joining community groups, getting involved in team sports, and looking friendly and approachable. Claire wasn’t sure about the last point. She tried to make her face neutral before looking in the mirror, but the results were inconclusive. She would have to ask James about the vibes her face gave off when he got back.


Further clicks revealed the most serendipitous gathering the following night. The Dulwich Darters, which claimed to be South-east London’s most inclusive running club, was celebrating its third birthday with a run and pub jaunt. All ages and abilities were welcome. Claire considered the joy of a recent run with James around the local park, the happy burn of her lungs. She RSVP’d online and spent the evening glowing with excitement. She laid out all her potential gym clothes by the full-length bedroom mirror and tried on combination after combination of neon kit until she felt satisfied with her reflection. So what if all her team were going out without her? She looked forward to leaving the office with purpose, now she had plans.


Claire didn’t notice James slink into the room until he announced his presence with a cough.


‘You look nice,’ he said, and looked her up and down appreciatively. ‘But it’s late, what are you doing? Come to bed, you loon.’


She gave herself one last glance before she wiggled out of the Lycra and joined her husband. She loved how he accepted her without question and didn’t probe her decisions. It wasn’t the right moment to tell him about the running. That was a tomorrow job.


When Claire got off the train at East Dulwich after work the next day, she sat on one of the cold benches in the station, hunched over her compact mirror, and applied just the right amount of powder to conceal the anger of her recent acne flare. She’d been so focused on leaving the office in good time, she hadn’t found the time to conduct her usual make-up top-ups. She wanted to make the best possible impression on the Dulwich Darters – she really needed to make some friends here. James always told her that no one was staring closely at her face, and no one truly cared, but that wasn’t the point. She didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for her.


As Claire walked up to the café where the running group met, she realised that someone from the group might have caught her applying make-up. She was seized by the need to turn round, go home, retreat before she might embarrass herself further. She was more of a plodder than a dasher. But she so wanted to have people she could have proper conversations with on the weekends. Claire had a niggling fear that her family and Sally wanted that for her too – wanted her to stop trying to FaceTime home so much. She needed to put one foot in front of the other.


A dozen heads turned towards the door when Claire entered. A woman wearing full Dulwich Darters merchandise strode over and said how delighted she was to see a new face. She introduced Claire to everyone, including an athletic couple with matching outfits and abs, before launching into the instructions about this evening’s route. Claire resisted the temptation to gawp at the duo’s crop tops. Their muscles rippled with each breath. Claire tried to stand a little straighter.


‘Welcome,’ a woman who looked slightly older than Claire half whispered, while the rest of the group nodded along to that night’s plan.


Claire grinned back and gave the stranger a thumbs-up. She regretted it immediately. Who does that, she chastised herself, before stowing both thumbs in her fists.


There was no chance to rescue the conversation before the group were out of the door and pounding the streets with swift, practised strides. The leader set a fast pace. Claire struggled to keep up, her breath rasping and rattling in her throat. She stared at the lean legs of the woman in front and wondered what hers might look like if she was ever brave enough to wear exercise shorts. She was a high-waisted leggings type of person, through and through. This woman bounded with such grace, it was hypnotising.


Thirty minutes of winding around the gorgeous tree-lined streets of Dulwich felt like a lifetime of torture. The pub gardens they passed were bursting with chatter, and Claire was relieved almost all the people she knew in this city – her Uno colleagues – were safely occupied in the Crown and Anchor with no chance of seeing her in this state. She hadn’t kept up her normal running routine since they moved to London. She used to run home from her old office – one of the girls on her team who lived nearby was training for the Great North Run and it turned into their weekly routine, a chance to chat and gossip as well as get some exercise. With the exception of the recent run with James, her trainers had lain largely unused in their new flat. She regretted it. Her mouth burned with desire for water and her head thumped with each step. She could feel sweat crystallising on her forehead. Stop, she wanted to cry out, break time, please. But she kept going. The group was going to go out afterwards. She couldn’t tap out before then. Inside, she recited things she’d read: being active can boost fertility. Women who do moderate exercise on average conceive faster than women who don’t. It helped her keep going.


Claire was mortified by the number of people who asked if she was OK when they finished. Just how bad did she look, she panicked. All she wanted to do was lie down and gulp in mouthfuls of still air, not make polite chit-chat about the best running watches. She hoped no one noticed how she was propping herself up with an arm against the wall. Claire swiped a finger over her upper lip to remove the slug of moisture and sought out the kind face of the woman who’d made an effort earlier. She had sensed kinship in her sparkling eyes.


‘God, I’m unfit,’ Claire said, and pointed to her face. ‘I bet I’m as pink as anything.’


The woman laughed. ‘No, everyone was unusually fast today, I think it’s because we’ve had to really pare it back the last few weeks with the heatwave. I struggled too.’ She offered a well-kept hand and Claire shook it. ‘I’m Taya, by the way. I haven’t seen you around here before, have I? Oh, please don’t tell me we’ve already met.’


‘You’re being kind,’ Claire said. ‘And no, we moved here a few months ago. I’m just trying out some new things. I didn’t realise how out of practice I was!’ Claire hoped the other woman didn’t pick up on the reedy tone to her voice. It always happened when she was nervous.
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