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    I hugged myself on the living room floor. And clutching the soft camel toy he’d sent home months ago, I cried and cried.

    

    Thank God, I thought.

When her soldier husband goes off on tour, Lara is usually happy to be left behind. Stephen’s job takes him all over the world but she is more content at home. This time it’s different. She’s eight months pregnant on the day he leaves, and it’s not a training exercise he’s going away for; it’s a war. Lara has to face the struggles of birth and motherhood by herself, afraid of terrible news at every knock on the door, and wondering, even if her husband does return, whether she’ll be the same woman he left behind …

    
      

    

  


  
    May 12th 2005



    I dropped the baby when I heard the key in the door. Not far, as I was already crouching to retrieve his fallen dummy. Josh slipped from his perch on my tired hip and landed safe but stinking on his filled nappy. His bottom lip wobbled and so did mine. I opened my mouth to reassure him but couldn’t find the words. Instead, I found breath-stealing sobs escaping me, timed almost in unison with Stephen’s marching footsteps down the hall.


    I sensed my husband hovering tentatively in the doorway. Through bleary eyes I looked over the shoulder of our crying child. I was able to make out his features. His strong jaw and strictly shaven face; his thick bottom lip and small, sporadic freckles. My heart thumped in my ears like a bass drum. His dominant, rugby-humped nose, his war-hollowed cheeks. We made eye contact and my stomach turned.


    Bewildered by my reaction to him, Stephen focused his attention on Josh. I looked around the room. The carpet was awash with a rainbow assortment of toys, teddies, and building blocks. Amongst our mess, Stephen’s uniform was too formal. It took all my strength not to scream for him to get out.


    Josh stopped crying, intrigued by the man in the doorway. I collected myself and broke the silence.


    ‘Take your uniform off by the door Stephen. Please.’ I said, piercing the space between us with, ‘Don’t come any closer.’


    He took another step forward, into the living room. He reached out for my baby with calm assertion. I kissed Josh’s forehead and handed him over. His eyes widened as he contemplated Stephen. They turned away from me and Stephen walked slowly back into the hall with our son held up in front of his face. He touched their noses together and I thought I heard Josh start to cry. His bright red dungarees and wispy blonde hair were a stark contrast to Stephen’s bleak desert uniform. As he clomped back into the hallway, his boots scuffing the laminate, I hugged myself on the living room floor. And clutching the soft camel toy he’d sent home months ago. I cried and cried. Rocking myself back and forth.


    Thank God, I thought.

  


  
    October 27th 2004



    I was eight months pregnant when he left. Our parents were there too, waving as if it were the end of any other visit.


    He cried on our last night together, I hadn’t seen him that upset before. I suppose I am yet to see it, he wouldn’t let me turn on the light. His wet, streaked face pressed hard against mine in the darkness of our room. He used the pillow to wipe his eyes and I promised him it would be all right but we didn’t know if it would be. I didn’t sleep all night. Stephen drifted in and out. While he slept I read and moisturised and worried. In his restless sleep he mumbled.


    ‘Sorry.’ And moments later, ‘Lara?’


    ‘Me too,’ I replied softly in the dark.


     Late into the night we lay spooned together with his left arm resting on my hip and his big hand warming my swollen stomach. My size made even the most comfortable position a bed of rocks after only a few minutes so I slowly attempted to manoeuvre myself onto my back, in a way that wouldn’t wake him. Keeping his arm over me I rolled over enough to look side on at his familiar wrinkled forehead; he always slept frowning. I smiled, looking at the silhouette of his pouting mouth, his face squashed right into the cotton side of our patterned pillows that he hated the feel of. A familiar rush of love must have been loud enough inside me to wake our unborn child. The baby kicked out, almost winding me, and Stephen blearily opened his eyes.


    ‘Hi,’ he whispered croakily and sat up so he could kiss me.


    ‘I want to stay. I want …’ he was nuzzling my neck. His breath was so warm, so devastatingly familiar. I took deep breaths of his sleepy smell. Both of his hands were cradling my bump.


    ‘I love you,’ we said together.


    Through the thin walls of our army quarter I could hear our dads’ deep tones sharing their stories, the clinks of china, and the cupboard doors slamming as they made cups of tea. It was 4 a.m. and they’d given up on sleep. Their disregard for this last precious bedtime irritated me. At 5.47 they crept back up the stairs. I lay quiet and still and listened in on the world steadily waking up. The beginnings of bird song broke a long silence, commuters’ engines started, a creaking window pane in the nursery made itself known. I observed every detail of Stephen’s sleeping silhouette, attempted to remember every contour of his face. Occasionally, between his breathy snores I’d dare to reach out and touch him, try not to wake him while I kissed some new, exposed part that I perhaps hadn’t reached before. Between his fingers. The crease on the inside of his elbow. He stirred and I stopped. I wondered how much he would change. I had no doubt that he would. After experiencing something as monumental as war, how could he not? A steady wave of realisation rushed over my skin, causing goose bumps. I was going to change too. This time, he would come back and we would both be different. I peered at the alarm clock again. 6.02. Each minute counted. And I was grateful for how slowly they seemed to pass, because I knew, the longer we lay there the less time he had. 

  


  
    October 28th 2004



    The next morning we said goodbye in the nursery to the sounds of our mums comforting each other in the bathroom. Stephen finished fixing the loose window and we listened awhile. Both mums gabbled over one another, saying how they’d promised not to cry but that it was so unbearable. That started them off again. With our ears still pressed against the wall Stephen whispered his goodbyes to me as I looked around the room that we’d decorated just last week.


    ‘It’s so perfect,’ I said.


    ‘You’re not listening, pickle. I want you to hear this.’ He was trying to give me the ‘just in case’ speech.


    ‘Stephen,’ I sighed. ‘If you dare plant that seed of doubt in my mind now I won’t forgive you.’ I whispered sharply, staring hard into his eyes.



