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For Lejla and Cuillin




Preface


I started writing within days of Jo’s murder and have continued ever since. I began after Julia Samuel, the child psychologist I was drawing advice from like a sponge, advised me to write things down. She said that in years to come the kids will want to know the details of what happened – how they responded, how they felt, what we did. 


I didn’t set out to write a book and there are things in my diary that will remain for ever between the kids and me. But in writing things down, I have also found it has helped me process what has happened. As Jo would vouch, I often find it hard to talk about how I feel, but I know how important it is not just to carry on as if nothing has happened. So I wrote more and more as a way of forcing myself to confront reality.


A few months after Jo’s murder various people started suggesting I write a book about Jo; some were friends who wanted her story told, others were strangers who wanted to learn more about her – people who felt she stood for something. 


At the same time I was reading through Jo’s diaries. It helped me to hear her in her own voice. She was a sporadic diary-keeper and tended to write either when she was travelling or when she was feeling down and needed to try and straighten out her head. As a result Jo’s writing varies between frenetic and introspective, life-affirming and slightly unsettling. I knew her diaries were a treasure trove of insight that would help me fill the gaps and really give Jo her voice, if only I could bring myself to put pen to paper.


In the end I decided to write for four reasons. Firstly, to help me process my own emotions. I knew an external deadline would force me to take the time I should over this, otherwise the pain it involved would mean I would constantly find excuses to push it down my ‘To Do’ list and, as a result, that pain would sit there unprocessed.


Secondly to capture a set of stories for the kids about their mum. When they read this book, I hope it will help bring alive the mum who now resides in their heads and hearts.


Thirdly, I want to tell Jo’s story. In doing so, I don’t want to pretend that she was perfect, a modern-day saint; she wasn’t. When I spoke at her funeral I said – to knowing nods from friends, former flatmates and family – that she could be the most annoying person in the world to live with. But even with all of her human imperfections, her story is hugely important. A woman from a working-class family who fulfilled her dreams; a woman who was proud of where she came from and used that confidence in her roots to embrace the world; a woman who struggled with self-doubt but, despite this, drove herself and others forward. Above all, Jo’s life is a story of supreme and unyielding empathy. No matter how long I live, I know I will never come close to Jo’s kindness and compassion, but her example will always make me better. I hope it will inspire others to be their best selves, to step forward when all you want to do is step back, to live life with a passion.


Finally, I wrote this book because I want to continue Jo’s fight. For decency, tolerance, fair play, the best of British values. Her killing was meant to set back this fight. It has already failed, but there is a wider struggle at hand. It’s not about party politics, it’s between those who want to bring communities together to take on the challenges that face society and those who seek to turn us against each other to distract from them. Trump, Le Pen and others epitomise this, but no country is immune. 


I would have been unable to write this book without my friend and collaborator Don McRae. Don couldn’t have been a better writing partner, combining Jo-like levels of empathy with dedication and professionalism. He helped me find the shape and structure for many of the thoughts and memories it contains; he also helped me research the gaps in my memory, talking in detail to Jo’s family and friends. Don is a brilliant writer and it was an honour to work with him. My kids already miss his regular visits to the boat. 


When I spoke in court, I said that Jo’s killing was intended to silence a voice and what an irony it was that, instead, it had allowed millions of others to hear it. This book is part of that mission. Thank you for reading it.


Brendan Cox


May 2017
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Happiness


– 12 June 2016 –


Four days before we lost Jo to hatred and savagery, she had looked happier and more alive than ever. The river below us glinted in the pale sunshine as we relaxed over the weekend at our cottage on the borders between England and Wales. 


It was a serene Sunday morning and I was stretched out in the hammock. I had damaged my foot two days earlier, and it was propped up for comfort. Jo kept zipping up from working in the garden she loved, to see me or the kids. Whenever she nudged my foot by mistake it felt like a hammer hitting my swollen ankle.


‘Sorry, Coxy,’ Jo said, every time. ‘I keep forgetting.’


The Friday before, back in London, I’d spent the day looking after Lejla and we’d gone to pick up Cuillin from his reception class. On the way back to our boat on the Thames, where we had lived for five years, I was mucking around as usual with the kids. We were playing monsters. I was the monster and they screamed gleefully while I chased them. 


They were so used to Jo and me climbing mountains, caving, cycling, swimming and canoeing that Cuillin and Lejla were startled suddenly to see their dad lying on the ground. Mid-chase I had turned my ankle and fallen. I thought I might have broken it as I felt something snap. 


Cuillin and Lejla helped me lift my bike which I had left against the railing. At least I could lean on the handlebars. The kids, amused by my hopping, laughed again. 


Jo was about to get home after a night away in Yorkshire. As the Labour MP for Batley and Spen – where she had grown up – she had been busy with a mixture of campaigning for the UK to remain within the EU and the work she loved above all: helping her constituents with their problems. She always returned tired but full of stories and ideas for what else she could do to make a difference.


When she saw me stretched out on the sofa she took one look at my ankle and said, ‘I should take you to hospital.’ I hadn’t looked under my sock but now noticed that my foot had ballooned and darkened.


‘I’ll be fine,’ I protested, wanting to avoid a Friday evening in A&E. A weekend at our cottage would be the best treatment. 


Jo, as always, drove us down that night; through a combination of living in London and laziness, I had yet to pass my driving test. We arrived at the cottage just before midnight and, using a big branch as a crutch, I limped down the steep hillside to the cottage while Jo carried Lejla. Poor Cuillin had to be woken up to walk down by himself as I could barely carry myself, let alone him. Jo and I often used to wonder when the kids would realise that being carried down a hillside through a forest in the middle of the night every weekend wasn’t normal, but luckily that night they took it in their stride.


By Sunday I felt much better – at least until Jo banged my foot for the umpteenth time. I actually laughed as she apologised yet again. She could be maddening and wonderful both at the same time.


Jo and I had been together more than ten years. She was the most incredible person I had ever met.


I remember her smiling face as she bent to kiss me was flecked with mud and sticky smudges, evidence of the gooseberry jam she and the kids had made that morning, followed by some gardening. Jo went to stand in the centre of our newly completed open-walled barn, dubbed ‘Beater Barn’, which she had designed and got built. I had been a sceptic on the project but now it was finished, we all agreed that it was magnificent, a lovely spot from which to savour the view. After all Jo’s work it seemed fitting we should name it after her. I often used her old nickname of Beater (before our marriage she was Jo Leadbeater) just as she still sometimes called me Coxy, in her distinctive Yorkshire accent.


The cottage was a long way from Yorkshire but it was our hinterland, our retreat from the world. Our son Cuillin, named after a great mountain range on the Isle of Skye that Jo and I had climbed when she was pregnant in 2010, was still only five. Our daughter Lejla, whose name came from friends of ours in Bosnia, was just three years old.


It was the first weekend after the barn had been completed and Jo was very pleased with it and with herself.


‘So, what do you think, Coxy?’ she said with a smile, sinking back into a chair next to my hammock.


‘Okay, you were right,’ I admitted.


Jo had been sold on the idea of the cottage from the moment she saw the photo I texted her. My best friend Will Paxton and I had spotted it, and a hand-painted For Sale sign, while canoeing down the river in 2012. We’d had to back-paddle desperately while we tried to remember the estate agent’s details. 


Jo and I hadn’t been looking for anywhere to buy – but this place just caught our imagination. 


The next day we spoke to an estate agent who did his best to put us off. It was a mile from the nearest track and he was clearly sick of getting his smart shoes muddied on site visits with people who were never going to buy it. 


‘You do realise it’s in a wood with no road access? And no electric? And no running water? And no heating?’ 


We reassured him that that was precisely why we were interested. 


The first time we went to look at it, my mum drove us down from Reading. She was our adviser-in-chief on all projects. She has an awesome level of energy and sense of adventure fused with great practicality. Having looked around Jo and I were giddy with excitement, but on the drive back we anxiously asked my mum what she thought.


‘It’s ridiculous. No one should buy it,’ she said. ‘Apart from you. You should definitely buy it.’ 


Jo and I grinned at each other. Our decision was made. 


It was pretty cheap for a house (the upside of being off-grid) but we couldn’t convince a single bank or building society to give us a mortgage. We only managed to buy it because the previous owners, a retired couple, offered us an incredibly generous deal where we paid them back on a monthly basis. They could tell how much we had fallen for it, even in its wild state, and they wanted it to be in good hands. 


The cottage became our latest life adventure and a shared family project. The damp was so bad that water ran down the walls, and the garden had been reclaimed by the forest. We spent every weekend we could chopping wood, carrying out old generators and agricultural machinery from a hundred years ago, painting and planting. It was the centre of our family life, the place our kids adored beyond anywhere else. Gradually, with a lot of hard work, we made it more like a home.


We still loved living on our boat on the Thames during the week, while Jo commuted between London and Batley, but our cottage gave us space to get away from it all. 


‘I love everything about this place – and us,’ Jo said. Her life-affirming smile was even wider than normal.


Late that Sunday afternoon, on our last day at the cottage, Jo and I sat close together on a bench overlooking the garden. We watched Cuillin and Lejla climb higher and higher into the air on the death swing – the name we had given the rope from which the kids flew like birds. 


Only Clare, partner of Jo’s sister Kim, had fallen from it. A month before she had slipped off the rope and crashed into the nettles below. It was worrying for a while but half a bottle of whisky numbed the pain of Clare’s cuts and bruises.


We had taught the kids to treat the swing with respect even when they were whooping high in the air. Naturally there was a chance they could fall, but we wanted them to learn to make their own judgements about risk. We allowed Cuillin and Lejla to play freely. In return they were sensible most of the time, even if Lejla’s fearlessness sometimes terrified us.


‘Look, Daddy,’ she yelled as she spread her arms wide in the familiar crucifix pose.


I called it the ‘Jesus swing’ and Lejla liked doing it. ‘Looking good, Ledgie,’ I shouted.


It was then Cuillin’s turn for a swing. Jo squeezed my hand. After a tough and sometimes challenging year, we knew how lucky we were to share an extraordinary life. The kids were incredible, we were more in love than ever and Jo and I felt we had clear ways to make a difference in the world through our work. Everything else felt complete and in harmony. The Beater Barn had been built. Jo had made her jam and champagne; and that fizz matched her growing confidence as an MP.


This personal contentment clashed with our increasing worries about the state of the world. With the growth in hate crimes across Europe, the rise of the far right and the emergence of Trump, Jo and I increasingly feared for the direction politics was going. For the first time in our lives we felt that our fiercely held belief in progress might be sorely tested. We regularly discussed how best we might resist those trends and articulate our belief in the sanctity of a tolerant and inclusive society – while living our lives to the full and giving our kids the best start. 


Jo told me how liberated and happy she felt just sitting here, watching the kids laughing on the swing at the end of another special weekend. 


‘You know,’ Jo mused, as we sat on our sun-dappled bench, ‘we’ll look back on these days …’ – she gestured to the kids and the cottage, then turned back to me, paused, and finished her sentence – ‘as the happiest days of our lives.’


Jo’s final diary entry had been written two weeks earlier. We had gone to the cottage for a week and were joined by my parents, my sister Stacia, her husband Andrew and their three children: 




So … we had a glorious week and we:


• Made a wigwam. Put up a flag. Kids loved it. Looks awesome.


• Cuillin, Lejla, H & L [Henry and Lucas – Stacia’s sons] and BC [Brendan Cox] all slept in the wigwam. Not much sleep for BC! What an adventure.


• I made elderflower cordial and champagne. 5 bottles of cordial [though 2 smashed] & 20 litres of champagne – not sure it’s fermenting.


• Glorious game of football and elderflower cordial drink at half time.


• Put up a new arch for the roses – the other one fell down (my fault!).


• B put in decking. Looks fab.


• Long walk. I carried Lejla. C walked. Ice cream at the top and played monkeys. 


• Cycled through the buttercup fields, back to play on the beach. I had a little snooze in the sun.


• Home for roast lamb. Magnificent. 


• Woke up to a truly glorious day. Cuillin currently making a sword on his workbench with B. I’ve just made jelly with Lejla and read to her on the patio.


• What an amazing holiday.





Those four words were the last Jo ever wrote in her diary. The next words were written by me. 




Jo was killed on the 16th June.
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The Last Time


– 15 June 2016 –


We were on the water the last time we saw Jo. She wore a bright red dress as she watched us skim and bounce along the river. On a day of broken sunshine and gathering cloud, a typical English summer’s day along the Thames, Jo smiled and waved at us. She took a photo on her phone and shouted encouragement to the kids who were stationed on lookout duty. 


A few minutes earlier we had been frantically getting ready. Mornings on the boat were normally a little fraught as we tried to cram food into the children at the same time as getting dressed, dealing with work crises and listening to the Today programme. We also hoped we wouldn’t run out of water or sewage space as those downsides of boat life blighted our mornings about once a month. 


That Wednesday was different. There were just eight days left before the referendum on exiting the European Union. The previous night Jo had hosted a party and invited the other fifty-two new Labour MPs to our mooring as a way of celebrating their first year in Parliament. It had been a testing twelve months but around forty people arrived and had fun in the community pier house while I looked after the kids on the boat. The next morning Jo brought across groups of MPs to see our small home. She introduced Cuillin and Lejla to the MPs they had never met, and the children cuddled old friends who already knew them. 


Jo was about to return to Batley for two days of constituency work. Cuillin was off school and recovering from chickenpox which still dimpled his skin. I was going to take him and Lejla out on the speedboat – it was actually a motorised rubber dinghy but, on a day of surging exhilaration, it seemed right to call it our speedboat. Jo chatted to the kids as she helped them into their bright yellow life jackets. 


A few days earlier a friend who lived on a boat further up the Thames had called to tell us that Nigel Farage would be sailing down the river to protest against the EU. Our friend was planning a counter protest, and asked if I could help.


‘Okay,’ I said, ‘let’s put something together.’ 


Many calls and texts later we’d got a big group together, enough to fill eight small boats, and I spent much of the next twenty-four hours arranging for our posters, banners and flags to be made up and delivered. 


Jo loved the idea. Not because she was obsessively pro-Europe – having spent several years challenging the EU over its trade policy on behalf of Oxfam, she knew its failings better than most. She was pro-European, but no fanatic. Her enthusiasm for our plan stemmed from her antipathy to the extremism of Farage and his attempts to divide the country. In our view, Farage didn’t care about the fishing fleet he was commandeering. He had been on the European Parliament’s Fisheries Committee and skipped forty-one of the forty-two meetings he was meant to attend. His arrival on the Thames was yet more self-promotion. We hoped to deflate his arrival. 


Yet, in terms of the larger debate, Jo was starting to feel that the Leave campaign would win. She supported the Remain side because she believed that staying within Europe was in the UK’s best interests. But she knew from Batley that a government- and elite-backed Remain campaign would struggle to win the vote. 


Jo also realised that, for many, the referendum had become a proxy vote on immigration. While she was a dedicated advocate of the benefits of immigration to Britain, and argued staunchly for our country to take its fair share of refugees, she also understood how immigration had impacted on her constituency in difficult ways. Many good people in her home town worried about losing a sense of community or the increasing pressure on housing and public services. They weren’t racists and Jo felt their concerns had not been taken seriously enough. As with most issues, Jo could understand the sentiment on both sides.


She obviously stood in direct opposition to Farage and his ilk, for they pandered to racism and xenophobia. But Jo was also dismayed that the Labour Party’s leadership had failed to acknowledge the downsides to immigration and sometimes sounded as if it advocated open borders. Jo believed that Britain, at its best, was inclusive, tolerant and outward looking, but that those attributes could only be maintained if migration and integration were well managed. 


I shared Jo’s concern that the vote was drifting towards leaving the EU; but we were not defeatist. We still hoped that, in the last week of campaigning, people would think more practically about the risks of leaving, the impact it might have on the British Union, the trade and economic implications. And so even a zany idea – sending out a fleet of zippy little speedboats to ambush Farage – appealed to Jo’s sense of fun and defiance. 


She helped get Cuillin and Lejla into position on the boat while I cranked the motor into spluttering life. Jessie, their nanny, climbed aboard, holding the big flag we were about to brandish along the Thames. The word IN was encased in a black square which stood out against the pristine white background. I heard a shout from the lookout I had posted on the east end of our mooring so that we could spot the arrival of Nigel Farage and his flotilla. As we looked downriver we could see the approaching police escort. Jo wondered whether she should join us, but we decided it probably wasn’t very becoming for an MP. Instead, she helped the kids on board and waved furiously as we headed for open water. 


As she always did when saying goodbye, Jo shouted that she loved us. I waved and saw that, back on the pontoon, Jo was full of excitement. Now, all these blurring months later, I can’t remember what might have been the last word I said to her. In my head I can just see us racing away to join seven other little speedboats aiming for Farage’s flotilla.


The kids found this far more thrilling than their usual Wednesday morning routine. They were ready to concentrate, fiercely and earnestly, with Cuillin scanning the port side while Lejla looked starboard to make sure we didn’t bump into anything. Their faces glowed with anticipation as they kneeled at the front of the boat, primed for action. 


I wanted Jo to see Cuillin and Lejla fly past so I sped alongside the mooring and called out to the kids, pointing at Jo, saying, ‘Look, it’s Mummy!’ Cuillin and Lejla swivelled starboard and locked on to the beautiful sight of their tiny but tenacious mother, in her red dress. 


‘Mummy!’ they shouted, waving at Jo who, in my scrambled mind now, smiles even more deeply. 


Instead of lingering on Jo we were distracted by the need to avoid the cluster of boats that turned the Thames into churning froth. 


Later that day, Jo retweeted a picture on Twitter: 


So proud of @MrBrendanCox & my kids for getting out on the Thames to protest against @Nigel_Farage #Flotilla #Remain


I am at the back of the red and black speedboat, my left hand on the tiller, looking astern at the flotilla coming towards us. Jessie is in the middle, holding the IN flag. Up front, Cuillin and Lejla remain studiously focused. 


As we came under Tower Bridge, Farage’s boat was met by Bob Geldof on another vessel. It felt as if we were caught in a riverside cartoon between a megaphone-wielding Bob and the braying Nigel. Geldof might have made some salient points about the truth of fishing in British waters, but the combination of a loudhailer and Farage’s roaring Leavers was not conducive to rational thought. I wondered if there had ever been a more surreal day in British politics.


We zigzagged between the anti-EU boats. It was fun and good-natured – we even gave a few Leave fishermen a lift to the shore. By the time we got to Westminster Bridge, however, the atmosphere had soured as more and more alcohol was consumed on the surrounding boats. We drifted past one fishing boat which turned a high-pressure hose on us.


I shouted up at one of the men holding the hose. ‘Mate, I’ve got kids on board.’


‘We don’t bloody care!’ he yelled.


Cuillin ducked down and I pulled Lejla on to my knee and out of the way. I decided we should get back to the mooring. It was time to steer the kids far beyond the farce on the Thames.


‘Who was that nasty man?’ Lejla asked.


They had loved the day until then and so I replied with some soothing words as we sped away. 


By the time we reached the mooring Jo had long since gone. She was heading back to her childhood home near Batley, to continue the constituency work she loved. 


We talked on the phone late that afternoon, catching up on news and sharing stories about the absurd battle of the Thames. Jo spoke one last time to Cuillin and to Lejla as they excitedly told her about their day. She might have been weary but the usual vibrant life force poured out from her. 


Later, as darkness spread, I sat at our table on the boat. The kids were in bed, safe in the depths of sleep, and everything was quiet. The rest of the night, and our ordinary lives until then, melted into oblivion. 
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A New Life


On a bitterly cold winter afternoon in late November 2010, I waited for Jo at Brentford Station. She was late, as usual. I laughed as soon as I saw her. She was wearing a balaclava and a huge Buffalo mountain jacket designed to withstand ice storms and howling blizzards. She looked as if she were heading for the highest mountain in Scotland rather than moving into our new home on the River Thames. Jo was seven months pregnant and underneath the huge coat she was wearing old clothes several sizes too small for her swollen belly. 


She stood on tip-toe and hugged me. Jo was only five foot one so I had to lean down to kiss her, feeling the bump between us. Even in her balaclava and mountain jacket, and heavily pregnant, Jo looked gorgeous.


‘So, Beater,’ I said, ‘you ready?’


‘I am, Coxy. Let’s do this.’


The plan – and Jo and I were always keen on detailed plans – had been clear. We would settle our newly rebuilt houseboat into a permanent mooring in time to get organised for the birth of our first baby. It was meant to be simple but, being real life, everything became complicated. The boatyard had taken months longer than agreed to do the restoration work. But, finally, our new home was ready.


Ederlezi, named after a Romani song from the Balkans and a festival marking the coming of spring, still looked stark. She had been stripped back to the bare steel and her new brass portholes only softened the appearance slightly. There was even less on the inside – no furniture, no frills, no insulation – but she had looked magnificent when we went to pick her up from the Uxbridge boatyard. We had then cruised to a berth at Bulls Bridge Junction on the Grand Union Canal near Brentford, where we left her while I went away for a short work trip.


That day, after meeting at the station, we were planning to steer Ederlezi east through London along the Regent’s Canal, then moor again at Limehouse before venturing out on to the open waters of the Thames. 


I swore angrily when we reached the canal. It was frozen. Our steel boat encased in thick sheets of ice might have looked pretty, but it filled us with worry.


‘What are we going to do?’ Jo asked, running a hand across her bulging tummy as if she might soothe our homeless baby.


I started the engine and drove at the ice. There was a bit of splintering but no real progress so I grabbed the barge pole. It was heavy, about four metres in length, and felt like the ice-smashing weapon we needed. 


‘Go on, Coxy,’ Jo said. 


I went to the bow and brought the barge pole down with a thwack against the cold white surface sealing us in. The ice split with a satisfying creak. We could see the rolling glimmer of dark water beneath the fissures. I raised the pole up and brought it hammering down again. A wider crack emerged. The boat nudged forward and Jo cheered.


Solid ice still lay ahead of us so, while I steered Ederlezi down the narrow canal, Jo stood at the bow and used the pole to smash open the ice. 


We made slow progress. Jo began to tire because she found the weight of the pole hard to hold above her. She was determined, though, and devised a different method: she lay down on her side and used the barge pole to prod the ice apart. 


Mist rose from the frozen surface and the canal looked ghostly. The only sounds were the eerie thud of Jo’s pole, the straining engine and the groaning crack of ice. Sometimes I would call out to her, telling her how well she was doing. Behind us we left a channel of ice-free water.


And then, with Jo stretched out at the front, it began to snow. Soft, fat flakes drifted down. The snow fell harder but as we got closer to central London, the ice thinned and with a final fierce belt of the barge pole, the canal opened up completely.


We were out of the ice and into clear water. 


Jo looked like a small snow-woman. She was shivering and I urged her inside. It was still only about one degree in the hull but we had a sleeping bag on the floor. Jo slipped inside and curled up in the depths of the bag. She was asleep within minutes. 


I steered down the snowy canal. We coasted through central London, passing Little Venice and heading towards Camden and Islington through the dark tunnels that stretch under London and had always fired our imagination. The snow eased as we reached the Limehouse Basin which marks the end of the canal. It’s always an anxious moment when you leave the canal for the tidal river and we needed to arrive at our new permanent mooring just as the tide was going out, so we had no choice but to moor up on the canal for the night and wait. We would make an early start the next day. 


The following morning we were up just after five, ready for the next stage of our grand journey, moving our boat to its new permanent mooring near Tower Bridge. We’d assembled a small crew of friends to help us handle the boat on the more tumultuous waters of the tidal Thames and by the time we got going, it had begun to snow again. I steered out of the lock on to the river. Jo and I had recently got our radio licences and Jo spoke into the radio: ‘London VTS this is Dutch barge Ederlezi – departing Limehouse Basin inward bound. Over.’


The answer crackled back: ‘Message received.’


We were excited and a little apprehensive. The tidal Thames is a very different body of water to the serene canals, and we knew we had to be careful. We headed past Wappingness and as the tide began to ebb just before 7 a.m. we were ready to moor. Our new neighbour Maria, who still lives alongside our boat today, was there to catch the rope and make us fast. We were welcomed on to the mooring for a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast and steaming mugs of tea.


Jo and I were elated. We were home.


Our new life had begun to unfold seven months earlier – in the mountains of Scotland. A week in Skye was our opportunity to recover from the Labour Party’s defeat in the May 2010 general election and the formation of a new coalition government of the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. Labour had been in power for thirteen years before that, ever since Tony Blair swept into office in 1997. All that youthful hope felt like a long time ago – and Blair had never recovered from the catastrophe of Iraq. I had spent the previous eighteen months working as an adviser on overseas development to Gordon Brown, who had replaced Blair as Prime Minister. Jo, in a weird twist of fate, worked with Sarah Brown, Gordon’s wife, at the Maternal Mortality campaign. We liked the Browns and admired their values but knew that defeat at the polls was highly likely.


From a personal viewpoint I was philosophical about losing my job at Number 10. A break from political life would be healthy. Not long after the election, therefore, with David Cameron and Nick Clegg on their fleeting honeymoon as coalition partners, Jo and I decided to climb the Cuillin Mountains in Scotland. The Cuillin range is the most impressive and difficult mountain ridge in the UK and features twelve of the 282 Munros – those Scottish mountains higher than 3,000 feet. When we first met, Jo and I had decided that, before we died, we would climb every single Munro. We had just passed our half-century together – fifty peaks climbed. I liked the fact that we were not even a fifth of the way to fulfilling that momentous challenge; it meant so many more mountains awaited us.


On Skye we hiked just over six miles to a beautiful bay called Camasunary. The Cuillin Mountains are all around, majestic and ominous, but it is an easy walk over a rough track that leads to the deserted beach where I knew there was a bothy. Bothies are old shepherds’ huts in remote areas and most were abandoned years ago – but they are maintained now by the Mountain Bothy Association so that walkers and climbers can rest or sleep in them. They generally have earth surfaces although some have stone floors and a wooden sleeping platform. There is usually a stove or a fireplace but no running water or electricity. Out in the wild, and up in the Munros when the winds are cruel and the rain sheets down, a bothy is a sanctuary. 


Sometimes we shared a bothy with a stranger, or a whole group we had never met before. Jo loved the way the harsh isolation of our climbing would be broken by warm companionship. A spontaneous joint meal would be made even better by handing round some wine or whisky. 


In the late afternoon we gathered mussels on the Camasunary beach and cooked them in wine over a fire in the bothy – which we had to ourselves. I added a little trout I had caught in the ice-cold waters. It was a delicious supper but, for once, Jo didn’t eat as much as me. She was feeling sick. 


She seemed fine the next morning and we set out to Loch Coruisk via the Bad Step, the steep and exposed ledge that you have to cross to get there. Loch Coruisk is dark and brooding. It is also suitably humbling, and purifying. The wind blew down the valley and we stood on the loch’s edge, feeling cleansed of the electoral detritus.


The next few days were more ambitious. We crossed to the other side of the mountains and climbed the first part of the Cuillin Ridge. We had already scaled a couple of the easier Munros on Skye before we attempted the Inaccessible Pinnacle of Sgurr Dearg – the hardest mountain to climb in the UK. We did this on our fourth day with a guide because you need ropes and Jo wanted to be careful (not quite trusting my rope work). Right from the start of the climb she was hanging behind. ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. 


‘Nothing,’ she replied. 


But I knew something was amiss. Jo was always a ball of energy on the mountains (I called her a mountain goat) and the only time she had ever struggled before was when we later found out she was battling a series of tropical diseases. As we approached the Inaccessible Pinnacle I stayed close to her. ‘Are you okay?’ I asked. She nodded and on we walked.


The Inaccessible Pinnacle of Sgurr Dearg is well named. When he faced that imposing climb, Robert Macfarlane wrote in The Wild Places of, ‘The shark’s fin of black rock that jags hundreds of feet out of the ridge above Coruisk, and which had long been, to my mind, one of the wildest points in the world.’ 


The jagged peak jutting out at the summit of Sgurr Dearg can be frightening. I could imagine how terrifying it must look if you’re feeling ill. But as Jo still wanted to climb it, we scaled the dizzying edge and discovered that it was not, technically, a difficult climb. The real test is that you are so exposed. The drop plunges down thousands of feet.


Jubilant that we had made the top of the Inaccessible Pinnacle, all that was left was to abseil off the other side. Jo was by now feeling really nauseous but, with a bit of help, she got down and when we reached the bottom of the mountain she felt better. I thought it was strange: Jo was not usually queasy with nerves. 


The sky was a brilliant blue and we felt proud of our feat. We walked down the mountain quickly, with the warmth of the sun gently reddening our skin, and when we reached the campsite we had some whisky to celebrate. It then felt like time for some relaxation, and the following day we went to a friend’s house in southern Scotland where we enjoyed the perfect end to an exhilarating break. 


I felt sleepy but satisfied as we caught the train on the long journey back to London. I closed my eyes as the train gathered speed and raced along the tracks. 


Jo was awake, and restless.


I’d decided I was going to get a pregnancy test when we passed through Glasgow train station. I didn’t tell B. After a little while I popped off to the loo to do the test. Not the most salubrious of settings but I needed to know. Even then I don’t think I really believed it and I did a few checks on the instructions and results before taking a moment to look in the mirror and accept it was possible. It felt like a dream. I gathered myself together, grabbed the test result and went back to B.


I was shocked but very happy. Jo grinned back at me and, as the train hurtled south, we started talking excitedly about our new baby. Our world would never be the same again.


In an exercise book covered in images of New York and the Statue of Liberty, Jo began to chart her new life. She gave the book a simple title: Jo’s Pregnancy Diary. 


May 2010


Today has not been a good pregnancy day!! After 1½ weeks of constant nausea I struggled to keep positive – and then had a weeping fit when an inflexible, rude doctor’s receptionist told me I couldn’t register as I was ‘of no fixed abode’. I’m now on the boat feeling a bit sorry for myself, very sick, emotional and drained with very sore boobs and a bloated tummy. It’s hard to focus on anything other than the constant feeling I’m going to throw up. Clearly, I’m not going to be one of those endlessly positive, ‘glowing’ pregnant women who love the whole affair. At the same time I’m trying to come to terms with the whole thing. I think I’m happy about it but don’t feel happy yet. I also don’t want to think too much about the future just in case I miscarry (which at my age is a serious risk). So I feel a little trapped in this weird state of semi-reality – all the signs of pregnancy are there but I haven’t yet allowed myself to think about the fact I have a baby growing inside me – and that B and I could this year be parents. An absolutely terrifying prospect at this stage.


In early June Jo flew to Washington, DC, for work and described telling my parents the news before she left. 


B’s family came down to help cruise from Brentford to Teddington. We decided not to tell them – but, as soon as Sheila and Gordon arrived, B blurted out that I was preggers! I started crying and we all hugged. He said it was because I was such a bad actor! We told Stacia and Andrew too but not the boys. All very lovely and a great day – a picnic, loads of herons and an eel. 


Early the next morning, having woken in DC, Jo added a more sombre entry. 


Terrible news from [our friends] last night. They lost their baby. They sound devastated. A real wake-up call for us too not to get carried away. Life can throw some harsh punches. 


Jo continued to work for Sarah Brown but she was planning to scale down in preparation for maternity leave. I was working part time on a nine-month study, trying to understand some of the issues affecting the world’s poorest countries, which meant I could be flexible with my schedule and spend lots of time with Jo. She was about to have her first scan.


Suddenly it all felt very real, especially when we both looked up at the screen to see a tiny little baby jumping around. I’d been convinced the whole thing was a phantom pregnancy. Then, suddenly, there it was – a real-life baby in my tummy! B looked elated/in shock/amazed! The whole visit was incredibly reassuring. I was low risk, healthy and the baby was fine. The dating scan showed that we were 11 weeks and one day – amazingly accurate. Relief all round. We texted everyone to say all was well, got copies of the photos and left the hospital all smiles. 


Jo suffered badly from morning sickness. But, when it finally eased, we decided to make the most of our relatively relaxed work schedules and the last months before the baby was born. We had moved on to Ederlezi a few months previously, and decided to take her out of London. We lived for a while between Kingston and Hampton Court – where we moored the boat and took long walks and cycles across Bushy Park and around the trout lakes. Most languid summer evenings we sat on the roof of the boat and gazed at the picturesque Thames. 


For a change of scene we settled in Windsor and, as a joint wedding anniversary gift to each other, we bought a Canadian canoe. Soon, we moved on to Maidenhead and discovered the Cliveden Reach where it seems as if you are entering Joseph Conrad territory. With a bit (or perhaps a lot) of imagination it feels like the river in Heart of Darkness. The Thames becomes dark and the overgrown riverbanks are steep. A forest hangs over the water, silent and baleful, and we liked mooring the boat on the secluded islands around Cliveden. We went on little canoe expeditions down the back-streams where you slip around fallen trees in primeval, swamp-like water.


Towards the end of that summer we moved west again, living near Marlow and then at Sonning. We were lucky to be able to work from the boat with only occasional trips back into London for meetings. During those leisurely months, Jo and I truly began to appreciate why we loved living on boats. It’s an unfolding adventure as you cruise along the river, not really knowing where you are on the map. You then step out into the English countryside, jump on to your bike and ride until you find the local pub. It’s a good way to see the country at a slow pace. 


We continued on to Reading, where my parents live, and spent a couple of months just upstream in Pangbourne, a pretty little village. Pangbourne Meadow, where we moored the boat, is a perfect English meadowscape. 


Every evening, at dusk, a phalanx of Canada geese flew down the river in a perfect ‘V’. Jo and I started gathering wild mushrooms and we would fry them fresh from the meadow just as the birds staged their flypast. We watched the geese skim across the water before they climbed into the sky, crying in a haunting echo before wheeling over our boat as if leaving Pangbourne at the end of summer. But they kept coming back. Perhaps they were just training every evening because, one night, they were gone. 


Suddenly, with a distinct chill in the air as the light faded, we knew the geese had left us. Summer was over in Pangbourne Meadow and all along the Thames. It was a reminder that soon, in the heart of winter, our world was about to be turned inside out by a new life. 


By December we had smashed our way through the ice of the frozen canal to move Ederlezi to our permanent mooring at Tower Bridge, but there was still a lot of work to be done. I had to get our refitted but totally gutted boat insulated with spray-foam before the carpenters could begin work on the interior. Even on an unbelievably cold Thames, I could feel the heat of the deadline: Jo was only weeks from her due date. For the foam to stick to the steel it needed to be at least five degrees – a temperature hard to maintain in a savage winter. I stayed up all night, with two heaters and a big stove, jamming it full of logs and coal, to raise enough heat. It felt boiling, twenty-five degrees in the bowels of the boat. In the morning I sprayed on the insulating foam, tired but excited finally to be getting the job done that would mean we could finish the boat before our baby was born. As I turned to start the next panel I heard a sound like a wet flannel hitting the ground. Despite my best efforts the steel was too cold and the insulation was peeling off the frozen walls.


Having spent the night at my parents’ house in Reading, Jo turned up early to find me exhausted and desolate. She took me to a café for a mixed grill to cheer me up. 


She told me not to worry, suggesting that we should have the boat insulated by professionals and go back and live with my parents while all the work was done. It would be an imposition on them, but my mum and dad loved having Jo around.


‘Right, Coxy,’ Jo said. ‘We’ll have this baby in Reading. We’ll be happy wherever we are …’


On New Year’s Eve, we cut quite a picture as we went to my sister’s house for a curry. Jo felt hugely pregnant and weary. I was more of a comic figure. I had taken my nephews rock-climbing the day before and, in a misguided attempt to look like a cool uncle, I had pushed myself too far on an overhang. I cricked my neck so badly I was forced to wear a neck-brace. We ordered the spiciest curries on the takeaway menu and I washed them down with enough beer and red wine to make me forget my neck-collar. When we got home to my parents’ house, after saying one last Happy New Year to a sober Jo, I soon fell asleep.


But 2011 began with a jolt. Jo shook me awake. ‘It’s starting.’


I looked blearily at her. ‘Really?’


‘I think so,’ she said, holding her giant tummy.


I rolled out of bed, strapped a TENS machine (a method of pain relief using mild electrical current) to Jo and complimented her on being so calm. It was all going according to plan. 


Jo wanted a very natural birth, without any drugs or intervention. She hoped to float around the birthing pool and have our baby in the most natural way possible. 


I phoned the midwife and she reminded me to start monitoring the frequency and intensity of the contractions. ‘Go for a walk first,’ the midwife said. ‘It sounds like you’ve got a little while to wait.’


We went for a walk around the grounds of the University of Reading and tried to relax. But, every five minutes or so, Jo would crouch down as a contraction gripped her. Once we got home, and her pain increased, we decided to walk down to the hospital. I picked up the bag we had already packed and, waving goodbye to my anxious parents, we set off. I was still wearing the neck-brace.
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