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      To my sweet baby girl Poppy, and to all the babies held forever in our hearts but not in our arms. This is for you.
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      This Wasn't Meant to Happen was inspired by my daughter, Poppy, who died six months into my pregnancy ten years ago. Writing this story about a fictional couple, Sofie and Rory, who suffer the stillbirth of their son, Leo, has been the most challenging, cathartic and fulfilling accomplishment of my life.

      Whilst baby loss was an unexpected personal plot twist for me, I have never wanted that to be the case for readers. It's my great hope that those who may have experienced the devastating loss of a baby (or babies) in pregnancy, birth, or beyond and who find themselves here will feel both seen and held throughout this story. And those who haven't might find a language and deeper insight with which to support friends, family or colleagues it may sadly affect in the future.

      Whatever has compelled you to pick up this book, read the blurb and make it as far as this page, before you go any further I want to both thank you and reassure you that whilst this book is about loss, more than anything, I consider it to be a profoundly beautiful and life-affirming love story, just one that has been too rarely written about outside of the community it directly affects.

      
        
        With love and deepest gratitude,

        Ali x
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        If people do not believe that mathematics is simple, it is only because they do not realise how complicated life is.

      

        

      
        John von Neumann
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      I’ve been pacing inside the toilet cubicle at my office like a caged lioness for the past minute with my eyes squeezed shut. When the alarm on my phone goes off, it sends shockwaves through my nervous system. I look down.

      Two lines. Like an equals symbol.

      Two lines equals pregnant.

      This was not meant to happen. I lean against the wall, my forehead resting against the cool tiles. I feel sick: I’m not sure whether it’s with adrenaline, elation, shock or fear. Marriage I’d got my head around, but having a baby? That’s never been part of my plan. I made that clear to Rory when we first became serious:

      ‘If you want to be with me,’ I’d told him when we decided to move in together, ‘you’ll have to be happy with just me. That’s the deal. No ring, no kids, okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ he’d said, kissing me lightly on my forehead. ‘But I think you’ll change your mind. In fact,’ he’d smiled, ‘I’ll even make a bet on it.’

      ‘Oh, really? How much?’ I’d teased, used to this kind of verbal sparring with him.

      ‘My whole heart,’ he’d answered, unexpectedly seriously, which had made me lose my breath.

      I’d pulled away. ‘But,’ I’d protested, ‘there’s no data to back that up. What makes you so sure?’

      Infuriatingly, he’d shrugged. ‘I’m not. You’re a total enigma. Also, you’re stubborn, impossibly hard to read at times, clever, controlling, and the most freakishly organised person I know … and sexy, did I mention sexy?’ he’d added, when he realised I was glowering at him. ‘It’s true! I thought so from the moment I first set eyes on you, nine months ago. You were stuck in the middle of a field, cows to your left, a pen of pigs to your right. That, I thought to myself, is the sexiest creature I’ve seen … today,’ he’d grinned cheekily and pulled my hips to his as he lowered his mouth to my ear and gently kissed behind it.

      ‘Thanks.’ I’d laughed, despite myself.

      ‘… And hot,’ he’d added, his lips working their way down my neck.

      ‘Let me guess,’ I’d said, pushing him away playfully. ‘Due to the free coffee I was handing out…?’

      ‘SO hot,’ he’d murmured, and he’d pulled me closer to him again so his lips could settle lightly and finally upon mine. ‘I burned my tongue because of you.’ His eyes were glimmering with mirth as he flickered his tongue lightly into my mouth. ‘In fact, I think it still needs some help to heal…’

      ‘Well, let’s see what I can do…’ I’d kissed him deeply in response, feeling my legs weaken as he pressed his body against mine and I found myself falling back in time to our very first meeting, at the Dorset County Show in Dorchester the September before. I’d been there helping Mum who had a stand promoting Per’s Place – my parents’ café in Swanage (my dad’s name being ‘Per’).

      Alongside reporting on the usual livestock shows, show jumping and horticulture for Meridien News, Rory was also a judge of the annual bake-off. Mum had entered her infamous breakfast muffins.

      He’d strolled over while we were setting up. He was overdressed for both the heat and the occasion in a white shirt stretched tantalisingly over his broad shoulders, loosely knotted tie and blazer. His reddish-blonde hair was neatly gelled back but at odds with his smiling, sun-kissed cheeks and childishly mischievous eyes. He looked like an overgrown teenager masquerading as a journalist. He wasn’t my type, at all.

      Over the past decade, I’d had a parade of relationships with a certain type of man. Like Rob – the one before Rory – who was a highly intelligent but emotionally distant and socially awkward geologist who put rocks above romance. He’d ticked a lot of boxes until, one evening, over a romantic meal for our first anniversary, he’d proposed, completely out of the blue. ‘Sofie,’ he’d said in his grave, reedy monotone as he knelt down over dinner and presented a Dorset amethyst ring, ‘you’re a rare gem and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Marry me?’

      I was horrified. Rob had shown no indication of wanting us to be that serious. We’d never even discussed moving in together. I quickly explained my non-negotiable stance: that I never wanted to get married and couldn’t be with someone who wanted that from me. He said it was fine, he understood, but his defeated, hangdog expression said the opposite. As did the way he clung to me in the following days, which he’d never done before. We staggered on for a few more weeks, but the feeling of being in sync had gone.

      ‘Not all marriages end up like your parents’, you know,’ Nisha had said when I’d told her what had happened, in a FaceTime debrief. My best friend since she joined my high school from London in the middle of Year 8, Nisha was now a consultant paediatric neurologist at Great Ormond Street Hospital, and just like she’d been at school, my go-to for everything. We talk at least two to three times a week – or as often as her job allows. ‘Look at my mum and dad,’ she’d added.

      This was true. Her parents, Arj and Sita, were both local GPs who had been happily married for close to thirty years. Stable, steady and reassuringly similar, their home became a second one to me after Dad had died. It was Sita who encouraged my love of cooking during this time, when I found it hard to be either at home or at the café as there were too many memories of dad there. I’d always loved cooking with him after his fishing and foraging trips, and in those early weeks of my grief, Sita also patiently and painstakingly taught me how to make the best curries. I fell in love with the ritual of it; the complex equation of spices, the delicate chopping, dicing, frying and stirring. It was just what my grief-stricken brain needed.

      ‘I don’t want to build my entire life around loving someone, only to risk being completely devastated when they leave. I’d rather make that choice now, than take that chance.’

      ‘Your dad died, Sofie,’ Nisha had pointed out gently, knowing I wasn’t talking about Rob anymore. ‘In a terrible, tragic accident. It was bad luck.’

      ‘Or you could say he made bad choices,’ I’d countered. ‘Either way, I’d rather not make myself unnecessarily vulnerable to that sort of pain by committing to one person for the rest of my life. Did you know forty-two per cent of marriages end in divorce in the UK?’

      Nisha had tucked her dark, bobbed hair behind her ears and sighed as she stared at me with the kind of unwavering intensity that had ensured no bully ever bothered us much, despite our geek status at school.

      ‘Statistics don’t provide the full picture, Sofie. Life can be random and surprising in wonderful ways, especially when you take risks.

      My silence – and raised eyebrow – spoke volumes.

      ‘Look,’ she went on, ‘it’s totally fine if you don’t want to fall in love and have a family, not everyone does. But I know I’d do anything to have it. Anything,’ she adds fiercely. ‘My worry is that you’re making that choice out of fear. Instead of thinking the worst, why not believe that it could last forever; that you could be happy? Put aside the statistics for once and just focus on the positive outcome.’

      ‘Easier said than done, Nish.’

      As an actuary, it’s my job to advise on financial risks for the life insurance company I work for. By using my knowledge of economics, probability theory, statistics and investment theory I can assess the likelihood of an event occurring and its possible financial costs. Statistics and probability analysis are the beating heart of what I do.

      I’d remembered this conversation with Nisha about risks a year or so later, when I was standing in front of Rory, and he was asking me to move in with him. Rory – the opposite to what I thought I wanted: someone openly and quite unashamedly searching for love and commitment. Someone positive, sociable, spontaneous and brimming with both self-belief and hope. For the first time, I did what Nisha had asked of me: I considered the most optimistic outcome. After all, here was someone I could see myself being happy with. Imagining our life together made me feel like everything I’d ever run away from was suddenly something to run to.

      ‘What makes you so sure this is going to last, Rory?’

      ‘Let’s just call it a feeling,’ he’d shrugged. ‘I know when something is just … meant to be.’

      ‘Rory!’ I’d cried out, in frustration. ‘Answer the question properly!’

      He’d taken my hands in his then and stared deeply and unflinchingly into my eyes. ‘Because I’m sure of me. Long ago I made the choice to always count myself lucky. I chose it even though my dad left before I was born. I chose it when my mum went, too, and left me with Gran. Then again when I failed my exams and Gran helped me sort myself out, supporting me until I got my first job in TV. I’ve got everything I ever wanted because I choose to focus on the possibility of good, not bad. Look, I know that there are risks to everything, and life can throw some unexpected shit at you, but’ – he’d pulled me even closer to him, then – ‘I’ve also learned to hold on tightly to things I know are good and be grateful for them. We’re good together and we’re going to go all the way. I believe in us, Sofie, more than I’ve ever believed in anything. And I can see us having it all: house, marriage, kids – the lot. Does that answer your question?’

      I’d stared at his smiling, optimistic face, his dancing eyes and the deeply embedded dimples.

      ‘I think,’ I’d replied cautiously, ‘it’s hard not to believe every single thing you say, Rory King.’

      And now, just like he predicted, we’re not only married but pregnant. I look down at the pregnancy test, at the two distinct lines in the aperture.

      Suddenly I’m filled with unexpected and cautious joy, and it occurs to me that, as usual, my Mr Positive – my Rory – was right.

      Seven and a half months later

      ‘You can do it!’ Rory says, with the positivity he often uses to gear himself up to deliver a difficult news report. I half expect him to add an air punch like he did the day we met, and for a brief, terrible moment, mid-contraction, I want to punch him. But he looks down at me so lovingly that I feel terrible for having such an ugly thought. Who can blame him for not knowing how to handle this? I don’t, either. When the contraction eases, I slump back on the pillow and take a moment to glance at him.

      His usually perpetually cheery face looks like it has been put in a vice, simultaneously tightened and stretched beyond recognition. His fair skin is so many shades paler than normal, I worry that if I squint he might disappear into the walls themselves. His crown of shaggy sunset-gold hair, usually perfectly coiffed for work, is limp and bleached of colour. The thought triggers yet another surge of doubt.

      I can’t do this.

      3.141592…

      It’s too hard.

      Rory  hovers at my bedside, not quite knowing what to do.

      I grab the bowl that the midwife placed next to me and throw up into it.

      ‘Are you okay, Sofie?’ he says, stroking my hair, fear plastered over his features.

      ‘No.’ I begin to cry as the contraction intensifies. I know that this is an impossible situation and Rory is doing his best.

      ‘I wish I could take the pain away. I’m sorry…’ he says desperately.

      3.14159265358979…

      ‘Rory, you don’t need to apologi-ooooww!’

      I’ve moved into full birthing-cow mode. I squeeze Rory’s hand until it turns white. ‘Just stay with me,’ I gasp. ‘That’s all you have to do. Okay?’

      He nods. His lips are trembling; his temples ripple as he clenches his jaw to stop them. I know he’s doing everything he can to keep it together for me.

      ‘This is too hard,’ I whimper as I look up at him. His youthful, carefree, puppy-like face that I fell for, just over six years ago, has aged, reshaped, remoulded because of this experience. He’s not just my husband anymore. He’s already become an anxious, over-protective father, too.

      ‘I wish I could help,’ he says again despairingly.

      ‘You can promise never to get me in this state again.’ I force out a laugh but it turns into a cry of real anguish and he kneels next to the bed. I watch his Adam’s apple rise and fall as he swallows, his olive-green, gold-flecked eyes soften with love and fear as he grasps my hands between his. His gold wedding ring glints and shimmers in the bright room, sending tails of light swimming around it. I think of our wedding day on the Isle of Purbeck, just three years ago. How we stood together looking across the cliffs to Old Harry Rocks as the sun set, painting a pink wash over the sky and the silvery, mercurial sea. Our guests gathered on the sloped lawn, so busy chatting, drinking, celebrating, that they were oblivious to our private moment. We were in our blissfully happy bubble, surrounded by love and good wishes and subsumed by a flood of hope, as bright as the sunset itself. A life together stretching ever onwards towards the horizon.

      ‘And you’re sure you don’t mind that it will only ever be the two us?’ I’d asked him then, for the hundredth time.

      ‘You’ll always be more than enough,’ he’d promised then. I hold on to the tail of that promise now, even as I feel myself being torn apart.

      ‘Sofie,’ he says softly when the contraction finishes, his forehead against mine, ‘I know this isn’t how we imagined this experience would be, but I love and admire you even more because of it. I’m in awe, truly.’

      I close my eyes and nod, stifling another sob as I feel another contraction begin.

      ‘I’m so scared, Rory,’ I whisper.

      ‘I’m right here with you, okay?’ he murmurs, his voice hoarse. ‘Everything is going to be okay. You can do this Sofie. We can do it.’
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      A sudden urge to throw up overcomes me as I think about the prospect of giving birth. I dry-heave into the sink, turn on the tap and watch the water swirl down the plughole. I feel like another version of my life, the one in which I’m not pregnant, disappears along with the water.

      I rinse my mouth, wash my hands and look up in the mirror again. My pale face is punctuated with frown lines from years spent hunched over monitors, trying to both predict and control the future. I peer closer, looking for something in my reflection that I haven’t seen before. Something beyond my short, neat, naturally blonde hair, moss-green eyes and the Scandinavian nose I inherited from my father. Someone innately maternal beneath my immaculately smart clothes and filed nails: the unfussy look of a professional woman completely in command of their life. Try as I might, I don’t see a mother there. All I feel is poleaxing panic.

      I look at my phone again, at the app that charts my periods. My last one was May 28th. I then open a fertility calculator to work out my due date. The answer comes back quickly. February 21st. Just over seven-and-a-half months. A few weeks ago, I had a sickness bug that stopped me from going to work. And, I realise now, stopped my contraception working. I’d been so busy at work, that I just presumed stress had delayed my period.

      This is it. I’m pregnant. Not through choice, probability or persuasion, but by accident.

      I stare at the screen and the two lines observe me back, defiantly, as if to judge me for not feeling instantly overjoyed or excited.

      ‘I’m scared, okay?’ I whisper and then roll my eyes at myself for talking to a wee-covered window. But saying those two words out loud helps clarify for me that my fear isn’t about not wanting to do this, it’s more … what if I can’t do this? I’ve always worked hard to be successful in my career, acing all the professional exams I’ve taken. But this? You can’t revise for this. You don’t qualify to be a mother. Nor are you rewarded enormously for the effort - at least, not for a while from what I’ve heard. But even knowing all this, my anti-baby stance begun to waiver when I turned thirty-five, last September. I didn’t tell Rory because I knew he’d immediately try to accelerate things. The change started when I was out for a birthday dinner in Bournemouth with my old uni friends, Emma, Inge and Sal. Inge and Sal both had small children; Emma was trying for her first. The three of them spent all night obsessively discussing both pregnancy and parenting. As I listened to them talk about the endless planning and organising; the methodical cleaning of bottles; the organising of drawers and baby paraphernalia; the importance of a routine; the adrenaline that carries you through the long nights; the fierce love that makes you so determined to do everything right by your child – I realised a rogue ‘I could do this’ had swum into my head. I held that thought carefully, like a mystical crystal ball that contained both precious and potentially dangerous insight. Nisha wasn’t there and I didn’t discuss my revelation with her. At that point, she’d been unhappily single for a long stretch. I didn’t want to give her another reason to feel left behind, especially as I wasn’t going to do anything other than consider this new, possibly mercurial feeling. To be a mother, or not to be a mother – that was now the question.

      Since then, I’ve found myself analysing the reasons I’ve chosen a child-free life so far. Has my decision been fuelled by fear? Was it simply about timing? Perhaps this new outlook was my biological clock loudly letting me know it was finally the right time. I didn’t talk to Rory about how I was feeling; I didn’t want to get his hopes up until I was certain.

      Now, staring at the pregnancy test, I can’t help but wonder when I’m finally going to admit to myself that I want this – have wanted this – for some time? The thought is as petrifying as the pregnancy itself.

      I try to take long, deep breaths to calm down. I begin to recite Pi again in my head. It is the constant I turn to in times of anxiety or distress. I like the certainty of the endless digits. And that is what I aim for in life – a constant normal. But you can also find Pi in unexpected places, too – how a pendulum swings, in mechanics, cosmology, nature. It was my dad who first showed me how recurring numbers appear in the arrangement of leaves on stems, the branches of trees, petals on a flower or spiral patterns on seed heads. I memorised as many of the reassuring digits of Pi as I could when I was a teen. Right now, like so many times before, it is helping me to calm down, think clearly.

      And if I think rationally, then the best possible outcome here isn’t just possible but probable.

      ‘Focus on what you know, not what you fear, Sofie,’ I tell myself firmly, knowing it’s what Rory would say.

      Even if I can’t necessarily imagine myself being a mother yet, I haven’t ever really been able to imagine Rory not being a father. What if this is our one chance? What if this baby is – as I know Rory will believe – meant to be? At least I don’t have to worry about his reaction. I know he’s wanted this for years: he started talking about having children as soon as we were on honeymoon, even though I’d made it clear where I stood on that long before we got married.

      ‘Rory, this is all I want,’ I’d said firmly on the first night. ‘I’m happy exactly as we are. I love our life and the lifestyle we can have because we don’t have kids.’

      We were sitting next to each other on the deck of our luxury lodge overlooking the sea in Newquay, glass of champagne in hand, bare legs entangled under a rug. A favourite holiday spot of ours, Cornwall was where we’d gone on our first ever mini-break, and was a natural choice for our honeymoon.

      I’d hated seeing the disappointment on his face that night as we discussed having a family, even though he’d always known it was how I felt. But this was meant to be the happiest, most hopeful time of our lives, I didn’t want to bring the mood down. So I’d added: ‘Not yet, anyway. Can’t we just enjoy being newlyweds?’

      ‘Of course.’ He’d kissed me. ‘We’ll give it a year and I know by then you’ll have changed your mind,’ Rory had added, and taken a satisfied swig of his champagne. He’d picked up the bottle to pour us another and I’d stared blankly at the stunning Cornish sunset that had set the horizon ablaze, one question circling my brain like the earth orbiting the sun.

      But what if I don’t?

      The question about my ‘readiness’ has come up many times over the past three years. On the morning of his birthday a couple of weeks ago, Rory causally asked if I’d thought about coming off the pill.

      ‘Time is going so fast; I’m nearly forty, Sof,’ he’d said, looking at the presents on his lap – a jacket, some craft beer and the vintage watch I’d found in an antique shop. I realised then that he thought my gift symbolised something. Perhaps, unconsciously, it did. He turned it over in his fingers, studying it thoughtfully before slipping it on his wrist. ‘I just think maybe it’s now or never…’

      ‘You’re hardly old, Rory! Thirty-eight is still young for a man At thirty-five, it’s me who should be worried.’

      ‘Are you?’

      ‘No?’ I said defensively, but the way my voice went up as I said the word gave me away.

      Hearing my doubt, he slipped his arm around my neck, eyes bright with hope. ‘No one is ever really ready for parenthood, Sof. And remember, it wasn’t that long ago that you thought you weren’t ready for a long-term relationship either. Now look at us!’ He got out of bed and rubbed his bare, broad torso that had softened in the years we’d been together but which I found even sexier now. The confidence with which he wore the extra weight made him seem stronger, sturdier, more himself somehow. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about this year. I think it’s going to be a vintage one, just like when we met.’ He tapped the face of his watch, put it to his ear and smiled, unleashing his dimples. ‘Because even though you’re still the single best thing that’s ever happened to me, this old Omega is pretty special, too, and you know what it’s telling me right now?’

      I shook my head weakly, feeling nauseous.

      ‘It’s time for a coffee,’ he said gently, dropping a kiss on my forehead and I exhaled in relief. ‘Look Sof, you know I’m ready when you are, but if you’re not that’s also fine. You and I will always come first. Now, shall I get you a latte, m’lady?’ I shook my head again, feeling sick at the thought of the bittersweet fluid.

      I realise now it’s because I was already pregnant.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Reluctantly, I exit the cubicle into the communal bathroom. I take a sip of the oat-milk latte I picked up from the café before I came to work and had left by the main sinks, then immediately spit it out when I realise I should avoid caffeine now. It’s actually a relief: it hasn’t tasted right for weeks, but coffee is such a big part of my morning routine, I kept hoping that it would change. It never occurred to me that I might be pregnant.

      Anxiously, I look at the door the to check no one is about to come in, then I tip the rest down the plughole and run the water to wash it away, trying to convince myself that this fait accompli pregnancy could actually be the answer after all. I feel my heart begin to race with anticipation.

      It’s “Kingsmet”, Sofie! I hear Rory joke in my head, as he is always the first to make a pun about his surname. I’m suddenly thrown back once again to the day we met.

      It hadn’t taken us long to realise how many people we knew in common and just how many not-quite meet-cute moments there’d been over the years. Like the fact that we’d attended rival local schools. Whilst Rory had been on every sports team, the only ‘sport’ I’d played at school was chess. Although I did remember a girl in my year, Imogen, proudly telling everyone she was dating a Year 11 boy from Bournemouth, and he’d confirmed that whilst that was, in theory, him, Imogen had been a family friend’s daughter who’d had a crush on him, but who he’d never actually dated.

      We’d also discovered we’d both attended Southampton University at the same time – but didn’t cross over as he’d just graduated the year before I became a fresher. Apparently Rory had also often been to Mum’s café in Swanage, too. Not only that, but he was also best mates with an ex-boyfriend of Nisha’s – and had met her several times. We’d even attended the same thirtieth birthday party not long before we met. We just hadn’t ever been formally introduced.

      ‘Small world, isn’t it?’ Rory had surmised happily. ‘So, would you say our meeting now is coincidence or luck?’

      ‘Neither,’ I’d replied shortly. ‘It’s probability. We live in the same town in the same county. It’s natural we’d have mutual acquaintances and therefore would eventually meet.’

      ‘You might say, we were meant to meet…’ he’d countered.

      I’d pointed to the big marquee in the distance. ‘Okay, TV’s Rory King, the Cheese Competition is actually happening in the main tent, you might want to take your chat-up lines there.’

      He’d tilted his head, shaded his eyes from the sun and smiled at me. ‘It’s an unfair advantage that you know my name and I don’t know yours.’

      I knew exactly who he was because Mum watched the news religiously and particularly enjoyed the local-interest segments that Rory fronted. She said watching them helped her know her customers better. I had disliked the local news ever since our family literally had become the temporary focus of it when my dad died. His tragic fall from the cliffs at Durdle Door whilst foraging early one foggy morning had made every report and front page of the paper for days.  Watching it always reminded me how magnified our lives become – the joys, sorrows and secrets – when you live in a small community.

      ‘I’m Sofie. Sofie Jensen,’ I’d replied, briskly, but I couldn’t help smiling back. There was something welcoming about him, something safe.

      ‘Well, Sofie-Sofie Jensen, I’m really pleased to finally meet you.’ He said my name softly and slowly, almost poetically, and somehow he’d unintentionally adopted the slow Scandi rhythm and accent which pleased me. I’d noted how alive I felt, standing before him. More present and more seen than I’d felt for a long time.

      I’d stood next to the cameraman while Rory interviewed Mum for his segment. I was pretending to watch her, whilst being spine-tinglingly aware of him. I marvelled over how easy he was in his skin; his natural ability to make those around him relax and feel like they’d known him forever. I found myself smiling when he laughed, feeling instantly happier and more hopeful in his presence and like a light had been switched on. It was a thrillingly new, golden feeling. As soon as he’d finished recording, Rory had turned and thanked Mum and, with well-practised charm, told her she was a total natural.

      ‘Nonsense,’ she’d smiled, waving her hand dismissively, but beaming in delight. ‘You have a way of putting people at ease, Mr King!’

      ‘Please, Angie, call me Rory. Now, could you possibly spare your daughter for a few minutes to come and have a wander around the fair with me?’

      I’d immediately felt panic rising in my chest. ‘Er, sorry. Mum needs help here.’

      ‘No, I don’t, darling!’ she’d interrupted cheerfully. ‘Midge is on her way; she’s just parking the van up.’ Midge is Mum's business - and life-partner of fifteen years. They got together sometime after Dad died, although the exact dates on that have never been clear. ‘You two go ahead. It’s quiet now, anyway, as everyone is off to watch the prize pigs!’

      ‘So, what do you say, Sofie-Sofie Jensen?’ Rory asked, one thick, arched eyebrow raised. ‘I’d really love some company that isn’t of the farm-animal variety.’

      ‘Nice to know you have high standards,’ I’d replied wryly. Just then, to my relief, an announcement was made over the tannoy.

      ‘Will the finalists of the Young Pig of the Year Contest please line up for the prizegiving!’

      ‘Ah. That’s me,’ he’d sighed regretfully.

      ‘Not-So-Young Pig of the Year?’ It was an attempt at a joke, but as soon as it came out of my mouth, I felt I’d gone too far with my banter and I blushed. It occurred to me that he made me nervous. Luckily, he didn’t seem offended.

      ‘Swine, actually,’ he’d laughed. ‘I’m the judge. I’m basically the Simon Cowell of the Dorset County Show. Except with rosettes rather than a record deal.’

      ‘The Bacon and Eggs Factor?’ I’d replied quickly and he’d laughed. I felt a flush of pleasure and relief rise through my body and take its place, tellingly, on my cheeks. I looked down and scuffed my trainer into the mud shyly.

      ‘You know, Sofie Jensen,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t meant to be reporting here today – my colleague Ian was meant to be on it – but he called in sick. Ian is never off sick. He’s famously a very fit and healthy man. It seems like fate, destiny, Kingsmet even…’

      ‘Kismet.’ I’d corrected, looking up.

      ‘… Kingsmet, kismet whatever you want to call it!’

      ‘I don’t want to call it anything,’ I’d replied firmly. ‘Because it’s not a thing.’

      ‘No, it’s a King.’ He’d grinned. ‘Kingsmet. Get it? Because I consider it my good fortune to have met you, at last.’

      Since Dad’s death I’d reconciled myself to the fact that nothing is 'meant to be'. Life is a series of inexplicable random events. There is no blueprint. No version in which fate has our life mapped out for us.

      ‘I think the only things you’re destined to meet today, Rory King, are those pigs,’ I’d said and headed off to pick up another tray of coffee.

      Undeterred, Rory had followed me.

      ‘One drink, that’s all I ask. Make it my lucky day.’

      ‘I don’t believe in luck,’ I’d said glibly, over my shoulder.

      ‘Luck is just hope, repackaged,’ he’d said. ‘And you wouldn’t deny a guy some hope, would you?’

      ‘I can “deny” a guy anything I choose,’ I was painfully aware that I sounded like a buttoned-up maiden in a Sunday-night historical drama. ‘The way I see it,’ I’d continued, ‘hope is what you cling to when you’ve lost control of your life. As for luck,’ I’d added, ‘I don’t believe in any special force determining our lives any more than I believe in Santa Claus, or the tooth fairy. I study statistics for a living. I make choices, I don’t take chances.’ I’d been pleased with that line.

      He’d put his hands deep in his pockets then pursed his lips to one side, thoughtfully. I didn’t know why, but I had an urge to kiss him. I dismissed the thought from my mind, reminding myself that I had no interest in a relationship at this point in my life.

      ‘But isn’t chance just a combination of opportunity and possibility?’ he pushed back. I couldn’t help but admire the strength of his belief system. Even if it was wrong. ‘After all,’ he’d added, ‘if you don’t take chances, you never know what might’ve been…’

      ‘I’m an actuary,’ I’d told him. ‘I believe in probability, not possibility.’ I’d put down the coffees and picked up a tray of muffins and turned to pass some to a couple of passers-by.

      ‘But a life without risks isn’t possible!’ he’d argued, walking alongside me before cheekily snatching one from the tray for himself and heartily biting into it. ‘You take a risk every time you get out of bed, leave the house or cross the road!’ He’d waved the cake in front of me. ‘Or when you eat a muffin made by a sexy stranger.’ He’d grinned. ‘So, why not add, “Have a drink with a persistently charming local celebrity you met at the County Fair” to that list?’

      I fought back a smile. ‘Number one: my mum was the “sexy stranger” who made those muffins. And, number two: some risks are very much avoidable and down to personal choice, not chance. Like, for example, choosing not to go for a coffee with you. Even if you are a “local celebrity”.’

      ‘But why that choice?’ he’d persisted. ‘At least give me a viable reason.’

      I couldn’t help but be impressed that he was, at the very least, as stubborn as me.

      ‘Because I’m not looking for a relationship,’ I’d said firmly. ‘Statistics show that ninety per cent of relationships that start before the age of thirty fail. So, I’ve sworn off them until well after. Even then, almost half of all marriages end in divorce.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ He’d nodded, and I’d been both flummoxed and surprisingly disappointed by his sudden concession of defeat. I’d been enjoying the verbal sparring more than I cared to admit. But he wasn’t finished. ‘But luckily for you, I’m thirty-one so by your rules, you’re free to date me…’

      I’d smiled and shrugged. ‘And luckily for me, I’m twenty-nine, so by my rules, I’m not…’

      ‘Would it help if I told you I don’t want to get married?’ he’d said.

      ‘You don’t?’ Now this was interesting.

      ‘No. Well, not yet. Not until after our first date, at least.’

      ‘Urgh,’ I’d groaned and folded my arms as I looked up at him, trying not to smile. ‘Are you always this…’

      ‘Optimistic?’ He’d grinned.

      ‘Persistent.’

      ‘Only in moments like these. Important ones. Life-changing ones. When luck leads me to a girl like you.’ The scent of his aftershave was something headily fresh and earthy that reminded me of walking through fields. His lips were curled into a gentle smile, and softly pronounced dimples had appeared in his cheeks like dents in a pillow. He’d swept his free arm around the showground that seemed suddenly to be shimmering in the late golden summer sunshine. Or perhaps it was his reflected hopefulness? I wasn’t entirely sure.

      ‘You really don’t give up, do you?’ I’d laughed, in exasperation.

      ‘No.’ he’d stared at me intently. ‘Not when I think something is meant to be.’

      I’d rolled my eyes again, but annoyingly, my smile betrayed me as it refused to fade.

      ‘Besides,’ he’d added, ‘we haven’t talked about the other ten per cent.’ He’d leaned towards me conspiratorially. ‘The under-thirties relationships that don’t fail,’ he’d elaborated.

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘Isn’t it worth considering that we might fall into that category?’

      ‘It’s highly improbable.’

      ‘But still possible … right?’ he’d raised his eyebrows optimistically. They were pleasingly thick and irrepressibly arched like golden boomerangs.

      ‘In theory, anything is possible I suppose.’ It was proving impossible not to warm to him.

      ‘Exactly!’ he’d snapped his fingers. ‘Because what do statistics actually tell us about anything, anyway? It’s individuals that matter, not data…’

      I’d gasped, horrified by this point of view. ‘Statistics are what make us see and understand the world clearly; they’re how we make discoveries in science! Not forgetting medicine, economics, the environment!’ I’d ticked off the list on my fingers without taking a breath. ‘In fact, entire government policies are created from them,’ I’d finished in exasperation.

      ‘And look how that generally turns out.’

      ‘Literally everything important that we humans know is because of statistics,’ I’d fiercely countered.

      ‘Maybe,’ he’d shrugged. ‘But they don’t tell us anything about how we feel…’

      Another announcement for the pig contest was being made on the tannoy. It felt like a sign.

      I’d folded my arms and appraised him thoughtfully. ‘Okay, Meridien’s Rory King, you want a date? I’ll give you a date…’

      ‘You will?’ he’d said jubilantly, with an accompanying air punch. ‘YES!’

      I held my hand over my eyes to protect them from the sun as I squinted up at him. ‘I warn you, it’s rather short notice…’

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘Great!’ I’d gestured with my hand towards the pig enclosure. ‘It’s right now, and it’s with local counsellor, fellow judge and local celebrity, Mayoress Elsa Owen.’ He’d looked at me quizzically. ‘They’ve just called for you again: she’s ready and waiting for you – and so are those prize pigs,’ I’d added gleefully. ‘Good luck with your date, Mr King!’ I gave him a cheeky wave as he checked his watch and began to back away. ‘I’m sure you’ll have loads in common with your date!’

      ‘Bye for now, Sofie-Sofie Jensen,’ he’d laughed. ‘There’s a high probability I’ll see you again soon.’ And he turned his back and strode across the field and out of sight, into the tent.

      To my surprise, instead of feeling relieved, I felt like something had been lost.

      ‘He seems a lovely young man, doesn’t he?’ Midge had said warmly. She’d appeared next to me, perfectly dressed in a crisp shirt, Barbour jacket, jeans and wellies with a scarf wrapped around her forehead, always ready to step in and be by Mum’s side and support her. ‘Clever, sensitive, funny – not to mention those adorable dimples. Obviously not my type, though!’ She’d laughed and nudged me playfully.

      I folded my arms and didn’t reply. I wasn’t sure why I felt so irritated. Perhaps because she was pointing out the good traits of a man I had so readily pushed away. I stared into the distance at the main tent. I realised that Rory King’s absence had made it feel like the dimmer switch had suddenly been turned down on the day.
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        * * *

      

      I throw my empty coffee cup in the bin and prepare to head back into the office. I might not feel like I’m ready for this big life change; but that’s also how I felt when I met Rory. I took a chance back then, and six years on, he has made my life better in every way. And perhaps, despite all my fears and anxieties, there is every possibility that this baby will do the same.

      

      Seven and a half months later

      The room is bright, white and still. Too bright. Only the intermittent beeping of the monitor and my quiet moans overlay the silence. I’m made up entirely of this pain, unable to move beyond the now and the life-changing experience it contains.

      As my contractions intensify, I close my eyes. I recite Pi. I know that giving birth is natural; women have done this for centuries; 1600 babies are born every single day in this country, that’s one birth every 54 seconds… I just didn’t think my experience would be like this.

      3.14159…

      Nine months of pregnancy – and thirty-six years – to get to this moment. There comes the sudden deep, desperate, primal urge to push. I shout at Rory to get the midwife and he obediently rushes towards the door.

      ‘Don’t leave me, Rory!’ I scream shrilly and he hovers momentarily in the middle of the room, like a confused, cartoon meerkat. When I cry out again, he’s by my side in a heartbeat. He presses the button by my wrist for help.

      Sara rushes in with another midwife: she begins to examine me whilst the other one – Maria I think her name is – stands by her side.

      ‘Your little boy is being good,’ Sara, says from between my legs. ‘He’s ready. Are you?’

      I nod fearfully. It’s happening quickly, just as I had hoped. It occurs to me now that I may come to regret that wish. 

      As the next wave of pain builds and I feel the need to push again, I look for reassurance from Rory. Our eyes are fixed on one another’s, searching desperately in them for a memory to transport us back to another place and time. To when there was only us.

      ‘I love you, Sofie,’ he whispers. ‘You can do this.’

      I push with all my might.

      I feel the baby’s head begin to crown and I flit madly between wanting it to be over and hoping that it’ll never be.

      Rory’s eyes are telling me to be strong; be brave; have hope. ‘Best possible outcome’, that’s what my endlessly supportive and naïvely optimistic husband always tells me to believe in. It’s what he believes in, after all.

      I wonder, slightly cruelly, if he’ll still be peddling that myth after this experience. After all, not many births are quite like ours, just one in 225. 0.44 per cent. Rory would probably say that just shows that we – and our baby – are special.

      Not lucky. Special.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      This pregnancy is a happy accident, I tell myself as I apply some blusher in the mirror in an attempt to put some colour back in my cheeks, like when Rory and I bumped into each other on my thirtieth birthday, just two weeks after the Dorset Show. Could it be that this, like then, is just the gentle little push I needed. The extra step I would never have taken myself…

      On second thoughts, perhaps that’s a bad example because I still suspect that our second ‘coincidental’ meeting was a fix. It was too convenient, how Rory suddenly appeared at my side. I can still remember how I felt the warmth of his smile before I saw it.

      ‘Hi, Sofie-Sofie Jensen.’ He’d grinned, leaning his elbows on the bar. ‘Fancy seeing you here! Can I get you a drink?’ Rory managed at once to get the bartender’s attention, which I had been failing to do for the past ten minutes, whilst somehow also focusing entirely on me. His smile was a spotlight; his body turned towards me, hand lightly touching mine, like we were bound together with invisible strings. None of this was done possessively, or arrogantly. It felt magnetic, how we were drawn to each other.

      ‘She’d love one!’ Nisha had shouted over my shoulder, gleefully, before I could answer. ‘Champagne, if you’re offering!’ She’d come down from London as she had a rare weekend off from work. ‘It’s her thirtieth birthday today, you know!’

      ‘Woohoo!’ Emma had cheered next to her, in perfect chorus with Inge and Sal. We were in that stage of life where the big girls’ nights out of our twenties had tailed off, as serious relationships and our careers had taken over. On the occasions we did go out together, it was to celebrate a milestone moment. Emma, a primary-school deputy head teacher, still loved nothing more than letting her hair down when she could. Her thirtieth, just a few weeks before – the one Rory had also attended – had been raucous. Not for me, though. I’m always the one who stays sober and in control.

      ‘Really,’ he’d smiled in response to Nisha, his eyes firmly on mine, and I felt my insides unexpectedly flip as I remembered our conversation about relationships. ‘What are the chances of that, eh?’

      I’d smiled at him, unable to look away but not wanting not to let on that I knew that was his catchphrase. I’d watched him religiously every day for the past two weeks.

      It had started the evening after the Dorset show: I’d gone back for dinner at Mum and Midge’s, in the sweet little cottage in Corfe that she and Midge bought together about ten years ago. I slumped down at the kitchen table with a glass of wine, turned on the TV and switched straight to the news. As soon I saw Rory smiling into the camera lens, I was surprised to feel another pang of regret. From that night on, I found myself switching on the TV every night when I got home to my flat after work, just so I could see him. I wouldn’t even take my coat and shoes off; I’d just come in and perch on the sofa, waiting for his segment. Before long I’d picked up on his mannerisms – the way he squinted his eyes thoughtfully when he was interviewing people; how he’d run his hand through his hair before taking on a challenge; or shift from one foot to another when he was cold. And of course, his catchphrase.

      ‘Now, what are the chances of that?’ he’d say after interviewing a local who had bought a pizza from Tesco Metro that looked exactly like their cat, or some other local story of uncanny resemblance.

      His surprise arrival had made my thirtieth celebration feel special, elevated the night to never-seen-before levels of joy, anticipation, desire. The evening had taken an unexpected turn, and rather than being fearful of it, I was enthralled. Entranced. And I wasn’t the only one he’d charmed.

      ‘We like,’ Sal had whispered approvingly at one point. It was true, he was great company, full of interesting anecdotes, a good listener. He asked all the right questions and made thoughtful, pertinent, funny observations. The Rory Show was, I had to admit, a highly entertaining one. He was completely tuned in to me, turned towards me so our legs were always touching. He’d occasionally brush my hand with his, gaze at me while everyone else was chatting until I made eye contact and then reward me with the brightest, most guileless of smiles. I loved how adorably and sexily dishevelled off-duty Rory King looked. It felt like he was having too much fun in life to worry much about anything, let alone being camera-ready.

      Later that night, as the girls prepared to leave, he’d asked if I’d like to take a walk along the beach. I knew Nisha had been about to say yes for me, but I’d got there first. I’d hugged her as we said goodbyes outside.

      ‘Happy Birthday, Sofie,’ she’d said loudly, winking at me and then Rory. Then she’d leaned in and hugged me, whispering, ‘You’re welcome!’ like she’d gifted him to me herself. I’d pulled away and eyed her suspiciously, and slightly tipsily.

      ‘Did you have something to do with this?’ I’d whispered back accusingly. She’d shrugged innocently in response, laughing as she walked away. Nisha has always believed that she knows what’s best for me. I also knew that she’d been intrigued when I’d told her all about him and that she had, in fact, met him a couple of times. Because of that, his Socials would have been very easy for her to find.

      So, Rory and I had left the bar together that night. It was the kind of balmy, late September evening that makes you feel that summer would last forever. We’d taken off our shoes and walked barefoot along the moonlit beach for a while before sitting down on the sand, talking companionably and passionately over the lapping waves about our careers, our dreams, our families. Being with him felt familiar – safe, somehow.

      When he’d unexpectedly leaned in and kissed me, I realised I was helpless to resist him.

      ‘There’s something about you, Sofie-Sofie Jensen,’ he’d murmured, when we’d eventually, reluctantly, prised ourselves apart. ‘I could fall in love with you…’

      ‘Aaand that’s my cue to go.’

      I’d scrambled to my feet and begun to walk away, panic already rising in my chest like a wave. I’d promised myself I wasn’t going to fall in love with anyone and he’d just made me realise I could come dangerously close to that.

      ‘Would it be so bad? To fall in love?’ he’d called, grabbing his shoes and jogging after me.

      ‘Not for you, perhaps,’ I’d replied. ‘Definitely for me. I’ve made the choice to sail solo.’

      ‘Some would say that’s the most dangerous way to travel.’ He’d had to take big strides through the sand to keep up.

      He’d grabbed my hand to stop me. ‘What are you so scared of, Sofie?’

      I looked at him and momentarily got lost in his green eyes. The wind had picked up and it suddenly felt like the waves were dangerously bigger than they were before. I didn’t want to push him away, not really. There was something about him that felt different, something that I was drawn to. He made me want to take a chance. He made me feel that anything was possible, rather than probable. He made me feel that with him, I could be adventurous and safe, excited and calm. Loved, not lost. But then I reminded myself that love could be as incalculable and changeable as the sea. I couldn’t risk it.

      ‘Everything,’ I’d replied. I’d walked away, head into the wind, as quickly as I could.

      ‘Okay, forget love,’ he called above it. ‘What about One Fun Date? That wouldn’t be scary or dangerous!’

      ‘That depends.’ Each time my feet sunk in the soft sand they slowed me down.

      ‘On what?’

      ‘The date. Like…’ I’d struggled to think of an example. ‘A date climbing a mountain would be dangerous, for example.’

      ‘Luckily, I’m more of a bouldering guy myself.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘A type of rock climbing.’

      I’d stopped, turned, shuddered as I’d stared at him. ‘Rock climbing? Well, that makes my answer to One Fun Date an even harder No.’

      ‘Okay, no bouldering. Just a non-dangerous drink, I promise.’

      ‘What if it leads to more?’

      ‘More drinks or more…?’ His eyes had sparkled with amusement as he’d stepped towards me.

      I’d turned, begun walking again.

      ‘Okay! Okay! You win. No drink, just good old-fashioned fun.’ He’d caught my elbow gently with his hand and gazed at me confidently. ‘I warn you, though, I bet after One Fun Date with me, you’ll definitely want a second.’

      I’d stared at him, at the unfeasible length of his blonde eyelashes, the verdant green of his eyes threaded with flashes of gold that made me want to just give in to whatever this moment was. ‘Actually,’ he’d added, ‘I’m going to punt my luck on a third, too.’

      ‘Betting is for losers,’ I’d mumbled, even as my mouth disloyally curled into a smile of admission. I couldn’t help but be charmed by him.

      ‘That’s just the “Shape of My Heart”,’ he’d crooned then in a gruff, raspy voice, whilst playing air guitar.

      I’d stared at him, head tilted in curious interest before guffawing with laughter. ‘I-I’m sorry, what was that?!’

      He’d grinned without embarrassment. ‘One of Sting’s best solo songs. He wrote it about a poker player who gambles not to win, but to find the answer to the mysteries of the universe.’

      ‘And does he?’ I’d asked.

      He’d shrugged, grinning. ‘The lyrics are a bit ambiguous to be honest. Maybe he found it in some “Fields of Gold”?’

      ‘Or in a “Message in a Bottle”?’ I’d shot back, quick to pick up on the game.

      ‘Sting fan, too, are you?’ he’d said, reaching his hands around my waist and moving his lips towards mine.

      I’d pushed him away. ‘Don’t Stand So Close to Me!’ I’d joked. It had felt like his laugh had echoed across the entire beach and it thrilled me to have that effect on him.

      ‘It was actually my mum who was the real fan,’ he’d admitted as we picked up our shoes and began to walk barefoot along the shoreline.

      ‘Was?’ Had he lost a parent, too? Was that why I felt such an immediate, strong connection with him?

      ‘She might still be, to be fair, but I wouldn’t know. My mum isn’t really in my life anymore. Not by my choice – she left when I was about three. I found some Police albums in a box of her stuff when I was a teenager, and it led me to investigate his solo stuff. Let’s just say I played “If I Ever Lose My Faith in You” on repeat for quite a while.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Rory.’

      ‘Honestly, it’s okay,’ he’d said brightly, though his crumpled brow and uncharacteristic solemnity told a different story which made my heart ache for him. ‘She did me a favour, really.’

      ‘Taught you never to trust anyone again?’ I’d asked sympathetically.

      He’d looked horrified. ‘No, made me appreciate how lucky I am!’

      Whilst his optimism in the face of abandonment confounded me, I liked how easily he shared a fraction of his past and welcomed me into it. And that he understood the loss of a parent, how deeply it embeds itself in the fabric of your being.

      ‘So, about this date…’ We’d stopped, the sea curling seductively around our ankles. Pulling us in. Pulling us closer.

      One date couldn’t hurt, could it?

      I’d appraised him thoughtfully. ‘Do you promise not to sing again?’

      ‘Scout’s honour.’ He’d said, holding up three fingers.

      ‘Of course you were a scout.’ I’d laughed. ‘Okay. One date, that’s all.’ I’d formally offered my hand for him to shake, but instead he’d pulled me towards him. As he lowered his lips to mine, I gave myself entirely to his kiss, telling myself as long as I was careful, I could be in control of whatever this might become.

      That’s what I told myself then and that’s what I tell myself now: I can be pregnant and totally in control … can’t I?

      Seven and a half months later

      I feel another, uncontrollable urge to push and I cry out again – not in pain, but persistence. I feel the mound of our baby’s head pressing against my flesh, turning me inside out. I squeeze Rory’s hand so tightly it seems to me like our skin has been permanently welded together. Fingerprints indelibly marked on mine. Genes fused in a way that will never be broken. Except we already are. Broken, that is. But while the pain feels almost impossible to bear, I don’t want it to end. It is my biggest act of love so far. Here, in this moment, this room, this life: it’s just me, Rory and our baby.

      As I prepare to push once more, fear gnaws deep in my belly clamping my insides as tightly as my contractions. I squeeze my eyes shut to try and visualise Pi, but instead of numbers I see stars. An entire galaxy sparkling behind my eyelids, lifting me up and lighting the way. I can see myself holding my baby boy in my arms at last, but the image implodes, the fractures falling like meteors before vaporising into nothingness. I cry out, but I make no sound. With a final silent push, I let go of the fear and the pain – and him, too. His little body slides silently from mine. He’s not here, though. His soul is, perhaps, already light years away from here. I wish I were, too.

      I’m disconnected from everyone and everything, including myself. Rory’s next to me, weeping noiselessly. The two midwives are working efficiently and tenderly with our lifeless baby as if they did this every day. Which, as a profession, they do.

      One in 225 pregnancies ends in stillbirth in the UK. That’s seven stillbirths every day. Over 2,600 last year. And now we’re part of that statistic. We – our boy – is that one.

      Our baby boy, gone before he was ever here, asphyxiated in my womb by the nuchal cord which became wrapped around his neck, as discovered by the consultant when I came into hospital just thirty-six hours ago. The life source I provided for him both his beginning and his end.
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      I quickly dive back into the toilet cubicle just as someone comes into the bathroom. I’m not ready to see anyone in close personal quarters. I sit down quickly, shuffle my feet, cough and pull at the toilet roll so it sounds like I’ve just finished. I don’t want anyone gossiping about the length of time I’ve been in here. Although, for us actuaries, gossip is a low priority: we’re more interested in reality than rumour.

      Besides which, there’s only two other women that work in the actuarial department and they’re both in their early twenties and completely wrapped up in their own lives. Lives that couldn’t be further from pregnancy. They’re too busy having fun.

      ‘Fun’. That’s how this all began.
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        * * *

      

      ‘A funfair?’ I’d said somewhat incredulously when, a week after my birthday, Rory had revealed our One Fun Date. My heart had sunk as he gestured for us to walk down Bournemouth Pier. ‘I didn’t think you’d be quite so literal.’

      ‘I’m a news reporter,’ he’d grinned. ‘It’s my job to be literal.’ He was wearing a white shirt with blue jeans, scuffed brown boots and a green bomber jacket. He’d told me he’d come straight from doing a report on a magician from Poole who’d set a new Guinness World Record for doing the most magic tricks in one minute. ‘If I promise fun, I’ll bring you to a funfair. So, here we are. I mean,’ he’d waved his hand at the rides, ‘what could be more fun?’

      ‘Literally anything.’ I’d replied shakily, trying to block out the noise, the bright flashing lights, the sweet, sickly sugary smell of candyfloss, and the screams of joy and fear that put me instantly on edge. ‘I hate heights, avoid adrenaline at all costs and steer clear of danger. This, Rory King, is my nightmare.’

      ‘You just haven’t been to a funfair with me. I promise, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Come on!’ He’d taken me by the hand and made me run down the Pier approach to the arcade, where he quicky reminded me of ‘Kingsmet’ by winning a cuddly toy from the first grabber machine he tried.

      ‘How did you do that?’ I’d gasped.

      ‘Just lucky, I guess!’

      ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

      After winning prizes on most of the arcade games, he begged me to brave a ride with him – his choice. This turned out to be a small, slow, caterpillar roller-coaster aimed at toddlers, who all looked at us in confusion as we queued up. Not helped by the fact that Rory then screamed so loudly on the gently undulating insect, it made me laugh so much I practically fell out of the carriage when the ride finished. Afterwards, candy floss in hand, he asked me if I trusted him enough to go on the
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      Seven and a half months later
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