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To Azaylia, my hero




Preface

When I was asked to write this book, I felt very honoured and blessed. It’s a story of hope and finding strength, and if sharing my journey can help other people, I will be happy.

I felt anxious too, wondering how I would cope with retracing the steps of a journey no parent should ever have to take. But everything is about Azaylia now, not me. From the moment she was born, she changed my life and made my life, giving it the purpose and meaning I didn’t even know was missing.

When my daughter became ill, I thought I was the one who would have to be strong for her. But Azaylia fought like the bravest little lion in the pride and I quickly realised she was the one who was giving me the strength to carry on.

My baby girl loved life – that was obvious to everyone who was lucky enough to meet her. And no matter what she was going through, Azaylia soldiered on with so much dignity and grace, giving the brightest smiles she possibly could. I tried my best to follow her lead and harness the positive energy she radiated every day. We laughed and we danced and we sang together, willing miracles to happen and dreams to come true, right up until the very end.

Now, however low I feel when I open my eyes in the morning and remember my daughter has passed, I ask myself: What would Azaylia do? In her short time on this earth, my baby handed me three powerful batons full of optimism, courage and love. I know I have to keep passing them on in her name. It’s how Azaylia taught me to behave and it’s the only way I can earn my place beside her in heaven.

Azaylia is a very hard act to follow. Her story lit up the world and her tiny feet have left giant footprints all around the globe. Through her charity, The Azaylia Foundation, I’m working to keep her light burning bright. We are raising awareness of children’s cancers and fundraising to pay for research, equipment and to support children diagnosed with cancer, and their families too. I had so much to learn when Azaylia became ill, but no idea where to turn. If I can help other people in any way at all, I’ll be so happy and thankful, and I will have done the job Azaylia prepared me to do.

I realise now that there were times during my daughter’s illness when I was so scared and distraught my brain short-circuited. I didn’t want to stare into the abyss and so I focused all my energies on Azaylia’s immediate needs rather than on the big, black hole that was opening up before us. The tears are already running down my cheeks as I write this, but I’ll do my best to sift through the darkness and bewilderment and fill in all the blanks I created in the bleakest of moments, and to share my story as honestly and openly as I can.

This is for you, my hero. I know you are looking down on me and I hope Mummy does you proud.

Let’s go, champ! x
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CHAPTER ONE

The pain is excruciating and I’m screaming in agony, completely taken aback at how sharp the contractions are.

“Gas and air! I need it, NOW PLEASE!”

I didn’t think giving birth was going to be like this. Ashley had been so supportive during my pregnancy, even when I got tired and grumpy, moaning that I was so huge I couldn’t even bend down to put my shoes on or complaining about the fact we were in lockdown, unable to go out and choose a pram or attend an antenatal class in person. In my mind’s eye, our favourite, upbeat music would be playing during the birth, like Luther Vandross’ ‘Never Too Much’ or Faith Evans’ ‘Love Like This’, and Ashley would be rubbing my back and whispering soothing words in my ear as I dealt serenely with the pain. He’d kiss me tenderly, stroke my hair and tell me I was doing so well: ‘You’ve got this, Safiyya,’ he’d say. ‘You’re amazing, I’m so proud of you.’

It wasn’t like that at all.

‘Would you like an epidural?’ the midwife asks, recognising that the gas and air are barely touching the sides of my pain.

I wasn’t going to have an epidural, that was not in the plan at all.

‘Er, can you have one ready, just in case?’ I gasp.

I’m determined to get through this with as little intervention as possible. ‘I’m going to try without first,’ I say bravely, just as a huge contraction ripples through me and I scream in shock.

For weeks I’ve been asking friends and family how I’d know when I was in labour. ‘You’ll know!’ they said with strange, secretive little smiles on their faces. ‘You’ll know!’

Azaylia was due six days earlier, on 4 August 2020. Ever since her due date, I’d become more impatient by the hour and was constantly trying to read my body for signs my labour was starting. I’m a detail person and I like everything to be neat and tidy and organised. I was adamant I wasn’t going into hospital until the timing was just right and I wanted my admission to run like clockwork – ‘I’m not going to be one of those people who leaves it too late and nearly gives birth in the car park,’ I told Ashley. ‘That’s never gonna happen.’ Equally, I wasn’t going to be camped out at the hospital way too early, not least because of the current Covid rules. Like all partners, Ashley would only be allowed in for the bare minimum of time, so, if I got the timing wrong, I could be stuck in hospital on my own for hours or even days, which would be horrendous. And of course, it was unthinkable that Ashley would miss the birth. He had to be there.

As soon as I felt the first hint of a contraction I began using an app on my phone to monitor the minutes until the next one, so I knew exactly how I was progressing.

‘Ashley!’ I said excitedly, several hours later. ‘It’s time to go in now.’

I had this. We had this.

Ashley likes to be in control too. Dream, plan, then go and make it happen for yourself, exactly the way you want it to. That’s how he has always operated, in all his different careers and in his life in general. I’ve taken a very different path to him, but I’ve also set targets and goals and made great things happen for myself. Having our daughter was the biggest dream of all, for both of us. This would be our greatest achievement, by a million miles, and nothing was being left to chance.

I had my hospital suitcase packed for weeks and I’d given Ashley detailed instructions on which nightie I wanted to wear when I gave birth and exactly what I wanted to change into afterwards – a black silk nightie with a long matching gown over the top. I had Azaylia’s bag packed too, containing nappies, socks, bibs and vests. Her first outfit – a carefully chosen soft and snuggly white babygro – was folded neatly in a clearly marked see-through bag to make it easy for the midwife who would dress her immediately after she was born.

I expected I’d give birth that evening, within a few hours of arriving at our local maternity hospital. Why wouldn’t I? The app had told me exactly where I was and I’d followed everything to the letter. It had all been going perfectly to plan, up until the point when I really started to understand what labour felt like. No amount of gas and air was helping, however much I dragged on the machine, and more pain and desperation were descending on me with every breath.

‘We’re going to have to break her waters,’ I hear. There are voices all around me. Azaylia is lying in a breech position and we are spine to spine, someone says. I’m clawing at the sides of the bed with both hands, panting and feeling totally overwhelmed by the searing power of the contractions, which is intensifying by the minute. Somewhere amongst the fog of voices I can hear a midwife explaining that Azaylia’s position in my womb is the reason I’m in so much pain.

‘Oh my God!’ I hear myself scream. ‘Give me the epidural now, please!’

I feel the needle go into my lower back and wait for the agony to subside into numbness, but it doesn’t. Eventually, I learn that epidurals don’t work for everyone and, unfortunately, it looks like I’m in that minority category. Of course I am. The disappointment swamps me and I’m in free-fall now, engulfed in pain and despair and on the verge of losing the plot.

‘Get back here!’ I scream.

Ashley is trying to sit down in the chair beside my hospital bed and I don’t want him to. Several hours have gone by – I have no idea how many. I want to hold on to him the whole time, to know he is right here with me. We started this journey together and we are staying side by side the whole way through.

‘Give me more gas and air!’ I demand.

‘Safiyya, they don’t want you to have any more gas and air,’ Ashley says. ‘It’s not helping you right now. You need to have a pause and then you can have more.’

I’m not accepting it and I grab at the tube and try to drag some relief through it. It doesn’t work, because the midwife has disconnected it, I find out.

I don’t complain. I soldier on and Ashley is doing everything he can to help. He’d had a puff on the gas and air himself earlier, to lighten the mood and make me laugh. I think it helped to chill him out too, as he was jangling with adrenaline. I did manage to laugh at the time, but now I’m just gritting my teeth.

All I want is for our baby to arrive as quickly as possible. I want to see her face and I’m also excited to see Ashley’s face the moment he becomes a daddy.

It was Ashley who first talked about us having a baby. Brought up in a large close-knit and very loving family, he was blessed with a heart full of love to give. ‘Having a child is something I’ve looked forward to my whole life,’ he told me very early on in our relationship. I remember the moment so well. I knew he meant every word of it and hearing him speak that way made me love him even more.

The two of us had been friends for years before we got together and the Ashley I knew was nothing like the person – or should I say ‘persona’ – other people might have seen on the TV. I wasn’t with him when he was a professional footballer, living the high life, or when he did Ex on the Beach and earned the title ‘bad boy of reality TV’. I had never even watched him on television and I didn’t recognise the description. The Ashley I knew was never happier than when he was surrounded by his big extended family. He wanted to continue growing the beautiful circle his grandma and grandpa started, creating his own family and filling it with as much love and joy as he’d always known.

‘I had to make sure I was with the right person before I became a father,’ Ashley told me a little further down the line. ‘And it had to be the right time in my life, when I could give everything to my child.’

He’d found the right person and the time was right, he told me. I’d never felt happier and I felt the same way, though my ideas about parenthood weren’t exactly the same as Ashley’s. Of course I wanted to be sure I was with the right person and that it was the right time in my life too, but whenever I thought about becoming a mum, I knew that above all else I would have to be sure that my child was going to be in a safe, stable and loving environment, and that, even if things did not work out for me and my child’s father down the line, I would be in a position where I could look after them perfectly well on my own. Come what may, my child would always feel safe and comfortable, never afraid or neglected, confused or vulnerable. I was ready in myself and I’d found the man I trusted to be a good father, whatever life threw at us.

Me and Ashley had been together for a couple of years when we decided to try for a baby.

‘Shall we?’ He grinned. ‘Shall we have a baby together?’

The conversation had been bubbling under for weeks, if not months. We’d been out for a lovely pasta dinner and had a few glasses of wine, and afterwards we cuddled up together on the sofa, feeling very happy and a little bit giddy, dreaming of our future.

‘Yes!’ I said.

It seemed a natural step for us, just as it seemed so natural to get together, finally, after so many years of being casual acquaintances and then friends. As kids and teenagers, we’d pass each other on the street in Nuneaton, giving a little nod of recognition because we’d seen each other around the town so many times. It never entered my head that I might one day have a relationship with Ashley. He was always a very good-looking boy, but he was three years younger than me, a gap that seemed huge when I was in my teens and early twenties. He was a lad’s lad, too – a big, loud character who liked to party. That was all I really knew about him and that was the polar opposite of the steady, stable person I wanted as a partner.

‘You’re going to have a C-section.’

The midwife’s words cut through the tangle of thoughts and torrents of pain I’d been immersed in for so many hours. It was early in the morning now and I was shaking like a leaf, every part of me trembling uncontrollably under my blue and white hospital gown. A soft voice from behind a mask was telling me that I needed to calm down. If I didn’t stop trembling, I would have to be put to sleep for the C-section, and if I had a general anaesthetic, Ashley would not be allowed in to witness the birth.

Something shifted inside me when I heard that: ‘Get Ashley here, now!’ I yelled. ‘Where is he?’

I don’t know where I got the burst of energy from but I was screaming with all my might, my voice bouncing off the hard white walls.

I cannot deprive Ashley of seeing the birth of his first child. I can’t let that happen. I have to calm down.

That thought was chasing round on a loop in my head, but my body wasn’t listening to me. I was still shaking like a leaf and couldn’t seem to stop myself, but I was determined to conquer this for Ashley’s sake. If I had to have a C-section, I wanted a local anaesthetic – he had to be there to watch our daughter’s arrival into the world.

Ashley came rushing towards my hospital bed: ‘I’m here, babe,’ he said.

As soon as I looked at his face it was like a switch was thrown. I stopped trembling, almost instantaneously, and then I told him I just wanted him here, by my side, every second, every step of the way.

‘Azaylia is your baby too. You need to be here at the birth. We’ve just gone through all of this labour together, for hours and hours, and we need to stay together.’

I was so exhausted and just speaking to Ashley and focusing on keeping myself calm took all my strength and the very last drop of my energy. I remember being prepped for the C-section. I felt weirdly disconnected from my surroundings, even though the medics were setting up a little blue tent between my chest and my belly, and the doctors and nurses were talking to me and explaining what was happening.

All of a sudden, my body became a washing machine on full spin. It happened in a heartbeat, taking my breath away. What was that? Has something gone wrong? The sensation was horrendous and felt so alien to me, but almost as quickly as it started, everything stopped. The pain, the adrenaline and the nausea that had been sloshing and swirling around inside me – all of it disappeared, just like that. It was like stepping out into fresh snow, when everything is blindingly pure and white, and it’s so silent you wonder if the world has stopped turning, just for a moment.

‘Here she is.’

My baby girl was being held up in front of me. I looked at her face and the world was not just turning again, it was spinning like a top. I’m a mum! This is my baby! My heart felt like it doubled in size as it pumped out more love than I ever imagined it held.

Azaylia’s skin was clear and incredibly fresh. She was flawless and absolutely beautiful. A midwife brought her close so I could give her soft cheek a little kiss. There was no blood, no goo – it was as if she’d come out of a bath of the most tranquil clear water.

‘Cut the umbilical cord!’ I suddenly yelled. ‘Ashley, cut the cord!’

I surprised myself by screaming so loudly. It was as if Azaylia had powered me up – my tiny, perfect little girl had recharged me, with just one touch of her skin.

Ashley cut the cord and told Azaylia she was beautiful. I could see the love pouring out of him too. Our daughter was beautiful. I was marvelling at her beautiful eyes and rosebud lips and her cap of soft, light hair, and I was counting and re-counting her fingers and toes. The midwife performed the routine checks and Azaylia passed them all. The relief I felt when I heard that was incredible. Azaylia weighed 7lb 10oz, she had been born at 06.56am on 10 August 2020 and she was healthy – that was the most important thing of all.

‘I’ll see you soon, yeah? I love you both. You smashed it, Safiyya!’

It felt like I’d barely drawn breath after giving birth when Ashley was forced to say goodbye. We were out of lockdown but the Covid regulations were still very strict within the NHS and no family members were allowed onto the ward, not even the fathers. Ashley had been able to do the first nappy, because I was too sore to move after the C-section, but after that he was being shown the door as quickly and politely as possible.

Azaylia was in a little see-through crib now. She wasn’t dressed in the babygro I wanted her in, but in the first thing the midwife had put her hands on when she reached into Azaylia’s bag. I smiled to myself as I was wheeled onto the ward, arms held protectively in front of the half-numb scar on my belly. So much for my carefully labelled clothes bags and instructions about what my daughter should wear straight after she was born! So much for a natural, holistic birth without drugs or surgical intervention! But guess what? I didn’t care that my well-laid plans had been thrown out the window, or that I’d have a scar on my belly forever more. All that mattered was that our daughter had arrived safely into the world and that she was healthy.

As I was manoeuvred into my bed I saw my notes on a clipboard. At the top were the words ‘Mother – Safiyya Vorajee’. It might as well have been a Hollywood billboard, displaying my name up in lights, because seeing those three words gave me such a fantastic buzz.

I was a mother now, it was official! I was Azaylia’s mum!

I had never been happier and my whole world had changed.
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CHAPTER TWO

‘Hello, baby!’ Ashley said, waving through my phone. ‘I’m your daddy. I can’t wait ’til I can kiss and hold you and get you home.’

Thanks to Covid, me and Azaylia were on our own in the hospital now, with not a single member of the family allowed onto the ward to visit. I FaceTimed Ashley as much as possible, but seeing each other through the screens of our phones was a bittersweet experience, as heartwarming as it was heartbreaking. Ashley grinned from ear to ear every time I pointed the camera at Azaylia, which melted my heart. It was fantastic to see the joy and light in his eyes, but I missed him the moment we hung up and I ached to get home so we could start being a family of three together. Ashley and Azaylia would never get this precious time back, but there was no point in dwelling on that.

‘I can’t wait for you to hold her in your arms again,’ I said. ‘It’s going to be so amazing when we get home.’

I had already decided, long before Azaylia was born, that I was not going to be an over-protective mother in any way at all. I wanted me and Ashley to completely share the care of our daughter, just as we split every other aspect of our life 50:50. I wanted to share Azaylia with both of our families too. She was a gift to everyone and we would make sure she enjoyed the love of all her grandparents and aunties and uncles and nieces and nephews and cousins, just as we did.

Azaylia was sleeping soundly now. I lay there staring at her, listening to the sounds of other babies crying, other mothers talking on their phones, trollies being wheeled past and rubber shoes squishing along corridors.

Nurses came and went, but they were so covered in protective clothing I could barely tell them apart. Curtains were drawn around all the other beds on the ward to prevent the spread of any infection and there were signs and stickers everywhere, warning people to stay two metres apart. ‘Wash your hands!’ ‘Wear your mask!’ Black and yellow tape, like something you’d see at a crime scene, marked the boundaries of each bay on the ward.

Covid had affected me and all the other mothers on this ward in so many ways. Never in a million years had I imagined my first days of being a new mum would be like this. When I wasn’t on my phone to Ashley or a member of the family I felt incredibly alone and isolated. I wondered if any of the other women were in as much pain as I was. Had anyone else had a caesarean? Did the other new mums have to lie there and watch the nurses change their baby’s nappy because they were too sore to stand up? It would have been good to talk to someone who was in the same boat as me, but I never even saw another mother’s face, and I didn’t speak to any of the other women.

The nurses helped me to breastfeed, lifting Azaylia out of the cot and onto my chest at regular intervals. She took to it really well and I absorbed so much pleasure from feeding my daughter. It was a magical experience, despite the stabs of pain that rippled through my body, hitting me in waves as Azaylia suckled. Whenever it was time for the nurse to lift her back into her cot, I didn’t want to let go. Azaylia’s head smelled of sweet milk and I drank it in – it was like sinking into a warm bath, one I never wanted to get out of.

Azaylia settled easily after every feed and was no trouble at all. In the hours when she slept peacefully – and there were plenty of them – I had so much time to myself and more time to think than I could remember. Azaylia was a miracle, I thought. What a journey me and Ashley had been on. What a brilliant, wonderful journey and what a prize at the end of it.

• • •

‘Will you grab us some Krispy Kremes?’

I remembered the day Ashley texted me to ask me that. It seemed like seconds ago, not years. He knew I was shopping in the Bullring in Birmingham because I’d posted something on my status on my BlackBerry. ‘Sure,’ I said, thinking nothing of it. There was nothing in it. Ours was an innocent friendship, one that had progressed from nods in the street to socialising with the circle of mutual friends we came to share in our twenties. There was a big WhatsApp group we were both in, where friends would take it in turns to suggest meeting at a café, going bowling or having a night out. Shall we go there? Shall we do this? Girls and lads, we all joined in, often ending up in shisha cafés together, sitting round a huge table, chilling out and having a laugh.

Being in this friendship circle was a huge breath of fresh air for me. I could see that so clearly, with the benefit of hindsight. I’d been in a really bad relationship in the past, one that stripped away my self-esteem, my self-respect and my self-confidence. I barely socialised – it wasn’t worth the trouble it caused – and when I finally broke free, I had a lot of work to do on myself. I was very happy to be single while I healed and slowly started to grow back into my old self.

Ashley was always a great person to be around – the type of guy who lifted your spirits as soon as he smiled and said hello. He was upbeat and energetic and always up for a laugh. When I got to know him better, I began to see there was also a very genuine and sensitive person behind the party boy façade.

‘You know what,’ I told him, as our friendship started to develop. ‘It’s so good to be around nice people who are just being normal and kind to me.’

I surprised myself by feeling comfortable enough to talk to Ashley like this when we still didn’t know each other that well. The relationship I had in the past had been violent and I told Ashley how I was threatened and physically and verbally assaulted, and how my car and house were smashed up.

He was shocked and it broke his heart to hear what I’d been through – ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said. ‘Your personality is so bubbly!’

‘It is now,’ I laughed.

Before too long, me and Ashley were doing things together, outside the group of friends. I was jumping on trains with him, travelling to pick up cars for a company he had at the time, or going with him to a club where he was DJing. One night I felt a bit anxious in one particular nightclub. Ashley noticed, which led to another conversation about my past. If I’d thought we might end up in a relationship together, I wouldn’t have dreamed of talking about one of my exes so openly. It would probably have been a case of me saying, ‘Oh yeah, I was in a bad relationship in the past’ and leaving it at that. But we’d become good friends, were very comfortable in each other’s company and were slowly, and naturally, getting to know each other even better.

I was surprised when Ashley started to tell me about periods in his life when he was depressed and anxious too. I knew his football career had ended because of injury when he was only twenty-two. That was years before we became good friends and I’d never considered how devastating it must have been for him, or how hard it would have been to lift himself up again.

Ashley told me that, after a string of injuries ended his time at Coventry City, he went out to play for one of the top Romanian teams, Gaz Metan Mediaș, to have one last shot at professional football.

‘I can’t imagine you out there on your own,’ I said, thinking about the tight family circle he had around him in our hometown. ‘How was it?’

‘Quite nerve-wracking,’ he admitted, forcing a smile. ‘And that was before I got injured again.’

Ashley explained how he snapped his Achilles tendon in his first game in Romania. He’d already had two operations on the same ankle and there was no coming back, his career was over. He was forced to come home, he couldn’t walk for twelve months and he spent most of that time on the sofa.

I could see the pain in his eyes when he revisited that part of his life.

‘I went from having an amazing lifestyle with plenty of money to having no job, no income, nothing. I had bills to pay but I had no insurance, so I started to fall into debt. There were times when I was searching for change around my house to put petrol in my car, just to get from A to B.’

I was shocked and upset to hear that detail – I couldn’t imagine Ashley in that situation. The Ashley I knew was at the top of his game. He was the guy who’d not only made a name for himself in reality TV, but had been DJing all over the world, was incredibly fit and upbeat, and had amassed thousands of followers on social media.

Something shifted after that. We’d dug another level into the already-strong foundations of our friendship, though I still didn’t see the next level coming.

‘I want to go and watch a film,’ Ashley told me on WhatsApp. ‘D’you wanna come?’

I hesitated before replying. No boundaries had ever been crossed in terms of our friendship becoming something more. The cinema was a date-night type of thing, wasn’t it? I didn’t want our relationship to change and when I replied to his message I wanted to make that clear: ‘Yeah, but we’re just mates, right? We ain’t going on a date here!’

‘Yeah, yeah, cool, cool,’ he answered. ‘It’s not a date.’

I wasn’t entirely convinced by his response, so I deliberately wore a twin-set tracksuit and trainers and not the skinny jeans, heels and a top I’d have put on if I was going on a date. My hair would have been done properly too, instead of drawn into a casual ponytail.

After the film, when he pulled up on the drive at my mum’s house, I darted out of the car pretty quick. ‘See ya later!’ I said, heading for the front door.

We still laugh about it now.

‘You didn’t want to give me a kiss, did you?’

‘No, I really didn’t!’

And I really didn’t. I liked spending time with Ashley and I was enjoying his kindness and the attention he gave me, with no strings attached. It was obvious he was interested, but I was still finding my feet and regaining my confidence. Other guys were interested too, but I was happy being single and I didn’t want to rush into a relationship with anyone.

As it turned out, my friendship with Ashley continued to blossom in the most natural way possible. It was like a rosebud opening up when the sun starts to shine and it happened so gradually and delicately I could barely see it unfold. It felt like one minute we were sitting in the car eating McDonald’s – Ashley had quite a McDonald’s addiction at the time – and chatting for hours as mates, to something much deeper. When I look back now, I can picture a speeded-up version of events, like one of those time-lapse videos on a nature documentary. Click! There I was, delivering doughnuts to his door. Click! There we are, laughing with our friends at the shisha café. Then it’s just the two of us, as if the friends have peeled away and given us more air to breathe. Me and Ashley had an absolute beauty of a friendship that evolved into the most beautiful flower imaginable.

I didn’t really realise how much he meant to me until one night when we talked about having food together and Ashley said he was doing something with his friends instead. I was disappointed, but then the next thing I knew, Ashley turned up at my mum’s house. As soon as I saw him standing in the hallway there was no avoiding the truth.

There’s something going on between us.

Ashley felt it too, but we both knew what a big deal it would be to turn our friendship into something more.

‘You luuurve me!’ he teased. He was testing the water, checking he wasn’t going to overstep the mark if I wasn’t feeling the same way.

‘No, I don’t,’ I giggled, though I wasn’t convincing anyone, I don’t think.

We were in the car at McDonald’s a few days later when I finally let him kiss me. He’d been making jokes again about the fact I fancied him and I was still being coy, saying I didn’t. It so obviously wasn’t ringing true and Ashley knew it for sure this time. It was only a casual kiss but it gave me butterflies in my stomach, something I hadn’t felt for such a long time.

Oh my God, I want to live! I thought. I’d been plodding along in my life for such a long time, I realised, but that kiss changed everything.

• • •

A noise from Azaylia’s cot startled me and, as soon as I looked over, I started to panic.

‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’

My voice was getting louder and I felt frightened and tearful.

‘Is there a nurse? Excuse me?’

Azaylia was being sick and I was trying to reach out and help her, but her cot was out of my reach. Stretching my arm out any further was impossible and I couldn’t get up, because the pain from my scar was searing through me, burning me from the inside.

‘Help me, please!’

Azaylia was lying on her back and she was going purple as her baby sick congealed around her mouth and nostrils.

A nurse arrived at my bedside. She was very calm as she turned Azaylia over and gave her a little smack on the back.

‘It’s just the first bit of sick, she’s OK now,’ she reassured me. ‘I’ll get her cleaned up.’

The roses were already back in Azaylia’s cheeks, her breathing had returned to normal and her little eyes were dancing around, taking it all in. It took me a bit longer to recover, but that was fine. It wasn’t about me now, it was all about my little girl. As long as she was OK, the world could keep on turning.

When I first told my mum I was pregnant she said something that has stuck with me: ‘It’s their shoes before your shoes,’ she said, pointing out that I’d have to give up some of my luxuries when I became a mum. I won’t! I thought. I’ll make sure we both have it all! All through my adult life, if I wanted something, I went out and worked for it. If it was a new car, I’d look at my bank balance, realise I needed to earn more money and I’d go and get a better-paid job. That’s how I’d always been. But guess what? I didn’t want anything for myself any more. I was a mother and I had the most amazing daughter, and nothing else mattered.

We’d recently moved into a new house on an estate in Nuneaton, close to all our relatives. I wanted to completely redecorate before I had Azaylia but there wasn’t time to do everything. We painted the walls and ceilings downstairs and had a new floor laid to freshen everything up, but the main priority was Azaylia’s bedroom. I wanted it to be pure and angelic and clean and organised. During my pregnancy I worked hard, painting the walls white and spending hours online buying pink and grey accessories. Even Azaylia’s toybox matched the décor, because I had it covered in shimmery grey velvet and studded with her name.

Mrs Hinch’s tips helped me no end. I had drawers and boxes for everything – frilly socks, non-frilly socks, bibs folded in triangles, blankets arranged according to colour and texture. Azaylia’s bedroom was like a well-stocked shop. I filled the wardrobe with clothes from newborn all the way up to twelve months, and they were hung on little baby coat hangers in age order. Twelve months – it would be the height of summer then and I couldn’t wait to dress her up in all the pretty little outfits I’d bought.

We’d been on the ward for two long days when a nurse finally told me we could go home. My heart leapt and a huge smile stretched across my face: ‘We’re going to see Daddy and all the family,’ I whispered to Azaylia, even though she was sleeping. ‘Aren’t we lucky? How amazing is that? We are all going to be at home together, and you can see your new bedroom and all the pretty clothes I’ve got waiting for you.’

She blew a little bubble in her sleep and it popped and dissolved on her lips. I’d never seen anything so mesmerising in all my life. Who needs diamonds and sparkling baubles? Azaylia was the most precious jewel I’d ever seen – I couldn’t believe this perfect little girl was mine.
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CHAPTER THREE

It took me a full six hours to get myself ready to leave the hospital. The ward was short-staffed because of Covid so there were no nurses available to help. It was understandable – rules were rules – but I was still in a huge amount of pain and the simple task of washing and dressing myself was like a five-act drama in slow motion. Every time I moved it felt like electric shocks were pulsing through my body and putting one foot in front of the other sent pains shooting from my toes to my temple.

How can I pick up those socks without rupturing myself? Oh no! I need to go back into that bag because Azaylia’s bib is in there. I can’t do it again!

After spending two days in bed, with nurses helping me as best they could, I was shocked at how difficult it was to do such simple jobs all on my own. Recovering from the caesarean would take twelve weeks, they told me. Twelve weeks! I’d have to take it easy, let Ashley do all the lifting, and I couldn’t drive for six weeks. I’d already gone through being pregnant in a lockdown and having a baby during the pandemic, and now this. It wasn’t what I’d have wished for, but so what? Azaylia was here and her presence overshadowed everything else.

My mum drove us home from hospital, and when we pulled up on the drive I saw a big shiny banner outside the house announcing ‘baby girl!’ It was a brilliant surprise. This was a moment I’d dreamed of and here we were, living out our dream at last – one little, happy family.

The living room was filled with pink and white balloons and there were Minnie Mouse helium balloons bobbing on the ceiling. My mum had done it all for us and I was so touched she’d gone to so much trouble.

‘This is amazing!’ I said. ‘I love it all! Thank you so much!’

We posed for a photo in the living room, the three of us surrounded by all the glittery decorations and balloons. It’s such a happy picture, one I’ll always treasure.

‘Daddy and daughter love you,’ Ashley wrote on his Instagram, sharing the photo. He had hundreds of thousands of followers who started posting up comments and sending congratulations. I felt completely surrounded by love.

As soon as we got home, all the family were desperate to come and meet Azaylia. We were out of lockdown at last, but the latest Covid rules still meant we had to limit how many people were in the house at one time. The result was we had small groups of visitors instead of one big gathering, which made the celebrations last longer. I enjoyed every minute, even though I found it quite overwhelming to see so many family members in the flesh after so many months of restrictions. There was my brother Danny, my mum, my aunties, my cousin Chloe and all of Ashley’s family. Their reaction to Azaylia was unanimous – everybody was totally blown away by her. They all commented on how beautiful she was and I could see the love pouring out of them. This baby was going to be so cherished, so safe, so secure. I was brimming with pride and gratitude.

‘How are you doing?’ Danny asked. He looked me in the eye, because when my brother asks me how I am, it’s always a real question.

‘Honestly, I feel like I’ve finally grown up,’ I found myself saying. ‘I’m a proper adult now. I’m a woman! I’ve got responsibilities and, from now on, my needs come second. D’you know what I mean?’

Danny knew exactly what I meant, and not just because he’s daddy to my four-year-old nephew, Noah.

When our parents split up, Danny was twelve and I was eight. Mum went out to work in a fast-food takeaway and she and her sister, Auntie Hazel, put on discos in the evenings to make ends meet. Danny really stepped up as a big brother, always making sure I was OK and taking responsibility for me and my cousin when Mum and my auntie did the discos. Me, Danny and Mum did a paper round together for a while. It was so we could afford to pay for Sky and watch all the cartoons on Nickelodeon like we used to before our parents separated. I can remember that I was always frightened to get in the lift in one of the big blocks of flats we delivered to, especially if it was dark. Mum and Danny would both go with me on the stairs, with Danny holding my hand and telling me he was there and not to worry. Me and Danny always stayed very close and I looked up to him and admired him so much. If Azaylia and her cousin Noah could have a bond like mine and Danny’s I’d be so delighted, I thought.

‘Imagine when she’s big enough to play with Noah and all her other cousins,’ I said. ‘I just can’t wait.’

Danny was beaming. ‘D’you think she’ll grow up to be as cheeky and loud as you were? Poor Noah, he’ll be given a run for his money!’

‘Oi!’ I said, telling my brother that if I wasn’t recovering from an operation, I’d have whacked him with a cushion.

I was wiped out when all the visitors left. Ashley was amazing, helping to get me into bed and doing absolutely everything for Azaylia. I was so proud of him. Azaylia was like a delicate little doll in his huge arms and he carried her as if she was made of fine porcelain. I could tell he was worried about picking her up, let alone giving her a bath. But he did it
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