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Also by Clover Stroud



The Wild Other




For Jimmy, Dolly, Evangeline, Dash, Lester.

Here’s looking at you, kids.




Prologue

With the monitor hooked around my belly like a seat belt, I can hear the heartbeat of my unborn baby galloping along inside me like the tiny hooves of a miniature horse. It’s breathing with me, the pulse so much more real than any of the watery scans I had at twelve, twenty, thirty weeks, which just looked like moving snowstorms. Those hooves of heartbeat are fast and persistent, and in between each small, perfect beat I feel my own huge, messy life realizing itself. The galloping heartbeat sounds ancient and wild, so different from the controlled, institutional medical authority surrounding me. ‘NOW WASH YOUR HANDS’, demands a bright yellow sign by the sink in the corner of the room, as if the sign itself were standing there, hands on hips, waiting, just as I do with my younger children when they refuse to brush their teeth.

I’m thirty-eight weeks pregnant, that moment in this forty-week marathon when pregnancy feels like a practical joke I’ve played on myself that’s gone badly wrong. It’s lost the urgency of eight, thirteen, twenty-one, thirty-two weeks, and now is an experience that’s endless, holding me stiller and stiller as my belly tightens, a huge, hot, heavy presence that accompanies me everywhere and that’s really not that much fun. I had been worried the baby was too still, hiccupping less, rummaging around inside me with less insistence. And this is my fifth baby, so the stakes are high. I’ve rolled the dice and it’s fallen dazzlingly well in my favour four times over the past fifteen years: Jimmy, Dolly, Dash and Evangeline. Sometimes I think much of my life has been about seeking strong motion both to make me feel alive and distract from the pain of existence. I have found that strong motion through adrenalin and danger, or drugs, or sex, but none of those comes close to the wild feeling of emerging from the brink of labour, blood pouring from me, my body split open, holding new life in my arms.

I don’t want to leave the hospital to go home to the other children or to Pete, to the demands which send me running around the house in circles, finding hundreds of shoes, poking small feet into rolled-up socks, draining soft broccoli, mopping up splashed milk, incessantly negotiating with adolescents about whose house I will drive them to and what sort of cereal I will buy later, looking at Year 7 maths homework I don’t understand, chasing small, slippery, wet bodies out of the bath and into their pyjamas, then back down the stairs next morning to do it all again and again. I want to stay cocooned here, soft and quiet, imagining the baby who will soon arrive, listening to his or her heartbeat, while sleeping, resting, absolving myself from my job as a mother to my children at home, just for a few hours. When I’m ready, there will still be time to wash and fold muslin squares, and pull the zipped-up suitcase of old baby clothes out of the attic, wash the sheets of the Moses basket, press drops of lavender oil into a small knitted blanket that’s somehow made its way across time from my mother’s hands when I was a baby. There will be time to pack a hospital bag with disposable pants and those old-fashioned sanitary towels you can bleed and bleed into, and miniature newborn nappies so small Evangeline will use them for her toy dolls. There will be time for all these things, but now the hospital room is calm, the baby’s heartbeat a hypnotic passport to sleep.

My phone rings. I slip the monitor down my bump, fishing into the bag for the phone. It’s Jimmy’s school. I ignore the call, but the call will not be ignored.

The woman’s voice is tight with urgency, insisting I need to come into school immediately. I stare at the gel on my huge stomach, basically the only thing I can see, blocking my view of my feet, or the end of the bed, or anything beyond it. My abdomen, right now, seems to fill the entire room.

‘I can’t come to school immediately. I’m having a baby soon, next week maybe,’ I say, even though this sounds ridiculous. ‘I’m actually having a scan right now.’

I think she’ll understand.

‘Miss Stroud, you need to come into school now,’ she repeats. I sense her frowning at me through the telephone.

‘Is everything all right? Can you tell me what’s going on? Is Jimmy OK?’

She tells me that Jimmy is OK. ‘But due to student confidentiality I can’t tell you more, except that you must come into school.’

Confusion and a little anger rise through me: there should be no student confidentiality, since this is my child we are talking about. For a moment a feeling of horror passes through me, the prospect that Jimmy might have done something really awful, but it doesn’t seem possible, since this is Jimmy we are talking about. Jimmy, my first child, who tells me everything, who would not lie to me, who still kisses me on the lips when he leaves for school every morning, and still ends calls with ‘love you, Mum’.

The baby gallops on. And suddenly I have a strong urge to throw the monitor and phone on to the ground and run barefoot out of here, away from everyone, my unborn baby and my four children and my husband. This wasn’t supposed to be the emotion of today, and of these last moments of pregnancy. This was supposed to be the day I started taking it easy, giving myself space to enjoy these last days. It was supposed to be the time I started actually visualizing the baby, breathing into the end of the pregnancy to see my uterus and cervix and vulva like a flower expanding into life.

I suggest I could come in this afternoon, after the baby has been fully monitored, or tomorrow morning, inflecting my voice to make it sound helpful. She interrupts. ‘It’s a safeguarding issue,’ she says, but something in the tone of her voice tells me it’s not my son’s safety she is guarding.

Less than an hour later I’m searching for a place in a crowded school car park, and signing in to school, as if visiting a prisoner. Heat seeps from my body, and because I am so hot and so huge, there’s no way I look anything like efficient, or on-the-case, or even that parental, which is odd, considering I am thirty-eight weeks pregnant.

By contrast, the headmistress, waiting for me in her office, looks severe in a sharp pencil skirt and heels, her hair swept on top of her head. She also looks quite hot. No one says anything as I pull my huge belly into the room. Sitting at the table is my son. Jimmy’s fifteen years are worn so heavily on him, his blond hair a fuzz across his face, his expression furious and defiant. And I have to assume that the Tupperware box in front of him which contains a handful of perfectly rolled joints must be the reason we’re here.

They can’t be his though, because Jimmy would have told me. He is my first child and we have no secrets.

In that moment the whole kaleidoscope of motherhood shifts. Have I been completely blind? Did I really not notice anything? And has Jimmy got a secret life that he has been applying all of his wit and originality to hiding from me, for weeks, months, maybe even years?

I feel a plummeting, twisted dread that those joints on the table are not just about having a quick puff behind the bike sheds, but the start of a thin-end-of-a-wedge crisis that will end up in a filthy bedsit with greying nylon curtains and a needle in the arm of a sweaty, trembling boy.

I open and close my mouth, trying to focus, like a comedy fish. Jimmy won’t look at me. I try to work out how we have got here. I try not to cry.

I do cry, though. At this point in my pregnancy, the opening chord of a certain song on the radio will make me cry, and the sight of a fragment of a green shirt my mother dressed me in as a baby will make me cry, and even the chance to lie down in a dark room without anyone pressing small, sticky palms into my face, or asking me to find their lunch box, will make me cry. And today, the baby and its tiny precious heartbeat are forgotten as I hear the words leave the headmistress’s mouth: the school has a zero-tolerance drugs policy, there will be consultations with independent educational consultants and social workers, and a managed move to a new school.

Jimmy looks down at his bitten nails, the baby kicks me below the ribs, and then all three of us are being herded out of the door into the blinking summer heat.

As we drive home, I cry again, then I shout, and my voice cracks when Jimmy shouts back, punching the dashboard and trying to get out of the car while I’m driving, and I have to grab his sweatshirt to yank him to safety. It’s a fast, physical commotion, hot like petrol fumes that might ignite and blow us apart. There is so much anger and failure and it’s directed right at me so that I’m spun around inside myself, disorientated about where I am as a mother.

Something unsaid is tearing us apart. Motherhood and being a son and individual responsibility and fear are suddenly all mixed up together, so that we’re both blaming each other about whose fault this actually is.

Because although I’m furious and I’m hurt that this is happening, I’m not really surprised. I’m also confused and very tired, but I try to ignore these feelings, so I can instead remain focused on the challenge ahead. This doesn’t really work. I’m overwhelmed. And after that I don’t know what to feel. I’m angriest with myself. I know exactly what it’s like to want to escape into the enticing world of getting high. And I’ve been Jimmy’s age. I always thought that when this moment arrived, I’d have seen it coming and anticipated it. I thought I’d be prepared. Cool, even. Not snotty and furious, mocked by mascara panda blotches.

When we get home, Jimmy rages out of the car as Dash and Evangeline swarm from the house towards me across the lawn, pinning themselves against me as they clamour for me to hold their faces close to mine and to listen to the all-important news of what they had for lunch and their latest scrapes and grazes. They are a swirling, spinning merry-go-round, and I try to cover the sides of their heads in kisses, to shore up against unknown future ruin, while at the same time not wanting to lose sight of Jimmy’s vanishing, furious shoulders.

And I think of the way people react when they see I’m pregnant with a fifth child. Usually what they say is: ‘You’re brave! Are you mad?’

I wonder if they might have a point.

I go to Jimmy’s room but he won’t open the door.

‘You’re always busy. You don’t – ever – listen. Ever. I wish you’d just fuck off and leave me alone anyway,’ he screams through the door. ‘You’re always distracted by the kids. You don’t even know who I am! How do you think you can look after another baby? Just GO AWAY!’

I say we need to talk but he carries on shouting. The supine days of late pregnancy that I dreamed of vanish like a mirage, evaporating in the summer heat as my brain spins like a fruit machine of exhausting, flashing emotion about what happens next. Most of all I feel stupid, as well as massive, standing outside Jimmy’s room, trying to speak to him through the door and maintain any dignity or authority as a parent at all.

In the kitchen, Dolly, alert to a crisis unfolding around her older brother, is keeping order by preparing toast and cups of milk for Dash and Evangeline. She looks a little tentative, but she’s smiling, long hair falling around her shoulders, gliding where the younger children dart, and somehow managing to make her blue nylon uniform look both stylish and attractive.

‘Did you have a good day, Mum?’ she says, sounding bright, as all the children love it when one of the others is in trouble, until I look up at her, smiling thinly, and she sees my blotched face. ‘Mum, are you OK? Mum? Have you been crying? Mum?’




1

Two Blue Lines

When I first calculated that the baby would be born in the middle of July, in high summer, I saw the final days of pregnancy as a time when I could stop running. I thought about going to a store to buy some proper recliners with cushions for the garden, rather than just lying on a rug I’d ripped from the sofa. I imagined that in these last days I’d be outside with the children as they played on the lawn. The end of every pregnancy was usually such a blur of work that needed to be finished, or walls that needed to be painted, but this time I’d told myself I really would let those things go in the final days, and concentrate on the only thing that really mattered, which was the baby, the new person who would soon arrive.

And nine months earlier, when my period was late and I went to buy a pregnancy test, vaguely wondering if I’d kept Dash’s buggy and whether we still had a Moses basket, drugs and expulsion and an angry headmistress were not on my mind.

The pregnancy is not a shock. I have wanted it, but it does not make me feel especially happy or for that matter sad. It has changed me, though. I know with a terrible sort of inevitability that I don’t need to spend eleven pounds on two Clear Blue tests. I know, just from the way my breasts feel, tight and excitable when I fold my arms across my chest, that I am different, that I am now two pulses not one, doubly alive.

Pregnancy makes me aware of every moment that passes, while also heavy with a soupy apprehension about what I’ve just done to our lives. I have known for a week, since, standing in front of the long mirror in our room, I unhooked my bra and watched it fall to the ground in the late-night silence of our bedroom. My breasts, with a tracing of blue veins like deep-water rivers pressed against the white skin, were changed, almost as if they were breathing in a way that was separate from the rest of my body and so had taken on their own life. I squeezed my nipple until it made me gasp, a feeling that was raw and animal, like the sex, three weeks before, which had made me feel as if my entire body and being was open and consuming itself. That kind of sex was a sort of trance, a losing of myself and becoming a part of him: it was everything I wanted. And it contained a primal energy so that all the sex we’d ever had together was present in that one act. It was almost violent, although I’d felt not so much like a black widow spider, consuming my mate through sex, but more like a marsupial antechinus, fucking myself into oblivion.

‘Do you mind either way?’ The woman behind the till has scanned my box of Colgate and bottle of nit shampoo, but her hand pauses over the pregnancy test. My eyes flick quickly up to hers. I have four children already; asking me if I mind, as I buy a test that will seal my fate, feels way too intimate. What if I had been a different person, in different circumstances, and I’d replied: Yes, I really do, my boyfriend has said he’ll leave if we have another baby. Or: Yes, I really do, I’ve had eight miscarriages and this is my last try; if it’s negative I think I might die of sadness. Somehow the pregnancy test makes me public property. And if the stick does turn blue, complete strangers will soon want to cup their hands over my belly, touching a part of me that feels private.

‘I’ll be happy if it’s positive,’ I reply, smiling at her quickly, pretending, as I often do in motherhood, that I’m in control, when what I really want to tell her is that I’m scared, because this is life and death, isn’t it? The oblong box might look innocuous, but my fate, and possibly that of another, sits inside it. And even though I have four children, I have also had three miscarriages and felt the almost biological sense of loneliness they brought with them. Should I say to this lady behind the till: Can you tell me, is this a risk I should be taking?

Instead I stuff the pregnancy test into the bottom of my bag, wrapped up in its white and blue bag, and smile at her quickly before leaving. Later that evening, across the sea of coloured plastic Lego and plates of sugary carbohydrate that Evangeline and Dash blanket the kitchen in, I ask Jimmy to reach for my phone charger in my bag, forgetting the pregnancy arsenal in there too.

‘Really, Mum?’ he says, holding up the test, shielded within my bag, as if it’s something illicit or shocking he must hide from Dolly and his younger siblings. ‘Really?’ He gives me a look of weary disapproval, as though he is the tired parent, chastising, chivvying, shocked.



‘Why on earth would you do that to yourself?’ a woman at a party asks me, a week later, when I tell her how many children I have. I don’t even say I’m pregnant. It’s a work event in London, with waiters bearing lonely canapés through the carpeted bowels of a central-London hotel. The woman has a faint American accent, close-cut brown hair and tortoiseshell glasses matching her shiny brogues. I have rushed to get here, peeling the children from me and flinging Dash into Pete’s arms, so that I arrive sweaty and frizzy and feeling flayed. Maybe she’s sensing some defensiveness about my reproductive choices. She smiles, putting her hand over the rim of her wine glass to stop the waiter hovering there, and tips her head to one side, politely, for my answer.

How do you explain why you have four or even five children to someone for whom the idea of anything more than one, two maximum, is absolutely mystifying? We have two boys and two girls – so neat, people say, that symmetry. There’s no reason to have another baby, apart from a ravenous kind of hunger that’s like joy and melancholy and nostalgia and daring all mixed together.

What I want to say is this: The reason I’d do this to myself is because I want messy. And I’m greedy. And I want another one because four makes me feel neat. Neat is so unfamiliar it makes me feel homesick, but creating messiness is like making it right. Because even though there will be less of the good things, like sleep, time, sex and money, there’ll also be more pure love and I want to wrap that around me every day I can while I’m alive on this earth. Because being pregnant makes me feel sexual and engaged in a way that often I don’t. Because I can. Because I want to test my body with the biggest physical challenge I know how to wilfully bring upon it, and because I want to touch the actual brink of death as I know I will do in childbirth. Because I don’t want my life to be easy – I don’t want a quiet life. Because my eldest child is a teenager and that’s made me see how terrified I really am of this thing called motherhood ending. And also because motherhood hurts, and I like being hurt. Sometimes, when I’m having sex, I like to be hit.

But I don’t say any of that because a mother can’t say these things.

So instead I say: ‘Well, I’m one of five, so I think there’s something in me that’s always wanted that sense of big, colourful chaos, with lots of siblings.’ Then I pause, trying to make a little joke. ‘I like the thought of mess.’



For quite a lot of my late-adolescent and early-adult life, I’d attempt to imagine what it would be like to do a pregnancy test when you really wanted it to be positive, rather than willing with every atom of your being that one line would appear in the little window, and not two. I thought it would feel like the moment I stopped anticipating life and actually started inhabiting it or even enjoying it. I also thought that doing a positive pregnancy test when you want a baby might be tender and even romantic.

‘You’ve got to be kidding, Clover.’ Pete’s face slides downwards when I stand in front of him in our room, holding out the pregnancy-test box.

A rare moment: the house is still and silent and we’re alone. I am as apprehensive as he is. Having another baby will be like letting a wild animal into our life. Because although I want the mess, the reality is also terrifying and disorientating. I really, really want this baby. I must have it. But it will also take up so much of my brain, my life and my time, that however much I want it, I know that another child will stop me having the thoughts I want to have, and, to a great extent, living the life that I want to lead. I know, too, that motherhood can bring a sort of violent, overwhelming love that feels like being encased in metal and dropped into a deep silent sea. This mother love can feel as raw and rare as cutting through the soft dark crimson of uncooked liver, and as unsettling as that, too. These are the reasons why another pregnancy isn’t pure joy.

‘Oh God, oh God, oh my God!’ Pete says when I show him the two lines. ‘I mean, it’s amazing, incredible.’ He buries his head in his hands; then he laughs. ‘What a nightmare! An amazing nightmare!’ Then he reaches out to me, enclosing me in his arms, the safest place in the world I know – the best place, too, because he’s so up for life, he’s never scared. ‘Five! Five children! What the fuck is that going to be like?’



The feeling of sickness that slides over me in the early afternoon, every day, is as claustrophobic as putting my head in a plastic bag. I leave my desk and crawl on to the sofa, face down in a cushion, until it’s passed. I cannot even look out of the window: white clouds scudding across the sky remind me of being in the back of a car as a child, of motion sickness. I’m tired, too, a soupy blanket of exhaustion so intense it’s as if I have swallowed a pill and the drug has seeped into every part of my body, even my fingertips and strands of hair.

The midwife says I should include a lot of whole grains and oily fish in my diet. I nod a silent lie to her over my blue notes, because I know these things will make me want to throw up from a very dark and deep place inside me. At the supermarket, bags of watercress and spinach salad look toxic. A salad I’ve carefully prepared ends face down in the bin.

What I crave instead is the fast oblivion of processed white food: toast and butter made from the cheapest sliced bread, pints of full-fat milk, Rich Tea biscuits and bowls of Weetabix crusted with white sugar. I’m ashamed of what I eat in front of anyone but Dash, my wide-eyed toddler and partner in crime. I drop Evangeline for four half-days a week at pre-school, and then I take Dash, clutching a handful of coloured trains, to the Co-op, where we sit with our shopping in the car outside, eating cheap sausage rolls. At supper when Dash starts screaming because there’s broccoli on his plate beside the chicken, I find myself much more forgiving than I would have been a few weeks before, more patient as I start a new plate for him, since if spinach touched my plate I might start screaming in the same way, too.



Early evening and I am lying pinned on the bed by the exhaustion of early pregnancy, with Dash and Evangeline, exhausted from childhood, on either side. In the next room, I can hear Dolly watching music videos on YouTube, and further down the corridor, Jimmy is having a conversation while gaming with someone on the other side of the world, breaking into different accents and then cracking into raucous laughter. Without even going into his bedroom, I know he’ll be leaning back, precariously balanced on one of the green-painted wooden kitchen chairs, which will soon break.

Evangeline demands that I read her a story about a hamster living on a barge, while Dash shrieks about wanting a Jesus story. Willing to do anything to stop the screaming, I agree to both, although it will postpone sleep yet further. I am so tired, the words on the page fall over one another into a single sentence. I try skipping the adjectives, then potentially important sentences, and finally entire paragraphs, without the children noticing, desperate for the day to finish so that I can close my throbbing eyes.

Evangeline jolts me as I fall asleep. Dash has not noticed; he’s making train tracks in his duvet. ‘I don’t want you to read the words anyway,’ she says, her breath warm, smelling of Digestive biscuits. ‘I just want you to look at my face.’ She stops and a quiet smile traces over her features. ‘And I was thinking I might be old enough for a pet of my own. A hamster or a rabbit of my very own.’ She pauses, trying to register anything on my face, brightening when she meets no resistance. ‘Yes, I think you might,’ I mumble, closing my eyes again. ‘Let’s talk about it tomorrow.’ By 7.56 p.m. I’m asleep on the single bed in the room she shares with Dash.



Dolly’s face crumples, her eyes glistening, when we tell her and Jimmy about the baby. Dolly’s emotions are always on the surface, always present. Everything about her is pure heart. ‘Oh, Mum, that’s so amazing,’ she cries, pressing her face into my shoulder. I think she really means it. She was just a little girl when Evangeline was born but mothering is something she does intuitively, generously, with her younger siblings. ‘It’s so funny. I never thought I’d have so many brothers and sisters.’

We haven’t told anyone about the pregnancy for weeks: partly because our family is such a palpable chaos that having a conversation alone is very rarely possible, but also because having a secret Pete and I alone share is valuable. And I’m superstitious, and not talking about the pregnancy makes those early, tentative weeks pass faster.

Jimmy merely raises his eyebrows. He knew, of course he knew, as soon as he saw the pregnancy test in my bag. But he hugs me, telling me it will be great, and really sweet to have another baby in the family. But it’s difficult, too, as they both know that a new baby doesn’t spell straightforward pleasure and happiness. More babies are a joy, a sweet, jolly, milky blessing, everything like that, but they will separate Pete and me from Jimmy and Dolly once again, slicing up the moments of time we have to give to one another, the energy and attention we have to devote to one another. New babies create new chaos; all of us know that well.



I was thirty-four, living in Oxford, when I met Pete. Jimmy and Dolly were nine and six and we were close in a special way; I’d split up with their father after Dolly was born and while Jimmy was still almost a toddler. Most nights, the three of us tangled together to sleep; absolute single motherhood was financially terrifying but filled my heart and my head with complete love. We were as close as it’s possible to be, a band of three, since their father was luminously important in their lives but mostly absent. He’d take them to stay with his parents for some weekends and part of the holidays, but the work and the fun of bringing them up fell almost entirely to me.

When Pete and I fell in love, my family shifted, and then resettled. Pete’s heart is huge, his love is absolute, and he wrapped it around the children as much as me. I’d never wanted that from anyone since I’d split from their father, but with Pete I saw a way of doing family as a brand-new band of four that was both cosy and exciting. There was a relief, and novelty, too, in sharing the parenting.

Pete could carry both children in his arms at the same time to lift them out of a swimming pool, and I no longer had to lie about the children’s ages when I took them to the zoo, pretending they were younger than they were to get them in free. Buying a family ticket was a sweet new experience. He took an interest in the team sports I ignored, ferrying Jimmy to cricket club on the other side of town and playing football with him in the park when the nights got longer. He’d turn maths homework into a game for Dolly, and read aloud to her after school when she was diagnosed with acute dyslexia. Holidays together were a new joy; we bought a dilapidated convertible for eight hundred pounds from a neighbour and drove through France with the roof down while the children shivered and shrieked with excitement in the back. Pete cared, a great deal. He didn’t want to replace their father, but was always generous about the time he gave them both. It was a new delight to meet a man who was not scared by my family life. My children, my baggage, were an important part of the thing he loved about me.

I felt as close to my two children and Pete as it’s possible to be.

As our family grew, Pete’s commitment to Jimmy and Dolly did not diminish. He brought Jimmy and Dolly to hospital to meet the newborn Evangeline, holding Dolly’s hand close as she peered around the ward curtains to meet her new sister for the first time, her face flushed with emotion. He laughed and did not chastise when Jimmy swung, precariously, on the end of the hospital bed. Closeness is what Pete has always wanted, for our family and our shared children to really care for each other.

Of course, there were parts of parenting Dolly and Jimmy that always fell to me: discipline and parents’ evening were my responsibility, but if he did feel a different kind of love for Evangeline than for them, he has never shown it. I watched, alert, but he portioned out his love as equally as it’s possible to do when toddlers battled for attention, bombing us like screeching seagulls, while Jimmy and Dolly swooped ahead. My band of three became our band of four and then five, and, soon after, six, when Dash was born. Life got messier, noisier, funnier. But the new, big family also brought newer, bigger responsibilities. We spilled out of the house Jimmy, Dolly and I had been living in when I met Pete, into the countryside, to a house with a garden and fields all around it, where there was space for us all. We had our own bedrooms and two bathrooms, but the move from Oxford also made life more complicated, too. Pete spent more time away, working to support these children he adored. We’d had children to manifest the love that we felt for each other, but now the responsibility of that meant, at least for most of the week, we were often living apart, while he was in London, or abroad on business. And I was the parent the children turned to for help, since I was always there.

Fitting my work around the scramble of family life occupies me a lot of the time. I was a single mother to Dolly and Jimmy until they were seven and ten, and my income supported us alone. I said yes to every single piece of work I was offered and I made mothering and working fit together; the only way I could make that work was by employing au pairs. I was self-employed, and when I was on my own with just Jimmy and Dolly, I’d struggled to afford nursery. Instead, my children slept in bed with me and a series of au pairs used the spare room in our tiny, two-bedroom house. The juggle of working and caring for children is difficult for all mothers. I think juggling is the wrong word, too, since it makes the intensely fraught puzzle of having a working life and being present as a mother sound playful, even fun, when it’s neither of these things. The plates fall and smash all the time. I’m constantly on the run, grabbing moments to work which I feel I’ve stolen from my children. The school assemblies I missed, the concerts I was late to, the parents’ evenings I had to reorganize are the guilty price I pay: and make no mistake, it’s a price.

Over the years, au pairs have come in and out of our life; when it works it’s a mutually supportive relationship which can become a friendship. They get out of it a home and bed and the chance to learn English while being paid, and I get an extra pair of hands to help poke little limbs into pyjama tops, throw toast on to plates in the chaos of the morning, read to one child while I’m bathing another, ferry them to baby groups or push the back of a swing while I’m on a deadline. Sometimes the au pairs have stayed with my family as long as a year; sometimes they walk into the kitchen, blink at the glare of noise and motion, then leave hours later. It takes a certain kind of person to enjoy the colour and mess of a big family in the middle of the countryside. Most au pairs would prefer a family with two children at school and a Tube stop close to the Central line. The help we have is a rough jigsaw which sometimes all slots neatly into place, but often simply falls apart. It’s a scramble, all the time.

And this is why the news of another baby is not a straightforward joy. It will bring deep love with it, and also more bills to pay, more separation, and certainly more sleepless nights.



‘It’s always the same, even though I know another baby would be completely impractical,’ my friend Kathryn tells me as a tightness settles into her usually animated features. ‘It’s this sense I have that something important is over for me. It’s not just that I’ll never hold another baby who’s actually mine, who I carried and gave birth to, but a feeling that something inside me is unfinished, like a song I can’t sing any more.’ We’d been trying to meet for a coffee or a walk for eight months, something so simple which had eluded us because of work that needed attention, or children suddenly sick off school. She pushes her plate away and rakes her fingers through the brown hair that’s falling across her face, pulling the curls back, controlling them determinedly in a grip. ‘I’ll never be a mother like that, to a newborn, to a baby, again.’

For a second I see her in a flash of memory as I first did, in a breastfeeding clinic in Oxford, when Evangeline was a baby, our daughters born within two weeks of one another. She was luminous with a bliss that wiped out the exhaustion and physical demands of a difficult birth and a baby who struggled to feed. Since then, we’ve spent afternoons together, our toddlers a blur at our feet as we dissected the feelings of new motherhood and the lives we had before, which seemed to have gone. When I was pregnant with Dash, I felt something new, a tension that had never been there before arising between us, because Kathryn wanted another child, but her boyfriend didn’t. He already has a daughter from a previous relationship who lives with him and Kathryn, and feels complete.

‘I know that another baby would be totally impractical,’ she repeats, leaning back in her chair. ‘But this strange ache has never stopped, not once, for the past few years. He says the end of parenting is in sight, like it’s this awful thing that we both want to end. I get that. Parenting is hard; it’s relentless. It doesn’t give you any space. And I know that he has a point. We can’t fit into our house as it is. We can’t afford it. He’s right. But none of those arguments take away these feelings that I need to mother a baby again.’

I shift in my chair, pulling my shirt from my front, leaning forward into the table and offering consoling words about the joy she must be getting from her daughter, and the time and attention she can lavish on her, and how these things are so evident in the bright, happy little girl she is bringing up. I do not say anything to her about my pregnancy. Not now. At this moment, there are things that cannot be said. I am separated from another woman, my friend, because I cannot talk about this part of motherhood: the wanting and then the getting and the resenting and the missing, the longing. Motherhood has put us at odds with one another.



Almost like clockwork, as my second trimester arrives at thirteen weeks, the cloak of tiredness and nausea is shrugged off and replaced by a power pack I slip on every morning after an unusually deep sleep, which gives me the sense I am Supergirl. Pregnancy now makes me feel like a more defined version of myself, as if someone has drawn around me in black felt-tip. I enjoy the way my body is changing: I like pausing in front of the mirror in our room while
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