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Ballast Seeds

… at the end of the last Ice Age, the British Isles were home to only a handful of plants … The majority of these introductions (the plants that came later) occurred over two centuries between 1735–1935

Sue Shephard, Seeds of Fortune, 2003

Plants have travelled the world for as long as we have, but never more so than in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when ships navigated the globe carrying rum, sugar, cotton and spice. As well as their cargo, these trade vessels carried ballast – earth, stone and gravel that was used to weigh the ship down when it docked. In among this ballast were seeds, tiny stowaways hitching a ride from port to port. These seeds remained dormant until the ballast was dumped on heaps outside harbours – often clandestinely, in order to avoid taxes. Then they began to grow. It is impossible to say how many plant species were introduced to Britain in this way, but records of the time show that ballast heaps were thriving habitats. Some of these newcomers would have lasted a season, never surviving beyond the first frost. Others found that our temperate climate suited them and they naturalised, quietly changing the countryside. Some are still lying there, waiting for the right conditions in which to grow.



Prologue

Propagation: noun

1. the breeding of specimens of a plant or animal by natural processes from the parent stock.

2. the action of widely spreading and promoting an idea, theory, etc.

For a long time, I assumed that growing up happened in a linear pattern: that you built up to adulthood at a steady and manageable pace, like hiking up a mountainside; you trudge on through the challenging parts, moving forwards at a brisk but satisfying pace. Perhaps for some people it does happen this way, but for me that was not the case.

This is a book about the moment when the path beneath me began to shift and I lost my footing completely. It was not composed, it was not comfortable, and it caught me completely unprepared. I think that a similar thing can take place at key moments in life – divorce, bereavement, loss. It happened to me when I was supposed to be at my happiest. I had one healthy, happy son, and discovered that somehow (we are still not quite sure about the how part) another was on the way.

I didn’t feel euphoric or blessed or any of the other sentiments you see embossed on the front of a greetings cards. I felt ambushed. As though an invisible enemy had shoved me off the edge of a cliff. I couldn’t justify or rationalise the feeling, so I had to find a way to make peace with it instead.

This is a book about what happened next. It is about the uncomfortable consequences of motherhood: selfishness and ambition, frustration and fear, and the tidal wave of shame that very nearly engulfed me altogether. I don’t offer solutions, simply because I don’t really have any. This is not a self-help guide: I have no messages about persevering, about scaling back or leaning in.

It is a book about surviving, about wading through quicksand with a newborn and, finally, deliriously reaching the other side. It is also about finding comfort in the least promising places: in the dusty, dirty corners of the city, in the plants that grow there, in the sow thistles that guard the pavement like soldiers and the ivy that cloaks the city’s walls.

I noticed them for the first time, and went on to discover their stories and find a thread linking me back through the centuries to all the others who have called London their home. It is also a story about friendship: the people who find their way to you and then change the way you see the world.

Marianne North was an aristocratic adventuress and botanical artist – not an obvious source of comfort, not least because she had been dead for over a hundred years. But her impatience and frustration with the world chimed with mine, and she took me by the wrist and frogmarched me through Chilean peaks and the jungles of Brazil. She taught me about power and prejudice, about avarice and greed. Most of all, she taught me about plants: how to notice them, how to learn from them. She showed me the eternal joy of making things grow.
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1

Glacialis: The Month of Ice

The baby was born was born two weeks before Christmas. Tinsel hung on the walls of the operating theatre and in the background the radio played. As he was lifted from my womb, the opening chords of East 17’s ‘Stay Another Day’ rang out. I would have objected on his behalf, demanded a more dignified soundtrack for his entrance into the world, but I was, at that moment, quite sure that I was going to be sick.

The caesarean delivery had been my choice. It would be simpler, I thought. I would be in hospital on a set date and a grandparent could be summoned in advance to take care of the toddler at home. Perhaps I would feel psychologically stronger and better prepared to manage the punishing weeks ahead. I realised as I was wheeled into the operating theatre, hairnet on and recycled cardboard sick bowl in my hand, that this may not pan out as intended. I had never expected childbirth to be a transcendental experience; I wasn’t interested in doulas or whale music. I had watched one hypno-birthing video early in my first pregnancy, tried hard to visualise my inner goddess as instructed and swiftly gone for a massage instead. For me labour was an ordeal, something to grit my teeth and get on with, like an eight-mile run or a bad bout of food poisoning.

But this time the day felt off-kilter from the start. There was a backlog of surgeries to get through and I had been nil by mouth for fifteen hours by the time I made it to the front of the queue. The baby communicated his irritation in the only way he could, a frantic volley of kicks that pulled my stomach from side to side like a tent in a gale. Dimly I worried about the wilderness beyond, in the unwaxed, untended half of my body that I had not seen for months. P and I sat together in the waiting room in silence, observing the people around us as though they were part of an anthropological experiment. There was a young blonde with a shell-shocked expression, who I imagined must be having her first child. Her partner hovered anxiously around her as she clasped the arms of the waiting-room chair. ‘Can I get you some water?’, ‘Some ice?’, ‘Shall I text your mum?’ he buzzed.

The other couple were harder to read: a woman a little older than I was and a man who turned up later in exercise kit, as though he was casually stopping in on his way to a spin class. I listened to their stilted conversation wondering whether it was the ambivalence of familiarity or something more interesting. Was he a one-night stand who was staying the course? A supportive friend stepping in at her hour of need? The game amused me until I turned the lens on us: my pale, swollen face and P’s tired gaze, the silence between us, oppressive and uncomfortable, brought it to a stop.

Both couples went in before we did. But finally, as the not-quite-a-person in my belly bellowed for breakfast, it was our turn. I was wheeled into the operating room. The anaesthetist and the doctor were young men, fresh-faced students who looked like extras in a daytime medical drama. I was their twelfth caesarean delivery that day, they told me, the metallic tinkle of tools sounding their hurry to get on. As I was manoeuvred back on to the cold surgical trolley, I listened to them discussing the hospital nativity play; one of them had been cast as Mary and needed to borrow a nightdress for the role. I seemed to have become surplus to the plot just as the drama reached its climax. There was nothing for me to do but take a deep breath and close my eyes.

The pressure had been mounting inside my head for months, a cold feeling of dread running through my veins as my stomach grew. The pregnancy had come as a shock at a time in my life when the last thing I wanted were surprises. It had taken three months for me to realise what was happening even though, with hindsight, the signs were staggeringly clear.

My taste for alcohol disappeared overnight. My favourite white wine developed an acid flavour that transported me straight back to the pubs of my teens, when I drank booze not for the taste but despite it. I crawled home from work in the evenings, feeling dazed and hungover, only to fall asleep the moment the toddler went to bed. Eventually I dug out an old pregnancy test from the bottom of the bathroom drawer, only to reassure myself that the barely audible voice in the back of my head was wrong. The test was positive, but even then I wouldn’t believe it. I sat on the toilet and scrutinised the box, reading every word of the small print, until I found some evidence of a flaw.

There it was: a sell-by date and we were well beyond it. I chucked it into the bin, enjoying a flicker of frustration as I set off to work. But now the hint of doubt was getting louder and harder to ignore. By the end of the day it had grown into something more like panic. I picked up three more tests on my way home, took them up to the bathroom, leaving the toddler in front of the TV, and stared as lines appeared on each of those as well. I don’t know how long I sat there, gripping the edge of the bath, sifting through the chaos in my head. I felt disorientated, dizzy.

There was an undercurrent of euphoria as well, as though some future version of myself was looking back at this moment and laughing at the drama taking place below. But very quickly worry set in. I had a one-year-old to take care of and a career which was in a critical condition. My relationship with P was more strained than it had ever been and our finances were non-existent. I didn’t have the strength to consider what this would mean. Rushed calculations followed as I tried to figure out when this could have happened, cursing my own inability to do simple maths in my head.

I heard P outside the bathroom door, trying to coax the toddler into his pyjamas as he got ready for bed, and cast around one final time for a reason to delay. Then I walked into the bedroom and told him, watching as the panic I was feeling spread across his face as well. To his credit, he composed himself quickly. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked. ‘Tired. Happy,’ I said, already aware that it wasn’t entirely true.

As the weeks passed, P’s enthusiasm grew. ‘We were going to have another one anyway; why not now?’ he said. I knew he was right. My misgivings were probably just hormonal, I told myself, the anxiety would steady and the slump would fade.

But the feeling of unease only intensified as the pregnancy progressed. When I had been pregnant with my first child such a short time ago, the excitement had been too much to bear. It had taken all the strength I could muster not to announce it to everyone I knew well before I reached the twelve-week mark. This time the opposite was happening. I tried to imagine telling our friends and family, running through the dialogue that was still so fresh from the year before, but this time I couldn’t deliver the performance I knew would be expected of me. There would be jokes and laughter: ‘You two didn’t hang about!’ How would I hide my cold, creeping dread?

As the pressure mounted, I began to cry compulsively – in Pret at lunchtime as fat tears soaked my cheese and pickle baguette, on the bus home. I started wearing sunglasses to spare my fellow commuters the discomfort of watching a pregnant woman weep. It was at the office that the feeling was most intense. I had returned to work from maternity leave less than a year beforehand, assuming that my career would resume more as it had been before. Instead, the dynamics seemed to have changed completely: team members had been hired, my responsibilities had shifted. I told myself that I was imagining it, that a period of readjustment was normal, and I’d be able to reorientate myself quickly enough.

I said yes to everything, determined not to give anyone an opportunity to think that I was less competent, less able in any way. Yes I could interview a TV presenter at a private members’ club at 8 p.m., no it didn’t matter that I would be missing bedtime. Yes I could fly to Madrid to interview an actress. I watched her in a one-woman show leaping about on stage pretending to be an amoeba, and wondered how P and the toddler were managing at home.

He had quietly taken on more and more of our domestic life so that I could keep up the charge, but the change had created an unspoken wound between us. We had never discussed the division of labour when we were starting a family; it went without saying that we would split it equally. But here we were, barely out of the starting blocks, and that ideal had collapsed already; biology was non-negotiable, my career had been upended by our baby and his had not. I tried to suppress my irritation, but the injustice of it stung me. Of course women left the workplace when they started families, but I had let myself believe that it was their choice.

The second pregnancy sounded the death knell for my career; I knew it from the moment I saw the second line on the test. My response was denial. I sat at my desk, gorging on berries to quell the sugar cravings and immersed myself in the job. I spoke to people with real problems: an author with cancer, a woman whose husband was in prison in the Emirates suspected of being a spy, quietly relieved by the temporary distraction they offered from my own self-pity.

But it didn’t last. Whenever I was alone – usually in bed or on the bus – the panic flared up and my head began to throb again. I told my boss only when baggy cardigans and unbuttoned trousers would no longer hide the bump. He was dumbstruck but delighted; a tricky management situation solved just like that.

Almost immediately I felt myself beginning to fade. A female editor mentioned in passing that she’d sent someone else to do an interview I’d been wanting to do for months. ‘It was in New York and you’re not going to want to fly,’ she said. A week later, my boss brought a new colleague in to introduce to the team. He went around the desks, giving our names and job titles until he reached me. ‘You don’t need to worry about Rosie, she’s off on maternity leave,’ he said. It felt like I was being physically pushed out of the door.

Gradually I began to welcome this invisibility. My favourite winter coat, a pop of fuchsia pink that cheered up the greyest winter days, started to feel absurd. I put it away and retreated into a dark-green parka with a fur hood that I could pull round my face.

Startled now, P persuaded me to visit my GP and reluctantly I went, weeping throughout the appointment as the young male doctor looked awkwardly at his notes. ‘What would you like me to do?’ he said when I finished talking, and once more I could hear that shadow version of myself laughing at the absurdity of it all.

He suggested I try antidepressants which he was ‘fairly sure’ wouldn’t hurt the baby. It was a risk I didn’t feel I could take. Instead I embarked on NHS talk therapies, awkward phone conversations with faceless strangers. I lost track of how many medical professionals asked if I had had suicidal thoughts. I shook my head and wondered if anyone having suicidal thoughts ever said yes.

I was well aware that what was happening was irrational. Close friends were going through the grim ritual of IVF, the excruciating cycle of hope, grief and loss while everybody else talked about their plans for their summer and what to eat for dinner that night. Others were still single, confident women in their mid-thirties used to calling the shots, now hanging in a limbo of uncertainty while their fertility raced off into the horizon.

My course was set already; what was the problem? I could see the intractable logic of this argument, but it seemed to make no difference at all. Panic morphed into terror; I knew with absolute certainty that something fundamental was going wrong. I turned down the offer of a sicknote and dragged myself to the office every day, determined that I couldn’t afford not to. I tried to write but my brain refused to focus. The effort of getting through each day was all-consuming. Conversations were exhausting and the perpetual blare of the news channels on television too loud.

Maternity leave hovered on the horizon like a finishing line, and I hoped that when I crossed it things would start to improve, that away from the frantic pace of the office my mind would heal itself. But nothing changed. I sat in the baby’s room folding and unfolding clothes, flicking through name books and scrolling through photographs of the toddler’s early days trying to recapture the rush of love and excitement I’d felt. The person in the pictures felt like someone else entirely. I made half-hearted efforts to prepare the toddler for his brother’s arrival. I found a noisy book at the library, a story about Pirate Pete and his new baby brother. I turned the sticky pages, pressed buttons that triggered the wailing of a baby and shut my eyes so that I wouldn’t start to cry.

Around me, the inevitable buzz that accompanied a new life grew louder. My parents were oblivious to my distress. I made excuses to avoid meeting up with them and went out of my way to give the impression that all was well. I didn’t have the energy to talk about what was happening and I wouldn’t have known what to say. Fortunately, they were about to embark on the latest chapter of their retirement adventures. To date they had been on a cruise to Dubrovnik and a coach tour along the Great Wall of China. Now they were off to Australia for three months around the time the baby was due. My mother pinballed between excitement and guilt at missing the arrival of her latest grandchild. She sent me screenshots of the weather forecast in Sydney one moment and emergency contact numbers for relatives who might be able to step in the next. In truth, I was relieved they were going.

All my energy was channelled into maintaining an appearance of normality while inside the building blocks of my personality turned to dust. It reminded me of a construction site we used to drive past on the way out of London. The Regency façade stood immaculate, a cream-cake vision of scrollwork and columns propped up by scaffolding while just inside wrecking balls knocked down the supporting walls one by one.

Only P could see some of the damage. He followed me to the bathroom, where I spent the nights curled up on the floor weeping. I sent him back to bed again. One of us needed to be functioning for the toddler’s sake. Besides, this wasn’t a rational grief; it was an ever-changing mass, a swarm of insects following me around the house.

In the back of my mind was the uneasy sense that I might have brought this on myself. I had delayed motherhood for as long as possible, not because I didn’t want to have a child but because of a persistent suspicion that it wasn’t the right job for me. I was impatient and easily bored, qualities I tended to blame on an itinerant childhood. We had moved around the world because of my father’s job. Home had been a glass box on the twenty-seventh floor of a New York high-rise, a bullet-proof bunker in the Middle East, a red-brick box in a suburban cul-de-sac here in the UK. None of them had lasted for long enough for me to feel embarrassed by the posters of boys Blu-Tacked to the wall or to discover that my feet now stuck out of the end of the bed.

It sounded exciting, but the reality was something more complicated: a restless feeling that came from not quite belonging in any one place. To confuse things further, my father’s family had roots in Ireland and my mother had come to England in a boat from Sri Lanka, stopping over for a couple of years in Pakistan. We grew up hearing stories about crocodiles in the garden and snakes under the bed. She was British enough to take her own tea bags with her whenever she went abroad, but not so British that she didn’t tut as she rubbed sunblock into my inconveniently fair skin.

My own ethnicity was all the more baffling because there wasn’t much left of it to see. My brother and sister had inherited my mother’s dark complexion. I had not. I was the white baby. The English one. There were times when I enjoyed the anarchic rebellion of our genes, the way my family gleefully upended those ethnicity boxes on official forms. And there were other times – when friends’ parents assumed that my mother was being paid to pick me up from school – when I wasn’t so sure.

I was English, I knew that. But when people asked me where I was from, I had no idea what to say. All of this faded into the background when I moved to London in my twenties, the capital was my first real home and I set to work constructing the foundations of something that resembled a life. But while friends got married in quick succession, it turned out that there was only one real love in my life and that was my career.

I was spellbound the first time I walked into a newsroom. It was a parallel universe where red-faced hacks bellowed instructions and volleys of swearing rang through the air like gunfire. It was less an office than a battlefield, a world I had read about in the pages of Evelyn Waugh, where not fitting in anywhere else was the best qualification for the job. I loved the topsy-turvy chaos of it all, that phone conversations were conducted in code, rain dripped from the ceiling into strategically placed bins and mice raced between the desks as though they too were eager to read the day’s news. The building shook with the sound of constant grumbling, but no one could ever bring themselves to leave.

The job itself was whatever I wanted it to be. I interviewed Julian Assange in the Ecuadorian Embassy; got stuck in a police kettle with a group of masked anarchists; took my clothes off on stage in the name of feminism. I once tracked down the world’s most intelligent chimpanzee with the same zeal I would have used to find Lord Lucan and felt just as triumphant when I found her (obviously, she was female).

The rest of my life slotted in around the demands of the work. I moved to different corners of the capital, bewildered by the tribal allegiances people formed to particular postcodes. Men came and went again, usually when they realised that in my life deadlines would always come before dinner.

Loneliness hovered in my peripheral vision, but I blocked it out with a constant stream of noise. I saw friends, went out drinking, lay in bed until noon at the weekends. I bought plants – herbs from the supermarket, gaudy splashes of colour in a metallic bucket, because it didn’t really matter if they died or not. It was adulthood-lite and I liked it that way; or that’s what I told myself as I sat in front of the TV on my own on a Sunday night.

By the time I met P I was thirty-two years old and starting to wonder if the rush of news was really enough to sustain me forever. We met in a pub where his friend was having a drink with mine. He was hopelessly awkward and impossibly kind. The sort of man I might not have noticed ten years before. I liked his quiet certainty, the way he knew what mattered and seemed to be able to filter out everything else. For the first time I began to imagine a different sort of future: after-school snacks, the yellowing pages of well-thumbed photo albums, holidays on shingle beaches in the drizzle of an English summer. Neither of us wanted to get married; we were each as ambitious as the other and had no plans to slow down. Babies would be a bonus, I assured the girls when we finally got together for lunch at the pub. There would be compromises, of course, but this domesticity would be an added extra, which we would somehow squeeze in like sticky toffee pudding after a long Sunday lunch.

We set out to find a home, traipsing around flats we could not afford in areas that everybody wanted to live in. Outside the cosy bubble of our fledgling romance, the world was moving in ways no one could predict and the property market ground to a halt. I scoured auctions for a doer-upper at a price we could afford, turning up outside houses that had become squats, peering through bay windows and trying to imagine a world I hadn’t even considered until a few months before. My growing belly warned us that time was running out. And then, months before my due date, when it felt like we had seen every house in London, we finally found our home.

It was a ridiculous mess of a building. A nineteenth-century coach house with two bedrooms that looked like it had been glued together from bits of leftover beams and bricks, an elaborate crest bonded on to the front for good measure. The front door opened directly on to a double yellow line. It was eccentric, uniquely English and the sort of home I never thought I would live in, let alone own. There were obvious drawbacks. Instead of a garden it had a tiny, shady courtyard overrun with ivy and, P laughed, there wasn’t one right angle in the place. But, standing outside in the autumn rain, as my son kicked me with the precision of a metronome, I felt light-headed: so this was where real life would start.

Everything about the move felt symbolic. We packed up the relics of P’s bachelor life from the tiny attic flat in north London – a guitar, a surfboard, a box of old mobile-phone handsets, chucking them on a heap like a funeral pyre. I folded up the sparkly shift dresses that I could no longer squeeze over my growing hips, the colourful lingerie and ostrich-feather cape which already felt like ludicrous remnants of a past life. We were completely unprepared for the gear change; there was no dinner service or silverware of the sort our parents would have put on their wedding lists. Instead we had mix-and-match crockery most of it from Ikea, an odd selection of mugs – awkward mementos from past loves – and two chairs.

The only things that did fit into our new house were my plants: a little gaggle of survivors who, despite neglect and total ignorance, I had not yet managed to kill. I unpacked them first and dotted them around the windowsills and empty shelves of the coach house, on top of the biggest boxes that it would take us months to unpack. It was a token gesture, a small way of feathering the nest as I waited for the show to begin.

Now I walked around it in a daze and wondered how I could have been so foolish; of course that vision had to come at a cost. The slide backwards had started as soon as I returned to work. The further back I felt myself falling, the more angry and irritable I became. But the worst of the fury I saved for myself. I had believed that this was possible, that not only would I manage working motherhood, but I would enjoy it; I’d read the empowering books by high-flying career women, I’d interviewed the authors, so why was I now falling flat on my face?

It wasn’t simply the emotional demands ahead that scared me but the practical side as well. Two full-time jobs plus two children in full-time care left us staring over a financial precipice. My position as the higher earner, until this point, been a point of pride. After all I was a modern woman, raised on a diet of Sylvia Plath and Margaret Atwood. This was social progress in action. Now the responsibility kept me awake at night. I lay in bed, feeling the baby’s kicks, and racked my brain for a solution. And somewhere inside me a knot was forming. A sadness so intense that I couldn’t put it into words: the feeling that this new life meant the end of an old one, that I was about to be buried alive.

It was in the middle of this that I found out I was being sent to Tangier to write a travel piece for the newspaper. The trip would fall over my birthday weekend and P decided it would do me good. We left the baby with his grandmother and the rabbit and the houseplants in the care of the next-door neighbour’s teenage son. The trip was a mistake. Tangier throbbed with life and energy, the streets were lapis-blue and the air thick with saltwater and hashish. Relieved of the duties of parenthood, the demons grew louder and my head began to pound. I retreated to bed and cried for two days straight. I remember nothing of the journey home, but the sight that greeted us when we got there haunts me still. Every pot was full to the brim. Every plant soggy and submerged. There were puddles of water on the ground, on shelves and on top of cupboards. Our plant-sitter had been watering diligently from the moment our plane took off to the moment we landed.

The devastation felt tragi-comic; of course I was being punished with a flood. Now, as I waited listlessly for the delivery date, I found myself surveying the sodden pots of soil. The yellowing leaves and calcifying branches felt like a quiet sort of crisis: devastation unfolding at a glacial pace. Since the disaster most had slipped into a slow decline and the house had begun to resemble a field hospital. I began to inspect them properly for the very first time. There was a kumquat tree whose leaves had dropped one by one so that only one green branch remained, sticking out jauntily like a bandaged arm. Research suggested it had been ‘traumatised’, but with the right care and attention it could be nurtured back to health. I trimmed off the dead wood and watched it hopefully for signs of new growth. The aloe had been given to me by an elderly neighbour who lived next door to the central London flat I shared with a girlfriend; she asked me to care for it when she went on holiday and let me keep it when she saw how proud I was of having kept it alive. Now its spiky arms were soft and doughy. I gave the soil a chance to dry out and moved it into a new pot. I had fallen in love with orchids as a student; I felt they were mysterious and faintly exotic – very me. It was about the same time that I had started to smoke menthol slims and read poetry by Baudelaire, apparently unaware of how insufferable I was.

The challenge I had was keeping them alive. I spritzed and misted and soaked, and one by one they died, forcing me to traipse back to the supermarket and splash out and start all over again. My love for these flowers had never faded, but I could still kill them with aplomb. At the time of the flood I had two: a splendid pink one that had been given to me as a house-warming gift and another which had seduced me at the supermarket check-out, where it had been placed deliberately like a siren to charm passers-by.

Now their leaves had turned yellow and their roots were rotting. The larger one was beyond salvation. I threw it in the bin and moved the other to the upstairs bathroom, which, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, seemed to work as a sort of orchid intensive care. The cactus I could not part with. It was the first plant P and I had bought together, weeks after I had moved into his flat, tucked away in the rafters above a pet shop called the Mutz Nutz. It was an unfeasibly small space for an unfeasibly tall man, devoid of cushions or curtains. Plants would make it feel like a home, I insisted, herding him off to the garden centre. He walked around, bored, until he saw it – seven feet high and thinner than he was; it was love at first sight.

I realised how impractical it was much later, when I watched as three builders tried to manoeuvre it down the stairs with the help of some picnic blankets and thick gardening gloves. Or later still, when the toddler took his first, unsteady steps and I had to cushion it in bubble wrap to stop him impaling himself on its spikes. Now it looked miserable. I ran my hand over a brown patch the size of fifty-pence piece and wondered how I could stop it spreading.

As the hours inched by, I did everything I could to avoid leaving the house. I retreated more and more often to my bedroom, biting back tears, the toddler watching solemnly, trying to understand what could be happening through his fledgling knowledge of the world. We had recently started a new childcare arrangement, our fifth in just over a year. Miraculously it seemed to be working, and the issue of what we would do about the toddler when I was off work with the baby hung in the air between P and me. Eventually, he suggested that we divert my maternity pay into maintaining the status quo. It was a luxury we couldn’t afford, particularly now with my career prospects in tatters, but it would give me space to fix the glitch in my brain. I was as grateful that the option existed as I was ashamed that I needed it at all.

The pregnancy, meanwhile, entered its
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