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‘Not a Fictional Mum leads with love, compassion and a deep desire to make sure no woman gets left behind in the conversations surrounding motherhood. The difficult topics are hacked away at, and conversations are started as a result. I’ve learnt so much from her already and can’t wait to see what she does next.’


Giovanna Fletcher, host of Happy Mum, Happy Baby podcast


‘A fantastic read – funny, clever, heartbreaking and heart-warming but above all else real and beautifully written.’


Lisa Faulkner, author of Meant to Be


‘Incredibly valuable and insightful. Her mission to invite more, much-needed inclusivity to the narrative around parenting and the varied journeys towards it, is delivered with such warmth, passion and compassion that we can’t help but want to pick up a flag and fly it beside her.’


Anna Mathur, author of Know Your Worth


‘Not a Fictional Mum opened my eyes to a whole other part of being a mother that is missing from today’s media.’


Rochelle Humes, television presenter









Not a Fictional Mum is a wife, mother and care-experienced campaigner advocating for a community she feels the government is failing. She has campaigned alongside leading UK charities in Westminster regarding the current self-employed adopter’s legislation and headed a petition exceeding 16,000 signatures, securing a parliamentary debate. She professes to be an ‘accidental’ writer who, despite having written over 62,000 words about her life, still finds writing an ‘author bio’ somewhat bizarre. She tips her pen to every child of the care system, past, present and future, and offers words of hope and courage to those trying to reach parenthood. She is represented by the Hardman & Swainson literary agency and What Makes a Mum? is her first book.
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For any stranger that has ever cared.


All the miniature Spiderthem


And every Orca in my pod,


I love you.


At the start of writing this book there were over 80,000 children in the UK care system.












All names in this book have been anonymised, including my own, to protect identities.


Any content surrounding infertility diagnoses or insights as to why children are placed for adoption are universal and have been taken from professional sources indexed throughout the book.


Miscarriage will be mentioned and there will be an italicised warning under the chapter heading.


I have published this memoir in hope of my personal story being supportive to others. It is a recollection of events from my life, as I remember them.


Please respect my choice of anonymity to respectfully protect others.













Prologue



I’m NFM. Not a Fictional Mum, perfectionist and self-professed serial planner. I like to plan most aspects of my life. I would love to plan most aspects of everyone else’s life if they let me, but they don’t. I’m an introverted extrovert. A Local Authority Care Leaver but so much more than that acronym. A mother related only by love and a daughter without a mother. I’ve received strains of maternal love from unexpected sources and learnt to love myself. I like to have friends but not too many. I like surprises, but preferably planned ones, and snack on dark chocolate with a slice of Granny Smith.


I’ve lived a life less ‘ordinary’, some might say, but that’s the exact narrative I want to challenge. We live in a blended society, we embrace and celebrate that being the case, but are we informed enough?


I’ve felt alone at times, and I don’t like the thought of others feeling that isolation. Let my story walk beside those who need a friend. I’ve written this at a time when there is a record number of children in care and a national shortage of foster carers. I’ve written it because there isn’t enough honesty concerning infertility treatment and to help alleviate some of the fears and misconceptions about adoption. I’ve written it because we’re here for only a snapshot in time and the only offerings I have to contribute to change are my advocacy, my solidarity and the hard-won understanding from my lived experience.


A tale of two halves: my less conventional experiences of being mothered, and trying to reach motherhood. My life. I’ve chosen to share some of it, as my offering towards a more informed society. At the very least opening up much-needed conversations surrounding alternative routes to parenthood, the UK childcare system and this thing called love. All I ask in return is for you to read it respectfully, taking off your shoes before you step onto the pages.


When I look back and see myself as a little girl, I feel heavy. I feel the weight of sadness through every part of my body. Then I see her floating away, with her head of thick, brown curls and little feet in blue leather shoes. I want to reach out and hold her hand, I want to mother myself and tell her it’s going to be tough but she will be strong enough, brave enough, braver than her one-eyed, orange teddy she so aptly named ‘Jaffa’. He was her confidant, she thought him very valiant. Although she failed to recognise that behind every brave teddy stands an even stronger child.


I used to scuttle away from the chaos, like a cockroach. Damn, I have the sexiest descriptive for myself. I am a bit of a cockroach, though. I reckon if a nuclear bomb went off, I’d still find a way to come scuttling out of the ruins. They can be flattened and still go about their roachy business, you know, holding onto both pairs of their wings, folding them neatly over their back. Researchers discovered they can still run nearly as fast while squished. Their maternal approach has served their offspring well for the past 125 million years; they can live for one whole week without their head and hold their breath for up to forty minutes. Both of which I think I definitely had a go at during my childhood and quest to reach motherhood.


The one thing this cockroach always assumed was that, when she felt ready, motherhood would just arrive for her, simply turn up banging on the window like that neighbour you’re not all that keen on but they still insist on flashing their gnashers at you every time they walk past. (Gnashers, not knickers, although I’d probably warm to them a tad more if they did start doing that.)


I’m sure it won’t shock you all that much now to hear how I had a life plan. That’s what some adult children of dysfunction just love to do. Plan stuff, a bid to try to take back a bit of control. Meals, social calendar, your neighbours’ loft conversion, which day of the week you’re permitting yourself a sweet treat. I couldn’t get enough of it, like a cat sniffing round your legs for one of those foul-smelling astronaut food pouches. Don’t get me wrong, I still look forward to my wild pic ’n’ mix Saturdays, the suspense of not knowing exactly which jelly will be pulled from that pot. It’s still the same old me. I’m just more consciously aware and let my neighbours choose their own en-suite.


The simple truth is that you cannot plan every aspect of your life. Sorry if I’m crushing dreams here, but you just can’t. Granted, you can make some good decisions: green tea, sleep – all the exciting stuff. Aside from what you choose to consume and the time you take yourself to bed, the rest of it is simply beyond our control. We’re all on a voyage of sorts, that’s what I’ve come to believe. We’ve evolved slightly more than the average primate and been left on this massive piece of spherical crust to get on with it. To make sense of the nonsensical, survive and, in among making it through another day, fill our souls with whatever it is that makes us happy. We’re mammals and mammals like to love and be loved, don’t they? I’m not really that hairy but I wanted that, I wanted to know love and to love. The exact strain of love I wanted to understand and to reach was that of the maternal kind. Motherhood, #mumlife, call it what you will, I needed to get acquainted with it.


Anyway, just for the craic, here was ‘the life plan’:






	Try to have a functional childhood.


	Replace Geri in the Spice Girls, or, failing that, Mutya in the Sugababes.


	Obtain a career I actually enjoyed and wouldn’t leave me surviving on Turkey Twizzlers for the rest of my days. (Note to self and reader: writing a book probably won’t resolve this.)


	Meet a sporty hunk, get married.


	Live at the same address for over five years, so I can complete application forms in a more timely manner.


	Start a family before the age of thirty.








Only two and a half of those came through – I still have to enjoy the odd Twizzler come the end of the month. It’s at this point I feel I ought to let you know I’m not writing under an alias as Mutya or Geri. In fact, I don’t share my name, I’ve chosen not to. Among more personal reasons, I have a longstanding gripe with our discriminatory political system and enjoy reminding them that I’m NOT A FICTIONAL MUM (I’ll share the why behind that later), but the gist of it is, I won’t be sharing my name, and if a guy can go round spray painting some of the most influential pieces of modern art without sharing his and I’m not actually defacing anything, I think we can all roll along here just fine. Call me NFM for short.


P.S. Banksy, I absolutely love you.


P.P.S. Like, so much, and I wish you would come round and deface the side of my house or even my whole house.


I own my house.


So I can invite him over to do that.


One thing I do not own, the thing none of us actually own, is our children.


I fear we do that as a society, you know, see children as things we own, something we gain an immediate right to claim possession of; an extension of ourselves almost. But I believe no human being is an extension of another – how can we be? We arrive and we depart as ourselves.


Giving birth to a biological child is the social norm, the procreation process we are often conditioned to feel more comfortable with. Let’s face it, any routes to parenthood other than this are less familiar, intriguing, complicated, complex, not clear-cut enough, straight down the line enough, ‘conventional’ enough. Surely all routes to parenthood should be part of the conventional message from day dot?


Ask yourself. How familiar were you with ‘alternative’ or ‘non-traditional’ family units when you were growing up? The common reality of family breakdowns, strangers caring for children, children caring for adults, parental estrangement, same sex parenting, the concept of not being able to have children, childlessness, assisted fertility, or the power of unrelated love. We would have all had some exposure to this, if not through personal experience, then within families or friendship groups. It certainly wasn’t coming from education or the media. Alternative and non-traditional family structures have always existed in some capacity.


Hopefully one day we won’t need to make reference to ‘alternative’ or ‘non-traditional’ either.


Just families.


In a sense we’re told what motherhood is, aren’t we? Influenced, not in the literal sense but subliminally, through the power of media, social media, Hollywood, Hello! magazine, whatever you’re into. We’re conditioned to believe how it looks and what it is, and the truth of the matter is, it’s not been all that inclusive. We’re living in the modern era, so let’s leave the linear approach to what family really means back there with the dinosaurs, shall we?


For a child like me who had received only fragments of mothering, this Hollywood ideology only left me feeling excluded and a bit odd.


There was a wall I would sit on as a child after school, by way of prolonging a deliciously sugary Wham bar and the trip home. I didn’t always want to go home. It was just your standard sort of wall, bricks, the odd weed sprouting through here and there, cold and uncomfortable on the nether regions, nothing really to report on the wall front. It was what was on the other side that often held my attention. There was a huge square meterage of perfectly kept grass, the type you would hoover if you had it. On certain days the odd toy would be scattered around, wooden ones (back then, wooden toys were associated with the wealthy, you couldn’t get them in the Aldi middle aisles). On the other side of the carpet grass stood a house. A beautiful white house with a huge window, perfect for a child stalker like me.


Behind the window lived a family. A mum, dad and two small children. It’s at this stage I’m desperately hoping that a) they never saw me and b) my face has matured significantly since childhood. The mum had bouncy hair; Dad was often in a suit. Sometimes they would come out into the garden, at which point I would shit myself and try to morph into a brick. The mother was usually happy throughout most of these viewings. Not ecstatic, bouncing off the walls happy, just, you know, averagely happy. It wasn’t her being happy that intrigued me, it was more her mood being consistent.


It all seemed so simple.


How it should be.


I never saw her screaming, in between manically laughing. Or informing her young children on how they would come to reach their deaths through the medium of a knock-off pack of Tarot cards.


All in all, they seemed pretty ‘normal’. (My life savings – which I haven’t started yet – to the first person who can tell me what that even means.)


So, I would sit on walls accompanied by half-eaten Wham bars watching the stark contrast to my home life feeling like I was the only person living in anything less than the stereotypical 2.4 with a white picket fence.


What fed my desire to believe that’s just how it was for everyone else?


American TV, that’s what.


American TV families with their perfect lawns, white houses, large windows and moms with bouncy hair. Cheering on their offspring during Californian sports days while handing out cups of Sunny D. I bought into that bull crap, and it still angers me now. I mean, look, I’m sure they were a perfectly lovely functioning family; I have no evidence to prove otherwise, and lord knows I sat staring at them enough. But my point is: I could very well just have been seeing what I’d been conditioned to see.


A kid coping with the chaos.


While admittedly I was envious of their house and carpet grass, I was yearning for their happiness. Connection and consistency.


Let this be a story of resilience, hope and beautiful complexities. Let it educate, provoke thought, question convention, and, above all else, explore the question:


What makes a mum?










Beefy



I’ve never really liked beef. I can’t stand the smell of it cooking. I won’t comment on the taste of a steak as it has never made it that far. However, I have a joint of beef memory, one which I’m pretty certain is unique, and it reminds me that my childhood was anything but conventional.


My mother had a real issue with this particular joint (some would say she had some beef). This wasn’t just any joint, you see; this was a joint apparently poisoned by my father. A soon-to-be defrosted succulent piece of meat sprinkled with arsenic and lashings of peppercorn sauce.


It wasn’t.


We couldn’t afford peppercorn sauce.


It might still have been frozen but was most definitely poison-free. I recall many conversations like this growing up; my mother suffered from different symptoms at various points throughout my childhood. It was a stigmatised generation surrounding mental health. I was personally mistaken for the devil on more than one occasion and was debriefed on the acceptable amount of time she could be in Tesco before I should call forensics to check if she’d been buried under the frozen peas. Admittedly, I now know it can get pretty tense down those special buy aisles.


Of course, this isn’t funny, none of it is. It’s really bloody tragic. Nor did I have the capacity to understand or empathise with what she was going through at that time. Mental illness or other disturbance has the power to bulldoze lives, demolish relationships and tear apart families, dragging both individuals and anyone on the side-lines along for the ride.


It happens though. Hallucinations, delusions and dysfunction, topped off with my father’s alcohol addiction and a decent enough stint for me in foster care. It was what it was.


I don’t know how else to write it.


I won’t ever forget this beefy suspect. I can’t because Beefy arrived the evening before she walked out. The day my mother left. My sister and I proudly returned from the corner shop clutching a multipack of Space Raiders; if you made it back from the Spar any time after 2 p.m. on some of the estates where we lived with your Raiders still intact, it really was a quest to be proud of. Only to discover she’d gone.


Vanished.


Evaporated.


The evening before, she had barricaded herself into the spare room. From what I could make out she was convinced that this innocent piece of beef, simply chilling in the freezer (as joints do), was going to be responsible for her ending. In my immaturity and immunity to these outbursts, I took the joint from the freezer and named him ‘Beefy’, before acting out an interrogation scene between the joint and an oven glove.


‘Do you have any drugs on you?’


‘It’s just garlic cloves, I promise.’


I’ve always pratted around during times of inconsolable pain. It was and still is an inconsolable pain because it’s abandonment, isn’t it? At least that’s how I experienced it as a child. So, I’ve always tried to make everyone laugh, played the class clown. People like funny people, they have time for funny people.


I know what you’re thinking: what has this got to do with my journey through infertility or adoption? All right, we get she doesn’t like beef (hardly the biggest shocker during generation vegan), but we want to know if there’s any hope. We want to hear about the tens of thousands of people who want to become parents and have to live with the potential terror of never reaching motherhood. We get you had a difficult childhood but what has that really got to do with this? Fear not, my trusty passengers, that is coming, but let us not be naïve. This part matters; it matters greatly. It matters because once I’d laid my genetics to rest, I needed to go back and make peace with my biological past.


I want to take you through the evolution of both my understanding and reaching motherhood.


Hold on, take courage.










Oprah



My husband is incredible. Let’s start right there. One of those people you’re honoured to cross paths with in life, he’s a thinker, a talker, a never judge anyone before you’ve listened type, just a damn beautiful soul and in my opinion, the best-looking giant dancing chameleon I’ve ever seen. (You’re going to need to read on to make any sense of that.) He’s also not once tried to talk me out of an idea. No matter how wacky, far-fetched or bizarre, unless he thinks it’s really shite, and then he has no qualms in telling me that’s the case. More often than not, he’s my wingman, from the time he dressed up as Lord Grantham for my Downton Abbey-themed thirtieth, to the day I turned to him and said I wouldn’t be returning to my soul-destroying, target-driven, corporate career spanning seven years because I wanted to campaign for equality and recognition for all families. He’s always right there beside me, walking around the BBC costume hire department or correcting the spelling in my book proposal. He has always been there.


We met on the day Whitney Houston died. She was wonderful, wasn’t she? Just pure magnificence. I wanted to go out and celebrate her life. Don my shoulder-padded jacket, pink lipstick, and dance. So, I did just that.


The same day England beat France in Paris in the Six Nations.


’Twas also a Sunday.


We all know what kind of late-night watering holes are open on the Sabbath. I feel no need to expand. We met in one of those.


He comes over, asks if I want a drink. I’m skint and absolutely parched, so politely accept. He proceeds to ask if I would prefer a long or a short beverage. I have no idea what he’s on about, but long sounds like more value for his money and I’m considerate like that. He’s tall, dark and handsome. Genuinely. Six foot four, dark brown hair and eyes, with a jawline that makes Beauty and the Beast’s Gaston look like Rubble from Paw Patrol. I can see he’s older than me; he’s also totally leathered and has a male sidekick in tow who is effortlessly sliding down the wall of the DJ booth.


He’s quite serious, bit intense, actually. Total opposite from joke yourself happy over here. He asks how I would feel about dating an older man (cocky, like it). I remind him that I’m not and have absolutely zero intentions of doing so. He says he wouldn’t mind kissing me. I tell him to piss off.


It’s perfect.


I’ve noted he mentioned how he had been watching the rugby so decide to ask him if he a) knows how to do the Hakka and b) if he would be so kind as to show me.


He can’t slam that short drink down quick enough. He stands in front of me with utter conviction, eyes fixed upon mine; he tries to shrink himself a bit as he squats himself into position and peels one large canoe foot at a time from the sticky dancefloor, chanting:


Hump-e-ty Dump-e-ty


Sat on a wall


Hump-e-ty Dump-e-ty


Had a great fall.


All the king’s hors …


His stare intensifies even further, he flails his hands wildly around and for the grand finale sticks his tongue out like a giant, dancing chameleon.


I thought, ‘My God! He’s attractive,’ gave him my phone number and ran off.


Now, my nicknames, I’ve had a few, ‘Ice-Queen’, ‘Loveable Cactus’, and ‘Commander Spiffing’ still being my all-time fave mainly because it’s enabled me to play up to this narrative over the years. I’m quite well spoken, you see; I’ll explain how that came to be later, but the prospect of anyone thinking I’d come from total privilege has admittedly given me quite the cheap thrill. We live in a society where family breakdowns, addiction, dysfunction and stints in foster care don’t happen to those who overenunciate, apparently. In close second, we have ‘The Ice-Queen’. By far the most popular of the two and, I have to admit, a really rather accurate moniker.


I couldn’t trust, wouldn’t love, and really wasn’t the biggest fan of, people.


I’m not about to get all deep and arty (fans herself down with a quill), just saying it how it was. I needed to get that off my chest because this next part still, even to this day, makes no logical sense.


Our first date went well. We met outside Wagamama, both of us desperately trying to remember what the other actually looked like. A considerable amount of both long and short drinks had been consumed that first night, so there was every chance we could have ended up sharing a noodle with any one of the randoms lined up outside Waggas. Each of us in the same position, nervously waiting to meet the stranger they’d liaised with just a few nights before. Hoping their beer goggles didn’t disappoint over a duck pancake and that neither one of us was secretly a serial killer. He was telling me how some woman had been stalking him at the gym; I asked him if he’d ever read Get Happy, Judy Garland’s biography. I came to the conclusion that he was really rather odd; he thought I was some arty, overprivileged brat who was descended from a bloodline of aristocrats. We were quite taken by one another. After finishing our chicken infused noodles, we dragged out the short walk back to my humble dwellings, shared a little smooch on the doorstep before I said goodbye and shut the front door. I’m classy like that, would never expect anyone to shut the door for me.


He was hooked; must have been all the talk of Judy and Mr Sinatra’s sexual encounter in the toilets. He messaged me that evening asking if I would like to meet up later that week, suggesting the cinema. There was no doubt I wanted to see him again. We rather picturesquely had the entire cinema to ourselves. I’d picked a bit of easy viewing, opting for a British comedy drama. He was OK with this decision after I’d explained the longstanding crush I had on Bill Nighy, the supremely talented actor who was far older than him, leaving him bounding out of the cinema with a notably younger spring in his step.


I think they call it an epiphany, don’t they? A moment of sudden and great revelation. That’s exactly what I had while sitting in that desolate cinema, just a few weeks after the tragic passing of one of the best-selling music artists of all time. I looked to this man (not Bill, the younger one chewing on a jelly snake) and thought I’m going to marry this person. I mean, come on, how odd is that? We weren’t even talking to each other in there for a start. I remember really enjoying just sitting next to him, he made me feel really safe, and up until this moment, I’d never noticed I wanted or even needed to feel that. I’d struggled to sit through a whole film or read an entire book most of my life, only not when I sat next to him. I felt oddly relaxed, a relatively new sensation, and not because he was tall (I could have hung out with a giraffe for comfort if it was purely down to stature). There was just something about him, the way he was, his energy, aura, spirit, whatever it was. I liked it, a lot.


I didn’t tell him about this epiphany, obviously. Instead, I decided to ignore his advances over the next few days, for fear I might have been thawing. I made out I had just a tad more on than I did; mind you, it’s really rather time-consuming watching entire seasons of Catfish within a weekend timeframe with only a box of Cheerios for company. I also need to let you know that this I’m going to marry you mindset wasn’t a regular occurrence for me with men. It certainly didn’t happen with the earlier date I’d had that same afternoon in Caffè Nero.


All I can put it down to is luck. I was really very lucky to have simply been dancing in the right place at the right time. One of life’s jackpot moments not everybody will have, that and of course Whitney Elizabeth Houston, and so, for the amalgamation of all the above, I remain eternally very grateful.


Fast forward a decent number of years, wonderful husband and I are in a therapy session. I’m sitting on one edge of a purposefully selected, smaller-than-average sofa, holding a beige cushion with silver leafing detail; to the left is a strategically placed box of tissues. They’re strategic because the top one has been semi-pulled from the opening, for speedy, emotional breakdown access. My husband is sitting a good five centimetres away from me, which, just to reiterate, is the furthest he can physically sit from me. He’s created a chin perch with his hand by resting an elbow on the side of the sofa, his legs horizontally stretched, one ankle resting upon the other. He had nice shoes on during this particular session. I remember really wanting to be annoyed with him: our last IVF cycle hadn’t worked and because I love him, it’s him I decided to take it all out on. So I was very disappointed with myself for having such moments of weakness, internally complimenting his shoes.


Here we were, your very own answer to Burton and Taylor (my book, my analogy), the couple who fell madly in love, engaged after a year, married after two, had a wedding so sickeningly stylish it earned itself a feature in a wedding magazine (permission to spew), telling our infertility counsellor how we couldn’t have sex with each other any more because I would start crying halfway through at the prospect of never becoming a mum and, as it turns out, my husband isn’t remotely interested in having sex with crying women.


It’s safe to say, Oprah was about to earn her money. (Disclaimer: Oprah Winfrey was not our infertility counsellor. In a bid to support anonymity for all involved there will be nicknames throughout, this being one of them.)


Of course, the most recent failed cycle wasn’t his fault, none of them were. A failed cycle is no one’s ‘fault’. It comes back to that lottery of life, a successful roll of the dice, a good run on the slot machines, and science. You need a good old-fashioned batch of healthy eggs, a strong dollop of sperm and lashings of science. Put the lucky charms, socks and dream catchers away, ain’t none of that gonna get you a BFP (big fat positive – stole that one from the forums I’d become privy to in the past few years). You need cash and plenty of it, the psychological resilience of an SAS operative and whatever goods it is you can bring to the operating table.


It was during this session that I made reference to my own mother, a relationship that, up until this point, I’d rarely allowed myself to think about. There’s nothing like the prospect of your genetics coming to the end of the line to get you in the mood for a full-on family reunion. I shared how I’d been thinking about her, I wasn’t really sure why, but for the first time in my adult life, I had, and it was this thinking that was now leading me to questions and questions now wanting answers. They do say thinking’s dangerous, don’t they?


I liked this therapist (I’ve had a few), firstly because she refrained from looking at the clock during our sessions, or if she did, she’d totally bloody mastered the art of doing it incognito. For that skill alone I was happy to keep paying. Credit where credit’s due. And secondly, she stayed clear of that ever-so-slightly patronising therapist nod with the occasional hmm chucked in for good therapist measure.


I liked her because, rightly or wrongly, she would sometimes offer an insight. Be it personal or professional I won’t ever actually know, but she offered some and by this stage of our infertility journey that’s exactly what I needed. She enlightened me on how it’s really not that uncommon for patients facing the closing of their infertility journey, estranged from their families, to feel a desire to make peace with their genetic past.


Told you.


G E N I U S.










Who The Hell Am I?



Since Oprah’s latest session, I kept thinking about my mother, her face, her teeth – she had nice teeth. I would have flashbacks of us all dancing up and down the stairs singing ‘Alice the Camel’, she frantically waving a wooden abacus around. I hoped it would pass; I wasn’t actively seeking any more cans of worms to open up here. I don’t enjoy navigating my way through more than a ton of shit at any one time. Only it doesn’t, it doesn’t go away. If all I’m ever going to genetically see of myself is to be within my own reflection, if I may never have the opportunity of motherhood, of giving a child the stability and love with no contract that I had been hoping to give for so long, then I really did need to go back and get some answers from the woman who was responsible for my early onset greys and who didn’t even grant me a goodbye before she walked out of my life.


Growing into my late teens and early adult years I very rarely missed her. That’s possibly the most tragic part to my childhood story, the fact that she’d gone but I really wasn’t all that devastated.


I was relieved.


I felt like I could breathe when she left. I can remember hearing my own breath, the inhale, the sound of my lungs expanding and the steadiness of its release. She was suffocating, stifling actually, because she was frightened. If I had to compare her to an object (which I’m aware no one’s asking me to do but I’ve always loved a visual aid), she was like a pillow.


Confusing things, pillows; soft, comforting, the thing you gravitate towards when it all becomes too much. They also have the potential to suffocate you, don’t they? With help, I mean, not on their own. What I’m trying to say is that how she suffered was the constant drive behind what I felt was her suffocation of my personality, my whole being, the stifled household in which I grew up. There was no freedom to express, no opinions of your own, the only comfort you felt you could turn to would turn itself on you whenever it took its fancy. When it was soft, though, it was nice; I liked it.


Undeniably, there were personal moments of sporadic anger and jealousy that made an appearance from time to time. I can remember the exact moment I started my period, a couple of weeks after she had left. I was about to step into a scalding hot bath; never seen the point of the water expenditure on a lukewarm one, as I like to come out looking like a lobster. One foot had been dunked into the lava bath, the other still resting on a bright blue bathmat. As I looked down at the aquatic themed material, I noticed I was bleeding. I just stood there, staring at it. My right foot just bubbling away. I didn’t know what to do. I had a dad downstairs who, although we had resided together all my life, I didn’t really know all that well. That was a part of how she could be, stifling loyalty. You had to prove you were loyal to her, that you only loved her. There was no allowance to love both parents equally. You were on her team, or you weren’t, and if you weren’t, you would know about it.


I wrapped a discoloured towel around my body, sat on the toilet and cried. Really cried, and I think that was the first time I had done so since she left. One of my friends at school had a posh, silver zipped cosmetic pouch with scented lavender bags inside stuffed with an array of pastel-coloured period accessories bearing a striking resemblance to a bag of pick ’n’ mix. Her mum had sorted it all for her and she’d been carrying it around for months in preparation for the big day. Her mother had the ability to actually give a functional crap about her daughter’s pubescent years. In that moment I felt deep envy. I wanted a mother, not mine necessarily, just one who would be able to help me navigate my way through these next few years. The final years of secondary school, my GCSEs, the Prom, which in most teens’ world is just about the only life event that even matters.


I’d questionably ruined the towel. I opened the bathroom door and shouted down to my dad. As he looked up at me from the bottom of the uncarpeted stairs of the newest residence she had just moved us all into, I told him I’d started my period. He replied with a flustered ‘Right, OK’ and scurried off to the nearest Londis.


In my lived experience you can accept something is over when you have some understanding of why, proof even. We can accept someone is dead once we see the body or coffin; part of the reason we have a funeral is to grieve, right? To have something to symbolise the end. Only she hadn’t died; my hope of a functional mother had. I guess it expired before I was even born. There were puzzle pieces missing that I really needed but simply didn’t have; I would spend the next decade of my life scuttling along, holding my breath, sometimes with my head, sometimes without, just an angry, distrusting, motherless cockroach. I guess that’s what coming to the end of our infertility journey prompted, the domino effect to the accumulation of my grief, the instinctive need for closure.


Before I move on. Thank you to the woman who did help me choose my prom dress. The stranger who invited me into her home, taught me how to dispose of a sanitary towel properly and introduced me to gammon and pineapple.


The stranger who supported me with a girl’s two most important dress choices in life. Upon hearing I was getting married, tracking me down many years after I moved out. Sending a cheque nestled into a little note reading ‘For your dress’ accompanied by two small silver, heart-shaped teaspoons. I hadn’t spoken to you for almost a decade, but you didn’t forget me. I think you’ve always quite liked me but this gesture felt more than it being just that. Maybe you knew I would always be the adult child of an angry and frightened young girl who needed to know she mattered.


I am and she did.


Now I need to take this moment to let you know just how truly fantastic you are.


And to thank you in the book I never imagined writing, for playing me down the aisle on my wedding day.


You played me through every step, quite literally, from the church gallery while I nervously held the steady hand of my dad, walking right beside me.


Not your generic wedding party but a God-damn beautiful one.


Back to the accumulative grief.


Shortly after the world’s most insightful therapy session, my husband and I had stepped into an Enid Blyton-style adventure. The many-years-after-she’s-walked-out version, where I suddenly decide to do a bit of soul searching. I could have taken a gap year, ridden an elephant, felt unethical about it then started a crowd-funding page. Instead, I decided to try to track her down, searching less in caves and pebbled beaches, more in laundrettes, social clubs and boozers. I knew the area; I’d heard through the powers of social media roughly where she lived but had no actual address. Too curious, that’s another of my personality traits, not to be confused with nosey. As a child, I wasn’t aware of any diagnosis for my mother’s behaviour. I thought she was eccentric, charismatic, unpredictable, spiteful, funny, intimidating, beautiful, manipulative and, at times, bloody great fun. Some days I would turn the key in the lock after school and she would be suggesting we paint rainbows on our bedroom floors having just baked a batch of warm, sugary treats. On others, she hadn’t quite made it out of her own bedroom. I was a young teen when she left, a woman by the time I went back and felt ready some answers. They didn’t even need to be verbal, I just needed to see the situation through adult lenses.
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