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CHAPTER ONE



Jingly Balls
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After thirty years a marriage needs ‘spicing up.’ I had bought lacey underwear which I hoped would be alluring, despite the tell-tale signs that I had given birth to three children. I tried to be spontaneous, although sometimes I was a little tired, distracted. Once, I scattered the last of the September rose petals over the bed and the bedroom carpet. Mostly, Lukkas laughed at my efforts.


These were my thoughts as I waited in my car, which I hoped would still be my car after our divorce. I stared at my reflection in the driver’s mirror. My eyebrows were a mess and unless I held my chin up permanently, there were obvious creases in the sagging skin at my neck. I rarely liked what I saw when I glimpsed myself in a mirror. I seldom bothered to because of it.


Approaching fifty, I started behaving in a way that was frequently humiliating for me. It might not have been as humiliating had Lukkas been a different person, I reflected. In part, I blamed his old school, where it was once common for a young boy to be beaten by a prefect for being a few minutes late in accomplishing a task. Added to the degrading punishment was the prefect’s insistence that the boy should thank him for the beating. Could you survive it, without becoming that prefect yourself?


I had never been to a sex shop, never deemed it necessary, but then, I felt insecure. Lukkas had been behaving oddly for some while.


I’d often enjoyed making love with him. I’d never worried about whether I was too fat or too thin, good at sex or bad. Now, along with the lack of sleep, the reduced appetite, a new shyness had begun which I had never experienced before. When we made love, he had said I should tie my hair up. He had said that my hands were cold so that now, every night, just in case, I ran my hands under the hot tap, whatever the weather.


I felt that I was being compared for the first time in my life, it was inhibiting.


My savings had depleted considerably since I had stopped teaching to care for the girls, and expenditure on sex would probably be considered a waste of money, money I didn’t have to waste. But I was afraid that Lukkas found sex with me boring. If there was someone else, I would have to compete, I supposed. I didn’t think it’s what Charlotte meant by being the better woman, but anything was worth trying.


So, on a Saturday morning when Lukkas was away, I decided to visit the Milton Road, which has a more cosmopolitan image now, but was once the Soho of Oxford.


I parked my car in the supermarket car park, then entered the street furtively. I didn’t want to be seen by friends or family, or indeed, ex-pupils who might snigger. The shop I had found appeared to be completely wrapped in brown paper but for a pink sign above the door which said, ‘Strictly Sex.’


Donna, as she introduced herself to me, seemed excited to have such an ordinary person in her shop and was touchingly anxious to help me. I thought her the ideal manager for such a place; a soft, doe eyed mixture of Laurie Lee’s Rosie and a touch of brothel Madame. She had honey coloured hair, a mischievous face and wore a pink, fluffy jumper and a pencil skirt.


“Hello, we’re very quiet at the minute, we don’t usually get busy until twelve. What can I help you with?” she breathed.


I gazed self-consciously at the many displays crammed into the small room. The plain, papered windows had done nothing to prepare me for the stupendous array of brightly coloured sex toys and videos on the shelves about us.


Dragging my startled eyes away from a picture of a young, manacled woman enjoying oral sex, I squeaked apologetically, “Actually, it’s my first time in a sex shop, I’m not really sure what I want.”


Donna regarded me with genuine sympathy. “How about trying on one of these outfits?” she suggested, sweeping her arm towards a cluttered rail, from which hung the kind of dressing up clothes that small children in a nursery would have loved to experiment with. Nurses outfits, police uniforms. Perhaps not the black, leather, dominatrix number. knowing if I put that on I would collapse in a flurry of embarrassed laughter immediately, I shook my head. So, she presented me with a black and white, frilly chambermaid outfit. No, the same thing would happen. I would never, ever be able to keep my facial muscles from twitching.


“I suppose,” I ventured, “You don’t have anything for the vagina? I’ve had three large babies, you see, and the muscles there are a bit slack.”


“Ah. You can have an operation for that, you know…” Donna stretched her pink lips in a sympathetic smile.


I nodded. “I’ve done the homework,” I told her, “It’ll cost about four thousand pounds and I don’t have that kind of money.”


“You could get yourself a bigger lover,” she giggled, clearly having descended that path. It was a bit cheeky though. I ignored it.


“Okay, come and have a look at these.” Her eyes brightened as she hit upon a solution.


She led me across the shop to a display of elongated, spherical and oval shaped rubber things that resembled dog chews.


“These,” she said in a hushed voice, “are very popular.” She held up a pair of the pink rubber balls, attached to silk cord. “They’re called Jingly Balls. You place them inside the vagina and squeeze your muscles. They’re very good, I’ve walked around the supermarket, pulling them up inside me. They can bring you to an orgasm, you see, but they also tighten your vaginal muscles,” she dipped her voice as a short man in a track suit entered the shop. “You can keep them inside during sex.”


I wasn’t sure that I wanted to have an orgasm in Asda, but it was a thought. I bought them anyway, along with a vaginal lubricant and a body cream containing glitter, thanking Donna for her help.


For the rest of that weekend, all through the routine jobs and chores, I practiced squeezing my vaginal muscles as though my life depended upon it. By the time that Lukkas returned on the Sunday evening, I had put the ash blonde hairs that I had found, out of my head. Just enough to feel strong again.


When he came to bed, I leaned against the pillows in what I hoped was a sexy, languid pose; asking him about his trip, as he undressed on the edge of the bed. He had removed his new, stripy underpants and was flexing his broad, brown back. I wanted to reach out and touch his hair, where it had grown long at the nape of his neck.


I clenched the Jingly Balls, squeezing them upward and holding them there, until in the light of the bedside lamp, so that he might appreciate the body glitter, he began to make love to me. He kissed my shoulders and then my breasts, before rolling me onto my side to enter my vagina from behind.


“Fucking hell! Ow! What the hell is that?” Lukkas shot out of me in sudden pain and confusion and my eyes widened in alarm. I hadn’t thought, I hadn’t considered it would hurt him.


I shrank back against the pillows, biting my lip.


“Jesus Christ, what are you trying to do to me, I’m in agony!”


He turned away from me, nursing his private parts. His naked body hopping from foot to foot before the bedroom window.


“Sh!” I implored him, hoping that our sons hadn’t heard his yelping cry.


“Sh? I’m in agony!” he repeated. Then he turned and glared at me for a moment, the glass green eyes turned to narrow points of astonishment.


He reached down between my thighs to remove the offensive pink things by their string, like a butcher removing the giblets.


I watched with bated breath as he held them at the distance of the length of his arm. Then, opening the window, he hurled them into the garden for the dogs to chew.


I thought he might lecture me for hours, wondered momentarily whether he might hit me. But he did neither. He lay down beside me, staring up at the ceiling for a moment before turning off the bedside light.


“We’ll try again in the morning, shall we? Don’t ever do that to me again,” he said.




CHAPTER TWO



July 2014
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It was a large room in a network of newly built offices. This was my third visit. I was anxious, sentiment hadn’t yet turned to sediment. My heart was still passionate about Lukkas. I could tell this to no one, least of all my lawyers. I wasn’t supposed to care about him any longer.


The room overlooked the motorway which lead to Oxford in one direction, Milton in another. It was painted white, furnished with a board room table and chairs. There was a water machine and a small table on which magazines were displayed, one of them a glossy advertisement for the firm. The room was large enough to swallow me up and it made me feel on edge, but then everything had scared me for such a long time that stomach churning fear had become the norm.


Each time I entered the room, waiting to be seen by Alex, I walked to the big window overlooking the continual, steady flow of traffic and I thought of that other Law firm. But Lukkas’ firm was no longer my business.


I watched the magpies, hopping on the plain grass lawn that lay beyond. One for sorrow, two for joy. I paced up and down before the immense window with my hands behind my back, (in imitation of Lukkas, perhaps) but in my agitation, my heart wouldn’t be still. Go away, Mr Magpie, leave me alone. I was fretting about what I might be asked, and what I should say, or perhaps, what I should not say. All the while I worried about money and how the hell I was supposed to pay for this. How would I be able to pay Alex?


Removing my wedding ring, I dropped it into my bag, then rubbed the white skin where the ring had been for over thirty years. I had wondered so many times, since he left, how someone could rid themselves of the person who had loved them all their life, rid themselves with such ease of conscience?


“How could you, Lukkas?” I said aloud, as I had on frequent occasions, and each time with genuine surprise in my voice. His betrayal had been cold and calculating, yet long and tortuous. Almost as though he couldn’t make up his own mind. As though he needed time to formulate a plan.


“You don’t know what I’m like in court, Laura!” His voice cut into my thoughts.


Yes, I knew. I had heard the reports, seen social workers reduced to gibbering wrecks, I knew what he could be at home. Perhaps that threat had stopped me from taking action.


There was a slight movement at the door and Alex appeared. She smiled at me. “Hey, Laura. Sorry to keep you waiting, would you like a coffee or something?” Her voice is soothing at the same time as being business like.


I shook my head, I had drunk coffee whilst waiting for her. When I was first introduced to Alex, I thought, “He will make mincemeat of you; either that, or you will be charmed by him.” She was tiny, blonde, soft voiced and with a slight, Welsh accent. Putty in Lukkas’ hands, or so I expected. It didn’t happen like that.


Once, she had asked me when I had first suspected that Lukkas was having an affair.


“He started cracking jokes in the morning, it wasn’t like him. He used not to like getting up in the morning,” I said.


“What kind of jokes?” she asked. Clearly, this was curiosity, not anything to do with the divorce.


“Well, once, when we had stayed overnight in a hotel, there were chocolate muffins on the breakfast bar, and Lukkas said, “Nothin’ like a bit of muffin in the morning.” He laughed afterwards, a bit like Sid James in the carry-on films.”


I saw the corner of her mouth twitch irresistibly as she fought with the need to laugh.


“Yes,” I said, with a smile. “Women love his wicked sense of humour.”


Alex had met Lukkas on several occasions, now. During mediation, at his office, once in court on a different divorce case. As she talked about Lukkas, assessing him, so my faith in her grew. Queen Boudicca was the way I described her to Charlotte.


I had believed Lukkas was not like other men, that he was a super intelligent being. Alex told me that was what I was supposed to feel. I believed my husband was unique, that I was an inferior being. But Alex had represented other women. She knew.


“Where did we leave off?” She pulled out a chair, sitting opposite me, juggling a cup of coffee with a large, grey, ring bound file which she placed on the table. She was wearing a neatly cut grey suit which made her look even more feminine. As I watched, she leapt deftly through the paperwork with small fingers, to the end of our last interview.


“Oh, meant to ask…” She paused. “How did the wedding go?”


“It was fine,” I said. “I didn’t speak to Lukkas, although he confronted me twice…”


I had never believed myself capable of ignoring him, but I was proud of my own performance in doing so. And Lukkas’ face was puce with anger as I by-passed him to take a different route through the hotel. After all the years we spent together, I would never have thought it possible to ignore him, but I had. The distance that now lay between us had given me the slap in the face that I needed so badly. I might still care about him, but the spell was broken, he knew it, then.


Alex smiled again and nodded her approval, leaning back in her chair with her arms folded across her chest. “Well done, it’s exactly the kind of treatment he needs, now. He’ll only try to get you to negotiate behind our backs, trap you into agreeing to something. Don’t let him, his proposal is disgraceful, after everything you contributed to the marriage.”


I had no argument with that.


“So, we got to the incident when you were pregnant with Joe. The third incident. Now Laura, no tears today, stick straight to the point. I’m your lawyer, not your councillor, okay? Speaking of which, I know money is tight, but you really must get a councillor for your own sake, nothing to do with this divorce case; but we are all agreed that you need to deal with these dreadful memories properly, with a trained councillor. We can recommend people, if you want.”


I reddened. I hadn’t intended to cry. I had felt like an idiot at the time. So many tears springing from nowhere and without warning. I was resolved never to do it again.


She adjusted the dark rimmed glasses, pushing them further up the bridge of her small nose. “So, it was almost Christmas and you were pregnant. What happened in the lead up to Lukkas hitting you?” The question was matter-of-fact, as calculating as Lukkas’ recent behaviour towards me. It just needed an answer. I was getting used to her scientific approach.


I shook my head vehemently, “He didn’t hit me, he pushed me,” I said. “But I fell heavily, on my bum, then rolled onto my back, and a short while later, my water’s broke; so, he had to do Christmas after all.”


Alex raised her eyebrows, gazing at me for a moment with piercing grey eyes, as though amazed that I would differentiate between degrees of domestic violence.


“There was an argument before, what was that about?” she asked, at last.


“We had a difficult year, in many ways. There was an inspection at my school, leading up to Christmas, there were the Christmas performances and then, of course, I was only a few weeks away from having Joseph. It was the year that Lukkas had applied to join the Family Panel, which meant not only a lot of new cases, but nasty cases against children too. It was the first time he had really had to come to terms with that kind of abuse. I had been highly supportive, reassuring him; but I was managing a lot of things at that time…”


“What was the argument about, Laura?” Alex asked, interrupting me. Time is money. I appreciated her polite way of bringing me back to the crux of the matter. Alex has been privy to my bank statements, recently.


“Lukkas’ mother and father were coming for Christmas. His parents, especially Marjorie always made me nervous. She liked things to be done, just-so, and Lukkas would be nervous too, everything had to be done well. Everything had to be perfect. I had bought and wrapped all the presents, decorated the house with the children, done all the shopping for food. It was the day before Christmas Eve. The only thing I had asked Lukkas to do was to collect the turkey from the butchers, and he forgot…”


“So, you berated him about the turkey?” Alex guessed.


“Yes, and I threw a tea towel at him. He was angry with me for that, and he pushed me backwards, he pushed against my chest.”


Alex had her lap top open now, she started typing down my responses. It was stifling in the room, the air hot and heavy. Beyond the window, the tarmac seemed to shimmer in the heat. “Do you mind if I take off my jacket?” she asked.


“No, of course not…” I mumbled, thinking back to that time, long ago. I didn’t understand why she wanted to go back so far. I waited whilst she peeled her jacket from her shoulders and sat down again.


“Were your children present?”


“Josh and Hannah were there. They were waiting for dinner. Yes, they saw it and they both cried when I fell. They were very upset. I pulled myself up, holding onto the kitchen unit and they both put their arms around me. I told them it was alright, everything would be alright, and they would have a good Christmas. But they were upset, yes.”


She took a sip of water. “What did Lukkas do, then?”


“Nothing. He went out for about an hour, he went to get the turkey. Whilst he was gone, my waters broke, so I was in hospital over Christmas and Joe was born on Christmas Eve.”


“Have you ever reported this, or any of the incidents to the police?” Alex asked.


“No,” I shook my head. “Lukkas works with the police, I didn’t want to damage his reputation. I spoke to a police woman off the record, much later. She made no notes, she was a friend.” I didn’t tell Alex that I had told the children to be quiet about it, to forget it. I was ashamed of it.


But perhaps she guessed, because she stared at me momentarily before reviewing her own writing. Small teeth clamped upon her bottom lip in thought. She resumed her notes, typing quickly and efficiently. I had no time to wonder what the look upon her face meant.


“Tell me about the incident with Hannah.”


This time I knew what she meant, but I hesitated. It was Hannah’s story, her business alone. But now everything was turned upside down, now I was seeking to protect all of us. Not just her, not me; all of us. Hannah and Lukkas were very close, they always had been, she was always Daddy’s little girl.


“Hannah was fourteen, Joseph only six years old. She was proving to be a difficult teenager, she’d gotten in with some older teenagers, young people you couldn’t trust. Each day I had to get home earlier from work, try to stop her from meeting them… from meeting one boy, in-particular.


“It was Mothering Sunday. I went to church with Joe, who was at Sunday school then. Hannah stayed in bed. When I got back, Lukkas’ parents had arrived. We ate dinner and afterwards Hannah said that she was going out but Lukkas said no, that she couldn’t go because his parents were visiting.”


I looked down, momentarily massaging the corners of my eyes, trying to remember the scene.


“But Hannah wouldn’t give up. She said she was going, that she had stayed through dinner as he’d asked, and now she wanted to go to her friends. She got up and walked towards the hallway, but Lukkas followed her and when they got to the door, she tried to go through it. Lukkas pushed her back, and she hit her head against the door jam and cried. I went to her, but she left the house, without a coat or anything… She was gone for three days and we didn’t know where she was, we had to call the police, we needed help finding her. Lukkas always wanted things to be perfect when his parents were there, he didn’t want them to see him fail, not ever,” I finished.


“Did you tell the police who helped you to find her, what had happened?”


I bit my lower lip, shaking my head, “Not that Lukkas pushed her against the wall, no. He was upset as I was, and he felt guilty. He loves Hannah, I know that. I gave the Police any information I could to get her back, and of course we both hunted for her. We followed all their instructions and eventually, after three days, Hannah met me in the park. She said she ran away because Lukkas had hurt her head and that she was humiliated to be talked to like that before her grandparents.”


Alex nodded, saying nothing. She finished her typing and looked up at me. Her next question was asked gently, but I sometimes dreaded them. Lukkas’ own lies and accusations had turned the divorce into a murder enquiry.


“There was no sexual abuse in your relationship, was there?”


“No,” I shook my head in emphatic denial. “Sometimes, after we had sex, Lukkas’ behaviour could be odd, but hardly abusive.”


“What do you mean?” Alex asked, frowning.


“Sexism, I suppose. After Joseph was born, sometimes before that, he would be cold and distant immediately after we’d made love. I didn’t understand it, but it felt like a punishment, or that he sort of disapproved, or felt guilty about the sex. I don’t know…I mean, you might have expected a modicum of affection, but he would scarcely talk to me afterwards.”


She pursed her lips in thought. “But you had sex throughout the marriage?”


“Yes, even when our difficulties began. Lukkas wanted to make love. I wanted to make love to him, except for some while after Hannah’s birth...”


I shifted uncomfortably. It felt as though I was betraying him as he had betrayed me. But Lukkas had behaved like a man in gothic novel. He had pushed me toward madness, he had wanted that to happen and he would now, cheerfully, take everything and leave me with nothing after all that I had once meant to him.


“Hannah’s birth was difficult?” Alex asked, bringing me back to her questions.


“Yes, she was a big baby, I tore quite badly during her birth, I had post-natal depression. I was in pain and couldn’t face the idea of sex afterwards. I became quite insecure, but Lukkas’ behaviour didn’t help, he didn’t understand, just seemed to see Hannah as the prize his mother had wanted. She always said that she would have loved to have had a girl, you see. But it was then I realised what a flirt he was, and we had one or two arguments about it, but nothing serious, because no matter how much he would flirt, I always felt he was faithful to me and he always seemed to love me.”


As I finished speaking, the receptionists face appeared at the glass panel in the door. Alex raised a hand to her, pulling a face, as though to say, “We’re still busy in here, sorry.”


“What was Lukkas like when he was young, when you were first together?” Alex asked, “You told me he had a small breakdown.”


“It was after he’d started working for his first Law firm, before he bought the office he has now. Lukkas was always a bit, well, highly strung, I suppose. He’d been working for them for almost two years when he started getting headaches, sometimes saying that he felt sick, physically sick. It was stress, getting used to the new roles he had to play, he suffered from vertigo, more psychological than medical.” I paused, thinking back to all those years before. “He came home one day and collapsed into a chair, he was crying, saying it was all too much. So, I put my arms around him and we sat like that for a while, me kneeling in front of him. I told him to leave if that was what he wanted, or if he wasn’t going to leave, at least take a few days out and give himself time to recover. That’s what he did, he took three days off and when he went back he seemed much better, in fact he was stronger and more resolved if anything, and over the years he grew less fragile, until he bought the office he has now.”


I watched Alex typing on her lap top, my mind drifting to the days when he had needed me, relied upon me, talked to me about everything. The thought popped into my mind, not for the first time, and I wanted to shove it away again. Had I helped to turn Lukkas into a sort of monster, by saying sorry for crimes he accused me of over the years that I had never committed? Why had I done that? To reassure small children and keep the peace, because his mother, who idolised Lukkas, believed him and would never own to him doing anything wrong? What had it accomplished in the end, a man who believed that he was above the law? I would never have said that he was mentally unstable, I tried to give him my love and support.


Alex finished typing and peered over her shoulder at the clock on the wall. I looked at it too, I had to get back soon to join Mum at the hospital.


“Okay, Laura, last thing for now, but I think we’ll need another appointment soon to go over your E Form. When did Lukkas first suggest that you needed to see a Doctor, for your mental health?”


I rubbed my forehead in thought. “A few days after I first put it to him that he was having an affair. In June 2011. He told the children I was making up stories about the things I found. He told them that I was delusional.”


Alex nodded. “Do you have your Doctor’s report?”


I drew it from my handbag, handing it to her. It was a copy, I wouldn’t let go of the original.


“I don’t want anyone to see it, really,” I said apologetically. “It’s been hard, that side of things.” I was still afraid that people would believe him. There had been times when he had been so convincing, I believed him myself. There were times when I couldn’t face anyone, when I couldn’t walk through Oxford, the city of my birth, in case Lukkas, the man I had always trusted, was right. In case he didn’t love me anymore. My confidence gone, self -esteem broken.


Alex nodded. “The only people to see it will be the people who are trying to help you,” she said. She came around the table to stand before me, and for the first time in all our meetings, she took my hand and squeezed it. “It will be well. Book that councillor before our next meeting.”


I nodded. At the door as she departed, Alex hesitated. “And Laura…” she said quietly, “Don’t contact him again, not about anything. You don’t trust him, neither do I, so from now on you go through me. You said you still care about him, you may agree to something you will regret later.”


I nodded. “I don’t trust him,” I agreed, “I’ll trust in God.”


“Never mind God. You just put your trust in me.” Her eyes narrowed in a way I had not seen before, taking me by surprise. Queen Boudicca. But I got the message.


In the car park outside I leaned against the high stone wall, unseen by the Lawyers in their large, open plan office. I took several deep breaths, in through the nose, out through the mouth. Every interview I gave was like this. Dozens of thoughts clawed at my head, like irritating cats vying for attention. How could you, Lukkas? What had been the point of it all? More than half of my life, loving you. I took a cigarette from the packet in my pocket and replaced oxygen with nicotine. My grandchildren don’t know that from time to time, I smoke. After a few puffs, I heard the buzz of a text in my pocket. It was Hannah.


“Please don’t divorce Dad. Do as he said and see a psychiatrist. I’ll find one, someone who has had nothing to do with him. He says that he’ll come home then. Please, Mum. I feel as though I’m having a panic attack for the first time in my life.”


I stroked the smooth surface of the mobile phone. Still, still… she would do anything to get him back. She didn’t get it, she didn’t understand.




CHAPTER THREE



Toya
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The interior of my car is filthy. Sometimes I try to wipe the mud marks made by the children’s wellies, the ground in biscuits. I retrieve the unbroken toys and wash them, I bin the broken ones. But my car is never tidy. I once discovered that sunflower seeds had rooted beneath my car seat from a spilt bag of hamster food.


As I drive, I think about Hannah. I love her so much, but she adores Lukkas in a way that she never adored me, I think. She is often critical of me, often angry with me. She blames me for a multitude of sins. She has often been secretive and won’t talk to me on many subjects. Maybe it is simply that girls cut their teeth on their mothers. But I know there is more to it than that. She has not forgiven me.


I did my very best. I didn’t know what else I could do, how else to tackle it. I tried to protect her. She changed when Lukkas and his mother insisted she go to a private school. It wasn’t the right decision, I knew my own daughter better than anyone, knew that she was part of a small, trusted group of friends. I was friendly with their mothers. Hannah was insecure, she should have attended the secondary school with her friends.


It took her six months to feel accepted by her new school, despite the kindness of her new teacher who called me frequently in the week.


Eventually, she made new friends, but those girls lived far afield, in the countryside. Lengthy arrangements had to be made for her to meet with them outside of school.


Then Toya came along. She was the same age as Hannah, thirteen. She seemed older. Hannah said she met her at the local park. She lived a few roads away from us. When Toya came to our house she seemed friendly enough, playing with Hannah’s little brother, Joe. But she was reserved with me. I remember feeling there was something secretive about her. She had dark, cropped hair and generally wore jeans. I don’t remember seeing her in a school uniform, but she said that she went to one of the big secondary schools near Thame.


At first, she and Hannah spent a lot of time in Hannah’s bedroom, giggling. If I knocked on the door and offered them food or drink, Hannah would be a little hostile. I put it down to her age.


After a hissed argument in the kitchen whilst Toya was upstairs, in which I told Hannah that Toya should think about getting home as it was growing dark and Hannah hadn’t tackled her homework, she asked whether Toya could stay the night. I refused it, it was a school night. I remember she had a way of scowling at me, one cord of hair adrift from her pony tail. So, I decided it was time to meet Toya’s Mum, that I would walk them both to Toya’s home.


Neither of the girls seemed keen for me to do this. I smiled as we walked, as though I had no notion of it. They marched ahead of me in moody silence as we walked the two streets to Toya’s house.


I knew the house, most of our neighbours did, although I’d not known that Toya lived there. I reprimanded myself for being a snob, for casting judgement, there was no doubt that the outside of the place was in poor shape. It had been like that for some time. For months an old mattress had leaned against the front of the building. The sparse grass was littered with dog faeces whilst empty plastic bottles littered the path.


When I went to knock upon the door, Toya hastily produced a key from her jeans pocket. At the same time a dog started to bark from within, a large dog from the depth of the bark. When the door opened, a hand restrained the Pit Bull Terrier by its collar. The young man twisted his face upward to look at me. “He won’t bite,” he said, but I wasn’t so sure.


“Where’s Mum?” Toya asked. I assumed from the familiarity with which she spoke to him that the boy was her older brother.


“Out.” He pushed the dog back into the hallway and partially closed the door, casting me a half smile and extending it to Hannah.


“Okay. I called by to say hello, but I’ll come back another time,” I said.


As Toya went inside and the door closed on her, thirteen-year-old Hannah frowned at me. “You don’t like her, do you?” She said.


I looked quickly to the door. Hannah had spoken quite loudly, I hoped they hadn’t heard it.


“Whatever makes you say that?” I asked with a dismissive smile.


She stared ahead, every bit the moody teenager. “Because if she’d been a friend from school, you would have let her stay.”


“I certainly wouldn’t. But Hannah, the probability is that if she had been a friend from school, her own parents would have said no to it,” I added. “You need sleep in the week.”


“You don’t like her house either, or her family…”


“I don’t even know her family. Don’t be silly, Hannah.” I wondered then, whether Hannah had her own doubts about them.


I had no idea about the influence that Toya would have over her. But there were even worse influences to come. If Toya wanted to meet Hannah on a school night, I had a battle to get her to do her schoolwork. In the end, I would have been grateful simply to keep her at home, homework or no.


When I arrive home from the Lawyer’s office there is a new text from Hannah. “Please don’t divorce Dad. Do as he asks. Go and see a psychiatrist, he will come home then, he has promised me that he will. He knows people who will help. I’m having a panic attack, Mum, honestly, I’ve never felt like this before.”


I felt terrible pity for her, for all our children and grand-children. After all this time, they didn’t understand what was happening. “I bet he does,” I said aloud, in response to the suggestion about his knowing a psychiatrist. A part of me had always been tempted to do anything to get Lukkas back. I stroked the surface of the phone with my thumb again, wanting to put my arms about Hannah.


“Breathe,” I told her, “breathe slowly. Shut the shop and go for a little walk. I know how hard it is, Hannah, but in the end, it will be alright.”


I thought about the time she had run away from us.


Once, when Ruby, her first child, was a toddler and woke several nights on the trot, I suggested that she cover her with an extra blanket at night. Tired, irritable then through lack of sleep, Hannah snapped at me, “Don’t tell me what to do with my children. I will never let the things that happened to me, happen to my children!”


The words slapped my face, remained pounding in my head for ever. “It happened, you can’t go back,” I said to myself.


“Maybe you should talk to a councillor if you won’t talk to me. I didn’t ‘let things happen,’ Hannah, I tried to prevent them and protect you…”


At first it was Toya who pulled Hannah’s strings. Before I could be aware of it, there was someone else, much older than her. Life had become a panic then. Racing home to the disapproval of the other school staff who I couldn’t tell. Racing home to be there when she got off the school bus. Then Hannah started to dodge me, sneaking to Toya’s and God knew where, so that I had to take Joe, aged seven, to Charlotte’s house or the house of a friend whilst I went to hunt for Hannah.


For a long time, I tried to deal with it myself. Perhaps it was better that Hannah ran away, at least then the police became involved. A turning point, but by then she had grown up in a way that I didn’t want her to, by then, she was under the influence of somebody else.




CHAPTER FOUR
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“You don’t know me, Laura! You don’t know what I’m like in court!” Lukkas had bellowed in my face, his handsome face turned puce by anger and red wine. He had never shouted at me quite like that before. The words resounded in my head through my broken sleep, losing none of their hostility the following morning. We were thirty years into our marriage, how many weeks, days, was that?


He didn’t mean it, I told myself. After several months of his draconian behaviour I didn’t know what to believe. Either he had started an affair or Lukkas was having a nervous breakdown.


The row began after Joe brought his new girlfriend home. There was a new sarcasm, now, to Lukkas’ tone. We had been watching television, Lukkas and I, Joe and the girlfriend; an episode of the detective series which Lukkas liked. At the point where he snapped at me so rudely, we were watching a scene where the detective, deciding to part from his wife, is sitting beneath a table in his office with his pretty Italian colleague. Perhaps that had made me nervous, that innocuous scene and Lukkas’ avid attention to it.


Showing kindness to Joe’s girlfriend, I had asked if she would like a cup of tea, and that was all I had said.


“Will you shut up!” Lukkas yelled, embarrassing the girlfriend and infuriating me. I had known him to joke that I should get back in the kitchen where I belonged, I had known him to be extremely sexist. But this sudden, ferocious, bellowed rudeness took a new turn. Lukkas frequently talked during television programmes.


I chewed the inside of my cheek for quite some while, finally shrugged apologetically at the girl and left in silence to make tea. I had repressed too much for too long. Eventually, when Joe and the girl left the house, I bellowed back. “How could you, Lukkas? How could you be so bloody rude to me in front of guests?” A fully-fledged row began, then.


It was the first time I felt really frightened, questioning his love for me for the first time in thirty years. He had represented women I know as their divorce lawyer. Although I hadn’t seen him in court since I was a young woman, I know he has a fearsome reputation. I was frightened of losing him, frightened about the prospect of doing battle with Lukkas, the lawyer, too.


Eventually, after the row subsided, I slept on my side in the small, spare room; staring at the crayon marks on the wall left by our grandchildren and yet my body ached to be next to him. It wasn’t the first time I experienced that feeling of being shut out by Lukkas, but it marked the first time that I didn’t apologise for a situation he had begun.


In the morning, after he had gone to work, I sat at his desk in the study, hunched over the letters that he had written to me so many years ago, trying to reclaim something I might already have lost.


Dear Laura,


I hope that you got back all right and that the journey wasn’t too bad. I missed you the moment you left, I missed kissing you and holding you and all the other things too! I should be studying for my exams but all I can do is think of you and how beautiful you are. I’m glad you met my parents. Thankfully it was a mellow version of my mother. My father says you have beautiful hair. I wish you had been a virgin when we met, I can’t stand the thought of you sleeping with another man.


I’m coming to Cambridge this weekend and I have a cheek to ask you, but could you pay for my train ticket if you have the money? I’m getting perilously close to the red line again after rent. I have about sixty pounds to last until the end of April.


I can’t wait for the summer, Laura, for hundreds of reasons, I will have finished my degree and we will know where we will be the next year and we can start organising ourselves and we will be together! I love you much more than my dissertation, Lukkas xxx


Then, after this, I had read several other letters, protected in the cutlery box that had once been a wedding present:


Dear Laura, it’s our baby, not your baby, conceived in France. Please just hang on. In a few weeks we will be together, and if your Aunts ask questions, tell them we love each other, and we are getting married soon and we are going to be the best parents in the world.


Our child will be a VIP.


I love you, you are beautiful, see you on Friday, I can’t wait. All my love always, to both of you, Lukkas xxx


I let the final letter fall into the box as scenes and images from over thirty years ago flashed through my mind.


First Josh, born a couple of months after the last letter and whilst I was still teaching. Then three years later after we had moved to Oxford, Hannah was born, his little girl, and almost six years after that, Joseph arrived.


Perhaps everything got harder, less manageable, when Hannah had her first child at a young age and in an unstable relationship.


Then, I gave up my teaching job to care for Ruby and a few years later, her sister Lilly. I wanted Hannah to continue with her career, to be able to work without the expense of child care I had to pay for. Hannah worked as a buyer for a well-known fashion chain. But when the children’s father left them for good, she grew lonely as young women do and she let someone else into their lives, a man who frightened both Lukkas and I.


Hannah loved this man, but on a regular basis he made life a battle ground, and all of the while I tried to protect Lukkas’ reputation just as systematically, Ben caused chaos and confusion. Now I was failing to handle Ben as well as once I did, as Ruby told me, he had smashed the roof of her garden play house with a hammer.


I thought of the bruising on Hannah’s arms. Hannah would deny everything. It was hard to know what to do.


Listlessly, I picked up the bullet points that Lukkas had left that morning on the study table.


“You sent me many texts last week. You said I should feel sorry for neglecting you all, Laura. What would you have me do?


So Sorry. Sorry that I am unaffectionate, often tired, working hard and often away working.


Sorry that you lie to yourself. I am not having an affair.


That you now say I am dismissive of family and friends.


I am sorry that I cannot put up with this way of living. Life is too short.


I am not having an affair but if you push me too far I just might.


Intuition, the fact that he would be away from home for ages and then bring me perfume. His defensive, then guilty, then seemingly joyful behaviour, when the joy was not about us suggested one thing. And yet he said I was mad to think it, delusional, paranoid…


My mobile phone rang, interrupting my guilt.


I took a deep breath before answering. It was Hannah. My stomach gave an involuntary lurch, please God- not another Ben issue, not right now.


“Mum, you okay? You sound funny.”


“Just the start of a cold,” I said.


“Oh, sorry. I’m just calling to ask if you would have the girls on Saturday, so I can go out.”


I hesitated. I felt so responsible for our grand- children that Lukkas was finding the time to fool around behind my back, and yet if I didn’t care for them when Hannah asked, the alternative might be Ben as a babysitter.


“Is this really necessary Hannah?” I asked morosely. “I had them two nights ago, after all.”


“Yes.” It was a snappy little ‘yes’. “It’s Georgie’s birthday and if I don’t go, I’ll be the only friend not there. So, will you, or won’t you?” Hannah persisted, determinedly.


“Alright…” I answered, reluctant, more than a little resentful, but as my mother might say, my own worst enemy.


She thanked me, and the shop phone went dead almost immediately. I chewed my nail for a moment, then got up and wandered into the kitchen to sort a pile of drying. I wanted to nap, to shut it all out, but just lately sleep didn’t come easily. The old Hall and Oates song sang through my head.


“Leave me alone, I’m a family man but if you push me too far I just might…”


I blew my nose on an old sock and stuffed it into my jeans pocket. Then I carried the pile of washing upstairs. On the bed-side table, the name of his after shave drew my attention properly, for the first time. ‘L’Homme Libre,’ the free man.


At night I spent a long time just staring at the broad shoulders that Lukkas had turned against me, at the thick, dark hair I loved, now flecked with grey. My sleep was broken almost every night, nowadays, where once I had slept peacefully, snuggled into his back. Now there was distance between us and my dreams were filled with jealous imaginings.


He was a handsome, charismatic, a successful man. Why had I never thought about the many women who must have been interested in him? The same, negative thoughts repeated themselves. Lukkas no longer loved me, he no longer needed me. I was fifty-three and Lukkas, fifty. I was no longer beautiful. The newspapers seemed filled with older men starting second marriages with younger women.


This insecurity was new to me, it startled. I had never questioned that Lukkas was faithful.


The night and my anxiety were made far worse by his phone. It sounded the hunting horn on several occasions until I thought I would go mad through lack of sleep. Who was texting him at this hour? Not since he was a young lawyer doing out of hours duty calls had this happened.


Lukkas himself was restless, tossing and turning in the bed, sometimes sighing like a love -struck teenager, so that when his alarm went off, we were both weary.


Tentatively I reached out with my hand to touch his smooth, broad shoulders, then recoiled as he shook me off in an instant.


I breathe to stay calm. I love him, I have always loved him, no matter what.


“I have to go and see the tenants in Croft Street, they’re leaving,” I reminded him, trying to regain my self-esteem after rejection. “Would you like me to make you a cup of tea first?”


“No.”


He refused to turn to me, kept his back to me, then rose to the bathroom to get ready for work.


Later in the day, when I arrived at Lilly’s nursery, she was sitting on her key workers lap, one finger in her small mouth, her skinny limbs wrapped about Peggy’s ample body.


“Ah, Nanna, there you are. I’m afraid that Lilly has been telling me rather a sad story,” Peggy said, rising with Lilly in her arms. I looked at the mischievous Lilly and groaned inwardly.


I was about to ask Peggy if we could go into her office, but she handed Lilly over to me and began speaking in front of the carpenter repairing the door and the notoriously gossipy Chairperson, Peggy’s best friend.


“The thing is, Lilly says that Ben hit the window with a pair of scissors and broke the pane,” Peggy began in a solemn half whisper. She drew back, awaiting my reaction. My reactions had become dulled.


“Peggy, you’ve done child protection training, yes? Which is presumably why you are taking this seriously, and so you should, so, you know these things are highly confidential. Do we really want the carpenter to hear, or anyone else for that matter? Could we step into your office perhaps?”


“Oh, I don’t think he heard me…” she blanched, whilst the cheery carpenter beamed at us, but she walked toward the office at the end of the corridor.


“Once safely inside, I placed Lilly on the floor. “The story is true, but it happened over a year ago and Lilly is too young to recall it, so my guess is, that it’s a tale her big sister has recounted. I know that’s the case because I paid for the new window pane,” I added.


Peggy narrowed her eyes slightly, as though she suspected me of half-truths, but she didn’t challenge me.


“Well, it’s not a very nice story and we have to listen to children when they are sad and sometimes record what they say now,” she pointed out.


“Yes, of course,” I nodded, “but honestly this happened a year ago and…” I broke off, reluctantly defending Ben, “The truth is that although Ben is capable of aggression towards inanimate objects, there is no evidence to say he has ever hurt a child, despite-the-fact that he was often hurt as a child.”


Peggy digested this. My daughter’s words came into my head as I watched her. “You said people could change, mum…”


“Not past thirty, and not with his back ground!” I’d retorted, as Hannah tried to persuade me to let Ben stay.


Peggy nodded slowly. “Well, we have to record it,” she said obstinately, “We have to record what a child says if it’s, well... dodgy.”


I was trying to protect, Lukkas’ reputation, trying to respect Hannah’s family. Lukkas, the respected human rights lawyer. Lukkas who had said to me, “I can’t get involved, I’m a family lawyer.”


Lilly wriggled past me to greet a friend. I stared at Peggy. She was a kind woman and all the children loved her, that was the important thing, they loved and trusted her. Now, I felt guilty.


“I understand, Peggy. Do what you think is right but bear in mind that the incident Lilly is talking about happened in June of last year,” I said.


On the way to the surgery, I thought about Lukkas’ insistence I see a doctor. There was nothing different in my behaviour, other than that I found it impossible to digest his rudeness toward me without retaliating, now. I said the same things, I did the same things I had done over thirty years, why hadn’t he suggested this fear for my mental health before now? For better or worse, I had agreed to iron out that possibility.


Tammy, my cousin, grinned at me from behind the reception desk. We had last met at her son’s wedding, an event Lukkas had been too busy to attend. Missing that kind of family celebration would once have been unthinkable for him. Nowadays, I seemed constantly to be making excuses for his absence.


We chatted across the desk until the queue built up. Tammy handed Lilly a sticker which she promptly stuck upside down on her belly. We didn’t have to wait very long to see Dr Evans.


She had been my doctor since Hannah was a baby and she was due to retire soon. At first Lukkas had said he wanted me to see a male doctor, recommended by him. But I stood my ground on that point. That had been some while ago. I had pretended to myself that he hadn’t asked me, until he started to insist.


I sat down opposite her at her desk, whilst Lilly played on the floor in a puddle of toys.


Dr Evans slightly red rimmed eyes examine mine in less time than it would take an ophthalmoscope to do so, accessing stored information on me and my family situation, running data through her head as a computer would.


I feel myself go tense, as she stares into my eyes. I am wondering, in some panic, whether Lukkas is right and I am doing unusual things without recognising it.


Can you tell whether a person is mad by staring into their eyes? I am frightened. What if I am mad and they take Ruby and Lilly from my care? Ben would be overjoyed, free to do what the hell he liked, free to bully them on a regular basis.


“Why have you really come, Laura?” she asks, sounding a little exasperated.


“My husband said I must come for some tests…”


It sounds pathetic, it is pathetic, but I don’t want Lukkas to leave me, to leave us.


“Oh.” Dr Evans peels off a loose, grey cardigan. Neither of us have much of a regard for clothes. Perhaps this is wrong in the circumstances. “What are your symptoms, what are you suffering from?” She is smiling but her mouth is firm, a little suspicious.


“I don’t sleep very well,” I shrugged. “I feel tired and a little down sometimes…”


She nods at me. “When you say, ‘a little down,’ do you feel depressed?”


I purse my lips, frowning, thinking about it. “I’m finding it hard to eat and sleep, but I don’t think I could function as well as I do if I were really depressed.”


I wanted to tell her, wanted to say, “It’s just that I think Lukkas is having an affair, that’s what’s getting me down really,” but I don’t say this.


She nods, reassured, and indicates that I must roll up my sleeve for the pressure monitor. Wrapping it about my forearm Dr Evans asks, “Do you still smoke?”


I look down at Lilly and say “No,” very loudly, then look at the doctor whilst Lilly is busy and grimace, apologetically.


She tut-tuts unsympathetically. “You are post menopause,” she warns.


The pressure-monitor stops pinching my arm.


“Are you anxious about something?”


I nod, but don’t tell her what I am anxious about. “As I said, I am not sleeping very well and Lukkas says I keep him awake with my fidgeting.” I didn’t say that he kept me awake by heavy snoring. “It’s as though I am so preoccupied sometimes, that I forget to eat…”


Dr Evans casts me a look that I might have given a class of five-year-olds, as though to say, “That’s just silly behaviour.” But I did not say that I thought he might be having an affair.


I had asked Lukkas whether he would see a marriage guidance councillor with me, but he had refused. I was the problem, he said.


“Well, your blood pressure is fine. I suppose it might be best to take a blood sample.”


I sit in silent thought, watching Lilly play, whilst Dr Evans shoves a needle into my arm.


Lukkas could never wait for our summer holiday in Nice, but this year he had point blank refused to go. In the face of his anger, I had booked the tickets anyway. If he wasn’t having an affair, what was the matter with him?


There is nothing more to be done for the time being. Lilly and I leave the surgery.


At the park, my feet are leaden, trailing after my body as I cross to the sand pit. Perhaps Lukkas didn’t want to go on holiday for the first time in all these years because there was somebody he really didn’t want to leave.


My concentration had gone, just a little. Where once I would have chatted with Lilly, I hadn’t heard a word she said to me for several minutes. Perhaps Lukkas was right. Maybe there was something wrong with me and I couldn’t see it. Maybe Lukkas was the problem.


Why did Lukkas race to work each morning? It must surely be for someone with whom he worked, a person who knew his work, a woman who had that in common with him. I felt unashamedly jealous. I had been the one Lukkas confided in over the years, listening to stories about nameless tortured children, just to help him empty his mind and sleep although, often, I wanted to cover my ears like a small child and protest, “Enough!”


Not in all the years I had known him, had he been enthusiastic about rising from his bed in the morning. Knowing that something was wrong, I had chewed my nails like an anxious child, breaking the skin around them until they were red and raw.




CHAPTER FIVE
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Surely Lukkas would never carry on like that with another woman? Never in the office. For one thing, it would be too risky. For another, I told myself, it would be humiliating for me. He would never do that, not after all that we had meant to one another.


He appeared irritated with Josh, our eldest son, as well as with me. If I played music whilst I cooked the dinner, no matter whether it was Radar Love or The Lark Ascending, Lukkas would walk through the front door and turn the music off. When Josh and I went for a walk around the field beyond the garden gate, Lukkas deliberately locked us out so that we had to walk the long way around. I suppose he can have enough of Josh; after all, Josh works for his father as a lawyer, and until he has the money for a mortgage down-payment, he lives with us.


Perhaps it isn’t somebody with whom he works, I muse. After all, he seems just as anxious to get to the gym. Mostly he swims, because he has a bad back. There are lots of pretty, younger women at the gym, and he likes to flirt, I know this. Nowadays he hardly bothers to disguise it. His mother said she thought he might be menopausal when I explained his marked interest in clothes and cars.


On Thursday after he has gone to work, I go to the upstairs bathroom to unblock the loo and discover the pipe leading from the tap has a slow drip. I can do lots of practical things, but I’ve never been a plumber. So, I go to Lukkas’ desk, where various handy-man cards are stored.


As I look for the plumber’s number in his desk drawer, I find a small, black, leather wallet that I don’t recognise. I open it immediately and inside there are two cards. The first is an advertisement for a restaurant in Nice where we’ve eaten. But as I turn it over, in beautiful, sloping, French handwriting, someone has written ‘Le Pot D’Etain’.


I’ve never been there, but perhaps Lukkas is thinking of booking a table for us.


The other card is a dress tag, I recognise the fashion brand, it’s for a dress from Hannah’s shop, it has a code and it says, ‘Black Stella dress,’ size ten.


Where is this dress? I might feasibly get into a size twelve, but never a size ten. Lukkas hasn’t bought me clothes for over ten years and he certainly never makes purchases for his many, female God children. That’s always been my job.


I try to imagine the dress, what it looked like, imagining the person inside it until imagining is an unbearable, toxic poison that makes my head hurt.


I call Hannah at the shop, tell her what I have found, asking her whether her father might have bought clothing there.


A little warily, she asks, “Why, Mum?”


“Oh, I just wondered…” It was a lame reply. Dejection saps creativity.


Then Hannah chortled derisively. “He’s not having an affair Mum if that’s what you think!”


I prayed that no one else in the shop had heard her, but then she called out to Aaliyah, her friend and assistant supervisor, “Do you remember who bought that seventy-pound black Stella dress, the last one, size ten?”


There was a longish pause. “Nope, she doesn’t remember, but it certainly wasn’t Dad,” Hannah replied. “You probably bought it for Annie or one of the god daughters and forgot, Marge.”


I detested being called ‘Marge’, a recent term for me on Hannah’s part, a bastardisation of Madre, I think, but also the name of a rather disapproving Great aunt from my child hood.


“You’ve forgotten,” Hannah accused.


“I don’t forget things, and certainly not an expensive dress that I bought from your shop,” I replied.


“Dad says you do. He says you are always forgetting things and losing things.”


I frowned indignantly at the phone and said goodbye to her. This was nonsense, my memory was better than his. I felt humiliated. I should not have called her.


I would have to fetch Lilly from nursery soon, I thought, glancing at my watch and grabbing my jacket.


I meandered along the road to the school, recalling the first time I had met Hannah’s difficult partner, Ben. It was one warm, summer’s evening in June, not long after the girls’ own father had left them.


Hannah had been lonely, I understand that. But to this day, I don’t know where she met Ben Jolly, only that he clung to her like a leach from that day onward and became too strong an influence over her, capitalising upon her weakness, then.


When I arrived at her house on that evening, there were a cluster of young men, unshaven and tattooed like pirates, all gathered around her open front door. Hannah held Ruby on her hip and her face twisted into uncertainty as she noticed me before walking through the throng of pirates to meet me with the most innocent of smiles.


“They’re friends,” she hisses in an urgent appeal.


“What, all of them?” I ask, aghast.


“Well, Ben is, the one holding the little boy.” Her eyes lock on mine, appealing for clemency. “His ex-wife asked him to look after the little boy for the weekend and they have nowhere to go, so I said he could stay here for the evening, use the settee…”


“Just him and his little boy?” I ask. “But what about your girls?”


“The girls are fine. Come on mum, I thought you were a Christian?”


That was then, and this is now, I thought. I shake my head in disbelief, knowing that I am being hoodwinked in some way.


“Just until tomorrow then? But really Hannah, how well do you know this man?”


But she had already moved away, my question was left unanswered.


It wasn’t just tomorrow, in the end, it was a full-blown relationship. I knew Hannah was a good mother, how much she loved her children, but she was naïve, still.


Every weekend, Ben’s little boy, a rough neck like his Dad, would return to wet the beds and introduce Ruby to nits and impetigo. Little Louis was completely lacking in discipline and left me wondering what his teachers made of him. I tried to work some magic on him after he behaved like a wild thing in the park and thumped Ruby. I gave him toy cars which once belonged to our boys and gleefully he hurled them at Lilly, bruising her head. Ruby adored him as Hannah seemed to adore Ben, calling Louis ‘my brother.’


Over the following year, Ben wrecked the house, both deliberately and accidentally.


Ruby talked about Ben smoking ‘weed’, although she had no idea what that was.


A tenant complained about him, and the police arrived to search for cannabis when the children were safely at school. I wish they had found some, it might have put paid to the situation; but all that they found was a large flick knife, which they confiscated.


Ben got into fights in a variety of pubs, the police came to know him well.


Hannah and Ben fought, too. I lived in terror for them all. Then one Saturday, I went to retrieve a hoover from their house.


Ben and two friends were in the garden, doing something to bits of a car again. When Ben saw me, he came to the garden gate. “Hannah isn’t here, she’s taken Ruby to her ballet practice,” he said gruffly around his cigarette.


I hear Lilly crying in the living room.


“Oh?” I say, then walk past him and into the house through the open front door.


Hannah could have asked me to look after Lilly, but she knew that I was trying to sit on Joe, to get him through his A levels. I don’t believe that Ben would hurt either child, but he won’t make them his priority either.


Lilly is strapped into a high chair. Her soft, ash blonde hair is greasy with food, her face is covered in breakfast cereal and toys, bowls and spoons are strewn about the floor. She is heavy with last night’s nappy and smells of wee. The television is on, switched to one of those programmes where adults who want to be famous, shout at one another.
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