
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Copyright [image: ] M T Straker, 2026.

The moral right of M T Straker to be identified as the author of this work according to the Copyright. Designs and Pater Act, 1988. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieved systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


The Mind 

Of

Wizard

By

––––––––

[image: ]


M T STRAKER



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

[image: ]




Alexia lifted the plate from her mother's bedside table. The bread had curled at the edges, untouched since morning. The tea beside it had formed a skin like ice on a winter puddle. In the kitchen, Alexia's fingers trembled as she scraped the food into the bin—the third meal this week. Through the doorway, her mother's nightgown hung from shoulders that jutted like coat hangers, the fabric pooling around her frame. The curtains remained drawn, casting the bedroom in perpetual twilight. Only on Sundays did the brush move through her mother's thinning hair, only then did she exchange her nightgown for the faded blue dress, waiting for Samantha's knock. "Your mother's wasting away," Samantha had whispered last week in the hallway. At night, Alexia would hear her mother's voice through the wall: " Rosy, is that you by the wardrobe?" or "They're coming, the dinosaurs, can't you hear them?"

Wherever you read about depression on a website, it describes a list of side effects, like suicidal thoughts, delusions, hallucinations, being spooked by death being haunted, fear of dying. Samantha believed that my mother needed help, so she suggested going with her to see her regular Doctor Zabin; who referred her to Doctor Goatbell Vadel, who agreed that my mother was literally drowning in a cocktail of woolly clinical depression, and that she needed medication and also she should attend a twice weekly Therapy Group.

I offered to go with her, because I was worried she wouldn’t go. Mum did not like to talk about stuff but she agreed to my offer. The Therapy Group contained a variety of victims at different stages of helplessness. Some were pointing at the wall, others shaking their hands as if they were having a conversation with their invisible self, symptoms of withdrawal.

The Therapy Group, essentially, was depressing as hell. It took place every Monday and Friday in a glass-walled building at the back of the hospital training wing. To get to the elevator or stairs you had to walk past the mortuary. We all sat on the front row of what looked like cinema seats arranged in a half-moon circle with a projector in the ceiling.

I noticed this because Christine, the therapist and the only person over fifty in the room, talked about a doctor’s presentation on avoiding relapses every freaking meeting, all about withdrawing from treatment, recovery models, how to prevent suicidal thoughts, we were here for you, as depression sufferers, sitting in the most important room and whatever.

So here’s how it goes on how to combat depression. The twelve or fifteen of us listened with anticipation, gazing at the display of cupcakes, juices, and water, sat down in the room of hope, and listened to Christine describing for the hundred millionths time her manic miserable life story. How her cat died, she had bipolar disorder, shaved off all her hair, cut her wrists and they thought she was going to die but she didn’t die and now she was a mature woman in a modern hospital building in the finest city of England, a spinster, addicted to baking cupcakes, scraping a living by utilising her catatonic past, slowly researching her family tree, that she hoped would improve her understanding of mania, waiting, as it was for us all, for the ancestors to lead the way, hoping that she’d never experience another relapse episode to give her the relief that she’d escaped to those many years ago when she was found on the railway line but she was spared, what only a generous psyche would call empathy.

Then everybody introduced themselves: name, symptoms and how long they’d lived with their experiences. ‘I’m Jessica,’ Mum said when it was her turn, ‘a trained nurse. Gun threat in the workplace originally, but slowly lapsing into a state of panic, loss of appetite, weight falling off. And I’m blessed to have my supportive daughter Alexia.’

I didn’t have anything to add. As it happened I was the only person under eighteen and without a diagnosis. Once they got round the last person, Christine always asked if anyone wanted a drink and a cupcake. And then they began sharing their feelings: everyone was talking about the voices, objects, smells, loss of ability to taste, perceptions, and delusions of being watched. To be fair to Christine, she didn’t disturb or distract anyone; she let people talk about hallucinations, too. But most of them weren’t on the verge of suicide. Most would succeed in leading a normal life, as Christine had.

Like, I realised that this was my mum’s possibly only chance of living again, reality kicked in and you would start to contemplate the what if and maybe...so you would look around and think, as any sensible person would, my mum is going to prove these bastards that did this wrong.

Another of the Therapy Group was a lady named Sophia, round-faced, six feet, slim, with straight silver hair hanging down to her shoulders. She had a huge pair of sunglasses over her eyes, like her whole face was basically dominated by the sunglasses. You weren’t sure if she was staring at you or not.

And her sunglasses were the problem. She had some tremendously incredible delirium about her face. One cheek was puffier than the other, she had applied so much make-up that her face looked orange, she kept touching her cheek: like her whole feature was mainly just one swollen cheek. From what I could gather her granddaughter had been murdered, and she had a breakdown. On the odd occasion when Sophia shared her experiences with the group, we would hear that the causation of her trauma was a sudden bereavement. She carried a picture of her granddaughter wherever she went and would show it to a few people in the group.

Sophia and my mum communicated virtually through tapping fingers on their cheeks. Every time someone commented on having insight into their problems or how many times they had relapsed or whatever, she’d extend her neck, peep at mum and tap her finger gently. Mum would tip her head to one side, shaking her head slightly and tap her cheek in response.

So Therapy Group whizzed by, and after about five weeks mum appeared to start being nurtured. I grew to be rather fascinated by the whole affair. In fact, one Friday mum made the acquaintance of Todd Walker, she tried her best to discourage me from going to Therapy Group with her, while sitting on the sofa together watching the tenth epic of past episodes of ‘Absolutely Fabulous,’ which admittedly we had already seen, nevertheless.

Mum: ‘You need to be with your friends, I’ll be okay at Therapy Group.’

Me: ‘I don’t want you to relapse and start seeing dinosaurs again. One of the symptoms of depression is denial.’

Mum: ‘Why not invite your friend over, you can watch a movie. I’m okay really.’

Me: ‘You will be lonely without me.’

Mum: ‘Alexia, you’re a teenager. You need to be with people your own age. You need friends, wear make-up, play computer games, go shopping. You cannot be with me all the time, I need to be your mum, take control. You need to get out of the habit of attending Therapy Group with me, and live your life.’

Me: I will be a teenager, once I’m sure you’re back being my mum, you need to continue attending Therapy Group, and I’m going with you.’

Mum: Alexia teenagers of your age don’t want to be with their mum on a Friday evening.’

Me: ‘If you weren’t depressed, you would be at work, and I would be spending the night at my friends, going out, faking our ages to the bouncers to get into nightclubs, drink shots and smoke cannabis.’

Mum: ‘You can’t stand the smell of detergent, drugs doesn’t smell any better so that’s a non-starter missy.’

Me: ‘How would I know if I’m not given a chance to try?’

Mum: ‘Okay, you can come to Therapy Group for the last time.’

Me: ‘But.

Mum: ‘Alexia, you ought to have a life.’

That was it; we both know the truth, that attending Therapy Group had its benefits to my mum’s health and wellbeing. For me, on the other hand, the only benefit was to see her get well. I missed normality, I missed my mum, and she didn’t smile any more. I went to Therapy Group with her for the same reason that I’d allowed myself to believe that my dad would come back after he’d had enough of working in exotic places. I was wrong. l wanted us to be a normal happy family. There are only two things on this planet, happiness and hopelessness. When you’re seventeen and your mother is helpless from depression. If that wasn’t scary enough, according to research one in four people in the world would experience depression in the course of their life.

The bus pulled into the stop opposite the hospital at 5.35. Mum pretended to be searching in her handbag while the other passengers got off. I kept looking at her thinking the bus was going to move at any minute and the next stop was a twenty minute walk back, we needed to get off.

‘What are you looking for?’

‘Just making sure I’ve not forgotten the flat keys,’ she said. She had used the keys to lock the door, how could she forget that? We got off the bus, but instead of walking into the front of the hospital, mum wanted to take a scenic route.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked, following her.

‘I want to show you something,’ she said, taking my hand as if I was a small child.

We were walking by the side of the hospital, passing the library, about to step on the zebra crossing. Me wondering what she wanted to show me, when we got distracted by a woman’s voice: Sophia, calling through the rolled down window of a black limousine that stopped just before the crossing, in a parking space that read ‘Reserved for doctors on call.’ Mum and I crossed and walked over to the limousine.

A security man came rushing, waving a long finger in the air, saying that this parking space was not for public use. My mum gave him one of her questioning looks that stopped him in his tracks.

‘Dawson, how are you?’ asked mum.

‘Jessica, what a surprise, I’m okay, and you?’ Dawson’s lips curled into a smile. ‘Friend of yours?’ he continued.

‘Okay, yes, they’re friends,’ said mum.

Dawson nodded, turning to the driver of the limousine. ‘Five minutes, mate.’

Dawson walked back to his little cabin. I wanted to ask mum how she knew this man, but I was already distracted by Sophia.

‘Jessica, Alexia, can I walk with you?’ Sophia asked as the driver opened the door. She stepped out, followed by a young man.

‘Sure,’ mum said.

I found myself staring at this hot, well-groomed man with bronze hair that was swept back and neatly shaved behind his ears. He was long and lean, wearing a charcoal suit, light green shirt and a black tie. With enormous blue eyes flashing above sharp cheekbones, he rested one arm on Sophia’s shoulders. He looked about early twenties, possibly older; I started to wonder if he was her son, friend or whatever.

‘That’s my grandson Justin,’ she said.

He extended his hand, shook mum’s and my hand.

‘A pleasure to meet you; Jessica, Alexia,’ he said, smiling.

Oh my god he had a sexy smile. Sophia was wearing a shocking pink dress, her dark shades over her eyes, dripping with pearls around her neck; she looked more like a celeb than someone who was attending Therapy Group.

‘Shall we go? Nice to meet you Justin,’ said mum pulling my arm.

‘Yes, we should.’ Sophia kissed Justin on the cheeks and said, ‘Darling, send the car for me at 7.30.’

‘Of course gran, see you then.’

As we walked away I wanted to look back, but that would have been too obvious, so I kept walking, in between mum and Sophia. We were heading for the elevator when mum remembered what she wanted to show me, and said that if it’s not too dark she would show me after Therapy Group, so we took the elevator. I grabbed a cupcake and poured some juice in a plastic cup and then looked around for free seats. There were two empty seats next to each other and one next to this guy who was staring at my mum.

I’d never seen him before. Tall, broad shoulders, beefy, his legs extended, arms resting on the arms of the cinema chair he was sitting on. Black hair, curly and short. He looked my mum’s age, maybe a few years older, his posture macho, regimental, like someone with a military background, combat trousers and T-shirt advertising some computer game I’d never heard of. I looked away, swiftly conscious that Christine was gazing at me. Don’t make a move on my mum you; she’s here for hope not to find a boyfriend. Mum was wearing an old maroon dress, which had once fitted her frame but was now hanging off her shoulders, swinging on her body. Her hair, desperately in need of a haircut, pulled into a high ponytail, and she hadn’t bothered to comb it. Furthermore, she had outrageously bony cheeks, a side effect of extreme underweight. She was all skin and bones. 

And yet she was also looking at him, and his eyes were still on her. She walked over and sat down next to Sophia, a few seats away from the guy. I was still standing, couldn’t make up my mind where to sit, not that I had much choice; the only available seat was next to that guy. I didn’t want to sit next to him. Christine was looking for a volunteer to practise on at today’s session, so I took her up on the offer of being her guinea pig, that way I sat in front of the group. I glanced again. He was still watching mum.

Look, let’s put this into perspective: I wanted my mum to be happy; he wasn’t bad looking, not as good looking as my dad. A man who’s not your dad stares at your mum persistently and it was, at best, embarrassing and, at worst, offensive. But how could I stop him...well?

I sat on the carpeted floor, crossing my legs on top of one another in meditation position on Christine’s instructions. She pulled out an old radio cassette, inserted a cassette, and then started the group with breathing exercises. ‘Breathe deeply through your nose allowing your stomach to pull inward, then exhale letting your stomach expand. In anxiety provoking situations we breathe too quickly, by learning to breathe slowly it is more therapeutic.’ The man was still staring at my mum. I felt like walking over and poking a finger into his ribs, but realised that wouldn’t be wise.

This was a weird situation; I readjusted my legs, feeling a little uncomfortable. I was not used to sitting in that position so I rested my feet on the floor, glanced at mum. She was chatting to Sophia, not playing staring contest with the guy. Christine pushed play on the cassette and this music that sounded like waves breaking on the shore played gently. She asked everyone to close their eyes and imagine that they were on a beautiful beach, in some island paradise, safe and warm, relaxing and free from depression. She went on about effective strategy to use when you experience anxieties and insomnia, etc., and after a while it was time to open our eyes. So I looked him over as Christine switched the cassette off, and he was on the edge of his chair having a staring competition with my mum. After a long while he smiled, revealing his brown eyes, then glanced at me.

Finally, pulling myself onto my feet, glaring at him, I flicked my eyebrows up to say, stay away from my mum.

He frowned. Christine carried on and then at long last it was time for the introductions. ‘Sophia, perhaps you’d like to be first. I know you’re going through a difficult time.’

‘Yes,’ Sophia said. ‘I’m Sophia. My granddaughter was murdered five months ago, she was only eighteen, but the strangest thing is that I keep seeing her everywhere. And my family doesn’t believe me, they think that I’m losing my mind, I’m mad. My cheeks have been puffy since; my doctor can’t find anything wrong with me; that’s the reason I’m here. Not to complain or anything, because I was a very shy person, attending this Therapy Group has been a wonderful experience. I mean, I still see my granddaughter, but the anxiety of seeing her is not as stressful as before. The police haven’t caught her murderer yet, but the investigation is ongoing. Losing someone in such tragic circumstances does suck, when the culprit is still at large. My husband helps, though, and my grandson Justin, the only member of my family that has always supported me.’ She touched her cheek. ‘So, yes,’ Sophia continued. She was looking at my mum, who had folded her hands into each other on her knee, as if she was praying. She placed a hand on mum’s arm. ‘Meeting friends like Jessica and her daughter Alexia, who’s given up her Friday evening with her friends to be here with her mum, is about family supporting each other.’

‘We’re here to encourage you, Sophia.’ Christine said. ‘Put your hands together everyone, for Sophia.’ And then we all clapped chanting, saying, ‘We’re here to encourage you, Sophia.’

Mum was next. ‘My name is Jessica. I’m a mother. Gun threat in the workplace, which causes continuous anxiety.’ To be fair, mum had been struggling with anxiety since I was five, maybe longer, but what I can remember, she’d always been on medication. She’d managed to keep her job in between looking after me. She was okay, or so she believed, popping another tablet into her mouth.

Dad was working away a lot, always somewhere I couldn’t pronounce the name of his location when I was little. I pretty much grow up with Samantha, mum’s best pal, also my godmother. She didn’t have children of her own, so she was happy to be my sort of surrogate mum, when mum was on night shifts. Samantha had a niece called Mai, she and I became best friends from age five. Mai was now seventeen like me, and attractive enough to be an object of desire in boys’ eyes. She was good at sports, and listening; she was my biggest supporter in a long battle with my mum’s depression.

Mum talked about the day she found out that dad was having an affair with some exotic woman, how she’d wanted to protect me. That I used to packed my rucksack and sit by the window waiting for my dad to come and pick me up, but he never arrived. How she would console me by watching Disney movies together, which I had not previously known was her calming solution. She said, as she did the first time she attended Therapy Group, that she wanted to get stronger, beat her demons. To me I realised that yes, I needed my own life with people of my own age.

There were a few others before they got to him. He dropped his shoulders a little when it was his turn. His voice was calm, smoky, and dead smooth. ‘My name is Todd Walker,’ he said, ‘ex-army. I was shot in my balls over two year ago, but they managed to save me. I’m here today at medical request.’

‘And what are your symptoms?’ asked Christine.

‘Oh, well, the fucking nightmare, excuse my French,’ Todd Walker beamed with a corner of his mouth. ‘The same visons of war zones and dismembered body parts everywhere, the smell of gun residues. It’s known amongst the medical profession as post-traumatic stress disorder.’

When it was my turn, I said, ‘My name is Alexia, I’m seventeen. No diagnosis or symptoms. Here to support my mum, Jessica, who I love very much.’

The hour moved along swiftly: As I looked around it kept drumming in my brain, that all these people in the room were adults, thirty-plus. I was a teenager. I needed to find a place that supported young people like me, who were living with a parent that was battling depression or other sorts of mental health problems. I’d remembered reading an article in the local paper that there was a charity which provided support for what were called ‘young carers;’ which meant a young person caring for a parent. Although I wasn’t exactly my mum’s carer, but my life involved making sure that she was okay, she took her medication and ate, attending Therapy Group with her and so on. That plus my college work on top, tears were shed; comfort volunteered. Neither Todd Walker nor my mum spoke again until Christine said, ‘Todd, perhaps you’d like to share your experiences in the battle fields, prior to your injury with the group?’

‘My experiences?’

‘Yes.’

‘At the beginning, I was a hero experiencing every boy’s dream of going to war. I had my first pistol at the age of four.’

Everyone glared at Todd. ‘A pistol at the age of four, surely not?’ asked Christine.

‘Okay, it was a toy pistol filled with water, dad and I chasing each other in the garden,’ he laughed loudly. ‘My first army posting was in the Middle East, sampling black olives, mint tea.’ He replied without a moment’s hesitation. ‘A fantastic experience fighting for your country, like doctors and nurses who’s not afraid to save life, It’s horrible when someone took it all away.’

‘That what we’re trained for,’ mum said, smiling.

‘You’re a nurse, I take it?’ asked Todd looking at my mum.

‘Yes, that is my profession,’ said mum, ‘I was about to finished my twelve hour shift when a gang of hooligans steamed into accident and emergency where I was working, with their guns, threatening to end my career.’

‘How insensitive,’ Todd said, ‘you have my sympathy, that showed they had no respect or feeling for others.’

Mum was laughing; it was the first time in a long time that I’ve seen my mum laughing, it was amazing that a complete stranger had managed to make her laugh. They were staring at each other flirtatiously. A lump was growing in my throat, but before I could open my mouth, Christine interrupted with her hand in the air and said, ‘Todd, let’s focus on your adventures in foreign locations. Some of us haven’t set foot in London. You said you ate black olives, what about the war itself?’

‘That was good too, being a soldier was the best experience.’ Todd answered.

Christine looked at Todd, she seemed to be expecting him to expand on his experiences, but he had gone quiet. ‘Would anyone else like to share their experiences?’

I hadn’t been out with a boy or kissed one in my seventeen years. Most teenagers my age had a boyfriend, a weekend job, some worked in shops, others in pubs. Mai was my only best friend. I spent my weekends with my mum having the same conversation on the subject that my room need cleaning again, even though I’d cleaned it last weekend. I was bored, fairly shy, wouldn’t say boo to a mouse. I preferred watching sports than participating because I wasn’t good at any sport. I had never had a black olive, mum didn’t like things that were a bit foreign.

I decided that was probably my only chance to asked a question. I raised my hand and Christine, her delight evident, instantaneously said, ‘Alexia!’ I’m sure she anticipated that openness was the best way forward. I’d never been part of anything. Being part of the Therapy Group was like a big deal.

I glanced over at Sophia and mum, they both looked back at me. To my surprise Sophia took off her sunglasses. You could almost see through her eyes, they were ocean blue, why did she wear those dark glasses? Presumably to hide her anxiety. ‘Excuse me Mr Walker, what do black olives taste like, is it like a black grape?’ I asked.

‘Alexia, no need to use Mr, Todd will do. Olives taste really great; not as sweet as grapes. In the Arab world, extra virgin olive oil is used for salads, it is also very tasty with bread. The Italians use black olives to decorate pizzas. If it is okay with Christine I’ll bring a jar to the next group,’ he said, looking at Christine.

Christine shook her head. ‘My friend is an Italian chef, he’s got a restaurant not far from here, he would be happy for the group to sample pizza with a combination of toppings. Leave it with me, I will make the arrangements.’

‘Oh thanks, Christine. Sorry, I’ve had pizzas before with my friend Mai, with cheesy topping, it just that I’ve never ate black olives.’

There was a slightly awkward pause and then Christine said, ‘That’s okay, you’ve been such a support to the Group, Alexia, may I make a suggestion?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘If Todd would bring a jar of black olives I will arrange for you and your mum, or a friend, to have pizzas at my friend’s restaurant.’

‘That’s very generous of you Christine, and Todd, but you don’t have to go to such expense for me.’

‘No, no, it is nothing to do with expense,’ insisted Christine.

‘Thank you, Christine, Todd, much appreciated,’ I said.

After that there was a period of silence as I watched a smile spread across Sophia’s face, her dark glasses were still off, but her cheeks looked red even beneath all the make-up she had on. ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Sophia said quietly to my mum. ‘Alexia is a wonderful girl, she reminds me so much of my granddaughter. Jessica, you’re very lucky.’

Mum squeezed Sophia’s arm and smiled, looking at me. ‘She’s a good girl, we’re very close.’

I looked around, the Therapy Group had been a godsend for my mum, and for me. There was time before this that I didn’t think we would survive the continuous anxiety of hallucinations. Mum sleeping with a pillow over her ears to block out the voices. There was a time that I wanted to run away, especially when she covered the TV with duvets because she thought that the voices were coming from it. Then one day I got home from college to find her collapsed on the bathroom floor after she cut her wrists. It was awful. I called Samantha; Mum was taken to hospital by ambulance, Sam went with her, she came home later. I thought she was going to die. After that she promised me and Sam that she wouldn’t cut herself again.

I was also conscious about the others in the room; they seemed reluctant to share their experiences with the Group. Finally, a woman name Joanna raised her finger. Christine always encouraged the Group, her joyful voice instantly said, Joanna!’

‘God is the power of all things, he knows what other don’t.’ she said. ‘I was in love with a man I met through a dating agency. At first I believed that he was in love with me, but I soon realised that he was a thief. When I couldn’t find my gold necklace my mother gave me for my twenty-first, I asked him if he’d seen it. His answered was, I’ve borrowed it to pawn, to keep the drug dealer off my back. That was the last time I saw him.’ Joanna struggled with tears dripping down her cheeks.

Christine walked over to her and put a hand on her shoulder. Todd was listening. ‘That’s an awful experience Joanna. I was fooled by a girlfriend at the age of nineteen, but I soon realised that she was a cold, heartless person, when she put my puppy in the bin. People like that worry me. I encourage you to forget it, you’re here amongst friends.’ Todd said.

It became obvious to me that all the people in the room had had some distressing experiences, and they were all in here searching for hope, normality, to move on with their lives. I’d started reading the Bible some months ago, in the hope of finding a solution to my mum’s depression. I also found comfort in my secret best friend, Vanessa Helena Amadeo, the solitary author of ‘Seeking Angels.’ Vanessa Helena Amadeo was the only person who seemed to understand what it was like to live with someone who’s depressed. Through my research I learned about her own suffering when her mother vanished.

There was another long silence. At the end, we all sat quietly, closed our eyes, Christine played another cassette and we listened to calming music, whales chanting repeatedly, sounds of the ocean. Then Christine said, ‘I thank you all for today and every other day that you’ve made the effort to leave your home to attend Therapy Group. I understand how difficult it is, but we’re here to encourage and support one another. Listening to soothing music helps us to relax, especially when we’re disturbed by hallucinations. You’re not alone; it’s good to talk and share your feelings and experiences with the Group, that’s how we become stronger. Suppression is not the answer, and remember that we’re fortunate to be free, to go out without asking permission. There are those that are living in hospital on section, their freedom taken away, being watched while they are on the toilet, without any dignity. We pray for those that have lost the battle and now rest in peace. And we remember in our hearts those whom we knew and loved that their lives have been stolen and their spirit trapped: Sophia’s granddaughter, Patsy and Luna and Wilma....’

The list went on. There was a lot of stolen life, dead people but their spirit still here on this earth. I looked over at my mum. Her eyes were still closed, so were Sophia’s. Christine was going on about a friend and her cats that refused to be admitted to a ward without her cats, that her cats were her therapy. Christine had one of those unusual voices that would send anyone to sleep. She didn’t stop talking right to the end when everybody had stopped listening to what she was saying, but then she also knew how to get everyone’s attention.

When Christine was finished talking about cats, she reminded the Group that she had recorded a relaxation tape for everyone, and don’t forget to take a cupcake on the way out. Two of the people that I thought were snoring were first in line reaching for cupcakes. Todd pushed himself out of his chair and walked over to my mum. I stepped in front of his massive frame, he towered over me and mum, but he kept his distance. He was polite to be honest. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked my mum.

‘Jessica Collin.’

‘I’m going to go for a pizza; would you and your daughter like to join me?’

‘Er,’ mum said, ‘Sophia has already invited me and Alexia for pizza. Another time perhaps.’ He opened his mouth to say something else when Sophia grabbed my arm gently. ‘Is it okay with you Alexia, my treat?’ asked Sophia.

I nodded.

‘Hold on,’ Todd said running a hand over his head, and turned to my mum. ‘I’ll drive, as I understand we’re going to the same pizza restaurant, it makes sense.’

‘That won’t be necessary, Todd, my grandson is meeting us,’ said Sophia. 

‘Oh, okay. I’ll leave you to it, see you there.’

Suddenly, bang, bang, bang. The sounds took everyone by surprise. We all looked toward the back; that seemed to be where they were coming from: nothing. Christine was packing her bags. She stopped and walked between the seats to see if something had fallen. We all looked at her. She came back after a few moments without finding anything that could have caused the sounds. ‘That’s very mysterious,’ she said.

Mum frowned, ‘How peculiar.’

‘Yes, it’s strange, that was definitely a bang,’ said Todd.

While everyone was distracted talking to each other, I looked toward the back of the room again. A young lady, pale skinned, golden hair, sat on a seat at the very back. ‘Oh my god, look there’s a lady sitting at the back with golden hair,’ I said.

Everyone looked together, but there wasn’t anyone there. Where had she gone?

Sophia shook her head. ‘Sorry. No doubt that was my granddaughter, she comes and goes in a flash.’

‘Sophia, you mean that was a ghost?’ I asked.

Sophia nodded slowly as she took the picture out of her handbag and showed it to me. Todd, who refused to move, mum, me, and Christine that had given up on packing and joined us staring at the picture, then at the back of the room.

‘Does the person in the picture look like what you saw, Alexia?’ asked Sophia?

‘Well there’s some similarity, but it’s difficult to say that she’s the same person in the picture.’

Sophia put a hand on my shoulder gently. I kept staring at the back in the hope of seeing her again. Oh my god, how cool was this seeing my first ghost, but then I closed my eyes imagining how painful it was to keep seeing someone that was dead, too painful to contemplate. We took the stairs, Todd and Christine following behind, Mum and Sophia chatting as they walked. Outside Justin was waiting, stood by a flowerbed, talking on his mobile. He had ditched the suit for jeans and a polo top, I liked it.

Sophia was looking around, as if she was expecting to see someone else. ‘Darling, granddad not with you?’ she asked.

‘He’s meeting us at the restaurant with mum and dad.’

Sophia nodded. He put his phone in his trouser pocket, reached for Sophia’s arm and gave her a kiss on her cheek. Justin leaned in so he thought we couldn’t hear. ‘Shall we invite Jessica and her daughter for dinner gran?’ I couldn’t hear Sophia’s reply, but Justin responded, ‘Fantastic.’ He looked at me, I couldn’t help it but stare back, this was a hot guy. Todd said that he would see us at the restaurant. Sophia was back linking arms with my mum, that left me walking with Justin. He towered over me, walking slowly next to me behind mum and Sophia.

‘How was the Therapy Group Alexia?’ Justin asked quietly.

‘Um, okay,’

‘Do you find it beneficial?’

‘Oh I don’t go to Therapy Group for me, I go to support my mum.’

Justin remained silent, studying the pavement. ‘You are still at college, from what I understand,’ he finally said.

‘Yes, I am.’

Dawson waved a hand as we passed by the ambulance entrance. ‘Jessica, it’s great to see you getting back on your feet, hope to see you at work soon.’

Mum shook her head, bewildered. ‘Me too Dawson,’ she replied.

For the first time, I remembered mum mentioning Dawson, the security guard that apparently saved her life. A gorgeous young female walked past us. ‘Hi Justin, how are you?’ she asked. He smiled and mumbled, ‘Hello Beth, good thanks.’

‘She is a doctor who helped me and my family say goodbye to my sister,’ he explained. How could you say goodbye to someone that you never thought of seeing alive again, watching their body disappear behind the curtain at the crematorium, to keep seeing their spirit? It was weird, suddenly I felt cold.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, my voice lower than I expected it to be. He nodded, pointing to the black limousine waiting on the road by the hospital. For the first time mum glanced back to look at me. The driver held the back door; we slid onto the leather seat, mum looking about. We weren’t used to such a lifestyle, bus and bike were more our sort of transport. Justin sat at the end of the seat and I squeezed at the far corner at the other end of the seat and mum beside Sophia. The car moved away, me looking at mum, she and Sophia chatting. Oh God, they look so relaxed like normal, not two people who were suffering with depression. I peeked at Justin; he had a serious expression on his face. I wondered what he was thinking about. I wondered if he had also seen his sister’s spirit. I watched mum and thought about the way Todd looked at her, and couldn’t bring myself to imagine what it would be like to see mum with a boyfriend.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




We stepped out of the limo and I looked at the surroundings: busy street with cafés and restaurants, wine bars, people laughing and joking, the smells of booze and tobacco. Two teenagers about my age walked past in skinny jeans and T-shirts, their heels click, clicking on the pavement, bright lights overhead and the distant sound of the metro. It was amazing; I couldn’t remember the last time I was out on a Friday night, watching people enjoying themselves. Todd was stood leaning against a wall smoking a cigarette. I looked at mum. She had stopped smoking when she started Therapy Group, just like she did not drink coffee any more, nicotine and caffeine kept her awake, sleeplessness caused her to think bad thoughts. She shouldn’t go back.

Mum took my arm and looked at Sophia. ‘What is the name of the restaurant we are going to?’ she asked.

‘Tito’s,’ said Sophia, pointing to a building with a huge circular window.

Mum looked around, noticing the big, illuminated sign. ‘Oh yes, we’ll see you inside, need to visit a cash machine.’

‘There’s one across the road,’ said Justin, ‘we’ll wait for you.’

Mum glanced at the cash machine and passing traffic, she was looking for a crossing, the road was pretty busy and the traffic light with pedestrian crossing was a good walk away from the restaurant. ‘No need to wait for us, it will take Alexia and I some time to get safely across the road, we’ll see you inside,’ she said.

‘Look, wait a minute, I’m sure there’s a cash machine on this side of the road. I’ll see gran into the restaurant, granddad and my parents are there, then I’ll come with you,’ Justin insisted.

Mum shrugged, staring at Justin and Todd who had joined us. ‘My daughter and I are quite capable of looking after ourselves, but as you are so polite we’ll appreciate your company if it is not too much trouble.’

‘No trouble at all, it is my pleasure,’ said Justin.

Todd was about to say something, Justin leaned a hand on his shoulder. ‘I don’t believe we’ve met, I’m Justin.’ He turned to Sophia, ‘That’s my gran.’

‘Todd Walker, friend of Sophia and Jessica from the Group and it just happens that we all fancy Italian tonight,’ he laughed.

Justin nodded, looking at Todd with a smile at the corner of his mouth. ‘Nice T-shirt,’ he commented.

‘Oh, I’m a total addict to computer games.’

Mum and I waited while Justin walked Sophia to the door of the restaurant. Todd didn’t move, he kept looking at mum. Justin came back, ‘I’ve checked on my phone, there’s a cash machine a few buildings away from the restaurant.’

‘Perfect,’ said mum. ‘It is very generous of Sophia to invite Alexia and I to join you for dinner, but we’ve come out with very little cash.’

Justin shook his head, ‘I understood.’

We walked in silence, me between mum and Justin. I watched people walking past, wondered if they were going out for dinner like us, then back home, maybe watch a movie, or going to bars then nightclub, dancing till late. A group of teenagers passed by giggling, I peeped at mum, she’d noticed me looking at them, she reached and took my arm. She knew that I loved her more than anything in the world, but she also knew that I needed to get out of the habit of spending Friday and every other night with her.

Suddenly a man ran toward us shouting abusively to another man running after him, he almost knocked mum off her feet. She gripped my arm as the man lost his balance and stumbled onto the pavement. Justin paused. ‘You okay,’ he asked mum, looking concerned.

‘Yes, thank you, that wasn’t necessary,’ said mum.

‘Friday night, drinking, sometimes they don’t mean to frighten anyone, they just lose control when they’re drunk,’ he explained.

Then man was lying on the pavement where he’d tripped. Justin asked the man if he was okay. The man mumbled something that sounded like my brother. The man who was running after him stopped and looked at us then the man on the pavement, shook his hand gasping. It took him a few moments to speak.

‘It’s okay mate, I’ll take care of him, he’s my brother, and he’s just lost his job. He’s a pussycat normally, never hurt a soul,’ he said.

Justin nodded and we carried on to the cash machine, mum took some money out and we went back to the restaurant. Sophia was sat at a big round table by the window with a grey-haired man in a blue knitted jumper and a younger couple. They all stood up.

‘This is my friend Jessica and her beautiful daughter Alexia I told you about,’ said Sophia. ‘That is my husband Gary, and Justin’s parents, our son Peter and daughter-in-law Rachel,’ she continued.

‘Lovely to meet you,’ mum said, shaking their hands. I nodded, smiling, not sure what to say.

‘Jessica and Alexia a pleasure to meet at last, my wife can’t stop talking about you and how wonderful it has been to have met you both, you are a great comfort to her,’ said Gary.

‘Yes, you’ve been great to my mum,’ added Peter.

‘Well thank you. We’re all going through a challenging time and we all need support and encouragement, and thank you Sophia for inviting my daughter and I to join you for dinner, we appreciate it don’t we Alexia?’ Mum said looking at me for a response.

‘Thank you Sophia,’ I mumbled.

‘You are welcome angel,’ said Sophia.

Justin pulled out two chairs, mum and I sat down next to each other, and then everyone sat down, Justin sat next to me. I noticed an empty chair next to mum and wondered if they were expecting someone else. I looked around the restaurant; it was small, high ceiling with old fashion lights hanging down, purple walls and pictures of a canal with buildings on each side and men in gondolas on the canal. I knew that it was somewhere in Italy, but I couldn’t remember where, because mum and I watched a film where James Bond was being chased by men on a canal that looked just like the one in the picture.

‘Venice,’ Justin said quietly.

I nodded, ‘Oh yes.’

‘Jessica, we’ve invited Todd to join us, he was planning to have dinner on his own,’ said Sophia.

‘Oh, I see,’ Mum replied.

A few minutes later Todd walked in from outside and sat next to mum. I wished Sophia hadn’t encouraged him. The waiter came with menus, passing them around and while we read the menu, he asked what everyone would like to drink. He was young, short and slim, with short black hair and the most amazing Italian accent. I looked at mum, she ordered water and I a diet coke. Justin also ordered a diet coke. I noticed his granddad giving him a crooked smile. Justin shrugged. Todd ordered a beer.

‘Shall we have a bottle of red?’ asked Gary to his wife, son and daughter-in-law.

The waiter handed him the wine list. Gary opened it and held it up so that Sophia could read the list too, it took a few moments. I glanced at the pictures on the front cover, it was a pizza with black olives and herbs that looked really good. Gary handed the list back to the waiter looking at Sophia. ‘Any red in particular my love?’ he asked.

‘I’ve not had a drink since....’ Sophia stopped mid-sentence, she did not finish what she intended to say. Gary rubbed the back of her neck, she looked sad. ‘Give us a moment please while you get the drinks for the others,’ Gary said to the waiter.

He then turned to Sophia. ‘We all miss her love and you’re doing great, going to Therapy Group has taken lots of courage, you’ve make friends and going out again, it’s all about us trying to re-establish some normality.’ He paused and hugged his wife.

Sophia nodded. ‘You’re right my darling, one small glass of red wine wouldn’t hurt, it would probably help me sleep.’ She looked wistful as she said this. ‘What about a bottle of Poggerissi Rosso, fruity and perfect with pizzas or pasta?’

Justin glanced at his gran, smiling. The waiter came back with the drinks, Gary ordered a bottle of Poggerissi Rosso, the name rolling off the tip of his tongue. I assumed it was an Italian wine. Rachel kept looking at me, it was hard to imagine what she was thinking about, did she see the spirit of her daughter too I wondered?

Todd leaned in over the table looking at Justin. ‘Have you got any preference in computer games?’ he asked.

‘Preference, my son is the master behind some of the most famous computer games out there,’ said Peter. ‘Tell Todd about the Monsters that took a small army hostage in the Middle East,’ he continued.

‘Oh dad, gran is looking a little sad right now, and no doubt we’ll see Todd again, we could talk about computer games on another occasion,’ Justin replied.

Peter shrugged. ‘You’re right son, first night out in months, let’s enjoy this moment with friends.’

Todd rubbed his chin, still looking at Justin, he seemed confused. ‘Wait a minute you are not Justin as in Justin Hunter?’ he asked.

Justin nodded. ‘Started designing computer games at uni.’

‘Goodness, when I left home today I didn’t realise that I, Todd Walker, would be fortunate to make the acquaintance of an intellectual giant like yourself.’ He reached across the table to shake Justin’s hand.

‘Yeah, great to meet you too,’ Justin responded, then turned to me. ‘Alexia, what is your favourite topping?’

‘Basic, cheese and tomatoes, and you?’

‘Are you a vegetarian?’ he asked.

‘No, I just like it simple without meat.’

‘Well, my all-time favourite, pepperoni, onions, tomatoes, black olives and herbs with lots of parmesan cheese on a thin pizza base.’

‘It sounds delicious. I’ve never had black olives,’ I said quietly.

‘Really?’

I nodded.

The waiter arrived with the bottle of red wine, poured four glasses and got his little order book out his pocket. ‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked.

Sophia was watching Justin and me whispering to each other. ‘Alexia, why don’t you go first as you are our special guest tonight,’ she said.

I didn’t realise that I was her special guest, anyway I was hungry so I ordered a small pizza with tomatoes, black olives and cheesy topping. Mum smiled at me. She ordered chicken, mixed peppers and to my surprise black olives. After everyone had placed their orders Gary asked the waiter to bring a combination of olives and garlic bread.

Suddenly I remembered at college all the kids were addicted to Justin’s computer games that were a main topic of conversations beside murders, divorces, depression and gun crimes. I’d never played any of his games, and here I was sitting next to him, how cool was that.

‘So what are you doing after pizza?’ he asked quietly.

‘Going home with my mum,’ I said.

He shook his head, just looking at me.

‘What’s wrong with that?’ I asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

Justin leaned closer to me and smiled. ‘Because you’re gorgeous. I like looking at you, a gorgeous girl who prefers to stay in with her mum on a Friday night is very rare.’ A brief awkward silence followed. Justin carried on. ‘I mean, there’s nothing wrong, essentially, given that as you so delightfully pointed out, you have never tasted black olives before, so there’s a first time for everything.’

I kind of laughed or sighed or exhaled in a way that I did not want mum or anyone to hear our conversation. Although I was aware that his mum and Sophia were watching us and then said, ‘I’m not gorg...’

‘Yes you’re like Polly Walsh. Perfect eyes, Polly Walsh.’

‘Never heard of,’ I said.

‘Really?’ he asked. ‘Dark haired beautiful girl, played netball for the county, never had time for friends. Rebellious sort and fell for a naughty boy she knew was a school drop-out. It’s a true story, so far as I can tell.’

He was flirting. Honestly, he kind of whispered so sweetly, it turned me on. I didn’t actually know that guys could be so romantic, not, like, in real life.

‘Is this meant to be a compliment?’

He glanced at me with the biggest smile. ‘So, can I see you again after tonight?’ he asked.’

‘Oh, maybe, it all depends.’

‘On what?’ he asked.

‘What I find out about you, I hardly know you, you could be an ex-convict.’

He nodded. ‘Fair point, Alexia, fair point.’ He took a sip of his diet coke and sat up with his back straight as he gave me another glance. He looked confident. I looked across the table, his mum was still watching, she smiled and I couldn’t help but smile too.

The waiter came back with a bowl of olives and a small jar of wooden toothpicks. Justin took a toothpick, picked up an olive and handed it to me. I looked before putting it in my mouth, it was a black olive. Oh my god, it tasted of herbs, but good. They were all looking at me waiting for my reaction.

‘Well?’ asked Justin.

‘I like it.’

Sophia smiled, ‘I’m glad.’

There was a long silence while everyone ate their olives, then the garlic bread arrived. I decided to pass on the garlic bread and save my appetite for my pizza. Mum took an olive and popped it into her mouth, that surprised me, she did not normally like anything like that. Todd was talking about his time in the army and his experiences of war zones and olives, everyone was listening with interest.

I thought it was a good time to visit the loo. On the way, I glanced around and saw that a tall, curvy girl had a guy pinned against the bar of the restaurant, kissing him pretty aggressively. I was so close that I could hear the strange noises of their lips together, and I could hear her saying, ‘It’s our secret,’ and him saying, ‘Our secret,’ in return.

There was a long queue for the toilet, I joined it waiting for my turn. Suddenly, standing in front of me, a girl half whispered on her mobile phone, I could hear her saying, ‘They are in Tito’s bar and I’ve heard them say that it was their secret. Hunter and his family are also in the restaurant, do you think I should call the police?’ There was a pause before I heard her say, ‘But they were suspects in the Hunter girl’s murder, I bet you they’ve killed that girl and that’s what they mean by their secret.’

The queue moved at a slow pace, from where I was standing I could still see the bar and the couple. I watched the guy, who proceeded apace as if they were not in a public place. His hand reached for her bum over her dress and squeeze it, his palm slowly moved up her back then back to her bum padding it. I wondered if they were literally murderers and thought they had got away with it. Didn’t seem likely, but there was a possibility. I decided not to mention this to mum or Justin when I got back to the table on the grounds that it would spoil their dinner. The sense must be innocent until proven guilty and whatever.

The pizzas arrived, mine looked like a miniature version of the garlic bread with extra topping next to Justin’s 20 inches. ‘Imagine eating the last supper before death row,’ I said quietly, ‘the last meal you’ll ever have.’

Without looking at me, Justin said, ‘You’re a funny girl, Alexia. But since you’ve asked, I almost lost my appetite a minute ago observing young love in its awkwardness.’

‘She seemed to be comfortable with his hand on her bum,’ I whispered.

‘Yes, he’s got a reputation for trying to arouse girls in public places; they were both arrested for my sister’s murder, but released without charge.’ Then Justin grabbed his knife and fork and proceeded to attack his pizza. He cut a big piece then a smaller square with pepperoni and a black olive on top and popped it into his mouth. I glanced at him enjoying the mouthful.

‘I can see that you weren’t serious then,’ I said. ‘Pepperoni still taste great, they didn’t manage to ruin it?’

‘Ruin what?’ he asked, turning to me. Putting his knife and fork by the side of his plate, he picked up his napkin and wiped the corner of his mouth.

‘Your appetite and the thing where an attractive boy who just met me a girl who spends her Friday night having dinner with grown-ups, then goes home with her mum because she cares for her mum, seemingly it is inappropriate to compare me with some sporty person I have never heard of. Then pretend to like me, because it isn’t cool, even though you’re grieving for your sister. I’m not some sort of experimental computer game that you play and then drop because isn’t interesting enough,’ I whispered.

I’m not sure why I was angry with Justin, the only thing he had done wrong was comparing me with some fictional sporty girl I’ve never heard of. He looked at me with his mouth open and put the napkin on the table. I had so many unanswered questions inside my head, like why my mum was depressed, why Sophia kept seeing her dead granddaughter, and the conversation I heard in the toilet queue, did this couple at the bar hold the secret to her murder?

‘I need fresh air before eating my food.’ I said rising to my feet.

Everyone was looking at me, mum asked, ‘Are you okay Alexia, you’ve not touched your pizza, I’ll come with you?’

‘I’m okay just need some air,’ I reassured mum and everybody else.

‘No, I’ll go.’ I heard Justin say as I walked away.

I couldn’t explain the way I felt, strangely it was a mix of disappointment, loss and anger. I didn’t quite know what it was, literally, just there was a huge sense of loss, and I wanted to slap someone. Justin grabbed my hand before I reached the door. I tried to pull my hand free but before I could he opened the door and wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

‘I’m so sorry if I’ve said anything to hurt your feelings in any way, Alexia, that was not my intention I assure you,’ he said, standing on the pavement outside.

‘It isn’t you, it’s me, it’s difficult to explain sometimes, to think clearly when so much responsibility rests on your shoulders,’ I said.

‘Look, I understand, believe me,’ he said.

‘I really wanted to enjoy the pizza, and I really like your gran.’

‘Oh, yes,’ he smiled, the big, genuine, real smile. ‘She likes you too, she can’t stop complimenting you, Alexia.’

I turned to him, looking up at him. ‘Shall we go back to the pizza? I feel much better, thank you,’ I said.

He laughed, ‘Sure, maybe we could have another diet coke afterwards.’

I smiled, ‘Maybe.’
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Chapter Three
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Justin Hunter and I sat quietly in our seat belts on the back seat of the limo on the way to my flat. His dad and grandad were joking about sport and some big football game that they intended to watch over the coming weekend, and kept asking Justin who was going to play against whatever. He kept naming footballers I’d never heard of. His mum, gran and my mum were talking about Christine and her love for cats, her delightful cupcakes and so on.

I was counting the traffic lights every time the limo stopped and started. It was a smooth drive, not like the buses that each time the driver hit the gas made a strange noise and the person on the seat next to you knocked into you without an apology for hurting your ribs. Admitting that I was nervous-sitting next to a strange guy, deeply aware that my life was so complicated, living with a mum who was depressed and seeing dinosaurs. Since she’d watched Jurassic Park mum kept having the same nightmare, roaring T-Rex noises, she rarely slept with the light off. Astonishingly mum appeared more relaxed since she started Therapy Group, she had not mentioned the nightmares or dinosaurs.

We’d gone perhaps a few miles in silence before Justin said, ‘Fancy catching a movie?’

‘Sorry, I can’t leave my mum alone.’

He nodded, ‘I get it.’

‘Alexia go and enjoy yourself, I’ll be perfectly fine,’ mum said.

I didn’t realise that she was listening while talking. Mum used to do that a lot when I was younger. When she used to pick me up from school, she would be chatting to other mums in the playground, but heard everything I was saying to my friends. I remembered once a friend invited me for a sleep-over, and I said I couldn’t because mum would be alone, she insisted that I go. She had not done this since depression had taken over the caring mum I once knew, but she seemed to be slowly recovering control.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes sweetie, go and enjoy yourself.’

I smiled, nodding. ‘Well, I shouldn’t be later than 11,’ I said looking at Justin.

‘I’ll make sure you’re back by 11,’ Justin said jokingly.

Mum shook her head looking at him. ‘You better,’ she said.

Sophia and his mum laughed. ‘He’s a good boy, our Justin, Alexia would be in perfect hands.’ Rachel pointed out. 

Suddenly the driver slammed on the brakes, thrusting me into the triangular embrace of the seat belt, my neck snapped backward. Justin and everyone looked concerned as to what had happened. Mum was holding Sophia’s arm, Rachel grabbed the edge of her seat, everyone looking around in shock.

‘You okay?’ asked Justin.

I shook my head. He reached behind his head, opening the small window to speak to the driver. ‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘Sorry sir, someone ran into the road unexpectedly. Is everyone okay?’

‘Just about,’ said Gary, ‘Poor Alexia here almost suffered whiplash,’ he continued.

‘Apologies sir.’

The old guy had a great sense of humour, even in crazy times. I really liked this family, even though they were going through their own distress, he could crack a joke. ‘He’s just managed to pass his driving test, after failing nine times,’ Gary said with a serious look.

‘Granddad, stop joking, you’ve always told me that Frank passed his driving test first time, and that he was the safest driver on the road, and that’s why you and dad employed him,’ Justin said.

‘That’s correct, son,’ said Peter, looking at me. ‘Alexia my dad is a joker, Frank has been with us for many years, we are in safe hands.’

I nodded, but didn’t comment; I couldn’t drive so I couldn’t agree or disagree. Riding in the back seat of a luxury limo was a big treat, just like when I first rode my bike without stabilisers, and mum had the biggest smile on her face shouting how proud she was. The driver eased off the brake and the car moved away gently. I braced myself in case of another Friday night wanderer with a death wish.

‘So, Alexia, are you taking driving lessons?’ asked Rachel.

‘No, not yet.’ I said.

‘How old are you?’ she asked.

‘Seventeen.’

‘You’re still at college?’

‘Yes, I’m at CRT.’ That was the local college.

‘You were at St Margaret’s before that, in the same year as Laura?’

I nodded, trying to establish why she was asking so many questions and how she knew Laura. Laura was a girl in year four whose mum lost her battle with depression and jumped off a bridge into the river on a winter’s night. After that, she got lots of support and treats from teachers, little things children whose one parent was no longer around get that other children don’t: free tickets to watch their football heroes, trips to the zoo, clothes coupons, and so on.

‘You don’t remember me Alexia, a volunteer in the after school club, reading stories in the library.’ Rachel reminded me. ‘You were the most attentive little girl, always sat quietly, never misbehaved.’

Oh my god, of course I remember, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hunter, I didn’t mean to forgot or anything.’

Justin glanced at me, then his mum. ‘That’s the girl you’ve talked about, who used to help you put the books away.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘a loving and caring girl.’ She sighed in a way that made me wonder if she was missing her own daughter. I knew that a kid was never supposed to die before their parent, but still.

There are a number of ways to establish someone’s interest in doing something they enjoyed, even though she had lost a child, without asking outright. I used the basic, ‘So, are you still a volunteer?’ Generally, parents stayed away from school because it was too painful to be around children.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve just gone back, one day a week, after taking some time off. Are you planning on going to university after college?’

I contemplated lying. No one would like to leave a mum with the likelihood of relapsing, after all. But then I told the truth. ‘No, I’m planning on getting a job and staying home for a while.’

‘Mum glared at me. When did you come up with that decision?’ she asked, astonished. ‘We need to talk about this Alexia.’

I shrugged.

Justin shook his head. Sophia rubbed her cheek that was puffier than usual. I was convinced that she was suffering from tooth ache, and trying to please mum and me, but she didn’t put the sunglasses back on.

Mum told everyone about the onset of her diagnosis after I was born premature, weighting 4 pound 10 ounces. That after ten days in a special baby unit in an incubator, being fed on expressed milk, I went home with dad on bottle milk, while she stayed in hospital on a mental health unit for ten more days before she was allowed home. She didn’t tell them that the health visitors used to visit four times a week, and that she wasn’t allowed to be alone with me for two months, her newborn baby. Like, ‘Congratulations, she’s yours, but we’re watching you.’ Mum said that I bonded with dad immediately, but it took months before I stopped crying when she held me, then she felt we had bonded. 

On my first check up the doctor told my parents that I needed surgery called realignment, which is about as scary as it sounds. Both my feet turned inwards. They needed to break my feet, then straighten them. Dad was trying so hard not to weep, he did eventually and said he didn’t want me to have the operation; mum kept kissing my cheeks as she cried. The doctor told my parents that the success rates were good as my bones hadn’t hardened yet, so it was a matter of bending my feet back straight. They agreed. My little legs was in plaster for about a year. Mum showed me pictures where she and dad had drawn on the plasters and written the dates, paediatric ward, Zola’s name, the Caribbean nurse who looked after me after the operations, etc.

Dad went back to work at his exotic location after a spell on compassionate leave, mum and I were alone. She was on some tablets that made her completely zombie. She went back to the doctor, who suggested winding off the tablets and attending counselling instead. Mum told me that I used to sit on a rug in the sitting room of an old lady called June with my teddy; mum sat on a vintage chair talking to the lady. She didn’t say very much but shook her head; after three sessions mum stopped going, she got fed up of the same routine.

By the time I was six years old, my dad’s presence in my life was virtually non-existent. He would phone once a month, making promises to come and see me that never materialised. On my seventh birthday I remembered running to the door when I head the doorbell, wishing that it was my dad. Mum got to it first to find the postman with a large parcel, saying that I was a lucky girl as he handed mum the package.

I was angry, I ran to my room and hid under the duvet on my bed thinking why doesn’t my dad come home every day like my friends’ dads. I remember mum coming into my room, kneeling beside my bed, pulling the duvet off and saying, ‘Your dad loves you sweet pea,’ and I told her that he didn’t, and my mum kept telling me that he did love me but he needed to work to pay the bills in a voice that was not convincing, even for a seven year old, and I kept telling her that I loved her so much, in between sobbing out of breath, and then I asked her the question that I’d heard some of the kids at school talk about. ‘Are you and dad getting devoiced?’ Mum looked shocked as she pulled herself up and sat on the edge of my bed, pulled me onto her lap and cuddled me. Then she looked at me as she wiped the tears from my cheeks with her thumb and said, ‘Who told you about that?’ and I told her that the kids at school talked about living with their mum and only seeing their dad at weekends and on holiday, and I remember my mum telling me that it was not going to happen to us, that we were okay, that dad would come home soon. And I remember wanting to ask her but why didn’t he bring my birthday present himself.

Mum kept holding me close to her for a long time without saying anything. Eventually, she said, ‘Don’t you want to see what’s in that big box?’ and I told her that I didn’t want to. That was a lie, and she knew it, and shortly after mum and I were sat on the floor in the sitting room ripping the wrapping off. Inside the big box were two smaller boxes. One was a Minnie Mouse dress, black and red skirt with white polka-dots. The other was a rucksack with the Little Mermaid on, one of my favourite Disney characters, and a birthday card with a huge number seven on it. I remember crying and keep telling mum that I didn’t want to read the card, and she told me that we would read it together, and then she ripped the envelope open. ‘Are you ready, my sweetie?’ and I told her I would listen. She kept kissing my cheeks, then, she read the card.

My darling Alexia, I’m so, so very sorry that I couldn’t be home for your birthday, yet again, I promise to be home soon, I love you so much.

Your Daddy x x.

When she finished she handed me the card and said, ‘Put it with the others.’ Mum looked away as I stood up to put the card on the windowsill with the other cards I got for my birthday, desperately trying to hide the tears dripping down her cheeks. Neither mum nor I mentioned dad again for the rest of the day, as we sat on the sofa, ate birthday cake, drank orange juice and watched Bambi over and over.

Admittedly I knew something was wrong between my parents, but mum was trying her best to protect me. Three months later the big volcano erupted. I came home from school one day to find a for sale sign outside our house. Dad was home, he opened the door when my friend’s mum dropped me home from after school club, the atmosphere was crap. Dad said, ‘What about I take my favourite girl for a big Mac?’ I told him that I didn’t like McDonalds. ‘Where would you like to go my darling?’ he asked.

I shrugged.

Then mum came into the kitchen and started to peel potatoes with the sharpest knife she could find in the drawer and cut her finger by accident. Dad kept telling her to stop, mum started sobbing as she washed her hand, and I ran into the bathroom to look for a plaster. I came back to find mum sitting on a chair at the kitchen table, still crying, she let me put the plaster on her wounded finger, then I kissed it better. Mum couldn’t help but laugh and said, ‘Sweetie your dad and I have got something to tell you.’ I remember looking at my parents as they said the D word. Dad kept telling me that I will always be his special girl and then mum said, ‘I think you should go, you’ve hurt her enough.’ I couldn’t say anything or cry for that matter when dad kissed me goodbye. But when mum was telling Sophia and everyone else she painted the rosiest picture imaginable, emphasising what a wonderful and caring dad he was.
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