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One


THERE’S A NIGHT – I THINK this is the middle of June – when we lock you in the house. We don’t want to do it, but – or so we tell each other – we seem to have no choice. In those days we rarely go out, any kind of social activity has begun to seem pointless, but for some reason I no longer remember we don’t want to miss this dinner. So we lock all the doors and leave you with a hammer, so you can smash a window in case of fire. Your father doesn’t think this is necessary, but I think it’s necessary. I don’t want you to die in a fire. Or, I don’t want to have to sit through a dinner party on the other side of town, while all the time worrying that you might die in a fire.


I know, of course I do, that it makes no sense – to leave you locked in there while still armed with the means of escape. I know it’s entirely possible, given the state of mind you’re in, that you might start a fire just so you can have a reason to smash the window. It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve taken such a risk, damaging property or possessions simply in order to get your way. It is, let’s face it, exactly the kind of reckless trick you are capable of pulling back then.


But I have to admit that you don’t do that. You make no attempt at all to get out. You microwave the dinner we leave for you and you rinse the plate and put it in the dishwasher and then, after watching something on your laptop, you go up to bed.


When we return, the house is silent. Nothing seems to be missing or damaged. No money has been taken. The hammer is exactly where we left it on the table in the hall. You do not appear to have made any attempt to break the glass.


I AM SURE THAT ONE DAY when things are better your father and I will look back on these days with disbelief. I hope that we will. For now, though, we take each separate incident in our stride, behaving, to each other anyway, as if this life of ours is normal, as if it’s exactly the kind of life that everyone lives.


Time blurs when you are dealing with chaos. Everything blurs. We too, sometimes, are a blur. Each morning we wake to a brand new day and we just get on with it, transforming ourselves into whatever shape or form is necessary in order to deal with whatever chaos or disaster comes next.


So many things which pass for normal in our house: the windows broken, the cups and plates smashed, the doors kicked in. The visits to A&E, the police being called. The times when one of us will, almost without a second thought, rush to hide the block of kitchen knives in the cupboard under the stairs. Or take the house keys from their hook by the door and fling them under a cushion on the sofa.


The fact that I always hide my bag the moment I come home and your father would never dream of leaving his jacket or trousers lying around with money in them. The anger and the anguish and the shouting, the things I no longer dare to do or say. The dreams and plans I’ve ceased to find it in me to care about, the pleasures we’ve forgotten to take.


The moments when we have no idea what’s coming next, what violence or drama or deceit, when we can’t imagine what new bad thing might lie around the corner.


The jagged, upset evenings when I admit we find it very hard indeed to calm down.


The days when my first thought on waking is: I don’t know if I can go on like this.


The nights when we talk and shout and weep and then, as if nothing at all has happened, we sit and eat dinner in front of the news before putting ourselves to bed, where we sleep like babies simply because there’s no energy left in our hearts to keep us awake.


ON THE DAY THAT YOUR father goes with you on the train to the place where you’re going to stay for three months (we tell you three but, I can admit it now, both of us are very much hoping it will be longer), I take you to the chemist for the very last time. As usual we queue outside with the others, but this time I allow myself a quick moment of satisfaction – or perhaps it’s relief – at the thought that tomorrow they will still be here and you and I will not.


After that, we cross the road to the bus stop. You have a large nylon rucksack which we bought you especially for the trip, as well as an old black duffel bag belonging to your father. Ever since you were a child you’ve been mysteriously in love with this bag, always begging to borrow it – it used to accompany you everywhere, swimming and on sleepovers and on school trips – so it seems only right that it should go with you now.


As usual, your dirty old bashed-up guitar case is slung over your shoulder. (When we query the guitar, you insist that the woman you spoke to at the centre said it was OK. But this turns out not to be the case, and when you arrive with it she isn’t at all pleased and your father has to bring it all the way back with him on the train.)


Now, standing at the bus stop, your father checks to see when the bus is coming. Two minutes away, he says. One minute. He glances up at the street.


One minute.


I reach for you. Putting my arms around you, feeling the smallness of your rib cage, the way your bones move and crunch like the bones of a baby bird. Your shoulders are hunched, your almost non-existent breasts caving beneath your ragged T-shirt. There’s the faintest odour of sweat. When I draw away, I catch the familiar, musty scent of your breath. Your eyes are huge.


I ask you if you’re nervous. No, you say, you aren’t nervous, you’re ready. All you want right now, you say, is to get on with it.


Good, I say, That’s good. That’s the exact right attitude to have – and then I tell you that I love you so much – that we both love you. And – though I know I’ve begun to say it a few too many times in the past however many days – I tell you again how proud we both are, that you’ve managed to come this far. Whatever happens next, you did this. Remember that, I tell you –


Yeah, well, you say.


You put your ear buds in.


And you get on the bus, the two of you, your father taking the card back off you as soon as you’ve touched in. I watch as you stand there together at the foot of the stairs and then your father gives a little wave and the bus goes around the corner and is gone.


I WALK HOME SLOWLY, TAKING my time, because suddenly what reason is there to rush? It’s a beautiful day, the sun shining and the light perfect, bright and hot – in fact I have to admit that everything is pretty perfect now, for we have every reason to believe that you’ll stay in that place for at least three months, and with a bit of luck perhaps even longer. Even the worst case scenario means that we get to have the summer off. Long days and evenings of being normal, of eating and sleeping and dealing with ordinary, everyday problems. Even, it begins to dawn on me, the possibility of having some fun.


I could go shopping for clothes. Get my hair cut. Meet a friend for coffee. We could even see what’s on at the cinema.


Odd, then, to find that I don’t feel very free at all. The opposite, actually. I feel hemmed in, on edge, angry and defiant, my whole body tense and defended, as if I’ve been accused of something.


Perhaps I have been accused of something.


Walking through the market, I catch myself clenching my fists, irritated by all these people dawdling so benignly along with their bags and their dogs and their pushchairs, picking up this thing or that thing, going about their business with such maddening ease on this perfect summer’s day.


A woman with a large and complicated pushchair stops right there in the middle of the pavement to take a call. Her phone in one hand, a carton of juice in the other, the child kicking and flinging its limbs angrily around while she chats on and people are forced to part to make their way around her.


I watch as she throws her head back and laughs, handing the juice to her infant so that she can gesticulate with her free hand before slowly moving on.


Back home, closing the front door, silence blooms around me. For the past several weeks, we’ve been forced to act as your jailers – we knew it would be foolish to trust you, you said you didn’t want us to trust you – and so we’ve stuck close by you, both of us, we’ve watched your every step. Every plan, every moment, has been accounted for. Recently, you’ve never once left this house without one of us in tow.


It feels very disconcerting, then, to walk in here alone.


In a minute, I’ll go up to your room and begin cleaning it. I’ll remove all the dirty plates and mouldy drinks and put all of the rubbish – most of which I’ll find on the floor or under your bed – into bin bags. I’ll scrape chewing gum off the floorboards and fish cigarette filters out from behind the radiator. I’ll hoover the brown tobacco flakes off the tops of the books – picture books and pop-up books and annuals and encyclopaedias – most of which (and yes, I admit this does give me pain every time I think of it) have been on the shelf in that room ever since you were a baby.


After that, I’ll change the sheets – adding the quilted counterpane we had dry-cleaned long ago, but have kept in its polythene, waiting for the moment when we can safely return this room to a state of innocence. But first – just because I can – I hang my bag, along with all of my money, bank cards and keys, up on the hooks in the hall.


YOUR FATHER ASKS ME IF I KNOW that my mother is a bully. Not like other mothers, he says, not just thoughtless or difficult or overdemanding or trampling all over their children’s feelings through a lack of tact or oversight. No, he says, your mother is actively cruel. She knows what she’s doing, she thinks it through. Can’t you see that she actually goes out of her way to do you harm?


Can I see it? Do I know it? Do I? What I do know is that what my mother wants, more than anything – more probably even than the normal pleasures and satisfactions of life – is for things to go wrong for me. I know that she would like to see me fail, to come a cropper (her words), to end up hating myself, to sink right down to some mysterious place of darkness and shame, just so that she can say: I told you so – just so that she can be proved right.


I also know that when things begin to go wrong with you – our beloved, our once bright and sweet and happy child – it seems to give her a special kind of satisfaction. It’s right there on her face, in her voice, her eyes, in her frequent phone calls which are more and more full of ridicule and anger and more and more noticeably devoid of any tenderness.


All the same, she is my mother and I admit I get a small, tight pain in my chest when I hear your father say these things.


Though who can blame him. Over the years he’s had to endure the very worst of her. From the first moment she meets him – over lunch in a dark city restaurant two years before you are born – her dislike is instant. Remaining silent and seated as she shakes his hand, looking him up and down, and sitting there with her bracelets and her cigarette lighter, expectant and ungiving, as she waits for him to ask her all about herself.


And when he doesn’t do that – when, in the first of so many fatal mistakes, he treats her just like any normal person, smiling and laughing, but also daring to chat about something other than the simple fact of how remarkable she is – she shivers and, with a glint of satisfaction, or perhaps it is fury, in her eyes, she reaches for her jacket and pulls it around her shoulders.


Taking a breath, looking around her, asking the waiter to please bring her a glass of water. Taking out her cigarettes and placing them on the table next to her, even though she can’t smoke them yet. Pushing away her glass of wine, even though I know she would prefer to finish it.


And that’s it, after that, she doesn’t bother again – her face is stiff, it is ice – it is downhill all the way after that.


When we say our goodbyes, she pulls me to her – urgently, hungrily – as if she expects never to see me again. Be careful, she says – gripping my elbows with her fingers, her mouth a hard, tight line. You take very good care of yourself, won’t you, my darling?


Yes, my mother is a bully.


AFTER SHE DIES, WHEN SHE’S gone, but does not seem to be gone – I tell your father that I can’t be left alone at home, not for the whole night anyway.


The day’s all right, I can cope with the day – though now that I think about it, the very last time it happened was in broad and brilliant daylight – but if he has a late meeting in the city, he mustn’t accept any invitations to stay over, he must be very sure to get the last train back.


I don’t care what time you get back as long as I know you are coming, I say, trying not to listen to myself because I know how it sounds.


And when, standing there in the doorway with his briefcase in his hands, he asks me what exactly it is that I am afraid of, I tell him I can’t put it into words.


Try?


He is waiting. His face is kind, his voice patient, attentive.


I just can’t.


I know that your father thinks that these days I am half the person I used to be, that I’m not the person he married, not that girl who strode around and laughed and did all kinds of brave and funny things and wasn’t afraid of the dark.


He’s not wrong about this. I think it too.


ON THE DAY THAT I TELL MY mother that I might be leaving your father, she can’t hide her delight. I’ve never seen her so lit up and attentive and alive. Perhaps she sees a whole new future opening up in front of us, maybe she imagines that I’ll shrink right back to being a child again, hers to guide and manage as she wants. But when, a few months later, I tell her we’re giving it another go, that in my heart I think I still love him, this man who I have after all spent most of my adult life with, that for the sake of our child, our marriage is surely worth fighting for, her eyes empty. It’s clear that she has nothing to say.


It’s the exact same look she has on her face when we tell her – with relief and fear and excitement – that you’ve at last agreed to come home and let us help you. Even though by then she knows very well the full horror of what’s been happening, even though she knows how very bad things have been for you, how terrified we both are, still she can’t seem to bring herself to say anything. Grasping that there’s no way for her to influence the situation and – perhaps especially – that there’s nothing in it for her, she remains silent. After a moment or two, she lights a cigarette and then she changes the subject.


There’s another day, too. A day when, having tried for weeks to find you, and having no idea of where you are or even if you are safe, I sit with my mother in a cafe round the corner from her home and – crying into a bunch of paper napkins – tell her how I cannot sleep or eat, how all I can think about is whether you’re OK.


I have these visions, I tell her, of you lying alone somewhere, in some alley or ditch or squalid crack-house bedroom, dead or ill or overdosing or bleeding and harmed.


I know that these outcomes are pretty unlikely – that the most likely thing is you’ve found some stoner’s sofa to sleep on – but all the same I can’t stop the visions from coming.


I tell her how very worthless I feel, how much of a failure – such a terrible failure of a mother, unable to protect or even speak to my child. With tears in my eyes, I confide to her that I do not mind if you never want to see me again, fair enough – I’ve thought a lot about it and I believe I could live with that, I say. I don’t actually need anything from you, my daughter. All I need, I tell my mother, is to know that you are safe and well and alive, that you still have a calm and happy life ahead of you, that you will live.


As I try to explain all of these things to her, I can’t stop crying. Even though there are plenty of people in the cafe and some of them are looking at us, even though I understand that my sobbing like this in a public place isn’t a good thing to do, that it’s needlessly dramatic and ugly and embarrassing, still I can’t help it, I can’t seem to do anything about it, I can’t stop.


I cry so much that in the end I have to get up and fetch more napkins from the place beside the till.


And through all of this, my mother says nothing. Sitting there very calmly, the newspaper with its loud and ranting headlines folded neatly beside her, her foaming coffee half-drunk. Watching me with a mild kind of curiosity on her face, as if she doesn’t really know me all that well – as if she’s never properly seen me before – at last she brushes the shortbread crumbs from her lap and tells me that in her view I should try and pull myself together and get on with things.


She doesn’t mean to be harsh, she says – and of course she understands that this might not be what I want to hear – but it’s the only bit of advice she has for me at present, just get on with it, she says.


And at the time, this does seem reasonable.


But later – many months later when you’re back in our lives and a lot has changed both for good and for bad but the world is, briefly anyway, ordinary again – I discover that on that day I met my mother at the cafe, you were at her house all along.


Just around the corner from where I was sitting, right there in her house, only a matter of metres away, you were, at that moment, probably still in bed.


You’d been there at least a week, it turned out. This was why my mother hadn’t called me on the Sunday night as she usually did, why she’d seemed reluctant to invite me to the house. At the time I hadn’t questioned this, but looking back she’d been very firm about it. The cafe’s so much nicer, she’d said.


She had sat there and watched me crying for at least an hour and in all that time she’d known exactly where you were and she’d said nothing.


Your father’s even more shocked by this than I am. Years later, he still refers to it, saying he considers such behaviour to be inhuman, wicked even. To be capable of witnessing your child’s distress and to have it in your power to soothe her and yet to refuse to do so. He says it tells you everything you need to know about my mother.


But I don’t know –


I don’t know what it tells me.


I see people walking around arm in arm with their mothers, talking and laughing, as if nothing is all that difficult and the whole of life is one great big warm joke and I look at them and I realise that after all this time alive in the world, I know nothing.


I GO TO A MEETING. YOUR father won’t come, he doesn’t think he needs to. He’s only just got back from work, he says he has better things to do with his evening. And we’ve been in this situation for long enough that I know not to force it. It’s a warm evening, the air loud with birdsong, the kind of evening when normal people might relax in their gardens or stand outside a pub and laugh and drink. Instead I park the car and take myself into the cool gloom of a church crypt, where seven or eight people are already sitting around a table and a woman is shaking biscuits onto a plate.


I’ve seen most of the people before, but there’s a new man, middle-aged, slim and unshaven, with a tense look on his face. And when the prayers have been read and we’ve all been around and said who we are, he tells us, in a slow and halting voice – almost as if he too is hearing it for the very first time – what it is that happened with his son.


How the mother of one of his son’s friends, someone they’d never even met, went round to the place where their boy was living, a place which he and his wife had (admittedly against their better judgement) been paying the rent on. And how she had the absolutely terrible job of phoning them.


The poor woman.


I would not wish that job on anyone, he says. He’s thought about it a lot, actually, in the months since it happened. She should never even have been there – if you think about it, it was just pure chance that she happened to be the one. Her daughter wasn’t even a very close friend of their son’s, just someone he’d once known from school. But she’d been round to see him recently and she’d left a jacket there and this woman had apparently been passing and the daughter had asked if she could pop in and get it for her.


She rang the bell but no one answered. But the door was slightly open and so she called out, and when nothing happened she went on in.


He hesitates. Around the table, nobody moves.


He was cooking, he says, when he took the call. Trying to get the dinner on – he gives a little laugh. And this woman, she sounded very distressed, and she explained straightaway that before she’d done anything else, she’d called an ambulance, that they’d said they were on their way, but she told him that –


Her voice was very hard to hear between the sobs.


For some reason which he still doesn’t understand, he did not panic, not at all. Very calmly, before he did anything else, he turned off the gas on the hob. He turned off the oven too. He thinks – and he lets out another small laugh as he says this – he may even have drained the peas.


He isn’t sure if he drained the peas.


Certainly, he pulled out a chair, sat down. He even heard himself trying to comfort the poor woman – she really was in the most terrible state – telling her that what she needed to do right now was take some breaths, to try and calm herself down.


Gazing at the floor, he sighs. He says he doesn’t know what else to tell us. It’s been five months now. Five months and frankly it’s not getting any easier. He’s wondering if it ever gets easier – he knows he’s not the only one but seriously, can anyone here tell him, does it ever get any easier?


Someone, the woman sitting next to him, places a hand on his sleeve. And he looks at this hand for a very long moment, considering it with a genuinely curious expression on his face, as if it might tell him something.


At last he lets out a sigh.


The funny thing was, he really was the sweetest, brightest, happiest, most loving child, no problem at all when he was young.


And he lifts his head and looks around the room. As if he’s waiting for someone to tell him what happens next.


WHEN YOU WEEP AND FUME and shout at us, we tell ourselves that it’s all just part of growing up. Mornings when, aged twelve or thirteen, you lie yourself down on the rug in the hall and refuse to go to school and – busy, stressed, running late – we pull you to your feet and tell you to stop being so dramatic and then, having seen you off, we watch from the window to make sure you’re heading up towards the tube.


I think of you now in that packed train carriage with your rucksack and your ratty, early morning hair and tear-stained face and all of your many difficulties and sorrows and the flat raw fact of who you are and aren’t at that time and my heart just breaks.


How could we have done that to you?


How could I?


And there’s a night when you are older – maybe fourteen or fifteen – when I come home very late and find you sitting all alone in the dark at the kitchen table, playing with the short sharp knife we use for cutting lemons. Turning it around and around in your hands, testing the blade against your fingers. Looking up now and then to check my face, as you press the sharp pointed tip against your soft flesh.


I don’t panic. I’m supremely steady in those days, still hopeful, I suppose, still unscarred.


Taking off my coat and throwing it over the chair, I tell you to put the knife down. The moment you do it, I slip it back in the block where it belongs, just as if it’s nothing, as if it’s entirely normal for you to play with knives. Switching on the small light on the dresser, making the room safe and homely again, I make you a hot drink and we talk about other things – I think we even make each other laugh –


And that’s that, I don’t give it another thought.


I don’t do what surely most parents would do and wake up sweating in the middle of the night and think: a knife.


Another time I’m sitting in a restaurant many miles from home, eating dinner after some book event or other, and my phone rings and it’s you and you say that you want to ask me something. But your voice sounds funny, not at all like your normal voice, and the line keeps on breaking up and it’s hard to tell if you are laughing or crying.


These are the days when it would not for a single moment occur to me to ask you if you’re high.


I tell you it’s hard to talk in the restaurant. More of a pub really, the place is packed and I have to keep my hand clamped to my ear just to catch a single word of what you’re saying. I ask you if you’re OK and I don’t know what you say, but you must tell me that you are OK, because I know that we establish that it isn’t any kind of an emergency and I say goodbye to you, I tell you I’ll speak to you tomorrow.


You are fourteen, maybe fifteen years old. I suppose I assume you’re at home with your father. Why would you not be there with your father? And no, I don’t bother to check with him. I don’t think we have any reason at this time to feel especially worried about you.


And so I go back to my book and I finish my dinner and then I return to the hotel and I sleep. And that’s all. Certainly nothing about our conversation seems to weigh very heavily on me.


And it’s strange, because I still remember that restaurant and the dark street outside – the large, blazing rowan tree just outside the window, a tree so unfamiliar and striking I have to google it on my phone. And if I shut my eyes I can even see that perfectly chilled glass of wine, so welcome after all the talking and thinking and smiling –


But I can’t remember anything at all about our conversation, not a single word.


Why? Why am I so keen to finish my dinner? What exactly is so interesting about my book? Don’t I care at all about what’s going on with you? What are you calling about? What’s the matter? Why don’t I just get up and go outside into the street and stand there and listen to you?


Though there are, of course, countless times in the months that follow when I do exactly that. The parties left, the films walked out of, the sobbing middle of the night calls taken because for a very long time I daren’t sleep without my phone on. The freezing winter’s evening when I duck out of a dinner and stand shivering in a city square without a coat and talk to you for so long and in such an overwhelmingly anxious state that I don’t realise that my muscles have seized up until the next day when I wake and cannot lift my arms.


But on that particular night, the night of the restaurant, when I am far from home and have all the time in the world and you so very clearly need me, I don’t behave like a normal parent – instead I return to my book and I finish my dinner and I sleep.


What kind of a mother behaves like that?


Your father tells me not to think like this. For even if it was possible to pinpoint the precise occasion when I was at my most neglectful and come up with some kind of half-convincing answer about how it all went wrong, well, what then? What exactly would I do with it?


Rumination, he calls it.


Now that he knows its name, he tries not to do it any more. He even went and did a course for it – weeks and weeks of an evening class, to help him stay in the moment and take charge of his most frightening thoughts and put a stop to the ruminating.


Afterwards, ten minutes a day, every day, without fail.


That’s all it takes, he says, with a small exasperated catch in his voice, as if this is something that should have been explained to him a long time ago.


He tells me that it wasn’t that the course removed the thoughts, more that it gave him the tools to deal with them. He found it so much easier, for instance, to sleep at night once he’d completed the six-week programme.


He begs me to do the course too and I do think about it. I even get as far as signing up. But in the end some kind of inertia comes over me and I don’t do it.


Your father’s very upset about this. He says he can’t understand it. He can’t see why I wouldn’t want to try a thing that was so likely to help me. I can’t see why either, not at the time anyway. Later, though, it occurs to me that it’s very simple: I don’t know who I am without my most unforgiving and self-lacerating thoughts.


WHEN YOU ARE TWO DAYS OLD, MY mother drives over to see us. Still in her padded, zipped-up coat smelling of the traffic and the dark outdoors, she sits herself down on the bed and she takes you from me, holding you up in the air and gazing into your face and repeating the name we’ve given you – saying it over and over but mispronouncing it just enough that I have to correct her, which of course does not go down well.


She says that perhaps we should have thought twice before giving you such a difficult name. She does after all know what she’s talking about, having herself had to contend all her life with a name which no one has ever heard of. She’s certain, she says, that it was the main reason she was bullied at boarding school.


Children can be so cruel, she says. I’m surprised you two didn’t think of that.


Your father tells her, as affably as he can, that the name isn’t so hard to pronounce. It’s not all that unusual these days, to pick names from mythology, he says. (Mythology. How my mother’s mouth tightens when he says that word.) Anyway, he adds, if her name’s the worst thing she ever has to deal with, she’ll have a charmed life, won’t she?


My mother turns to him and she laughs brightly and tells him that he’s absolutely right, of course he is. But her eyes aren’t laughing, they are black and hot and I know at that moment – more keenly probably than I’ve ever known it – that she feels the purest kind of hatred for him and will not rest until she’s beaten him soundly, made it quite clear that her power is darker and more vicious than his.


Lying you down on her lap, holding your two tiny hands in hers, she tells us that the traffic was terrible, coming over. Four lanes at a complete standstill just beyond the place where you’re supposed to turn to get to our road. And then, letting go of you as you lie there with your small fists still punching the air, she tells us a story about something that happened at work that week, some misdemeanour which she had to tackle a colleague about, but which, thanks to her own sensitive handling of the situation, had a positive outcome.


Not one, but two of her superiors called her in and praised her, she says. She’s hoping it will be taken into account at the salary review which is coming up.


Your father and I listen and nod and say oh, and well done and that’s brilliant, trying our very best to seem interested but it’s hard in that moment to care about anything beyond the warm nest of our bedroom and our newborn child.


My mother tells us that she thinks we both look very tired.


And when you’re at last lifted and put back into my arms, I catch it on you, the whiff of laundry detergent and cigarette smoke that always lingers in my mother’s hair and clothes. And I feel wrong to mind it, but it’s as if you’re tainted now, your sweet, clean lines smudged forever by the death-like odours of the outside world.


I pull you against me, nuzzling you close, doing everything I can to push my own hot smell back into you.


My mother does not stay very long that time. Your father has made soup and when he offers it, she thanks him but says she does not feel like soup, but will get herself something more substantial when she gets back home. And she hesitates as if she’s about to say something else but at that moment you begin to cry. As I pull up my shirt and lift you so eagerly to my breast, her face goes slack. She stands and picks up her bag.


Well, I’ll leave you to it, then, she says, as if by displaying your hunger like that, you’ve shown yourself to be an insufficiently attentive hostess.


The moment she’s gone, your father collapses in the armchair.


He lets out a groan.


Very tired? Of course we’re very bloody tired! So why didn’t she offer to help in some way? Most people, coming to see their newborn grandchild, would have rolled up their sleeves and asked what they could do.


I think about this. Would his mother – who died long before I met him – have rolled up her sleeves? Probably, given what I’ve heard about her, she would have done. Most people’s mothers would. But not mine. Her growing up was cold and neglectful, she was never shown how to do things. No one ever taught her to expect a moment when her own daughter would enter that mysterious world of motherhood and compete with her for a place in it.


Not that I mean to compete, but I know she’ll see it that way.


Or perhaps I do mean to.


For already when you latch on to suck and I feel the strong, downwards prickle of my milk and, stroking the silky, concave top of your head with my thumb, watch your small jaw moving in such a business-like way, it’s true that I feel unreasonably thrilled by my own maternal powers.


A week after her visit, my mother sends us a gift to celebrate your birth. It’s a large, illustrated antique children’s book, one of the classics, about a chimney sweep who runs away and falls into a river and almost drowns, but is saved and begins a brand new life. Its pages are stiff and speckled with age, its muddy, swirling colour plates protected with sheets of tissue paper. In the front, in ink, in her pretty, old-fashioned handwriting, my mother has written out your full name – only one letter wrong – and your date of birth.


We thank her for this book, though rather too dismissively I now think. For she must have gone out of her way to find it and it can’t have been cheap. I imagine her standing there in the dark bookshop, having spotted it in the window, and asking the bookseller to show it to her. Admiring its heavy, antiquarian binding and gazing at those colour plates and deciding it would make a perfect gift – a future heirloom – to pass on to her new granddaughter.


My mother was very keen on heirlooms.


But at the time your father and I don’t get it. Thinking that a heavy old antique book seems an odd thing to give a baby, we put it on a shelf and forget all about it until many years later when it goes missing and you admit you sold it to get money for a fix.


DURING THOSE FIVE WEEKS THAT we agree to have you back at home – at our place, as you are determined to call it – you can’t stop eating. Sweet things, mostly, chocolate and cakes. You wouldn’t believe it to look at your skinny frame, but you can get through a family pack of doughnuts in a day.


When you aren’t eating, you smoke. One roll-up after another, your small pale fingers – still so disconcertingly like the baby fingers I used to kiss – always busy making the next one. We don’t like seeing you smoke, but it’s something we’ve agreed on from the start, that you’ll be allowed to do it. It’s your absolute right at this precarious time in your life, you say, the only thing that keeps the pain at bay.


So we buy it for you – tobacco for our baby – even though neither of us has ever smoked, not even briefly, not once in our lives. In the shop you even have to tell me what to ask for. Standing there like a child and doing as I am told, waiting to hand the money over. I think it’s the only time you ever say thank you to me, when I pass you the tobacco and the papers and, right there in the middle of the pavement, with a deftness that should not surprise me but always does, you get to work rolling a cigarette.


What would we have thought if someone had told us, years ago, when we were careful and alert new parents juggling feeds and sleeps, sterilising bottles and pureeing the freshest of organic vegetables, that one day we’d be happy – no, not happy, actually consoled – to see our child smoking a cigarette?


And yet once, a long time ago, sitting on a bus near our home, I happened to glance out of the window and there you were in your navy school duffel coat with your hefty nylon rucksack on your back, walking down the road. You were listening to music on your headphones and smiling to yourself so very happily and – this stunned me – you had a cigarette in your hand. And something about the way you held it – the nonchalance, the utter thrilling ease – told me that this was an entirely normal thing for you to do, a daily occurrence probably.


My daughter was a smoker.


It was so startlingly obvious that you knew how to do it, how to inhale, how to draw in the smoke and let it out again. And it wasn’t just the cigarette, it was your face too: so completely oblivious and happy and relaxed.


You didn’t even look like my daughter. I don’t know who you looked like but you did not seem to be mine.


And I stared from the bus window at this carefree and smiling young girl, smoking and smiling, my daughter who did not look like my daughter, and all I felt was awe. Even though you were fifteen years old and not allowed to smoke. Even though I could have got off that bus at any moment and caught you by the shoulders and yelled at you, or done whatever it is that mothers of smoking children are supposed to do – the thing that many people, my mother included, would have said that I definitely should do.


I did not do it. I didn’t do anything.


Instead I remained sitting on that bus with my face turned to the window and I continued to gaze at you in awe.


*


FRIENDS COME TO SEE US. DRIVING fifty miles or more, all so they can meet us for a few hours at a pub on the coast. It’s good of them – they’re old friends, good friends, we’ve known them for a lot of years – and it makes me slightly ashamed that I don’t feel like seeing them.


Your father says that it will do me good, it will do us both good, he says, it’s been far too long since we saw anyone. But I don’t want to feel good – I don’t want to feel any better than I do right now.


And I try to tell your father this, but he doesn’t get it, I can see that. And when I sit there, searching for the words that might convince him, I catch him watching me with such a look of loss on his face that for a moment he seems like a stranger. I could almost imagine that I only just met him – a man I ran into somewhere – and for a moment the thought feels so likely that it takes my breath away.


We find our friends in the car park – it’s a sunny, breezy day, bright gusting waves hitting the promenade – all of us laughing and talking as we wait for them to buy a ticket from the meter. After that we walk up the hill to admire the view. And it’s clear that they’re going out of their way not to mention you, skating around the subject, terrified I suppose of hurting us, of pressing on a nerve, yet always – and I have to admit I can’t fault them in this, I never could fault them – with so much caring and compassion in their eyes.


It’s not that they want to ignore you, I know that. They just don’t know what to say to us yet. No one knows quite what to say. Many times, even we don’t know.


But you can see how glad they are to see your father and me so apparently relaxed and happy, still able to laugh and still so very much together. Not that they know how close we came to falling apart, nobody knows that, but all the same you can see that this is a relief to them.


The sky’s grey, then white, then blue, gusts of wind bending the wild fennel, strands of my hair sticking to my lips. And when we get to the top we all pause for breath, standing there in silence for a moment as we take it all in.


And I’m terrified they might start coming then – the real words, the ones we’ve all been so carefully avoiding. And sensing this, I harden myself, holding onto the low wooden fence and turning my face away.


They’re not having my heart, not just yet.


Later, though, over lunch in the little pub with its wood panelling and blazing fire and photographs of long-dead fishermen on the walls, this man tells us about an incident from his past, something we’ve never heard before, a thing we never knew about and which makes me realise that I understand nothing.


He tells us how, as a small boy of five years old, he found his mother after she fell down the stairs. How they’d been away for the night and just got back – his father putting his key in the front door to let him in, before going back to fetch the bags from the car – and he went running and calling into the hall and there she was.


She’d been there for a while, it turned out. Her skin was grey, her head bruised, the blood pooling under her fingernails.


But her eyes were open, he remembers that.


I didn’t know what death was, he says, bewilderment on his face as, under the table, his wife reaches for his hand. But I suppose I just knew that she was gone.


MY MOTHER SENDS ME AN EMAIL. SHE wants to remind me that she’s been a parent for a lot longer than I have – close to fifty years in case I’ve forgotten – and she’s been thinking about all the problems we’ve been having with you and how stressed we are and how much we always seem to be struggling and she wonders if the answer might be simple: perhaps we both just need to lighten up a bit?


You two are always down on her like a ton of bricks the moment she puts a foot wrong, she writes. And all because she can’t seem to conform to your intellectual and high-achieving standards. Have you ever considered just taking a step back and actually listening to her?


She reminds me that I myself was a difficult teenager, moody and histrionic, full of strange, romantic whims and overblown notions. She used to worry – she can tell me this now – that I might even be mentally ill. Do I remember, for instance, how I liked to draw attention to myself by laughing out loud in my sleep? How I locked myself away in my room and spent all my time reading books and refusing to go to the tennis club disco and claiming not to be interested in boys.


And what about the awful way I dressed? Refusing to wear make-up and going barefoot in the summer and keeping my hair so short. Do I remember the time I came home from the second-hand shop with some hideous black crepe dress I’d insisted on buying?


I didn’t criticise you, she says. I just kept my opinions to myself and let you get on with it. If you wanted to look like you were going to a funeral, then fair enough. That’s what I mean by taking a step back. The art of being a parent is all about give and take. I’m surprised you haven’t worked that one out yet.


I remember the dress. Not crepe, but taffeta – a vintage cocktail frock with a blue-black sheen like the top of a bird’s head. Behind the curtain in the shop, I slipped it on and did not recognise myself: so edgy and unlikely and rebellious-looking. It was a beautiful dress. Has my mother really forgotten that, once her initial outrage had passed, she turned on the coldness and the silence, freezing me out until finally I gave in and took it back?


And I know that you’re so keen on all this artistic spontaneity, she continues. But I can tell you that for we normal mortals there’s a lot to be said for a routine. I wonder whether if, like the rest of us, you stuck to more of a nine to five you’d find you had more time for your daughter. Have you ever considered that your complete lack of discipline might be rubbing off on her? Perhaps if you all got out of bed at the same time every day and ate some protein for breakfast – a couple of eggs on wholemeal toast might be a start – you might find that things changed quite dramatically for you?


When your father sees this email, he does what I daren’t do. He picks up the phone and, when my mother doesn’t answer, he leaves her a message. He thanks her for her input which he’s sure is well intended, but adds that he’d rather she didn’t lecture us about a situation she can’t possibly understand.


He tells her that you’ve just received your second caution for possession and your first for shoplifting and that, though we’re doing everything we can to try and keep you at school, most days it feels like a battle we’re losing. And it’s a special kind of heartbreak, knowing that your child is jeopardising her whole future and her life choices in this way – there is not a single second of the day when we’re not addressing it with our full energy, he says. But to compare it to your own daughter’s teenage liking for vintage frocks feels frankly insulting. Meanwhile, he adds, I don’t know exactly how undisciplined you think we are, but I leave the house at seven every day and your daughter is at her desk by ten. I’d love to know how you imagine we’d both earn a living if we had any difficulty getting up in the morning.


His voice is calm as he leaves the message, but I see that his hands are shaking. When he turns off the phone, he sits down and puts his head in his hands.


Late that night, my mother texts me to say that she has no idea what was in your father’s message, because she wiped it without listening to it. But she wants to make it clear that she finds his anger and aggression very frightening. She’d like me to please assure her that he won’t leave her any more offensive messages like that one, especially when all she did was innocently suggest we might encourage her granddaughter to eat some breakfast.


Just a couple of eggs, for Christ’s sake.


And at first I think this might be it. But no, forty minutes later, a second text comes.


What I was too frightened to say to you, is that your child does not feel loved unconditionally, not by you and not by her father either. Especially not by her father. She has said as much to me on many occasions. I’d hoped not to have to spell it out for you, but you’ve pushed me to it now. What a terrible thing, to be unable to love your child unconditionally. I feel very sad and sorry for the two of you, but there it is.


My mother tells me this is her last word on the matter. It goes without saying that she’ll leave us to our own devices now and won’t attempt to give either of us any advice ever again.


When I show this text to your father, he lets out a sigh.


How long do we give her? he says.


WHEN YOU’RE JUST A FEW WEEKS old, you have to have an operation. They tell us it’s a minor procedure, something that babies often have to have done. Your tear ducts are congested – it’s why your eyes are always weeping and crusty and sore. Every morning we have to bathe them with warm salt water, to keep the inflammation down.


Surgery will solve all of this – by widening the ducts, simple as that, the young doctor says. He tells us that if we want we can wait and have it done when you’re a bit older. But your condition’s unlikely to clear up on its own, and meanwhile we only have to look at you to see how much discomfort you’re in.


It really is nothing, he adds as he glances at his watch and fiddles with the lid of his pen. Just a quick local anaesthetic and that’s it. Done at this age, she will never even know it happened.


He explains to us that it will be done as a day case. We’ll bring you in in the morning and take you straight home that afternoon. We’ll need to starve you first thing, but afterwards, once it’s all over, we can feed and care for you as normal.


I ask the doctor if I can be with you during the operation. He looks at me carefully. Even though he’s smiling, his eyes tell me that it has just that moment dawned on him that he is talking to a crazy person.


He puts down his pen.


Trust me, he says. It will all be over in less than an hour.


You are starving and furious and screaming when they remove you from my arms to take you to theatre. But more than an hour later, when they bring you back to me, you are dark-faced and silent.


Your silence frightens me far more than your screaming did.


Before we drive home, I sit in the back of the car and I feed you. Sitting there with the door half open, one foot on the car park gravel, listening to the birds calling in the hospital grounds, while your father strides up and down, talking to someone on his phone.


At first you won’t suck, you absolutely refuse. Your mouth stays tightly closed and you stare at me as if the offer of a nipple is intended as some kind of an insult. But when you at last give in and let me nudge it into your mouth, then you latch on with a fury – sucking and sucking, gasping now and then for breath – pressing both small hands to my breast as if you dread that I might change my mind and prevent you, as if you think you’ll never get enough.


The whole time you suck, your eyes remain fixed on my face. Black and furious eyes, checking and double-checking. The look you give me is one of insult and injury, of the purest, darkest mistrust – the exact same look that you give me all those years later when you shove me so hard against the double doors in the hall that my hand goes through the glass and I slice my wrist open.


YOU TELL ME THAT FOR A WHILE you let anyone do anything to your body. It doesn’t matter how much it hurts or frightens you, or what the consequences are, as long as they promise to fix you up. Often, once they’ve done what they wanted to do with you – and these are things you would not want to describe to anyone – then they do fix you up. Because people are good like that, you say. But once or twice, even though they’ve sworn they’ll see you right, they don’t bother with their part of the deal and they let you down. And when this happens, when they trick you like this, then you lose it completely. You turn into a dangerous person, a desperate animal, someone who even you don’t recognise, a person who is not entirely sane.


One of these times is when you are arrested on the dual carriageway for walking along the hard shoulder and shouting and waving or taking off your clothes and causing a public disturbance or whatever it is that you’re supposed to have been doing.


You remember nothing about it later. Not even now, if you’re honest, you say.


Another time, you’re sitting, or maybe lying, on a bench in the park just minding your own business like any normal person and some interfering individual goes and calls an ambulance even though you never asked them to. You haven’t done anything. You aren’t bothering anyone. They should, in your view, just have left you alone.


They were probably just frightened, I say.


You frown at me.


But I wasn’t doing anything –


They could see that you were hurt.


I wasn’t hurt.


You said you were bleeding –


You make a small sound of irritation.


All right, but so what? I was just chilling there on that bench which I’m sure I had as much right to do as anyone else. Though I guess I must also have been in withdrawal and that’s not pretty, in fact it can look a bit fucking dramatic. Seriously, you have no idea, you add. You haven’t seen me like that.


For a moment I am silent. I have seen you like that. Your father and I have both seen it and it’s not something we’ll forget in a hurry, not something that any parent would. But I suspect this isn’t the moment to remind you of this.


When you confide these things to me, when you tell me about the people who’ve made use of your young body, when you describe to me the times you’ve been arrested on a public highway or found bleeding in a park without knowing anything about it, I don’t turn to you with tears in my eyes and demand explanations. I don’t ask you the question I long to ask – which is what terrible thing could possibly have happened to you, my child, to make you bleed like that.


Instead, partly because I am driving you to a dental appointment – but also because, honestly, I am long past any such response – I keep my calm, dry eyes on the road and I watch the green trees and dappled light and the endless stream of traffic going by and I keep my thoughts to myself.
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