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My daughter wants to go home . . .


When Anna’s partner walks away from their relationship, she is shattered. But it is her little girl Ava who takes it hardest of all. The six year old falls silent for three days. When she does speak, her words are troubling. Ava wants to go home. To a place called Seal.


To her other mother.


Anna knows to unravel the mystery she must find Seal and take Ava there. She hopes this tiny island will unlock her daughter’s memories. But could it also offer a new life . . . and unexpected love . . . for Anna too?




Dear Reader,


I’m so glad to have you with me on our journey to Seal. I’d like to say thank you for being here with me and all my characters. I love them all, and I hope you will too.


In Keep Me Safe you’ll meet Anna, who has forgotten how to care about herself, and Sorren, who prefers caring for other people than facing a painful past. Also Ava, a little girl who has so much life in her, but whose family life crumbles and who has to find a way to lead herself and her mum to a place of love and safety. All this in the surrounding of beaches and cliffs and sea and sky.


Seal for me is a place of the soul. Death and childbirth, love and loss all go and join the waters of our souls. The idea I love is that we are not alone in grief and comfort, Seal is a place of kindred souls.


Reader, I am privileged to undertake this journey with you. My readers make my stories come alive. My writing is a four-hands sonata, where each reader composes and creates with me, superimposing their own story to mine.


So thank you for dancing with me all the way to the Hebrides.


Con amore,


Daniela x




This book is for Ross.
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Midnight: the day-weary sun yawns last colours,


Sea-cooled gold and red fade into frosted silver.


The darkling ocean, dim green in the dying light,


Swallows final embers with rolling whispers.


Unseen, a curlew cries out without answer –


A shrill dart hurled into the black.


Early stars spark – pewter bells playing cold music.


The rising moon, thin and curved, its bone light unfurls


Across the milk-white sand, now a glistening necklace.


The wind, gentle tonight, a warm breath,


Drifts through the machair, the drowsing flowers blow


Sweet scents over the dreaming islands.


Salt and seaweed, the perfume of life and death.


This gliding night, unheard, but not silent


Is a half-dreamt song – a red-rusted drum now beats.


The eastern sky chatters with colour and fresh flight.


Corn-yellow sun, turquoise sea, orchids pink, yellow, blue.


Reddening flames lick smoking peat in morning fires.


Oystercatchers tiptoe surf for dawn-dazzled shells.


Night is, once more, a gentle lament on unplayed fiddles.


The harpsong of morning fills the air again.


Ross Walker, ‘Hebridean Night, Midsummer’










Prologue


Little soul


Where I am, there is no day and no night, there is no time. There is nobody but me, and all these little flames that move and flicker, even without wind. Sometimes I feel whirlpools brushing past me, touching me with wispy, invisible hands, their breaths and sighs cold against me. I hear them whisper, talk about their lives and their deaths, and I listen.


So many stories.


So much love and pain and happiness and sadness, so many lives and so many deaths. I try to call, I try to stop them, so I can speak to them. But they never listen, they never stop. They flow and float away, invisible currents of fog inside fog. All that is left is a little flame gleaming in the distance, and a memory, a shadow of their story – and I’m alone again.


I know things now, things I used to not know before. I listened to the whispers for so long, I’ve known so many lives. I was a child but I’m not a child any more, for all I know and for all I have heard. I dive into the sea of souls and listen to the voices of those here with me. I listen and I know what they carry in their hearts.


I remember my time as a child. I remember when the sea came, and how it was stronger than me, stronger than those who loved me. I’d always known the sea wanted me; I’d been nearly taken when I wasn’t much older than a baby, but my father held on to me and took me home, dripping and distraught, and he and my mum said to each other what a freak accident, how could it have happened, I was watching her, I really was, I know you were, thank goodness she’s here, you brought her home.


And now the sea was back for me. I screamed in my child’s heart: please let me go.


Please let me go home.


Please, sea, don’t take me.


Please, sea, give me back.


I cried and cried and thought I need to breathe, I need to breathe – but I couldn’t feel my tears in the water that was all around me, I couldn’t fill my lungs with air. And then everything was peaceful, black and warm. I didn’t hurt any more, I wasn’t cold any more. I’m saved, I thought. But I wasn’t saved, I was drowned.


When the darkness disappeared and my eyes could see again, there was a golden light in front of me. From the light I heard voices calling my name, calling me to go with them. The light pulled me and pulled me, just like the sea that drowned me; and the voices were tender, promising to enfold me with love, and I wanted to reach them, I wanted their embrace because I’d been so scared and in so much pain. But I needed my mum and dad. I couldn’t go in there, I couldn’t leave them behind. I couldn’t leave my family.


And so I turned away from the golden light – and then the greyness and loneliness frightened me, because it was all so desolate, like I was the last person in the world, the only one left. I turned back, but the light and the voices were gone. I was left in the grey and the lonely.


Little lights appeared all around, over my head, under my feet; little flickering flames.


And now I am here, and I wander and listen, and sometimes I cry, sometimes I sing tunes I used to know. Everything is grey and soft, like walking in cotton wool.


I am not sure if a long time has passed or just a little while.


I don’t know where I am.


I just know I want to go home.


Whispers echo in the fog, my soft sobs, the tunes I hum. They come back to me a hundred times. But then, one day – if there’s such a thing as day where I am – I hear something else, something that is not an echo. Someone calling. The flames all around dance and dance, like they’ve heard her too, and whirlpools move the fog in slow currents. I walk among the little candles and follow the voice – joy overwhelms me, and I haven’t felt joy in so long, so long, it’s like I feel it for the first time. It’s all new and warm, it feels like sunshine, and I want to laugh and cry at the same time, and I run, run towards whoever is calling me. It must be my family, it must be. It’s me, I’m here, I cry without noise – I put my hands up in the white fog and the sound of calling and crying is everywhere, please, Mum, hold my hands and take me home – and she does, she holds my hands and pulls me through.


Everything is black for a moment, and then I open my eyes.
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Snow in March


Anna


When Ava started inside me, sudden and surprising like snow in March, I didn’t have time to ask myself the reasons for such a miracle. I was working too hard, worrying too hard. With all the practical problems and the morning sickness and trying to stay awake during my night shifts, I didn’t have much time left to consider what was happening: a human being had taken up residence in my belly, and was growing, growing. Somebody with eyes and ears and hands and legs and a heart. And more; she was more than a body and its parts. A soul lived inside this body-in-the-making, a consciousness, a set of feelings and emotions and thoughts like sparks inside her tiny brain.


I fretted about how I’d look after a baby, with my shifts and little money and no family at hand to help, while the man who did this to me in the first place was lost in one crazy project or another. He was forever wheeling and dealing somewhere while I threw up and cried and surveyed the wards full of new mums, their babies beside them in plastic cots, not quite believing I would be one of them soon. I couldn’t sleep, and when I did, I had strange dreams, dreams of water and the sea and grey waves swallowing me. And then Toby would caress my barely-there bump and promise me the world, promise our baby the world – I didn’t believe him any more, of course, but I didn’t want my child to grow up without a father, like me.


I knew she was a girl. And not just any girl – she was Ava. I loved her with an intensity that blew me away. Somehow, in the lottery of procreation, one I witnessed every day in my job, this baby, this baby and no other, among the millions of possible genetic combinations, had been given to me. An old rhyme came into my mind, one my Scottish grandmother used to sing:






Of all the babies who swam in the sea


Ava was the one for me . . .








While I was making beds, or fetching nappies for the midwives, or cleaning up mess, I was aware of her, like a constant song in the back of my mind. My belly grew, the fears grew, my love for her grew. In this city of eight million people, I thought as I contemplated the London skyline out of the staffroom window, there was now one more.


Months went by as my secret came into the light, my bump too big to hide. Ava talked to me in every way but words. I know you, baby – I’ve known you forever, I thought as I chose curtains for her nursery, and a Moses basket, and I dreamt of the day I’d hold her in my arms. I love you, I’ve loved you forever, I whispered to her as we lay in bed in the middle of the day, waiting for another exhausting night shift.


I lay half naked with a little thing breaking me from the inside, my body clamping onto itself over and over again. When she finally came out, after what seemed like days, I looked into her eyes, semi-blind and alien black, and I had the strangest thought: that I had fooled myself believing I knew her, this little soul that had sat inside me waiting, this creature I’d been a vessel for.


I didn’t know her at all. I had no idea who she was.


I never told anyone about what came into my mind the moment she was born – about the way I didn’t recognise her like I thought I would, and how that feeling of of course, it was you all along never happened for me. A sense of knowing the creature that has been inside you for nine months and finally getting to meet her – it wasn’t like that. I didn’t know her, I never had known her. She was somebody other from the little life I had imagined.


It would have been impossible to explain such a weird sensation. People don’t talk about these things anyway, and your head is all over the place after you’ve given birth. You’re bound to have strange thoughts.


I soon forgot all about it as Ava grew into herself and I grew into my new life, a life where it was Ava and Anna, our little family.


My daughter’s eyes have lost their alienness and now she’s fully here, fully herself. Now, I do know her. Ava Elizabeth Hart, six years old, happy and chatty and lively and fearless like I never was, so different from me and yet so much mine, a part of Toby and me and yet herself.


But when it all began, when Ava told me about a life she had without me, with people I didn’t know – that day I thought again of the moment she was born. I thought of the moment they placed her gently in my arms, wrapped in a white blanket, my blood still encrusted in her hair, and she opened those other-worldly eyes and the first thing I thought was I love you, and the second was Where were you before?
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All that remains


Anna


I always knew it would happen one day. I always knew Toby would leave us; I was even surprised he’d waited so long. Despite all my efforts, I had failed to keep this lopsided little family together.


I dreaded the day he’d go, not because of me – all my feelings for him had ebbed away a long time ago – but for Ava. She was so close to him, even if he kept letting her down in one way or another. She adored her father; whether or not he actually deserved to be adored was of no concern to a little child.


One winter afternoon, my child-minder, Sharon, phoned me at work to say that Toby had been to the house, stuffed some of his things in a suitcase, and left. I stood there with the phone against my ear, frozen. I could only imagine how it must have felt for Ava, sitting in tears and terror while her dad rushed around packing clothes. It was like a bolt from the blue for her; as for me, I’d played the scenario so many times in my head, I nearly had a sense of déjà vu.


Sharon told me that he’d left behind a note addressed to me, and a distressed little girl sobbing her heart out. She said that before stepping out of the door he’d spoken to Ava, that he’d told her he was very sorry, but he was going somewhere far, far away, that we’d be better off without him; that he was a loser, that he’d tried but nothing had worked out for him.


He said all that to his six-year-old daughter.


Anger burnt scarlet through me as I put the phone down and ran to the ward sister to tell her I had to go home at once. I was a new nurse – I had gained my qualification at last, after years of menial jobs and studying at night while Ava slept – and I was working for an agency.


I hurried out into the freezing evening air; I jumped on a train, and then another, in a daze, tears not of regret but of fury swelling in my eyes. He’d hurt Ava. He’d done the one thing I could not forgive him for. After all the years I’d forced myself to be with him, so we could give Ava a family . . .


When I barged into the flat, Ava was on the sofa watching CBeebies, clutching Camilla, her favourite doll. Her eyes were puffy and red, but she wasn’t crying any more. She was sucking her thumb, which was something I had been trying to help her grow out of. She looked very small and very lost.


‘Ava, sweetheart . . .’ I said as I sat beside her.


She didn’t look at me, she didn’t move.


‘Ava . . .’


‘She’s been like this for over an hour. She hasn’t said a word,’ Sharon whispered, her kindly coffee-coloured face shadowed with worry. I felt my heart quickening and my hands tingling; the familiar signs of panic.


I wrapped my arms around my daughter. She let me hold her close, and leaned her head on my chest, still sucking her thumb. I stroked her long black hair and her face – milky skin and almond-shaped black eyes, maybe the heritage of an Asian ancestor we knew nothing about.


‘Everything’s fine. Mummy is here . . . Where’s the note?’ I asked Sharon in a low voice, not wanting to disentangle myself from Ava. Sharon seized a piece of paper, roughly folded in four, and handed it to me.






Dear Anna,


I’m so sorry. I’ve been nothing but bad news in your life. I’m off to Melbourne to stay with a mate for a bit, and then hopefully get a working visa. I explained everything to Ava, so she wouldn’t get too upset . . .








I’m going to kill him, I thought.






. . . you deserve somebody to look after you properly. Ava deserves a proper father . . .








You’re right on that one.






You and Ava are better off without me. Please remind Ava how much I love her.


Toby








And here’s where you’re wrong, Toby, I said to myself. Very, very wrong. I am better off without you; Ava isn’t. You stupid, irresponsible, selfish man who couldn’t hold down a job, who would spend thousands of pounds on a fancy car and then have no money left to buy food, who would feed Ava ice cream for lunch and dinner and then be aghast if she threw up, who was always too busy for the nursery run but found time for a daily catch-up with his friends – your daughter needs you. Not just someone to look after us, but her father.


But you left anyway.


‘It’ll be okay, baby,’ I said into Ava’s hair, squeezing her dimpled hand. I felt her letting out a small sigh, full of the grief and loss she didn’t know how to express.


It was dark outside, and Ava still hadn’t spoken. Dinnertime had come and gone, and she was sitting at the table with an array of untouched plates in front of her. Fish fingers and mash, a ham sandwich, a bowl of tomato soup. Nothing tempted her.


‘Let’s order pizza!’ I said, trying to sound cheery, or even just normal. I was getting desperate.


‘What do you say? Pizza?’ I repeated, exhaustion squeezing the sides of my head until I felt nauseous. No reply. ‘Please, Ava. You haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.’


She just sat there looking at me with a blank expression, not saying a word.


I phoned the hospital and then the agency, and told them that my daughter was sick and I had to take a few days off. They weren’t happy, but they grudgingly accepted my unexpected leave. Then I called Sharon and said I wouldn’t need her for a while, but I would keep up with her wages, of course. Finally I phoned Toby’s mother. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like I would get any sympathy or help. Whatever her son did – rack up thousands of pounds of debt, leave yet another job, get beaten up by someone he owed money to – she just found excuses for him, and cried, and said he was such an affectionate boy and it wasn’t his fault if he was a bit immature.


‘Did you know about this?’


‘About Australia? Yes. He told me not to tell you until he was ready . . .’


‘Well he told Ava. Before telling me. He told her he was going away and she was better off without him. Ava is six years old, for God’s sake!’


‘He’s confused. He’s just a confused boy with nobody to advise him properly,’ she pleaded.


‘He’s not a boy, Gillian.’


Oh, all the things Gillian didn’t know. Toby was very much a man, a man who ranted at me whenever things didn’t go his way, who slammed doors, who always knew the right thing to say to make me feel I was worth nothing. But his mother didn’t know any of this. She was never to know. It would break her heart, and one heart broken was more than enough.


‘You know the way it is. They are always little boys to their mothers!’ She laughed a foolish laugh. There wasn’t even any point in being angry with her.


‘Good to know that my daughter has a boy for a father,’ I hissed.


A little silence, and then came her favourite mantra, her excuse for so much of what Toby did. ‘He wasn’t ready to be a father.’


As if it had been my fault. As if I’d planned it. I closed my eyes briefly, cursing the day I’d been taken in by his charm, his endless optimism. I was young, and I was alone and starved of affection after a cold, loveless childhood; I’d fallen for his promises.


‘If he phones, Gillian, tell him we never want to see him again.’


‘What? You can’t stop him seeing his daughter!’ she whined in a tremulous, how-can-you-be-so-heartless voice.


I put the phone down.


‘Please, sweetheart. Maybe a cookie?’ I tried again.


I’d made chocolate chip cookies, hoping that baking would channel my confusion a bit, and that they would tempt Ava into eating something.


Still no answer. She just looked at me with those dark eyes of hers, two pools of silent sadness in her white face.


I was ready for a long, long cry, but I couldn’t do that in front of Ava. I gently led her into the bathroom and gave her a warm bath with bubbles, chatting to her in a low voice, though she never replied. Then I took her to her room, where I slipped her Little Miss Sunshine PJs on, dried her hair, and tucked her, Camilla and myself into her bed. We lay together, hypnotised by her magic lantern turning and turning, until we both fell asleep.


She didn’t speak for three days.


Dawn rose on the fourth day of Ava’s silence. I was lying on a mattress in her room, after another white night. Later I would take her to the doctor; I couldn’t deny any more that something was terribly, terribly wrong. That something had broken inside her.


I propped myself up, resting my head on my hand. She slept on her back, her chest slowly rising and falling. Little Briar Rose, trapped in an evil spell. She was so beautiful, my daughter, and so small, so vulnerable. It broke my heart that I couldn’t protect her from everything, anything that could harm or upset her. That I couldn’t save her from this heartache, like I hadn’t been protected or saved when I was a child. That I hadn’t given her a better father, or, it turned out, a father at all – she would be fatherless, like I had been. Maybe I shouldn’t have worked so hard all those years . . . Maybe all the nights I spent on my course books and all the times I was too exhausted to even speak had slowly corroded our family life. But I’d had no chance of an education, no chance to do anything for myself – I had to get my qualification. I had spent too many years watching the nurses doing their amazing job while I was stuck cleaning floors. I knew there was more in me; I knew I had more to give. And I did it for Ava too, to give her a better future. To give her the chances I’d never had.


Tears threatened to flood out of me again, and again I stopped them. During those three ghastly days, I had only cried once, when I was sure Ava was in deep sleep; I couldn’t bear the idea of her seeing me crying, and alarming her even more than she had been already.


All of a sudden, she stirred. She jerked her head towards the wall and back again. A small whimper escaped her lips, and then another, as she tossed and turned. I sat on her bed and took her little body in my arms. She began to cry, harder and harder, and her sobs rose to the sky and wrecked my heart. And the worst thing was that she was crying with her eyes closed, like all that pain was coming from the depths of her, unbounded and unchecked, exploding after four days of silence and stillness.


‘Shhhhh . . . Mummy’s here . . .’ Tears were falling down my cheeks too. I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear to see my daughter in so much pain.


‘Mummy!’ she cried, and again those dreadful, dreadful sobs – the cries of someone abandoned, all alone in the world. I could feel what she was saying with those sobs – I’ve been abandoned, I’m lost – and I held her tight.


‘I’m here, baby, I’m here with you,’ I whispered in her ear.


Suddenly her whole body became tense and tight; she was rigid in my arms, just like she used to get as a toddler when she was throwing a tantrum. My heart bled. Then, at last, she relaxed. Her eyelashes, damp with sleep and tears, fluttered some more.


‘Ava. Ava!’ I called.


Finally she opened her eyes.


‘Mummy,’ she said in a whisper.


My heart soared. She was speaking again.


‘Ava . . .’


‘Mummy,’ she repeated.


‘I’m here . . .’


She blinked over and over again, studying my face. Then she looked straight at me as if she didn’t recognise me, and I’ll never forget the words that came out of her mouth. I’ll never forget the moment when, as I held her in my arms, my face so close to hers that our noses nearly touched, she asked calmly and quietly: ‘Where’s my mum?’


‘Where’s my mum?’ I asked Miss Carter, my teacher.


I was six years old, a crown of tinfoil on my head and wearing a long white tunic – a shiny triangular cloth with a hole for a head, but to me it seemed like an evening gown, the dress of my dreams. I remember feeling so pretty in my costume, like a princess and a fairy and an angel all mixed together. My hair was loose on my shoulders; the other mums had woven my little friends’ hair into braids and buns, but mine didn’t have time. She had been out all day and couldn’t come to fetch me from school, so I’d had to sneak out on my own – we weren’t allowed to go home by ourselves – and go to our neighbour’s. It happened often, that my mum wasn’t around and Mrs Ritchie had to look after me; my sweet, loving grandmother had died three years before, and since then my life had been pretty much chaos.


When Mrs Ritchie looked after me, I tried to spend as much time as I could in the street so that she wouldn’t be annoyed by my presence and then tell on us to the teachers or social workers or whoever else. My mum always said we weren’t to tell anyone that she wasn’t around much; that if someone asked, I was to say she’d gone to the shops.


But it was December and very cold, so I couldn’t stay out for long. I waited and waited in the Ritchies’ kitchen for my mum to turn up. It was the day of the school nativity play, and she’d promised she’d come. Mrs Ritchie had given me tea with her two teenage sons, and then I explained to her that I was to go to the school for the show. She didn’t roll her eyes like I thought she would do. She stroked my cheek.


‘I’ll give you a lift in the car,’ she said. ‘I’m sure your mum will be there.’ But as she was putting her coat on, I heard her muttering under her breath, ‘As if. As if she’d give up drinking one night, just one bloody night, to go to her daughter’s nativity . . .’


I knew she was talking about my mum, but I didn’t want to hear. I pretended she’d said nothing. My mum would prove her wrong and turn up, maybe smelling strange and not walking so well, and saying weird, angry things; but she would turn up.


And there I was, with my tinfoil crown and my tunic over my grey uniform skirt and trainers, while the other girls wore ballet shoes and white tights, and their prettiest outfits. But I felt so shiny and special, I couldn’t wait to go out on the small stage and show off my glittery angel self. My mum would love it. She’d think I was so pretty, she’d stay at home all night. She’d make us hot milk or cocoa and we’d curl up on the sofa and watch TV, and she wouldn’t ask me to get her drinks, or have strange friends over and then keep me up half the night, terrified in my bed, with their yells and fights.


Tonight it’d just be the two of us.


The show came and went. I was blinded by the lights the teachers had borrowed from the local bingo hall, so I couldn’t see my mum’s face. But the applause was rapturous and I was sure she had loved it. At the end, we all stood together, Joseph and Mary holding a doll Jesus, and sang ‘Jingle Bells’. The lights were off by then and I studied the crowd, looking for my mum’s face. But she wasn’t there.


Hope began to seep out of me and seemed to deflate my very bones. I felt tears gathering in my eyes and I desperately tried not to cry.


Maybe I just couldn’t see her. Maybe she was at the back, hidden behind other parents. She was there, she had to be.


But something inside me kept whispering: She’s broken her promise. Again. She won’t see you with the silvery crown and the long shiny white gown. She’s not here, she wasn’t at the show at all.


I felt a warm tear slide down my cheek and wanted to die of embarrassment, but the sadness inside me was so great, I couldn’t hold it in.


And then it was a blur, the teachers getting our outfits off and telling us we’d done so well, so well, and releasing us to the waiting parents.


I was left there. There was nobody waiting for me.


‘Where’s my mum?’ I asked Miss Carter, helplessly. I remember clearly how I felt I was standing right at the edge of a cliff, looking down. That feeling stayed with me all my life, like I was forever trying not to fall.


The teachers conferred between them. What to do with me? It was the days before mobile phones, and my house phone was ringing out. Finally, Mrs Ritchie turned up. She’d seen my mum staggering home.


‘Agnes is in no fit state to fetch Anna,’ she told Miss Carter. ‘She asked me who Anna was. Oh, she’s a piece of work.’


She asked me who Anna was.


Mrs Ritchie seemed furious, her movements rapid, sharp. ‘Come on, dear,’ she said, almost sweetly. ‘They tell me you looked so pretty in your angel costume . . .’


‘Where’s my mum?’ I repeated, tears now flowing unchecked. A sob racked my chest. I was too upset to be ashamed.


‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll sort it all out,’ Mrs Ritchie said, leading me to her car, her lips pursed. She looked so angry. I know now that she was angry with my mum, not with me, but at the time I just couldn’t tell, and I was scared. All I knew was that my mum had broken yet another promise, and that I had no idea where she was.


And then there was that other memory: how the night ended.


I never think about that. But sometimes the memory remembers itself, in spite of me.


When I came home, my mum was slumped in the living room. I brought a duvet from upstairs and covered her, and then I slept on the sofa in my angel dress, hoping I could finally show it to my mum when she woke up. We’d been allowed to take our costumes home so our mothers could wash them and return them clean.


Finally morning came. I tried to wake her up and show her the dress, but she yelled at me, and threw an empty bottle. I was afraid, but I thought if she had a shower and drank some coffee she would feel better, so I tried again to wake her – and all the drinking she’d done came out of her and onto my dress, onto my lovely angel dress, now soiled and reeking like it meant nothing, like it was a piece of garbage.


That was the beginning.


The night Ava asked about her mum, even if I was shocked, I didn’t probe her – it just wasn’t the right moment, not after those three terrible days without eating or speaking. She couldn’t go back to sleep, so I made her some milk, and she asked for honey in it – she’d never liked honey, I thought in passing, but I had more pressing worries on my mind than her changing tastes. We watched Frozen for the umpteenth time, snuggled up under the duvet with Camilla.


Although Ava’s strange words had chilled me, I put them down to shock. For the next few days I hardly thought about them. But there was a difference in her; something had changed after those three days of silence and refusal to eat. Yes, she was back to her lively, cheerful self, but every once in a while a weird daze descended on her, and a faraway look appeared in her eyes, like she was seeing something I couldn’t see, or remembering something long past.


About a week later, on our way home from school, she was jumping in the puddles with her bright red wellies, and I was chatting about her dance class.


‘. . . soon we’ll have to buy you a new leotard, you’ve grown so much recently . . .’ I was saying, when suddenly she stopped and raised her face to the sky.


‘Come on, baby, we only have half an hour and we still need to get a snack and get changed . . .’


The faraway look I had noticed before was back, like she was there and yet she wasn’t. She stood like that for a moment, her little nose in the air. Then she looked down at the puddle again. I could see her reflection in the still water – the red jacket, her dark hair in two braids, her face like a little pale moon.


‘I remember,’ she said.


I don’t know why, but those perfectly innocent words sent a chill down my spine. Maybe it was the way she’d said it, her hazy, remote look; maybe because a part of me knew that something was happening in her mind.


‘What do you remember?’ I asked in a low voice. Two older boys in blazers walked past us, hands in pockets, laughing loudly, and I didn’t hear her reply.


‘What did you say?’


‘I remember one day it was raining, and I jumped in the puddles,’ she said.


Relief filled me. ‘Of course, you’ve done it many times. Now come along, we’ll be late . . .’


‘My mum took me to the beach and there were puddles in the sand, and she said they were like tiny seas. One day we saw a little fish swimming in a puddle, and she took it and ran and threw it in the sea. She ran and she laughed all the way and she said the fishy was very slippery.’


Ava giggled at the memory. I could only look at her, speechless. But then she simply started walking again, skipping a little as she always did.


‘Come on, Mum! We need to get to dance class!’ she called, as if nothing had happened.


All through the dance lesson, as Ava and her friends jumped about in their leotards like little pink ducklings, I mulled over her words. My mind was like a stuck record, playing what she’d said over and over again.


She ran and she laughed all the way and she said the fishy was very slippery . . .


Who was this person Ava was talking about? This woman she called mother?


I was too frightened to ask.


The months that followed were the strangest of my life. On the outside, things went back to normal, just without Toby. But what was going on in Ava’s mind – that was indecipherable.


She never asked for her dad. A couple of days after she’d gone back to school, I cleared out Toby’s belongings and packed them into boxes to bring to his mother – there was no way I’d keep them in the house. I’d put them in a cupboard so that Ava wouldn’t see them, but I’d forgotten something: a favourite jumper of his, a frayed thing he’d had since we’d got together. I walked into the room and I saw Ava holding it in her hands, just looking at it without a word. There was a thoughtfulness to her face – like she was trying to absorb something enormous, something momentous, too big to be grasped or understood.


‘Ava . . .’ I began, thinking that she needed to be comforted. But she let the jumper fall as if it was incandescent and turned to me.


‘I’m going to watch TV now,’ she blurted and ran out of the door.


She didn’t want to talk about it. And so I never brought it up again, all the while worrying that she was bottling up her pain, but not knowing how to tackle the conversation.


Instead, she kept mentioning her other mum and what they did together. She never went into much detail; I didn’t know if it was because that was all she knew, all she remembered – that was how she put it – or if there was so much more going on in her mind, and she chose only to show me the tip of the iceberg.


It kept happening. The weird memories kept coming.


I was giving her a bath, and she told me how she used to have a white and green striped bathrobe. ‘Was this at Granny Hart’s house?’ I asked her.


She shook her head, foam flying from her hair. ‘No. I had it in my other home.’


At breakfast, she mentioned that she used to have a bowl with a rabbit painted on it, and that she ate porridge in it. ‘And no, Granny Hart didn’t give me porridge!’ she pre-empted me. ‘My other mum did!’ At her dance class, she told me she used to dance in black shoes, not pink. And that her mum had put a red ribbon in her hair for the dance show.


She didn’t seem upset or sad when she mentioned these things to me, not for a while. And then, one day, as we were watching TV on the living room sofa, she hid her face in my shoulder.


‘Are you sleepy, darling?’


She shook her head, her face still hidden against me.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘I want to see my mum. My other mum,’ she murmured, and her voice was heavy with tears.


As usual, the mention of this phantom woman, this ghost hovering in our lives, took my breath away. I didn’t know what to say – I just could not bring myself to ask. I could only hold Ava, cradle her soft, sweet-smelling body and stroke her hair, murmuring nonsensical words the way mothers do.


I had no idea what to do. In her short life, every time Ava had been upset or out of sorts, I’d always had a solution. If she had a temperature I’d give her medicine; if she scraped a knee I’d give her cuddles; if she was afraid of something I would hold her tight.


But if she asked me to take her to her mother, what could I do?


All this weighed like a stone in my heart and I desperately needed some advice, but I felt I couldn’t confide in anyone. My own mother, well, she was a non-entity in my life, someone I saw every six months to make sure she had a roof over her head, cook her a meal and do a couple of washes, nothing more. And imagine telling Gillian.


No. I was on my own. I couldn’t tell anyone what was happening. I couldn’t find the words to explain that my daughter had started talking about an imaginary life she had somewhere else – another life, another mother.


But her pleas continued. She kept asking to see her mum, and I was at a loss.


One day, as I collected Ava from school, her teacher asked to have a word with me. I thought she wanted to tell me how Ava was doing in class – I’d told her that Ava’s father had left us and was now in Australia – and I hoped with all my heart that she’d say everything was well, that Ava was coping fine. We left Ava in the office with the secretary and a couple of children whose parents were late, and went to the classroom.


‘Ava is doing a lot better, it seems to me,’ Miss Luther said. She was a tall young woman with dyed blonde hair and trendy black-rimmed glasses.


‘She is, yes. Thanks for looking out for her . . .’


‘You’re very welcome. This kind of thing happens all the time, you know; children with both parents at home are a rarity nowadays, so please don’t think that Ava will feel in any way different from her classmates. I’m not dismissing her distress, of course . . .’


‘No, I understand.’


‘She was tired for a bit after she had that horrible flu,’ she continued. Ava had never had the flu, of course; those were the days she was refusing to speak, so I couldn’t send her to school. ‘She was picking at her food at lunchtime, a bit dreamy during lessons . . . but she soon perked up, and she’s herself again now.’


‘That’s good,’ I said.


Miss Luther pushed her glasses up her nose. She looked pensive, as if she were searching for the right words. The right words to tell me what? Just to update me on how Ava was doing, or was there something else? My hands began prickling, and a subtle wave of anxiety began to work its way up to my chest.


‘You’re probably wondering why I wanted a word with you,’ she said, echoing my thoughts.


I nodded, nerves knotting my stomach.
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