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I think I’ll paint roads


on my front room walls


to convince myself


that I’m going places.


(from Going Places, Lemn Sissay)


 


I have had worse partings, but none that so Gnaws at my mind still. Perhaps it is roughly


Saying what God alone could perfectly show –


How selfhood begins with a walking away,


And love is proved in the letting go.


(from Walking Away, C. Day Lewis)










Chapter 1


It couldn’t be her. Surely, it couldn’t possibly be her?


Tess Hughes looked across the playground. She tilted her head to assess the woman. The body was the same: full-breasted, sturdy, strong, with neat shoulders, compact calves and a stance sure-footed to the earth. Same kind of clothing – that was indisputable. A will-of-the-wisp way with knotted and layered garments, seemingly masses of them – and her hair a wild tumble of fair curls skewered with a bronze pin. The face was lined, wearier, although she still had the expression of someone resolutely seeking something which eluded her.


Tess scrunched up her eyes, juxtaposing her memory of eleven years ago with the reality of the woman who stood on the other side of the playground, not engaging with anyone, her thumb worrying at a cigarette lighter. Strange, that amidst the hundreds of faces Tess had seen since, this woman had remained intact in her mind; clear, down through the years, like something steadfastly carved. She had been her first; Tess put it down to this. The first she had encountered, not long after training. She had felt a connection with her, being so newly in the same situation but with a little less intervention than the woman at whom she was now looking. At the time, the woman had perplexed her, intrigued her. She had not seemed the type to be predisposed to public service, to selfless giving. Empathy didn’t look like this woman’s strong suit. Tess had wondered if the woman might reveal herself as an evangelical Christian, or maybe a Buddhist. But, no, she had not. She had seemed unfathomable. An oddly vulnerable character, her nails bitten right down, whom Tess could not help feel was buying into the surrogacy process as a means of self-exoneration.


Tess’s daughter Immie called to her across the playground, so that Tess was forced to stop staring. Immie was holding out something she had constructed in science – something to do with batteries, circuits. Immie was dangling her lunch-box in her other hand. Tess could see the fruit hadn’t been eaten. That would have to be mentioned. She hated the fact that conscientious mothering was peppered with so many well-meaning admonishments. Let them eat cake; that would be so much easier. Immie was talking to a girl Tess had not seen before, although this was not surprising since her daughter had only been at the school for two weeks. Their move from London had felt timely. Tess had found rural life and a new hospital energising. Waking up to look out over her garden made her feel replete in a way she had not anticipated. The girl with Immie was slight, but purposeful in her walk. She held her circuit protectively under her arm. It was festooned with many more wires than Immie’s. It had the air of something far more ambitious attempted. A power station? A fairground? The child talked animatedly. Tess could see Immie nodding in agreement. The girl had an edge of benign neglect. Her tights had a hole at the knee; a button was missing from her coat. Her hair was in plaits that looked as if they had been tied some days previously. She parted quickly from Immie, as Immie reached Tess, and Tess caught a flash of green-blue eyes that were astonishing in their intensity.


‘Bye, Scout,’ said Immie, ‘see you tomorrow.’


The child waved in farewell, and turned at a right angle to head for the woman across the playground. It had to be towards her – wouldn’t that just take the biscuit? Life being what it was, with its remarkable ability to weave things together in ways that could never be anticipated, it would have to be towards that woman that the child headed, on this one day a week when Tess was able to meet her daughter from school. If that was the woman, wasn’t the girl the child? Surely, she had to be the child? If she was the same age as Immie, it would be indisputable.


‘Is Scout in your class?’ she asked Immie brightly. (Always this tone, when what she was actually seeking was an answer in the negative.)


‘Yes,’ said Immie, ‘she’s next to me on the birthdays’ list; we’re almost the youngest in the class, but we are NOT the smallest.’ (This said with a small out-puff of pride.) Immie went on to explain a science lesson, which had involved measuring each other’s height, and plotting it across the months of each pupil’s birth. ‘It’s genes and nutrition,’ she said triumphantly, ‘just as much as age.’


On a different day, this might have been the opportunity to mention the lunch-box fruit, but Tess thought better of it. Instead, she watched intently as the child approached the woman and held out her circuit like some kind of offering. The woman tweaked one of her plaits, and said something that made the child laugh. She reached up and kissed her mother and slipped her hand into hers, and they walked away.


At work the next day, Tess phoned her old colleague Mary Fitzpatrick, and asked her to look up the case on the database. The time-frame was so clear to her, entwined as it was with her own pregnancy and the nausea that had permeated the first twenty weeks.


‘I think the child was born,’ she said to Mary, ‘contrary to everything we thought we knew at the time. I’d stake my life on it that the conceived child was born. She’s the same age as Immie which matches all the original dates. The mother must have lied. There is no other explanation, unless you can think of one.’


Tess heard Mary pause. ‘I don’t know what to think,’ she replied. ‘These circumstances – I’ve never encountered them before. Would it constitute a crime? I imagine in the eyes of the father it would. Could there be litigation? Certainly all manner of accounting.’


‘Well, we can’t pretend I haven’t seen her,’ Tess said. ‘That would make us accomplices, allies.’


‘I know,’ Mary said with resignation. ‘I’ll contact our legal department, and I’ll get back to you when I have a better idea of the implications.’


Tess put down the phone. It occurred to her that some things, when set in motion, quickly achieved a momentum all of their own.










Chapter 2


1997


At parties, or any kind of social gathering, when Tess Hughes said she was an embryologist, there was always a palpable pause. Tess could count off on her fingers the spectrum of responses. There would be an anguished look between the couple who were contemplating, or had secretly embarked upon, IVF. There would be a complacent, self-aggrandising remark by a couple who would assert that they had had no need of intervention, as they had conceived their children frankly, almost by looking at each other. Someone else would ask her, tentatively, a little awkwardly, whether it felt like playing God – this assembling and disposing of life within the rational parameters of science. Someone else would ask where she stood on abortion, or on multiple implantations. There would always be a media-fresh story of a woman being attentively delivered of sextuplets in the American Deep South, or of a woman aged 58 being allowed to become a mother. And what about embryo disposal? the pro-lifers and Christians would always ask, not necessarily aggressively, but in a way which made her feel called to account. For Tess, explaining what she did was by far the noisiest element of her job; the interface with social strangers more crowded than anything in her daily life. If anyone had asked her not what she did, but what she loved about it, Tess would not have mentioned aspirations to playing God, or bestowing life with a sweep of a pipette, but rather the peacefulness, the calm, soft-lit order, the tone of quiet purposefulness which she felt to be missing from much of everyday life.


The atmosphere in the lab was utterly female. The paper was yet to be written on why embryologists were so overwhelmingly women. Perhaps it was to do with having small, deft hands. Perhaps it was the unrelenting, obsessive conscientiousness which made them check, check and check again the source and identity of each component they mixed. Perhaps it was their speedy light-footedness – cradling carefully a Petri dish or test-tube – moving between microscopes and incubators, keeping ova at optimum temperatures. So little was dropped; so little crashed to the floor. Even after many years of experience, this still impressed Tess. She and her colleagues moved at a purposeful, careful pace; stood over each other’s shoulders while they confirmed the source of samples; looked supportively down each other’s microscopes to decide whether they too felt that a particular egg was too grainy, too shrunken from its edges, to be viable. It was an atmosphere that never failed to move Tess with its gentle, neat, collaboration. They were invisible, she and her colleagues; absent from the photos of the doctors holding vernix-caked babies; absent from staff photographs on the walls of upmarket clinics. And yet they were there, right at the process’s heart; stripped of identity in their blue hairnets, their latex-gloved fingers, peering down their microscopes, selecting and introducing, taking care of the embryos.


Tess felt so many hopes were compressed into their warm, softly lit lab. The lighting was kept dim to avoid activating the embryos. She loved this detail; she felt it a nod to their future humanity, like infants with a night-light to placate and calm them. The lab was sandwiched between two operating theatres. To the right of the lab, women lay, knees up, having eggs extracted. To the left of the lab, women lay, knees up, having fused eggs implanted. In each theatre, Tess felt that she stood like a silent, offering-bearing votive; a high priestess in the religion of fertility. She waited, unobtrusively, in the theatre on the right, to be given the eggs taken from a woman. A few days later she speed-walked to the one on the left, with the most viable embryo held in a tube in her hand.


In the interim, she felt the ambience around her to be akin to a group of taciturn, quilt-making women. Small, delicate, purposeful assays with a needle, and speech only when necessary. They did not listen to the radio; that would have been a distraction. Instead, the room was filled with the soft hum of the incubators, the low-level buzz of the back-up generator in case of a power cut. Winter or summer, the lab was kept at 37 degrees. Her work-space was blood warm, so that there was no thermostatic difference between where she stopped and it began.


In the corner of the room was a bin – no other word for it – where rejected embryos were discarded, along with glass dishes, used gloves, and other surgical matter. Tess always felt that part of the room was gloomier and darker than the cocoon of the rest of it. So much failed hope, spilling from a plastic rim. Viable embryos, in contrast, could now be kept for 55 years. Tess thought of them, frozen at life’s very beginning, silently amassing alongside her as she aged and decayed.


Tess’s main expertise was on the ICSI rig. This was a high-resolution microscope used for the highest level assistance. Instead of leaving a sperm and an egg to their own devices in a test-tube, the ICSI method injected the sperm right into the heart of the egg. As a process, it demanded the surest and speediest of hands. Tess would look down the rig, and choose the best sperm for injecting. She would then swiftly slap its tail with the needle, so that it could not damage the egg by swimming within it. She would inject it speedily, and return it to the incubator. Five days later, she would look at them again and decide which were the strongest. Survival of the fittest; natural selection; eugenics – of course this had all occurred to her as she looked down the microscope at the rapidly dividing, luminous blobs. Impossible to gauge who would be good, who would be clever, who would have grace. She never thought in that way. She assessed her embryos as she might fruit on a market stall. She was prosaic, matter of fact; sucking up the chosen contender with a deft flick of a pipette, and carrying it swiftly to the theatre to the left.


In the early days, she had looked beyond the women’s knees in theatre. She had looked at their faces as they lay on the operating table, their partners usually holding their hands. Despair, wretchedness, hope, faith: she had seen them all etched there, along with the wincing that accompanied being prodded and poked. Tess felt that a scent emanated from the women, a baby-hunger as sweet and detectable as the smell of breast milk. Some cried while they were in theatre, particularly during implantation. Others moved their lips in private, fervent prayer.


After a while, she had stopped looking at their faces. It seemed to add extra responsibility, more burden; to make it more painful when all she saw down the rig were grainy, hazy eggs. She distanced herself from being able to picture the face at the end of the phone when she called to say how many eggs had fertilised (sometimes, none at all). And there was still the duration of the pregnancy to be viable. She had not enough depth, enough elasticity, to sustain all those multiple hopes.


When Joan Simpson came in, Tess was still allowing herself to be involved. ‘She’s a surrogate,’ Mary Fitzpatrick told her. ‘She’s undertaking it for a couple where the wife was anorexic. Wrecked her system as a teenager, and nothing to be done about it now. Surrogate’s eggs will probably be in good shape; my guess is they’ll take nicely. Can you go in ahead of me? I need to go and check the incubators.’


When Tess walked into the treatment room, the grouping at the head of the operating table struck her as a medieval triptych. The woman who lay on the table had a mass of blonde, tousled curls. The other, an Italian woman, stood to her left, with her hand placed gently on the woman’s forehead. On her right stood a man who looked uncomfortable, embarrassed. His body seemed arched from the table to avoid imposing upon the prostrate woman. The surrogate looked self-conscious, almost a little surprised to be there. Tess could have believed it to be the portrait of the death of a persecuted saint. An arrow protruding from her theatre gown would not have gone amiss. Yet, ‘Hello,’ she said to Tess, in a tone which approximated cheeriness. ‘Are you going to make a start?’


‘I’m afraid Doctor Fitzpatrick has just been called to attend to something; I’m sure she won’t be a moment.’ The test-tube in her hands suddenly seemed massive, conspicuous. The woman’s sheeted legs were already in the harness, ready for the egg collection. Tess spotted a tattoo on her ankle in the shape of a small, winged bird. The man noticed her glance, and she saw that he saw it too. Tess sensed he tried to disguise a wince of displeasure, and looked again at his feet.


‘Hope your hit rate’s impressive,’ the surrogate said to her brightly.


‘I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to do this,’ the wife said tremulously. ‘We have no other hope. I’ve tried everything . . . everything.’


The surrogate patted her hand where it lay on her forehead. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘it’ll do me good to do a good turn.’ (Tess would think, much later, of a quote she had once read: ‘No good deed goes unpunished.’ How could this be the case?) However, the woman’s awareness of her own benefit, her own motive, made an impression upon her. She wondered if anything could be construed as a truly selfless action.


Later, as she looked at eggs that were remarkable in their robust smooth form, she wondered what had prompted the woman to do it. There were rules on financial gain, even though they were a little dubious, a little open to abuse. There seemed no connection, no empathy between the woman and the couple beside her. Tess tried to imagine the circumstances that had led Joan Simpson to this point. She felt the absence of a palpable motive, but took solace in the knowledge that she was not required to judge. She skilfully flicked the tail of a particularly animate sperm.


When the woman came back for implantation, her hair was tied up in a scarlet wrap. Tess was struck by a resemblance, now, to a Renaissance portrait. She wore green eye-liner, and a turquoise bracelet protruded from a sleeve of her gown. Tess concluded that surrogacy lent itself to more relaxed time pre-appointment than for the usual patients, who were mostly on their knees on their bathroom floors, praying to their gods. The Italian woman sobbed quietly throughout the process. ‘It’ll be fine . . .’ the surrogate said to her, shifting herself on the table. ‘Just you be confident – I know this will stick.’


Two weeks later, Joan Simpson telephoned Mary Fitzpatrick to confirm she was pregnant. ‘Nimbly done, Tess,’ Mary said.


The couple whose baby it was to become came into the clinic to be told. Tess had been on her way to lunch when she saw them on the street afterwards. They were almost dancing a jig, she told Mary. She crossed her fingers for the couple – they looked like they would provide a child with a happy home, although she wondered if she should be espousing views on what constituted this, having found out two weeks earlier that she was pregnant by her lover who had left her after what had turned out to be a recriminatory, unreconciled, final fuck. If only her private life had been as smooth and ordered as her professional. However, she felt a connection with Joan Simpson who would be within days of the same due date as her. She thought of the next 38 weeks, both of them sailing serenely (she hoped) through pregnancy; one having a child whom she would bring up alone, and one having a child whom she would give up to others. How different it would be.


When Tess was ten weeks pregnant, having just vomited coming out of Baker Street tube station, she came into work and Mary told her that Joan Simpson’s GP had phoned to say that she had lost the baby.


‘She’s done another pregnancy test, and it was clearly negative. She says she doesn’t want to repeat. Too much of a disappointment, and she doesn’t want to go through all the follicle stimulation again. I see no point in hauling her in, or having them meet face to face. The couple are coming in this morning for an update. God, I hate this part of the job.’


Later, Tess walked past the consulting room. The cries of the Italian woman could be heard through the wall. Her husband was holding her – she could see them through the glass panel in the door. The woman’s black hair was streaming through his fingers. The desolation in her sobs made Tess place her hand on her stomach. She knew, as she had always known, that there was no possibility of shielding another from pain.










Chapter 3


Joanie Simpson lay like a starfish beneath the duvet. She paddled her hand out across the pillow to tilt the clock towards her. She checked the time, stretched her arms, balled her fists, and yawned.


Waking up alone always seemed a small admission of failure. She poked her toes towards the corners of the mattress. Not that she’d ever met a man she’d like to spend the rest of her life waking up to. Heaven forfend, as her mother used to say. But she liked waking up next to men; actually, a merry, ongoing assortment of men, which Joanie construed as meaning that her appetite for life, for new experiences, for mostly enthusiastic sex, had not diminished now that she was almost forty.


It was a shame though. The sun was slicing through the window with a promise of early spring warmth, and Joanie felt toasty and content, and quite predisposed to the idea of a man, preferably with a hirsute chest and the tang of manual labour about him. It was preferable to the alternative, which was to continue the puzzle she had set herself. On the odd occasion when she felt inclined to melancholy or introspection – they were interlinked in her mind and she called them her mood indigo – she had dwelt on what might be said at her death. This was partly because of the itinerant life she had led, and the suspicion that there would not be many at her funeral. Nobody, certainly, who could track a thread through the years and say something definitively truthful and accurate. So, Joanie had become preoccupied about the veracity of her obituary, about the ghastly prospect of nothing personal being said about her at all. Or, nobody listening, with the exception of Scout. With the resourcefulness by which she had always set great stock, she had decided to think up a little catch-all phrase about herself that would nail it properly; some jaunty, life-affirming observation that would make anybody who might be listening wish they had known her better, or for longer. Once conceived, she would write it down somewhere, and then there was always the possibility that it might be found and used to good effect. Scout could be relied upon for that.


The problem was the phrase itself. All that she had come up with so far – and it had borne examination over a number of days, but suffered from what might have been an overly religious overtone – was that Joanie loved men. Not like Jesus, obviously, not men in the wider sense (species rather than gender, with a predisposition for goodness and self-sacrifice) but men: the men she met, the men she intermittently fell in love with and invited into her bed. The men whose jaw lines, skin, spines, thighs, and buttocks – how she loved the line of a good masculine bum – brought her so much pleasure.


Women were a different matter. Joanie had never had much time for them. Her life was marked, she recognised it without distress, by an absence of long-sustained women friends. There was something about groups of women that set her teeth on edge. The thrum below their chatter was like a nail on a blackboard. She felt discomfited by – even intolerant of –  their way of saying one thing and meaning another, of tucking insecurities beneath themselves like neat little kitten paws; the way they moaned and droned about things maternal, things familial and, so often, things menstrual. Bitchiness she had no time for. Or lipstick-smooth mouths saying something tart as acid. No, give Joanie a man any time, especially a man with freshly clean fingernails, and a resonant laugh which rumbled through his chest as she lay on it. One who might – in truth a little slowly and without any evident finesse – be able to say what he wanted, say what he felt, say what he meant, and with no side to him at all. No hidden agenda. No small, howling grievance padded liked wadding against the ribs. A small hymn to men – that was what she would have liked to have been capable of expressing. ‘I am,’ she said merrily to herself as she threw back the duvet, ‘a living hymn to men.’ God, how her mother, Alice, would be appalled.


Joanie sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the sounds of the house. Scout would have taken herself off to school. Thank God for a child who was resourceful, low-maintenance, and quick on the uptake. What a disaster the alternative would have been. How appalling the prospect of a whingeing little clinger with a honed line in emotional manipulation. No, Scout was a gift (she was aware quite how literally a gift). Alice had said God knows how you ended up with one as sane as she is, which Joanie thought a little unfair but probably justified.


Scout had been such an easy baby; gazing from the papoose with alertness and absorption. She had been quick to talk, quick to catch on. Joanie could remember her, aged six, frowning with concentration as she did up her own shoelaces. I’ll do it myself. Joanie was grateful to Scout for many things, but mostly her independence of spirit and her ability to assess the lie of the land and act accordingly. Joanie was thankful that Scout had not left her feeling encumbered the way she conjectured some children might. She wasn’t sure whether this was acceptable to admit, but she felt it anyway.


Joanie sat in front of the mirror and brushed her hair, stretching her lips wide to glance at her teeth, and running her finger along an eyebrow to see if it required plucking. Her hair had always been her best feature – she pulled at a curl and watched it spring back into place. If she’d ever been famous, she thought people would have gone into hairdressers and asked for a ‘Joanie’. The fact that she hadn’t been famous and, realistically, now, most likely wouldn’t be, niggled at her. Expectation unfulfilled might be a better obituary. She traced the lines which were increasingly gathering around her upper lip, and pudged her finger at the crease that seemed to have taken up residence between her eyebrows. It was a source of some chagrin to her that she hadn’t, felicitously, with light-footed serendipity, stumbled upon something that had catapulted her into the limelight – although she felt the word limelight itself evoked a queasy image of seasick green which wasn’t entirely appealing.


When she was almost thirty, she had re-branded herself (this was how she saw it) from Joan to Joanie. What’s wrong with your proper name? I shan’t call you any different, Alice had said. But, for Joanie, the transition from Joan to Joanie was redolent of the women she wanted to evoke: Joni Mitchell (she kicked herself that she hadn’t had the wit to change the spelling at the same time); Joan Baez (who someone told her went by Joanie to her inner circle). In trading Joan for Joanie she felt she had achieved a moniker that conjured up a woman on a beach, barefoot, wearing something white and floaty, perhaps accomplished on a musical instrument, or with a voice that sang clear and sweet. In truth, Joanie sang like a cat, and she recognised this was the point where her self-mythologising went too far. She’d told Scout – who, surprisingly, had a voice that could carry a tune – that the world was divided as regards to the behaviour of people who were tone deaf, those who sang gustily anyway, and those who had the wisdom to keep their trap shut.


She would like to have been creative. She’d had a few stabs at painting – a couple of ill-advised week-long courses. Hindsight had taught her not to sleep with the tutor on the second night: it was construed as an attempt to monopolise teaching time, and nobody put themselves down on the rota as your chore-sharing partner. She’d toyed with the possibility that somewhere within her there might be a poet. Haikus had, for a while, held appeal in that they were short and attractively random. (Nothing too redolent of discipline; she recognised that definitely didn’t lie within her.)


A few years before Scout was born, Joanie had been a frequenter of hippy trails. She liked to think of herself as an aesthetically gifted traveller – bringing back rugs, wraps, pots, turquoise bracelets, from places beyond most people’s ken. She dreamed of a shop somewhere exclusive like Tetbury, wafting in from her journeys, laden with shrewdly spotted objects of beauty. In reality, she’d sold a few manky rugs and some leather bags on a stall in Camden. People kept bringing them back and saying that it was impossible to get rid of the smell. Joanie had been fulsome in her suggestions (Put half a cut onion in them, or some bicarb. Is there a windowsill it could sit out on?) but had been mostly hassled into refunds. Her landlord finally evicted her, saying she’d made the flat stink. The problem with some people, Joanie felt, was that they couldn’t overlook the downsides.


With aesthetics, she felt, it was all a question of tone. Her youthful travels had affirmed mostly what she knew before. Was that what was meant to happen? A journey in a VW van along the Silk Route with six young men had been what she liked to think of as a triumph of democratic giving in that she had slept with them all. This wasn’t how her mother would have described it, but Joanie was not perturbed. Before Scout was born, Joanie, down on her luck and with a man and his child in tow, had come to seek refuge in her mother’s back bedroom. Alice had stood in the kitchen one morning and said with exasperation that Joanie chose to construe as good-natured, Why can’t you get a steady job, a steady man, and a child that’s halfway normal? (Her last comment based on the fact that the man was a freegan and rummaged for discarded food in supermarket dustbins. Alice had come down that morning to find the boy foraging through her Addis flip-top for his breakfast.) At least when Scout was born, Joanie had fulfilled a third of her mother’s plea.


The steady job was more of a challenge. Joanie liked to think that she might wake up one morning and discover her talents and deploy them henceforth. This hadn’t happened yet, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t. Her habit of what she described to Scout as going on a break – mostly when she’d been fired, was fed up to the back teeth of stacking shelves, or had enraged some supervisor by continually nipping out for a fag – allowed periods for what she hoped was reflection, when her true vocation might come shimmeringly to her. She would have acknowledged, if pushed, that her breaks mostly consisted of watching too much daytime TV, going for long walks in the afternoon, and looking lasciviously at married men in the hope that she might help them channel some conjugal boredom. She had moved house or flat almost as frequently as she changed jobs, with Scout always bundled uncomplainingly in tow.


When Alice died, Joanie had had a break to process that too, but concluded there was in fact not much to mull over. She decided she and Alice had a good, clear, mutual understanding, and beneath their differences, a recognition of each other’s substance. Alice had left Joanie her house: a rural, two up two down that had been scrubbed, swept and polished within an inch of its foundations. Joanie became a home-owner, and from Alice’s house conducted forays on to the job market. For the first time in her life, aged eight, Scout went to the same school for more than a term.


Joanie had initially focused on stripping the house of everything she felt to be emblematic of her mother’s generation and outlook. The flock wallpaper, the swirly patterned carpet, the amber glass light shade, the dark wood headboards, the pink velour toilet mats. She’d chucked most of it away (only a fool, she thought, could call it vintage). She’d taken Scout to Ikea, and they’d piled three trolleys high with geometric rugs and glass shelving and white crockery and all manner of space-saving devices. She put a round ironwork table in the small backyard, and it was here she sat, on this morning, having a reflective fag and reading the paper, thinking about how much time her mother would have spent clearing the dead leaves that had compacted in the corner. She’d caught Scout dusting one Saturday morning – oh, there was Alice in her genes. Perhaps it emanated from the walls – all that good, decent, working-class respectability. Wherever it came from, it certainly wasn’t channelling into Joanie.


Joanie made herself some porridge (she was currently experimenting with a slow-burn, low carb start to the day) topped with a little fruit and berry sprinkle. She was also planning to extend this to a mid-morning snack of goji berries and almonds. The magazines she read reliably informed her that this was how supermodels snacked. She’d eaten two Twixes yesterday. Joanie suspected this wasn’t quite the system cleansing that she should be aiming for.


Joanie’s refurbishments hadn’t included the doorbell. She’d left that untouched. Mostly because it hardly ever rang and also because it would have required electricians, re-plastering, re-painting. All that, Joanie felt, was too much faff, as well as unnecessary expense. When it rang, as it did on this March morning, with a chime that was the beginning of some old hymn, it irritated her because the doorbell was, in fact, a first impression. She made her way to the door – porridge bowl in hand – thinking it would not be the impression she would like to convey if it happened to be a replacement postman, or, a DHL man delivering a parcel, or someone enquiring about the electoral roll or the church register. Hell, this morning she would relish even a Jehovah’s Witness or some nicely scrubbed-up, hesitant, besuited young Mormon. Some mornings, a little flirtatious conversation was all that was needed to get the day off to a swing.


Disappointingly, it was the same old postman. ‘Recorded delivery, my dear,’ he said. ‘Can you sign?’


Joanie did her best loopy signature (always treat anything, she’d decided long ago, as if it were an autograph). She walked back through the house, kicked open the back door, and sat down at the ironwork table, her porridge bowl next to the post. Catalogues, catalogues, all manner of clothing catalogues. There was a bill for the electricity (there was always somebody wanting payment), and then the letter she had signed for.


Her first thought was that perhaps she might be due a hike in benefits. Scout’s child allowance had recently gone up to £20 a week. Perhaps there was a tax credit for which she hadn’t known she was eligible. The last year had had more breaks than usual. Perhaps she’d been paying too much National Insurance. Joanie loved it when the system kicked in with a refund. She opened the letter with optimism. But it wasn’t about that. The letter wasn’t that at all. It was from the legal department of the clinic where Scout had been conceived. It requested a meeting to discuss the possibility that the child she claimed she had miscarried had in fact been born. She noticed from the top right-hand corner that it had been copied to Scout’s birth father and to Oxfordshire Social Services. The bright spring morning leap-frogged from her chest. She pushed her porridge aside. Up reared the past from the compacted leaves, shaking itself off and reeking of lies.










Chapter 4


Mrs Pearson-Smith liked an orderly classroom. Scout couldn’t have been happier in it. Regularly sharpened pencils in plastic tubs stood to attention like soldiers. Times tables and mathematical terms were written in clear, bold handwriting on a chart on the wall. At one end of the classroom was a poster that declared which author the class was studying this term, with a fan-shaped array of the said author’s works. The children’s exercise books were stored in filing cabinets, with different coloured separators indicating subject division. Scout was a book monitor, called upon to fetch and return the books at the beginning and end of a lesson. She would run her finger along the length of the file divides and wish that all things in life could be so clearly shown.


Mrs Pearson-Smith had a Good Work Book, which noted exemplary pieces of class work. It was made clear that entry to the GWB was not based on an absolute standard, but on what was good – or remarkable – for the individual concerned. Scout had come to appreciate the finer justice of this policy, even if at the beginning of the term she had to swallow a small sense of resentment when three pages of her own observations on the Fire of London were passed over for Billy Myer’s scant paragraph.


Mrs Pearson-Smith had arrived new to the school that autumn term. She had come for interview in the previous term and, as Miss Pearson, had taught a sample lesson to the class. Scout thought she must have been a very pretty bride, and imagined she had brought to the wedding planning process the same organisation and thoroughness that she applied to the pencils and the filing cabinet. Scout was intrigued by Miss Pearson’s metamorphosis into Mrs Pearson-Smith. Some of the children in the class had names which were both their parents’ surnames, bolted together. The aspect that bothered her was what happened when Mrs Pearson-Smith’s child married the offspring of someone else with two names. Scout envisaged a future when names could no longer fit into the boxes on forms which were supposed to contain them; a whirling accumulation of names that buzzed like a swarm of bees, and a time when a child would have to practise for years before they could spell their own name.


Scout gave thanks that she was just Scout Simpson, although she was intermittently preoccupied with what her birth father was called. Sometimes, she twinned her own name with the surnames of each of the children in the class and wondered if, by chance, she might have stumbled on the right combination. She couldn’t ask her mum. It was definitely outside what could be asked. This was not the case for other areas, when Joanie, her knees hugged to her chest on the couch, would say ‘Ask me anything, Scout, ask me anything you want to know.’ This mostly involved what in Scout’s view was a premature foray into the facts of life or a discussion of imminent changes in Scout’s own body which definitely weren’t happening; Scout was keeping a watchful eye. On the subject of Scout’s father – their meeting, his character, his response to Scout’s birth – Joanie was a closed book. A book closed so firmly Scout thought it would never be opened. So, whilst Scout felt free to ask her mother about all manner of things, her father wasn’t one of them. Her maternal surname – Simpson – hung above her head in a way that made her think of it as a lopsided arch. Out there, somewhere, beyond her mother shut tight like a clam, was the other part of her name, just waiting to scooch up.


On the first day of term, Mrs Pearson-Smith had asked the class to write large name labels. She stopped by Scout’s desk and said, Oh my goodness – Scout – what a lovely name. Are you named after the girl in To Kill a Mockingbird? Atticus Finch is my favourite fictional father ever. Scout thought that her response (I’m not sure, Miss) was probably the best option in a poor set of contenders. To say that she had never heard of the book would have made Mrs Pearson-Smith think she was ignorant or, worst of all, a child who did not care for reading. Scout’s school library card – she could have shown her – was more crumpled and used than anyone else’s. To say Yes I am – which would probably have created a favourable response – would have been a lie, and Scout was conscionable enough not to want to get the year off to a start based on falsehood. The truthful answer, Joanie had told her, was that she was named after the daughter of Demi Moore and Bruce Willis. Scout sensed this might not be the frame of reference that Mrs Pearson-Smith had been looking for (especially at the beginning of term when the composer to be played during registration was Mozart, and whom Mrs Pearson-Smith commended for his order, and his sense of musical propriety). Joanie, meanwhile, had elaborated on the supporting reasons for her choice: she’d loved the photograph of Demi pregnant on a magazine cover; she’d loved Ghost; she’d even liked Die Hard. This was enough justification for borrowing their daughter’s name for her own. Scout was ambivalent as to the merits of her name, although now, she thought, perhaps she should try and read the mockingbird book. Recently, in a dentist’s waiting-room, she had been flicking through a magazine and learned that Scout Willis’s sister was called Rumer. Not Rumer spelt like rumour, but suggestive of it all the same. Scout gave thanks for small mercies in being named after the first child, not the second. Either way, she felt keenly that the route to her name had not been literary, but celebrity. While she was still a blank sheet for Mrs Pearson-Smith, she didn’t want this to be the first thing attributed to her.


Scout was endeavouring to be a star in Mrs Pearson-Smith’s class. The school had been trying to gain a Bronze Award for Eco Schools. This consisted of tackling waste, carrying out an audit, writing an action plan. Implementation involved collecting and measuring debris from lunch-boxes over a two-week period; writing a letter to parents about wasteful packaging: a new composting routine; and better litter collection throughout the school grounds. Scout had been the chief monitor in the measuring of waste in her classmates’ lunch-boxes. She knew who came with wholemeal pitta bread, houmous and red pepper, wrapped in recyclable kitchen roll, as opposed to rocking up with Cheesestrings, Capri Sun, a Frube and a packet of crisps. She had been instrumental in composing the letter to parents; she had donned rubber gloves and poked around the corners of the playground looking for discarded wrappers and rubbish. Scout had made the Good Work Book for her contribution to the school’s successful assay on the Bronze Award. Joanie hadn’t seemed particularly impressed with the initiative, although Scout would have to confess, if pushed to spill beans, that it had been over a year since Joanie had packed a school lunch anyway.


Scout was not blind to the appeal of a life brimming with environmentally packaged healthy food. Mrs Pearson-Smith had toyed with the idea of a raised vegetable bed in the corner of the playground, so the children could grow fruit and vegetables, and eat them at lunch-time to contribute to their five a day. This sounded, to Scout, like heaven. When she and a small work party from the class had spent a lunch-time trying to dig a patch of ground, Archie Price had been caught peeing on it, resourcefully telling Mrs Pearson-Smith it was good for softening and enriching the soil. Most of the girls had recoiled in horror at the thought of eating anything grown there. (Scout had to give it to the boys; they had weighed up Archie’s claim and decided it had merit.) Mrs Pearson-Smith had hastily abandoned the plan. There were other avenues to follow, she decided, to show she was pursuing the Outdoor Learning criteria stipulated in the Head’s School Development Plan. The appeal of the possibility, however, remained in Scout’s mind. Often, in Asda, as she looked at rows of ready meals, lined up in the freezer cabinet and labelled Deliciously different! or Mouthwateringly tempting!, she imagined a parallel life with a garden with a raised vegetable bed, peas bursting from pods and potatoes forked up from the soil. She had a weakness for cookery programmes, particularly the ones that involved some kind of crusade. She watched Jamie’s School Dinners whilst waiting for the microwave to ping.


Scout had always loved school – even when the teachers had not matched up to Mrs Pearson-Smith’s rigour and exactitude. In Reception class, at another school, when she was five, the teacher had mostly slammed in a video which instructed the bemused children as to the niceties of letter formation. Most of them would watch, mouths half open, or stifling a yawn, whilst Magic Pencil showed the sequence necessary to achieve a correctly formed letter. Scout would sit, legs crossed, and trace out the letters on the carpet, entranced by Magic Pencil’s smooth, hands-free glide across a fake blackboard surface. Scout’s own handwriting was now neat to the point of being mathematically precise. Times tables, spellings, Scout swooped upon them with relish. She would carry home the occasional homework worksheet, flat in her book bag, and protect it from any creases or splashes of rain. It’s not normal, Joanie would tease her, there’s nothing wrong with a few creases or the odd smudgy finger-mark. Scout, not wholly convinced of this (some of the boys turned their worksheets into torpedoes or planes within five minutes of getting them), continued to hand in homework sheets as if freshly flipped from a printer. In a world where most things could not be kept smudge- or crease-free, it was soothing to safeguard the areas that could.


When not at school, Scout’s play was measured and neat. She would make intricate patterns with Hamas beads, and ask Joanie to iron them into hard, thin little mats. Scout had done a series of geometric patterns, some animal faces, and had worked up to what she called her DNA series, which had been inspired by a school trip to the Science Museum. They’re modelled on DNA molecules, she said to Joanie. It’s really hard to make spirals with the beads. When Joanie found them balanced precariously by the ironing board, she would call Do you want me to iron these squiggle sets for you? Scout wasn’t sure whether this was entirely supportive or not. It certainly wasn’t taking the respectful attitude to science encouraged at the Science Museum.


Scout had a dolls’ house for which, she had a nagging suspicion, she was probably too old. The front of the house was painted sugar pink, and it opened by pushing up a small bronze hook. The dolls inside had wooden, sausage-shaped limbs. They didn’t properly fit in the beds, and lay rigid with spoon-like red shoes sticking out from beyond the little gingham coverlets. Scout loved the tiny detail of the house. She ran her fingers around the painted circles of the electric hobs. She rearranged the living-room, and added some snapped matchsticks to make it look like there was a fire in the grate. She balled up red tissue paper to add a tiny glow of warmth. She made sure that the four people within the house were purposeful, engaged in domestic endeavour or recreation. Sometimes, she made the mother do what Joanie liked to do. She put her at the dressing-table, ready to paint on her lipstick mouth. She laid her on the couch watching Wimbledon on the television. (Scout had clocked, two years ago, that one of her mother’s intermittent breaks from work always coincided with the Wimbledon fortnight.) She sat her at the kitchen table, with a tiny coffee mug by her hand. She put her in the bath, and made foam from washing up liquid so that the figure was swamped in white froth. She put her feet on a small footstool, and wished the doll’s shoes were removable so that she could recreate Joanie, after a day stacking shelves, saying God, my feet are killing me, Scout, I swear I’m going to end up with bunions or something. Sometimes, Scout would sit by her mother and rub peppermint cream into her feet. Joanie would close her eyes and make small, purring noises like a cat. The room would gradually get darker, and the shadows fall long across the carpet, and Scout would think it was cosy and safe, her mother slack and easy on the couch, smelling of peppermint and cigarettes.


In school today, it was Rainforests. Rainforests, rainforests, how Mrs Pearson-Smith had managed to make them permeate all aspects of the curriculum. The children were looking at how areas of ground might support beef cattle, or sustainable logging or, alternatively, virgin rainforests for tourism and research. They had to choose an animal or insect and produce a poster explaining why it was suited to living in the rainforest. They were singing songs about rainforests, and tapping out rainforest rhythms on instruments from the school percussion box. They were writing compositions. Scout had been particularly proud of hers, written from the perspective of a kapok tree at the moment it was felled and came crashing through the canopy. They were learning about the ozone layer, about all the environmental disasters stored up and ready to come tumbling about their adult heads. Mrs Pearson-Smith had pinned up a map of Brazil, and Scout had coloured in the vast trajectory of the Amazon. It all seemed so big, and so far away, yet she understood from a television programme it was something she had somehow to safeguard. She wondered what it would be like to be someone in power, someone who got to decide what happened when. It would be encouraging to know that one day you might have a say. Otherwise, learning it all was just a way to feel helpless, to know everything was going horribly wrong, unable to do anything about it at all. She had voiced this opinion to Mrs Pearson-Smith, on her way out of the classroom one day, her brow furrowed with anxiety. Mrs Pearson-Smith had been brisk and positive, and said the Bronze Eco Award was carried to them by the tide of the Amazon. Scout wasn’t sure whether this was an entirely accurate image, but she’d turned the central heating thermostat down to sixteen degrees, hoping Joanie wouldn’t notice, and had started taking her daily shower in water only just lukewarm. She wasn’t exactly sure of the connection between this and safeguarding the rainforest, which, she thought, however destroyed and exploited, still seemed a very beautiful place to be. Perhaps one day she would go there, although this seemed as likely as living on the moon. On the news, she had watched the leader of the United Nations, the President of the EU, and the President of America. They all had power to make decisions for the good, and whilst she suspected they weren’t showering in lukewarm water, or turning down their heating, she liked it that Mrs Obama had planted a vegetable patch. She suspected that no one was peeing in hers to soften and nourish the soil.
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