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For Joanna




Author’s Note


THIS book is a factual account of my life, drawn from memory and the diaries I kept from the time of my parents’ divorce, when I was about eight, through to university, as well as many conversations with family and friends.


It is not intended as a work of investigative journalism, nor should it be read as one. Entire years have been compressed into sentences and fleeting moments are teased out over pages, making them longer to read than they were to live. Memories diverge and others will undoubtedly recall things differently or not at all. As in most memoirs, dialogue has been reconstructed from recollections and notes, and should not be read as verbatim quotes, with the exception of certain conversations that were transcribed from audio recordings or correspondence.


I have tried my best to stay true to the facts, conferring with many of the real people involved and making alterations where appropriate and necessary. Having said that, there will undoubtedly be disagreements and lapses, for which I apologize in advance. The memoir form, like memory itself, is inherently subjective and impressionistic, which is to say fallible. I do not pretend the book you are about to read is an empirical rendering of events but rather an honest representation of my life and experience as I recall it.




The overwhelming sense of dread I felt while parenting my daughters was no passing affliction. For years motherhood felt like a prison. Because I love them, the realization that I have let them down again and again is too much to bear. If I had known then what I know now I would not have chosen motherhood and its unbearable love.


—­CECILY ROSS, CHATELAINE, APRIL 2007


Demeter held her dear child in her arms


When, suddenly, her heart suspected treachery


And she trembled terribly.


She stopped hugging her and at once asked her:


“My child, tell me, you did not,


did you, eat any food while you were below? . . .”


Then the very beautiful Persephone faced her and said:


“Mother, I shall tell you the whole truth . . .”


—­“SONG OF DEMETER,” THE HOMERIC HYMNS
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1


WHEN I was thirteen I left Cobourg, the town where I’d grown up, and moved to Toronto to live with my mother. To celebrate my arrival, she unrolled a foam mattress on the mudroom floor of her one-­bedroom rental flat and taped a sign on the leaky mustard-­yellow fridge. It was a letter-­sized computer printout in block capitals with a single declarative sentence:


COMMITMENT SUCKS THE LIFE RIGHT OUT OF YOU.


“This will be our family motto,” she said.


Then Mum laughed; we both did. A few days later I asked her what it meant. She was curled up in the deep-­white sofa she’d liberated years before from the living room of the gray house on Hamilton Avenue. Her head was tilted back against the cushioned armrest, its creamy upholstery tattered and soiled by all the moves. Dragging an upside-­down spoonful of peanut butter over her tongue she smiled at me quizzically, closed her lips, and swallowed with effort. In a voice that was both gentle and cutting, she said two words she has said to me many times since.


“You’ll see.”


IN the spring of that year, my first year at drama school, a heat wave envelops the city. The temperature rises twenty degrees in a single day. My friends and I tear off our coats and scarves and fall into each other’s arms sighing, as if reunited after a long absence. The humidity settles in and after a few days everyone is bewildered, listless from lack of air-­conditioning and sleep. All we can talk about is summer, but the holiday is still weeks away. On Friday afternoon in the half-­empty cafeteria, Scott stands up on a table and announces his camp friend Jeff is hosting a pool party that night. Everyone is invited, he says, meaning just our group. The table cheers and Scott punches the air. Holding his fist aloft, he bows his head and does a little victory dance, shaking his mane of dark curls. The beads his ex-­girlfriend braided into it swish and click. A couple of the rugby guys grab Scott around the waist and lift him up. He howls like a wolf.


“There is a god,” Hannah whispers.


Joni wriggles in her seat beside me, spreads her fingers wide and claps her palms together, beaming like a baby. I lay my face down sideways on the glitter-­specked Formica of the cafeteria table, dreaming of swimming at night.


Joni and I arrive late to the party, awkwardly adjusting our tankinis under the antique slips we’re trying out as cover-­ups, our bare feet swollen in combat boots, eyeliner half sweated off our faces from the bus ride. All our group is here and some other kids we don’t know: Skater Dan and Scott’s camp friends, the Deadheads from Eglinton Park in caftans and greasy bandanas playing Hacky Sack. I spot Teddy, the pacifist drug dealer, with his endless supply of cheap magic mushrooms, acid, and pills, which he sells to pretty girls on interest-­free layaway. Hannah produces a bottle of schnapps she paid the busker outside the liquor store five bucks to buy. The three of us sit beside the pool, taking sips from the green glass spout and passing it along, wincing as the sweetness burns a path down our throats. We help each other up, clambering, arm over arm, laughing at nothing, falling back then rising again. Furtively we strip off, heads bowed hoping no one will look, then jump in holding hands, legs bicycling the humid evening air. The water takes us fast and soft, like an opioid plunged from a drip. Our fingers slip apart and we glide and turn in opposite directions somersaulting like selkies, tossing our heads back and forth to feel the pull and push of our hair. When the sun sets, the pool light comes on, illuminating the water with a cerulean haze. We play sharks and penguins, sea lions and otters. Hannah hosts an underwater tea party, daintily tonging sugar cubes into our invisible china cups. Joni and I sip with our pinkies up, wearing closed-­lipped smiles as the bubbles stream out our noses, rising up and vanishing until we follow them to the surface, gasping for breath.


Joni and I stay in the pool. We linger on after everyone else has got out, pushing our bellies against the warmth of the jets, locked in conversation. People try to join us but then give up and slide away, alienated by the intensity of our closed loop. We talk quickly, overlapping each other, a rush of words devoid of polite pauses. Our friendship is a work of performance art. We’re building a cathedral out of conversation.


Hannah towels off and changes into dry clothes, then goes around the pool deck collecting empty beer bottles in case one breaks and someone cuts their foot. Watching her, Scott hollers over the reggae, “Marry me, Hannah!” She rolls her eyes and continues scooping up bottle tops and damp cigarette butts. Scott turns to his camp friends, who silently nod matching Habs caps. “Seriously, dudes, you gotta marry a Hannah.”


Just before midnight, the party thins out. Hannah is one of the first to leave. She has to get up early to open the shop where every Saturday she spends six hours refolding sweaters and telling rich ladies how nice their bums look in $200 designer jeans. Kids beg off one by one, citing curfews, early morning rugby and band practice. There’s talk of night buses and shared cab fares. A jar of Skippy is passed round and spooned into mouths to mask the smell of booze.


Joni and I linger in the water. The temperature has dropped slightly and now the air is cooler than in the water. Our lips are grayish-­blue, fingertips like wizened grapes. Unlike the others, we have no curfew. Our mothers are restless, busy with work or at parties of their own which makes them distracted. Each mother assumes we’re at the other’s home. A standing crisscross alibi. Every weekend is a perfect crime.


On his way out, Teddy crouches down beside the pool and says he has a little present for us. He holds out his fist, which is soiled with oil and paint because he’s an art major. When he opens his hand there are two tiny squares of paper printed with yin yang symbols sitting on his palm. He tells us to close our eyes and open our mouths.


“Let me know how it goes,” he says, then smiles at our squeals of thank you, thank you, thank you!


Joni and I look at each other and giggle through closed lips, letting the paper flecks dissolve before washing them down with a warm can of vodka-­spiked Sprite. Hardly anyone is left now. One of Scott’s camp friends sits with his head drooped over a guitar, fumbling the chords for “Smoke on the Water.” On one of the sun loungers a girl and a boy are writhing under a towel like a Chinese dragon puppet. Joni finds an abandoned scrunchy by the side of the pool and slips her ankles inside it. We take turns swimming like mermaids, undulating our bellies, legs bound. When we resurface, minutes or hours later, the party is over. Jeff has gone to bed and now it’s just me, Scott, and Joni in the pool. We take turns staring at each other’s faces. Joni’s eyes glitter like sapphires, then begin to rotate clockwise until they are spinning like pinwheels, crackling with violet light.


“Can you see that?” I say to Scott, who is also super wasted but on something that unfortunately for him is not acid.


“See what?” he says, then licks my shoulder.


The pool is like a glass elevator filled with water. It hoists itself up, up, up, then falls, catching itself softly, only to begin climbing slowly again. I hold onto the ledge, trying to catch my breath. Scott says he wants me to kiss Joni so he can watch.


“Come on,” he says. “Just once?”


We obey his dumb command, nibbling each other’s lips and chins, then turn to Scott, snorting into the hollows above his collarbone. He scoops us up and for a moment cradles a girl in each arm, like Atlas the human scale, comparing and contrasting our weights. “In the pool you’re way heavier,” he says to me. I spurt water in his face then sink down to the bottom with Joni, interlacing our fingers around Scott’s knees, laughing a stream of scornful bubbles. It’s all going to plan.


Here’s what you need to know about Scott: he’s a music major. The most talented classical guitarist in his year. A perversely funny boy with a monstrous ego. In his wallet he keeps an enormous yellowing scab, peeled from his elbow last summer, which he throws at girls for sport. One of his favorite games is to walk around the halls pinching the flesh above our bra straps, testing for back fat.


Scott and his friends have a list of the hottest girls in the city, ranked by a complex, ever-­changing set of criteria based on body parts: face, ass, legs, arms, feet. They take their troglodyte rating system so seriously it’s like they’re hoping to one day turn it into a trillion-dollar business. Joni and I have a rating system of our own. A secret one. We call it the Hit List. On it are the names of the boys at school we’d like to murder, and how. Scott is number five. Castration by steak knife then death by drowning. On the bus ride from the subway station we’d conspired to seduce him into a late-­night threesome in the pool. Then, at a crucial, unspecified moment, slip away laughing, leaving Scott humiliated and alone, doubled over with the agony of thwarted desire, clutching his throbbing testicles, which, contrary to sexist urban legend, do not turn blue.


But something’s gone wrong. What started as a practical joke has evolved into an improvised performance. Joni and I are kissing. I’m surprised to find how gentle it feels. Not sexy but comforting, as familiar as laying my head in my mother’s lap. We make out for a while, maintaining the pretense it’s for Scott’s benefit, then draw apart and swim around a bit as Scott splashes after us, roaring and growling. On the count of three we all close our eyes and take off our bathing suits, then watch them sink listlessly to the bottom of the pool. Time seems to stretch open then snap back into place. At one point I am arcing backward off the diving board. Then I am in the shallow end with Joni doing something with Scott’s penis. Later I am crawling along the turquoise floor of the deep end collecting the pennies that wink at me like copper eyes. Finally I am back in the shallow end and Joni is flung back over the edge, and Scott is trying to have actual sex with Joni, without much success. The plan has changed; what’s not clear is why or how.


Scott strains forward once, twice, three more times, then exhales, deflated, and falls back into the water, turning and diving down bare-­assed for his trunks. I fall back into the water, away from the ledge, and sink down to my chin in the shallow end. Joni slips into the pool and wraps her weightless limbs around me in a full body hug. Scott says he’s going for a piss. We swim to the edge of the pool and hang there for a moment, holding hands.


“You okay?” I say to Joni.


“I think so.” She grins through her tears, then reaches forward and with two fingers wipes something from my lip, flicking it onto the concrete.


“Snot rocket,” I say, and she laughs.


We get out and huddle together by the side of the pool, warming our gooseflesh under a damp towel. Because I am cool and experienced, I smoke a cigarette. Behind us Scott clears his throat. We turn. He stares back at us, waiting for something. Back in the safety of our friend fortress, we gaze back at him blankly.


“I’m turning in,” he says. “Jeff says you’re welcome to stay over. Or not. Your call.”


Hours later, I wake up alone and shivering in a vast white bed. No memory of how I got here. The room smells like the inside of a fridge. Disinfectant masking vegetal rot. My skin itches and my mouth seems coated in hot sand. Scott turns over on the bed beside me and props his head on his hand. How long has he been here? He opens his mouth to say something but then seems to think better of it. Instead, he reaches over and squeezes my breast through the bedsheet like a cautious shopper weighing up an orange. I pull the sheet higher. Where’s Joni? Where are my clothes? I ask Scott these questions, or I think I do, but if he hears them, he just shrugs, then swings his square face over my round one and pushes his tongue into my mouth. The wool of Scott’s hair falls over my face like a shroud. The smell of his damp scalp and patchouli oil. He pushes a finger inside me and smiles.


“I can’t believe you’re still horny,” he says.


I intend to say something sarcastic and withering, the kind of thing my mother would say, but first I need to turn over, prop myself up, get out from under him, and in trying to do this I somehow miss the moment. My arms and legs seem disconnected from my brain, which must be the acid, or maybe the schnapps or the vodka or the three bottle tokes I did before. After a while Scott stops what he’s doing and sighs, not with pleasure but in thought.


“That thing in the pool with Joni,” he says. “It was super weird.”


“Whatever. You were into it.”


“I dunno. I mean, Joni’s my little friend.”


“So?” I try to shrug but it’s hard lying down with a large dopey boy half on top of me. I wish I had a cigarette.


Scott tips his head to the side so his face is parallel to mine. I close my eyes. Again he squeezes my breast, this time under the sheet. I shudder. His hand is like ice.


“Seriously, Scott, don’t,” I say in a voice that is neither playful nor mean.


“You owe me,” he says.


“Whatever, dude.”


“C’mon, Lucy, I’ve got a condom,” he pleads in a dumb-guy voice, a reference to the cringiest episode of Degrassi Junior High.


I laugh then say, “Seriously, Scott, fuck off. I’m so tired.”


We go back and forth like this for a while—­him pushing, persuading, cajoling, me resisting, twisting, mumbling. A half-­hearted not-quite-­joking low-­grade tussle in which neither one of us is brave or sober enough to force the moment to its crisis. Our voices never rise above stage whispers, half muted by the hum of the whirring ceiling fan. Scott probes my ass, my mouth and breasts, prying me apart. He is plodding, determined, and I am flagging. I’m relinquishing my hold on the moment; one by one my fingers slip from the edge of the cliff.


 “No,” I say. “Don’t.” I whisper these incantations once, twice, three times, softly but with purpose, the way I was taught in sex ed, but nothing happens. Of course it doesn’t. The magic, if there is magic, is on Scott’s side. The Force is with him, not me. What he wants to happen is alchemizing into what will happen. The problem is that he wants it more than I don’t.


 “Fine,” I say at last. “Do what you want. I’m going to sleep.”


Scott says nothing. He slides over me like the lid of a cast iron pot. He pushes my legs apart gently and proceeds to settle the debt. It only takes a few minutes.


As it’s happening I think, You know what? Maybe he’s right. I do owe him. Because that stuff in the pool earlier, whatever that was, it was super weird. He probably feels bad. Also the hit list. That was so cunty. Scott can be a massive douche but he doesn’t deserve to be castrated with a steak knife or drowned. Tomorrow I’ll suggest to Joni we amend it to overdose and suffocation by pillow. No seriously. Why are girls such bitches? Literally what is wrong with us?


As I drift into sleep I think of my mother. Not her face or her voice, just that if she were here she would hold my hand the way I held Joni’s. She’s the only person I know who would do that.


WITHIN days, rumors of the “druggy threesome” sweep through the school. Joni breaks up with me, saying she can’t breathe. I am adrift. For weeks my mind hovers just outside my body, following it to class, then home. I begin to experiment with not eating, teaching myself to survive on cigarettes and Diet Coke. I allow myself three dry rice cakes a day. I consume them slowly, ritualistically, breaking them up into smaller and smaller pieces until they are just piles of papery kernels, then I let them dissolve slowly, one by one, on the tip of my tongue.


“You’re getting thin,” my mother says, not disapprovingly. “Are you on a diet?”


“Not officially.”


“Well, it’s working.”


For the last month of school I skip all my classes except English and read novels in the library. I do fine on my exams, but I will have to repeat math. During a choir rehearsal of Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater, I stand in the back row of the first sopranos trying to relax my diaphragm as we’ve been taught to do. When I get to the Quando corpus morietur part, two black bars appear in the periphery of my vision. I continue to sing, observing as they advance slowly toward each other like the walls of a compactor closing in. The thing I think is So this is what it’s like to faint.


In the infirmary, the nurse says she’s going to call my mother to come pick me up, but I tell her that won’t be necessary. Mum has a car, but she hates driving, especially if it involves retrieving me from somewhere. It’s a Friday, so she’ll be in production at the weekly magazine where she works, frantically editing copy. I pull a book of cab chits from my backpack, rip off the top one, and ask the nurse to get the school office to call me a Diamond taxi. The nurse looks at me with pity before going to make the call. I’d taken the chits from my mother’s purse, which I feel guilty about, but I’m pretty sure she knows. This is how a lot of things are between us: we talk about everything except the things we don’t.


Later that night, at the kitchen table, I break down and tell my mother everything that’s happened—­not just at the pool party but afterward with me and Joni. The fact that I have lost my best friend. “I miss her so much,” I say. “I hate myself for missing her. It’s stupid.”


We are sitting at the kitchen table. My mother listens calmly, and for a golden moment I have her full attention. When I finish the story, she gets up and makes me a cup of Raspberry Zinger. She puts the china mug in front of me, then pours in some Scotch from her tumbler.


“Just a nip,” she says. “It’ll help you sleep.”


I plug my nose internally and take a sip. I hate Scotch.


Mum smiles and covers my hand with hers. She is in her late thirties, slim and blond, with a face that strangers often compare to Joni Mitchell’s. Her brow is creased and her hands are mottled with premature age spots, which she blames on racing sailboats with my father when they were still married.


“Listen, Pumpkin,” she says finally. “It’s a long life.”


“I know,” I say, though I don’t.


“You get plenty of chances.”


Inwardly I roll my eyes, not knowing this truism will reverberate in my brain for decades to come, like all her kitchen wisdom. If you’re hungry, drink a glass of water first. Don’t leave a wooden spoon to simmer in the pot. Beware ambitious people and men who hate their mothers. Wait ten minutes before having seconds; hunger is mostly in the mind.


Mum looks at me for a while, making a calculation.


“What?”


“Never mind,” she says, shaking her head.


“Tell me.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, of course,” I say, because it’s true. Whatever she has to tell, I want to know.


She hesitates, swirls the ice in the bottom of her drink, and watches it until the tinkling stops.


“When I was your age, something happened to me,” she says. “I fell in love with an older man. Much older. It was terrible and wrong, but I was also young and desperately in love, or I thought I was. I thought I’d never get over it, but I did.”


“How old?”


“Your age,” she says, then corrects herself. “No, a bit younger. I was twelve.”


“And him?”


“Oh, gosh, older. He was married with four kids. Two of them were older than me, actually.”


“What?”


“He was my riding instructor. At the riding club. Your grandad hired him. He liked him, at first.”


I look at my mother in a fog. My grandad had liked my father too. In the context of our family, this counted for a lot. My parents split up when I was eight, after twenty years together, twelve of them married. They’d met on the first day of high school in Erin, Ontario, in the farm country northwest of Toronto, where they’d both grown up. Because they were so young, I’d always assumed they’d lost their virginity to each other.


I stare at my cooling tea, mind swimming.


Mum strokes my wrist, summoning me back to the kitchen table.


“I’m telling you this for a reason,” she says. “Bad things happen. You might think you won’t survive them, but you will.”


That was the first time I heard my mother’s story about her self-­described first love. Later I would learn the details of what the Horseman did to her young body, all of which were banal and unsurprising in their evil. The Horseman’s legacy was the shameful secret he left her with. In the years to come, the story would haunt us both. For her it would serve as a touchstone, the key to the map of her life. I, on the other hand, would be consumed by a growing desire to hunt down the Horseman and demystify him. If there was one belief I cleaved to, it was that I could help my mother, even heal her. The Horseman was the problem, but in order to fix it, first I had to bend him into a mystery—­one that only I could solve.


Even at fourteen, I sensed our talk was not just a female bonding moment, like something ripped from a Gilmore Girls script. A transaction had taken place. I felt it move through me, shivering up from the roiling unstable center of everything. The past grinding into the present. From that moment on my mother and I were engaged in volcanic experiment. A chain reaction building toward a force majeure that would flatten us both. But that night at the kitchen table, I understand none of these things. Instead, I am overcome by an overwhelming sensation of relief. It is the realization that my own story, the one about what happened at the pool party, is not as important or interesting as I’d believed.


My mother and I sit in silence after that, sipping our whisky-­spiked tea. Cigarette smoke quavers in the air between us; it swirls and disperses then slips away entirely like a forgotten dream.


It doesn’t matter, I think. And maybe I am right.


Mum rises to open a window.
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HELLO caller?”


Rob answers the phone like an AM radio host, his bemused way of indicating he can’t talk long or ideally at all. I’m calling him from the airport tarmac the way I always do. When I left early this morning he was still in bed with the boys—­under the duvet, a pancake stack of early edition broadsheets piled on his chest, the kids on my side, hunched over an iPad devising a smoothie for a finicky Swedish monster. I’d found it hard to leave. Three hours later on the phone I can hear Solly and Frankie bickering in the background over the sound of robots and laser fire.


“Leah? Hulloo?”


“I’m not sure about this trip. I think it might be a bad idea.”


Rob pauses. “Are you on the plane?”


“Of course. We’re about to take off.”


“Good.”


Silence.


My husband is a newspaper man. A ruffian poet of hard deadlines. For him the phone is like a transom—­a crude device for the immediate transfer of pressing information. His listening face is a handsome ticking clock.


“Don’t start this,” he says in a low, smooth voice.


“Start what?”


“Tarmac catastrophizing.”


The only time I seriously consider the unlikely scenario of my children coming to serious physical harm is when I’m buckled into an economy window seat, watching a safety demonstration performed by a bored-­looking air steward in a neckerchief. Hard as I try to scroll through the new releases or decide on the least worst in-­flight entrée, my mind will not cooperate. It’s normal, even instinctive, to be regularly seized by the fear that one or all of your children will die. There are entire industries built on the exploitation of this anxiety. Fear of flying is similarly commonplace, especially alone, hurtling across time zones, continents, and oceans. These irrational panics are so common they have a weird quotidian logic, like the impulse to pray to a god you don’t believe in—­just to be on the safe side.


But you know what is neither logical nor instinctive? The all-­consuming belief that your children are going to die because you are about to embark on a long-­haul flight alone, specifically without them or their father. Rather selfishly, my superego adds. Because this particular trip isn’t even officially for work.


It’s in these moments the awful visions come; the tiny bodies that arc through the air, then slam down, rubber-­limbs starfished on windscreens that crackle, then pop. They remind me of the time we watched Frankie trip and then pinwheel down the stairs. The steep and slippery black-­painted stair of our early Victorian baby-­death-­trap of a house. The visions are similar but this time Frankie doesn’t cry. He does not get up. Fear is the wrong word for it. If you’ve ever had a visceral, throat-­clutching premonition, you will know that whether or not you believe in the show unfurling on the screen of your mind’s eye is utterly irrelevant. You are there, an engaged participant, however unwilling. You can see it. The future is nigh.


I’ve learned to live with it. What are my options? The National Health Service won’t prescribe tranquilizers unless you’re about to be involuntarily committed to a psychiatric hospital. Hard liquor on day flights makes me nauseous. Prayer would be hypocritical. So instead what I do is call Rob and pour a steady stream of persistent, delusional thoughts in his ear. I’m not doing this in the hope of being comforted. My husband hates catastrophizing. I get why it’s irritating, even a bit insulting. I am, after all, implying the boys are going to die on his watch. If he called me up to whinge and borrow trouble before flying off to a hotel in a foreign city, leaving me alone with the kids, I’d be rightly annoyed. So I quickly skip over my irrational premonitions and move on to the marginally firmer ground of geopolitical doomsday scenarios instead.


“What if they close the borders and I get stuck over there?”


“Won’t happen.”


“Okay, but what if it’s like that novel where half the population dies and there’s a woman who gets stuck on the other side of the world?”


“The clue is in the word novel.”


“And what if there’s a second American civil war and I have to walk to Canada with a band of minstrels, sleeping in ditches and selling my body for scraps?”


My husband is silent.


“I know it’s an unlikely scenario, but it’s not impossible. Rob, I should not be on this plane, it’s—­”


“Leah, stop.”


I press on, ignoring the blade glinting in his tone. “Or—­or what if I can’t get home? And I end up trapped in New York, in a tiny hotel room, for days? With her?” Meaning my mother.


Rob snorts.


In the background, Frankie begins to whine for an ice lolly. I can almost feel him, my baby boy, tugging on the loose bit of trouser above Rob’s knee. His curls, which we still call blond even though they’ve faded to light brown, creeping over the edges of the purple Elton John glasses I let him pick out for himself. Smudged lenses, frames chipped within a week—­like both his front teeth. Milk teeth. We should really get his hair cut.


Rob starts to laugh. Is he mocking me? Then suddenly I get it. He’s amused by the mental picture I’ve painted. Not the dystopian second civil war, which I’d only half meant as a joke, but the other thing, the one I’m really frightened of. The scenario where I end up trapped in a small room with my mother. My own private existentialist vision of hell: Cecily and me, sardined on narrow beige beds, reading paperbacks under matching polyblend bedspreads. The air crackling with silent mutual resentment. Closed-­lipped smiles concealing the poison pooling in our mouths.


Now that we’re laughing, I remember how much I like the feeling. We’re good at it too. Rob and I fill each other’s ears with mirth until I am intercepted by a hard-­faced stewardess who orders me to put away my phone “immediately, please,” and as if by command the line goes dead. The cabin crew is preparing for takeoff. I want to call Rob back, but I can’t.


I’m going to New York City to meet my mother. A long-­anticipated girls’ weekend in February 2020. Fun is the ostensible reason. Three lovely days of theater and galleries and eating in restaurants. A rare treat.


But I have a deeper aim. I’m trying to get to the bottom of us—­to unpick the tangled knots of our attachment. I’m not doing this out of masochism or duty or even curiosity, although these are all a part of it. I’m flying to New York because I am writing a book about our strange and complicated relationship. Not a book about her—­a book about us. I want it to be a story about the ties that bind and chafe, steadying and suffocating us both with their relentless twist and pull. And I need to tell my mother this, officially, and in person. In a place where we can talk and not turn away from each other.


MUM had suggested we book a room at the Chelsea, a seedy mid-­price hotel immortalized by the Leonard Cohen song in which he describes getting a blow job from Janis Joplin. Soon after the song was written, Joplin died of a heroin overdose. “It’s where Basil and I always stay,” Mum explained wistfully over the phone. Because their romantic loyalty to the Chelsea is something I’d rather not consider in detail, I overrule my mother and book us a double room at a boutique hotel in the Flatiron District. The rate is cheap, because tourism is down because of the Chinese flu. I’d been informed of this by the guy at the front desk when I called to request a spacious room on account of my mother’s mobility issues (not a total lie: she’d had a second hip replacement a year earlier, though if anything it made her more mobile, not less). When I asked the concierge where we should eat, he advised me to go anywhere but Chinatown.


“I’m not saying it’s not safe,” he added. “It’s just boring. Empty. Zero buzz.”


When I get to the hotel, I discover it’s “locally art themed,” whatever that means, the building converted from an old cinema. The door girl grins at me like an eager-­to-­please Cardi B. Her hair is scraped back and she’s wearing enormous gold hoop earrings and a quilted satin bomber jacket. Walking around the hotel is like a disconcerting form of time travel. No space is in any way connected to the next. There are two bars: one Colonial, wood-­paneled, with estate sale oil paintings, like something out of Edith Wharton, the other a rooftop Hawaiian-­themed tiki bar. The main restaurant is low-­lit, sleek, mid-­century modern, like an Edward Hopper painting. Breakfast is available in a cafeteria-­style fifties diner. Everything about the hotel is so self-­consciously curated to look authentic, I decide it must be secretly owned by the Marriott.


Mum hasn’t arrived yet, so I wander into the gift shop looking for toothpaste and a phone charger. I find neither. Instead the shelves are stocked with sage smudging kits, essential oils, and a wide array of energy-­channeling crystals. I pick out a large strawberry obsidian the size and shape of a half-­used bar of soap and surreptitiously slip it into my jacket pocket, where it stays for the rest of the trip.


That’s when I see my mother across the lobby, talking to the young man with the pointed beard at the front desk. I find myself curling my fingers around the smooth, cool weight of the stone. From this angle I can almost see her clearly. A midsize sedan of a woman in a quilted olive-­green coat, one hand on the counter, the other on the handle of her silver plastic wheelie suitcase. The familiar soft shoulders, a crop cut the color of burnished nickel. I wave at the pointy-­bearded boy-­man, who looks relieved, then points, which causes my mother to turn. She swivels, mindful of her new hips, and in doing so is momentarily returned to her natural state: a slim, freckle-­tanned flyaway-­blonde with devouring blue eyes that alight upon me with interest, then slide away.


“Mumsy.”


“My little Leah.”


We hug awkwardly, pat-­pat, no kisses, minimal contact. Perfunctory, but for us this is a lot. My mother draws back and examines me visually from bottom to top without comment. Then she poufs up the front of her hair, forgetting she no longer has bangs.


Our hotel room is on the second floor, a bright but cramped corner suite with bunk beds and a view of Lexington and East Twenty-­Third Street. I joke that it looks like a prison cell for hipsters. Mum is impressed. “Very cool,” she keeps saying. “So chic.”


We wander around the block to buy toothpaste at a drugstore, and then get pedicures and head massages in an Asian nail bar. Apart from us, the place is empty. The staff are all in masks and surgical gloves. My mother and I share a conspiratorial Canadian eye roll at the antiseptic hyper-­vigilance of American health and safety measures. Once we are reclining in our massaging chairs, I wonder if now is the moment to bring up the subject of the book.


I look over and see that my mother’s head is tilted back, eyes closed, while the spa attendant presses her fingertips to her temples. She sighs. I haven’t seen her this relaxed since the last time we were alone together, almost two years ago at Easter.


THE last time Mum came to London, I bought us a pair of theater tickets for the night of her arrival. The play was Downstate, a critically acclaimed US production having a second run at the National. I’d booked hastily, on a whim, not knowing much about the play.


Just before she was due to arrive, I googled the play, and as the reviews bloomed on the page, I felt my stomach flip. Downstate, it turned out, is about a group of convicted pedophiles living in a halfway house in Florida. The program synopsis on the National Theatre’s website was covered in trigger warnings about graphic descriptions of child abuse and rape and links to victim support charities.


When Mum turned up on my doorstep, she was cheerful in spite of her fatigue, fresh off the red-­eye from Toronto with her carry-­on, having refused a lift from Paddington Station. I made her a cup of coffee and carried her case upstairs to the trundle bed in the baby’s room. Once she was sitting down at my kitchen table with coffee in hand, I brought up the play.


“You know what it’s about, right?”


“Oh, sure,” she said. “Pedophiles—­a sympathetic view. Uplifting stuff. Were all the musicals sold out?”


“Do you really want to see it? We could just go to dinner instead.”


“Why wouldn’t I?” she said, looking genuinely confused. “It’s supposed to be brilliant.”


Silence descended and before I could toss off the moment, she flinched in understanding. Almost immediately, she collected herself with a sniff and an involuntary fluff of her hair.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “You know me—­I love dark and depressing stuff. It’s optimism I can’t stand.”


We shared an uneasy laugh.


After the theater that night, Mum and I went out for a late supper on the South Bank. She was in unusually high spirits. Over mescal margaritas and guacamole, we talked about my younger sister Meg’s second pregnancy, marveling at the statistically unlikely yet somehow inevitable news that the baby—­like every other child born to the women of our extended family in the past decade—­was a boy. So far there are eight and counting—­a solidly male generation of Ross offspring.


Tacos arrived and we moved on to the well-­worn subject of my mother’s four siblings. She likes to discuss them one by one, updating me on the news in their lives, the health issues, real estate developments, recent holidays, work news, and relationship gossip, all of it relayed in a tone of empathetic sisterly concern.


Though I’d heard most of the stories before, I didn’t mind hearing them again. Her reflections on her siblings, the childhood they had shared, and the lives they’d chosen since soothed me with the varied constancy of a sea view. It wasn’t until we’d shared the last plate of carnitas that Mum brought up the play. It was very good, we both agree. Good and unsettling.


Downstate is set in a Florida halfway house for recently released sexual offenders. The plot centers on a visit with a social worker as part of a survivor’s therapy program. Over the course of the first act it emerges that one of the residents, a doddery, sweet-­natured old chap in a mobility scooter who practices Chopin on an electric keyboard, was in fact a serial abuser who fondled and raped his young piano students. He’s paralyzed from the waist down after a vicious prison attack, though he’s remarkably devoid of bitterness about it. One of his victims, now a father with children of his own, aggressively confronts the old man, delivering a speech he’s rehearsed with his therapist while his wife shakes and weeps. The piano teacher offers a bland but sympathetic apology. Then he asks if the man and his wife want a biscuit, which they refuse.


Later in the play, the former student comes back to see the piano teacher alone, without his wife. He collapses in the old man’s arms. “You were the only one who ever made me feel special,” he sobs as his kindly abuser pats his back and says, “There, there. You poor boy.” His voice is full of an odd kind of sympathy—­one that is both genuine and utterly devoid of guilt. Again the piano teacher offers his former student a biscuit, and this time the man, now reduced to the needy, damaged boy he once was, accepts.


The scene is excruciating, my mother and I agreed, almost unbearable in its honesty: a testament to the lasting emotional dependency that pedophiles often foster in their victims—­a bond that is so deep and richly complicated, it can easily pass for love. We understood in this moment that the love the man felt as a boy—­the love he still feels toward his elderly teacher—­is the problem he cannot unpick. The love is what haunts him. Whatever the piano teacher did to his body—­the crimes he committed—­is almost incidental by comparison.


The topic of the play flowed naturally into the inevitable subject of my mother’s childhood, to what happened to her at the Caledon Riding Club in the summer of 1964. The facts of what transpired are an open family secret. My mother has told the story of the Horseman in countless iterations and contexts, to therapists and husbands, friends, lovers, family, including me. She’d written a thinly veiled novel based on the story, which she despaired of getting published. Later, years after our dinner on the South Bank, she will publish the story in a magazine. By then, the spring of 2019, my mother’s story was not a secret but a story. But it was already a problem.


While no one in the family questioned the facts of my mother’s narrative, her insistence on airing it publicly, introducing it into the official family canon, engendered a certain degree of discomfort—­resentment born of a collective cognitive dissonance. The Horseman conflicted with another cherished narrative, one agreed upon by her siblings: the story of an idyllic rural childhood—­a halcyon dream­scape of ponies and grass tennis courts, bifurcated by the roaring Credit River. A Narnia ruled by the five blond Ross children, where, to their consternation and my mother’s insistence, the Horseman now lurked in the woods.


My mother’s habit of telling the truth—­her truth, a lawyer might say—­meant that all of us are, to some degree, haunted by what happened to her that summer at the riding club. Unlike my aunts and uncle, who are fiercely protective of their shared childhood nostalgia, I’m less bothered by the specter of the Horseman. The pall he casts over their childhood fascinates me. My whole life I’ve been treated by my aunts and uncle as an honorary sibling—­the elder daughter of the eldest daughter, another writer in a family of writers. People say I look more like them than I do my mother. When I lived in Canada, I’d occasionally be stopped on the street, at the airports, or in the office by people who’d say, “Nicola?” mistaking me for my aunt. Or “Are you by any chance related to the journalist Oakland Ross?”


But strictly speaking I am not a Ross. I did not grow up playing tennis or riding my pony to a one-­room schoolhouse. I did not help my sisters kidnap our only brother and hide him in the woods as a willing hostage until Dad agreed not to send him back to boarding school. Their Narnia, for me, is a box of black-­and-­white photographs. Their Aslan (my grandfather) was hobbled by the time I was born, his weak heart powered by a pacemaker, mind ravaged by early-­onset dementia. I never went foxhunting or galloped bareback into a quarry. There were no midwinter holidays at luxury resorts in Jamaica or Montreal weekends at the Ritz. Their nirvana was my bedtime story.


Like the wheelchair-­bound pianist in Downstate, the Horseman was my mother’s teacher before he became her lover. Like the boy in the play, she mistook his attentions for devotion. Then later—­much later, after a painful divorce and years of emotional chaos and therapy—­she understood her mistake and revised her view. Today, sitting on the South Bank, we both know the Horseman was a predator and what occurred between them was a violation. A transaction designed to benefit him alone. We do not need to state the obvious. What the Horseman did to my mother’s body was a crime, an abomination, but it was not nearly as complicated or lasting as what he did to her mind, which was, perhaps, to create a kind of confusion, a set of limitations, when it came to her ability to love or be loved—­especially by me, her elder daughter.


My mother loves me. I know this because she has assured me of it my entire life. I have spent my whole life trying to love her back, with mixed results. It’s hard to love a mother whose bottomless desire for connection is delineated by an abject fear of being needed. It’s hard for a daughter not to depend upon her own mother, especially when her mother has, at times, depended heavily upon her. This fear of my mother’s—­of being truly needed and wanted by a child—­is the Horseman’s legacy. It’s a trauma my mother and I have shared and suffered over the years, in ways that are entirely separate and indelibly linked. I despise the Horseman for many reasons, but if there is one trick I’ll never forgive him for, it’s the way he rendered the story of everything that happened after him pale and meaningless by comparison. He is, my mother has often said, the “central defining event” of her life. He has been offered to me as the explanation and excuse for all the circumstances of my childhood. He’s not my father, but he is the reason I was born. If there is a problem with us, it’s all down to him. This is the story my mother told me and that for a long time I accepted as truth. So long as we both believed it, everything was fine. But lately, since having children of my own, I’ve started to question the story of the Horseman—­not the facts of what occurred but their import, as an explanation for what later happened. Every time my mother and I are together, I find myself picking at the Horseman like a loose thread on a sweater. My mother is unnerved by this but also flattered, curious. Like me, she likes to talk about herself. Like me, she is not afraid of darkness. Neither of us, it seems, was born with that instinct so many other women have: the trick of knowing when to leave well enough alone.
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