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For M & G & E

I love that we’re on this super-plane together.








prologue



‘Are you going to tell the police?’ she asks.


‘I think I have to,’ I say. My mouth is dry, my mind is racing to so many different places and thoughts and decisions all at once, I can’t keep up. I can’t hold a single thought in my head for too long because another dashes into its place. Air keeps snagging itself on the way in and out of my lungs so I haven’t taken a proper breath since my daughter started to speak, and my heart is running cold with the knowledge of who it was that killed my husband. And why.


I have to tell the police this, of course I do.


‘Please don’t, Mum.’


‘But, Phoebe—’


‘Please don’t, Mum. Please. Please. Please.’ Her twelve-year-old body, nestled on my lap, shakes with fretful sobs. ‘Please. Please. Please. I’m scared. I’m really scared.’


‘Phoebe, we can’t—’


‘Please, Mum. I’m really sorry, but please, don’t.’


‘Shhh, shhhhh,’ I say, rocking her, trying to hush her. This isn’t fair. None of this is fair. ‘Let’s not talk about it now. It’ll be OK, I’ll make it all OK.’








I









I



What’s the difference between folding and stirring?


I’m sure I knew that once upon a time, I’m sure someone told me. Apparently, you can tell whether an ingredient has been folded in or stirred in. I’ve always been a bit dubious about that, have often wondered if it’s one of those things that cooks/chefs add to the instructions to make a recipe sound more interesting or more difficult than it actually is.


Fold or stir. Stir or fold.


‘Ah-he-hem!’ The man sitting across the desk from me, whose body and clothes bear the hallmarks of a man deeply mired in a mid-life crisis, clears his throat in an uncomfortable manner. He’s obviously got something big to say. He needs my attention, even though my attention, my gaze, causes him to squirm a little in his seat every time I direct it at him. Every time. He doesn’t know how to share space with the woman whose husband was murdered. With me.


I know that’s how he refers to me in his head, how he talks about me to other people, because that’s how everyone refers to me – I’ve heard the whispers at the two different playgrounds I drop my children off at, in the toilets at work, in the conversations of people in the local shop and supermarket. It’s not meant nastily, it’s simply an easy, defining shorthand of someone on the edges of their life. Even now, eighteen months later, I am The Woman Whose Husband Was Murdered. Or, to give me my full title: The Woman Whose Husband Was Murdered And His Killer Was Never Caught.


‘Ah-he-hem!’ Another throat clear. Another squirm in his seat when I look at him.


The last time I met this man properly he wasn’t having a mid-life crisis and we were discussing how to reintegrate my daughter back into school after what had happened. He’d avoided eye contact, shuffled papers on his desk, clicked his pen on and off, and fumbled over his words, scared and uncertain of what to say. And here we are again today: same room, same nervous unease but with different clothes and a different form teacher standing beside him.


This form tutor, positioned like a silent bodyguard beside his headmaster, is male. I know him by reputation – he’s The Mr Bromsgrove. ‘The’ having been installed by playground mothers because he is youngish and good-looking, the subject of some scandalously outrageous sexual comments (despite how married they are and him not necessarily teaching their children).


Across the room, on the same side of the desk as me, sitting in a chair that couldn’t technically be further away from me unless it was outside the room, is my daughter. Phoebe Mackleroy. I don’t know, yet, what she’s done, why I’ve been called up here on my first day off in nearly a year.


She’s a good girl, I want to be able to say. This is just a blip; she’s a good girl really. But I’m not going to be able to say that, am I? Things don’t work out like that for people like me.


‘Ah-he-hem!’ Another throat-clear before the headteacher speaks: ‘Mrs Mackleroy. There is no easy way to break this news to you. Phoebe has made a disclosure today to her form tutor Mr Bromsgrove.’ The headmaster’s chubby, pale hand goes up to indicate the man he’s referring to. I want to correct him, remind him that he is in fact The Mr Bromsgrove, but I know that wouldn’t be appropriate so instead I allow myself to briefly glance at him and in return, The Mr Bromsgrove continues to studiously avoid my eye. The headteacher continues to speak: ‘He was unsure what to do, so came to me. We thought it best to contact you as soon as possible. Especially if it looks like we’re going to have to involve social services.’


My heart skips three beats at those magic words. I’d braced myself when the school secretary had called, I’d put down the pile of recipes scrawled on different types of paper I was leafing through and readied myself to hear the worst. But when they’d asked me to come in here and not to a hospital, when I arrived and saw Phoebe sitting in a chair, moving, breathing, living, I’d allowed myself to unclench a little, to almost fully relax.


Stupid woman that I am. I’d let myself to forget that your life can be devastated on the whim of the wind, the change of mind, a friendly push that becomes a deadly shove. Your life can change when you’re looking right at it but don’t notice the tiniest cut in a major artery.


‘There’s no easy way to tell you this, Mrs Mackleroy.’ The headmaster is still talking, as though mentioning social services doesn’t merit allowing me a moment to take that in properly, to steel myself because everything is heading in a direction that has a destination marked: ‘Hell’. ‘I’m sorry you have to hear this from me instead of Phoebe herself. We felt – all three of us – that this was the best way to tell you.’


It took two police officers to tell me an ‘incident’ meant I’d never see my husband again, why shouldn’t it take three people to tell me whatever it is that my daughter has done?


I shift to study her. The way she sits in the tulip-shaped seat – turned away like she is a sunflower and the sun is situated in the opposite direction to me – means I can’t see the top part of her body. Her grey, pleated uniform skirt exposes her knees; her long, grey regulation socks with the turquoise edging hide all the skin below her knees, disappearing into her flat, black shoes. Her hair, which she is presenting to me instead of her face, is split into two equal sections and secured into two perfect afro-puff pigtails by matching black elastic hairbands. She doesn’t look like a troublemaker, but then she never does. She looks like a girl who follows the rules, does as she’s told and is mortified at being sent to headteacher’s office.


I know what you’ve done, I think at her.


‘Ah-he-hem!’ goes the headteacher’s throat again, and I swivel back to him. I should know his name but I don’t. It’s a piece of information that has skipped right out of my head, replaced by the knowledge of what my fourteen-year-old daughter has done. I don’t need him to say it because I know what’s going on.


He says it anyway, because it needs to be uttered out loud, this needs to be confirmed.


‘Mrs Mackleroy, I’m afraid to say, Phoebe is about four weeks pregnant.’





II



16 years before That Day (June, 1995)


My fingers were curled tight into the edges of the armrests, my body forced back into the seat as the aeroplane, Flight 4867 to Lisbon, lurched sickeningly to the left, then was immediately flung to the right. This was why I hated flying. This was why I’d thought long and hard about whether I really, actually needed to ‘get away from it all’. I hadn’t been sure that my need to escape the anxiety and stress of being at home was worth this. Was worth taking the chance of being trapped in a metal box with only the thought of teetering in the air, waiting for the aeroplane to either glide into calmer skies or to suddenly plummet meaning I’d have to scream or cry or pray my way to impending death.


Go to Portugal, I’d told myself. It’s only two hours on a plane, I’d told myself. It’ll be fine. It’ll only be one hundred and twenty minutes. How much turbulence can be crammed into that short amount of time? Some movies are longer than that. You’ll be fine, Saffron. Absolutely fine.


I was not fine. I was clinging to the armrests of an aeroplane seat, securing my mind firmly to the present, refusing to allow my life to replay itself before my eyes because if I could stop that happening, the rest of it, the screaming/praying/crying to impending death wouldn’t happen, either.


The man seated next to me, whose girlfriend had his left hand in a vice-like grip, turned to me as the plane rollicked sideways and held out his right hand. ‘You can cling onto this hand if you want,’ he said. My gaze went from his large hand with its square, neat nails to his girlfriend. Her green eyes were wide and terrified, her straight red hair ruffled, it seemed, by fear itself, but she still managed a nod to me to communicate: ‘Go on, you idiot, grab on and squeeze tight. We’re all in this together.’


The plane swooped into a dip and his girlfriend and I both closed our eyes after letting out simultaneous ‘Ohhhhhhh’s. I immediately clamped my hand over the one proffered and clung on for sheer life as we rocked and rolled our way into Lisbon.


*

I’ve fallen through a pothole in time, been to one of the places in my past with Joel, and I have come back to the present with a rising and falling tide of nausea at the pit of my stomach. Usually, the memory pockets that feature Joel and our life before that day give me an unexpected little boost, a little something to allow me to carry on in the present, but not this time.


This time, the cauldron of uncertainty and worry that lives where my stomach should be continues to whisk itself into a frenzy because I’m one of those parents. Those parents. The ones you read about in the papers or magazines and shake your head at; the ones you think Where were the parents? about when you hear of something terrible involving a child. I know I’m one of those parents because here I sit with my hands folded on my lap, my face set in a neutral expression, replaying the secrets a stranger has seconds ago revealed to me about my own life.


I hate feeling sick.


I hate feeling sick even more than I hate being sick because at least once you’ve vomited, have excavated your stomach of its contents, apart from the ache in your ribs or your throat, it’s done with; gone. Nausea, though, sits at the pit of your being, mixing itself slowly and potently, occasionally rising up, threatening to spill out, before it subsides again, folding and stirring, stirring and folding itself a little more intensely as a sensation that won’t be shifting any time soon.


Right now, I feel sick.


My daughter, who still wears a school uniform, who I have to take shopping for shoes, who still has teddy bears on her bed, is pregnant.


‘Are you going to say anything, Phoebe?’ I ask my daughter, revolving in my seat to her.


Her slender, fourteen-year-old body, already twisted away from me, cringes ever so slightly – a tiny reflexive tensing of muscles – at my voice but she does not move or otherwise acknowledge me.


‘Phoebe?’ I say her name gently, carefully.


Nothing. Nothing from my daughter.


I return my line of sight to the men in front of me and focus on the youthful one, the handsome one. The Mr Bromsgrove. Why did she choose to tell him? Of all the people in the world, in this city, in this school, why did she choose to tell him? He is young, but not especially young, probably about my age, actually. Certainly old enough to be her father. He has a grade-one haircut all over, his features are strong – a man who can look like he takes no nonsense very easily, but also able to look soft and understanding an instant later. He’s slender, bordering on skinny, and wearing a form-fitting white shirt, navy suit jacket and tan corduroy trousers. His eyes, from what I can see behind his gold wire-rimmed glasses, are the same dark hazelbrown of his skin and seem kind. This is the first time I’ve regarded him properly, have noticed him, and now I can understand what the others in the playground have been whispering about. Why they have crushes on him. Why I would have had a crush on him if I were a teenager. Does my daughter? Is that why she told him this thing first? Because she thought it might bond them? Or is it more nefarious than that, does he have something to do with her condition?


My gaze goes to the headteacher. How could you allow this to happen? I want to say. When she’s not at home, she’s here, at school, so this thing must have happened on school time.


I contemplate The Mr Bromsgrove again. Has she mentioned him a little too much? Have I seen anything with his name on in her bedroom when I go in to check her computer? I am plundering my memory, trying to see if there is a moment that featured this man, this potential father of my daughter’s child. Nothing. Nothing comes to mind, or pricks my memory. He doesn’t even raise a suspicion of anything untoward happening between them.


It could have happened anywhere, I remind myself. It could have happened with anyone, because I don’t know what Phoebe does in the time between leaving school grounds and walking into our house. At home, she’s always studying, with the good marks to show for it, or she’s sitting in the corner of the sofa in the living room, phone in hand, texting away or on Facebook and Twitter and all those things I haven’t really been paying attention to. She’s home so I’ve always assumed she is safe. All the bad things happen ‘out there’. As long as she’s where I can see her most of the time, she’s safe.


‘Phoebe has declined to tell us who the father is,’ The Mr Bromsgrove says. From the corner of my eye, I see her head turn a little as she looks at him. Is she annoyed and resentful that he’s telling me this, or is she incredulous that he’s saying that when he is somehow involved? I can’t know for certain because her face is hidden from me.


‘Mrs Mackleroy, I’m not sure what you want to do right now …’ The headteacher leaves his sentence open and expects me to fill it.


‘Are you going to tell social services?’ I say into the gap he has left for me.


The headteacher glances at The Mr Bromsgrove, and I wonder if either of them hears Phoebe’s almost inaudible gasp. Have they noticed she’s now holding her breath? Do they realise that we’re already on the social services radar and this sort of revelation would start the whole thing up again?


The Mr Bromsgrove stares at the headteacher, then at Phoebe, then back at the headteacher. He doesn’t include me in his assessment of the situation, in fact, he’s avoided looking directly at me since I walked in here. I saw him look me over when I entered, but his visual attention to me has been conspicuous in its absence. It’s OK, I’d love to say, I know I’m a bad mother, you don’t have to avoid looking at me in case your face shows your disgust. I’m disgusted enough with me for the both of us.


The headteacher finally focuses on me again. ‘I think we should play it by ear for now, don’t you? We think it would be best if you had a talk with Phoebe, see what you plan to do and then we’ll have another meeting to discuss our options.’ His face flames a deep crimson. ‘I mean, options in the school and education sense, of course. Ah-he-hem!’ He starts to desperately shuffle papers.


The cauldron of nausea at the centre of my being folds and stirs itself much faster.


16 years before That Day (September, 1995)


‘What would you like me to make you, pretty lady?’ Joel asked me. We’d been dating for two months, not including the time we met on the plane to Lisbon and then not seeing each other again for a month, and this was our first date that didn’t involve some kind of physical activity – bowling, hillwalking (disastrous), rollerblading, rock-climbing, dry-slope skiing, clubbing. Tonight, though, he’d insisted on a slower, more relaxed date with dinner and drinks at his shared flat in Hove.


‘Nothing. I don’t think I could eat a thing.’ I rubbed my stomach to emphasise my point. ‘I’ve been eating all day, I’m stuffed.’


‘Nonsense.’ As always, his rich tones moved deliciously like warmed maple syrup through me. ‘You can have anything you like from the rather extensive selection in my fridge.’


Joel opened the door to his tall white fridge, unlocking the gateway to a world of pleasure: fresh vegetables, fresh pasta, apples, blackberries, strawberries, blueberries, butter, cheese, ham, fresh chicken, salmon were all stacked neatly onto the three shelves with raw meat, poultry and fish together, fresh veg and fruit together, deli foods sitting side by side. No open cans with their lids half on, furring up with every passing second; no putrefying foodstuffs that were going to rot away leaving a slimy pool of decay in their wake; no crustylidded jars with stained, faded labels.


The rest of the kitchen was pristine, too. Around the room, quite large for a two-bedroom flat, was evidence of cooking, eating, living. The wall beside the cooker had two long shelves stacked with many different types of oils, some with suspended chilli peppers, garlic and herbs. The lower shelf had clear jars filled with different types of dried pasta, rice, beans and lentils. Below that stood a rack of dried herbs and spices. On one of the work surfaces there was a wooden knife block with six silver-handled knives – all of different sizes, I’d imagine – protruding from it. Along the sill of the large window that allowed light to pour into the kitchen, small pots of fresh herbs grew – I recognised three of them as lavender, basil and chives.


‘So, you and your mate Fynn live here all on your own?’ I said to him.


‘Yeah, have done since we got proper jobs after uni.’


‘And you’re both into cooking?’


‘No, that’s my thing. Fynn’s more into cars. And women. But mostly cars.’


‘How did two such different people manage to become such good friends?’


‘We’re not that different. Like I told you, we met at an open day for Cambridge. Kind of gravitated towards each other when we realised within ten minutes or so that we were both there to make our parents happy.’


‘Rather be a disappointment, huh?’


‘No, rather have a life. I wasn’t passionate about going there and it wouldn’t have been fair to take a place away from someone whose whole life was about going there. Same with Fynn. We met again at the interviews and exchanged numbers. After A-levels we decided to run away and live by the sea to escape the sound of our parents’ hearts breaking. We literally did nothing but work and party for a year before we both started college in Brighton.’


Closing the fridge door, I took his hand and stood staring at him for a few seconds. Just staring at him. He was easily the best-looking man I’d been ‘involved’ with. Easily. He was six foot or so, solidly built, with long, lean muscles that I kept eyeing up whenever he wore short-sleeved shirts. I hadn’t seen the rest of him in the flesh, as it were, but I was hoping to change that. I was always trying to get lost in his eyes because they were like twin whirlpools of melted mahogany fringed with pitch-black lashes. His face could have been carved from a piece of walnut wood it was so smooth and dark, and begging to have my fingers stroke it. And his mouth – it was always smiling at me. Whenever I caught him looking at me, he was always either grinning or seemed to be on the verge of doing so.


‘Didn’t see anything in the fridge you fancied, no?’ he asked and reached for the silver handle again.


‘Not exactly,’ I said. To distract and get him to focus on me, I led him out of the kitchen and into their spacious living room, where I encouraged him to sit so I could drop onto the sofa beside him. ‘I’d much rather hear more about what you got up to in that year of work and partying.’


‘Really that interested?’ he asked and his smile lit up his twenty-six-year-old face again. I was instantly jelly-like inside. He reached out and slipped his arm around my waist as I’d been longing for him to do, before he leant back onto the sofa and pulled me towards his body.


‘Oh, yes, I’m very, very interested.’


*

We’re at the bus stop near the school. I’d been too shaky after the call to come to St Allison to even contemplate driving and spent all the spare cash I had on a taxi to get here. I had enough to get home on the bus and Phoebe had her pass.


We are propped two widths of a normal-size person apart on the moulded plastic bench under the shelter. It’s April and I, like everyone else, am still waiting for the faintest hint of spring to join us but the weather is not cooperating. The air around us is cool but not hostile. I wish it was warmer, though, waiting for a bus would be far more pleasant if the cool air wasn’t seeping in under my jacket and playing across my skin.


‘You’re going to have to talk to me at some point,’ I say to Phoebe. The first thing I’ve said to her since, ‘We’re going to have to get a bus’ as she stood waiting to see which direction I’d go to get to the car.


In response to this, she turns her head even further away from me, not in the direction the bus will be coming from, but towards home and back towards the school.


I stop watching her, she’s not going to look at me. I focus myself instead towards where the bus will come from and I wonder: Is she wishing herself at home, is she wishing herself back in the safety of school, or is she wishing she was anywhere but near me right now?





III



There’s an area of faded purple on the white tiled floor of our kitchen. It’s an irregular-shaped patch that I’ve tried to remove over the last fifteen months but it’s still there. No one else can see it, apparently, or maybe no one else is bothered by it – I’m the only one I’ve noticed who stares at it. I’ve tried white vinegar, bleach, cream cleansers, everything I know to get a stain out, but nothing has worked. It’s still there, splashed across six tiles, reminding me of the time I dropped a bowl of blackberries and didn’t have the presence of mind to clear it up before the black, viscous juice leached into the surface of the white tiles and left a permanent dark bruise in our home.


Every time I walk into the kitchen I look at it first. I glance at it and fleetingly remember the numbness that overtook my body with frightening speed; the phut, phut, phut of blackberries exploding on the tiles; the sound of the bowl, already chipped and scratched with age, smashing as it hit the floor; the sensation of all the air leaving my body in one go.


I watch the grey-sock-covered heels of my daughter walk across the patch as if it’s not there. She plonks herself at the table, in the seat nearest the sink, where she always sits, and immediately takes her phone out of her jacket pocket. She shouldn’t be wearing her jacket in the house, but in the grand scheme of things, I don’t think it matters.


‘Zane’s staying at Imogen’s house tonight. He and Ernest have got a new game to try out,’ I explain to her. I talk to her as normal even though she hasn’t even acknowledged my existence since the headteacher’s office. Or was it before that? Did I stop existing for Phoebe all that time ago, when I did what she wanted and agreed not to go to the police? Did getting her own way make her lose all respect for me?


Zane, Phoebe’s ten-year-old brother, is with Ernest, his best friend since reception. Ernest’s mother, Imogen, has been sweet, and kind, especially in the last eighteen months, but I haven’t told her what has happened today. I can’t even begin to find the words to explain it to myself, let alone someone who has brought up three children – two of whom have made it past teenage-hood without this kind of scandal.


14 years before That Day (June, 1997)


I ran through our Hove flat, my heart sounding like stampeding buffalo in my ears after I threw aside the cloth I was using to clean the kitchen surfaces, and answered Joel’s urgent cries from the other side of our flat. We were renting a beautiful art deco place right on the Hove seafront and I was bordering on obsessive with keeping it clean.


‘What, what, what’s the matter?’ I asked him. He stood in the bathroom, naked apart from his white underpants that were so tight, so moulded to his body, I was surprised they didn’t cut off circulation between his torso and his legs.


‘Ffrony, I think it’s time. I need you to shave my back for me.’


‘That’s what you were calling me like that for? I thought it was an emergency. Or at least important.’


Like a blanket of short, black wool, his chest hair lined the sink in front of him, and his chest was smooth and hairless. Each of the well-defined areas of his six-pack was emphasised now it wasn’t covered in hair.


‘It is important,’ Joel replied. He frowned at me in the mirror, his beautiful face knitting together in mock horror that I didn’t realise this. ‘It’s extremely important. I need you to shave my back.’


‘Erm, I think we can pretty much say that’s a no,’ I replied. Even though I wasn’t going to shave anything, I perched on the roll-top edge of the white bath with its brass claw and ball feet, and took the opportunity to watch my boyfriend. I loved to examine, whenever I could, the way his body contracted and expanded, how many tiny, seemingly inconsequential expressions flitted across his face without being manifested as words or actions. I adored watching him.


‘Excuse me, Babes, I think you’ll find it’s part of the whole “for better and worse” deal,’ he cajoled. ‘Come on, it won’t take long – a few strokes and we’re done.’


‘How many times have you said that?’ I laughed.


With a grin on his face, he spun towards me, tugged me to my feet, then pressed the electric shaver into my hand.


‘Why do you need to shave your back, anyway? I wouldn’t mind you being hairy.’


‘Yes, but it’s unbelievably uncomfortable having a hairy back, especially when it’s hot.’


I examined the shaver in front of me; the prongs seemed vicious and dangerous, like they’d slice off chunks of flesh instead of efficiently and effectively snipping off hair. ‘Hang on, we’ve been together two years, lived together three months, how come this is the first time you’ve asked?’ The answer, of course, was immediately obvious. ‘Fynn does it, doesn’t he? Still? Still? Do you do his as well?’


‘That’s between me and him, Ffrony, there are some things you can’t know.’


‘I swear, you two … I don’t know whether to be jealous or impressed sometimes. You’re way too close.’


‘No such thing. Come on now, Babes, sort me out here.’


I pushed the large rubbery on button and the buzzer jumped to life, vibrating violently in my hand.


‘This is a very important moment in our life together, Ffrony. Not just anyone gets to do my back, you’re the first woman I’ve ever asked to do this. You are about to be initiated into the Great Hall of Joel.’


‘The Great Hall of Joel. Riiigggghhhttt.’ I sounded confident, but I was trembling, shaking with anxiety. I didn’t want to hurt him, not ever. My hand quivered as I pushed it against the hairy area over his right shoulder blade.


‘Don’t worry about hurting me,’ he said seriously. His whirlpool eyes held my gaze steadily in the mirror. ‘I know you’d never do that.’


I steadied my hand, willed myself to stop quaking. He was right, I wouldn’t hurt him and I could do this. ‘OK.’


‘You can’t anyway, it’s got a safety guard,’ he added before laughing so much it was a full five minutes before he was still enough for me to try again.


*

‘I was going to make chicken pesto with mash and veg for dinner,’ I say to my first-born child. Joel and I tried for her for what seemed like for ever. Every month my period started I would feel such extreme disappointment, and the second the two lines turned blue on the test the dread and panic that bolted through me was like nothing I’d ever experienced. ‘I’ve made the pesto already, so how about we have it with gnocchi instead, it’ll be quicker?’ Her head is lowered and her right thumb is flying over her phone’s keyboard as she types away. For Phoebe, it seems, everything is normal, nothing has changed.


She lifts her head, looks briefly at me and then shrugs a ‘Suppose’ before returning to her phone, to her important, real life. My tongue hurts from how hard I clamp down with my teeth, reining in the scream that has flared up in my chest. With the scream still bubbling at the back of my throat, I quickly rotate to the chrome kettle and take it to the sink. All the while: I will not scream, I will not scream, I will not scream pirouettes like a clockwork ballerina through my mind.


13 years before That Day (August, 1998)


‘What do you want the baby to be?’ Joel asked, resting his hand on the ever-so-slight swell of my three-month-pregnant stomach. ‘I know we’ll be happy whatever we get, but what, ideally, would you like the baby to be?’


‘Human?’ I replied. I placed both my hands over his, pressing him closer to our child and holding onto him at the same time.


‘Human? As opposed to … ?’ he questioned.


‘Klingon?’


He used his free hand to tug me closer as we reclined on our sofa together, then he snuggled his face into the curve of my neck, where he was always pressing his cold lips, which made me giggle and shudder at the same time. ‘Now, what have you got against Klingons?’ he asked, mid-nuzzle.


‘Nothing. I’m going to marry you, aren’t I, Mr Ridge Face?’


He immediately touched his forehead, as if he needed to check, as if I wasn’t always calling him that. ‘I do not have a big forehead.’


‘No, course you don’t,’ I giggled.


‘Don’t listen to her, baby,’ he laughed. ‘Your dad doesn’t have a big forehead.’


‘He doesn’t,’ I conceded, ‘it’s huge!’


‘I know what you’re doing, Ffrony,’ he said, suddenly setting aside his laugh, ‘and it’s not going to work. Stop avoiding the question.’


‘Sorry.’ I closed my eyes and thought of the future; thought of him and me and a bundle of a baby. Immediately the white-hot fear of uncertainty started to close in around the edges of my thoughts and set off the tumble of worry, about what would come next, what could go wrong, how I could fail, that was always precariously balanced like a stack of fragile teacups inside me. I couldn’t pin down the thoughts, the needs, the wish list of what I wanted for our future, because that might jinx it, that might make it a real thing that could be taken away from me. ‘I don’t know what I want, Joel, I really don’t.’


‘Don’t be scared,’ he said. He knew what I was thinking, how I was worrying and wrapped both his arms around me instead of just around the baby. ‘It’s all going to be fine.’


‘You can’t know that.’


‘I can, and I do.’


‘What do you want, then?’ I didn’t want my anxieties to spoil this for him. This was his time, too. Even if I couldn’t completely relax, the least I could do was give him that opportunity.


‘A girl, I think. I’ll be as happy with a boy, don’t get me wrong, but I’d love a girl.’


‘Why?’


‘Don’t know, really. I …’ He stopped talking and then glided into one of his now familiar and comforting silences as he considered my question from all angles. ‘I don’t know, I guess it’s one of those things you think you want and you have no real reason for wanting it.’


‘I see,’ I replied, even though I had no clue what he was talking about.


*

I’m standing at the sink, looking out of the window, watching the last of the light outside recede into early evening darkness through the gaps in our curtain of butterflies. When she was ten, Phoebe spent weeks stringing together multicoloured crystal butterflies. Night after night she’d take up her seat on a cushion in the corner of the living room, using a large needle to string butterflies onto jewellers’ wire, before twisting a knot on either side with jewellers’ pliers then adding another butterfly. When she’d finished, her dad tied them to a curtain pole and hung it up over the part of the window by the sink.


The curtain dots our kitchen with splashes of different-coloured light during the day, intensified, of course, when the sun is out. Some mornings I come in here before the sun comes up and sit at the table with a cup of coffee, staring at the blackberry stain while the room gradually becomes a multicoloured glow.


‘Who’s the father?’ I ask Phoebe, clattering our plates onto the butterfly-covered place mats I have laid on the table in the two minutes it took to cook the gnocchi.


Phoebe picks up the fork I placed in front of her earlier, and spears a rocket and basil pesto-covered potato dumpling. When I ask my question, she doesn’t raise the food from the plate to her mouth, instead she leaves it there, jammed onto the fork, sitting against the plate. Eventually, she gives a small, discreet shrug of her bony shoulders as her reply.


Panic billows up inside. ‘You don’t know who the father is, or you’re not going to tell me?’ I ask.


Phoebe treats me to another shrug, this time with one shoulder.


I inhale slowly and deeply, then exhale at length. I know what Joel would say right now. He’d remind me that she’s fourteen, she’s terrified and that there are worse things you could do than get pregnant. He would tell me not to scream. He would tell me to remember how it felt to be in a similar position to her. He’d tell me all these things and he would be right.


Picking up my fork, I remind myself of the sheer terror of sitting in front of a parent you are already scared of upsetting after they’ve been to the headteacher’s office about you, after they’ve learnt things about you that you thought would go away. I remember the words that came quietly spilling out of my mother’s mouth when I was in a similar position to Phoebe, how each syllable was a stinging blow that I can recall without trying too hard. I remember the way I didn’t speak at all until she stopped, and how I stayed silent as she ignored me for a whole week because I’d brought such shame onto our family.


This is different, though: ignoring this will not make it go away; pretending it’s not happening is not going to cure anything. I lower my fork and rest its prongs up on the edge of my plate. ‘The thing is, Phoebe, you can’t shrug this away.’ My voice is calm and reasonable, not at all how I feel inside. ‘It might be the way you want to deal with this, but you can’t handle an adult problem by behaving like a child.’


‘That’s how you see me, isn’t it?’ she says on the edge of a screech, her face screwed up like a wounded, cornered wild animal about to attack. ‘As a problem! That’s all I am to you, isn’t it? A problem!’


I have no idea what I’m doing here, of course. Joel would probably know. He’d work out how to deal with this, the right thing to say, the correct way to act. Me?


I keep thinking: SHE IS PREGNANT.


I keep thinking: SHE HAS BEEN HAVING SEX.


I keep thinking: SHE DIDN’T TELL ME.


Twelve months ago my daughter was still asking me to buy her cuddly toys. Six months ago she was still racing her brother to the top of the slide in the park and screaming in joy as they slid to the bottom. Three months ago she was thirteen and still a little girl. My little girl. But she’s been having sex like an adult for God knows how long. And getting pregnant like an adult. Then reacting like a child. How am I supposed to know how to deal with it?


‘Are you going to deal with this situation like an adult or a child, is what I meant to say. You can’t shrug what is happening away. I need to know what’s going on. Who the father is. If you’ve told him. What he thinks if you have told him, if we’re going to tell him if you haven’t already.’


Despite her outburst, Phoebe has been eating, but now she stops shovelling down food and instead moves gnocchi around her plate with the tip of her fork, smearing the creamy green-flecked pesto in its wake. Joel used to do that with the sauce on his food. He would move it around and around as if trying to paint a picture on the plate. Phoebe probably learnt it from him – or maybe it’s a genetic thing, something they were both predisposed to.


‘Have you told the father?’ I ask.


She shakes her head, staring at that piece of gnocchi as it continues its round-plate journey. I stare at it, too, a plump, creamy oval of potato and wheat flour and milk solids and all the other things the manufacturers add. Joel made gnocchi once. He’d used egg, though, and cream, I think. Or was it parmesan? Or was it both? He never made it again, because the effort-to-gain ratio was all wrong for him. Every week, whenever Joel made pesto, Phoebe and Zane would try to convince him that he wanted to make gnocchi, too. That nothing would be better. He held firm, though, unmoved by their appeals to his better nature.


‘Is he your boyfriend?’ I ask Phoebe, snapping myself back to the present. I keep falling through those potholes in time, finding myself back there, with him, with them, with us, how we used to be. This isn’t the moment for that, though. I need to stay focused, I need to stay now.


Phoebe pauses, then nods once. Stops. Shakes her head four times. Nods five times. Then ‘shrug’. The ubiquitous shrug. I could scream the house down because of those shrugs.


‘Are you in love with him?’ I ask. I need to know what this pregnancy means to her. I need to know if she is thinking of this as something that will become her love child, something she possibly did on purpose so she could bind herself to this boy without a name or if it was a huge mistake that she is horrified as well as terrified by.


Phoebe doesn’t reply, or even look at me, because we both know that is a stupid question. Fourteen-year-olds are always in love. They are made up of the fizzy, popping, spinning feeling of falling in love. Love is something that happens for them with every in and out breath.


I want to tell her that this isn’t ‘love’. That ‘love’ doesn’t stay the same, it changes like we do, it is shaped by our experiences, by what we do, who we meet, what we learn. I’d like to explain that falling in love now is not how it’ll be for ever, and even if you stay with the same boy for the rest of your life, this incarnation of love won’t stay the same, it never does.


Apparently, in relation to the teenager in front of me, it’s a stupid question for different reasons: ‘Everyone hooks up, Mum,’ she says. ‘It doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t mean love or anything like that.’


‘What do you mean “hooks up”?’ I reply. I’m not thick, I simply need to clarify that I’ve understood her properly.


‘You know, hooks up.’


I really don’t. Or, rather, I don’t want to. ‘So you’re pregnant as a result of “hooking up”?’


She says nothing because her food is suddenly very interesting, and it’s absolutely necessary to put two pieces of gnocchi into her mouth at once and chew very slowly, rendering her incapable of speech.


I lower my head to my food, too, and we eat in silence. After five minutes I look up at her. Her childish afro-puff pigtails, her grey, turquoise-trimmed school uniform, her friendship bracelet on her left wrist that is studded with pink, clear plastic butterflies. Hooking up? This girl in front of me has been hooking up?


‘You’re fourteen,’ I remind her. ‘Who “hooks up” at fourteen?’


I can’t see her abdomen, the place where the answer to my question is growing, because of the wood of our table. Who hooks up? Everyone ‘hooks up’ apparently.


5 months before That Day (May, 2011)


‘For the love of … Why are you doing this to me, Joel? What Earthly reason could you have for trying to scrape away the inside of my head like this?’


‘I’m only making porridge,’ he laughed. His laughs always filled the room like the divine scent of freshly baked bread, slipped through me like syrup to remind me of all the good things in my world.


‘No, you are making porridge in a metal saucepan with a metal spoon. You know what it does to me. And why, anyway? Why?’ I indicated the metal container beside the stove, crammed with upturned utensils – a potato masher, a handheld grater, a spatula, and most importantly, loads and loads of wooden spoons of various sizes. ‘You’ve got a million wooden spoons there, we can’t move sometimes for wooden spoons, and you insist every time on using a metal spoon with the metal pan.’


‘I’m trying to save on washing up. If I use this I can eat with it, too.’


‘Like you do the washing up!’ I scoffed at him. ‘And, by the way, in case you haven’t noticed despite me telling you this all the time – that is not porridge, it is cement.’


‘It’s the only way to eat porridge,’ he said. As he spooned the ‘porridge’ into the white bowl with the ring of red flowers around its rim, he made theatrical cracking sounds as though the cement-like substance was breaking the bowl.


‘I’ll go get the kids up,’ I said, while he switched on the television. His fingers reached for the remote to click on BBC breakfast news, and he took his seat at the table. As I passed him on the way upstairs, I ran my hand over his hair, pausing to twist a tiny section between my fingertips, twirling the black strands back into its piece of a budding dreadlock.


Joel caught my wrist before I moved on, pulled me back and kissed the palm of my hand. ‘I’m proud of you and how you’re doing,’ he said quietly, before going back to his beige cement and catching up with the world news, his few minutes of peace before the world became full of our family.


Like his smile, like his laughs, those words diffused warmth through every cell in my body.


*

The sickness is still turning, but now it’s burrowing itself deeper and deeper into my stomach. I probably need to eat more to make it stop, I feel this more acutely when I’m hungry, but I can’t eat any more. My mouth will not allow me to chew any more, or swallow any more. The sense of failure I’m feeling right now, the horror that is accepting I am a bad mother, has dragged me closer and closer to actual vomiting. Once I’ve done that, have stopped this pervading sense of wanting to chuck up, maybe I’ll feel better, maybe the nausea will subside enough for me to think clearly.


‘Do you have any idea what you want to do?’ I ask her.


She shakes her head.


‘Do you want me to stop talking about it?’


A nod.


‘Me, too,’ I admit. ‘Look, I know it’s early, but let’s go to bed, sleep on it. Talk about it again in the morning.’


Shrug. ‘If you want.’


I squeeze my fingers onto my temples, close my eyes and fight the bile that has gushed unexpectedly up my throat.


I will not scream. I will not throw up and I will not scream.


‘You know what, Phoebe, it’s not a case of what I want, actually. I’m trying to be … This is something I seriously never thought I’d be dealing with. You don’t go out to parties or even ask to go to your friends’ houses – as far as I know you go to school and come home. This is not something I thought I had to worry about right now.


‘And because this is all such a shock, I’ve not thought through how I was going to react. So, I don’t know what to say or do right now at all, let alone what to say or do that won’t set you off. Also, I’m trying not to take it personally that you decided to tell some teacher at your school before you told me, like I’m some ogre who’s going to shout at you. I thought you knew you could trust me. After last time, after – What I’m saying is, I didn’t shout at you last time, did I? I understood, I did what was best for you. But still, you go off and tell some stranger this news first.’


‘He’s not a stranger,’ she states simply.


‘Well he’s a stranger to me!’ I snap, astounded that amongst all the other things wrong in this situation she’s defending her teacher. I inhale to push air right to the bottom of my lungs, to gather all my strength together. I exhale to release the anger and tension. ‘Look,’ I sound normal again, ‘let’s go to bed and talk again tomorrow. Hopefully we’ll both have clearer heads and maybe you’ll be able to tell me more. OK?’


Shrug. Then: nod.


I stand first. Both of us have left little mounds of food on our plates, me more than her but I think for a moment to tell her to finish it, to remind her she’s going to need her strength in the coming weeks and months whatever she decides. I can’t do that, though. It’s wrong on every level, and it’ll become something else for us to fall out over.


Before she can escape, I move around the table to her and swamp her in a hug. I may want to scream at her right now, but I love her and I want her to know that. She’s my world. She and Zane are my world, especially after what happened to Joel, especially after the secret I was forced to keep and the choice I had to make. I want Phoebe to know that I did what I had to do, it wasn’t easy, but I did it for her because I love her so much.


In my hold, she freezes. She’s unable or unwilling to accept anything like that from me. I hug her and Zane all the time, and while he hugs me back or rolls his eyes until it’s over, this is almost always Phoebe’s reaction nowadays: a rigid body in my arms as another reminder that no matter how hard I try to pretend, our family is shattered and my attempts to put us back together aren’t working.


‘I love you, baby,’ I whisper, as I used to do every day when she was a newborn, a toddler, a child. ‘I love you, baby’, I used to whisper because she had saved me. In ways I didn’t even admit to Joel, she’d helped me to put my life back on track and overcome some of my greatest fears. And then she turned twelve and a half and those days ended; cut short by the guillotine of losing Joel.


I’m treated to another shrug from Phoebe, this time to get me away from her. She doesn’t need me, she’s telling me. And she certainly doesn’t need my declarations of love.


I hold out my hand as she is about to turn for the door. ‘I need your mobile.’


‘What?’ she asks, incredulous.


‘You need to sleep, you can’t do that if you’re texting or on the net all night. Phone.’


‘No!’


‘Phone,’ I insist.


She bunches the two plump lines of her lips together over her gritted teeth, her eyes narrow to slits of naked disgust. I stare back at her, silently reminding her of the rules: after what she did last time, she can only have a phone if she gives it to me whenever I ask, and as long as I know the password so I can check it whenever I want.


Her breath comes in shallow, outraged bursts as she reaches into her rucksack that she’s decorated with blue, purple and red jewelled butterflies like the ones she used to sew the curtain, and throws the retrieved shiny silver and black gadget onto the table. Before I can pick it up, she snatches it up again, fiddles with the back until it is open, then slips out the rectangular battery and pockets it. She doesn’t want me to know the secrets that live in her phone.


That isn’t part of the deal, but I’m not sure I have the energy to fight about it right now. I certainly don’t think the sickness is going to be held back much longer. I am breathing through my nose, trying to stem the flow but even that’s ceasing to be effective.


Without bothering to reassemble her little box of secrets, she throws it onto the table and storms out of the room.


‘Just so you know,’ I call, causing her to pause on the fifth step to listen to what I am saying, ‘I’m taking the router up to bed with me, too.’


After she realises that I am cutting her off for the night, that she won’t be able to email or get onto social media on her iPod or the computer in her room, every stamp upstairs is increased to earthquake level. The slam of her bedroom door is so hard I swear the very foundations of the house shake.


I don’t make it to the upstairs loo. I dash to the small tiled room with a little wall-hung sink, that’s just off the kitchen. I drop to my knees, lift the lid of the toilet and finally let go of the anxiety and worry and horror that have been mixing inside me since the phone rang and my life took another turn for the worse.


That Day


My fingers are numb, my body is numb, my entire being is suddenly without air. There are a dozen little splattering thuds of blackberries falling onto the ground, there’s a crash of a white ceramic bowl hitting a white ceramic tile.


I snap myself out of there, drag myself from the pothole to the past and into the present where I need to be. And where I need to be is outside my daughter’s bedroom.


She’s quiet, careful, but I can still hear her small sobs, only partially muffled by her pillow. She needs to sleep, and she needs to cry. She needs to be alone with herself so she can feel this. Hiding from the pain will not help her, it’ll become a habit that’s virtually impossible to break. That’s why I took away her interactive distractions, made her come up here to be alone, so she can start to feel this. I don’t want to punish her, just help her to start to accept what’s going on. Unlike losing her dad, there’s a clock ticking over this situation; avoiding it, pretending it’s not happening, will only work for a very short amount of time. With losing her dad, with losing Joel, we can try to defer that grief for the rest of our lives.


I walk past her room to the main bedroom – it always smarts like a flick at my heart how quickly it became my bedroom after being ours for nearly ten years – but I don’t enter. Instead, I open the door, place the router inside, then shut the door as I usually do, so Phoebe thinks I’ve gone to bed. Next, I navigate the uneven, noisy corridor floorboards and creep back to my place beside her room. I sit on the floor and briefly touch my fingers to the mottled dark wood door. ‘I love you, baby,’ I mouth and I hope she feels it. That it seeps through the wood, that it floats through the air to her and she can breathe it in.


This was all I could do eighteen months ago. Neither Zane nor Phoebe wanted to sleep in the big bed with me, and I couldn’t split myself in two to be with them, so I’d sit here, in the space between their rooms, whisper ‘I love you’ to each of them, then listen powerlessly as they cried themselves to sleep.


It’s all I can do for Phoebe now, because at the moment she really does need to be on her own, and to feel whatever it is she’s going to feel next.


*

‘Saff? What’s up? What’s happened?’ The familiarity of Fynn’s voice immediately trickles ease through my tense, troubled body and frantic, fretting mind.


‘I’m sorry, I know it’s late and I didn’t want to wake you, but I didn’t know who else to call.’


‘I’m on my way,’ he says, followed by the rustle of bedclothes being thrown back, of someone sitting up, preparing to slide out of bed.


‘No, no, you don’t need to. I just need to tell someone this before my head explodes.’


‘Right,’ he says cautiously, bracing himself for the worst. But what is the worst? He’s heard it, is he preparing himself for that? Is he bracing himself to hear that another person he dearly loves is lost to him?


‘You need to come,’ I’d said. ‘Something’s happened. To Joel. Something’s happened to Joel. I need you to come here. I have to go to the hospital.’ He didn’t respond straight away that time. He’d been silent for many, many seconds that felt like hours, and then he snapped out of it and said he was on his way. I called him before I called Joel’s parents, before I called my parents or my sister, because I didn’t know if I’d be able to speak again after I’d said it once. I needed him to come and I needed him to tell other people, because I had other things to do. I had to go and identify him, I had to go and get the children then tell them. I had to pretend I believed any of it was happening. I could only cope with that if Fynn was there, too.


In the present, he exhales quietly but at length and I imagine his navy blue eyes slipping shut, his broad shoulders moving downwards as they’re forced to relax, his torso contracting as he holds himself ready. You can do this, Fynn, he’s telling himself, you can cope with whatever it is.


‘Phoebe’s pregnant,’ I say. I was going to gently lead him into it, explain about being called to the school, the headmaster, that The Mr Bromsgrove fella, how I realised what was going on right before I was told – but doing it like that would have been cruel. Revelations this huge should be delivered straight away – you can comfort and cosset the blow afterwards, the preamble takes the listener to all sorts of places they don’t need to visit before fully receiving the news.


Fynn’s inaudible reply is obviously shock. Incomprehension at what I’ve said. ‘Phoebe who?’ he eventually says. Not shock: confusion; he’s been trying to work out who I could be talking about because it’s that ludicrous an idea it could be the only Phoebe he knows.


‘Your goddaughter, Zane’s sister, my and Joel’s daughter.’


Silence returns to his side of the phone. Eventually he speaks again: ‘But she’s fourteen,’ he states. ‘You need to … You know what you need to do to get pregnant and she’s only fourteen.’


‘I know,’ I reply.


‘Are you sure about this, Saff?’ He thinks I’ve lost it, that I am out of my mind.


‘Yes. She told a teacher at school and they called me in. She’s about four weeks pregnant. Or whatever it is in real terms of last period etc.’


Silence. This time it is shock. ‘Bloody hell,’ Fynn breathes. ‘Bloody hell.’ He understands, he knows why I am panicking: there is no easy way out of this; whatever happens next, Phoebe, my baby, will be changed for ever.


‘She won’t tell me who the father is,’ I explain before he asks. ‘She pretty much won’t talk to me at all. If I ask a question I get a shrug or a handful of words, but nothing that makes me understand why and how this happened. I mean, I don’t know if she was forced or pressurised or manipulated. If she wanted to. If it was all planned or a hideous mistake. I don’t know, so I don’t know how to help her. Or what I’m supposed to be doing. I wish she would talk to me. I wish I could think properly. I wish I could stop wanting to scream at her.’


‘Do you want me to talk to her?’


‘I’d love it if you could, and if it meant she’d open up, but not yet. I think she would completely lose the plot if she knew I’d told someone. But I had to because my brain was about to explode. There are so many things going on in my head and I had to get a little bit of it out. It was either you or go dig a hole in the garden and shout into it and I don’t think our garden is big enough for the hole I’d need.’


‘This isn’t your fault,’ he says, reading my mind as Joel used to.


‘Oh, really? How did you figure that one out?’


‘This isn’t your fault,’ he repeats, his voice taking a firmer tone.


‘Fynn, I know I’ve said this to you before, but when you have children and something bad – or even something not very good – happens to them you try as hard as you can to work out what you could have done differently to get a different result.’ To not have a terrified fourteen-year-old crying herself to sleep because adulthood, which was meant to come to her as drips of experience over the coming years, has submerged her with a flood of the real world in one go. Again.


‘What could you have done differently?’ Behind his reasonable question, his attempt to soothe my guilt, is a man who is quietly but definitely freaking out. I can hear it in the timbre of his voice, in the spacing of his words. ‘Bloody hell’ is probably on loop in his mind and he’s anxiously rubbing the area above his right eyebrow.


‘I don’t know,’ I admit.


‘Exactly, there is nothing you could have done differently, none of this is your fault. Do you want me to come over?’


‘No, it’s fine. I’m so grateful, though, that you don’t blame me.’


‘Of course I don’t. Joel wouldn’t have, either. Please listen, Saff, this isn’t your fault, and you know yourself that there’s nothing you could have done to change it.’


‘Yeah, you’re right. Night, Fynn.’


‘Night.’


I must have sounded convincing to him because he didn’t keep me on the phone, insisting we talk, he didn’t insist on coming over to reassure me in person. It was almost believable that I don’t know how I could have stopped this happening.


It’s obvious, though. No matter which way I try to spin it, look at it, take an alternative view – this wouldn’t be happening if Joel was around. Phoebe’s slow decline into this wouldn’t have occurred if I hadn’t got her father killed.





IV



Slugs have been nibbling at my plants.


It goes through phases when it’s fine and there’s no sign of them, and then I’ll go out to water my ‘crop’ of vegetables first thing in the morning before work and the silvery, slimy evidence of something unwelcome will glisten up at me. This morning, it seems the slugs have had an orgy on the vegetable plot, despite the carefully laid border of broken eggshells. Maybe I wasn’t diligent enough, maybe there was one that had been a Trojan horse, hiding under the spinach leaves, which then made plans to admit the others once my back was turned, because they have decimated the area. Where the spinach grows is obviously where they partied the most – I’m sure if I look hard enough I’ll find tiny discarded beer bottles, Rizla papers and condom wrappers.


It’s after nine, Phoebe hasn’t surfaced and I didn’t bother to wake her. I had to organise things for the day, take another day off work – even though my compassionate leave from all that time ago somehow segued into being part of my annual leave over two business years and it’s still frowned upon if I take any time off. Kevin, my boss, who is Director of Operations, paused a long time earlier when I told him I had a medical emergency and had to take today off as well. With icicles hanging off his every syllable, he asked if I’d definitely be in tomorrow. In reply, I’d wanted to sing a couple of lines about no one knowing what tomorrow would bring from ‘Love Lifts Us Up Where We Belong’, and a better man would have appreciated it, would have laughed. Instead, I’d crossed my fingers behind my back, even though he couldn’t actually see me, and said, ‘Yes, of course.’


Then I’d made an appointment for Phoebe with the doctor. Despite me calling at one minute past eight (when the appointment lines opened at eight), I’d ended up with six people ahead of me in the queue, and the doctor she normally saw was booked up.


I couldn’t take any more judgement from semi-strangers, at least I knew Phoebe’s doctor well enough to withstand her scorn, so I’d made her an appointment for the next day, and then I’d called Zane before he left for school. We live one street away from the school, literally around the corner, so I’d been tempted to go and wait for him outside school so I could hug him, hold him, remind myself that he was all right. I’d failed with the older one, but the younger one was all right. I couldn’t, though, because that would mortify him, me acting the crazy mother in front of his friends. Instead, I’d settled for speaking to him on the phone, checking he was behaving, checking he’d done his homework, checking he knew how much I loved him. Irritation ran like a throbbing vein through every ‘Yes, Mum’ he’d uttered. I smiled after each one, that irritation told me he was indeed all right.


And now I am here, kneeling in front of the vegetables in the shady part of the garden, against the back, whitewashed wall, surveying, like a parent who has returned from holiday without two teenage children, the damage done by the slugs to my vegetables.


*

That’s a big one. Perfectly spherical, its clear skin glistening and swirling as it spins away. I dunk the long, purple bubble wand again and take it out, wave it through the air to release different size bubbles into the bright sunlight of this clear April morning. Today’s weather is perfect for making bubbles. Joel and I would, much to the mortification of our children, stand in the garden, one of us with the wand, the other giggling and laughing as we chased around after what looked like large, fragile crystal balls. Then we’d swap and carry on for as long as we had enough mixture. ‘You’re behaving like you’re three,’ Zane would say after fifteen minutes of watching us. ‘What he said,’ Phoebe would add. And we’d laugh even louder because we were their parents and embarrassing them was our job.


I still buy bubble mixture refill, but this is the first time since that day I’ve glugged the yellow liquid into an empty bubble wand container, stood in the centre of the lawned section of our garden and done this. It’s another of those things I haven’t been able to do because it doesn’t work without my partner in crime. Except today, I need to feel close to him, I need to do something that reminds me of him and how we used to be, how I used to be, how I was once able to feel something other than numb. I am constantly numb, as though I am surrounded by swathes of cotton wool and gauze, as though life is filtered through those thick layers and I’m not actually allowed to fully experience anything. Maybe it’s too much for me, maybe, like the glimpse I got with yesterday’s news, engaging fully with the world, actually touching it by living in it properly would completely overwhelm me. If I do this, though, maybe I’ll connect with Joel. Maybe I’ll get some feeling back and I’ll know what I need to do next.


I could do that with cooking something, but right now I need to be outside, I need to have the air on my skin, the sun in my eyes. I need to watch the bubbles rise effortlessly into the air, catch the light, and settle themselves on the wind to be carried away. I need to do all this and see if it can bring a smile to my face and feelings into my body.


‘What are you doing?’ Phoebe asks. She steps out of the kitchen door, which I left propped open, still in her silky blue pyjamas, her fluffy pink dressing gown tied firmly over the top.


I dunk my wand, then slice it through the air to free the flawless spheres. ‘I’m making bubbles.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s Tuesday. Because I’m not at work. And because a bunch of slugs have trashed my vegetable patch.’ I’ve got my green and white striped gardener’s apron on, and my gardening gloves, so I probably look either strange or eccentric depending on how you viewed these things. ‘It’s surprisingly calming,’ I add. I hold out the bottle to her. ‘Want a go?’


She rolls her eyes and curls her lip in disgust. If I’d ever looked at my parents like that, I think they’d have slapped my face clean off my head.


‘Can I have my phone back?’ she asks and shoves her hands into the neat square pockets of her dressing gown.


I lower the bubble wand. ‘Not until we’ve talked a bit,’ I say.


The eye roll and lip curl turn into a full-body sigh.


‘Come and have a look at what the slugs have done,’ I say to her. ‘It’s really quite impressive, if you’re not the person whose plants they’ve destroyed.’


She has her trainers on, so drags herself across the patio, across the lawn, across the other part of the patio to the vegetable patch in the corner. It’s shaded a little by the overhang from the large oak tree that grows in next door’s garden. We stand side by side, looking at the leaves of my spinach plants, which look like badly crocheted doilies; the slimy trail that is all over the rocket leaves, which have huge chunks taken out of them but not as artistically as the spinach; and the glistening trail that links the near-black earth between the rocket, spinach, watercress and cabbages.


‘Wow,’ Phoebe breathes. ‘They did this all in one night?’


‘One day and one night,’ I say.


‘Wow.’ She’s impressed, probably imagining what it’d be like to go to the human equivalent of such a party. ‘Wow.’


‘Do you have any idea what you want to do?’ I ask her now that I’ve impressed her and we’re on a neutral subject.


The shutters around her immediately come down, whatever positive emotion she had towards me is whisked away in an instant. ‘Whatever you say,’ she mumbles.


‘This isn’t my decision,’ I reply.


Phoebe starts to prod at the edge of the earth around the plundered tomato plant with the toe of her trainer, openly unsettled by what I’ve said. I watch her as she avoids touching the areas of dirt that glisten with slug goo. ‘I knew you wouldn’t care,’ she eventually says. ‘That’s why I didn’t bother telling you first.’


I’m not going to bite at that. I’m not going to let her goad me into shouting at her. ‘Do you know what I wish?’ I say. I extend my foot and prod at the earth, too. It’s pointless, but enjoyable. ‘I wish you’d come to talk to me before you did anything like that. I really thought we could talk about anything, Pheebs. Admittedly, I probably would have gone off at the deep end at first because I would have thought you were too young to have sex. Not your body, I’m sure you think your body is ready, and I’m sure you thought your mind was ready, but really, I would have liked to have discussed it with you. I didn’t even think this sort of thing was on your radar.’


She bunches her lips up and continues to poke at the soil in front of her, but doesn’t interrupt what I’m saying so maybe she’s listening.


‘I would have loved to have found out what you felt about it. Who he was. If he was nice to you.’ I stop what I’m doing and focus on my daughter. She is so young. In my head she’ll always be that bigcheeked bundle of screams that was handed to me minutes after she was born. In my mind, she’ll always be the little girl who managed to lose her black shoe with the red bow on the way home from school and still to this day doesn’t remember how. She’ll always be the little girl sitting on the bed beside me crying because it’s finally hit her that her dad isn’t coming back. Phoebe will probably always be young to me, I don’t think she’ll ever be old enough to have sex in the nostalgia of my mind. ‘Was he? Was he nice to you?’


She also stops jabbing at the dirt. She doesn’t move as she considers my question. With her lips twisted thoughtfully to the left she starts to chew on her inner cheek. Then: shrug. ‘I suppose.’


‘Did he pressure you into it? Or did you want to?’ Or was it ‘hooking up’?


‘I wanted to feel close to him, Mum,’ she says.


‘And you didn’t feel close to him before?’


‘Kind of, I suppose. I just wanted him …’


‘To like you.’


‘Yeah. I like him. I like him so much, and he makes me feel really funny in my stomach, and it feels really awful when I’m not with him and sometimes even the texts aren’t enough. I just wanted him to feel the same way. Is that bad?’


Bad? It’s horrific She’s having sex to make someone like her. Not because her body’s telling her it’s ready, not because she wants pleasure from it, not even because she’s curious what the fuss is all about, but because it’s currency. It’s to get something. ‘No,’ I reassure her. ‘It’s not bad. I completely understand, although it’s probably not the best reason to do it? I mean, it might have been better to do it because you felt he was as close to you as you feel to him, and with the both of you feeling so close, that was the natural next step.’ Is this the right time for this? I wonder as I speak. It seems a bit like locking the stable door after the horse has not only bolted but has made it to the other end of the country in a clear, unhindered run. ‘I can’t tell you what to do in any way that will stop you having sex, but I think it’d be great for you if you could promise yourself that you’re only ever going to do it because you want to enjoy it. Not because everyone else is doing it, not because you want someone to like you, not because you think you have to after someone’s nice to you, but because you want to feel the pleasure from it. OK?’


‘But …’ she begins.


‘But?’ I ask.


‘Nothing,’ she says, shaking her head. She buries her hands deeper in her pockets, hunches her shoulders over as she resumes digging at the slug earth with the toe of her shoe. ‘Can I have my phone back?’


You didn’t say, please, I want to point out to her. I spent years teaching you to always say please and thank you. ‘What contraception were you both using?’ I ask to stall her. I suspect the second I hand over the little silver and black box of circuits and buttons I have in my apron pocket, I will not get anything else out of her.


She shrugs briefly and dismissively with both shoulders.


In Phoebe-shrug speak, this reply causes my stomach to turn over right before my heart does the same. I rotate on the spot and look at her. When she continues to stare downwards, I take her shoulders and force her to look at me. ‘You did use contraception, didn’t you?’ I ask.


‘You don’t need to the first time because if you’re a virgin then you can’t get pregnant.’ She shrugs me off.


Nervously, I unscrew the bubble wand from its bottle. Then screw it on again. Then unscrew it. I promised myself I wouldn’t let this happen. That I wouldn’t let my daughter become like me: too scared to talk to my mother; too terrified to tell my mother my periods had started (and only did in the end because I needed money from her to buy towels); too ashamed of my body and what was happening to it to ask for help when I needed it most. I promised myself that I would always be there for my daughter, and I’ve let this happen. I’ve managed to blink, to close my eyes over the period of losing Joel, and open them again to find I have missed the most important time of my daughter’s life. And I’ve missed the chance to not turn into my mother.
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