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Lost

Help! I Need Somebody…
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Prologue

Bristol, England 2014

How much does a single trauma shape your life? Inhibit your true self, your sense of freedom? How could it possibly become your greatest gift, as a wise man predicted, your unique key to the freedom you seek?

I couldn’t finish this story when I started writing it 30 years ago. I suppose I didn’t really try. But now I know the ending. And it’s not what I expected. The story itself began long before that, in the 1960s, maybe beyond. Who knows when the kernel of a seed starts to sprout? To incubate, before affecting or, in my case, infecting the entire being.

I didn’t keep a diary back then, in the 1960s. I mean, who wants to record the worst time of their life? To have an ongoing dialogue with yourself reminding you of the shame and devastation you caused, bringing to the surface events that are best forgotten, but which have, nevertheless, lurked, like a long, solitary shadow, casting doubt and unworthiness over everything thereafter, so that the shadow itself appears to be who you are.

Now I am ready. Now the time is right when I can step back, observe and record my own demise from a different perspective. I have become aware that only by looking back can I, at last, weave together the fragments of my life – all the blind alleys and wrong turnings – into a meaningful, cohesive whole. A mosaic that finally helps make sense of the fragments. Like looking down at the earth from the moon and seeing your life all at once.

So I am not rewriting my story. There’s no longer a need. I lost peacefulness at 17. I lost touch with myself, with the world. I became restless and stayed restless, unable to focus on anything or give myself to anything except a sense of emptiness.

Years later I went to see Harold a reputable healer about it.

‘It’s as if your brain has never told your body that you were relieved of a baby,’ he said referring to the baby I was not allowed to keep. ‘Your emotions are buried in the womb.’

This has been my challenge. My ‘hill to climb’, as he put it. To finally welcome myself, a little belatedly, back into the world, and in so doing, release myself from my own prison.

‘To be peaceful,’ he said. ‘To be still enough to offer to the world the person that you are. You’ve got everything in place,’ he added, ‘brought up your kids well, finished work… and now it’s time for your journey: a journey of healing.’





Chapter 1
Doing My Duty


Lambeth Social Services, Brixton, London 1981 I am 34 years old

There was a moment in the office when everything was still. No phones ringing, endless chatter across an acre of desks or bursts of reggae pulsating up from the street below. It was Friday afternoon, and the office was usually deserted unless you were unlucky enough to be on duty when anything could happen.

I lit a cigarette and leaned back in my chair watching the blue smoke curling upward towards the half-open window as if it too were escaping, bidding me a theatrical farewell.

I pondered on the client I had just visited for the first time. Mrs Brown, known to social services for over twenty years. File as thick as a house brick. She had made me feel uneasy. It wasn’t the junk in her front garden – the bits of bike and cars and God knows what strung together with weeds like a giant’s crazy necklace, or the mean-looking, murderous Alsatian baring its teeth, daring me to reach the front door, emitting a low growl as I approached. It was the brief conversation I had with her standing in the doorway of her front room as there was nowhere to sit, buffeted by wafts of stale urine and old socks.

‘I see from your notes you’ve had a social worker for the last twenty years, Mrs Brown… I was wondering… has it helped?’

She rubbed her chin, raised her upper lip, as if she had also smelled something unpleasant and said: ‘Nah, not really! I’m alright… don’t really need nuffink.’

Back at my desk I couldn’t get Mrs Brown out of my mind. Why wouldn’t she accept the help offered, why stay the same? Living in that mess year in, year out with nothing changing. I inhaled deeply and wondered when her hopelessness had taken hold. Maybe it was growing up in care, poor thing, owing to her mother’s neglect, having no one to look out for her, no proper role model. Anything might have happened to her; I shivered. Even so it was hard to understand why she wouldn’t want things to be different, at least help with a good old clean-up and a skip or two.

I stubbed out my cigarette, crushing it into the ashtray. Why did it bother me so much anyway? It wasn’t as if we had anything in common. I couldn’t live in a mess like that, I’d had a lovely mum, I wasn’t neglected. I stared out the window at the brick buildings opposite. It was me, I realised, who wasn’t happy with the way things were; who wanted things to be different. Sorted, cleansed. At least Mrs Brown’s crap was out in the open, nothing tucked away, nothing hidden. The irony made me squirm. It’s not her that needs help for heaven’s sake, it’s me!

The peace and tranquillity of the office was hijacked by a loud, angry voice demanding to see a social worker. The only good thing about being on duty on a Friday afternoon meant that, if you were lucky and no clients came in, you finished earlier than usual, at 4.30 rather than 5pm. Otherwise anything could happen including finding yourself mostly deserted by colleagues eager to scuttle away from the office, maybe meeting up later in the pub. Today I was unlucky. It was almost 4.30. A large, red-faced man had ploughed into the office just as Barbara the receptionist was about to leave.

‘Damn!’ I thought. ‘That puts me at least two brandy-and-Babychams behind her at The George later.’

Mr Reynolds was demanding I take his son Matthew into care.

‘We’ve had enough of him!’ he bellowed in the reception area before I managed to shoehorn him into the tiny interview room leaving the door slightly ajar as a silent signal to any stray colleagues.

‘He’s skipping school, staying out late, mixing with the wrong sort of boys, refusing to do as he’s told… he’ll end up in trouble, you’ll see!’ He waved a menacing forefinger in my direction… ‘We need a bloody break from him!’ he shouted having wound himself up like a coiled spring so he was unable to ease himself into the crappy little armchair in the interview room.

‘He’s driving us bloody mad!’ he shouted turning an unattractive shade of puce, and hammered his fist down on the low table in front of him causing me and a glass ashtray to jump simultaneously.

‘We can’t just take him into care,’ I explained as gently as I could, wondering where the hell everyone else was, ‘because from what you’re saying he’s not in any immediate danger.’ Not like me I thought smelling his sweat and his rage and possibly alcohol if I was foolish enough to confirm it by leaning closer to him.

‘No more than lots of kids his age,’ I continued. ‘So many parents find this age really difficult. You’re not alone.’

He fumbled for his fags, lit up and inhaled deeply, as if he was imbibing the burden of his family’s problems, then exhaled in a gust all over me. I could feel my eyes watering and hoped he didn’t mistake it for misguided empathy.

After he calmed down a bit, I explained how we helped families in similar situations and what that would involve, suggesting we meet together as a family in the next few days and see how we go.

Mr Reynolds eyed me dubiously but eventually agreed, after I alluded to the time, late Friday afternoon, ironically now a help to me, explaining how difficult it would be to access his son’s school, assuming of course that was alright with him. He nodded in agreement, softening slightly when I deferred to him about contacting the school and eventually left after receiving some empathy and support, hopefully feeling marginally less burdened and maybe even a little optimistic. But I did wonder how come he thought he could simply march into the office late on a Friday afternoon and expect to dump his son. Heartless bastard!

Mr Reynolds brought my own father to life, from wherever he was buried. I imagined he was much the same: always shouting to be heard, blaming everyone else, insisting he was right, demanding certain action. Always getting his own way. Never listening to what anyone else might want. I could still see my father watchful in his chair behind the newspaper or hunched at his place at the head of the table or brandishing his leather strap to maintain authority. He had a tabletop temper too but I was usually ready, braced in anticipation. I could still feel my father’s presence, always at a distance, for he was not a demonstrative man in the positive sense. In fact, I can’t recall any displays of affection towards my mother, or us – unless we were sick when he just might buy you oranges or grapes. Come to think of it, I can’t remember him ever greeting me, saying hello or even smiling. Maybe he did and I wasn’t looking.

I never thought of my father as someone like other people, who would eventually die. To me he was immortal, powerful, controlling and fearful; he decided everything and that was that. I thought he was flawless and it was me, not him, who was flawed. Part of me still resisted the finality, the simplicity, of his death, reluctant to acknowledge a straightforward, mortal image of him, as if by doing so, I might lose part of myself. Part of the past, where memories can easily get lost, dissolved by time. What else did I have to hang on to? Instead, I needed to recall those childhood scenes, or should I say teenage years, with the same crisp clarity I’d always done, to reassure myself that this is how things were – that there was nothing I could possibly have done to change anything. Nothing at all.

Unlike Mr Reynolds, my father would never have sought help. Never! Especially not for me. Or even admit there were any flaws or cracks in the family, never mind the craters I had caused. Dad’s knee-jerk reaction to treat me as if I was no longer part of my family but simply an adjunct to be segmented off and discarded made me wonder about Mr Reynolds. Was he seeking help for his family or trying to get rid of his son for his own needs?

The passage of a decade or so without my father’s physical presence on this earthly plane was a minor detail. He was as alive as ever in my head to offer criticism at will.

‘Bloody waste of time,’ he’d have muttered prosaically about my trying to help families like the Reynolds in this way.

Although I was lacking in paternal care and affection, I had witnessed the expression of a different kind of love, political and impersonal. My father’s profound concern for the underdog. Well, a certain type of underdog, not just any old underdog. It was this love, no doubt influenced by his own family’s experience of anti-Semitism about which both sides of the family conspired to remain silent (especially the Presbyterian side), that fuelled my own passions and had culminated in my belonging to the ‘helping’ professions. So I guess something of him had rubbed off. But I’ve often thought it was ironic that my dictatorial father had created within his own family the very hierarchical system that, with his socialist background, he purported to abhor.

Thinking about the Reynolds family, I could only guess at the source of Mr Reynolds’ bitterness. Unlike my intransigent father who no doubt carried with him the legacy of his parents’ pain and misery of the murderous racism and prejudice which caused them to flee the pogroms in Poland before the turn of the 20th century, to be banished from their homeland and forced to emigrate; first to England, then on to New Zealand, to endure the grief and loss of the only home they’d ever known, to always be haunted by injustices and hatred and then face the indignities and feelings of worthlessness that probably accompanies most immigrants, especially Jews.

At least Mr Reynolds seemed willing to try and sort things out with his family, trying to make things better. But then I wondered, maybe uncharitably, if there were other things going on at home that had got beyond his control, facing him with a loss of power. Things that might require him to acknowledge something in himself, like his own vulnerability. Perhaps this was his way of trying to regain his power and control. His way of dealing with problems by simply getting rid of them – like his son. Perhaps he was more like my father than I realised. Trying to solve the problem by disposing of it.

Maybe I was also being a little uncharitable towards my father, lacking the compassion I felt for most of my clients, by minimising the burden of his family history and suffering that must have infused and contaminated his childhood like a disease, so that dealing with unpleasant problems like me automatically triggered in him some kind of extreme response unlike most kids’ fathers. It was a lot to try and fathom.







Chapter 2
The Confession


Dunedin, New Zealand June 1964 Aged 17

Meeting Mr Reynolds catapulted me back to 1964 so quickly that I had no time to prepare myself, repress the memories. I was on my way back to our house, having dared to make a dramatic escape to the beach to get away from my parents. I thought of the scene at the dining table. It was still very vivid. Like a painting that refused to fade years later even in the harshest light, where every single detail remained embossed, every sense reawakened, as intense as ever.

My father sat, as always, at the head of the table. My mother sat on his left with my older sister beside her and my twin brother sitting reluctantly on his right. It was his turn. I had the privileged position of being slightly out of sight of my father with my brother sitting between him and me. Our seating arrangement was a carefully thought-out strategy. I think it was the only thing we ever cooperated on together.

‘Take your elbows off the table!’ shouted my father to my brother and at the same time forced him to do so by jabbing them with his own elbow causing my brother to jolt the table and fall forward into his soup. The impact caused everyone else’s soup to spill in perfect harmony on my mother’s clean, white tablecloth. This, in turn, caused me to stifle a giggle. No one ever saw the funny side.

‘Now look what you’ve done!’ shouted my father as my brother slid from the table terrified, slipping past Dad in a trice.

‘You come back here, you sooky,’ he shouted, ‘or you’ll be eating your meals off the mantelpiece for a week!’

That always struck me as odd, since our mantelpiece was so narrow you couldn’t have placed a cup on it never mind a plate, but it was always shouted in anger so it was never the right time to question it.

The rest of us stared at our gaily coloured blobs of soup which were beginning to soak simultaneously into the thick, white damask tablecloth, straining the liquid from the vegetables as it did so.

‘I wish you’d just leave him alone,’ Mum said in a low, flat voice, no doubt trying to distract my father from the defiant bang of my brother’s bedroom door.

Suddenly I felt an overwhelming urge to be sick and, as if to upstage my brother, scraped my chair back against the wall, which was strictly forbidden, in an attempt to get up, and was unsuccessful in preventing a long, low, colourful projectile of homemade vegetable vomit, still steaming, on to the ill-fated cloth. The situation was further aggravated as I was trapped between the table and the wall. This was the only factor that would allow my brother the compromise of swapping seats. Sometimes it was necessary to be able to make a quick getaway.

My sister screamed, then choked and coughed in a faint simulation of what had just taken place directly in front of her.

‘God!’ she shouted. ‘I don’t know why I bother coming back! Nothing ever changes!’ and stormed through to the kitchen for a glass of water and, no doubt, some fresh air.

‘What the hell’s going on here?’ my father shouted getting up from his chair. ‘Look at that mess!’

It was difficult to ignore and I noted the shape spreading out from my ‘deposit’ looked rather like a map of Australia. The diced carrots defining little towns in the outback, the tomato seeds illuminated dwellings dominated by an Ayers Rock mountain of red lentils.

‘I’m sorry… really, I am,’ I said quickly when I realised they were looking in my direction. ‘It just came over me,’ I said as I moved my bowl to cover ‘Australia’. There was an unfamiliar hush in the room.

My mother, who was always gentle, quiet and kind, stared at me and said, ‘This is the second time you’ve been sick today, isn’t it? I heard you in the toilet earlier.’ My sister returned to hear this remark and there was another unfamiliar hush. I dare not look at my father who had thrown his spoon disconsolately into the remains of his soup. I wondered how it was that my mother had heard me being sick. I thought I had become skilled at mingling and muffling the retching with the exact synchronisation of the toilet chain and remembered feeling grateful at the geographic isolation of the toilet at the back of the house.

‘You’re not pregnant, are you?’ asked my mother expressing some of the terror I was beginning to feel.

‘I think I’m going to be sick again. Let me out! Let me out!’ I lunged forward, pushing against the table with a force that surprised me and escaped through the kitchen to the sanctuary of the toilet.

I made loud and exaggerated vomiting noises in the hope that it might elicit some sympathy and for a time tried to ignore what was about to happen, as if my body were stoutly protecting me from a kind of impending annihilation.

They were waiting for me. Nobody asked how I was feeling as I stood close to the door of the sitting room. A shaft of late afternoon sun fell almost timidly on the carpet, then sort of twinkled conspiratorially. But the room was cold, chilled by suspicion. They were all standing together in a line, my sister’s arms folded across her chest ready for action. I noticed for the first time that they were all more or less the same height which strengthened them against me as they stood united and impenetrable.

It was my sister and not my father who launched the first attack. She stepped out in front of my mother as if to protect her and shrieked, ‘You can’t possibly be pregnant! You’re only 17!’ and if that wasn’t enough she added, ‘I’m 21 and I’m still… what are all my friends going to say?’ she sobbed and, receiving no comfort, slumped on to the small, tangerine sofa and continued abusing me in a tearful rage.

My parents stood before me, separate yet united for the first time I could remember. Father, short, lean, dark, his Jewish features highlighted by the slim shaft of sun, giving his face a scarily pointed look. His hands were clasped behind his back. For the first time in my life I got the feeling he was actually unsure and somehow this strengthened me. He was standing slightly behind my mother, who, uncharacteristically, dealt the first blow, and said simply and bluntly, ‘You’re pregnant, aren’t you!’ summing up so simply all the preceding weeks of denial and devastation. It was finally out. Paradoxically a weird sort of relief. Like at last squeezing a troublesome pimple that suddenly erupted all over the mirror.

I was terrified about what would happen next. I couldn’t bring myself to speak.

My father looked at me with undisguised disgust. There was a pause like when you’re waiting for a firecracker to go off. And off he went.

‘I told you this would happen, didn’t I?’ he raged. ‘Spending all hours with that bloody boyfriend! You’ve always been the same… done exactly as you wanted! Well now you’ll just have to take the consequences, won’t you!’

He paused in triumph. Wasn’t this what he had predicted? Hadn’t he said a thousand times, ‘That girl will end up in trouble!’

I couldn’t speak.

‘There you go! Typically stubborn,’ he shouted as if proving a point. In the past that sort of comment would only serve to strengthen my identity but now it gave him the licence to launch into a vicious attack, one I’d heard many times before, but whose impact was nevertheless powerful. His dark skin flushed with the energy expended in flailing his arms and punctuating the air with his forefinger. He paused for a moment.

‘Take her to the doctor first thing tomorrow!’ he shouted at my mother. Then, without consulting her he added, ‘We’ve got no choice. She can’t stay here. She’ll have to go away!’

Mum began to cry and turned towards my father for comfort. He didn’t notice. If only he would put his arms around her, around all of us. Tears bit my eyes and I ran towards her so we might draw some comfort from each other. But my father darted in front of her and stood with his hands palms-outwards in front of him and said in a low, contemptuous voice, ‘Leave her alone. You don’t deserve her love!’

I turned and fled towards the door, colliding with my brother who, no doubt, felt safe enough to emerge from his room, now that it was no longer his turn.









Chapter 3
After the Confession


Dunedin, New Zealand June 1964

After the confession, my mother took to her bed for a whole week. This wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, but it was a very sensitive time. And no amount of denial on my part could avoid confirming my father’s correlation of ‘what I’d done’ with my mother’s absence. Here was the irrefutable proof and he was not to be deterred from proving himself right on numerous occasions. I guess this was what attracted him to the legal profession, although the odds on winning in court were no doubt greatly reduced compared with home. Perhaps that was why he eventually quit the profession and relocated on the domestic front.

‘Look what you’ve done to your mother!’ he would say angrily as he waited for his dinner to be served, punctually, as always, at six o’clock as if I was solely responsible for all the bad things that happened in our family, including my mother’s poor health. Meal times were always the worst, because this was my father’s forum. After he’d listened to The Archers, a British radio programme about other odd families at war, boring each other to death in strange accents in the English countryside.

Meals took the form of a ritual. Everyone, apart from my mother when she was up and about, had to be seated at the table and the meal ready to be served, before he would deign to sit with us. The food would then be passed to him first, then us and my mother would often have whatever was left over. It was especially important to continue the ritual at the moment for two reasons: first, he would experience as little disruption as possible, particularly having his dinner ready at the same time each evening and thereby avoid drawing attention to my mother’s absence. Second, to ensure that none of his authority was usurped.

He would then sit hunched over his meal, cooked solely to account for his taste. We had to endure boiled cabbage, boiled potatoes and boiled chicken, or meat. On a good day this would be fillet steak or maybe freshly caught oysters or crayfish given to him by a local fisherman in exchange for some past legal advice, I think. But usually the food tasted of old shoes. Whatever the meal, it was invariably plain, monotonous and boring. He would then work himself, and us, into a nervous frenzy. The meal would in turn become doubly indigestible, unless you had developed the skill of surreptitious gulping and occasional ‘discarding’, for which a discreet cat (my little furry friend ‘Thomas’) and the prized seat were a prerequisite.

I had developed an acquired indifference to the food and was able, when called upon, to display perfect table manners. This required a lot of concentration and a certain amount of luck. With my mother out of sight, the rules of the game were less clear-cut. Less predictable, especially since my efforts to replicate the dull food usually resulted in an incomparably bland imitation. I’d have forgotten to add salt or the vegetables were mysteriously limp.

Today, things were different. Father seemed to be preoccupied. I glanced at him without lifting my head, but he was eating in his usual mechanical way. I thought I caught a glimpse of sadness or despair. It was difficult to tell. Perhaps he felt he had failed in some way, or the plans he had made for me had been thrown into chaos, beyond his control. Or maybe he was wondering how to tell his own family, who would no doubt blame him. In any case, the meal passed without any comment, save for my brother asking, ‘Who cooked this garbage?’ in the full knowledge it was me.

I hadn’t been to college all week because I had assumed the role of little housewife and was working hard to alleviate my guilt by doing lots of extra jobs for my mother, like cleaning out neglected cupboards.

‘It’s lovely, you helping me like this,’ she said. ‘I just haven’t got the energy for it these days.’

I think she enjoyed me waiting on her, bringing her wee treats and cups of tea and doing endlessly boring, meaningless jobs around the house, like tidying and vacuuming and more tidying and vacuuming. It was no wonder she was taking so many pills for so many ailments. The tedium and pointlessness of repeating the same unremitting chores in an endless effort to ensure everything was done well before Dad got home, creating an illusion of cleanliness, order, peace and tranquillity. If only things could’ve stayed like that, nice and peaceful like my friend Sandra’s house. Her mum probably did the same housework but it all seemed so different. When her dad came home, her parents would have a sherry in tiny glasses, so it must have been a powerful drink. Sandra’s mum would have put on her lipstick. And she kept a nail file handy in case of an emergency, so she was always manicured and wanting to look perfect for him. It was so romantic. They even held hands when they went out walking together and for some reason it made me feel good, sort of proud. My parents never held hands or kissed or anything as if my mum’s love always went unrewarded.

But I loved my mum in a special kind of way. I didn’t even need to say anything, she just knew it. I don’t know if Sandra felt that way about her mum or not. But a lot of things at home went unspoken. My mum didn’t mention the pregnancy, except to express concern and anxiety by blaming herself for my ‘going off the rails’, as if she was responsible for what I’d done, as if I was somehow an extension of her, still part of her.

‘What sort of mother am I to let this happen to you?’ and she turned her face away to protect me from some display of emotion, feeling guilty having failed me. ‘What will people think of me?’

It felt as if we were both trapped at the centre of the family, both feeling the same way and yet not quite understanding how it had come about. Both of us feeling guilty, full of shame and feeling responsible: me about what I had done and my mother about what she hadn’t done. The difference between my mother’s attitude to ‘what I’d done’ and my father’s was that, at least my mum could express disappointment at what I’d done whereas I became the disappointment where my father was concerned. ‘What I’d done’ became me. It was me. I was the disappointment. I think that’s the main reason I still feel so much shame. Will I ever be enough?

It was me who had failed and I carried that failure with me: to be a good daughter, please my father, appreciate how much harm I had caused my mother, be truly feminine, even though I never would be if that meant confining myself to domestic doormat duties like cooking and sewing and staying at home, forever compromising myself trying to be calm and quietly tranquil.

This stagnating, stifling lifestyle was everywhere. It never felt right, just being at home all day waiting on the family. I didn’t know anyone whose mother worked outside the home. And we were expected to do the same. Most certainly not exploring, taking risks or having anything to do with boys!

I think education was important. I’m pretty sure Dad was pleased when I did well at school even though he never actually said, and would always focus on the B pass. I guess it’s hard to find fault with an A pass. Maybe that’s why I never felt pleased with my own efforts. I was doing the same thing to myself, expecting high standards, never questioning the value of individual achievement and the competition that surrounded us, pitting one child against another as if winning was all that mattered. Instead, I found myself fault-finding until I eventually realised it meant having to be perfect. So I tried to change the record, put a stop to it and become more of a slob. It took years.

Whatever I did back then felt as if it was never good enough – I was never good enough.

‘If I try a bit harder and do a bit better, do my very perfect best, Dad might like me more,’ I told Mum.

Dad’s opinion was powerful, maybe more than my mother’s. I don’t know if that was because her love was unconditional whatever I did and his wasn’t. It was as if his opinion alone counted for everything – who I was, what I was. Until I discovered that my best was not good enough either. Even when I had to sit my University Entrance exams, unlike most students who were accredited with a pass if they’d worked well during the year. It had a really low national pass rate of around 10 per cent.

‘I passed!’ I shouted to Dad waving the envelope triumphantly, ‘… Only three of us in the whole of Otago! And guess what? I came top!’

‘Make sure you do better next year,’ he muttered.

I think he had plans for us to go to university like he did. And his brother and sister who both excelled, his brother winning a scholarship in mathematics to Cambridge, for heaven’s sake, and one of his sisters gaining a Master’s in philosophy during the war which always struck me as rather bizarre timing, bearing in mind what was going on elsewhere. The only one who didn’t study, Aunt Hypatia, was forced to stay at home to look after their parents, boil kosher chickens and knit horrid jerseys for the rest of her life.

I fetched my mum a hanky while she continued to berate herself for not being a good enough mother as if her illnesses were somehow avoidable.

‘I should’ve been here when you needed me,’ she cried, ‘instead of being sick all the time.’

‘Mum… It’s not like that,’ I protested.

‘You’re just trying to make me feel better,’ she said, then added quietly, almost whispering, ‘I’d hardly kissed your father before we got married…’ She gazed at the huge copper beech tree outside her window and said wistfully, ‘I had to almost beg him for children.’

I pretended not to hear what she said. I didn’t know how to respond and I certainly didn’t want to dwell on the image. It was too horrible and made me feel sick. And even more guilty. But how could I possibly make it up to her? I didn’t know how I would ever put things right. Or what I needed to do, except go away and return without the baby. And try to pretend it didn’t happen by never breathing a word about it. But maybe nothing I did or said would ever make it right ever again. Even if I stayed at home and learnt how to knit horrid jerseys forever. Everything was broken, undone.

I knew I couldn’t rely on my brother to defend me. Or my sister. Not even in the smallest ways. My sister had aligned herself firmly with our parents and apart from screaming, ‘How could you?’ refused to talk to me. She wanted me out. Maybe that’s what she’d always wanted. Me and my twin brother. After all she’d recited often enough how, at aged five, she’d been sent away to stay with an aunt, returned home some time later to find ‘two hideous pink things in the front room!’

Poor girl. It was like she never recovered from the shock. Never forgiven us for being born and never forgiven our parents for sending her away. Banishing her like that! Now it was my turn.

Fortunately, I suspected Mum couldn’t bring herself to discuss the pregnancy, or worse, the birth which was a great relief. Or the baby. No one ever mentioned the word ‘baby’. That was a taboo word, even to myself. I suppose it was my mother’s way of helping me pretend there wasn’t a baby. Not an actual baby. A real living, growing baby that was connected to us all. Instead, how much easier it was to see it all as a transgression, one that meant I would be exiled for a while and return as if nothing had happened. Excuses would be made because everyone had to be protected from me, the truth about me. What I’d done. And as for the baby, well… it didn’t exist.







Chapter 4
The Family Scapegoat


Brixton, London 1981
I am still 34

This was the first time I had seen the Reynolds family all together. They were offered an appointment after Mr Reynolds had stormed into the office late on Friday afternoon the previous week demanding I take his son into care. They all looked a bit grumpy when I went to greet them in the reception area as if no one wanted to be there. The parents were slumped opposite each other with Mrs Reynolds leaning slightly towards her son as if to protect him. Her face was devoid of any expression or animation; the daughter looked indifferent as if she, too, had been dragged reluctantly along to the meeting. No one made any attempt to hold eye contact with me. I smiled benignly and led the way to the interview room, the only one available. I didn’t like working in it as it was cramped with barely enough space to house five armless low chairs placed in an erratic circle like an old people’s home or an addiction meeting, plus a random, old lacerated leatherette armchair. The windows didn’t open so cigarette smoke hung in the air like a dank, sulphurous cloud. And you could often hear what was being said from outside this particular room especially if people raised their voices. I anticipated things would thaw a little when we did the introductions. Wrong. The parents had hardly sat down before they started arguing.

‘I’m sick to death of him!’ shouted Mr Reynolds already red-faced to his wife as if he was still in his sitting room. ‘Either he goes or I go!’

‘Yeah, well, no loss there then,’ she shouted back impressively quickly.

Eleven-year-old Matthew eyed me dolefully as he bounced up and down in the shabby old armchair, grinning awkwardly at me between his parents, while they carried on rowing about him in a blazing attempt to prove that each of them was right. Their fourteen-year-old daughter Sharon had moved her chair slightly out of the circle, as much as the space would allow and sat with her arms folded firmly across her chest staring in obdurate fashion at the blackened Brixton terraces beyond them wearing what looked like a ‘here-we-bloody-go-again’ look on her face. Both children in familiar ringside seats, a reluctant audience.

This was not a good beginning. Far from the tutoring and textbook guidelines I had diligently and earnestly absorbed and practised in our training group. And I had barely introduced myself never mind the details of how we might work together including working out a ‘contract’, as it was known, that would act as a guide in our sessions.

‘Why don’t you just ask me what the problem is instead of asking them what’s going on and what they’d like to be different?’ demanded Mr Reynolds. ‘I’ve already told you!’ he said suddenly turning in my direction. I swung my head sharply towards him in response and managed to whack myself in the face with one of my long, heavy, solid silver earrings. No one noticed me nursing my face as no one was looking, except perhaps Mr Reynolds.

‘Well, I’ll tell you again, shall I?’ he boomed without giving me a chance to respond and repeated what he told me about Matthew’s impossible behaviour.

‘Never begin by asking a family what the problem is,’ boomed my textbook. I could see why. It was like opening the floodgates of hell, a question to be avoided unless you wanted a catalogue of accusations accompanied by screaming, shouting and scarlet faces as each relived their own particular grievances. A bit like what was going on in front of me right now.

After the parents had finished yelling at each other they just stared deliberately and blankly at the walls opposite, like a conductor might do, signalling the end of the music to the orchestra. It was as if I became the focus of their anger. Sharon’s arms still folded firmly across her chest, Matthew still bouncing nervously in the armchair until Mr Reynolds’ second sudden outburst.

‘I don’t know about all this family therapy stuff,’ he shouted, glaring at his son. ‘The only thing I want to be different is for him to go to school! We’ve tried doing everything until we’re blue in the bloody face! Walking him to the school gates, waiting outside in case he reappears, threatening him with God knows what, depriving him of his pocket money, bribing him, punishing him – even trying to be nice to him for Christ’s sake! Short of dragging the little bugger by the hair,’ shouted his father red-faced and furious, ‘what else can we bloody do?’

The little bugger grinned uncertainly.

I could feel myself recoiling from his anger and hoped the family hadn’t noticed. I suddenly felt vulnerable, afraid he might do something to me, drag me by the hair like I suddenly remembered seeing a girlfriend’s father do to her years ago in a fit of rage, dragging her from her bed while she screamed out in pain and I stood helplessly by. Or he might attack me as if I were part of his family, responsible for escalating this drama, trying to dismantle him somehow, threatening his position. But what was most scary was that I actually felt pulled into their conflict as if by some magnetic force, as if they were my own family.

‘Perhaps,’ I said as calmly as I could, trying to get their attention and keep my voice as even as possible, ‘perhaps Matthew thinks he’s doing you a favour by bringing you all here.’

Matthew stopped his bouncing. It was then that I thought I noticed a bruise on his face and hoped I was mistaken. He frowned at me clutching the arms of the chair with whitened knuckles and looked shocked by what I’d said.

‘It sounds to me as if he’s actually worked very hard at getting you all here… together,’ I ventured, ‘to try and sort things out. As a family.’

Their mouths dropped open as they all stared hard at me frowning. And even Sharon was jolted into holding brief eye contact as they stood up and, without a word, followed Mr Reynolds out.

In those days I would probably have laughed off this fiasco defensively, geed it up a bit, dined out on it. Shared it with colleagues in our local pub. The five-minute family therapy session! But something stopped me. The humour I might have seen looking back at this scenario evaporated. Nudging me just beneath the surface was a deep discomfort I couldn’t identify, a faded memory like pale ink, a sense of something lost.
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