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I’m only four, or maybe five, my parents don’t seem to know exactly, but there’s one thing I’ve become sure of over the past few weeks: I’m not like other children.

I’m used to being hungry but it’s already getting dark outside, and I still haven’t had anything to eat. My stomach rumbles and I squeeze my eyes shut, praying to a God I’m pretty sure my parents don’t believe in, that they didn’t hear anything. I hold my breath and count to ten. When no one comes, I let it out slowly and quietly.

My back is hurting where my spine is curved and twisted. I’m outgrowing this cabinet. They’ll have to find a new space for me soon. I must have had a recent growth spurt as my body feels even more curled over than usual. How much longer will they make me stay in here?

I can hear them watching the small box television upstairs. It’s loud, far louder than it needs to be, but Dad likes it that way and what Dad wants, he gets. I can’t wait until I’m a grown-up and I can get everything I want, too. I think he must be going deaf, but I’d never say it to him. I’m not stupid.

This isn’t how parents are supposed to act. I’m starting to understand that now. The thought has been knocking on my mind since I started school. Knock, knock, let me in. Mum doesn’t always take me to school, and when she does, I don’t have any friends. I’m not like them.

Our teacher is called Miss Nightingale. To me, she sounds like honey, the way her voice is soft and how her words run together. Less clipped and sharp than I’m used to. Mum and Dad are crunchy and dry, like cereal. Not long ago, Miss Nightingale read us a story by a woman named Charlotte Rice called My Dad and Me. In it, the dad runs a bath before bedtime for his little girl. The picture showed steam rising up from the tub. I know that means the water must have been hot. I’d raised my hand, confused. Did everyone have hot baths? The other children laughed as if I was telling a joke, but I hadn’t been trying to be funny.

Miss Nightingale had looked at me strangely, but she’d carried on turning the pages, which showed even more ridiculous pictures. Dinner plates piled high with potatoes and sausages. Jelly and ice cream for dinner! At bedtime, the parents had kissed the little girl goodnight. Her dad even pretended to steal her bad dreams away, catching them in a tin he kept under his bed to keep her safe. I’d looked around and realised that it was only me who thought this story seemed wild and fantastical. That the other boys and girls sitting crossed-legged on the mat next to me also had someone at night to take their nightmares away for them.

As I sit here, my neck hot and sore, but too afraid to move in case my body bangs against the side of the cabinet and makes too much noise, I promise myself that one day I’ll have my own family. A picture-perfect one. Just like in the story Miss Nightingale read to us.





Chapter One

Lily, now

His fingers are fat, his hands large; the perfect size for grasping my throat and not letting go. He could hold me under the water for as long as he wants, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. I watch those hands closely as my body skims past in the lane next to him. On high alert for any sign of movement. For danger.

The water rushes past as I tumble-turn, my feet pushing hard against the side. The jolt through my body always gives me a little thrill. Out of habit, almost subconsciously, I count how many people are left in the pool. The man with the fat hands is still here, but everyone else has gone. It is only us. His pasty legs shine through the water. I am aware that he’ll likely be watching as I speed along. Men’s egos are always fragile.

I turn, push and glide through the water. Logically, I know I am safe but still I can’t stop myself from imagining the man with the large hands swimming towards me, staying out of sight until it’s too late. I picture him holding my head underwater until I have no breath left. One hand squeezing my throat, the other on top of my head. My body sinks to the bottom of the pool, as lifeless as a ragdoll. I shake my head and tell myself there is no reason to be afraid and that, despite my mind protesting otherwise, I am perfectly safe. I refocus by counting each stroke.

One, two, three, breathe.

I don’t remember a time when I didn’t feel fuelled by fear – constantly imagining the worst is about to happen and catastrophising. Specifically, I am acutely aware of the power dynamic between me and most other men. How, if they really wanted to, the majority of men could overpower me. I don’t know when that awareness started. Are girls born with the knowledge as an innate sense? Is it a survival instinct? Or do we learn it? Through the warnings we’re told, ‘don’t walk home at night by yourself’, to the stories we hear and for many of us . . . through the events we survive.

Perhaps I’m particularly attuned to it through my job as a therapist. You don’t only have your own life experiences to process, but your clients’ too. Their own traumas soak into your skin; they change the shape and weight of us through osmosis. I’m early on in my career and I wonder if it will always be like this. It is taking its toll, that’s for sure. Without fail, my Apple watch aggressively alerts me to the fact my cortisol levels are always significantly higher at the end of a working day than at the start.

I’m not long into the job, only recently leaving the NHS after three years to start my own private practice. I like being completely in charge of my own day. I’ve sought to control every aspect of my life. I’m like Dad in that way. Often, I’ll feel my jaw physically tighten when things don’t go exactly how I’d planned them to. It is as though I take a sudden nose-dive into the feeling of the unknown, no matter how big or small the change in plan. And so, when Dad suggested he built a garden office for me so I could run my own business from home, I couldn’t resist the opportunity to at least try it – what better way to stay in control than being my own boss.

My clients don’t need to know I still live with my dad; there’s a side entrance to our end-of-terrace and the office itself is gorgeously made at the bottom of our long narrow garden. Dad’s a handyman and generally he’s good at anything that involves building or fixing something. He always tells me his career may not sound fancy – not like my other friends’ dads who are all lawyers, doctors or ‘work in the city’ – but he says he wouldn’t change it. That his skill has allowed him the ability to do whatever he’s wanted, whenever he’s wanted to. That there is no better feeling than being free, living unrestrained by society’s rules and regulations.

Dad’s been like this for as long as I can remember. He is often out of the house, keeps himself busy and works hard. He has friends but he’s never the one to host. I invariably get the feeling that, since Mum left, he’s always seemed distinctly alone. Separate, somehow. While I may be like him in the sense of my need to control things, I certainly don’t ooze his confidence or independence. It seems to me that Dad relishes his ability to control things and take the lead, whereas my desire for control comes from something else. Though what and where from exactly, I’m not sure.

I push off from the other side of the pool and as I feel the whoosh of water against my face, I think about how rigid my life has become. I have squeezed myself to fit into every box. No adventures, no dramatic love affair or betrayal. A good enough relationship with my father. No rebellious years. But the thought of it is no longer something that I’m proud of. Quite the opposite, in fact; I’m starting to detest it about myself. Because if all I am is the sum of ‘fitting in’ and ‘doing well’, of controlling my environment so far that I never push myself outside of it, then I can’t help but wonder what’s the point of me at all. I could be anyone. Faceless. A simple blend.

I can feel the burn worming its way through the tops of my arms each time I pull the water towards me; my trail of thought is making me drive forwards harder as the panic sets in, affecting my stroke. Sometimes I simply glide, taking my time, and other days I push my body to its limits. Today has been one of those days where I have barely stopped for a drink, allowing the repetitive stroke to take over. I can feel the heat in my cheeks even when they’re submerged in the cold water.

On days like this, I find training meditative. Where the counting and the laps, up and down on repeat, help shut everything else out and I’m focused only on the few metres ahead of me. The goggles provide a kind of tunnel vision. Some think swimming laps is boring, but I find it relaxing knowing there is nothing unexpected about it, nothing I can’t control. Just up and down.

One, two, three, breathe.

As I end my session, I roll my shoulders back and haul myself out of the pool. It’s early still and I have a long day ahead of me at a conference for work. It would have been easier to have skipped today’s swim, but I know that in the end it will do me good to have trained this morning. I never do that well in crowds. People are not my strong point.

I find small talk almost physically painful, which means I never manage to make it past the awkward formalities to find out whether I’d be any good at having real friends. My work as a therapist is different, I can step into a clear role where the rules are already set for us. There are social structures in place that mean I can be comfortable enough to get through, but socialising is a different matter entirely. I’ve never found it easy – or perhaps its other people who don’t find me easy.

I’ve always thought trusting others feels like the most dangerous thing in the world. It’s true that feeling of danger follows me everywhere, and even as I exit the leisure centre I notice a man on the corner of the street opposite, watching me, and feel as though I’ve seen him before. I look over my shoulder to see if he’s following me.
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