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The hurt child will grow a skin 

over the wound you have given it 

– or not given, because the wound 

is not a gift, a gift is accepted 

freely, and the child had no choice.

(from The Hurt Child, Margaret Atwood)

Now when people say ‘ah but 

it’s not like having your own child though is it’, 

I say of course it is, what else is it? 

she’s my child, I have told her stories 

wept at her losses, laughed at her pleasures, 

she is mine.

(from Chapter 6: The Telling Part, Jackie Kay)


Prologue

2006

He’d woken to find her standing by his bed holding a blue balloon on a white ribbon in one hand and a box of Coco Pops in the other. Happy fifth birthday! she exclaimed. By his pillow was a present. When he’d unwrapped the book, she said How clever is that? A book called Dear Zoo for your birthday present (and here she pretended to blow a trumpet and sang toot-ta-toot-ta-toot) and a trip to the zoo as well. She clapped, and danced a little jig, and tipped all her money on to the table and counted out the right amount for the bus.

The monkeys were eating fruit. Billy couldn’t tell what kind of fruit. In picture books it was always bananas, but this fruit was soft and round. When the closest monkey took a bite, Billy could see a row of very even teeth and a rim of pink gum. Occasionally, it spat out a pip or a seed. There was a baby monkey clinging to the underside of its mother and, as the mother walked along a branch, it swung beneath her from side to side. Mummy pointed at it and sang Lulla lulla lulla lulla bye bye, which was what she sang to him sometimes at bedtime, and sometimes when he wasn’t sleepy at all. Once, she’d sung herself to sleep. There weren’t any other words to the song. Now, she rocked backwards and forwards as she sang it, with her knees held close to her chest, and her body tipped back as if she was singing to the sky, and a lady sitting next to them on the grassy bank by the enclosure looked at them and then moved away to a bench nearby.

A big monkey started to flap its hands at another monkey and three of them started screeching and fighting. One threw a stick and it clattered against the bars. What a caterwaul, a man next to Billy said to his little girl, what a shrieking and a shouting. The little girl’s lip was starting to wobble. Don’t worry, the man said, stooping down around her so that she was wrapped by his knees and his arms, they’re just noisy, naughty monkeys.

Mummy wasn’t singing the lullaby anymore. Instead, she was laughing at the fighting monkeys. She joined in with their noisiness, and flapped her arms long and wide, and gave a huge screech. Funny monkeys, said the man. Funny lady, said the girl, and pointed to Mummy, who was now lying flat on her back and laughing at something Billy couldn’t see. The little girl wasn’t laughing, even though Mummy was being funny. The man picked up his daughter and walked away. 

They continued to sit by the monkey enclosure until they were by themselves and the sun wasn’t warm anymore and then a zookeeper came and told them the park was closing. Mummy wasn’t singing or screeching now. She opened one eye carefully to take in the zookeeper. She nodded towards a monkey who was walking the length of a branch. Its bottom was huge and scarlet. She pointed at it. If it asked you, she said, beginning to laugh, does my bum look big in this, you’d have to tick the yes box, wouldn’t you? The zookeeper gave a smile which didn’t go the whole way along his lips, and he picked up some litter someone had dropped, and pointed the direction to the way out. His hand looked like it was shooing them away. Mummy was still laughing. Billy traced his fingers round and round the little blue badge he was wearing. Five today. Happy birthday to me, he whispered.

2007

‘Shall I read to you?’ Mummy said. ‘Shall we read Would You Rather?’

She scooched him on to her lap, and reached behind the sofa to pick up the book.

‘Think carefully now,’ she said, smiling, ‘I only want your best reasons and your best answers. Remember, now you’re six you’re clever as clever.’

Then she said I think I’ll stay six for ever and ever, but she didn’t seem to be saying it to him, more to the room, or to someone a long way away, and then she went quiet and looked sad.

‘That would have been a good idea,’ she said.

He looked at the book. Maybe they wouldn’t be reading it after all. Maybe they would just sit and look at the wall. He hoped they were still reading Would You Rather? He loved it. It was all about deciding and choosing. The spine was peeling off from how many times he’d looked at it. The first page asked if you’d rather your house was surrounded by water, snow or jungle. He liked the jungle picture best; there was an alligator on the pavement and a monkey waving from the chimney-pot. The second page asked if you’d rather an elephant drank your bath water, an eagle stole your dinner, a pig tried on your clothes, or a hippo slept in your bed. He pointed to the elephant with its trunk in the bath.

‘You have to say why,’ Mummy said sternly, although he knew she wasn’t cross. ‘You know you have to tell me why.’

He told her it was the only one where nothing would be spoiled or broken; no dinner plate smashed, no ruined food, no stretched clothes, no collapsed bed. She nodded with her serious face. ‘Good thinking,’ she said. ‘Super-smart.’

When he chose between supper in a castle, breakfast in a balloon, and tea on the river, she joined in. They decided on tea on the river and they named all the cakes and biscuits they’d like, and he chose lemonade and Mummy chose elderflower cordial. They pretended to drink tea from china cups and Mummy held her littlest finger curled and high.

On the next page, he didn’t want to jump in the nettles for five pounds, or swallow a dead frog for twenty, and least of all stay the night in a creepy house for fifty pounds. Mummy hugged him. ‘But I could be with you, all night long, in the creepy house,’ she said, ‘and we could sing, and tap dance, and tell jokes, and scare anything creepy away with our noisiness, and then we’d have one hundred pounds to spend on whatever we liked.’ That sounded less fearsome. He told her he’d give it a go.

He chose a pig to ride whilst she picked a monkey to tickle. He preferred to be chased by a crab because it wouldn’t catch him whereas the other choices most definitely would. She stopped reading when he said this and looked way ahead of her, and then kissed him and said ‘My careful boy. My careful, careful boy.’

When they got to the picture where you had to choose between where you would prefer to be lost, she said what she always said, which was: if he ever got lost in a crowd he must find a lady with a baby or a little child and ask her to help him because she would be the person most likely to be kind. It was his job to nod when she said this, to show he was listening properly.

He took a long time to decide whether he wanted to live with a gerbil, a fish, a parrot, a rabbit, chickens or a dog. There were so many things to consider. He was still thinking about it when he turned to the last page, just for a peek, because it was his favourite. Or perhaps you would rather just go to sleep in your own bed. Mummy always added your own little bed, which made it sound extra cosy and inviting, and especially and only his. The boy in the picture looked so snug and sound asleep, and Billy was sure he could see the outline of a cat on the window sill outside.

Today, all his thinking and choosing must have worn Mummy out. When he looked up from the last page, his finger touching the perhaps-cat on the window sill, waiting for her to read the last line, her head was tilted back on the sofa, a strand of hair was across her cheek, her mouth was a little bit open, and she was breathing slowly and softly. She’d gone to sleep, even though she wasn’t in her own bed, and it was morning. He sat very still, and looked at the maybe-cat on the window sill some more.

2008

Grandma spread the tartan rug on the ground. They were down by the river near her house.

‘There, that’s perfect,’ she said. ‘I’m going to make you a little fishing rod. I’ve brought some line from Grandpa’s old tackle box, and a hook and a cork. Here, put out your hand and hold the hook for me. Now you are seven, you can help.’

She sat down and carefully tied some line to the end of a thick stick. The silver hook glinted in the palm of his hand. He pressed his thumb-nail into the rim of the cork. She reached into a plastic bag and took out some white bread.

‘Chew this so it gets moist, and then we can roll it into a little ball. All the fancy bait people use to catch fish . . . Your mummy used to sit right on that stump there, that exact one, and catch perch after perch with balls of white bread.’

He spat on the bread and rolled it into a small, smooth ball. Grandma picked it up with her fingertips and rolled it some more. ‘It has to be properly compacted, pressed in hard,’ she said, ‘and then it won’t split when you put it on the hook.’

She spread the zip pack from her waterproof jacket over the tree stump.

‘If you sit on this, you won’t feel damp. Do you remember, Lizzie, when you used to sit here, and we’d always put something over it for you to sit on because you would recite the part from Jemima Puddleduck where the stump was somewhat damp. Do you remember? Surely you do?’

He looked at his mummy. She didn’t seem to be remembering anything. Her face was as blank and as smooth as the moon in the sky last night.

‘Lizzie,’ Grandma said again, ‘surely you remember?’ 

Mummy nodded. He thought it was one of her nods when she wasn’t properly listening. Sometimes you could say anything – he’d tried it – and she nodded anyway.

Grandma busied herself with the picnic basket. She’d wrapped the sandwiches in crinkly greaseproof paper, and she’d put sugary tea in a thermos and said he could have it by his feet and drink it when he was fishing. She said she trusted him now not to spill it. He was saving the thermos. Maybe he’d reach for it only when he’d caught a fish, like it was a prize for doing so.

He sat on the stump and watched the river flow by. It didn’t look very deep, but he couldn’t see the bottom. The water was brownish at the edges and the strands of weed caught by the current looked like somebody’s long hair. At school they’d done a project on the life of the river-bank. Otters, voles, water rats, mink. He looked carefully at the opposite bank but there was no sign of any of them. Maybe it was the wrong kind of river. Or the wrong kind of day. Or maybe all their own busy-ness had scared everything away. He looked at his line to check the cork. It was bobbing gently.

Grandma’s voice was quieter now. He looked over his shoulder. She was sitting next to Mummy, her back straight, her arms wrapped round her knees. Her shoes were polished and shiny. Mummy was lying curled on her side, with her back turned to Grandma. Grandma’s hand hovered over Mummy’s head, as if she might be considering stroking Mummy’s hair. Last night, after supper, she’d said ‘I wish I could slap some sense into you’, as they stood in the kitchen. He hoped she wasn’t saving the slap till now. She hadn’t sounded angry, or as if she meant to do it. She sounded more like someone who didn’t know what to do. She’d stood wiping her hands on the tea towel as if she’d rather cry, not wash up.

‘Surely there must be something else you can try, someone else who can help you. God knows I’d lock you in your old bedroom for a month and post food through the door if I thought that would work.’

His mother was stretching out on the rug. Her skirt moved, and he glimpsed the busted vein on her leg.

‘I’ll get there; I’ll sort it,’ she said. ‘I’ve been better lately, honestly. I’m making progress. I’m on to it. Everyone tells you, it’s got to come from me. In my own time.’ 

Grandma bit her lip.

‘Daddy’s avoiding me, isn’t he?’ Mummy continued.

‘He’s playing golf. Everything’s not always about you.’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

Grandma stood up from the rug and walked over to him. ‘I want’ (and here her voice returned to its cheery, usual volume) ‘I want Billy to catch a fish, don’t you?’ She put her hand on his shoulder and said ‘Lift up your line and let’s check the bait is still there.’

His bread ball swung in the breeze. It looked like a tiny version of something that might dangle from a crane and demolish a building. A wrecking ball. That’s what it was called. Last time they’d visited Grandma, his Grandpa had said it in the hallway. Here comes the bloody wrecking ball, he said when Mummy came through the door. Grandma had told him to shush. Now, Billy looked up at her. The bread ball swung between them.

‘And you, my little man,’ she said softly, touching his cheek with her finger, ‘are the absolute image of your father. Like the spit out of his mouth.’

The way she said it didn’t make it sound like a good thing. She pressed the bread ball gently, and her face looked sad, as if something had hurt her, or as if the fish hook had pierced her thumb, and had sunk in, silvery silent. He looked carefully at her hand, expecting to see blood.

2011

If watched, properly watched, Lizzie decided it was possible to track the gradations of light as they changed on the wall. If looked at intently enough, it might become her own personal sundial; grimy and grey and with a slew of April light reflected from the metal lift shaft in the block opposite, but an indicator all the same. The wall had been white once; she wouldn’t hazard a guess as to what kind of white. She recalled her mother holding up a Farrow and Ball paint chart, next to her stone fireplace, her face focused in concentration. Great White? Cornforth White? How about Lime White? It would have been cruel to reply Don’t give a fuck which white, especially as her mother’s face was wearing the earnest hopefulness which was truly killing in its indefatigable belief that maybe this time Lizzie had turned a corner. She’s taking an interest in things beyond herself, her mother would report to the doctor. How she had persisted in that illusion.

This wall, her wall in her crappy flat as opposed to her mother’s immaculate wall with its Bath stone fireplace, was grubby. Drab white. Dingy white. White that no one had given a toss about cleaning or repainting in years. There was no adjective, she concluded, that could be gracefully or upliftingly applied to it. Occasionally, she wondered if the same applied to life itself. Certainly to her own life, although she was quick to acknowledge that for this she was entirely at fault.

Billy had had a sight test last week; school had suggested he might not be seeing the whiteboard clearly. She’d stood at the optometrist’s desk, booked his appointment and had a moment of insight which felled her like a tree. The two receptionists were middle aged, one with thinning hair, the other broad of beam. They’d had a stab at flamboyance with the swirly patterns on their blouses, and both had coffee mugs she guessed they’d brought in from home when they started the job. She felt as if she were standing in a puddle of their evident decency. No doubt they got up each morning, made the bed, emptied the dishwasher, tidied the house, turned up at work on time, shopped carefully for food, came home, cooked, cleaned and tidied some more, and then flopped in front of the television. It was hard to fault. It had about it, though, a dreariness, a predictability, a work-a-dayness that killed her. Was that what she’d been trying to escape? In which case, she’d aced it. No one was going to feel ankle-deep in her decency any day soon.

When she left school there was a year book which everyone signed with comments about each other. There was a box to fill entitled Girl most likely to . . . No one had written in hers Girl most likely to end up a heroin addict in a dump of a flat with Social Services on her back like a scarab. That would have been inconceivable. Someone with prescience would have written Girl most likely to implode. That was surely what had happened and yet there had been none of the usual signs. She hadn’t been one of the anorexics, burning with a destructive fierceness and hunger which turned them yellow, slashed the plumpness from their cheeks and covered them with downy hair. Nor one of the self-harmers, with the small, precise armies of scars marching up their limbs. No, she’d been chock-full of home-baking sent by her mother for her tuck box, rosy-cheeked from being outdoors, and issue free. Issue free. The very notion made her want to laugh – no, on reflection not laugh, but rather bark, bark with phlegmy bitterness.

Milo. It had all begun with him, and the shock of discovering that love could top all manner of self-harm in its reach and breadth; that it could in fact turn you inside out, flay you raw and leave you for dead in a pile of your own desolation. Cheers for that, she might have said to him, had he not spirited himself away one night and precluded any form of goodbye.

She recalled Miss Cartwright, her A-level Theology teacher. In the module on women in the Old Testament, she’d spent a whole lesson on worthy Ruth and her fulsome, devoted obedience. For whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people. She’d held that up as a template of goodness – ‘Imagine that, girls.’ Inconceivable how that would pan out for Lizzie; following Milo to his dealers, to his dens, to his syringe-strewn alleyways. It had been, she noted with a degree of detachment, a surprisingly speedy process to de-rail a healthy constitution, to watch a blooming skin erupt with acne, veins splinter out of subcutaneous flesh, eyes mutate from bright to hollow. Now, today, looking at the wall and thinking about the Theology lesson, she recalled that Ruth had in fact pledged her devotion to her mother-in-law, Naomi, not a man. There was probably more of a lesson in that, if only she’d paid precise attention.

Her parents were devastated. Her mother’s face frequently took on the dimensions of one of the Marys in an early Renaissance painting; anguished at the foot of the cross while Lizzie crucified herself with her drug of choice. But you see so clearly what you are doing, her mother said, as if the seeing made the doing easier to resist. Her father had begun with paying for expensive rehab, resorted to blind fury, and finally taken refuge in stony rejection. Daddy’s girl. He’d refused to speak to her for months.

The therapy and counselling groups she’d been to – what a waste of time they’d been. The emphasis was on finding someone to blame, usually your mother. Mothers were the prime target, blame dolloped on them like icing on cupcakes. One foot put tentatively wrong in eighteen years of conscientious, selfless endeavour, and you could fling it all back at them. But no, Lizzie had repeated several times to an earnest therapist with a shock of wild hair, No I truly don’t blame my mother for anything. She loved me, and cared for me, and gave me a wonderful childhood. Perhaps she should have added that she had gifted her adulthood and independence and been forced to watch while Lizzie smashed it to smithereens. Her father too. Steady Teddy, Milo called him, as if decency and reliability were somehow shameful.

If she closed her eyes, she saw the familiar image of her father leaving for work on a winter morning, so early the sky still sooty dark with a sliver of moon visible, and the feeling that only he was up and about in the world. If she knelt on her bed and lifted the edge of her pink curtain, she could watch him walk towards the paddock, carefully set down his briefcase by the gate, and pick up the mallet from beside the pony’s water trough. He’d lift his arms in a crescent and bring it down to splinter the thick crust of ice, the sound ringing through the frosted silence, the pony stamping and shifting near him, and she’d watch him blow on his hands, brush a few droplets of water from his dark wool coat, and walk back along the path, the gravel crunching beneath his feet, to start up the car engine, throaty in the cold. She’d get back into bed and pull the duvet up tight around her chin, savouring the thought that the ice scattered on the paddock grass should spell I love you, because that was what it meant.

Billy probably had no such certainty. She tried. She felt she could say, some days with conviction, that she tried. It felt like burrowing very deep within the cavity of her own torso, scratching and scraping around the tip-ends of her ribs for energy to spend on him rather than on the all-consuming hunger for drugs that was burying them both alive. His little face was beautiful; it made her treachery, her persistence, seem even worse. Some days, she could hardly bear to look at him, so faced the wall instead, or webbed her fingers over her eyes so that she saw him as through blinds. Other days, he seemed to float just beyond her, as if she were seeing him through a paper screen, his outline beating against it like a butterfly, and then she’d have a moment of clarity, pull him towards her and smell his hair, the palms of his hands, or stroke the curve of his spine as he lay silently, loyally, curled next to her while she stared at the wall. I love you, she’d say to him, but the words tasted like tin in her mouth. Or, It’ll be better in the morning, which it hardly ever was. All that made it better was what caused her troubles in the first place.

She’d read to him sometimes, or have bursts of enthusiasm, which might result in a walk looking for signs of Spring, of Autumn, or of Christmas coming. One raw day in November last year, the sky solid and unyielding and the light coming down in thick, grey slices, she’d walked him for miles looking for blackberries. Her mother phoned as they walked beside another empty hedgerow, Billy’s hands blackberry-blue blotched with cold, and her mother had said But Lizzie, there are no blackberries left in November, and anyway don’t you remember about not picking blackberries after Michaelmas Day because the devil has spat on them? They don’t taste right. Don’t you remember, we made no more apple and blackberry crumbles after September 29th? Did she remember? Evidently not. Maybe all that knowledge had fallen from her head as through an open drain. Maybe her brain cells had fallen out with it. That must be why she’d caught two buses out of town with a nine year old who was insufficiently wrapped up for the weather, and walked up and down country lanes telling him they’d find some soon, it was just a question of persevering. He’d trotted along beside her, uncomplaining, compliant, and her head was filled with the elusive scent of blackberries warmed by the sun, and she failed to notice that his shoes were soaking wet, or remember that he’d eaten nothing since breakfast.

What time had he left for school? What time was he due back? Had he got his bus pass? The details evaded her, floated beyond her like wisps of sea mist. I am a very uncertain mother, she’d told Miriam Riley, the social worker, who’d taken that to mean she felt an overriding lack of confidence and had endeavoured to say something consoling and complimentary. It was evidently taxing. She’d decided to leave her with the illusion, rather than confess it was more pedestrian than that, and related mostly to what day it was, whether the boiler was on to allow hot water for a shower, and whether the fridge might be empty or contain just a jumbo packet of crisps.

Her legs felt numb. How long had she been lying on the floor like this? She opened her eyes. She’d told herself that if she waited until the shadow on the wall fingered the edge of the television, that would be longer than yesterday. It would count as weaning herself off, as going without for a little longer. That could count as progress of sorts. Billy surely wouldn’t be home for a while. She could have it now. Now would be a good time.

She took up her syringe. She was ravenous. Ravenous. She spoke the word out loud. Ravenous and ready to be ravished. She’d looked that word up once, in the early days of their relationship, just to check it was exactly the effect Milo had on her. To overwhelm with intense emotion; especially joy. Ravenous. Ravished. The words bounced from her lips and scattered across the floor.
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