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To my mum and dad, Piari and Jalal Sidhu.

I miss you.



‘In solitude everyone has to face himself’

Arthur Schopenhauer
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PROLOGUE

I had never been a walker and yet I had an inexplicable desire to put one foot in front of the other. The most important walks in life must be done alone, as solitary as a ghost.

I felt like skipping and hopping down to see Wilf to tell him the news that the cuckoo had arrived back in the valley, and it was me who had heard it. I was walking back from the walk Wilf did every night and I tripped as I rushed back to see him. I had taken a tumble and ripped my jeans. I brushed myself off and continued to walk and run.

It had almost been a year to the day that Wilf had first introduced me to the cuckoo, a bird that laid its eggs in another bird’s nest; how curious. In those early days, I would never have recognised its call; a bird amongst birds.

But what was even more curious was that a Welsh farmer in his seventies, who had never left the small circumference of his existence, would be able to teach me so much about my own. A man in blue overalls, with a clothes peg instead of a top button, had gently, and unwittingly, ushered me into a spiral of thoughts. Our conversations, short. Our friendship, non-committal. I only saw him if I took my walk, but the conversations, even in their brevity, had made all the difference. I wondered what I had missed in life by thinking that the wisdom of others whose lives were different to mine could not have any bearing on my own life. How wrong I had been.
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THE DAY EVERYTHING CHANGED

I know exactly when my mother died. It was 1am on Christmas Eve. I was at home having spent the evening at the hospital. I lay in bed in excruciating, unfathomable pain that made me howl like an animal, the pain so intense I felt like running into the road and getting hit by a car to release me from it; anything but this. My arms stretched out in front me, trying to hold onto my mother, life, God.

Then the phone rang and a scream, foreign to me, made its way out of my body. My husband, Simon, answered. And then gently put the receiver down. ‘I told you she died!’ I cried.

Like the pain she felt with me entering the world, I felt the pain of her leaving it.

The rest of Christmas Eve was spent trying to sort out all sorts of formalities that must be dealt with when a person dies: collecting paperwork from the hospital, the death certificate from the town hall and contacting funeral directors. All these tasks one must do seem cruel and inappropriate when you have been brought to your knees. Death is a formality with rules to adhere to.

Christmas Eve, my favourite day of the year, was spent collecting bits of paper confirming that my mother had really died. My life had gone into slow motion, and the rest of the world, which was frantically Christmas shopping, was running out of sync with my mine. I didn’t understand how the town hall clock could strike midday, how people could still wish each other a ‘Merry Christmas’ and how the traffic lights could carry on changing. My mother had just left this world.

I cried unashamedly as I sat in a cafe drinking coffee while waiting for the town hall to open. I told the waiter that my mother had just died. He said the world was a dark place, and that my mother was now safe in the arms of the gods. I told the priest, who sat with three other priests for morning coffee, that my mother had died. He placed his hands on my head and gave me a blessing for strength, love and fortitude. It was Christmas Eve, a holy day, and nothing I had ever felt before had felt more of a spiritual experience than losing my mother. A lady in her late fifties, sitting on the opposite table with another lady having breakfast stared at me wistfully. I went up to her and told her that my mother had died in the early hours. Without looking at me, she said her daughter had died from cancer two months ago. Years later, I understood why the lady had purposefully looked away from me when I stood beside her. In me, she had recognised her own pain. I didn’t care who I stopped and broke my news to. I was a drunk person that day in the cafe, stumbling around carrying my grief. I didn’t care that it was Christmas Eve; death didn’t care what day it was when it took my mother. I wanted to tell the world I was in pain and that I had just discovered a secret: the death of a loved one can trigger your own death.

I was certain that my mother had set up the people I had met in the cafe. She would have wanted the priest to lay his hands on me and to bless the solitary long walk that lay ahead: ‘God, please bless my child.’ She would have wanted me to seek some solace from the lady who lost her daughter to cancer: ‘Kiran, you’re not alone; this woman has also lost someone she can’t live without. In the end, we all lose to death.’ I believe my mother’s spirit hung around in the cafe that day. She was there, and I felt her.

In the weeks that followed the death of my mother, I noticed ‘mum’ had turned to ‘mother’. Gone was the colloquial ‘mum’. She had become iconic and mythical; no longer tangible but an object of deep and painful longing. In death people become immortalised. Death elevates the deceased to foreign heights. The age-old mechanics of night morphing into day is a great divider of what you’ve had . . . and what you’ve lost.

My mind raced like an old home movie with years of film crackling away, frayed at the edges by time. I saw images of my mother collecting me from school, stirring pots in the kitchen, her warm smile when I visited, the way she looked in the mirror when doing her hair and her infectious laugh. These unremarkable, innocuous images had become inflictors of the greatest pain I had ever felt. A pain that silenced any other pain. These were the first tears my mother would not be able to wipe away. It was a great irony that the death of my mother was the most grown-up experience I’d ever had and there had been no other experience that had made me feel more like a child. I felt the End of all Ends. All the books from my childhood flew open to the last page: The End. The letters E, N and D made a beeline for me. My mother’s life had Ended. It’s strange how things make themselves known.

As still pictures of my mother swiftly flowed through my mind, I had become conscious and obsessive about the accuracy of my memory. I was aware that this state of all-consuming grief could create memories that I wish I had had, as well as the ones that I did have. And there was a fear, as time went on, that the shards of memories would become dormant and then inevitably fictionalised. It was important to me that I remembered my mother correctly and mourned what she was. I lived in the world of grief for years; a lonely world where grief became my friend, its existence the only other existence I was aware of. Grief had me in a headlock.

My mother’s death made me acutely aware of the world turning on its axis. As the winter when she died passed, for the first time I really noticed the heads of daffodils and crocuses popping up. It seemed a cruel reality that life carried on, edging away from the day my mother died, slipping into a new season. It would always be winter for me. There would be no more creating new memories, the mother–daughter relationship I had now belonged in the deeps vaults of history. All that she owned were now artefacts. She was a part of history as much as Anne Boleyn and the death of Socrates. My life divided into two parts: When Mum Was Alive (WMWA) and After Mum (AM). In the early days of losing her, friends and family said that I shouldn’t allow the experience to define me. But some experiences do define us and we are changed from who we once were. I’m not sure why we are so committed to not changing, not evolving and remaining untouched by some of our greatest experiences. Some experiences do define us. And we do change.

I became obsessive about my mother’s age at death: 62. I saw it everywhere – on front doors and on pages of books. The 3rd of March is the 62nd day of the year, Marilyn Monroe died in 1962, if you subtract 38 from 100 you get 62, 31 plus 31 gives you 62, Lottery numbers don’t allow you to pick 62. I loathe 62.

In the early hours of Christmas Eve, my brother was nowhere to be seen, but my father, sister and my mum’s siblings surrounded my mother’s deathbed. I knew when my father said he would look after me and give me the love that my mother did, he wouldn’t: he was incapable.
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THE BIG DECISION

I never thought I could ever leave London. I love being swallowed by the city. I never imagined that one day it would spit me out. But as much as one imagines the future goings-on in one’s life, one never imagines what actually happens.

I didn’t put up a fight when I left. Years ago, I would have kicked and screamed. But years ago, my life had been intact. And it’s a sign of maturity to see things as they are, and not how you wish them to be. London had become a Petri dish that cultivated pain. Before my big move, I ran away for a month to the bright lights of New York City to spend time on my own. I spent the days writing and watching a blur of people rotate in the world as I tried to find my place in it. I had become deeply sad.

It was not a desirable move but a necessary one. Desire had very little to do with it. In those years, in between the death of my mother and leaving London, the idea that I was in a position to desire anything felt unbelievably luxurious. There had been only one wish: to feel nothing and do nothing. And I wished it completely.

It was necessary to leave the toxicity of the city; my lungs had become clogged and acrid smoke restricted my breathing. My head was filled with angry words that flapped around in my head like a contaminated pigeon, and in the open cage of my mind it nested. Perhaps the strangest thing of all is that the toxicity and the pollution didn’t come from the city but from my family.

There is a myth attached to family homes that they, like chocolate boxes, are filled with sweetness and all our hearts’ desires. Family homes are fattened with love, filled with harmonious voices of those we share our blood with, forever connected by our lineage. But this isn’t true of my own family.

It was when my mother died that my life reached a new epoch. Where there was once life and love, now existed a darkness in the people she left behind. A harsh bright light shone on all our broken parts. Links were severed, ties forever lost and all that blood that flowed between us flowed not because we were related but because we damaged each other so much. I was no longer able to fix myself and others and place us in a picture where we no longer belonged. The threads of the soft furnishings of our family home became unpicked and undone. It takes great strength to admit defeat and walk away. There is a story about families that people like to tell: you can’t walk away from them. But you can. And I did. I had a visceral feeling that told me that I must pack myself up after what had been the great unpacking of me. Parts of me lay scattered. It was time to collect my belongings.

Something not only died inside me but had drastically left me: a sense of order and regularity. So in the end it was almost easy to leave London – it was the obvious thing to do. Never before had I felt my singularity in the world as I did in those days that followed the death of my mother. I was a red helium balloon released into the atmosphere, bumping into space debris, with nowhere to go. I was getting a bird’s eye view of my life. Family who I thought would put their arms around me did the opposite, and I felt their treatment of me was atrocious, with snide comments down to outright judgements.

In the wake of my mother’s death, I learnt to say ‘no’ to things that no longer served me well and to those who, no matter what, would always misunderstand me. I had always made excuses for the behaviour of some of my family members. Perhaps because, deep down, I had wanted to believe the toxic mantra: blood is thicker than water. I felt it was all I had left of my mother. In the end, all it does is keep you in abusive relationships, using blood lineage as an excuse. If you belong in an abusive marital relationship, most people encourage you to leave. So what is it about blood relationships that stop us from leaving? A toxic relationship is toxic whether that person is related to you or not. Why can’t we tell the truth about our blood relationships? As soon as you cut off the toxic root of a blood relationship, the general sentiment is: ‘You can’t do that, s/he is your brother/sister/aunt!’ I began to understand that no matter how well tied we are to others, ultimately we’re on our own. The two greatest events of our lives are experienced by ourselves: our birth and our death. We enter the world and leave the world alone. When you realise you are alone in the world, you do what is necessary to survive.

My surroundings no longer housed me sufficiently. I had learnt and seen too much to live contentedly. To stay put would mean to suffocate in all my yesterdays – like someone who had to be tube-fed after becoming paralysed; a slow drip-drip of life.

I ran to the hills. I slipped into the auditorium of silence. I chose fresh air to help me breathe. I chose the purity of farm animals over the people that hurt me. I chose to be in the proximity of strangers rather than the toxicity of my family. I decided to walk out of my old life, not to pick up the pieces and not to reassemble. I chose to listen to my heart over the cacophony that crashed in my brain like a jackpot of loose change. I chose things that I thought I would never choose, and strangely, they chose me.

There is a certain freedom when the tectonic plates of one’s life shift. After the fall, the rabbit hole and the inevitable abyss, you walk alone. Free.
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