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      Cath Weeks has been writing since she was a child, having won a national writing competition aged nineteen which spurred her on. She lives in Bath with her husband and two sons.
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        Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, And therefore is a winged Cupid painted blind.

        
          William Shakespeare
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      How to describe a mother’s devotion to her child?

      Some would speak of unconditional love. Others might reach for words such as overbearing, neurotic.

      Few could describe it accurately. For however that love presented itself from day to day, whether through nagging or nonchalance, tears or hysteria, that wasn’t the half of it.

      The other half was deep within – a vast, unmined energy.

      Sometimes it rose when a child veered too close to a road. But ordinarily it lay dormant, lurking.

      It was why nails were chewed, corks were popped, cupboards reorganised, hoovers activated at dawn, hours of sleep lost never to be found again.

      Men didn’t entirely understand it; nor did children. Even the mother was unhinged by it, unaware of its strength. The only way to fully appreciate it was to lay it out on the table for everyone to see – to wear it permanently on the outside, like an armadillo’s armour. Yet who could live like that?

      Twyla wouldn’t recommend it.

      Once unearthed, her maternal feelings hadn’t spurted upwards with the hallelujah! of striking oil, but had glugged fatefully like an oil spill, prompting universal condemnation.

      Yet how to explain all this to the man from the Daily Herald who was waiting for her to speak into his handheld recording device?

      ‘Perhaps you could start by telling me how you felt at the beginning, Twyla,’ he said.

      She smiled.

      In some ways, it was easier then, she told him. They were naive, finding things out for the first time.

      ‘Hindsight’s a wonderful thing, eh?’ he said.

      ‘Perhaps not.’ She shook her head. ‘Knowing what was going to happen would probably have made it worse.’

      She shivered suddenly. It was a cold afternoon. Beyond the window, the sun was pale and transparent, like rice paper.

      ‘Does that mean that you wouldn’t do it all again, Twyla? I’m sure everyone’s curious to know the answer.’

      She opened her mouth to reply. He sat forward, pushing the recording device closer to her.

      As she spoke, she imagined thousands of Herald readers drawing near, holding their breath, the air growing brittle with suspense.
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      The moment Twyla looked into her baby’s eyes, she feared something was wrong.

      Her newborn was lying in her arms, his body inert yet purring with potential. His arrival heralded an awakening, an addition in the grandest sense that both thrilled and daunted her.

      She tucked the blanket delicately underneath her baby’s chin. The midwives had asked whether she wanted him delivered on to her chest or cleaned first. It felt like a test. They turned to look at her and she had hesitated, seeing in an instant that in this new world her decisions would be weighed and judged. Was she a natural mother who would accept her baby howsoever he came to her?

      She couldn’t have known the importance of this question, how important this question would become. Yet still she stumbled over it.

      ‘Could you clean him, please?’ she asked in a voice that was thin in confidence.

      And now he was in her arms, encased in waffle blankets, his skin shrivelled from having sojourned in fluid for so long, and yet so pure and soft.

      ‘He’s perfect,’ Dylan said.

      Dylan hadn’t stopped crying yet – silent, bold tears that it pleased her to see. How lucky she was that her husband was here, that he was of a generation of men that wanted to witness their children’s births.

      ‘He’s going to be a heartbreaker,’ the midwife said. ‘And wise… This one’s been here before.’

      So many contradictions. Wise, yet newborn. Wrinkled, yet smooth. Tears, yet joy. Ecstasy, yet fear.

      What was that fear?

      Was there something wrong with their baby?

      Twyla glanced at the midwife to see if she looked concerned, but she had joined her colleagues at the sink where they were snapping off rubber gloves, slamming pedal bins, chatting. It was the first birth in the hospital on Christmas Day and the air was light with the triumph of an easy delivery.

      The whole thing had taken only twenty minutes – twenty spine-breakingly painful minutes. Twyla’s snow-capped boots were still by the bed where she had kicked them off.

      It had been such a panicky rush. One minute they were turning out the bedside lamp, next they were circling the hallway looking for car keys. They hadn’t even unzipped her hospital bag or used its contents. Had she really imagined that she would give birth accompanied by harp music, Dylan spraying her brow with cooling mist?

      She turned to look out the window, suddenly conscious of life beyond. It was a white Christmas, although the world outside was black at ten past midnight. Somewhere down the corridor ‘Fairytale of New York’ was playing.

      It was Christmas Day.

      The notion hit her. It was Christmas and she was a mum.

      She wanted to cry uncontrollably. And at that moment she wanted her mother more than she could ever remember having wanted her before.

      But her mother wasn’t here, couldn’t be here, and Twyla couldn’t cry – not in front of everyone.

      She touched her son’s cheek gently. He was the priority, not her. And it was this adjustment, she realised, that was the hardest one of all: the pushing away of the self in surrender to another, breaking the habit of thirty-four years in doing so.

      Her attention was drawn to her aching body. She shifted position, trying to get comfortable on the hard surface of the delivery bed. She didn’t want to look below to see what was happening south of her hips, but it felt to be burning and numb at once. There had been a tear – a tiny rip that the midwives had stitched up with the cheerfulness and deftness of mending a quilt.

      ‘Would you like to have a go at feeding?’ the midwife asked. Her tender tone was enough to make Twyla want to cry again, to picture her mother stood there instead with her summer-leaf green eyes.

      ‘OK…’ Twyla said, timorously.

      ‘You’ll be fine,’ the midwife said, motioning for Twyla to unbutton her nightshirt. ‘I’ll help you.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Twyla said, feeling her shoulders drop in submission.

      ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me…’ the midwife said. She was fiddling with Twyla’s breast, pushing it towards the baby’s mouth. But he wasn’t interested. ‘Hmmm. Not hungry,’ she declared.

      ‘Oh,’ said Twyla. ‘Is that normal?’

      ‘Absolutely.’ The midwife smiled. ‘We’ll try again in a minute.’

      Dylan returned and crouched before Twyla, his hand on her knee. ‘There’s a bath through there,’ he said. ‘Would you like me to run you one?’

      She reached forward to touch a tear on his cheek that had got stuck, like a congealed blob of paint on an easel. It dispersed immediately, that drop of salty euphoria.

      They were interrupted by a knock on the door. A tall man in a leather jacket was stood in the doorway, looking apologetic. ‘Daily Herald,’ he said. ‘Mind if I take a quick snap? The Herald always runs a piece on the first baby born on Christmas Day.’

      ‘Gosh,’ Twyla said. ‘What do you think, Dylan?’

      Neither of them looked camera-worthy, yet it hadn’t occurred to her that their son would be a feature, that he might be singled out. She rather liked the idea. Dylan seemed to too. He nodded his consent.

      They sat together on the bed, starchily, fatigued. Twyla tried to smile, but the anaesthetic was wearing off and her stitches were starting to smite.

      ‘Lovely,’ the photographer said, as the lens flashed. ‘Just one more… Great… Thanks very much… So what’s the little lad’s name?’

      Twyla and Dylan looked at each other blankly.

      They had argued about names on the car ride over, wheels spinning on the snow in the race to not give birth in their old Honda. Dylan disliked the idea of two first names for a boy. She had to explain again about how it was in keeping with tradition in Louisiana. ‘Louisiana?’ Dylan had said, as a lump of snow landed on the windscreen. ‘We live in Bath!’

      He nudged her now. ‘Go on then,’ he said.

      ‘Are you sure?’ she said, searching his face for unspoken truths. She didn’t want this to be something that he might resent at a later date.

      ‘Go for it,’ he said.

      She blushed with pleasure. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

      She turned to the photographer. ‘Charlie Ross,’ she told him. ‘No hyphen.’

      Those who saw the front page of the Herald the next day would be struck by the image of the attractive couple showing off their perfect Christmas baby.

      No one would have guessed what Twyla was thinking. They couldn’t see the fear that was taking root inside her, its secrecy being the very thing that would cause it to expand. For there was no fertiliser or plant food in the world that could promote growth like unaired anxiety.

       

      The maternity ward was hot and noisy. Christmas meant nothing to Mother Nature. Babies were arriving in cots on wheels and leaving with dark-eyed parents, as the hospital wheel turned and processed them.

      Twyla was watching Charlie who was asleep, his chest shifting rapidly. He still wasn’t interested in feeding, but the midwife said that it was normal and that she should try to relax.

      There was a young mum in the bed opposite watching television, a tube of Pringles on her chest. Twyla eyed her curiously, coveting her blasé manner. For Twyla in contrast was exhausted, in pain and only just realising what it meant to lack family.

      Family was everywhere on the ward – a flow of coats that appeared with crystal snow drops on shoulders and helium balloons on strings.

      Wow, he looks just like Uncle Dave… Oh, bless, she’s got curls like Angie, look… 

      Twyla listened to the conversations around her with a growing sense of loneliness and isolation. It would have been nice to have someone here to tell them that Charlie’s hair was from his grandfather in Louisiana or his great-aunt in Basingstoke. Which was why she had sent Dylan out into the corridor to call his mother again. But Eileen was at church for Christmas Mass and wasn’t answering her phone. She wouldn’t make it in time to visit them on the ward.

      Her own mother would have run barefoot over snakes to get here.

      She gazed at her mobile phone. There was one other relative she could call – should call. Yet her father didn’t even know she was expecting a baby.

      She was too tired to execute the conversation well. She would say something stupid and make things worse.

      ‘Knock knock.’ A paediatrician wearing a Santa hat pretended to knock on her cubicle curtain. ‘Just here for baby’s check-up,’ he said. ‘Any concerns?’ He began to unbutton Charlie’s Babygro.

      ‘Well…’ she said, the fear beginning to stir and rise within her. ‘There is this one thing…’

      ‘Hmm?’ he said, cycling Charlie’s legs.

      ‘It’s his eyes,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure about the colour.’

      ‘Oh, right?’ he said. He woke Charlie, picked him up and held his finger out in front of Charlie, who began to cry.

      Twyla felt a twist of guilt at the sound – for waking him, doubting him.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ the doctor said, laying Charlie back into the cot. ‘He’s perfect.’ He turned away. ‘Happy Christmas!’ he added.

       

      Perfect.

      What did that mean exactly?

      The paediatrician said Charlie was perfect. Dylan said so too, and the midwives. And now they were back home and Dylan’s mum and sister had just held Charlie for the first time and declared him perfect too.

      Everyone was using the word ‘perfect’ because they thought it was what Twyla and Dylan most wanted to hear.

      Not so long ago – some seventy years before – the priority during childbirth would have been survival. It was literally a matter of life and death. Yet now the focus was slightly different. Few expectant parents wondered what would happen if the mother or child died; most speculated about what they would do if there was something wrong with their baby.

      Twyla gazed at Charlie as he lay in her arms, feeding on formula milk from a bottle. His dark hair lay in spikes on his forehead. His nose was speckled with white dots that were accentuated when he wrinkled his nose to feed. He made a clicking noise at the back of his throat as he sucked, a sound that she found enchanting and rhythmic. She drew closer to inhale his intoxicating aroma of sugary milk. There was nothing like that scent, nothing that any baby manual could describe.

      Click, click, click.

      Charlie’s gulps were the only sound in the lounge, save for the buffeting of the gas fire. The tinsel was fluttering gently above the mantelpiece. It was Christmas Day evening. They hadn’t opened their gifts yet, which were sat unattended under the tree, like neglected guests.

      She could hear Dylan outside in the street seeing his mother and sister off, their voices muffled by the snowfall; car doors closing.

      And then all was still.

      She yawned. Charlie was still refusing to breastfeed. The midwife was coming to help them tomorrow and in the meantime she was to keep trying.

      It was disheartening. Everyone knew that breast was best. But for those mothers who couldn’t breastfeed, this high bar was just something else to fall short of.

      From the moment they had tried for a baby, Twyla was aware of the emphasis on doing things the right way. Increasing zinc levels might improve sperm quality; eating fish could result in a healthier newborn; Mozart played to the foetus could render it more intelligent; hearing parents’ voices in the womb improved the bonding process.

      A rational person knew how to pick and choose advice, knew when to close the book and go to bed.

      Yet if disaster could be averted, if there were preventative measures, solutions and know-hows, where did the blame fall when things did go wrong?

      Charlie had finished his bottle. She propped him on her shoulder, rubbing his back. Close to her like this, she felt as though they were one. ‘I love you,’ she said to him for the first time.

      It felt wonderful. He gurgled as if in response.

      Dear sweet Charlie Ross. Such a tiny being, yet an enormous part of her life now.

      She held him before her to smile at him. He blinked back at her.

      The fear rose so quickly that it tightened her throat.

      His eyes were cloudy blue, and utterly blank.

       

      On day four, Twyla’s milk arrived. One of her friends had warned her about it.

      She rose furtively that morning, tiptoeing around the bedroom lest the bogeyman was activated by movement and would spring out from hiding and attack her.

      Instead, it caught her out by surprise at breakfast.

      She was just putting Charlie down to nap in his Moses basket, when she felt overwhelmed by misery. It gripped her so hard that she began to cry. Her shirt was unbuttoned where she had been trying to feed Charlie again, her breast hanging there redundantly, and the sight of it made her cry even more.

      Dylan came hurrying into the room, a bottle in one hand, a dripping washing-up sponge in the other. ‘What’s going on?’ he said, staring at her with worry, and some alarm, she noted.

      Had she ever cried in front of him – whopping unrestricted tears? Probably not. Why not? What was wrong with her?

      ‘Ohwww,’ she moaned. ‘I’m a wreck. A big fat failure… I can’t even… feed my son… Ohwww.’

      Dylan wasn’t looking at her any more. He was looking at her breasts, both of which were now hanging loose.

      ‘My God,’ he said. ‘They’re enormous! When did they get like that?’ Dylan gazed at Charlie as though he were somehow responsible, but Charlie was fast asleep after his long feed.

      She glanced down at herself. Dylan was right. Her breasts were gigantic and burning hot. Her milk was in.

      The realisation halted her tears, as logic ruled. There was a reason for this. It was what her friend had warned her about. But then she remembered that Charlie still wouldn’t latch on, so the health visitor was bringing her an expressing machine today to milk her like a cow, and she began to cry again.

      ‘Come here,’ said Dylan, pulling her towards him. ‘It’s all right.’

      He held her for what felt like a long time, but it probably wasn’t. The clock hand didn’t appear to have moved, was as stuck and hopeless and out of its depth as she was.

      She stopped crying and gazed out the window at the grey sky, drawing her shirt around her in a belated bid for modesty.

      It had been snowing continually. The thick layer of snow only added to the sense of heaviness and yet it was soothing at the same time, fitting in nicely with the ocean of white baby garments that had flooded their home. White for births, christenings and weddings. After that nothing was apparently pure any more and the tradition faded, becoming greyer and darker, until arriving at black for funerals.

      Now there was a nice thought for a winter’s day. She sighed forlornly.

      The health visitor had somehow made it through the snow to see them yesterday. She listened earnestly to Twyla’s concerns about Charlie’s eyes and had promised to refer them urgently to a specialist. When she asked Dylan whether he shared Twyla’s worries, he wholeheartedly agreed, even though he said later in private that he wasn’t one hundred per cent sure what Twyla meant.

      Yet the deed was done and Twyla’s fear had sunk back down to the pit of her stomach, temporarily appeased.

      ‘You’re exhausted,’ said Dylan. ‘Why don’t you take a nap?’

      ‘But the health visitor’s —’

      ‘I’ll wake you,’ he said.

      He kissed her – a brief hot-lipped kiss. He looked tired too and there were milk stains on his shirt. Yet he smelled so good. Even though they had no time to wash or preen, he still smelled good.

      ‘What would I do without you?’ she said, beginning to cry again.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Because that’ll never happen.’

       

      He meant it. He would never leave Twyla, and now he had another person in his life never to leave: Charlie, who was slumbering in the Moses basket while Dylan washed up breakfast.

      He had just checked on Twyla to see whether she was actually in bed and not folding laundry or cleaning the bathroom. She had a tremendous amount of energy, but right now she needed to rest.

      He was pleased to see that she was lying on the bed. He made her get under the covers and drew the curtains. ‘I don’t want to see you for at least two hours,’ he told her. And now everything was quiet up there.

      Seeing her like that earlier – sobbing, vulnerable – had made him feel oddly powerful. Not because he was a sadist, but because it brought out the protector in him. Since there were no beasts to slay or even much bacon to bring home in the dawn of feminism, there were few opportunities to fend for one’s family. Yet now his time had come. He took the charge readily, determined to be good at it. He would look after his wife and child, no matter how crumbly he might be feeling.

      And he was feeling pretty crumbly. He had done a double-take at himself in the mirror this morning. Was that really him – that black-eyed apparition? But he had glimpsed something else there too: excitement and pride, the two emotions he had felt constantly since Charlie’s arrival.

      He still couldn’t get over it – that they had made such a perfect boy; a human being who breathed and sucked, and filled nappies. OK, so it wasn’t much as of yet… but it would be.

      He had been holding a soapy plate for a minute or so, caught in a reverie. He put the plate down and thought again of Twyla’s emotional outburst.

      He hadn’t just felt powerful, but a bit scared too. Why was that?

      He paused again, a mug dripping in his hand.

      Because he hadn’t ever seen her break down like that before.

      It was her hormones. He would watch her carefully, would get her through this. He wasn’t very good with women’s stuff though. It was a shame that she didn’t have any female relatives. Yet she had lots of friends. People like Twyla always did. There was a vitality about her that others found enticing, himself included.

      Her positivity was the first thing he had noticed about her, aside from her green eyes that reminded him of carbonated water. She was light of touch and loved to laugh. She wasn’t a classic beauty – was too freckly for that and her smile a little wonky, yet no one noticed because her warmth smoothed it all out, like an iron on a crease.

      It was that warmth and energy that charged him. They had been married for four years and almost every day he woke up next to her feeling electric with hope.

      So her outburst had wobbled him slightly. But it was just that: a wobble, nothing more.

      He finished the dishes. And then bent down to look at his son.

      He wasn’t sure what Twyla meant about Charlie’s eyes. They looked fine to him. The health visitor said that eye conditions were rare, but that Twyla had a right to seek opinion if it was worrying her. Besides, if there was something amiss it was better to know now than later. Not that there would be anything wrong.

      ‘Because you’re perfect, aren’t you, my little friend?’ he said.

      He placed his hand on Charlie’s, noting how oversized and hairy his limbs looked by comparison, how one day Charlie’s hand would be the same size as his.

      He glowed with pride. His very own boy.

      Lying on his side, Charlie looked just like himself: dark-haired, sharp cheekboned. But if he was lucky, he would have his mother’s ace of hearts: her optimism.

      ‘Yep, you’re about as perfect as can be,’ he said, leaning forward to kiss the tip of Charlie’s nose.

       

      It was so hot in the waiting room. Her stomach flipped queasily. She reached for Dylan, who squeezed her hand reassuringly, but his leg was bouncing up and down. ‘Is it me,’ she said, ‘or is it boiling in here?’

      ‘It’s you,’ Dylan said with a smile.

      She leant forward to ease the blanket away from Charlie’s mouth. He was asleep in his pram, blowing milky bubbles on his lips. At nineteen days old, he was officially a formula milk kid. She hadn’t managed to breastfeed him, yet it didn’t feel so important now. And in this she had learnt an invaluable lesson: that nothing in parenting stayed the same for long. They were now tackling flaky scalp and colic.

      She looked about the waiting room. There was an energy hanging in the air that was jaded at best. The walls were toilet-gel blue and adorned with posters about disability helplines. Feeling alone? Don’t know which way to turn?

      There was one other family in the room, a couple with a teenage boy who was blinking constantly. Every now and then the boy rubbed his eyes and his mum pulled his hand away from his face, evidently having done this so many times she could continue to read a magazine whilst doing so.

      A door opened and a young woman appeared. ‘Charlie Ross Ridley?’ she called.

      ‘Here,’ Twyla said.

      ‘I’m a student,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll be observing your consultation today.’

      ‘That’s fine,’ said Twyla, who felt that she would have agreed to anything.

      Dylan pushed Charlie’s pram into the consulting room. They sat down, Twyla trying to still her trembling hands.

      The consultant was sat at a counter reading paperwork.

      ‘So you’re worried about the appearance of your baby’s eyes,’ he said, matter-of-factly, swivelling round to address them.

      ‘Yes,’ Twyla said.

      The consultant extracted Charlie from the pram. Charlie woke and began to fidget, but he wasn’t much of a crier and, when he realised that it wasn’t Twyla holding him, he moved his head from side to side as though his neck itched.

      A silence fell over the room, a silence that seemed to expand and smother them, making her ears pound and her hands perspire.

      The consultant was shining a torch into Charlie’s eyes. Twyla reached for Dylan’s hand and found that his skin was equally as damp. He smiled and winked at her.

      Just as the silence drew to deafening levels, the consultant brought Charlie back to her, handing him over without a word.

      She held Charlie, suspecting that he could feel her heart beating through his cardigan. There were beads of sweat on Charlie’s nose. The whole family was overheating.

      The consultant was writing something down, as though they weren’t there in the room – waiting for his verdict, his reassurance.

      When Twyla could bear it no longer, he turned to face them.

      ‘You did the right thing,’ he said. ‘Serious eye conditions are very rare and unexpected. Not everyone would have picked up on it.’ He gave a taut smile. ‘You have good instincts.’

      The student shifted in her seat behind them. Twyla gave a little jump, having forgotten there was anyone else in the room. The jolt made Charlie whimper. ‘Hush, sweetheart,’ she whispered, jigging him. ‘It’s all right.’

      ‘A newborn’s eyesight is fuzzy at best. It’s early days and the eye is a complicated organ. There are a myriad of possible diagnoses and variables. But…’ He took off his glasses. ‘I’ve been doing this job for a long time.’ He squeezed the top of his nose, before replacing his glasses again.

      Twyla was watching his mouth, following the movement, the formation of the words as though struggling to hear him.

      Dylan heard the words much sooner. She could tell by the way he was hanging his head in devastation.

      She felt faint. Suddenly the heat in the room was unbearable.

      The consultant was talking about consultations and testing and a comprehensive healthcare programme and specialists and treatments.

      She wasn’t listening to what he was saying. She was staring at his lips, wondering when they were going to stop moving, when she could go home – whether it was too late to start again.

      She wanted to start again. She wanted to put a stop to whatever she had started and go back to their old life. But the new life was forcing its way forward with startling speed, declaring its ugly self.

      She wanted to hold her hands up, to stop the words. But it was too late. They had reached her and now she knew.

      I’m terribly sorry to tell you this… but your son is blind. 
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      The morning after the diagnosis Twyla woke up happy, as she had done almost every day of her life, and then suddenly her heart plummeted with force, like a broken lift, as reality dawned: the shocking news, the consultant’s words.

      This used to happen as a teenager in love, she recalled. She would wake happy, only to remember that she had just been dumped. Life had evened out since then, had become less tempestuous and she hadn’t experienced that sensation for a long time. But now it was back – the instability, the storms – and she wondered whether it would be thus when she woke up forever more.

      Charlie was blind.

      She stared at the ceiling, feeling her throat swell with sorrow.

      Dylan was still asleep. She didn’t want to wake him, lest he should experience the same thing as her. Maybe he was having a nice dream. Maybe he was on a boat in the Caribbean, or walking through a forest, the sunshine streaming on to his shoulders.

      She stepped into her slippers and moved noiselessly round to Charlie’s Moses basket that was in the middle of his cot for security. She sat down on the carpet with her hands on the cot rails and watched Charlie sleeping.

      Oh, Charlie. How could he be blind? It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.

      Why him? Why them?

      Yet it had to be somebody. The consultant had told them as much. He said it was shocking and a million-to-one tragedy, yet whilst it was tempting to think why Charlie? that they might look at it differently: why not Charlie?

      The consultant had been kind, compassionate. He sat with them for a long while, giving them lots of information that she wasn’t able to absorb. Dylan scribbled some things down on the back of a throat cancer pamphlet that he grabbed from a display stand.

      
         

        Cloudy corneas.

        Both of them.

        Anterior segment development disorder.

        Rare.

      

      He underlined this last word.

      What the consultant said about why not Charlie was one of the few things he said that she remembered. In a funny way it had helped. If it had to be someone, in a line-up of a million bonny babies, would she really beg them to single out another child in place of Charlie?

      It had to be someone. And Charlie it was.

      But oh… Charlie.

      He looked so peaceful in his white sleepsuit, so ignorant of the fate awaiting him. Yet what was that fate precisely? She had no idea.

      All she could do was live that morning through and start again that afternoon. She was too tired to do otherwise. It was all about colic and feeding and dry scalps and bath time. How could she cope with adding anything else to the mix?

      She thought of the first time she bathed Charlie at home. She had lowered Charlie into the tub with trepidation, in awe of his miniature downy limbs, frightened of breaking him, of how he might react to the water. Yet he hadn’t reacted, aside from poking out his tongue. Even so, she was relieved to bundle him into a towel and get him on to dry land again.

      Was that part of his condition? Was his lack of vision what made him slow to react, less inclined to fuss or cry? Or would he have been placid anyway?

      She didn’t know.

      She began to cry, sat there beside Charlie’s cot in the early morning light.

      Everything felt like a terrible waste, a sick joke; everything from the misguided hopes of pregnancy down to her son’s very name.

      When she had chosen ‘Charlie Ross’, she hadn’t pictured a blind boy. She had named him after the hearty boys of Louisiana whom she had played with as a child – boys like Tommy Joe and Lee James who swung from tyres and fired catapults. Charlie Ross was supposed to have a shock of hair, a lizard on his palm and marbles in his pockets.

      He wasn’t supposed to be… blind.

      The pain grew too large to contain in neat tears. She might well have screamed had it not been for her sleeping child. Instead, she rocked and moaned, gulping in air, certain that her heart was going to swell and burst.

      But then Dylan slipped his arms around her waist from behind, his head nestled into her neck.

      He was crying too, one of his tears trickling down the inside of her nightshirt.

      Neither of them spoke. There were no words for this. Why not Charlie? didn’t cut it. There was no consolation, no magic way of looking at it, no optimism big enough to counteract the grief.

      It was right there in front of them, within their sleeping baby. He contained it within him – the problem that was going to become the biggest part of their day, that would skittle the colic, nappy rash and dry scalp to the ground, like a giant gnarly hand.

      There was no getting around it.

      This was their life now. And somehow they had to find a way to live it.

       

      It was mostly the shock. Not only because of what the consultant had told them, but of waking up the next day to Twyla like that, rocking on the floor as though her life were ending.

      And in a way it was. He could almost hear it – the click, as their old life snapped shut and the next one slotted into place.

      It was the fourteenth of January. They had received this awful news at the beginning of a new year. It felt like the meanest of timings. And yet this wasn’t planned by a spiteful hand, wasn’t a diary date intended to inflict optimum damage.

      If he could have done something to stop it, to protect his family in his role as defender, he would have. But this was bigger than him – bigger than every man on earth combined.

      He couldn’t fight it. He had to find another way.

      After breakfast, he offered to take Charlie out for a walk in the snow. Somehow the snow was still out there, lingering on pavements, on the hilly horizon. He could sense the snow as soon as he opened the windows of a morning and felt winter on his face. The city had quietened down. Traffic was slow. Children were playing en masse outside, their laughter amplified around the neighbourhood.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had heard the sound of children playing. And now here they all were – those lusty lungs of childhood fun, taunting him at a time when he was trying to come to terms with his son’s devastating condition.

      Was it devastating?

      The shock was making it seem so. Once they had absorbed the news it would fall more neatly into place. The trick was to make it fall just right, at the start.

      So he offered to take Charlie out and for Twyla to join them. There was little point cowering at home. And besides, the sun was out.

      They were a pitiful sight he supposed, traipsing the snowy street, wellington boots crunching. Twyla was tense beside him, her hands thrust into her pockets, her mind somewhere else. He had to know where.

      ‘What are you thinking about?’ he asked.

      The pram wheel was stuck in a ridge of snow. He gave it a little push and it gave way.

      ‘Nothing much,’ she said. Her voice sounded a long way away. He felt a ripple of alarm at the base of his spine.

      She stopped to check on Charlie. Dylan watched as she leant in towards their son, her face the picture of love and yet with something new there too – a dread that was pressing heavily on her.

      ‘Everything’s going to be all right,’ he said.

      She gave a little nod. Her bottom lip was trembling. It could have just been the cold. The watery sun was trying its best to offer them some warmth. He could feel it squeezing rays from the exhilaratingly blue sky, wringing moisture from the trees.

      ‘How can you be so sure?’ she said.

      She had stopped again and was gazing up at him. There was only a small height difference between them, but that morning it felt exaggerated. She seemed childlike in her wellingtons and red coat. She reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t think who. There was a faint frown between her eyes – a frown that was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

      She turned away. He grabbed her hand and pulled her back to face him. ‘Because I know,’ he said.

      ‘I want to believe you,’ she said. ‘But I don’t know how to do this… And you’re due back at work next week. How —?’

      ‘Forget work,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell them I need some more time.’ He touched her cheek, the action rather clumsy in his huge padded gloves. ‘I’ve been there long enough and I’ve never asked for anything.’

      They continued to walk. There were no lights on in the houses that they passed. Everything was shut up, dark, abandoned.

      ‘Would it help if my mum moved in for a while?’ he asked.

      Twyla shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Then how about Bindy?’

      ‘No. I don’t think so,’ she said again.

      When they reached the recreation field, they stood looking across the way at the view of the city that had opened up before them, like a crevice in the earth. It was deathly silent. A snowman was nearby, grimacing with pebble teeth, his carrot nose blackened with decay.

      ‘The reason I know it’s going to be OK,’ Dylan said, parking the pram and taking Twyla’s hands to face her, ‘is because…’

      She looked at him anxiously. He longed to kiss her then. He felt a rush of euphoria as he imagined everything working out. But he had to concentrate. He wasn’t great with words when there was emotion attached to them. They sat in broken syllables in his mind, like a botched Scrabble game.

      ‘Because of Felicity,’ he said.

      ‘Felicity?’ she said. There was the frown, and then it disappeared again. ‘Your sister? But…’

      He knew what she was thinking: that Felicity was dead. How could a dead person be of reassurance to them?

      She reached for his hand. ‘Tell me,’ she said.

      ‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Just that she was worse off than Charlie.’ He looked away, at the snowman’s crooked smile. ‘I think we can do this, that’s all.’

      She bit her lip. ‘I hadn’t thought about Felicity,’ she said, her head cocked to one side.

      ‘This isn’t the worst thing in the world,’ he said.

      ‘No. It’s not,’ she said, taking a deep breath and looking about her as though waking up to the beauty of the winter scene.

      They paused a moment longer to admire the view of their city, which was slumbering under snow. And then they turned back for home.

       

      Dylan extended his paternity leave by only a few days before returning to work. He wanted to stay home longer, but she assured him that she would be OK. He was only down the hill and could be home in ten minutes if she needed him.

      He acquiesced, and she saw him off with a cheerful kiss. But after closing the door, she stood with her back against it, feeling raw with loneliness. Their neat family trio had dispersed. It was hard not to be sad about that, even though Dylan would be back later.

      She smoothed the front of her shirt, lifted her chin resolutely and went into the lounge where Charlie was waiting for his morning bottle.

      As she fed him, feeling his toes stiffen with pleasure inside his diddy socks, listening to the click click click of his sucking, she felt her mood lifting. ‘We can do this, Charlie Ross,’ she told him. ‘Yes, we can.’

      It was Dylan’s mention of Felicity that altered things for her, only five days ago but seemingly longer. The days were stretchy, formless, like a string of chewing gum being pulled from a shoe. There was so much time spent holding bottles, gazing into space wearily, that vast landscapes of contemplation could be covered in a day.

      Mostly the landscape was inward and backward – into the soul, back to the past, as time hovered between feeds and sleeps, as days ended and began again.

      The urge to look backwards was why Dylan had mentioned Felicity. Just hearing her name spoken out loud was rare and significant. And at that moment she knew that Dylan heard them too: the murmurs of the deceased and of those still alive yet frozen by time, preserved in the cryptic pickling juices of the mind.

      During the six years she had known Dylan, the only other time he had spoken of Felicity was to briefly relay her history. His family was equally as taciturn on the subject.

      Yet this little sprinkle of Felicity had worked its poignant, potent magic, and a change had been made.

      For Twyla now realised that Dylan had been through a similar situation before. He knew the private agonies of disability – the behind-the-door tensions and hardships. His confidence in their ability to get through this was enough to give her the glimpse of hope that she needed.

      And now she was here on her first day alone with Charlie, and so far so good. The snow had gone, washing the streets, and everything was new. It was the eighteenth of January. She had put a cross on the calendar to mark the spot – the day when they began.

      She looked down at Charlie, tucking her index finger into his palm, feeling his fingers grip hers. It was a potent reflex mechanism that babies soon acquired: the instinct to grip. It was the most human thing she could think of, the purest indication of a desire to survive. It was the clinging hand on a cliff edge, the grip of ownership, of money, of power. And Charlie was in possession of this small, undervalued skill.

      And that in itself spoke volumes. There would be other things in due course – his first smile, his first steps; achievements that would pile up, like gold sovereigns in a treasure chest.

      She had a treasure chest of sorts as a child – a shoebox where she stashed trophies and certificates. She was the type of child who jotted down PO box numbers at the end of television shows, and sent off for memberships and commemorative mugs. She loathed swimming yet endured the stench of chlorine and the hazard of swallowing flies in an outdoor pool for years in order to collect badges for her swimsuit. She couldn’t sew very well and sometimes the badges came off and she had to fish them out of the pool before they clogged the drains.

      Why hadn’t anyone sewn the badges on for her?

      That was the sort of question that becoming a parent provoked, the reason the head was turned backwards in assessment of one’s own parents, so that one could do it so much better oneself…

      Twyla intended to be the best possible mother to Charlie Ross.

      If you aim for nothing, you’ll hit it every time. She had read this on a car bumper once and had never forgotten it. If you followed the rules, you were safe. If you did things properly, you got results. If you aimed high and worked hard, you succeeded. She believed this absolutely.

      Thus she had followed the rules implicitly throughout pregnancy. Yet Charlie was blind.

      All her sacrifices – refusing wine, getting rid of the microwave, picking over menus, taking up yoga, even swimming again… felt rather pointless now.

      She shook her head and stood up, tapping Charlie’s back to wind him.

      Yet in truth, when it came to maladies in modern times, the question wasn’t how you had acquired the problem or what you had done to deserve it, but what you were going to do about it now that you did have it. For if you looked hard enough you would find that there was something you could do, even in the most hopeless situations. Few things were to be endured.

      And it was this that made it so difficult for Twyla. Because even if she taught herself not to care what other people thought, she knew it would still bother her that her baby would be considered flawed, as someone to be pitied.

      In a time when there was a solution for everything from baldness to flat breasts, where did that leave the permanently, inoperably afflicted?

      Twyla left the lounge and began the routine of going up and down the stairs to wind Charlie, using the motion to jolt him. She held him close, his hot cheek pressed against her ear, his breath rattling into her hair.

      Take Charlie’s colic. The mere mention of the word had provoked a torrent of advice from the well-meaning health visitor. Twyla could try a fast-flow teat, or Simeticone drops or lactase drops for his milk; she could switch to a hypo-allergenic milk formula, or take Charlie for chiropractic or massage therapy.

      Even crying was no longer allowed. A crying baby was no longer communicating naturally, but suffering from an ailment and was as sure a sign as any of incompetent parenting.

      And you could forget being out of shape.

      It was a brave mother who bared her post-birth stomach at the beach for all to see. Surely the woman could purchase a kaftan, or a girdle-fitted swimsuit, an abdominal exerciser, gym membership, or a tummy tuck? Anything but that.

      It was shameful not to help oneself when there was so much
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