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1

Sophie

I know instantly. At the first tug of consciousness, long before I open my eyes. Before I tune into the sound of traffic on the road outside, or register the cool air that’s wafting through the open window on to my face, I know that it’s going to be a bad day. The pain circles my half-asleep body, its menace penetrating the warm duvet and the last shreds of sleepiness.

‘Sophie?’

Of course Aidan is already awake. Rising early has been drilled into him. Courage, initiative, respect, teamwork: the official army values. Rising early is intrinsic, as is routine. They’re like robots, programmed to execute the same tasks at the same times each and every day: rise by the crack of dawn; arrive at the barracks clean-shaven and wearing general duty dress ironed free of wrinkles; eat breakfast, lunch and dinner at the required times; undertake boot polishing, hair combing, nail clipping and other fastidious grooming routines; aim for maximum physical activity, minimum alcohol consumption and going to sleep at a sensible hour.

Aidan once told me that there are even stipulations about underwear. Apparently it must be plain and of a similar colour to the uniform. Seriously! I remember laughing at the idea, and asking to inspect his briefs to make sure they fitted the guidelines. Now, having had more exposure to the army way of life, I don’t know how he can stand it. The rules, the rigidity, the stark lack of individualism and flexibility. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not opposed to a certain amount of rigour. Methodical, logical, systematic: that’s me to a tee. I’m just saying that the army takes things too far.

‘Sophie?’ Aidan tries again, before deciding that I’m still asleep and swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

It’s only when I hear the sound of the shower that I open my eyes. The pain immediately becomes real. It settles into my chest, my neck, my back. It’s not intense, not yet, but it holds the threat of becoming so. From experience, I know I’ll get nothing more than a couple of functional hours. Then I’ll have to give in to it. Lie down. Take more painkillers. This is why I ignore Aidan when he calls my name. I need to be alone when I wake up. So I can gauge the pain, have the chance to rally myself for the day ahead. Aidan peering at me anxiously doesn’t help. If only it did.

He’s singing in the shower. The hiss of the water mingles with his baritone and I can’t decipher the tune. Probably some song that’s popular now but will soon be forgotten. Aidan has a strangely unsophisticated taste in music. This surprised me when I first got to know him: his taste in music seemed out of sync with the rest of him. A pop-loving army captain … seriously? I used to find this anomaly in his personality rather cute. No, I still find it cute. I’m erring on the side of irritable this morning, that’s all.

My eyes veer to his side of the bed, to the digital clock, angled so we can both see it: 6.05 a.m., 22°C, Tuesday, 27 February.

Two hundred and eighty-five days. Nine months. Three quarters of a year. How can it still hurt so much? Will it ever stop? I’m beginning to think it won’t. That the pain will go on and on and on. That this is it, my life, and I’ll simply have to get used to waking up feeling as though someone is sitting astride my chest, pinning me down while stabbing needles into my neck. That I’ll eventually forget what it felt like not to be this way.

The shower turns off. Aidan is economical with water; it’s a valuable resource, and resources must not be wasted. He’ll be drying himself now, briskly rubbing a towel over his lean body, not a single gram of extra fat on him. Physical training is part of his job, and he’s extremely controlled about what he eats. Balanced, nutritional meals. No snacking. Definitely no binge-eating. In the meantime, my own weight has been creeping up. Another thing that’s just not fair. Going for a jog, working out at the gym, swimming – most forms of exercise are out of the question. Food is one of the few things in life that gives me pure pleasure. I was never like that before.

I should get up. Go to the kitchen and make him a cup of tea. Have a chat with him before he leaves for work.

The en-suite door whips open before I can motivate myself to move.

‘Hey, you’re awake,’ he states. He’s naked, and totally at ease with the fact. I still feel a jolt of surprise when I see him like this, that he’s here in my house, that we’re together, despite what everyone’s said about us.

‘Yes,’ I answer, averting my eyes only because I feel so awful.

‘How did you sleep?’

‘Not great.’

The wardrobe door squeaks as he slides it open, the metal hangers clanging as he selects his clothes. Through slitted eyes, I watch him. Camouflage trousers, brown vest, his shirt, which takes a few moments to button up. He looks good in uniform. His hair and skin are dark enough to carry all the browns and greens. Men with paler skin or hair tend to look washed out in it.

He stands beside me, kisses my forehead. ‘I’ll get your tea, madam.’

‘Thanks.’

Once he’s gone, I move myself up in the bed. Slowly, slowly. That’s it. Careful movements. I’m so very gentle with myself. No whipping around, or kicking out, or bounding up stairs, or suddenness of any description. The gentleness seems to combat the violence of what has been done to me. Maybe, one day, when the gentleness outweighs the violence, my body will finally recover.

‘Tea service.’

Aidan is back, holding a steaming mug of tea. He puts it down on the bedside table next to me.

He imparts another kiss, this time on my lips. He tastes of sugar – his one dietary weakness – and toast.

‘You’re leaving already?’

‘Yeah,’ he answers, halfway out of the room. ‘The bus was early yesterday. I nearly missed it.’

My tea is exactly how I like it: strong, dash of milk, no sugar. Funny how I crave sugar in everything but my tea and Aidan is the opposite. I can hear him moving about, getting his boots from where he keeps them at the back door. A few moments’ silence while he laces them up. Then the jangle of his house keys.

‘See ya,’ he calls, before the front door opens and bangs shut again.

Alone. A whole day to fill. Again. Despair weighs me down in the bed.

Get up. Come on. For fuck’s sake, Sophie. Move yourself.

Bathroom first, the mirror still steamed up after Aidan’s shower. I shuffle like an old lady, using the towel rail to steady myself.

Then clothes. Old jeans, tank top, light cardigan: aeons away from the crisp business suits that still hang in my wardrobe.

Breakfast. Eggs and toast, the assembling and cooking of which can be broken down into hundreds of tiny movements. Even the way I eat has changed. Each bite slow and considered, chewed to death.

Time for my faithful laptop. Quick scan through my emails, mostly junk. A flick through Facebook, glimpses of other people’s full and pain-free lives. Now, the spreadsheet: at last, a flash of something other than despair.

I wish I had thought of tracking everything while I was in hospital, but in the first few months I trusted in the doctors and in my recovery; I assumed I would get better. Four times a day (morning, noon, afternoon and last thing at night), I input data, a rating on a scale of one to ten. One means I’m feeling good, strong. Ten means I’ve had to call the doctor or go to hospital. Complex formulas convert the raw data into averages and means, and spit out professional-looking graphs in bright primary colours. This morning is an overall eight. No, I’m being too negative. Seven point five. That’s fairer. Now, a more detailed rating for my chest, my back and my neck. There. That’s about right. Refresh.

The screen blanks for a second, and for a few moments I have that faint sense of anticipation. That today will be the day I’ll crack the pattern, the underlying logic, the day that I’ll pinpoint a slight but definitive long-term improvement in my mornings, or my nights, or my afternoons, or – a miracle – my whole day. That my chest is still stuffed but, look, there is statistical evidence that proves my back has been giving me a little less trouble.

The screen fills with the updated graphs and I lean closer to study them. It doesn’t matter how hard I stare, there is no pattern to be found, no improvement at all; categorically, no end in sight.

Use your superior mathematical ability to solve real problems. I can still remember the catchphrase from that brochure, the one I happened across at careers week at school. Solve real problems. Become an actuary. I’ve always liked solving things, ever since I was a little girl. There was a stage when I was obsessed with jigsaw puzzles, content for hours with my latest thousand-piece endeavour. Later on, I channelled those skills into black-belt sudoku, cryptic crosswords and accelerated maths. Standing in the school hall with the actuarial-studies brochure in my hand, I knew I had found the right career for me.

Now, you could say I have a ‘real problem’ of my own. A problem I didn’t see coming. A problem that is not my fault. A problem that impacts on me in every way imaginable. I have measured this problem, analysed it, written mathematical equations and thrown all my intelligence at it. And the fact that I am no closer to solving it is almost as debilitating as the pain itself.

Don’t, I tell myself. Don’t start feeling like this. It only brings on the pain. Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself. Don’t start feeling depressed at the thought of today, and tomorrow, and every other day that will start like this. Don’t start getting angry with Aidan for being the cause of all this.

Just don’t.
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Richard

You don’t really know what love is until you have children of your own. In my opinion, anyway. The love lodges itself deep in your gut, like a parasite, and hijacks your body, your mind, your whole life. I wasn’t one of those men who are born to be fathers. You know the ones: bouncing nieces and nephews on their knees, kicking and throwing balls in the garden with the children of their friends, distributing tickles and hair ruffles wherever possible. It was Dee who wanted kids – I just went along with it. That’s why the love took me so much by surprise. How selfless it was. How primal. How a mild-mannered man like me could contemplate killing someone with my bare hands if they harmed Jacob or Sophie.

Jacob was our firstborn. A fat, cheerful baby, my heart used to freefall at the very sight of him: his thick legs and gummy smile, the way he would hold out his arms to be lifted up, how he used to explore my face with his pointed finger. You could say that Jacob primed me for Sophie, who came eighteen months later. I would never admit this, not then or now, but I was worried I wouldn’t love her as much. Ridiculous, I know. I must have thought there was a quota on how much love a father could have for his children and that I had used it all up on Jacob. So I was taken completely by surprise, again. Even more astonishing was that I loved Sophie in a whole different way. She didn’t make me feel gooey and affectionate, like Jacob did; she made me feel proud. Right from the moment she was born, six weeks before her due date.

‘Such a big rush to be born,’ the nurse cooed. ‘She’s a fighter, this one.’

My newborn daughter, a fighter. Those words stirred me, evoking a fierceness the like of which I’d never experienced before. If my daughter was a fighter, I would be too. I’d protect her, provide for her, make sure she had the best opportunities in life, and that she was treated right. These promises I made standing in the Special Care Unit, looking down on Sophie in her see-through plastic crib. Various wires and tubes connected her little body to drips, monitors and other machines. Her lungs were underdeveloped, the paediatrician had explained, and she needed some help with her breathing. She had a white woollen hat on her head – all the premature babies wore these knitted hats, to keep them warm – and a pink ID band around her tiny wrist. Sophie Elizabeth McCarthy. Fighter. Well, they were right about that.

Dee strolls into the kitchen, bringing a halt to my contemplations on fatherly love and the day that Sophie was born. My wife of thirty-five years: hair blow-dried into smooth waves, lightly applied make-up, neatly yet casually dressed. I’m lucky. With my children and my wife.

‘What time is it?’ Dee’s one of those people who’s always asking the time.

‘Half past ten.’ And I am one of those people who always know the answer, often without having to check my watch. ‘Are you ready to go?’

This is our routine now. She goes out to work; I stay at home. Funny how time can turn everything on its head.

‘I’ll just have a quick cuppa,’ she says, flicking on the switch of the kettle.

‘You’ll be late,’ I warn with a degree of resignation.

She doesn’t reply. Being late doesn’t bother her. Strangely, it doesn’t seem to bother her boss either. She works a few hours a day in a small boutique in Coogee. I get the impression that business is slow and being ten minutes early or late doesn’t have much of an impact. Nevertheless, tardiness is a bad habit, no matter what the circumstances. That’s my opinion, for what it’s worth.

‘What’s on the agenda for today?’ Dee asks, sitting down next to me with her cup of tea.

‘The garden. Some painting. Get a start on dinner.’

‘It looks like it might rain.’

‘Hopefully not before I mow the lawn.’

‘Are you going to drop in on Sophie?’

This question is slightly guarded, as is my response.

‘I might … I’ll see how I go for time.’

Dee thinks we’re too involved with Sophie. In her view, we should back off a little, give Sophie the chance to rely more on her own resources. Dee loves Sophie as much as I do, of course she does, but I don’t think she understands the full intensity or indeed the ceaselessness of the pain she’s in. And what else would I be doing if not supporting my daughter in every way I can? I have time on my hands. Far too much of it, to be honest. Too late to change my mind now, though. I can’t exactly ‘un-retire’. Unfortunately.

‘Come on, Dee.’ I stand up and snatch the car keys from where they’re lying on the counter. ‘I can’t stand it when you’re late.’

Traffic is surprisingly light and we get a satisfying run of green lights. It’s bang on eleven when we pull up outside the boutique.

‘I can walk home if you like,’ she offers before getting out.

‘No, I’ll come and get you.’ Any excuse to get out of the house.

‘Richard?’ she stalls.

‘What?’ She’s squandering the time we made up with the traffic. If she just got out now, and hurried slightly, she would still be on time.

‘Nothing,’ she says, after a considerable pause.

‘Are you going to sit here until you’re actually late?’

‘You’re such an old woman,’ she snaps. ‘I’m going! I’m going!’

The car door slams shut and she walks towards the shop. It pleases me to see her hurrying. I love Dee dearly but, when you’ve been married as long as we have, some things can begin to grate. The timekeeping thing, for instance. And tidiness, or lack thereof (Dee is always leaving jackets and shoes strewn around the house; it drives me mad.) And, more than anything, the children. You’d think we’d be past disagreeing about the kids; they’re adults, for God’s sake. This time last year it seemed like we’d finally struck the right balance between our independence and being involved in the lives of our offspring. Then Sophie’s accident happened, after which boundaries of any description became senseless.

Dee turns to give me a wave before opening the door of the boutique and disappearing inside, our spat already forgotten. She’s not one to hold grudges.

Ten minutes later, and I’m home again. It’s an indulgence, dropping Dee off and – usually four or five hours later – picking her up again, but it gives some structure to my day. Right. Straight to work. The lawn. The mowing takes only half an hour. The small square at the front of the house, the puny strip of grass at the side and the more generous space at the rear. In my mind, it always seems a bigger task than it actually is. I’m stowing the mower back in the shed when my mobile vibrates.

‘Hi, Dad.’

She often calls at this time, just before lunch. Trying to fill in time, I imagine.

‘Sweetheart! How are you today?’

‘Not so good, Dad.’

I don’t like hearing that response. No father would. ‘Should I come over?’

‘I’ll be all right.’

‘You don’t sound all right.’

‘You’re probably busy –’

‘Busy? Don’t make me bloody laugh. I’ll see you in an hour or so. I’ll stop at the shops and pick up some lunch.’

There goes the painting I was planning to do. No big deal. It’ll still be waiting for me tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that.

Now, I’m all business. House keys, car keys, short drive to the deli, fresh ham, bread and salad.

Sophie’s house is in Randwick, the next-door suburb. A redbrick three-bed bungalow, common to the area. I helped her find it (we house-hunted for months), and I was there – proudly standing next to her – at the auction when she outbid a family who had their heart set on it too. The lock on the front door can be tricky at times. Neither Aidan nor Dee knows that I have my own key.

Sophie’s sitting on the sofa, watching daytime TV, a cotton blanket over her legs, despite the fact that it’s a relatively warm day outside. It’s a depressing sight. No way for a thirty-one-year-old woman to be spending her life.

‘There you are, sweetheart. I have food!’

She looks up and smiles. It’s her mother’s smile, but it’s my face: oval, pale skin, long nose. Even the thick, dark hair that she wears down past her shoulders is from my side of the family. Sophie’s a little on the short side, but that never stopped her. She’s smart; Sophie is so smart it makes my heart want to burst with pride. I could tell from early on that she noticed things. I loved to see her work things out – how to roll and sit and crawl and walk. She leapfrogged all the usual developmental milestones, almost overtaking her older brother. At school, she was unstoppable. Curious, motivated and breathtakingly quick to pick things up.

‘Here, let me help you over to the table,’ I say now.

I hold out my arm, and she exerts pressure on it as she stands up. My heart breaks just a little bit further. This is the same girl who used to demand to walk everywhere. She wouldn’t stay in her pram for us. She would kick and scream until one of us would relent and let her out. Jacob, on the other hand, was happy to be wheeled everywhere. I used to shake my head and marvel at how different they were.

‘Will I butter your bread?’ I ask when she’s seated at the table.

‘Please.’

She wouldn’t let us feed her either. What a mess she would make – food all over her face, her hair, the floor. She would insist on doing it herself.

I can’t bear to see her like this – so dependent, so frail.

Once Sophie is sorted, I fill my own plate and sit down opposite her. To be honest, it’s hard to enjoy eating when I’m so consumed by her pain.

My thoughts revert to what I was thinking about this morning. Before Dee came into the kitchen. The love I have for my children. How surprising it is. How powerful. How potentially brutal. How I would kill for them, if it came down to it. How desperately I want to punch Aidan Ryan, knock him to the ground, kick at him with all my strength, with everything I have in me, over and over again, until his chest caves in on itself, until he fully appreciates the pain that my daughter is in. Because of him.

Sophie would be horrified if she knew I had thoughts like these. So would Dee.

I don’t understand it, I just don’t. How can she love him? How can she live under the same bloody roof as him? How? I ask you.

After what he’s done to her?
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Chloe

Dr Wheatley gives me a probing look from behind his glasses. ‘So what exactly is the problem, Mrs Ryan? Is it that Jasmin won’t go to bed? Or is it more that she won’t stay in bed?’

Mrs Ryan. That hurts. So much so I momentarily lose concentration. The thing is, I was Mrs Ryan when I booked this appointment, ten weeks ago. I even complained to Aidan about having to wait so long. He was living with us then, he was ours.

I glance over at my daughter, who’s kicking her heel against the leg of the chair she’s sitting on. ‘Jasmin goes to bed without any trouble. We have a routine – dinner, shower, read for about twenty minutes, lights out. It’s usually about 9 p.m. She’s tired, often yawning, when I kiss her goodnight. Everything’s good for the first half-hour or so.’

‘And then?’

‘Then she gets up. Comes downstairs. Says she’s not tired any more. We – I mean, I – put her straight back to bed. Ten minutes later, she gets up again. And every five to ten minutes after that, until she gets to the point where she refuses to go back to her room. It’s late by then. She’s extremely agitated, I’m at the end of my tether, both of us are too wound up to feel the slightest bit sleepy. I’ve tried lying down next to her. I’ve tried warm baths, yoga, bribery. I’ve tried everything under the sun. Nothing works. Nothing. Last night it was 2 a.m. before she finally fell asleep. That’s five hours’ sleep before I had to wake her for school … She’s only nine years old – all the experts say she should be having at least ten hours a night. She’s exhausted. I’m exhausted …’

My voice breaks. Don’t cry. Oh, for pity’s sake, don’t cry in front of this man, this stranger. He’ll think you’re the one who needs the psychologist, and he’d be right, because I barely recognize myself these days. This tense, erratic, slightly hysterical woman – is she really me?

‘It’s all right,’ he says, his gaze becoming kind.

‘Sorry, I’m tired, emotional. You must think –’

‘I don’t think anything at all, Mrs Ryan. I’m just here to listen, ask questions, and help you.’

But I’m not Mrs Ryan any more – at least not in the true meaning of the term. ‘My husband and I …’ Jasmin stops fidgeting and turns her head to stare at me. ‘Just call me Chloe.’

‘Thanks, Chloe. And I prefer to be called Matthew.’ He looks at Jasmin and smiles. He has a nice smile. It’s slow, and it stays on his face for what seems to be a long time. ‘It’s better to be informal, I think. Makes it easier to chat about things … When did sleeping start to become an issue?’

‘More than a year ago. It was a gradual thing; she started to take longer and longer to settle down at night. We tried to solve it ourselves. Relaxation techniques, reward charts, consequences …’

‘Does Jasmin have siblings?’

‘No.’ Now I want to cry again. Because I always imagined myself with a brood of brown-eyed children. ‘We had difficulties …’

Dr Wheatley – Matthew – nods, as though no further explanation is needed, and then angles his body so he’s facing more towards Jasmin.

‘Now, Jasmin, you’re in Year Three, right?’

Jasmin sits up straight in her seat, ready to talk. ‘No, I’m in Year Four. I’m the youngest in my year. But I’m not the smallest.’

Matthew hides a smile. ‘Who’s the smallest?’

‘Jessica Zang. And Daniel Morgan is the smallest boy.’

‘Right … And do you like school?’

Jasmin frowns, as though the answer should be obvious. ‘Yeees.’

It’s such a blessing that she loves school. She’s happy to go every morning and is full of talk when she comes home. Homework isn’t a problem, or class speeches or other projects. ‘An enthusiastic student’, her end-of-year report said. I’m lucky. I know from talking to other mums that not all children enjoy school life the way Jasmin does. They have trouble learning, or paying attention, or behaving themselves. Then again, at least those children go to sleep at night. ‘Your teacher? Do you like him?’

‘She’s a lady, not a man. I really like Mrs Stanley. She’s my favourite teacher so far. Except for Mrs Burns, who I had in Year One.’

Matthew pauses to make some notes before taking a slightly different direction. ‘Is there anything worrying you when you go to bed?’

Jasmin looks surprised at the thought. ‘No.’

‘Nothing about school, or your teacher, or some other kids who might not be nice?’

‘You mean Nathan Finnerty?’

‘Yes, Nathan Finnerty, for example. Does he pick on you?’

‘No, I keep out of his way.’

‘And who are your best friends, Jasmin?’

‘Amelia, Jessica, Lilianna, Eva, Stephanie …’

Jasmin has accumulated a nice group of friends, which is reassuring. New names pop up on a regular basis, such as Amelia. I should call the mother, organize a play date.

Matthew makes a few more notes before dropping his pen and leaning back in his seat. ‘What are you thinking of when you’re lying there in bed? Before you get up the first time?’

‘Stuff.’

‘Like?’

Jasmin shrugs, then fiddles with her hair. It’s the first time she’s struggled to answer. ‘I don’t know. My thoughts move around. They’re eclectic.’

Jasmin collects words in the way other children collect stamps or toys or shells. She picks them up, examines them, stores them away, and enjoys showing them off, especially to strangers.

‘And later, when you’re upset, what are you thinking?’

‘That I want to be like other kids. To fall asleep as soon as I go to bed, and not always be really, really tired.’

Sleep is such a simple thing. A simple, everyday thing that we all take for granted. But when it’s a problem, lives begin to unravel, personalities begin to change … for the worse. Children who are usually bright and obliging turn into little horrors. And parents become cross and mean and nothing like their true selves.

‘And how’s school the next day? Do you find it hard to concentrate? Are you sleepy?’

‘Some of the time …’ Jasmin concedes with an embarrassed glance in my direction. ‘But I can usually make myself snap out of it.’

‘How do you do that?’

‘By asking to go to the toilet. Or the water bubblers. The fresh air wakes me up. Sometimes I splash water on my face.’

These are the lengths my daughter has to go to in order to remain focused in class.

I clear a lump from my throat. ‘From what we’ve told you, do you have any idea what could be causing this … this … inability to fall asleep?’

Matthew takes a few moments to collect his thoughts. ‘There could be any number of issues causing this problem. The best way to approach it is methodically – ruling out possibilities one by one.’

‘But you must have some idea.’ Desperation whooshes through me. I need a name for this, some way of labelling it, so I can begin to understand it, deal with it, stop it from consuming our lives. ‘With your experience, I imagine that you have seen many similar cases …’

He remains infuriatingly firm. ‘I don’t like to put names on things, Chloe. Not until I gather enough evidence. Try to be patient while I go through the process. To start with, I have some questionnaires. There’s one for Jasmin herself, and for you and your husband, and for Jasmin’s teacher.’ Matthew swings his chair around to face the shelves behind his desk and extracts a lever-arch folder from a line of similar folders. ‘Please ask the teacher to return the completed form directly to me. Also, it’s best that you and your husband complete your questionnaires independently. Any kind of conferring detracts from the results and that won’t help Jasmin.’

No more excuses, Chloe. You must tell him. You should have brought it up at the start. Now, don’t start crying. Strong voice. And don’t look at Jasmin. ‘We don’t live together … Aidan and I have recently separated.’

He pauses, and looks up from under his glasses. ‘Did the sleeping problem become worse after the separation?’

‘No, not really.’ My cheeks ache from the effort of holding back tears.

‘Will Jasmin’s father be willing to fill out the questionnaire?’

‘Yes, he’s very thorough like that.’ A giveaway wobble in my voice. Oh, for pity’s sake! Now, he knows. He can tell that the separation was not my idea, that it goes against all that I am, and that it hurts so badly it’s all I can do to contain a howl of pure agony.

‘Well, that’s enough for today, I think …’

What? The session is over? It can’t be. Pull yourself together, Chloe. This is about Jasmin. That’s why we’re here. And it’s not ‘enough for today’, thank you very much. What about six hours from now, when the bedtime battle starts all over again?

‘Is there any kind of medication we can give her?’

He adjusts his glasses. ‘Sleeping pills are highly addictive … They’re a last resort, Chloe, especially with children.’

‘But what should I do tonight, when we get home?’

‘There should be no major change in routine,’ he tells me. ‘It’s best to keep things as they are while we gather the information we need. But do keep a diary – what time Jasmin gets up in the morning, what activities she does, what she eats, what time she goes to bed, etcetera.’

A diary? Is that all? Why does it feel like we’re at the start of something, rather than the end? How many more sessions until the end? Until we find the answer?

‘Hang in there, Chloe. I’ll do my very best to help you. You just have to hang in there.’

The knowing and kindness in his voice are my undoing. The tears are finally unleashed and gush down my face. Hang in there. What if I can’t? What if I’m not strong enough? The logical part of me understands that there’s a process we must work through to help us solve the problem. And I believe him when he says that he’ll do all that he can to help me. But I feel as if I’m on the precipice of a nervous breakdown, and that Jasmin could collapse at any moment from severe exhaustion.

I find an old tissue in my handbag and quickly dab my face with it. ‘When do we see you again?’

Please, not another ten-week wait.

‘Tell Sarah at the desk to squeeze you in sometime next week.’

Sarah is probably used to the nutcase mothers getting priority.

I scramble to my feet, trying to shield my blotchy face from both Matthew and Jasmin. ‘Time to go, Jazzie. Say thank you.’

‘Thanks, Matthew.’

She didn’t need to be prompted. Jasmin has good manners. Everyone says so.

A teenage girl with purple hair and numerous piercings on her pallid face sits on a chair in the otherwise empty waiting room. Her arms are wrapped around herself, and she’s rocking back and forth. Matthew’s next client? Jasmin stares at the girl while I settle the bill.

We emerge into late afternoon in the city. The sun has dropped behind the skyscrapers and everything’s in shade.

‘Fancy some McDonald’s?’ I ask on impulse. My next thought is how Aidan would disapprove.

Jasmin’s face lights up, and for a moment she looks heartbreakingly like her father: the smile, the dimples, the shine in her dark eyes. ‘Really, Mum?’

‘I think you’ve earned a treat … I was proud of you in there. You sounded very grown up. You answered everything very clearly. Well done, darling.’

She’s a marvellous child, she really is. Sweet, honest, eager to please, a joy. Just not at bedtime.

As we’re sitting munching our way through two Happy Meals, Aidan sends a text.

How did it go?

Rage balloons inside me. He has no right – no right at all – to expect up-to-the-minute status reports. Who does he think he is?

Her father, that’s who.

The rage goes just as quickly as it comes. Despite the decisions he’s made, and the fact that he’s broken her heart as well as mine, I can’t deny that he loves her fiercely and is just as desperate as we are to solve this sleeping problem. We’re in this together, the three of us. Besides, I don’t have it in me to hold out on him, to keep him waiting, worrying. I’m not hard enough. I care too much.

I have to concentrate in order to find the right words to reply to his text, words that don’t betray my confusion, my hurt, my come-and-go anger and – more than anything – my profound sadness.

No fast answers. We’ll need more sessions.

There. A cool, businesslike tone … How have we come to this? Aidan living with another woman; communicating about our beloved daughter by text; anger and despair and what seems like a thousand other complex emotions tainting every transaction between us. All this from a family that was once so close and loving and blissfully happy that people used to envy us.

It’s because of Sophie McCarthy, that’s why.

It’s awful of me to think this. A dreadful, dreadful sin. It only comes into my head when I’m at my absolute lowest – like now – but a small, despicable part of me wishes that he had killed her outright that day, and that she was completely, irrevocably, out of our lives.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


4

Aidan

I miss Jasmin. I miss hauling her out of bed in the mornings, helping her with her homework, all the time we spent together in the car – going to friends’ houses, birthday parties, soccer matches, swimming lessons – talking, laughing, our eyes meeting in the rear-view mirror. I miss the times when her developing sense of humour took me by surprise and made me roar with laughter; the satisfied feeling when I taught her something new – a fact, a technique, an interesting word – and I could practically see the cogs turning in her brain; the times when she used to look to me for advice on school, sport and friends; the times when she thought her dad could do no wrong. At weekends, when I go to make myself a sandwich, it feels strange not to ask, ‘What do you want for lunch, Jazz?’ Damn it, I thought I’d never say this, but I even miss the theatrics at bedtime. The tears, tantrums and lost tempers, and dragging myself into work the next day, not having had enough sleep.

That’s what I feel the most regret about: the nights, not being there, leaving Chloe on her own to deal with it. I deserve to miss out on the good parts of being Jasmin’s dad – you could say that’s my punishment for screwing up so badly – but it’s not fair that I should automatically miss out on the bad parts too. Poor Chloe. I know she’s struggling. I’ve seen her snap, cry until she’s red in the face, completely lose perspective. It was my job to calm her down, to step in and restore order and peace. Between the two of us, we would get through the night. Now, she has to deal with it all on her own.

Leaving my family, moving out of my home, becoming distant from the good parts and the bad parts, has been the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Harder than the most gruelling military exercise. Harder than the pieces of shrapnel that had to be dug out of my left arm in Iraq. Harder than my mother dying when I was fifteen years old, when I still really needed her (even though I thought I didn’t).

The only thing that I can say in my defence is that it was the only honourable thing to do in the circumstances. Once I faced up to the fact that I was in love with Sophie, I felt I had no option but to be honest with everyone involved, including myself. Being deceitful would have been an even bigger betrayal. At least that’s how I felt … feel. Guilt has a funny way of bringing things into focus, of making the hardest decision of your life more clear-cut. Not only did I love Sophie, I had this driving need to make good to her, to right my wrong, to do everything in my power to help get her back on her feet. It’s what they teach us in the army: never leave a man behind.

The phone on my desk rings. It’s the chaplain.

‘Good morning, Aidan …’

‘Hey, Jack.’

I get calls like this at least once a week and, as a result, the chaplain and I are on first-name terms.

‘I wondered if you might have time to see me today. It’s about one of your men … He’s having some … ah … issues …’

Jack starts with the phone call, then he comes along to see me and we discuss the soldier involved. ‘Some issues’ is usually an understatement of the situation. More often than not, the men don’t go to see the chaplain until things are bad … very bad. Their first instinct is to try to battle through the problem on their own. They are proud and resilient: these are great attributes for soldiers, but not when it comes to asking for help. Jack and I are trying to change this culture, to make them see that talking to us is not defeat but actually the opposite: it’s fighting back.

‘No problem … I can see you at three,’ I say, doing a mental reorganization of my day in order to fit in the appointment. ‘That’s unless it’s urgent enough for you to come here right away. Just say if it is.’

I’ve learned – the hard way – always to check the level of urgency. A few years ago, during a particularly busy period, I put off the chaplain until the following day. The soldier in question attempted suicide that same night. Luckily it was a call for help rather than a serious attempt, but it was a lesson I won’t ever forget.

‘Three is good, Aidan,’ Jack says. ‘See you then.’

Every day is different, even in ‘peace time’. The only constants are the ‘O group’ meetings in the mornings – where I go through the orders for the day with the junior officers – and the paperwork that I tend to do last thing. In between can be anything. Today it’s a weapons inspection and organizing transport and equipment for Panther, the code name for a major training operation that’s happening in a few months’ time. Panther will involve a twenty-kilometre hike and ‘enemy attack’ in the mountains at the dead of night, and anything to do with its planning sucks up hours and hours of time.

All too soon it’s 3 p.m. and Jack knocks on my door, ready to discuss the marital situation of one of my sergeants, Bradley Lynch. It’s not the first time Jack and I have sat across from each other and dissected other people’s marriages, and it won’t be the last. The army is tough on relationships: wives, husbands, girlfriends, boyfriends, children … especially the children.

‘Bradley says it’s largely his fault,’ Jack sighs. ‘He dislikes peace time, he’s bored with army life, and he admits he’s not easy to live with.’

Boredom: we’ve all experienced it. The disappointment of everyday training, kitchen parade and weapons inspection after the intense life-and-death experience of Iraq or Afghanistan. It’s the reason so many soldiers end up leaving. They don’t know how to readjust to real life, where the only action happening is in their dreams: frame-by-frame raids and attacks that replay in their heads while they’re asleep. When I go to bed at night I see faces, the dead, the people I failed to keep safe, their blank expressions playing in a reel. The sons, brothers, fathers, daughters, sisters, mothers. The innocent civilians and children, the baby-faced soldiers. They resurrect at night, come alive, bleating, ‘Save me, save me …’ Peace time is a myth. Once you’ve experienced war, you’ll never be at peace again.

‘Bradley’s wife has had enough of his moods and wants to separate …’

I’ve met Mrs Lynch a few times. She seems like a nice woman, warm and chatty, supportive of her husband, but I guess we all have limits.

‘What does Bradley want to do?’ I ask.

‘He wants to take a few months’ leave, see if he can work things out with his wife, establish where his future lies, if it’s in the army or elsewhere …’

I approve three months’ leave of absence, the chaplain goes on his way, and it’s four thirty before I can start on my paperwork: DVA (Department of Veteran Affairs) forms that must be filled out, emails that need to be forwarded on and/or responded to, a few minor staff-related disciplinary issues. At 6 p.m. I shut down my computer, do a quick tidy of my desk and lock the filing drawers, before donning the distinctive green beret that marks me as Special Forces.

My exit from the barracks is punctuated by the salutes I receive from all the soldiers I encounter on the way.

‘Good evening, sir.’

‘Bye, sir.’

‘See you tomorrow, sir.’

I’m greeted by a strong breeze as I come out from behind the shelter of the gymnasium; all the flags in sight are flapping strongly. There’s a game of soccer happening on the parade ground. A social match against the navy. Physical, by the looks of it. Shouldering, and some shoving – out of the referee’s sight, of course – and the usual high degree of competitiveness, despite the ‘social’ tag. This time last year I would’ve stopped and watched – I might even have put my name down to play – but that was in another lifetime.

I stride past the officers’ quarters, where Chloe point-blank refused to reside.

‘I’m sick of army accommodation – all those houses look and feel the same. They have no soul.’

I’m not sure if she knew what she was turning down in this instance: charming historical sandstone terraces with original slate roofs. Still, I have to say that having our own – non-army – house made her happy. She bought statement pieces of furniture and bright cushions, hung our own curtains and covered the walls with family photos. It really did feel like a proper home. Until I fucked it all up.

‘Goodnight, sir,’ says the soldier at the gatehouse.

‘Goodnight.’

Then I’m through the archway and into the outside world. The bus stop is directly across the road, and it’s more or less the same crowd waiting there every day. The banter fizzles out as soon as I arrive – I’m too many ranks above these soldiers for them to feel comfortable around me.

The bus arrives, I hold my opal card against the machine and take a seat near the front (the soldiers seem to prefer the rear of the bus). A faint smell of vomit emanates from the old man sitting next to me. The bus has barely taken off when it stops again. It drives me crazy, this stop–start, stop–start. I usually end up walking the last few blocks.

A young girl and her mother get on at one of the stops. The girl is around Jasmin’s age. I miss my daughter so much it’s like missing a limb. It’s been a couple of months now. Time enough to broach the subject of custody, of Jasmin staying some nights with Sophie and me? I expect resistance on all fronts: Jasmin, Chloe and even Sophie, who is perfectly nice to Jasmin but is one of those people who just doesn’t know what to do around kids.

I’ll teach Sophie what to do. She’s smart, she’ll learn. Jasmin is not negotiable. I need her to feel whole. I need to be her dad. My hands curl into fists on my lap. I have the sudden urge to hit something hard, really hard. To feel my knuckles crunch. To fight someone, anyone. The bus stops yet again and, unable to bear it, I jump up and bound towards the doors, just making it through before they close.
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Richard

Sophie is lucky to be alive, no doubt about it. When I first saw her at the hospital, she was in a bad state: fractured sternum, extensive soft tissue and nerve damage, broken ribs, punctured lung, broken cheekbone, fractured eye socket, concerns about her spinal cord and even her heart. The first few days were touch and go. Dee and I were distraught, although our shock manifested itself in quite different ways. I went into overdrive, peppering the doctors with questions, demanding explanations and recovery statistics, ultimately seeking reassurance that my daughter was going to make it. Dee was dazed and almost mute.

‘Shock can have very different effects on people,’ explained one of the nurses, who was thoughtful enough to bring Dee a sugary cup of tea. ‘I’ve seen demure women morph into screaming banshees, and stoic men smash their fists through plasterboard walls.’ She grimaced. ‘Once we had a man take out a pane of glass … in the end, he needed more stitches than his son!’

By some miracle, Sophie made it through those first few critical days. They had to operate to put her sternum back in place and to try to repair some of the nerve damage. Dr White, the specialist, explained that the sternum would take a few months to heal, but a full recovery was expected. The nerve damage was more complex, though. Apparently brachial plexus injuries are categorized according to the type of trauma experienced by the nerve. In Sophie’s case, the axons (equivalents of the copper filaments in an electric cable, Dr White explained) had been severed.

‘The prognosis is moderate, Mr McCarthy,’ he said. ‘Nerves are very delicate and hard to repair, much more difficult than bones.’

I realize now that he was trying to tell me that a full recovery was unlikely but at the time I wouldn’t hear of it.

‘Sophie will overcome this. She’s a fighter … She never gives up, does she, Dee?’

Dee nodded in a confused manner. She was so upset that all the medical nitty-gritty was going right over her head.

Once out of ICU, Sophie spent another two months in hospital. Dr White has continued to see her on a regular basis since she was discharged. She also sees a back specialist, a physiotherapist and, of course, her GP. I drive her to all the appointments and usually sit in while she’s being treated. In my opinion, it’s better to have two of us across the medical jargon, not to talk about keeping tabs on all the different drugs she’s on.

Today we’re back with Dr White, for Sophie’s monthly check-up. Parking is difficult; it’s often that way in the hospital car park. The lifts also prove difficult, one of them being taken out of service by maintenance staff. We’re a few minutes late for our appointment, something that has never happened before.

‘Hello, Sophie,’ Dr White says as we come through the door. ‘Good morning, Mr McCarthy.’

For some reason I feel the doctor is less pleased to see me.

‘How have you been, Sophie?’ he asks, once she has sat down.

‘Some good days, some bad days.’ Her face scrunches in frustration. ‘Overall, no real change.’

‘You’re looking well today.’

Sophie does look well. She’s wearing a white shirt and dark, fitted pants. She often dresses in some combination of the colours black and white, and the effect is crisp and professional. Her hair is swept into a loose ponytail that rests on one shoulder.

‘Today has been good … so far.’

‘I have your most recent CT scans in front of me. As expected, the sternum has healed nicely … Hop up on the bed and we’ll check things out.’

Sophie unbuttons her shirt and I can’t help noticing that even this carefully executed task seems to cause her some degree of discomfort.

Checking things out means the doctor pressing and massaging areas of her chest, her ribs and her clavicle.

‘Does this hurt?’

‘Yes.’

‘On a range of one to ten?’

‘Eight. No, seven.’

Then he tests her range of movement by gently manoeuvring her arms, her shoulders and her back.

‘Turn your head to the right. As far as you can go.’

Her lips tighten, holding in a wince. ‘That’s an eight. Definitely an eight.’

‘OK. Gently does it. Turn to the left now. I can see that hurts. Is that an eight too? … Thanks, Sophie, we’re done now. You can get dressed.’

Back at his desk, he types up some notes on the computer. The printer spits out a script: for more pain-relief medication, no doubt.

She’s white in the face when she sits down again. I reach across and squeeze her hand. It’s all I can do: offer my support. I wish I could take the pain away, I really do. I don’t envy the doctor his job, seeing people in terrible pain, how it must change their personality over time, drag them down.

Sophie bends over carefully, picks her bag up from the ground and extracts an envelope which she slides across the desk. ‘My spreadsheet …’

She gives the doctor an updated copy of the spreadsheet every time she sees him. I think he admires her thoroughness and mathematical ability as well as her proactive attitude to her recovery.

He puts the spreadsheet aside after only a brief glance.

‘I thought you might see some pattern,’ she says, flicking her hair from her shoulder. ‘Even though I can’t.’

His smile is sympathetic. ‘Nerve damage is not something that can be graphed and extrapolated … It’s just not that easily pinned down. Unfortunately, for everyone involved.’

There’s an awkward pause. Then he says the worst thing imaginable.

‘I think we’ve reached a plateau, Sophie. Progress from now on will be in small degrees, almost indiscernible, one might say.’

She looks stricken at this news. I am stricken at the news. This can’t be as good as it gets. It can’t.

‘As a matter of fact, I don’t need to see you quite as regularly. We’ll ask Mary to book your next appointment for August.’

‘August?’ Her eyes bounce from me to the doctor and then back to me again. ‘But that’s six months away.’

I can’t help getting angry then. ‘My daughter is in pain. You can’t just dump her like this. Can’t you see she needs all the bloody help she can get?’

‘Mr McCarthy, I assure you that I am not dumping your daughter. I’ll continue to monitor her condition, but there won’t be as much change from now on and we really don’t need appointments every four weeks.’ He turns his attention back to Sophie. ‘Pain medication and physiotherapy are the main focus now. And one other thing – a very, very important thing – mental attitude. You must fight the pain, not give in to it. Deny its existence as much as you possibly can.’

‘Are you saying the pain is in my head?’ she whispers, looking deeply affronted.

‘Of course it’s in your head … That’s how the brain works. If it anticipates pain, then it will feel pain, even if the pain’s not really there.’

‘The pain is real, Dr White!’ she cries. ‘I’m not imagining it, I’m not.’

‘I know it’s real, Sophie. I was


















OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Impossible to put down and irresistibly good’

LIANE MORIARTY

-~

o < i
/. e L » it
et T - A e
e ¥ EE v ¢ bt s ~
{ { .\ A
5 /oS A . .
79 T P (2 : £ P = -
’ N5 e . :
7044 " £ - I i f pt -
. ¥ z Y
= - < \ ) »
\






OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





