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The hurt child will grow a skin 

over the wound you have given it 

– or not given, because the wound 

is not a gift, a gift is accepted 

freely, and the child had no choice.

(from The Hurt Child, Margaret Atwood)

Now when people say ‘ah but 

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

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

she’s my child, I have told her stories 

wept at her losses, laughed at her pleasures, 

she is mine.

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


Prologue

2006

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

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

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

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

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

2007

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2008

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Grandma bit her lip.

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

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

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

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

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

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

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

2011

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


1

One of the girls at Mrs Oliver’s – Billy couldn’t remember her name – Kelly? Sarah? – said the only benefit of your mum dying was that people bought you stuff when it wasn’t your birthday or Christmas, as if that somehow went some way to making up for what you’d lost. No show on the gift front yet, Billy thought, adjusting the bunched-up pillowcase of his possessions on his lap. Maybe Kelly/Sarah had got that wrong. He wasn’t sure whether she had a mother anyway, so she might not be an expert. He was sitting in the corridor at the Family Centre, waiting to see Miriam Riley, his social worker, ten days after his mum’s death. This was another surprise, that en route to not having a mother, you got your own social worker. Billy didn’t think that was a fair swap, although Miriam seemed to be doing her best, something he’d also have said of his mum.

The thing about having a drug addict for a mother – and here Billy checked himself, reminding himself that he didn’t have a mother anymore – was that you were no stranger to Social Services before you actually rocked up motherless. Miriam had been popping in and out, as she called it, of his life, since he was about six, and that was three years ago. Mrs Oliver too, who ran an emergency and short-term foster home for children who were between placements or on their way to somewhere more permanent. Three nights was usually her maximum stay rule, and for that she provided a clean bed and a hot meal daily, and that’s a novelty for most of them, Billy had heard her say to Miriam.

Billy had been to Mrs Oliver’s four times, when his mum had been hospitalised after either taking too much, taking something bad, or mixing something up; the details didn’t matter, the upshot was the same. Either way, each time he’d come home to find her making broccoli soup which was what she always did after what she called a stumble, and telling him everything was going to be okay.

Lizzie, he’d heard Miriam tell Mrs Oliver, wasn’t your regular addict. Nice middle-class girl, off the rails after a man; it was always a man, introducing the stuff and then disappearing, scot-free. The times she’d seen it. Like Whitney Houston and Amy Winehouse, Mrs Oliver had replied, and Miriam nodded. Billy wasn’t sure if his mum was actually like Whitney Houston or Amy Winehouse. She’d had their CDs, and sometimes sang along, particularly when making soup. She certainly didn’t sound like them. The bit about the man was probably true. Billy knew it was his dad, Milo, who’d introduced his mum to drugs; he was the one who’d got off scot-free and vanished. His mum didn’t tell him much more. A musician, that’s what she did say. So beautiful, she said, her eyes rolling at the memory, so-ooo beautiful. It seemed to Billy that his dad had left his mum not only holding him in her arms, but also some weed, cocaine, lots of tablets and finally heroin. That was probably more than anybody’s arms could bear, particularly hers, which became more bruised, more needle marked, and more raggedy veined the older he got. He preferred to see her with her sleeves down.

The thing about having a mother who was a heroin addict was that it sounded very close to a mother who was a heroine, full stop, when it was in fact quite different. Spelling wasn’t Billy’s strong point, but recently in school, before his mum died, they’d had to write a story about a heroine of some kind. They could choose between Grace Darling, who’d bravely manned a rescue boat after spotting a shipwreck; Rosa Parks, who’d sat tight on the bus; and Marie Curie, who’d died because of her work in discovering X-rays. Alternatively, they could choose someone for themselves. Joey Meadows, his friend, said he was going to write about Emily Davidson, who had thrown herself in front of the King’s horse to try and get votes for women. This was mostly based on the fact that he was proud of the way he drew horses, and was hoping Mrs Bailey might allow some illustrations in the margin. Silks at the start, he’d whispered to Billy, making his title look like a starting flag. Pen poised, Billy checked on the whiteboard for how heroine was spelt. Imagine, he’d thought, what a different life would open up if he could write ‘My mum’s a heroine’ and leave it at that. Even if he could write My mum’s a . . . and put in any of the words the other children in his class might use. (Doctor? Estate agent? Hairdresser?) All kinds of things might present themselves, none of which involved putting the washing machine on for himself or sticking forks in the toaster to retrieve the last half slice of bread. (Chaotic home life, he’d heard Mrs Bailey tell the new teaching assistant, and yet his mother just enthuses about how well he’s doing.)

Enthuses. Billy wasn’t sure what that meant. It sounded quite close to enthusiastic, and that word would definitely describe some of his mum’s moods. Definitely the ones which started with her sweeping the kitchen floor a lot, and spraying Dettox over all the work surfaces, and muttering new start, fresh start to herself over and over again. The thing is, she’d told Billy on a number of occasions, I shouldn’t be living my life like this, this is not the life I was meant to lead. I have no excuse.

Billy wasn’t sure how having an excuse would make it any more bearable. In the last few months of his mother’s life, even when she was sweeping very, very, hard and the dust was flying up in small, determined clouds above the skirting-board, he found himself a tiny bit less able to believe that this was going to be the long, much promised, fresh start.

The thing is, she kept telling him, I didn’t grow up in hardship with horrible parents. I had a pony in the paddock, and flute lessons, and braces on my teeth. My daddy was chairman of the golf club, and my mother plays bridge. She said this last fact with a flourish, as if the ability to play bridge was a guarantee that nothing bad could ever happen either to you or to anyone you loved. This was a winning thought.

After a particularly bad episode, when his mother had shiny, gazy, eyes and hunched-up knees and sat facing the wall for two days, a neighbour, after rat-tat-tatting on the door a few times, had posted two slices of bread through the letter-box to Billy. He’d wondered, his teeth tearing through its flabby white softness whether this would happen if you could play bridge. He had a notebook, a small one with a wire spine which allowed pages to be ripped out. It had a plain brown card cover. Things to remember, he’d written on it in capitals, and on the first page, Learn to play bridge, just in case he forgot.

His grandparents had gone to live in Portugal two years ago, which had obviously seemed to them to be the answer. I have to get away from you, Lizzie, he’d heard Grandma saying to her in the kitchen, I cannot take responsibility for the choices you make anymore. Grandma had tried. Billy wasn’t sure how she’d tried in the matter of choices, but she had invited them to her house a lot, and taken Billy fishing, and to the park, and she had a tall glass jar filled with Quality Street to which he was allowed to help himself. His mum had helped herself to the contents of Grandpa’s wallet, so the visits stopped after that, but Grandma still came and visited them in the flat, but without Grandpa. She’d arrive with Tupperwares of stew. Grandma was not a great cook, or perhaps, in fairness, just not a great cook of things which could be delivered in Tupperwares. However, on bad days, when his mum lay down all day, or watched an old children’s TV programme called The Singing Ringing Tree over and over again on You Tube, Billy would scoop out some stew, put it in two bowls and warm them in the microwave. Miriam had turned up once when he was doing it. I think you’re going to grow up and be on Master Chef, she’d said. Billy thought this was a fine example of when grown-ups dig around to find something nice to say because what they are actually thinking is that your life is a bit rubbish, that the stew will not be properly warmed through, and that you will have a stomach-ache later.

He and his mum had visited his grandparents in Portugal when he was eight. Grandma bought them two flights to Faro on easyJet. It was just before Grandpa stopped speaking to his mum altogether. She’d lain by the pool turning very dark brown. The road his grandparents lived on was lined with smart villas, all built at the same time and each slightly different. The paint colours of the front doors and window shutters matched. The trees in the gardens were exactly the same size, and all fed by identical irrigation pipes.

Grandma kept asking Grandpa to take him for walks on the beach. His grandpa walked fast, strode out, and it was hard to keep up. Grandpa seemed not to want to look at him. In fact, he was becoming an expert at not letting his eyes rest on him at all. That was perhaps why he always walked way out in front, as if Billy were a dog, trailing behind on an invisible lead, looking mostly at the back of Grandpa’s head. Billy had determined that if Grandpa didn’t like the look of him, which he couldn’t do anything about, he could at least work on how he sounded and try not to be irritating. Nobody liked a whiner. On the beach, he focused his attention on planting his feet in the less-sinky sand of his grandpa’s footprint, and tried not to dwell on the fact that the sun was needling the back of his neck. He resolved to try never to complain. This, he was sure, was a route to being no trouble, which had to be in contrast to his mum, who seemed to be plenty. He’d stood in a newsagent’s once, queuing to buy some sweets, and a woman with a baby in a pushchair had cooed to the man at the till that her baby was so good she hardly knew she had him. Billy thought this might be a smart strategy and had aimed for it since.

He was disappointed, after that particular walk, when he heard his grandpa say to his grandma Hardly says a word. This wasn’t the effect he’d been aiming for and it seemed more than a little unfair. He had a huge blister on the side of his toe, and it had taken some effort not to complain about that, or limp.

On holiday, Lizzie had promised her parents she’d keep clean when she got back. He remembered she’d been wearing a bright orange sarong with a lizard pattern, and as she talked and waved her arms around, they made absolutely the same shape as the lizards’ front legs on the fabric. I feel a different person, she’d said, so rested, so healthy. Grandma had given her some money at the airport. Billy wanted to shout No, don’t do that. His mother lasted a week, and then Tom, her dealer, was knocking at the door again.

Grandma came and visited once more, before she had to come back for the funeral. I am threadbare, Lizzie, threadbare, she’d said, I just can’t do this anymore. I feel as if I’ve tried everything. You’re shredding our hearts. Your father says enough is enough. And I have to be a wife, not just a mother. She’d sat on the couch and kept patting Billy’s knee, almost, he thought, to keep reminding herself that he was there too. He wondered if anything in the room was properly solid rather than liable to float up and away. His mother sat on the mattress she kept in front of the television and chewed at her bottom lip and crick-cracked her knuckles. It seemed to Billy that there weren’t enough words to fill the room; the silence punctuated by the sound of his mother’s hands collapsing, and his grandma’s shallow sighs. When Grandma got up to go, she patted his knee extra hard, and turned and kissed him on the forehead, and he could see a tear, in a perfect tear-drop shape, glimmering in the corner of her eye, and as she bent towards him it splish-splashed on to the back of his hand and he worried that he felt so oddly empty and dry it didn’t seem possible that his whole body might contain even one tear like that. When his grandma had gone, his mum had curled up into a ball and howled and howled like an animal caught in a trap, with an awful catching sound at the back of her throat, and he just sat by the mattress and patted her too, and wondered why she didn’t have any tears either and if it was something else he might have inherited from her. He kept saying It’ll be all right, Mum, It’ll be all right, Mum, over and over, but his words felt like sawdust in his mouth. He didn’t think she was really listening; she just kept making that terrible noise. The shadows in the room stretched and fuzzed around them both, until his legs looked long enough to touch the skirting-board, and he thought it was curious, really, because without meaning to, what he’d set out to achieve with his grandparents he had instead obviously aced with his mum. Like the woman with the baby in the newsagent’s, she truly hardly knew she had got him. Good behaviour on his part didn’t even come into it.

In the hospital, when he stood by his mother’s dead body with Miriam beside him, he had been struck by how round and pink the nurse’s arms were in comparison to his mum’s. The nurse rearranged the bed sheet around his mother’s lizardy-spiky blueness, smoothed the hair from her forehead, and then turned and patted Billy’s hands which he held clasped in front of him. He wondered if he’d spend the rest of his childhood being patted by grown-ups who felt sorry for him and who were not sure what to do about it.

Miriam had gone to phone his grandparents to tell them, and he wondered how many glimmering, perfectly shaped tears his grandma would cry now, or if she would instead wail like his mother had on the last day she had seen her. He hoped his grandpa was good at patting, and wouldn’t mind if Grandma hardly said a word. Enough had been enough; Grandpa had been right. There wouldn’t be any more of his mum. Would Miriam be asking them if he could come and live in Portugal? He didn’t think they’d say yes. Grandma might consider it, but Grandpa wouldn’t want to spend every day concentrating on not looking at someone who lived in the same house.

Threadbare. That was the word Grandma used to describe herself. It was a good one. Waiting for Miriam, he’d poked his finger through a worn patch on the knee of his jeans. It felt pleasantly soothing, worming and wriggling his finger through what was left of the denim. He wouldn’t blame his grandparents if they didn’t want to have him. In Portugal, Grandpa had pointed to him sideways while talking to his friend and said Addiction; they’ve shown on those new scans that they can locate it, see it, in the brain. You can inherit it, like a knack for anything. Some talent. With parents like his, he’d added, what chance has he got?

The last night of the holiday, he’d lain in bed feeling all the bumps on his skull; some certainly seemed to stick out more than others. He pressed his finger on a particular one and wiggled it a bit. Might that be where a gift for addiction was ready for the off? At school the Head kept a list of the children who were gifted and talented; you could be gifted and talented in all sorts of things. So far, Billy felt he hadn’t shown a talent for anything. What a kicker it would be if the only one he had was for addiction. School wouldn’t want to list that. If it had been playing bridge, from his grandma, that might have been in with a chance.

Between waiting for Miriam in the hospital, and waiting for her now outside her office, he’d wiggled at the hole in his jeans until it was a perfect oval. His knee peeked out like a smooth, pink egg. He should leave it alone, he decided. If it got too big, who would buy him some more jeans? There might not be anyone in charge of that. That would have been his mum’s department, although the hole would have had to get a lot bigger before she would have noticed.

His mum. He sat in the corridor outside Miriam Riley’s office and tried to make her back alive. He thought of the curve of her ear, the smell of her hair, and the way she sat cross-legged. She was already blurring at the edges and she’d only been dead ten days. It seemed longer, longer in a way that made him feel tired and worn out, maybe because she’d seemed not properly alive for quite a long time. She’d been growing misty for a while, that was the only way he could think of it; half-dead before she actually, properly, was. He tried to picture her as a child his age, playing the flute, and riding a pony in a cherry-red pullover, with a mouth full of brace wires. She said she’d been rubbish at the flute; not the flute itself, but at the standing still. She blamed it on poor circulation, saying that at the end of the lesson she’d had big purple blotches on her legs and feet. That was why she gave it up despite gaining a Distinction at Grade Three and playing in the school orchestra. After she told him this, Billy had gone through a period of standing still for as long as he could bear and then checking for blotches. None showed up; perhaps that meant the talent for addiction wouldn’t do so either.

She’d sold the flute about a year ago. It’s one of the last things to go, she said to him, looking sad, one of the last reminders of the peachy childhood I’ve blown. Oddly, the person who bought the flute didn’t want the case. This was a mystery to Billy, but his mum seemed fine with it, and knocked ten pounds off the price. By that stage, he knew, she was desperate to sell it. He could hear it in her voice, see it in her eyes, as she wheedled with the woman over the phone. Afterwards, the case stayed in the cupboard under the stairs, and when Billy sat there sometimes, when his mum had gone out to the shops or to buy her stuff, he flipped it open and ran his finger and thumb over the raspberry velvet lining, and into the hollows where the flute used to lie. There was a shiny, oval enamel plate which said Boosey and Hawkes. He liked circling its smoothness with the pad of his thumb. The pile of the velvet was crushed where the keys used to be. It faithfully bore all traces of the flute; its shape still clear and distinct in the rectangular, pretend-leather, case. Perhaps that was how it would be for him, he thought, focusing on the tree beyond the window; perhaps he’d carry the shape, the imprint, of his mother, despite the fact that she was completely gone.

She was difficult to describe. He’d found that out two days ago. He’d had a meeting with someone from the hospital, Samantha, who wanted to talk to him about his feelings, specifically, she said, carefully emphasising her words, about how he was feeling. She asked him to describe his mum, and how it was living with her. That was awkward. What made grown-ups think he’d want to talk to a complete stranger about what he felt, especially when he wasn’t sure he was feeling anything at all? Lying in bed that morning, waking with a churning stomach and a tight throat, he’d pictured his heart with a small icing of frost around the edge, like the windscreen of the bus on winter mornings. Surely hearts weren’t meant to feel like that?

Samantha said ‘Don’t worry if you feel upset when you are talking, or if you want to cry. We can take a little break if you need to.’ Billy was more worried about the fact that he didn’t want to cry; didn’t seem to be able to cry. He’d been waiting to be ambushed by huge sobs, and so far, there was nothing. Samantha had boxes to tick on the sheet in front of her, whole paragraphs of white space that required filling in. It felt like a test he might fail; empty spaces of page where his words would not settle and which would not be interrupted by the tears she expected. He pictured his words as a big swoop of birds – Joey had told him that a group of crows was called a murder – so he saw his words as a murder of crows, thick-winged and soot-black, clustering together but not landing on Samantha Hollis’s page. He’d looked at her blankly until she prompted him again.

His mum, he’d started to tell her, was a bit tricky to sum up. He told her that whilst she didn’t take proper care of herself, injecting her body with things that should never have been near it, she tried to take care of him. As soon as he’d said that, he thought it might be difficult to give examples. Miriam knew about the bread through the letter-box. Might Samantha too? That wouldn’t go down on a list of being caring.

She had all kinds of rules that were meant to keep him safe. He decided Samantha might like to hear about those. Not laughing when you were chewing in case you choked, especially if you were eating a bacon sandwich. Not walking close to the edge of the pavement in case you tripped and fell into the path of a car. Not walking outside in bare feet in case you stepped on broken glass or a syringe.

Samantha wrote it all down. Billy wasn’t sure how much it had to do with how he was feeling, but the paper was filling up and
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