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Praise for If You Go

‘If You Go reminds me of Annie Ernaux, although it’s fiction. It shows how much women carry without acknowledgement.’

ALICE BISHOP

‘An eerie and evocative rendering of the complexities of motherhood set against the backdrop of a collapsed world. This visceral novel packs a punch.’

JESSIE COLE

‘If You Go is an absorbing and terrifying novel about a woman altered by time and her enduring love for her children. Robinson’s depictions of Esther’s grief and artistic life are painful, fascinating and beautiful in equal measure.’

LAURA ELVERY

‘If You Go has the sense of something deeply personal and otherworldly. It felt like an intensely personal conversation with me, as a reader, but also with the whole world in all its chaos.’

KATE MILDENHALL

‘A tightly woven, emotionally charged, brutally honest fable. If You Go is a gripping climate thriller and a deeply feminist portrait of motherhood and its complex ferocities. An utterly compelling vision of the future: intricate, clever and fearless.’

JENNIFER MILLS

‘Alice Robinson charts not only the difficult dark places between mothers and children, but those between mothers and themselves. If You Go moved me with the pain of lost intimacies, disintegrating relationships and unrecognised ambitions: the pain of existing but not thriving, of being but not living, of wanting but not being able to keep faith. In a prose style of beautiful attentiveness, and with a narrative premise that rips your heart out, Robinson knits social realities with futuristic horrors in this blindingly truthful and unsettling novel.’

EDWINA PRESTON

‘My favourite kind of book: an exquisitely written page-turner. Unsettling, absorbing, beguiling. Read it.’

ANGELA SAVAGE

‘As an exploration of love over time, If You Go is unique and perfect, a work of rare moral beauty and, ultimately, of hope. Alice Robinson is the Helen Garner of the future.’

JESSICA STANLEY
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For my parents and my children.

For Martin.

And for Kath, met not a moment too soon.





After the Divorce, I Think of Something
My Daughter Said About Mars

Once you go, you can never come back. 
If you returned to Earth,

the gravity would turn your bones 
to noodles, I mean your skeleton

would sort of melt. So if you go, 
you have to stay gone.

Maggie Smith, Goldenrod





PART ONE

I came to as if cracking through ice, gasping, a fish with a hook down its throat. Ice, fish, throat: sounds dragging concepts, a lag, but also a cellular knowing. Lines of sticky sensors circled my head and ran down my chest and across my back, faintly itchy where they adhered like octopus suckers, trailing red and white and blue wires, as if my arteries and veins were external to my body.

I wish I could say the first thought I had was of my children, but what came to mind was Wolfie’s favourite cereal. Sometimes I ate it late at night when the kids were with Jean-Paul. I didn’t always bother to do the shopping when the children were gone – and wouldn’t do it until they were due to come home, to save money. I was probably depressed then, ferociously spooning up the little wheat squares into my mouth by the light of the open fridge, feeling I had set a detonation off under my life and now had to live in its aftershocks as a kind of punishment.

A voice, soft and high and urgent – Grace, though I didn’t know it then. ‘Esther?’

The name was mine. I knew that I was an I. A self. Myself. The taste of wheat and jam and full cream milk were there on my tongue, as tangible as if I had a mouthful I needed to swallow.

The voice said, ‘Try to stay calm. You’re okay. I’m looking after you.’ Clatter of metal on metal. Movement: the soft snare of fabric, synthetic thighs brushing. A brisk walk. Warm hands working over skin, rubbing. My skin. I burned with cold, as if being set alight. 

There was only one voice, hushed and urgent, muttering. A bathroom smell: antiseptic, lemon, cool white tiles. Shhh, shhh, the voice went, tsking and clucking in time with the hands, making the same soothing noises I had made in the nursery in the dead of night, rocking newborn Clare while Jean-Paul slept on, wearing earplugs so he could wake in a decent state for work. We thought that was a reasonable arrangement then. It had been my idea – altruistic on the surface, belying the limits of my capacity underneath.

By the time Wolfie was born two years later, Jean-Paul was sleeping in the guest room, and I was going mad. This seems ironic now, given I was in that state to protect Jean-Paul’s job, which as a psychiatrist revolved around caring for other crazy people. What of my experience fell within the normal experience of early motherhood and what was pathological? I didn’t know the answer and couldn’t ask him, terrified of being deemed unequal to the task of mothering Clare and Wolfie by some invisible judge. Jean-Paul seemed to think everything was in order and, as I had made him the arbiter of my reality, I accepted his diagnosis hook, line and sinker.

~

I was electric with pain as Grace tended me in the dark. I smelled something cool and coppery, like a coin laid on the tongue. Her hands on my skin made bursts of blistering lava break over me, the way fingers through darkened water will trigger blooms of phosphorescence. I couldn’t quite tell which was the dream: what was happening in the room or my thoughts and memories. I had seen phosphorescence once, travelling in Thailand with Zoey. We were nineteen and high on magic mushrooms, drinking cheap Thai whisky out of a bucket with eight straws stuck in the ice. After sunset, I stayed on the sand, but she staggered into the water. The cove was almost glassy in its stillness. Behind us, music from the guesthouse bar came beating down the beach and I turned to watch the dancers in silhouette against the jungle rising sharply behind us. 

‘Holy fuck!’ Zoey screamed, half laughing to cover her terror, and I turned so fast to see what had happened that a ribbon of whisky flew out of the bucket onto my skirt. Zoey stood wearing a look of fear and wonder I’ve only seen one other time: on Jean-Paul’s face, as our babies were being born. 

‘The sky’s fallen into the water, Esther.’ Her voice was reverential. It did look that way. We swam in the phosphorescence every night for as long as we stayed on that island, and I knew then that the world was just a strange repetition of shapes and meanings, the macro and micro repeating and repeating. Patterns of milk ducts in breasts and veins in lungs with the roots of trees. Tree rings with human fingerprints. Constellations of stars with bioluminescence. 

Grace’s touch brought my body further into focus, her hands cartographic. Black space lit up under the pressure of contact: elbow, forearm, hands. Mine. But the pain of it. My muscles contracted, writhing. The sound in the room: an animal dying. 

‘I’m so sorry,’ Grace said. ‘I’ve got to rub you down hard like this to get things going.’ At my lips: cloying tape, sticky and strong. I jerked my hands to remove it and found they were tied down. A prick in my arm and the pain submerged back into itself, darkness retreating from torchlight. Screams became moans. Then I lay quiet. 

With eyes rolled back in my skull, I saw something. A newborn baby caked in cheese-like vernix, blue lipped, squalling. The tiny purple-pink hands, nails like pearly flecks of shell, fingers curled with the effort of crying. The baby’s eyes clenched shut, mouth open, the wail so forceful no sound came. Latex-fingered midwife; a towel, white and blood-streaked. She rubbed the infant harshly to make it draw breath. Soon its skin was pinking, vernix wiped clean. A blanket drew the flayed arms in. Swaddled, the baby was lifted, passed. Those were my arms. Looking down at the child, that was my wedding ring glinting there on the left hand as it touched the infant’s cheek. 

I tried to say, ‘Where is he?’ A word, that critical word, was missing. My voice had rusted over, machinery long out of use. Snake’s skeleton hung down my throat, sharp-boned and choking. Even so, the name was clotting there, unsayable. I heard it in my skull, resounding like a bell. 

Wolfie. Wolfie. Wolfie! 

Grace was talking as she worked. I heard her say, ‘Shh, you’re safe now, Esther.’ I vaguely registered the note of anxiety in her voice, discordant with the words. But I was too exhausted to indicate that I was listening. The effort it was taking just to order my thoughts was like nothing I’d experienced before.

I lay bogged in mud for a time, until fingers encircled my wrist. The woman clucked anxiously, murmuring to herself.

‘Your blood pressure’s still too low.’ Her voice grew faint as she retreated across the space, then louder again: ‘Now, where are those bloody blankets?’

I wanted to say ‘Don’t go,’ but the words were only a longing. I was trapped in honey, in amber, voiceless but preserved.

Soon she was back. ‘I’m going to take this tape off your eyelids slowly, so that you can see.’ 

I felt it then, a graze across both lids and the lids themselves heavy, gummed as if with hardened wax. The sweet, high voice, close to my ear. ‘Now, try to open your eyes, Esther. Don’t fight me. I need you to be nice and calm before I can try to take the breathing tube out.’ Low murmuring: words I couldn’t make out. ‘I’ll turn down the lamp for you, there. Open your eyes slowly. Take your time about it.’

Dim light, a hot blade. I blinked, blinked, blinked, and felt like retching. Later, I will think that describing a room as swimming into focus had always seemed a bit of a stretch to me, but that’s what it was like. Flat on my back, blinking at the ceiling, the face peering down at me. I felt I was looking up from the bottom of a lake.

‘Oh dear, your heart rate,’ the woman said quietly, her voice coming small and pinched as if she was trying to keep her thoughts from spilling out. ‘Try to stay calm!’ She squeezed my hand where it lay flat, bound against the rails. Her face was just a spectrum of tones, like a watercolour painting. She said, ‘You’re in shock. I know you’ll have a lot of questions. I can help you. But I can’t take that tube out of your throat until you’re stable.’

I heard what she said, but the words did not penetrate; they slid off like oil on water. Another name was surfacing inside me, painful as a contraction and more urgent than anything the voice in the room might articulate. Clare. I heard myself choking on the sound of the name, the gurgle and spit of my vocal cords against the breathing tube.

‘Shh,’ the woman said. ‘Don’t try to talk just yet. You hear what I’m saying?’

The body was just a hunk of something, a creature strapped down, a weight. I was somewhere inside, clawing to get out. My limbs trembled, all the hinges and sockets and joints of my body alive with the friction of shifting tectonic plates. Fingers cuffed my ankles, gripping my legs to stop them shivering off the bed. The balls of my eyes rolled. My head turned side to side on its neck as if looking for an exit. 

‘You’re clammy,’ Grace said, trying for matter-of-fact. An alarm sounded, sharp and urgent, or maybe it was something inside me. ‘Can you hear me, Esther?’ The cacophony of the room, all those screeching electronic noises, the urgent human voice, blurred together to form a single high-pitched flatlining note. 

‘Your blood pressure’s going berserk.’ The woman seemed to be swaying as she spoke, her voice rising and receding as if it were a wave breaking and drawing back. ‘All right, but listen: you’re going to be okay. Okay? I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.’ She sounded on the verge of tears. I had the urge to reach out and offer her comfort but at that moment all the blood in my body roiled up towards my head, like a pot of pasta boiling over. 

The woman screamed, as if to prevent me from stepping into oncoming traffic. ‘No, Esther! Stay with me here. Please.’

But I was already falling backwards into a deepening shaft. Far above, the real world, a disc of light, receded to a prick.

~

At a party when I was a very small child, a toddler – it was before my mother moved away – something happened. It probably seemed like nothing to the adults present, but the memory lay in my body like a dormant gene. Epigeneticists reckon we carry the markers of our ancestors’ viruses in our DNA like ghosts. This was like that, only the ghost was made of my own distant experience. 

My mother sat in the kitchen drinking wine with the other feminists while we children played out of sight in the lounge of someone’s rambling shared house. Lots of jars of lentils in the kitchen and old bikes leaning against the wall in the hall. The dim bathroom smelled of wet dog from the damp towels lying over the edge of the bath.

The bigger kids had the idea to pile up all the pillows from the beds and couches so we could jump down onto them from the coffee table. But after my turn, as I lay panting on my back on the soft pile, an older boy dropped a beanbag over me as a joke. I think it was a joke. I was only two or three, but the swift, suffocating blackness, the heat, the impossible, slippery mass over my face, formed a bedrock of memory. I kicked and fought, but the beanbag was too big and unwieldy for me to shift. It wasn’t until another child took pity on me, yanking it off from above, that I was able to draw in great shuddering, hysterical breaths. I started to cry. 

I ran straight into the kitchen and tried to explain what had happened, burrowing against Vivienne’s side. Tried to tell her that I had nearly died. I was too young to articulate the severity of the experience so my mother would get it, but old enough to feel the full measure of her failure to grasp what I was saying.

‘You’ll be all right,’ she said distractedly, giving me a squeeze. ‘Here, you can sit with me for a minute and have a little cracker, darling.’ She pulled the plate of soft pungent supermarket Camembert towards her, lifted me onto her lap and kept talking over the top of my head to her friends as if I were only a winter coat she had laid over her knees for lack of somewhere better to put it. 

I was confused. I nibbled the cracker my mother had given me. It appeared that my mother’s friends were fighting, with their voices raised through the heat and smoke. But there was something jovial in the way they also leaned towards one another, nodding and guffawing as each took a turn to speak. 

The choreography of the occasion was opaque to me, but it must have made sense to the group gathered around the table, for no one seemed alarmed by the display. In fact, though I couldn’t understand what was happening, I could feel the thrum of excitement and possibility around the table like a current. The voices were loud, but the faces were glowing. 

Suddenly Vivienne shouted, making me jump. I glanced up at her face to gauge the ferocity of her anger, but puzzlingly, the other women just laughed amiably. The room was full of cigarette smoke and the musk of perfume gone ripe with body heat. I saw Vivienne clear as anything in that moment. She had kept her hair long to her shoulders, thick and blonde and wavy, so it framed her face like a mane. The blaze of hair was perhaps intended to distract from what I had once overheard her call her beak, the strong nose inherited from her father, and passed down to me. Standing at close to six feet, my mother towered over other women and many men. With her bright blue eyes and her cheekbones, the way she carried herself, Vivienne was a woman who turned heads. I knew this about my mother – that she could be seen – before I knew much of anything else about her. Trailing invisibly along in her wake, I was free to observe her presence, its impact.

Laughter was still rising in the room. Why did they all feel the need to speak so loudly? Was there something wrong with their hearing? I watched the ash from another mother’s cigarette drop like pesticide from a crop-duster into her wine glass as she waved the smoke round to make her point.

In my mother’s lap, I leaned back, falling against the blue satin of her shirt. My mother seemed to remember that I was there then, and without speaking to me, hooked me under the arms to lift me down 

~

Every home I ever shared with my mother looked the same, even when we moved from small flats to bigger. The dimensions and characteristics of the individual places hadn’t mattered to Vivienne; she inhabited every home tentatively and with a sense of impermanence, as if preparing to move on in the night. When we arrived in a new place, my mother always erected a table in the kitchen and installed herself at it among the books and papers she was working on, close enough to monitor the stovetop coffee that was perpetually percolating. Our furniture was never arranged but was mostly left where it had been placed by the men who carried it in from the truck, so that our couches and chairs huddled together as far from the walls as they could get. Vivienne never hung any pictures or seemed to worry about windows being bare. She didn’t own house plants or colourful rugs or any of the friendly little items I noticed in the homes I visited. It doesn’t take an experienced therapist like Jean-Paul to draw a connection between an early childhood spent living this way and my attempts to make a home at the mountain house when he and I settled down together. 

If Vivienne was ambivalent about the physical world around her, when I first moved in with Charles, I was confused by my father’s devoted attention to aesthetics, the way he fussed at the curtains to get them to hang correctly after drawing them in the morning, how he plumped the pillows on the couch then stood back to appraise their shape. In my first weeks and months on the farm, I watched shyly from doorways as my stepmother Orlanda bustled about, less concerned with the way things looked than with whether they functioned. She was always squatting down on her meaty thighs to check the frame on a door that had swollen with the temperature and no longer closed properly. She was always going out to the shed to find another tube of Selleys No More Gaps. 

I can hear my mother now, the way she sounded coming down the phone from London, calling the farm too late at night for a child of eight. Vivienne could extend her maternal duties to ringing occasionally to check on me at my father’s, but not to observing the time differences between our hemispheres. 

‘Try not to sound so apologetic, Esther,’ she had chastised by way of a greeting when I ran to pick up the phone in the hall of the farmhouse. 

My mother had only been gone a year, and I still missed her urgently. But life went on. I went out to feed the chooks with Orlanda each morning, naming the flock and laughing at their funny individual characters. They seemed to me a group of kindly old women, standing round in the yard gossiping until they caught sight of us and came running. Sometimes the smooth, speckled eggs were still warm when we collected them from the nesting boxes, and I held them carefully, the heat in the shells something precious for the fact that I could already feel it fading in my fingers. 

I played on the swing Orlanda strung up on the blue gum behind the house, so tall that the rope had to be several metres long to reach over the lowest branches. Given the length of the rope, the swing went flying out far over the precipice of the hill, and I felt I might keep on flying beyond the boundaries of the farm to the horizon. 

On weekends when I was free from walking down to the dirt road at the end of our drive to wait for the school bus, Charles allowed me to join him in the studio, where a little black potbelly stove kept the room warm in winter and the floor was covered in papers and spackles of dry paint. My father let me use the offcuts from the darkroom to make my own pictures. While he worked on his images, I spent hours kneeling on newspaper to construct collages with scissors and glue. ABC news radio rumbled in the background, keeping us both company so we needn’t feel pressure to talk. 

But I was only biding my time, waiting to be returned to my mother. Which just goes to show that it doesn’t matter what one’s mother is like, or what other lives are on offer; what a child is used to is what they will pine for if they have to do without. Yes, I lived in the new family arrangement with Charles and Orlanda compliantly enough, but I had the sense that my real life lay elsewhere, cold and dormant, waiting for me to revive it when my mother returned.

Standing in the hall of the farmhouse as Vivienne berated me down the line, I was aware of an absence where my father’s voice and Orlanda’s should have been, gaily filling the living room with music and laughter as they did every evening. Their silence told me they were listening in to my side of the conversation. 

‘Always use your big, loud voice to announce yourself,’ Vivienne was shouting into the receiver on her end, though her voice came thin and tinny, which only made her seem more remote. ‘You are allowed to take up space on this planet, Esther darling. The world is as much yours as anyone else’s, and you deserve to have it sit up and listen when you have something to say.’

‘Sorry,’ I whispered automatically. Listening to my mother, the dimensions of the farmhouse warped as if in a fairground mirror, the hallway suddenly so much longer and darker than I knew it to be. 

Vivienne talked on, telling me about living in London and about the book she was writing. She maintained that she had moved away for work, but I knew there was a partner of some kind, a lover – the word made me feel like I needed to be sick into my mouth, as I’d been once in the car, turning onto the freeway when Charles said it wasn’t safe to pull over and I should hold it. But lover was the term my father had used when I overheard him talking to Orlanda about Vivienne after she left. 

Now I could hear someone moving around in the dark space behind Vivienne’s voice. I imagined this person as a godly figure: all-powerful, even gilded. They were responsible for securing my mother where I had failed. This did not seem an unusual turn of events to me. I accepted that I was mortal, and not a very interesting or worthy example in my mother’s eyes; it was no wonder someone else had come along and drawn her attention. I thought that perhaps if I had been special – brilliant or beautiful, as Vivienne herself was – the outcome for us might have been different. Sometimes I daydreamed about that possibility: that I would be discovered by a talent agent in a suburban shopping centre and set on a path to stardom that would lure my mother back. I’d read about enough child stars being unearthed that way in Orlanda’s women’s magazines to know it was possible. In the meantime, and in comparison with Vivienne, I saw and accepted my flaws, relating to my mother’s departure from Australia with a resigned understanding that is awful to reflect on from the vantage of adulthood. If anyone needed to shoulder the responsibility for what had happened, it was my mother. But by the time I comprehended this with any clarity, she was already famous for the book she had written about women’s entitlement to freedom from marriage and motherhood, and there was no arguing with her. 

I listened to Vivienne, twisting the coiled phone cord around my fingers anxiously, trying to bind myself together, to prevent the parts of my body flying off in the acute centrifugal force emanating from inside me. My mother threw out questions whose true answers I couldn’t fit into my mouth. I imagined what the conversation must sound like to Charles and Orlanda in the other room: long stretches of silence interspersed by my tiny voice saying yes and no and good … good … good.

Eventually, Charles came to take the phone gently from me. With his warm, soft palm on my shoulder, he spoke to Vivienne with an authority he didn’t ordinarily command.

‘It’s ten here, Vivi. Esther has to go to bed – she has school tomorrow.’ 

Whatever my mother said in response Charles allowed to flow into his ear without comment. ‘Look after yourself,’ he said with finality. ‘We have to go now.’ 

When the phone was back in its cradle, I sagged for a moment against my father, breathing in his scent of sweat and wool and eucalyptus, allowing him to reach down and scoop me into his arms although I was strictly too big and too heavy to be carried. 

‘You’re very tired,’ he said gently into my neck, leaning back against my weight and shuffling me up the hall to my bedroom with my feet knocking against the backs of his thighs. In my little room, with its sloped ceiling of white timber and the circular rainbow rag rug made for me by Orlanda from old T-shirts and tracksuit pants worn through at the knees, Charles turned on the night light beside my bed. A constellation of stars appeared, projected on the walls and ceiling. Charles had cut the star shapes into the blue lampshade with the sharp little blade he used to trim his prints in the darkroom. In retrospect, mine was a slightly shabby room, the paint flecked off where the furniture had rubbed. There was a sag in the floor near the door where the boards needed replacing; it was a bedroom representative of the rest of the farmhouse. 

‘House’s only good for one thing, and that’s a load of firewood,’ Charles often grumbled as he went about in Orlanda’s capable wake, attempting his inept repairs. But I loved my little room, the first I had reliably owned. 

‘Get a good rest, sweetheart, and you’ll feel better in the morning,’ my father said, laying me in my bed, pulling up the sheets and smoothing the black-bordered crochet blanket over. I see now what a protective kindness his words were: how constructive for my relationship with Vivienne. Characterising my response to her call as exhaustion and not heartbreak was my father’s way of explaining away the terrible things I was feeling – making them natural and recoverable, nothing a good night’s sleep wouldn’t fix – without implicating my mother. He made it so I could go on loving her when it would have been so easy to concentrate the poison.

~

Having the breathing tube out was an experience. I don’t recommend letting anyone pull a thing like that out of your body unless they have serious medical training. The look on Grace’s face as she prepared herself for the procedure is something I’d prefer to forget. Wide-eyed, hard of mouth. Determined. My vision had cleared to the point that I could perceive how scared she was as she talked me through the process for extubation, holding a blue plastic lever arch folder in both hands and reading aloud from its pages. It was as if she was encountering the information for the first time, though I noted that the folder and its papers were well handled, scuffed and dogeared and tagged with grubby sticky notes like a textbook marked up for an exam. Grace was trembling slightly as she read, setting the folder to shiver. Monotonal, her voice came haltingly, reminding me of the way Clare had sounded deciphering the instructions on a packet of cake mix when she was learning to read.

When Grace got to the direction about deflating something she called ‘the cuff’, I squirmed on the table, weakly rolling my head. My eyes bugged, wet and panicked, but with the tube down my throat I couldn’t make any sensible sound. Grace paused mid-sentence, ogling me with alarm over the top of the folder.

‘You’ve got to stay calm,’ she said in a high voice. ‘I promise it’ll be okay!’ She was so much older than I was – my mother’s age. For a second, the way she fixed her blue eyes on me reminded me so strongly of Vivienne that I had the urge to offer my hand for holding, though my hands were still tied, and my mother hadn’t been that kind of mother at all.

Where are the real doctors? I thought but couldn’t say. Where are the experts? I tried to communicate these questions through my eyes, feebly pulling at the restraints to produce a faint jangling noise like a set of keys being tossed. Maybe someone will hear me and come and help, I thought, kicking – too softly – at the layers of blankets tightly tucked around my legs.

Grace didn’t appear to understand my messages, but something must have twigged, for she got a grip on herself then, shaking her shoulders straight and snapping the folder shut. She’s no sook, and I could see that she had as little intention of leaving the tube where it was as she did of putting up with my nonsense. She stepped to me and, with a hand hard on my shoulder, lowered her face to mine. 

‘Listen,’ she said. Her tone was bordering on nasty. ‘I know that what I’m telling you is a lot to take in. But I’ve got to get this tube out for the sake of your wellbeing.’ She said wellbeing like it was a word she’d only just learned. ‘Do you understand me?’

Something in my resistance had finally triggered a nurse-like demeanour in Grace, as if her authentic persona had required my rebellion to surface. I felt her stiffening against me as I silently whimpered, crying and confused. She steeled herself, gathering implements and washing her hands. Something in her manner – her desperation, or her conviction – made me still. I continued to weep, but lay compliant while she read again from the folder, this time to explain the potential complications of leaving the tube where it was. Vocal cord paralysis, pneumonia – other catastrophes I couldn’t compute but whose terms sounded foreign. 

Grace said, ‘Nothing else can happen until this thing comes out, and I’m afraid there’s no one else here to help you. It’s just me. I’m sorry about that, but this is the reality we’re dealing with.’ Our eyes met as she rolled disposable gloves up over her wrists. ‘I’m going to do it now,’ she said. 

What choice did I have? I gave a nod, though I felt like shrieking. 

‘Here we go,’ Grace said through her teeth. She told me to cough; I coughed. Out came the tube, raw, wet and sickening. Though it was being withdrawn, the experience recalled the way I’d felt having an IUD inserted up through my cervix without anaesthetic after I left Jean-Paul: the knowledge that something was transgressing a bodily boundary that shouldn’t ever be crossed in that direction. As Grace hauled the tube up through my throat, I had the skin-crawling urge to leap out of my body and bolt.

‘Just try to relax,’ the unfamiliar GP in the city had said, snapping on gloves. I lay with my knees dropped open in the spotlight of a halogen lamp. ‘You’ll feel a pinch, and then it will be over.’ But it hadn’t been a pinch. I felt pain. Acute. Though the quality of the pain was unique, it was akin to childbirth in the terror and helplessness it unleashed. 

I started to cry – from my memories of giving birth as much as from the pain itself – gripping the thin sheet draped over me for my modesty. 

The GP went all red and sweaty. ‘This has never happened before,’ she said in a flustered voice. ‘No one has ever cried on my table!’

~

Grace was officious in her management of my recovery after that, wheeling me along a corridor, talking in a clear, clipped voice about – something. The message seemed important, delivered in a strident tone, but I couldn’t comprehend its meaning. Perhaps I was tripping; I could see the words falling out of Grace’s mouth, brightly coloured and plastic-looking, like the alphabet fridge magnets in the mountain house that were always dropping to the kitchen floor and getting sucked into the vacuum cleaner. 

I redoubled my efforts to follow what Grace was saying, but the harder I tried to hear rather than see what was coming out of her mouth, the more sick and tired I felt, until I had to shut my eyes against the onslaught. 

Soon we were in a dimly lit room where a narrow cot stood in one corner, made up with fresh sheets. Throat throbbing, I was only half-conscious, chilled and nauseated as Grace rolled me off the gurney and into a bed. A hot water bottle had left a patch of blissful heat in the bed’s centre, recalling sun-soaked concrete in summer. Reassured by the warmth, I fell almost immediately into a black sleep. 

~

Time passed. With only the soft electronic hum of the machines occasionally beeping to demarcate one minute from the next, at first I couldn’t differentiate the hour. My eyesight was still slightly blurred, the room pearly and indistinct like the inside of a sardine can, but with Grace’s face close to mine as she bent to lift my head so I could take a sip of aluminium-tasting water from the glass she offered, I could make out her pale features well enough. 

‘What kind of hospital is this?’ I tried to ask and was promptly sick over the side of the cot, vomiting water that tasted of summer swimming pools. 

Grace chortled, but kindly. ‘This is no hospital.’ She dragged out the no, putting on a funny voice like a quirky character from a sitcom, but my stomach clenched with fear. I took in the space. I was in a windowless room, small and institutional, reminding me of the wards I’d stayed on after having Clare and Wolfie, with white walls and a floor of grey lino. On the right-hand side was a pokey en suite containing a toilet and hand basin, like the amenities on a plane. The box of toilet paper was the thin kind used in public toilets. Grace had placed a bar of cheap yellow soap on the sink.

I sensed Grace’s presence beside me. I dozed and woke, resisting for the pain in my throat the small morsels of food and sips of water she tried to slip into my mouth. Each waking came with a lurch of fear, as if I was surfacing from a nightmare. Sometimes the lurch became a retch, but there was nothing much to bring up.

Other times I was incoherent, tossing, violent, thrashing about in the sheets as if trying to fight my way to standing. But I was too frail to do more than flail my limbs, gnashing and groaning, while Grace did what she could to calm me down. When I surfaced through strange dreams and had to be reminded again that I was safe, Grace’s gentle voice offered a grandmotherly comfort I couldn’t bring myself to trust. She was all I had, and yet I didn’t feel safe with her. I was suspicious, scared and muddled. It must have been incredibly tiresome, treating such a petulant, incoherent patient. Grace told me later that she felt jabs of anger when I spoke to her rudely, when I tried to get up and threatened to fight her when she urged me to lie back down, even though she had longed and prayed forever for me to wake up. I understood that feeling: the surge of anger that comes with unrelenting care ungratefully taken. Later, Grace said she was scared I would die for real. Her nursing of me was like the care a mother gives a new baby, born of desperation and pre-emptive guilt – a burning need to be the cause of life rather than death. I thought of women stretching back like a chain of paper dolls to the dawn of time, each woken in the night to tend selflessly to others. I thought of Vivienne.  

As I floated, I wasn’t sure of my prognosis. The precarity of my health – my obvious unwellness – was another thing to fear. Grace rolled me time and again to change the sheets. Bile, sweat, tears. The bedding always felt soiled. Each rolling brought fresh nausea, so that I cried with the discomfort of my queasiness, feeling as if I were reliving every savage hangover and all my morning sickness. 

‘I want to go home now,’ I rasped at one point in my corroded voice. I spoke slowly, so there could be no mistake in my meaning. For how long had I been sleeping? ‘You can’t keep me here against my will.’ Was that true? I wondered. Where was I?

‘What do you remember?’ Grace asked eagerly, sitting forwards in her chair with her hands clasped in her lap as if waiting for a story, but I was retching again, yellow spangles flashing behind my lids with each heave.

‘Shh,’ Grace said, holding a bowl under my head. ‘It’s all going to be okay, Esther. When you’re feeling better, then we can talk.’ I think she was giving me something to sink me down into unconsciousness, to keep me quiet. I tried to defend myself, asking for my children, knowing on some gut level that I needed to stay awake to be able to blast back to them. 

‘Shh, shh,’ Grace said, pricking me in the arm. ‘Just rest.’

Dazed, I felt my body grow heavy and immoveable. Panic might have licked at the periphery, but there was something in what Grace was giving me to take it away.

In my half-sleep, I remembered reading about prisoners surviving terms of solitary confinement by constructing elaborate mental exercises to manage the loneliness, mark the passage of time and keep insanity at bay. Had my mother told me this? I tried and failed to bring my mother’s name into my mouth. The shape of it was there in that moment, but not the sound. It was as if everything that had ever happened to me, all the events and places and people of my life, my thoughts and ideas and feelings, had been scribbled on scraps of paper and thrown into the wind by whatever had caused me to wake up here. 

Strangely, Clare and Wolfie were only their names at first; the language signified a feeling – not an image. I had the sense of my children’s heft and warmth, the perfect weight of a babe in arms. My body remembered before my brain caught up: the feeling of my children’s breath in the crook of my neck as I carried them up the hallway to bed; the soft bones and doughy, dimpled pad of a toddler’s hand in mine.

Name. Feeling. Face. The details triangulated to make the children actual. My body knew – and knew the absence of – the feeling of infinite responsibility for another person’s wellbeing, the knowledge that such a responsibility could only be fulfilled minute to minute by physical proximity to the child. 

Who was fulfilling my responsibility to my children while I was here? I had asked and Grace had answered, but what had she said? It made no sense. I churned groggily in the sheets. My children’s bodies were a continuation of my own; their absence was a part of me unaccounted for. Or was it the other way around? That my body was absent for them but present for me, frail but warmly living?

One thing I knew with any certainty as a mother was that things often went wrong in human lives. Nothing was guaranteed, especially with children. You had to be there. You had to be vigilant. You had to watch. Little kids fell over, broke bones, swallowed things they shouldn’t. Though plenty of children appeared to survive childhood, there was always the sense for me that young people were particularly easy to kill. Anxiety – a little gift, a family heirloom for my trousseau – came handed down from my grandmother to my mother, my mother to me. 

Crouched on the floor of Vivienne’s darkened closet while she was on the telephone to her agent, I liked to leaf through images of her and her mother Lorna as young women, the photographs bundled haphazardly together in the shoeboxes where Vivienne stored them, always intending to put them in albums but never getting around to the task. 

Even at five, I saw how strongly Vivienne resembled Lorna, both willowy and fair, giving the impression that – even in photos snapped decades apart – they were wearing matching costumes, members of a corps de ballet for which, as the only biological member of the next generation, I would never pass muster. 

First by her parents, and then by my grandfather, Lorna had been highly prized for her looks; no one ever conjured other attributes when her name was mentioned. Whether it was the era or his temperament, I got the impression that my grandfather had kept Lorna locked up all her life like Rapunzel. She must have experienced an inner life with hopes and dreams and desires of her own, but I don’t know what they were, and she died before I was old enough to ask. I do know that during Vivienne’s childhood, Lorna grew determined to swallow pills, trying time and again to go to sleep and never wake up. 

Vivienne wasn’t one to talk much about her childhood. Surprising, given that you could barely shut her up on other topics. But children don’t need to be told things outright to know them, unfortunately. Children are masters of
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