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			Epigraph

			‘You see this smile, Betty …?

			It’s not really a smile.

			It’s the lid on a scream.’

			Bet Lynch, Coronation Street, 15 May 1989

		

		
			Prologue

			August 2021

			A girl steps out tentatively from the wings of the theatre. She’s wearing a navy blue playsuit with bright white trainers bought especially for the occasion. Although she’s nineteen now, it will be years before she doesn’t get asked to prove her age in a bar.

			The audience is restless; many have spent the afternoon drinking, so her arrival on stage draws some boos from the front row. This girl is not the national-treasure comedian they queued for hours in the rain to see.

			She stands with the spotlight a flat halo at her feet and lifts her eyes from the cue cards in her hand to see two and a half thousand faces staring back at her.

			She smiles, but if you look closely, you can see that her hands are shaking.

			She lifts the microphone closer to her mouth; there’s a howl of feedback. The auditorium quietens and she takes a deep breath.

			‘Let me tell you about my sister, Laura.’

		

		
			2018

			Plot Twist

			October

			The day that Laura came home from Chicago felt like Christmas, and that wasn’t just because we’d had to get up at the crack of dawn to collect her from the airport.

			I’d spent the previous night at the kitchen table making a huge ‘Welcome Home, Laura’ sign from a flattened cardboard box and a rainbow of Sharpies.

			‘She’ll not thank you for making a show of her with that,’ Mark had said, leaning against the counter as he waited for the kettle to boil.

			‘I know.’ I’d smiled at the thought of her expression.

			The automatic doors opened and closed, releasing small clusters of dishevelled travellers into the arrivals hall. I scanned the features of each tired face until my eyes settled on the one I’d been waiting for. She was dragging a black suitcase behind her, a heavy rucksack on one shoulder, eyes slightly red from the overnight flight.

			‘Bloody knew you’d be standing there with a sign,’ she said, as she hugged us hello.

			‘And I knew you’d be secretly disappointed if I wasn’t.’

			She’d picked up a hint of an accent along with her tan and seemed a different girl to the one we’d waved off ten weeks ago; somehow taller and newly exotic.

			We took her for a celebratory breakfast of avocado on toast, and she told stories of her long working days cold-calling the residents of Illinois. Her job as an intern in the campaign office of the state governor had been to ascertain political allegiances and, assuming the person on the other end of the line was sympathetic to her candidate, check they would be voting in the imminent state elections. She had loved every single minute of it.

			Once satisfied that we’d wiped our hands free of buttery toast crumbs, Laura passed her phone around the table, first to me, then her dad, Mark, and finally to her sister, Gracie. We swiped through photos of gleaming skyscrapers, a lake so big it looked like the sea, and selfies taken between new friends with good teeth.

			It was the first time Laura had travelled alone, and as she annotated her pictures with unfamiliar names, places and funny stories, just for an instant my mouth filled with a sour tang. It tasted like sadness. We’d moved on to the next act and she would be having her adventures without me from now on.

			Those last weeks of summer sank softly into autumn. We joined thousands of parents on the inevitable pre-university trip to IKEA, where we piled a wonky trolley with pillows, duvet, fairy lights and mugs, exchanged rueful looks with other parents at the checkout and wondered how so many reasonably priced things ended up costing such a lot of money.

			I watched Laura meticulously boxing up her belongings, ready for her first term at King’s College London where she would be studying International Relations, another step in her long-term plan for a career in the security services. Her excitement was contagious, but the thought of setting the table for three every night left me feeling hollow inside. I was two years from a completely empty nest and had no idea how I’d cope with no longer being needed.

			‘You should think about getting a lodger,’ she said, securing the lid on a plastic crate containing towels and crockery. She sat back on her haunches and blew the hair out of eyes that were sometimes blue, sometimes green. ‘Honestly, I really don’t mind. I’d be quite happy to sleep in the spare room when I come home for holidays.’

			Mark stacked the boxes in the boot of the car as I gave her bedroom one last look. It was completely bare now, blank walls dotted with the greasy memories of Blu-Tacked posters, empty drawers and naked metal coat hangers jangling in the wardrobe.

			I cried when we left her, of course I did. She was all at once too small and too young to be alone in the big city, but Laura was ecstatic with the lush promise of freedom and couldn’t wait to say her goodbyes. I’d braced myself for an initial period of radio silence as she threw herself into Freshers’ Week, but she surprised me by phoning home every couple of days.

			She once called me when we were both in the middle of preparing dinner – me frying chicken to make curry for three, she boiling pasta shapes for one in a kitchen shared with eight others, overlooking the Olympic Stadium in Stratford.

			‘Mum, I can’t get this pasta sauce open and I’m too much of a feminist to ask one of the boys to do it for me.’

			‘You big dope … just tap the side of the lid on the floor, quite hard. It’ll break the seal.’ There was a silence in which she contemplated the fact that there were still things I knew that she didn’t.

			I heard the jar open, first with a click and then a gasp as the vacuum was released.

			‘How did you even know that?’

			‘You don’t get to be 48 without learning the odd trick or two, my love,’ I said, and she laughed at how delighted I was to still have something left to teach her.

			Laura’s course was taught within the Department of War Studies, right in the centre of the city, and a forty-minute tube ride each way from her halls of residence. The lecture halls were bursting with the loud and the confident; no warm flat vowels or familiar northern accents to be heard. It was a long way from the comfortable domesticity of the all-girls grammar school she’d attended for the last seven years. Laura had always yearned for the big city life, but I began to wonder if it was meeting her sky-high expectations.

			Back up north, my brother Neil celebrated his birthday with a family dinner and Laura delighted us by coming home on the train. She seemed happy enough but I thought she looked tired.

			‘You sure you’re OK?’ I asked, tipping her face towards the light to get a better look at her eyes.

			‘I’m fine, Mum,’ she said, pulling away. ‘Think I might be starting with migraines, though; had a couple of quite bad ones recently.’

			The rest of the family had their own opinions on what might be causing the headaches.

			‘Too much partying,’ was my dad’s contribution. ‘Seriously, are you drinking too much? I know what you students are like with all that cheap alcohol.’

			‘It’s London, Gramps, nothing’s cheap.’

			‘Are you eating properly, Laura?’ from my mum. ‘Not just Pot Noodles, you know, but plenty of fresh fruit and veg?’

			‘Laura, could it be your glasses aren’t strong enough? When did you last get your eyes checked?’ Mark asked. Then, quietly, in the kitchen, as we scraped plates and stacked the dishwasher, he said, ‘Do you think she’s taking drugs, Nic? I might be well out of order but just have a look at her pupils. I’m sure they’re bigger than normal.’

			Before her trip home, Laura had registered with a new London GP and had mentioned the headaches. She also told him that one Saturday evening she’d been sitting on her bed reading textbooks and the next moment had woken up to find herself on the floor, her face wet and bruised, with no idea of how she’d got there. The doctor didn’t seem especially concerned with either the headaches or the floor incident, but suggested she monitor the situation and pop back if something similar happened again. Laura did as she was told and recorded the dates of subsequent headaches on a piece of scrap paper.

			The day after Neil’s birthday dinner we had the luxury of some unexpected time together as a family of four. As usual, it took far too long for the girls to get ready, and it was mid-afternoon before we finally arrived in Lytham St Annes. We ate panini and crisps at the Vinyl Café, sitting outside in the courtyard despite the cold, as naturally we’d brought Ziggy along – because what’s a beach without a dog?

			As we walked along the seafront later, the gunmetal sea reflected a thick layer of heavy grey cloud, then the low sun broke through and we were treated to the most spectacular sunset, the sky and sea flooded with an almost celestial golden glow.

			The light was extraordinary, almost surreal – portentous and profound, as if the weather was a warning of something. It’s easy to load events with significance after the fact, but, even at the time, we felt a little unnerved by the strange weight of that day.

			The next morning, Laura woke with another headache. She was quiet and held her head stiffly, as if the slightest movement caused pain. I found her a couple of paracetamol which she swigged back with apple juice, but they didn’t seem to make any difference.

			‘Don’t go back today,’ Gracie pleaded, as Mark brought Laura’s bags down to the kitchen. ‘Stay another night and see how you feel tomorrow. You can always get the train on Monday. We can have a movie night on the sofa.’

			‘I need to get back, Grace,’ Laura replied flatly. ‘I’m doing a presentation tomorrow.’

			‘Stop fussing, she’ll be fine.’ Mark picked up the car keys from the bowl on the dresser. ‘Come on then, if you want to make this train.’

			Just as the car pulled away, the radio started playing a song that my beloved Nanna used to sing to me as a child: ‘Lulla Lulla Bye Bye’. Although I’d never heard the original before, I was instantly back in her living room: I felt the blast of the gas fire and the mossy bobble of her green three-piece suite.

			Were you trying to tell me something, Nanna? Was it a warning, or has hindsight made a superstitious ghoul of me?

			In the few short weeks that Laura had been living in London, she’d been typically productive: she’d signed up to train with St John Ambulance, secured a part-time job with Ladbrokes and applied to become an officer cadet with the University Royal Navy Unit.

			She phoned home to tell me all about it. ‘I’ve just been to get measured up for the uniform – it’s really smart. We get taught to sail, there’s all kinds of travelling and we even get paid. Can you believe that? Can’t wait to start, they’re all so nice. Need to pass the medical first, though.’

			This was just a formality, as Laura had always been fit and healthy. Earlier in the year, and right in the middle of her A Levels, she’d completed her first marathon, just to prove she could. For years we’d taken part in the Race for Life and each time she got a little bit faster until, aged eleven, she finished the 5km race ahead of me. Laura was the third runner in. I ran the last mile, out of breath and teary, pointing to the little blonde girl just ahead and shouting proudly to anyone who would listen: ‘Look at her! That’s my girl, that’s my daughter!’

			By Monday the headache had passed, and on her way to lectures Laura called in at Boots Opticians for the eye test that would complete her Royal Navy medical.

			She called me from a bus. ‘Right, I don’t want you freaking out.’

			‘Why am I going to freak out, Laura? What’s happened?’

			‘So, I went for the eye test, and they weren’t happy … said there was pressure behind my eyes, and I need to get it checked out at the eye hospital.’

			‘Hospital! What else did they say? Is this serious?’

			‘She asked if I had double vision and I said that I didn’t, and she said that it looked like my optic discs were swollen and I needed to get myself to Moorfields Eye Hospital straight away. Apparently it looks like “papilledema”, whatever that is.’

			‘And how are you feeling?’

			‘OK, just tired. It was weird, I couldn’t keep my eyes open in that seminar.’

			‘That’s not like you – you never sleep anywhere but bed.’

			‘I know, right? Really strange.’

			As she spoke, I entered the unfamiliar letters of papilledema into my phone, guessing at the correct spelling. SERIOUS, PRESSURE, BRAIN, SWELLING flashed up on the first page of the results and my insides sloshed with a wave of ice-cold anxiety.

			Laura waited an age to be seen at the eye hospital, undergoing a variety of tests, and heading back and forth between the waiting and examination rooms. When she finally saw a doctor, he said that nothing looked amiss with her eyes, but he would refer her to a neurologist, just to be on the safe side.

			‘He said it’s nothing to worry about, so stop panicking.’

			‘Are you sure? Do you want me to come down?’

			‘Honestly, stop fussing, Mum. I’m fine.’

			‘OK, if you’re absolutely sure. But you call me straight away if anything changes.’

			‘I will.’

			‘Promise me? And Dad says make sure you get a taxi back; we’ll send you the money for it.’

			She agreed, then completely ignored me and got the bus as usual.

			Despite her reassurances, I still felt a cold unease deep in my gut. Every instinct told me to head down so I could see her with my own eyes, but Mark persuaded me to wait.

			‘The hospital said she’s fine and she’s feeling OK, so why do you need to rush down there? She’s a big girl now, Nic, you’ve just got to let her get on with it.’

			The next morning, I called her, but the phone rang out. I realised she could have been sitting in a lecture – of course, that would mean she couldn’t answer – so I sent her a text and waited a couple of hours. No response. Foreboding traced an icy finger down my spine.

			I tried her every ten minutes and so did Gracie, and then so did Mark. We left a stream of messages, each more anxious than the last, but she didn’t pick up. I was becoming increasingly frantic; she had never felt so far away, and I was desperate for the reassurance of her voice.

			It was early evening by the time she called back. Her phone had been on silent because she was in bed with a terrible headache, vomiting and feeling painfully sensitive to light.

			In a quiet voice, she asked, ‘Please can you come?’

			For once in her life, Laura was asking for help.

			Gracie was adamant she was coming too, a genuine concern for her sister mixed with the heady promise of an unscheduled day off school. I can’t remember ever driving quite so fast, but we needed to make the last train and it would be tight. A ten-minute delay leaving Glasgow made all the difference and we boarded the train, giddy with relief to be a step closer to Laura.

			The Central line to Stratford was still standing room only at almost 11 p.m. Gracie and I sent a semaphore of weak smiles back and forth across the Tube carriage, nervously reassuring each other that everything would be absolutely fine and that we were probably making a fuss about nothing. Mark had booked us into a Travelodge, so we dropped our bags then tried to hail a taxi. The roads were disappointingly empty, so instead we jogged slowly through silent streets that were slick with drizzle.

			The student block was eerily quiet, just two security guards playing on their phones and the shabby detritus of Freshers’ Week posters flapping on the noticeboard. Laura wasn’t answering her phone so one of the bemused guards took us up in the lift, asking us to wait outside her flat while he checked it was OK to let us in.

			The room was pitch-black and airless. It took a while for my eyes to adjust after the brightness of the corridor, but there was Laura, an indistinct shape, motionless on the bed. We carefully helped her to sit up; even the slightest head movement made her flinch with pain. She was clammy, a sheen of sweat on her pale face as she turned away to vomit sour yellow bile into a carrier bag. I knew that this was more than a migraine: something felt seriously wrong.

			I helped her out of damp pyjamas and into sweatpants and a hoodie, her limbs uncooperative and heavy with sleep. Gracie ordered an Uber, and I crammed a few things into a bag, clumsy and flustered, with the frantic pulse of blood loud in my ears.

			Down in reception, the security staff debated which was the nearest A&E before settling on Homerton, in Hackney. We staggered out to the taxi, Gracie and I holding Laura upright as she clutched the carrier bag and tried her hardest not to be sick in the car.

			A&E was still pretty lively in the very early hours of a midweek morning, but Laura was quickly triaged and given a sick bowl. She kept her eyes tightly closed against the aggressive fluorescent lights and did her best to sleep against my shoulder. Gracie and I orchestrated a campaign of pleading looks and help-me eyes until a sympathetic nurse took pity on us, and we were moved to an empty bay where Laura could lie quietly before being assessed.

			A doctor breezed in with a brisk swish of the blue privacy curtain, introduced herself as Amber, and fired off a series of questions: ‘When did this start?’ ‘What are your symptoms?’ ‘How are you feeling now?’ Laura seemed foggy and disorientated. I could tell she was downplaying how bad she felt. Sick of the hospital, she just craved sleep and a return to bed, so I filled in the gaps.

			Amber took out a pen torch to look closely at Laura’s pupils and asked her to follow its movement across her field of vision. ‘Laura, can you hold your arms out for me, please, straight in front with your palms facing downwards? OK, now can you turn them upwards, please … and now keep your arms in front but close your eyes.’

			Gracie and I watched intently, trying to second-guess the clues she might be looking for, studying her face for a tell of concern. I realised we were holding hands.

			‘Right, now I’m going to hold my hand out and I want you to push against it with yours, hard as you can … push, push, push … OK, that’s good, now the other hand. OK, now hold your arms out for me again, I’m going to try to lift them up, and I want you to try to resist me.’

			Amber’s face remained impassive as she clicked a ballpoint pen and scribbled on a clipboard, then paused and exhaled heavily. She lifted her eyes and they met mine, which were waiting expectantly for some words of reassurance. She squeezed a straight-line smile from closed lips and slipped out of the cubicle, returning minutes later with a hospital porter.

			‘Just going to whizz you upstairs for a CT scan, Laura,’ she said calmly. ‘Won’t take long – it’s pretty quiet up there at this time of night.’ The porter took the brakes off the bed and skilfully manoeuvred it out of the bay.

			Laura was curled in a foetal position on the bed, facing the wall and trying to sleep when Amber drew back the curtain, more slowly this time.

			‘Have you got chairs?’ she asked.

			‘Oh, yes, I’m sorry,’ I replied, standing up in preparation to give them back. I assumed that she needed the ones in our cubicle for someone else, but she was just checking we had places to sit.

			Amber crouched down on her haunches. ‘I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, but Laura has a brain tumour. In fact, it looks as though there might be two.’

			The words were like a wave in the sea that lifted me off my feet, unmooring me and sending me scrabbling for something solid to hold me up. It was almost surreal and I’m not sure that I didn’t even half laugh. Maybe I’d exaggerated Laura’s symptoms to the doctor; if I took back my words, would it change the diagnosis?

			I can’t remember what else we were told: my ears were too full of the seawater sounds of shock. But I gathered that Laura would be kept in overnight and taken for a further scan the following morning.

			The tectonic plates had shifted; our world was never, ever going to be the same again. As the doctor left the room, there was a moment’s silence.

			‘Plot twist,’ said Laura dryly, in what was the understatement of the year.

			I left Gracie holding Laura’s hand as she drifted in and out of sleep, and allowed myself to be ushered into the small family room – two fabric chairs, fake flowers in a vase and a box of tissues on the table – to make the worst phone call imaginable.

			Mark was fast asleep. It was 4 a.m. by now. Having maintained a relatively brave face in front of the girls, this was the point at which it all dissolved.

			‘Mark.’ Deep breath. ‘Laura’s … Laura’s got a brain tumour.’

			‘What … Nic?’

			‘I knew there was something was wrong. Why the fuck didn’t I trust my instincts?!’ A howl came from deep inside me. It sounded barely human. I folded in two, wracked with pain, my heart bleeding into the empty hollow that had opened up inside me. I had no idea what to do or what would happen next, and I was inconsolable. Mark was barely awake and was trying to make sense of my words with his sleep-soaked brain. He asked me questions I couldn’t answer, and I broke my heart into little pieces and stuffed it down the phone line.

			Another porter came to collect Laura and took her up to a ward, then we were sent home – or at least back to our hotel. By the time we arrived back at the Travelodge, many of the guests were leaving to start their day. Gracie and I shuffled down the corridor like traumatised survivors of some natural disaster: pale, sticky-eyed, trembling with nervous exhaustion. We attempted a few hours of sleep, stirring intermittently to cry and tighten our grip on each other. I woke in a strange bed and wondered where I was, everything normal for a glorious split second – the rollercoaster at the top of the slow climb before a swooping, stomach-turning gravity drop.

			Nothing would ever be normal again.

			I would have avoided making the next call forever if I could. My parents were all too familiar with grief and loss; and while the wounds of their trauma had healed over time, the skin was still paper thin. How could I put them through this again?

			‘Hiya Mum, sorry for ringing so early, you both OK? Is Dad there? Put me on speaker, you both need to hear this – I’m so sorry but it’s really not good news.’

			I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching the buses on Stratford High Street full of normal people doing ordinary things.

			‘There’s no easy way to say this – but Laura’s got a brain tumour … more than one, they think. It looks really bad.’

			Back in an Uber to Homerton, I held tightly to Gracie’s hand, my knuckles sharp and white, terrified that, somehow, I might lose her too.

			Laura had been admitted to a busy adult ward, mostly populated by older ladies in various stages of confusion. One lady was crying because she believed everyone hated her and kept leaving because she was Jewish. A very patient nurse explained that nobody hated her and those who had left had just got better and gone home. Another lady was convinced that someone had stolen her knickers.

			To get a clearer picture of what we were dealing with, Laura was taken down for another scan, this time an MRI. Despite protesting that she was perfectly fine and able to walk, the porter insisted on a wheelchair. They were taking no risks now; the unexploded bomb in her head marked her as fragile and potentially unstable.

			Morning rounds were in full swing when Laura was brought back to the ward. A new doctor stood by Laura’s bed and explained to her attending students that brain tumours in someone so young and healthy were unusual and, having seen the scans, she was pretty sure that there must be a primary cancer somewhere in Laura’s body that had spread undetected until it had finally blown its cover and metastasised into her brain.

			This was the first time we had heard the word cancer. I looked for Laura’s reaction, but her face was a blank. I didn’t understand the coded language of diagnosis back then and I’d maintained a vague hope that this was just a benign and inconsequential growth; nothing we couldn’t handle. Until that point, I don’t think I’d even realised that brain tumours were cancerous. I felt slow, stupid, and completely out of my depth: I knew nothing.

			Gracie and I sat at the side of Laura’s bed and talked about everything other than the reason we were there. Talking about it would only make it real, and we weren’t ready to admit that yet.

			I went down to the hospital shop and bought family bags of sweets and a deck of cards to entertain the girls.

			We were playing ‘Heads Up’, the game where you hold a phone to your forehead and the other players shout out clues until you guess the words on the screen. It was a film round and Gracie had just shouted: ‘… and Louise!’ which was absolutely no help as we were trying to guess the civil rights film, Selma, when the curtain was slowly pulled back on its metal rail and two junior doctors appeared in the gap. They looked like they had just been pushed reluctantly on stage, their discomfort unmistakable.

			Just when we thought things were as bleak as they could be, the MRI scan had shown eight tumours rather than two.

			Now they needed a CT scan of Laura’s whole body – rather than just the head – to search for this elusive primary. As we waited for Laura’s turn in the machine, nobody mentioned the skeletal men and women unmistakably in the final stages of cancer who were being wheeled into the scanning area by cheery porters. But as soon as Laura was out of earshot, Gracie and I broke down, sobbing in each other’s arms. We could only keep up the brave face for short periods and we saved those for when Laura was watching.

			The next stage was a thorough fingertip examination of Laura’s skin: two doctors searched for clues as if her very body had become a crime scene. As they scrutinised her planes and plateaus, we wandered the wide corridors up to the cafeteria and down to the shop. We’d already picked up the geography of the hospital, learning our route from the road map of abstract paintings and public health posters on the walls. Gracie dipped cold chips into a pool of ketchup as they closed up the canteen, and we tried to rub words of positivity together into a tiny smoulder of optimism.

			For all its everyday challenges, parenting had been a breeze so far. I knew we’d been lucky and I regularly gave thanks to some unknown, benevolent dealer for this good hand of cards. We weren’t rich or spectacularly talented, but we had what we needed, and the girls had grown up bright and happy. My skills as a mum would probably have put me mid-table in the championship. I wasn’t Premier League-level fun, or tigerishly ambitious for them, but I covered the basics with enthusiasm: made sure the girls felt loved, that they did their homework and usually went to sleep with a story.

			After eighteen years, I thought I’d earned my stripes, but in truth I had never even been tested. I was out of my depth and desperate for Mark to arrive; he seemed to be taking ages. I knew there would be lots to organise, and the traffic would be bad, but I could imagine his dread. Once he arrived, his life, too, would change forever.

			Outside, small children with masks and Halloween buckets ranged like a picket line around the entrance to the hospital. Many of us dropped loose change into their buckets, hoping to buy some good karma for the people we loved. I rubbed my arms, hugging myself tightly against the chill of the evening as I watched the brand-new families leaving with precious, fresh babies snug in unfamiliar car seats. It seemed like only days before we had been bringing Laura home in a teddy bear snowsuit, and the memory was a tight squeeze around my throat.

			Mark finally arrived and I cried with relief as he held me, tears soaking the shoulder of his woollen pullover. My relief was mixed with bitterness; I was angry because he had taken so long to get down, angry that he wasn’t with us when we were given the news, and angry because in the days before the diagnosis he’d made me feel like I was overreacting and making a fuss. I knew that I was being unreasonable and cruel, but I wasn’t in a very reasonable place.

			I reconfigured my brave face and led Mark up to the ward. Laura was packing her bag, ready to be discharged, elated to see her dad. There was no reason to keep her in hospital for another night, but we’d need to return the next day for a breast scan, and again on Friday to talk to the doctors.

			The four of us were together again and it was such a relief not to be the only adult: someone else would be able to ask the questions and take in the answers, and this felt like a great weight lifted. Now that we were reunited as a family, I had the overwhelming urge to get us all in the car and just drive far, far away from this unthinkable scenario. We could escape, leave the country, get new identities, and pretend this wasn’t really happening. How far could we get with a tank of fuel and a boot full of denial? But this was real life, so I took my phone out and booked a hotel. I couldn’t contemplate letting Laura out of my sight ever again, so I chose a family room where we could all be together in two double beds.

			I felt compelled to tell everyone about Laura’s diagnosis, to provide an explanation for the swollen eyes and the shell-shocked faces. Receptionists, complete strangers, couples on a mini-break having drinks in the bar, all living normal lives when the bottom had fallen out of ours.

			I don’t think I slept at all that night. How could I sleep when I couldn’t trust the world anymore? My job as a mother had been to keep the girls safe, to help them avoid all of childhood’s dangerous trapdoors, and feed them well so they would grow. I’d made sure they were vaccinated against childhood illnesses, cleaned grazed knees, sorted out inhalers and warned them about strangers. But I had been looking in the wrong direction all along: the menace had been on the inside, growing in Laura’s brain. The phone call in the horror film was coming from upstairs.

			Once we were finished at the hospital we went back to Laura’s halls. Six weeks ago, we’d moved her in, dragged the boxes up in the lift, unpacked her shopping, and helped to make up her bed. Now we were faced with packing it up and bringing her home, boxing up frying pans and cereal bowls, all the things we’d bought that day in IKEA, a whole lifetime ago when our biggest worries had been how many mugs she might need.

			Gracie and Mark took Laura back to the hotel so she could sleep, and I walked to a nearby shopping centre. I needed to find some means of regaining control and that meant a substantial notebook to write everything down in. I am one of those people who seeks emotional solace in fresh new stationery. I needed the soothing rhythm of cursive letters trailing ink across a smooth clean page.

			I needed a list.

			I also took the opportunity to call Leo, without worrying about Laura overhearing the conversation. Leonora was not only a close friend, but until recently she’d been married to my brother, Neil, and she was still very much part of our family.

			Leo had been frantically doorstepping doctors in the hospital where she worked as an oncology sister, looking for advice and some kind of plan. I hung on her every word, hoping to hear that this was a problem with a solution, but a day spent grilling colleagues had only confirmed that this diagnosis was the worst kind of bad news.

			That night we went out for tea. We must have looked like any other family in Jamie’s Italian. Keeping the conversation light and tiptoeing around the elephant in the room, I could barely breathe for the terror that had expanded to fill my entire chest like insulation foam, but we still laughed and bickered, feigning a pantomime of normality over bowls of pasta and garlic bread.

			‘You should start a bucket list of brilliant things, but make sure you take me too,’ Gracie said.

			‘I like your thinking, but just so you know, I’ve no plans to die just yet,’ Laura replied.

			Next morning we took an Uber back to Homerton. In the back, we were silent, suffocating, but in the passenger seat Mark began a long and animated monologue about the pros and cons of electric and diesel cars. It was the most I’d heard him speak since he’d arrived in London. He was much more comfortable discussing engines and mileage ranges; this was his safe space. The driver responded with bemused one-word answers.

			We all reveal our fear in different ways.

			The doctor explained that, despite extensive testing, no primary cancer had been detected. They still believed there was one, they just couldn’t find it. It might even end up being categorised as a cancer of an unknown primary, depending on the outcome of any surgery. We were given a wedge of discharge paperwork to take home, the whole grim story down in black and white to be shared with a medical team we didn’t have yet.

			We found ourselves in a greasy spoon café around the corner from the hospital where the smell of fried food and noisy kids on half term added to my feeling of general queasiness. Laura needed to speak to the admin departments at King’s College and notify Student Finance that she was having to leave university with immediate effect. We couldn’t speak on her behalf: for reasons of data protection, they only wanted to hear it from Laura.

			She explained again and again in a quiet voice: ‘I’m just phoning to let you know that I’m probably going to have to leave university because I’ve got a brain tumour – a brain tumour, yes. No, no, I don’t think I’m going to be coming back, I’ll need to stay closer to home, thank you, that’s very kind … is there anyone else I need to tell?’

			Every time she said the words, it left me winded.

			Saturday brought a constant stream of visitors to the house. They came to demonstrate their love with cards and little gifts: bed socks and hot water bottles – soft, warm presents for the sad, sick girl. Their intentions were kind, and Mark and I repeated the story again and again until it no longer felt like ours.

			At one point I snuck outside and sat on the low garden wall with a mug of tea, staring dazedly into space and wondering how on earth we were going to get through this. Don’t get me wrong – it was lovely to see the friends and family that came to visit but it was also exhausting, standing in the kitchen making endless cups of tea and soaking up sympathy. Sometimes, we even had to do the comforting. Most of the time I just wanted it to be the four of us; I didn’t want to have to share Laura with other people. I was selfish and greedy, and I wanted all of her time. We spent our evenings watching old Disney films, snuggled under blankets on the sofa, and we went to the pub for tea. Nobody really felt like cooking anymore and I resented spending time in the kitchen when it was time away from Laura.

			It was around then that the angel of death started to visit me. Sometimes she would just whisper in my ear, other times she’d take centre stage in feverish dreams or sidle into my peripheral vision when I was awake. She looked exactly like Siobhan Fahey from Shakespears Sister in the ‘Stay’ video – long dark hair, pale skin, PVC catsuit, and a great deal of eye makeup – murmuring unspeakable things and cackling like a cartoon villain as my eyes widened in horror.

			I knew exactly what she was: the embodiment of my worst and darkest fears.

			I was never much of an early riser, but now I was wide awake at 5 every morning. As soon as I floated close to the surface of consciousness, Siobhan would start tormenting me with a greatest-hits showreel of increasingly grotesque scenarios: I saw myself writing only three names on birthday cards; Gracie utterly bereft and suicidal; the unthinkable possibility of Christmas without Laura; and the inevitable disintegration of our family.

			It would be impossible to get back to sleep and so, to banish the unwelcome visitor, I would quietly get dressed in the dark and head out for a run. I’d found that shuffling down the Leeds and Liverpool Canal before sunrise provided a perfect opportunity for the kind of ugly crying you can only really do in private.

			Crying did actually help; noisy howls of pain in the early morning when the towpath was quiet, or in a muddy field filled with bemused cows. The worst tears were those that came at bedtime. I’d do my best to muffle them, let the tears just soak soundlessly into the pillowcase, but it was the runny nose that would give me away. Sometimes Mark would hear and try to comfort me with a pat on the leg or a squeeze of the shoulder. I think sometimes he knew I was sobbing into the sheets but ignored me for want of something helpful to say. Sometimes he was just asleep.

			After the tears I would always feel a bit lighter – perhaps it was like bloodletting to ‘rebalance the humours’ – and I’d feel better able to face the day. I wondered why we talk about being ‘reduced to tears’, as if they make us less than we truly are, when aren’t we enhanced or elevated in some way by their honesty?

			It’s difficult to maintain a brave face when your heart is broken, but I could see Gracie watching my reactions; she needed to feel there was still hope, and fear is deeply contagious. Running soon became a necessity. It helped me create some illusion of control and stability, dulling the sharp edges of rage and fear that often threatened to overwhelm me. By the time I returned home, the worst would be out of my system. I’d take a shower, dry my hair, and apply a full face of makeup before anyone else was awake. All I really wanted to do was hibernate in the safe cocoon of my bed and sleep until it was all over, but I needed the girls to have confidence in me, so I defined my eyes with liner and mascara, warmed my pallid skin with blusher and disguised the lines of worry with concealer. It felt important to maintain the charade that everything was going to be OK. As soon as I appeared without mascara, the girls would know they had something to worry about. My eyelashes were the equivalent of ravens to the Tower of London.

			During one such run, a few days after we’d brought Laura home, I watched the sun rise, a slash of peach and gold against the inky October sky. My cheeks were nipped by the cold, and I couldn’t feel my fingers, but the morning had been so clear and beautiful I couldn’t help but feel a stirring of hope.

			I kicked off my trainers in the porch and ran upstairs to check on Laura. Mark was already with her, and I could tell from his grim expression that something had happened. He waited for her to go to the bathroom before telling me.

			‘Looks like she’s had another seizure in the night. She woke up and the sheets were all wet. Tried to strip the bed, bless her – slept in the spare room. She can’t remember what happened. I think she’s a bit confused.’

			Laura came back into the room and Mark quickly changed the subject to breakfast. I busied myself sorting out fresh bedding, anything to distract from this creeping and ominous dread. She was starting to lose control, her own body had become frighteningly unpredictable and unreliable.

			Leo used her contacts to secure us an appointment with a highly regarded neurosurgeon. We were squeezed in at the end of his evening clinic at a smart private hospital with leafy grounds and a car park with actual spaces and no ticket machine. Mr L was a substantial man with sandy hair and an appropriately grave expression. He looked young for a surgeon and struck me as someone who would favour mustard-coloured corduroy trousers and prefer rugby union to football. He seemed slightly alarmed as Laura, Mark, Gracie, Leo and I crammed into his stuffy consulting room, filling all the available chairs and settling on the examination bed like anxious crows in our most serious clothes.

			After we’d introduced ourselves, Mr L asked Laura a series of questions that I couldn’t keep from answering on her behalf. It was a knee-jerk reaction to protect her from having to say the words or think about what was actually happening.

			‘If Laura could answer, please, rather than you, Mrs Nuttall, that would be helpful.’

			He offered to show us the scans from Homerton and the five of us gathered around his computer screen. I’d been keen to see them and had imagined myself scrutinising those images with a forensic detachment, but in reality, seeing my child’s brain mapped out in greyscale knocked me for six.

			The scan showed a vertical slice of brain, scattered with little points of light, and a squash-ball-sized mass just above her left eye socket. Mr L explained that this largest tumour was located in the inferior frontal region, which is the area responsible for speech and language skills, and although it wasn’t quite pushing the brain out of position, it was exerting significant pressure within the skull, causing the seizures and headaches.

			It was crystal clear how bad this news was. It felt like all the oxygen had been sucked from the room. I was immediately too hot, sweating and shaky in my smart coat.

			He pointed out the dura, a leathery lining inside the skull that the tumour had worn gossamer-thin, almost to the point of transparency. It must have been growing there a while, rubbing and pushing and squeezing like a fat cuckoo in Laura’s brain; how many tiny clues had we already missed, how much time had been wasted?

			‘Have you noticed any changes in Laura’s personality recently?’ Mr L asked.

			We all looked at each other, wondering if someone else might have noticed a seismic shift that we’d missed, but there was a consensus of slow headshakes.

			‘No, not really, nothing to speak of.’

			‘Because I’m detecting what we call a “blunted affect” in Laura: she doesn’t seem to be expressing her emotions in a normal way, her reactions are somewhat reduced. Is this something you recognise?’

			There was a pause and a few suppressed smirks as we considered the idea that Laura’s desert-dry sarcasm and occasional lack of compassion might be symptomatic of the location of her tumour. I thought of how she’d emptied her room with no sentimentality, leaving home with barely a backward glance, and almost laughed.

			‘To be honest, I think she’s just always been like that. We thought Gracie was emotional enough for the both of them,’ Mark replied.

			If Mr L thought there was anything worthy of a smirk, he didn’t show it; this was a sombre business. He explained that the tumour couldn’t be removed in its entirety because that would risk damaging the healthy brain tissue, causing paralysis, a stroke or worse. Instead, he would ‘de-bulk’ it to remove the core of the tumour and release the pressure. This would probably need to be followed up with precision radiotherapy.

			The scan showed multiple lesions, so metastasis from a primary tumour was still likely, but there was a small chance it could be a multifocal glioma – a cancer that originated in the brain. Later we found ourselves speculating as to what would be best in terms of outcome: a primary cancer still unidentified, or brain cancer. The news was only ever going to be bad, we just needed to establish exactly which flavour of bad. Like having to choose between being eaten by a tiger or a shark.

			Surgery was scheduled for the following Wednesday. This seemed to be both too far away and far too soon.

			Mark and the girls headed back to the car park while Leo lingered behind to walk with me. ‘You OK?’ she asked, putting her arm around my shoulders and pulling me into a half hug.

			I nodded, but it was obvious I wasn’t.

			‘This is good news, you know, Nic,’ she said.

			I stopped walking and looked at her, incredulous.

			‘How on earth can anything he said in there just now be considered good news?’

			‘At least he’s prepared to operate on her. He must think it’s worth doing, so that’s got to be good thing.’

			I hadn’t even considered that it might be inoperable.

			Leo was right, and I needed to do a better job of focusing on the positives, for everyone’s sake.

			From the moment Laura was diagnosed, a peculiar thing had happened: it stopped being she and became we. I’d be surprised to find myself saying, ‘We’re having a scan next week’ – as if cancer had suddenly become a team sport. Obviously, it was only Laura having the treatment and enduring this whole horrible experience, but we were with her every single step of the way and this little verbal slip truly reflected our experience.

			To be of most use to Laura, and to advocate on her behalf, I needed to improve my understanding. My knowledge of biology began and ended with photosynthesis and the C grade I scraped at O Level, but I needed to up my game and understand the language of doctors. If I couldn’t grasp the technical terms, how could I ask the right questions and be sure Laura was getting the best treatment?

			Once everyone had gone to bed and the house was quiet, I would sit at the kitchen table, open the laptop, and interrogate the internet until the early hours, learning the terms and rolling unfamiliar words around my mouth like marbles until I could say them with confidence. I joined Facebook groups and asked for advice, searching for stories of survivors who’d defied their own prognosis.

			I scribbled down notes about freezing tumour tissue for immunotherapy, useful supplements, the benefits of cannabis and the pros and cons of a ketogenic diet without sugar or carbohydrates.

			I was open to everything Dr Google suggested.

			It was during one long dark night at the laptop that I set up an anonymous Twitter account to share my darkest thoughts with complete strangers: it felt safer that way. My emotions were too bleak and explosive to inflict on the people I loved and I was learning that in real life it was kinder to stick to anodyne responses, to swallow down the rage and not let it leak from my eyes as tears. It’s not easy to look terror in the face; it could turn a person to stone. Instead, I poured my heart out in 280 characters as @shitscaredmum.

			My first tweet was someone screaming into the abyss.

			I always thought that being diagnosed with cancer would be the worst thing imaginable, but it turns out I wasn’t even close. Finding out that my fantastic daughter (18, first term at uni) has at least 8 brain tumours trumps everything.

			Laura was permanently starving, a side effect of the high-dose steroids necessary to reduce the swelling in her brain, and although I attempted to steer her towards healthier options, my home-baked, sugar-free, flavour-free cakes were not terribly popular.

			Other than going out for essential food shopping, I avoided seeing people. I couldn’t remember what I used to talk about. What did people say when we met by the tills in the supermarket? Did we talk about the weather, or current affairs? I had forgotten a time when the first question wasn’t, ‘How’s your daughter?’ But then I would swing erratically between not wanting to talk to anyone or even make eye contact, and flagging down complete strangers in the street to tell them what had happened. I felt uncomfortable with the awkward exchanges of sympathy and kindness but also furious when people didn’t approach me to ask how Laura was. Impossible to please, I blazed with an internal rage, bitter and resentful of lives that hadn’t also just gone into freefall.

			Friends talked me into meeting for a drink, suggesting a change of scene might do me good. I conceded reluctantly, steeling myself for sympathetic looks and well-meant curiosity at the village pub. It was a rainy evening, and I picked up an umbrella, which, at the push of a button, would light up with tiny battery-powered stars. I hadn’t used it in years and decided to myself that, if the lights still worked, everything would be OK.

			This was the first of a thousand little deals I would make with the universe. I made bargains all the time – if we made it through those traffic lights or I won that game of solitaire, everything would be OK. Saluting magpies became very important, too. It was amazing how superstitious rational people could become when faced with something they had no control over.

			The lights came on: one–nil to me.

			A Shit-scared Mum

			November

			We had one last meeting with Mr L. A final opportunity to present him with the long list of questions my late-night research had generated, but each was met with a solemn shake of the head and a ‘we just don’t know yet’.

			I knew that until he received the tumour histology report Mr L had no further information to share, but it didn’t stop me asking, desperate to know everything, to find a clue, a glimmer, just something to go on.

			‘I’ve read about vaccines and how they can be made from tumour tissue, so will it be possible to save some and freeze it, so that maybe she could have some kind of immunotherapy treatment in the future? If we can afford it?’

			Mr L looked surprised by the question. Mark looked slightly embarrassed that I was bringing it up at all; he thought my approach confrontational at best, aggressive at worst, but I was just desperate.

			‘We’ll do our best.’

			The surgeon’s focus was on the immediate danger to Laura’s life, and he needed to make sure we were fully aware of the risks involved in complex brain surgery. This was a dangerous and delicate business; the worst-case scenario was obviously death, but it could also cause a stroke, or irreversible damage to Laura’s speech and language function. All operations have an element of risk, but there’s a good reason why people use this one as shorthand for something particularly difficult: this really was brain surgery.

			Laura’s life was entirely dependent on the success of the operation, but we had no other options for consideration. A big clock was ticking.

			Pre-op was scheduled for Monday, then an MRI scan on Tuesday to determine the location of the tumours and provide a roadmap for the surgical team, like workmen excavating a road for gas pipes who need to know precisely where to start digging with the JCB. Finally, a positron emission tomography (or PET) scan at St Mary’s Hospital, for one last chance to try to spot a primary tumour. This required an empty stomach, so Laura was nil-by-mouth all day until immediately before the scan, when she had to drink a pint of water then lie completely still while the imaging machine worked its nuclear magic.

			We sat in the hospital atrium and waited for it to be over, with no idea whether this final image would unlock the mystery of what was happening in Laura’s body. We had run out of things to talk about; we just watched the tides of people arriving and leaving the hospital, clutching balloons, flowers and baby bumps. Cheerful, excited faces and those creased into masks of care and worry. Would I gamble my fears for theirs? In the Top Trumps of misery, we were looking pretty difficult to beat at that moment.

			On the way back, we stopped off at an all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet for a quick tea. Laura was starving by now and both girls took full advantage, making lots of trips to the various food stations and returning with plates of glutinous sweet and sour chicken, brittle spring rolls and tiny cubes of red jelly decorated with improbable cream.

			By the time we got
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