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To Adam (Daddy), Ruby Ann & Reva Sam

This is your story as much as ours.

We love you. More than words.

 

It takes a village.

To all our villagers, we could not have done it without you.

You know who you are.
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“Some of the names have been changed to protect the guilty.”

– Viv Albertine
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IN THE BEGINNING

I have been your mother since a watery blue line told me I was. One minute, I am master and commander of my own ship, and then suddenly, I am the ship – and a tiny embryo, deep in the hull, is giving the orders. No two pregnancies are the same, no two births, and no two babies, but make no mistake: mothers are judged as one. I know this because 14 years later, when that thin blue line is hospitalized for suffering a psychotic breakdown, the cross hairs of responsibility perform a rapid sweep of the seascape of your life and quickly lock on their target. The mothership. Me.

One friend, on meeting her child’s mental health practitioner for the first time, was confronted with a joke. He said, and I quote, 

“You know the old psychiatrist’s joke: you’re either in here for one reason or a mother.”

When you were ill, I had to bang on the door of the mental health services, desperately needing help, tools, skills, advice, compassion, care. Any one of those would have made a difference, yet when I finally rammed my way through, battle weary, exhausted and scared, what I received more often than not was thinly veiled blame. I stood accused. Do they really think that by the time we arrive at their door we haven’t already hauled our souls over the hot coals of maternal love? Do they think they are telling us something we don’t already fear? I am your mother; of course it’s my job to keep you safe. Since you are huddled in the foetal position, rocking at my feet, it is fairly evident I have failed.

I couldn’t have loved you more and I am being told that I didn’t love you enough, or well enough, or at all. I am your primary caregiver, I am the cause. Already on my knees, heart-broken and wretched with worry, this feels like a cruel blow. And then comes the kicker…

“Oh, and by the way, you are the cure as well.”

Parenthood is rarely plain sailing. Squalls and storms can descend in the blink of an eye, and even when they have been brewing on the horizon for years, they come as a shock. I know I am not alone, but when the storm hits, I feel entirely and utterly alone. I know you do too. Together, we offer the words of this book as a life raft, a buoy to grab hold of. We would like to help others even though, in the beginning, we could not help ourselves.

This is the story of when I lost you.

1,000-PIECE PUZZLE

To my sisters – I have not been a good sister. I am selfish, uninterested and I have drained our family for years. I am trying to be better. I promise that I will keep trying until I am someone that you can turn to for love and support. You are both such interesting and talented women. You have this strength that I did not have when I was young. You deserved a happy, friendly house to grow up in and I am so desperately sorry that I took that away from you. I am very sorry that I didn’t tell you what happened years ago; I hate that you found out through untrue, dramatic rumours. I just wasn’t ready to say it out loud. I love you both.

This is going to be difficult to read.

To my dad – I have not been the easiest child to raise. I do not envy you. Thank you for still looking at me like your little girl even when I thought that I was disgusting. Thank you for always believing me.

To the school – you left me alone when I had absolutely nobody on my side. You chose to protect the guilty and put all the responsibility on a 13-year-old girl. You didn’t tell the police and you said that was to protect me. You lied to me. I understand that it was too late to really help me, but by protecting the boys, you sent the message to 600 students that what happened to me was acceptable. My maths teacher never should have seen those images.

To the boys – I was 13.

To the reader – when I was just 13, my life fell apart, and I felt like that was it. There was no way I could get out of this. I had just become a teenager and already I did not have the energy to fight. It took me months before I realized that if I was ever going to live the life I wanted, I was going to have to stop punishing myself for what I did, stop hiding out in my house, stop sitting on the sofa wallowing in my all-consuming sadness. It was not easy. It is still not easy. This is the story of how a naive, popularity-obsessed, self-loathing teenager managed to fuck everything up, how life broke her, and how she, with the help of her cold, loving, crazy, indifferent mum managed to put the pieces back together.

This is the story of when I lost it.

To my mum – you are about to find out how little you knew. I hope you are sitting down …



Part 1



TORN

“Get that woman out of there! She needs drugs. Now.”

Like a hippo, only my eyes and nostrils can be seen through the matted hair that floats like weeds on the water. The water is cold. I have been in this birthing pool, watched over by a trainee midwife, for – well, to be honest, I don’t know, but long enough to contemplate what mercy sinking a few more millimetres beneath the surface would bring. The room glows a handmaid’s red. I’ve no idea what time of night it is, but I do know the man in a suit has just offered me drugs and I am going to follow him.

Sod the lavender oil. Sod the Lamaze breathing. Sod the natural birth. There is nothing natural about this. I rear up. Hurling my distended, white, wrinkled mass out of the birthing pool, I leave a slick of human effluence in my wake, pad out after him, through the double doors, into …

Oh.

I appear to be in a very busy neonatal ward in a large London hospital. I suppose the architects of the birthing pool room envisaged clean, happy new mothers proudly walking out to waiting family on the other side of the door. At least dry. Certainly robed. Your dad looks surprised to see me, but I don’t stop for a chat. I can’t lose sight of the man in the suit, so I stride on. He is going to give me drugs. I love him. I feel pretty invincible, but then gravitational force takes on a new meaning and my now upright body restarts the difficult job of cranking itself open to let you out. Instinctively, I drop to all fours and moo like a heifer. I am not sure why your dad is looking so … nope, I still don’t have a word for it.

I look up. I cannot lose the man in the suit, but there are two Emirati men in long white robes getting in my way.

A nurse crouches next to me.

“Are you having a contraction, love?” she asks sweetly, while placing a tea towel over my backside. If you are reading this, sweet nurse, please forgive me for what came out of my mouth. 

When the contraction is over, the animal in me gets up, throws off the tea towel and follows in mad pursuit of the man with the drugs. Everyone steps out of my way.

After 36 hours and a failed extraction with a ventouse that pops off your stuck little scalp with such force that the man in the suit, actually now in scrubs, falls off his stool, you are finally delivered by skull-squishing forceps. It doesn’t matter because you are out, you are alive and you are beautiful.

“The welts will fade,” someone says, “her eyes won’t remain bloodshot for long.”

What matters is you score 10 out of 10 on your Apgar test. You are perfect. Your dad and I stare at you in wonder, ignoring the man in the scrubs who seems to be taking ages down there, ignoring the fact that it looks like an abattoir in here.

“Just cleaning you up.”

He left it to the traumatized trainee midwife to tell me what had happened.

“Third-degree tear,” she tells me. I don’t know why she is crying; I have a beautiful baby girl.

You lie next to my bed, this tiny, wrapped creature that I know but do not know. Despite being in a deep drug-induced sleep, I am pulled awake. I turn to look at you and these huge dark blue eyes stare directly at me from inside a Perspex box.

“Hello, you.”

You blink once, lick your lips and … whoa … you bring forth milk. In that instant, I am reduced to a galley slave and it is your tiny hand now on the tiller, setting the course.

Holy shit, I think, that is one powerful baby.

The following day, I feel hot and cold and confused. 

“I’m not feeling very well,” I try to tell a passing nurse. 

“It’s just the milk coming in,” she says.

“The milk is already—”

But she’s gone. In the shower, I discover for myself what a third-degree tear actually means. The wound is infected. I am coming apart at the seam, hole to hole, stitch by nylon stitch. All four layers of them. The stench is indescribable. I hold the stitches in the palm of my hand and show them to the nurse. My temperature spikes to 41oC.

“I could stitch you up again, once the drugs have worked their magic,” says the doctor, “but that risks reinfection – better we leave it to heal of its own accord.”

“Really? How long will that take?”

“Six weeks,” he tells me. “It’s a good time to bond with your baby.”

The nurses teach me to feed on my side and, awash with antibiotics, we finally go home. Your dad and I take you and a cushion out for supper to celebrate, but it’s too much. The only time I sit is in a shallow bath of salt water. I don’t really mind, I am so madly in love with your round little face and your round little eyes and your round little nostrils … you get the gist. First-time mothers. Insufferable.

At the six-week check-up, the wound is still open. I can’t really compute how it is okay to leave a new mother with an open vaginal tear and I am beginning to feel crushed by it. Not whole. Torn. 

Over the years, I cannot recall how many health practitioners, from conventional to complementary to the downright beardy weirdy, have asked what sort of delivery you had. Forceps, I tell them. “Traumatic” is then duly written next to the word “delivery”. I failed. On day one, I failed. I blame myself because back when you were a blue line, the size of a broad bean, I told the obstetric team that I was worried that my insides were oddly shaped. Tampons had always been a problem. I was worried a baby might get stuck too.

“Don’t worry,” said the male obstetrician, “all women straighten out the same on the day.”

I remember feeling a bit belittled when he said it. I wanted to stress my point, but he was the expert and it was rather embarrassing talking about things getting stuck, so I didn’t push it. I ignored my own inner wisdom and deferred to a man I had just met and well, you got stuck. I wish I’d stood up for myself. I wish I had trusted my instincts. I missed two vital clues to parenthood. One, children come with their own plan and two, listen to your inner wisdom and trust your instincts even when faced with experts telling you otherwise. Especially when experts are telling you otherwise.

The wound takes six months to heal. The scar tissue knits around the nerve endings, creating a cobweb of pain that requires internal physiotherapy to manually break down. Not as fun as it sounds. The upside is that you and I create an unbreakable bond in our basement bubble. I am stupidly proud of that bond, of the telepathy between us, because it means I can pre-empt your every need. You are rarely fractious and a delightful baby. From six weeks, you are sleeping through the night and we’ve got side-ways feeding nailed. We are two little peas in a tiny pod. Am I smug? Revoltingly so. We are a solid little unit and you are, without exception, my number one priority.

*

“Why do you speak to her as if she understands everything you say?” your dad asks one early autumn afternoon. You have just turned one and are still unsteady on your feet. “She can’t possibly understand you.”

“Roxy,” I say, “go and wipe your sticky hands down daddy’s trousers.” You toddle towards your besotted father and leave two perfect smear marks down his jeans. That shows him. He can’t believe it and, to be honest, even I am a little taken aback. To this day, you know what I am going to say before I say it; you can read my thoughts like ticker tape across my forehead. This is not always a good thing.

*

I believe your troubles start when mine do. We are rushing to catch a Friday commuter train. You are four and have just started primary school. We are pushing your baby sister Ruby in a pram; she is not yet one. I am also pulling a travel cot and carrying a backpack and I have just discovered that I am … I can’t even say it. We climb on to the train. It’s packed. I haven’t got a “baby on board” badge but I clearly have a fair amount of baggage, and no one offers us a seat – why should they? This is entirely self-inflicted. Both my sisters are pushing IVF boundaries trying to conceive and I … Oh God, what am I going to do? I’m not ready. We’ll have to move out of our lovely flat. I feel like such an ungrateful shit, but the novelty of pregnancy wears off after the first time. It’s boring, I’ve still got piles, I’ve got deadlines, I’m clinging on to a career with my fingernails … My husband’s life has barely changed, yet mine is unrecognizable. I am unrecognizable. The doors start to bleep, they are about to close, I could let go of the little pale hand, the plastic pram, the cot, and jump to the safety of the platform and leave it all behind. I could become a woman I recognize again … They slide shut and lock in place with a hiss. Oh no, you don’t. I stare at the woman on the other side of the dark glass, the unburdened version of me. Sorry, she mouths, and lets me go.

On 10 July 2007, flash flooding causes the Victorian sewage system in the house we have just moved into to catastrophically fail. I am due to give birth in a month. I call my neighbour – please, please, please let our new home be okay.

“It’s not good,” he says. “Your sofa is floating in 2 foot of raw sewage.”

We have no option but to move into a rented house with your newborn sister. Her name is Reva, it means strength regained, and it is what I feel the moment she is put into my arms a few hours after she is born courtesy of a stubborn cervical haemorrhage. Overnight, we go from all sleeping on one floor to a tall, narrow house with stairs and landings. You really don’t like the house and seem to be reserving judgement on the latest addition to the family. You are the big sister of two babies under the age of two. You look so grown-up next to them. Almost fully formed, except you find it difficult to sleep on your own at the top of this new strange house. I think I know why you’re scared. Madeleine McCann’s disappearance is on every news-stand we walk by on our way to school. You rarely miss a trick, and you don’t miss this.

“It won’t happen to you,” I tell you.

“But it could.” 

“It won’t.”

“It happened to her.”

Outsmarted by a five-year-old. In the end, we find a solution. I am up in the night with the baby anyway, so it’s best for you to share a room with your dad – then at least not everyone is sleep-deprived. It took six months for the repairs to be done on our house. Sixth months of having the comfort of your protective, generous, kind, doting dad right there with you in the dark.

I realize that two babies in less than two years is a lot for both of us, and you were squeezed out of our pod. One day, I promise you, you will thank me. Unfortunately, only firstborns know what it is like to have an entire cake to themselves. Only they have to watch their cake cut up for a mewling newborn. Only they get to watch, with the hawk-like investigative eye of a toddler, who is getting what slice and how big it is. I tell you this fundamental truth, of which there are very few in this world: each one of you comes with your own cake. You will not know this until you have children of your own. Do you want children of your own? Think carefully: while the love is infinite, time is not. If the firstborn takes up a lot of time, there is less for the second, there is less again for the third, there is very little left for a partner and then there is that job thing, which takes a hefty daily slice. Time gets sliced and diced; it has to be shared. It may be endless, but it has its limits. It flows only in one direction.

*

In 2008, we move into our first proper family home, with a front door of our own. It feels alarmingly grown-up. I have an office at the top of the house and have taken on a new ghostwriting project. Your dad, a theatre producer, is putting on the biggest show of his career and it is exciting. We have three children, so I suppose we are grown-ups now, though I am not sure if I ever truly feel that. I believe I can order the house like my mother ordered ours, but this is not the case. In some ways, I welcome the chaos of three – you just can’t get too precious about anything when a baby needs feeding and a toddler needs potty training and the eldest needs to learn her phonetics. I am winging it a great deal of the time. I meet each new challenge, twiddle the dials a bit and hope to evolve. The constantly growing child constantly presents new challenges. That’s the thing with firstborns: just when you think you have a handle on the situation, the situation changes. So, it takes quite a long time for me to realize that I have not got a handle on anything when things start to turn sour.

I find myself putting you back into your bed in your room several times a night, night after night. Your little body wracks with fury but I don’t really understand why. Bedtime becomes a battleground. By the time you’re five, even the build-up to bedtime is a battleground. One evening, I am trying to go out for dinner, and you hang off the front door trying to stop me from leaving. I have to lock you in to stop you from following me. When I do go out, you call incessantly and I try, but fail, to calm you down.

I am watching telly. Footsteps on the stairs. 

“I can’t sleep,” you say.

I wake up in the middle of the night. You are standing next to my bed. Eyes wide, willing me awake.

“I can’t sleep.”

We try everything. CDs. Audiobooks. Night lights. Poetry. Tickles. Massage. All is calm until the moment comes to actually go to sleep. Then, footsteps on the stairs.

“I can’t sleep.”

We are locked in a futile battle. I make you go to bed. You can’t sleep. You want me to help you sleep, but I cannot. I tell you to stay in bed, because you sure as hell won’t fall asleep crouched on the stairs hoping I won’t notice you. Nothing works.

Eventually, I take you to the doctor. He says it is developmental, separation anxiety possibly brought on by a new school, new house, new siblings, new childminder. He reassures me it is perfectly normal in a four-year-old. You’re nearly six.

SLEEP TIGHT

You are going out for dinner. You go out for dinner as much as possible – you don’t want to be around me in the evening.

Sometimes I try to stop you. Tonight, I want everything to be okay. It is Ruby’s birthday tomorrow. I am willing myself to stay in control, to not let my brain win. Tonight will not be like last night. As soon as I sit down for dinner, the fear starts to creep in. It isn’t overwhelming; small lapses of concentration, a slight shake in my left leg, my teeth clawing at my bottom lip until it bleeds. I do everything that I am supposed to do. I take 10 of the crystal drops that the man with the long white beard gave me. I try to breathe slowly and deeply – everybody says that will help; it hurts my chest and makes me feel so completely out of control of my own body. 

I go to my room and start my routine, my ritual. I check the cupboards, the drawers, under the bed, make sure the window is locked – standard stuff. I measure the door; it has to be open about 3 inches wide so that I can see one of the lights on the corridor and 10 of the stripes on the corridor carpet, but not so wide that I can see any of the stairs.

I read. I get through a book about every two days. I read until my eyes go blurry, until I am so exhausted that surely I will fall asleep when my head touches the pillow. I turn the light off and sprint across the room to bed. As soon as the lights turn off, my brain starts to whizz again. I am suddenly wide awake, on edge, and the aching fear that I am going to die tonight takes over.

I turn on an audiobook and I stare at the three inches of light coming through the door. I try to force my brain to focus on the words of The Railway Children, but it is more like I am being told what to think rather than me doing the thinking. I have to write it down. I have to write it all down, otherwise I will forget, and I cannot forget. Pages of scribbled notes cover my bedside table, and I often wake up in the morning with no recollection of writing these pages and pages of thoughts.

I hate myself for not being asleep, and I start to get more and more nervous that I am getting to the end of my audiobook. With every minute, I get a little more terrified that the CD is coming to an end, so I rewind every five minutes.

I think that I am going to die. I don’t know how, but it is going to happen.

I bite my nails, and then add them to my collection of nail ends.

I scribble more notes and rewind my tape and wait for the sound of the front door.

I look out of the window for anything suspicious. I am not sure what would count as suspicious, but I think that I will know when I see it.

I hear the front door, but there is a voice in my head telling me that it isn’t you, that somebody else has come into the house. I sneak downstairs, just to check.

“Mummy, I can’t sleep.”

You look as exhausted as me. I go up to bed, and then back down to your room, then back to bed, then back down to your room, the back to bed, then … your bedroom is locked. You have locked me out. I think that I am about to die and you have locked me out. You are not going to protect me or save me – you don’t want me anywhere near you. I am in danger and you are behind that door ignoring my screams.

I bang on your door because somebody is coming to get me.

I need backup, so I wake up Ruby.

“We are in danger, we need help and Mummy has locked us out.”

I take a broomstick and I start to bang on the door. We are in danger. We need help.

Then your face is in the doorway. You are now scaring me more than my previous fears. It’s your eyes that destroy me; they are so full of anger and hatred. When we go to your friends’ houses, I see the way you look longingly at their children, wondering why you didn’t get that.

There is more screaming and shouting. You are angry at me – you think that I am attention-seeking and should be punished. Why can’t you see that this is awful for me too? Don’t you think that I wish I could sleep? I am exhausted and I am never safe. You think that I don’t want all this to stop?

Eventually, I am curled up on the sofa at the end of your bed. Finally, I can sleep.

In the morning, I am so sorry. I cannot believe it happened again. I promise that it will be the last time. I walk into my bedroom and it seems so unthreatening. Of course I am safe here – it is pretty ridiculous that anybody could be hiding in my cupboard. Tonight will be different. Tonight, I will be easy.

I write you a sorry card for you to add to the collection stacked up next to the fridge. It is the fourth one this week. It is too late, though. I have ruined Ruby’s birthday. It isn’t the last time.

SUGAR AND SPICE

School is the other battleground. Morning after morning, you dig in your heels and I find myself physically dragging you along the grey, chewing-gum-pockmarked pavement, with you in full-blown tantrum mode while I’m pushing your two sisters in a double buggy. It’s not a good look and I am ashamed to say I feel embarrassed. Why can’t you happily skip along next to me like everyone else on the busy school thoroughfare? Why the scene? By 8:30 in the morning, I feel broken.

One day, you come back from school. 

“Mummy, what’s a freak?”

Hmm. I go in to talk to your teacher. She says she will keep an eye on you and reports back that you appear to be very happy at school. There are no concerns. Indeed, when I arrive back at the school gates, you are frequently the last to the door, taking one look at me and then running back into the building, often with the girl who you’ve told me is being mean to you.

“No one plays with me at break.”

“Why don’t you ask the girls if you can join them?”

“I do. They say I have to ask the person who started the game, so I ask the next girl and she says I have to ask the girl who started the game, so I ask the next girl and she says …”

I get it.

“What about four-square?” I ask. You just look at me with disdain. Let me explain the subtle changes of the rules of four-square depending on who is playing it. In this case, you. You queue for ages to get a turn to replace the girl who has dropped the ball. Finally, you are in the square and the ball gets thrown hard at your chest; you don’t catch the ball and go back to the end of the queue. Not all girls are sugar and spice. I go back to the teacher.

“Well, you know what girls are like,” she says.

I’m sorry, what?

Perhaps if girls were allowed to bash it out in the yard like the boys do and work out supremacy that way, they wouldn’t need to be so conniving. But girls are supposed to be “good”. Their tactics require a magician’s sleight of hand, which means you keep getting sawn in half.

Eventually, we go and talk to the head.

“Well, you have been away working a lot,” says the female head of a girl’s school.

To which my loyal husband replies, and for this and a million other things, I will be forever grateful: “She has, but I’ve been here.”

The woman observes him with quiet pity. It was not the help I was hoping for.

THREE-SQUARE

I cannot go to school. I haven’t slept. I am so tired. You are angry at me, but I need you.

The walk to school is not long enough. I slow down as we get to the streets near the entrance. I pray that the traffic lights are red so that we can wait for longer at each crossing.

The teachers at the school gate smile sweetly and welcome me in.

Please do not leave me here. Don’t let their smiles trick you. 

I like the lessons where all the desks face the front. I can lose myself in the lesson and forget about the people around me. These people who are supposed to be my friends, or at least my peers, seem so alien to me. It feels like they are just living in a completely different world. I hate the lessons where we sit around tables facing each other.

When the bell for morning break rings, I race to the library. I find a corner and open my book, my shield. There are few books left in this library which I haven’t read. The librarian gives me some shelves to organize, an invaluable distraction.

As soon as the lunchtime bell rings, I am back at the l ibrary door.

“I’m sorry, Roxy. I have a meeting today, so the library is closed. It is a beautiful day, go and play outside.”

No. No. NO. My fingers are at my mouth and I am ripping at the skin.

With my heart rate racing, I join the queue for four-square. Four people stand in a square and bounce the ball to each other. The person who loses control of the ball is kicked out and replaced by the person at the front of the queue. The conversation in the queue is like a different language to me and I cannot translate. I eventually get to the front of the queue.

“Sorry, we are actually now playing three-square, so there is no room for you.”

Do not cry, Roxy. Do not cry. Crying will make it so much worse. I practically run to the bathroom, leaving the laughter behind me. I wait in the bathroom, longing for the bell to ring again.

It is finally the end of the day, and I am packing up my bag. Two girls come up to me. Please don’t talk to me.

“If you tense your stomach, then you won’t feel it when we punch you.”

“Sorry, my mum is waiting for me, I really need to go.” 

“Come on, don’t be a freak. Tense your stomach when we get to three. One … Two …”

They punch me.

“I wasn’t ready,” I splutter, but they have already run off laughing.

You are waiting for me at the gate. I can’t come home. Home means bedtime, and sleep, and fear, and you being angry at me, and me being angry at myself. I hide behind the pillars in the school entrance. I don’t want to go home.

*

You are going out tonight, so our babysitter is here. She doesn’t understand this scary world inside my head either. She is a large, elderly, very Catholic Filipino woman called Fatima. My youngest sister is her baby, but she thinks that I am too far gone to be helped. Nevertheless, she is trying to cleanse me of the devil inside. I am only eight. I don’t understand why the devil wants to be inside me. There is a shelf in my room holding the figurines Fatima has brought back from her various pilgrimages.

She comes to turn my light off with a bottle of holy water in her hand. She dips her finger into the bottle and draws a cross on my forehead. She says that I am possessed by Satan, but that there is a good girl inside.

I know, Fatima; I am also trying to find the good girl inside.

Right now, every ounce of strength I have is going in to stopping my brain from running away with whatever terrifying thought comes into my mind. I scribble some more notes on the paper next to my bed. Important things that I desperately need to tell you.

Fatima sits by my bed and prays with me. Or prays for me – I don’t quite know.

REGRESSION

I am in my office late, alone, lying on the floor thinking about you while a woman halfway across the world is tapping into our higher selves.

“I have regressed your past lives,” says the woman in California. Of course she is from California. While I am naturally a sceptic, I am also desperate. She comes highly recommended by a friend who used healers when her son was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. He is now in remission, so I am ready to take the leap. I want to believe. So I believe. Isn’t that the definition of faith?

Why am I lying on the floor following a guided meditation by a spirit healer on an international call? Well, after a miserable summer full of escalating friction between us, I asked my family what I should do. Their answer was succinct and unanimous: “Get professional help.”

So I did. A GP referred us to the Tavistock Institute for family therapy, but your dad is unsure. He was referred to a therapist when he was a teenager, and all they did in their sessions was smoke. A child psychiatrist told me you had transitional issues – school to home, day to night – and a very active imagination, both of which I agree with. He referred us to a child psychologist, who told us you are a very bright little girl who doesn’t like school.

Yes, yes, but when are we going to get advice? What can help? 

A clinical psychologist told me to regain control of the household. A tyrant – you – is in charge, and I am letting the tantrums rule. The key here is your fear of sleep. Every time I give in to the fear – and let you sleep with me or your dad – I am inadvertently telling you there is something to be afraid of, therefore allowing the obsession, a fear of sleep, to be appeased by the compulsion, staying awake. What I must do is hold the line and tell you there is nothing to be afraid of, and in the morning show you the proof. You are alive. This is the way neural pathways in your brain start to realign, by challenging the obsessive thinking and resisting the compulsion.

But I have done this, I beg the psychologist to understand, a million times, and it just leads to tantrums. Nothing seems to tire you out. I, however, am permanently knackered. I don’t know what I am supposed to do – I can’t physically restrain you. The clinical psychologist suggests I put a lock on your door. Instead, I put a lock on mine. You try and break through the door with something; I don’t know what you are using, as I don’t give in and I don’t open the door. Eventually, it stops and I assume you are curled up outside the door, spent. Perhaps it is the only way you can sleep. It is not a night I wish to repeat, so I continue my search to understand why you can’t stay in your bed like all the other kids I know. And that search has led me to a woman in California.

By now you are eight and, after four years of this, I am desperate.

The lady in California speaks again:

“You and Roxy are in a cave in the Afghan mountains …”

Okaaay …

“You’re dead. She is alone in the cave, it is pitch-black and you have left her all alone—”

“Hang on, I’m dead? Surely you can’t—”

She cuts me off.

“Doesn’t matter. She is a child, and you are supposed to be looking after her, but you’ve left her in a cave, alone. She’s terrified, and you’re no comfort.”

I feel terrible. I am lying on my bed communing with a woman in California for a fairly hefty price who has just told me I am as comforting as a corpse. The thing is, something is ringing true, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. I really do feel terrible sadness for this child in the cave.

Wake up, Mummy, wake up.

But I can’t wake up. I’m dead to the world.

Why am I dead to the world? Because I am so fucking exhausted.

The Californian woman’s voice softens.

“Look, Gay, it doesn’t matter if you don’t believe me, just know that when your daughter is alone in the dark, that is how frightened she feels.”

I paid with gratitude and something very precious: at last, a glimmer of understanding. Your dad finds me crying in the bath and I tell him everything, like I always do. I’m not crying from sadness, weirdly. I’m crying because I finally know what you are feeling and as mad as it sounds, it is the first time I feel on solid ground. I have a vivid imagination. I can still see that child in the cave next to her dead mother, draped in darkness and terror. Your fear is real to you. I don’t know why you’re afraid. But I know you’re afraid.

I have your room “cleared” just in case. You are given blue bottles of tinctures which I drop on your tongue. I try homeopathy. Neither work. You are immune even to the placebo effect. You are still afraid, and still you don’t sleep.

*

It is a beautiful blue-sky day and we are walking around a small school in the country about 45 minutes from where my mum grew up. Boys and girls run around an open field; the sound of laughter carries across the soft summer breeze. You are in deep conversation with the head teacher, who is showing us around acres and acres of outside space.

“So when are you thinking of coming here?” he asks you. 

“As soon as possible,” you reply.

Ouch.

“No, no,” we laugh, “This would be for when you leave primary school.” You’re only nine.

“She could come now,” says the head. “We offer boarding to a small number of children who live far away.”

Your dad and I look at each other. But not 140 miles away, surely? 

But you – you are adamant.

“I would like to come now.” You look at me. “I don’t want to stay at my school.”

School has been an uphill battle, we’ve made it through, but with a lot of scaffolding. There isn’t a book in the library that you haven’t read. You’ve been on some kind of supervision for a while now and I’ve taken a sabbatical to join the super-involved PTA just so I could get on the inside and see for myself what was going on in the corridors after you told me you were punched in the stomach. Still, I don’t want you to get your hopes up, and despite all our problems, I don’t want you to be so far away. That feels like a failure. Like I can’t look after my child.

“You have to get in first,” I warn. 

“She’ll get in,” says the head.

On the way home, I start to imagine a new way of life for you and us: no more bedtime squalls, some breathing space for everyone, more time for your sisters, your dad and I being able to share a bed, uninterrupted sleep, routine for you, cozy bunk beds, a dorm – you’d never have to sleep alone – and new friends made outside the shark-infested waters of a high-pressure feeder school. Maybe it isn’t such a mad idea to be in a softer school, known for its generous pastoral care.

Your London school was very outcome-focused. I once asked a mother why the girls were doing times tables in reception. You were four years old at the time and it seemed a bit harsh to me. She explained that by teaching the curriculum two years ahead of schedule, they got the girls into the best secondary schools, which then got them into Oxford or Cambridge where – and I quote (I shit you not), “they’ll meet the right sort of man”. Perhaps I should have taken you out then and there. Later on, I was worried that you might take the problems settling in to your peer group with you. I believed it would serve you better in the long run if you worked out the issues first, then left on your own terms if you wanted to. You had done this and I was proud of you for that. You had a small group of sweet friends. Now the only thing looming on the horizon was the dreaded secondary school entrance exams.

By switching systems, we could bypass all that and you’d be able to stay at the new school until you were 13. In the end, I think this is what swings it for me. Entering secondary school having just turned 11 would feel like feeding you to the wolves all over again. By the time we get home, it’s decided. You will weekly board and we will rent a converted barn near my parents and spend the weekends in the countryside. I am really excited for the first time in years.

When you arrive, you sleep with three hockey sticks and have to face the door so you can keep watch for predators. Eventually, three hockey sticks become two, then one, then none. You still need to be able to see the door, though you never tell me why.

“I wish I was brave like you,” you say.

“I’m not brave, my angel, I’m just not scared. It’s not the same thing.”

You have just turned 10, you’re 140 miles away from us, you know no one, you’ve left the city in which you were born, and yet you think you aren’t brave? Sweetheart, you are one of the bravest people I know.

People warn me that sending a child to boarding school is like a bereavement. I will be absolutely honest and tell you this is not the case for us. We still have long phone calls in the evenings with you, and settling in takes a while. Friendship issues linger, but things are easier at home and your sisters are allowed to be happy-go-lucky children without the spectre of nightly rows and combative journeys to school. You come out every weekend, and we get spoilt with your dad’s best cooking, light fires, watch Strictly, take muddy walks to the pub, go for tea with my parents. We have fun in short, manageable bursts and it’s only one night, so you can sleep with whomever you like. At school, you discover you’re smart and good at sports. It works for you, so it works for us. I think it was one of the few good decisions I made.

HOCKEY STICKS

I am nearly 10 and have decided that I cannot live like this any more. The fear, the exhaustion, the feeling that I am ruining my family, the fact that you hate me. I do not want to be here any more, I cannot be here. So I ask you if I can go to boarding school, and you let me. Of course you let me; you don’t want me here any more either.

I sleep in a dormitory with six other girls. I love that I never have to sleep on my own. I love the fire and smoke alarms in every room. I love the fire escape routes stuck up in every room, and the CCTV cameras. I love that there is a plan.

Night after night, I lie in bed and will myself to fall asleep before the older kids come to bed. I can’t still be awake when everyone has gone to bed. My old iPod plays the only album that it has downloaded: All I Intended to Be by Emmylou Harris. Halfway through the album, my heart starts to speed up. Why am I still awake? The album is coming to an end. My head is spinning and I beg the songs to go slower. I repeat the penultimate song six times.

Go to sleep, Roxy.

I ponder over the probability that I am the only person awake in the whole building. Eight dormitories, at least four beds in each room, plus the teachers who live here. Surely, surely, I am not the only person awake at this horrible hour. My brain has taken over and I am being dragged into very dark places. How are all these girls sleeping peacefully when something so bad could happen the second I fall asleep? Asleep, I have no protection and nor does anyone else. You are so far away. I know that there is a box downstairs full of old hockey sticks. I sneak downstairs and then I am back in bed with a hockey stick tucked up safely next to me. Just in case. The next night, there are two hockey sticks in my bed. This happens every night.

On Saturday afternoons, you pick me up and take me to a barn you’ve rented so that we can all spend the weekends together. I sleep with you, and because I am only home one night a week, you let me. This is a huge relief, because the barn is scary. Huge glass windows that just lead to blackness. Nothing and nobody around for miles. Cheap wooden doors that don’t lock. So much glass. We had to flick mouse poo off the pillows before bed, and in the morning, I would wake up with brick dust on my face from the walls. The nights are less bad now because I don’t see you very much, so we try to make it special. You are nicer to me. During the holidays, it sometimes slips back to how it used to be, with the fear and the anger and the lack of understanding. If you don’t want me to sleep with you, things go badly.

I am sleeping on my own tonight. I am going to sleep on my own the whole night through and you will be proud of me in the morning. I count the bricks on the wall opposite the bed. Then I count only the horizontal bricks. Eventually I do fall asleep which, in itself, is a huge achievement. But in my sleep, there are gorillas who are breaking into the house. One rips my bedroom door off so that it is hanging off one hinge. The gorilla scratches and hits the door. It screams at me and runs out. I run across the dark, unprotected landing to your bedroom. I shake you to wake you up. You and dad are lying dead in bed next to each other.

I wake up. The door is not ripped off, but there are darks marks on it that I swear were not there before. I make the terrifying trip across the landing and shake you as hard as I can to check that you are okay. You are alive but not happy to see me and not relieved that I have survived the gorilla attack.

“Go back to bed. We can talk about your bad dream in the morning.”

It took all the strength I had to cross the landing alone to get to you. There is absolutely no way that I can go back to my room. I know you are sleepy and annoyed and your annoyance is soon going to turn into anger. Your anger is scary, but I know that I can take it if it means making you understand that we are in danger. What if it wasn’t a dream? What if it was a warning? What if I do nothing and then something awful happens? I need to make you understand that everything is not okay. Then there is screaming and shouting and running around the house, but it is you and me, not the gorillas. Back and forth between our bedrooms. So much shouting. I am shouting at you to realize that we are not safe, and you are shouting back at me that I need to stop shouting because I will wake up my sisters.

I feel a sharp pain across my cheek and I am not shouting any more. You have slapped me. I run into my room and bury my crying face in my pillow. I have a metallic taste in my mouth and I look at my pillow. My nose is bleeding. You have given me a bleeding nose. You are standing in the doorway. The marks the gorilla made are still there. You take me to the bathroom and clean my face. You sleep in my room.

The next morning, you tell me that my new punishment is that I will have to sit in the spare room for the amount of time I kept you up the night before. I am not allowed anything to distract me, no books, I just have to think about what happened. Last night we were up for two hours. So today I sit in the spare room for two hours. I have a piece of paper and a pen, so I write you another apology note. Of course I am so sorry. In the light of day, it is clear that there are no gorillas coming and we are safe. I feel sick with guilt and regret. I had so badly wanted to fall asleep and wake up this morning in my own bed. I wanted to have a nice morning and you to be happy with me. I wanted you to see how far I have come in the year I’ve been at boarding school. I write that I understand it was my fault that you slapped me, and that you were only trying to help me.

*

Sunday nights are difficult; I always want to go home with you instead of back to school. I think that it is made worse by the fact that you don’t want me to come back with you at all. I think that a mum should be sad that her 11-year-old daughter doesn’t live with her, but you aren’t. You are relieved. You don’t tell me this, but I know, I can see it. You walk on eggshells and hold your breath so that we can have a nice 24 hours once a week, but I can see you breathe out a long sigh of relief when you drop me back at the boarding house.

The headmaster’s wife takes me under her wing. She makes brownies with me in her kitchen so that I have something to take in when it is my turn to bring cake to our tutor session. My math teacher shows me how to use my controlling brain to get obsessively stuck into algebra questions instead of scary thoughts. I still struggle with the girls in my year. I don’t want to be as weird as I am. I want to find conversation easy. I don’t want to be standing silently on the edge of the circle, only coming up with the right thing to say seconds after the conversation has moved on. But mostly I can handle the daytime.

There are now five hockey sticks in my bed. I try to wrap them up in my blanket, but they are difficult to hide. The housemistress calls me in to her office and I try to explain. As I say the words, I know that I sound crazy. This is not rational. This is not rational. I need those hockey sticks, and four isn’t enough any more.

*

The headmaster’s wife has asked me to be in a promotional video for the school. A camera crew will follow me around for a few days and interview me. I feel so honoured. I have always been such a mess, but now I get top grades and they want me to represent the school. They end up regretting that decision.

SLOW YOU DOWN

We splice our lives between two places for three years. Every Friday afternoon, I bundle your effervescent sisters into the car with a picnic and we make a mad dash in the bus lane till 4 p.m. Then we crawl along with everyone else to the motorway. On Saturdays, either your dad or I drive to the coast, collect you and drive back to the barn. On Sundays, we drive the 45 minutes back to the coast, singing all the way to put off the growing unease you feel about being dropped back, and then I drive back to the barn, pack up, put your sisters, warm in their pyjamas, in the car, and your dad drives the two-and-a-half hours back to London. I like that journey. All I have to do is sit and chat to your dad while the girls watch the same Barbie mermaid movie on a loop. Just as we turn into our street, your sisters miraculously fall into a deep sleep, thus ensuring they are carried upstairs to bed. For three years, they keep this brilliant back-breaking act up. It is all worth it for those happy, precious Saturdays, and feeling for one day of the week as if I have a functioning family.

Of course, there are moments when things go wrong, and you are physically too far away for me to help. You’ve entered a school with a pre-existing pecking order and few are prepared to budge up and make room for you. I pack you off with a “period” pouch with what you might need, just in case. It travels with you. One Sunday evening, you realize you’ve left it behind at home and you call me, upset.

“Don’t worry,” I tell you on the phone. “You won’t start your period this week …” I mean, what are the chances?

You start your period. I am in the car with your dad when I get the phone call and I know as soon as you realize that you’re on speaker and your voice changes, what has happened. I call you back. These are the moments I wish I would teleport myself back to you. Instead, I call the member of staff in charge. She is amazing with you, she’s done this a thousand times before, she gets a couple of the older girls to come and talk to you and it is all handled brilliantly over hot chocolate and toast. I feel we co-parent with the school, and when things get tough, the headmaster’s wife takes you under her wing and gently breathes confidence back in to you. When you left the school after three relatively happy years, I thanked the house staff and her for giving me my daughter back, as that is what I truly believed they did.

Perhaps it is inevitable that the more time we spend in the country, the less London appeals. Your sisters start to envy your version of life. Frankly, so do your dad and I. The road signs around your school say SLOW YOU DOWN and eventually, we decide that is what we want for our whole family. Three years after you leave London, we follow suit. We want to be near the sea and under stars, the girls want a dog, and the move would mean we are all living under one roof. As we should be.

“You guys don’t work so well as a five,” my friend reminds me. She is worried that without your special status as the weekly returning prodigal child, the fight for attention will begin again. 

“Surely we’re beyond all that?” I reply, dismissing her concerns but feeling a little bruised by them – does she think I can’t manage my family? What if she’s right? Why is it so hard for us? … I push the feeling of inadequacy away. We have made up our minds. We want to extend our children’s childhoods; I see too many 12-year-olds with handbags shopping in Westfield and wearing make-up, and it looks alarmingly precocious to me. Plus, we want our weekends back – the Friday–Sunday slog is taking its toll. I believe we can have a different sort of adventure outside London, so we follow our trailblazing eldest and, when the school year ends, we move to the country.

*

It is now September. Your sisters, aged nine and eight, go bouncing into their new school. They slip easily into the place they’d been visiting for three years. You head off to senior school, finally a teenager, looking so grown-up, beautiful and confident. I am filled with joy, everyone is happy, we are ready to meet new
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