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			Dedication

			For Alice …

			… and for Kate, Harvey and Peter,

			who must live without her.

		

		
			Prologue

			When my third child was born, I was told I had a boy. The baby was given a boy’s name and raised in that gender. But when she died, twenty years later, she died as my daughter, and will forever be remembered that way.

			Throughout this memoir, Alice is referred to as Alice, whether I’m writing about her before, or after, her transition. She had a different name for many years, but this is commonly referred to as a ‘deadname’ and I choose not to use it.

			I also use she and her pronouns to talk about her throughout. In this way, I acknowledge what I believe Alice wanted: to have been seen as a girl from the start. I use the word trans to describe any individual who was assumed one gender at birth but lives as a different one. Very occasionally, I use the word cis to describe anyone who is not trans, anyone whose internal sense of gender aligns with their sex assigned at birth. I do this where required to make it clear I’m talking about people who are not trans. Some people consider the word cis a slur. I use it as a descriptor, for clarity.

			A trans woman is assigned male at birth but identifies as female. By ‘assigned male at birth’, I mean the midwife announcing proudly, ‘It’s a boy’, due to the presence of the typical male genitalia of a penis and testes. This is what happened with Alice.

			—————

			And what is this, my story? A story of joy, fear, regret, anger, shame, love, confusion, hope and almost unbearable sadness. My story is this: that for a long time, Alice had a different name, was raised with all the expectations that her earlier name bestowed. She was a more vulnerable and precious child than I could ever have imagined having the privilege to know. A child for whom living as she deserved to live is all too often a subject for political, religious and journalistic debate, and dinner-table entertainment. A child who taught me humility, tolerance and compassion; yet a child born into a society that struggles to understand her and her kin, and seems to offer little tolerance or compassion in return.

			This is the story of her childhood – of our special bond that felt sublime, almost supernatural, as though nothing would ever break it. It is the story of a breakage – how in one profound way I was not connected to Alice at all. For a long time, there was something deep and fundamental in her make-up that she did not know herself, so how could I? It is the story of her first tentative steps along the rocky path towards transition, and how, at first, I was not much better than those dinner-party guests I scorn. I am afraid, and in my desperate attempts to maintain the status quo, I would at first put her at considerable risk. And I’m not particularly unusual or unique in this response; I’m fairly typical of many of my peers, with my fears, doubts and misunderstandings. And when life seemed at last to be running smoothly, being kind to me, I would cry: why, Alice? Why her? Why me? Why this?

			It is a story that tells how fear – both hers and mine – that might so easily have destroyed her before she had the chance to embrace her true self turned to acceptance and the embracing of difference. It is a story about change, for both of us, and the hope that blossomed that final spring. It is the story of my grief; for when all the signs pointed to the path levelling off, and the possibility of a future seemed within her reach, Alice chose to die. It is her legacy.

		

		
			25–26 May 2022

			A knock at the door, a trip to accident and emergency

			On the morning of Thursday, 26 May 2022, at around 8.30 a.m. there’s a ring at the door. I don’t hear it. I’m in a deep sleep, having spent the night in accident and emergency with my ninety-five-year-old mother. Mum is registered blind, due to a triple whammy of glaucoma, cataracts and macular degeneration, but this doesn’t stop her living a full and independent life. She’s a keen gardener and loves nothing more than spending time pottering in her garden, pruning, weeding and watering.

			This was how she’d spent the previous morning until a stubborn weed that would not budge caused her to tumble backwards, sustaining a nasty cut to her elbow. Mum’s skin is tissue-paper thin and peels off her flesh like the skin from an overripe peach. Typically, she didn’t want to bother me, so she sought the help of a neighbour, a one-time district nurse, who Steri-Stripped her wound. Suffice to say, at eighty-three herself, the neighbour’s patching skills weren’t what they used to be. So, some eight hours after Mum’s fall, around 7 p.m., I receive a call: I’m in a bit of a mess, can you pop over?

			Mum still lives in my childhood home, and it’s just fifteen minutes away. I arrive to find her in a bad way. As I remove the loose bandage from around her wound, a congealed Steri-Strip bundle slides down her arm, in a lava-like flow. There is a large skin flap, with embedded soil and debris. It is beyond my repair skills, so we head to the local hospital, where we wait nine hours for Mum to be seen. Which is why, after seeing her safely into bed, I don’t return home to slip under my own duvet until almost 7 a.m. the following day and why I am dead to the world when the doorbell rings one and a half hours later. Instead, I’m woken by my husband, Peter, shaking me gently on the shoulder. There’s a policeman at the door, he says.

			29 October 1971

			An earlier knock at the door, an unfortunate incident by the bread van, the seeding of shame and anger

			I’d experienced a policeman at the door before. Not a policeman exactly, a man in uniform, army uniform. And on this occasion, he hadn’t come to speak to me.

			My father was a major in the Royal Artillery and we were on a posting in Germany. My brother, then aged ten (six years older than me), was away at boarding school in England. So, on the day in question, it was just me and my parents living together in army quarters, with other army families all around.

			Writing now, it strikes me that this is the first time I’ve ever referred to myself as having parents, in the plural. I’ve never spoken of two parents, together, have never had a conscious sense of my mother and father existing simultaneously. My life has had two distinct eras: ‘when Daddy was alive’ (an abstract concept for me, as I’ve no memory of it at all) and ‘after Daddy died’, mostly just me and Mum. This was the way my mother defined our lives, so it was the way I framed it, too. All the stories I know of ‘when Daddy was alive’ have been told to me, almost entirely, by my mum. What I’m about to tell you now was told to me by her first, some forty years after it happened, over a cup of tea in her garden.

			—————

			I was upstairs playing. My father was out on military exercise, only for the morning, due back for lunch – tuna spaghetti casserole (Oooh, good, I like that, he’d said, as he left).

			Around the time he was due back to eat, there was a knock at the door. I wasn’t called down, not this time. My mother answered. It was a colleague of my father’s. There’s been an accident, he said. Mike is dead. His jeep was driven off the road by a lorry. It hit a tree. The only tree for miles around, he continued, as if to rub the bad luck in a little bit harder. He would have died instantly, he added, as some sort of consolation.

			Later that day, my mother, in shock, told me there’d been an accident, that Daddy was in hospital, that he was very ill. So I went to bed that night thinking Daddy was still alive.

			In the morning, I asked to go out to play. There were lots of children on the base and it was a Saturday. The local baker was doing his rounds, selling fresh bread and pastries from his van. But he also had trays of sweets, and on Saturdays, all the children would swarm around to buy them. That morning was no different. My mother gave me a few pfennigs and let me go.

			The next thing my mother knew, there was a loud knocking on the door, and one of the other army wives was asking her, breathlessly, What have you told Caroline about Mike?

			Nothing, said my mother. Only that he’s ill.

			The neighbour went on, You’ve got to tell her. The children are telling her.

			I have to imagine my experience that day because imagination is all I have.

			The other children had been told my father was dead. Your dad’s dead, they must have said. No, he’s not, I would have retaliated. Yes, he is, they would have gone on. He’s not, I would have said again. Is … isn’t … is … isn’t … That’s how I imagine it. Me standing my ground and defending myself, because I knew the truth. I had it from the most reliable source: my mother.

			But after the neighbour left, my mother called me in. She sat in the hall, on the bottom step, and patted the space next to her for me to sit by her side.

			The lies the children had been telling me were confirmed as truths. It was I, not them, who was wrong. I must have been flooded with feelings, feelings adults at the time thought too complicated for a four-year-old to experience. Sadness, of course, fear and anger, but this other thing, too – shame and embarrassment. I was wrong.

			As my mother told it, I turned and pummelled her with both fists, kicked her, too, shouting, Not my daddy, not my daddy. She tried to comfort me, but I wriggled free and ran upstairs, shut myself in my room, behind a slammed door, threw myself on my bed and howled.

			—————

			As my mother recounted this story to me – and I say this because it felt like a story and not something that had happened to me – she said she was so surprised.

			What? That I was angry? I asked.

			Yes. You were so cross with me and I didn’t know why.

			I can guess, I replied. But in the moment, Mum seemed not to hear me, couldn’t really grasp it, acknowledge any kind of mistake in the telling.

			I’ve lived with the fallout from that day my whole life. A tripwire set deep inside me that gets tripped more times than I care to recall. Growing up, and into adulthood, I’ve struggled to believe in myself, to speak up, unless I’m absolutely certain I am right. And even then, I harbour a constant nagging fear of being proved wrong. I have always been this way.

			And it’s left me with one other scar. I expect bad things to happen to me. And they often do. Mine is a life lived in expectation, waiting for the next knock at the door.

			26 May 2022

			A momentary suspension of belief

			When it comes, I don’t feel a massive rush of fear or panic. I walk calmly downstairs, merely thinking, it can’t be Mum. I only put her to bed a few hours ago; what possible trouble could she have got into in that time, and how would the police even know?

			Our house is almost entirely open-plan downstairs. I descend our spiral staircase to find the policeman hovering sheepishly inside the front door. Is there somewhere we could sit? he asks.

			I’m about to be told bad news, for sure. I gesture to the clearly visible sofa and chairs in the sunken living area, thinking, haven’t you got eyes in your head? You’re clearly not much of a detective. My brain allows me to scorn the policeman for using a stock phrase he must have used many times before delivering bad news – even lets me be a little amused with myself. But it won’t let me think anything bad has happened to my immediate family; it’s protecting me. Who’s dead? I wonder. I move on from my mother to my brother, to one of his children: Rosie, Michael or Grace? How odd, I think, that they should send a policeman here, at this time, to tell me this. How sad. And even when the penny does begin to drop – because who has ever been woken by a knock on the door from a nervous policeman to tell them their niece is dead? – I think first of Kate and Harvey. Kate has been assaulted in Leeds, Harvey has been in an accident in Central America, that’s it. Until my thoughts finally settle on my youngest child, Alice. It’s Alice, I say. It’s Alice. Because of course it is Alice. What’s happened to Alice?

			1996–2002

			From careless shag to family of five

			Alice was born in Epsom General Hospital on 23 February 2002. I was thirty-four. She was my third child, a child I wanted more than anything else in the world.

			For a medic, family planning hadn’t been my forte. Peter and I conceived Kate after a giggly, rash moment of unprotected sex in the spring of 1996. Six weeks later, immediately before my first set of exams for Part 1 membership of the Royal College of Psychiatrists, I began to feel sick. I put it down to nerves. When my nausea didn’t subside with the exams over, I took a pregnancy test. It was positive and I was happy, but it wasn’t planned.

			In my first antenatal class I sat next to Jane. We made some small talk and soon became, if not quite friends at first, then allies. We were sarcastic and unkind about some of the other women in the group who appeared to be wholesome 1950s’ caricatures of mothers in this affluent, leafy village we called home. They would give up work and dedicate themselves to motherhood, whilst Jane and I planned to return to our jobs and pursue our careers. Joining forces gave us something intangible that we didn’t possess as individuals, a security that came with a recognition of some sort between us. Initially at least, our relationship was perhaps built more on shared fear – of ourselves, each other, the outside world – than affection. It was complicated. But we made each other laugh and that was a start.

			Once Peter and I had embarked on having a family, I imagined a large one, an abundance of babies, who would be better respected and understood than I had ever been. But our family, like most, began with one, then grew from there.

			I secretly hoped for a boy. Despite her solid love and support, and some spectacular triumphs at certain points, my relationship with my mum growing up had been tricky. My experiential view of mother–daughter relationships was that they were unpredictable and often quite unpleasant. So, I preferred to think of myself as the mother of a boy first, then a girl, once I was more accomplished. But Kate came out, a daughter. Jane had a boy, Archie. I regularly dressed Kate in navy and red, but with maybe a little nod to her gender (a bow detail, or pink socks), then felt irritated when strangers thought she was a boy, because they didn’t look closely enough and made assumptions.

			We took our babies to the rounds of postnatal coffee mornings, but we felt separate, somehow, from these other mums who seemed to be getting on just fine with themselves and each other, so we attended less and less. Jane out of necessity, as she quickly returned to work, and me because I felt like an outsider without my ally. Kate was an easy baby during daylight hours, so – without Jane’s eye to catch and illicit plans for a trip to the pub to be made – sitting in endless coffee mornings, with other people whose babies bawled and retched, held little appeal. Jane was my aqualung and without her I couldn’t breathe. Instead, when the opportunity arose, we took our babies to the pub that summer, pushed them in their buggies and drank a little more than we should. We moaned about our own mothers much of the time, yet didn’t think we were very good at mothering ourselves. We pretended not to care; we were above all this – more than mothers. But really, we were sinking.

			After Kate was born, I had complications from an infected episiotomy. The pain made sex impossible. Six months later, I had surgery to repair an open wound that hadn’t healed. Post surgery, things felt no better. I was still breastfeeding, so wasn’t on the pill. I wanted to be intimate with Peter, but our first attempt at post-surgery sex, using a condom, reduced me to tears. I began to catastrophise that our sex life was ruined and desperately missed the special bond that came from good sex. We tried again, and as pain arrived once more, in teeth-clenching waves, I told Peter to abandon the condom. I didn’t care; I couldn’t do it any other way.

			He was at work when I peed on a pregnancy test for the second time in my life. I pushed nine-month-old Kate to the pond and we sat watching the ‘duckdars’ (Kate’s first word). I held the positive test in one hand, rocked the pram with the other and sobbed. I hadn’t had one period since having Kate. I couldn’t have another baby, I wailed silently to myself. I couldn’t cope with the one I had. And I’d more exams to do, to climb the career ladder: registrar, senior reg, consultant. It was way too soon. How would we manage the childcare? When would I study? All the usual questions. But I wasn’t about to have an abortion – this was something I felt very strongly about. Other people could do it, but not me. Babies were not for terminating, or worse still, giving away. As an adopted person, both were anathema to me.

			I loved Kate so much that now I was pregnant again I wanted another girl – what I knew – but this time, I had a son, Harvey. As far as Peter was concerned, we were done. A neat little nuclear family: mother, daughter, father, son. It was hard, working as a junior doctor with night shifts and weekends and a husband who commuted to a London office job. It was what I’d always wanted, a family of my own, but it wasn’t working out quite as anticipated. After a couple of years of peace and harmony between Kate and Harvey, probably around the time Harvey learned to speak, they decided they didn’t really care for each other that much and the he-said-she-said tittle-tattle began. I had no instinct for how to deal with it. I didn’t feel like a very good mother, certainly not the ideal I had pictured for myself, righting all the wrongs of a previous generation. Our social circle narrowed, as it became increasingly difficult to take our children anywhere when they fought at the slightest thing, and they – and I – were met with disapproving stares. We employed a series of au pairs to help me with childcare, but they rarely stayed long, for either I did not like them or they did not like us.

			The instinct I did have was that another child would help. Perhaps not the large family I’d imagined, but just one more. Peter was appalled. No! he said, regularly reminding me of the lunacy of my plan when I was reduced to tears by yet another physical wound or war of words between our warring infants. I pleaded and pleaded but he wouldn’t budge. I wouldn’t let it go. I wanted to change our family dynamic, not just between Kate and Harvey, but intergenerationally. I didn’t want the one-boy-one-girl structure of the jinxed family I grew up in. A third child would break my family curse. I pressed on and on with my need, though I knew I couldn’t expect it. I was afraid of running out of time. Kate turned four in December 2000, Harvey would be three the following June, I feared that the older they got, the weaker my argument would become.

			Then one night, in the late spring of 2001, Peter rolled over to me in bed and said, with a broad grin, Shall we try for that third baby, then? I can feel the thrill of it as if it was last night. (If he was hoping for a ramping up of our sex life, he had a short memory – it had become a private joke that we could probably conceive a baby over the phone.)

			We went to a wedding that June, the day after I’d peed on a stick for the third time. There’s a picture of Peter and me on that day, which is my absolute favourite photo of us together, ever. During the speeches, I’d knotted all the pale pink ribbons from the dainty bags of wedding-favour almonds into bows in his short black hair. The picture is so full of joy and contentment. Pleasure radiates from me; I have never looked so beautiful. I was expecting Alice.

			26 May 2022

			Bad news, the first sign of difference, a marriage put to the test

			Twenty-one years later, I am sitting in my living room, hearing my daughter is dead.

			The policeman is kind. He attempts to soften an unsoftenable blow. His sister-in-law killed herself the previous year, he says, so he has some understanding of how we are feeling. This is well intentioned, but I dismiss him. I’ve just been told that a body has been found on the undercliff path between Brighton and Rottingdean. There’s reason to believe it’s Alice. I do not know myself how I’m feeling, so how can he? I’m thinking, here we are, this is it, this is what it is like, this thing I have been quietly expecting all my mothering life, it has arrived. I feel quite composed, as if what’s happening isn’t happening to me. I don’t seem to mind that much. I well up a little, as if I’m listening to a radio drama, experiencing some fictional loss.

			There is a moment when the policeman has to check Alice’s gender, just to clarify. She is trans, I say. He nods in understanding and continues his duties as he should, never misgendering her, mindful that she is our child and she is dead. Though at this stage he is repeatedly at pains to say he – the police – are not certain it’s Alice, there’s reason to believe it could be her, but it isn’t confirmed. There have been mistakes in the past, it seems, but I have no doubt. The policeman talks but I’m not really listening. I just say, It’s Alice, it’s Alice, I know it’s her. Over and over.

			He’s explaining how they’ve traced us from a mobile phone found at the scene. I don’t really care for the police procedural part of how they’ve come to be here, in my living room, telling me my child is probably (definitely) dead. He goes on. Can he show us a photo of a distinctive jacket found at the scene? Yes, that’s hers. Can we describe a tattoo on her upper arm. Yes, again. Could we clarify: left or right? We’re not sure, it was fairly new. We’ve only seen it once. There is a tattoo on her torso, too; no, we don’t know about that.

			For me these checks feel pointless. I’m convinced that it’s my daughter who’s been found, by a passer-by, around 5.30 a.m. on that clear late May morning. Poor chap, minding his own business, on his way to work in Brighton. Alice has ruined his day. I’m certain and oddly detached.

			Peter’s in bits, sobbing uncontrollably, making wounded animal noises, groaning and moaning: no, no, no. He’s sat on the far end of the sofa, as far away from me and the policeman as possible, as if putting distance between us somehow separates him from the fact of Alice’s death. I sit on an armchair and remain composed. If this is what bereavement looks like, it turns out I’m rather good at it. This time, anyway. It doesn’t feel that bad; in this moment, I have it nailed. How odd that the poets and the playwrights have it all wrong, I think.

			And then somehow, we’re together and hugging and Peter is asking, begging, Please don’t turn me into the man in your story. I won’t, I won’t, I reply. But it has already crossed my mind, that weeping and snotty as he is, he’s rather like Bob. Bob is the fictional husband in a short story I wrote about fifteen years previously for an Open University creative writing course, back in the brief period when I’d thought I might turn my hand to writing and never did. A story that began with a policeman knocking at the door – a remarkably prescient story as it now turns out. And in that story the husband and wife split up after the death of their daughter. A process that begins when Bob reaches for his wife’s hand and she, repulsed by the pudgy, wet, raw-sausage sliminess of his grip, pulls away. I hold on to Peter, repeat that he isn’t Bob, but his snot-smeared cheek rubbing against mine does not reassure me.

			The policeman wants a picture of Alice, so we’ll be spared having to make a formal identification of her body. In these times of social media, with cameras on almost every phone, you’d think we would be able to lay our hands on a picture of her with the utmost ease, but we can’t. Alice has been camera-shy over the past few years. Not many photos have been taken, and those that were have never been printed off – a task for a rainy day with some spare time, a day that’s never come. So, we sit, separately again now, and scroll through thousands of photos in unsorted albums and WhatsApp threads. We swipe and curse, swipe and apologise, swipe and joke: I have this one of her sister, where they look very alike – you can have that, I quip. Of course, it will not do. I can feel my heart quickening, a restlessness pulsating through my body, as I scroll and scroll. Alice is gone and I don’t have a single picture. I’m a bad mother. Not a single picture as she is now, not one. And then I find one and I feel relief that I’m not such a bad mother, after all. And it’s perfect, the picture. She looks so beautiful and happy and she’s back with me, though it’s just a picture, which I show to the policeman on my phone. She’s wearing the jacket – that would seal it. Yes, the policeman says, this one will do. I feel almost pleased, that the photo is suitable. Until, abruptly, I don’t.

			I don’t suppose it takes much more than an hour, this visit that veers my life off on yet another tangent, and then he’s gone, and we’re on our own and must make plans. The real and very practical business of bereavement is about to begin. People have to be told. Kate and Harvey need to know. There is not a moment to lose. They must not find out any other way.

			2002–2010

			Bottom shuffling, mirror writing and bedwetting, amongst other things

			Once we were expecting our third child, we decided to find out the sex of the baby in advance. Kate was five years old and insisting on a sister. We wanted to prepare her for any disappointment. But when Alice was born, we didn’t have to worry. She was a delight and adored by everyone. I asked Jane to be Alice’s godmother. We had grown close over the intervening years. Jane, like me, marvelled at this new little baby who was so at peace in her world, when we were so at sea in ours.

			Our tendency to drink to numb some of the terror of parenting had, in Jane, developed into alcohol dependence, which I discovered one sunny summer afternoon in 2002, when Alice was just six months old, and all seemed okay with the world. I’d dropped in on Jane with a bottle of wine, on my way to take Harvey to a swimming party. We enjoyed a glass each, before I left with Harvey for the party. When I returned, around half an hour later and suggested another glass, there was an awkward moment. Jane had finished the bottle whilst I was gone. I remember our mutual discomfort, the vast silence, as I dug deep to say something to her. I was working in the drug-and-alcohol dependency unit at the time; I couldn’t ignore it. That Christmas, she was booked into the Priory for five weeks of rehab and has been sober ever since.

			I sometimes wonder if I could have gone the same way, too, if I’d also been on my own, if being Alice’s mother had been anything less than effortless. She slept through the night from six weeks. Not the meagre five hours from midnight to 5 a.m. that many new mums would reasonably claim as a huge victory, but a full twelve hours from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. Her older siblings had been terrible sleepers; this baby who slept so long was a gift from the gods. She never seemed to whinge and cry the way her siblings had, or other babies did, I always seemed to know what was needed, be it food, warmth or a nappy change, and she was content. If Alice had been my first, I’d have been an unbearably smug new mother. But she was my third and I was simply happy that I seemed to have found my maternal instinct.

			And Alice had these little things about her that connected me to her in a way that was so deeply gratifying. As an adopted person, I felt outside of my family, by way of looks and personality, and in other ethereal ways. Growing up, I felt very alone, different, misunderstood. Now I was a mother, I had biological connections to my children, but people would keep telling me how like their father Kate and Harvey looked. Then Alice came along and everything changed. She had a slightly misshapen left ear: a pink penny shrimp of an ear, with the helix – the rolled-over bit at the top and around the edge – stuck down to the main part of the ear, so you couldn’t run your thumb tip into the gap. I have the same minor deformity on my ear, too, but on the right-hand side.

			—————

			When I traced my birth mother later, she wrote me a letter, describing a little defect on her left ear. Like Alice! I gasped. For the first time I had a family thread that connected me, by a little zig-zag stitch through time, to my world. I felt secure.

			—————

			When Alice reached three months old, I became suddenly irritable, impatient and snappy – not with her, but with her siblings and Peter. I’d felt like this when the initial joy of having Kate and Harvey had worn off. This was mothering, I’d thought: exhausting, demoralising, impossibly hard. I’d had undiagnosed postnatal depression, of course, but I only realised after Alice was born because with her there was no logical reason for it. I was getting plenty of sleep, and she was so easy to care for, but I was tetchy and tearful nonetheless. I started antidepressants and within four days, I was doing better. The science couldn’t really explain it. SSRIs are supposed to take two to four weeks to work, not four days, but within a week, I was well and felt safe again. The tablets had worked their magic and the science, or lack of it, did not matter to me.

			Whilst Kate and Harvey still struggled to find common ground to unite them, they both bonded with Alice and she with them. I remember holding her in my arms in the kitchen, when she was still too young to join in with their play, with her pointing through the window to be with them. When she started to speak, her first words were ‘garden’ and ‘outside’.

			Alice was a bottom shuffler. I was delighted she got around on her backside like this, just the way I had at that age. Instead of bringing on concerns about possible developmental delay, as I might have experienced with Kate, this idiosyncrasy simply served to connect us more deeply.

			By the time Alice was old enough to enjoy being read to, Kate was a fluent reader and spent hours reading to her or making up stories where they had their own personal adventures. Kate could make Alice laugh so much she often broke wind and sometimes more. Then more laughter ensued. Harvey and Alice used to spend hours together, too, playing Power Rangers and Lego. In her easy, relaxed way of being in her relationships with us all, Alice filled the house with light.

			When Alice started to write, she adopted mirror writing: ɘɔilA. It was so cool, so amazing and weird. How does she do that? I’d ask, enchanted. Why is Alice doing it and not the others?

			I’d never heard of it before. It was a little freaky. Google said not to worry – it was a fairly common phenomenon which would spontaneously resolve. Which it did. I found this progress rather sad. It had been magical, special and very, very different.

			Not everything about Alice’s early years was entirely straightforward. She was a bedwetter, not dry at night until well after her seventh birthday. But this was just who she was, though it meant bed-sheet changes in the middle of the night when we tried her without a nappy. I mentioned it during a routine check with the school health visitor and treatment with an enuresis alarm was undertaken. The alarm consisted of a pad fitted inside her pants at bedtime. It was designed to go off and wake her as soon as she began to wet herself, but unfortunately, although the alarm was so loud it woke up everyone else in the household, with much noisy complaining from her siblings, Alice did not stir. It was bloody annoying, but also amusing, and in a few weeks she was dry.

			Even things that should have felt difficult felt easy. Too easy, I said. It will come back to bite me.

			26 May 2022

			The bloody dog, a series of tellings, panic rising and driving north

			At the time of Alice’s death, neither of her siblings is living at home. Kate, aged twenty-five, is in Leeds doing her history masters and Harvey, aged twenty-three, is travelling with his girlfriend, Shin Ah, in Guatemala. They are our immediate priority. We’ll drive to Leeds to tell Kate in person and then, together, we’ll tell Harvey. That’s the plan.

			Then we remember Pippin. The bloody dog. Should we take him with us? A quick decision is required. I need to be in Leeds now. Every second wasted seems a failure. I need my surviving children to know. I cannot bear that Alice is Schrödinger’s cat – dead in my world, but still alive in Kate’s and Harvey’s. A friend, Ian, who lives down the road, is called and muddled plans are cobbled together. Pippin will be left behind and cared for by others, so we can focus our efforts where they’ll be needed most: the children, the rest of the family – someone must tell my mum. The tables are turned. In an echo from fifty years ago, I find this time it’s me who doesn’t have the courage to tell her. I cannot tell her because whilst Alice was walking from Hanover towards Rottingdean, whilst she was standing on the edge of a cliff and looking out to sea and into the void, I was in accident and emergency getting my mother’s wound dealt with, caring for my mother. And in this moment, I hate her. I hate her for preventing me from caring for Alice. I hate that she’s alive and Alice is dead. If it weren’t for my mother’s obsession with gardening, Alice would still be alive because I could have been there to stop her. Although, of course, I would have just been in bed sleeping if I hadn’t been with Mum, which would have just been a different way of not being there for Alice, of letting her down.

			If I can’t tell my mother, someone else must do it. I ring my brother. Alice has killed herself, I say.

			You’re joking, he replies, tailing off before the word is fully formed.

			No, I say and immediately regret telling him. I hate that already Ian and my brother know Alice is dead, whilst Kate and Harvey do not.

			I am coming undone, the first signs of panic rising. We’ve asked the policeman to arrange for Alice’s housemate, Keith, to be informed. I must stop them. I’m terrified the news of Alice’s death might spread, get out on social media, her siblings finding out about her death on Twitter/X or Facebook. A raft of remedial action is required. Ian is called again; he mustn’t tell his son who was in Alice’s year at school. I call my brother back, ask him not to tell the cousins. My children must not find out by accident.

			Finally, with a few random articles of clothing stuffed in a holdall, a key under the mat for Ian, we’re ready to leave for Leeds. I will drive. Although I’ve had less than two hours’ sleep, I feel wide awake, wired – there’s no way I could sleep now. I’ll drive first, then we’ll stop halfway and Peter will take over.

			It’s surprisingly easy to drive whilst talking about the suicide of our daughter hours before. Already, I start to make plans for the funeral. We cannot have it in a stuffy hotel with finger sandwiches and cups of tea in fine bone china. I’m very clear. It needs to be young. A barbecue, beers, Krispy Kremes for pudding – the last thing she and I ever ate together. We’ll ask the rugby club if we can have it there, just like when the kids were little and we hosted festivals. But it will be better than that. It will be June, we’ll have deckchairs and picnic blankets, the sun will shine. In these first few hours of the drive, I have it all planned.

			We pull in at Northampton services to take a break and change places. Peter is hungry, maybe he’ll get a burger. How he can think of eating baffles me. We dither by WH Smith. I have a headache and need to wee, so I leave Peter buying me paracetamol and head to the loos.

			I feel the unravelling beginning as soon as I step away from him. A kind of fizzing inside, like the bubbles gathering on the surface of a pan of milk, steadily coming to a simmer. The crying starts in the cubicle. The bubbling over.

			2003–2005

			Another mother, good Mum/bad Mum, a touch of paranoia, a resignation

			When Alice was a toddler, I didn’t cope well with the pressures of medicine, raising three children close in age, a husband who left for work before nursery opened and got back after it closed, the logistics of childcare almost entirely mine. My career faltered. Whilst pregnant with Kate I’d passed Part 1 MRCPsych at the first attempt and was doing well, but after she was born, I went part-time, choosing jobs for their nearby location or lack of pressure, rather than their intellectual appeal. I then had Harvey seventeen months later. I made two attempts at Part 2 of my professional exams, both of which ended in failure. I passed my written exams each time, but when I had to speak in front of an authority figure, my knowledge failed me. I decided to take a step off the traditional career ladder to become a staff-grade doctor. I could go back to a psychiatric training post anytime, once child rearing got a little easier. It never did.

			I complained to Peter that young children had something of the dementor about them: they demanded more and more of me, until I felt sucked dry. Harvey was such a whirling dervish of exuberance and mischief; I could never keep on top of him. Kate had a will of iron. Sometimes I hated being a mother, wished the children had never been born, wanted to undo the cascade of events that dominoed on from that careless, carefree shag on the living-room floor. Oh, to go back to easier childless times, to be responsible for only myself. But these were only fragmentary fantasies. I would never give up on any of them. I had made my choices. I loved them fiercely. I started to think more and more about the woman who gave me away.

			—————

			I’d always known of my adoption. My mother told me I was special, chosen, but I didn’t feel special. I felt like a victim and I painted my birth mother as one, too. Probably only a child herself, and persuaded, perhaps forced, to abandon me; if not entirely abandoned by her own family, at least abandoned as a mother.

			Adopted children are prone to an unconscious psychological process whereby they split their two mothers into good and bad. This was not widely recognised in the 1970s, but looking back, I clearly assigned my birth mother the role of good mother and Mum, the one who raised me, became the baddy. She didn’t look like me for a start. She was short, whilst I was tall; she had brown hair, whereas mine was white-blonde. When I entered puberty, I remained flat-chested, whereas Mum had an ample bosom. And our temperaments were so different. She rarely cried, but I was sensitive, blubbing at the slightest thing. I lost my temper often, whilst Mum was calm and quiet for the most part, apart from when she ‘lost her patience’ and I fled to my bedroom, terrified of the hairbrush. She’d end up in bed, then, too, curled up under the covers, and I’d hear her cry, so that eventually, I’d tiptoe to her room, kneel beside her bed and say sorry, over and over, for this was the only time I ever saw her tears – whenever I’d been bad. I’d pray to God to please make me into a well-behaved child, so I can stop upsetting Mummy, but it never worked. And the one thing I wanted, more than anything, was something parents weren’t inclined to proffer back then: a ‘sorry’ in return.

			—————

			So, for complex, unrecognised reasons, I was bad, Mum was bad, but my birth mother, a woman who had given me up, and whom I’d never met, was good. In the way of fairytales, my birth mother was a fantasy figure who might still, at any point, have saved me from this intensely complicated relationship with this other mother I’d been lumbered with.

			But when I became a mother myself, the story I used to tell myself as a child began to shift. My birth mother wasn’t good, for if she was, why would she have given her baby away? The feeling intensified with each child I birthed. There were days I felt utterly lost in this dark place I’d created for myself, a dense forest of parenting, partnering, doctoring, studying. I had barely enough energy to look after myself, let alone the three children who depended on me, but to be without them was unthinkable. My birth mother and Mum began to trade places. Despite the hardship and battles my adoptive mother faced, she never gave up on me, never gave me away.

			I understood intellectually what had happened to me. I was born in 1967, a peak period for adoption in the UK. I realised it was the social norm then to give up a baby if you were unmarried; to have kept me would have been unconventional. But some other mothers did keep their babies, I argued to myself. My birth mother was weak, easily led, lazy. Who was this heartless woman who gave me away? I embarked on finding out. In September 2003, when I was thirty-six and Alice was eighteen months old, my birth mother and I met for the first time since I’d been taken from her, at ten days old.

			Our reconnecting was a period full of optimism and joy, pessimism and misery. I liked her, and superficially we got on well. But these things aren’t superficial. I was overwhelmed with complex, challenging emotions to navigate. We both were. I was not good at seeing things from her point of view, nor she from mine. We were both, in our own ways, damaged.

			She visited me at home, met Peter and the children. Kate and Harvey were not particularly taken with this new grandmother, who sometimes intervened to tell them off, but Alice accepted her readily.

			Then one day, about a year into our tentative relationship, we had a row. We were talking over the phone (the details escape me now) and she hung up on me. She rang back quite quickly and left a voicemail. She apologised, but I was hurt and didn’t reply. Weeks, then months passed. I gradually began to feel consistently calm. Not having a relationship with her seemed to be better for my mental health. A card came occasionally, for one or other of the children’s birthdays or for Christmas. Just ‘Dear’, and ‘Love from’, nothing more. I found it upsetting and it set me back. It was a connection, but such a bland one. What did it mean?

			I can see now I was setting my birth mother a test, giving her an opportunity to fight for me, to show a passion and a determination that she had not shown when she gave me away. But she didn’t fight, though she soldiered on. Cards continued to come for a year or so, and each time, they unsettled me. This ongoing relationship that wasn’t a relationship, utterly lacking in intimacy. In the end, I wrote and asked her to stop sending them. My mental health was continuing to improve and I thought it would be better if we stopped communicating, I said. I hope my letter was kind (I didn’t keep a copy). And she obliged. At the time it felt empowering. I had turned her away.

			—————

			Though when Alice dies, my thoughts turn to my birth mother again, as they have done and will continue to do throughout my life. One loss reactivates another. Opportunities missed. Different paths for the taking. Ifs and buts occupy so many of my waking hours.

			—————

			This was the backdrop against which I would sit all day in my out-patient clinic, within the community mental-health team, listening to everyone’s personal difficulties that I couldn’t fix; because you can’t fix the adverse outcomes of poverty, abuse and neglect in a twenty-minute session. And sometimes their stories weren’t even all that bad. I had to fight the urge to say, Here, take my seat, listen to this.

			Growing up during the IRA conflict, a fear of terrorism had pervaded my childhood, and 9/11 in New York had slowly reawakened that fear. In August 2004, a large-scale terrorist plot was foiled in the UK, but surely more were planned, I reasoned. The nation grew a little paranoid and so did I. I had to pick Peter up from Gatwick after a weekend away. The children wanted to come, had been promised a burger whilst we waited. As the time approached, I didn’t want to go, specifically to McDonald’s, where I imagined a bomb planted underneath our seat. The children were eight, seven and two and a half. I didn’t want them to die in an explosion, whilst I popped to the counter to order their Happy Meals.

			My paranoia escalated over the ensuing months, culminating in an episode driving home from work, where I dropped back from a white van in front of me out of fear that it was carrying explosives and I was about to be blown up, leaving my children motherless. In clinic, I’d been treating patients for mania, schizophrenia, suicidal thoughts, yet here I was, their doctor, worried that terrorists lurked on the Mickleham Bends. And not just thinking it, but acting differently, slowing down, taking a different turning at the roundabout. I wasn’t quite delusional, but I wasn’t well. I didn’t tell a soul.

			I cried more and more, in the car, at work, in the toilets between patients. Just before Christmas 2004, my psychotherapist, who I did tell, persuaded me I needed time off. My GP issued a sick note for six weeks. Immediately, the anxiety and crying stopped. I went back in February 2005, as Alice turned three. The crying started again. I had nothing left for my family at the end of the working day. I’m raising children for the psychiatrist’s couch, I said. I could have been signed off sick once more, played a long game, with generous NHS sick leave, but I couldn’t see how this would help. Eventually, I’d have been expected back and nothing would have changed. I couldn’t justify the effort that I put in to try and take care of my patients, whilst the organisation I worked for did so little to help me. It was my work, and not my children, that was the dementor. I handed in my resignation.

			I worked my notice, shutting off from my feelings as best I could, but the tears were never far from the surface and the car was where they found their escape. In the car they overflowed.

			26 May 2022

			Unravelling at a service station, another series of tellings, condolences pour in
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