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1

Scarlett

Before

4 May

Fourth of May, Pay Day, my husband Ed and I have nicknamed it. Today is my first day back at work after almost a year of maternity leave and the day our finances, even if they’re still less stretched than most people’s, stop taking the battering of being one salary down.

Leaving my eleven-month-old daughter will be torture; not having to ask my husband for pocket money won’t be.

This morning I have been awake since 5 a.m., fuelled by worry and newness and the running through of which items are going in which of Poppy’s bags like I am on an excruciatingly dull quiz show.

At five thirty Poppy joins me, sitting in her highchair and grinning with her new top teeth on show as I spoon-feed her Weetabix. I feel my stomach lurch. She slaps her lips together for a kiss and I lean in, coating my face in slobbery cereal mush.

‘Love you, Pops,’ I tell her. I wipe my mouth though. It’s still gross, even with the love.

As I carry on feeding her breakfast, we listen to Noughties dance mixes like we always do when we’re alone and Poppy shrieks with delight at the familiarity of ‘Lola’s Theme’. I am too tired to dance, but I smile at her as she tries to and I’m glad that she loves it like I love it. The beat has always soothed me. It’s even helping a little this morning.

‘Right,’ I mutter, to Poppy or maybe just to myself. ‘What next?’

This process of breakfast takes fifty-five long minutes, during which one person poos (not me, as if I have time for such luxuries) and I pay an overdue payment for Poppy’s sensory class and order new baby sleeping bags.

As Poppy gums on a banana, I take out the pile of washing that’s in the machine, hang it up and put on a load of baby vests. I try to have a conversation with my daughter as I walk around the kitchen because I read that that was crucial for speech development, even if she responds with babble. I pronounce my g’s when I do it, in a way that isn’t natural for me and my Manchester accent but in a way I am determined to do because I want better for Poppy, more.

I dash back to my phone on the table to chase up the date for Poppy’s one-year check then I walk around the room trying to identify a weird smell I eventually place as tuna in the food bin.

‘Shit,’ I mutter, as I drip bin juice on the floor taking out the bag, then keep my fingers crossed that swearing doesn’t count towards speech development.

I open the front door, do a quick scan then Usain Bolt it to the outside bin in my dressing gown. As I mop the bin juice up back in the kitchen, I hear the shower turn on upstairs.

‘Take your time, Ed,’ I mutter, about my husband who is just getting up when I am on task number 345 of the day.

I think about how I’m about to leave my funny, bright Poppy all day with the childminder and feel like I can’t breathe. I think about remembering how to do my job, and feel similar.

Turning the radio volume down and flicking over to Radio 4, I switch the day to Ed mode. Ed can’t bear dance music and I gave up trying to persuade him otherwise long ago.

The radio presenter informs me that it is 6.45. I look up from the mop as though she has personally offended me.

Now I am in a panic that I will be late, which is ridiculous, since I have been up since 5 a.m.

I calculate.

To get to the childminder then the station and be at my desk in central Manchester on time from my home in Sowerton, our small village in Cheshire, even if the normally fuckupable train line fucks up, I need to leave the house at 7.05 a.m.

Right.

Okay.

Twenty minutes. That’s doable.

‘Morning, darling,’ says Ed, walking into the kitchen. He kisses my head then pours out coffee from the pot I’ve made for him. He holds it up. ‘Thanks for this.’

He takes a gulp.

‘Fourth of May, Pay Day.’ He smiles.

‘Don’t talk to me about it,’ I snap. ‘I’m too nervous.’

I look over at my own coffee – made far earlier – that sits uncupped by human hand and chilly on the kitchen table.

I have been waiting for the holy grail of a window when it is hot enough to comfort but cool enough not to burn my child, causing social services to take her away and my life to be lived under a cloud of horror and guilt. It’s a difficult balance to nail. There’s no time to drink it now.

I glance at the clock.

6.50.

Oh God.

I still need to shower, whack some eyeliner on – the rest I can do on the train, but my eyeliner requires a proper mirror especially when I am out of practice at looking like a human existing in the real world – and get dressed.

I shove Poppy at Ed, pause, then come back for an extra kiss and crazy mum smell of her head.

‘Don’t drink that coffee while she’s near you,’ I shout, flying upstairs into the bathroom. ‘And have you seen my coat?’

Ten minutes later I am back downstairs and shouting. ‘You must have moved it!’

‘Calm down a second,’ says Ed, putting a hand on my arm from where he sits at the kitchen table drinking his second coffee as I pass.

I stand still.

‘Right,’ he says. ‘Speak to me. Are you still on about the coat?’

‘I laid it out last night,’ I reply, trying to stay calm so I don’t get sweaty. 7.01. This carefully curated ‘back at work and still dressing like a non-mum, don’t write me off’ midi dress and new trainers outfit doesn’t need sweaty. ‘Right there.’

I gesture to the kitchen chair.

‘Your denim jacket is on the coat rack,’ he says like he’s come up with an ideal solution, standing up and putting some bread in the toaster. My heart is hammering in panic. ‘You can wear that!’

I stare at him.

‘I cannot wear my denim jacket on my first day back in the office, Ed,’ I hiss. Poppy is on the floor with her chunky little arms in the air, asking to be picked up. I pick her up. I have my dressing gown back on over my dress: this child knows when to projectile vomit. Dry-clean only silk Whistles is just her thing.

7.03.

‘Why not?’ said Ed. ‘Just ditch it as soon as you get there. No one will notice.’

He smiles.

‘And you always look lovely in a denim jacket.’

I stop for a second and smile back.

Yes, in beer gardens, Ed. When the sun stops warming us at 10 p.m. over a G&T.

I don’t have time to explain to him that if I turn up to work in anything less than new, slick attire, my obscenely young team will tuck me away in that mum file.

Since we had Poppy, he still wears the same suit on his same-sized middle. When she was born, he took no more time off than a colleague who went on a summer trip to Majorca. There has been no seismic shift. It’s one of the ten thousand or so double standards in our life now.

She’s been on maternity leave, they would think. She’s not a serious player any more. Expect her to leave at 4.59 p.m. for pick-ups; one eye on the clock. She’s a mum now and that explains the denim jacket. Next week: meeting in her Ugg boots; work wines in her baggy leggings.

The sweating starts again.

‘I’ll just have to go without a coat,’ I bark, before asking the digital speaker what the temperature is outside.

‘Quicker to stick your head out of the door,’ mutters Ed.

‘Luddite,’ I mutter back, as I shove a dishwasher tablet in and whack the machine on while brushing my teeth.

Why is the dishwasher still my job, I think, when I am going to work now too?

Ed bends down to kiss Poppy in my arms and I notice his hair is greyer than before.

‘Good luck, darling,’ he says, as he kisses me too, hard on the mouth, one hand on my bum cheek. Even in the chaos, I think, I still fancy you.

Ed leaves for work. Like he is used to doing; like is normal to him.

‘Thanks,’ I yell as the door slams and I collect a handful of bags while holding a wriggly Poppy.

The speaker says it’s fifteen degrees but I leave the house without a coat anyway.

Piling a babbling Poppy into her car seat, I mumble to myself. ‘A denim bloody jacket.’

As Poppy and I drive in silence to the childminder’s house, I think about Ed, now on his own in the car to work. It’s only a thirty-minute drive away but he needs to be in early today. He looked distracted this morning, like he often looks distracted these days, and I wonder if it’s work or something else. I frown.

He needs order, Ed. Not chaos and lost jackets and Weetabix on the floor and lateness.

I have a pang of regret that I can’t provide that for him but another pang of regret that he doesn’t play a role in making that happen in our house himself.

Because in my enthusiasm for meeting a respectable, handsome man with a proper job and a close family – a man who also looked at me like I was the hottest woman he had ever seen, and the feeling has always been mutual – I overlooked the fact that he is Radio 4 traditional and I am … not.

The differences weren’t so noticeable when we rented in a city and ate Deliveroo for tea but now we own a house in the countryside and have a child? They’re sticking their head above the parapet, about chores, about parenting, about work, and sometimes it’s like I’m a Trotskyist in a coalition with the far right. But still, I think, we love each other. We don’t have to agree on everything.

A few minutes later I pull up outside the childminder’s up the road. Ed hadn’t offered to do it but I wouldn’t have let him anyway. This was my multitasking horror show; no one else’s. I wanted to settle her in. I wanted to mourn the end of maternity leave. I wanted to write lists and pack seventeen bags last night like a ritual and huff about it. Parental gatekeeping, I think the books call it.

Apt for a gatekeeper, I make Poppy hold on to the gate of Ronnie’s house with her tiny Peppa Pig backpack on and snap her from behind so I can use the picture for a back-to-work post on my parenting blog later.

‘Is it okay?’ Ed asked, concerned at first when I launched Cheshire Mama. ‘Privacy wise, to show off our home and our daughter?’

But I swept away his concerns.

‘Oh, everyone does it, Ed,’ I said dismissively. ‘It’s the twenty-first century. Life’s online. I’ll keep an eye on it, make sure there’s nothing weird posted on there.’

Ed didn’t raise it again. He trusted me. I worked in digital marketing, did a lot of social media. This was my world. Plus we saw kids’ films for free in the best seats when they first came out and a fancy coffee machine arrived by courier. I told him that potentially, this blog and my Instagram could start to make us money. That was enough to stem any objection.

It gathered pace, the numbers rolling in.

‘We’d get more followers if we showed the whole family off,’ I told him, with a grin. ‘You, topless at the coffee machine should do it.’

I raised an eyebrow, questioning.

Based on the number of women who stared at him on the street though, I knew a lot of women would enjoy staring at him in the privacy of their own homes. And funnily enough, when I did start to include him, it boomed fast.

‘You do that all the time,’ my half-sister Josephine tells me whenever I give that verdict about the brand’s success. ‘Give Ed all the credit; don’t give yourself any. Cheshire Mama is successful because it’s a good blog. You have the eye, you’re funny, you know your stuff on social. The whole leaving the city and being new to the countryside is relatable.’

I drop my phone into my bag. ‘Okay, Pop, got it!’ I say. She’s used to posing for my iPhone by now.

I take her hand and we walk in.

Ronnie was recommended to me by Emma, whose son Seth goes to her too. I’ve met Ronnie twice. She seems lovely. She also obviously has, you know, paperwork and things.

But I am leaving my child with her all day. Is this insanity? Is it legal?

‘Good morning, Poppy!’ singsongs Ronnie in her gentle Brummie accent as we walk in, heaving four bags and a suitcase-load of anxiety. ‘And good morning, Scarlett.’

She looks at me with pragmatic empathy. It’s a very specific expression.

‘Big day today, I know,’ she says. ‘But we’re going to have fun, aren’t we Poppy?’

I fend off tears by speaking fast, with no let-up.

‘She doesn’t have a dummy except for her nap, which will be at eleven, eleven thirty but definitely not after three because otherwise sleep is a nightmare later,’ I ramble.

I realise why I am shattered all the time despite Poppy, finally, sleeping well. It is the level of detail in my head. The tiny things I know about my daughter’s needs and her day and that I am tick, tick, ticking and checking and balancing all day long.

The parenting stuff is often left to me. It’s my head that’s crammed full of its mundanities.

Ronnie smiles.

‘Got it,’ she says. ‘We do naps straight after lunch anyway. All tickety-boo.’

Serene. Experienced, both at childminding and looking calm in front of irritant mums, I suspect. Meanwhile it is me versus the sweat again.

‘Milk, water, snacks in the Peppa rucksack,’ I say as Poppy crawls to the doll she can see in the living room.

‘Change of clothes, nappies, Doggy Dog – that’s what she calls it, it doesn’t have a name – all in this one.’

I gesture wildly at one of the eighty-five zip compartments in my changing bag.

I look up at Ronnie. Still serene.

I point at bag three.

‘This one is toys.’

Then I look at Poppy, yanking the doll round the room by its hair in one hand as she crawls, and my face goes red.

Ronnie smiles.

‘I know you have toys. But in case she wants her toys.’

Bag four.

‘Stickers, books, crafts … I guess this bag is the calmer stuff. For when she needs to relax. Perhaps around three thirty?’

‘Perfect,’ says Ronnie kindly, gently, like she is trying to deflect a toddler from a tantrum. ‘We’ll do some of that later.’

I’ve overdone it. Even I know it. But if you pack enough bags, the feelings of guilt can perhaps be squashed under their weight. If you buy enough stuff, perhaps what you can’t purchase – time with your daughter, sanity, a mind that isn’t running away with thoughts about the right time to get out Doggy Dog – isn’t as obvious.

Serene, serene, serene. I can’t hear any other children; we must be the first. This is early. Poppy will spend so many hours here. Oh God.

I stare at Ronnie. On the surface: maternal, cosy. Her hair is short in a way that says practical and efficient. Her clothes would be able to go in the boil wash that her job probably requires. She’s about to turn fifty, has children of her own who are in their teens now and has been a childminder, I know from the chats we had at Poppy’s settling-in days, for upwards of sixty kids. Seth has survived; thrived, Emma says.

Everything seems right.

But I panic.

Does Ronnie’s mask slip when the others arrive and then she loses her shit, desperate for everyone to shut up? Would she ever lose it with Poppy?

Me versus sweat, me versus sweat.

But then I remember my pièce de résistance.

My document.

This document that will make everything okay and keep everyone happy.

Mostly me.

But also everyone else.

Okay really, just me.

‘This is a schedule of Poppy’s whole day,’ I say slowly, unrolling the document like I am presenting a degree, so that Ronnie gives this masterpiece the gravitas it deserves.

In my head, I am already having a conversation with Asha in which she is congratulating me on multitasking to such a level that I have documentation on my daughter’s oatie bar consumption.

‘You. Are. A. Machine,’ she will say. ‘How you have time to do your job, keep on top of house stuff AND write a schedule of Poppy’s day is beyond me. It’s beyond all of us. It’s beyond womankind as a whole.’

But, bursting my bubble, Ronnie is kind of … ushering me out of the door.

‘Don’t worry about a thing,’ she says. ‘It’s going to be smooth sailing here.’

I glance down. My document is bunched up in her hand. I have a deep-seated suspicion that Ronnie will never read it.

And meanwhile the one who matters doesn’t care about the document either.

Instead, Poppy is sitting next to Ronnie’s foot, poking her moccasin slipper and pulling at the bottom of her leggings. I bend down to say goodbye and Poppy’s rosebud lip wobbles.

My insides feel as though they have a hand roaming around in them, jiggling things about, perhaps performing some sort of surgery that involves the removal of an organ. I feel emotions that I can’t name, tormented at the idea of walking away from her.

I have heard so many people talk about this feeling when you leave your child but I’m sure mine is worse. The worst.

I push past Ronnie and gather Poppy up, stroking that short fuzzy brown hair and smothering her in I love yous. She’s come dressed for fun: leggings and a T-shirt, ready to play, make mess, do all the things that Poppy likes doing. It’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.

I take a deep breath.

‘Right, chicken, you have the best day,’ I say but she doesn’t look convinced. She knows something’s unusual. And she’s suspicious of Ronnie.

Gulping back a sob, I plaster on a pretend smile.

‘Mummy’s going to work for a while now but I’ll be back later to get you,’ I say.

She doesn’t quite cry.

‘She’ll be fine,’ says Ronnie, softly. ‘And so will you. Hey, by the way are you the one who does the Cheshire Mama blog?’

I nod, distracted by Poppy. Not now, Ronnie. Do I look like I can hold a conversation?

‘I love that blog!’ She smiles. ‘About time we got something local to us. Well done.’

I say thank you, then kiss Poppy ten, twenty, possibly thirty more times before I drag myself out of the door. If I don’t leave now I will be late and then I will be officially bad at parenting and work, which is really everything, so I will be officially bad at everything.

I cry so hard on the drive to the station though that the windscreen has the visibility of mid-thunderstorm. On the train, I had planned to do the back-to-work post on my blog and reply to a backlog of messages and comments on my Instagram.

The numbers have been growing so fast that I’m starting to make a tiny bit of money from it with affiliate links but that means there’s more pressure to keep up. And days like today, I don’t have it in me to be visible. If I post, I have to be ready to do the follow-ups, replying and responding. Being on.

Instead, I turn off and go insular, blasting house music into my ears as loud as it will go and carrying on with my sobbing.

I wait for it to ease but the further away I get from Poppy, the worse I feel. I calculate how long it will take me to get back to her if she needs me, all the routes and ways I could get there. I google taxi companies at each town we get to, to see if that will get me there faster than the train back to my car.

Further away, further.

The ache is deep in my insides, around the same place Poppy used to live in utero before I brought her into the world then abandoned her to a stranger.

Further away, further.

How am I going to do this?

Every day.

And further.

I look out of the window at suburban Cheshire stations with commuters clutching coffee in flasks brought from home. It is May, with its telltale juxtaposition of boots and sandals, parkas and bare arms. T-shirts hang out with roll-necks, newly waxed legs and thick socks stand side by side on the platform. It is too early to know what the day will bring so everybody is guessing, balancing weather apps with the chill they still feel and the comfort they need when they’re craving two more hours’ sleep.

I stare at them. That one, who thinks everyone wants to listen to his TV show out loud. That one, falling asleep standing
































































Prologue

It’s hard to know what to do with the yellow helium balloon you’re holding when you discover your wife is missing.

Especially when there is something else that requires your hands: the newborn baby who is screaming from a cot in the corner of the room.

You hold on to the balloon.

You clutch it tighter, like it could lift you up, up and away from this, whatever this is.

You feel your chest tighten.

Your wife. Gone.

Missing from the maternity ward, a day after your daughter was born.

You stand there, looking around. For your wife, for somewhere to put this balloon, for someone to help, for something that can explain what is happening in this moment that shouldn’t look like this, that should look like euphoria and newness and nostalgia and life.

You cling, cling, cling to the balloon.

The baby cries louder.

Your chest pulls tighter.

You cling.

The usual bustle of the maternity unit happens just outside the room you are in but it feels, then, like you are sectioned off from it. You know you should go to them, tell somebody, but that involves leaving this room and you can’t remember how to do that. Can’t remember how to move.

A bell rings and an exhausted midwife sighs, her sensible shoes bouncing a rhythm up the corridor.

Finally, you remember how to turn around. Go to open your mouth as she passes. But you aren’t sure what to say because what if you’ve got this wrong? You know really though, don’t you. You know.

Another dad smiles at you as he walks past the room, soft Stan Smiths moving as fast as they can towards a family that his chest will always twitch for now.

You stare at him, living your alternate reality.

You hold on to the balloon.

A shell-shocked woman is pushed past next in a heavy wheelchair, holding a doll. Okay, a baby, but surely a doll. The woman is wearing no bra, exposed, dressing gown open, whole self open. It is just minutes since she gave birth; the most vulnerable of times.

You stand still, still.

The balloon bobs.

The baby cries. Louder again. Piercing now.

And it’s that that forces you in the end to let the balloon go, drift, and to move at wading pace across the room to pick up your daughter. You clutch her to your chest. You sit on the bed with her and wait for your wife to come back. The baby doesn’t settle. The crying gets louder.

Your wife does not come back.

The baby roots around, pursing her tiny lips for milk she should be able to depend upon.

The tightness in your chest gets worse.

Still, you wait and you wait and you wait. But you have to know, don’t you, when it’s time to give up. The baby’s cries tell you, if nothing else.

You walk to the nurses’ station.

‘Her mum,’ you say as the baby screams even louder now, appalled at the absence of food. ‘Her mum has gone.’

And they stare at you, mirroring your horror.

This is how I picture it happening anyway.

Who knows what the reality was but somehow, my husband Marc found out I was gone.

I go over and over scenarios. Flashbacks, they feel like, except I never lived through them. Doesn’t stop them coming though; hourly, maybe more. Waking me up if I sleep. Making me long for sleep if I’m awake.

This one comes now as I walk in this mismatched black and yellow bikini to the edge of the lake to dip my feet in the water and try not to spear my soles with rocks and then, submerge myself. And in that first second, perhaps two, I am able to forget what brought me here. Water’s always done that. I’m not religious but every time I submerge myself it feels like starting over.

Hundreds of tadpoles swim around my feet.

Look at you, tiny creatures, at the beginning of everything.

I think of those people who pay to have fish eat the hard skin from their feet and how it’s the start of a process of being eaten alive and how weird we are, human beings, how weird.

I am as new as the tadpoles. If only the feeling would last. Instead, what has happened slowly comes back to me. It is fully remembered by my own body. Your mind forgets, briefly; your muscles don’t.

When I am deep enough that I can’t stand, I lie on my back in this lake hundreds of miles away from that sterile room and hundreds of miles from my newborn baby.

The tadpoles don’t brave this part; fish swim around me.

I take a deep breath.

One of my expansive, milky breasts tries again to break free of its bikini top and I push it back in. Between my legs, I bleed. My stomach hangs loose like an empty plastic bag.

On the shore, a woman in her early twenties walks past, neat breasts fitted into triangles, leaking nothing but lake water, unlike mine. Her rucksack lies on shore.

My heart starts to hammer. Is that her? The woman I came here for?

But then I catch a glimpse of her face. No. This woman joins a group at the edge of the woodland and I hear the clink of a beer bottle. The smell of meat fat on a barbecue drifts over and makes me gag and I think of the signs on the drive here that warn of forest fires, but I feel no fear.

Not of forest fires anyway.

There is only one thing that scares me.

I feel the slime and rocks as I wade out of the lake. I don’t have shoes on my feet like the other swimmers; there wasn’t the time to think of it. The time, or the inclination.

I sit down on the shore, the rocks immediately digging into my thighs. I experiment, pushing them into the ground, feeling them imprint. Feeling them hurt. Harder. They should hurt.

I should hurt.

‘You want a beer?’

It’s the woman who just walked past. French, knowing automatically that I am English, as often happens. She is barefoot; has come down to the water to paddle her feet, cool down.

Her hand, outstretched, brandishes a stubby bottle.

I look up at her and want to laugh. Me? Really?

I have a baby face that has meant I am often mistaken for someone younger than I am. But everything from the breasts down surely now paints to weathered? My hand sits awkwardly over skin I could scrunch up like Play-Doh.

‘No. I’m okay thanks.’

Perhaps she just feels pity for me; alone, no joy.

She shrugs.

‘Pas de problem.’

As she walks back to her friends, she is framed like a picture, steep rocks behind her, lake to the side. Something ridiculous happens and three women on horseback arrive and head straight into the water next to me, the horses paddling, majestic, and the whole scene would be idyllic if I weren’t living in it, if I didn’t know that it is a hell.

She smiles at the horses, this other woman, wades out to stroke them and looks up, awed. And then she walks away, her already tanned body about to spend a summer outdoors, travelling perhaps, drinking at times, lazing in hammocks, on parched sand, in beach bars. It is May, and everything is ahead. Being young and wild is how it should be, but not how it is guaranteed to be, we now know. Not so long ago, we lived through a pandemic. If you can, you kiss and you dance and you share a beer. If you can, you live.

I watch her. Remember how that feels, to live. Twist the rings on my left hand, one at a time, like I’m fixing machinery.

I remember how it is to be her. How a tan and an ankle bracelet make you feel when you are young; a goddess, a myth, for those two weeks after the flight lands home, until September forces you into tights and your hair braid unravels and your tan peels off on your fingertips in front of EastEnders.

I look down at myself. Could she really have mistaken me for one of her own; someone who was working in a bar for a few months to save enough to head to South East Asia?

I look around.

If that’s not her, where is the woman I’m waiting for?

I feel a tug of impatience.

The lake laps at my unpainted toenails, uncared for feet. It pushes it a bit, creeping all the way up to thighs that are now smarting from the rocks.

More young people arrive, carrying boxes of wine, picnic blankets and camping chairs over the rickety bridge from the patch of land that functions as a car park. Music comes with them, moving in their wake, like it’s emitted from their pores when really it’s just their iPhones. There is a strong smell of weed.

It’s Friday, late afternoon, just slipping into evening. Friday at the lake means party time. Even the fishermen swig from those fat beer bottles as they finish up; the Gallic equivalent of the after-work pint.

Many of them put a hand up to wave. The world is friendly, since Covid-19. We like people more than we did.

All of them are framed by the rocks that climb up on each side like they are hiding the body of water from view. Perhaps they are: nature is smart; keeping a natural beauty away from the bulk of tourists seems as good a reason for the formation of some rock as any. I think of my sister Loll, then: a pharmacist, who would be exasperated if I said that out loud.

It hurts to think of Loll.

I press harder onto the rocks.

My thighs sting. My breasts throb.

The water is so clear that I can see my reflection in it but that’s not something enjoyable.

My face without make-up looked young and bright not so long ago. Now it had a tendency towards sleep-deprived and drawn. Lots can change in a few months. Faces. People. Lives.

When other people walk by, they would think I have a hangover maybe, or – if they had seen my tent, at a campsite round the corner – that I’ve been travelling for too long, in need of a hot bath and a freshly washed duvet. Similar to a lot of the people across the lake, whooping, shouting to friends to join them in the water. When they swim, they are lithe like fish.

I look down at myself. My limbs thin, contrasting with my middle.

If people asked, I would tell them my name is Kate, as planned, but they don’t because I don’t speak to them or I bat them away, like I did with the Frenchwoman and her bière.

I don’t speak to anyone, as much as I can help it.

Sometimes in the evening, I see the wetness spreading outwards on to my T-shirt from my nipples. I glance down, clasp my hand across my chest. I try my best to drift off so that I don’t have to think about it.

And then, I do talk.

And it’s always a version of the same thing.

‘Please, I want to live.’

And with that line, every time without fail, I wake up.

Because I scream it so loud.




Day #1, 6 a.m.

The Husband

I don’t mean gone as in to the toilet, or to wander the corridor to find someone to top up her water.

I mean gone. Gone.

Her things, her clothes, her phone. All of them. Gone.

Everything of Romilly’s has been shipped out, in fact, except for the tiny speck of a person who lies sleeping in her clinical hospital cot.

I call Romilly’s phone. Off. Shove my own back into my pocket.

I inch closer; approach this child, all seven or so pounds of her versus six foot, fifteen stone of me.

She feels like a booby trap.

The stock blue hospital blanket that was placed on her when she was born yesterday is no longer in place. In its stead is a beautiful cream one Romilly’s sister Loll knitted for us. My sister-in-law started work on it as soon as we found out we were having a baby; it’s been sitting in our bedroom waiting for its big moment for months. I presume it was Romilly who put it on her.

How long ago did she leave?

I touch the blanket, briefly, without realising what I’m doing. But it would be warm whatever time Romilly left; babies do that.

Peeping out from the top of the blanket is a mint green babygrow that I saw my wife, sitting cross-legged on the floor of our bedroom, packing in her changing bag a few weeks ago.

Our baby’s tiny chest rises and falls, as dependable as a clock.

I check that, and only that, before I walk fast out of the room to the nurses’ station. Last time I was here was before I left yesterday evening, asking for some basic pain relief for Romilly.

‘Excuse me,’ I say to a midwife who looks vaguely familiar. ‘Has my wife gone for some treatment? She isn’t in her room?’

I speak louder as the midwife is distracted, checking a form.

‘She’s not there,’ I repeat. ‘She’s gone.’

Emergency surgery, perhaps; complications not as rare as we’d like to believe in the Western world during and after labour. Romilly moved at speed, the baby left here under the care of experienced midwives? Do they do that – leave them alone in their rooms? Were they about to call me and let me know?

And yet, this doesn’t feel like that. Emergencies leave something in their wake.

The midwife looks up, confused.

‘I’ve only just come on shift,’ she says. ‘Let me check with someone else. What’s the name again?’

‘Romilly Beach,’ I tell her.‘And I’m Marc Beach. Her husband.’

I pull off my hoodie, combusting. Stand up straighter with the formality of the word ‘husband’.

She nods, calm.

‘The baby is in the room though, yes?’ she asks.

I nod.

However matter-of-fact she might have seemed then, the air shifts with her relief at the answer to that question.

I wipe the sweat off my forehead.

‘Okay, go back and wait in your room with the baby,’ she says. ‘I’ll find out what’s going on.’

So she walks away and I return to the private room I had been surprised we were allocated after Romilly had our baby two days ago. The hospital was quiet; home births perhaps have become more common in a world that’s retreated from Covid-19.

The balloon bobs on the ceiling as I stare at the baby who now looks rudderless without Romilly there, and who frightens me a little. I circle her. Look from a distance.

Shortly afterwards a nurse walks in, looks around as though Romilly may be hiding under the bed, and says to me: ‘Sorry, my love, but your wife hasn’t been taken anywhere. She was perfectly fine on the last ward round.’

She looks at her notes.

‘Didn’t need any follow-ups, just a couple of paracetamol,’ she mutters, half to herself. ‘Shall we give her a few minutes?’

I shake my head.

‘No,’ I say, decisive. ‘Don’t wait. She’s being monitored for postpartum psychosis. We need to track her down as soon as humanly possible.’

The midwife looks at me like I’m overreacting.

My voice rises. ‘Her stuff has gone,’ I say. ‘She hasn’t nipped to the café. Her clothes, her bag, even her phone …

‘She has a risk factor for postpartum psychosis,’ I repeat, interrupting myself, focusing on the important detail. There isn’t time to waste, with this. ‘Her mum had it. She is being monitored. Is that in her notes? Do you know about it?’

She glances. ‘Not in here,’ she says. Doesn’t respond to my heavy sigh. ‘Have you tried calling her?’

I bristle. Of course I have tried bloody calling her. But I try again. Shake my head at the midwife, who is staring at me hopefully. Did she hear what I said?

She takes out her notes. Scribbles something on them.

It’s difficult to read upside down but I think it is, laughably reductive, Mum. Gone.

She looks up. Both of us glance around the room. Two sets of eyes reach their final destination at the baby. What next for you, then?

The midwife speaks. ‘It looks as though she has just – like you said – gone.’ She exhales.

How is this moving so slowly?

‘Do you know much about postpartum psychosis?’ I ask.

My heart is hammering.

‘There is a very real risk that Romilly could harm herself. Even kill herself. Postpartum psychosis can be that severe. We need to act fast. Now.’

She swallows. ‘Let me go and put out an alert,’ she says. ‘See if anybody knows anything.’

And while she is out of the room I put out my own alert, to Romilly’s sister Loll.

‘Marc,’ Loll answers, brusque and alert when she answers even though she’s probably making porridge for her kids in her nightie.

‘It’s happened, Loll,’ I say. ‘Romilly has gone.’

‘What do you mean, gone?’ she says, sharp.

I look around and the room is taking on that ghoulish quality: the one that comes with death or trauma or shock.

‘What do you mean, Marc, gone?’ she says again, voice louder.

‘She can’t have gone far, Marc. Have you spoken to the midwives, to the …’

‘Her stuff,’ I interrupt. ‘All of her stuff is gone.’

Silence.

I run my hand through my hair and even that is damp. I could wring my T-shirt like a flannel.

‘Except the baby,’ I say more quietly, looking at that fleck of a person. ‘The baby is still here. Romilly wouldn’t leave her baby. Not if she was in her right mind.’

Loll takes it in.

‘Of course she wouldn’t,’ she says, snapping into action. ‘Of course she wouldn’t. Okay, Marc. Okay. Stay with the baby. I’ll go and call the police.’

As I end the call to Loll, I realise I have been pacing.

I stop. Look around.

Not my normal life, but an episode of some drama I am watching on Netflix on a Friday night.

I speak lines from the script of a life that isn’t my own.

Because come on; my own script is that of a mundane 30-something existence. A script of band practices and cheese sandwiches and we must remember to transfer that cash for the new driveway because it’s been three weeks now.

We knew postpartum psychosis was a risk but my wife was being monitored for it; we were being careful. It wasn’t really going to happen.

With an effort at a cry, the baby wakes up, unaware that her mother has gone.

I look at her.

How long have you slept for?

How long has Romilly been gone? Did our baby wake up and cry herself back to sleep, the midwives assuming her mother was there and would comfort her, feed her?

The baby’s cry intensifies fast and the sound slaps down my thoughts.

I approach her nervously.

Seconds later the midwife returns. Her eyes go up towards the balloon.

‘We’ll keep digging but, so far, no one’s seen anything, no one noticed her slip out,’ she says.

‘Her sister is on the way,’ I say, kissing my baby on her cheek, gently. ‘She knows a lot about postpartum psychosis. She can tell you more.’

The midwife nods, grim.

‘And how is baby doing?’

I look down at my daughter.

Hello, baby. Some bad news since we last spoke. I’ve lost your mum.

‘Okay, I think,’ I say. ‘Just waking up.’

‘Well that’s a good thing,’ she says. She sounds chipper but her teeth come out to bite her bottom lip. ‘Will you call the police?’

‘Her sister’s doing that on the way over,’ I tell her.

A thought occurs.

‘Did anyone hear the baby crying?’ I ask, cutting her off. ‘I’m just trying to work out how long ago her mum left. If the baby’s been fed.’

I’m impatient now. These early minutes, hours are crucial when someone goes missing, right? If you don’t figure it out now, you never do. That’s the trajectory Netflix has fed to me at least.

‘Oh, love, this place is full of babies crying,’ the midwife says to me with kindness, sitting on the edge of the bed, taking the rare opportunity to hold a weary foot in its ugly slip-on shoe. ‘We just assume their mummies are taking care of them unless they ring their button for help.’

I look at our baby, fitful now in my arms, and picture her crying, stomach empty, no one filling it and finally, finally, giving up. Concluding that this is how the world worked, in her earliest experiences of it.

Oh, my girl. I kiss her head again. Keep my mouth there.

The midwife looks at her too and for a second it’s as simple as that, life at its start; tiny foot in tiny babygrow. The midwife lowers her own foot down to the floor.

‘Let me get her some formula,’ she says, decisive. ‘Do you have a preference on brand?’

I shake my head.

Romilly wanted to breastfeed.

‘You’re taking your baby home today, right?’ says the midwife, as she comes back in with a miniature bottle of ready-made Cow and Gate a few minutes later and takes the baby from me.

I don’t object. I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know this baby. I don’t know this scenario. Does anyone know this scenario?

I nod.

‘Okay. Well. I’ll give you a run-through of formula feeding, and you’ll need to stock up obviously, or get someone to do it for you if you’ve got your hands full with the baby. And we’ll do the usual discharge things …’

‘And then?’ I ask.

She stares at me. There is no precedent. Mum. Gone.

And then?

‘Keep in touch once you’ve spoken to the police,’ she says, pragmatic. ‘And obviously we are here; I presume they’ll want to speak to us. Here’s the best number to get us on. And we … well, if anything comes up this end, we’ll obviously let you know too.’

She hands me a piece of paper. I rip a bit off and write my number on it for her and it’s like we’re ending a date in a time before mobiles – a scene as simple as that.

‘So I am still taking the baby home today?’ I say, panic rising. I am eleven, being given the house keys and the alarm code and instructions to heat up the leftover hotpot.

‘Sure are, hon,’ she says, warm as she slips the bottle into the baby’s mouth. ‘We don’t keep them in any longer than they need and you have a super healthy baby here. But we will absolutely keep in touch. Community midwife will be round at yours tomorrow for a visit.’

I am on mute.

‘We’ll tell you if we hear or see anything,’ she carries on eventually. ‘But I’m sure your wife will be home soon.’

Surety. Can I take some of that?

My phone beeps. Loll.

On my way,  she writes.

‘Right, burping,’ says the midwife, sitting up my baby and holding her carefully with red raw over-sanitised hands and trying to normalise things that could never be normalised. I try to focus. But it’s hard to concentrate on the rites of passage of a newborn when you’re simultaneously fielding replies on your phone from friends that you’ve messaged asking if they’ve heard from your missing wife.

I put my phone away and try to exude calm while I fight an urge to scream the place down. Eventually Loll arrives, sees my face and steps in.

‘Look, I think I can take this from here,’ she says, from the doorway.

The midwife looks at her sharply. There is something about each of them that reminds me of the other.

The stare lasts a few seconds.

The midwife rubs circles on the baby’s back for the duration.

‘I’m not being rude … Julie,’ Loll continues as she moves towards us, checking the other woman’s name badge.

‘It’s just that I can tell him anything else he needs. I’ve had two myself. I’ll be at the house helping with the baby too,’ says Loll, gentler now, and God I am relieved by that news. I squeeze her hand. ‘But right now I think we need to go, make some calls about my sister.’

She turns to me.

‘I’ve given the police the details,’ she says. ‘They have my number so hopefully they’ll have something for us soon.’

I nod.

Loll has already switched her focus.

Julie slips the bottle back into the baby’s mouth.

‘I’m sorry,’ Loll says. She takes her sensible glasses off and wipes them on the sleeve of her blouse. ‘This is not a normal discharge. This is not a normal day. Let’s finish her feed and get her dressed and get her out of here. I can teach him how to get wind up.’

And she swoops in and takes her niece, finishing the feed, she changes the baby’s tiny nappy on her tiny bottom before I’ve even noticed where it’s come from. Julie sits next to her, quietly fuming. Eventually she stands, wincing and muttering about her knees as she goes.

Loll doesn’t say a word.
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