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A note on moons

The moon has inspired and guided us from our earliest origins. Part of an eagle’s wing was discovered in a cave in the Dordogne Valley, marked with notches in a serpentine pattern, suggesting an interest in lunar cycles as early as the Palaeolithic period. Twelve pits set in a curving arc in a Scottish field are said to form one of the oldest lunar calendars in the world, dating back 10,000 years. And still we stare up at the sky.

The word ‘moon’ can be traced to the Old English ‘mona’, as well as being linked to an Indo-European root meaning month, and the Latin ‘metiri’ or measure, since the moon measures time for us. Yet it is also timeless because we have never known life without it, and its cycles offer a sense of return and renewal. The moon continues to intrigue cultures, faiths and communities across the world, connecting us to the seasons and often named accordingly. These names are spoken in every tongue, from indigenous American languages to Gaelic, Hindi to Chinese.

The titles of the chapters in this book are taken from a combination of Celtic, Medieval, Anglo-Saxon and Old English names, woven as they are to the hills and beaches explored in this story. Although the names generally allude to the full moon, in this book they refer to the moon in all of its phases. Some alternative descriptors from these cultures are also listed, though there are many, many more.

Whatever name we use, we all breathe under the same moon.
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Wolf Moon

Stay Home Moon, Moon After Yule, Quiet Moon

She is dancing in front of the window. Twisting, skipping and curling her hands as if they will conjure a spell. The light outside shines blue on the rooftops, still covered in yesterday’s ice. Steam is floating up from heat vents, like witches’ breath.

The sky is clear: sharp and brittle with the cold air, and stars prick the black like a spindle, blurring in her stare. The heat from the girl’s eyes could match the energy of those stars, so fierce is the kick in her heel, the snap of her long hair. The moon hangs steady and pregnant with hope, only days away from completion. Hours earlier it was a tissue paper wish invading the sunlit day, translucent and hesitant. The girl pounds her bare feet on the floor, child cheeks flushed and smooth. She is dancing for the Wolf Moon.


The first full moon of the year must, by necessity, break open the sky with its lustre, and offer hope of a better future. This year, the world is exhausted and broken, perhaps more than anyone remembers. Diseased and dysfunctional, humans desperate to avoid unwittingly killing the ones they love have been forced into isolation by a deadly virus. A little country floating in the North Sea is cut off from the rest of the world, after gorging on its own ego.

Amidst this chaos, I light candles while my children sleep. I look out of my window over the rooftops of a Northumbrian market town and imagine the sea beyond, watching as the sky appears behind the houses as a thin strip, sometimes ripping the world apart in bright oranges and pinks, other times creeping in on a cloud.

I dream and I worry and I sip my tea, and somehow the darkness soothes me, this mother who has birthed four daughters, and must now raise them in a world that has revealed itself to be harsh and relentless. I worry about how I can show them magic and calm, when they have already seen cruel and unfair, and I tilt my head from side to side, feeling the tension of life creaking. And all the time the darkness is there, a cloak around my aching shoulders, and the candles dance.

In these hours when the world is sleeping, I feel invincible. I am a mother of course, but I am also the promise of my own future, of who I can become. As I sit and watch the shadows cast from the candles, I see myself dancing, skirt spinning, hair caught in the wind, and I know that a better version of me is emerging. This new version feels fear just like before, but I am trying to become more aware of myself and my own needs, learning that I am allowed to cling to my truth, that my voice holds value. And it is in this act of waking early and sitting in darkness that these thoughts grow stronger, so that they hold me steady when the sun is stark and bright, and there is nowhere to hide.

One January morning, rain falls, heavy and relentless in the black. I rise early, feeling the burn of tiredness and yesterday’s tears in my eyes. Wrapping my dressing gown around my creaky body, I pad downstairs to the light of my mobile phone so as not to wake the children. Flicking the switch on the kettle, I lean against the worktop as the cat curls around my legs. A pipe cleaner lies in the middle of a kitchen floor that will later reverberate with the sound of bouncy hoppers and shouting girls. I pour biscuits into a plastic bowl for the cat, who chews a few noisily, then stands hopefully at the door. I know that the cat will regret running down the little path where raindrops are bouncing off the stone - she will cower beneath a car as the water trickles down the road and wait to be let back in. But she must find this out for herself and I must make my tea, so I watch the tail disappear predictably under the car and return to my kettle.

There is something soothing about the soft pressing of the teabag against the side of the mug, squeezing gently so that the leaves do not escape and swim into the boiling water. My mind wanders to the demands of the day and I quickly finish making the tea and go back upstairs to my candles, hoping they will stave off reality for a little longer.

There are candles all over the house: on window sills, next to the fireplace, inside oil burners, on the desk. The reassurance that has grown from the act of lighting the wicks and watching the wax melt into liquid means that I will sometimes carefully place a candle into my shopping trolley, just in case, company for the times when darkness oversteps the mark. This morning I am burning a large, circular three-wick candle bought as a present at Christmas by my eldest daughter, The Mermaid. For a few moments the liquid makes a heart-shaped pool. But only fleetingly.

It is unlikely, I think, as I gaze out of the window, that even the moon, with all of its power, will show itself tonight. The raindrops feel like a symphony of tears, a lament for all of the pain. I want to garner the strength of the full moon: the last few years have been some of the most helpless in my life. But I have read somewhere that it is common to feel disconnected and emotional at this point in the moon’s cycle, and that knowledge makes me feel less alone. It feels helpful to shed some of the responsibility and cast it into the sky.

I sit at my desk, tucked into a corner on the landing and I type, wondering if the act of turning tapped keys into words on a screen will write me back onto the page. As I type and sip my tea, the rooftops slowly start to emerge as a familiar silhouette. There are no award-winning sunrises today and already I am missing my cloak of darkness. I wonder if a lightness of spirit will come with the lengthening of the days, and what will replace the comfort of the flickering flames on my desk.

Water is dripping noisily onto the corner of the plastic roof of my utility room. It slopes on one side and the rain gathers there in a pool. When I go in there to use the washing machine, or collect reusable shopping bags, or find the hoover, or empty the litter tray, or do any of the many domestic tasks that punctuate my day, there is a little puddle on the floor, but I don’t know how to stem the leak.

It is nearly time to wake the children now and, though it is still not quite light, my mind is starting to drift towards school and shopping and no bread in the cupboard for toast. I lean over the candles, momentarily feeling their warmth on my face and, with more of a sigh than a blow, I extinguish the flames.

The new year starts as fresh as any other, like a child’s face scrubbed clean with a flannel: shining and full of promise. I have followed the rules. I have sorted a pile of books next to my bed, a combination of novels and non-fiction that will nourish both the brain and the soul. I have committed to a month of decaffeinated tea and sober living. A friend has told me that drinking a pint of water as soon as I wake will change my life, and suggests that I drink it warm to make it more palatable. My Christmas present candles are sitting patiently on my desk, waiting to be lit in a precious early morning ritual. I sign up to a challenge to run 75 miles in January, knowing that the pounding of feet on the street will provide a welcome drumbeat to accompany the rhythm of life. I sort through my children’s clothes, pack away trousers that are too short for growing legs and dresses that no longer fit. They are placed into bin liners along with old books, shoes and teddies, then stacked up in piles, ready to be taken to the charity shop. I type the dates of lectures into a calendar for the online course I have recently started. Put together a timetable of virtual music lessons I will teach and somehow squeeze around the mothering and hope it will not be long before my choirs can sing together once more.

And so I am ready to face the new year. Full of intention and strength. Almost unmarried, almost free, and with a face that can still appear youthful after a good night’s sleep. My eyes are large and hazel, though often I am distracted by the two little lines that furrow my brow. Hair falling in tangles down my back, or thrown into a pile on my head, long neck plaintive. Nothing is perfect.

A few short days later, wings are clipped and shutters come down. I am once more at home with four sweet daughters who can no longer attend school and need near-constant supervision. The books by the bed begin to gather dust and are replaced with Oxford Reading Tree and Harry Potter; on day fifteen I pour a glass of red wine, and feel the guilt of a nation; the pint of warm water is forgotten and replaced by steaming tea by the light of my precious candles. The utility room is full of black bin-bags that can not be dropped off because most of the shops are closed. Good intentions have fallen by the wayside when the year is still just a baby. Early mornings and running a groove in circles around my back lane are the only intentions that remain.

In the short hours bookended between the darkness, we sometimes drive to the nearest beach, where the sun hovers low on the horizon, sluggish and remote. The younger girls will run into the waves so that water soon fills their wellies, and it won’t be long before tiny toes begin to throb from the cold. I cover my knotty hair with an old green hat, pull it low over my eyebrows, and stare at the seaweed churning and frothing in the tide, imagining it to be a potion I could bottle up.

These trips are fleeting though, a brief tonic of air in the lungs and oystercatcher calls to sustain us through this weird claustrophobia before we must once more return to our house. A reminder that there is a world beyond our four walls, a bigger sky than the one viewed through a window frame. And a hope that by treading my feet over and over into this sand I will remember who I am, and why I am here.


On the night of the full Wolf Moon, I want to watch it rise to a fanfare of howls and steal the darkness. But the day has been one long rainstorm pouring into the dusk, sending streams splashing into gutters. The only howls to be heard are echoes from the wolves snapping at my soul.

At 9pm, I tiptoe down the stairs and slip my feet into an old pair of boots, leaving the zip undone. Pushing my arms into my jacket, I wrap a scarf around my neck, burrowing my nose into the smell of perfume and hot breath. My second daughter, The Whirlwind, the same one who danced on the landing a few nights earlier, appears from the living room and begs me to take her to find the Wolf Moon.

I had hoped to stand silent and alone, self-consciously trying to sense a shift in the night air that would announce the full moon. I want to be made to feel small under this moon, part of something huge. Often I am made to feel small by people who listen but do not hear, as if I speak a language they cannot understand. My words and actions do not always fit the narrative they are committed to, leaving me diminished and confused. When I stand and stare up at the moon, I can imagine kindred spirits doing the same, and I feel less alone. The Whirlwind is bouncing on her toes, excitement bubbling from her lips, so I tell her to grab shoes and a coat and meet me outside.

The street where we live feels Dickensian tonight. A strange, reddish smog is floating around the houses - diffused light from the street lamps perhaps - and the air is stagnant. Although the sky is dark, I can see that cloud cover is dense and the moon is trapped. The Whirlwind is dancing around me, chattering and pointing and chasing the cat from under a parked van. There is no simmering electricity tonight, nothing special to mark the occasion. The gloomy night reflects a general malaise that currently has the world in its grip. The wolves have no appetite and there will be no howling tonight.

The terraced house we stand outside was bought by a couple who were chasing something, a fairytale perhaps. They came a little unstuck round the edges, the glue holding them together flaking and creating little gaps where the rain could get in. The man worked too hard and lost himself. The woman had many babies and wondered how she could help the man to find himself once more. The house was supposed to ground them, form a solid base on which they could build their dreams. But it was only a house, and it takes more than a mortgage to make a home.

I look up at the windows of the little house. There is one bedroom at the back and another two at the front. I now occupy the tiny one at the front of the house in a double bed I jammed between the walls because I refused to sleep in a single one. Putting aside the many children that often creep in beside me, I hold onto the possibility that I will not always sleep alone. One day I might allow someone to enter my world again and stroke my skin and maybe I won’t be too scared to bare my soul.

I remember lying in another bed in the larger room at the front - the swirly white metal bed that squeaks and has a couple of broken slats. The one that my two oldest daughters now share, that is bursting with soft toys; monochrome penguins; a huge creamy dog; Piglet the hot water bottle, who used to belong to my sister. My sister doesn’t need him now because she lives on the other side of the world where the sun shines hot and hard. Dressing gowns and abandoned jumpers are draped over the far end and there’s a flat, warm patch where the cat likes to sleep and keep an eye on the girls.

As I stare up at the window, I am remembering a day when there was no cat and I was lying in bed with flu. It was the second year running that I had flu and I put it down to living in a constant state of stress and exhaustion. A GP friend had been to see me, and was worried about my chest, which was rattly and sore. My breathing was laboured. My friend told me I must go to the surgery, and that she would take me.

It was all I could do to climb out of my clammy pit and pull on something resembling an outfit. My bra cut into my skin like barbed wire and I just wanted to be held by someone kind. Staggering down the stairs, I was greeted by the noise of many children racing around waiting to be fed. My feet were as cold as death through my socks on the wooden floorboards.

Leaving the house felt like hell, with biting winter air nipping my feverish skin. I was bent over like a much older woman, with a coat wrapped around me, shivering and reluctant as I fell into the passenger seat. My friend pulled strings at the surgery and I was seen quickly by a doctor who told me that I was close to being sent into hospital: my chest sounded lousy and maybe there was an infection. I sat slumped and resigned in the plastic chair, not caring what was decided, because I just felt so poorly and wanted to be in my bed sleeping. In the end I was sent away, told to keep an eye on my symptoms and be in touch if they got worse, so we trundled home. I staggered up the path with dead leaves pushing against the step and shut the night behind me.

The morning after the visit to the doctor I sat in bed, chest rattling and wheezing. I cast twenty stitches onto a needle with plain black wool, and started knitting a scarf that would never be finished.

Three years later, as I stand under the absence of the Wolf Moon, I wonder if it is possible to tell a story and omit one of the main characters? Someone that looms large in my life is magnified even further by the constant dancing around him. This man was once the hero, my hero, but I no longer want him in my story.

I follow The Whirlwind back into the house now, where the air is warm and shoes scatter the hallway. No moon tonight, we sigh. Let’s try again tomorrow. And when the girls are all in bed, I pull out my knitting bag, full of half-finished squares and knotted yarn. I pick up those needles again, running my fingers over the wool, surprised by how neat the stitches are. And I wonder if the wool is black because something died.


The night after the full moon, I am driving home from the city, where I have left three of my children with their father. The Mermaid stays with me as her sisters run into his arms. Each time, as four become three, the damage spreads, like heat on silk, shrivelling everything that was once simple and beautiful. Every other Friday I pack a suitcase full of teddies, at least three for each little girl, and the blanket knitted by my grandmother for her namesake, sucked and chewed with such love it is starting to unravel. The route is familiar now, sewn into the fabric of my life, drenched in resentment and resignation.

I point out the kestrels hovering by the side of the A1, and the North Sea to the east: either a sparkling strip of cobalt that smashes your heart or an ominous grey sliver, overhung with a fret. We sing songs that remind us of adventures we have had since our world was cleaved in two, and try to ignore the aftershocks that continue to rattle our lives. Sometimes the girls have just finished a long week of school and the youngest two, The Caulbearer and The Littlest One, are pale and exhausted in their school tracksuits. White-blonde hair frames their faces, cheeks still smooth and plump like babies.

We drive into the city. Down the slip road, over the roundabout, into suburbia and 30 mph zones indicated by tortoises on signs. Past the cancer charity that is hung with a million lights every Christmas and the red-brick houses that line the dual-carriageway. Heading into the smarter part of the city, we see a little theatre covered in pastel graffiti flowers and birds that sprawl across the grey single-storey building. It reminds me of a dream I had, with the man who is about to hold my children. A dream where all the world was a stage, a utopian Bohemia far removed from the dystopia that eventually emerged.

The dual-carriageway becomes a row of streets: at one end charity shops and a supermarket, then, as the streets become wider and tree lined, a florist, its door flanked with bay trees, and an independent school uniform store to cater for the many private school students who reside in this part of town.

As I drive here, I am wondering how it has come to this. How I have ended up on my own in the northern-most corner of England with four little girls, when I spent my childhood dreaming of bright lights and centre-stage. The little girls were definitely part of the plan, but the brutal severing of a great love was supposed to be consigned to books and theatre. I wanted to embody the epic romances I had studied, but I ignored the fact that many of them ended in tragedy.

When I left home to go to drama school, barely eighteen years old, I flitted between ashtrays and lipgloss, a child in a woman’s body. High heels clattering on the pavement, a warm feeling lingering in my stomach from the free cider I had drunk using my tips jar. My flimsy white skirt was thin and short and I didn’t know how lovely I was. Confident enough to show all of my arms and legs but naive enough not to understand the consequences of naked skin. I thought I held all the power, but I didn’t have a clue how to play with it.

A steady thump thump thump bounced across the road, and there was a tiny thrill from knowing the bouncer and pushing straight up the sticky, carpeted staircase. Already a little bit drunk in readiness because I was a skint student and couldn’t afford club prices, I knew I’d just top up inside. Through the black swing door with a round window and scan the room. The music louder now, classic charty club stuff - Bellissima, Encore Une Fois, Born Slippy. In just a few years I’d be standing behind the decks of underground nightclubs in East London, but the truth is I love a cheesy tune. In two years time I would win my husband's heart by slaying a dancefloor with You Sexy Thing when he said the crowd was crying out for drum and bass. A cheesy tune can make you a bride.

I would go out with a posse of bartenders who had rushed to clear tables, empty ashtrays and bottle up in time for an hour or two of mayhem before the clubs turfed everyone out onto the streets. Pubs still closed at 11, and if we were quick we could be out of the door and breathing the boozy night air by midnight. We’d spill into the room to be welcomed by regulars who needed our energy - they were mainly hammered and looking for fresh blood to inject more fun into their night. And who is more fun than a barmaid? She always puts up with the banter and gives as good as she gets. Back then I thought I was the winner. Perhaps I was just the prize.

I would chat and dab glitter on my eyes in the toilets but most of all I would dance. I’d climb behind the decks and up some steps to a cage that loomed over the centre of the dancefloor. Confident and drunk, I loved the attention. It felt like I was in charge of all the men in the room with my youth and my bare flesh and my swagger, but I was a puppet, feeling the pull of strings on my arms as I played the part expected of me. Pepsi Man, with his dark eyes and brooding stare, stood by a pillar; Dom, the pony-tailed barman, nimbly flicked bottles to rowdy lads; Chris, the cocky Mancunian with the Liam swagger, studiously ignored me and wanted me to know it. Up in the cage, I dreamt I was the fairy queen, casting them under my spell. My bleached blonde hair caught the glittery sweat on my top lip as I swung my head to the side. The balls of my feet burned as I hammered the ground in 3-inch heels, jumping and swinging in my flippy little skirt. I was a sorceress, and my watermelon Bacardi Breezer was my magic potion. This wasn’t Ibiza. This was Harpers nightclub, Guildford, 1996.

In 1996 I was at drama school, trying to fix a broken heart by living recklessly. I felt too tall and awkward next to the petite doll-girls on my acting course and the boy I loved didn’t care anymore. Drama school is a dangerous place to be when you don’t know who you are. My uncle packed a couple of boxes and suitcases into the back of his estate car early one morning and drove me 300 miles south from my home in a North Yorkshire market town, to a white ex-council house in the shadow of Guildford Cathedral. I remember my dad holding me tight and then walking briskly away so I didn’t see him cry.

My three best school friends had all opted for university in Leeds, and the boy I loved, the farmer’s son, the one I would do anything for, was at Birmingham University being dazzled by someone else. The gritty sprawl that was London felt like a concrete ocean between me and everything I knew, as I spread the patchwork quilt my mum had lovingly sewn for my 18th birthday over the bed in my tiny student room, and tried to think of it as home.

I want to feel that patchwork quilt wrapped around me now so I can bury my head in who I used to be and breathe her in, inhale some of the innocence in the hope it can cancel out my new harsh reality. My quilt has four special squares, one on each side, representing different parts of my 18-year old life. One is for my initials, a little chewed by moths, another for the comedy mask, representing theatre; the third square has a string of musical notes dancing over the fabric and the last one shows an image of the house I was leaving behind, reminding me of home.

I grew up in a family that had a mother and a father and four children, and somehow that is what I thought I had replicated. But a marriage is made up of a million micro-actions and barely-there responses; hard work and a little luck, tiny kindnesses that filter through the day like light through a blind. A marriage is not a thing you can cut and paste.

It is kindness I am craving now as I drive down the street towards the flat that will hold my children for the weekend, a horror film playing in my head. And I wonder, as I drive, how I am supposed to find my own story, woven as it is amongst those of my husband and my children. How can my story be excavated from the mine of my life when so much of it has been devoted to others? How can my truth find its way out of the tunnel and into the light, when I have lost myself in someone else?

Once home, the light has fallen behind the horizon, lost for another night. At the end of the street, beyond the allotments, a glowing sliver hangs in the air, like a smile. I throw my bag in through the front door and pull my coat around me. The night is crisp on my cheeks and coal smoke floats into the air. I walk down the street, where the sky is obscured by tree branches and something magical is taking place. It is impossible to discern any layers of cloud: everything is drenched in ink. But slowly a huge shadow is lifting and the Wolf Moon is emerging. Only one night after it reached its full power, the moon still appears whole, a perfect circle, and it is all the more mesmerising for the delay. Now I feel my heart hammering in my chest and my breath quickening. I look around for someone to share the moment with, but it is just me: a woman gazing at the Wolf Moon, still rising and completely free of the clouds.
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Snow Moon

Storm Moon, Ice Moon

The sky is icy blue tonight, reflecting snow that has frozen hard on the ground as temperatures plummet. I have been lying in bed with my very darkest thoughts, and now walk to the landing barefoot, swallowing down demons. I open the window overlooking the back lane and gaze south. The air is illuminated with the promise of something wonderful just out of sight, too light to be midnight in February. But there is no crescent hanging sleepily above my house, only an illusion created by snow, beckoning a witching hour that has yet to begin. The true darkness is inside my head, and tonight there are no stars to pull me out of the abyss.

The crease between my ring finger and the palm of my hand is soft and tender against my thumbnail. I used to have a habit of absent-mindedly stroking my wedding ring as I stared at telegraph lines swaying against the sky, or leaned on the kitchen counter watching steam evaporate from the kettle. For a while there was still a groove in my finger where the ring had curled around it: my body still grieving for a loss that has proved harder to diffuse in my mind. The ring was yellow gold, slightly bevelled and scuffed. Bought in Hatton Gardens on a lunch break, just around the corner from the market stalls of Leather Lane, where fabrics and spices floated on the fume-filled breeze. Two giddy kids spending money they didn’t have, pretending to be grown-ups.

I can still smell the sickly sweet cleaning fluids that ran in rivulets along the edge of the pavements and into the drains. Every morning, I would board the 38 bus from Hackney Central towards Dalston Junction, a kind of exotic wilderness full of chicken shops and newsagents. I knew never to walk alone here; it wasn’t far from Murder Mile, a stretch of road permanently peppered with yellow crime signs.

The houses would grow steadily more gentrified as the bus meandered into Islington. Honey brickwork was carefully pointed and the front doors had brass knockers instead of a patchwork of doorbells at the side. There were parks too, blossom falling behind black railings and office workers pushing three-wheeled buggies. Mobile phones had become a thing, and I would play games on my Nokia 3310 as the bus crawled onto Essex Road. Low level flats and community gardens defined this road, the poor relation to Upper Street, which ran parallel, imbued with a golden New Labour haze. People jumped on and off the old Routemaster between stops, exhaust fumes curling around the metal pole at the back of the bus.

At Angel, the Electrowerkz nightclub lurked inside the old metal works building behind the tube station. At weekends my friends and I would blow the night apart with dance, drink and basslines at clubs like this one. Entering the room was like falling into an explosion; a whirling thrash of bodies surging around the bar, barely missing tables heaving with empty glasses. Heeled shoes and filthy, naked feet ground into the sticky floor, hands pumped the air. There were benefits to sleeping with the DJ, but now I look back, when I thought I was owning the dancefloor, really I was dancing in his shadow.

Next the bus would nudge over a heaving crossroads, turning past Sadlers Wells, where I would ring the bell and trip down the stairs, alighting at Mount Pleasant post office. From there, it was only a couple of minutes to the white office full of Japanese art and Converse trainers.

Occasionally on a lunchtime I would take a walk. Not for long, because I didn’t get paid if I wasn’t at my desk and I needed the hours on my timesheet. But long enough to watch the butchers staggering out of The Hope opposite Smithfield Market, aprons smudged with blood, hands as raw as the meat they sold. Long enough to wander up to Leather Lane and trail my fingers through racks of harem pants and layered skirts. And long enough to continue along Hatton Gardens, where I would choose the plainest gold band in the shop.

The act of removing the ring turned out to be just as painful as our final embrace. My finger was red and swollen, like my daughters' eyes, and I can still feel the metal squeezing my knuckle as it slowly slid off, soap bubbles reflecting rainbows. I thought I had forgotten what it is to wear a wedding ring, how much of a statement it is of belonging. There was security in it for a time, but in the end it became a visceral, gaudy reminder of everything that had gone wrong.

The ring now lies in an egg-shaped box, underneath a lock of my youngest daughter’s baby hair. When I hold it I can see that it is beautiful: delicate and simple. I stroke the space where that ring once lived, and it is sad, but the absence feels kinder.

The air is growing warmer. No longer an icy blast as I open the door to release the cat each morning. I stand for a moment, leaning on the door frame, and try to sense the mood of the day. There seems to be less security in the lightening sky: I am no longer protected by the pinprick light of endless stars, and the days are rushing in quick and hard.

At night I hear a tap tap tap on the wall next to my head. Sometimes I am asleep and the sound will crawl around my dream until I jolt awake with a little gasp. Swinging my feet onto cool floorboards, I stumble into my older daughters’ bedroom, where The Mermaid lies pinned to her sheets, eyes darting, breath shallow. Her legs have stopped working, attacked by a virus we were told doesn’t affect children, but also perhaps a manifestation of the fear inhabiting her mind. We lie in the dark together, a mother holding her little girl tight, squeezing away the ghosts, willing them to flee on the breath of a tumble of lullabies. Slowly, her breathing becomes deeper, her muscles relax and I slip from her bed and tiptoe away, hoping for a few hours of sleep before it all starts again.

The whole household is developing a hypervigilance that echoes that of my poorly daughter, constantly watching and checking to make sure she is safe. Her eyes can glaze over in a heartbeat as she disappears into a world that terrifies her, one where she can never be safe. And I will quickly step in to pull her back before she falls too far, though often it is too late, and she has gone. And then the shaking will start, and the rocking, and a concerned little sister will bring a teddy for her to hold, as if squeezing it would fix everything. If only. And another sister will ask is she ok? And I will say she’s fine, why don’t you see if you can find a game to play? Don’t worry your sister is fine. And The Whirlwind, the one with the brain like lightning, knows that it’s all starting again and her sister is not ok at all, and her cheeks start to flush and she will do anything to make it stop. Anything to make her sister come back from the underworld.

Much of my time as a mother has been spent trying to explain why my eldest daughter can not fit into the place determined for her by society. The Mermaid started school when she was four and I deregistered her when she was six. Those two years ultimately created such a sense of trauma and mistrust around formal education that I have never managed to find a school placement where she can thrive.

I would stand in the playground while she lined up, a tiny dot of a girl in a dark pink coat with tears dripping into the fur-lined hood. She didn’t just sob, she screamed for me, eyes wide with terror, while the teacher shushed her and led her away. At playtimes she scoured the playground for sycamore seeds, meticulously picking them up and storing them in her pockets. Each evening when I looked inside her book bag, helicopters would pour onto the kitchen table, falling on the wood or scattering across the floor as if they were desperate to escape.

The Mermaid grew pale. Her tummy ached and she woke with nightmares still racing through her head. I had never had a school-age child before but I didn’t think this was what one was supposed to look like, a shadow-girl shrinking before my eyes. The head teacher told me I was making her anxious with my own concerns, which became a theme that grew into a monster. I have been told repeatedly by health and education professionals that I make my child anxious, some kind of Munchausen-by-proxy intimation designed to induce fear and confusion. A special type of gaslighting that conveniently conceals the reality.

In the classroom, The Mermaid was teaching her peers to read because she had already whipped through every book on the shelf. She’s working way beyond expectation they told me, as if that made everything ok. Years later I am still arguing that outstanding intelligence is of very little use when a child’s spirit is crushed.

It would be several more years before I started to realise that her brain digested life differently to me, in a way I was desperate to understand. The challenges she faced were underpinned by autism, hidden behind a mask at a huge cost to her health.

When I deregistered her from school it was in order to save her, to find the daughter who had got lost inside the school system, but it was also with a sense of optimism that education could be something better. I was persuaded by literature I read about child-led learning and unschooling. Ken Robinson’s TedTalk about the importance of finding a passion in life rang in my ears. I had two other tiny daughters who could learn alongside her and a husband who seemed to be along for the ride. We would be a tribe, and we would make The Mermaid’s unhappiness a catalyst for positive change, a better way of doing things.

For a time there was
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