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About the Book

Powerful and passionate, My Name Is... is the gripping story of a teenage girl’s descent into alcoholism and the impact it has on those around her. Deft and direct, the voices of Hannah’s family, friends and professionals shed a sometimes shocking, sometimes tender light on a life veering terrifyingly off course.


About the Author

Alastair Campbell was born in Keighley, Yorkshire in 1957, the son of a vet. After graduating from Cambridge University in modern languages, his first chosen career was journalism, principally with the Mirror Group, a career interrupted in the mid-80s by a nervous breakdown and the diagnosis of a drink problem. Campbell worked his way back to become a political editor and when Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party, he asked Campbell to be his press secretary. He worked for Blair – first in that capacity, then as official spokesman and director of communications and strategy – from 1994 to 2003, and returned in 2005 to help Labour win a third election. He now splits his time between writing, speaking, consultancy and charity, as chairman of fundraising for Leukaemia and Lymphoma Research, and a leading ambassador for the mental health campaign, Time to Change.

He lives in North London with his partner of 33 years, Fiona Millar. They have three children. His interests include running, cycling, bagpipes and Burnley Football Club. He has published five volumes of diaries, including the bestselling The Blair Years, a memoir on depression, The Happy Depressive, a novel about fame, Maya, and his first acclaimed novel about mental illness, All in the Mind.
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The first people to thank are those who responded so kindly to publication of my first novel, All In The Mind. It is in no small measure down to them that I was encouraged to write another novel with a mental health theme, this time addiction, and in particular the impact of alcohol abuse on young women. Slowly, attitudes to mental illness are changing, and the cultural space is an important area to make that change accelerate so that one day we can see genuine parity of treatment between physical and mental health – something which now exists in legislation in the NHS Constitution, but which is far from the reality for many people with mental health problems. It was in part as a result of writing All In The Mind, and later The Happy Depressive, that I became an ambassador for Time to Change, the mental health awareness campaign, and I hope that My Name Is . . ., may be of some help to those organisations working so hard to get governments and people around the world to face up to the scale of alcohol abuse and the damage it does to individuals, families, communities and countries. I think there is both an appetite and a need for greater openness about these issues.
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KATE

My name is Kate. I am Hannah’s mum.

I DID ALL that antenatal stuff, but none of it prepared me for what actually happened; the noise I made, the waves of pain, the hour upon hour of willing it to be over, the Scouse midwife telling me ‘it’s no worse than shitting a melon, love’ and me being too weak and angry to say that’s the last thing I want to hear right now, thank you very much. And, when finally the baby was out, the realisation that I didn’t really know what to do, and I had to ask the nurses as this little creature lay across my chest, eyes closed, scrunched up like a kitten, tiny pink lips puckering out for a first feed from breasts which were larger than I wanted them to be, and uglier too, with veins spidering out from the nipple that her mouth was seeking.

‘Do they want milk straight away?’ I ask, but now the midwife is all busy busy, clearing up the mess around the baby’s head, gently wiping her, and not so gently wiping me, the dopey doctor is writing on a board, and I’m thinking I’ll have to work it out for myself, and as the lips move closer, I’m struck for a few moments at the wonder of it all, that she has been growing inside me, I’ve had no idea who she is or what she looks like, and now she’s here, skin, hair, arms, legs, tiny little fingers prodding into my flesh.

A few minutes later, the door swings open. It’s Pat. Useless though he was when the waves of pain were at flood levels, I feel bad that he missed the actual moment. We would go on to have another child, Vicki, and he was there for her, but a man only has one firstborn, and he had been hand-patting and there-there-ing for most of the day, and he had even had time for a little kip in the low chair in the corner by the silver-coloured bin, but missed the birth. Of course, he’ll tell all his pals at work that he was there, but he missed out really, and all because of a misunderstanding, because he thought I was telling him to ‘fuck off out of it’ when actually I was telling the baby to ‘fuck off out of me’ because amid the pain I could think of nothing else to say. I hate swearing. I hardly ever swear, can’t remember the last time I used the F-word, yet when I was giving birth it was F this, F that, F the other, and I might even have let out a C-word, so loud they probably heard it in A & E, and maybe he was shocked, and genuinely thought I was telling him to F off out of it, not just pleading with the baby to leave my body and relieve me of the pain. Our life together has been full of little misunderstandings like that. He was what my grandma used to call ‘too merry for his own good’ when he proposed, and not long after we married, before Hannah arrived even, when he thought I was out but I was actually in the downstairs loo putting on some make-up because I was on the way out for an interview, he was talking to his brother Malcolm in the kitchen, and we had thin walls at that place, really thin, and I heard him say that he had only proposed to me because he was pissed, and it was the worst mistake he’d ever made.

Knowing him, I expect he knew exactly what I meant when I was effing and blinding and asking for more effing pethidine, and could he ‘stop patting my hand like I’m a fucking dog’, and saying it felt like I had a hod of bricks inside me, but he did that hurt, watery-eyed look – the one he used whenever I caught him cheating on me – and slipped out, doubtless to ‘wet the baby’s head’. There is always a handy euphemism for drinking. And you’ll always find pubs and florists near hospitals and cemeteries. I was at the Whittington, and I could think of at least three pubs instantly, all within staggering distance of the hospital entrance on Magdala Avenue. Right round the corner there was the Whittington Stone with its discount booze for medical students – what sort of example is that to set? – and the New Brunswick wasn’t much further in the other direction. I was sure Pat would have gone for the Archway Tavern, though, set in the middle of a busy junction right at the bottom of the hill, because they prided themselves on live music and he’d have got the band to sing a Beatles song to celebrate the pending arrival. I’d spent all my life thinking that having children brought husband and wife closer together. But it never really happened to us, and not just because of the misunderstanding over who or what I was swearing at.

I’m only being honest here, I know we’re all meant to say we love our kids, and bringing them into the world was the greatest thing we ever did, and raising them the best time of our lives, and nothing in the world matters more to us than their health and their happiness, and that last bit is true, but I’m not going to pretend I enjoyed the experience. The midwife was right when she said it was like shitting a melon, and when it was out, I was feeling saggy and sore, and a bit scared, because I could tell the doctor and the midwife were already thinking about the next one they had to deliver, and even when Pat came back, I felt alone with this child, and unsure about the future. Maybe I sensed something on that very first day, but nobody ever really tells you how hard it’s going to be. Nobody said at those classes that you’ll worry you’ve lost your mind, along with your figure, or that there will be nights when you lie awake torturing yourself about what you can or should be doing for them, and you’ll still feel guilty whatever you do. And if nothing matters more to a parent than their child’s health and happiness, how are you supposed to feel, and what are you supposed to do, when they’re sick and unhappy? For all the advice and the books telling you what position they should and shouldn’t sleep in, whether you should pick them up or let them cry, I never found a book telling me what to do when it all goes wrong and you think your world is ending, and your whole life has been a preparation for failure at the thing women are meant to be made for.

So that feeling of wonder in the delivery room didn’t last long, before I was frankly just thanking God it was all over, then I’m thinking how weird it is that I keep thinking of God even though I’ve not been to church since the day we were married, and have not believed in Him for a lot longer (God that is, not Pat. I would never give Pat a capital H, and I’m not sure he deserves a capital P either). Thinking back, about his drinking, his philandering, his lying, and the time he told his brother I was a mistake, I’m amazed I stuck it out as long as I did. I sometimes felt his brother liked me more than he did, and when I was listening to Pat slag me off that time, Malcolm said, ‘Come off it, you’ve done better than most, so stop knocking her,’ and Pat must have just nodded, or shrugged, or rolled his eyeballs like he does when he doesn’t agree with something but can’t be bothered to argue, because there followed a short silence, and then they talked about a horse Malcolm fancied backing in the 3.15 at Sandown Park. When I emerged, and Pat suddenly realised I might have heard what he’d said, his lips parted and his eyes widened in mild panic. It was a look I would get used to as our marriage limped on, and I would find him ending phone calls suddenly and thinking I was born yesterday, but I said nothing, picked up my keys and ran to the door, saying I was late for the interview.

‘Good luck,’ Malcolm shouted.

‘Yeah, good luck,’ said Pat. ‘You’re better than the rest and don’t you forget it.’ It was his charm I fell for, and even at times like that, he had it, moving effortlessly from little boy caught saying bad things about his wife to loving husband who made her feel he worshipped the air she breathed.

Now he is walking over from the door, past the midwife, staring in wide-eyed wonderment at the creature lying across my breasts. I want to explain that I didn’t mean him to get out when I was screaming, I was talking to the child inside me, not to him, but now the child is a real living thing, out in the world, that sounds harsh, and anyway he has that cute little smile on his face and then it spreads and his eyes light up with a joy that I’ve never seen before, not when we met outside the train station, not when we first kissed, in a lift of all places, not when we first made love, when he was so gentle and kind I thought this man is going to be mine forever, not when we moved in together, not when he asked me to marry him, not when we married and he turned to me after we had done all the ceremonials and whispered, ‘You are the most beautiful thing I have seen since Andy Gray’s goal for Everton in the 1984 FA Cup Final,’ at which point I burst out laughing, and the priest looked cross.

‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Amazing . . . amazing, isn’t it?’

‘It’s a girl,’ I said.

‘Yeah. So Hannah, yeah?’

‘That’s what we agreed. Sam for a boy, Hannah for a girl.’

Pat ran his index finger across her cheek, then tapped on her bottom lip. ‘Hello, Hannah,’ he said. ‘Welcome to our world, my little lovely.’

I don’t think I had ever seen him so happy. He really did radiate a pure joy and I wanted to forget all the times that hadn’t been so great lately, with money tight, and his wanderings probably more frequent than I knew, and I thought this could be the making of him, maybe this – she – would be the thing that brought us back together, like it used to be. That sounds so naive. I try not to feel sorry for myself, but it’s hard.

He leaned over and kissed first Hannah, then me, just a gentle peck on my forehead, then he stood up and asked if he could hold her.

‘Is it OK if my husband takes the baby?’ I asked.

‘Course it is,’ said the midwife.

I still felt saggy and sore inside, but I was a little less scared, happy that he was happy, and happy I could still feel like that.

He lifted her up to his lips and kissed her little eyelids, and told her she was going to ‘light up the world and make it a better place to be’. It reminded me why I fell in love with him in the first place. In fact, I had a vague inkling he may have said the same thing to me the first or second time we made love.


PAT

My name is Pat. I am Hannah’s dad.

SHE WAS BORN on the Tuesday night and we had her home by Thursday afternoon. They were a bit worried about her heart rate, and there was even muttering about her going into the Whittington’s Special Care Baby Unit, but it settled down quickly enough and we were spared that. I underestimated the impact it was going to have on me, to see her and hold her and whisper sweet nothings while she tried to open her eyes and take in the light. I was annoyed to have missed the moment on one level, but on another I know I wouldn’t have coped well seeing all the gubbings and the cord and all the blood and gore. Kate apologised for the misunderstanding a few days later, said she had been shouting at the baby for hurting her, not at me, but it was fine; I’d nipped out for half an hour to the Archway Tavern and there was a band doing Kinks songs, and I told the lead singer about the baby coming and asked them to play ‘Tired of Waiting for You’ and ‘Ev’rybody’s Gonna be Happy’, which both seemed appropriate. They were a lovely bunch of lads – tribute bands often are – they played the songs, then announced to the pub that I was on my way to see the baby being born. Cue cheers and heightened excitement.

I stayed a couple of hours but Kate was desperate for sleep, and I couldn’t wait to spread the news, so I popped into the Herbert Chapman on the way home to tell Ronnie the landlord and a few mates, had a couple of pints, sang a bit, and it was almost midnight by the time I got home to the flat. We were living in one of those brown-stone blocks on the Holloway Road, right opposite the Coronet, that giant pub which always looked more like an amusement arcade to me than a boozer. I much preferred the Herbert Chapman, even if he had been the manager of bloody Arsenal. Once inside the flat, I poured myself a beer, raised a toast to Hannah in the little mirror by the cooker, then phoned a few people . . . my mum, who had wanted to come down from Liverpool, but Kate had said ‘let’s wait and see’; she was after every detail and was thrilled the midwife had been from Huyton, so wanted to know all about her, like why did she move south and was she married and did she have kids, until my knowledge was exhausted and I steered things back to Hannah. Six pounds eleven ounces, brown eyes, two tiny wisps of black hair on either side of her head, a few strands on top, long fingers that seemed all out of proportion with the rest of her, but Mum said that was quite common and nothing to worry about.

‘Who does she look like?’

‘Hard to tell really. Maybe my eyes, I think, but they were quite scrunched up most of the time . . . well, shut in fact.’

‘Oh, that’s quite normal.’

‘Features maybe a bit more Katie. Yes, I think so.’

‘And Kate’s well, yes?’

‘She’s fine. Oh, Mum, I can’t tell you how beautiful she is. I have never, ever felt like I did when I first saw her.’

‘Well, she’ll change your life, that’s for sure, and you’ll have bad times as well as good with her. Heaven knows we did, eh?’

I felt instantly deflated, and then a sharp stab of anger. I know she doesn’t always mean to, but Mum has a tendency to inject a little dose of pessimism into any happy scene. It was like when I first got a job with the Post Office in London, which of course is what led me to meet Kate and without that there would have been no marriage and no Hannah and no burst of happiness like I had felt when I lifted her from Kate’s chest. So as I try to share that happiness with her, Mum is dragging me back down to earth, which is where I don’t want to be right now, I’ve not had many stratospheric feelings in my twenty-seven years, and I want this one to last because it is telling me that life is going to change for the better. Kate and I have had our ups and downs, but we are going to pull together, and I will become a good husband, stop messing around with other women, stop going out on the piss after work so much, help around the house, and we will both give Hannah all the love and support she needs, and she will have a wonderful life full of hope and opportunity. Instead, I am remembering the row Mum and I had when I said I had got the job, my first proper job with holidays and pension contributions, and a line manager called Mr Preston, and I could start on Monday, so I was going to leave the next day and go down to find somewhere to live, and she knew I had been trying and trying and trying, losing count of the rejection letters, and she had been pushing me, but when it came to it, and I got a half-decent job with prospects, suddenly all she could see were the problems – of moving down south, no friends, no family, high cost of living, nowhere to live, and I just wanted her to share my excitement at this sudden success after five months without work, and all I was getting was the downside. And it felt a bit like that now – ‘bad times as well as good . . . Heaven knows we did, eh?’

Well, yes, we did, but did she need to remind me right then, when I still had the treacly smell of my beautiful newborn baby on me? It was hardly my fault that our dad legged it. I don’t remember much about it, but Malcolm does, and he reckons if he had been Dad he would have thought about going too, because she nagged him and yelled at him when he came in late, and called him a filthy sodden drunk, and once threw a cup of boiling tea at him, before she had even put the milk in it, and if she hadn’t been a lousy thrower it would have scarred him, because he was too drunk to duck. We lived a couple of streets back from the Anfield Road in Bootle, not for from Goodison Park, and Malcolm would tell these stories like they were scenes out of an old black-and-white comedy, and we could laugh about them over a pint, but who knows if Mum and Dad splitting up, and Dad being such a drinker, were the reasons my brother went off the rails? Or maybe the reason why I never did as well in exams as the teachers said I would? I was bright, they all said that, and I wasn’t scared of work, they said that too. But I fluffed my O levels, left, tried to get an apprenticeship at an aircraft parts factory in Skelmersdale, didn’t get it, so started doing labouring jobs mainly while I applied all over the place for better things. To me, the Post Office in London was like Leeds University was to the really bright lads, even if Mum couldn’t see it.

Malcolm was ten when Dad left, and I was seven, and by the time I was at senior school, my brother was taking drugs and hanging out with the wrong crowd and coming home high or drunk or more likely both and Mum was at her wits’ end not knowing what to do, and desperate to pretend to the neighbours that there wasn’t a problem, when everyone knew there was, not least when he was expelled from school. The next-door neighbours, on both sides, knew for sure. The walls were so thin we knew when they changed channels on the telly – it was handy at times, because my mum would forget Coronation Street was on but get reminded when she heard the theme tune next door – and for sure they could hear her yelling at Malcolm like she used to yell at Dad, useless layabout, shirker, good-for-nothing, only think about yourself, and her being God-fearing and going to church every Sunday and when things got really bad she started to go every day, and I always knew when things were really, really bad with Malcolm because she was forever popping out to St Monica’s, thinking that if she prayed hard enough he might stop smoking weed, stop stealing to pay for his cocaine, stop sitting on walls near off-licences with four cans of lager, where all the neighbourhood could see him bringing shame on her, shame on the house and the family, stop her living in fear of another knock on the door from the cops saying our Malcolm was in trouble again.

Hannah was our first child, Mum’s third grandchild, Malcolm and his wife Julie having had two boys already, Alan and Chris. So yes, he gave her lots of problems, the same as Dad did, but if only she could look at him now, not touched drugs for eight years, not been near a court or a jail cell for nine, barely drank, making more money than Kate and me put together, and then some, Julie, a lovely wife who had helped straighten him out, two young boys; if only she could see that Malcolm, not the Malcolm who used to keep her awake night after night, she wouldn’t have dragged me down the way she did in those early hours of Hannah’s life.

I think if Hannah had been her first, she would have insisted on coming down to London, regardless of Kate’s objections, but we were living in a two-bedroomed flat, without a spare room now that the second room had gone from being ‘the baby’s room’ to ‘Hannah’s room’, so Mum would have to have slept on the sofa, and even though we never addressed it directly, she knew that Kate didn’t really want her down. It wasn’t that they got on badly, they just didn’t get on well, and I guess we all reached the judgement that with something as important as a new baby, in-law tension was an unnecessary addition. So whenever Mum raised the idea, I just said, ‘Let’s wait and see,’ and we waited long enough for the birth to happen and now, gone midnight, she wasn’t even asking any more.

Kate’s mum and dad lived about fifteen miles from us, out east, opposite the entrance to Parsloes Park in Dagenham, so they would be able to pop round more easily. I called them, and Kate’s mum said she would take care of telling that side of the family in the morning, and visit later, then I called Malcolm and our cousins, one or two of Kate’s colleagues at Matheson & Co., a couple of friends, then I put the phone in its socket, and went to fetch another beer from the fridge. It was 1.20 a.m., and I’d told Kate I would take her in some fruit for breakfast, but I was too wired to sleep, too happy, too excited, the excitement now only a little bit contaminated by ‘Heaven knows we did, eh?’ I think one of the reasons I fell for Kate was that she was more upbeat than my mum, certainly in the early days.

I drank straight from the can, and after two large gulps, I could smile at what Mum said, she didn’t mean ill, she’d had a hard time, felt her life was a failure, and so she found it difficult to let happiness in, even when it was gushing at her. I took another swig, closed my eyes and I saw little Hannah lighting up the black back canvas of my mind. ‘Fuck me, Patty boy, you made that, you and your little Katie, you made that.’ One minute it’s just a thing, it’s been inside her for months and we’re forever asking boy or girl, this name that name, we’re buying and borrowing cots and toys and silly pictures of bears and elephants for the walls, but it is still just a thing, and now it is a living, breathing, scowling, crying, heartbreakingly beautiful little human being who will be here God willing long after we’ve gone, with kids of her own, and a whole life of experiences good and bad that nobody, not even her oh-so-proud dad, can possibly predict. ‘How fucking exciting is that?’ and this time I am saying it out loud, and I stand up, take another sip from the can, then a bigger sip, then a gulp, then a large swallow, and it’s gone, and I raise the can high in salute of my wonderful little princess, then go to the kitchen for another one. Wet the baby’s head, that’s what they call it. Wet the baby’s head. No way could I sleep. I didn’t want to lose this feeling. I didn’t want ever to stop seeing that perfect little face, stop thinking about my perfect little girl, Hannah Ruth Maynard, made by me and my little Katie. So small, yet so powerful. Couldn’t speak, couldn’t walk, didn’t know her own name, didn’t know who the Queen was, or Nelson Mandela, or the Beatles, or Bob Latchford, didn’t know that she had a power to move me I had never seen in anyone, not even John Lennon. He was my hero, I guess, part inherited from my mum, but he never made me feel like I felt when I first saw Hannah. Never, not even when he died.

I took our wedding photo from the top of the telly, and sat down on the sofa, flicking open the ringpull as I landed. What a bad suit that was. I’d bought it in Walton, mid to late eighties I guess, for someone else’s wedding as it happens, Ricky Heath, only I never went, because his fiancée called it off with two days to go, so it was ‘as new’ when I wore it for my own. I should have gone for something dark, more traditional, but I thought light-coloured was trendier, happier. Malcolm was my best man, and made a crack in his speech about how I was always crazy about fast cars as a kid and that must explain why I dressed up like a car dealer on my big day. Kate wore white but we were struggling cash-wise at the time, and so was her dad, who had been laid off from the railways, and it was all a bit cheapo cheapo, only knee-length and not too much fancy stuff around the edges, and looking at it now I wondered if she should have gone for a slightly bigger one, because she looked a bit dumpy as it was too tight round the middle. I saw none of that on the day though, and I honestly did see myself spending my whole life with her, I really did.

I met her coming out of the station at Caledonian Road. My Tube train had been delayed and I was rushing to work because even though there was no clocking in or clocking out, if you were late there was always a bit of a mood developed around you, piss-taking and even a bit of bullying, so when I was on days, I always tried to get there around half seven at the latest. She can’t have noticed that I was rushing, because she just stood there and said, ‘Excuse me,’ blocking my path so I had to slow down. At first I thought she was one of those charity people wanting to have a chat and then skin you for a bit of money, so I carried on, just more slowly, and then she said, ‘You wouldn’t know where Westbourne Road is, would you?’ and I said, ‘Yes, it’s near where I work, it’s only a few minutes.’ So I carried on walking and she said, ‘Would you mind showing me?’ and I said, ‘Course, not a problem.’

Amazing, isn’t it? . . . If my train had been on time, if I had taken the stairs instead of the lift, if any one of the other travellers milling around me had come out of the lift just as she decided she needed to ask the way and she’d asked one of them not me, we would never have met. Had a single thing changed in either of our lives, we would not have been there at that time, in those circumstances. We would not have met. If we hadn’t met, we wouldn’t have fallen in love. If we hadn’t fallen in love, Hannah would never have been born, and I would never have known the happiest moment of my life, or at least I might have, but it would not have been the one I could now describe as the happiest moment of my life, the moment I set eyes on her. And of course, it is not just the lives of parents that come together like that. Our parents, their parents, their ancestors, every move we make is only possible because of every move they made, because one move different, by any of them, and nothing would have been the same. It was a big thought, and I loved having it, and took a large swig from the beer can to cement it in my mind.

It was spitting with rain when we got out of the station and onto the street, and she tried to get an umbrella out of her bag, but I kept on walking, she gave up on the brolly and we were striding pretty fast along a small parade of shops, and at the end, there was a guy on the pavement, just sitting there, with a blanket drawn over his knees, his bearded head down, a polystyrene cup between his feet, and a sheet of cardboard with ‘SMALL CHANGE PLEASE’ scrawled over it. I’d seen him before, and always just walked past, often wondered if he wouldn’t be better off in Pentonville nick down the road, where at least they’d feed and drug him, but maybe I wanted to impress this young woman, I don’t know, but anyway I stopped and fished out a fiver and dropped it into his cup. ‘There you go, mate, get yourself a cup of tea and some breakfast now, and promise me you won’t spend it on booze.’ He looked up, nodded, raised a thumb, took the note from his cup, rammed it into a coat pocket, then let his head sink back to his knees.

‘That was nice of you,’ she said.

‘There but for the grace of . . .’ I said. ‘I had a brother who was going that way once. Can happen to anyone.’

‘Well, yeah,’ she said, and I was suddenly struck by her chirpy London accent, ‘but in the end he’s choosing to be there, ain’t he? I mean, if he really wanted to work, he could clean the streets rather than live on them.’

‘I dunno about that. You don’t know what’s gone on in his life, do you? Could be ex-military, ex-jail and can’t get work, or kicked out by his parents or a wife and not able to cope. A lot of people can’t cope with the practicalities of life, so they try to escape, and that means drink and drugs, and before you know it, they’re living on the streets. You see plenty of them round here, a lot more than where I come from.’

‘But there are hospitals, doctors, rehab places. There’s welfare. Nobody has to starve, not in England, it’s not like Africa, is it? I mean, there’s got to be something in him that wants to live like that, don’t you think?’

‘You really think so? I can’t imagine anyone wants to live like that.’

‘Well, it was nice of you to help him anyway, even if he does spend it all on booze.’

‘I guess he will, yeah, you’re probably right.’

I’m pretty sure she asked me my name first, so I told her, then she said her name was Kate Anderson, and she was going for a dental appointment at eight, just a check-up. She had lovely teeth, still does.

‘Hate dentists,’ she said. ‘Once had a bad one, his fingers stank of fags and I honestly think he’d been drinking.’

‘Bloody hell, a drunk dentist – that’s the last thing you want.’

‘I know, and I went another time and as I walked in he was sorting out some X-rays and I swear his hands were shaking so I just said “sorry, I don’t feel well” and I ran out, never went back. The receptionist barely batted an eyelid, was probably used to it.’

‘You should have reported him.’

‘Yeah, maybe. Anyway, Sally at work recommended this new chap, so here’s hoping.’

‘Where do you work?’ and as she told me – Matheson’s, the hair products place, where she worked in packaging and shipping – I realised I was trying to establish how to get in touch with her again. I wasn’t overly conscious of fancying her, maybe it was too early in the day for that, but I must have done, or else why was I trying to find out how to contact her afterwards? She had a nice face, and even though, wrapped up as she was in a thick beige coat, it was hard to get a proper look at the rest of her – apart from the bottom half of her legs, which looked OK, and feet clicking away as she walked along beside me – I felt I was in the presence of an attractive woman. She moved nicely, and there was a lot of warmth to her, and a mix of confidence and shyness which I liked. She tended to look at me when I was talking, but look away when she was. Even though I’ve always been lucky with the ladies, since my teens in Liverpool, I was a bit shy too back then, and certainly wouldn’t have asked her straight out for her number, but I’d got her name, I knew where she worked, and by the time we reached my sorting office, I knew where she lived as well, on her own, in a rented one-bedroom flat. She’d had a cat called Delilah but it died and she wasn’t getting a new one, because it would feel like she was being unfaithful to Delilah. It’s fabulous what strangers tell each other within minutes of meeting.

I’d been promoted to assistant head of section a few days earlier, which meant I had a small team working direct to me, and although I was still earning just below the national average, which I had heard reported at a union meeting a week earlier, I’d had a pay rise of sorts, which is maybe another reason I chucked a fiver at that down-and-out. Anyway it meant that if I did call her, and if I did get through, and if she did say yes, she would love to meet up for a drink, and maybe go out for dinner, I would be able to take her somewhere half decent. So I did call, and they did put me through and she answered before I had even properly rehearsed what I was going to say, and I ended up just saying ‘was the dentist pissed?’ and she laughed and said ‘no’ and then she said ‘yes, I’d like that’ when I asked if she fancied going out on Friday, and I thought, wow, that was too easy.

I was twenty-three, two years younger than her. She didn’t look twenty-five, and when she told me, I said ‘no way’, and she took it as a big compliment and insisted on rooting through her handbag to find something with her date of birth on it, and she had a National Insurance card in there and, sure enough, she was born in March, the same month as me, but two years earlier, 1966.

‘A World Cup baby,’ I said. ‘So how come you haven’t settled down with anyone yet?’ and she went all ‘hold on a minute, I’m not that old, I could ask you the same thing’, and I sort of was settled, but I didn’t want to say that, obviously, so I said something like I had been playing the field a bit too much, but it came out badly, and she looked away for a few seconds. I found myself saying ‘no, no, sorry, I don’t mean like that, I just mean I had a few girlfriends in quick succession but for various reasons nothing quite worked out’.

In fact, I had been with Melanie for eighteen months and we’d been in bed the weekend before at her place, and we’d talked about moving in together finally, only we couldn’t decide whether to move into hers or mine, a couple of rented rooms in a house near Arsenal’s ground, which for an Everton fan like me was a bit of a pain, but not enough to shift me to Northolt where Melanie lived. I told Kate I had been with a girl called Melanie but we called it off a few weeks ago. ‘What about you?’

She’d been engaged when she was twenty-one, to a guy from Barking called Roger who made window frames, but she said once the engagement ring was on, he changed, started behaving as though they had been married forever, expecting her to cook and clean and be at his beck and call, whereas if he fancied a night out with his mates, that was fine and dandy. ‘So you dumped him?’

‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Broke his heart, so he said, and so he calls me every now and then, usually Friday nights.’

‘Pissed?’

‘Imagine so. I never pick up.’

I had no reason to disbelieve her, other than the fact that I hadn’t told her the truth about my own situation. But the next day I made it true. I told Mel I was ‘really sorry but I’ve thought long and hard and I just can’t commit. I like it when we’re together but I also like it when we’re apart and that means I’m not ready to move in, not with you, not with anyone.’

Three months later, I moved in with Kate, even though she had gone back on her promise of fidelity to Delilah and got herself a new cat, Primrose, who made me sneeze. Eight months later, we sat down with a council official her dad knew and he helped us get one of the council houses on the Holloway Road, and reckoned that if we pooled our resources, and saved hard, we would soon be able to secure a mortgage to buy it. Nine months after that, we moved to the top floor of Carrington House, two bedrooms, share of a garden five floors down. I carried her over the threshold and we cracked open a bottle of fizzy white wine and we had sex on the new double bed, which was just a mattress because we hadn’t even unpacked.

We got married the following spring, 1993. We’re not religious but both our mothers are, so we did the church thing, St Cedd’s over her parents’ way, though even at the time I was I suppose technically in breach of the ‘forsaking all others’ part of the deal, because I’d had a bit of a fling with a girl at work called Cheryl, and she was the one who said it had to stop, a few days before the wedding, because she said I had to change now I was getting married and she didn’t want to ruin things for me. Malcolm’s weakness was drugs and drink. Mine was women, and drink, and one leading to the other and then back again. Cheryl wasn’t the last, and they never went on for more than a few weeks, and I think I was on Corinne when I realised that Kate knew, or at least heavily suspected, and with reason, that I was not playing the loyal husband role very well. I would just do flat denial, and she never pushed it too hard. The truth is I did have a commitment issue. I fell in love with Kate, for sure, but even as I did so there was a part of me I wanted to hold back, and once we were shacked up, and then married, I think the only part I could guarantee as being me alone, not me as in me and Kate, was the stuff I couldn’t tell her about, the guilty secrets, because if I did she would kick me out, and then I really would be on my own. I didn’t fancy that. I don’t think she did either. It wasn’t like my mum with my dad, flying into a rage at the slightest thing. With Kate, it was like she would suppress the rage, not want to know, not want to press too robustly for the truth, in case it hurt her. Lucky me, eh, that’s what I would say to myself as I met someone else, and let my instincts lead me. Then silly bastard, that’s what I would say to myself as I headed home, and wondered why I couldn’t give myself totally to Kate, as I had promised to do. I really did love her, and when I am on my deathbed, and all the women I’ve had float across my memory, Kate is going to rise to the top of the pile. But whereas she always seemed, so far as I could tell, to be happy just with me, I always had to operate a Kate plus one policy, sometimes Kate plus two and even more.

‘It’s going to be different now,’ I said to the wedding photo. ‘You have my unconditional love, Kate, now and forever.’ I think I meant it, though perhaps the beer was beginning to talk, as it is prone to do. When I woke up, right there on the sofa, empty can still in hand, I was keen to get showered and changed and head straight to the hospital, to see Hannah. When I arrived, Kate was a lot perkier with her own colour back on her face after the redness and the greyness of last night. I gave her a little kiss, asked her how she had slept – badly – then went to the cot at the side of the bed and looked down on Hannah, asleep on her side, her tiny chest moving in and out, and recalled something my gran once said, at my grandad’s funeral, when I asked why she didn’t seem sad that he had died, and she banged on about what a drunken waster he was and said, ‘The only truly unconditional love is the love of a parent for a child. You’ll know that yourself one day.’ Now I did. I was asking nothing of Hannah, yet getting so much, just seeing her breathe.

‘Did you bring the fruit?’ asked Kate.

‘Oh shit, sorry, love, I’ll go and get some in a minute. But let me watch this little thing for a bit.’


MALCOLM

My name is Malcolm. I am Hannah’s uncle.

WE ONLY LIVED half an hour north of Pat and Kate’s place, near the reservoir at Ponders End, so Julie and I went to the hospital the day after Hannah was born, 12 February 1995. We walked in with our flowers for Kate and a little blue-checked romper suit for the baby, and Pat was like a little kid himself. The only thing that hacked him off was that we hadn’t brought our lads, but I thought that might have been a bit much for Kate.

I was there when our Alan was born, at Fazakerley maternity, before we moved south, and yes it was exciting and moving, and I felt a big responsibility falling upon me, and I would have to say it was all very special, having kids, but I didn’t go overboard like Pat did when Hannah came along. You’d have thought he was the first man alive to have become a dad. We had to look at the fingers and look at the toes, and isn’t she this and isn’t she that, and who did we think she looked like, could I see Mum in there? – to be honest I saw more of Dad, but I thought better of saying so. Pat never really talked about Dad. Maybe he thought that with a child of his own he could somehow catch up on what he’d lost, I don’t know, but my God he was like a new man. I was happy for him, and I hoped it might make him settle down. I think he told me most things he got up to. I knew there had been a couple of women on the go, one at work, which is always a daft idea, and another an old girlfriend from over the river at Wallasey – he called her ‘my ferry fuck’ – who looked him up every few weeks when she went down to London.

I don’t often do the big brother thing, but I really felt I had to that time. We always met at a gastropub in Park Road, Crouch End, which was halfway between us, and had the added bonus of being called the Maynard Arms, which gave us a running gag about having our own family pub. Once we’d had a couple of relaxers, ordered some food, and done all the football and the news and the bullshit about work, I told him he really had to pack it in with Hilary and Ellen, his ‘ferry fuck – and can you stop calling her that?’ I said marriage was a big thing and it was time he took it seriously. I said Kate was a fabulous girl and she was as good as he was going to get and he shouldn’t be messing her around like this. He said Ellen was nothing, just a shag every now and then, and if need be he could knock her on the head for good. ‘Not a problem, Malc.’ Hilary was trickier, which was his own bloody fault, because he knew her through work – ‘Never shit on your own doorstep,’ I said – but I think he did dump her a while after. There was a rhythm to his little wanderings though. It was like he had to have Kate, and I do think he loved her, in his own way, I really do. When you were in their company, you had no doubt they were a couple, and he could be really solicitous of her. But he couldn’t resist these little relationships outside the marriage. ‘A standing prick knows no conscience,’ that’s what he used to say, and we’d both laugh, but I always worried for him that one day Kate would flip out and show him the door, just like Mum did to Dad.

‘Yeah, but that wasn’t because he was out shagging the whole time. He was just a full-on, fat-bellied, fifteen pints a day, “where’s my dinner” pisshead, who treated her like shit. I treat Kate well when I’m with her. Just that when I’m not with her, I’m not averse to being with someone else. But the minute they try to get too close in, I level with them – “I will never leave Kate.”’

‘Well, don’t bank on her not leaving you if you play around too long and too often. Our mam put up with him for a fuck of a long time. And then she didn’t. I’m just saying . . . don’t let history repeat itself.’

Pat always lived in the moment though. That day at the Whittington, with Hannah awake now and Julie and I having had a turn to hold her, he had a camera and he was snapping away – ‘Oh look, I’m sure that was a smile, look, Julie, she’s smiling at you,’ and Kate, who looked shattered, saying, ‘Babies don’t smile when they’re that small,’ but he was having none of it, he was sure it was a smile. He said he was going to take a picture of her every day of her life, so that they had a record of how she developed and went from being the most beautiful baby in the world to being the most beautiful young woman in the world. He was going to do little Polaroids and put them on the kitchen wall day by day, and if they ran out of space he would put them up in the entrance, and if need be he would cover every wall in the flat. ‘I will record history being made,’ he said, ‘so the world can see how she changed, day by day by day, slowly, step by step, becoming the eighth wonder of the world.’ Then he picked her up again, rubbed his nose against her cheek and said, ‘Who’s my little eighth wonder then?’ He kept up the photography for a few weeks, I reckon, then he went to once a week, then it became less frequent, every few weeks maybe, and eventually he just stopped. I don’t even know if he’s kept the pictures. I doubt it. He has always had mad passions, but they fizzle out. There were a few years of his life he went to every Everton game, home and away, including Europe, spent a fortune on it. He only sees them when they’re in London now, if he can get tickets, and he never seems too bothered if he can’t. Too expensive anyway. Then he got into racing, and the bookies was the only place he wanted to be, and he was convinced he had worked out a system for winning. He even had a bloody waistcoat phase, where he collected smart waistcoats, had a cupboard full of them. It was the same with his women, apart from Kate. Meet them, get obsessed with them, dump them. I really hoped Hannah, his own daughter, was more than a passion on the lines of his football team, or his flings.

When Julie and I were walking out of the hospital, I said that Pat reminded me of me when I first got into cocaine, and everything seemed more intense and better and sharper and clearer, and even boring stuff could be fun. I was off everything by then, apart from the odd drink-up every now and then – which I know alarmed Julie and which I always regretted – and Julie didn’t much like me talking about my drugs period, which was before her time, but it was the only comparison I could find. I had never known him like it.

But it was never going to last, was it? Kids are hard work. I know that from my own two, and I know it from the kind of kid I was myself, causing no end of grief to my mum especially, because she was the one who stuck with us. She had no choice really. After Dad upped and went, we hardly ever heard from him, just the odd phone call every now and then, and me wanting it to end as soon as it began. I didn’t hate him, not like Mum did, but he had gone from our lives and I wished he would stay gone, rather than try to pop in and out on his own terms. Mum made me feel bad even for speaking to him. Christ, she really hated him. I was indifferent really. I don’t have that many memories of him when I was growing up, and even though I think I remember him leaving, I can’t be sure of what is a real memory and what is the stuff Mum and Pat and I have talked about since. She was always saying we were well shot of him, but she could never stop talking about him either. It was as though he went, as ordered, but he never left us, even when she had rid the place of every item of clothing, every photo, every knickknack he had ever bought, every remnant of him. I wanted Mum to move on, to live with the fact she had kicked him out, and enjoy it, build a new life for herself. But she never did. Maybe he had damaged her too much. Truth is he had been a bastard to her. I know for a fact he hit her at least twice, because once I saw it, even if it was just a drunken lunge and he barely caught the side of her face, and the other time because Mrs Park next door told me she had ‘heard a slap one night, then your mum crying, your dad shouting, and do you want me to call anyone?’ She was a real nosy cow, but she was probably telling the truth. I said, ‘No thanks, we’ll manage.’

When Julie and I got engaged Dad phoned up and asked if I wanted him to come to the wedding and I just paused, wondering how to say no without being too hurtful. The words were forming in my mind. I was going to say that it was probably best not to risk upsetting Mum because that would upset us all. It was only a few moments of a pause but long enough for him to know what I was thinking. So he didn’t come, didn’t send a present or
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