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About the Book

‘You’re born and I can hold you any time I like. All I have to do is close my eyes.’

A unique and WONDERFUL book!! Two sixteen year olds, one an adopted daughter, the other a teenage mother, tell their subtly interwoven stories … I loved every single word. Vivian French


Invisible Threads
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For Anna, Reuben and Maria, who lit up my life
the first moment I saw them; and still do! – AD

For Anna, Philipp and Reuben, with many thanks
and much love for all your support – MD


Carrie-Anne

TODAY I AM sixteen years old. Today I have surpassed her.

Mum is all balloons and cream cakes.

‘Come on, Carrie-Anne, love, smile!’

Click, flash, click, flash!

I am still not strong enough to claim my teenage right and roll my eyes, so I oblige, all eyes and teeth; I give her my best celebrity sparkle. With my mouth open and my teeth sharp I could devour her in one bite.

‘Doesn’t she look lovely?’ My mum sighs, nudging my dad with a spiky elbow in his hard rib.

My dad grunts, a hog man hidden behind a broadsheet. He rustles his paper and gives me a pirate wink.

My dad understands me, because he knows my mum. We’re comrades. I perform a perfect sashay towards the kitchen. I know my mum is watching my hips move softly side to side. She’s envious of my ease and youth.

It’s my birthday and I don’t have to be nice.

Sarah’s soaking corn flakes in a hand-painted Italian bowl. We’ve never been to Italy, but Mum thinks she can fool the neighbours into thinking our annual family nightmare in Devon is actually an art history tour of Tuscany. I curl my lip.

I’m sixteen today and I can think whatever I want.

Robert shuffles in, followed by a pristinely scrubbed Emma, my Jelly Bean. I am suddenly surrounded by three baby blonds. Sarah has soft curls framing a flower-fairy face. Her twin brother Robert’s hair is short and spiky but fluffy like a duckling. Emma has Mum’s hair. Fine strands of silk spilling down her back. A fairy-tale princess. She is sunshine.

I look at my golden brother and sisters and feel my darkness eclipse them. I am pitch-black, brow and hair. The happy golden siblings are joined by their happy golden parents. Karen and Derek Harris.

Click, flash, click, flash!

‘Come on, kids, put your arms around Carrie-Anne. Go on, Emma, give her a big birthday kiss.’

If they’re her kids, what am I? Her special baby? Her chosen child? I believed that until I was seven and friends began to pick and tease. I quickly realized that the  translation and the truth behind my mother’s words was: abandoned child, the trash baby who was thrown out with the rest of the crap.

This day, my birthday, reminds me that there is a woman out there, and by bone and by blood I belong to her. I am that woman’s shame and regret.

Now I am sixteen and I have surpassed her. I’ve made it, I haven’t messed up. I am clean and safe. I made it. The family history of Carrie-Anne and her mystery mum has a new chapter.

Click, flash, click, flash!


Naomi

I CAN HOLD you any time I like.

‘You can hold that little baby any time you like.’ That’s what the nurse tells me. She’s not one of the hard-cop, soft-cop midwives I had before, just this Irish nurse with a tired face. She says it because she sees I’m upset.

Nine months, close as my own breath, now suddenly you’re public property. I can’t see you, just their backs in hospital gowns. They’re sucking out your lungs with a tube as if you’re a piece of plumbing.

‘We’ll take you onto the ward in a minute, then you can hold her any time you like. You’ll be sick of her by the time you get her home,’ says the nurse in a soothing voice.

They’re still concentrating on you, like mechanics round an engine. The brutal sucking sounds make me want to snatch you back, but they have to do it. It’s so you can breathe.

Oh God, oh God, suppose you couldn’t breathe? And inside I’m praying, Be OK, baby. Please please be OK.

And you are, you are OK, because they lift me onto this trolley and cover me with a thin white blanket, and I get to hold you again. You’re in a little nightie now and not so bloody, but your fuzzy hair is still black, deep jet-black like a blackbird’s feathers.

It’s the first time we’ve met yet suddenly we’re rattling along corridors together, down ramps, in and out of lifts.

It feels dangerous, it feels out of control. Ceilings and light fittings fly over my head. Alarming sights jump out. Someone vomiting into a dish. Closed curtains with moaning going on behind. Over one woman’s bed, a plastic bag of blood drains down through a tube.

The nurse sees me looking. She says, ‘You’re lucky.’

She can’t have read my notes. I don’t tell her I’m not lucky. I look at you instead. You’re yawning just like a real person, looking into my eyes with a wondering expression, as if I am exactly the way you thought I’d be.

I touch each tiny curled finger with its perfect transparent fingernail. I stroke your black black hair.

‘That’ll rub off,’ laughs the nurse. ‘She’ll be bald as an egg in a couple of weeks.’

I’m not listening. I’ve had a startling thought. ‘It’s my birthday!’ I say. ‘I just remembered.’ I can’t believe I almost forgot my own birthday.

The nurse sighs. ‘Being a mother will do that to you. Another few months and you’ll forget your own name.’

I’m still holding your finger. I want us to go on travelling down corridors like this for ever, never arriving and always always together like this.

They’ve fastened a plastic bracelet around your wrist. A label inside says BABY BIRD.

My baby bird, I think. My present from me to me.

Your eyelids glisten as if they’ve been smeared with Vaseline. I kiss them. You’re my baby bird. My birthday present. My unforgettable sixteenth birthday present.

I open my eyes. The mad clattering of the trolley, the careering sensation stops dead. It’s one year later and I’m in a motorway café. It’s completely bland and impersonal, which is why I chose it. No one to notice a girl sitting too long over her empty cup.

I keep my eyes on my watch. The gold hand flicks flicks around the dial. Around me, people come and go, wiping tables, setting down trays.

Flash!

I jump. Someone must be taking photographs. But it’s just a knife catching the sun. Next time I look at my watch it’s 4.30 p.m. You’re born! You’re out there in the world with your beautiful blackbird hair; somewhere with pink balloons and a cake with one candle and teddy bears. You’re born and I can hold you any time I like.

All I have to do is close my eyes.


Carrie-Anne

I OFTEN THINK that if Mum didn’t have her ‘schedule’ gluing her together, she’d shatter like a glass. Sometimes I see the cracks under her exterior of control. As though she is a beautiful piece of tapestry but I can spy the loose threads and knots.

Beads of sweat are sliding down my dad’s flushed cheeks as he awkwardly attempts to shift the refrigerator to its new home. My mum has been rearranging the furniture again.

‘It’s a breath of fresh air.’ She sighs. ‘Like a whole new house and not a penny spent.’

‘No, just Dad’s blood, sweat and tears,’ I say accusingly, giving my dad’s arm a comforting squeeze.

‘Your father’s just fine, Carrie-Anne. He enjoys doing little things for me. Don’t you, sweetheart?’

My father’s face has turned a deep shade of crimson. All  he can do is nod, puffing hard as he musters all his strength to give the fridge one final push.

‘Mum, is Dad going to have a heart attack?’ Robert giggles nervously.

‘Don’t be silly.’ She gives Robert a reassuring pat on the head. ‘Your father’s as fit as he was when he was a young man.’

My stomach begins to churn at the way in which my mum sentimentally glances in my father’s direction. The lack of authenticity makes me cringe. Fraud, I think to myself.

‘Right! Time to go.’

My father has only just switched the fridge back on. ‘What, now? Shouldn’t I change my shirt first?’

‘No time. I promised Tim we’d be there early to sort out refreshments.’

Every Thursday evening my parents go to an educational class. This year it is conversational Spanish; last year it was art appreciation. My mother clicks her fingers impatiently, commanding my dad’s attention and submission. ‘Come on. We don’t want to be late for Tim.’

I roll my eyes and slump onto the terracotta-coloured sofa. ‘Tim Shakespeare is such a wanker. You know he pervs  over the girls at school all the time. Ugh! And he looks like a slug. A big oversized, gross slug.’

‘Carrie! Don’t be so rude. He’s a lovely man and he’s been very good to you, helping you out with your school work.’

‘You think he’d be so helpful if I wore my skirts a little longer?’

‘You have a mucky mind, young lady. Those gutter thoughts won’t make you any friends. Now make sure Robert, Emma and Sarah brush their teeth before bed. And no scary films.’

I grab the TV remote control and flick it on. When I am in this kind of mood, my defences are impenetrable.

Finally they are gone and I can breathe, finally let go of my resentful adolescent alter ego. I lope upstairs and pounce on my brother. ‘Fancy a game of Monopoly, nappy head?’

On Thursday nights I can relax my scowl. I soften as I play make-believe with my siblings. I become a princess, a lion, a pirate. I travel the landscapes of my brother and sisters’ imaginations, transported to a place, a time, where only we exist.

‘I don’t want to play.’ Jelly Bean’s lower lip begins to tremble. ‘I never win. Even when you try and let me.’

‘I know, we’ll play in teams,’ I suggest, wrapping my arms tightly around her. ‘And you can be on my side – that way we can either win or lose together.’

This is the person I’d like to be. This is the person I could be.


Naomi

FOR SIX DAYS I have the little four-bed ward to myself. The day before I have to leave they wheel in a young woman on a trolley. When the nurses have gone, she heaves herself, wincing, into a sitting position. She’s just a girl, maybe my age, sixteen or seventeen. I see her glance at the cot beside her. A baffled expression flickers over her face as if she’s wondering where the hell it came from.

I say tentatively, ‘Hi, I’m Naomi.’

She blanks me, hunting in her locker for a comb, fussing with her hair. So far as she’s concerned, she’s alone. She ignores me until the night nurse dims the lights and the ward fills with its eerie green glow, the closest it ever gets to dark.

When I hear her voice I assume she’s talking in her sleep. But apparently it’s me she’s talking to. About how  her real dad died and her new dad knocked her about. ‘Then I started seeing this boy and fell for a baby and Mum kicked me out. My boyfriend’s coloured,’ she adds nervously, as if I’ll think badly of her for this.

Outside of old movies, I’ve never heard anyone say ‘coloured’ before.

‘The social worker says he’ll help me keep my little boy, but I’ve got to show I can keep it together. “Find a job and a little flat, see if you can keep it together, Louise,” he says.’

Louise goes on, pouring out her grim life history until she’s talked herself out, then she goes quiet. I don’t think she’s sleeping, she’s just lying there, trying to make sense of it all. Suddenly she says in a dreamy voice, ‘You know all those times you want to scream? Really scream at the top of your voice?’

‘Yes,’ I say very quietly.

‘But you know you mustn’t, so you swallow it down?’

I don’t want to be listening to this. ‘Yes,’ I say again.

‘Where do they go?’ she asks me. ‘Where do all those screams go?’

I don’t answer. I don’t tell her I’ve been wondering  something equally insane. Only it isn’t screams I wonder about. It’s this:

What happens to all that longing, the love you’re supposed to give to someone, but you can’t?

Where does it go?

Will it travel through the air, down telephone wires, across rail tracks, through walls to find you? Will it touch you while you sleep, like snowflakes or angel kisses? Will you feel it in your dreams, Maya?

I mean, all that love I feel for you, it can’t just disappear.


Carrie-Anne

‘JELLY BEAN, I need to study! Leave that alone.’

I am chasing Emma around my room, but completely failing to retrieve my English homework.

‘Read me a story,’ she squeaks. ‘Read me a story now!’

‘I don’t have time. I have exams.’ I manage to grab her tiny body and throw her over my shoulder. ‘You little monkey, give me back my book!’

I sit on my bed and Emma slips down beside me.

‘Please, Carrie,’ she whimpers softly.

Looking at her pale face and puppy-dog eyes, I decide to relent. ‘OK, you go and get one of your books and you can read me a story.’

‘Yay!’ She leaps up and dashes out of the room.

I close my eyes and remember the painful conversation I’ve just had with my mum. Tears begin to well up in my eyes, but I scrunch them up tightly, refusing to let them flow. It’s  my right to find my mum, to know where I come from, can’t anyone understand that?

If I wasn’t sixteen and angry, my mother’s face would have destroyed me.

‘But why, Carrie-Anne? Why would you want to see her? We’re your family. We always have been.’

I couldn’t explain. I couldn’t explain the triumph I felt at making my mother cry. It made me angry that she didn’t understand why.

‘Because it’s my right!’ I wanted to explode. Years of pain swelled up in my gut, making me want to retch. ‘Because Sarah looks like Aunt Suzy, Robert looks like Grandpa Harris, and beautiful, perfect little Emma is your clone. I have no face in this family. I want to know where my reflection comes from.’

It’s like a Mexican stand-off: Mum at one end of the room, me at the other, our hands twitching by our sides ready to strike.

‘How did you find her?’

‘Dad’s stuff.’

‘That was private, Carrie-Anne. It wasn’t meant for your eyes.’

‘Then why did Dad look for her?’

Mum doesn’t reply immediately. She seems to be struggling to decide what to do, what to say. She takes a deep breath and meets my questioning gaze.

‘Because we thought when you were older, more mature, we’d give you her address and let you decide then.’

‘I am older and more mature. What? Were you going to wait until I was dead?’

She moves towards me, arms outstretched. I duck away but her arms remain extended and frozen, then reluctantly drop as though heavy weights are connected to them.

‘It was two years ago. After Great-Uncle Adam died. He left your father some money, and he decided to try and trace Naomi. We found her in Newquay. I thought it was a bad idea, but for once he was determined, and nothing I could say would change his mind. But you weren’t meant to see it... not yet. Please, Carrie, think about it some more.’

‘No. I’ve made up my mind.’

She goes quiet. No more arguing. No more tears. Just silence. Then she leaves the room. That’s how much my mother loves me. She gets up and, without a word, leaves me.

I fall back onto my bed, imagining that the glow-stars on my ceiling are little planets, alternate realities.

In one my mystery mum is a superstar. Diamonds for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Her hair is gold. Her skin made of pearl.

In the next, a woman with a parade of mismatched children. There she stands amongst the litter and dog shit. My mother. Nicotine stained and punctured, mini train tracks running up her arm.

I make a promise to myself. A promise to find out which glow-star she lives on. Which alternate reality I missed out on.

I feel warm breath on my cheek and little Emma is beside me. She’s my little Jelly Bean. She’s all sticky jam hands and leaves sweet smudges on my skin. I think, Jelly Bean, when I find my real life, and my real name, and my real mother, I won’t forget you.

I close my eyes and try to picture my mystery mum’s face, in her mystery world.


Naomi

THE STUPID THING, the really stupid thing is, I was never going to be like my mother. Living with her is like being on a seesaw. You never know which way it’s going to tip. When she’s up it’s party time. When she’s down...

Some days I get stomach cramps just walking in the door, purely from the raw emotion swirling around our flat. That’s before I’ve seen the smashed mugs, the cold coffee dripping down the walls...

Well, I’m not going to be like that. I’m not going to make my kids move home every few months just because (to pick a random example) I’ve foolishly slept with the guy in the top-floor flat, then found out he was a complete psycho.

My kids are going to have a real permanent home, with two real permanent parents and a fridge with real edible food; not a bottle of slimline tonic water, twelve  reels of black and white film and half a rotting avocado.

There’ll be no plate throwing, no coffee on the wall, no broken promises, no lies and absolutely no emotional blackmail.

I’m going to show my mum how a kid should be loved.

I’m going to be a real grown-up, not an overgrown teenager in disguise.

All I have to do is avoid Mum’s mistakes.

That’s all.

I’ve got two mothers, that’s the problem. The moody, unpredictable person I live with
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