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			The eye that mocketh at his father, and despiseth to obey his mother,

			the ravens of the valley shall pick it out, and the young eagles shall eat it.

			– Proverbs 30:17

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Somewhere in southeast London a flightless young magpie tumbles to the ground.

			From below, it’s hard to make out exactly where it dropped from. Its nest could have been high up in one of the plane trees that line this lorry-worn road, a bush-like bower hidden behind a green veil of leaves. Or it might have been tucked away somewhere in the jumble of semi-disused warehouses that clutter the area, an intricate formation of sticks and mud on corrugated iron and asbestos. Magpies construct their homes alongside ours, within sight but just out of reach. A magpie city superimposed on our own.

			It is a harsh and very human environment into which this bird has prematurely arrived. Cars with concertinaed bonnets and shattered windscreens wait in lines to be scrapped at the nearby junkyard. Fly-tipped fridges and sacks of rubble as immovable as boulders block the pavements. Puddles of spring rain shine purple with petrochemicals and, overhead, clouds of smoke and steam billow from the chimney of a huge waste disposal facility that incinerates rubbish around the clock. Juggernauts rumble past like thunderclouds and the football fans at Millwall FC roar. The only animals I’ve ever noticed there are pit bulls and rats, although a little further afield, around the dump, there are flocks of gulls and pigeons along with a fleet of raptors sleek as fighter jets that are employed by the waste disposal company to chase the other birds away.

			My partner Yana’s workshop is just around the corner, in a leaky industrial unit on the edge of the junkyard. It’s a part of the city that’s full of secrets and surprises, but they’re rarely cute and fluffy. A police raid on a neighbouring warehouse uncovers a cannabis farm one week, stolen motorbikes the next; a friend opens up a long-abandoned shipping container and finds it crammed full of jet skis; someone I once shared a prison cell with boasted of having dumped someone’s sawn-off limbs nearby. It’s the last place on earth I would have expected something as yolky-soft and bird-bone brittle as a chick to turn up.

			The creature scuttles around in the gutter, lurching towards the kerb like a drunk staggering down an alleyway. Magpies leave home far too soon – long before they can really fly or properly fend for themselves. For weeks after they fledge their nests, they’re dependent on their parents for sustenance, protection, and an education too. But this bird’s parents are nowhere to be seen. They’re not feeding it, or watching it, or guarding it; no alarm calls sound as a large apex predator approaches with footfalls made heavy by steel-toe-capped boots. That doesn’t mean its parents aren’t nearby. It could be no accident that this bird is on the ground. If food was running short, a savage calculation may have been performed, showing that the only way to keep the family airborne was to jettison the runt.

			The bird has stopped moving now. It crouches down in the gutter, shivering from dehydration and perhaps fear too. If nature is allowed to run its course, it’ll probably be dead before the day is out. The advancing human looms large as a tree trunk, sways uncertainly, and then, with a soft rustling, the bird’s world goes dark.

			A couple of hundred miles to the west, and three decades distant in time, a young jackdaw tumbled from its nest in the steeple of a village church. Steely-grey feathers, yellow beak, injured wing dragging along the floor. Jackdaws and magpies share family ties. The crow family. Carrion kin. Someone, perhaps the vicar, stumbled across this injured young bird, boxed it up, and took it to the home of a local woman, an amateur animal healer. From there, the jackdaw found its way into the hands of the man who would go on to become my father. The magpie finds its way to me.

		

	
		
			PIN FEATHERS
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			Yana sets the cardboard box, with its precious contents, very gently down on our bedroom floor. Her sister found it this morning, she explains, and picked it up and brought it to their workshop. In between hammering and drilling they’ve been feeding it live grubs from the angling supplier. The grubs bite, Yana continues matter-of-factly, so you have to crush their heads a little with a pair of pliers or a fingernail before posting them down the bird’s hatch. She raises the flaps of the box.

			A black and white ball of fluff the size of a child’s fist is curled up in a corner. It looks dead. It smells dead. I click my tongue at the creature and one of its eyelids flutters open. Its eye is mineral blue.

			I try to call to mind everything I know about magpies. At first, all I can come up with is the rhyme ‘One for Sorrow’ and an image of my mum religiously saluting any she encountered on the farm I grew up on, to ward off the bad luck they’re supposed to bring. Better safe than sorry, I think, touching my hand to the side of my head as I peer down into the box. Yana says they’re clever birds – very clever, as all members of the crow family are – although I seem to recall that they’re widely disliked for reasons I’ve never quite understood. Something about them eating baby songbirds and consorting with the devil. And they’re said to have a pirate’s eye for stolen treasure – a lost wedding ring should be looked for in the nearest magpie nest. Other than saluting it, I have no idea what you’re meant to do with one. I’ve cared for injured wildlife before in a vague sort of way, or at least I tried to as a kid: creatures the cat dragged in, broken squirrels, birds that had jerked their brains to jelly against windowpanes. No matter what you do, it seems like they always end up in the same place: a shoebox at the bottom of a shallow grave. Even healthy animals haven’t had the best of luck at my hands. I think guiltily of the beautiful white doves we had years ago, which my grandmother, my mother, and I dyed pastel pink and released on the farm – only for them to be gobbled up by the fox like so much candyfloss. If I’d been the one to come across this bird, I suspect I might have been tempted to let it take its chances down in the gutter. I’m not sure what we can do for it, except perhaps prolong its suffering.

			I look from the bird to Yana. She’s dressed, as usual for a work day, in a dark-blue, paint-spattered boiler suit and heavy boots. Her light-brown hair is held tightly in place with pins in a precise and severe style that adds a few grades of sharpness to her high and prominent cheekbones. She’s already busy with the pliers. I watch as she goes snapping after a writhing yellow grub with her metallic beak and clamps down on its head. Pale goo oozes from both ends of the unfortunate grub as she waves it enticingly above the baby magpie. This is typical behaviour. Yana is incapable of encountering a broken object without wanting to pick it up and make it better. I suppose she’s something of a magpie herself; not a thief, exactly, but certainly a hoarder of found treasure. She always has a screwdriver to hand and rarely seems to think twice about dragging fly-tipped light fittings, or slabs of marble, or enormous sacks of junk that she’s collected from the foreshore of the Thames, back to our house.

			Our home is filled with things she’s made or fixed, from shelves, to mugs, to knives, to the chairs we sit on and the trousers I wear. She takes special delight in suspending things from the ceiling. In the living room, a chandelier she made from sharp glass stalactites rattles whenever large vehicles go past; above our bed, a framework of bamboo and string and trailing vines has turned our room into a jungle. She attributes her DIY attitude to having grown up as one of six siblings in a busy immigrant family. Her parents fled to Sweden from Soviet Ukraine with their children and whatever else they could carry, leaving the USSR to collapse behind them. It was a chaotic environment, and having the ability to make your own clothes as well as your own fun came at a premium.

			I first met her two years ago at a party in a disused carwash in Lewisham. She appeared from behind a concrete pillar with peroxide blonde hair and demonic red eye makeup and hooked me with a glance. Later, she took me back to her flat and showed me her albino snake, her orchid mantis, and her collection of homemade knives. Not long after that we moved in together and were swiftly engaged. It’s all been very sudden, so much so that I’m slightly unsure as to how I’ve arrived at this point. At times I feel a little like one of her found objects. I certainly never imagined myself settling down in my twenties. Last time I checked, I had a shaved head, bruised knuckles, and was heading for a fall. Now I seem to be getting married, making a nest.

			Sometimes I’m convinced that I’ve dreamt all this up, and everything could vanish as easily as waking. At other times, the opposite seems true: that I’m slowly regaining consciousness after a long and tiring nightmare. I don’t know if it was Yana’s willingness to take on the defective that drew her to me – I somehow doubt it. But her strength, solidity, invulnerability were certainly some of the qualities that pulled me to her.

			Now this bad-luck bird has arrived. A dream-thing regarding Yana’s dying worm suspiciously from its corner of the cardboard box. Both of its eyes are open now. Blue. I never knew that a young magpie’s eyes were blue. All the magpies I’ve seen in the past, chattering in trees, or picking apart carcasses on roadsides, must have been adults, their eyes glinting obsidian. Though this bird’s eyes are fully un-shuttered, its sharp black beak remains stubbornly closed, no matter how Yana tries to tempt it. She mutters something under her breath that sounds like ‘stupid magpie’ and sets her pliers down. Fixing this broken little crow might, I suspect, be beyond even her powers of repair.

			‘Isn’t there someone else who can deal with this?’ I say. ‘Like, I don’t know, a vet?’

			Yana rolls her eyes at me as if I’d just suggested hiring an electrician to come and change a light bulb. Which is, to be fair, exactly the sort of thing I might try to do – for the light bulb’s sake. If Yana represents order, then I am chaos. Things just seem to fall apart in my hands, and this bird is all too breakable.

			Yana waves me away and picks up the pliers again. She crushes a fresh worm and makes another pass at the magpie, this time making odd high-pitched chirruping noises and clacking her metal beak – just like, she claims, a mother magpie would do in the wild. With a sudden burst of energy, the bird’s beak springs open and it begins to whistle like a kettle on the boil. Yana drops the worm into the bird’s bright pink maw and in a single gulp it’s gone. Clearly there’s some life in the creature yet.

			Yana passes me a grub from the plastic box in her toolbag. ‘Your turn,’ she says, as the grub pulsates across the surface of my palm, yellow and faintly hairy, like a severed toe spasming away. I use the pliers to crush its head and then play mother. Reliable as a clockwork cuckoo, the bird opens wide. Its fragility terrifies me. Bone china with a feather boa. I gingerly post the reflexively squirming grub into its beak and wait for it to start chomping, but the bird just carries on screaming and the grub rolls out.

			‘You have to really shove it in,’ says Yana, stabbing at the air with her index finger.

			I abandon the pliers. I can’t bear to use such a hard, metal implement on something so soft and delicate. I push the grub towards the rim of the bird’s black throat with the tip of my finger instead. The bird’s squealing intensifies, and then morphs into a sort of gremlin-like yum-yum as peristalsis kicks in and the worm is taken down below. The bird doesn’t stop there. I feel the strong, circular muscles of its oesophagus convulse against the end of my finger as it tries to swallow me too. I swiftly withdraw my hand. The bird chirps, tucks its head away beside its wing, and falls back to sleep.

			‘What now?’ I say.

			‘Get more worms,’ Yana says. ‘I think we’ll have to feed it every twenty minutes and we’re already running out.’
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			Over the next couple of days, I try as best I can to ignore the magpie in the box. I’m more convinced than ever that it’s destined for an early grave. Yana has spotted some sort of parasite living in its throat and it has regular seizures; horrible, heart-rending episodes where it throws itself onto its side and convulses like a frog that’s been hooked up to the mains. Yana’s problem, I decide. She sobs when these seizures strike and drips water from her fingertip into the corner of the bird’s beak, which somehow revives it, although another attack always seems to be just around the corner. I suspect this was why it was thrown out of the nest in the first place. Birds know when one of their brood isn’t worth bothering with. I write it off too. No point getting attached to something that isn’t going to stick around.

			And, besides, I have a sneaking suspicion that Yana is trying to fit me up as magpie father. It’s only natural, I suppose. Yana’s work as a set designer often takes her away for days at a time. Whereas I’m an underemployed writer and, these days, I very rarely leave home at all. Bunker mentality – although the outside still seems to have managed to flap its way in. Should the creature survive, it seems almost inevitable that the role of chief worm crusher will eventually fall to me. If it makes it past this turbulent patch, it’s obvious that it’s going to need a lot of care before it can be sent back into the wild. It can’t even feed itself; and flying seems like a distant dream. Who knows how long it will take to learn?

			I attempt to feign disinterest as Yana tends to the creature, although it’s hard not to get sucked in. She has her work cut out just keeping its belly full. She kills endless worms, rolls warm lamb mince into tiny magpie meatballs, softens dog biscuits in warm water and funnels them into the bird. I don’t know how she knows how to do all this stuff, but it seems to be working. The magpie’s life still seems far from certain – it’s barely strong enough to support the minuscule weight of its own head and it still shakes and convulses horribly – but under Yana’s protective wing the frequency of its fits is lessening. The bird’s blue eyes stay open for longer periods of time, and they follow Yana and me hungrily around the room.

			A few days later, the inevitable happens. Yana’s agent calls to say that a lucrative job has come up at short notice – in Paris. Yana wipes the meat juice from her hands, zips up her boiler suit, and is out the door with her toolbag slung over her shoulder in the blink of a magpie’s eye. Back in a week, she says as she leaves.

			I stare down at the bird. The bird stares steadily back at me, angling its head sideways and up so it has me right in the barrel of its black pinprick pupil. I can’t quite escape the feeling that there is an intelligence lurking behind those pale gemstone eyes, an intelligence that is scrutinising me just as intensely as I am it. I’ve never felt so seen by an animal. I worry that this is not going to go well. I am clumsy, absent-minded, and a serial shirker of responsibility. The magpie is rapidly becoming as demanding and unreasonable as a toddler in a sweet shop – but is still as delicate as spun sugar.

			Alone with the bird, I turn to my computer to try to find out more about what you’re meant to do with a creature like this. I don’t have much luck. There’s a lot of practical information out there but, on first look, all of it seems to concern the killing of magpies, rather than their preservation. There are pages and pages of discussions on pest control blogs and air rifle enthusiasts’ forums about how to lure and shoot or trap these birds. Hobby hunters sucker them down into their back gardens with bits of meat and then blast their brains out with lead pellets. They post pictures boasting of their kills: adult magpies tossed on the floor like oily rags, their iridescent feathers wet with blood. The hatred I discover online makes me immediately take the magpie’s side.

			As to why they’re so hated, I can’t quite get to the bottom of it. The way people talk about them murdering songbirds suggests they’re personally responsible for the collapse of the ecosystem. It does seem to be true that magpies are opportunistic predators who sometimes eat the eggs and chicks of other birds – but then why aren’t kestrels, buzzards, sparrow hawks, owls, cats and, most of all, humans hated and hunted with equal fervour? The further I look into the alleged crimes of magpies, the less sense they make. They’re said to tear out the eyes, tongues, and anuses of lambs. They keep a spot of the devil’s blood under their tongue. They alone of all the birds refused to mourn for Christ. They cackled madly from the rigging of Noah’s Ark as civilisations sank. The very word magpie seems to be loaded with ancient scorn, deriving from the Old English mag, a derogatory word for a gossiping woman, a reference to the bird’s rough chatter, although it seems to be the magpies themselves who have been the victims of gossip. Perhaps the hatred humans seem to feel towards them has something to do with their supposed supernatural powers. Magpies can apparently bring luck, good and bad; they can predict the future; they can tell of death and of birth. Everyone knows the rhyme, or a version of it: one magpie brings sorrow; two mirth; three a wedding; four a birth; five silver, six gold; and seven the devil, his own self.

			All of this is very interesting, but it’s not terribly useful, so I pick up my phone and call my grandmother for advice instead. At various points in her colourful life she’s been a soldier in Chairman Mao’s Red Army; an announcer for Radio Peking; a translator for the Chinese state propaganda department; and, most improbably of all to those who know her, a headmistress at a village school in Devon. She’s had more husbands than I can name, but the one constant in her life seems to be animals. She’s kept house geese, goats; bred Staffordshire bull terriers; had a pet monkey that used to secretly pee into people’s coffee. And then there was the sparrow that she rescued, presumably at great personal risk, during Mao’s campaign against the birds, like some sort of communist Doctor Dolittle. The Smash Sparrows Campaign was a feather-brained attempt to prevent crops being lost to thieving beaks by exterminating the species. Sparrows were frightened into the air and kept there with drums, rattles, and firecrackers, until they collapsed from exhaustion. Dying sparrows piled up in the streets of Peking like drifts of snow. It was one of these creatures that my grandmother picked up and secretly nurtured. She’s a tough old bird herself – I pity the thug who tries to jump her on pension day – but she’s a caring one too.

			‘A magpie?’ she squawks. ‘What do you want to keep one of those alive for? Horrible creatures. Why don’t you drown it instead?’

			‘Ah,’ I think. I’ve inadvertently stumbled upon one of my grandmother’s many inexplicable pet hatreds. They often seem to be animal-based, come to think of it; the natural world subjected to a private logic of good and bad that, from the outside, doesn’t necessarily make a lot of sense. The fat, one-eyed rat that scrabbles beneath the boards of her conservatory is a source of great delight, but the wood pigeons, cooing happily from a branch in her neighbour’s garden, are evil. So, it seems, are magpies. I listen as she tells me about how the pair nesting in the tree above her little cottage in a quiet corner of north London have been driving her up the wall with their mad cackling. She suspects they’re planning on eating her little robin and wants to know if I can get her a pistol, preferably one with a silencer.

			I try my mum next, hoping for better luck as the number rings. She grew up in a zoo of my grandmother’s making and, from the way she tells it, it’s always sounded as though the responsibility for the other inmates generally fell to her. Whenever Blodwin the nanny goat got away and ran into the village to feast on people’s flowerbeds, she’d be the one to have to go and haul her back. When feathers flew between the foul-tempered geese, she’d be sent shouting and flapping into the yard to split them up. As the only daughter of a head teacher and an overworked communist journalist in a house in the middle of nowhere, she was probably glad of the company, although as soon as she’d saved up enough money she bought a wild pony from an Irish traveller for a song and rode away from the zoo as long and hard as she could.

			She laughs when I tell her about her mum’s advice.

			‘The person you should really be talking to about this is your father,’ she says. ‘Your biological father, I mean. He had a tame bird just like it. Well, not a magpie; a jackdaw I think it was – but they’re the same family, aren’t they? I’m pretty sure he wrote a poem about it. And there’s a picture somewhere too, I think.’

			This is not the answer I was expecting. It’s not an entirely welcome revelation either, although I have little trouble believing it to be true. It’s just another fantastical detail to add to the confusing and contradictory portrait I have of the man who gave me life and then flew away. Most of the information I have about my biological father is second-hand – from my mum, and from the internet. I couldn’t tell you how he takes his tea, or what sort of music he likes, but I can give you some of the obvious highlights, only slightly more than is on his Wikipedia page. Heathcote Williams (b. 1941): squatter, writer, actor, alcoholic, poet, anarchist, magician, revolutionary, and Old Etonian. A wild-haired icon of the radical 1960s underground, whose plays and essays rode the twin currents of psychedelia and sex. From a distance, he’s always seemed like a man possessed of powerful magic, able to break rules at will. He once took control of several streets in west London, opened the houses to the homeless, and then declared independence from the United Kingdom – although not, so the story goes, before having himself crowned mayor. Something of the gentleman thief about him, he once used his conjuring abilities to steal Christmas from Harrods, turkey and all. He could juggle fire, breathe fire even, although perhaps hasn’t since he self-immolated on a girlfriend’s doorstep. Passionate about animals, he once shat into his own hand and threw his excrement at a Dutch performance artist who was about to have sex with a live goose, and then ran away with the goose. Master of the vanishing act, he disappeared in the dead of night when I was six months old, without warning and without explanation. And he had a tame jackdaw that rode around on his shoulder, like a pirate with a parrot – why not?

			I press my mum for more information about Heathcote’s relationship with this jackdaw but she can only be vague. She thinks the bird was around just before they met and had me, almost thirty years ago now. That at least places the jackdaw at Port Eliot, the stately home in Cornwall where Heathcote lived at the invitation of his old school friend, Lord Peregrine Eliot, for over a decade. My mum and I lived there for a little while too, in a pig farmer’s cottage in the woods which Heathcote had been lent by Peregrine – a happy family among the trees, at least until Heathcote broke down.

			‘Yes, Port Eliot. That must be right,’ my mum says. Peregrine, she recalls, was full of unwelcome jokes about how Heathcote had got himself a new ‘dirty bird’ to play with when she arrived on the scene.

			‘But don’t let that put you off,’ she says, as if she can hear me wrinkling my nose down the line. ‘Why don’t you read the poem. Or better yet, ask Heathcote.’

			I don’t read the poem and I don’t ask Heathcote. There was a time when a coincidence like this would have delighted me. I’d have seen it as proof of our connection. And an opportunity for us to bond. But I’ve been burnt too many times since for me to seriously consider thoughts like that. Each time I’ve reached out to grasp hold of Heathcote, he’s vanished like smoke. First when I was twelve, then seventeen, and then twenty, each disappearance more upsetting than the last. After all that, I vowed I’d never make the mistake of reaching for him again; except I’m not sure if I really learnt my lesson, because I recently sent him an invitation to my wedding, and I have a childish hope that he might come.

			These days we email, but our relationship is complicated to say the least. We talk, but we don’t really communicate. He makes gestures: sends me his new books of poetry, signs his cards ‘Dad’, with a kiss, as if he believes that by doing so he can magically overwrite the last twenty-seven years of absence without the need for any difficult apologies or explanations. I, for my part, seem completely unable to express my feelings to him. We’re both stuck. And the gap this has created between his version of reality and mine is jarring. Perhaps he was the perfect father to his jackdaw, but I’ll be damned if I go to him for parenting advice.

			I turn my attention back to the magpie instead. It doesn’t seem to mind that I haven’t been able to dig up any useful information. All it cares about is worms, and it seems willing to accept me as a supplier just as readily, just as greedily, as it did Yana. It is a box of appetite, a baby I don’t remember asking for, one that flung itself from a branch and into my bedroom.
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			Like the magpie, my mother and I fell to earth in the spring. It happened at night; a silent shove in the dark that reduced our nest to splinters. Heathcote never really explained what made him do it; why he vanished and why he then went so very mad. According to my mum, it came from nowhere, like lightning from a clear blue sky, like something lurking invisibly in the blood. This is what I know of our story; most of it comes from her.

			My mum, Polly, was twenty-six when she met Heathcote. She’d left home at sixteen, moved to London, had a series of hopeless-sounding boyfriends, and got a job at a major publishing house which, in the 1980s, was quite an achievement for a woman with no degree and no connections, never mind the Oxbridge qualifications her colleagues seemed incapable of shutting up about. Heathcote was one of her authors. In the 1960s, he’d been a promising young playwright and a counter-culture figure with a minor cult following. Harold Pinter was a fan. But then he went off radar, for years it seemed. Whale Nation – a book-length poem celebrating the beauty and mourning the plight of the whale – was to be his return to the public eye and my mum was in charge of publicity.

			Professional meetings soon became anything but: he would make silver dollars appear from the sugar bowl, showed her sleight of hand, and promised to teach her to juggle. They went on long walks and he sent magic tricks in the post. Soon he was insisting that whenever he came up from his lodgings in Cornwall she meet him off the sleeper train at dawn, and they’d breakfast together for hours at the Great Western Hotel. Heathcote was much older than her, well into his forties, but that didn’t seem to matter. He was charmingly childlike: mischievous, playful, and funny. She enjoyed spending time with him, and they seemed to be spending more and more of it together.

			There were one or two odd moments in their long and uncertain courtship. Despite all the letters and long chats over breakfast, Heathcote somehow didn’t find a moment to mention that he had a family. He was, he told my mum, a hermit. So it was something of a surprise when Heathcote’s two daughters, China and Lily, and their mother, Diana, showed up to a reading of Whale Nation at the National Theatre – even more so when Heathcote reacted by running out of the door and diving into a taxi. That, perhaps, should have been a red flag; but, at that stage, he and my mum weren’t even together, and later, when they were, he reassured her that he hadn’t been with Diana for years. She lived in Oxford with the children; he in solitude in Cornwall. He wasn’t lying when he’d said that he was a hermit, but he wasn’t exactly being fulsome with the truth either.

			After the unexpected success of Whale Nation, Heathcote returned to what he described as his ‘garret’ in Cornwall. He had another book to finish: Falling for a Dolphin. It was a love letter to a wild bottlenose who he’d spent weeks swimming with in the Irish Sea. It was a miraculous relationship; another magical episode in Heathcote’s life. He would wade into the water, sink his face into the ocean, shout ‘Dolphin!’ into the brine – and the creature would arrive, a twelve-foot-long, sentient torpedo that bore him on its back to deserted coves, where it would dive for fish and share its catch with Heathcote. The poem, he later told my mum, was tangled up with his feelings for her, and it was on the tour for that book, in the winter of 1988, that they finally got together. By spring of the next year, my mum was pregnant with me.

			Heathcote already had a family and my mum was rather young. But Heathcote was, for once in his life, clear.

			‘You can’t kill someone for bad timing,’ he said. ‘We would have ended up having a child anyway.’

			My mum’s boss called her into his office when he found out that she was going to keep the baby.

			‘I just wanted to congratulate you,’ he said with spectacularly misplaced confidence. ‘Heathcote will be the most marvellous father.’

			Port Eliot wasn’t quite the hermitage Heathcote had made it out to be to my mum. He had effective control of an entire wing of his friend Peregrine’s twelfth-century stately home, and the housekeeper there delivered hot food to his door daily. Heathcote lived at the centre of a labyrinth of books, papers, and newspaper clippings, working obsessively on his meticulously researched poems during the day, and sleeping in a den of filthy bedding at night. Too busy to go to the toilet, he filled whatever came to hand with piss. With a baby on the way, he and my mum began doing up an old pig farmer’s cottage in the woods. They sank a well, planted walnut trees, did their best to turn it into a comfortable nest. My mum had all her furniture and books moved down. We were, she thought, in it for the long haul.

			Aristocratic squalor aside, it was a golden time. Heathcote was fun to be with: fascinating and funny. Falling for a Dolphin was going back on tour, so my mum booked them into fancy hotels around the country. They threw juggling parties at my mum’s flat when they were in London, and when she was eight months pregnant Heathcote took her to Ireland to meet the dolphin. High on Guinness and black, he asked her to marry him. ‘In vino veritas’ he said, when she accused him of being drunk. True or not, they somehow never quite got round to it.

			For my first six months, Heathcote was apparently a marvellous father, as predicted. When I woke up in the morning, he would be the one to get out of bed and deal with me, leaving my mum to sleep in. He was obsessed – long before organic food became a thing – with making chemical-free baby food. They both, somehow, found time and energy to write. My mum, having left publishing, was starting her career as a journalist. Heathcote carried on with his poetry, walking to Port Eliot every day to scribble away inside his paper maze. Sometimes he would return with a pheasant given to him by the hunt, and my mum would pick the shotgun pellets from its meat and mash it up for me. Perhaps Heathcote was the only one who knew how fragile the whole arrangement was. On the surface, everything seemed perfect; until, suddenly, it wasn’t.

			One afternoon that spring, he and my mum sat in the woods with me lying next to them on a living carpet of bluebells. ‘This is more than I deserve,’ Heathcote said – and he must have meant it, because the next day he was gone.

			The morning everything changed, my mum was woken early by my crying. Heathcote’s side of the bed was empty and cold but he clearly wasn’t with me. He wasn’t downstairs either, or out in the yard. A nocturnal flight had taken place. Heathcote had faded into the forest wordless as an owl, leaving as much trace as a bird from an open window.

			It turned out that he hadn’t flown very far – only a mile or so through the woods to the big house – but he might as well have been up in the treetops. He was beyond reach.

			‘He’s having a breakdown and he doesn’t want to see you,’ said Lord Eliot when my mum tracked him down. ‘You can’t expect him to play mummy bear, daddy bear, and baby bear for ever, you know.’

			After several failed attempts, tramping back and forth through the bluebells from the cottage to the house, my mum eventually managed to sneak in. Heathcote was indeed quite mad. His eyes were red and raw, his hair wilder than ever.

			‘I’m ill,’ he repeated, over and over again. ‘I’m ill. I’m ill. I’m ill.’

			My mum held me up to him.

			‘This is your medicine,’ she said.

			‘I’m ill,’ said Heathcote. ‘I’m ill. I’m ill. I’m ill.’

			We were ejected from the house. What had happened she could only guess; Heathcote never seems to have thought that he owed her much of an explanation. The months that followed were hard. My mum had nowhere she could really go. She tried her parents’ home in Devon but we couldn’t stay there for long, and so back to Port Eliot we went.

			In the meantime, Heathcote had discharged himself from the big house and we went back to living in the cottage as a family. Heathcote and my mum tried to make things work, but it was as if Heathcote had been split in two. In person he would be loving – and deeply apologetic. But, as soon as my mum went to London for work, he would switch, calling her up and ranting madly and unpleasantly.

			Heathcote seemed to have decided there wasn’t room in his life for both poetry and family. So he began squeezing out the latter. There was one sentence he kept repeating, a well-known quote from the writer Cyril Connolly: ‘There is no more sombre enemy of good art than the pram in the hall.’

			Eventually, it all became too much. My mum moved back to London for good. Heathcote stayed in Cornwall. She knew the family dream was dead – but wanted her child to at least grow up knowing both of his parents.

			‘One day I’ll see him,’ Heathcote said the last time they spoke. ‘One day. When I’m better. I’d like that.’

			Needless to say, that day was a long time coming. Over a decade, in fact. After the breakup, Heathcote cut me and my mum out of his life like a tumour. He didn’t visit, didn’t write, never sent a birthday card. Any sense memory I might have had of him – a pair of brown eyes looming above my cot, a deep voice, the comforting smell of familiar skin – faded silently away.
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			In my own nest, the baby magpie seems to come more and more to life as the week goes on. Alone with the bird, my days take on a strange rhythm. At dawn the shrieking begins. I murder a worm. Twenty minutes later, shrieking again. More decapitated worms, raw mince, and horribly spongy dog kibble. I clean the grease from beneath my fingernails, sit at my computer to write, and the shrieking starts up again. With Yana gone, I dance to the magpie’s tune, becoming more and more like a bird as I do. I catch flies from the air and tease grubs from the soil. I flit back and forth, bringing spiders, caterpillars, and woodlice to their deaths. Things go on in this way until dusk. I get nothing done, can barely leave the house, am somehow utterly exhausted before the week is out.

			Soon the magpie begins throwing open its gunshot wound of a throat whenever it detects my presence near its box, as if it recognises my transformation into father-bird. Even the sound of my voice is enough to set it off. I watch, mesmerised, as it absorbs hundreds of tiny lives into its own, constructing skin, muscle, bone, complex feathers, and sharp talons from cartilaginous gunk. I find myself wondering if it even remembers its life in the trees, when its parents had liquorice eyes, sharp black beaks, and spoke to it in chitters and squawks.

			Long before Yana’s week away is over the creature outgrows its box. It scrabbles energetically against the sides, insisting that I pick it up and allow it to explore the world of our bedroom with pattering steps and clumsy leaps. It runs top-heavy on its long, thin legs, seemingly in constant danger of overbalancing as it races to investigate alluring plug sockets and serpentine electricity cables. It defecates at will.

			I follow the magpie around with a new eye, making note of the pins and needles scattered across the floor from the wedding outfit that Yana was in the middle of sewing before she left, the tube of superglue on her bedside table, and the bowie knife balanced on mine. Seen from a parent bird’s perspective, our room – our whole home, in fact – is a death trap. There are things that no wild bird should ever have to worry about. Electricity. Doors to be crushed in. A toilet bowl to drown in. What happens if a nosy beak gets jammed in a toaster? Birds generally seem to be peculiarly sensitive to fumes, hence sending the canary down the coal mine, and the internet tells me that cleaning products, aerosol cans, and the gasses given off by non-stick frying pans are all deadly to birds. Things I leave lying around more casually than bleach seem to be fatal too: certain house plants, avocados, onions, garlic, mushrooms, dried beans, and chocolate are all potential killers – of more common house birds like parrots and cockatoos at least.

			As the magpie
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