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  Foreword


  I do not claim to recollect all the events I have lived through with perfect objectivity or perfect clarity; indeed, it is true that we all see past events and experiences through the filters of our own beliefs and preconceptions. Even in hindsight, there is no such thing as twenty–twenty vision. Where appropriate, I have corroborated the details of events with those present so as to maintain the utmost accuracy and truth from start to finish.


  In order to protect their identity, I have taken the liberty of changing the names of certain individuals concerned.


  If the words of Shakespeare are true, and all the world is indeed a stage, then we have all played the roles of both hero and villain at different times. Therefore, it is with the understanding that people always act in the best way possible that I share this story with you.


  Prologue


  ‘Alex, what was in the bag?’


  I was the most famous child in the British Isles.


  My third birthday had come and gone just days before and already I was on another scheduled visit to the child psychologist. As usual, the two detectives who had been assigned to us were both present.


  Immediately after our last visit the psychologist’s house had been fitted with hidden microphones and concealed cameras. The police didn’t want to miss a word. While the purpose of these sessions was supposedly therapeutic, in reality their main objective was to obtain information. The killer had left nothing behind, and despite the hundreds of people on the Common that morning I had been the only witness. Only a footprint had been found during a forensic examination of the scene, along with a fleck of red paint in my hair.


  Weeks had passed, the killer was still on the loose, free to strike again at any time. The police knew nothing about what took place in the minutes either before or after the attack. They were desperate for new leads and I was now the only person who could help them solve the puzzle they faced.


  ‘I know how much you must remember your worst ever day,’ the child psychologist began. ‘The police are here to catch the bad man who killed your lovely mummy and to put him in prison where he won’t be able to harm anyone else again.’


  I was asked many questions that morning, questions I had already been asked many times and which were to be repeated over and again during the weeks to come. Usually I would spend the sessions playing with toys, and only address these strangers directly, if I addressed them at all, from time to time. But it was always clear to those present when the child psychologist intentionally took me back to relive the day in question that I was once again living in the moment the attack took place. My mind was totally focused and they couldn’t help but imagine the film running in explicit detail inside my head.


  ‘Alex, was the bad man carrying anything?’ one of the detectives asked.


  ‘A bag,’ I replied.


  ‘Alex, do you remember what colour the bag was?’


  ‘Black.’


  ‘Alex, what was in the bag?’


  I played on for several seconds as the adults in the room looked at one another.


  ‘Alex,’ the detective repeated. ‘Do you remember what was in the bag?’


  Suddenly, I stabbed a crayon into the piece of paper on the table and gazed deeply into the detective’s eyes, forcing him to lean forward to hear.


  ‘A knife.’


  Chapter 1


  The Fifteenth of July


  The southern wind


  Doth play the trumpet to his purposes,


  And by his hollow whistling in the leaves


  Foretells a tempest and a blustering day.


  Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part 1, Act V, Scene 1


  Memories can be deceptive, seemingly playing tricks on us and reshaping our past perceptions in new ways. Some recollections fade over time, while others remain vividly etched into our memories. But in the depths of my mind there are still absolutes: the shelter and warmth of my mother’s embrace, the knowledge that I was safe and that I was loved.


  Of this I am convinced; when a seismic event changes the course of our lives, its impressions are marked on us forever, and the day I watched my mother’s soul leave her body, on the morning of Wednesday, 15 July 1992, is one I will never forget. Twenty-four years have passed, but through the fog of time I can still see the film running inside my mind as if it were only yesterday.


  For me, that morning began just like any other. I was less than a month away from my third birthday and I awoke in my small bed on one side of my parents’ room, stretched out on the furry sheepskin on which I had slept since I was born.


  I opened my eyes to see my mother gazing down at me from above. ‘Good morning, Alex,’ she exclaimed, lifting me up into her arms for a hug. I felt, as I had every day of my short life until then, a warm, happy feeling that began inside my chest and spread throughout my entire body; a feeling of lightness and peace.


  While my mother went into the kitchen to prepare breakfast, my father picked me up and threw me onto their bed. I loved a good play fight with him. The two of us rolled on the covers together, wrestling and tussling until, after a couple of minutes, he got up, laughing, and said, ‘OK, tough guy – time’s up!’


  Like most three-year-olds, I was full of energy and curiosity. I couldn’t wait to start the day, and I was thrilled when our dog Molly – a sleek, seal-like bundle of shiny black fur with a furiously wagging tail – bounded into the room to say hello. A mixture of Labrador and greyhound, less than a year old and full of life and playfulness, she was my constant companion and like a younger sister. Not for the first time I wish she could have slept on my bed. She’d been allowed to do so the previous Easter, on holiday in the Isle of Wight. We were both delighted about it, but back at home there were strict rules to follow and Molly had to go back to sleeping on her bed in the kitchen.


  Our apartment in Balham, South London, a two-bedroom flat on the third floor of a mansion block, was for now our sanctuary, a home where the three of us were shielded from the busy city beyond its walls. It was here where I was born and here I had spent all but a few nights of my young life.


  I normally had breakfast in the front room, but that morning for some reason everything felt slightly different. Upon her return, my mother sat down on the bed beside me, handing me my bowl of cereal.


  ‘If you’re still hungry afterwards, you can have some toast and Marmite.’


  She smiled at me as I dug into my cereal.


  At the other end of the room, my father was pulling on the leather trousers he wore for work. He had usually left by the time I ate my breakfast, but that morning he was still at home and in a hurry. The evening before he’d been playing in a tennis tournament and he’d got back late.


  Until recently he’d been travelling the globe playing tennis, but shortly before my birth he’d begun working as a motorbike dispatch rider. He was now working long hours, winding his way through endless city traffic, delivering parcels and packages. He worked hard to support the three of us, but my parents dreamed of making a new start. One day soon, they said, the three of us would travel together to the South of France and settle down in a small cottage in the depths of the countryside. Somewhere the sun shone every day; somewhere I could run wild with my hoped-for brothers and sisters; where the daily turmoil of city life would just be a thing of the past. But their plans were on hold until we could sell the flat.


  As I finished my cereal my father bent down to kiss me and ruffle my hair. ‘See you later, Alex. Have fun!’ he said, before hugging my mother and kissing her goodbye.


  ‘Bye, Daddy.’ I smiled up at him as he opened the front door. I often had a bittersweet feeling watching him leave for work. By the time he got home I’d usually be asleep. But if I was still awake he would look at the drawings I’d done that day, listen to stories of our adventures with Molly and tuck me into bed, singing me a soft, soulful ballad until I drifted off into sleep. I loved these moments and felt sad knowing that I wouldn’t be with him that day. But at the same time the long hours my mother and I spent together, just the two of us, were special.


  Years later my father told me that although he very rarely missed work, that morning he felt a strong urge to stay at home.


  After a disturbed night, during which I awoke several times, my mother had said to him, ‘I’m so tired. I just want to sleep forever.’ After all, she was always the one who got up and settled me back to sleep. Sometimes I would fall asleep again within seconds as she stroked my hair; while other times she would lift me up into her arms and cradle me tenderly, breastfeeding me until I drifted off once again.


  Perhaps it was because she had been unusually subdued since her handbag was stolen from our car. It had been two days before when we went for our usual morning walk while my father was at work, and she’d left it in the glove box and forgotten to turn on the car alarm. When we returned to the car the window was broken, and the incident left her badly shaken.


  As my father headed out the door, Molly began to bounce around the house, playing with her ball and getting under our feet. ‘Come on, Alex,’ my mother said, shaking off her low spirits. ‘It’s a lovely day. Let’s get out for our walk.’


  My mother and I spent every day together. At 23 she was truly beautiful – tall and athletic with long, golden hair and a smile that lit up her face. When I remember my mother, though, it’s not in details like these, but the feeling of being loved and of loving in return.


  While my father battled with the London traffic, our days always began with a walk. My parents liked to joke between them that I was like a puppy myself; both Molly and I needed long walks, so rain or shine my mother would take us to open spaces in an attempt to wear us out.


  As I pulled on my shoes I looked hopefully at my yellow tricycle, parked in the hall. It had a long handle at the back that my mother could hold, to stop me pedalling headlong into the nearest road, and I loved it. I hoped that after our walk she might take me out on it.


  Money was tight for my parents but my mother always filled our days with adventure. Every week she took me to the local library to choose books and at home we would make collages with patterns of pasta stuck on paper, put puzzles together on the floor and build castles and towers with building bricks piled up one on top of the other. Other times we played imaginary games together: I was always Babar, King of the Elephants, and she was always Celeste, my queen – the characters in one of the stories we liked to read best.


  Minutes later, with our shoes firmly laced, we headed down the stairs to the street, holding each other’s hand and grabbing on to Molly’s lead with the other.


  When we stepped out of the building my father was still there, wheeling his large, black motorcycle from the forecourt onto the street. As he pressed the starter and the engine roared into life, my mother and I stood together on the step waving goodbye to him. I was always excited by the loud roar of his bike, and loved watching him fire it up. He revved the engine fiercely one more time and I gave him a big smile before the sound of the exhaust pipes faded as he rode off into the distance. I did not know then that the next time I saw him our lives would be irrevocably changed.


  My memories of that morning fast forward and I find myself walking beside my mother beneath the open blue skies of Wimbledon Common, the midsummer sun warm on our skin while Molly runs in circles around us, intoxicated by the sounds and smells of the park. I know of course that we had driven the twenty minutes across South London in our old grey Volvo, but details of the journey have long since faded away.


  Until only a few weeks before we had regularly visited a local park near our home, but one morning a stranger exposed himself to my mother and we had not returned since. Wimbledon Common was in a wealthier area and both my parents felt it was a safer place for us to walk. My father had spent a great deal of his free time there as a child, running wild with his friends, and knew every inch of it by heart.


  To me, the Common was a wilderness that stretched on forever; an untamed forest with endless leafy tunnels to explore and wide open spaces where Molly and the many other dogs that were brought there could run freely alongside picnicking families that sat together basking in the warm summer sun. Even in winter there were always people walking on the Common, and when temperatures dropped there was a large pond where parents, children and teenagers came to skate happily together.


  As my mother and I walked hand in hand along a familiar path, we passed a spot I remembered well. It was here, in a quiet corner just off the path, that we had laid Birdie’s body to rest only a few weeks before.


  Birdie had entered our lives as my parents and I made our way back home from one of our weekend walks. Just outside the front door to our block of flats we spotted a beautiful bird lying on the pavement. Molly sniffed curiously while my parents crouched over it in concern and I watched, intrigued. The bird’s wing was broken and none of us wanted to leave it there, so we decided to mount a rescue and my father quickly disappeared upstairs to find a cardboard box.


  When he came back he lifted the bird gently into the box and carried it upstairs as my mother and I followed closely behind. In the living room he placed it on the floor and I peered into it, fascinated by the beady eyes which stared back at me. It wasn’t long before we came up with the not so original name of ‘Birdie’, and for the next hour my father and I scratched around in the earth in the communal back garden, digging up worms, insects and other treats for Birdie, which we carried carefully back upstairs and attempted to feed to him with a pair of tweezers.


  The next morning I woke to a loud burst of birdsong. Fascinated, I went running to look inside the box. Our devotion to Birdie was paying off – he was full of life and showing definite signs of recovery.


  For a couple of days he continued to thrive. But when we came back from our walk one afternoon, Birdie was lying stiff and silent at the bottom of his box.


  ‘What’s happened to Birdie?’ I asked.


  ‘He doesn’t need his body any more,’ my mother explained gently. ‘The part that’s really him has gone somewhere else now.’


  I listened thoughtfully as I studied his lifeless body.


  A few days later we went to Wimbledon Common and chose a special place where we dug a shallow hole in the soil and gently laid Birdie’s body to rest.


  Soon afterwards my mother took me to our local library to pick out several children’s books dealing with the subject. Over the next few days we read the books together and she explained to me that, even though I would perhaps be sad that Birdie had gone, he was now free and his broken wing was not hurting him any longer. He had gone to a beautiful place, where he could be happy.


  ‘We are not our bodies,’ she explained. ‘The body is only like clothes that cover us for a little while.’


  Less than a week before, we had been to a video shop and picked out a dinosaur cartoon for me to watch. It was called The Land before Time. When we got home I sat at my little red table, eating a sandwich and totally absorbed while my parents sat on the sofa behind me. In the film, a baby dinosaur, Littlefoot, was separated from his mother by a devastating earthquake. When he finally found her again she was lying weak and frail, collapsed on the ground, dying. The baby dinosaur nuzzled her as he pleaded desperately, ‘Please get up! Get up!’ But as much as his mother tried, she simply couldn’t. She told him to carry on to the Great Valley and promised that she would be with him always, even if he couldn’t see her.


  I was glued to the screen as I watched the scene unfold. But to my father the thought of me – so devoted to my mother – ever losing her in some kind of accident was too much for him even to contemplate.


  ‘Switch it off,’ he exclaimed, only half-joking. ‘I can’t take it!’


  As the film played on I continued to watch wordlessly, keeping any thoughts I might have had to myself.


  That warm July morning, as my mother and I walked past the place where Birdie was buried, we didn’t stop. There was no reason. My mother had already explained to me that Birdie wasn’t really there. He was now in a place of greater beauty and freedom – and what was once his body would now blend into the earth in order to create new life and repeat an infinite cycle.


  Hand in hand we made our way down to the pond and headed back up the hill again, Molly trotting close by all the while. Soon we reached a large tunnel of trees, where sunlight appeared only dimly through the canopy above.


  Nearby, a small stream wound through the woodland and the sounds of other parents and children laughing and calling to one another began to fade into the distance, replaced by the gentle splash of the stream. It had rained heavily in the previous few days; the grass was still wet and the air fresh.


  As Molly headed into the bushes, following yet another tantalising trail, my mother and I carried on down the path. It was dark there, but as I looked up through the leaves I could see the blue of the sky beyond.


  All of a sudden, as if sensing something was wrong, we both turned our heads to the right. Out of nowhere, a man with a black bag over his shoulder came lurching towards us through the undergrowth. There was no time to respond. I was grabbed and thrown roughly to the ground and my face forced into the mud. Seconds later my mother collapsed next to me. There were no screams. Everything was silent – so silent that for years to come the memories of those moments were to play out in my mind like an old film, without sound.


  I saw the stranger’s blank face, the clothes he wore and the knife he took from his bag. All these images remained so vividly engraved in my mind that later I would remember every single detail about him.


  I picked myself up from the ground as fast as I could. I felt unsteady and my face was hurting. As I struggled to regain my balance, I caught sight of the man a few yards away, kneeling to wash his hands in the stream. A moment later he rose suddenly and headed rapidly off through the trees and into the distance, his black bag still over his shoulder. It was almost like seeing a ghost, appearing out of nowhere and disappearing without a trace.


  I looked down at my mother lying on the ground beside me. She looked peaceful, as if pretending to be asleep, like in one of our imaginary games, ready to wake up at any moment and gaze adoringly into my eyes.


  I noticed a piece of paper on the ground nearby, which had fallen from her pocket, and reached down to pick it up, holding it out to her.


  ‘Get up, Mummy!’ I said to her.


  She didn’t respond.


  ‘Get up, Mummy!’ I said louder.


  Why didn’t she move or answer?


  ‘Get up, Mummy!’ I shouted with all my strength.


  In less than a split second, life seemed to have come to a standstill. She was gone. Just like Birdie, she had disappeared. I was very young, and yet, at that moment, on some deep level, I knew that she was never coming back. My heart was completely broken. She was never going to get up and play with me again. I would never look into her loving eyes and see her adoring smile again. I would never hear her soft voice again, telling me how much she loved me.


  I reached down and placed the piece of paper delicately upon her forehead so it would be with her wherever she was.


  Around me there was absolute silence. The woodland was peaceful. Even though my mother’s body lay beside me on the ground. Even though my face was swollen and bruised and my clothes splattered with blood.


  I can’t say how long I was there. Two minutes? Five? Ten? I knew, however, that there was no reason for me to remain there for even a second longer. I began running out of the woods up onto the grassy slope from which we had come a short while ago. I’m not sure I knew where I was heading but I knew I was going somewhere for a reason. I was flooded with pain, but felt a guiding hand on my shoulder, ushering me gently out of the trees. Suddenly, the bright rays of the morning sun dazzled my eyes as the sounds of families and friends sharing picnics happily together on the grass around me grew louder.


  As I emerged from the trees, strangers came running towards me. They must have noticed my battered face and the blood splattered across my clothes. They were kind to me and somehow I knew I could trust them. But it felt like, although I was physically present, inside I was floating somewhere far away.


  In my memory, I still hear the sirens wailing in the background. I hear people talking to me, as well as to one another, but the words no longer register. In the distance the first flashing blue lights of police cars appear and when the ambulance arrives I’m rushed inside, sedated by doctors and drift off into a deep sleep.


  When I opened my eyes I was lying in a hospital bed; white room, white ceiling, white floor, white walls and green curtains.


  The story was already all over the news. Hordes of reporters were surrounding the building and the hospital’s staff had been ordered to lock down all floors in order to avoid them breaking in. There were police and security guards posted all across the building.


  I was awake, but still in a dreamy state. I lay very still, trying to work out where I was. Soon a nurse appeared, offering me water to drink and biscuits to eat. I didn’t ask where my mother was. Inside, part of me was still attempting to understand everything that had happened.


  The nurses were warm and friendly, and even though we talked and read some books together the words no longer reach me. How much time passed I don’t know. But eventually one of the nurses led me by the hand through a large, echoing hallway to where my father stood at the far end, waiting for me.


  He came rushing towards us, lifted me up into his arms and gave me a crushing hug. I gazed intensely and unblinkingly into his eyes. They were red and raw and tears were running down his cheeks.


  ‘There’s been a terrible accident,’ he began, his voice breaking as he struggled to find the words. ‘Mummy has been killed and she’s not coming back …’


  Chapter 2


  Omens


  ‘The hand that rocks the cradle is the hand that rules the world.’


  William Ross Wallace


  One of my earliest memories dates back to a holiday in Crete, the autumn before that July day. My parents and I stayed in a pretty little village near the coast.


  In my memory I’m lying on a bed in our apartment, looking up at a naked orange light bulb that sticks out from the wall above my head. I’m fascinated and want to reach out and touch it. A few minutes later I’m screaming at the top of my lungs and my parents come running to see what’s happened.


  My mother then nurses me lovingly as I feel the after-effect of the burn on my fingertip. I remember it as if it were only yesterday.


  During our two-week stay, the three of us went out walking; we visited beautiful deserted beaches, swam in the sea amongst shoals of multi-coloured fish, and I found endless amusement digging in the sand above the shore. At mealtimes we ate delicious food in restaurants run by local families, feeding our leftovers to a stray dog and her eight little puppies that followed us everywhere we went. We had a fantastic time and the days soon flew by.


  But one beautiful morning, as we wound our way down to the beach along a sandy road, a dark omen was to cast its shadow across our path.


  As my mother wheeled me in my pushchair, the three of us stopped to pick blackberries from the bushes along the trail until my face was covered with sticky juice. All of a sudden, we heard the sound of a sheep bleating desperately in the distance. The sound was deeply disturbing and only grew louder the closer we came.


  My parents soon realised that the sheep’s head was trapped in a wire fence and my father went running to help. But, no matter how hard he tried, the sheep only managed to ensnare itself deeper and deeper in the wire.


  As my father wrestled to set the animal free, he suddenly realised that it had no eyes or ears – the poor creature was an abomination of nature with no visible features at all. Eventually it became more and more distressed, pressing harder and harder until the wire pierced through its skin and blood began to stain its fleece.


  Unaware of much of what was going on, I carried on untroubled, stuffing my mouth with as many blackberries as I could from the comfort of my pushchair, but my mother too was becoming distraught. No matter how hard my father tried, he was unable to set the animal free.


  ‘Leave it!’ my mother finally exclaimed. She could barely watch, so disturbing did she find the scene.


  With regret, my father joined us back on the trail, and as we set off again the sound of bleating began to fade into the distance.


  As unsettling as the occurrence had been, it wasn’t the only one that was to disturb my father’s peace of mind during our stay. Many years later, he would confide in me that visions of men overpowering my mother repeatedly flashed into his head from time to time. They seemed to appear out of the blue and didn’t bear any obvious relation to the joy of our idyllic holiday – but my father decided to keep these visions to himself; he knew they would only frighten my mother.


  The story goes that their paths had first crossed on a warm summer’s day while my father was taking his two younger brothers, Mohan and Chan, out to a water park. Perhaps their meeting was written in the stars because the local pool was closed for maintenance that morning, and my father had decided to drive the boys across town to Richmond baths instead.


  While my uncles, who were then nine and eleven, were having the time of their lives throwing themselves down the water slides, my father noticed an attractive young woman working as a lifeguard on the other side. With her feminine aura, and a dazzling smile that radiated beauty and charm, she stopped him in his tracks.


  ‘Can I buy you an ice-cream?’ he asked with a big grin, after shooting down a water slide. My mother glanced at him from the raised lifeguard chair above, whistle in hand.


  ‘No,’ she replied firmly, turning her head the other way. But despite her attempt to play it cool, my father had glimpsed the trace of a smile.


  Soon after, he saw her again and went over. This time she told him that her name was Rachel and that she was 19 years old and studying English literature at university. He introduced himself as André and told her he was 25 and a semi-professional tennis player. They chatted for a while, and despite his brothers giggling and staring, they agreed to meet that evening after work.


  After dropping his brothers home, my father drove back across town to meet her. The two of them spent hours walking along the banks of the Thames, getting to know each other and finding out about one another’s dreams and passions.


  As my father soon found out, my mother had been a national-level swimmer in her youth, riding horses whenever she could, while dreaming about becoming a professional ballet dancer – until she eventually grew too tall. Although she loved being physically active, she also loved books and reading. One of her favourite pastimes, however, was just simply to ‘potter around’, as she called it, taking it easy, and doing a bit here and there.


  As a child she had been very bright, achieving good marks at a girls’ grammar school. She’d loved acting and singing, but her heart had been set on dancing and now she wasn’t sure what to do next.


  For my father, on the other hand, there were no doubts as to what his dreams were made of. He had been in love with tennis since picking up a racket at the age of eight. Growing up in Wimbledon, he dreamed of becoming a champion and idolised a number of tennis greats whom he queued for hours to see in the flesh, including his all-time favourites: Nastase, Borg, McEnroe and Arthur Ashe. He had left home at the age of 17, travelling across the globe with nothing but a rucksack on his back and some tennis rackets under his arm, taking part in tournaments whenever and wherever he could.


  In order to fund his travels, he took on a number of different jobs along the way and managed to reach destinations as far away as India and the USA, where he lived in California for a year, as well as spending time in Spain, France, Italy and Portugal.


  He had shown real promise, but with no money and no backing his dreams of playing professionally were also on hold, and at the age of 23 he had thought that a little ‘speculating’ in the real-estate sector would prove to be much more lucrative, so he decided to get into the property market. After buying a run-down flat in Balham he spent the next 10 months plastering, plumbing and painting during the day, while serving drinks behind a bar at night.


  He planned on selling as soon as the renovations were completed, but shortly after came the 1987 stock market crash and housing prices collapsed. Unable to sell, he shared the flat with a couple of friends and worked at three jobs to keep up the mortgage payments.


  As my parents walked for hours that evening, telling one another about their lives, my father realised that he felt more at ease than he ever had with any woman before. He knew he’d met someone special. My mother felt the same deep connection too; so much so that on the very day they met she telephoned her mother to tell her that she’d just found the man of her life – ‘because he drinks a lot of bottled water, like me’!


  Soon my parents were inseparable. My father’s flatmates moved out, my mother moved in and a few months later they discovered that I was on the way. It was a shock to both of them and they were uncertain about what to do. Each unsure of what the other really wanted, they agreed that an abortion was the sensible thing. With a heavy heart my father rang a friend to borrow the money, but as soon as he mentioned that my mother was pregnant his friend’s reaction was to congratulate them enthusiastically. When my father explained to him that they were planning to have an abortion his friend was shocked. He advised them to take some time to think things through, rather than jumping into a decision they might later regret. Listening to those words, something clicked, and in that moment my father realised how much he wanted to keep the baby after all.


  All he needed to do was persuade my mother to go along with his plan, but he had a feeling that wasn’t going to be hard. He had already seen the flickers of hope in her eyes and felt the burgeoning realisation that perhaps she wanted to keep the baby too. And so, within a few days, they had both decided that this was what they most wanted.


  From that very moment my mother threw herself into the role of expectant parent, reading everything she could lay her hands on about pregnancy, birth and bringing up a child.


  She would now have to put her studies to one side, but in all truth she had already lost interest in her degree. It had dawned on her some while before that she was just going through the motions and she could no longer find any good reason to continue doing something just for the sake of it. Now, my imminent arrival gave her a new-found sense of purpose and happiness.


  Telling her parents that she was pregnant wasn’t at all easy for my mother. She knew that they were going to be disappointed and would not approve of her choices. They would have liked her to finish university and marry before having a baby, but she was passionately happy with my father and excited about having a child and she hoped they would understand and respect her wishes.


  In the end she decided to write them a letter, hoping that it would give them time to come to terms with the new direction her life was taking.


  My father had already been introduced to my mother’s family early on and had spent quite a lot of time with them. Her father was director of a shoe company and she had enjoyed a comfortable middle-class upbringing in villages in Devon and Essex. From the very beginning her father had been very welcoming towards my father, enjoying the company of a fellow sportsman. My grandfather had been a great rugby player: as an army officer he had been selected for the armed forces team and had gone on to represent his country.


  My father looked on my mother’s family as a very tight-knit unit who felt passionately about each other. His own family background had been less than perfect, and he felt happy for my mother. But the news that she had abandoned her studies and was pregnant led to an immediate cooling in her parents’ attitude to my father. My grandfather told him that the enormous upset my conventional great-grandmother felt at her granddaughter’s fairytale future being thrown out of the window was all because of him.


  It probably didn’t help that my parents had no intention of marrying. Early on in their relationship they had decided they would spend the rest of their lives together. But for them there would be no showcase wedding. Instead they made an agreement between the two of them – a promise that didn’t require documents to be signed or a priest’s blessing for their commitment to each other to be lasting and true.


  It took my grandparents some time to get over their initial shock and to accept my mother’s choices, but eventually they came around and supported her throughout her pregnancy. They too had been through good times as well as bad in the past. Not only had there been plenty of business successes, but also roadblocks and setbacks along the way. ‘Just when things are going well, that’s when life comes along and slaps you around the back of the head,’ my grandfather would comment from time to time.


  My father was the son of an English mother and a Zimbabwean father. He had been brought up by his mother until the age of nine, when she moved out, and his father, who up until then had been an irregular presence, moved in. A teacher by profession, he was a critical and distant parent, and the two of them struggled to adapt to their new life. After that my father saw his mother once a month and she went on to have two more sons with her new husband. By the time my parents met, my father was no longer in contact with his father, but his mother was delighted by the prospect of a grandchild and his brothers were excited about becoming uncles.


  Both my parents were fit and healthy and my mother’s pregnancy went very smoothly, aside from a little morning sickness very early on. Even so, she continued to exercise during the entire nine months, and was swimming up to the very last days before my birth.


  Keen as they were for me to arrive, I appeared to be in no hurry. When I was over two weeks late, with still not a twinge of labour, my mother stood in front of a chest of drawers which she had lovingly filled with clothing for me and exclaimed, ‘It’s all ready for you! All we need is for you to come out and take a look.’


  My parents had always referred to me as a ‘he’ because what my mother most wanted in the world was for me to be a boy. Somehow, ever since she was a little girl, she had always known that one day she would have a son called Alexander Louis. My father, however, wasn’t so sure and wanted to consider other names before making a final decision. But in the end my mother was able to convince him, and together they agreed that their son would be given the names of two emperors: Alexander the Great and Louis XIV, the Sun King. It wouldn’t be until years later, however, that my father would learn that in Greek Alexander means protector of Andros – the origin of his own name.


  After investigating all the options my


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/Cover.png
‘Surprisingly free of bitterness’
The Sunday Times

‘A remarkable journey to forgiveness’
Mail on Sunday

LETTING GO

A true story of
mum/er, loss and survival






OEBPS/Images/23374.jpg
LETTING GO
A true story of

mmﬂ&én loss and survival

BY RACHEL NICKELL’S SON

ALEX HANSCOMBE

RRRRRR





OEBPS/Images/200_fmt.jpeg
&HarperCollins
B it Sngs






