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LIKE YOUR FICTION BLOODY, BONKERS & FULL OF BITE?

Welcome to the world(s) of R. Richards and Roxy Rich, where horror meets hilarity, thrillers get savage, and sarcasm is practically a character of its own.

Under R. RICHARDS: Horror with a Side of Sass:

THE GRAVEPULSE SERIES.

Hunted (Book 1) Where survival isn’t just about running fast. It’s about running fast while cracking sarcastic one-liners.

Hunting (Book 2) The hunters become the hunted, and nobody shuts up about it.

Haunted (Book 3) Ghosts, guts, and probably at least one traumatic flashback. 

You’re welcome.

THE DEADPULSE SERIES (more to come) Standalone zombie apocalypse stories set in the UK. Expect sarcasm, chaos, questionable life choices, and more than a few undead problems. Basically: Shaun of the Dead meets WTF.

Under ROXY RICH: Dark Thrillers & Killer Vibes:

The Foot Locker

A sarcastic, first-person POV serial killer thriller. Twisted? Absolutely. Funny? Worryingly, yes. If Dexter had a dark sense of humour and a podcast, this would be it.

EXPOSED

A domestic violence thriller that digs into the darkest corners of control, pain, and survival, collaborating with vigilantes for even more punch (literally).

COMING SOON from ROXY RICH: Where Sanity Slips and Secrets Rot.

DEMONS

A raw, no-holds-barred domestic thriller about being detained under the UK Mental Health Act. Is she losing her mind or is everyone else just playing a dangerous game?

Gaslighting, institutional power, and one hell of a fight. (Spoiler: the demons aren’t just in her head.)

HOTEL

Check in. Black out. Wake up someone else. An American psychological thriller where guests lose their memories and sometimes a little more. Think luxury meets lobotomy.

Don’t trust the staff. Don’t trust the guests. Don’t even trust yourself.

Flashback to Where It All Began...

The Working Girl Series (Books 1–5)

My first foray into writing, where I tested the waters, stumbled into plot holes, and eventually found my feet (and my voice).

Think of these as the sketchbook before the masterpiece, still messy, still memorable.

READERS SAY:

“Psychologically messed up... in the best way possible.”

“I laughed, I gasped, I locked my doors.”

“Why am I rooting for a serial killer???”

“Thanks for the trauma.”

WANT MORE?

Grab the books.

Stalk me online (not literally, please).

If you’re not laughing and slightly horrified by chapter three, are you even reading:  R. Richards / Roxy Rich?
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Copyright @ R RICHARDS 2025.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or  transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission of the author.

Legal Disclaimer.

This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either a product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events are purely coincidental.

Trigger Warning.

This book contains: blood, guts, swearing that could make a sailor faint, and a British mum of six, who treats the zombie apocalypse like a particularly annoying school run. Expect gore, sarcasm sharp enough to shave with, and a woman so done with everyone’s nonsense, that even the undead, think twice before knocking on her door. Also features mild tea-related violence, the occasional questionable parenting decision, (it’s the apocalypse, Karen), and a disturbing amount of joy, in decapitating the neighbours. Proceed at your own risk and maybe put the kettle on first.

Want more news, want to keep up with my new releases? Please subscribe to: roxyrichauthorpodcaster@gmail.com.

Roxyrich.substack.com

You can also find me on YouTube & TikTok

Facebook groups: Roxy Rich Dark thriller & killer vibes.

R Richards blood, banter & body counts. Zombie apocalypse mayhem. 
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CHAPTER 1: Meet the tribe: part 1
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“Mum, mum, Dexter won’t let me do my homework!”

“Mum, I can’t find my school shoes.”

“Mum, Clayton just splashed me with milk, I’m gonna stink now.”

“Mum, where’s my lunchbox?”

Another day in paradise. I love my kids. Fiercely, deeply, with everything I’ve got. But let’s not pretend mornings are anything short of a total disaster. The moment the sun comes up, the chaos begins. Breakfast is half-eaten, shoes are nowhere to be found. Someone cries over something, someone else shouts just to shout. It’s like Groundhog Day with a twist of madness. Honestly, sometimes I wonder how we survive the pre-9 a.m. war zone.

Let me introduce you to the tribe.

My kids: the thorns in my side, the loves of my life. The reason I lose my mind and hold it together all at once. Every single one has mastered a unique method of destroying my quiet time.

Dexter struts around like he’s the boss, the almighty homework gatekeeper, while the younger ones react to a single worksheet like it’s the bloody Book of Revelations.

And me? I’m caught somewhere between referee and hostage negotiator. I spread peanut butter on toast while keeping an ear out for the kettle to boil. At the same time, someone asks me for the third time in ten minutes where their left sock is.

Every morning, I start with a pep talk. Today is the day, I say. Today, I’ll be that serene, all-knowing parent who wakes up before the alarm, glides through a sunbeam, and even stretches a little. Maybe I’ll drink my coffee while it’s still hot. Not by gulping it down like a contestant in a speed-drinking contest. I genuinely set out with good intentions, truly believing in my ability to master the chaos. What a laugh, right?

Because, of course, the universe likes to keep things interesting. No sooner do I think I’ve got a head start, than I hear the first great tragedy of the day. Someone’s sock seam is wrong and ruining their life. Meanwhile, juice flies through the air like some sort of breakfast performance art. I’m serenaded by complaints about breakfast. Complaints about siblings, existential crises over what constitutes as the right pair of pants, and the frantic search for the lost reading book, which naturally vanishes every single morning as if sucked into a portal, accessible only to parental frustration.

By 8 a.m., my calm intentions are a distant memory, replaced by my signature raised-voice technique. Not because I enjoy shouting, but because otherwise I’d be drowned out by the morning’s chaotic symphony.

Don’t get me wrong, I am madly in love with these small loud creatures. It’s just that unconditional love, apparently doesn’t come with a mute button or a superpower for finding missing shoes.

Yet despite the circus that is my life, I honestly wouldn’t trade it for anything. I may threaten to run away to a spa about fifty times before school drop-off, but there’s a warped beauty in the madness. This messy, unpredictable, glorious noisy life that I own is mine. Each absurd argument, each juice-soaked catastrophe, each reminder on repeat. Even the ones that make me mutter things under my breath, I hope they never repeat at school. They’re all part of my imperfect, hilarious, exhausting little clan. Thorns and all, they’re mine and somehow, I’m theirs.

So, yeah. Another day in paradise, and we’re only five minutes in.

Clayton is a cling-on with a capital C, underlined, highlighted, and possibly tattooed across my forehead. Every step I try to take, he’s right behind me. He’s stuck tighter to me than superglue in a heatwave, his tiny hand always seeking my attention or asking for another snack. He’s not just my child, he’s, my shadow. An unofficial sheriff of my personal space, making sure I have no privacy whatsoever. For Clayton, boundaries are an abstract concept, and the word privacy is someone he’s never met. He’s five years old going on fifty, full of opinions, with a stubborn streak that I swear could bend steel.

He has his father’s tight, stubborn little afro, a constant, curly reminder of the man who gave it to him. Sometimes, when I brush it out, I see those same eyes and that stubborn chin, and it’s a complicated mix of emotions. It would be adorable if it didn’t also remind me of that man’s frustrating absence and shortcomings. Unfortunately, the resemblance doesn’t stop with the hair. Clayton seems to have inherited the full suite of his father’s most challenging traits, especially the dramatic temper. The kid can create chaos over the tiniest things. 

Drop his toast on the floor? Cue instant meltdown, complete with tears and wails loud enough to wake the neighbours. Tell him to put on socks? You’d think I’d asked him to walk across a river of lava, not the living room rug. Refuse him a second helping of dessert? Brace yourself, because it’s basically the start of a civil war. He’s passionate, unpredictable, and full of opinions about everything.

But despite his difficulties, here’s what you need to understand: Clayton is my baby. He’s my last born, my laughter and chaos bundled up in cartoon pyjamas. He has the little heartbeat that keeps me moving, even when all I want is five minutes alone. I admit I spoil him. I overindulge. Give in to him more times than I should, or any child development textbook would recommend. But what else can I do? With a useless father who couldn’t nurture a cactus, let alone raise a son, parenting falls to me. His father, who contributes little more than DNA, stomps away to play a background role. Distant, absent, and never helpful. That leaves a gap, expansive and aching, and I try to fill it however I can. Sometimes by bending, sometimes by breaking. Often by bribing or buying small joys.

When people judge, stating that I’ve made my son difficult, they don’t understand the love behind every concession. Clayton is loud, demanding, and yes, wild, but he’s also fiercely loving. I learn to live with sticky fingers on my face and his head tucked beneath my chin because he’s mine. His neediness is a sign that he trusts me to be there in ways nobody else is. If he’s a handful, it’s because the world gave him just one working parent. Every day, I do my utmost to be all that he needs. I am the fortress, the comfort, the entertainer, the nurse, and sometimes the disciplinarian. All rolled into one singular, determined mother. While some days are exhausting, I wouldn’t trade any of it. Clayton, for all his drama, is my greatest challenge and my eternal joy. I parent him, love him, and yes, sometimes spoil him, because I want his world to be filled with everything his father cannot give him. 

Difficult? Absolutely. Worth it? Every single messy minute.

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go retrieve him from under the kitchen table, where he’s currently boycotting life, because I cut his sandwich the wrong way.

Let’s take a moment to discuss the twins, Angel and Archie. Yes, those are their real names. No, I was not high on fumes from used nappy pails, when I picked them. Honestly, some people hear those names and instantly imagine two innocent cherubs, sitting quietly, drawing rainbows. But don’t be fooled by the sweet-sounding titles. These two would have been banned from the garden of Eden faster than you can say forbidden fruit. Angel, in particular, is about as angelic as a coffee-fuelled raccoon at 3 a.m. Archie is her equally mischievous partner, though at least he occasionally pretends to feel bad after the chaos. When strangers coo over their names at the park, usually while Angel is up a tree and Archie is hiding someone’s snacks, I just smile and nod. After all, it’s far easier than launching into the reality of angelic behaviour at home, which usually means marker murals on the walls and Lego landmines in every hallway.

Now, if you notice those striking bright blue eyes that everyone loves to comment on:

“Oh, my goodness, what gorgeous eyes! Where do they get them from?”

Let me assure you, that the only magic those eyes contain, is an uncanny knack for spotting unattended desserts so they can then collaborate on a grand theft. They inherit those eyes from me, which apparently means I’m responsible for their charm as well as every act of mutiny against household cleanliness. Then we have their sandy blonde hair, a little gift from their father, who is notable mostly by absentee citation. Thanks for the Instagram-post-worthy hair texture, dear old dad, and just as well, you left the personality genes untouched. 

Because let’s face it, if there’s any trace of actual character or unfiltered volume, in our house, it’s my contribution. I am the proud supplier of relentless wit, bottomless sarcasm, and the kind of stamina it takes to survive their kind of childhood. Divine talent, some might say. Others just see it as hereditary endurance.

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2: Meet the tribe: part 2
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The twins are seven now or, as I like to measure it, roughly 2,556 days of sleep deprivation, give or take a leap year. Calling them a handful doesn’t even begin to cover it. Even on their best days, which are rare, fleeting, and almost mythical, they’re basically a two-person natural disaster, surveying the house for anything upright to knock over. Their best days, incidentally, are usually when they’re fast asleep, tucked up in matching beds looking deceptively peaceful. I celebrate these rare moments by staring mindlessly at the wall, half-wondering if something is boiling on the stove, half-wondering if I should just crawl back into bed and declare it a personal day.

At school, there’s always an incident. Always. If the twins aren’t bickering in front of the principal, they’re orchestrating guerrilla pranks involving glue sticks, glitter, and a level of calculation, that would probably qualify them for MI5. That is if MI5 were desperate for chaos consultants. The last call from school I got was a masterpiece of strategy: Archie had glued Angel’s shoes to the classroom floor, and Angel had retaliated by covering the teacher’s chair in sticky notes spelling out, 

“DANGER: DO NOT SIT.” By the time I arrived, the teacher looked like she’d just survived a small tornado, hair frazzled and coffee cup in hand.

“Have you considered having them assessed?” she murmured carefully, as if the twins could hear her through the phone. ADHD, she suggested. Or perhaps ODD, oppositional defiant disorder. I just call it what it is: a surplus of enthusiasm for life. 

At home, we say: Full of beans. Diagnosis? Certified, wild.

Sibling rivalry with a side of sabotage. These two came out of the womb with a game plan for world domination, and so far, that plan mostly involves turning my hair grey before I hit forty-two. Truthfully, when the house goes suspiciously quiet, I know to be afraid. Either they’ve invented time travel or they’re plotting something with the permanent markers again. I once found Angel in the pantry, holding a measuring cup of sugar like it was radioactive, whispering conspiratorially to Archie: 

“If we build a sugar mountain, Mum will never find the flour again.” 

They are little strategists with no moral compass and all the energy of a storm. Yet, for all the grey hair and missing socks, I wouldn’t swap my spirited, wild, gloriously untameable kids for anything. They’re the reason I run on caffeine and hope, why I rarely remember the last time I had both shoes on the right feet.

Then there’s their father. A one-night stand. A mistake, perhaps, but one that came with unexpected blessings: these tiny tornadoes. And honestly? Thank God it was a one-nighter. No messy custody battles. No pretending to co-parent. No smug father-of-the-year visits. I get the chaos, the cuddles, and the full, unfiltered joy of raising them, without interference.

Angel and Archie might drive me mad most days. They might argue like it’s a competitive sport and treat bedtime like a personal insult. But they’re mine. Completely, chaotically, unapologetically mine. I wouldn’t trade them or their wild energy for all the riches in the world. Well... maybe for a full night’s sleep. But even that’s negotiable.

Then there’s Chardonnay. My calm in the storm. My beautiful, thoughtful princess. That is, of course, until Dexter enters the picture and, with that signature gleam in his eye, decides to disrupt our peace. He seems to have made a sport out of winding her up, lobbing just the right jab, a smirk, a muttered comment. In a flash, my serene princess vanishes. Suddenly, she’s a force of nature, rolling eyes, sighing, and lobbing verbal grenades in a shouting match worthy of a Greek chorus.

“Mum, tell him to stop!” echoes through the house like I’m hiding a theatre troupe upstairs. Sometimes I joke that her internal volume control is permanently stuck on maximum. 

Yet even in her loudest moments, her fire is endearing. She believes her world, our world, must be preserved from Dexter for at least another five minutes.

She’s ten now, and sometimes I have to remind myself of that fact. Because she carries the wisdom of someone older, peering through her lashes with quiet confidence. Her afro is a crown in itself. Wild, coiled, untamed, radiant. Sometimes it seems to have a life of its own, rebelling against my best attempts to tame it, but always landing perfectly in its own right.

Tending to it is both art and science. I’ve spent seasons learning how to part it for plaits, finger-detangle without tears, and track down the holy grail of curl creams. I still remember the pride in her eyes when, after hours of work, the plaits fell just right. She’d gaze in the mirror, beaming like a spotlight switched on from the inside. Small wins, you know? Moments that make every struggle, every slip of the comb, worth it.

Lately, though, she’s taken to asking, pleading, for straightened hair. She dreams of sleek, long styles like the social media influencer’s, she admires. And while part of me aches at how much she aspires to that standard of beauty, I understand completely. I remember staring in mirrors at her age, wondering if changing myself would make me fit in. So yes, from time to time, I bring out the straighteners. If it gives her confidence for a day, I’ll gladly do it, while reminding her that she is already stunning. Authenticity over appearance, with room to experiment.

Our bond is something I don’t take for granted. We have our own thing, Chardonnay and me. Sometimes we escape the chaos: A quiet trip to the shops, where she helps me pick clothes because my brain can’t summon an opinion. Sometimes we go for a little pampering session at the nail salon. Watching her hold out her hands, shyly smiling as the polish dries, is a moment I tuck away in my heart. For that hour, I am the coolest mum on the planet.

Sometimes she’s more than my daughter, she is my confidante. Days when real conversations happen without repetition are rare, but precious. 

Her father? Another short-lived romance. No shared weekends, no school-play heroics. Yet, when I see her olive-toned skin, her curls haloing her face, I see so much wonder. Genetics gave her the best of both of us. She is Feisty. Beautiful. Utterly her own person.

She is the centre of my world, the storm and the shelter. Through the laughter, the shouts, the midnight whispers, my love for her deepens every day. I wouldn’t trade our hectic, noisy, beautiful life for anything.

Between the laundry, the school drop-offs, and the endless, “Mom, Mom, Mom” chorus, moments like that make the insanity worth it.

Family life, when you have six kids, is basically a circus without a tent. But somehow, amidst the screaming, the laughter, and the occasional tears (mine included), there is beauty. There is love. There is the pure, unfiltered joy of seeing a tiny hand clutch mine, or catching a whispered “I love you Mum,” before a race to grab the last biscuit.

Yes, they exhaust me. Yes, they break things. Yes, sometimes I fantasise about a life with a single cup of coffee that remains warm for more than three minutes. But even in the chaos, I can’t imagine life any other way. These little humans, in all their noisy, wild, messy glory, are mine. They are my legacy, my joy, my relentless, uncontainable heartbeat.

And one day, when they are grown, and I’m sitting in a quiet house with a cup of tea that’s still warm, I’ll probably look back on all this, the sleepless nights, the sticky floors, the endless arguments, and the laughter that makes my chest ache and I’ll smile. Because for all the madness, for all the hair-pulling moments, there is no greater privilege than being their mum. No trophy, no accolade, no quiet life could ever compare to this: 

The mess, the love, the chaos, the perfection of my six small, brilliant tornadoes.
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CHAPTER 3: Kids, kids & more kids
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Then there’s Dexter, our resident chaos agent. He would trip over air and somehow make it look like an Olympic event. He’s twelve, and he knows it. Every step, every glance, a declaration: “I am the ruler of this domain.” The way he grins when he’s about to stir trouble is almost cinematic. Almost. If I had a glass of wine handy during his daily stunts, I’d toast to his audacity. He’s affectionate too, in the strangest way. Like a puppy with a vendetta. Sometimes, he’ll surprise me by wrapping his arms around my waist mid-chaos and whispering, 

“You’re the best, Mum.” And I melt. Just a little. 

Somehow, Dexter manages to make everyone else look like lost tourists in his private kingdom, wandering aimlessly and hoping to avoid diplomatic incidents.

As if we should all clutch notebooks and jot down the secrets to existence, as deciphered by young Sir Dexter. This boy has a knack for inventing chores and rules that not even the Queen herself would have the courage to enforce. Never mind that he is the one skimping on those very rules and disappearing the moment any actual work, dishes, vacuuming, or even moving his laundry from the floor to the laundry basket, is mentioned. You have to hand it to his sheer ingenuity. Dexter will correct you on the best way to butter your toast, remind you that your shoelace technique is outdated, critique your breathing pattern if he thinks it is too loud for his liking, and occasionally suggest that the lighting in the room is “suboptimal for cognitive processing.” Naturally, you would think this self-professed guru would be a pillar of silent serenity. Ah, if only. Instead, he is a thunderstorm of orders, a veritable drill sergeant in baggy pyjamas, marshalling the household into what he deems its optimal shape.

And let us not forget his favourite pastime: turning sibling rivalry into an Olympic-level sport. Dexter wakes up each morning thinking, 

“How can I push Chardonnay, into a fit of rage, today?” 

It’s like his brain is wired for mischief, every neuron calibrated for maximum chaos. He tosses out seemingly innocent remarks, loaded with sarcasm or strategic ambiguity, and steps back to watch the inevitable implosion five minutes later. He plays the innocent, smooth as butter, while the next room combusts into shrieking chaos. Meanwhile, Dexter lounges like a small, smug monarch, arms folded, that freshly minted smug face radiating:

“Well, bless your heart for not seeing this coming.”

It is an art form, truly. The precision with which he engineers moments of controlled mayhem rivals any master tactician’s strategy board. He is, by his own secret admission, the Boss. Not in any way that is mutually agreed upon, mind you. No, Dexter rules with the self-bestowed authority, of someone who once read half a leadership quote on Instagram and decided that it was now his personal mission, to implement it throughout the household.

Commandments are issued from the top of the stairs, clipboard and pencil, real or imagined, ready at a moment’s notice.

“Hurry up!” 

“Brush your teeth!” 

“You are doing it wrong!” 

Sometimes, I expect him to start passing out demerits, hosting morning evaluations, or holding efficiency seminars after breakfast. If he ever discovers PowerPoint, I shudder to imagine the impact. I have tried telling him repeatedly, 

“Dexter, darling, newsflash: you are neither on the payroll nor running for Prime Minister. And trust me, if there were an election, the dog would poll better.”

Of course, this wisdom enters one ear and whooshes straight out the other, blocked by the ever-expanding cloud of self-certainty, hovering around his head. 

My reminders are usually met with an exaggerated sigh, accompanied by the sort of eye roll that should qualify for an Olympic medal. Clearly, the peasants simply do not understand the pressure of genius leadership.

Still, I have to admit: the world would be infinitely duller without our resident tactician. Who else would organize military-scale breakfast schedules, orchestrate bedtime rollcalls like a general marshalling troops, or engineer sibling discord out of thin air, only to stand back with the composure of a Bond villain? Dexter’s brand of exhaustion, heaping on everyone else while barely lifting a finger, is almost impressive. Watching him rule, or attempt to, you cannot help but marvel at the damn cheek of the boy.

And yet, with every expertly delivered complaint, every all-knowing glare, I remind myself: it is only a matter of time before he is thrust into the real world, where no one cares how dynamically he can delegate teeth brushing or correct shoelaces. 

Until then, may our flip-flops fly true, and our patience stay intact.

Dexter’s father, oh, do not get me started, was a phantom presence. He drifted in and out of our lives, pretending to be interested, showing up when it suited him. A Sunday here, a Thursday evening there, acting as if his presence were a gift rather than a privilege. There were mumbled promises, trips to the seaside, and new footballs. All things Dexter clung to, desperate to believe that this man would not vanish again.

Sadly, of course, he did vanish. Just like smoke. Poof. Gone. 

One day, he simply disappeared as if he had never been part of Dexter’s world at all. No “goodbye,” no “how is Dexter doing?” Not a single birthday card, not even a Christmas present. Twelve years old, and nothing. I remember Dexter’s twelfth birthday, the cake, the party hat, the carefully planned joke he wanted to share with his father. He sat at the window for hours, eyes fixed on the street, hoping to catch a glimpse of that familiar face.

It makes my blood boil to think about it. 

‘How do you walk away so easily from your own flesh and blood?’ 

The man is, astonishingly, a bailiff. One of those bureaucratic enforcers who knock on elderly neighbours’ doors, tow battered cars and seize worn couches. He spends his life taking from the vulnerable, yet he cannot find the decency to support his own child. I suppose there is a cruel symmetry to it: he wields power with strangers yet shirks responsibility with his own son. Badge gleaming, polished shoes, the air of authority yet the one thing he truly ought to enforce, being a father, is absent.

Despite all this, Dexter thrives. He is mine. My strong-willed, sharp-tongued little sergeant major. Somewhere beneath the sarcasm, snack wrappers, and endless directives is a good heart. A resilient, brilliant, compassionate heart that has weathered disappointment and grown stronger because of it. I see it in the way he occasionally folds his younger siblings into games without realising it, or when he offers the smallest act of kindness in a moment of chaos, like a quiet apology or a shared snack. Those small glimpses remind me of the boy he is becoming, the one who, one day, may rule a boardroom or a classroom or even just a tiny patch of the world with integrity and humour.

Dexter challenges me daily. He tests my patience, my ingenuity, and my capacity for love. But in the midst of the noise, the endless rules, the tactical breakfast deployments, there is a fierce, undeniable joy in watching him grow. He is a storm, a puzzle, a masterpiece in motion. And though there are days I dream about muting him for five minutes, or hiding the clipboard he insists upon carrying, I would not change a thing.

Because even with all his bluster, his strategies, and his boundless energy, Dexter is a boy capable of great love. He is loyal in ways that matter, intellectual in ways that astonish, and surprisingly tender when he chooses to be. He may bark orders like a miniature general, but he also gives hugs that linger, and smiles that breakthrough the chaos, like sunlight piercing clouds. He is a whirlwind, yes, but a whirlwind with a heart. 

As much as he drives me to the brink of exhaustion, I know I am watching something remarkable: a child learning to navigate disappointment, wield authority, and still, against all odds, love fiercely.

So here we are: twelve years in, countless breakfasts, battles, and strategic alliances later, and I still marvel at him. Dexter, my little general, my oracle, my chaos incarnate. He tests me, exasperates me, and drives me mad. And yet, in all of it, I am endlessly proud. He is mine, defiantly, wonderfully mine. One day, I’m sure the world will catch up to his brilliance. Until then, I brace for impact, hand on clipboard, flip-flop ready, and heart wide open.

––––––––
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CHAPTER 4 :Meet the eldest
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Then there’s LeeRoy. My golden boy. Honestly, trying to capture everything about LeeRoy in words almost seems impossible, but I will try my best, because he deserves it. He’s one of those once-in-a-blue-moon kids that makes you look around at your life, shake your head in disbelief, and wonder how the universe saw fit to hand you someone so extraordinary. Every day, I’m taken aback by how lucky I am to have him. LeeRoy is sixteen now, but he carries himself with the kind of maturity and quiet confidence you might expect from someone twice his age. He’s tall, well-built, moves with a steady calm, and has this way of making people feel at ease just by being in the room. It’s rare, and I know it. 

People say he’ll probably ace his GCSEs, and I have no doubt he will. But it’s not just about him being academic, which he absolutely is by the way. No, the real reason LeeRoy is top of the class is because he puts the work in, day in and day out. He will sit at the kitchen table long after the others run off to play, carefully highlighting key phrases in his textbooks. Never grumbling, just quietly getting on with it.

But brains are not all he’s got. He’s the backbone of this whole family. When I think of stability, of someone I can count on, it’s LeeRoy’s name that comes to mind first. Solid as a rock, especially when the uncontrollable chaos of daily life swirls around us. Trust me, our house isn’t one of those perfectly tidy, silent places. No, it’s noise and motion at every corner. Children shrieking, shoes kicked off in the hallway. Fierce debates over who gets the last crumpet, and sometimes bits of food stuck in places food should never be. 

There are evenings when I’m running from room to room, looking for lost gym kits, finding bits of Lego in the oddest places, and trying to figure out how toast ended up on the ceiling this time. Through it all, LeeRoy remains unflappable. If someone’s homework goes missing, he’ll find it. If a sibling refuses to brush their teeth and throws a fit, LeeRoy steps in calmly, mediating arguments, helping smooth things over, quietly making things easier for everyone, especially me.

His sense of reliability is something that people notice. He doesn’t grandstand or make a fuss. He just gets on with whatever needs doing. Sometimes he even anticipates things, before I even realise there’s an issue. On more than one occasion, I’ve looked up in the middle of a particularly manic afternoon and realised the kitchen has been tidied, or the little ones have been corralled into doing something productive. I’ll joke sometimes that he’s more of a parent to his brothers and sisters than I am.

Of course, I have to keep that to myself. Can you imagine the look he’d give me if he heard that? He’d probably start charging me rent for all the extra work he does.

The other kids came up with a nickname for him: “Golden Balls.” It started as banter, mostly playful ribbing, because he always seems to have things go his way. If a teacher is handing out praise, it’s LeeRoy she hands it to on a golden platter. If someone in the house is getting recognition for being helpful, LeeRoy’s name comes up. He never gets into trouble. He never gets caught slacking off or mucking about. Siblings are quick to tease if you’re not joining them in their mischief, and LeeRoy’s focus makes him a prime target. But the way he’s taken ownership of the nickname amazes me. He wears it like a badge of honour. If you are going to get picked on, you might as well draw strength from it, and LeeRoy does exactly that.

Yet to me, “Golden Balls” only captures a fraction of who LeeRoy is. To me, he’s my firstborn, the one who made me a mum. He’s always been by my side, particularly when the going gets tough.

You know how chaos has a way of sneaking up on you all at once?

That’s when LeeRoy shines brightest. When my patience is running as thin as the last spread of butter in the fridge, and the whole house feels like it’s moments away from uproar, he’ll make me a cuppa, hot, sweet, just how I like it. He does all of this without being asked. Then he will tell the younger ones to give me a bit of peace. He’s all about small kindnesses. It’s those moments, the little things he does, that bring tears to my eyes sometimes. He is my partner in crime. The calm voice behind my panic. The one who anchors me when everything threatens to spiral out of control. Truthfully, I don’t know where I’d be without LeeRoy. I think sometimes he keeps me going. He keeps me sane in a world that rarely slows down, long enough to let me catch my breath. He knows what I need before I’ve even worked it out myself.

It would be impossible to talk about him without mentioning his dad. That’s not a pleasant story, but it’s important. His dad chose a whole different path in life. At the moment, he’s serving time in Strangeways for armed robbery. Every time I think about the things that brought him to that place, I’m reminded of how easily cycles repeat themselves if you let them. But LeeRoy? He’s nothing like his dad. It’s as if, faced with the worst sort of warning about how not to live, he decided to run in the opposite direction. Some people will tell you that blood will out, that you can’t ever escape your roots. 

But LeeRoy challenges that belief every single day. He is proof, living, breathing proof, that your choices define the person you become, not simply the circumstances you’re born into. I am sure of this, every time I look at him and see how different he is from his father. If anything, he’s grown up determined to give his life a different shape, a different ending, and that fills me with indescribable pride.

Don’t get me wrong, he’s not perfect. No teenager is. He has his moods, his stubborn days. Sometimes, he wants to be left alone, grunts his answers, slams doors, and retreats to his room with his headphones on. But even then, beneath it all, there is a quiet strength. A reliability that never wavers. He’s always watching, always listening, always quick to notice when someone’s struggling, even if he doesn’t say anything outright. He’s got this ability to see everything without judging, to understand without speaking, to forgive quickly. It’s something most adults I know would love to have, myself included.

LeeRoy is mine. I love him with every fibre of my being. Sometimes I lie awake at night, listening to the faint sounds of the house settling, and I’m just so grateful that fate brought him into my life. With all of the wildness that comes with a big family, the constant movement, the laughter, the squabbling, the commotion, and the love, LeeRoy is the calm centre that keeps us all anchored.

When everything else feels up in the air, he is steady. I think every family has that one person who keeps the balance, who manages to hold everyone together, when it feels things might fall apart. LeeRoy is undoubtedly that person for us.

Golden balls and all, he is our family’s heart. In a world that can feel unpredictable, sometimes even unkind, I know LeeRoy’s love, strength, and calm will always be our safe place.
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CHAPTER 5: Friday, bloody Friday
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Thank God it’s Friday, at last. The final hurdle before we are hurtled, weeping with relief, into the supposedly glorious May Day bank holidays. Seven whole days stretch ahead of me like an expanse of possibility. If by possibility, you mean constant refereeing of sibling blood feuds, kitchen surfaces perpetually sticky with jam, and having my soul gently siphoned away by the never-ending chorus of: 

“Muuum.”

Yes, a full week off to recharge. Because nothing says restoration and serenity like having the children at home, fermenting in their own noisy chaos. Of course, it’s all for that elusive quality time everyone posts about on social media. I can practically taste the exhaustion already.

We’re off to Cornwall, which, depending on who you ask (tourist board, optimistic estate agent, or that uncle who wears Crocs), is hailed as the “British Riviera.” Just ignore the drizzle smudging your windscreen, the strong undertones of mildew that haunt every sea breeze, and the privilege of mortgaging your soul for a portion of limp, lukewarm chips. If you squint or just keep your eyelids firmly closed, it almost resembles paradise.

Yet, here we go again, herding our unwilling brood toward adventure. 

But don’t imagine for one second that we’re luxuriating in some sun-dappled beach house or curated boutique B&B. Oh no. We’re camping. Or to be scrupulously honest, we’re squeezing ourselves into the questionable delights of an old mobile home. A wheeled palazzo I acquired four years ago, from a bloke whose lifestyle was best described as “post-apocalyptic minimalism.”

This particular caravan, if you can call it that, has seen more dubious history than the average true-crime podcast. Somewhere between the rust, the peeling veneer, and the faint whiff of two failed marriages and possibly chemical dependency, I glimpsed potential. Not the sparkly Instagram kind, but the very real, very desperate hope that I’d cling to the last threads of my sanity during the school holidays. 

‘What can I say? It beats selling an organ for a Centre Parcs break.’

It’s not glamorous. Let’s not kid ourselves. It’s barely comfortable. “Cosiness” here means waking up with a child’s damp foot in your ribcage, hitting your head on a cupboard every time you dare to stand, and falling asleep each night under the patchwork aroma of wet dog and someone else’s forgotten curry. The upholstery, once a vibrant orange, is now best described as ‘variously stained,’ and every surface is slightly sticky no matter what I do.

Yet somehow, all of us just about fit, as long as we agree not to turn around too fast or sigh too heavily, lest we unintentionally collapse a bunk bed or spark a civil war over the last remaining dry pair of socks.

Wouldn’t it be lovely to have a ‘proper’ holiday? Somewhere warm, sandy, with a pool that hasn’t seen a nappy dropped into it this decade. Cocktails by the water. Uninterrupted books, other people’s children wailing from far away, safely muffled by thick glass and my own indifference.

But reality, ever eager to lower the bar, reminds me I possess neither the resources nor the energy. I have more children than snacks and less money than the average busker who’s been thrown out of a Wetherspoons for being off-key. Universal Credit props us up like a wobbly Jenga tower. Sometimes I get extra bold and pick up cleaning shifts. Nothing screams ‘living the dream’ like bleaching strangers’ toilets just so I can treat the kids to the aspirational double-carb delicacy of beans and toast.

Each morning, I wake up wondering which fresh new indignity will present itself. But at least I can cling to the knowledge that it’s all making memories. Isn’t that what holidays and parenthood are all about?

The campervan could be generously described as a “fixer upper.” Realistically, it’s more of a rolling monument to broken dreams and questionable financial decisions. Purchased on a pure whim, with the tragic dregs of a tax rebate I am certain I will never see the likes of again. I’ve spent four relentless years at war with this tin can on wheels. Those years were generously spiced with cursing so creative it would make a sailor blush, a dramatic number of frustrated tears, and enough duct tape to transform a small nation’s infrastructure.

Enter LeeRoy, with his eternally scruffy charm and the most steadfast loyalty a person could request, even if he learned absolutely every “mechanical” move via YouTube, usually at 1.5x speed, with the ads interrupting every two minutes. The lad can swing a hammer and occasionally hit the right thing. Bless him.

My brother, bricklayer-turned-blessing, also jumped into the orbit of this chaos. He’s based out of Hackney, runs a garage when he remembers, and I’m about 12 percent sure he’s on at least one HMRC watchlist. Good old family.

Let’s talk about the engine. A masterpiece of mechanical misfortune, that had more in common with a haunted house attraction, than an operating mobile home. It coughed, spluttered, and moaned more than my nan does when she’s watching EastEnders. The grand fix? Practically everything but holy water and the direct involvement of a Catholic priest brandishing an exorcism kit. New brakes, new exhaust, fresh spark plugs, and the ever-reliable talent of simply hitting things and seeing what happens next. 

You know, the classic DIY recipe.

So, does it run? If by “run” you mean “occasionally stumbles into motion after extensive dashboard petting, a whispered promise to the universe, and a solid performance of the Lord’s Prayer...then yes, it runs, just about. 

The moment we escape the driveway, I’m struck with awe and a thin veil of disbelief. As though I’ve truly witnessed a minor miracle happen.

It’s precisely 7:50 a.m. A morning when gods and monsters battle or at least, parents and caffeine do. I’m sweating profusely already, muttering a litany of unpublishable phrases under my breath. I’m hanging on by the thinnest thread, that the school run will not end in another public shouting match over cereal bar property rights. 

There are allegedly twenty minutes until school. It might as well be a Las Vegas countdown for all the suspense it’s building. Naturally, the children are signed up to breakfast club so I can heroically dash to my undisputed second home: the cleaning job. Oh, the joy.

Truly, nothing sets the soul alight quite like spending quality mornings, evicting some stranger’s pubic hair from bathroom tiles. The resonance of life’s preciousness rings out, especially when the mop gets caught in something best left unmentioned.

Dexter, my diminutive cherub and inadvertent bringer of sticky fingerprints, is the sunshine in this dystopian mural. He leans in for a kiss, enveloped by all the optimism of a child in a Christmas advert.

“Bye, Mum. Love you!” he pipes up, as if we’ve wandered into a touching John Lewis holiday commercial, not into the hard-hitting expose, of Channel 5’s, ‘Britain’s Most Broke.’

LeeRoy, my sweet child, bearer of burdens and abandonment issues, gives me a quick peck on the cheek. He is somehow both exhausted and stoic, as if already prepared for a day’s calamities. Armed only with his breakfast, a backpack that could render a mule lame, and an unspoken resolve built up from a childhood of character-building chaos.

Then there are the others, the ones whose names I dare not utter until I’ve had at least three sips of coffee. Clayton refuses to walk, move, speak, or participate in modern society. Again. His arms and legs are coiled tight around my leg, clinging to me like a frightened toddler might clutch a favourite stuffed animal. Except, in this case, I am the stuffed animal and also the designated adult trying to usher him forward. His grip is intense, as if letting go of my jacket for even a single second, would send him tumbling into the abyss, of the school morning routine.

“I hate school,” he mutters into my thigh, the words muffled but full of conviction. It’s as though school is a medieval torture chamber, and this concrete pavement is the final march toward his doom. I’m sure the other parents can hear him. But at this point, I’ve learned to ignore the snide glances and pitied smiles. We’re a walking, well, dragging, spectacle, and nothing surprises these people any longer.

“I know, babe. I hate life. But here we are,” I reply, a wry smile on my lips as I gently pry his death grip from my shin. Dragging him ever so slowly toward the looming school gates, the movement feels less like a walk and more like leading him to the gallows. An execution staged with lunchboxes and brightly coloured backpacks. My attempt to lighten the mood with humour falls flat.

“I WANNA STAY WITH YOU!” he suddenly shrieks, clutching harder. 

The outburst echoes across the playground, making a few early morning birds scatter. I can feel more eyes on me, sympathy mixed with a hint of judgment. I resist the urge to run with him still attached. Surely, it’s too early for this level of embarrassment.

“I wanna win the lottery and move to Spain, but we don’t always get what we want, do we?” I retort, half to him and half to myself, visualizing the sandy beaches and warm sun I’ll never see. A mum with her meticulously dressed twins passes by, casting a knowing look. She’s been there.

The teachers are waiting just inside the gates, all lined up like weary war medics about to join another skirmish. Their faces betray no emotion, but I can tell they see us coming. The familiar morning battle is re-enacted yet again. Among them, one of the SEN teaching assistants’ eyes me with a forced, professional smile. I can sense, behind her stiffness, a voice screaming internally, “Not again!”

“He’s not in a good mood this morning,” I say, attempting to extricate his hands from my coat, one stubborn finger at a time. My voice is apologetic. My eyes warm, hoping for some solidarity. Her expression doesn’t change. It’s the long-suffering, dead-behind-the-eyes look. The very essence of someone rethinking every choice, that led her to this chaotic doorway on a damp Monday.

With infinite patience and a few gentle tugs, Clayton is finally extracted. Reluctantly releasing his hold, he shuffles inside with the teacher, while Chardonnay and the twins meander through the crowd, oblivious to the emotional drama that has just unfolded.

As the gates close behind them, I stand and inhale deeply, my spine tingling with exhausted relief. I am free. For now. The world outside the gates feels lighter, quieter.

I pause and take a deep breath, the kind reserved for divers about to plunge into shark-infested waters. The day stretches open before me, daunting and limitless. For a brief moment, hope stirs, the hope that maybe, after our little trip away, drop-off will be easier. I know it’s just wishful thinking, but a mum can dream. For those few minutes, I savour my freedom outside the school gates.
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CHAPTER 6: Groundhog Day
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I run. Literally run, to catch my bus. Not a cool jog. Not a brisk trot, but the desperate stampede of a late mother. My bag slapping against my hip, hair escaping in wild strands, clothes twisting around me like reluctant accomplices to my chaos. I’m hardly a minute out of the school gates and I already feel guilty and exhausted. With the unmistakable lingering scent of children clinging to me like cheap, over-sprayed perfume. The sort that sticks to your clothes, your hair, and your mood, refusing to fade even when you wish it would. Already, before the first sip of coffee, before I’ve even had a chance to glance at my to-do list, I am running, chasing, negotiating invisible clocks ticking against my sanity.

My day hasn’t even properly begun, yet here I am. Already feeling as if I’ve run a marathon through treacle. My lungs are burning. My brain is juggling emails and school forms. Along with dreams I barely remember. Dreams that promised a life less... chaotic. And yet, here I am, sweating into my jacket, sprinting down streets already teeming with half-awake commuters. With a desperate hope that the universe will forgive my lateness, and the bus driver will be merciful.

I hurl myself through the bus doors just as they hiss, shutting behind me. Breathless and flushed, I collapse into a sticky seat by the window, letting the motion of the vehicle gently rock me as I try to gather myself. The hum of the engine, the clatter over potholes. The squeak of rubber wheels, it’s like a lullaby, I never asked for. I take in my fellow passengers. Each a study in obliviousness or subtle judgment: the silent old ladies with sharp eyes, who seem to measure your life in a glance. A man chewing with his mouth open, turning each bite into a performance art piece, that leaves me cringing in sympathy for strangers. A pair of teenagers with frayed headphones, lost in a world of rhythm and bass, that I will never access.

As the bus lurches forward, rattling like a carnival ride gone slightly wrong, my thoughts wander, inevitably, to old dreams I once entertained. Dreams where I imagine myself at sixteen, gazing out of my bedroom window. Brimming with hope, convinced that my destiny lay somewhere dazzling, far away from bus rides and laundry. 
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