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Rachael Mogan McIntosh is a writer and crisis counsellor from the south coast of New South Wales. She’s a mum of three (four if you include the dog; she does) and the author of Pardon My French, which tells the riotous story of a year she spent in France with her young family. Her writing has appeared in publications across Australia, France and the USA. Rachael loves books, baths, coffee, podcasts, TV and Terry’s Chocolate Orange, consuming them simultaneously whenever possible. Mothering Heights is her second book.









Praise for Pardon My French


‘Uproarious and deliciously wise, Rachael Mogan McIntosh covers the delights and dark edges of the thing so many of us ponder after two glasses of burgundy and a ripe Camembert but never have the pluck to do. This stellar tale of uprooting your family to Sommières in the south of France is the greatest reminder that the best accompaniments to adventure are a sense of humour and appreciation for the small graces and absurdities of daily life. All of which Rachael has in spades. A pure delight.’


Tori Haschka, A Recipe for Family


‘A laugh-out-loud funny and hugely entertaining read. I loved getting to know Rachael and her hilariously quirky kids, and the menagerie of eccentric French people they met on their year away.’


Kerri Sackville, The Life-Changing Magic of a Little Bit of Mess


‘Rachael Mogan McIntosh is funny, wise and insightful. Her observations of life with a young family in a French rural village are so close you can taste them.’


Jayne Tuttle, Paris or Die


‘Brimming with wit, warmth and hilarity, you’ll laugh your way through this bare-all memoir and as soon as you’ve turned the last page you’ll press it into the hands of your dearest friends. It is pure joy.’


Jodi Wilson, Practising Simplicity


‘What happens when an Aussie family picks up their life and moves to France? This book is a hilarious love letter to the town of Sommières, its outrageous gossip, cobblestoned beauty and kind, eccentric inhabitants, who embraced these ragtag Australians.’


Who Magazine









Praise for Mothering Heights


‘Wild and witty and wet-your-pants funny! The words pop and crackle on the page. This is what parenting small children is like: a never-ending shitstorm. Buy this book for therapy. Grab a copy for all of your girlfriends. Suddenly, you’ll realise you are not alone.’


Tracey Spicer, journalist


‘A big, beautiful celebration of the chaos and camaraderie of motherhood. Mogan McIntosh writes with wit, honesty and enough self-deprecation to have you laughing out loud.’


Jodi Wilson, Practising Simplicity


‘Witty, honest and deliciously dry, Mothering Heights is a frank and tender ode to motherhood in all its mess and magic. With a voice that’s both razor-sharp and full of empathy, Mogan McIntosh will make you laugh, cry and feel just that little bit less alone.’


Ariane Beeston, Because I’m Not Myself, You See


‘A book to hand to strangers when they tell you to “enjoy every minute” of motherhood. This rollicking account of the all-too-real story of the long days and nights of early parenthood reminds us that sometimes the best we can do is to laugh through the gastro.’


Tabitha Carvan, This Is Not a Book About Benedict Cumberbatch


‘Prepare your pelvic floor and tuck a hanky in your bra. Rachael Mogan McIntosh perfectly captures the giddy heights and messy lows of motherhood with her trademark heart and hilarity. A funny, wise, relatable love letter (and ransom note!) to mothers everywhere – I didn’t want it to end.’


Michelle Barraclough, Writer’s Book Club podcast
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For my gentle and adorable mum, Christine, who lives in my childhood memory as a frazzled, loving redhead, just as my own children will likely picture me. Mum has always laughed at my jokes and encouraged me to write, so, when it comes down to it, she is really to blame for all of this. Readers, send complaints accordingly.
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Twelve-ish Years Earlier


Shattered Glass


I’m dancing on the top of a table in a Santorini bar. The place is hopping, anybody still in possession of their good sense has gone home and the driving funk of Stevie Wonder’s ‘Happy Birthday’ has just started belting over the speakers. I look to the bar, where a cheerful Greek bartender flashes me a thumbs-up. He knows it’s my birthday. I may have told him several times. Energised, I pull some precarious dance moves while holding two beer bottles. I guess one is not enough. ‘Happy birthday to me!’ I cry, clinking my drinks together. But I misjudge my distances. Glass shatters in a waterfall. My sister, Sam, doubles over laughing as I climb down gingerly. ‘Let’s blow this joint,’ I say. We scurry out, cackling, leaving the mess in our wake.


The night continues on, a piratical, stumbling crusade of cigarettes and alcohol and pranks and flirtations. It’s a top night. A great party that ends as we watch the sun rise on the beach with new friends. But somewhere in the chaos, the kind bartender who did something nice for me on my twenty-seventh birthday had to clean up the shattered glass I’d left behind; par for the course in the thoughtless, lightly lawless way I had lived for nearly a decade.


At eighteen, I underwent surgery to renovate my spine, which in my late adolescence had decided to start growing in a flamboyant sweeping curl with a twist at the end. The procedure didn’t go well. It marked the first in a trio of medical mishaps, and once my back started breaking, I became somewhat nihilistic. I leaned into the black soup of the night and cultivated a tendency towards mischief, a love of shenanigans and a hefty dose of what the Ancient Greeks called akrasia: a state of mind in which a weak-willed person acts against their better judgement. It’s a volatile cocktail. Delicious at midnight. Poison by sunrise.


I lived a split existence for a long time, my public pleasure wrapped like a shroud around my private pain. After I broke out of Catholic youth fellowship, dramatically renounced the Lord (at this point, I no longer believed in God but was too scared to tell Him) and underwent my first extensive surgery, I embraced the life of a club baby in the gloriously camp heyday of 90s Sydney. Ignoring the creaks and groans of my hardware-threaded spine, I strode through Oxford Street in a full-torso fibreglass back brace teamed with polyester op-shop frocks from the 60s, torn fishnet stockings and theatrical makeup. I joyfully embraced drag shows and gay bars after the constrictions of my convent-school upbringing. I was delighted to invent myself.


For a long, long time, life was cannoli in Bar Italia and mornings in tangled sheets with witty but troubled boyfriends and dusty old bookstores and university pool comps and Glebe Markets and late-night nachos and endless flat whites and karaoke and dance-offs and raucous dinner parties and amusing jobs and wild outfits and theatre and friendship. Life smelled like cigarettes and espresso and petrol and the sharp citrus tang of the men’s aftershave I wore as perfume.


But it was also spasms and stiffness and scalpels and insomnia and loneliness and terror and sleazy physiotherapists and cruel doctors and cortisone injections and Nurofen Plus and vomiting and gritted teeth and embarrassment and shame. It smelled like the hospital: decay, disinfectant and cheap tea.


Sometimes the pain was sharp and hot as a fresh pie; sometimes it was blunted and blurred with painkillers. But whatever form it took, it was my ever-present parasite. At night, anaesthetised and costumed, I willed it into submission, and in the day when it rose, I limped into hiding. In bed, laid corpse-flat, I paid my reparations for the glorious obliteration of the night. I had an indecent amount of fun – good friends, travel, some truly epic parties – and I stubbornly worked and studied throughout, but I could not think about the future. It terrified me.


From my first unsuccessful back surgery as a teenager, I put myself in a jar: pickled in adolescence, suspended. Three times, destiny kicked my knees out from under me and deposited me in hospital. Three times, I emerged, strapped into braces and casts, and slowly put the pieces of my life back together. By the third, I developed an underlying belief that this was the way of things for me. Fate, that skilful trickster, lurked, always ready to flip me and my carefully constructed reality like a helpless turtle. I thought at all times that the rug might be pulled out from under my feet. And sometimes I yanked on that rug myself, before the universe could get the chance.


By thirty, my pain was exhausting and my akrasia had become unbearable. And then future-husband Keith blew into my life, a wholesome, kind, emotionally healthy boyfriend unlike any of the specimens that had preceded him. We broke up and got back together in a loop for a few years, drawn to each other like magnets, unable to stop the attraction or the repulsion. Destruction and renewal, forever and ever, amen; until finally, in an episode we afterwards referred to as the Commitment Flu, we got horribly sick and bonded for life, like beavers.


And then the babies started coming and the party came to a shuddering, shocking halt. Before then, I had always employed a quick exit strategy when faced with a sticky situation. When the door handles started getting hot, I left the premises. (Relationships, jobs, countries? See ya! Wouldn’t wanna be ya!) Now, to my bubbling panic, that option was no longer open.


Motherhood is a brutal reshaping, and birth the unsettling, violent heart of it: the centre of you is ripped asunder, leaving you reeling and bloodied. From Woman with Belly you become Mother and New Human, as though an invisible giant has clicked their fingers and changed the shape of the world.


The jar I pickled myself in is smashed, shattered as thoroughly as those Santorini beer bottles, and I am thrust into a life in which every waking minute (and many of the sleeping ones) is dedicated to the care and wellbeing of others. My well-established patterns are disrupted, a shocking and wrenching state of affairs, but one that opens an unexpected window of possibility.


I’m surprised to find it all something of a relief. I mine my pain to find that it gives up gems of compassion and humility in a life otherwise characterised by frivolity and privilege. My pain may have stunted my growth, emotionally, but all that hard pruning made me strong. The small blossoms that appear after motherhood grow tentatively at first, and then stronger, reaching for the light. They are the start of a new branch, a second act.


Family life brings me a deep and quiet sense of having landed. I’m pureeing pumpkin, pinning onesies out to dry, making playdough in a saucepan and using cloth nappies, to my mother’s horror.


I ring her one morning from my new backyard. ‘I’ve got a Hills hoist, Mum!’ I tell her. ‘It’s so classic. I love it!’


‘Who are you and what have you done with my daughter?’ she says.


This identity shift from hellraiser to house mouse may seem aggressively wholesome. It’s even possible I’ve made you vomit into your mouth a tiny bit. What can I say? It’s my truth, and I’m standing in it. My evolution as a person has required some difficult reflection on the past, but I am alive to the whispering possibilities of the future, and I am trying to make my way there without leaving a trail of shattered glass, and this is a revelation to me.









SUMMER









Chapter 1


Endgame


Let me set the table, comrades. Here we are, husband and I, at the Melbourne Ballet, dressed to the nines. ‘Happy fortieth, darling,’ Keith chokes out. He is a little purple from the effort of containing his phlegmy, hacking cough in this lovely setting. Just a touch of walking pneumonia. Mustn’t grumble.


I pat him on the back sharply to release some of his congestion. ‘Many happy returns to you too, honey,’ I say, adjusting my beige pregnancy support undergarment.


We are on a last-ditch couple’s weekend away to celebrate our combined fortieth birthdays. Eight months pregnant with our third child, I’ve been blessed with the elegantly named ‘pubis symphysis disorder’, in which the front bones of one’s pelvis decide to consciously uncouple. Instead of whistling while I work, I whimper as I walk. Everything hurts.


Keith and I are more ‘travelling clinic’ than ‘dirty weekend’, toting bags full of painkillers and nasal sprays rather than French champagne and novelty underpants. This fancy mini-break represents a desperately needed break from the day-to-day care and feeding of our children, four-year-old Tabitha and two-year-old Alex (we call him Biggles).


Keith is so sick that he’s hardly been out of bed for a week and I’ve been staggering through my last trimester. I’m okay when sitting or lying down. That’s when I think, ‘Right, best tackle the washing-up while I polish off that Terry’s Chocolate Orange’ and get to my feet, at which point I yelp, double over and look dazedly for the donkey that just kicked me in the crotch.


But life with two small children must go on. I recall, in the hazy, distant past, an existence in which I could run four or five errands in a row, juggling tiny people and groceries and complex to-do lists. These days I need an hour to recover after hanging out the laundry, and during this last month of pregnancy, my rickety old pelvis detaches further every day. All non-essential activities have dropped away.


It’s been a tough time. While my first two pregnancies were a breeze, a romantic comedy, peppered with your run-of-the-mill gestational charms like heartburn and headaches and explosive flatulence, this third pregnancy had me in trouble from the start, begging for mercy through the middle, and it will eventually see me lurch over the finish line like a long-distance runner in lactic overload.


The year this story takes place, I operate in constant crisis mode, bobbing in a choppy sea of emergencies and catastrophes and disasters. I kick doggedly, keeping my head above water, learning through trial and error how to read the rip and spot the dangers, in an effort to surf these turbulent peaks. Over time, the waters will calm. But not during this year. This year I am violently dumped by one wave, and before I can catch my breath, tumbled by another. This year is transformative, and the shapeshifting stings.


Despite the chaos, or perhaps because of it, Keith and I are as happy as pigs in our ramshackle paradise, nestled between the bush and the beach on the New South Wales south coast. Keith does solar physics research in his caravan, I wear a path between the stove and the washing machine, and the kids race their tricycles up and down the hallway. I cook, make cars out of cardboard boxes, and wipe tears and bottoms. I manage the emotional weather, too: the pitched sibling battles, my own struggles with pain and the ever-evolving puzzle of married life.


Adjusting to motherhood is, as they say in Love Story, like falling off a cliff in slow motion. I’m trying to plummet with a little style and poise, but the cartwheeling arms and the screaming give me away. I’ve gone from the wild life to the child life and my identity doesn’t quite fit anymore. Neither do my trousers, to be fair.


Still, here we are, back from Melbourne, home from the ballet and our brief dalliance with fancy-pants society; ready as we’ll ever be for the foetus we call Plum to arrive. Keith has built the flat-pack furniture and I have crammed the freezer with pasta sauce and arranged tiny clothes in the dresser with the meticulous attention to detail of a serial killer. I feel, emotionally and physically, like I am moments away from losing my rag completely, so I’m delighted by the doctor’s suggestion that we bring my caesarean date forward by a week. Plum is cooked in there, and it’s time. Bring on this birth.









Chapter 2


Knocked Up


Comrades. Bear with me. I have thrown a lot at you without much context, I feel. Introducing my pelvis problem and its accompanying support undergarments so early in the piece feels a little gauche, but to be honest, you should probably brace yourselves for more of the same, because delicacy leaves the building when pregnancy and childbirth enter. When it comes down to it, we are all filthy animals (except for the King of England, who, I am reliably informed, has been fitted by the Surgeon-Royal with a gold-plated sphincter plug, which is removed twice-monthly under general anaesthetic).


Let’s start the story here: I’m ten weeks pregnant and gripped with morning sickness. This is like spending all day with a hangover. And since you can’t drink when you’re pregnant, you have all the headaches and the nausea but none of the fun memories of interpretive dancing to Toto’s ‘Africa’ while wearing a stranger’s hat. You’re not even allowed to medicate with bacon, unless you’re French. There’s nothing worse than morning sickness. Except for experiencing morning sickness in the Australian summer while also caring for two small children.


I’m in the kitchen, a space full of plants and open shelving, where the children’s artwork is strung on a rope across the window. Reluctant to throw paintings out, I just peg one gelatinous masterpiece on top of the next so that the chemical tang of poster paint is like an ever-present perfume. Eau de Baby Picasso.


I’m explaining the ‘strawberry jam on weekends only’ rule to an indignant Biggles, who’s perched on a mustard-coloured swivel chair. He is two, and ‘weekends only’ is probably too abstract a concept, but I’m trying to stick to my rules. My phone pings with a text message that throws my routine into chaos. Biggles’s day-carer is sick and they can’t run the service today. I want to burst into tears, but first things first: I have to throw up.


As I retch miserably into the sink, four-year-old Tabitha calls from the couch, where she is sprawled like a young oligarch, ‘Mama, are you nearly finished spewing? I want some more cheesy toast.’


I hold up a finger in reply while I get my breath, throw some water on my face and look in on Keith. Normally he’d be up by now, making muesli for the kids and playing the piano before heading off to work (scientist stuff) in his office (derelict caravan in the driveway). Today, gripped with the second, but not the last, of the evil illnesses scattered throughout this sordid tale, he’s just a twitching lump under a pile of blankets.


I sit on the bed and peel the covers back to reveal his handsome sweaty head.


‘Still alive, homeboy?’ I ask.


Keith moans in response and I sit for a few minutes, weighing my options. The heat coming off the man could fry an egg. Keith does nothing by halves and when he’s sick, he goes full medieval. This illness has more in common with the Black Death than the virus of a reasonable person. Tucked under his clammy blankets, Keith will sweat and shiver, and in between he’ll do his emails. It’s both impressive and hideous. I’m reasonably sure he won’t die in the next few hours, but there’s no way he can manage the unpredictable chaos merchant that is Biggles while I go see my obstetrician. The hospital is a ninety-minute drive away, and for days I have fantasised about this car ride: news radio, takeaway coffee and the absence of small dictators demanding my constant attention.


Please, Universe, for the love of Jesus, Mary, Josephine and all the holy goats, I think to myself, please don’t take my Radio National away. I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t make me listen to three hours of ‘Toot Toot, Chugga Chugga, Big Red Car’.


Rising from the kitchen sink, sore hip groaning, I start texting the all-powerful, wondrous Mum Army.


Hi Jodie, huge favour, can you pick up Tab with Rosie from preschool and keep her until three? I have to go to doc in Sydney. Keith dying of man flu. Much love to you and all who sail in you. OK if not! xxx


Hi Wally, so sorry to ask this but is there any way you can keep Biggles with Fern until three today? Crisis here. Keith dying of man flu and I have to go see baby doctor in Syd. Will pay back babysitting debt! OK if not! Thanks so much xxx


Both immediately text back ‘yes’ and I am so grateful – especially to Wally for taking on two-year-old Biggles, who loves a game he calls ‘Jump! Jump! Run away!’ and shouts, ‘You are bum!’ whenever he is prevented from sticking forks in a light socket.


Once the schedule is cobbled together, I pat Keith’s lump (not in the good way) and pack a number of bags for the day ahead, trying to cover all possible eventualities, from tsunami to swine flu.


The drop-offs are successful, the solo drive is sublime and the pleasure I feel at having my thoughts to myself is almost erotic. I make it to my hospital appointment in time. Plum is due by caesarean in six months and my obstetrician, Dr Ng, is calm and glamorous, with beautiful hands. His peaceful, ordered office is the antithesis of life at home. All is well, but throughout our conversation, I quietly leak tears. Under the surface, I am awash with anxiety. When I pause my constant activity, emotion bubbles up in me like a spring.


After a grinding drive home through hideous Sydney traffic, the pain in my back is a hot blade. I collect the children, delivering piles of thank-you chocolate from the service station to my babysitting saviours and promising to return the favour when they next find themselves in a domestic crisis. At home, Keith – perhaps due to the unusually healing calm of the quiet house around him – is up and about. He lives! Hooray! The band is back together, ready to handle the final dinner-bath-bed shift of this long day. We’re no spring chickens, old plague-ridden Keith and I, and today may have begun with a spew in the sink and required a village of helpers, but we kept all our balls in the air. I’m counting it as a win.









Chapter 3


Swinging Bubes


I took a late train to Babytown. Pregnancy with Tabitha at thirty-five made me an ‘elderly primigravida’ (a vaguely insulting title that feels more suited to a pizza or a mid-priced Italian cruise line). I was thirty-seven when I had Biggles, and I will turn forty just before I give birth to Plum. Sometimes I feel every one of my 112 years, and keeping up with the children takes more Mum Juice than I have in me.


‘Stay-at-home Mum’ always sounds a little feathery as a job description. It doesn’t sell the full weight of the physical and psychological skill set required. While I’m cooking this third child, the first two keep me constantly on task. Stocky, square, flaxen-haired Biggles is a straight-up hurricane. With a determined and steady approach, he empties drawers, topples piles and relieves shelves of their contents. Tabitha, meanwhile, has the face of an angel and the brain of a criminal mastermind. Obsessed with blood, skulls and dinosaurs, she specialises in stealth naughtiness, and her creative vision is inexhaustible. She is constantly setting up market stalls, adding glitter to something or – her absolute favourite game – packing for her honeymoon, which, by the looks of her luggage, is a sweet union between a lunatic and another lunatic.


It’s nonstop action, but the scales tilt to happiness. Every morning the children climb into bed with us, and despite their spiky elbows and the crunchiness of my morning spine, it feels transcendently beautiful that everywhere I touch, I find a person I love. This little wooden house is a sanctuary to me.


To reach our street, we drive an hour south of Sydney and follow a road that curves along the sea past a series of villages nestled into a narrow wedge between the Great Dividing Range and the Pacific Ocean. Here on the land of the Wodi Wodi people, who are a part of the Dharawal Nation, we turn away from the water, climb a steep hill and duck sideways onto an unpaved road overhung with trees, which meanders past paddocks and scattered houses until it reaches our timber cottage. There is a tiny unfenced deck, three big water tanks, a composting toilet and an overgrown vegetable patch when we move in. Tabitha is three months old, a fractious, colicky baby, and almost immediately she seems to relax. The first time I put her down for a morning sleep in the new house, she closes her eyes and drifts off without a squeak. This is a near-miracle.


The house itself is a sustainable kit home, with no town water or sewerage, so on moving in we become managers of a composting Rota-Loo. This clever system is made up of six buckets set under the house on a rotating plate, like the world’s most disgusting lazy Susan. The toilet, with a normal seat and lid, is positioned above a chute that takes waste down into the pan below, and every couple of months Keith straps on a pair of heavy-duty rubber gloves, crawls under the house and rotates the pans. He adjusts them so that the most recently filled pan is left to compost, and the last in line is removed, emptied and replaced under the chute. Finally, the partially composted waste (the permaculture wonks call it ‘humanure’ or ‘humus’, thereby ruining Middle Eastern food forever) goes into a pit in the garden, and Keith removes his gloves, washes his hands for a long time and takes some deep, cleansing yogic breaths.


Attached to the outside wall is a hardworking fan so that there is no smell at all. It’s a nifty system, and we soon learn how to manage a power blackout that takes out the fan. One day, wild storms lash the coast. Rain flies sideways and trees bend double under the wind, but we are cosy and warm in the house, listening to radio tales of toppled trees and tankers run aground. Then: blackout. Off goes the radio and the TV. Off goes the fridge and the internet, too. Off goes the water, with no pump to run the tanks. Off goes the stove with my half-percolated coffeepot. (This is getting serious.)


Worst of all, off goes the fan in the composting dunny. I run to light some incense and wrap the seat with cling wrap, but a smell still wafts out. It’s a cheeky aroma, redolent of an open latrine in a sandalwood forest. We try to breathe through our mouths until the power bursts back on a couple of hours later. The whole thing makes for an interesting reflection on the machinery that keeps our life running. How critical and how wondrous is the quiet hard work of that toilet fan!


Life with small children is not dissimilar. It takes enormous energy, a lot of invisible effort, and the system can descend into chaos just as quickly as losing the toilet fan can turn our paradise into a stinking cesspit.


Small Tabitha is a singing, dancing stand-up absurdist with a black turn.


‘Knock, knock.’


‘Who’s’’


‘Just open the door, you idiot!’


One day she asks me, ‘Mum, what will my wedding ring look like?’


‘I don’t know, Tabby, but you can have mine one day.’


‘When?’ she asks with excitement.


I realise I have trapped myself in a terrible position. ‘When … I’m … dead?’ I say.


‘Oh yeah!’ she replies. ‘I guess I’ll just pull it off you.’


Keeping up with young Tab takes significant mental acrobatics, but she is mostly an easygoing, quirky comedian. Biggles, on the other hand, oh Lord. Biggles is going through a phase, and at Bi-Lo this week, I reach new lows of public humiliation (and I’m fairly immune to this, given I have a daughter who once shouted, ‘Look, ebbybody! Big fat tummy!’ while lifting my top at the butcher’s).


All the way around the aisles, Biggles shouts, ‘Gib me it! Gib me it!’ every time a shiny bauble catches his eye. He wails loudly every time he is refused and then shouts his favourite insult: ‘You are bum!’ I wheel around frantically, throwing objects into the trolley and hissing pathetically, ‘Stop it! Stop it!’ Other shoppers refuse to catch my eye. I can feel the disapproval wafting off them in waves, and when I try to throw one or two a sort of gaily apologetic, what-can-you-do look, I feel my face contorting into a grimace so that rather than garnering sympathy, it just indicates that as well as raising little ratbags, I have failed to take my Valium.


‘Excuse me,’ I say, rolling up to a young shelf-packer. ‘Can you tell me where the batteries are?’


Shelf-Boy looks at me just as Biggles, perched in the toddler-seat, reaches up and pulls my top down to my waist, revealing a full expanse of beige maternity bra. Time slows. I grapple to cover myself, simultaneously proud and horrified that my son has developed the muscular grip of a professional rock climber. The moment is interminable.


‘Never mind,’ I choke out, and sail on, knockers out and waving in the wind, to the muted strains of Michael Bublé, an especially painful irony considering that Keith and I like to call the Canadian crooner ‘Swinging Bubes’.


When we get home, Biggs is still in his maddening mood. He shouts ‘No!’ every time I ask him if he wants to do something, and peppers me with questions, one after the other. Does houses have skin? Why music make noise? Why we no grow a bwead twee? Biggles becomes obsessed with ear-piercing and grills me for details on the horrors of the piercing gun. He makes me promise not to pierce any of his ‘fings’. He argues with me that ABBA’s ‘Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! (A Man After Midnight)’ is a Wiggles song, even though I explain that it’s an unlikely choice for them. In short, he’s a holy handful.


The next day is better, as is often the case after a hot mess of a crappy yesterday. It’s a matter of resigning oneself to the lunacy sometimes. And getting some sleep. And making a new Chart of Futility that rewards Mr Happy as opposed to Mr No, even if it’s an exercise in delusion. And delighting in the small things, like the permanent-marker tattoo (sister-made) on Biggles’s back that reads I LOV YOU BIGLES. And, best of all, visiting Nanna for a roast lunch.


At Mum’s house, Biggles is on the toilet and I am standing next to him, waiting to applaud him for doing a poo. It’s just as I always dreamed my life would turn out.


‘Pinish, Mama!’ he says.


‘Good boy!’ I reply.


‘Now it bum-wassing!’ he says excitedly.


‘What?’ I say. ‘You do that. With toilet paper.’


‘No, Mama,’ he says. ‘You wash it my bum. Wif wasser!’


Oh, that it has come to this.


‘I’m not washing your bum with water, Biggles,’ I say. ‘That is a step too far. Am I expected to gently dry it afterwards with a diffuser set on a cooling mist? Shall I powder it with free-range wild rabbit fur from the highlands of Azerbaijan?’


‘Pwess button, Mama!’ he insists. ‘Pwess it bum-wassing button!’


I’ve forgotten that a flush toilet is a novelty to Biggles, who lives with a waterless composting dunny. I press the button and Biggles joyfully sticks his narrow bottom down into the bowl.


The stress is real and I am sometimes overwhelmed by it, but it is far outweighed by the small and perfect joys. Here we are today, sitting in a patch of sunshine on this beautiful blue planet, laughing at stupid jokes and revolving together, against all odds, around a massive, unknowable void. Tonight, we pull out Pop’s clarinet and take turns in a lesson on YouTube. After dinner, we dance to Loudon Wainwright. And later, in a steaming, fragrant bath, I hoof down a handful of chocolate peanuts while reading an ancient cookbook of my grandmother’s, which is full of handy hints on stretching out a wartime ration book. Peaks and valleys, comrades. Peaks and valleys.









Chapter 4


The Glittering Chaos


Biggles and I have a conversation one morning. ‘Biggie, the bathroom smells a lot like wee. Have you been weeing on the walls?’


He answers carefully. ‘I n’used do that, Mama, but not n’more.’


Calm, I think to myself. Patience. I breathe deeply and then regret it. The place smells like the baboon enclosure at a subpar zoo.


‘When did you stop doing that, Biggs?’ I ask.


‘Just wight now,’ he says.


It’s clear that Biggles’s grasp on bathroom etiquette needs attention. The problem is, so does everything else in my life. The pile of laundry on the couch (Mount Washmore) waits to be folded back into already overflowing drawers, the garden is a jungle and the car is in the early stages of composting itself. Biggles has squashed banana into the bookshelf, and the glitter that Tabitha recently threw into the air has settled gently onto every surface of the house.


I have only the two eyeballs (plus the one in the back of my head that switches on when a child is in the pantry drinking food colouring) and each kid wants both eyeballs on them. All the time. How do I meet the attention needs of three children (one still cooking, requiring the juice from my very bones to knit its earlobes together) as well as a husband, a part-time job, the housework, parents, in-laws, friends and an inner self?


The oven timer goes off to let me know my banana bread is ready. I flip it onto a rack, turn off the eggs simmering on the stove for sandwiches and prod at the chicken thighs in the fridge to make sure they’re defrosting sufficiently for dinner. I’m planning to stuff some eggplants to go with them, because I’m a feeder, for better or for worse, and that means that this kitchen works hard.


Biggles is pulling at my leg.


‘Up, Mama!’ he begs. ‘Mama, up!’


I haul him onto my hip, and he leans his head contentedly on my shoulder and inserts a sticky fist into my hair.


‘I wub you, Mama,’ he says.


‘I wub you too, Biggles,’ I say, and kiss his fluffy head. I wipe my mouth. Is that peanut butter? How did that get there?


My hip is killing me. I should be resting it, not resting the weight of a sturdy potato-fed toddler on it, but that feels impossible.


Everything in my life demands more of me than I have to give. I need to write, I need to do yoga to manage my pesky bad back and I need to have coffee with my girlfriends every once in a while (as in actual human interaction, not ‘liking’ Instagram updates and shouting ‘Nice scarf!’ at the preschool drop-off).


Oh man, so many needs unmet. And these are just my own requirements, which are nothing compared with the constant incoming tides of demand that lap at my feet from the children and the house, where our walls smell like wee and the eggplants are stuffed, and the chaos glitters.


‘Mummy!’ Tabitha shouts in her squeaky chipmunk voice. ‘Can we do cwaft?’


There it is. The C word. Striking fear into mothers’ hearts since time immemorial. (Well, since the 80s, to be precise, when Professional Parenting began.) If you want to see a mother’s eyes dilate with terror, don’t talk to her about abduction or vaccination injury; no, creep up gently behind her and whisper in her ear: Mummy, can we do cwaft?


I am highly susceptible to this question. My skills, such as they are, lie in the realms of enthusiasm and optimism rather than cold, hard reality, and this sometimes really works in my children’s favour. Mums with greater ability to ‘envision consequences’ rather than ‘impulsively leap in’ surely don’t do craft. Because let’s face it: craft is bullshit. Craft involves thirty minutes of set-up and clean-up for every five minutes of fun. Craft is never the answer unless the question is, ‘Hey Siri, how do I rub salt in the very wound of my existence?’ Craft is a fool’s errand.


As I’ve said, I’m a fool. We make volcanoes, set up mud-pie kitchens, concoct yoghurt paint and paste tiny bits of rubbish onto cardboard. I love to see the children in creative mode, but the mess is obscene. Sometimes I survey the craft debris and curse myself to Hades.


Today I spend fifteen minutes setting up an artsy amusement inspired by Play School. I prepare cotton balls, glue and paddle-pop sticks and cut cardboard into the shape of sheep. The children watch with interest but when I leave them to the project and try to sneak off, they are bored within five minutes. ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ They haven’t created anything very sheep-like, but they have managed to glue wool over the kitchen scissors, which will leave my fingers annoyingly sticky for the next two months. I swallow my heartbreak and clean up.


Still, I never seem to learn.


‘Okay, Tab,’ I say, rubbing my hands together like the evil genius I am. ‘This one’s gonna knock your socks off.’


Pulling out the recycling bin, I congratulate myself on a brilliant idea to set up a ‘shop’ for Tabitha and Biggles, stocked with boxes and cans from the recycling bin, which will be the scene of countless marvellously educational games about arithmetic and business manners.


Scrubbing the jars and boxes is annoying, and I ditch a lot of the cans after realising how sharp their edges are. This makes for a tiring argument with Tabitha, who has become deeply attached to a tuna tin.


‘She’s called Arabella, Mama!’ Tabitha says.


‘Tab, no,’ I say. ‘Give it to me, it’s sharp’’


‘She lives in my wardrobe, Mama! She loves effalants! She’s my best friend!’


I wrestle the tin off her with some difficulty. When I look at the actual dishes waiting to be cleaned and put away, I question my decision to spend my time scrubbing garbage, but I push on. I’m in it now, full sunk-cost. It’s too late to bail.


Eventually Tabitha comes to terms with her grief and loss, and we set up the rescued recycling across the dining table and chairs, making signs for ‘red-hot specials!’ and ‘two-for-one deals!’ I start regretting the whole catastrophe quite early on as arguments escalate over who gets to be shopkeeper and who gets to push the ‘trolley’ tricycle. I know in my heart, in my mind and in my waters that I need to spend time with the kids in the game, teaching counting skills, playing pretend and then packing up together, in order for them to be replenished with attention and eye contact.


I know this. I just can’t bear it.


I play for a few minutes and then sneak off to another room to listen to the BBC World Service on my phone while I fold the washing. I love this radio station, where I hear about political events I’ve missed and movies I will never see, and when I’m lucky, juicy stories that totally transport me from my menial tasks. Today, I’ve struck gold.


‘Barbara was twenty-three that June,’ the announcer intones, ‘unaware that she would end her day brutally dismembered by her obsessed Classics professor at Nether Wallop community college.’


‘Mummy!’ shrieks Tabitha.


‘Yes, darling?’ I pull out my earbud.


‘Bibbles took all the egg cartons and I trying to build a school for mice!’


‘Just do your best and I’ll be out in a minute, Tabs.’


She stomps off, and I replace the earbud.


‘Blood pooled dark maroon in the places where Barbara’s body touched the ground, and lying beside her was a dented box of artichokes pickled in sea brine and a statue of the Virgin Mary’’


‘MUMMY!’


I sigh and go out to find the contents of the recycling bin strewn all over the house. Tabitha has used four tomato tins and a dripping milk bottle to build a complicated tower that Biggles has razed violently to the ground. She’s indignant and he is cackling like a comic-book villain. I am my own worst enemy, I know. But private time, comrades. I’m gagging for it.
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