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For Betsy


Thank you for showing me what it feels like to fall in love.


Thank you for always giving me a reason to fight when there were times I felt like giving up.


Thank you for making me see I wanted to make lots more tiny humans just like you, because there is no greater feeling than being a momma.















MY PATCHWORK FAMILY
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A NOTE ABOUT ME


A quick note before you dive in. If you follow me (Part-Time Working Mummy/PTWM) on Facebook or Instagram, you’ll already know what I’m about. Feel free to skip ahead.


If you haven’t ever heard of me before, I’ve included one of my most loved posts from Facebook below to show a little of what I do online . . .


The Mothercare Post


Today I popped into Mothercare – for no other reason than my bladder is not what it used to be and it’s the only shop left in the world where you don’t have a panic attack for taking a piss for free.


As I was getting back in my car to leave, I saw a lady who was struggling to get her pram out of her boot. I could see she was on the verge of just reversing over it – meanwhile her baby was having one of the best newborn meltdowns I’ve ever heard.




Do I do what everyone else in the carpark is doing and pretend I can’t see her and drive off – or do I try and help her? I decided to try and help. This 23-year-old beautiful girl was having a massive, ‘What the fuck have I done?’ moment . . . she’d stormed out on her boyfriend because he hurled the word ‘depressed’ at her in an argument. She decided to show him that he could go fuck himself and clean the house that he keeps moaning isn’t tidy enough. So, off she went with her eight-week-old baby boy, only to drive off and realise she had forgotten nappies and spare clothes. Her baby had then done a thunder shit through his vest and his Babygro, which was now on the car seat. He was desperate for a feed and, because of his screams, her boobs were leaking through her bra, so she had driven straight to Mothercare, because somehow the thought of buying him new clothes and breast pads for herself, then trying to change this shit-covered baby and clean down a car seat while he was screaming with starvation in front of a shop full of people, was better than going home and feeling even more of a failure to her partner.


I got it. I got every single bit of it.


I remember Betsy arriving when I was 22 and turning my whole world on its head.


I remember feeling like I was failing every single day. I remember never experiencing anger like it at everyone



but her, for being asked why I hadn’t managed to run the hoover round, or when my mum started moaning about my dog being full of germs and getting too close to her, or my mother-in-law for asking why her cradle cap hadn’t cleared itself up yet – everyone always assumes you’re ‘just coping’ and cannot fathom out why, when they ask you what they deem to be a ‘simple question’, it sends you over the edge.


Then there are all the helpful diagnoses that everyone starts throwing about amongst themselves that they think you can’t hear from the next room – that you’ve got ‘a bit of PND’ and you need to see a doctor.


Anyway, back to today – so I marched into Mothercare and bought breast pads, nappies and a vest, then went back out to the car and we nailed sorting the baby together – we scraped the shit out of the car seat with wipes (it’s amazing how many of life’s problems can be solved with a wet wipe). We then sat in the front seats of her car and she latched her baby on to feed while we chatted about how fucking hard it is to be a mum and how much our partners can be utter wankers at times and we giggled about how a human of that size can produce so much shit.


It became clear to me this girl just needs more love and support from everyone around her.


She needs to be able to sit on her bathroom floor and sob so much she’s hyperventilating about how she’s ruined her



whole life, then half an hour later when she is crying with laughter at Gavin & Stacey, she needs her partner not to ask if she thinks she could be bipolar.


Her family need to listen to her break down about the fact she feels like broken glass is slicing her nipples off every time she latches the baby on to feed – she feels like she has no life as he has been stuck to her tit for the past two months since he came out of her fanny, which is also now ruined for life. They do NOT need to offer to go to Sainsbury’s and buy her a box of SMA because they think it’s clear ‘breastfeeding isn’t for her’.


When her partner walks in from work and sees last night’s dishes still piled in the sink, it isn’t an ideal time for him to mutter the words, ‘What’s for dinner?’ Instead he needs to just wash up and tidy round, then offer her some food; this newborn 7-lb bundle of joy she’s birthed has taken every bit of her energy today – she hasn’t even had time to make herself a cup of tea, let alone turn into Nigella at dinner time, and he needs to not be a dick and meet the lads on Saturday night. Yes, it would be fun to go and get shit-faced, but there are plenty more Saturday nights for the rest of his life. I get she is an absolute cow to be around 99 per cent of the time but her whole body has gone to shit, her life is now controlled by another tiny human, and she doesn’t have the choice to get dressed up and go and get smashed with her mates, so watching you getting ready



for a night out is going to make this shit situation a whole lot shittier.


There’s every chance she’s going to lose her mind if her mother-in-law arrives one more time and comments on the fact the baby always seems to have that dummy stuck in his mouth, which HER son never needed. Right now she doesn’t give a shit if he’s sucking on that dummy at his 18th birthday party. She hasn’t had a shower for six weeks without getting shampoo in her eye because she’s having to sing ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ to this child who’s screaming again for absolutely no reason whatsoever while he’s wedged beside her in his rocker in between the toilet and the sink because she can’t cope with the ‘mum guilt’ if she’s in another room.


At the end of our chat I said to her that this is all so temporary. One minute you’re at the doctor’s being dramatic because your six-month-old has a rash on her neck, then what feels like five minutes later, you’re back screaming for antidepressants because the same child didn’t get her primary school placement and if she attends the school the council have given her, you’ve convinced yourself she’ll be running the streets with a gun and robbing grannies by the age of ten. Then you get to where I am now, following my almost-teenager around in my car and checking her school bag and phone – praying never to find what I’m looking for, although I don’t even know what that is.




So yeah, we worked out together that it’s hard, whether your baby is thirty minutes old or thirty years, they are your baby for life – and once they come into this world everything changes. Forever. But at each stage, where you feel that you will never get through is temporary, so don’t let it break you.


So that’s just one of the posts from the blog I started two years ago . . . a blog that makes people constantly ask questions. Questions that no matter how many times I answer, more people join the page and ask the same question again . . .


So I decided to write a book to help you see the rest of the stuff that goes with it. The stuff that will make you say, ‘Shit, I thought all these mummy bloggers just fucked about drinking coffee and writing a few posts on what shoes they bought this week while competing over who has the worst-behaved kid or who consumed the most wine. Because that isn’t me, and that isn’t Part-Time Working Mummy. The PTWM blog, the PTWM page, has some of the most amazing warriors you will ever meet. Their stories, their lives, break me every day. But I know them – I know them because they are me, and I hope I am them. I’ve been through it all and, while I still can’t believe anyone is listening, I’m going to run with it



while I can, because there are more women (and men, and teenagers) out there who need it, who need to hear that things will get better, that they are doing brilliantly, and that someone knows what they are going through. So, here we go – this is where this mummy blogger came from . . .













INTRODUCTION


It was 26 January 2016 and I’d had a twat of a day. I’d been angry, sad, upset and hormonal – added with a touch of parental guilt for a complete laugh, and my life had been turned upside-down about a hundred times since breakfast. As I threw myself down on the sofa waiting for the inevitable shouts of ‘Muuuuuuuum’ from my tiny turds – who would no doubt now be the thirstiest, hungriest, hottest or most unloved children who just needed me to give them food, drink or a cuddle instead of just going to sleep and allowing me to just sit, alone and in peace for an hour before I went to bed – I thought about something I had done earlier and wondered if it had been the right choice. On the way to work every day for the past ten years I had passed a woman on the local bridge, taking her kids to school, walking with her dog, having the time to do all the little bits that, as a working mummy, I never seemed to do. I’d watched her for so long, and when I got into work that day, I poured out everything I was thinking onto a local Facebook page.


Every morning for the past 10 years I’ve driven from Torquay over the Shaldon bridge on my way to work . . . and most days I’ve driven past a beautiful lady with crazy blonde curly hair. She started out ten years ago walking her eldest child to the primary school with her younger ones carried on her chest and in double buggies (she had a double buggy, one strapped to her chest in a carrier and two walking with her – five in total I think), while walking a beautiful retriever puppy.


Every morning I would watch her and be in awe of how organised she was, how she could possibly manage, and how happy her babies looked. I would then continue the rest of my journey to work with a lump in my throat that someone else was doing all of those things because I felt I should be at work.


This lady made me realise that, actually, I should work a little less, and learn to manage a little more.


So, as I drove past you this morning and saw you kissing your daughter on the forehead who I used to see as a tiny baby and is now a little lady, with your dog walking alongside at a much slower pace now he’s so much older, and I imagine all your other children are now at secondary school and walk there by themselves, I just wanted to post on here, in the hope that somehow it will reach you, to say thank you; because of you I have now reduced my working hours so I can spend some mornings at home and doing the crazy school runs with all my kids. I make sure I go and fight back tears watching all their school plays and I bake (mainly inedible) cakes for the fetes, and I love all of it!


It’s amazing that seeing a thirty-second glimpse of someone else’s life once a day can make yours so much more enjoyable xx


I never thought for a second anyone would even bother to read it.


I never thought for a second it would change my life.


But it did. I sat there with my partner Josh beside me – giggling away at my forays into public posting – and I checked the post. I’d wondered if it might have got a few ‘likes’ or if anyone had commented something negative.


‘Shit, Josh,’ I said, looking at it and trying to actually compute how many likes there were, how many comments had been written, ‘this thing . . . this post I did? It’s gone absolutely mental.’


The words on that page changed everything when the post went viral. Within two days, I was contacted by pretty much every British newspaper. I had reached



media as far afield as the USA and China, and I had Good Morning Britain and This Morning in a bidding war over who could persuade me more than the other to appear on their sofa and talk about the post.


It had gone crazy, and as much as I was in shock, it was a good crazy because I had written a post about someone that I was in awe of and who had touched my life, even though she had no idea who I was or what effect she’d had on me. Someone who was just another normal mum whom I had spent the past ten years watching doing the school run while I was on my way to work. Someone I needed to thank, and someone who had made me want to be a better mummy and change the way I did things. I couldn’t believe it but there it was – the little bit of thanks I had given, the little bit of kindness I had shown in the post, had made people want to spread it all over the world. They shared their own stories, they tagged people who had made a difference to their lives, and they repeatedly wrote in the comments asking the writer of that anonymous post to begin their own blog.


So, I began searching Facebook for mums similar to me. I spent days on the Internet researching blogs and their content just to see what writing about your life involved, what reactions you got, and what people said to you and about you. I could find nothing. The only mums who did blog seemed to be nice, happy ones with their lives together. They had a husband, a few kids, a mortgage, and



a couple of nice cars on the drive. They had an annual holiday abroad and they lived lovely, simple lives. It was all picture-perfect and it was nothing like the life I lived or the life lived by most of the women I knew.


I had gone through life making mistake after mistake. I’d had a shitty childhood, got into drugs in my teenage years, and had had three daughters from two failed relationships. I’d been in an abusive relationship, been through loss and heartache, but I was still standing – and I felt that there must be thousands of women, just like me, who didn’t have the Instagram dream, but who did need a bit of support to let them know that, actually, they were doing just fine.


So, I sat with Josh, my fiancé, who had brought another two beautiful kids into our full-time brood, and explained my dilemma – that the things I had to say were a bit different to any other Mummy Blogger. Would anybody want to hear the truth about what life was like as a mum and stepmum of five with a chaotic patchwork family? He looked at me and reminded me that there are more people in the world who make mistakes than who have their lives together. I might be one of the former, but there was a whole army of us out there.


And that was it.


Right then I decided to start my blog page, where I would talk honestly about it all. That night, Part-Time Working Mummy was born and I don’t think I’ve paused



for breath ever since.


This book is the next step for me. It’s everything I’ve been through that’s made me who I am, plus all the lessons I’ve learned along the way. I hope it will give you a bit of a laugh as well as the strength to keep going when times get tough. Because the reality is, we are all in this together . . .
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ONCE UPON A TIME


I have very few memories of being with my mum as a child, but the ones I remember are so clear – right down to the clothing I wore, what fruit was in the brown bowl on the glass coffee table, whether it was sunny or raining, whether it was day or night. They’re like snapshots that I can reach into and feel or smell; they’re as real to me as sitting here now, typing this. I guess that’s what we all wonder as Mommas – what will our children remember about us, about their childhoods? When we look around at all the other women who seem so perfect to us when we feel like crap, we assume that they are getting it right and that their kids will look back on the gingerbread houses they made together or the six-hour cupcake-making sessions, whereas ours will recall nothing but us shrieking ‘Shit!’ a hundred times a day while we search frantically for the car keys and scream at them that the dishwasher doesn’t load its bloody self.




It’s all somewhere in the middle though. We all have good days and bad days, and the bad days make us feel like the good ones don’t happen that often. So, despite everything about my childhood and the million questions I could ask my mum, I remember good times. I remember snoozing with her on the sofa in the afternoons while my elder siblings were at school. She would lie behind me and spoon me into her, and we would nap together while my favourite film, Annie, played repeatedly on the TV in the background. I remember her smell. To this day, I could still pick her sweet perfume on her warm skin out of a thousand other smells.


When I was little, my parents had moved from Denton in Manchester and bought a country B&B in a little village in Devon. I think they made this choice to give us a better life; maybe keeping track of us in a rural setting seemed like it would be an easier task. But it turned out we weren’t the picture-perfect family, and I picked up on that before I could even work out specifically what was wrong in my parents’ relationship.


I remember Mum being sat surrounded by Dad’s paperwork in one of our many upstairs bedrooms. She would be on her knees with piles of invoices and receipts around her, and she looked so sad. Now, as a parent and a grown woman, I see that look with more clarity: she was trapped, desperately unhappy with little support.




It seemed to me as if she and my dad were constantly arguing, the sound of their fights coming through from the kitchen below my bedroom as I lay on the floor and waited for them to stop. They never seemed to, as it just went on and on and on. I never remember being scared of either of them – they were both good, kind parents. The shouting didn’t seem aggressive, just emotional – and incredibly repetitive on my dad’s part. I would often go downstairs to ask for a drink in the hope it would end their fights, but I’d just be handed a bottle of juice and have to toddle back to my room, where I would lie on my floor again and listen to their rows continue.


Our house was crazy. Nowadays mine is too, but, growing up, it was different. The house was always full of people all the time – family and friends from Manchester, but maybe they felt that because our home was a B&B, it was fine to just land there and stay for a while, certainly most weekends. My siblings always had their friends over too.


There are fond memories, too, of course. I clearly remember our milk lady, a woman called Sue, who would come round every morning and deliver the glass bottles of milk for us all – she had really long dark hair that would always be in a high pony tail and she would open the front door calling ‘Wooohooo’. We also had a ‘Video Man’ who would rock up every Friday night, open his car boot in the street, and show everyone the hundreds of



videos he had for rent. I would get a Care Bears one every week and one of my brothers would get a Star Wars one.


What I remember, above anything else, is how loved I was. I remember that feeling of being such a loved child; I was shown affection constantly and I knew that my mum just adored me so very much. One thing that does stick in my mind was that she lived for interior design and gardening – she would spend hours at her sewing machine making matching lampshades, bedspreads and curtains out of Laura Ashley fabric, and our gardens were like something out of the Chelsea Flower Show. She would host the most amazing parties where people would turn household items into musical instruments and dance until the early hours of the morning; there would always be so much amazing food with full cooked breakfasts, three-course lunches, homemade sweets and cakes, tables groaning with the weight of it all. It was a happy home in that respect. My Aunt Marg and Mum’s friend Hazel always told me they envied Mum because we had it so right as a family, together, all of us.


But it couldn’t have been right – not really.


I don’t remember her ever saying ‘goodbye’, I don’t even recall how or why she left, whether there was an argument beforehand and she left in temper, or if she just slipped away in the night. I was certainly never told anything by anyone at the time, but one day I woke up and she just wasn’t there anymore.




I know the date. I know that Mum moved out of the family home on 16th January 1986. I was four years old, with my siblings ranging in age from nine to eighteen.


On Valentine’s Day, as I remember it – a month later – one of our neighbours moved in with her two kids. She was our neighbour, but now she was also my dad’s girlfriend. As a young child, you accept what goes on around you because there is trust in the adults raising you. You think that, no matter how hard it feels, what they do and say is right and normal; you ignore that ache in your heart and you think that other children live just the same as you do. It’s only when you reach a certain age that you look back and see that so much of that time was never, ever right.


My dad was always a workaholic, he never hid that and it was part of our world; he always said it was so we could have the nice things in life. He certainly continued to work even after Mum left, and that was hard because he was often far away from home and it meant that we were now pretty much solely raised by his girlfriend, our new ‘stepmum’, Pamela.


Pam was the opposite of my mum in every possible way. I had spent my first four years with a woman who adored me, who despised bad language, and who rarely raised her voice. My new life was very different to this. I never remember feeling anxiety until then, yet now it was with me day and night, sat in the pit of my tummy, whirring



away like a physical illness. I don’t want to go into the details because what matters is how I came through it all, but the things I went through certainly had the effect of making me want to rebel as a teenager. It’s only through extensive therapy as an adult that I’ve learned about ways in which people can control behaviour emotionally as much through threats and implication as physically.


In the middle of it all, Mum would phone me and my siblings. I don’t remember much in terms of how often she called or how much we saw her once she had left. My memories of that time are not really there. During therapy sessions as an adult it was explained to me that, as a child, I wouldn’t have been able to cope with all of the feelings that came about from my mum leaving, all of the heartache. Which is why as an adult I don’t have those memories because your body suppresses them in order to protect you. I do know that she first moved to a house nearby with her new boyfriend and I know from there they moved to Birmingham, and I know from there they moved to Lincolnshire. Again, I don’t remember lengths of times or dates but I remember her feeling so very far away from such a young age and with the distance (which was now a seven-hour car journey away) came the reality that I now could only see her a few times a year. I don’t know what made her make those choices, as a mum myself. It’s not something I will ever be able to make sense of because I miss my children when I’m at work, which is



a twenty-minute drive away. But Mum still always continued to phone. During those phone calls, I would be sat in the hallway upstairs, and, strangely, I recall every detail – we had a mushroom-coloured house phone with a big round dial. It sat on a wicker shelf but the phone wire was long enough that you could stretch it and sit on the bottom step. I would use my finger to try and wipe the dust out of the round holes where the numbers were or wrap the curly cord round my wrist while tears ran off my chin. I had to learn very quickly not to cry. I suspected that Pam was listening out downstairs in the kitchen because, any time I did begin to get upset, I remember she would race up the stairs, grab the phone off me and slam it down, while screaming things about my mum.


I would then be given the option to stop crying immediately or go to bed. I always chose bed, as my heart hurt too much to try and force my tears to stop falling. A lot of the time when I climbed into my bottom bunk it was still so light outside, bright sunshine blazing through my curtains, but I would just cry myself to sleep into my pillow. I had no idea if and when I would speak to or see my mum again and I worried that she thought that I had put down the phone on her. As a five-year-old girl, these responsibilities weighed heavy on my mind. When I look back at that scene now, I can see the whole image, even down to the clothes I had on and the white bedspread decorated with pink clouds that I was laid sobbing under. I cannot feel the pain but I can recognise how shattered my heart was; I can picture myself struggling to catch a breath because I am crying so hard. When I look at me as that little girl, consumed with grief at losing her mummy, the confusion and hurt I was trying to deal with makes me wonder if any amount of therapy can ever get you through such utter heartbreak. I believe that sometimes when something hurts you so much, it stops hurting at all.


The only respite I got from my home life was when I went to my best friend Leila’s house. Leila had two older brothers, one of whom, Jamie, was best friends with my brother Matthew. Leila’s mum, Sammy, was the kindest, calmest, most loving lady I have ever come across in this lifetime. Every time we saw her she showed Matthew and me the love we desperately craved. It was the same love our mum had given us, the love a mother shows where they genuinely want to know what you’ve eaten at school, if you’ve had a good day, how you are. The love where they remind you to drink your juice so you don’t get dehydrated. The love where they force you into that bath you desperately don’t want to have because it’s nice to smell clean. You don’t forget that sort of love when you’re going through hell. I am still in touch with Sammy today and I spent New Year’s Eve 2018 with her and her family. As we sat in her beautiful home, I thanked her for all she had done. I told her that I didn’t feel like I have it right like she did, because there are times when I lose my shit with my kids, I get annoyed and I don’t hold it together and all I ever remember is her holding it together. She responded by saying, ‘You know, Rachaele, as long as your kids know how much you love them when they fall asleep at night and when they open their eyes in the morning, they’ll be fine. The rest of it is just personality’. Sammy is proud of all I have achieved. I think she knows more than anyone that I almost took a different path, so she sends me a text every now and then reminding me that she’s proud, or that she loves me, or that she’s always there if and when I need her.


Leila lived in an amazing bungalow which seemed absolutely huge when I was little. It had windows the whole way round and you could run round the outside of the entire house in a circle. I often go back to that house now. I park up and just look at it. I don’t know why. It’s almost like some kind of therapy, although now it looks so tiny. In my head, it was always the dream house that I would buy for my own family one day because of the memories it gave me, but the reality is that my army would never fit in it, so instead I occasionally drive past. I pull up and walk past on the pavement, I check if the hole in the bush that we used to run through is still visible, I note the changes – like all the fruit trees that sit in the garden now full of apples and pears which were once open spaces where we played bat and ball or put up a tent to sleep under the stars, and I feel thankful, because, once upon a time, that house and the family that lived in it were my saviours.


That lovely home sat a five-minute walk away from Broadsands beach. Broadsands is a big beach, it goes on and on with golden sand and has the prettiest pastel-coloured huts all along the front and, in the summer, there would always be hundreds of people behind wind-breakers eating sandwiches out of big plastic cool boxes. The bungalow was surrounded by fields where we made dens in the woods out of black bags and anything we could take out of Leila’s dad’s shed (if we were confident he wouldn’t miss it!). Matthew and I were happy there, it was like having a little piece of our childhood back, even if we only had each other rather than the rest of the family too.


Sammy let us stay over whenever we were allowed, she never said ‘no’ to us, not ever. She took us on their family holidays, even to Fuerteventura for a fortnight on my eleventh birthday. By now, my dad had no idea where I was as he wasn’t hardly around. Pam must have been happy as she didn’t have to deal with me if I was somewhere else, so as much as I could, I’d be at Sammy’s house.


My eldest brother and sister had left home pretty much instantly after Mum disappeared. They couldn’t deal with the changes at home.


During these years, I had no idea where they moved to. I don’t recall ever seeing them other than every Sunday morning at 10 am when John would come and take me out for the day. This was the only day of the week I would wake up with a different feeling in my tummy, a nice butterfly feeling rather than fear or apprehension. We would race round in John’s B-reg white Vauxhall Astra then go to the house of his girlfriend’s parents. Della’s mum and dad made us Sunday roast and, while John and Della spent the afternoon cuddled up watching the Grand Prix after the food, Della would let me go into her bedroom and play. I would dress up in her expensive clothes and shoes, putting on her lipstick, playing the Beverley Craven song ‘Promise Me’ over and over on repeat! I would rewind the tape to the beginning time after time, and sing it to my mum like she could hear me, feeling like my heart was breaking.


John and I would then sit at the dining table and write our mum letters and cards. I would draw her pictures which John would post to her in secret without Dad and Pam knowing anything about it. I knew from the start that things like that needed to be kept a secret from my dad and stepmum, as did the phone call I made every Sunday afternoon from Della’s dining room.


John would then announce it was time for me to go home and the anxiety would hit my chest like I’d been winded. The good butterflies would leave and the nasty ones returned – and the tears would come. John would make me so many false promises about how things would get better, and about how Matthew and I would soon be back with Mum. I never saw it then, but when I picture his face now, I can see his heart was also broken with the heavy responsibility he had to carry as he tried to protect his baby siblings.


•


So that’s where I began . . . and I’m conscious that my childhood wasn’t all rosy, but I wonder how many people can truly say they had an amazing childhood. So many of us go through things as children that were never what they should have been and I want that out there – I want people to understand things aren’t always perfect.


And ultimately you learn, no matter what kind of childhood you have, you learn . . . and here’s some of what I learned from those years:


• You never know what’s round the corner, so make the most of the good stuff while you can. When you’re a kid, you can’t really think that way, but even if you have been massively fucked up in childhood, try to hold on to any little things that can make you smile. I think of how much Mum loved me when she was a mum to me, the music filling the house, the food she made, the affection she showed – so now I try my hardest to make those memories for my children while they grow.




• Try to recognise that we’re all muddling through. When I say John made false promises, I don’t mean that in a bad way; I mean that he couldn’t control the behaviour of the adults in our lives, so he did what he could, and he always loved me. He wasn’t lying, he was just trying to make it easier for me to go home. Give people credit for what they can do, not what they can’t.


• There are decent people out there – Sammy and her family were a godsend to me. That lady was a good mum and a good person and I learned so much from her. Listen to your kids, pay attention to the small bits of their lives, and if you are able to, love their friends because sometimes it changes lives.
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