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This book is dedicated to all the parents trying their best and not always getting it right. We’ve all been there! xx
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Dear Toddler Tamer


Help!! My children are out of control. They are monsters!


Olly is eight. He’s full of energy. So inquisitive about the world. He loves inventing things. But he’s a magnet for trouble. He sets traps for the postman and for me. I can’t walk into a room anymore without worrying I’m going to be hit by a falling bowl of water. When he’s not leading his brother and sister into trouble, he’s lashing out at them. Our house is a war zone!


Ben and Matilda are four. They’re becoming even naughtier than Olly. Ben is scared of his own shadow but obsessed with slides. He’s always trying to make a slide out of the stairs. Matilda is competitive. She’s always trying to outdo her brothers and when she doesn’t get her own way, she has vicious tantrums. Bedtimes are a nightmare. Mealtimes are a nightmare. Leaving the house is a nightmare. My life is a nightmare!!


I don’t know what else to do. I’m completely alone. I have three children that don’t listen to a word I say.


Please help me!!!


Becca x





Six hours earlier






Chapter 1



To: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


From: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


Subject: The Twins


Dear Mrs Harris,


Unfortunately, we were unable to reach you on your contact details this afternoon regarding Ben and Matilda’s behaviour at nursery today. We were able to reach your mother who has now collected the twins.


As I’m sure you are aware, there are now only two weeks left of term and all of us here at the pre-school feel it would be in the best interests of the twins to spend their final weeks at home preparing for the next stage in their education journey.


Regards,


Julie Whitehead


Pre-school Manager


I blink, once, twice, a dozen times. It doesn’t make sense! I ignore the soft music drifting from the speakers at the front of the church, the shuffle of people moving, and continue to stare at my phone. The lines of the email don’t change.


One word punches through my thoughts. No.


No! No, no, no!


This can’t be happening.


Two extra weeks at home with Ben and Matilda.


Then the six-week summer holidays with Olly too. And let’s not forget the two sneaky inset days tacked on either side of the summer, so it’s actually closer to seven weeks, not six. It’s like the way chocolate bars keep shrinking, and they think we won’t notice one less bite of crunchy gooey chocolate. The devious bastards. I notice!


So that’s nine weeks at home with my children. Nine weeks of mayhem, of juggling work and chores, and entertaining two four-year-olds and an eight-year-old who finds trouble quicker than Rex can find a clean basket of laundry to curl up in and cover with her black fur.


You won’t be able to do it, a voice whispers in my head. It’s right. I won’t.


This can’t be happening. No, no, no! That word again. The one I hear a hundred times a day. Screamed or shouted, launched at me, usually with a missile in tow – a cuddly toy if I’m lucky; a hard, plastic action figure if I’m not. The day they hold try-outs for an Olympic dodgeball team, it won’t be the young and sporty at the front of the queue – all those lithe limbs and tight Lyra; it will be us – the harassed forty-something mums. The exhausted parents. I challenge any of those sporty types to dip, dodge, duck and dive their way past a Nerf gun attack while making packed lunches and answering emails.


But this time it is me who wants to scream ‘No’ at the top of my lungs; me who wants to stomp my foot and throw something.


Remember Josh has booked time off, I tell myself, clinging to the knowledge as though it’s the last scrap of my sanity. One day a week. One whole day to myself, to work, to sniff fabrics and stare at beautiful colour charts. One day when Josh can see how hard it really is, when he’ll understand why he comes home to a house that looks like a Lego bomb has exploded in the living room. Plus Mum will help too. It will be OK, won’t it?


I love Olly, Ben and Matilda. I would kill for them. I’d fall on a thousand swords for my children, but even one day at home with them leaves me ragged, tattered. And I’ve still got Mrs Young’s entire living room to remodel before Olly breaks up.


Two weeks. That’s all Ben and Matilda had left. I’ve been tearful just thinking about the graduation ceremony with the little black hats and the rolled-up certificates tied in the St Helena’s green ribbon. The clapping parents in the designer sunglasses. The little tea party in the garden – a final farewell before Ben and Matilda join Olly at the prep school next door.


Surely they’re not saying Ben and Matilda can’t attend the ceremony? The gossip will be all over St Helena’s. Red heat prickles my skin. Sweat starts to form between my boobs. Why on earth did I choose a push-up bra today of all days? It’s like a furnace in here.


‘Becca?’ Josh’s voice is soft in my ear.


‘Just a sec.’ I jab at my phone and check my call log. Eighteen missed calls stare back at me. Sixteen from the pre-school. Oh God, what did Ben and Matilda do this time?


Surely the staff weren’t stupid enough to leave the scissors in reach. Not after poor little Molly’s hair incident. To be fair, she was a willing participant right up until the first lock of golden hair fell into her lap.


Another two missed calls – both from my mother, and a text.


Hello darling, I’ve collected Ben and Matilda from nursery and taken them to your house. I’m missing my afternoon tea with the bowls ladies. Call me! x


A pressure builds, tightening my chest, squeezing my brain. I touch my brow line, pushing my fingers into the skin, willing myself to stop frowning. Guilt burns through me. I should be there. It’s a ten-minute drive to St Helena’s, seven minutes at a dash. It should’ve been me picking them up.


Epic fail on the mother of the year award. That voice again. Ha! As if I was ever a contender!


But with that guilt comes a sizzling frustration. Why did it have to be today? The one day I’m not there. The one day I’ve travelled to west London to stand by my husband’s side.


‘Becca,’ Josh hisses my name, following it with a nudge, and finally I look up to a sea of black and the pinched faces of the mourners waiting to leave the stuffy heat of the church. The line ahead is already at the door. I’m holding everyone up.


The apology is a soft mutter as I stuff my phone into my bag and walk with as much finesse as I can muster in my black leopard-print pumps, knowing full well how ridiculous I look, how my black tailored dress should be worn with pointed-toe, classic heels. Sexy but not slutty. The very shoes I bought last week for this funeral. The same shoes that disappeared into the vortex of lost things somewhere between 9 p.m. last night and 8:15 a.m. this morning when I was trying to get all three kids out the door for the school run while Josh was tutting about the M25 traffic and how his boss will notice if he’s late.


‘Just wear whatever. No one will notice your shoes,’ he said with a final sigh, and so I grabbed the nearest shoes to black I could find. It doesn’t matter now that I got up an hour early to wrestle my thick brown hair into mermaid tassels and perfect my make-up. It doesn’t matter that I fake tanned my legs with an ancient bottle of fake tan I found in the back of the cupboard. Without the shoes, I feel short and dumpy, and every bit the tired mum of three that I am.


Everyone is staring.


I know I shouldn’t care. A man has died. I know this, and yet all of Josh’s colleagues are here and I never see them, and the pathetic truth is that I wanted them, I wanted Josh, to notice.


Outside, the early afternoon sun is beating down on the courtyard, a bright piercing yellow that makes everyone reach for their sunglasses. There’s a Mediterranean heat to the day, which feels completely wrong for a funeral.


Mourners gather in huddles, shaking off their jackets, fanning themselves with the order of service, talking softly as everyone waits for the immediate family to finish their talk with the vicar and leave for the wake.


‘Are you OK?’ I ask Josh. His gaze is on the shell-shocked face of the widow, but it’s Josh I’m looking at, and the grey pallor to his skin, the strain to his brown eyes that I’ve noticed more and more lately. There’s a tension to him that seems to cloud the handsome features I know as well as my own, and I realise in that moment that I can’t remember the last time I heard him laugh.


The truth is, Josh has barely mustered a smile for weeks. There was the Sunday last month when he disappeared into the garden for five hours to pin the creeping pink rose bushes around a wooden trellis archway he’d made. I remember him, standing back, sweaty in the heat, a streak of dirt on his forehead, grinning to himself as Matilda and Ben skipped through the arch, hand in hand, declaring themselves married.


‘We were the same age,’ Josh says and I know he’s talking about Robert, whose smiling face stares out from the order of service in my hand. ‘I heard one of the blokes who worked with him say that Robert never had so much as a cold. Never took a sick day. Then bam, his heart stops. No warning sign or anything. We joined the company the same year too. I think I only spoke to him twice. Twice in all that time.’


‘You worked in different departments.’ I slip my hand into his. It’s hot and clammy and he quickly pulls away.


He doesn’t want to be seen with you.


I try to ignore the thought, wishing I had something comforting to say, but the email from the pre-school nudges into the forefront of my mind and I can’t stop myself from digging out my phone again.


‘I need to send a quick email,’ I tell Josh.


He nods, his focus on his own phone now, and I step away from the groups and find a corner, a square of shade against the cool stone wall of the church.


To: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


From: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


Subject: Re: The Twins


Hi Julie,


Sorry I wasn’t able to answer my phone today. I did mention at drop-off that I would be out of contact at a funeral for most of the day.


I must admit, I’m struggling to understand what you’re saying. How is it in Ben and Matilda’s interest not to return to pre-school to be with their friends for the final two weeks of term?


Best wishes,


Becca


The reply comes sixty seconds later.


To: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


From: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


Subject: Re Re: The Twins


Dear Mrs Harris,


As I’m sure you’re aware, we have twenty-six other pupils at the pre-school as well as the twins. We must consider what is best for all the children in our charge, and that is for Ben and Matilda not to return to us.


Your mother has collected them and all of their belongings. We will send their pre-school certificates in the post.


Regards,


Julie Whitehead


I grit my teeth. No ceremony then. No floral dress and afternoon tea. No little black hats and grinning photos for my Instagram feed. Anger and desperation swell inside me.


To: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


From: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


Subject: Re Re Re: The Twins


You can’t do this! They are four. You can’t expel them from pre-school!! They love it. They’ll be devastated.


We pay a lot of money to send the children to St Helena’s!


To: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


From: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


Subject: Re Re Re Re: The Twins


Dear Mrs Harris,


St Helena’s does not believe in using the term ‘expel’. Perhaps consider this a period of reflection prior to them moving up to the prep school. With regards to the fees, please refer to the terms and conditions you signed when enrolling the twins into the pre-school.


Regards,


Julie Whitehead


Tears sting at the edges of my eyes. They are hot, angry, selfish tears. Tears for me and tears for Ben and Matilda too. I know what they’re like. Of course I do. I know the trouble they can find themselves in, but surely qualified staff – trained individuals – can manage two four-year-olds for two more weeks.


To: office@StHelenaspreschool.co.uk


From: Rebecca.Harris@RebeccaHarrisInteriors.com


Subject: Re Re Re Re Re: The Twins


Please don’t do this!!! I know Ben and Matilda can be a handful but they’re good children! I’ll talk to them. I promise they’ll behave for the next two weeks.


Becca x


It’s outright begging. It’s pathetic is what it is, but right now I don’t care. From the corner of my eye, I spot Josh striding towards me – cool and confident in his black suit, looking every bit the hedge fund manager. He brushes away a strand of brown hair that’s dropped onto his forehead and I make a mental note to book haircuts for him and Olly.


‘Have you been crying?’ Josh asks as I drop my phone into my bag and dab at my eyes.


‘It’s …’


Josh’s gaze is already pulling back to the other mourners and the funeral cars now crawling out of the car park. I swallow the words threatening to spill out of me. Josh already gets so angry at the mention of St Helena’s. I can’t bear another rant on extortionate fees and pompous teachers right now. He’s right on both accounts, but you can’t live a ten-minute drive away from the very best school in the county and not send your children there. Second cousins of Prince William send their children to St Helena’s, not to mention one of the band members of The Falconers.


I’ll get the full story from Ben and Matilda first. I’ll see if I can fix it before I mention anything to Josh. ‘Nothing,’ I lie. ‘Just funerals. We should get back. I have to collect Olly from after-school football at 4:15.’


There’s a pause. A moment when Josh should agree but doesn’t. He pulls a face. It’s his ‘I’m about to tell you something you’re not going to like’ face. All frown and grimace. The expression is so exaggerated, so Olly-like, that I almost laugh, except at the same time my stomach tenses. I know before he speaks that I’m not going to like whatever he’s about to tell me.


‘Actually,’ he says, glancing my way before his gaze fixes on the gleaming black paintwork of our Range Rover. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m going to drop you at the nearest Tube station. I think Turnham Green is around here somewhere. I should head to the office for a few hours.’


‘But I thought the office was closed today for compassionate leave?’ My heart sinks. I’d been looking forward to Josh being home this evening. I’d pictured us sitting in the garden with a glass of wine while the children play. I had the Instagram post all planned out: #CherishEveryMoment #FamilyIsEverything


He pushes his fingers into his temples in that way he does when a headache is threatening. ‘I heard Neil saying that he’s going to pop in and do a few hours so now I have to. I’m sorry.’


Sorry. Another word I hear countless times a day.


Josh strides towards the car and now I’m grateful for my flat pumps and my ability to keep pace. It’s going to take me hours to get home on the train. Josh is dumping me on the wrong side of London as it is.


‘I can’t get the train. There’s no way I’ll be back in time to collect Olly,’ I say.


‘Can’t you ask one of your mum friends?’


You don’t have any mum friends, remember?


Not anymore.


‘Or your mum could do it,’ Josh says. ‘Isn’t she collecting Ben and Matilda in a bit anyway.’


Except she’s already been to the school once today and already has Ben and Matilda.


‘We can’t keep relying on my mum for everything,’ I say instead. ‘She already does so much. Can’t you log on and work at home for a bit?’


‘It’ll be too noisy.’


‘Fine. Leave me the car and you get the Tube.’


‘Becca, I can’t. It’ll take ages to get into central London on the Tube from here. Look, there’s something else I have to tell you,’ he continues.


He has that face again.


‘What?’ I ask. What could be worse than dropping me at a Tube station in the arse end of London.


He’s going to tell you he’s working all weekend.


‘Let’s get in the car first,’ he says, throwing a glance over his shoulder to where a group of mourners are still talking. I follow his gaze to a woman in the group – glossy black hair, young, skinny and sickeningly beautiful in that way twenty-somethings are now – all airbrushed make-up, drawn-on brows and plump lips.


She looks quickly to Josh and then back to me. Her gaze falls to my shoes and I catch the flicker of a smirk on her lips. Bloody shoes. Where the hell did my heels get to?





Chapter 2



The car is oven hot. My bare legs stick to the leather and I think, as I always do in moments like this, how much I hate this car. It’s practically a bus for one thing. It’s near impossible to park and it drinks petrol with the same gusto as I do my Friday night gin and tonic.


But I say nothing. It was me who went on and on about how impossible it would be to survive with three kids without a state-of-the-art, lease Range Rover, me who said our whizzy little VW Golf wouldn’t cut it on the school run, completely skipping over the real reason – how convinced I was that the other mums would look down on me if I didn’t have the right car.


As Josh starts the engine, cold air blasts from the vent and we follow the line of traffic inching out of the car park.


‘What did you want to tell me?’ I ask, my eyes straying back to the woman with the black hair.


Silence from Josh.


‘Josh, what is it?’ Irritation rings in my voice. I swallow it down. We should be having wistful conversations about living in the moment not bickering about the usual kids/work/money merry-go-round of fights we have.


‘Look,’ Josh says, eyes on the road ahead as we pull into slow moving traffic. ‘Don’t hate me. I never meant for this to happen.’


He’s leaving you. He’s finally had enough of you.


Oh God. Cold sweeps through my body. He wouldn’t.


Can you blame him though? Look at what a mess you are all the time.


‘I’m being sent to the New York office for two months.’


‘What?’ I gasp. A giddy relief sweeps over me. He’s not leaving me. Not for ever anyway.


Josh shifts in his seat, a hand digging at the space between his collar and his neck. I briefly wonder if he’s feeling strangled by it, and if he isn’t, whether I can throttle him instead. ‘I know the timing of this trip is rubbish,’ he says, ‘but I can’t say no. You understand that, right? It’s not optional.’


I lean my head against the headrest, feeling stupid. Of course Josh isn’t leaving me. We’ve been married ten years, together fifteen. Our life is hectic, fraught some of the time, but we’re happy, aren’t we?


Then Josh’s words sink in and somewhere in the back of my mind an alarm rings, loud and urgent. ‘Timing? When do you have to go?’


‘Next week.’


‘Josh.’ I jerk forwards. ‘You cannot go to New York for two months next week. The summer holidays. The children.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Frustration knots inside me. ‘But you’ve taken a day off each week of the summer holidays to look after the kids so I can work, remember? How are you going to do that from New York? How am I supposed to keep my business going?’ My voice is shrill, panicked but angry too. He can’t do this to me.


He is!


‘I know. I’m really sorry,’ Josh says, pulling at his collar again.


‘Stop saying sorry,’ I hiss. ‘And say what you mean – your job is more important than mine.’


‘Yes, actually,’ he snaps. ‘Because I earn the money that pays the mortgage, for this sodding car you love so much, all the holidays, the school fees, everything. You pay for what exactly?’


His words slice – a dozen paper cuts inside my chest. ‘Hey, I gave up a successful career in interior design to raise the kids. It’s not been a massive picnic, in case you haven’t noticed.’


I wait for his retort, the one about how he didn’t ask me to do that, but it doesn’t come. A crackling silence hangs between us – charged, waiting.


‘I can’t have this argument again.’ He sighs. ‘I’m sorry about the summer holidays. I know it’s going to be hard for you. The company are paying a bonus. Why don’t you hire a nanny?’


‘A nanny? You’re joking? I can’t do that.’


Who would even agree to look after Olly, Ben and Matilda?


‘Or don’t then. You’ll figure it out. You’ve got your mum. I’m leaving Sunday night, all right? For the record, I don’t want to go, but if I don’t then they’ll send someone else and I’ll be side-lined and I won’t get the bonus that is going to pay for another year of school fees.’


‘Sunday night?’ I frown. ‘As in, in two days’ time? But …’ My head spins with questions. ‘How long have you known?’


He sighs again. It’s the same way he sighs when Olly begs for a game of football or Matilda wants to drag him into one of her imaginary games. ‘I’m the cafe owner. You’re the customer.’ My jaw clenches. It’s the sound he makes when he wants to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.


‘Josh. How long have you known about this?’ I ask again.


‘A few weeks,’ he admits. ‘I’ve been trying to tell you. It’s just … It’s a madhouse at home. We never get a moment to talk.’


‘That’s bullshit. We have the evenings.’


‘You mean at ten o’clock when the kids finally pass out and you catch up on work or fall asleep on the sofa and I’m already thinking about how I need to be up at 5 a.m.?’


‘That’s what everyone does.’ My tone is defensive but his comment stings. It’s not always 10 p.m. before the kids go to sleep, is it? God, I always have the best intentions at the start of the day, grand plans to settle the kids early and cook something nice – a late dinner, just the two of us, sharing our days, laughing at the kids’ mishaps. But the hours slide away and then something happens. Something always happens. Like last week when Olly brought his BMX into the house to ride down the stairs, and Ben and Matilda raided our wardrobe and played dressing-up with all of our clothes and I had to wash and iron all of Josh’s shirts again.


Then all my intentions slip away and I throw something easy together, eating mine over the sink while the children squabble at the table, because I’m too bone-tired to wait for Josh to get home and eat with him.


‘Maybe if you got home a bit earlier to help,’ I say, unable to stop myself starting another of the arguments we’ve had countless times before. ‘It’s always work with you. It comes before me and before the kids – before everything. Even though you promised me it wouldn’t.’


Josh says nothing. I wonder if he’s thinking of those words he whispered in my ear all those years ago when we were lying on the bed together, looking at paint colours for Olly’s nursery, when my stomach was a bulging watermelon, and we were so blissfully happy. So naive.


‘I’ll come home early at least three days a week and take over for bath time. I’ll want to spend time with the baby too.’


What a joke! He barely lasted a week. But then, my promises were broken just as easily.


‘I don’t want us to be those parents who rely on technology to entertain our children. And absolutely no refined sugar unless it’s a special occasion. It’s so bad for them and so unnecessary.’


Ha! I feel like we alone are keeping Haribo sweets from going out of business.


The memory plunges me into a pool of sadness for the couple we used to be. It’s natural for people to change though, right? I mean, we can’t be all kisses and compliments all the time.


The ticking of the indicator shakes me from my thoughts. Ahead of us, I spot the red Tube sign for Turnham Green, and the bright colours of a flower stall outside.


‘I can’t believe this,’ I say. The sadness is gone, elbowed out by the anger. Frustrated tears burn at the corners of my eyes. Just for a moment I wonder what would happen if I refused to get out of the car, like Matilda when it’s time to leave the playground.


I’m torn. Furious he’s dumped this on me now, fuming he’s leaving me here like this. But if I slam the door and storm off like I want to, then Josh will drive away and be thinking about work in thirty seconds’ time, no doubt forgetting about me and this argument.


‘Please don’t go into the office now.’ I force the anger from my voice and try to sound reasonable, calm, while a tornado rages inside me. ‘Come home so we can talk about this.’


‘There’s nothing more to say. I’m sorry.’ His apology hangs in the air and, despite my anger, I know he means it. I open the door and leave without a word. Stunned. Bereft almost, which makes me feel like a cow, because my husband isn’t dead. He’s going, but he’s coming back. He has to come back. I can’t do this on my own.


As Josh pulls away, disappearing into the steady flow of traffic, I send a pleading text to my mum to collect Olly from football before making a beeline for a kiosk displaying rows of chocolate bars every bit as bright and colourful as the flowers at the stall next door. I buy a Toffee Crisp and a bottle of Diet Coke, breaking my ‘no chocolate on week days’ rule for the third time this week.


You’re weak if you eat that!


I guess I’m weak then.


In the space of an hour, Ben and Matilda have been expelled and Josh has just told me he’s leaving for two months.


This day cannot get any worse.





Chapter 3



A film of clammy sweat covers my skin as the taxi weaves through the narrow country lanes towards the village. My dress feels stiff, the fabric too thick for two Tube rides and cramming myself into a full train with broken air conditioning for an hour.


It’s gone five now and my mind is on flinging off my bra, a cool shower, a large gin and tonic, and all the things I need to do before I can make that happen, like cooking dinner, and wrestling the children out of their school clothes so I can wash them. But among all the little jobs, the endless jobs, there is Ben and Matilda, and finding out what happened at pre-school today.


Whatever it is, I’m sure by Monday the staff will have calmed down and we can come to some kind of understanding. I’ll volunteer to organise the Christmas fair or something. Nobody ever wants that job.


We dip into the valley and cross the river. The driver slows down and opens the windows and I hear the shouts of children splashing in paddling pools. The smell of barbecues hangs in the air, making me long for a hot dog and to sit with my feet up while someone else does the cooking.


I can’t remember the last time we went to a barbecue at someone’s house. We used to go. Almost every weekend there was something with the other parents. Slightly burnt burgers and bouncy castles, beers in ice buckets, the dads in one corner, the mums in the other, the children playing between them.


When did it all stop? When did the invites trickle out? It got harder when Ben and Matilda were born, especially with Matilda’s reflux. When she wasn’t puking, she was crying, and that set Ben off too; then Olly, who was four at the time, would feel left out. He wasn’t exactly an angel before they were born, but things definitely got worse afterwards. We were outnumbered, exhausted.


My mum friends were amazing at first. Popping over with casseroles, helping me with trips to the nearby farm trail and soft play. Then it was the play date at Jessica’s house. She’d had every room decorated and so, of course, she had to show it off. I remember being wrung out from lack of sleep. I remember Olly packing a little bag of his favourite dinosaurs to play with and reminding him to look after them.


We were there for an hour before it all went wrong. Matilda was asleep on me, Ben was on a playmat by my feet. All the mums were talking and I remember wishing I’d not come, wishing I was at home so I could drift off to sleep instead of listening to Sarah’s work crisis that I couldn’t find the energy to care about. Everyone was talking over each other and so it was a while before we noticed how quiet the children were being.


I didn’t know then how much trouble silence could signify.


They all got up – Jessica and Faye, Sarah and Lisa – and even though I wanted to stay where I was, that alarm was ringing in my head. I tucked Matilda into her car seat, picked up Ben and followed behind the others, saying a silent prayer that Olly had been good.


He hadn’t.


We traipsed through the house. Everything looked so white. Clinical. I would have done so much more with the spaces if only Jessica had asked me.


She didn’t ask because she thought you were a mess. She was right!


There was giggling then and movement from one of the bedrooms. Jessica opened the door to her little boy Freddie’s room and there they all were, playing with Olly’s dinosaurs. All except Olly.


‘Where’s Olly?’ Jessica asked before I had the chance, perhaps already sensing that something was not right.


‘He didn’t want to play,’ Freddie said, his attention back on the dinosaurs. ‘He’s colouring.’


‘Where?’ Jessica asked, panic ringing in her voice.


‘I don’t know, Mummy,’ Freddie said, but there was something in his eyes, something that made me think he knew exactly where Olly was. I turned then and opened the next door. A spare room – empty.


Then the next – a bathroom – also empty. It will be fine, I told myself. He’s colouring. He can’t get into too much trouble colouring.


And then the next bedroom. The master bedroom. Everything was white. White walls. White bedding. White curtains. White furniture. White, white, white.


Everything was white except the huge colourful scribbles at knee height on the walls and the bedding and the curtains. Red swirls, then green zig zags. A wobbly black car. A stick man. There were letters too. A big capital O around the light switch. An L, L and a Y.


I gasped, my gaze moving from the walls to my four-year-old son and the Sharpies clenched in his hands.


‘Hello, Mummy,’ he said, and then he grinned. ‘Freddie wouldn’t let me play with my dinosaurs so I found a new game.’


I can still hear Jessica’s ‘Oh my God’ scream and the barrage of hissed swear words. I offered to pay for the room to be redecorated, of course I did, but I also gently suggested she keep Sharpie pens out of reach, which in hindsight was probably a mistake.


‘Get out. Please, just go.’


So we did. Olly clutching his dinosaurs and skipping ahead down the path, oblivious to the destruction he’d caused. Ben and Matilda wailing for the feed they were due.


I sent a tentative message on the group chat a week later, suggesting we meet at my house, but they were all busy that week and the one after. My ‘what’s everyone up to today?’ WhatsApp questions went unanswered.


And then I saw them. Jessica and Faye, Sarah and Lisa, clutching their Costa takeout cups and huddling together while the kids played in the park after school. My cheeks burned hot and I cried for most of the day, but I knew they’d dumped me and really, deep down, I couldn’t blame them. In some ways, it was easier. No more begging talks with Olly about playing nicely, being kind. In one ear and out the other. No more struggling to listen to the other mums while I fed two babies.


I do miss the friendship though. The conspiratorial ‘we’re all in this together’ feeling. It’s lonely sometimes, but work helps, and there’s Mum too. She’s always happy to have a coffee with me.


Thank God for Mum today. She’ll have collected Olly by now and she’ll be doing something crafty with them. They’ll be happy and calm – as calm as it’s possible for my children to be anyway. She’s so good with them.


Better than you are!


I know. But aren’t kids always better for other people than they are for their own parents?


I say a silent prayer that Mum has put some dinner together for us too, and perhaps cleaned the kitchen.


We pass the stone church and the little row of shops – the Co-op and the post office, the tea rooms and the bakery – huddled together with their matching green awnings and hanging flower baskets. A scattering of Tudor houses and then the pub. It’s busy. Every outdoor table is taken and children are running around on the long stretch of lawn. There’s something quintessentially British summertime about the scene and I feel another pang of longing.


‘It’s a few more minutes, at the edge of the village,’ I tell the driver as we pass the blue gates of the village school and the green opposite with its row of cherry trees and colourful playground equipment.


‘Actually, love, can I drop you here?’ he says, already stopping by the green. ‘Easier to turn around.’


I’m silent for a moment. ‘No,’ is the word I want to say. My legs are tired, I have a blister on my right heel. I’m hot and thirsty, and paying an extortionate fee for a twenty-minute journey. All these thoughts run through my mind while I flail slightly, rushing to dig out my purse and saying, ‘Oh, right, yes that’s fine.’


When he’s pulled away in a swift U-turn, I trudge the ten minutes home. Our house is one of two detached properties built in a deep red brick. They’re new builds. Just eight years old. Tacked on at the edge of the village after a storm blew down an old oak tree, crushing the bungalow that used to sit on the land. The owners moved on and the site was snapped up by a developer.


I remember the day we first saw the house – all plain walls and freshness. Five bedrooms, two bathrooms, a huge open-plan kitchen overlooking a small, square garden that Josh always moans is too small, and a long living room, one of those rooms with the TV at one end and a cosy reading corner at the other, not that anyone ever sits in the corner.


I loved that the house was new, that it was only ours. We moved from a one-bed flat in south London when I was pregnant with Olly, and I spent those last weeks before he was born poring over fabric samples and wall colours, putting my stamp on every room. I wanted tranquillity and peace, adding black and white photos on to the walls and splashes of colour in the furnishings to make it feel like home, like a place where we would be happy.


And we were. We are, I correct with a shake of my head. It’s just been a bad day, that’s all.


The back of my neck is sun burnt by the time I reach the house. I can feel the skin tingling and sore. I spot a car parked on the driveway next door and feel the slow, creeping dread of what’s to come. Another Airbnb booking for the weekend. Please don’t let this lot bang on the front door late to complain when the kids are being noisy and won’t go to bed.


Can you blame them?


It’s quiet here. The noises from the pub and the gardens don’t carry far. The only sound is the crickets from the grassy hedgerow on the other side of the road. I look out for Rex, wondering how many she’ll catch and bring into the house tonight. Crickets and spiders are her favourite things. It could be worse – mice and birds and entrails.


Rex is a stupid name for a cat. I’m sure she hates it. It’s in the despising looks she gives me – all disapproval and knowing. But two years ago, Olly was desperate for a dog. It was all he talked about. ‘When we get our dog …’ and ‘I’m going to take our dog for a walk when we get it.’ Ben and Matilda were only two at the time but they cottoned on quickly to Olly’s plans. It became a campaign we couldn’t win.


But there was no way I could cope with a dog alongside the kids.


You can’t even cope with the kids.


They were far too young to take any responsibility, and with Josh out all day, it would’ve been me who looked after it. Another thing to fail at. It was Mum who suggested a cat, and it seemed like a good compromise.


Josh collected it on the way home one night – a little black and white kitten who should have been called Jess or Whiskers; but Rex was the name Olly had chosen for the dog, and Rex was the name he insisted on calling the cat.


There’s no sign of Rex in the front garden as I make my way to the front door. That’s when I hear the piercing scream. Not the joyful happy yells of the village children anymore, but the angry, screeching, blood-curdling fury of children fighting, of my children.





Chapter 4



A ball of anxiety burns in my stomach as I dash towards the front door, desperate to be inside, to stop whatever the hell is going on.


‘Nooooo,’ comes Matilda’s unmistakable screech.


I shove my key in the lock and the door is opening and I’m already two steps into the gap before the door snags on something on the floor, and before I can stop it, before I can move out of its path, the door is flying back towards me, the wood smacking against my face.


Fuck! Pain sears across my forehead. Tears sting the backs of my eyes and I want to pull back, to drop to the ground in a flood of tears, take a breath and wait for the pain to pass, but Olly is laughing at something just inside the hall and the sound is quickly followed by Matilda. ‘I’m going to kill you,’ she screams, and I’m quite sure in that moment that she is.


I push the door again, slowly this time and hear the unmistakable skid of a metal Hot Wheels car rolling across the floor and hitting the skirting boards.


‘Kids,’ I shout before I can even see them. ‘Olly, Matilda, what’s going on?’


Everywhere I look is chaos. There are toy cars scattered across the wooden floor. There’s a drinks tray being used as a ramp, balanced against my living room cushions – the yellow and grey polka dot ones, with the fabric I had bought from America, that took me hours to make, the ones I love so much.


And beside the cushions, tipped on its side is a Fruit Shoot bottle.


I think, and I can’t be sure on this because of the noise levels around me, but I think I cry out at the sight of a purple stain growing across the cushion fabric. I move quickly, two long strides and then I’m snatching up the cushions, cradling them in my arms as I spin towards the source of the chaos – my children.


Olly, almost twice the height of his sister, is standing over Matilda, holding two Barbie dolls high in the air.


‘I’m going to do it,’ he laughs, a proper, giggly boy’s laugh, out of place in the scene before me. He reaches his spare hand towards one of the doll’s heads.


‘Don’t.’ Matilda’s screams change, anger to desperation. Her face is bright red and streaked with tears, and her dark blonde ringlets are straggly and matted. ‘Muummmmyyy.’


‘Hey, hey, hey,’ I tuck the cushions in the living room doorway before scooping her hot, rigid body into my arms. ‘Olly, put down the dolls.’


‘No,’ he says.


‘PUT THEM DOWN,’ Matilda screams in my ear.


‘Make me.’ Olly’s grin is manic now.


‘Olly, please put down your sister’s dolls. You’re upsetting her.’ My voice is lost to Matilda’s wails.


‘Mummmmyy,’ she sobs, before lifting her head up and eyeing me with a furious glare. ‘Make him stop.’ And then comes her tiny, clenched fist, flying towards my face, connecting with the side of my chin.


‘Matilda,’ I cry out in pain. ‘No hitting, please.’


It’s then, with Olly trying furiously to pull off one of the Barbie doll’s heads, me fending off Matilda’s pummelling arms with one hand and trying to stop Olly with the other, that Ben shouts from the top of the stairs.


‘Watch me, Mummy. I’ve made a slide.’


I follow the sound to the top step where Ben is sitting, his lower body wrapped in a duvet. Clutched in his arms is the unmistakable black and white fur of a terrified Rex.


‘Ben, don’t move,’ I say, my words ignored as he pushes off and bumps down the stairs with a delighted ‘Weeee’.


‘I want to try that,’ Olly says, throwing Matilda’s dolls to the floor and snatching the duvet from Ben before he’s even reached the bottom step.


‘No one is trying that,’ I say as Rex leaps from Ben’s lap and darts in the direction of the kitchen.


‘That’s not fair,’ Olly shouts. ‘Ben did it.’


‘Yeah, not fair,’ Matilda grumbles, her hatred for Olly forgotten as she wriggles from my arms and reaches for the duvet too.


I sigh, a headache pressing down on me. I’ve been home sixty seconds. ‘Kids, stop.’


‘Mum?’ I call out.


‘Granny is in the garden,’ Olly sing-songs. ‘She said we could play whatever we like. And I wanted to play killing Barbies, but now I want to play stair sliding.’


‘Yeaaah,’ Ben and Matilda chorus. ‘Stair sliding.’


‘But it’s dangerous. You know you can’t play on the stairs. Please go and watch TV while I find Granny,’ I say, wishing I didn’t sound so much like I’m begging.


There’s a rush of movement as all three children scramble towards the living room, the prospect of TV trumping all else.


Olly jumps on the sofa, the remote lofted in his hand. I know what’s coming and grab the tablets and headphones, handing them to Ben and Matilda. As the opening credits of Scooby Doo sounds from TV, a sense of calm descends on the house. It’s tentative. A truce that could be broken at any second.


My eyes scan the mess around me, a trail of destruction that leaves me deflated.


I kick the cars to one side, step over the pile of Barbie dolls and walk into the kitchen. My heart sinks at the state of it. The breakfast dishes are still by the sink, along with a stack of other items. There’s Play-Doh out of its tubs and drying on the table, more on the floor, squished into the grout between the tiles.


From the window, I see my mum lying on a lounger, her face tilted towards the sun, and for a split second I stop breathing, certain she must have died. How else could she have let this all happen?


‘Mum?’ There’s a tremor to my voice as I rush outside.


She angles her face towards me and I breathe again. ‘Hello, darling. How did it go?’


‘Fine,’ I say. ‘What’s happened here?’


‘Whatever do you mean?’ she asks, and I’m quite sure from the arch of her eyebrow and the half smile touching her lips that she knows exactly what I’m talking about.


‘Why are you out here and the kids inside? They were about to kill each other when I came in.’


She sits up, pushing her sunglasses onto the top of her head. She has the same brown hair as mine, cut short into a stylish bob and showing far less grey than my own usually does. Her black and white sun dress is still immaculate, as is her make-up, and I remember that she was supposed to be at afternoon tea today.


‘I had a headache and decided I needed to sit out here for a while,’ she says.


‘But the kids? The house?’


‘I know, dear. It’s a state. It always is. I asked the children to put their toys away when they were finished with them but they ignored my request.’ Her tone is calm and matter of fact but I sense an edge to her comment.


‘They’re eight and four, Mum. They’re just kids.’


There’s a pause. Mum purses her lips. It’s the same look she used when I missed my curfew as a teenager and was steeling herself to give me a lecture.


‘This isn’t going to be easy to hear, Rebecca,’ she says and I find myself sinking onto the lounger beside her, wishing I could cover my ears with my hands and ‘la, la, la’ the way Olly does when I tell him it’s time for bed. ‘But it’s been on my mind a long time now, and while I’ve tried to mind my own business, the situation has become untenable. I love you and I love my grandchildren very much, but they are, quite frankly, monsters.’


‘Mum?’ I half-laugh, with surprise not humour.


‘They’re old enough to know how to behave better than they do. Much better. You’ve let them run wild their entire lives and you expect everyone who takes care of them to live with the consequences.’


She’s right. You’re useless!


What she’s saying, the voice in my head, they both sting, a sharp slice. I stare, mouth agog, unable to process her words. It’s usually all ‘They were angels’, and baking cakes and little crafts I’ve never been able to get them to sit through; not this … this chaos. What the hell has got into everyone today?


‘Your children are feral,’ Mum adds.


‘They are not,’ I say, sounding less than convinced.


‘Oh really? Do you know what Ben did when he got home today?’


I raise eyebrows but inside I’m cringing. ‘I don’t know.’


She pauses, dragging out the suspense like a pro. I wonder if she’s been watching too many episodes of The Chase again. I can almost see the orange face of a game show host in my mind.


‘Tonight, Becca, you’ve given the answer, “I don’t know.” Let’s see if you’re right … Oh, bad news. That’s the wrong answer. I’m afraid it’s time to send you home. But you won’t be leaving us empty-handed. We’re sending you on your way with a lifetime supply of parenting exhaustion and a generous helping of humiliation.’


Mum tilts her head to one side. ‘He walked straight through the house, past your downstairs lavatory, and to the back door, which he proceeded to open …’


Heat creeps over my body. I know exactly what’s coming now.


‘He then dropped his shorts and pants, and stood there on the doorstep to your garden, urinating all over your patio.’


Oh God. A bubble of laughter threatens to pop inside me. It’s not funny. It’s really not funny, but if I don’t laugh then I think I might cry. I clear my throat. ‘Clearly, Mum, that’s not allowed, though he has done that once before.’ OK, it’s more than once. Ever since we went to the park that time and he needed to go, and Olly showed him how to go behind a tree, Ben has taken a liking to weeing outdoors. ‘I do tell him off.’
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