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			Prologue

			She leans over his sleeping body, inhaling the clean, soapy scent as she places her lips to his soft cheek. He stirs, ever so slightly, eyelashes fluttering. She hums his favourite nursery rhyme until he settles into a deep slumber once more. Tracing the tip of one finger over his forehead, down the side of his face, she lets out a contented sigh.

			At last.

			This is how it should be.

			Loving your child unconditionally is the one thing you expect. It’s your purpose as a mother. It should come naturally. Having to fight to find it, that special bond, isn’t normal.

			But it’s all okay now; that’s over with. Everything has worked out in the end.

			‘We’re always going to be together, sweetheart,’ she whispers.

			She checks the straps of his car seat, then closes the door as quietly as she can. It wouldn’t be good to wake him now – not with what lies ahead.

			

			Sitting behind the wheel, she glances in the rear-­view mirror. Smiles at the reflection of her perfect child.

			‘You’re such a good boy. Mummy loves you.’ And she presses her foot hard to the accelerator.

		

	
		
			

			PART ONE

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			MUMSTOGETHER – Sleep Forum

			Baby never sleeps, HELP

			ExhaustedNewMum0593 – 24/06 03:21

			Anyone else awake? I’d been walking up and down with my 1 month-­old son for 2 hours. Put him in his basket. A minute later he’s awake! I’m crying now, haven’t stopped crying for past week. I am struggling so much and exhausted every day. All the other mums in my mother and baby group put their kids down and they go to sleep at least for a few hours! Why can’t I do it? I’m really fucking motherhood up.

			Vikkineedssleep – 24/06 03:34

			I’m so sorry. Not getting sleep/having a baby who won’t settle is so stressful. I remember it well. It will get better. It’s not you. You tried co-­sleeping? 

			Mummabear – 24/06 05:15

			Shouldn’t co sleep it raises risks of SIDS. Just get into a routine & get other half to help more!

			

			Vikkineedssleep – 24/06 05:34

			Mummabear – Obvs the safest place is the cot or moses basket but if you follow the advice on Lullaby Trust, it’s an option for OP, that’s all I’m saying. Not being funny, but judgemental much? We don’t know her circs, might not have other half?

			ExhaustedNewMum0593 – 24/06 06:21

			Thanks. I appreciate you offering advice. I wasn’t expecting a walk in the park but this is another level. My OH does his best. Lack of sleep is making me forget things, hallucinate even. Sometimes I look at the baby and think he’s doing it because he hates me.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Louise squirms on the rigid plastic chair, her cheeks ablaze. She quickly looks away. If she pretends she didn’t see it, it never happened. Perhaps none of the other mums witnessed it either.

			The high-­pitched wail followed by a pounding of tiny feet on the brightly coloured flexi-­tiles of the playgroup floor gains momentum as the child comes closer. This, Louise acknowledges, is harder to ignore. Has to be confronted.

			‘Oh, darling,’ she says, extending her arms out to him. ‘What’s the matter?’

			The heat in her face continues to increase as she senses – no, she sees – all eyes are now on her. On her son. Sweat from running around creating havoc for the past hour flattens his mass of curly blond hair at the temples. He stands, tears abruptly ceased, at arm’s length, rejecting her offer of a comforting hug. Of course Alfie’s crying has stopped – he wasn’t the one on the receiving end of the wallop. Louise side-­eyes the little boy in the centre of the jungle-­themed playmat, apparently oblivious to the altercation in which he’s been involved. His attention is on a wooden beaded maze toy. She hopes Alfie hasn’t left a mark on the poor boy’s head – it’s not as though his fine, fair hair would hide it.

			

			When she’s brought up Alfie’s tendency to lash out while playing with others, Mark has casually dismissed his behaviour as normal. 

			‘He’s a toddler, Louise,’ he said two nights ago when she tried to talk about it again. ‘They don’t understand sharing until, what, four?’

			‘No. The online sources state that most children should understand turn-­taking and sharing by three.’

			‘There you go, then. Most children. Most. Plus, he’s a few months off three . . . You worry too much, love.’ He hugged her, kissed the top of her head. Told her she was over-­reacting.

			So, why is it always Alfie? Louise doesn’t recall seeing the other kids bashing each other because they want the toy another one has. They pull and tug, yes – but they aren’t violent. She watches Alfie as he returns to the boy on the playmat, her heartbeat erratic. If he does it again now, the other mums will immediately look at her. Judge. Condemn. She and Alfie will become social outcasts. It’s taken her so long to pluck up the courage to attend the group regularly, but this amount of stress isn’t doing her any favours.

			During a therapy session in her first year post-­partum, Louise’s counsellor had mentioned that Alfie’s emotional state could be affected by her own. He could detect Louise’s tension. So, she’d set herself a mission to reduce it: signing up to online yoga, meditation, journalling. All the time, in the background, Alfie cried and wailed, never settling, never content. Once he hit thirteen months, he began throwing tantrums. 

			

			What was she doing wrong? She gave him security, her time, her love. What else was there?

			‘Don’t think you’re alone.’ The voice cuts into Louise’s thoughts. Halts her incessant overthinking. She sucks in her breath, turns to face the mum who’s plonked herself in the chair next to her. Louise’s lips twitch as she attempts a smile, but it’s tears that are easier to form, and her eyes prickle with them. The woman hands her a tissue.

			‘Thanks.’ Louise takes it and swipes at her dripping nose. When she stops her snivelling, she looks up. ‘Sorry, I don’t remember your name,’ she says. Adding, ‘I don’t remember much at all these days.’

			‘Harriet. And no worries, I’ve only been a couple of times and we haven’t properly met.’ 

			‘Thanks, you’re very kind. I’m Louise.’ 

			‘Good to meet you, Louise.’ Harriet seems altogether more together than her. She’s taken time to put on make-­up: a subtle, light foundation with a sun-­kissed glow highlighter over her chiselled cheekbones. Her perfectly arched eyebrows are neat, not a stray hair in sight, and her minimal soft-­taupe eyeshadow brings out the blue of her eyes. She looks Instagram-­filtered, yet completely natural. Effortless. The opposite to Louise. ‘Me and Jacob used to go to the parent and toddler group next to the library in town,’ she says. Harriet signals towards her son. Louise’s eyes widen in realisation. It’s the boy Alfie hit. 

			

			‘Oh, right,’ Louise says, gulping down the lump in her throat before biting the inside of her cheek. Her stomach clenches at the panic starting to rise there. Should she own up, apologise for Alfie’s behaviour?

			‘But . . .’ She leans in close, Louise catching a whiff of expensive perfume as Harriet’s mouth brushes against her ear. ‘Here is a lot cleaner,’ she whispers, before sitting up straight again. Louise smiles tightly. She’s about to blurt out that Alfie is a handful and she’s not sure how to manage him, that every day is a struggle, but the moment passes; her urge to offload on to a woman she’s only just met is premature and she’ll come across as an inadequate mother. ‘Not only that,’ Harriet says, as some preschoolers rush past them, shrieking happily, ‘I thought this one was . . . livelier.’ She gives Louise a gentle nudge. ‘In every sense,’ she says with a wink, then laughs softly. 

			Louise’s taut shoulders loosen, the tears that had begun to brew again dissipate and she feels herself shrugging off the judgements she’d assumed were being directed at her. Mark is right a lot of the time. She is a bit of an over-­reactor. It’s obvious to her now that Harriet is aware of what happened moments ago and isn’t particularly concerned. In fact, Louise realises, she’s gone out of her way to make her feel more relaxed about it.

			‘You’re very understanding,’ Louise says.

			Harriet narrows her eyes, a thoughtful look on her face. ‘You know what might help?’

			Louise’s forehead crinkles. Help what? Has Harriet clocked the thing she’s been trying to keep buried? Is she picking up on her desperation? Louise gives a small yet discernible shake of her head and Harriet continues. 

			

			‘Playdates,’ she says, splaying her hands, palms up as though she’s solved a mystery. ‘Your little Alfie might be overwhelmed, that’s all. Room packed with kids, a cacophony of noise, frantic running around – it certainly gives me anxiety. I’m usually so overcome with the madness of it all I go home for a power nap afterwards, let his dad deal with the childcare.’

			Louise doubts Harriet suffers with anxiety, suspects she’s simply telling her this to try to make her feel better. She’s about to say as much but then concedes – she doesn’t know her, and no one should judge a book by its cover, however well designed it is. Instead, she focuses on the other part of Harriet’s statement, the one that had provoked a stab of jealousy. 

			‘You’re lucky to have him help out. Does he work from home?’

			‘If he chooses to. Since the pandemic, things have changed a bit for him. He pops into the office sometimes. Probably for some peace.’ She throws her head back and laughs, her loose honey-­coloured spiral curls tumbling behind her shoulders.

			‘If I had that opportunity, I’d certainly use it,’ Louise says, a little too enthusiastically. She clears her throat to cover her embarrassment. Before the conversation can resume, Alfie toddles over to them, going straight to Harriet and dumping a toy on to her lap.

			

			‘Oh, well, thank you.’ Harriet smiles at him. ‘Is this for me?’ Alfie grins, then walks away, ignoring Louise. 

			‘You are the chosen one,’ Louise says, trying to hide the hurt in her voice. 

			‘Look, can I be honest with you?’ Harriet turns to her. Louise’s heartbeat smashes against her ribs. Her instinct is to say no, to get up, grab Alfie and escape this place. Avoid, avoid, avoid – her response since the day she’d taken Alfie home in his car seat, his scrunched-­up body tiny in the contraption, her own body suddenly alien to her, her heart empty of emotion. There’d been no rush of love, the one she’d expected – was supposed – to experience. The birth had been too painful, too rapid, his slippery form ejecting from her in an explosion of fluid – his entry into the world violent. He was born angry. Angry with her.

			‘Yeah, why not?’ she says, her gaze averted. She doesn’t want to be looking at Harriet when whatever she’s planning on saying is directed at her. She pushes her hands beneath her thighs where their tremor won’t be noticed.

			‘You’re being . . .’ Harriet’s opening words snap Louise back into a rigid stance. Being pathetic? Useless? Selfish? They’re all the words she’d use. ‘Too hard on yourself,’ Harriet finishes. Louise sits back, temporarily stunned by this assessment. ‘Motherhood is the most precious gift, but it can also be the hardest transition of your entire life. There might be a gazillion online resources, expert guidance, support, blah, blah, blah.’ Harriet flicks her hand dismissively. ‘But you know what? Sometimes you’re better off without any of that. Each of us has our own journey to make and none of us should sit in judgement of another’s satnav.’

			

			As Louise is struck mute at Harriet’s analogy, there’s a flurry of activity all around them and she’s jolted back to reality. The session is ending.

			‘Thank you.’ Louise smiles, and for the first time in ages, it’s an accurate reflection of how she’s feeling. ‘My hour’s up. How much do I owe you?’

			Harriet laughs. ‘You owe me coffee and cake. We’ll organise that playdate, yes?’

			Everything’s lost in the noise of the mums and kids reuniting, the bustle of tiny bodies, tired cries as toddlers are wrestled into pushchairs, the scrambling to the door – and among it, Louise misses Harriet leave with Jacob. She looks for her once outside, but there’s no sign. It’s like she vanished in a cloud of smoke and sparkles: puff, like the fairy godmother in ‘Cinderella’.

			With a lurch of disappointment, Louise realises they didn’t swap mobile numbers. She’ll have to wait until the next toddler group before arranging their playdate.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			‘Time for teeth,’ Louise says, her tone upbeat. ‘Let’s play the Duggee song!’ It had worked once around a month ago, playing the cartoon dog and the toothbrush song on her phone, her last resort in the ongoing battle of wits she so often lost. 

			‘No, no, no,’ Alfie says, his bottom lip protruding and his eyes firmly closing.

			‘We need to brush away the little bits of food to make sure your teeth stay strong, don’t we? Like Duggee does . . . see?’ She holds the phone in front of his face, encouraging him to open his eyes and look.

			‘No!’ he shouts, his eyes opening wide. He smacks the phone from Louise’s hand, then folds his chubby arms in the usual act of defiance. She tenses, fatigue and desperation pulling her muscles and tendons tight to breaking point. Alfie continues to chant ‘No’, his feet stamping as Louise picks the mobile up and leaves him to his outburst. She stands outside his bedroom door, her back against it, her will and her patience shot to pieces. He doesn’t care she’s left. She can hear him swiping the cuddly toys off his bed, then moving across to the toy box to make a start on yanking everything from it.

			

			After ten minutes of allowing him to experience his emotions – a concept she’d discovered was the ‘in thing’ from some influencer’s Instagram reel – and using the time to search the internet for a different song that might take his fancy, Louise goes back inside and manages to get the brush into his mouth for a grand total of five seconds before he wriggles away again. Bedtime with Alfie takes around an hour. At least fifty of those minutes are spent cajoling, wrangling and crying. Mostly the tears are hers, though she tries to make sure he doesn’t see them. Tonight, they’ve already been at it for over an hour, and he’s only just got into bed.

			Another fifteen minutes pass impossibly slowly while she tries to get him to sleep. With all the running around he’d done today, she’d dared to think he’d be out like a light. God knows she could sleep right here, right now. Four stories later, and with not a hint from Alfie that he’s ready to surrender, Louise collapses back against his bedroom wall and lets out a long, agonised howl.

			‘What the . . .’ Mark bursts into the room, his face ashen. ‘What’s wrong?’ He casts his gaze about, his hand on his chest. Alfie begins to cry, and he steps over Louise to get to his son. ‘I thought something had happened to him.’ He wraps his arms around the sobbing toddler.

			‘Didn’t you hear him?’ Louise says weakly. ‘I’ve been having a nightmare up here.’ She gets to her feet, stares at the sight of her husband and son. Tears roll down her cheeks.

			

			Mark sighs, offers soft, reassuring words to Alfie, then steers Louise out of the room. ‘Your mum rang. Why don’t you give her a call back while I try.’

			Louise inhales sharply before expelling a strangled laugh. ‘What a good idea that is,’ she says, as she allows herself to be manhandled away from Alfie. She’s being pushed away by both of them.

			‘Yes, I think so,’ Mark says, closing the door in her tear-­streaked face. Did he not catch her sarcasm? Sure, a chat with her mother will definitely make her feel like a good mum. The usual guilt trip is bound to give her a boost. She could repeat verbatim her mother’s story of how Louise had been a miracle – the twin who survived. I spent weeks in bed when I was carrying you, afraid the bleeding would start again, that I’d lose you, too. The scan showed that one remaining tiny blob still in the sac, and I was overcome with love there and then. You were a battler. I just can’t understand how mums don’t bond with their babies . . .

			Louise shakes her head at the irony. Her mother’s lack of support after Alfie’s birth, and her habit of sending only sporadic emails while on her regular extended cruises, left Louise feeling stranded. The fiercely stated unconditional love her mother had once professed seemingly had an expiry date. 

			Louise doesn’t return the call. 

			Instead, she raids the fridge for chocolate and then falls on to the sofa. She’s about to reach for the TV remote, thinking she can watch a bit of her favourite reality show, Selling Sunset, without being mocked for watching trash, when the lounge door pushes open.

			

			‘That was a quick call,’ Mark says, drifting in and placing the monitor on the coffee table. The black and white display shows Alfie’s contour under the duvet – it’s still, peaceful, and his rhythmic breathing is as gentle as a soothing lullaby.

			‘Not as quick as you getting him to sleep,’ Louise says, unable to keep the frustration from her voice. ‘I can’t believe it took you all of two minutes to settle him.’

			‘He’s overtired, that’s all. Sounds like you both had a long day.’

			Like every bloody day, she thinks. ‘It wasn’t without its challenges,’ she says, turning on the TV and flicking through the channels.

			‘I’ll pour you a wine, then you can tell me about it,’ Mark says. Louise’s head snaps to look at him, her mouth agape.

			‘Oh, okay. Thanks.’ Lately when she tries to talk to Mark about her daily troubles with Alfie, he changes the subject or makes an excuse to leave the conversation altogether. He doesn’t usually instigate one. She presses her hand to her tummy, to the nervous knot that’s formed there.

			‘Here you go,’ he says, coming back in and handing her a large glass of white wine. She notes he doesn’t have one. ‘So . . .’ He perches on the arm of the sofa, looking down on her. ‘What happened today to make you lose it this badly?’

			Louise gives a short, sharp laugh. Swigs a mouthful of wine. 

			What’s the point?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			‘Wakey, wakey.’

			Louise opens her eyes, immediately rubbing them to relieve the gritty, stinging sensation. ‘What’s this?’ she says, blinking hard. Mark stands at the side of their double bed, his hands gripping a tray at chest height.

			‘Nothing fancy. Toast with lashings of butter, cup of peppermint tea.’ He shrugs, smiles. He raises his eyebrows, nodding his head towards the pillows. ‘Come on, then.’ He waits for Louise to get comfortable, then places the tray on her lap. ‘Alfie’s dressed and downstairs.’

			Still not entirely awake, Louise shoots him a quizzical glance, then looks to the bedside clock. It’s always set twenty-­two minutes fast. A hangover of her uni days when she was habitually late for her lectures and found, through trial and many errors, that twenty-­two was the magic number to ensure she wasn’t late. Like a flash of lightning, Louise remembers the most likely reason she’s being treated to breakfast in bed.

			She bites into the undercooked toast, tearing a mouthful from the slice of hot bread and over-­chewing it before washing it down with the aid of the peppermint tea. 

			

			‘Thanks.’ She forces a smile without making eye contact. While she appreciates the gesture, irritation bubbles in her gut. Had he chosen his words more wisely last night, there’d be no need for this guilt-­easing brekkie. Mark hovers for a moment, combing his fingers through his sandy-­coloured hair, his eyes not meeting hers. He opens his mouth to speak, but a screech pierces the air, and he swallows his words, screwing his eyes up and wincing.

			‘Hold that apology,’ Louise says, her voice monotone. She doesn’t react to the onslaught of noise coming from downstairs. ‘Alfie needs your attention more than I do.’ She pushes the breakfast tray to the side and slides back down the bed, pulling the duvet over her head. Mark’s footsteps pound the stairs and Louise closes her eyes and ears. ‘I’m not ready for today,’ she mumbles into her cocoon.

			 

			Louise stands just inside the front door, Alfie balanced on her hip, his hand waving wildly at Mark. He chants, ‘Da-­dee, Da-­dee,’ until Mark disappears from view, then wriggles and pushes against Louise, his arms rigid, his face scrunched up into an angry ball.

			‘Hey, little one,’ she says, her tone gentle. She strains to keep hold of him, but fears she’ll drop him if his thrashing continues. ‘Okay, okay.’ A deep ache pulls at her insides, a yearning for a sense of love in place of the chasm of disconnect. She puts him down and he runs off towards the conservatory. They’d made it into a playroom last year. It was Mark’s idea to repurpose what had been their dining space into an area for Alfie. His thought process being it would make life easier for Louise to have everything on one level. No more running up and down stairs, or quickly scooping up all the toys from the lounge if someone popped over.

			

			‘No one pops over, Mark,’ she’d said when he first introduced the idea. He’d frowned, appearing shocked at her statement; argued she was wrong, that of course people visited their house. ‘The odd cold caller, perhaps,’ she’d scoffed. ‘My mother when she fancies it. Your parents infrequently. That’s about it.’ She wondered if the intention of a designated area was in fact not about her, or the worry of tidying for the rare visitor – but for Mark’s sake. He liked order. Not the chaos of toys strewn everywhere when all he wanted was to relax after a long day at the office. A heavy, dragging feeling consumes her now. God, she’d love to get back to work. If only the confidence and assertiveness she had in her marketing job could be applied to her role as a mum, it would make life much less stressful.

			Louise peers round the doorframe into the conservatory, observes Alfie. She inhales deeply, fighting back tears. Every thought filtering through her subconscious that she labels as ‘not normal’ for a mother to have gets added to her ever-­increasing list of failures. She might be on the right side of the post-­natal depression according to the tick-­box assessments she’s taken – her scores having decreased with each session – but her faith in that appraisal is low.

			

			Because you lied.

			Louise shakes the voice out of her head, beginning to back away from her vantage point. Alfie’s happy enough zooming his toy fire engine from side to side, making a nee-­nah noise. No use interfering and ruining the moment. She slinks into the kitchen and leans against the worktop. Getting her mobile out, she scrolls through the Facebook groups she grudgingly belongs to at the encouragement of both Mark and her counsellor. One of them, MumsUnite, has a dozen new posts, the latest being:

			 

			Anyone know the best places to go with twins – mine are 4 and love animals but getting bored of the zoo after a million trips there [image: Crying laughing emoji] 

			 

			Louise swipes off the page and huffs. She hasn’t even taken Alfie to the zoo. The mere thought brings her out in a cold sweat.

			A scraping noise outside draws Louise’s attention, and she gazes out of the window. The man from next door is walking up the path, dragging his rubbish bin behind him. Louise watches as he struggles to position it outside on the pavement. He’s about ten years older than her – around forty, although Mark insists he’s more like mid-­fifties – and he’s sturdy, not exactly weak; it must be really full. How much rubbish can one person accumulate? Is it even bin day? Louise cranes her neck to see if anyone else has theirs out.

			Confirming no one does, she turns back. Her breath catches. Her neighbour’s standing at the top of his path, just staring at her. She can’t recall his name. Darren? Dave? For a moment, he remains dead still, then, perhaps sensing her unease, puts his hand up. Louise hastily throws her own up in response and then he finally tears his gaze away from her and disappears down the side of his house. He’s currently single, she knows that much, and, since his wife left, he’s been quiet. Keeps himself to himself. Something that at first she appreciated – she was already dealing with a lot, so the absence of small talk whenever they crossed paths outside was a welcome relief. But, as the months wore on, his silence and, more recently, his creepy, lingering stares, have become awkward. Unsettling. She’d never properly met his partner – had heard more than seen her. During the endless hours she spent awake breastfeeding Alfie in the early days, she’d heard their muffled voices through the walls – low at first, then rising – indistinguishable yet thick with anger.

			

			One time, Louise could’ve sworn she heard the woman begging for him to stop. She convinced herself he wasn’t really hurting his wife, her interpretation the result of sleep deprivation and a craving for excitement. The need to entertain herself during the lonely nights. Mark was no help, snoring away beside her. It seemed quite soon after one of these exchanges that Louise realised the woman wasn’t living next door any longer. ‘Be wary of him,’ Mark had said when they spoke about their neighbour recently. ‘His missus left him for a reason.’ Louise brushed off his warning, reasoning that it’d happened over two and half years ago; why should she worry now? 

			

			Louise’s eyes are drawn to the wheelie bin. What is he filling it with?

			The scream rips through the house, sending Louise’s heart rate wild, her blood running ice cold in her veins. She rushes out of the kitchen, propelling herself towards the conservatory. Her eyes dart around, taking in every detail of Alfie and his surroundings, searching for the cause of his distress as she approaches him. 

			‘What? What is it?’ she gushes, crouching down beside him, her hands exploring his body for signs of injury. Alfie stares ahead silently, as though in a trance. ‘Alfie? Honey – what’s the matter?’ His lips clamp together, and Louise swallows hard, noting the bluish tinge to them.

			He can’t breathe.

			His toys are age-­appropriate, there shouldn’t be anything dangerous among them, no choking hazards. Mark made sure of it, not fully trusting Louise during her darkest months to take the necessary precautions herself, and he’s regularly checked them since. Something must’ve snuck through the net. In her panicked state, all knowledge of what to do in this type of scenario disappears, but there’s something in the back of her mind telling her she shouldn’t try to fish the item out because she could do more damage, push it further down the oesophagus.

			Phone 999. 

			No. By the time an ambulance arrives, Alfie would be dead. She has to do something. Act now. What the hell will Mark say if she lets their son choke to death? With her own breath held, she forces Alfie’s mouth open and sticks her index finger inside, sweeping it for any foreign objects.

			

			There is something inside. Jesus. 

			Louise’s fingertip touches something solid. She manages to hook her finger behind it and flicks it out. The padded heart keyring plops on to the floor, covered in spit. She glances at it, her brow furrowed, then looks back at Alfie.

			‘You okay, baby?’ Tears burn her eyes.

			‘I not a baby,’ he says. Louise presses her hand to her chest, feels the throbbing of her heart against her palm. He’s fine. Thank God. But she’d left him unattended for too long – it was her fault. Guilt surges in her belly as she picks up the keyring. How did Alfie even get hold of it? She keeps her keys in her handbag, out of reach. And her handbag was nowhere near the conservatory – she always puts it on the peg in the hallway as soon as she comes home. It’s habit. He must’ve got it earlier somehow – before Louise came downstairs. She pulls at her hair, panic rising again with the thought that if he hadn’t made a noise, she’d still be staring out the window, silently judging her neighbour.

			Then it hits her. With something lodged in his throat – how would Alfie have been able to cry out? He must’ve screamed, then put it inside his mouth. Or maybe the scream had caused the object to get sucked further back. So, what had caused him to scream in the first place?

			She returns her attention to Alfie, who’s already moved on from the drama and is now banging a wooden train against the toy box, and gently places her hand over his to stop him.

			

			‘How are you feeling, Alfie?’ She looks into his eyes, smarting a little when he turns away without a word. ‘Can you tell Mummy why you shouted?’ she says, putting her hands on his shoulders. Slowly, Alfie turns to face her, but his eyes don’t meet Louise’s; his gaze fixes on a point beyond her – over her shoulder – into the garden.

			‘It scare me,’ he whispers.

			Louise draws a sharp breath, lets him go and stands. ‘What did, sweetheart?’ Alfie raises his arm, indicating somewhere outside. ‘Was it an animal?’

			He shakes his head. ‘Daddy hiding.’

			‘Daddy’s at work,’ Louise says, her voice cracking. She coughs to clear her throat. ‘And Daddy wouldn’t scare you, make you scream, would he?’ she says, forcing a smile.

			Alfie pouts, then pushes against Louise, causing her to lose her balance.

			‘Alfie, don’t do that.’ She rights herself and before she can say anything else, he goes back to the train and resumes banging it. Louise, her arms tightly folded over her chest, stands at the far side of the conservatory, staring through the glass panels overlooking the lawn. The back garden of their semi-­detached house is long, its boundary marked by six-­foot-­high fencing. It’s what separates them from next door and the cul-­de-­sac running behind the houses. There’s no gate, no way to access the property from that end. And the side gate is padlocked – they rarely use the pathway to get to the back, they simply walk through the house. Alfie couldn’t have seen anyone in their garden.

			Louise turns back and watches her son playing, a strange sensation creeping over her skin. It’s like he knew what he was doing. Had done it on purpose. But what nearly three-­year-­old could manipulate in such a way? With a heaviness in her heart, she concludes it isn’t possible.

			

			No. It’s not Alfie; it’s her. 

			She is the problem.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Mark’s car pulls up outside an hour earlier than usual, but Louise doesn’t hear the key in the lock for another five minutes. In that time, she’s scurried around, picking up the discarded toys and shoving them in their respective containers back in the conservatory, and is sitting beside Alfie on the sofa in the lounge, reading him a book, when Mark enters.

			‘Well, aren’t you two a sight for sore eyes,’ Mark says, coming across and scooping Alfie up, squeezing him tight before swinging him around. Alfie squeals with delight, his eyes wide as he looks lovingly at his daddy. Louise averts her gaze, closes the book and mumbles an excuse to leave the room. ‘Good day?’ Mark calls after her.

			Mustering all her energy, she responds, ‘Yeah, thanks. I’ll make you a cuppa.’ It’s as though the stuffing has been knocked out of her – and in place of her heart sits a hard stone. Her head lolls, heavy yet empty, while she waits for the kettle to boil.

			‘You don’t look like you’ve had a good day.’ She starts at Mark’s voice behind her, whirls around to face him. His eyes narrow, his expression curious, mistrustful. She’s given him reason to be wary of her assertions over the past few years.

			

			‘Well. You know . . .’ She offers an unconvincing smile.

			‘No, Louise, I don’t. Tell me.’

			She recalls the question he posed last night – the ‘What happened today to make you lose it this badly?’ and she wilts, like a plant deprived of water. She feels as though her body is shrivelling, trying to hide itself from view. She’s so far from the person she used to be that she doesn’t recognise this woman. Turning away, Louise continues to make his drink, pulling the round decaf tea bag from the caddy and popping it into the mug. Underneath her arm, his hand appears and lies on top of hers, stopping her from picking up the kettle. She feels Mark’s breath on the back of her neck, a gentle sigh tickling the tiny hairs there. She shivers.

			‘There’s no point telling you,’ she says, her voice already thick with tears.

			‘Don’t say that. Look, I’ve been a twat. I know it, you know it. And I’m sorry.’

			Louise snivels, a brief laugh escaping as she wipes the back of her hand across her nose. ‘Yeah – you have a bit.’

			‘Come on, babe.’ Mark twists her to face him and holds her at arm’s length while lowering his head to catch her gaze. Louise’s pulse judders – his deep brown eyes, dark as pools, seem to look straight into her soul. ‘I’ve been preoccupied with work. But that’s no excuse; I shouldn’t take it out on you.’ He pulls her into a hug, holds her firmly, not letting go. Louise breathes him in, losing herself in his familiar, comforting and slightly musky, woody scent, the hint of Hugo Boss clinging to his skin.

			

			He has been throwing himself into work. He has been more absent. Louise’s body tenses, her muscles contracting with the memory of how Mark felt obliged to take time off to look after her and Alfie when she’d finally admitted she wasn’t coping. How his boss had been amazing for the first month, encouraging him to take time off to support them, then, almost as quickly as he’d offered, did an about turn, piling on the pressure for Mark to return because the business was suffering. Christ. She’d been the one suffering. But, of course, work had to take priority. How could they pay the mortgage if neither of them was earning? Louise’s pay dropped to the basic maternity allowance after eight months, and she’d been in no fit state to go back to work in her marketing coordinator position at that point. They had limited choices.

			Louise gently pulls away from his embrace. However warm and caring he’s being now, she can’t bring herself to tell him about earlier. Her heart jolts at the thought of the near miss involving the keyring. Had she not been able to fish it out of Alfie’s mouth in time, would he have choked to death? Would social services have accused her of negligence and charged her with his murder? Her head swims with the flurry of questions, the worry and guilt layering up, threatening to engulf her. 

			They’ve left Alfie alone now, though. They’re both in the kitchen and he’s in the lounge, watching CBeebies by the sound of it. So why can’t she admit that he’d put something in his mouth, almost choked when she left him alone for a minute earlier? She’d been in the kitchen, not in another house. Her logical mind says there’s no difference between her leaving him alone then and Mark doing so right now. But her critical mind argues there is and, as a mother, she should’ve known better.

			

			‘One of us needs to be with Alfie,’ she says, about to go to him. Then she remembers Harriet’s comment to her at playgroup, about how her husband takes over childcare while she takes naps. Louise pauses, her thoughts speeding up, and she turns back to Mark. Alfie is their joint responsibility. Not just hers. ‘Actually, I’m exhausted,’ she says, dragging her palms down her face. ‘I could do with an early night.’ She takes a deep breath, cocking her head to one side. ‘You okay to do the bedtime routine and stuff?’

			‘Oh.’ He flusters, looking around as though the answer is somewhere in the kitchen. ‘Um . . .’

			‘I appreciate it. Thanks.’ And she scoots up the stairs before Mark can put up a counterargument or suggest an alternative.

			 

			It’s too light to sleep, too early to settle, despite being knackered. If only they had blackout blinds. A long sigh escapes her. Going back downstairs now would be admitting defeat. Her attention drifts to the wardrobe. A spark of envy had fired when she’d clocked Harriet’s effortless sense of style, but what was stopping her from taking care of her appearance? She stands up and begins swiping clothes hangers from right to left. The outfits she wore to work – the sharp, snappy clothes she felt so confident in – are long gone. Left outside for a charity collection after a particularly low day. ‘Ugh,’ she says to every item. Coming to the last few outfits, she pulls out the dress she bought prior to getting pregnant with Alfie. Its bright, patterned print is so far removed from anything she’s worn since – her choice of colours nowadays are dark and plain, safe. Anything else just gets dirty super quick, or stained and ruined entirely. Having a child has dulled her identity. 

			

			Louise recoils at this thought, biting down hard on her lip. It had immediately come to mind, so she must truly believe it. She replaces the dress and sits on the edge of the bed, her nose flaring with forced breaths. Then she catches herself in the wardrobe mirror. Glares at the stranger reflected back.

			‘You don’t deserve to be a mother.’ Tears bubble and fall. It’s no wonder Alfie doesn’t feel comfortable around her, when she feels so uncomfortable in her own skin. She lies down on the bed and shuts her eyes tight.

			 

			The digital clock shows 2:22 a.m. Has she even been to sleep? Mark’s snoring gently beside her. She only vaguely remembers him coming to bed. A dull thud makes her sit up, alert. She listens for further sounds. She flings the duvet off and is on her feet and out of the room, padding across the landing at the second bang. Louder than the first. With her heart hammering, she rushes into Alfie’s room, expecting him to be out of bed, wandering around in a dreamlike trance, knocking into his furniture. Her eyes struggle to adjust – his nightlight only offering a dim, orangey glow. 

			

			But he’s silent. Still.

			She kneels beside his bed, lays her hand on his back. There’s no movement.

			‘Alfie?’ she whispers.

			Nothing.

			Louise gives him a gentle shake. ‘Hey, darling. Alfie?’ 

			The room darkens further, the walls closing in, the air sucked from the atmosphere. Louise gasps, her hand clapping over her mouth.

			He’s not breathing.

			She gets up, backing away from her son, each stifled breath hurting her lungs. It’s as though someone or something is crushing her chest. Sitting on her, preventing respiration.

			The scream begins in her abdomen before travelling at lightning speed through her frozen body, erupting from her mouth in an animal-­like, guttural cry.

			‘Louise. Lou.’ A calming voice breaks through. ‘Lou, babe. What is it?’

			‘He’s . . . he’s gone. He’s dead, can’t you see?’

			‘You’re dreaming, Louise. It’s a dream.’

			‘No. No! I haven’t even been to sleep.’ In this moment, her statement makes sense, but looking around, she’s also aware she’s in her bed, sitting up, her legs covered over by the duvet. Not in Alfie’s room. She couldn’t have simply climbed back into her bed after finding him, surely? Confusion floods her mind. ‘I swear I went to check on him. He wasn’t breathing, Mark.’ Terror rises again, shredding her emotions, and she claws at her vest top, trying to release the sudden restriction in her throat.

			

			‘Calm down, Louise. Please.’ Mark’s voice mirrors her distress, his words having the opposite effect; her breaths remain ragged. ‘Stay there,’ he says. ‘I’ll go check on him.’

			Louise’s body is rigid while she awaits Mark’s yell. Alfie’s dead and her husband will see that any second. Time stands still. What will they do? Call an ambulance, even though it’s too late? Footsteps across the landing . . . Oh, God – this is it. Life is never going to be the same again.

			‘He’s fine,’ Mark says, scratching his head as he walks back into the bedroom. He shows Louise the monitor, points to an alive, moving Alfie as he wriggles underneath his duvet. She grabs it from him, puts her face up close to the screen. Sees for herself that Alfie is moving. Alive. Mark, his face ashen
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