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    To my little darlings, for teaching me everything I know about parenting.
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Prologue
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There was once a time in my life when everything went as planned and sporadic decisions didn’t send me into an anxiety attack. Everything came naturally. I could go with the flow and accommodate a change of plans without seeming like a frustrated dragon.

I could sleep when I wanted to. It didn’t matter if I’d had a rough day or a day off, or even if I’d spent all night out. It didn’t matter where the hands stood on the clock. If I wanted to go to sleep, I would lay my head down on the pillow and sleep until I wanted to—or until I had to go to work. Early nights? Easy. Parties that went well into the early hours of the morning? Count me in. Random naps throughout the day? Not a problem.

I could eat whatever I wanted to, whenever I wanted to, and I could enjoy every single mouthful of it without having to share with anyone. I could make a delicious meal just for myself and have the privilege of eating it while it was still hot. I could eat out. At a restaurant. Without having to apologise to the waiter about a mess or to everyone else for the disturbance. I could make a reservation and keep it. My meal could be as expensive as I felt like paying, and if I felt like having a few drinks and taking a taxi home, I could. Snacks could be as healthy or unhealthy as I felt like, and I could eat them in the brightness of the day or the dead of the night, in any room I felt like, in front of anyone. I could sit down and enjoy a cup of tea or coffee, undisturbed, without having to heat it up in the microwave. It was pure bliss.

Parties, functions and leaving the house were never a problem. I never had anyone wondering if I was staying for a month whenever I went to a three-hour dinner party. In fact, most events were for three hours or longer, and the only thing wrong with my outfit that would be pointed out would be my tag sticking out, or a button undone. Puke and poop were never a part of my usual attire and all I ever needed to grab on the way out of the house was my purse, phone and keys.

Vacations, holidays, trips away—they were all simple enough. They could be planned, and I looked forward to them from the moment I decided to go on one. All I ever needed was a small luggage bag. I could stay in a fancy hotel room with a big bed to myself and a big spa bath to spend some time relaxing. Massages? Room service? All part of the package. I never even thought about packing up half of my house to take with me, and I never had to make multiple trips to the car just to unload it.

Normal things were easy to do. Washing was done once a week. Grocery shopping was the easiest thing you could think of. I never had to roam the aisles wondering what that thing was that I forgot I needed, and I never had to make a midnight trip to the store to get something that was urgently needed, like nappies and formula. There never was anything that was urgently needed.

Coffee with friends? Pretty straightforward. Developing friendships and having friends in general was easy enough to manage. Passing housing inspections was a breeze, since every surface that had been wiped clean stayed clean. I could leave all my work at work and relax at home.

I was never responsible for the life of another human being. Life, as a whole, was simple.

Little did I know that I was taking it all for granted.
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Chapter 1
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Some time ago ...

‘I’m in trouble, Mace.’

I held my arms tightly across my body, making sure that my dressing gown wouldn’t slip. He always had such perfect timing. It just so happened that this time he had just about beaten my door down as I was getting out of the bath and this was all I’d had time to grab. All it would take was for my dressing gown belt to fail me and he would have a full-frontal view—something that I had, admittedly, always hoped for. But not while he reeked of beer and spirits just after midnight.

I had always held a special spot in my heart for Reese—ever since he stole my lunch on the first day of sixth grade, then bought me a chocolate bar the next day at the cafeteria to make up for it. I remember asking him why he stole my lunch and he simply said that it’s because he wanted to be my friend. I thought it was a strange way to offer friendship, but it was the start of something special. We were thick as thieves and inseparable. Sure, we’ve had our fair share of fights, but we only grew closer through the years. The fights never stopped my feelings growing for him, but I’d never had the guts to tell him how I felt.

Instead, I’d watched him move from girl to girl, through lengthy relationships and flings, hoping that he would, one day, realise that I was the girl who was always there for him. I hated it. I hated thinking that this would be the time he would make that realisation, and then play the waiting game again while he moved on to another. It’s not that I wanted to fall in love with my best friend. It just happened.

I stepped to the side to let him through my front door, then headed towards the kitchen to make him a coffee and find some salty chips. I figured I may as well start on his hangover remedy while he was explaining—he would thank me tomorrow. I glanced back at him, watching as he made his way to the couch that he’d become so familiar with, and felt that flip in my chest when he ran his hand through his perfectly dishevelled hair. His shirt was partially untucked and lopsided. He looked a mess. An incredibly attractive mess.

I spooned some coffee into a mug and poured the boiling water over it, watching the clear liquid darken as the coffee granules dissolved. As much as I’d have liked to dissolve all his problems like the boiling water did with the coffee, I still didn’t ever want to be the rebound girl. Nor did I want to lose the friendship that we had by blurting out my feelings at the worst possible time.

I found a packet of chips and gave it and the
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