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For Nora and Louis




‘She always had the feeling that it was very, very dangerous to live even one day.’

VIRGINIA WOOLF, Mrs Dalloway




For weeks she has been saying it will be their special day – building it up, using it, guiltily, as leverage in situations where she needs Felix’s cooperation. Their special day, her last of maternity leave before she returns to work, before Rudy starts in the Baby Room, and Felix ups his Daisy Room days from three to five.

It could easily have been a non-event. A couple of her friends – fellow working mothers – had laughed at her sentimentality, urging her to send them both to nursery a day early, take this time for herself. Get a manicure, a massage, why not both? She’s earned it. But this feels unthinkable, deceitful – to the children, to her work, to herself, to women, to her husband, even the concept of the modern nuclear family. She feels it would be like saying she is owed something, or that what she has (an undeniable abundance of gifts) is a burden. No, the proper thing to do is to honour the day for what it is: her last of hermetic, full-time parenting, before the cares and inconveniences of the real world leech in.

Her husband is abroad, attending a health tech conference in Barcelona. His presence there is apparently critical to the expansion of the start-up he co-founded, so she will be managing her transition back to working life alone. The clash of these events has laid bare a dynamic long sublimated in their relationship: for her, it posed a direct, impossible conflict, whereas he seemed to view it as regrettable but incidental, like commiserating over a traffic pile-up on the motorway while sailing unimpeded in the opposite direction.

‘It’ll be fine!’ she keeps saying to him, briskly, whenever he apologises for being away. Though his remorse is gratifying, she can’t submit to a version of events where she falls to pieces without him.

She first proposed the special day while Rudy was napping. Hoping to get some laundry done, she’d set Felix up at the kitchen table with a step-by-step animal drawing book.

‘Horses are hard, even for grown-ups,’ she said when he turned straight to the ‘Challenge Yourself’ section at the back. ‘Why don’t we start with a sheep?’ Moments later, he flung the pencil across the room, flipped the book over and hurled a screwed-up page of half-horses at her. This was when – fearful his howls of rage and frustration would wake Rudy – she had pitched it.

‘Legoland!’ he said, instantly brightening, and she’d had to energetically row back.

‘I was thinking more along the lines of soft play.’

‘Soft play isn’t special!’

‘Or the park?’

‘We always go to the park.’

But ‘always’ is exactly the point. She wants this day to serve as a time capsule for all their days before; to distil and preserve the precious sweetness that usually, if she’s being honest, completely evades her in the moment. She has a half-formed idea of a sort of farewell tour, contentedly trundling round their greatest hits: library, town hall steps, the nice café that does decent coffee and is manageable with two small children at different developmental stages, the duck pond, the playground. She has promised herself she won’t look at her phone while pushing them on the swings, or ravenously seek out conversation with other adults, or discourage Felix from a romance with an unwieldy stick, or stop Rudy from squatting and dabbling in puddles, or hover with tissues trying to wipe their noses … won’t, in other words, succumb to any of the many bad habits and neuroses she has accumulated to date in her mothering career.

It’s difficult to communicate all this to Felix, whose personal ‘best day ever’ (a Winter Wonderland and Hamleys double-header the Saturday before Christmas) coincided with one of her personal worst. Of course, he would opt for the relentless stimulation of a theme park, the same way he and his peers gravitate towards the noisiest light-up toy or most elaborate ice cream – but isn’t part of her job to protect him from such excess? To model for him that small things can be special too? Isn’t the sole message underpinning the various parenting blogs she consults at night after the children are in bed that the only thing kids really want is authentic connection with their primary caregivers?

So, she has remained vague about their plans since broaching the subject – hard to do with a details-oriented guy like Felix – trying instead to focus on the feelings side of things. The day will be special because they will be together, the Three Musketeers (she is careful not to use this name when her husband is around), and even though things are about to change, because she is going back to work, she will always, always cherish this time she had with him and Rudy; less time together doesn’t mean she loves them any less, and if he ever has any worries about … at some point during these monologues Felix invariably becomes engaged in the kind of annoying but harmless activity she is fundamentally incapable of letting pass without comment (turning a switch on and off, or purposely dribbling water back into his glass), and she invariably feels hurt that her thoughtful expressions of care have been so blithely torpedoed, but arrives each time at the same conclusion: the reason Felix is able to disengage like this is because he’s already so saturated in love that these overtures are surplus to requirements.

This morning – their last, special morning – Rudy wakes at 4.45, which means Felix does too, which means all Three Musketeers are in the kitchen by 5 a.m.

‘What would you like for breakfast, Effie? I was thinking we could …’, she pauses suspensefully, ‘make pancakes!’

‘Nah.’

‘Chocolate chip pancakes?’ she says, hearing her desperation, but persisting because three days ago she’d googled ‘child friendly pancake recipe chocolate chip’, assiduously sorted through the results, added the ingredients from the best reviewed one to the shopping list and, furthermore, impulsively spent £15 on the fruits of another Google search: ‘mini heart-shaped pancake pan’.

‘Coco Pops,’ Felix says, adding darkly, as one who has been caught out before, ‘dry Coco Pops’. That she has become the kind of mother to regularly feed her four year old Coco Pops – not as a treat, and minus the calcium-rich consolation of milk – is something she can’t confront without inviting a full mental pile-on, and she’s pretty sure today is not the day to succumb to the slag heap of her own shortcomings. She rattles out the cereal for Felix and sets about preparing porridge for herself and Rudy – good old Rudy, who still gobbles down batch-cooked lentil shepherd’s pie from the baby-led weaning cookbook, bleating maw, maw? while worriedly furrowing his shepherd’s pie-smeared brow and opening and closing his shepherd’s pie-caked fingers – but in fact, this same faithful Rudy is pointing at Felix’s bowl, making insistent, straining noises of discontent, so she gracelessly dumps a handful from the packet onto his high-chair tray, inducing both boys to study her warily, and Rudy to start whimpering and reaching out for her, meaning the porridge-making happens with him on her hip, gnawing on a saliva-soaked clutch of Coco Pops, several of which end up glued to her pyjama top.

How on earth will he manage tomorrow? How will she? When it was Felix’s turn to be left at nursery three years ago, she had attended the same kind of settling-in sessions she’d completed with Rudy last week: sitting on a tiny chair at gradually increasing distances, building up to a fifteen-minute stint alone in the reception area. Then she was called back in and proudly led to the carpet where Felix sat in the lap of a beaming young woman, pushing blocks through a shape sorter. Perfect! But on the day – the day when it counted and she was relying on the childcare – Felix had of course grasped what was really happening, that this was not a brief play session with one-to-one adult attention, but wholesale, cold-blooded abandonment by his first and greatest love, and he had clung to every possible handful of her: clothes, hair, skin, crying in a new way she hadn’t heard before, and the Baby Room leader, literally prising him off her, had said, ‘Just leave, Mum, it’s for the best, he’ll forget about you in no time.’ His screams pursued her down the corridor, through the reception area, all along the street – she swore she could hear him as far as the train station – and despite having stopped breastfeeding several months earlier, standing on the platform as the train pulled in, she felt the unmistakable sting of her milk letting down.

For weeks, each morning was like this: desperate clinging, wretched separation, shattering screams, guilty, tearful relief on the train, and though the staff claimed he calmed down within minutes, when she pored over the photos they uploaded to the parent portal of Felix sitting in a plastic overall at snack time (‘The children use the spoon to serve the fruit to themselves’), he always looked so wary and bewildered, little feet set together neatly and primly in little trainers, that she wondered whether the screaming might in fact be better.

After breakfast, it’s still only 5.30. She is stunned to realise she has no idea how to fill the three or so hours until they can reasonably leave the house. This aspect of parenthood is one she can’t ever seem to get a handle on: how torturously slowly time passes, how punishingly few ways there are to fill it, how lacking she is in imagination and resources, how newly surprised she is by this fact almost daily. It does not seem to be so for other parents, whose children happily play with Lego or trains or magnetic tiles for hours. Is ‘for hours’ just a figure of speech? Do they maybe mean ten minutes? And if so … do they mean ten whole minutes? Do these other children really not require their grown-up’s singular focus almost every minute of their waking lives? She has a suspicion that she is the problem, simultaneously a pushover (too eager to meet every request of her to prove she is loving and capable) and a cold, hard block of stone (resentful and exhausted by the relentlessness of these asks, which renders her meeting of them existentially compromised, creating a feedback loop where the children feel they never get enough of her, leading to ever greater, more insistent demands, and …)

What if there’s a middle ground? She went to see a therapist for a few sessions, several months after Rudy was born, when she was at her most tired and strung out. It was a logistical nightmare even to get the childcare to allow her to go, which was the reason she had given for stopping, though another reason she didn’t give was that the therapist, who sat comfortably with her hands on her thighs as though perpetually about to embark on a relaxation exercise, was so fond of this notion concerning the middle ground. The therapist said it in response to her problems with parenting and marital tensions and the state of the house and her relationship to her career, but what the therapist couldn’t grasp – or what she could not adequately communicate to the therapist – was that the middle ground is itself the problem, she lives on the middle ground, a perilously high and narrow path winding between the abysses of opposing extremes: too much/not enough, smothering/negligent, pushover/cold block of stone. Staying on the middle ground is a balancing act requiring constant vigilance and endless micro-adjustments. The tyranny of the middle ground is why she had tried therapy! The middle ground is the reason she’s so tired.

Daunted by the prospect of the many hours ahead, she starts pulling things out of cupboards, half-remembering ideas she’s come across online – poking dried spaghetti through colander holes, pouring rice into different containers, filling a mixing bowl with soapy water to wash the toy cars – but each activity is over in moments, with one or other, if not both, of the boys needing her urgent intervention at all times. The spaghetti keeps snapping, the rice goes everywhere, the soapy water drenches Felix’s pyjamas – actually a blessing since it gives her the genius idea to put both children in the bath, a guaranteed quarter-hour of, not peace (never peace!), but something not a million miles from something approaching equilibrium, at least until a skirmish over one of several identical rubber ducks erupts and she has to scoop an incensed Rudy out to stop Felix from repeatedly thumping him on the head. By rights it’s Felix as the aggressor who should be removed, but Rudy is still a liability in the water, so fairness must lose out to physical safety since Felix is not holding back with regards to Rudy’s skull – the word ‘fontanelle’ presents itself from the birthing classes era and she wonders, wincingly, if it’s even fully closed yet? This head thumping is the favoured act of thuggery among Felix’s nursery peers, if the anonymised reports she gets at pick-up are anything to go by – ‘Felix struck another child on the head’ or ‘another child struck Felix on the head’ – reports instantly de-anonymised by Felix: ‘It was Zoe/Marcus/Eli’, usually in front of Zoe/Marcus/Eli’s parents, who, depending on their child’s status on the victim–perp binary, either mask their horror or passionately externalise their shame.

‘I can’t let you do that.’

Felix is now leaning out of the bath, still trying to pound Rudy, who she’s trying to dry on the mat, supporting with one arm because he isn’t yet able to stand up alone, stopping every few seconds to catch Felix’s arm mid-air with her drying hand, repeating ‘I can’t let you do that’, like all the blogs and books and podcasts say you’re meant to, in a firm but neutral tone, but these resources never seem to account for the fact that the adult seeking help online is not a neutral third party, they have skin in the game, tethers whose ends are very close to being reached; these flashpoints are happening because the supposed grown-up is right on the edge, and so, yes, when she is scrolling through in the calm, warm light of her bedroom after the boys are asleep, she can appreciate they aren’t being purposely malevolent, they are seeking reassurance that she isn’t going to collapse, but in the crucial moment when it’s happening, she does think she might collapse if this doesn’t stop, and so she shouts, ‘I’ve had ENOUGH!’ and seizes Rudy, depositing him, not wholly gently, in his cot, where he, after a brief spell of shocked silence, starts to cry, harmonising with Felix’s contrite sobbing from the bath: ‘I’m sowwy Mummy, I’m so sowwy, I’m weally sowwy Mummy, I’m sowwy.’

Once both boys are dry and dressed, after she has cuddled them and apologised grovellingly for losing it, and Felix has solemnly forgiven her, and Rudy has smushed his skull – robust enough after all – against hers with an intensity she reads as forgiveness, she decides to take control of the situation by putting on the TV. She needs to shower, and though Rudy is too young to properly engage with anything resembling a narrative, he is fortunately, for these purposes, captivated by any kind of screen. She can’t leave them in front of the actual TV because they rarely tolerate being alone in another room without her – certainly not when it would be convenient to do so – so she balances her laptop on the closed lid of the toilet and settles the boys on the bathroom floor as far away as the limited space will allow, washing herself to the soundtrack of Hey Duggee, buffing a little porthole in the steamed-up shower door to look at her children’s faces – beautiful, round, rapt, radiant, and definitely much closer to the screen than the distance she originally insisted upon.

When she steps out, both boys look at her with frank, uncritical wonder: at her breasts, soft stomach, the hair between her legs, their mouths open, eyes roving. She wants to reach for her towel, wrap it tightly around her, but lately has been trying to stifle this impulse. She can’t recall ever seeing her own mother’s body unclothed: in swimming pool or shop changing rooms, her mother would insinuate herself expertly in and out of garments using a sophisticated layering technique, without exposing even her underwear, and perhaps it was this atmosphere of modesty or shame (plus the being herself in clear breach of contemporary beauty standards on multiple, varied counts) that has led to a lifetime of feeling uneasy naked, even when alone, preferring to cover up in any way possible. It has become a bone of mild contention in her relationship: her husband, who strides towel-free after a shower into the bedroom, seems to her practically a naturist, while her reticence nudity-wise is experienced by him as personally excluding and rejecting. Having children only complicated things further, her body suddenly expected to shift effortlessly between various contradictory roles. Recently, watching an anarchic, one-man kids’ show of Gulliver’s Travels with Felix, she’d felt unexpected kinship with the actor, frantically tossing wigs and hats on and off behind a screen, while pinballing between (somewhat questionable) regional accents.

‘I’m going to go and get dressed. Do you want to keep watching in here, or come with me into the bedroom?’ she asks the boys, who, having returned their attention to the screen, don’t respond. She leans over the laptop, wet hair dripping on the keyboard, to pause their show, inciting instant consternation, but (she has learned the hard way) this is preferable to leaving the room and letting them register her absence themselves. When she repeats the question, they both strain past her to look at the paused screen, which means they are content to stay put.

The constant narration of her movements and intentions for the immediate and intermediate future still doesn’t come easily to her, by nature a poor planner – she finds it a great effort to prioritise and order her actions, frequently falling foul of her own attempts in any case when, for example, Felix asks for a glass of water, and she tells him she’ll get it as soon she’s finished unloading the dishwasher, but, hearing the toaster pop, she abandons the dishwasher to butter Rudy’s toast, stepping on Lego when delivering it, getting down on hands and knees to gather up the scattered bricks, at which point Felix wants to know where his water is, and she says, ‘Oh, sorry, yes, as soon as I’ve picked up the Lego’, and rises, heading directly to the cupboard where the plastic beakers are kept, but en route bashes her shin on the open, half-emptied dishwasher, to which her attention immediately returns, prompting Felix, having finally run out of his child-sized portion of patience, to tearfully speculate that he might be about to die of thirst.

It is while she is getting dressed that she finds it: the unused tampon with the plastic applicator in a lilac wrapper. Realising she has run out of deodorant, she goes to her husband’s section of the wardrobe and takes out his gym bag, rooting around for a half-used can of Right Guard to tide her over until she remembers to add her kind to the weekly shop. As she returns the bag, the tampon falls to the floor, and she stands there staring at it for some time.

It’s so harmless and mundane on the one hand, that she is tempted to simply put it back, or tuck it away in her drawer for a period-related emergency – she has these with embarrassing frequency for an adult with the supposed cognitive and financial means to keep track of dates and replenish supplies – but she also can’t quite move beyond the fact that this is not a type or absorbency she is in the habit of buying, the plastic being offensive in the throes of the climate crisis, and absorbency so low for her heavy flow that she would need to change it after only an hour; nor, and this is obviously the bigger concern, can she overlook that it was in her husband’s gym bag, which sometimes doubles as his travel bag when he’s away for shorter work trips.

‘What is that, Mama?’ Felix asks. He is standing in the doorway, Rudy crawling behind him.

‘Oh – nothing,’ she says, picking it up, but corrects herself, because as with the nudity question, she is trying to be rigorous in demystifying matters of the body, especially the female one, being the sole representative in the family, hopefully raising enlightened, respectful sons in the process: ‘It’s a tampon. Remember how I told you, every month I have blood—’

‘But why are you staring at the tampong?’

‘I …’ – she is racing with the various implications of this discovery, plausible theories for how it might have ended up there, some of which are far more palatable than others –

‘You what?’ Felix insists.

‘Sorry, I was miles away,’ she says, with a bright, brisk smile, placing it on the dressing table, and quickly clarifying, because Felix will surely ask what a mile is, and how she can be miles away when she is right here, ‘I was distracted. I was just thinking about Daddy.’

‘I miss Daddy,’ says Felix.

‘Dada!’ Rudy echoes forlornly.




Back in the kitchen Felix declares he is hungry again – ‘I want pancakes!’ – and though this should, theoretically, please her, she has suddenly lost any appetite for child-facing baking.

‘Oh … not right now. Maybe at the weekend.’

‘But you said!’

Well, he has her there. She assembles the ingredients on the counter, but looking at her phone, can’t find the recipe she had settled on – the top results all require items she doesn’t have, like buttermilk and bicarbonate of soda. Felix is agitating to get started, passing a loose egg from one hand to the other, meanwhile Rudy is at her feet making his little seal noise for ‘up’. 

‘I just need a bit of space to get things ready,’ she says – a fool’s errand, since some diversion or reward must be given, you can’t expect something for nothing. So, into the high chair with Rudy, and beckoning Felix to the table, she takes the packet of chocolate chips, shaking a few out for each, and the boys palm them into their mouths. Having finally located the recipe, she sets about measuring, while sifting through relations with her husband lately, fights they have had, sex they have and haven’t had, his interest in her body – genuine or feigned? – misunderstandings, have there been any nights he was out where she didn’t know where he was? She has always prided herself on not needing to keep track of his whereabouts as long as she has been informed whether or not he will be back to do bath time – he can stay out until two in the morning for all she cares, but if he has said he will be home for bath time, and is late even by a matter of minutes, she has been known to ‘go ballistic’. She can deal with almost anything day to day as long as she knows the parameters, but if she is expecting to clock out and then cannot – that is when she finds herself at her most volatile and desperate. ‘I’m only fifteen minutes late’ – her husband says this, or some variation of, every time it happens, wide-eyed, his manner, she always feels, theatrically mild, perfectly baffled that running the bath and putting the children into it as she does most days is suddenly such an onerous trial; he behaves on these occasions as though she’s just revealed that she secretly hates bathing and caring for their children, and furthermore despises him for making her perform this precious ritual that he, personally, finds very sweet and magical. He is the one who should be upset, his being late means he is, yet again, missing out on this treat that she is usually lucky enough to get to do – the very thing he hurried home from work as fast as he could for!

None of this is ever spoken, exactly – no outright accusations of hysteria or disingenuousness, but both strongly implied by the other, and almost proven by their own respective body languages: tense (hers) and exaggeratedly languid (his). Is it this hysteria in her, real or perceived, that has caused him to seek …something … elsewhere? Comfort or desire or adoration, from someone more balanced and – extrapolating from the low absorbency data – youthful?

‘You’re not letting me do anything!’ says Felix, who has only lasted this long because he keeps sneaking over to the counter to snaffle more chocolate chips – the packet is nearly empty and the boys’ mouths smudgy with the evidence. Looking down, as though coming to from a faint, she is surprised to see her hands in the flour, fingers moving ruminatively through the soft, white powder, her wedding ring giving off a dull gleam.

‘Sorry, yes,’ she says. ‘Here – can you stir the wet ingredients into the dry ones?’

Felix seizes the wooden spoon, propelling drifts of flour out of the bowl.

‘Mix, mix, mix!’ she half-sings, but Felix snaps, ‘Don’t say that!’ and she almost bursts into tears. Felix is onto something: the cheerful, kids’ TV presenter persona is inauthentic and fatuous, he knows it, she knows it, even Rudy knows it – he often pushes her face away from his when she attempts silly expressions or comedic noises. In a way, it’s bracing to have such crutches recognised for what they are, but it also leaves her defenceless: she is finding herself increasingly inhibited and risk-averse in her affect, edged into a sort of impartial observer role, constantly present, but rigorously mild and restrained, like a museum docent. Is this how it’s going to be now? For their whole childhood, her personality on hiatus? Will it even still be there when she is allowed to return? She is so stung by Felix’s rebuke that she wants to leave the kitchen, to stomp off, maybe slam a door or two, but instead she shuts up and takes the mixing bowl from him with very slightly more force than necessary.

‘They’re not really hearts,’ Felix says, studying his plate. The regularly proportioned spatula – incompatible with the pan’s novelty contours – has butchered any hope of definition, resulting in solid, lumpy puddles.

‘Well, no,’ she says, ‘but real hearts – the ones inside us – don’t look like hearts, either. See?’

She shows him a picture of an anatomical heart on her phone.

‘You have absolutely got to be kidding me!’ Felix says – a phrase he must have picked up from nursery, since it’s not one of hers. ‘That is not a real heart.’

‘Did you know,’ she demonstrates with her hand, ‘your heart is the same size as your fist? And guess what,’ she adds her other fist, ‘two together like this? Is the size of your brain.’ Felix clenches his, first one and then the other, and considers them gravely. This is one of the things she loves best about being Felix’s mother: seeing in real time his understanding of the world expand to accommodate its wonder.

‘Is that nice? Is that yummy?’ she coos to Rudy, who has mashed his pancakes into balls and is eating them like apples.

Felix takes a tentative bite of his. ‘It’s okayyyy,’ he says, chewing analytically, ‘but it would be better if there was more chocolate chips.’

While she’s washing up, her husband FaceTimes. She hesitates before answering, but not to do so will feel like denying him access to the children and besides, she wants to scrutinise his manner in light of the tampon discovery.

He is still in bed.

‘How’s the A Team?’ he says, yawning.

‘We’re not the A Team, we’re the Three Musketeers,’ says Felix.

‘Four Musketeers you mean!’

She rushes in, ‘Only three because – you know, we have to pull together without you here.’

‘Where’s the other one?’ her husband asks, and she turns the phone to Rudy, who swipes it deftly from her grasp with a pancakey hand. There’s a brief scuffle as she attempts to recover it, with Rudy yelling while Felix makes his own bid for custody of the phone.

‘I. Will. Hang. UP. If you don’t STOP,’ she roars, wresting it from the melee and holding it out of their reach, trying to group all three of them into the tiny corner frame. Her husband’s face fills the rest of the screen – large and sleepy in the soft lighting of his hotel room.

‘Why are you still in bed?’ Felix says
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