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Also by C. C. MacDonald



Happy Ever After




For Mum.
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Erin’s heels clack along the uneven pavement like castanets. She got off the train eighteen minutes ago. She bought a vanilla doughnut from the delicatessen opposite the station and ate half of it before dropping it in a bin. She filmed herself doing all of this, told her smartphone camera why she was throwing it away – too much sugar – and why she bought it in the first place – it was luminous yellow and made her smile. But when she watched the footage back, she came across a little irritated, probably because she was thinking about having wasted £1.20, so she decided not to post the video.

Erin runs her fingers over the ridges of a long fence that hems in the gardens of a row of bungalows, nausea bubbling up from her stomach, giving everything she sees a filter of unpleasantness.

She rounds the corner and emerges onto a wider road, where most of the cars drive over the speed limit, and spots the memorial opposite to a little boy who was one of its victims some years ago. Broken shards of old CDs hang from the tree at the memorial’s centre to ward birds away from the dutifully tended floral display and sun-bleached Arsenal shirt. The story goes that the boy’s mother was chatting on the phone and didn’t see him step out. The road is one back from the sea, protected from the harshest ravages of the North Sea wind, but not far enough away to escape the ice water in the air that seems to seep through Erin’s merino-mix cardigan as the light dies away.

Glancing up at the houses, the dusk reveals who’s in and who’s out. The colours glowing from the windows remind her of the blinking lights of a Christmas market. The strobing blue of a humungous flat-screen; pink warmth coming through a mid-range red Ikea roller blind upstairs; the ochre tint of an open fire, shadows licking a paved driveway.

A cloud must have moved as the sky turns from a muted purple to Technicolor terracotta. She stops outside one of the houses, a bungalow with a dormer stuck out of its roof. The square bay window that stretches over most of its frontage emits a golden hue that gives Erin a swell of warmth and she touches her chest as if she can feel it. She gets out her phone, scans the screen for a moment and posts something before dropping it back into her coat pocket. The January air makes her eyes water. She blinks them dry, scratches her right ear with her shoulder and walks towards the bungalow with the purpose of someone prepared to face the music.

She nudges the house’s cast-iron gate gently with her knee and heads up the path. She glances through the window and stops.

A man sits at an oval dining table at the back of an open-plan living-kitchen-dining room, smiling. He’s looking at a baby boy with copious dark hair, plumed up in a loose Mohawk, being held out by a striking red-headed woman with a face so chiselled it could have been drawn on a computer. She lifts the baby into the air, staring at him and, is she singing? It seems to Erin like she might be singing. She has the boy stand on her knees and makes him dance, using the hand that isn’t supporting him to move his arms and legs like a marionette. The man glances at the woman and the baby, looks down and his face cracks into a slow smile.

The woman puts the baby back into the crook of her arm and looks straight out of the window. Erin knows that she can’t be seen now that it’s darker outside but she ducks away from the woman’s gaze anyway. The man tickles the baby’s palms as he reaches towards him.

It looks like something from an advert for a gas company. The happy family laughing with each other in the warmth of the home. The woman holding court, mother, friend, lover. Perfect.

Except that’s not her family. It’s Erin’s.




2





BRAUNEoverBRAINS



358 posts              36.2kfollowers           1,321 following

ERIN BRAUNE

Mum to Bobby. Salty sea-dweller. Bright up your life. Reformed thespian.

These are my hangover shades. Because this is my hangover.

Banger of a #gifted mini-break @digidetoxglamping. Huge thanks. The cocktails were ting. Not entirely convinced about not having my phone for twenty-four hours. Felt a bit like I’d had a frontal lobotomy. Not the best. BUT my first night away from Bobby-boy was surprisingly fun. I can’t wait to see him but feel racked with guilt and nerves about having left my baby boy behind. IS THIS NORMAL? What if he’s pissed off with me and doesn’t want cuddles?! All your good wishes yesterday made leaving him a lot easier. This piñata was in the bargain bin of a shop at the station (everyday travel essential, sure). Not convinced big-Bob will know what to do with it but will look lush hanging by the window in his nursery and maxing out the Frida Kahlo vibes. WISH ME LUCK.

#thehungovergames #toooldtosayting #mumsofinsta#absentmumsofinsta #hotmessesofinsta #haveabreakhaveameltdown #willyoustilllovemetomorrow

AnnaMaitron HE’LL BE SO EXCITED TO SEE YOU

salveno33 ‘thehungovergames’ LOL

Fran_Tony98 i’d never leave my son at nine months and certainly wouldn’t come back still drunk.

motherhubbardglittercupboard Erin, you make it look easy but you still deserve time away. Hope you got my @mysteryboxes to celebrate 30K followers.

Tontonteron some people have real problems
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‘Here she is,’ the woman says in an Australian accent as she spots Erin standing at the open door frame to her living room. Erin’s fiancé Raf stands up and gives her a flat-palmed wave and a crooked smile that references the strange woman in their front room. The woman gets up and walks towards Erin, still holding baby Bobby, who’s scanning his mother’s face to try and make sense of it. Erin knows she should put her arms out for her son but finds herself leaning against the in-built shelving, fingering the frayed top edge of a hardback.

‘Erin, Amanda,’ Raf says, having edged around the table, a note of weariness in his voice, ‘an old family friend from back in Oz.’

‘I think this might be yours?’ the woman says with a muted laugh as she gets to the door. Erin comes forward to take Bobby, but his little monkey paws cling to the edge of Amanda’s summer dress so she has to prise them off before handing the baby over. Erin is unbalanced by the sudden weight of her son as he attaches himself to the crook of her arm. He squeaks, then buries his head into Erin’s neck, his wedge of hair tickling the underside of her chin.

‘Amanda’s mum used to work with my dad at the university,’ Raf offers, leaning on the last word and giving Erin a look warning her to be tactful.

‘It’s just so great to meet you,’ Amanda says, clapping the tips of her fingers together to emphasise how great she’s finding it. ‘The woman who captured Raf’s heart.’ Erin catches her fiancé’s eye over her shoulder. He shakes his head, a hint of a shrug, eyes hooded.

‘When did you get in?’ Erin says, trying to sound casual.

‘This morning,’ Raf answers. ‘I called but you were, you know, uncontactable.’ Erin looks at Bobby. His over-round cheeks are dappled with patches of red, his eyes look raw, sunken and the dribble rash on his chin seems angrier than it did yesterday. It looks like he hasn’t slept for days. Teeth, probably. He cries out several times every night until Raf goes in to soothe him and they always blame teeth though she’s no idea if that is the real reason.

She spends longer than usual taking in every detail of Bobby’s face, assessing how much he’s changed in the thirty-six hours since she’s been away. Guilt aches in the pit of her stomach. How could she leave him for so long? It must have been so unsettling, and on top of that, another woman, here in their house when his mum’s away.

‘Raf said you’ve been at some thing in the woods where you’re not allowed to take your mobile? Sounds wonderful. I wish smartphones had never been invented.’ Erin spots Raf smirking as he takes some mugs from the table over to the sink. Erin’s often said to Raf how pretentious she finds people who bang on about how phones are to blame for everything. She notices that there are still plates with the crumbs of some kind of flapjack on the table. They’ve been having tea and cake in her absence. The house seems calm, composed, even the often-screaming Bobby.

‘It was fun, yeh.’ Erin thinks of being stacked around a huge wooden table in the most beautiful forest just outside Sevenoaks with seven other mummy-bloggers; being fed espresso martinis and a smorgasbord of vegan nibbly bits. How much they laughed guiltily every time Anna Mai (74k followers) barked that she missed her phone way more than any of her kids, the way the whole gang giggled every time Erin asked the guy who’d done the food if he had any bacon bits she could sprinkle on top of the food. The blissful silence, the empty space in her head where the bubble of stress around how Bobby’s going to sleep normally resides as she put her head on the crisp Egyptian cotton pillow in her luxurious yurt.

She feels a sharp pain and looks down to see Bobby grabbing a clump of skin on her shoulder. She yanks his hand away. Amanda’s watching with a strange intent, pupils large in paper-white eyes.

‘You must have missed this one so much.’ Amanda tickles one of his feet.

‘Yeh, course.’ Erin waves Bobby’s hand drowsily in the air. The action feels insincere and she has the thought that she’s somehow trying to copy Amanda dancing Bobby around the table, so she stops and lets the boy’s arm fall to his side. She scans the room. Her colour-coded play texts, her blocky modern prints, her fiancé rinsing things in the sink in the orangey light of the kitchen. It’s all the same as it was when she left, but this stranger’s presence makes her feel like she’s been gone for months.

Raf sidles over to them while Bobby discovers his mother’s jawline with a pudding fist, eyes doubtful as if he’s never seen it before. Raf leans towards her, takes the back of her neck in his long fingers and gives her a firm kiss somewhere between her cheek and her ear. Amanda’s eyes seem to grow bigger and she smiles on in wonder as if she’s at an immersive theatre production.

‘Does he need to nurse?’ Amanda says, nodding at Bobby who’s grappling at Erin’s top and headbutting her chest.

‘Ah, I don’t know?’ She looks to Raf.

‘He’ll be due a feed,’ he says. ‘He’s done great on the bottles though.’

‘Great,’ Erin says, trying not to feel too aggrieved that Raf seems to have taken his day and a half of solo parenting in his stride while Erin knows how difficult she would have found it. She has Bobby every day during office hours and often during the day at weekends, but Raf’s never been out of the house overnight and she probably wouldn’t sleep a wink if he was. She knew Raf would be fine without her, he never gets het up about anything, but she wishes it didn’t seem like everything had gone quite so well in her absence. She takes Bobby over to the table and tells him in a doting baby voice, ‘Can’t be grabbing at ladies’ dresses, can we? We’re going to have to teach you about consent, aren’t we, Mr Handsy?’ Amanda makes a strange noise and Erin turns to see her catching a laugh in a clenched hand.

‘Sorry, you’re just so funny, Erin,’ she says, shaking her head, amazed. Erin affects a grin at Amanda’s compliment as she sits down and scrabbles for the app that tells her which breast she’s pumped from most recently. It was only just before she got on the train but she’s doesn’t trust her memory for such things at the moment.

‘Shit,’ she says before she can stop herself as she sees that she has more than 400 notifications to attend to on her Instagram.

‘You all right?’ Amanda plonks herself in the chair next to Erin as Bobby’s fingers pincer at her shirt.

‘Yeh,’ Erin says, ‘just, you know, stuff to do.’ She puts her phone face down on the table, squeezes each breast to see which is fullest before pulling her top up and shoving her baby towards her nipple. Amanda leans forward and watches more closely than seems appropriate, as Bobby latches onto Erin’s nipple like a cartoon vampire.

‘You must be so relieved,’ Amanda says.

‘What’s that?’ Erin voice catches, her spit tastes acrid. She needs her bottle of water from her bag.

‘It’s the first time you’ve left him?’ Erin nods. ‘Sometimes they can be a bit fussy, doctors call it nipple confusion but I think babies are cleverer than that. I think it’s their way of saying “I don’t want those toxic-chemical plastic bottles, I like my milk straight from the udder”, but he’s doing fine. Beautiful boy.’ She squeezes the pudge that sits above his elbow. Erin gives her a wary smile.

‘Could you get me my water, babe?’ she says to Raf.

‘I’ll go.’ Amanda hops up from her seat and heads over to the discarded bag by the door. Erin feels ambushed by this woman’s presence. She almost wishes Bobby would tussle away from her nipple, distracted by the light and the hubbub, so she could make her excuses and take him to his room to start tackling the Everest of Insta-messages she knows she’ll have to deal with into the night. She won’t be going on another phone-free weekend, she thinks to herself, regardless of which ex-model turned mixologist is making the cocktails.

‘Amanda,’ Raf says, as he plucks their plates up from the table, ‘had been emailing my old address for years, the stupid “phoneypony” one from back in the day.’

‘We used to be close,’ Amanda says, a sudden thinness to her voice.

‘From when we had to move up to the north for a bit,’ Raf offers from where he stands in the low lights of the kitchen. ‘I will have mentioned Amanda and her mum, Ez, when I gave you the director’s cut of my nomadic teenage years but there was quite a bit of data to take in, Mand, so don’t be offended if she’s forgotten.’

‘Yeh, a lot,’ Erin says, summoning a laugh.

‘Formative years though,’ Amanda says, handing Erin her bottle of water. When was it Raf moved north? Erin thinks. His dad was a doctor who worked at universities so they lived all over Australia, and although she knows the various places he lived, she’s never quite got a handle on when he was where. Amanda sweeps crumbs from the table into her hand and goes over to deposit them in the bin that she doesn’t have to ask Raf the location of. She wears a string of thick brown beads as a belt over her beige dress. With her bare feet and her hair falling in copper waves far beyond her shoulders, she reminds Erin of a goddess depicted on a ceramic pot.

‘Do you still live in Australia?’ Bobby comes on and off Erin’s nipple, pulling it painfully as he does. She rests her hand on the back of her phone, a ticker-tape machine running in her head as she thinks of all the things on there she’ll have to catch up on.

‘I do. I mean, I did. It’s – it’s actually this –’ she goes over to the far corner of the living room and indicates a painting with open hands as if presenting a magic trick – ‘that brought me here. Someone I worked for, she’s really into that social media stuff and she was showing me your Instagram and I saw this.’ Erin looks over Amanda’s shoulder at the painting. It’s a shrouded figure sitting among orange-red rocks with a vivid pink sky behind her. Erin’s never liked it, but Raf wanted it up, it added some colour to a dark recess of the room and, crucially, it didn’t cost them anything. ‘I recognised it from Raf’s dad’s house, used to be in the dining room?’

‘Mm-hum,’ Raf mumbles in affirmation. Erin glances over to him leaning against the kitchen work surface. She knows he’s had the painting for a while but she didn’t know it belonged to his dad and is a little surprised that he’d want something of his father’s up in their house. Perhaps even someone with an unhappy childhood wants little mementoes of it in their adult life. Amanda comes and sits back down next to Erin. ‘So then I saw pictures of this little beauty.’ She tussles Bobby’s thick hair, ‘and with Mercury in retrograde, I knew it was a sign.’ She flicks her full eyebrows up and ‘hahs’ a chuckle to herself.

‘Amazing,’ Erin says, trying to catch Raf’s eye but not wanting to seem rude.

‘I was going to message you, on the app, to get in touch, set up a visit, but it felt like if I didn’t just book a flight and do it then I might chicken out.’ Bobby comes off Erin’s nipple and then lurches back on, fledgling teeth pinching the skin, making her want to grab him off her and put him on the floor.

‘Amanda’s going to stay in the garden,’ Raf says.

‘Only if that’s OK.’

‘Course,’ Erin says with fabricated gusto. She glances out the window above the sink at the anthracite-grey and glass studio flat that takes up the furthest portion of their narrow garden.

‘I’ve got the name of a B&B in town that looks nice so I’m super happy to go there. I didn’t expect you to have space for me.’

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ Erin says, Amanda interrogating her with swift eyes to check she’s really as welcome as they’ve said she is.

‘That’s the sweetest thing,’ Amanda says, squeezing Erin’s wrist. ‘I’ve wanted to see Europe for years but, you know, big scary world, thought I’d start myself off visiting a friendly face.’ She gives a little shrug before cocking her head to look at Bobby from a different angle, a faraway smile on her face.

Erin looks into Bobby’s eyes, Raf’s Italian heritage showing in the deep brown of them, and wishes she could feel as misty-eyed when she looks at him as their new guest seems to.

‘I’ve got something for you!’ Amanda blurts out, clapping a hand to her throat, excited like a child. If she and Raf grew up together, Erin thinks, she must be a few years older than her, but with her Disney-princess eyes and girlish clothes she seems younger. She skips past the table and out the sliding doors towards the studio.

Raf comes and leans over Erin to give Bobby a kiss on the top of the head.

‘Hello, mate,’ he says. He pulls back and puts his hands on Erin’s shoulders and squeezes. ‘She won’t stay long,’ he says. Erin flips her phone over and looks at the screen, ripe with hundreds of notifications. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’

‘No, it’s fine,’ she says, fighting the urge to dive onto Instagram. Since she’s got into the tens of thousands of followers, responding to all the messages has become overwhelming and she won’t be able to sleep unless she’s made inroads, but she knows how upset Raf will be if she goes on so soon after getting home.

‘Mercury in retrograde. You got the tiniest clue what that’s meant to mean?’ Raf says. She gets distracted by the sight of another message arriving. ‘Ez?’

‘Sorry, what?’ she says, placing her free hand on his and craning her neck round to look into his perma-stubbled face.

‘You must be tired after all that partying.’ Raf huffs out a sigh as he takes his hands away from her shoulders. The sliding door clicks open and Amanda comes to the other side of the table and faces them like a candidate for an interview. From an embroidered bag covered in Chinese symbols she produces a large pink crystal and places it on the table in front of them.

‘Rose quartz,’ Amanda says, making it sound like the name of a person. It’s the colour of coffee cups in trendy cafes, millennial pink they’ve started calling it, but translucent. It’s formed of two columns, alongside each other, like twin towers, that grow out of a mass the shape of a large bread roll. Erin looks over to the shelving unit by the entrance to the room, immediately thinking about where to put it. There’s a stack of books with pinkish spines and a speckle-glazed pot in a similar shade – one of the many primo charity-shop buys that make up her Insta-adequate interior. Although maybe the stone should go somewhere less prominent – she might not want someone seeing it in the background of one of her Insta-stories and making a thing of how she’s into crystals. These are the things she has to think about now. ‘It has a very feminine energy.’ Amanda runs a finger around the base. ‘It opens the heart chakra and I just thought, with your whole positivity thing … Anyway, it’s for you.’ Amanda glances at Raf and looks down, embarrassed. Raf rests two fingers on the large vertebra at the top of Erin’s spine. It makes her feel anchored for the first time since she saw Amanda through the window.

‘I love it,’ Erin finds herself saying, feeling bad that she and Raf have given Amanda the sort of reaction to her talk of crystals and energy that’s popped her former bubbliness, ‘you really shouldn’t have because you’ve come all this way to visit, but I love it.’ Amanda’s eyes spark again, pleased. There’s a nervous energy to her, like a skittish animal.

Bobby reaches over to the crystal but he overbalances out of Erin’s arms and knocks his head on the edge of table. He erupts into a wall-shaking scream as Erin, infected by panic, tries to juggle him back to the safety of her chest. He arches away from her and it seems as if she might drop him before Raf swoops in and takes the baby from her. He jigs the inconsolable Bobby over to the mantelpiece and lowers the boy’s eyes towards the tendrils of a spider plant that he swishes around with his elbow. Bobby’s quickly distracted and the cries disappear as suddenly as they arrived.

Erin stands paralysed, riven with her own ineffectiveness, a hurricane of self-flagellation beating at the doors in her head, attempting to blow in. She’s been feeling more connected to Bobby recently, not as much as she pretends, but better, and now she’s abandoned him and undone all that progress. Amanda has gone to the kitchen and arrives over at the mantelpiece clutching a bag of frozen edamame beans. Raf tries to put the bag on the baby’s head but it riles him so Raf hands it back. Erin watches as he murmurs his thanks as if he were a surgeon in a hundred-year-old war and Amanda his Florence Nightingale. She turns and sees Erin staring at her.

‘You must want to catch up, find out how the little one’s been coping.’ She weaves her neck in the air, halfway between a dance and a stretch. ‘The first time you leave a baby can be incredibly unsettling.’ Erin fingers the spires of the crystal on the table. Amanda swishes the door into the garden open. She’s about to walk out into the darkness when she turns round, her angular face breaking into a beatific smile.

‘I can’t wait to get to know you all properly,’ she says, eyes dropping towards Bobby’s head then up to Raf. ‘It’s been too long.’ She sweeps out of the room, sliding the door shut behind her and walks towards the studio in the garden, the lanterns on the pathway lighting up one by one as she passes them.
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14 October 1998

I talked to him today. I found him in the art department. He told me to call him Donny.

He started at school about six weeks ago and has smiled at me in the hall four times since. Each one more nourished with meaning than the last. On Monday, we saw each other in the corridor that runs parallel with where the principal’s office is, and he didn’t smile. He didn’t blink. His face did nothing. I know now it was an invitation.

He told me about a trip he’d gone on with his dad to Kakudu Park to see the Nourlangie cave paintings. He talked about the Lightning Man and his wife and how inspiring he’d found it. He showed me a sketch he’d done while he was there. A huge figure of a woman and a smaller man figure, their skeletons visible, with a crowd of smaller figures below them. He said he found it incredible that these primal people still celebrated the union of two souls over the unconnected rabble below them. The woman the goddess, the man her protector, her devotee.

Then the bell rang and the spell was broken, but I believe something commenced today. I could feel something vibrating between us. Something small. Something precious. An energy that felt almost divine.
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‘She got our address from Lydia’s daughter Anya,’ Raf says from their en suite bathroom. Erin’s perched on the end of their bed, stress fluttering in her chest as she scrolls through the seemingly never-ending list of notifications. A mum asking for advice of which mindfulness app to use, another asking where she gets her fake plants from, a few trolls, a few people telling her how beautiful they think she is. What’s become, since she got into Instagram less than a year ago, the usual. ‘She said she called her to ask last week and Anya just gave it up to her,’ he says as he squeezes through the narrow bathroom doorway, drying his face on a towel. Erin hums to herself, pleased. Carly Reagan (113k followers) has liked the selfie she took on the train that she posted when she got back on Wi-Fi seconds before she saw them all through the front window.

Raf knocks into the chest of drawers and a tube of something clatters off it. Erin glances up to see him making his way towards her, craning his neck under the sheer eaves of the room. Raf’s six foot three so the attic room feels tiny when he’s stood up in it. When they moved down to the seaside from Croydon, Erin imagined they’d be able to afford a roomy three-bed but, with her not having a salary and Raf’s earnings as a graphic designer, decent enough to live on but not consistent enough for the tastes of mortgage providers, this converted bungalow was the most they could extend to. Two bedrooms, theirs in the attic and Bobby’s just off the open-plan ground floor.

Raf sits down next to her and puts his hands over hers, over her phone.

‘Please can I look at these?’ she says.

‘You’ve had the whole train journey.’

‘Had to leave our sim cards at home for this stupid “detox” and the train Wi-Fi wasn’t working.’ She slides her hands out of his. A comment on her post from one of her regular communicators, Florri-Bourne, grabs her attention – You CANNOT be hungover. You look incred. She has to put her tongue on the roof of her mouth to stop herself smiling. Raf, wearing nothing but a pair of running shorts, coils his sinewy arms over each other in his lap, eyes down, radiating his being ignored, so Erin slides her phone face down onto the bed’s coverlet.

‘Amanda seems nice.’

‘Yeh,’ he says, his tone a shrug almost.

‘You don’t seem very excited to see her.’

Raf puts his hands behind him and spreads them backwards onto the bed.

‘I don’t know. She was my dad’s friends’ daughter. We got on pretty well but we didn’t even know each other for that long. After I left Oz, I didn’t give her much thought to be honest. She was a lonely kid, didn’t get on with her stepdad. I probably should have stayed in touch, a letter or something. But, you know, halfway across the world, trying to get over the fallout of the stuff with Dad. It’s just one of those things.’ Raf doesn’t talk much about his life back home and Erin’s had to come to accept it. His father was a serial philanderer and it ground his mum down so much that, when Raf was eleven, she ran away from the family. So he was raised by his dad who, ostensibly, made little effort to hide how much he resented the task. A few years later, it emerged that his father was having a relationship with an undergraduate student. The girl’s parents found out and the ensuing scandal got so combustible that Raf was sent to England where his dad’s old colleague Lydia kept an eye on him. Raf told Erin the whole story one deep and meaningful night soon after they got together, but in the following four years, the subject has never really come up. And with her conventional upbringing in the suburbs of London she doesn’t feel she has the right to drag him through what sounded like a traumatic childhood.

‘She’s very – I don’t know – more open than I’m used to. Not very British.’

‘No,’ he says, a laugh in his voice.

‘Lovely though,’ Erin says. ‘Bit oogly-boogly maybe? With the crystal and stuff.’

‘Fair to say she had that in her locker when she was a teenager.’

‘And an interesting outfit for January.’ Erin expects Raf to laugh with her but he doesn’t. ‘Suits her though. She’s in great shape – yoga I bet. There’s this “five-minute stretchify” hashtag that’s going around. I should probably get on it.’

‘Yeh, for sure,’ he says, reaching his arms out until his right hand rests next to her bum. It’s meant to be affectionate but it only makes Erin aware that her bum spreads now in a way it never did before she had Bobby. She looks at her upper arm in her vest top, not fat but the flesh is looser, less toned than it used to be. Amanda’s arms look like the cables of a lift.

‘I don’t know. Doesn’t feel like what we need at the moment,’ Raf says, his fingers moving up onto Erin’s hip, ‘her turning up. For you, it’s not fair on you at all.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘You know, with Bobby.’

‘What are you trying to say?’ Heat has poured into her throat. It feels like he sometimes says things like this just to provoke her. She shifts herself away from him, dragging her phone into her pyjama pocket.

‘You know, you’re not –’ He hesitates, trying to find the operative phrase, the one that won’t prick the balloon that’s barely containing her anger. ‘You’re still trying to get your head around Bob.’ She shoots him a glare of disbelief before jolting off the bed to the corner of the room where she rifles through a pile of cardboard boxes until she pulls out a heavy obsidian pot of ‘Night Cream enriched with Seaweed and Carbon Chips’ and heads into the bathroom. Although all the free make-up and baby gadgets she’s been sent since passing the 30k follower threshold don’t help much when she’s trying to stretch her weekly budget at the supermarket, she’s loved using premium products again, and spreading the thick blue cream onto her cheeks has the desired effect of cooling her annoyance at Raf’s suffocating concern for her mental well-being.

About a month before her due date, while sat on a bench on the seafront glancing through tabloid red-carpet shots of a girl, Kara, she’d been friends with at drama school, Erin was hit with the sledgehammer of her impending motherhood and it shook her out of what she now realises was intense denial. It felt like someone had twisted the focus on the lens of a camera and she could look at her life with absolute clarity. She was thirty-three. She had no semblance of an acting career. She’d been bailed out of crippling credit card debt by her fiancé and, with no job in their new town and thus no maternity pay, was now reliant on him for money. She ran her finger down the list of her life choices and found them all wanting. Going to university before drama school so that by the time she emerged she was not only saddled with two lots of student debt but also twenty-five and too old to play the ingénue roles that were the only ones going for new graduates. Trying to keep up with a group of girlfriends with tastes so extravagant they stretched even their corporate pay packets. The last-minute holiday to Ireland she agreed to go on that led to her missing the chance to step in to play the lead in a low-budget movie that went on to be an indie hit and a huge launch pad for a girl called Rhia Trevellick, who looked great but was nowhere near as good an actor as Erin. And then moving down here for a simpler life, crucially, a financially less demanding life, the sort of settled provincial life that she’d never ever wanted. And, as she sat hyperventilating on that bench, these crushing epiphanies brought on a panic attack. She was certain it was her heart and she was dying so she called an ambulance and was rushed to A&E.

After Raf had brought her home from the hospital, he told her that all of her feelings, all her fears were completely normal. Big life events like having a child often held up a mirror to where you wanted to be in your life and he didn’t think anyone felt like they had everything sorted. He didn’t, he said. But he was happy, he said. He was excited for their future, he said. No one ever feels ready to have kids, he said. But it feels like from the moment he saw her, pale and drawn on the hospital bed, he’s treated her like this, like a Victorian invalid who has to be cossetted and worried over and she finds it exasperating.

Raf clears his throat. She hears him go over to the boxes to tidy up the mess she’s made with her rifling. She gets her phone out and sees that, as a result of Carly’s like, an additional forty or so people have followed her just in the past couple of minutes. Bar the hashtags, it wasn’t even a good post. She needs to work harder, she thinks, every post has to be as funny, as relatable, as shareable as possible. She’s on the crest of something, she can feel it. She can’t get distracted now, a few bad posts could be enough to undo all her hard work.

She hears singing coming from their garden and glances out the small Velux window at the studio. A sliver of light shows through a gap in the blinds that obscure the world from the glass-fronted box. She reaches over and clicks the window open to listen. It could be Joni Mitchell, high and haunting. Amanda is singing. As she was when Erin first saw her through the window holding her son. She blinks and an eyelash catches a clot of cream getting some of it in her eye. Erin goes back to the sink and rinses her face with cold water.

Raf appears in the door frame and stops for a moment, one eye squinted in the direction of the window. They listen to Amanda for a moment, neither breathing for a good few seconds, but the sound of Bobby coughing through the monitor snaps them back into the room. Raf notices the Instagram app open on her phone in her hand and huffs back into the bedroom. She looks down at the plughole in the sink, sees a coil of her hair in the depths. Her breathing shallowing as the air raid of Bobby’s crying begins to wind up. He’s awake. Three hours, he never sleeps for a longer spell. It’s beyond exhausting. She hears Raf grabbing his dressing gown off the back of the door and leaving, the floorboards of the stairs playing their three-note melody as he descends.

A sharp spike of cold rushes into the room. She looks out the window again and sees a shadow moving behind the garden studio’s blinds. Goosebumps spear up on Erin’s skin and she clunks the window closed, the singing snuffed out like a church candle.

She settles herself into bed and switches off the light. Ten past ten. Bobby’s first feed of the day is 4 a.m. so she’s normally asleep much earlier than this. She listens to see if he’s still screaming down in his room but she can’t hear him. Raf sleeps down there most of the time so she can sleep undisturbed. She misses having him next to her, his pepper-scent, playing her fingers over the network of veins on his arms that stand out so clearly that she can see her thumbnail stopping the blood flowing around his body.

Erin switches the white-noise machine on. A facsimile of a hairdryer fills the room though she can still make out the sound of Amanda’s singing. But the window’s closed. The tune must have got stuck in her head. She closes her eyes and pictures Amanda, cross-legged on the pulled-out sofa bed, eyes closed, singing. Her dress now a brilliant white tunic, a crown of shells in her hair. Erin smiles to herself.

Her mum always used to say that when you’re a parent of young kids, it’s best to have people around as much as possible because it forces you, the parents, to be nice to each other. Perhaps Amanda’s presence, her self-possession, her Zen-calm, will bring a counter-melody into their house that will bring Erin and Raf’s relationship back to some kind of harmony. With a guest around, she might be a bit more judicious with her phone use, something she knows he’s really struggling with. Perhaps having Amanda here will force them to inject some brio into their everyday interactions and sharpen some of the flatness that Raf seems to have projected towards her since Bobby was born. He didn’t seem flat tonight. He seemed heightened, on point.

Erin’s exhausted. She’s been thinking about putting her head to this pillow, of being alone in her bed, since she dragged herself out from under the embrace of the faux-fur coverlet inside her yurt this morning. But she can feel the buzz behind her eyes. The flickering LED dots in her head of all those unanswered messages, all those people demanding she engage with them. She pulls her phone up out of the covers from where it was, clenched in her hand next to her collarbone, sits up against the headboard and sparks it into life.
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Bobby sneezes and two thick trails of snot spurt out of his nose with such alacrity that the shock makes him burst into tears. Erin apologises to a mum she’s talking to whose name she can’t remember, gets down on her knees and hoists Bobby up from the gym matting into her arms. She wanders away from the people she’d just been telling about her digital detox retreat over to her stuff. She roots around the compartment under her #gifted buggy but she can’t find any tissues. How can she never remember something as fundamental as tissues? She looks over to a circle of bearded dads, a number of whom she knows to say hello to, and wills one of them to sense her plight and come and help, but they’re too busy laughing at their toddlers scrapping in front of them like tiny gladiators.

She glances around the church hall, polystyrene ceiling tiles and walls of corkboards laden with colourful flyers for colourful church events. Bobby’s mewling is obviously not drilling into anyone else’s temples because no one seems to have noticed. Abi, a ruddy-cheeked local mum who lives up near the library, glances at Erin, widens her eyes in sympathy before turning back to a lady who resembles a pumped-up Dolly Parton whose legs two toddlers seem to be trying to topple like Samson in the temple. This group used to be one or two grannies on childcare duty and a dozen or so beleaguered local mothers, but since Erin posted about it a month or two ago it’s become almost unbearably busy with most of the former attendants crowded out by a flood of down-from-London migrants and their exotically named children.

The old dear, Megan, who helps out at the group, arrives at her shoulder with a huge box of tissues. Erin wipes Bobby’s nose despite him trying to dodge the tissue like an amateur boxer, but as she goes again to pinch a rogue trail that she missed before, she clunks the back of his head with her wrist. He arches his body. There’s a moment of deafening silence before he erupts into an indignant scream. Erin swallows and holds her eyelids shut hard for a moment as heat flushes all over her skin.

When she opens her eyes it feels like the whole room is now looking at her. She summons a wide smile and gives eye-rolls to anyone who makes direct eye contact with her. She notices Sophie Delauney (6.4k followers), a heroin-chic twenty-eight-year-old singer with eighteen-month-old Abel and a tiny beach-ball pregnant belly, standing with her gaggle of music-scene friends. One of them, Kristina, glances over at her. Erin puts Bobby up in front of her, tries to make him dance his legs around, just as Amanda did yesterday, but the screams don’t abate. She mimes pulling the trigger of an imaginary gun at her temple for anyone still watching. Kristina grimaces; another mum, Amina maybe, wrinkles her brow in disgust, making Erin instantly regret the gesture.

She cradles Bobby into her and makes a shhing, soothing sound, but she may as well be singing the cucaracha to the boy for all the difference this show of mothering ever makes with him. Bobby screamed when he first came into the world and it feels like he hasn’t stopped since. Erin’s convinced he doesn’t like her. And sometimes, particularly times like this when she just can’t seem to stem the flow of his anguish, she’s not sure how much she likes him. Something for which she wears a near-constant millstone of guilt around her neck. He’s her baby, she loves him, she’s meant to love him. But it’s not easy to love a wailing ball of rage.

Glowing red filament heaters rain artificial heat down on the hall. She wishes her friend Caz was here. Caz used to come to this group with her before it became a cool ‘hangout’. Caz would just whisk Bobby out of the room and somehow bring him back calm. Caz has a son a couple of years older than her daughter Imogen so Caz knows how to be a mother.

Erin decides to do what her friend would do. She grits her teeth as she forces the bucking Bobby into the straps of his buggy. As the screaming carriage parts the Red Sea of people on its journey towards the exit, every parent turns and gives Erin a look of commiserative support. She responds to them with comical eyebrows, apologetic waves at not having had a chance to catch up, an ironic thumbs up. To them she’s breezy, chilled out about Bobby screaming, nailing it, for those that follow her Instagram, very much on brand. They have no idea that, now she’s outside on her own in a battery of cold air and the boy’s shrieks are even louder than before, if someone offered her a flight to the other side of the world right now, she might just hand Bobby to Raf and get a cab to the airport.

She pushes the buggy down the road towards the sea. Clouds sit low in the sky and the air, pregnant with the threat of rain, clenches around her like a cold hand. Erin tries to take her mind to a place of Zen as Bobby’s cries become gurgled up with the phlegm he never seems to be able to shift. Has he got enough clothes on? she thinks. Is this my fault? Do I take him out too much? It’s fucking January by the sea. I’m such a selfish bitch, she thinks. She’s doing the calming breathing she got off a YouTube video someone posted in her comments but it’s having the opposite effect and she feels near hyperventilation and she’s reminded of her panic attack. No, she thinks to herself, I’m fine, Bobby’s just hard, it’s teeth, it’s reflux, it’s a phase, this isn’t me, there’s nothing wrong with me. She looks through the clear window in the buggy’s hood. Bobby’s little round head is beetroot-coloured and he’s thrown his blanket off.

She gets to the promenade, having to shove the right-hand wheel of the buggy hard over a protruding mound of concrete from where someone has driven into a metal bollard, and the jolt, or it could be the sea view, seems to calm Bobby momentarily.

She glances over at the greasy spoon cafe to her left populated by the blue-rinse brigade. The stinking wheelie bin dedicated to dogshit that stands by the steps to the beach. The middle-aged man giving his crumbling beach hut a coat of brown paint. She puts her hand on her phone in her coat pocket. She could do something for her stories. Talk about how challenging Bobby’s being, talk about how when he screams it makes her insides feel like they’ve been thrown into a deep-fat fryer. She could weep into the collar of her coat. But she won’t. Grace Fentiman, an influencer’s agent she’s been talking to, said that her sunny, funny tales of new motherhood by the seaside are exactly what the world needs right now. The sky is grey, the sea is grey, the air is heavy with the stench of rotting seaweed. Sunny, funny.

Bobby rears up his footmuff and coughs out the beginnings of a new bout of crying. Erin pushes the buggy roughly to the right, onto the small bridge that goes over an inlet. Machine-gun bursts of agony still. Maybe his underdeveloped digestive system isn’t coping with the feed she gave him forty minutes ago, but even though she knows it’s wrong, Erin can’t help but blame Bobby for how insane his screams make her feel. Her phone is in her hand now. She scrolls through Instagram. Unreal sunlight of people on holiday, the elegant tones of magazine-worthy interiors, minimalist plates of work-of-art food.

In the distance she sees a woman she knows, Lorna Morgan, walking along the promenade towards them with her mother-ship double buggy and accompanied by her daughter, Clara, bedecked in head-to-toe hot pink, on a Barbie-pink scooter. Lorna, the twins and their older sister are all identical. Very pink skin. The same length straw-blonde hair. Their shoulders go straight into their heads and whenever Erin sees them all together she has to try very hard not to think of Tennessee Williams’s description of children – no-necked monsters.

Erin hides her phone under the buggy’s handle as they approach and puts on a blank expression, a hint of a lazy smile even, as if her son’s screams are water off a duck’s back. As they pass, Lorna creases her face at Erin in some pretence of concern. Erin smiles and walks on. Erin’s pretty sure Lorna doesn’t like her much, but at this moment in time, she’s struggling to care about it.

Thirty seconds onwards she pulls the buggy’s cover back. Bobby’s face almost fluorescent, more and more mucus sludging out of his face. She looks around her before shaking the buggy, hoping to surprise him into silence. Another howl. Stress billows around her head like someone’s set off a flare. Erin swallows, looks round to see Lorna heading away, far in the distance. She darts her eyes around the beach to see if anyone’s looking before picking up the pace, driving the buggy uphill onto a grassy mound, the fronts of her shoes slipping slightly in the mud. She pockets her phone. Both hands on the buggy. Bobby splutters, the cries going to a higher register, more strained now but just as forceful. Her head feels like it’s going to burst. She shakes the buggy again. More screaming. Shakes it again with such ferocity she almost lifts it off the ground.

She stops. Comes round to face Bobby, kneels down on the wet ground and tries to get her hands round her baby to pull him out. But he’s still strapped in. She attempts to twist him around his restraints but he buckles in the opposite direction.

‘Fuck,’ she intones up to the darkening sky. Then someone’s there. A burgundy flash comes between her and the buggy.

‘Have a breather. There you go, lovely boy.’ Erin blinks round to see Amanda clicking Bobby out of the buggy and into her arms. She wraps her maroon coat around the boy, who’s arching his back away from her like Alien trying to burst out of her body. Erin wheels away towards the sea, does exactly as she’s told and takes a moment. In the periphery she can hear Bobby ramping down a little, bursts of pained crying becoming further apart. Erin presses the tips of her fingers into her eye sockets but her skin is still vibrating as the stress courses out into the air.

A black dog races across her eyeline on the beach. She turns back to Amanda who’s wearing tight yoga pants and trainers under her coat. She’s dipping her head behind the collar of her coat, playing a game of peekaboo that’s confusing Bobby into calm.

‘You OK?’ Amanda asks as Erin returns.

‘Fine now, thanks.’ Erin’s embarrassed, not sure how much Amanda saw. There’s warmth in her eyes so hopefully she came along at the end and didn’t see her shaking the buggy. Erin offers her hands to take Bobby back.

‘It’s OK,’ Amanda says, pulling Bobby towards her, going in for a mock bite on his neck. ‘Sometimes you need someone else to take over for a minute. That sort of screeching, it’s so much worse for the mums. It’s evolutionary. Like a bolt of lightning. Meant to make sure mum stops everything she’s doing to help baby.’ Erin thinks of herself scrolling through Instagram, trying to numb herself to her baby’s screams. Guilt pinions her deep in the gut. ‘When we were back in caves though, poor mums had all the other women around to help out when it got too much. Not having to deal with little demons like you, all on their own.’ She nuzzles into Bobby’s nose as she says this to him. ‘Your mumma needs a break I’d say.’

‘I’m fine,’ she says and Amanda nods, examines her, seeming to look at the space around her, weaving her head in the air like a dancing python.

‘I know,’ Amanda says to the boy, with enough meaning for Erin to think that perhaps she saw a bit more than she thought. Rain starts to dot Amanda’s coat. ‘Shall we head back?’ she says, taking control.

Erin clenches her hands, feels nails press into flesh as she and Amanda walk past the three newly built houses where builders call to each other under a flapping blue tarpaulin. She’s lost her temper before with Bobby. She’s never done anything that would hurt him. But being caught at that level of chaos, that pitch where you’ve lost control of what’s considered normal, civil, with your own child, is chilling to experience. Like someone listening in on your darkest thoughts.

‘Are you doing anything for you?’ Amanda asks.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Acupuncture, meditating, yoga, a hot bath even.’

Erin smiles. ‘No time. Nice idea though.’

‘You’ll be amazed how much more you’ll appreciate him if you’ve had a break.’ Erin clunks the empty buggy up the kerb and onto the pavement of her road, Bobby still cocooned inside Amanda’s coat.

‘Do you have kids?’ Erin asks. She assumed she doesn’t because she’s here on her own, but perhaps they’re at home with her husband or ex-husband.

‘I was a teaching assistant for a while, been a childminder for years, babysitting as well. Even the hardest kids I’ve had, the real pain-in-the-posterior ones, once you’ve had some time away from them, you realise they’ve always got their hooks in you, energetically speaking. It’s only when you see them again, you feel how much you’ve missed them, how much you need them.’ Amanda’s gooey eyes are fixed on Bobby. Her words make Erin wonder whether there’s something wrong with her because she didn’t feel a surge of gladness when she was handed her baby last night. When she looked down at his closed eyes as he fed first thing this morning it didn’t feel like he had his energetic hooks in her, it didn’t feel like there was anything between them. But he’s chained to her, stuck with her poor boy. ‘Anyway, it’s just a thought. What do I know?’ Amanda says as Bobby places a hand on her freckled cheek. A lot more than I do, Erin thinks.

She clicks the brake of the buggy and goes to open her front door. Amanda flicks her rain-darkened hair into Bobby’s face and it looks like he might actually be enjoying it. Erin’s phone buzzes in her pocket. The long vibration of an email. Something lights up in her at the thought of some news, something tantalising from the outside world and Amanda catches it. She looks at the baby and back at Erin then she bursts into a beaming smile, eyes moistening. Erin swallows spit, ashamed, because she was excited to get an email and Amanda thought the three of them were having a moment.
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