
THE GOOD 
MOTHER 

Karen Osman 

  



For my boys – Fahad, Zane, and Ryan x 

  



 

Preface 

He lunged at her and, whether it was the amount of wine he’d drunk making him 

clumsy or he had simply tripped over a chair leg, he came crashing down on the 

floor. Seeing the knife still in his hand, she didn’t hesitate. She turned and ran for her 

life. Out through the kitchen and into the hallway. She could see it now – the front 

door was just a few seconds away. She had to get out into the street where there were 

other people. Her hand reached for the door handle and she yanked it hard. But it 

wouldn’t open – it was either stuck or locked. She tried again, praying the door was 

just jammed by the carpet, but it didn’t budge. She could see the keychain hanging on 

its hook to the side and made a grab for it. Shaking, she tried to find the right key 

from the bunch to open the door. She could hear him stumbling around in the kitchen 

and knew she only had seconds to spare. Hearing him coming out of the kitchen, she 

turned to look back. He looked deranged. There was blood where he had banged his 

head on the floor and as he came rushing towards her, the last thing she saw was the 

cruel glint of the blade of the knife, and she knew everything was over. 

  



Chapter 1 

Catherine 

15 August 2010 

Dear Michael, 

My name is Catherine and I am a volunteer with the charity 

Friends of Inmate Rehabilitation. I hope things are as well as 

they can be. 

When I was asked to correspond with you as part of the 

charity’s efforts to help prisoners, I was initially apprehensive. 

However, I reminded myself that we have a duty to help those 

less fortunate than ourselves, and I hope that through these 

letters I can give you a little insight into the outside world. 

The only information I have about you is your name and 

offence and I’m aware that you have spent over ten years in 

prison already. The charity informed me that you will soon be 

up for parole, which I’m sure you’re looking forward to. As a 

result, they assign people like me to help you prepare for life 

outside through letters. 

So, where shall I start? My husband, Richard, our daughter, 

Helen and I live about two hours away from Durham. Richard 

works in finance, and I volunteer for various charities as well 

as work at the local library. 

Are you from Durham? I used to know the city fairly well 

and I always thought it was such a lovely place, especially the 

cathedral. In fact, I have a lot of memories of strolling through 

the cobbled streets, and I have walked for miles along the 

river. We moved to the Lake District just under ten years ago, 

and we really enjoy life here. When the weather’s fine, we 

spend a lot of time outdoors, walking and hiking, and my 

daughter loves nature and wildlife, so for her it’s ideal. 



Do you get to go outside a little each day? I do hope my 

questions aren’t too personal. Perhaps in the next letter, you 

can tell me a little bit more about yourself? If you have any 

specific questions, please feel free to ask me. This is the first 

time I have done anything like this and I’ll be honest, I’m not 

quite sure what I’m doing! I’m hoping you can help and guide 

me through it. 

Catherine looked at the letter in front of her. Then, before she could change her 

mind, she carefully wrote her signature at the bottom of the page. Leaving the letter to 

one side, she headed for the kitchen to make tea. Returning, she sat in her favourite 

chair by the window looking out over the beautiful views. A rugged mountainous 

backdrop gave way to gentle green slopes. But the rolling hills were not enough to 

capture her attention; the letter taunted her from its place on the desk. Was she really 

going to write to a murderer? Her family would be horrified if they found out. She 

had taken up various volunteer positions in her time but nothing like this. Once she 

had contacted the rehabilitation centre it had all happened remarkably quickly and, in 

hindsight, Catherine had been surprised at how easy the process had been. She had 

thought they would do intensive background checks, but they had simply sent her a 

list of prisoners for her to review, interviewed her over the phone, and asked her if she 

had a preference. When she saw Michael’s profile, she instantly felt a connection. She 

couldn’t explain it – not yet, anyway – but instinctively she knew it had to be him. 

As her tea cooled beside her, Catherine forced herself to refocus, taking in the 

familiarity of her living room. Soft lemon furnishings, echoing the sunlight that filled 

the room, made it feel spacious yet comfortable. The coffee table, artfully arranged, 

held a stack of beautiful books, a small bouquet of flowers and a white trinket box, 

which had been a wedding gift. The bookshelf was home to a variety of cookbooks, 

novels and travel guides, interspersed with silver-framed photos of family, 

celebrations, and holidays. A plate she had picked up from an antiques' fair took 

centre stage, its blue intricate swirls bringing to mind warm, exotic destinations such 

as Morocco and Egypt, although she had never been to either. All in all, it was the 

perfect mix of style and family life that many of her friends had envied over the years. 

In fact, it was right here in this room that her friend Ruth, while admiring the blue 



plate, had mentioned the inmate letter-writing charity. When Catherine had learnt that 

it was in partnership with HM Prison Durham, the seed had been planted. 

The living room was one of Catherine’s favourite rooms in the house, yet she 

always had a sense that it lacked a certain something. Over the years she had scoured 

interior magazines and high-end home shops to find that missing piece: a lamp, a 

picture, a mirror, but, she hadn’t found it yet, and she had a feeling she never would. 

Catherine began to feel restless and automatically started to straighten the room: 

tweaking a cushion, teasing flowers into full bloom, retrieving a stray hair tie –one of 

Helen’s that had slipped under the sofa. She gained great satisfaction from getting 

things done and took enormous pride in her organisational skills, both at home and in 

her volunteer work. Yet, despite her efforts that day, Catherine felt distracted and 

reluctantly sat back down at her desk. She knew she wouldn’t be able to settle until 

she had made a decision on the inmate volunteer programme. She reached out, feeling 

the crisp whiteness of the letter, her fingers pausing ever so slightly as they traced 

over the script of today’s date, 15 August 2010. She hadn’t used her best writing set – 

that was for special occasions – but she had used the next best thing, which was a 

quality paper with a pretty floral border of daffodils and primroses. She wasn’t sure if 

such prettiness would taunt him or inspire him (bizarrely, the rehabilitation centre 

recommended writing on plain paper), but she had decided to take a chance as it was 

one of her favourite writing sets. Having folded the paper into thirds she placed it 

carefully into the envelope, its matching floral pattern giving her a pleasing sense of 

harmony. As she sealed it, her hands shook slightly and she felt the sharp slice of a 

paper cut across her skin. A small droplet of blood fell and smudged, its rich red stain 

distinct against the purity of the paper. Catherine covered the smear with a first-class 

stamp and quickly headed out to the postbox, before she could procrastinate any 

longer. 

  



Chapter 2 

Alison 

He was gorgeous in that silent but thoughtful, studious sort of way. Not Alison’s 

normal type, that was for sure (did she even have a type, Alison thought to herself), 

and certainly a lot older, maybe between thirty-five and forty years old, she guessed, 

which to her eighteen years seemed ancient. But her law lecturer – or The Professor, 

as she had fondly nicknamed him, the Americanism referring to his Hollywood good 

looks – was in a different league altogether from the beer-swilling, daredevil lads she 

had met so far at university. Broad, tall and muscular, he was what her mother would 

call, a ‘real man’, a term most likely inspired by the covers of the numerous romance 

novels she used to read. His olive skin gave a hint of exciting, exotic foreignness, 

which was incredibly appealing against the dull, grey skies that so often characterised 

British weather. Despite his age, he was the type of man you saw in the window ads 

of Thomas Cook, strolling along the beach, hand in hand with a gorgeous blonde, the 

prerequisite palm tree framing the picture. Yet, there was also something slightly old-

fashioned about him that harked back to a previous decade, as if he was trying to 

relive the youth of his twenties. Maybe it was the fact that his hair was slightly too 

long or the way his jacket sleeves were rolled up, revealing his forearms. He was 

charismatic, though. Alison liked the way he paused a moment before answering a 

question from a student. If you blinked you would miss it, but that pause spoke to her, 

as if to convey, any question you have is important and I’m going to give it serious 

consideration before answering. He had an intensity that, when directed at you, made 

you feel like you were the only one in the room. 

Her friend Laura – pretty much the only real friend she had made since starting 

university – would be impressed that she was having such non-intellectual thoughts. 

According to her, Alison was far too serious for a first-year student and should loosen 

up a bit and have fun, go on a few dates, for example. Easy for Laura to say, thought 

Alison. Naturally confident, Laura was one of those girls who didn’t seem to be fazed 

by anything, not even moving hundreds of miles from her hometown of London to 

start university in Durham. Alison, however, had carried around with her a vague 



unease since starting the three-year course a few weeks ago. Her fellow students 

seemed so carefree, spending their days hungover but happy, and not fixated too 

much on the work. Every dorm room she passed, students were in and out of each 

other’s rooms, watching TV, listening to music, and generally getting to know each 

other. Everyone said the first year results didn’t count anyway but Alison felt that she 

would have to study really hard to have any chance of graduating with even a 2:2. 

This was an alien concept to her. She, who had always been in the top three 

performing students at school and sixth-form college without really having to try too 

hard, was now facing some stiff competition. 

Alison thought of her schooldays wistfully. While not considered one of the 

‘popular’ girls, she had an active social life, was on various sports teams and 

committees, and had a great group of close friends that she had known all the way 

from primary school to sixth-form. She sighed. This was just another of the many 

unexpected things about university. When she first heard that she had secured a place 

on the law course at the prestigious institution, she was thrilled – her mother had 

almost gone there and it was considered one of the top universities in the country. 

And while she had bravely insisted to her parents on leaving home and moving into 

the halls of the college so she could experience student life completely, she was 

secretly relieved to have her family close by in the same city, if only to do her 

washing and provide supplies and moral support. So it was with much excitement that 

she had looked forward to her new life. The three-year course meant she would 

graduate in the millennial year, 2000, and that felt like a good omen in itself. But 

within weeks, Alison realised that the course was much harder than she could have 

ever anticipated. It wasn’t just the intellectual rigour required – the lecture style of 

teaching was radically different from what she was used to and the students often had 

a lot of time for their own study, which required huge amounts of discipline and 

independent learning. She was also used to having familiar relationships with her 

teachers but the university lecturers seemed busy and remote, sealed in their offices, 

their closed doors making her reluctant to knock. 

One of the things she did like was her room, which was in the college of St Hild 

and St Bede, a traditional building perched at the top of a hill. The stone arched 

windows in her room formed a window seat overlooking Bede Chapel and in the 

distance, the square, grey buildings of HM Prison Durham. It was a warm and cosy 

room and she had made it her own with her sunflower-covered bedspread, bedside 



lamp and Jack Vettriano posters. Her desk was next to the window seat, and between 

study sessions she would often sit and look out, the view exposing a marked discord 

between the gentle curves of the hills and the sharp corners of the prison building. 

Alison forced herself to refocus on what The Professor was saying, rather than the 

way his body moved as he paced up and down, delivering his lecture. Reams of notes 

later, her head full, she knew she would have to review what she’d written later in the 

hope that it might make more sense. As the students left the class, Alison felt 

disconcerted to see everyone chattering away to each other. Topics floated past her 

ears: the coursework that The Professor had set that day, evening plans, what to have 

for lunch. Yet, she didn’t hear anyone complaining about finding the course difficult. 

She wondered what she was doing wrong. Why was she finding it so hard? She 

thought of asking for some help but dismissed the idea immediately. It wouldn’t make 

a good impression so early on in the term. What if the Faculty discovered that she was 

struggling? Would they kick her out? She thought of her mother’s note she had 

received that morning along with a care package. 

Your father and I are so proud of you, Alison, and I’m not 

ashamed to admit that we tell everyone about your 

achievement! I swear Betty next door must be fed up of 

hearing about it! You worked so hard to get your place and we 

know you’re going to make a success of this new chapter in 

your life as well. The University of Durham is an incredible 

institution that will stand you in good stead for the rest of your 

life. 

If only her mother knew, thought Alison to herself. Troubled, she walked along the 

cobbled streets to meet Laura from her history lecture. She was one of the first people 

Alison had met when moving into halls. In that definitive way she had come to 

identify as being ‘very Laura’, the friendly stranger had knocked on Alison’s door, 

introduced herself and told her life story all within the first fifteen minutes of their 

meeting. It was obvious that Laura had been one of the ‘popular’ girls in school. 

Bright, vivacious and confident, with an open, relaxed attitude, she made everyone 

she came into contact with feel comfortable. Laura had been brought up in the capital, 

and her exhilarating childhood made Alison feel that her content but provincial 



upbringing in the small city of Durham was slightly on the boring side. Theatres, 

nightclubs, shows, fancy restaurants, Laura had experienced it all, but it was related in 

such a humorous manner that it didn’t come across as showing off – simply, that was 

her life and she didn’t know any other way. She was very friendly and suggested that 

the two of them go along to the Freshers’ Week event that evening together, the 

traditional college initiation being something Alison had dreaded attending on her 

own. Alison’s shyness sometimes led people to believe that she was aloof and, after 

years of having the same group of school friends, she wasn’t entirely comfortable 

when it came to meeting new people. As it turned out, the evening was a lot of fun. 

Within minutes of arriving, Laura had attracted a crowd of fellow freshers and they 

spent the evening having a laugh, playing silly drinking games, and generally getting 

to know each other. 

After that night, Alison and Laura became firm friends, bonding over hangovers, 

eating breakfast together, meeting up after classes and going out in the evenings. 

Alison was happy to have made a new friend so soon, especially one so popular. 

Laura was a social butterfly and seemed determined to make the most of university 

life, joining a whole array of clubs and societies. She made friends quickly, not just in 

St Hild and St Bede but also in other colleges, as well as on her history course, and 

she was always planning the next get-together. Alison often wondered how Laura 

found the time to study. While Alison clearly put in more hours in the library, the 

apparent lack of work didn’t seem to affect Laura’s results, She could produce a two-

thousand-word essay the night before it was due and get a decent mark, whereas 

Alison panicked if she didn’t have at least three days to research and write her 

assignments. Considering how different they were, Alison felt pleased that Laura had 

chosen her to spend so much time with and it was a nice to know that she was only 

down the corridor. 

That evening, Alison and Laura were planning to go to the library together. Alison 

had to finish an essay, which was due the next day, and she also wanted to start 

drafting ideas for some upcoming coursework. 

‘Hey, how’s it going?’ Laura greeted her. ‘How was class?’ 

‘Not bad, thanks.’ Alison’s cheeks flushed slightly as she thought of The 

Professor, hoping her friend wouldn’t notice. She would think it hilarious if sensible, 

strait-laced Alison had a crush on her lecturer and she knew she would never hear the 

end of it. 



‘Sooooo,’ Laura said, in the drawn-out way that Alison had come to know very 

well. ‘The library, huh?’ 

It was a tone that told her Laura had something much more exciting in mind than 

going to the library to work. 

‘Now I know we had plans,’ started Laura, ‘but how does this sound? There’s a 

social at the Student Union tonight at eight – what do you think?’ 

‘But what about the library?’ 

‘I know, but I thought this might be more useful.’ 

Alison raised one eyebrow at her, meaningfully, not needing to voice her 

scepticism but not being able to resist. 

‘Since when does drinking your own bodyweight in vodka become useful?’ 

Laughing, Laura brushed away Alison’s concern. 

‘No, really! You’re going to like this one, I promise. It’s a student and faculty 

social so you get to mingle with the staff and chat to them about the course. There’s 

one member of staff from each faculty. C’mon… it’ll be great, and much more fun 

than an evening at the library. I can’t believe I even agreed to that in the first place!’ 

Laura said the word ‘library’ as if it was the most boring place in the world. 

‘Well…’ Alison paused, a slight hesitation rising in her throat at the thought of all 

the work she had to do. ‘How about we do a couple of hours’ work and then go to the 

social for one drink?’ 

‘Really?’ replied Laura. ‘Is it worth going all that way to the library just for an 

hour?’ 

‘Yes!’ Alison replied, laughing. ‘And I said two hours, by the way – not one! 

Come on, let’s go before you find something else to distract me with!’ 

Happy to have got her way, Laura linked arms with her friend. 

‘Me? I would never be distracting!’ she said, a picture of innocence. ‘But if we 

could just stop off at Superdrug on the way, I need a new lipstick. A girl has to make 

an impression, you know.’ 

Alison laughed. ‘Trust me, you don’t need anything else to make an impression.’ 

* 

By the time the girls finished their work, had a bite to eat, and arrived at the Student 

Union, the social was well under way. It was busier than Alison anticipated and 



everyone seemed to be in deep conversation. Laura had disappeared to the bar to get 

some drinks so Alison tried to make herself look as inconspicuous as possible – not an 

easy feat at five foot eight, and carrying a large bag of books. Alison moved closer to 

the wall, accidently bumping someone with her bag. Muttering apologies, she found a 

quiet corner and sidled into the chair, hoping Laura wouldn’t get caught up in 

conversation at the bar. 

Soon wishing she had never agreed to come, Alison pulled out one of her 

textbooks and tried to look as if she was reading it. 

‘Mind if I join you?’ a familiar male voice said beside her. 

She looked up and saw none other than The Professor. He was wearing a black 

jacket, white shirt and jeans, and she could see the end of a red scarf peeping out of 

his bag. 

Glancing around, she double-checked to make sure he wasn’t talking to anyone 

else. 

‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘Have a seat.’ 

‘Alison, isn’t it?’ he asked. 

‘Yes – Alison Owen – I’m in your law class.’ 

‘That’s right,’ he nodded. 

The next few seconds seemed to last an eternity as Alison tried to come up with 

something interesting to say. 

Eventually, he noticed the book she was reading and, probably just to fill what 

seemed to her to be an almost excruciating silence, he asked how she was finding the 

course. 

‘It’s going well,’ she lied. ‘I’m finding it really interesting.’ 

‘Are there any parts you’re struggling with?’ he asked, indicating the book. 

‘Well, chapter eight was a bit hard-going but I managed it in the end,’ she 

stammered. ‘The question I had, though...’ she trailed off. Trying to locate the 

chapter, she fumbled and accidently tore the page as the book dropped to the floor. 

Cheeks burning, she made a grab for the book, trying but failing to compose 

herself. Just at that moment, Laura turned up with drinks. 

‘There you are,’ she announced. ‘I’ve been looking all over for you. What are you 

doing tucked away in the corner?’ 

Suddenly noticing The Professor, Laura exclaimed, ‘Oh, sorry!’ 



Alison wasn’t surprised when he stood up to leave. He nodded at Laura, then 

turned back to Alison. ‘Well, Alison,’ he said, ‘it’s nice to meet you personally – I 

remember reading your application and being very impressed with it. If you need any 

help, my door is always open. In fact, come and see me next week about that question 

you had.’ 

‘Thank you,’ Alison managed to say. 

And with that, he disappeared into the crowd, leaving Alison with her book and 

pride in tatters. 

‘Ooh, he’s gorgeous,’ said Laura after The Professor had left. ‘Is he one of your 

lecturers? How lucky are you! He does realise, though, it’s 1997 and not the eighties 

anymore?’ 

Cheeks still burning, Alison felt inexplicably cross on his behalf at the minor 

criticism. 

Peering closely at her, Laura caught on. ‘Check you out – you’re all of a fluster. 

You like him!’ Laughing, Laura started to make kissy, kissy noises while Alison tried 

to feign nonchalance. 

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said. ‘Of course I don’t. He just caught me off guard, that’s 

all, and it is very warm in here.’ As if to emphasise her point, Alison removed her 

jacket, but Laura wasn’t having any of it. 

‘Well, well, well, you are a dark horse! How old is he? He looks like he’s nearly 

forty – sooooo old! But he does have something about him, doesn’t he? Not that I can 

blame you – the boys in our year still need to grow up, if you ask me.’ Laura adopted 

a worldly air. ‘Did I tell you that Steve dared me to finish two pints in one go? He 

thought he could outdrink me, but of course I showed him!’ 

Alison had no idea who Steve was but she was happy that the focus was off her. 

‘Really? Did you do it?’ asked Alison, her curiosity getting the better of her. 

‘Of course I did!’ cried Laura. ‘I’m a pro and now he knows it.’ Abruptly, 

changing the subject, she continued, ‘Come on, let’s go and mingle. There’s a guy I 

want you to meet who I think would be perfect for you.’ And at the pull of her arm, 

Alison followed her friend gratefully towards a group of students. 

  



Chapter 3 

Kate 

Kate could feel the sweat dripping down her back. Her hastily gathered ponytail had 

come loose and escaped dirty-blond strands stuck to the back of her neck. With no 

time to put on any make-up, she knew her face was probably beet red, the dark circles 

under her eyes exposing her fatigue. 

It was an unusually hot day for the North-East, and she had spent a frustrating 

morning shopping, getting her elder child kitted out for school. At five years old, her 

daughter knew exactly what she wanted and everything she wanted was the most 

expensive. And, of course, whatever she wanted, her three-year-old sister also 

wanted. So Kate had spent most of the morning using her negotiating skills – which 

were so well developed she could be a politician – to placate her daughters while 

ensuring there was enough money left over for the weekly food shop. They had been 

out since nine that morning in an attempt to beat the crowds, but it was still hectic as 

mothers – most with their children in tow – prepared for the upcoming school year. 

To make matters worse, the school uniform shop had run out of stock of some of the 

items, forcing her to traipse across to the other side of town, loaded with shopping 

bags and her two very reluctant girls. 

With the folded buggy in one hand and the bags of shopping in the other, Kate 

constantly cajoled her daughters while directing a silent stream of swearing at the 

broken lift, as she struggled up five flights of stairs to reach their flat. The slight throb 

above her eyes signalled the onset of a headache, which threatened to turn into a 

migraine if she didn’t take some paracetamol soon. 

It was only noon but the three hours had felt like three days. All she wanted to do 

was lie down with a cool drink and close her eyes, but with lunch still to be made, the 

washing to do, and trying to settle her younger daughter down for a nap, a lie-down 

was not very likely. Kate had decided to come home to eat rather than spend money 

on food in a restaurant, but not for the first time she wished she had simply taken the 

girls to a cheap fast-food place. However, she was determined to give her children the 

best and that included a healthy diet. She sighed. No one had told her it would be this 



hard. Well, she corrected herself, they had, but she hadn’t listened. It wasn’t just the 

physical demands of running around after children; the emotional energy needed was 

overwhelming. Love, guilt, worry, happiness, stress and fear made for a tumultuous 

cocktail of emotions, which saturated her days, and infiltrated her nights. She loved 

her children deeply – she would take a bullet for them – but she felt constantly 

depleted and rushed, with no time to replenish. This feeling had increased after her 

second child. It was more than double the work. Her elder daughter had been a much 

easier baby. It didn’t help that her younger daughter was a difficult sleeper and often 

woke up during the night. Over time, she had slowly given up and simply brought her 

into her own bed. It was the only way to get some sleep. Her husband wasn’t much 

help either. He worked long hours, had a long commute, and when he got home he 

was too tired to do very much apart from eat his dinner, which he normally did while 

reading the newspaper, and go to bed. 

However, from next month, her elder daughter would be in school, Kate thought 

happily. She had done as much as possible at home to teach both of her children, and 

the free playgroup at the local church was a godsend. But now she could focus on her 

younger daughter who, possibly in awe or perhaps slightly overwhelmed by her older 

sibling, often got lost in the fray. Kate was uncomfortably aware that she had a 

different relationship with each of her daughters and while she didn’t have favourites, 

her relationship with her elder daughter was unquestionably easier. Her younger child 

was quieter and perhaps not as confident as her big sister, and Kate hoped she would 

flourish with a little more focused attention. She had already planned some outings 

for just the two of them. Most of them were free, such as a visit to the park, and walks 

along the river to feed the ducks. But she had also been saving a little of her 

housekeeping money each week and decided to splurge. She’d bought tickets for the 

large soft-play area in Newcastle, and invited her daughter’s playmate Emma and 

Emma’s mother, Susan. Kate had mentioned nothing to her daughter except that she 

had a surprise for her and although it was costing a pretty penny once you added the 

train fare, the snacks and the food, the look of excitement on her young face was 

worth it. Kate increasingly needed those cherished moments with her children, and 

the scrimping and saving often meant she went without. She couldn’t remember the 

last time she had bought something for herself. While she didn’t regret having her 

children for a second, she did wonder what her life would have been like if she hadn’t 

become pregnant so young. She was only eighteen at the time, and while many of her 



friends had babies, Kate had had other plans. It had been the late 1970s, after all, and 

women had a lot more options than their own parents had back in the day. Or she did 

have, until she met her husband. At the time, she simply couldn’t get enough of him. 

He turned everything she thought she wanted – university, a career – on its head. 

Within a week, she was in love. Within three months, they were inseparable, and 

within six months, she was pregnant. The pregnancy was a shock for both of them, 

but to his credit, he had done the honourable thing: told her everything was going to 

be all right, proposed, and married her. That whole year had been a maelstrom of 

passion and new beginnings, and at the time, Kate had felt it was romantic. They were 

in love with a baby on the way. What could be more perfect? It was only on the 

morning of her wedding, when her mother asked her if she was sure marriage was 

what she wanted, that Kate had felt a sliver of anxiety. 

‘If you’re not sure, love, tell me,’ her mam had said. ‘Marriage is for life and with 

a child on the way, it’s not going to be easy. Your dad and I will always look after 

you. There are other options, you know. It’s such a shame to give up your place at 

university after you worked so hard for it.’ 

Kate had brushed away her concerns, along with the brief unease she had felt. ‘I’m 

ready for anything. As long as I have him by my side, I’ll be happy!’ she responded 

naively, kissing her mother on both cheeks. 

Kate grimaced as she remembered those words. As always, her mother had been 

right. It was hard. Kate remembered bringing her second daughter home from the 

hospital. She had felt so happy when she’d brought her elder daughter home, so she 

couldn’t understand why she was crying all the time with her second. And the 

exhaustion was something else entirely. Kate became lost in her memories as she 

recalled trying to cope with a toddler and a newborn. There were days when she 

literally didn’t know how she was going to survive. She could never get them to sleep 

at the same time so she rarely napped during the day, and at night, she was feeding 

every three or four hours. Her husband did what he could but as she was 

breastfeeding, there wasn’t much he could do. In addition, her elder daughter, after 

being the centre of attention for so long, had severe jealousy issues. She had imagined 

that the little girl would be helpful, but it got to the point where Kate couldn’t turn her 

back for a second without her daughter taking advantage of the opportunity to try to 

pinch the baby. 



Her mother had visited her just after the birth but in a two-bedroom flat there was 

little room. However, after hearing her daughter cry down the phone one morning 

from sheer exhaustion, she had got on the train and stayed for three weeks. Kate 

remembered her mother sleeping on the couch, not complaining once how 

uncomfortable it was. It had been the lifeline she needed. Her mother took her toddler 

and the baby out for a walk in the morning, letting her get some much-needed sleep. 

Eventually, Kate got into a routine and everything settled down but she still 

remembered feeling overwhelmed by it all. After her mother left, and at her 

encouragement, slowly Kate had started accepting offers of help and letting friends 

and neighbours pop in to watch the baby for an hour or help with the washing. 

Normally, Kate prided herself on being able to do it all, but during those months, she 

had no choice. It was either accept the help or go insane. It sounded dramatic now but 

that’s how it had felt at the time. And now, a few years later, she still treasured those 

friendships. She still visited her neighbour in the flat upstairs who had brought her a 

home-made casserole on the very day that the fridge was completely empty because 

she hadn’t been able to get to the shops, never mind cook something. She still gave 

Margaret, next door but one, a bunch of flowers on her birthday, never forgetting how 

she had done a week’s washing and ironing in a day when Kate was running out of 

nappies. All in all, Kate felt she had come out stronger and with better friendships, but 

she still wouldn’t want to go back to those early newborn days. It was one of the 

reasons she had insisted to her husband that they have no more children. 

And while it had become easier, it was still difficult. In the five years she’d been 

married, any illusion of romance had long since disappeared. Her husband worked all 

hours, they barely spoke to each other, and they were both exhausted. When was the 

last time they had gone out for a drink? When had he last asked how her day was or 

told her she looked pretty? Kate couldn’t remember. Not that she did look pretty, she 

thought ruefully. Lack of sleep had taken care of that. These days, if they did talk, it 

was about money, or rather the lack of it. When he had lost his job, it had taken a 

huge toll on them, both financially and psychologically. They couldn’t pay the rent or 

the bills, and even the basics, such as food, were a struggle to afford. Kate didn’t 

sleep properly for weeks worrying about it, and to this day she wondered how her 

husband had managed to sleep so soundly each night. In the end, she had gone to her 

parents for help. Kate knew her husband still hadn’t forgiven her for asking them for 

money – he said she’d made him look an incompetent fool – but she didn’t know 



what else to do. He just seemed so remote and unreachable. For the six months he was 

out of work the strain was unbearable. Eventually, he had found another job, but it 

wasn’t as well paid as his previous one – which hadn’t been especially lucrative to 

start with – and it wasn’t as close to home. By that point, Kate was just relieved to 

have him out of the house. The tension between them had become tangible. For all 

their troubles, she still loved him, but they were so far apart now, divided by stress, 

resentment and exhaustion, and she simply didn’t know how to fix their marriage. 

They could go out for a meal and have a little time to themselves, but these days they 

wouldn’t be able to afford the meal, never mind a baby-sitter, and Kate didn’t want to 

take advantage of her friends, who’d already done so much. 

They would have to address the situation soon. They couldn’t go on like this; it 

was starting to have an impact on the girls. Kate felt weary at the thought of it. Why 

should she have to take the initiative? Why did everything fall to her? She knew he 

hated his job, but in this economic climate he should be grateful to have one at all. For 

a moment, Kate imagined being able to leave the house for just one day and sit behind 

a desk in an office filled with other adults. She imagined the ringing of phones, the 

clicking of typewriter keyboards, people’s voices as they talked about different 

clients. And blissfully, the absence of children – no crying, no wailing, no ‘Mummy!’ 

twenty-four hours a day. No having to come up with exciting new games because she 

didn’t have the money to buy the latest My Little Pony figures and Care Bear cuddly 

toys. Kate could hardly imagine it: to have a whole day to yourself, where you could 

be absorbed in something other than childcare. On certain days, she would swap 

places with her husband in a heartbeat. She took a deep breath and made a mental 

note to try to find the time to talk to him. Along with the million other things she had 

to do, she thought grudgingly. Perhaps on Saturday night when the children were in 

bed, she could cook him a nice steak. If she caught him between his first and second 

beers, he should be relaxed enough to have a chat. A surge of frustration ran through 

her again that she had to plan ahead to try to get a conversation with him. How had 

things become so complicated? She remembered a time when she could have talked to 

him about anything. A time when he made her feel safe and that he would do anything 

to make her happy. 

Sighing, Kate dragged her thoughts back to the present. She didn’t have time to 

deal with her marriage now. Her to-do list was getting longer by the minute, and she 

also had to come up with something for dinner that didn’t involve frozen pizza. 



Grabbing a knife, she quickly buttered some bread and made cheese sandwiches for 

the children. She was chopping salad when she heard a scream, followed by the sound 

of crying in the children’s bedroom. 

‘Mummy,’ one of them began to wail. ‘She hit me.’ 

‘Mummy! I didn’t! But she took my new pencil case!’ 

Kate sighed and waited a few moments to see if they would sort it out themselves. 

When she had found out she was pregnant the second time, everyone had talked about 

having a boy so she had ‘one of each’. But for Kate, while she would be happy either 

way, she was particularly pleased when they found out they were having a second 

girl. She had thought same-sex siblings would get on better because they would have 

more in common. How wrong she had been. The girls fought all day long. 

Walking into the children’s bedroom, Kate took in the scene. Her younger 

daughter was lying on the floor with her head in her arms, holding on to the pencil 

case for dear life, sobbing so hard, it would seem the world was about to end. Her 

elder child, on the other hand, was parading about in an old curtain pretending she 

was a queen and demanding the sought-after pencil case back immediately. She had 

called the guards already, she grandly informed her mother. While the pencil case was 

rightly her elder daughter’s, Kate sympathised with the little one. She too just wanted 

to lie on the floor and sob because she wanted things she couldn’t have. But it wasn’t 

going to get lunch made or the washing done. She knew it was going to be a long day 

and not for the first time did she imagine what her life would have been like if she had 

heeded her mother’s words. 

  



 


