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5 September 2018, first day of term, 8.40 a.m.


30 places available


Lily


Enid is emitting the kind of piercing sound that makes Celine Dion’s highest octave climb seem effortless.


‘Baby, why don’t you stand there?’ I try, leading (read : dragging) her to a wall next to the inside gate of the playground. It’s the perfect spot – nice red bricks to set off the bottle-green uniform – and from the line of other three-year-olds being nudged in front of it, the other parents clearly agree. It’s the kind of set-up Instagram loses its #nofilter mind for. Enid snatches her hand away. The green of her uniform is currently being offset by the puce of her cheeks. To be fair, the Coco Pops sugar rush isn’t helping with the hysteria, but after she lobbed my first attempt at breakfast – the both nutritious and filling scrambled eggs and toast – on the floor approximately four minutes after Joe left her sitting angelically at the table, I did not have the patience to try and reason her into eating something more nourishing. That’s today’s excuse, anyway.


And right now I don’t have the patience to argue over this photo. I have to be at my office, report in hand, in sixty minutes. My conscientious parenting decision to walk the short distance to our first day at St Peter and Paul’s nursery (and thus prove to myself that I am a Good Person who cares about the environment) has buggered up everything. My work commute is forty minutes, and I now have twenty minutes to hustle this tiny bag of tantrum into her first day of preschool, get her settled, and take a cute photo that will procure me enough likes on Facebook to feel like a successful parent (that number, FYI, is 100). One of Enid’s pigtails is sagging, she’s got a milk stain on her brand-new big school sweatshirt, and now she’s doing the cackling sob thing that she normally reserves for the hour before bedtime when we’ve been on a massive day out. It usually means she’s about to go Britney 2007.


‘Enid,’ I coax, mentally cycling through my list of bribes, but great, now the primary school head teacher has just turned up in the playground. First chance to make a good impression. He looks distinctly speechy, even though he’s milling around and not making any moves to start talking. Everyone is ignoring him and taking selfies with their kids. I can see Jusna from church playgroup smoothing Mo’s hair down and telling him to drop his head slightly to the left as she blitzes her camera roll, and Yasmine has commandeered the perfect Pantone red wall for Arlo. Of course she has. Yasmine, Jusna and I were in the same NCT group, and she once told me she thought parents who let kids under three eat chocolate should go to enforced nutrition classes. I have never been friends with Yasmine.


Right, this is not a Rihanna gig : someone needs to hustle the main act onto the stage. Until today, at private nursery, I could luxuriate in the 8 a.m. until 6 p.m. hours, and also quickly drop her off and run, but now we’ve swapped to the preschool attached to St Peter and Paul’s – the first step in our ‘get Enid into the off-the-scale-Ofsted-good C of E school’ strategy – we have to become part of the ‘community’. The head is obviously trying to give today some ceremony. ‘Mr Brown, did you want to say a few words?’ I call over to him. He’s about eight thousand years old in a double-breasted grey suit, bald aside from the tufty grey patches that dot each side of his skull. He flinches as though he’s heard someone but can’t place the voice.


‘Everyone! Mr Brown is making a speech,’ I say, in my best positive-member-of-the-community voice, while chivvying Enid over in an affectionate headlock. The playground rings with the sound of three- and four-year-olds going ‘shhh’. It’s very cute. I remind myself that these three- and four-year-olds are still our competition. There are thirty intake places available for next year’s reception class, with priority given to children living in the tiny catchment area. Last year they had three applications for every place, and once you’ve taken into account kids whose older siblings already attend, and the goddiest godly Christians, who are a shoo-in, that means there are actually even fewer spaces than that.


‘Good morning, everyone. I’m so pleased to welcome our new nursery intake to St Peter and Paul’s infants school. It’s traditional for us to open up our preschool a day earlier than the infants to get the new ones settled. I recognise some faces from church –’ I crane my head up a bit higher. A year I’ve already been going to that church and hanging around for the post-mass playgroup. He’d better recognise us. ‘– And for lots of us this is just the start of your St Peter and Paul’s journey. Just a few bits of housekeeping before we line up, and join together in prayer—’


God, always with the bloody prayer. Enid’s already embraced it and become part of the prayer police. I wonder how other parents deal with it when their kids remind them to say prayers at bedtime, and you can’t decide whether to hypocritically go along with it or explain that Mummy only pretended to believe in God so she’d get into the good school, but we must never tell anyone. It’s the first one, clearly – only an idiot would trust a three-year-old with that kind of information – but it doesn’t mean I don’t feel stomach-clenching guilt on a daily basis about pretending to be nine hundred per cent more goddy than I actually am.


Bore-off Brown is still wittering on. ‘As many of you will know from mass on Sunday—’


Which, of course, is the week we missed. Even though we had a legitimate skive. We were visiting my mum and dad in Leeds before term started.


‘– Reverend Terry is retiring at the end of the month, and so I’d like to take the opportunity to introduce his replacement, Reverend Will.’


Mr Brown gestures to the tiny Victorian-era doorway of the main infants school building. A six-foot-tall man in his mid-forties appears. He has matinee idol-style swept-back salt-and-pepper hair, and black jeans and a jumper on. We all wait patiently for the hot dad to move and let the new reveren out. And then I clock the dog collar. This is no God-like dad, this is a man of God. He is Reverend Will. Realisation hits us all simultaneously and a humming undercurrent of breathy nervous chatter ripples across the playground. Because he’s not just church-hot, like the bloke who plays the guitar at St Mary’s on Sunday, and everyone (me) has developed a crush on because he’s male, under retirement age and it makes church less boring if you fancy someone. He’s properly handsome. He strides over to where Mr Brown is standing and gives the crowd a small wave in greeting. I swear I see Ava’s mum swoon as he smiles and gives her a look of recognition. He’s basically the Ryan Gosling of clergymen.


Mr Brown is deep in his inspirational first-day speech but has lost all the remaining parents who were pretending to listen, male or female. We’re all too busy ogling Reverend Will. ‘As we start another school year, I’d just like to encourage you all to take the time to reflect,’ he says. ‘To pause and think about the moment we’re in, and not just as something to record through your phone. At this point, let me take the opportunity for a gentle reminder that there is to be no photography inside the school premises, which includes the playground.’ Ninety-nine per cent of the parents shove their phones into a pocket or bag.


I check my watch. I now have fourteen minutes until I need to leave for work. I hope he’s wrapping this up.


‘We spend so much time rushing around and thinking about the next thing, the replacement, the upgrade, buying into the idea that new is better and change needs to be instant, that we don’t often reflect on what is happening now.’


I look down at Enid, who is now hanging onto my right-hand side, chubby little cheek pressed against my thigh, and give her a squeeze. She seems to have calmed down, at least. Maybe this dreary speech is lulling her into calmness the way the white noise machine used to when she was losing it at naptime as a baby. I should record this speech to play back tonight before bed.


‘It’s important to remember that not everything has to keep changing. Consistency can be reassuring, and some things improve over time, the longer they are simmered. Like stew,’ he says, chuckling at his own joke. ‘Or love.’


I snort, and the mum next to me looks over. I think I recognise her from the maternity leave circuit too. Baby sign language or baby sensory or baby show tunes. One of them. They’ve all blurred into one long circle of singing.


‘Love stew,’ I whisper. ‘Sounds a bit spunky.’


Her face crinkles into what I think is going to be a smile, until I clock the look of distaste around her mouth. Luckily a round of applause punctures the moment. Mr Brown has finally finished.


‘So welcome to preschool, children and parents!’


I give Enid a squeeze and then release her. ‘Off you go then, Enid.’


‘I DON’T WANT TO!’ she screams.


Fuck. Nine minutes. I need Mr Brown and his dulcet voice over here now. I thousand-yard stare into the distance, pretending to ignore her. Previous experience has proved that trying to reason with her in this state only makes it worse, and what we need is a distraction, preferably the hot rev, but he’s disappeared. Instead I’m surrounded by other parents silently judging me for ignoring my feral daughter as she thrashes like a badger in a trap. A couple, including Bex who lives a few doors down from me, shoot me a sympathetic look, but once Enid realises that she has an audience she takes it up to eleven, throwing in some pretend crying for good measure. I’m about to pull out an emergency bag of Buttons when I catch sight of Yasmine crinkling her nose in my direction, as though her kid has never had a public meltdown before.


I see a flash of red hair coming in through the gate. At least someone’s arrived later than us. Plus, their arrival pulls Yasmine’s judgy face away from us and angles it in their direction. Oh my God, it’s Imogen! I thought I’d seen on Facebook that she was moving here from south London, but on the rare occasions she pops up on my feed, I tend to scroll over her statuses without taking much notice. Weird how quickly you can go from having intimate and real-life daily knowledge of exactly what (and who) a person has in their body, to a social media algorithm fading their existence out of your Facebook page entirely. I had no idea Imogen was even pregnant, until a load of old mutual friends liked Imogen’s birth announcement, six months after I had Enid. And that was nearly four years ago.


‘Lil!’ she shouts over the thrum, seeing me – or, more likely, seeing Enid going nuts. She seems unaware that Mr Brown is at the front about to launch into a Hail Mary, and that she’s getting pointed looks from all the other parents to shut up, because despite her middle-class mum uniform of rolled-up boyfriend jeans and Selfish Mother ‘MAMA’ sweatshirt, she looks as harassed as I feel. Thank. God. Her face is splodgy where it looks like she’s been either shouting or crying, and her little girl, Winnie – her total mini-me with light red hair and freckly nose – looks the same. My heart lifts. Maybe we can join forces and get out of here within the remaining five minutes I have left. I give a warning nod in his direction and she realises that she’s interrupted the whole welcome assembly, bowing her head in exaggerated piety for the prayer. She gives me an embarrassed smile once we get to ‘amen’.


‘Whoops. Not a great start,’ she says, mouthing ‘sorry’ to other parents in the vicinity, but now that Mr Brown has broken off into some one-on-one chats and isn’t surveying the crowd eagle-eyed, they look much less bothered about her tardiness. Funny, that.


‘I can’t believe it’s you,’ I say. ‘How are you? And did you have the same nightmare as us getting out of the house this morning?’


Imogen folds me into a hug. She still smells of the same Marc Jacobs Daisy perfume she used to. ‘It’s not been the best, no.’


‘Tell me about it. Madam lost her shit at breakfast and I’ve been trying to bring us back from the brink ever since. Then I managed to offend one of the rabid Organics over there with a joke about the headmaster. Thank God I didn’t tell her that the only thing that will get me out of here before she reaches Armageddon-level meltdown is the promise that we’ll go to McDonald’s for tea after big girl school.’


Imogen smiles, kind of. But is looking at me the way Louis Theroux might look at a white supremacist in one of his documentaries, all stoic sympathy and controlled non-judgement. The puff of joy I felt at seeing her deflates a little. I don’t think she’s going to stand here with me laughing at the more frustrating aspects of parenthood, or acknowledge that this whole church preschool thing is part of the game we’re all playing to get into the primary school – even though it is.


‘Everything took longer because I was just so upset at the idea of leaving her here,’ she says eventually. ‘The idea that it’s every day now.’


‘Well, you don’t have to,’ I say. ‘There’s a whole year before it’s a legal requirement. And to be honest, it’s a total ball-ache swapping from her previous nursery to this one as it’s only open term time and school hours. But if you want to get them to start in reception next September, you’ve got to do it, haven’t you? They’ve been praised for focusing on each child as an individual, their self-confidence, individual strengths and interests, and not just pushing them through the production line of ever more government tests. But saying that, they really get them through the government tests. The SAT scores are consistently excellent and it’s the only primary school in the borough with a solid legacy of eleven-year-olds getting accepted to the nearest grammar school.’


Imogen’s eyes narrow a shade. She knows exactly what I’m talking about. We’ve all memorised the same Ofsted report.


‘It doesn’t mean it’s easy, though,’ she sniffs. ‘And then once I started, it set you off, didn’t it, Win?’ Winnie’s big blue eyes well up, mirroring her mum’s, but before I can roll mine, Enid reaches across me for Winnie’s hand and smiles shyly. God bless my lovely empathetic child. I have no idea where she gets it from. Winnie grins back and the two girls stand there holding hands, looking completely winsome.


I whip out my phone, one eye out for Mr Brown and his live-in-the-moment no-phone policy (yes, I know there are very good reasons why you don’t want adults taking pictures of kids all over the school, but still). It’s a definite hundred-liker, only I don’t know if Imogen will object to me sticking up a photo of Winnie.


‘And now one of just you, Enid,’ I chance while she’s still smiling, getting a solo pic I know I can use. She gives me a toothy grin and then even lets me cuddle her. ‘Is Winnie in St Gabriel room or St Michael?’ I ask Imogen over her head.


‘Gabriel,’ she replies, looking like a fresh round of tears isn’t far away.


‘Well then,’ I say, ‘they’ll be together. Do you and Winnie want to go and line up, Enid?’


They trot off, looking suddenly very tiny as they’re absorbed into the swarm of green-clad pupils in the playground. Imogen is on the verge of losing it, I can tell. Three minutes. I need another distraction, this time for her.


‘When did you move here? Don’t tell me we were on maternity leave together at the same time in the same place and didn’t even know.’


‘We only arrived three weeks ago and everything’s still a tip. We’ve moved onto Palmerston Road. It’s not ideal, but we’re renting until we find a place to buy. Nearer here. It’s been a bit of a nightmare, actually – they get snapped up the second they come on the market.’


Of course they do. Prime catchment. Trying to buy a house in the five streets that surround this tiny Victorian building is like trying to get tickets to Glastonbury. Only three thousand times more expensive. I think of our house, bought because it was the only place I could afford, before the phrase ‘catchment area’ even crossed my mind, and Walthamstow was simply suffixed by strangers with ‘What? The end of the Victoria line?’ rather than ‘a few good schools around there’. Somehow, completely by accident I’ve hit the catchment area jackpot. Just. Ours is the last house in the current zone. We should be in. But only if we can prove that our faith and Christian values are more compatible with the school’s ethos than the other applicants, who all live in the catchment area too, and closer.


‘I’m feeling really nervous about the move,’ Imogen is saying, ‘as all my mum-friends are back in Bermondsey. You’re so lucky. You must know all the other parents already.’


‘Some.’ I push away the memory of my maternity leave, twelve interminable months of trying to find ways to fill up the days and wondering where all the people like me were. I couldn’t wait to go back to work.


‘You’ll have to introduce me to some of them.’ She nods her head at Yasmine, who is standing with a couple of others. ‘Who’s that?’


‘That’s Yasmine, and Kim. They will let your kid playdate with theirs as long as you don’t bring contraband into their houses. And by contraband, I mean anything that contains refined sugar.’


‘Oh. Are they nice?’


‘Sure. If you’re obsessed with organic food and think a kid’s birthday party should be policed by Cruella de Vil disguised as Deliciously Ella.’ I don’t tell her Enid’s not been invited to one of their birthday parties since ‘the yard of Maltesers incident’ when they all turned two. It’s been pretty awkward since I’ve started to run into them in church over the last few months. Although of course Yasmine had been going there for over a year by that point, so I was the outsider. As always. And she was able to make a snide comment about me being new to the Christian faith, as though we weren’t all there with exactly the same intention.


We’re all shushed again for a quick Lord’s Prayer. The children are chanting it as loud as they can, so no one notices me miming the words. Then they start to file in, Enid and Winnie waving as they’re led through the tiny door.


Imogen sniffs loudly as they disappear, and then looks over at Livvy’s’s mum and her clan, or as I think of them from playgroup, The Basics. ‘What about them?’


‘Yeah, they’re fine,’ I say in what is hopefully a neutral voice, and steer her towards the gate. Imogen’s eyes flick back to me, suspicious. Oh, bollocks to it. This is Imogen, my old friend Imogen, who once rejected a man because rosé was his favourite wine.


I drop my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘They just have no personality outside of their children, and every conversation I’ve ever had with them circles back to the kids. I think some of them have jobs, but if they do they never talk about them, and they seem to post a Facebook photo album every single day. And then they write things underneath like #soblessed and “my world” with no trace of irony.’


Imogen does that inscrutable Theroux face again. She used to do the same thing after I’d explained to her in great detail why I was going to meet the useless bloke I was seeing at a bar at 11 p.m., even though the only time he ever texted me was around that time on a Friday night.


I point at the group in front of us who are all in super-skinny jeans and UGGs, and are completely fresh-faced, probably because their ovaries are at least ten years too young to hear the clarion call (labour-induced howl) of a birthing suite.


‘That lot are all au pairs. Which isn’t to say they’re not nice, but it’s a rotating roadshow. They’ll probably be replaced in a couple of months when the current one is overworked or goes backpacking around Europe. If you ever meet the kids’ actual parents, it will take them twelve seconds to tell you why they have no time to talk because they have to get to their BIG JOB.’ I stop, remembering how dedicated Imogen used to be to her PR job. She was out at launches every night and spent weekends until all hours putting together campaigns. She could well be one of them. ‘How’s life at the PR coalface?’ I ask. We’re almost out of the playground.


‘I’m freelance now,’ she shrugs, throwing a final look back to the closed door, behind which our kids are now ensconced. ‘And I do a blog. Part-time. Ish. I just couldn’t imagine going back full-time once Winnie was here. It changes everything, doesn’t it?’ Her face is earnest as she adds, ‘But I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


She means it. Every word. And all I can think about are the dozens of component parts in that statement that I disagree with. And that I know I have to throw myself into preschool life. And church life. And becoming part of it all. My daughter’s future depends on it.


But I’m on minus four minutes. Instead I shout that I’ll text her and run to the tube.
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9.05 a.m.


Imogen


I watch Lily’s suit-clad back retreating and let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Even when she’s commuting she moves like the distance runner she’s always been, hustling with the same controlled movements that always kept her tall, muscular body pounding 10Ks and half-marathons.


I feel like I’ve had an unexpected run-in with an ex. The ex. One where I’ve moved on, but somehow it’s still very important to prove that I’ve moved on. Of course, with an actual ex, Winnie’s mere presence would have been proof enough, illustrating as it does that I’ve had sex at least once since last seeing them. But it’s not about sex with friend exes (frexes? Side note : if I wrote a blog on friend exes, would that portmanteau be snappy enough to make it go viral?) because the break-up really is about ideological differences rather than wanting to shag someone else. Five years ago, Lily dropped me, ideologically, and the weird vibe that came off her when I said how hard it was to have Win start preschool was probably only further evidence as to why she made the right decision.


A wave of something – rejection, or maybe just resignation – pulses through me, and fresh tears spring to my eyes. Dropping Winnie off, moving, Lily – it’s been a lot. I’ve been like a bag of leaking emotions ever since I had Winnie, and I think my skin got thinner when my belly stretched.


My phone beeps with a voicemail. ‘Imogen, Jay here. Just an update to tell you that the two-bed on Holman Road has gone for thirty over the asking price. Be in touch if anything else comes up.’


Great. I speak to ‘Jay’ from Stow Place Like Home, the estate agency, more than my own mother these days. We need to find a new place to live. Like, now. That was the other reason we were late this morning. Another long phone call about a potential flat in the area, where I reminded him, again, that if any sales fall through we’re ready to step in at short notice and already have a mortgage agreement in place. Because this school is the whole reason we uprooted our life in Bermondsey and moved to a completely average rented flat in Walthamstow. It’s the Venn diagram intersect between what area we could feasibly afford and my exhaustive Ofsted research. Last year, St Peter and Paul’s received almost a hundred applications, and we’re still not quite in the catchment area, so if we don’t find one before the application deadline in December, we’re at a massive disadvantage. So, we have to be the perfect applicants. I banked some historic godliness with regular churchgoing in Bermondsey, but a letter from the old vicar and going to church every week here isn’t going to make us stand out. I need to convince the school, the governors – even the other mums, if it comes to making an appeal on our behalf – that Winnie, and we, are right for St Peter and Paul’s.


I turn left out of the school gates and start to trudge home, exhaust fumes from the line of cars and buses on Blackhorse Road mingling with the early autumn warmth and stinging my raw eyes. There’s a snotty sniff audible even above the traffic and when I turn to see who it’s coming from, I see one of the other playground mums has caught up with me.


‘It’s been awful, hasn’t it?’ she says, with an embarrassed smile. She swipes her face with a tissue, sticks it into the pocket of her leather jacket and holds her hand out to me. ‘Yasmine.’


It’s the one Lily just compared to a Disney villain, but she seems nice enough to me. She’s maybe a couple of years younger than me, early thirties, all glossy ‘bronde’ Jennifer Aniston hair and a boho-style billowy printed dress.


‘Imogen,’ I reply. ‘And yes. I knew it would be hard, but I thought at least I’d be able to hold it together. Turns out I’m the one with separation anxiety.’


‘Is she your first?’


I nod.


‘Arlo’s mine too. Even when I was enrolling him, I felt like it wasn’t really going to happen, but here they are. It’s too quick!’


‘Next stop university,’ I crack back, and she laughs.


A revving motorbike with a backfiring engine flies down the street, weaving into the cycle lane outside the school to overtake the queue of traffic, only inches from the painted line that separates it from the pavement. He’s going so fast it only takes a couple of seconds for him to disappear around the corner, towards the tube station.


‘Did you see that?’ I shout before I can stop myself. ‘Prick. There’s a bloody pedestrian crossing there.’


‘Tell me about it,’ says Yasmine. ‘I pass this way at least a couple of times a day, and even when Arlo was in the buggy, nine times out of ten someone would just drive over without even looking. I’ve been emailing the council for three years to say they need to put traffic lights in.’


‘We’ve only just moved here. Is the school run traffic always this bad?’


‘Yep. Did you see that article about the air pollution? On some days, the air quality is worse in Walthamstow than in Beijing. That’s my other pet project.’ She grins while she’s saying it, and it makes me like her.


‘I’d love to get involved,’ I say, feeling suddenly shy. ‘And it’s nice to meet a local mum, seeing as I’m – we’re – new to the area.’ I try and sound less desperate than I feel. ‘How do you even make new friends in your thirties?’


Yasmine laughs and gives my arm a squeeze. ‘When I gave up work after Arlo, I drifted away from loads of my old friends. I tried to keep in touch at first, but it just became so obvious that all we had in common was proximity, especially the ones that didn’t have kids. They just don’t get it, do they?’


‘Hmmm,’ I murmur, making a non-committal noise that doesn’t directly agree, but doesn’t contradict her either, and hating myself a bit. Who really cares if your colleagues are proximity friends or not, if you can still have a drink and a good bitch with them after work? Plus, I’ve always hated that ‘you don’t know real feelings or responsibility until you have children’ rhetoric. Probably not the moment to mention it.


‘I actually ran into an old friend of mine at the school, so that made it a bit easier,’ I say. ‘Lily Walker. Enid’s mum.’


‘Oh,’ says Yasmine, stopping so abruptly I almost bang into her. ‘Do you know her?’ Her voice is neutral. Almost too neutral.


The day we moved into the new flat I spent two hours trawling through Lily’s Facebook page while sitting in the half-darkness of Winnie’s bedroom, waiting for her to drop off. Every time I thought she’d fallen asleep, I’d get up to leave, before her eyes flew open to check I was still there and hadn’t abandoned her in the strange new place. I’d sit back down, in the chair I used to breastfeed her in, and swipe back onto Lil’s feed.


There was frustratingly little to disseminate. Enough photos to see where she was in her life (married, still a criminal investigations officer, daughter the same age as mine), but barely any captions, opinion-y status updates or other people tagged in pictures. For the last few years there was hardly even any mention of Joe, who had been the centre of her world before she moved out of the flat with me and bought a place with him six years ago. I couldn’t find anything to confirm why I should hate her, not even the phrase ‘echo chamber’, which fuelled my last FB cull, post-Brexit.


And then seeing her today, she was the same. Spiky, funny Lil. Spotting me across all the commotion and bringing me into her fold. Before being desperate to ditch me. Again.


‘I used to know her. It’s been years since we’ve seen each other.’


Yasmine smiles, and starts walking again, as though this is the right answer. ‘Well, I’m sure I’ll be spamming your inbox about all the projects we have on the go soon enough. Unless you fancy coming for a post-drop-off coffee?’ Yasmine pulls out an eco coffee cup from the big, slouchy, acid-yellow leather bag she has hanging off one shoulder and nods to a café with a vintage-style, green and white awning at the junction of Blackhorse Road, where the new student flats face the tube station. The complementary candy colours and old-fashioned fronts of the shops suggest quirky, artisan small businesses, but they house a newsagent, a dry cleaner and an off-licence. The café at the end, though, might as well have a neon ‘gentrification’ sign where it actually has an organic vegan menu written on a chalkboard outside, along with the promise of free tea for breastfeeding mums and kundalini yoga classes in the back room on a Tuesday night. Two of the other mums from the playground are sitting at the table in the window, the one that offers a prime view of what they’re trying to package as ‘Blackhorse Village’ (a view of the bus stop in one direction and the Costa in the other). I feel a pang of regret that all that’s waiting for me at home is some urgent but very boring work.


‘That’s so nice, but I can’t today,’ I say. ‘The one positive of Winnie starting preschool was getting full days to work and not having to cram it into evenings when she’s asleep, but now it’s arrived I feel like my attention will be elsewhere anyway.’


Having given up my account manager job at a beauty PR agency after Winnie, I’ve been freelance, working on smaller ad hoc projects without ever really getting my teeth into something long-term. I’ve been putting off brainstorming ideas for the launch of an ‘avo-toast generation’ beauty delivery box until my first official ‘work’ day, but now it just feels like I’ll be going back to an empty flat, while I wait until three o’clock to pick her up. Danny wanted to take the day off and come too, but I told him it would stress Winnie out too much if we crowded her. He accepted it, but has been texting me constantly to check she’s OK and now I wish I’d told him to come, not least because I feel guilty for excluding him, and especially having seen Lily. I’m getting a friendlier vibe from this stranger than from my former flatmate. Maybe it’s not a bad thing that she and Lily aren’t friends.


‘But count me in for anything I can do to help with the pollution campaign,’ I say. ‘I work in PR and actually have my own blog with a bit of a cult following –’ by ‘cult’, I mean ‘small to non-existent’ but Yasmine doesn’t have to know that ‘– so I’ll definitely write something about it on there and try to rustle up some support.’


‘Oh, well done.’ An impressed look flashes across her face. I get a little kick out of being responsible for it. ‘I’ve been dying to start a blog, but I just never have the time.’


Everyone always says that, but I stay quiet.


‘Maybe you can inspire me to get my arse into gear,’ she says. ‘What’s yours about?’


‘Being a mum – what else?’ I say with a faux-embarrassed shrug, to hide the fact that I am a bit embarrassed. If you’d told me before I had a baby that I’d be interested in being a mummy blogger, I’d have laughed in your face, whereas the post-baby me squealed when Mother Pukka followed me back on Instagram. ‘It’s called “Manager Turned Mumager”. Because of my old job. Although it’s still my job, but … less so.’ I trail off. I’m not really sure what I mean.


‘Ooh, I’ll look it up. And in that case, I’ll email you about the other campaign we’re starting, at the school. I don’t know if you’re aware, but the food there is atrocious. I’m dropping off Arlo’s lunches every day until they do something about it, and it’s the same for Mo and Thea. That’s Jusna and Kim’s kids.’ She gestures at the café again. I’m guessing Kim and Jusna are the women in the window.


‘What?’ Now I am shocked. ‘At the open day they told us that the meals were made onsite, within budget, and lunches were things like home-made stews and spag bol. They were really proud of it. Not a Jamie Oliver-horrifying, reconstituted chicken nugget in sight.’


Yasmine rolls her eyes. ‘As though they should be given a medal for doing the absolute bare nutritional minimum. And what about the massive, unhealthy puddings that come with every meal – treacle tart and custard, ice cream. And there’s worse.’


The look on her face is so earnest that I dig deep to think of what might constitute worse than a delicious home-made treacle pudding.


‘Like?’ I prompt.


‘Baked beans.’


Right. I wasn’t expecting that.


‘From a tin.’


I say nothing.


‘Do you know how much sugar is in a tin of baked beans?’


I don’t. I also don’t want to know, seeing as beans on toast is a household staple and one of the few meals I know Winnie will always eat. Yasmine’s too nice for me to laugh, but as I look at her solemn face, the effort of not laughing makes my eye twitch.


‘Well, send me the details,’ I manage, fiddling with my phone in my hand. ‘My Instagram handle is @managerturnedmumager, so you can find my email address there. Or I’ll be there at pick-up this afternoon if you want to chat more then.’


Yasmine holds out a hand. ‘I’ll put my number into your phone.’


I pass it to her and she taps away her details before passing it back, saying ‘cute’ about my screensaver of Winnie. ‘If you’re sure you can’t pop along now and meet some of the others?’ She obviously hasn’t noticed my lack of enthusiasm over the school dinners and marked me down as an ally, as thankfully the warm smile is still in place. Its beam makes me feel chosen. This is exactly what I was hoping for when we moved. Aside from the beans thing. A friendly mum gang to have pre-pick-up coffee with while putting the world to rights. ‘When we’re not talking about the handsome new vicar – er, hello!’ She pulls a face that’s meant to look like a teenager crying at a One Direction gig as I laugh and nod in agreement. ‘I heard,’ she says conspiratorially, ‘that he was “asked to leave” his previous parish.’


‘No! Why?’


‘Apparently he was a little too welcoming to one of the married congregants.’


We both start snickering like teenagers, and then Yasmine gets a teary look on her face again. ‘We’ll probably spend all morning wondering how they’re all getting on,’ she says.


My heart flutters. ‘Winnie was so nervous. I’m really worried about her. It’s almost worse now they aren’t babies any more because you can’t control everything they do. It makes me long for the early days when I could keep her safe with me.’


‘I’m the same. Hopefully they’re making friends with each other!’


A lorry rumbles past us, displacing the claggy air and wafting the fabric of Yasmine’s maxi dress tight across her body, away from the road. There’s an outline of a small but unmistakable bump on her stomach. She strokes the material gently back, her hand lingering on her belly. I did that all the time when I was pregnant with Win, even before I had a bump to prove that she really was on her way. Yasmine catches me looking and I stuff my clenched fists tight into my jeans pockets.


‘You know what they say when you’re sad that they’re not your baby any more?’ she says.


‘What’s that?’ I whisper. The busy road suddenly seems to have gone quiet. It’s as though everything other than Yasmine’s voice has dropped to a muffle, so I can really hear what she’s going to say next. Even though I know what that’s going to be. I’m so sure that my reflexive rictus smile starts spreading across my face before she starts talking, belying the thump of my heart and the knot of dread that rises whenever this topic comes up. And when you’re female and have a three-year-old child it comes up all the fucking time.


‘It means it’s time to have another baby.’


She grins, in what I’m sure for her is another conspira­torial moment. Half my Bermondsey NCT lot are on to their second now. All mums together, and we must be crazy to go in for round two, but we’re going to do it anyway, hey? Except Danny and I haven’t even talked about it.


I wish I could flee as fast as Lily did.
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1 p.m.


Lily


‘They found four hundred thousand litres of booze in the warehouse, worth over five hundred Gs in duty. It’ll be on the front page of the Yorkshire Post, the Sheffield Star and the Donny Mercury, not to mention the six o’clock news.’ John is sitting on the edge of my desk and waving around an email printout from his counterpart in the Sheffield office. Aside from the fact that he’s in his fifties so has been here forever, you wouldn’t think he was the bureau chief. I think he’s had the same three ill-fitting suits on rotation since the eighties, and they’re all foul. This one looks like it could once have been charcoal in colour, or dark blue or slate grey, but now it’s just some random muddy tone with shiny patches on the elbows.


‘That’s a brilliant result. Well done Yorkshire.’ I’m always weirdly pleased when my home region does well, even if I haven’t lived in Leeds for fifteen years.


‘Yep. They’re looking at seven years at least for the bloke at the top. If they can get a conviction.’


I nod. A raid to impound the contra is one thing. The court case to make it stick is another, involving endless paperwork, and covering their arses to make sure the loop is fully closed.


At our HMRC office in a squat, strip-lit government building in Vauxhall, we deal with duty evasion, diversion fraud and many other high-volume scams that involve people bringing fags and booze into the country without paying tax on it. Duty evasion is probably the least sexy- sounding crime ever, but we all get a buzz out of the surveillance, meticulous case-building and raids that sometimes (OK, once) involved me dragging a suspect out of a car window in the exact way they taught us to during our training. Especially when it leads to a big haul that then leads us to a guy (and yeah, it’s always a he) who considers himself a Mr Big in the fraud game. While we’re pleased for Sheffield, we’re also excited to get intel that their case is part of a bigger framework, and that the network is operating out of our patch, in Greater London.


‘I need that second address checking ASAP, Lil.’ John says ASAP as one word. Just like he says Gees instead of pounds when he’s talking about money, and ‘binos’ instead of binoculars. It’s a weird hybrid language of The Wire and The Bill and I’d take the piss out of it regularly if I didn’t also do it myself, especially when I’m fired up about a big case like he is now.


‘I’m on it.’


Somewhere under John’s left bum cheek, my phone vibrates with a text.


‘’Scuse me, John,’ I say, nudging him to one side to pick it up, and ignoring how warm it feels to the touch.


It’s Joe.


The toilet wasn’t flushing when I left. Think we’ll need to get the plumber back.


‘We’ presumably means me, seeing as the fact that he’s telling me means he obviously hasn’t done it, and as he’s now on his way to Heathrow to catch a flight to Detroit for work, he isn’t going to. Unless he thinks Enid and I can last until he’s back on Friday without using it.


A pang of worry pulses through me. I hope Enid’s OK. What if she needs the toilet there? Will she feel comfortable asking to go? We barely squeaked in with accomplishing the mandatory toilet training before she started. Is she making friends? Would they call me if she was upset but wasn’t ill? I have no idea. I distract myself by being annoyed at Joe instead.


OK, I tap back.


Did you take that lasagne out of the freezer to defrost before you left?


…


Sorry, forgot. Give E a big kiss from me when you pick her up.


If he’d told work he couldn’t go on this trip then he could have given her a first-day kiss in person. But God forbid.


‘Lily?’ John is glaring at me, and now Eddie and Sanj are standing beside him. ‘Sorry if we’re interrupting your social life,’ he says.


‘Fuck off,’ I fire back, with a smile. He doesn’t bat an eyelid, just runs his hand through his thick dark hair – he’s very proud of the fact that he’s neither started greying nor thinning – and fiddles with his tie, a skinny zigzag number that doesn’t work at all with his suit. I’m guessing one of his kids bought it for him.


‘Can we work out who’s going on the recce this afternoon?’ he says, looking at the three of us in turn. We’re all dressed in near-identical navy suits. Even though there’s just a vague ‘office wear’ dress code in our typical government office building – slightly too airless, painted an apparently well-wearing but slightly depressing institutional shade of cream, with handmade posters everywhere informing people not to leave unwanted printouts to pile up in the trays – there seems to be an unspoken agreement in my team – me, Eddie, Sanj – that we interpret the dress code as smart. The men, both tall, dark and at an age where they sign up for weekend triathlons, carry a suit well, so that’s probably why they’re so keen on it, while I’ve always been rubbish at clothes shopping and working out what suits me versus what gets me taken seriously. Back when I first started, I was twice mistaken for a PA at meetings while wearing some variation of a dress and a cardigan, and since then have been one of those people who stocks up on multiple identical trouser suits in the Next Christmas sale.


‘Not me,’ I say. ‘I’ve got a half-day in lieu, so I can’t. I’m going at two.’


‘Any chance you can swap it for tomorrow?’


‘No.’


John holds my gaze but I keep it steady. He turns to Eddie.


‘In that case, mate, you’re up.’


Eddie looks pissed off, but I don’t offer an explanation. I’ve found that the best way to deal with anything childcare-related here is not to, just to give a hard no when I have no other choice, and make sure it doesn’t happen too often. The whole concept that I can’t just drop everything for work would be alien to John anyway. He’s got four boys aged between eight and eighteen, but he’s also got a stay-at-home wife who deals with the logistics of pick-ups and drop-offs and feeding and clothing everyone and, well, everything. Whether she’s happy with that arrangement I’ve no idea because I only see it from his side, but it seems to work absolutely fucking brilliantly for him.


And Eddie hasn’t got any kids. Despite the fact that he’s good-looking, intelligent, capable of holding down a job and owns a flat, he’s been single for most of the time I’ve known him, which, as we started at the same time in our mid-twenties, is ten years. Depending on how much he’s had to drink, he’s either totally fine that he hasn’t been ‘shackled’ by ‘some demanding woman’ or thinks he’s in love with me, because I am neither demanding nor interested in shackling him. Sometimes I’m barely interested in talking to him and I’m definitely not interested in shagging him, so you can see what level of emotional intelligence he’s at, and the real reason he never has a girlfriend.


Meanwhile, Sanj is about five years younger than us and may or may not have a girlfriend, depending on whether it’s on or off with Mia at the moment. She wants to get married, he doesn’t. She breaks up with him, he ends up talking her round. Then the cycle starts again. I’m convinced she’ll waste her late twenties on him, in the way so many of my mates did with some feckless bloke, and then Sanj will meet someone else during one of their fallow periods and marry her within about a year. He’s not a bad bloke, just a commitment-phobe – until he meets someone he wants to commit to.


‘I’m too senior to go out on these recces now, chief,’ says Eddie, pulling a face. His mockney accent (he’s from Chiswick) always gets stronger when he’s trying to convince our boss to take his side.


‘If that’s your way of trying to say I should do it, how many times do I have to say it : we started here at the same time.’ It still irks me that Eddie is further up the hierarchy than I am, not because he’s not good at his job – he is – but because I haven’t also been recognised for being equally good, if not better, at mine. Because I had the audacity to go on maternity leave, I missed my chance to get promoted, and instead have to wait for some arbitrary moment to come around for another shot. Also, it means that Sanj and I are on the same level, and I am definitely better at my job than he is.


‘But you’re criminal investigations officer and I’m senior crim—’


‘God, this again. We literally do the same job. You’re senior in title alone, because I wasn’t here during the last round of promotions – three years ago.’ I see John sidling away to avoid having to get involved in the ongoing mystery of why I haven’t been promoted yet.


‘Which means I have a year’s more experience,’ says Eddie. ‘That’s what happens when you take a year off.’


I sidestep the phrase ‘year off’, in case I actually kill him, and take a breath.


‘If we end up raiding a warehouse as stuffed with loot as the Yorkshire one, you’ll be gagging to claim the case as your own, so pipe down and do the recce. And then if you end up having to stay there on surveillance I’ll come and relieve you tomorrow morning.’


He smirks and opens his mouth to talk but I put a hand in front of his face.


‘If you were going to make a joke about me relieving you, don’t.’


He and Sanj both laugh. ‘Ooh, sorry Lil, have you caught a touch of the #MeToos?’ he says in a faux-whiny voice.


‘Good to see that a global movement to clear scumbags out of the workplace has been boiled down to a sarky comment in here.’


‘Don’t be so stroppy. It’s all bants, isn’t it, Sanj? God, we don’t even know what we can and can’t do any more.’


I’m about to launch into a long and reasoned explanation about why flippant comments like that from self-professed ‘good guys’ are part of the problem, but I’ve got too much to do and they’re just being deliberate dicks. Instead I say, ‘How about you use this as a handy guide : if you ever feel like a comment you’re going to make needs to be followed up with “I was only having a laugh”, then just don’t fucking say it.’


I turn back to my computer screen to dismiss them, hearing them both lightly grumbling as they go back to their respective desks. Seconds later, a calendar invite pops up from the team assistant. It’s for an 8.30 a.m. meeting tomorrow morning, and it makes my nerves jangle and my heart plummet simultaneously. I’ll never make it from drop-off in time, but I don’t want to have to make my excuses for another appointment so soon. In a couple of weeks, I’ll get a childminder to help with the pick-ups and drop-offs – ‘wraparound care’ as it’s known, or ‘being able to go to work’, as I think of it – but I have to let Enid settle in first.


From : lily.walker@hmrc.gov.uk


DECLINE (WITH COMMENTS)


Please reschedule for 9 a.m. or later.


It’s only a few moments before John’s response drops into my inbox.


We’ll go ahead without you. You can catch up later.


Because, of course. I mean, if we did the meeting at 9.15 it might interrupt John’s tea and Sky Sports News break. Meanwhile, to make my dead-on 5 p.m. exits above reproach (although they’re still sometimes commented on), I have to ensure I’m never seen doing anything non-work-related in the office, barely take a lunch break and save all my admin and social media scrolling for when I briefly nip out for a sandwich to eat at my desk. Even now, when my half-day off officially started half an hour ago, I’ll stay until it’s time to go and pick up Enid. Pre-baby, I slacked off as much as anybody. Daytime Facebook posts, gossipy group email chains, birthday lunches that went on way longer than an hour and 3 p.m. Pret coffee runs followed by a chat with someone at their desk. I didn’t keep track of the days when I arrived a bit early (or late) or hung about once the clock hit 5.30 (even if the reason I was doing it was because I was meeting someone for a drink), and neither did anyone else. But as soon as you have a hard out, everyone starts keeping a tally of any other time you might be shaving off the system. Or maybe it just feels like it does. I’ve seen John roll his eyes enough times when asking after staff members only to discover that their flexitime hours mean they’ve gone home. And the only people who work flexitime here are women. Mothers.


I’m too pissed off to abide by my own rules today and, fuming, I log on to Facebook (fifty likes for the photo so far) while digging my M&S Ploughman’s out of my bag. Imogen has also posted a photo from this morning, one of both the girls, complete with heart eyes emoji.


It’s really cute. I hit like (she already has ninety-four, despite posting hers an hour after mine), and then fill the comment bubble with a row of broken heart emojis. I wish I’d been less rushed and stressed this morning and had time to hang around for a proper chat with Imogen, one where we got beyond our standard mum chat. It’s not like I can vent to anyone here about the juggle or the guilt, or how when I’m not at work and worrying about being shit at my job, I’m at home and worrying about whether my parenting choices will mean Enid grows up to need therapy or become a murderer (but not a serial killer. Having a girl means it’s statistically less likely, so at least there’s that).


We were always able to talk to each other, even the dark thoughts we’d be ashamed to admit to anyone else, like when she told me she genuinely wished her dad had died rather than left her mum when he did. The picture links to her Instagram so I end up on @managerturnedmumager. Terrible name. But there’s Imogen beaming out from the profile photo with Winnie. There’s a website link too, and the click hole takes me to a blog with joined-up, purple cursive along the top spelling out ‘Manager Turned Mumager’, and her bio underneath.





I’m Imogen, former PR manager and mum-in-training. Three years in, I’m pretty sure I’ve done at least 10,000 hours of parenting, but WTF, I’m still nowhere near expert level!


A blog for apprentice parents.





I try not to pull a face. It’s not as cringy as some of them, I suppose. She’s already updated it today.





5 September 2018


PLAYGROUND BADDIES OR BUDDIES?


Sweaty palms, nerves about whether I can handle the classwork and anxiety about making friends … it must be the first day of preschool!


And the person feeling all of the above? Well, that’ll be me.


Why is it when you’re trying to stick to a schedule, you end up more disorganised than ever? It took forever to get out of the flat, we were almost late, and I was on. the. verge. by the time we made it. But then she instantly bonded with another kid (hooray for an old friend who materialised with her daughter at exactly the right time!). Meanwhile I’m still sitting here, putting off work and trying to process what the hell just happened.





The last place I want to make an appearance is on a mediocre mummy blog, but I can’t help but smile at my cameo. I’ll see if she and Winnie want to come over for a playdate at the weekend, and pull up the contacts list in my phone while scanning the rest of the post. I wonder if Imogen is still on the same number.





Thankfully, the second I stepped out of the school gates, I was taken under the wing of another mum who was as raw as I was about ‘big school’ starting.


We swapped tearful stories about our ‘babies’ and she told me where I can find her gang if I need some solidarity or support. New school, new flat, new area … I was overwhelmed by the new this morning, but you know what has made me feel a bit more optimistic? The prospect of new friends.





Oh. So, Imogen has already found some new friends to talk everything over with. While old friends are relegated to a passing mention. I close the browser and find the number I’m looking for.


I’ll text the plumber. Get it out of the way.
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3.30 p.m.


Imogen


The mums along the pavement at the gate have been jockeying for position since three o’clock and the stale mid-afternoon air is trapped between all the bodies, making it even muggier. We’re flapping ineffectual hands in front of our faces, while taking small swigs from eco water bottles (apparently everyone got the anti-plastic memo). The mothers around me are all trying to manoeuvre their way into the elusive spot where you can see the door and therefore be the first person to see it open, the equivalent of front and centre in the standing pen at a Beyoncé gig. Yasmine is there and isn’t budging. For a slight, and also pregnant woman, she’s strong, and she leveraged her Baby On Board badge to get to the front and then pulled me and the two other mums I saw her with earlier, Jusna and Kim, via her slipstream. As there’s a big sign on the gate saying we’re categorically not allowed in the playground unless expressly invited in by a member of staff, and even then, MUST go through the entrance next to the school office, this is as close as we’re going to get.
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