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        I managed to send my child into school in fancy dress when it’s not, in fact, fancy dress that day. Twice. #realmums
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      Frankie buried her head under the duvet to hide from her mum yelling outside her bedroom door.

      ‘Come on, Francesca. I’m serious now. You’re going to make us late for school.’

      Frankie groaned loudly. Right now, it was hard to care about going to school.

      ‘Now, Francesca. We can’t be late on the first day.’

      She looked up at the clock and sighed. Eight o’clock was far too early to be waking up, after last night. If Frankie had remembered that her son was starting school this morning, she might have stopped after the first two… or she might not, if she was honest. School was a depressing thought. Where had the last four-and-a-half years gone?

      Tired and hungover, Frankie dragged herself from her bed to shower and felt quite pleased that she was fully dressed and downstairs only twenty minutes later.

      ‘Morning,’ she said, seeing her mum in the hall, pulling shoes out of the cupboard.

      ‘Oh, Francesca, it’s not a fashion parade,’ Paula said, looking up at her. ‘You really didn’t need the full hair and make-up.’

      Frankie shrugged. She didn’t go anywhere without hair and make-up. Nobody deserved to see that. ‘When do we have to leave?’

      ‘Five minutes.’

      ‘I’ll just grab some toast.’ She wandered into the kitchen, where Liam was getting down from the table.

      ‘Are you coming too, Mummy?’ he asked.

      ‘Totally.’

      ‘Look, look,’ he said, holding his arms out and turning around to show off his new uniform. Seeing his shirt and jumper swamping his little frame, Frankie felt a pang of something she didn’t want to acknowledge.

      ‘You look awesome, dude,’ she said, holding her hand up. ‘High five.’

      ‘Liam, come and get your shoes on, darling,’ Paula called from the hall and he ran off obediently.

      As Frankie put her bread in the toaster, the phone rang. She ignored it for a moment – the landline was only ever her sister – until her mum shouted at her to answer it.

      ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hey, Frankie! It’s Laura!’

      ‘Hi, Loz.’

      ‘Isn’t it exciting? First day of school! How’s Liam? How are you doing? How’s Mum taking it?’ Laura didn’t even pause for breath. Conversations with her were exhausting.

      ‘I’m fine. Liam’s excited.’ Frankie squeezed the phone between head and shoulder while she buttered her toast.

      ‘I’m terrified! They’re letting me loose on actual pupils today! My real own classes!’

      ‘Good luck.’ Frankie tried to hide the sarcasm. It wasn’t like Laura needed luck, everything always went right for her.

      ‘Thanks! Wish Liam luck from me!’

      ‘Will do,’ she said, then held the phone away from her ear so Laura wouldn’t hear her crunching on the toast.

      ‘Oh! I nearly forgot! One of my old friends’ kids is starting at Heppleton Green today, too! How random is that? Alison Lund – her son’s Alexander, I think. Look out for her – I told her Liam was my nephew so she’ll probably come and say hello. Oh, I’ve got to go, I’ve got registration. Wish me luck!’

      Frankie put the phone down feeling proud that she hadn’t even slightly told her sister she was the most irritating person in the world.

      ‘Who was that?’ Paula asked as Frankie left her knife and plate on top of the dishwasher and went to find her heels.

      ‘Just Laura,’ she replied, stepping into her shoes before squatting down in front of Liam. ‘Hey, Liam, Auntie Loz says good luck and if the teacher’s mean, you should just call them a poo-head.’

      Liam grinned.

      ‘Francesca! She did not say that. Liam, don’t listen to your mother, your teacher will be lovely.’

      Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘Mum, he knows I’m joking, don’t you? You should never call a mean teacher a poo-head. Mean teachers are monkey-brain or butt-breath, aren’t they?’

      She heard her mum sigh as she opened the front door. Frankie suspected she was rethinking the whole ‘you should come with us on the first day of school’ plan.

      ‘Oh, wait, photo.’ Paula positioned Liam just in front of the door and fished in her handbag for her digital camera, then held it close to peer at the screen. Honestly, it was just painful watching her operate modern technology.

      ‘I got it, Mum.’ Frankie pulled her phone from her back pocket and took a vaguely sensible shot, then pulled a face at Liam so he pulled one back. ‘Nice. What else you got?’

      She took a few different photos with combinations of frowns, grins and tongues out. Next to her, she another sigh. And I continue to disappoint her, she thought.

      Eventually, Frankie put her phone away and they crossed the road, heading towards school. As they reached the school gate she suddenly felt nauseous at the sight of so many mums. She began to categorise them in her head: yoga mums in layers of Lycra; I-have-a-proper-job mums wearing suits or smart trousers with their heels; I’ve-given-up-on-life mums with unbrushed hair and unidentified stains down their ill-fitting jeans; and I’ve-given-up-my-career-to-be-a-mum mums with Boden dresses and practical yet stylish bags. Frankie looked around, conscious that she was the only one wearing heels and skinny jeans.

      She felt a complete imposter amongst them. For one, they all seemed to know each other, nodding or waving acknowledgements even while they were mid conversation. Maybe this was why her mum had wanted her to come along? At least both of them being here meant she didn’t have to face this alone.

      ‘Hello, Paula,’ a woman called as they neared Reception.

      ‘Hi, Jules,’ Paula said, waving back. ‘That’s Jules, from playgroup,’ she added, for Frankie’s benefit.

      ‘Hello, Liam,’ another woman said as they passed her. ‘Gosh, I nearly didn’t recognise you – you look so grown-up in your uniform.’

      Frankie tried to imagine she was somewhere other than surrounded by these real mothers. They’d probably all breastfed their children till they were three and baked organic fish pie from scratch when they were weaning and she was certain they had never been banned from a baby yoga class for falling asleep during the happy baby pose.

      She tuned out all the background noise and tried to concentrate on what was important here. She crouched down next to Liam, who was clutching the strap of the bookbag slung across his chest.

      ‘Okay, dude, you got this.’ Frankie winked at him and he blinked back – she hadn’t yet told him he wasn’t winking when he did that, it was too cute. ‘You’re gonna rock this school thing. Be awesome.’ She wanted to give him a big hug, but there was a chance she might not let him go. ‘Fist bump?’ They held out fists and gently touched knuckles. He gave her a serious look and a little nod as if to reassure her. Whether he meant it or not, it helped.
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      Alison knew that, as with anything in life, preparation was key. Clothes folded on the chair the night before. Table laid for breakfast. Arrival at school carefully timed to be early enough to meet the other mums and make introductions.

      She stared at her reflection in the mirror.

      ‘Hi, I’m Xander’s mum, Alison,’ she said, hoping to catch just the right tone. I’m friendly, reliable and available for playdates.

      She smiled at herself. It was just networking, really. Nothing more. Say hello, chat for a moment, make sure you got their name and follow up the next day. She used to do it all the time at work. It would be like riding a bike.

      She went back to applying foundation, carefully so no one would notice she was wearing it. She didn’t want to look made up, just… presentable. Her outfit was casual – decent jeans, striped Boden t-shirt, a light jacket with the sleeves turned over and possibly that scarf with the birds on. Her hair was straight and smart and she wore no earrings or necklace, just a couple of simple bangles: everything casual and breezy. This was not a big deal.

      ‘Mu-ummy!’ Xander yelled from his bed.

      Seven o’clock exactly. The sun had come up on his clock.

      ‘You can get up now,’ Alison shouted to him, leaning towards the mirror to get a better view for applying mascara.

      He shoved open the bedroom door as he ran in, shouting ‘Cannonball!’ and threw himself onto the bed. Awake less than a minute and he was already up to full speed.

      She stood up and went to give him a hug, gently setting him down on the floor facing the doorway.

      ‘First day at school today, Xander,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and get your uniform on.’

      ‘Where’s Daddy?’ he asked, wriggling away from her.

      ‘He’s still in New York.’ Alison moved ahead of him, hoping he would be interested enough in the answer to follow her back to his bedroom. ‘Remember? He’s working there all week, but he’ll be back on Friday and we can call him when you get home to tell him all about school.’

      Alison wondered if Simon had remembered Xander was starting school today. Probably not.

      Even by Alison’s standards, she was early. She tried to pose Xander in front of the school sign for some photos, but he had too much nervous energy to stand still. She picked the least blurry shot and sent it to Simon.

      ‘Here we go,’ she said, to no one in particular, seeing as Xander had run behind the hedge. ‘Daddy will see this as soon as he wakes up.’ She sent the text, although given that it was the middle of the night in New York now a reply seemed unlikely.

      She watched her son trying to hide behind the leaves for a moment.

      ‘Come out, Xander, darling, you don’t want to get your uniform all messy before you’ve even started, do you?’

      He moved deeper into the hedge, out of reach.

      ‘Xander, get out of there, do you hear? Out. Now,’ she shouted, looking around. This was definitely not the first impression she wanted anyone to have of her.

      ‘Xander, get out!’ She pushed her arm through a small gap in the hedge and grabbed him by the sweatshirt, but he twisted and ducked, lifting his arms up, pulling himself free and running out from behind the hedge giggling, leaving Alison holding an empty sweatshirt.

      His thick blond hair was now sticking up at the front and there were a couple of twigs and leaves in it. At least he’s out of the hedge, she thought, as Xander rushed back past her and in through the open metal gates to the school car park. He’s just excited about his first day.

      She found him running in circles around the Reception playground, jumping over the line of tyres at the far end. It wasn’t long before the other parents started appearing. Some kids had both parents with them, a few had just dads or grandparents, but most of the kids milling around in front of the Reception classroom were with a mum. Alison studied them. Who looked like they would like to go for a coffee after drop-off? Maybe that one with the brown hair and the Longchamp tote? Or her, with the baby in a sling, stepping from one foot to the other? What she really wanted to see was a group of mums that she could join. Like those ones near the window, perhaps? Three mums; a tall blonde woman wearing a Boden dress with matching cropped cardigan and chunky necklace, a shorter woman with a large Silver Cross pram – retro or original? she wondered – and one in running gear. Three children of the right age hanging around their legs. Yes, they would do.

      Best smile on, shoulders back. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi.’ The one in Lycra smiled back.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, you don’t happen to have the time, do you?’ Alison asked.

      The one in Boden checked her watch. ‘It’s just before quarter to.’

      ‘Thanks, I was so nervous about being late today that we ended up being really early and now I’ve totally lost track of time.’ Alison shook her head and smiled again, looking from one polite but disinterested face to the next. ‘I’m Alison Lund, Xander’s mum,’ she continued. ‘We’ve just moved here, so I don’t really know anyone…’

      As the statement hung in the air, the other two mums looked at the blonde. Alison realised she was holding her breath, waiting for a response.

      ‘Hi, Alison, I’m Becky Lynch.’ The woman smiled and held out her hand. ‘And this is Jo Carter and Rachel Frost. We were thinking of going for a coffee after drop-off, if you fancy it?’

      Alison felt relief wash over her. She had chosen well and this could be the start of a great friendship.

      ‘Becky, hi. Jo, Rachel, nice to meet you.’ Alison shook each hand, repeating the name in her head to help her remember. Becky in Boden. Rachel with the retro pram. Jo about to go… jogging Jo? Yes, that would do, jogging Jo.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Alison saw a Xander-shaped blur. ‘Lovely to meet you. I just need to go and reclaim my son, wherever he’s got to.’

      She raised her eyebrows and they nodded in understanding.

      Alison knew it would be too much to expect Xander to stand silently by her side, like some of the other children, but she wished he could be a little calmer. ‘It’s nearly time,’ she said, crouching down next to him and catching his arm to keep him from running off. ‘Your teacher will be here any minute. Do you remember his name?’

      ‘Armstrong!’ Xander shouted, posing with his arms up, flexing his muscles.

      Alison stood up and smiled to no one in particular, mostly checking that Becky, Jo and Rachel hadn’t witnessed it. No, thank goodness. Next to her a little boy with a huge amount of thick, dirty-blond hair that obviously hadn’t been brushed enough that morning stared at them. He stood close to a woman who didn’t look old enough to be his mum, wearing a cropped grey t-shirt with sequins all over it and skinny jeans with incredibly high heels. Alison watched as she crouched down to speak to the boy. As he turned to listen, Alison caught the name Liam.

      Liam? Wasn’t that the name of Laura’s nephew? Was that him? Alison tried to remember the conversation they’d had a couple of weeks ago. The Laura she’d worked with was permanently enthusiastic. Her natural expression was a grin, but this mum could not have looked more different if she’d tried. She was certain the name was Liam, though and how many Liams could there be?

      Well, Alison had promised her old colleague she would say hello, so she must. She took a step towards the pair, tugging gently at Xander’s arm so he would follow.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, smiling at the boy and then the mother. ‘You wouldn’t be Laura Woods’ sister, would you?’

      The woman nodded, but offered nothing else.

      ‘I’m Alison Lund? Xander’s mum, I used to work with Laura.’

      Still nothing.

      ‘Well, she mentioned Liam and Xander would be in the same class, so I said I’d say hello.’ Really wish I hadn’t bothered now. At least she could tell Laura she had tried to be friendly.

      ‘Hello, Alison.’ From behind Liam’s mum an older woman appeared, hand out, immediately friendly and looking much more like Laura. ‘I’m Paula Woods, Laura’s mum and Liam’s nana.’

      Paula nudged the younger woman, who rolled her eyes, then held out her hand and said, ‘I’m Frankie.’

      Liam began to laugh and Alison suddenly realised Xander had slipped his arm out of her grip and was lying on the grass at her feet. Great, the falling-over game.

      ‘Come on, Xander, on your feet, please.’

      As Xander stood, Liam pretended to trip over his own foot and landed sprawled on the ground, causing Xander to giggle. And he wasn’t the only one – Frankie wasn’t even trying to stifle her laughter.

      Before Xander could attempt another fall, Alison saw the classroom door open as an impossibly young man with a boy-band hairstyle and rolled-up shirt sleeves stepped out.

      ‘Look, it’s Mr Armstrong,’ she said, trying not to think that Mr Armstrong looked like a sixth-form student and pulling her son to the side away from Liam. ‘I think it must be time to go in.’

      Even after the children had gone in, some of the parents continued to mill around in the playground outside. A few had immediately left, some with older children to get to a different school, others with an urgency suggesting they were desperately trying not to be late for work. Jo, Becky and Rachel were chatting to a couple of other mums and they waved to people from a distance.

      Alison joined them as they began to walk towards the main gate and was greeted with smiles all round. She fell into step with Jo, feeling short and distinctly unathletic beside the woman in cropped running leggings.

      ‘We’re just popping to the Creative Café – have you been there?’ Jo asked.

      Alison shook her head. ‘I’ve not had a chance to go in yet,’ she replied. ‘We’ve not been living here long.’ She had passed by, stopping to peer inside at the bright splashes of paint on the canvasses that lined the walls and she had longed to browse the long table with interesting knick-knacks for sale in the window. A display Xander would have destroyed in minutes. Much as she adored his boundless energy and enthusiasm, it did limit her to more contained and less breakable environments.

      But now… now she would be able to go there during the school day to meet up with her new mum friends.

      Becky held the door open for Rachel to wheel in her enormous pram before parking it beside a table.

      ‘I’ll get these. What would you like to drink?’ Jo asked everyone.

      ‘Just a cup of tea, for me, please.’ Alison sat down on a mustard coloured Eames-style chair as the other two ordered lattes.

      ‘So, Alison, what brought you to Heppleton Green, then?’ Becky said, leaning forward.

      Suddenly it felt like a job interview. ‘A few things.’ Alison tried to gather her thoughts and second-guess the answer they wanted. ‘Obviously, the schools round here are a big draw, with the outstanding secondary school and the village primary is just a sweet little school, isn’t it? And Simon – my husband – his mum lives just behind the High Street, which is obviously very handy.’ Pause for breath. Did that answer the question? ‘When we came to visit, the village was so pretty and everyone was so friendly, we just fell in love with the place, really.’

      The two women were nodding in agreement (yes, we do live in a wonderful place, don’t we?) when Jo appeared with their drinks.

      ‘Whereabouts do you live, then?’ Jo asked.

      ‘Just off Potter’s Lane. We bought this very old-fashioned semi and have spent the last six months doing it up. It needed so much work, but it has a great view over the fields at the back of the church and it’s a lovely street.’

      There were murmurs of approval. Alison began to relax: she had found her people.

      ‘I’m not far away, up on Church Street,’ Rachel said, then paused to take another gulp of coffee.

      ‘Oh, yes.’ Alison had looked at a beautiful house up there. A converted schoolhouse with high beams in the kitchen and a mezzanine landing and she was all set to move in, but Simon had ruined her dreams when he pointed out it was way over budget, thus condemning her to looking at houses that ‘had potential’.

      ‘Rachel has just moved into the most amazing house,’ Becky added. ‘It used to be a little school and it has these high ceilings and amazing architecture. You should see it.’

      Alison tried not to feel too bitter.

      ‘We think she should put it forward for one of those house magazines.’ Jo smiled.

      Rachel waved her hand to dismiss the compliments. ‘I’d swap it for yours anytime, Becky.’ She turned to Alison. ‘It’s just down towards the wood.’

      ‘And it has a garden that goes on forever,’ Rachel continued. ‘That’s why we always do the Prosecco night there.’

      ‘Prosecco night. Now that sounds like my sort of night.’ She laughed.

      ‘Oh, it’s just a little summer fundraiser for the school. I’m sure you’ll be there this year.’

      Alison nodded.

      Rachel checked her watch. ‘Ah, that’s my time up, baby group is about to start.’ She stood up and looked into the pram. ‘I’d better get going. I’ll see you later.’

      Jo stood up to help her out of the door. ‘Actually, I’d better be off too if I’m going to get a run in before work.’ She looked from Rachel to Becky and back again. ‘I’m doing mornings and afternoons all this week, so I’ll see you later.’

      ‘And definitely at the meeting next week?’ Becky asked.

      She nodded. ‘Definitely.’

      ‘You’ll come to the meeting as well, won’t you?’ Becky said, turning to Alison as Jo left.

      ‘What meeting is that?’

      ‘Parent Teacher Association. We organise all the extra fundraising events, but it’ll be a great way for you to meet a whole load of other mums. Let me write down the details for you.’

      Alison nodded a little too vigorously as Becky began to write in a little notebook pulled from her handbag. Alison congratulated herself again on choosing so well. She would fit perfectly into this little group.
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      Kate read her last text again.

      
        
        Everyone is nervous. Everyone wants to make friends. Try not to worry so much Mxxx

        

      

      She knew Matthew was trying to reassure her, but his words didn’t feel true. Looking round, all the other mums were chatting away in groups as they waited for their children to come out of school. Maybe she had missed the moment when she should have got to know the other mums? She was on day four already. Maybe she should have tried harder to speak to someone on the first few days of school. Reuben held on to her leg with both arms, leaning his head against her. He felt her worry too. She reached down and ran her fingers through his hair.

      A woman broke away from another group of mums and headed straight towards her. Kate felt her nerves tingle in her chest as the woman smiled at her.

      ‘Hello,’ the woman said, then paused.

      Kate tried to smile and clear her throat, but the words became stuck, so she looked down at Reuben to distract herself from the woman’s questioning glare.

      ‘I’m Becky Lynch, Lily’s mum – well, I’m also Rose’s mum, but she’s in Year Three, so you’ll probably just know me as Lily’s mum – and I’m also in charge of the Parent Teacher Association.’ She paused, raising her eyebrows as if she was waiting for Kate to say something. What was there to say? Kate managed to nod without looking up.

      ‘Sorry, what’s your name?’

      Oh, that’s what she was waiting for. ‘Kate. I’m Kate Lambert… umm Amelia’s mum.’

      ‘Lovely. Well, we do lots of fundraising and organise social gatherings, anyway. We’re always on the hunt for new members, so I’m just going round giving out my card to anyone who fancies joining us. We will be meeting on Thursday at the café, just a casual night, you don’t have to volunteer for anything.’ Another pause. ‘Okay… I hope we’ll see you there then.’

      Kate looked up and took the card that was offered. She wanted to say something, but the woman’s confidence was a little overwhelming. ‘Thanks,’ she managed, just before Becky turned and moved on to the next person.

      Pushing the card into her handbag, she watched Becky make her way around the playground, stopping longer with some groups than others, but always handing out a card. Kate wondered how she did it. Just walking up to a stranger and talking as though it was the easiest thing in the world. Or maybe most of them weren’t strangers.

      At the other side of the little playground, Kate could see someone else watching Becky’s movements. He stood alone, with one hand on the fence that separated the Reception playground from the main play area and the other pushed into his jacket pocket. Kate saw Becky start towards him before she turned abruptly and walked in the other direction. Why didn’t he get an invitation? Was it a mums-only thing? Whatever the reason, Kate found she was slightly relieved that at least she wasn’t the only one clearly feeling uncomfortable.

      Reuben tugged at her jeans and she turned to see Amelia coming out of the classroom. That girl had enough confidence for all three of them, Kate thought, seeing the huge grin and bracing herself for the hug.

      ‘I’ve got homework, Mummy,’ she said, taking a hand and steering them towards the path home. ‘I’ve got a reading book and homework. Can we do it as soon as we get home? Can you help me?’

      ‘Of course I can,’ Kate said. ‘What is it?’

      

      Kate put the book down on Amelia’s bedside table and turned back to tuck her daughter in. Amelia was still wide awake and she had to hide the urge to stay lying next to her, listening to her daughter chattering about her school day. The girl could talk non-stop, one little phrase bumping into the next, sometimes making sense, often just wonderful nonsense.

      But it was bedtime.

      With a smile she didn’t fully feel, Kate said, ‘Goodnight, munchkin.’

      ‘Night, night, Mummy. Don’t forget to come and check on me – in one soon and then another soon and all the soons until morning.’

      She kissed Amelia on the nose. ‘Yes, munchkin.’

      Coming downstairs, Kate could smell dinner and tried to guess what it might be. It smelled like curry. Or maybe chilli? Matthew held the lid from a large pot as he peered inside it, his glasses steaming up.

      ‘What are we having?’ she asked.

      He smiled. ‘Spanish chicken.’ She hadn’t even been close.

      She kissed him and he caught her around the waist with his free arm. She pulled away, smiling as she cleared the draining board. It was a nice sort of closeness, moving around each other in the tiny kitchen, occasionally brushing against him, mostly by accident. Somehow she felt less pressure in the kitchen than in the bedroom; undressing for bed, worrying about when she had last shaved her legs and feeling self-conscious about her wobbly bits.

      ‘I declare it edible,’ Matthew said, putting the spoon down, opening the cupboard and reaching for the plates to dish up.

      She leant back against the sink and watched him. It had been his Thai green curry that had first turned her head in their shared kitchen at university and she had timed her meals (beans on toast, cheese on toast, or, when she was feeling particularly adventurous, scrambled egg on toast) to match his, allowing her to sit unobtrusively at the table, watching his culinary creations.

      ‘So, I was talking to Nick today…’ his voice trailed off as he concentrated on not spilling the ladle of sauce before it reached the plate.

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘I think he’s finally starting to do better. I think… I mean, well…’

      Kate took two glasses and filled them with water while she waited for him to finish.

      ‘He’s got this idea about running a marathon.’

      ‘A marathon?’

      ‘Yes. He wants us to sign up for one in a few months’ time.’

      She winced slightly at the word ‘us’, before remembering that since Nick and Natalie’s break-up, ‘us’ no longer applied to the two couples. ‘Us’ was just them, Matthew and Nick.

      ‘He used to run a bit before and he was saying he always fancied trying to run a marathon. I mean, it’s got to be done once before you die, hasn’t it?’

      ‘You’re going to do it, then?’ She took the glasses and walked through to the table. He followed behind, saying nothing until he had placed their plates on the mats and they were sat facing each other.

      ‘I think I have to. I mean, I think I could do it and he really needs me to do this with him. And we can do it for charity too. I was thinking of that hospice your mum went to – that would be worthwhile, wouldn’t it? What do you think?’

      ‘Okay,’ she said. Because what else could she say? Nick was Matthew’s oldest friend and he was going through a tough time since Natalie had left him with – as far has he was concerned – no warning. Matthew was doing the right thing. And for charity. What sort of wife would object to that?

      ‘Are you sure? I’d have to do quite a bit of training.’

      ‘It sounds like it would be good for him.’ And it would, she wasn’t lying. Surely anything that helped to get him back to his old self had to be worth a try? Maybe, and now she knew she was dreaming, maybe he would get back to his old self and Natalie would come back and everything would go back to normal.

      Under the table, Kate felt Matthew’s ankle rub against her calf and she looked up from her dinner to see him smiling at her. ‘You’re lovely,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

      

      Kate held Reuben’s hand firmly in hers and looked round at the other mums. She had made a promise to herself last night that she would make eye contact and smile, but nobody seemed to be looking at her. Stand Alone Dad, as she’d started calling him, stood at the fence, speaking to no one. There were a few other individuals standing alone, but they all seemed to be busy with phones or frowning to discourage interruptions. She edged closer to the building, wondering if it would be easier to catch someone’s eye if she was in front of more people, but once there she was hit by a wave of panic. If she turned round now, it would be like she was standing in front of an audience. It was too much. Concentrating on staying calm and trying not to squeeze Reuben’s hand, Kate stood completely still. If she just stayed looking into the classroom, through the large window which was now just in front of her, no one would be staring at her.

      She could see Amelia sitting at the nearest table, coat on and bag in hand. The little girl was chatting to someone, but stopped suddenly, turning to the window, smiling as her eyes met her mum’s. Kate returned the smile, feeling immediately calmer. As the children began to file out of the classroom, Amelia broke into a run, jumping down the steps to the playground.

      ‘Mummy, Mummy, come with me,’ she said, barely pausing to grab Kate’s hand before pulling her along.

      ‘Hello, munchkin,’ Kate said, allowing herself to be steered through the playground, trying to slow Amelia with one arm, while she pulled Reuben along with the other. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘I want you to meet my-friend-Liam.’ She ran the words together in her eagerness. ‘Can I go and play with him?’

      Kate felt the first stirrings of dread in her stomach, but even as she was stumbling over her apologetic response, they came to a stop.

      Amelia pointed to a small boy with dark blond messy hair standing beside a woman who must be a grandparent. ‘That’s Liam.’

      ‘Hello, Liam,’ Kate managed. Kids were not so scary to talk to.

      ‘That’s Liam’s nan.’

      Kate looked up at the woman who was laughing already. ‘Hello, I’m also known as Paula. Nice to meet you, Amelia’s mum.’

      Kate cleared her throat. ‘Hi.’

      ‘We hear a lot about Amelia. I gather they are thick as thieves, these two.’

      Kate nodded and smiled. She didn’t have to do much more. She didn’t even have to look at Paula – they both just watched the children giggling at each other before running around the coiled number snake painted on the tarmac.

      ‘It’s so lovely to see a boy and girl playing together like that, but then Liam’s used to putting up with girls, he’s got a lot in his life. Do you live nearby? Sorry, I’ve forgotten your name already.’

      ‘Kate. I’m Kate. We just live in the row of cottages behind the shops on the High Street.’ Did she need to be that specific? Should she have just said, ‘Yes, not far?’

      ‘Oh, I love those little cottages. My dad’s uncle used to live in one of those and I always thought they were just so romantic. We’re the other end of the village, just on the Crescent, but we’re heading to the playground, so we’re walking your way – why don’t we walk together?’

      ‘Oh, okay… yes.’ She pulled Reuben gently next to her as they set off after the older children.

      ‘Gosh, I didn’t even see your little one there. And what’s your name?’

      Reuben, of course, said nothing, but stared suspiciously at Paula.

      ‘This is Reuben,’ Kate supplied.

      ‘And how old are you?’ Paula persisted.

      ‘He is three – well, three and a half.’

      ‘So, will you be starting school next year?’

      Finally, Reuben nodded and Kate felt a twinge of pride at his bravery.

      ‘They’re quite close together in age, then. You must have had your hands full these past few years. You’ll be glad of the breathing space once they’re both in school, I suppose.’

      Out of politeness, Kate nodded, although she wasn’t at all sure she would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Alison looked around the café, trying to see who had already arrived for the PTA meeting as she opened the door and stepped in. There were a few women standing at the counter, but nobody had sat down yet.

      ‘Alison! You came,’ Becky called, waving her over. ‘Come and get a drink.’

      ‘Hello,’ Alison said, joining her, relieved that she had not only been recognised, but fully welcomed into the group. Jo and Rachel were here too, along with Mrs Williams, the Head Teacher, and a couple of other people who didn’t look familiar.

      ‘First things first – what would you like to drink?’

      ‘Just a tea, please.’

      ‘Another tea, please, Louise. Do you know Louise?’ Becky gestured to the woman behind the counter, who was busy with the coffee machine. ‘No? She does all our meetings – would you believe she has three children, although Ernie is in his last year at Hep now, isn’t he? And then you’ll be all done with the school. Oh. Louise, do promise you’ll be able to carry on doing our meetings, please?’ Becky had turned away without waiting for a response, and suddenly she was gone from Alison’s side and welcoming some more parents.

      Alison accepted her cup and saucer and pretended to be perfectly content waiting alone. Rachel and Jo seemed to be deep in conversation and Mrs Williams was laughing with the mums she didn’t know.

      The tables had been moved to create space for five rows of chairs on one side of the café, with only a little standing room on the other side, which was now getting a little crowded. She wondered about sitting down, but worried she would end up in the wrong place.

      ‘So, this must be your first PTA, too,’ Rachel said, turning towards her. ‘Becky’s been the chair for a couple of years, so Jo and I didn’t really have a choice about joining.’

      Alison smiled.

      ‘I don’t know what we’ve let ourselves in for,’ Jo added, smiling.

      ‘I’m quite excited,’ Alison said. ‘I think it’s a great way to help our kids.’

      Jo looked at her blankly, then glanced at Rachel, who said, ‘Becky has terrified us by talking about how much work all this is.’

      ‘Ah.’ Alison nodded.

      ‘Jo is mostly here to represent working mothers,’ Rachel added.

      ‘Definitely,’ Jo said. ‘Why let working a forty-hour week get in the way of a bit of extra responsibility?’

      Alison wasn’t sure how to take the sarcasm.

      ‘Don’t worry about her,’ Rachel said, nudging Jo with her elbow. ‘She doesn’t always play so well with others.’

      ‘Yeah, don’t mind me, I’ve just seen my ex and that always puts me in a bad mood, so…’

      Her ex – as in divorced? Alison wondered. ‘Oh dear,’ she said, in what she hoped was a supportive way.

      ‘You can’t use that excuse,’ Rachel said, turning to Alison to explain. ‘She sees him almost every day, handing over Charlie.’

      Alison listened to them bicker, loving that they were involving her in this playful squabble, but not yet feeling confident enough to offer her own opinion. Over Jo’s shoulder she saw more people arriving, recognising another mum from Xander’s class nervously clutching the strap of her handbag. She’d been joined by that grandmother she’d spoken to on the first day. What was her name? P something… Pat? Paula. That was it. Paula, Liam’s nana.

      ‘Okay, shall we all get started?’ Becky was saying, moving in front of the rows of chairs. Alison followed Jo and Rachel as they assumed their position on the front row, pleased to have friends to sit with, especially as so many of the others seemed to know each other. Turning to the other side, she noticed the nervous mum had sat next to her, now cradling her handbag. If she hadn’t already made friends with Jo and Rachel, she’d probably have ended up having to talk to this woman, she thought. What a lucky escape.
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      ‘Francesca! They’re going to be here any minute.’

      Frankie wondered whether or not to ignore her mum again, but decided she’d probably pushed it as far as she could. She locked her phone, got off her bed and shuffled downstairs.

      As she entered the kitchen, she heard her mum call again. ‘Francesca? Can you hear me? Liam, can you go and tell your mother…’

      ‘I’m here, Liam. What’s up with Nana?’ Frankie avoided looking at her mum directly.

      ‘I need you to lay the table – we need glasses and cutlery.’

      ‘C’mon, Liam.’ Frankie held a hand out as she headed towards the dining room and he followed, grinning.

      The table already had a tablecloth and mats on it. At the nearest end there was a pile of knives, forks and spoons waiting to be placed correctly.

      ‘Right, you find the forks, I’ll put them out,’ she said to Liam.

      It seemed ridiculous to her to make such a big deal out of Sunday lunch, but her mum always had. It had to be a roast every week and this week it was an even bigger deal, because Laura was bringing someone. Frankie couldn’t remember his name, but really, she thought, it doesn’t matter who he is. If Laura had chosen him, he must be right: she never got anything wrong.

      Frankie and Liam danced around the table, putting out the cutlery. She felt her mood lifting slightly, she’d missed having him around this week. She was asleep when he left for school and at work when he came home. Last Thursday, she’d thought about going with her mum to collect him from school seeing as she wasn’t working, but Paula hadn’t offered and she couldn’t quite bring herself to ask permission to spend time with her own son. In fact, her mum had got chatting to someone in the playground and they’d ended up walking to the park together so Liam could play with a friend and didn’t get home much before tea time.

      Fine by me, Frankie told herself.

      She wasn’t one of those mums who felt each minute without him. She certainly didn’t ache when she didn’t see her son for a few days. No way.

      ‘Psst, Liam,’ she said, beckoning him up to her bedroom. ‘I’ve got something for us to play with when Auntie Laura’s here.’

      She pulled out her desk chair to reveal a faded red whoopee cushion.

      ‘Have you seen one of these before, Liam?’

      He shook his head. He turned to look at her, eyebrows raised, his face a picture of anticipation.

      ‘You’ll like this,’ she said. ‘All you have to do is sit on it. Have a go.’ She nodded towards the chair.

      Gingerly, he turned around and began to shuffle back onto the seat. With the final movement he landed full on the cushion, causing it to make the farting noise. He squealed with laughter and jumped up and down on it, trying to make it work again.

      ‘No, you have to wait for it to inflate first… okay, try now.’

      It seemed to be even better the second time, now he knew what to expect.

      ‘Mummy, you sit on it.’ He pulled her towards the chair, manoeuvred her until she had her back towards it and then pushed her to sit down.

      ‘’Scuse me,’ she said, watching his face explode with more giggles, feeling the force of them resonate in her chest.

      ‘They’re here.’ Frankie heard her mum shout from downstairs. ‘Where have you two gone?’

      ‘Shh,’ Frankie held a finger to her lips and winked. ‘Let’s put it on Auntie Laura’s chair, but don’t tell Nana.’

      Liam blinked back, grinning.

      ‘C’mon, then.’ She held his hand as they went downstairs towards the chattering voices.

      As she descended, Frankie watched the trio at the front door. Her mum was busy shutting the door, while Laura and her new man had turned to face her. All Frankie could see of him was the thinning patch of hair on his head. He was a full head and shoulders taller than Laura, possibly more if he stood up straight rather than bending his frame slightly as he listened to her. From this unflattering angle, Frankie decided that he was sensible, old and boring, but prepared to put his back out to hear her sister talk, so probably perfect husband material.

      ‘There you are,’ Paula said, looking up as they came down the last few treads. ‘Stuart, this is Laura’s little sister, Francesca, and my grandson, Liam.’

      At the mention of his name, Liam stepped towards Frankie, grabbing her leg with both his arms and hugging it tight.

      ‘Alright, Liam, you’ll have me over.’ She held his arms as she pulled him gently away and sat next to him on the step.

      Stuart had turned and began to move towards them, but halted suddenly at the sight of Liam’s uncertainty. As Frankie looked up at him she noticed that from this angle, his face looked much younger than she had expected, his eyes softer.

      He stuck his hand out at Liam. ‘Hello, Francesca, lovely to meet you.’

      The anxiety in Liam’s frown was replaced by confusion and amusement in quick succession. He shook his head and laughed at Stuart, who remained straight-faced, hand out.

      ‘No? Sorry. Hello, Francesca, awful to meet you.’

      Liam laughed again. ‘No, I’m Liam.’

      Frankie watched him correct Stuart, shaking hands when finally addressed by the right name. She smiled her own greeting, but out of the corner of her eye she could see Laura beaming as if her new dog had just performed a clever new trick. A new boyfriend who was good with small children? Frankie would put money on Laura talking about marriage before Christmas. She bit her lip to keep from saying it out loud.

      ‘Hi, Frankie,’ Laura called across Liam and Stuart.

      ‘Hey, Loz. How’s the teaching going?’

      ‘It is exhausting, and just so full-on, but I’m really loving it. The kids are so bright and enthusiastic and funny – I just love it.’

      It sounded a lot like bullshit.

      ‘Right, shall we go and have a sit down? Not you, Francesca, can you just help me get the drinks?’ her mum asked, gesturing Frankie to the kitchen.

      ‘Come on, Liam, come and tell me all about your school,’ Laura said, and Frankie watched her son take his aunt’s hand before they disappeared out of view into the lounge.

      ‘Don’t stare, darling. Do you want to help yourself while I get the orders?’

      ‘Okay, Mum.’ Sounds perfect, she thought, good use of my bartending skills.

      Having placed the whoopee cushion on a chair in the dining room, Frankie wandered into the kitchen, unscrewed a bottle of white wine she found cooling in the fridge and poured herself a glass. She replaced the bottle, shut the door and found herself looking at the notices on it. There were a couple of new ones from Liam’s school – one requesting help for the Parent Teacher Association and another with a list of Assembly dates on it – but the one that caught her eye was a scribbled phone number above which her mum had written ‘Kate’, then ‘Amelia (L’s friend) and Reuben’ underneath. Frankie hadn’t been able to coax any names of friends out of Liam and, to be honest, she hadn’t really pushed. Was this Amelia really Liam’s friend? The idea made her sad in a way she couldn’t quite make sense of. No, it was probably this Kate who’d befriended Mum, she thought. The name Kate conjured up someone trustworthy and confident, probably part of the PTA, possibly running a small business part-time with one hand while baking cheese soufflés with Amelia and Reuben with the other hand. She felt relieved that her job gave her the perfect excuse to avoid playdates with the likes of Kate.

      ‘What are you staring at?’

      Frankie jumped at the sound of her mum’s voice.

      ‘Nothing… just the letters,’ she said, shrugging.

      ‘Can I have the wine out of there, please?’ Paula asked, busying herself gathering glasses from the cupboard. ‘Yes, did you see the letter about joining the PTA? What do you think?’

      ‘The PTA? Me?’ Wild horses couldn’t drag her there.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. The wine, please?’

      Frankie handed her mum the wine and watched her pour a spritzer for Laura. A much more sensible choice than a full glass of wine.

      ‘I went to that meeting the other night – I’ve offered to help out.’

      Frankie was only half-listening, having felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She waited for Paula to turn back towards the lounge before reading the message.

      It was Jack. R u busy? Fancy coming over?

      She could almost see him raising his eyebrows suggestively as he sent the text.

      Tough call. She could hear Laura chattering away about her first week at school in the next room and she was sorely tempted to sneak off for an hour or two. On the other hand, she would never hear the end of it if she did – Laura would get all moral on her – but more importantly, the smell of the lamb roasting away in the oven was already making her hungry and, fun though Jack was, he wasn’t worth missing lunch for.

      As she left the kitchen, she found Liam leading his aunt out of the lounge.

      ‘Liam wants to show me something,’ Laura said as she walked past Frankie.

      ‘Come and have a nice sit down,’ Liam was saying, somewhat theatrically, as he walked around the table, looking at the seats. ‘Erm… this one. Come and sit on this one, Auntie Laura.’

      He pulled out the chair with the whoopee cushion on display. She watched as her sister clocked the cushion.

      Please go with it, Loz.

      ‘I can’t sit here, Liam, it’s got something on it.’

      ‘That’s just a lovely comfortable cushion for you,’ Frankie interjected.

      The two sisters exchanged a look. Just get off your high horse and sit on the sodding cushion, Frankie wanted to shout. Eventually, Laura lowered herself onto the chair.

      At the sound of the raspberry, Liam doubled over with laughter. Laura’s face relaxed a little, letting out a small chuckle. Thank frick for that, thought Frankie.

      

      It was halfway through the meal when Laura paused for breath long enough to ask Frankie how she was. The conversation had come to a natural break, with Laura having finished her detailed account of the week at the same time as everyone had finished their main course. Liam and his nana had gone into the kitchen with the empty plates in search of pudding.

      ‘And how about you, Frankie. How’s your week been?’ Laura asked.

      ‘Alright,’ she answered, tracing a pattern on the tablecloth with her finger, not bothering to look up.

      ‘Wow. Exciting.’

      The sarcasm caught her off guard. She looked up and saw Laura’s patronising smile.

      ‘We can’t all start the job of our dreams in the same month, Loz.’ Her tone was sharper than she had meant it to be.

      ‘Speaking of which, have you had any luck on the job front?’

      ‘I have a bloody job,’ Frankie said.

      ‘Five nights a week in the Hep Arms? It’s hardly a career.’

      Frankie was aware of Stuart shrinking into his seat.

      ‘Thanks for pointing that out, Laura. But some of us are a bit busy being single parents. We can’t all just drop everything and retrain on a whim.’ Frankie folded her arms and leant back against her chair. She felt the annoyance pulse around her body, raising her voice, readying herself for an argument.

      Laura shook her head. ‘You – a single parent? Hah! You don’t cook or clean or wash his clothes or even take him to school.’ She dropped her voice and nearly hissed across the table, ‘You are so damn lazy, Frankie. How can you even live with yourself?’

      Frankie felt her skin tingle. God, she hated her sister sometimes. Somewhere out in the hall, she could hear Liam and her mum talking as they brought in pudding. That would have to be it – her mum wouldn’t let them argue in front of guests. Or Liam.

      ‘Here we go. Homemade chocolate brownies.’

      Frankie stood up. She couldn’t endure another hour of this. ‘Sorry, Mum, I’ve got to go. I forgot I was supposed to meet… someone.’ She stopped to give Liam a kiss on his head. ‘See you later,’ she said, quietly enough that only he would hear.

      Out in the hall, she pulled on her shoes and picked up her bag.

      ‘Francesca, are you alright?’

      ‘I’m fine, Mum,’ she said, grabbing her jacket from the peg.

      ‘But where are you going?’

      ‘Just… out.’ She opened the door.

      ‘But, what about Liam’s brownies?’

      ‘I’ll have one when I come back.’

      She shut the door behind her and without anywhere else to go, headed off towards the pub. It would be open. She could chat to the regulars. It would give her time to calm down.

      Or…

      She remembered the text message earlier and wondered if Jack was still in his flat.

      Jack wouldn’t ask questions. He wouldn’t want to know how her day went. He wouldn’t ask after Liam or judge her. And more importantly, she wouldn’t have to answer any questions.

      Without being aware that she had made a decision, she found herself standing outside the estate agents on the High Street looking up at his flat.

      Fuck it, she thought. Why the hell not?
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      Alison ticked frame photos off the list. She couldn’t get over how much she could get done without Xander under her feet. Satisfied, she stacked them carefully and carried them, three at a time, up to safety in the spare room, where they would wait until Simon had a chance to hang them in the landing. Each time she came back down the stairs, she tried to allow herself a moment to admire the hallway, but each time she noticed something else out of place – a stray toy poking out from under the dresser, some change spilling out of the coin bowl – that needed putting straight.

      Returning to the kitchen, Alison checked her Orla Kiely organiser, nodding to herself as she saw where she’d written ‘lunch with Maggie’. She checked her watch: right on time. She pulled a jacket over her summer dress – it had turned cooler this week, but she wasn’t ready to admit it – and slipped on her sandals.

      When she and Simon had first moved to Heppleton Green, they had gone at least once a week to her mother-in-law’s for dinner. Then, while the builders had been fitting the kitchen, they had spent three weeks staying with her and Alison had come to find Maggie’s adorable eccentricities increasingly grating. Simon would pop round with Xander on his own to give Alison a little quiet time to finish unpacking, and then Maggie had gone away on holiday, but it had come as a shock when Alison realised that she hadn’t actually seen her mother-in-law for weeks.

      It was only a short walk down to the café, round the church and past the converted school-house she now knew to be Rachel’s. Without a child in tow, Alison was able to move at a sensible pace and arrive exactly on time: five minutes before she was due to meet Maggie. Plenty of time to browse the items for sale. She should probably stock up on birthday presents.

      When Maggie arrived, twenty minutes late, she was wearing purple trousers which clashed loudly with her usual red coat. Alison was not at all surprised when her mother-in-law waved ‘hello’ to the couple behind the counter, who greeted her by name, before she came over to Alison, reaching her arms out for her customary hug.

      ‘Alison, wonderful to see you – I love this – we can be women who do lunch! Gosh, how indulgent.’ She coughed, running a hand through her short grey hair as she sat down and picked up the menu. ‘I’ve never eaten in here before. They do a great takeaway coffee and sometimes I have one of their bakes, I love “Going Nutty”. Have you ever been for lunch? What’s good?’

      Alison shook her head. ‘Oh, no, not really. I came in for the first time with some mums from school a couple of weeks ago, but we just had drinks.’

      ‘Ah, Meeting the Other Mums.’ Maggie leaned forward and dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘And how did you find them?’

      Alison leaned in and smiled. ‘Great. There are three of them in particular, with kids in Xander’s class, and they seem very active in the Parent Teacher Association – I went to a meeting with them last week and had a great time.’

      If Alison was honest, she had missed these conversations with her mother-in-law. There was something so confident in Maggie, she seemed to lack any care about other people’s judgements and the result was a combination of silliness and honesty that always made Alison smile.
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