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Kathryn Wallace is an experienced blogger, whose writing career pinnacle to date was when a little blog post she wrote about her front bottom’s run-in with some mint and tea tree Original Source shower gel went viral and ended up being read by more than 30 million people globally. #lifegoals


A full time working parent, Kathryn somehow finds the time in between regularly losing her shit and screaming ‘TEETH! HAIR! SHOES!’ on repeat to update her blog, I Know, I Need To Stop Talking, which has around 140,000 followers on Facebook and is growing rapidly.


In her spare time, Kathryn likes to lie face down on the sofa screaming silently into a cushion or attempt to convince her children that urination really doesn’t require an audience.
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One


It was two o’clock in the afternoon on the day before the children were due to go back to school, and all hell had just broken loose.


Gemma covered her eyes with her hand and wrote FML on the roof of her mouth with her tongue while she counted backwards from twenty. The day counting backwards had ceased to work on her children as an effective parenting technique had been a dark day indeed. On the plus side, it was surprising how useful it had become as a mechanism for calming herself down whenever she found herself on the brink of losing her shit completely.


‘What do you mean, you’re not ready?’ She looked at Sam and Ava in despair. ‘I told you to get everything ready.’


The children responded as though she’d just announced she was going to be quitting her job to become a YouTube star: Sam appeared utterly baffled; Ava simply looked appalled.


‘But we didn’t know,’ grumbled Sam. ‘How were we supposed to know that we had to get stuff ready?’


Gemma looked at her son, standing there in his pyjama bottoms – actually getting dressed was apparently very overrated when you were nine years old – arms folded in front of him, and not for the first time wondered if she spent half her time speaking Klingon.


‘You’re right. I’ve only mentioned needing to get everything ready for the start of term – ooh, every thirty minutes for the ENTIRE CHRISTMAS HOLIDAYS. I can completely understand how the fact you would be required to have your school stuff ready for tomorrow would come as completely Brand New Information to you.’ Sighing in exasperation, Gemma mentally counted down the hours until she could legitimately open a bottle of wine and wondered how yet again they’d managed to get themselves into this situation.


Slightly over two weeks ago, the children had broken up from school for Christmas. Two long, arduous, and mostly pissing-down-with-rain weeks of dealing with the fallout of a nine-year-old and a seven-year-old who were hyped to the point of hysteria by the thought of Father Christmas’s arrival. Sam was torn between wanting to be grown up enough not to believe in Father Christmas any more, and hedging his bets just in case being a non-believer meant you didn’t get any presents. Ava was mostly losing her shit over the thought of an old man with a beard turning up in her bedroom in the middle of the night.


Now though, at least, the last day of the holidays was here and the end was in sight. There had just been the small matter before the children went back to school of the traditional End of Holiday Rituals to overcome.


Earlier in the holidays, Gemma had made the fatal mistake of smugly convincing herself that this time it would be different. Learning from previous end-of-term debacles, this time she had not trusted the children to empty out their book and PE bags on the last day of term, instead standing over them as they tipped their festering PE kits into the washing machine (boil wash with bleach for three hours, minimum) and dolefully emptied their book bags of unsigned permission slips and, in Sam’s case, seven large rocks.


Quite why Sam felt the need to carry rocks to and from school each day Gemma had never entirely understood, but extensive questioning on the subject had merely resulted in him shrugging and clutching his rocks to his chest, so she’d accepted that this was just going to be one of the many parenting battles that would transpire to be more hassle than it was worth.


Even the holiday homework had been tackled early on. Ava had had to draw a picture of her family (Gemma particularly enjoyed her daughter’s attention to detail, with the nipples she’d drawn on Gemma, which – cruelly yet accurately – hung at around knee height) and Sam had had a hideous-looking worksheet which required him to correctly identify a split digraph, a gerund and a fronted adverbial. Being someone who would struggle to identify a fronted adverbial if it had come up to him and punched him in the face, Sam had completely lost his shit, as had Gemma, and eventually they had compromised on underlining random words in a wild guess before banishing the worksheet to the depths of Sam’s book bag and vowing never to mention it again.


It turned out, though, that Gemma’s idealistic hopes that this time they might have collectively managed to get their shit together were just that.


‘You haven’t done my sponsorship form,’ complained Sam, his hair – which regularly looked as though he’d been electrocuted – looking more madcap and out of control than ever. Shit, she should have got his hair cut. Were there any barbers open on Sundays?


‘What sponsorship form?’


‘My sponsorship form,’ Sam continued belligerently. ‘You have to fill it in. Ava’s got one too.’


‘Well, you haven’t given it to me. How can I fill it in if you don’t give it to me?’


‘Here’s the form, Mummy. This one is mine, and this one is Sam’s. It’s for reading. Will you sponsor me five million pounds?’ Ava, blonde curls haloed around her head, and wearing nothing but a pair of Sam’s boxers – she refused point blank to wear ‘girly knickers’ – stomped across the room and deposited two scrunched-up forms into Gemma’s hand.


It turned out the sponsorship forms were for sponsored reading, for the reading that the children should have been doing all holiday! ‘Daily reading will be an important way to maintain your child’s literary skills over the Christmas break,’ read the forms. ‘We recommend a minimum of an hour’s guided reading each day. Choose whether to sponsor your child by word, by sentence or by book. Make sure to set aside reading time each day and, above all, HAVE FUN!’


The words blurred before Gemma’s eyes. An hour’s guided reading per day? One hour? Per child? Which would mean two hours of guided reading per day, for two full weeks, a total of twenty-eight hours of her life – ONE ENTIRE DAY – that she would never get back, that she would have to spend remonstrating with Sam to please, please, read something – anything – other than Tom Fecking Gates, the collected series of which he could recite off by heart. Not to mention the slow, painful torture which was sitting next to Ava, encouraging her to sound out words and instead being faced with a series of ‘D-O-G’ – ‘And what does that spell?’ – ‘Ummmmm … ummmmm … PINEAPPLE!’


Anyway, even if she had been willing to put herself through that particular hell, it was all null and void as there were now a mere nineteen hours until the new term started and the sponsorship forms would have to be handed in. Staring at them, baffled, Gemma wondered why this hadn’t been raised on the class Facebook groups. Surely this would have been the perfect opportunity for some passive-aggressive Mummy-on-Mummy gloating?


Panicking, she texted one of the mums in Sam’s year whom she knew reasonably well.




Hi Heidi, hope your Christmas was good. Sam has just handed me a sponsorship form. Something about a reading challenge? Is it compulsory, do you know? Love Gemma x





She followed it with a series of emojis, ambiguous enough to allow her to recover the situation if Heidi turned out to have a dark side and was appalled by her lack of organisation and inability to set aside an hour’s (an hour’s) guided reading time per day.


Heidi replied within seconds.




LOL. You’ve seen the Sponsored Reading Facebook page, right? Hang on, will add you. Hx





A Facebook notification popped up almost immediately, inviting Gemma to the Redcoats Primary Sponsored Reading Challenge page.


Her heart pounding, Gemma waited for the page to load. There were eighty-four members, most of whom she recognised as other parents at the school. Scrolling down, she saw to her horror a series of posts – an exhibition display of Mummy-on-Mummy gloating at its finest.




Is anyone else finding out that an hour simply isn’t enough? Tartan and I are having such a tremaze time reading our way through Great Expectations. A Suitable Boy next!


Looks like our sponsorship total is going to hit the four-figure mark. If every parent managed similar, just think how many books we’d be able to buy for the new library!





Four figures? Four figures? That’s what I should be getting paid for listening to this shite, thought Gemma, her eyes landing on Ava’s latest Biff and Chip offering. A literary classic it was not.


In the office, Gemma was used to taking decisive action in the most challenging of circumstances. Not for the first time, the parallels between managing a large team of employees and parenting hit her as she pulled out her chequebook and started writing Guilt Cheques. Guilt Cheques were a parenting tool which Gemma often thought she could patent. Too shit to remember your child is supposed to have made cupcakes for a cake sale for the homeless at school? Too unwilling to put yourself through the hell which is a Year 3 ukulele concert? No bother! Write the school a painfully large cheque instead and assuage yourself of any guilt! You might have to survive on Tesco Value baked beans until payday, but at least you won’t get blacklisted by the PTA!


Gemma wrote a lot of Guilt Cheques.


Sponsored Reading crisis averted (‘Just write down some books that you’ve read on the form.’ ‘But I haven’t read any books.’ ‘Then just write down any books that you’ve read, ever.’ ‘But that’s lying, Mummy.’), the next inkling Gemma had that the start of term might not go quite as she’d hoped came when Ava came downstairs clad in her school uniform. The winter uniform that she’d last put on a mere two weeks ago.


‘Mummy, my uniform is a bit short.’


Understatement of the fucking year: her daughter looked like she was about to audition for Spearmint Rhino.


‘Ava, you must have a bigger dress.’


‘I don’t.’


‘And my shoes have holes in, Mum.’


‘What do you mean, they have holes in?’


‘Look.’ Sam stuck his entire forearm clean through the sole of one of his school shoes, which, from memory, Gemma had bought no more than three and a half weeks before the autumn term had ended.


As a result, a frantic dash to the local Tesco before it closed at four p.m. was required. Gemma was an experienced enough parent by now to know that supermarket shopping with small children in tow was a bad idea at the best of times; these were certainly not the best of times.


‘Come on, Mummy, this way!’ An enthusiastic Ava – now wearing her Barcelona football kit underneath her bunny rabbit dressing gown, an outfit designed to maximise the mortification levels of the rest of her family – raced into the store as Gemma grabbed Sam by the scruff of his neck to prevent him from trying to go back down the ‘up’ travelator. ‘LOOK AT THAT REALLY FAT MAN, MUMMY! WHY IS HE SO FAT? IS IT BECAUSE HE HAS BEEN EATING TOO MUCH CAKE?’ A young couple sniggered as Gemma groaned in abject mortification and attempted to explain to her daughter, not for the first time, why we didn’t always speak our inner monologues out loud. Just they wait. She’d be having the last laugh when they eventually decided it was time to breed and their toddler squatted down to take a dump in the Free From aisle.


Inching their way around the supermarket in an attempt to avoid the poor man Ava had just fat-shamed in public, Gemma divided her time between explaining to Sam the reasons why no, he couldn’t put anything he fancied into the trolley, and bodily holding onto Ava to prevent her from marching up to people who weren’t using reusable bags and informing them, ‘You are killing the baby whales.’


Eventually, they made it to the checkout, where she paid for a brand new school uniform and a pair of school shoes while Ava solemnly informed the checkout lady that ‘My mummy is also killing the baby whales, because she never brings a reusable bag with her. She is a murderer.’ Ignoring the appalled look the checkout lady was giving her, Gemma took out her wallet to pay. The school uniform and shoes combined cost more than she’d spent on shoes and clothes for herself in the last five years; the total flashed up on the till and she had to fight back the urge to clutch at her chest and gasp. People often remarked jealously how lucky she must be having such a good job and having all of that disposable income to spend on herself. Gemma didn’t like to point out that, as a one-income family, the only thing disposable about her income was how quickly the children managed to spend it.


Finally, by seven p.m., Gemma thought she had it nailed. The book bags, PE kits and water bottles were lined up in the hall. The children had eaten tea – a beige freezer food special – and she’d managed to get their hair washed, despite Ava’s shrieks of ‘YOU ARE TRYING TO KILL ME. WHY ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME?’ as she did so, which left her devoutly grateful that the house next door was currently empty. In the absence of any barbers being willing to open on a Sunday in order to cut the hair of small boys whose parents had failed miserably to get their shit together, she’d given Sam’s hair a cursory trim, remembering this time to wash the kitchen scissors before she used them so that he didn’t smell like rancid bacon for the next week.


And then, just as she was about to tuck them into bed and say goodnight, her mobile phone pinged with a Facebook notification from – who else? – Vivienne.


When Sam had first started in Reception, Gemma was met at the school gates on his first day by an intimidating-looking woman with a strident voice, who was accosting all of the new Year R parents in order to get them to provide their personal details on a clipboard she was brandishing. Said woman turned out to be Vivienne, mother of Tartan (a choice of name which surely counted as child cruelty), also starting in Year R. Vivienne had two other children in the school, was chair of the PTA (naturally) and self-proclaimed queen bee of the playground.


If you believed everything you read on Mumsnet, the universal uniform of queen bees in playgrounds the world over was all patterned-lining raincoats and striped Bretons. Gemma’s first thoughts on meeting Vivienne were that she’d taken school-run fashion to a whole new level. She was less Boden and more bondage, with her skin-tight Seven For All Mankind jeans accessorised with what appeared to be a rubber sweater, the latest Mulberry on her arm, and skin so perfectly porcelain and line-free that there was no way she wasn’t a regular at some expensive Harley Street Botox clinic. Around her were a group of three or four similarly attired mothers, giving the impression that Gemma had walked onto the set of the remake of Charlie’s Angels rather than the school playground.


Such was Vivienne’s terrifyingly persuasive manner that Gemma was swiftly and effectively intimidated into handing over so much personal information that she thought there was a good chance Vivienne would be able to embezzle her way into both her bank account and her soon-to-be-ex husband’s bed by the time the bell rang for first break.


It transpired that the primary reason Vivienne had wanted to collect everyone’s personal details was in order to set up the Redcoats Primary Year R Mummies’ Facebook page. When she first received her invite to join, Gemma couldn’t decide what she was most appalled by – the horrendously twee use of the word ‘Mummies’, the fact Vivienne had chosen to use a photograph of her own (Botoxed to fuck) face as the group profile photo, or the already-thriving discussion about how much homework the children would be getting in Year R. Most of the ‘mummies’ appeared to believe that at least an hour a night would be necessary if their offspring hoped to make it to Oxbridge one day. Gemma, meanwhile, looked at Sam and thought it was probably more important that he focused on not leaving skid marks in his pants and actually learning how to flush the toilet rather than completing his first doctorate in Latin by the end of KS1.


Despite her initial horror, though, there was no denying that the Facebook pages – first for Sam’s class, then, latterly, Ava’s – had had their uses. Although she had had the very best of intentions to run a tight ship as a parent, Gemma frequently failed miserably. Channelling all her organisational efforts into her role as operations director for a once-small-but-now-growing-rapidly start-up, the chances of her remembering that tomorrow was Pirate Day, or that next week Sam would be required to take a colander to school (reasons unknown) were fairly non-existent, were it not for the passive-aggressive reminders on the class Facebook pages.


Now, though, Vivienne was in serious danger of crowning off a thoroughly shitty end to the holidays in style. Gemma scrolled down to her post.




I just couldn’t wait, I hope no one minds, I just wanted to share Tartan’s model that he’s made of the London Eye. It’s been an absolute labour of love and has taken the whole family the best part of a week to assemble, but it’s been worth it – see how it rotates!





Below the text was a video of what was almost an exact replica of the London Eye, made from discarded matchsticks, which did indeed rotate.


Below Vivienne’s post a flurry of comments was starting to form.




That’s so amazing, I wish our Tower of London looked that good.


We’ve got to work out a way to get the River Thames into school tomorrow without it leaking everywhere, wish us luck!





The blood in her veins turning cold, Gemma spoke in what the children – and certain members of her team at work – frequently referred to as her Scary Psycho Lady Voice. It was calm, and controlled, and exceedingly threatening.


‘Sam?’


‘Yes, Mum?’


‘Was there any other homework that you had to do?’


Sam thought for a moment. ‘Ummmmm … I don’t think so.’


‘What do you mean, you don’t think so?’


‘Well, there might have been a little bit.’


‘What do you mean, a little bit?’


‘I think we might have had to make a model.’ He glanced nervously at his mother.


‘What kind of a model is that?’


‘Um … I think it was a London landmark.’


‘You had to make a London landmark?’


‘Um … yes. Out of recycled materials.’


‘And you decided it would be a good idea to wait until now to mention this, because …?’


‘Um. Um. Um. I forgot?’


For a moment, there was silence, other than Ava in the background belting out the lyrics to ‘Blurred Lines’ to herself, and the rest of the street. Ava had a knack of ensuring a direct correlation between the volume she chose to sing at and the inappropriateness of the lyrics she was singing.


There were, Gemma considered, a number of options open to her. She could totally lose her shit, which, from the look on Sam’s face, was exactly what he was expecting her to do. She could drag Sam back out of bed and force them both to sit downstairs, working through the contents of the recycling bin in order to find something which wasn’t an empty wine bottle to create some kind of half-arsed attempt at a London landmark.


Or she could stick a metaphorical two fingers up to the whole thing, write a note to Sam’s teacher to explain the situation, say goodnight to the children and drown her sorrows in the no doubt slightly vinegary and headache-inducing bottle of wine she’d picked up in Tesco earlier … Dry January already being but a distant memory.


She had fought enough battles for one day. Startling Sam into silence, she kissed him goodnight and told him not to worry about it. Leaving her son gripped by a gaming magazine which had DanTDM’s face blazoned across the front of it, and her daughter twerking in her bedroom, she went downstairs, poured out the largest glass of wine imaginable and collapsed onto the sofa.


Truly, it had been an absolute fucker of a day.




Two


Becky looked through the windscreen impatiently as the removal van pulled into the tree-lined street ahead of them. This entire situation was very much less than ideal. The plan had always been for them to move at the start of the previous summer holidays. Of course, the house-buying system in the UK being what it was, their chain had collapsed three times, and despite Becky’s pleas – varying from flirtatious at the start of the process to downright aggressive by the end – to estate agents and solicitors on all sides, it seemed nothing could be done to move their completion date forward any earlier than the first day of the spring term.


Frankly, it was a wonder that they’d made it to completion at all. Becky and her husband – known universally to their friends and family as Lovely Jon, on the grounds that he was, really, just lovely – had moved house eight times since they’d married fifteen years ago, and had never known a chain like this. Their buyer’s buyer had been struck down with typhoid and had been hospitalised for four weeks, meaning nothing could be signed or progressed during that time. Their buyer’s buyer’s buyer had suddenly decided to do away with all material possessions and join a cult in New Mexico, meaning a new buyer’s buyer’s buyer had to be found. Becky didn’t so much want to consign the house-buying process to Room 101 as hurl it in there, kicking and screaming and throwing a stiff-bodied tantrum as she did so.


Somehow, though, the fates had finally aligned and now they were actually moving, moving into what Becky sincerely hoped would be a house she might actually be able to call home. Lovely Jon’s job, whilst exceedingly lucrative, often required him to move across the country at a moment’s notice, and therefore they had never really had the opportunity to put down roots. Outgoing and gregarious by nature, Becky had done a sterling job at building relationships in her local area, but had each time had these cut short as the next promotion or opportunity came calling for Jon and the familiar trawl of Rightmove started up again.


This time, though, he had promised it was going to be different. Having done his time in the regional offices of the large conglomerate he worked for, he had now been promoted into the London head office and given a small team to head up. The golden boy of the Sales division, his path to the top looked certain.


Provided he could continue to churn out those eighty-hour weeks, that was.


From the back of the car, Rosie started up another chorus of Are We Nearly There Yet? Rosie was seven, bright as a button, and had adapted surprisingly well to being continuously shuttled around the country. That didn’t mean she hadn’t had quite enough of being sat in the car for the time being, thank you very much.


Next to her, snuggled into her car seat, sucking her dummy furiously, was nine-month-old Ella, and in the boot, panting and slobbering for all he was worth, was Boris, their absolute fucking liability of a golden retriever. Boris was excitable, affectionate and a complete and utter moron. Which put him neatly into the same category as a surprising number of Becky’s exes.


As the removal van pulled up outside the front gate of number 48 – their new home – and Becky parked their four by four neatly behind it, the door of number 46 swung open and a harassed-looking woman staggered out. Looking out of the window curiously, Becky could barely make out the features of the woman who was presumably her new neighbour, so adorned was she with book bags, PE kits, water bottles and what looked like enough empty wine bottles to start up her very own branch of AA. Springing out of the car to say hello, Becky raised one hand in greeting and was about to call over when she was drowned out by the woman’s voice.


‘SAM! AVA! Get downstairs, NOW. Have you done your TEETH? HAIR? SHOES? Come on, come on, come on, we’re going to be bastard late again. No, I haven’t seen Lego Optimus Prime, and nor do I give a shit about his whereabouts. Sam, will you stop winding your sister up and take this model of the Shard that I painstakingly sat up and created for you last night so that I wouldn’t be in trouble with your teacher? I mean, so that you wouldn’t be in trouble with your teacher. No, it doesn’t smell of “dirty wine”. Okay, maybe it does a little bit. Look, Sam, I haven’t got time to argue. Just hold your nose and get in the car, please? AVA! TEETH! HAIR! SHOES!’


The woman unlocked the grubby white Fiat Punto parked just behind Becky and hurled book bags, PE kits and water bottles into the boot as a tall and skinny boy with the craziest-looking hair Becky had ever seen climbed into the front, clutching the empty wine bottles, and a beautiful blonde girl with a face like an angel, who must have been about the same age as Rosie, got into the back holding a slice of toast and jam, which she was eating messily. Becky gave the odds on her getting to school without wearing most of it as so low as to be non-existent.


Before Becky could try again to make acquaintances, the engine revved and the Fiat Punto sped off, chucking out large clouds of black smoke as it did so. Lovely Jon got out of the passenger side, holding the keys to their new abode.


‘Looks like she’s got a bit of engine trouble there. I’ll have to take a look at that for her.’


Not for the first time, Becky found herself thinking just how lovely her husband really was.


And wondering when ‘lovely’ had started sounding quite so derogatory as a descriptor.


Rosie was tapping on the car window, impatient to be let out. Her dad opened the door and she bounced onto the pavement, as Becky unstrapped a sleepy Ella from her car seat and held her in her arms.


‘Mummy, Mummy, they go to my new school! I saw the big tree on their book bags.’


With a flash of recognition, Becky realised that her daughter was right. The bright red book bags with their distinctive silhouette of an oak tree were indeed the ones she, Lovely Jon and Rosie had seen when they’d visited the local primary school in the process of securing a place for Rosie. They were, they were told, extremely fortunate to be able to obtain a place at such short notice. The school – Ofsted outstanding – was heavily oversubscribed, and indeed, the catchment area for new Year R students had reduced to just 400 metres. Becky shuddered at the thought of having to get Ella in in four years’ time, given that she was just a tiny bit too young for a guaranteed sibling place. She would have to persuade Jon that making an obscenely large charitable donation to the PTA would be the right thing to do. Or get him to sleep with the headmistress. One or the other should do it.


Fortunately, Rosie’s year had been a particularly low birth year, and with another Ofsted outstanding school at the end of the road opening a bulge class, Rosie had been offered a place to start in January. Becky and Jon had debated long and hard whether this was the right thing for their daughter. And by ‘debated’, what they really meant was ‘totally lost their shit with each other and threatened divorce proceedings’.


Lovely Jon was absolutely convinced, bless him, that their children should be privately educated. After all, it had worked out pretty well for Becky and him. He himself came from a long line of English aristocracy; it had been taken as read that he would go to the local Eton-equivalent. Becky, meanwhile, was the overachieving product of her Filipino parents, who had come to live in the UK in their early twenties as a result of her dad’s role with the bank he had worked for ever since. Nothing was too good for their little girl, and they would invest whatever resources were necessary for Becky to have the best education that money could buy.


Lovely Jon had excelled himself, proving himself fully worthy of his parents’ faith in him. Meanwhile, Becky had gone totally off the rails, shagged her way around the neighbouring state comprehensive and had got hauled up in front of the headmistress for suspected possession of cocaine. (It was actually some Elizabeth Arden talcum powder that her Gran had sent her; not that Becky was going to let onto that to the rest of her class. Being thought of as the class druggie gave you infinitely more street cred.)


Becky would never forget the visit she had received, not long after that incident, from her mum and dad. Proud and reserved, they rarely showed their emotions. Unless, that was, they received a phone call from the head of Becky’s boarding school telling them that their daughter was under suspicion of possession of class A drugs.


After the ringing in her ears had stopped, Becky decided it was time to get her shit together. Consequently, she finished her A levels with four straight A grades – a matching set for those of her future husband-to-be.


Despite the impressive list of qualifications they held between them, Becky was emphatic in her rebuttal of Jon’s claim that private education had worked out okay for the two of them.


‘Absolutely no fucking way, over my dead body, no, ever, ever, ever, ever. It didn’t fucking well work out for you and me. You were a social pariah, until I took you under my wing and showed you how real people work, and I went totally off the rails, had half the class snorting Elizabeth Arden talcum powder, and slept with so many unsuitable men that I feel like I ought to have some kind of Guinness World Records recognition for it.’


Lovely Jon gulped. He never knew entirely what to say when Becky brought up her somewhat-off-the-rails past. Particularly given he was never completely sure that the off-the-rails element was actually behind her.


Fortunately, a happy compromise was reached. With the new house having an Ofsted outstanding state school within walking distance – which by Becky’s estimates had added approximately £250,000 to the house price, meaning they’d actually have saved money by paying to privately educate not only their children, but quite possibly half the children in the street – and Lovely Jon having braved a look around and discovered that contrary to the Daily Mail reports he had read, state schools didn’t all contain brawling feral children brandishing knives while their teachers cowered behind iron bars, and could actually be really rather civilised, a place was obtained in Year 2 for Rosie and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.


The plan had been that they would complete during the previous summer and would be all settled in, ready for Rosie to start school on the first day of the autumn term. Clearly, things had gone somewhat to pot, and now Rosie would be starting at her new school one term and one day into the school year.


‘It will be fine,’ Lovely Jon had said, when Becky had finally had no alternative but to accept that her daughter would have to be pulled out of the school she was happily settled in after the first term of Year 2. ‘So Rosie will have to start school a couple of days after the start of term. She will be absolutely fine.’


Becky, who remembered from bitter personal experience all too well what seven-year-old girls could be like to anyone new joining their class halfway through the year, burst into floods of hysterical tears, and was only eventually placated by the lion’s share of the bottle of Bollinger that Lovely Jon’s favourite clients had sent him, alongside a promise from Lovely Jon that he would make everything okay.


He had better, Becky thought bitterly to herself, walking up the path to her new home and attempting to prevent Boris – who had totally lost his shit since being released from his car-boot prison – from pissing all over her new neighbours’ garden. He had better bloody make everything okay.




Three


The school gates were absolutely heaving. As always, Gemma, Sam and Ava were running terminally late, fighting against the flow of traffic of parents leaving the school grounds in order to get themselves, book bags, PE kits, water bottles and wine-bottle model Shard inside before Mr Cook the caretaker shut the gates and both children (and Gemma) were tarnished with a Late Mark on the first day of term.


On the other side of the gates, Vivienne, whose first day of term outfit seemed to involve an awful lot of extremely tight leather – either she was auditioning for a bondage film or she was deliberately showing off how little she’d overindulged over the Christmas break, in contrast to Gemma, who’d had to actually lift her stomach up with both hands to pour it inside the waistband of her jeans that morning – was standing officiously with a clipboard. Not another sodding clipboard.


Over the hubbub of the crowds and the shrieks of Ava telling Sam that if he didn’t stop breathing the bit of air next to her, on the grounds that it was her bit of air … Gemma heard Vivienne and her entourage barking at each of the Year 2 parents who had the misfortune to catch their eyes that they had better ensure they turned up and were on time for tonight. Vivienne not only had Tartan in Sam’s year, but to add insult to injury, her youngest daughter – Satin (of course) – was exactly the same age as Ava, meaning Vivienne seemed to be almost omnipresent in Gemma’s school life.


‘Don’t forget, attendance is mandatory, and I don’t want anyone letting the side down. Make sure you’re there on time, or you’ll have me to answer to!’ She said it with a rictus grin on her face, but her voice had a steel brittleness to it which made it all too clear that she wasn’t fucking joking.


Out of the corner of her eye, Gemma saw Noah Hardcastle’s mum arriving in the playground. Sarah Hardcastle was one of the only mothers at the school who could make Gemma feel like she might not be automatically ring-fenced for relegation from the Parenting League Table. With five children in tow – two of whom were in the same year, thanks to Sarah fatefully believing the myth that breastfeeding acted as a natural contraceptive (she now spent much of her time regaling to anyone who would listen how much those pedalling this myth were LYING FUCKING BASTARDS) – Sarah was perpetually late, perpetually harassed and perpetually looked like she might either burst into tears or make a run for it out of the playground shouting ‘FREEEEEEEEEEEDOM!’ Given how she felt most of the time – and that was with just the two children to deal with – Gemma wouldn’t entirely have blamed her if she did.


Gemma raised her hand in a gesture of solidarity to Sarah as the latter attempted to simultaneously tie one child’s tie, prevent her youngest from smearing snot onto her older brother (she failed) and forcibly remove the tablet the two oldest were glued to, much to the disapproval of Vivienne and her coven. Now there was a parent after her own heart.


Swerving as far away from Vivienne as she possibly could to avoid being accosted and having all of her failings as a school parent itemised in front of the assembled crowds, Gemma ran frantically through what the woman could be going on about in her head. Tonight … Tonight … What the fuck was tonight? Something school-related, presumably. God, could this school not even give them a fighting chance of getting through the first week without adding in a load of extracurricular after-school requirements for parents to attend? This was the trouble with these Ofsted outstanding schools, thought Gemma, grimly. Always trying to fucking outperform themselves. What was wrong with a bit of mediocrity, for goodness’ sake?


Sam, now on the KS2 side of the school, was the first to be dropped off. Mutely, he grabbed his book bag, PE kit and water bottle from Gemma, whose primary purpose in the eyes of her children seemed to be that of packhorse, ducked out of the way of her proffered kiss and ‘I love you’ with a ‘Shurrrup, Mum, you’re so embarrassing’ and stomped into school with his wine-bottle model Shard held aloft. Gemma watched him go, already mourning the loss of the brand new school shoes and uniform he was wearing, which would inevitably be shredded and covered in mud – and, if she was really lucky, a spot or two of fox poo – by the end of the day.


One down, one to go. Ava’s classroom was on the other side of the school; generally a far more painful drop-off thanks to the propensity of Vivienne and Co. to block the classroom door while they treated the poor, long-suffering Miss Thompson to a dramatic reconstruction of everything their child had done in the eighteen hours since they left her care. Gemma quite often felt like nominating Miss Thompson for a damehood, so patient was she with these horrendous women who systematically leached away her soul whilst itemising every single minutia of their child’s bowel movements, so the rest of the (comparatively low-maintenance) parents couldn’t even shove their child into the school and make a run for it.


The one advantage of Vivienne taking up her position to harangue everyone as they walked through the gates meant that today Gemma was faced with no such barrier to dropping her daughter off. As Ava deliberated over whether to have the red or green option for lunch, and brightly announced that she was now a vegetarian, ‘because it will make up for you killing so many of those poor baby whales, Mummy’, Gemma looked around for Miss Thompson. Her no-nonsense Hush Puppies and resigned expression were nowhere to be seen, however, and in her absence Gemma handed Ava across to Miss Harris, the Year 2 classroom assistant. Miss Harris had joined Redcoats Primary fresh out of university and looked progressively more broken and like she wished she’d simply chosen to work at Tesco instead every time Gemma saw her.


Waving her daughter inside, Gemma checked her watch. Two minutes after her first meeting of the day had started. Marvellous. Hoping that her pelvic floor would keep it together, Gemma braced herself and made a run for the car.


The office was already packed by the time Gemma pulled into the car park at Zero, the offices of which were mercifully only a ten-minute drive away from the kids’ school, and dashed inside to try and make it for the first part of the Monday morning management meeting. Dodging the clothing samples and delivery drivers already thronging reception, she walked through the noisy, bustling open-plan office, responding to a series of quick ‘hellos’ before diving into the glass-fronted capsule which counted as their only meeting room.


‘Here she is, at bloody last,’ chirped her boss Leroy, whose energy levels were set permanently at that of the Duracell bunny, regardless of the time of day or night. ‘What’s kept you, Gemma? Too busy salivating over dick pics on Tinder? I told you, you won’t find me on there. Don’t take this the wrong way, sweets, but you’re just not my type. Try Grindr, on the other hand …’ He cackled uproariously.


Leroy was a software developer by trade, who fancied himself as the next Mark Zuckerberg and was convinced that creating software which helped people to buy clothes that would actually fit them, even if they were a size eight according to one manufacturer, a size fourteen according to another, and found it impossible to shop in one particular outlet altogether owing to the fact that they were over a size zero, because clothes sizing is bonkers … was the way to achieve that dream.


To the surprise of everyone – except, perhaps, the effusively optimistic Leroy – Zero had been a hit. In fact, Zero had grown more quickly than anyone had anticipated, and Gemma, who had been employee number four in her first job after finishing her A levels – as a general admin assistant/dogsbody – had found herself having the time of her life. Leroy was mad, occasionally off-the-wall bonkers, and quite impossible to predict, yet also wonderfully generous, and wanted to create a working environment where people loved coming to work every day, and where he could look after the people who were loyal and were helping him transform the business.


Swallowing down rising nausea at the thought of Leroy’s dick pics – not to mention her overconsumption of Sauvignon Blanc the previous evening – Gemma shot him the sort of look she employed when Sam attempted to push the boundaries by trying out the latest swear word he’d picked up in the playground. Or from his mother. ‘No, I wasn’t on sodding Tinder. I was busy delivering my hand-sculpted wine bottle model of the Shard to school without being pulled over by the police wanting to know what the hell I was doing with fourteen empty bottles of wine on the front seat of my car on a Monday morning.’


Natalie, their always immaculately presented sales and marketing director, who was the newest addition to their board team, raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. ‘Fuck, I’m never having kids. They make you parents do some utterly mental stuff.’


Understatement of the year, thought Gemma. Understatement of the year.


Sliding into the chair between Leroy and Dave the finance director, a man in his mid fifties who dressed like Sam and smelt alternatively of coffee or Jack Daniel’s, Gemma mentally congratulated herself on successfully getting both herself and her children to their intended destinations without any actual acts of physical violence taking place. Sure, she might be running late – as per – but from the way the team were all crowded around Leroy’s laptop laughing she guessed she hadn’t missed too much.


The rest of the board meeting passed with the four of them mostly focused on the critical strategic topic of reviewing the photos from the staff Christmas party. Gemma counted twelve nipples, four scrotums and one labial piercing amongst the shots they’d been sent by the guy operating the photo booth they rented. Good to see the pre-party ‘Don’t get so twatted you end up with your genitals getting photographed’ memo had been adhered to.


As they gathered up their stuff and Leroy asked them if there was anything else before they went their separate ways back to their respective teams, Dave vaguely waved a spreadsheet in their faces. ‘Just so you know, cash is a bit tight at the moment. I’m chatting to a couple of people to see what we can do to tide ourselves over, but just don’t make any crazy purchases in the meantime.’


He was, Gemma thought wryly, almost certainly referring to the time Leroy had decided, fuelled by drink on a Saturday all-nighter, to buy a company yacht. Quite why Zero needed a company yacht, being at least a hundred miles from the nearest coast, was never really made clear. Fortunately for everyone, Dave managed to do some fast talking and the yacht was returned to its vendor, while Leroy muttered bitterly about how Dave had ruined the business’s prospects for the year, and how could they possibly be expected to play with the big boys if they didn’t even have a company yacht, for goodness’ sake?


A company yacht being a critical part of growing a landlocked clothing-sizing business, of course.


Walking back to her desk, Gemma was immediately surrounded by various members of her teams, all wanting to get her input and opinion on matters which varied from how they were going to respond to a major customer complaint that they’d just received to who she thought was going to win Celebrity Big Brother.


Frankly, Gemma still thought it was remarkable that anyone valued her opinion at all. Having been fast-tracked by Leroy to success and promoted into her current position three years ago, she still occasionally had to pinch herself to remember that it was true: that she really was Operations Director, with responsibility for more than eighty employees – something she tried not to think about too much, on the grounds that if she did she’d become immediately terrified and probably want to go and hide under her desk with her hands over her face.


Gemma sat down at her desk on her pod and plugged in her laptop. Next to her was her assistant, Siobhan, who’d worked at Zero for almost as long as Gemma had. Siobhan was tiny, feisty and impossibly good at her job; in fact, Gemma often wondered if the only reason she’d held down her own job as long as she had was because she had Siobhan covering her back. The irony was, despite her feistiness, that Siobhan was shockingly lacking in self-confidence, and was just as reliant on Gemma to assure her that yes, she was doing a good job, and no, everyone didn’t think she was utterly inept. It had become a standing joke amongst the team that her first words to Gemma every morning, without exception, were always, ‘Am I sacked yet?’


‘How was your Christmas?’ Gemma asked.


‘Fucking epic,’ responded Siobhan. ‘Out every single night, I’ve not been to bed before four a.m. for the last week and I’ve likely got pure vodka running through my veins after New Year. What a fucking night.’ She paused for a moment, before asking politely, ‘You?’


Gemma thought for a moment about her own Christmas break. If you believed everything you read in the media, Christmas with children was just magical. All Gemma could say to that was magical, my arse. Christmas as a single parent had been less about #blessed moments gathered around the Christmas tree unwrapping gifts, and more about a three a.m. Christmas Day wakeup call, both kids descending into meltdown by mid-morning, and covert swigs from the gin bottle she’d secreted in the cereal cupboard while the turkey (that no one would eat anyway) dried out in the oven and she wondered, if she wished hard enough, whether the magic of Christmas might bring Prince Charming to her (old, slightly peeling) front door.


Christmas had been followed by New Year: a Disney movie with the kids and then a Waitrose (she’d upgraded, on account of it being a special occasion) ready meal for one with a bottle of Prosecco that tasted flat and acrid in her mouth. She’d watched Jools Holland welcome in the New Year and had been in bed and asleep by 12.02 a.m.
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