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			Praise for Mama Still Got It!

			‘I adore how honest this is – Louise finds the funniest moments in the smallest everyday occurrences. I loved it.’

			Fearne Cotton

			‘Utterly heartfelt and blimmin’ hilarious – Louise has created that perfect cocktail of laughter and tears. It’s like a bosomy maternal hug in a book.’

			Anna Whitehouse

			‘This book is for anyone who, like me, has watched Louise’s reels on repeat and wanted more more more – it’s bloody hilarious!’

			Katie Piper

			‘Beautifully observed, wickedly funny, expertly told. BRILLIANT!’

			Giovanna Fletcher

			‘A brilliantly funny, and more importantly, realistic take on the joys and woes of parenting. From nappies to nits, soft play to screen time, we’ve all been there and you have to laugh, or you’ll cry.’

			Gill Sims

			‘Louise is a genius. This is a brilliant, hilarious and refreshing perspective on parenthood that isn’t often expressed. I’m going to buy a copy for every mother I know!’

			Alex Light

			
			Reader Reviews

			FINISHED IN A DAY!! Loved it!!! 

			OMG! This book is bloody brilliant!!! I struggle to get into books but I can’t put this down! Every word is so so true! You’re bloody brilliant.

			This is quite possibly the most relatable book I’ve ever read. It should be given out to all mums as they leave the maternity ward.

			I wish more women were as honest as you. This book is absolutely brilliant.

			I started your book yesterday and the belly laughs I produced not only soothed my soul but scared the living beejesus out of my husband! I am bloody loving the book.

			Thank god for your book. I’ve just been laughing out loud on the train reading it! It’s such a tonic!

			I just wanted to let you know how much I enjoyed your book. I’m Ukrainian and stuck away from home with two kids and terrible news coming almost every day. Your videos were one of the very few things that made me laugh during the last year and a half. And now your book, that I managed to read in almost one sitting while waiting at the border for 10 hours, has made me laugh and cry. So I am very grateful.

			Just finished listening to your audio book. I laughed out loud, I found so much of me and our chaotic life in your stories. I’m buying the book for my sister and mum!
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			Dedication

			To Jesse, Basil, Sonny and Inca.

			You are my Magic.

			<m m> 
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			Sonny, Basil and Inca by Sonny, age 7.

			Notice Inca’s devil horns and Basil’s angry face.
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			This is us, by Sonny. The Boyce’s. Sonny, Jesse, Inca, me and Basil. Our family slogan is ‘team work makes the dream work’. Two out of the three kids hate being in teams.

		

		
			Introduction

			Hello, I’m so happy you’re here, and thank you for picking up my book. I wonder if you did that because you’re a parent looking for some light-hearted writing about motherhood, or if you’re looking for a gift for a friend who’s in this area of life at the moment? Perhaps you were drawn towards this beautiful book cover, or perhaps you recognise the title and have seen the videos on social media. Or maybe you’re pregnant and about to enter into the parenting world (many congratulations). Either way, welcome to my book! I hope you like it. For the record, in writing the majority of this book, it’s been stop, start, stop, sta —

			Smell the pages … take it all in!

			Before we dive in, I thought it best to have an introduction – most books have one, and even as a novice writer this seems to be the norm. And the clever people at HarperCollins said it was OK to do it … so I guess this is the part where I introduce myself and tell you why I wanted to write this book.

			When I first became a mother, like many others, I really felt like I was thrown in at the deep end: I was the first of my close friends to have a baby; I wasn’t on social media as I am today – nor was I looking at any parenting social media account; and initially I didn’t gel with my NCT group. I was searching for a really honest approach to motherhood that didn’t sound all doom and gloom, or equally wasn’t all ‘practically perfect’ in every way. I thought I was doing everything wrong.

			Being a mother is hard.

			This is no joke.

			The way I found out I was going to be a mother wasn’t how I had expected it to be. I had just turned 31 and was at the doctor waiting for a prescription for cystitis, casually scrolling through Facebook, when ‘Dr Insensitive’ told me what bus to get home. Sorry, excuse me, my mistake – he actually told me I was pregnant … but he may as well have told me about the bus, such was his cavalier approach to letting me know my world was about to change forever.

			Perhaps my reaction wasn’t what he was expecting either and, in hindsight, I think I could have handled it differently, but alas at the time I was in shock. My body became very hot, as if I had suddenly stepped off an aeroplane in a hot country, but the ARE YOU KIDDING ME? heat was too much. So I stripped down to my bra and knickers and stood in front of Dr Insensitive in my mismatched undies and with a massive sweat on.

			‘There are options,’ he said, not making eye contact and checking his watch – not surprising really.

			‘No, there aren’t,’ I corrected him. I knew this was my baby.

			I cycled home feeling like a different person, like I was having an out-of-body experience. How can this be happening? Is this real? How far along am I? Am I ready? Does anyone ever feel ready? What will my boyfriend think?

			My boyfriend Jesse and I had only just moved in together, and he had deliberately only applied for a parking permit for six months (and not a year), just in case our living situation didn’t work out.

			Romantic, right?

			That evening, when Jesse came home from work, I was waiting anxiously, face pressed against the back of the front door, looking through the peephole. I swung open the door before he could use his key and greeted him with a fake smile and a sweaty brow. ‘Hi!’

			‘Hi. What’s going on?’

			Jesse hadn’t even taken his jacket, bag or cycle helmet off as I urgently ushered him into the living room and told him to sit down. ‘Brace yourself.’

			‘OK.’

			‘We’re having a baby. I’m pregnant.’

			Luckily, he was thrilled!

			A good friendship is being able to open up and speak the truth about all sorts of things. Sometimes the best release we can have is to be able to sit and rant to your friend. My best friend Jessie (yes, my husband, best mate, sister-in-law and neighbour are all called Jessie/Jesse) and I even have a name for our version of the kind of excellent friendship where we can speak the truth about all sorts of things. We’ll say: ‘Fancy a BWC drink?’ This stands for ‘Better Wives Club.’ Ranting to each other over wine makes our worries and stresses lift, which inevitably makes us not ‘nag’ our partners so much. It’s nice to know we aren’t alone. And everyone wins!

			The trouble is, I find there are lots of women who sugar-coat everything which, afterwards, makes you question yourself and feel like you’re failing when you’re not.

			My NCT group was a perfect example of this. We all met when we were about four or five months pregnant and endured classes (including husband Jesse putting a nappy on a doll – hilarious to watch), all the way through to giving birth and beyond. Although we had all been through birth at the same time, I felt a lack of ‘in this together’. We all met up when our babies were around five weeks old. Four of the mothers were gushing about how amazingly well their babies were sleeping, how much they loved their partners, and how everything was marvellous. I was envious that they were all doing so well in this new life we were expected to adjust to so magnificently.

			I could have lied and said how well I was doing too, but instead I decided to lay all my (exhausted) cards on the table. ‘My baby doesn’t sleep and my husband is driving me insane!’

			There, I’d said it!

			And it felt good.

			But it was also a release – as much as I tried to fight it, I could feel my eyes starting to fill with tears as the tiredness and ‘failure’ dread started to seep out from my soul.

			The other mothers stopped in their tracks, peering at me over the rims of their coffee cups with furrowed brows …

			Had I said the wrong thing?

			Then, one by one, all the coffee cups were planted back into saucers with a clatter, coffee spilling onto the table as the whole group gave a collective sigh of relief. Then these wonderful new mothers said, in unison, ‘Yeah, me too.’

			It was an amazing feeling to know I wasn’t alone. This openness sparked a brand new lease of friendship – and has continued throughout all the years of motherhood.

			My children are fortunately (or unfortunately) past the baby phase now, but along have come new issues such as finicky eating habits and not finishing homework. But I know these too shall pass and we’ll learn and grow from it all with the help and support from other mothers.

			This is why I am so pleased to write this book. Because motherhood is messy and challenging, and we have to laugh along the way and take inspiration from the difficult moments. I want this book to make you feel ‘normal’. That’s how I’ve coped with the day-to-day challenges of motherhood.

			So why ‘Mama Still Got It’? Before I was a mother I was (and still am) a fashion model. From 1995 to 2011 I worked in front of the camera – before social media, before the internet, before diversity inclusion of models of colour, size and ability. It was a very tough time to be in the business if you didn’t fit in. In 1995, when I was 15, I took part in a modelling competition with Highland Spring Water, which introduced me to a prestigious London-based modelling agency; I went from science class in school to being interviewed on TV’s This Morning with Richard and Judy, to then having lunch with Richard Branson, Carla Bruni and Jeff Banks (a TV fashion guru back in the nineties), all in the space of a few days. Shortly after this I was entered into another competition called ‘European New Face Model of the Year.’ I flew to Greece to represent England. This was a time before mobile phones, and I even remember people were smoking on the plane. I have no idea how my mum ever let me go! Still, I won the competition.

			Back in the UK, I didn’t have much time to celebrate – I was told by my agency that I was too fat and needed to lose weight. I was a UK size 10, maybe even smaller: I remember buying a pair of black satin trousers from Miss Selfridge in Kingston and they were a size 8; I had to prove to my agency what size they were by showing them the label.

			But it wasn’t just them. In Paris, meeting a different agency, they took one look at my figure when I walked in and rolled their eyes. I wasn’t thin enough, and I was sent home. Back in London my agency, furious with me, pulled me into a meeting room, told me to strip down and a measuring tape was lassoed around my skinny body. I was told I had two weeks to lose three inches off my hips.

			By 16 I was bulimic. Like so many girls in the business, I tried to lose weight for other people, silently punishing and judging myself. I was miserable and a shell of the real me. I looked awful, I lacked energy, my periods stopped and I was told I wouldn’t be able to have children.

			When I was 17, I went to Sydney to model there for six months. I didn’t take care of myself. The bulimia continued to a point where it was the norm, and without my mum’s watchful eye I could do it more often – and add strong laxatives to the mix. When I returned to London in November 1998 my family were shocked by my appearance – my sister burst into tears when I walked through the arrivals lounge at Heathrow airport. They all knew I was sick.

			It was my family that got me through my illness, which I’ll be forever grateful for.

			I took a step back from the business and from 1998 to 2000, I worked in an office as a receptionist and PA. And I loved it! I started to get back the confidence that had been stripped away.

			As fate would have it, in May 2000, my boss suddenly left the company and I found myself at a loose end at my desk. I literally had nothing to do. I would spend my mornings emailing my best mate, Laura (I’m talking essays). I needed something to change. A former model mate of mine told me about a new agency that catered for ‘plus size’ models – those starting at a UK size 12. (Ridiculous, I know, to think of ‘plus size’ and size 12. You’ll be pleased to know it’s no longer called ‘plus size’ and just ‘curve’ …) I sent some photos into the agency thinking nothing of it, but two days later a new agency was calling me non-stop, asking me to join them. Completely unsure about getting back into the business, I made a decision: I would quit my job and give it six months.

			From 2000 to 2011 I worked only as a curve model. I travelled the world, met wonderful people, made a small fortune and felt confident in my own skin. I was the model in a bikini you’d see that hadn’t been airbrushed, and you’d see stretch marks and cellulite. It was a little daunting at the time as no one else was doing it, and I wasn’t sure how the general public would accept it.

			Luckily, this is something you see more and more now on social media and fashion campaigns, thank goodness.

			In 2011 I became pregnant with my first child, and my modelling work stopped. I had known it would. When I became a mother in 2012 I was told by my former agent that my career was over. In addition, I felt like I had lost my identity and I wasn’t prepared for the stigma that can come with being labelled ‘mum’.

			So I started an Instagram account with the name ‘Mama Still Got It’ as a reminder to all mothers (and women) that regardless of your age, profession or life choices, we all still love and deserve to look and feel good.

			My passion for beauty and fashion has evolved, like I have. I’m not the same girl I was when I was 21 – and thank goodness for that!

			With my determination to make women feel good about themselves, my account started to get noticed and my modelling work picked up again. I shot campaigns for Max Factor and secured a contract with L’Oréal Paris.

			By the time I was pregnant with my third child, I had a small following on my ‘Mama Still Got It’ Instagram account. Maternity clothes are not always modelled by actual pregnant models, so I started a campaign called ‘Push It Out’, asking for more honesty in maternity advertising, making it clear to the consumer if the model showing off the maternity clothes was pregnant or not. Why? Because all bumps are different; because pregnant women were comparing themselves to models online (who weren’t pregnant) and starting to diet; and because so many women (including myself) were pushed out of a job.

			My campaign was shared, and brands listened. I made a small difference. Hurrah. Then Covid hit, and everything stopped. I felt anxious about the idea of home schooling an eight- and five-year-old, plus caring for a one-year-old whilst the husband was locked away in our bedroom office (I’m sure you can relate). So I started making light-hearted videos.

			I have a lot to thank social media for: having a platform where I can be silly, making up characters representing my children and husband playing out everyday, mundane situations has evolved into this book. And if you’re familiar with these videos, then I want to thank YOU for your support. Your likes, comments and shares have given me the opportunity to reach other parents out there who have perhaps felt alone, overwhelmed or anxious about being a mum, a dad, a carer. I receive hundreds of messages from people all over the world thanking me for making them smile, or making them realise their kid is ‘normal’ – or that they are ‘normal’ – and that their partner is not the only one doing all those annoying things. And that is why I keep making more videos – and now this book – because of your encouragement, and knowing that maybe this is a form of therapy, a way to unwind, a chance to let off steam.

			Laughter is the best tonic to any crappy day. I get asked a lot about the ‘little hands’ and how I make my videos. When my third baby was born, my friend Jenny came over to meet my daughter and gave me a gift. This gift was a pair of small plastic hands.

			I must have looked perplexed as I unwrapped them.

			‘Thought you may need an extra pair of hands, now that you’re a mum of three.’

			I’ll be honest, these small plastic hands were quickly thrown into the back of my ‘everything drawer’ and I wasn’t expecting to see them ever again. To be fair, they are quite odd!

			It was during home schooling, when my son asked me to watch him over and over: ‘Mummy, watch …’ that I realised this was a video I wanted to portray on my account. I asked my son to re-enact this irritating habit. He refused. Naturally. I still wanted to make the video – but how could I look like a kid? You guessed it – I fished out the small, plastic hands from my drawer and the rest is history.

			I never thought I’d be known as the ‘little hands’ lady. Yet here we are.

			This book won’t necessarily give you any tips or advice on being a parent – but it will give you stories you can relate to that will raise a smile or LOL, and make you realise you’re not alone on this journey. It makes the stressful days ease up a little. My mum has always said that when life gives you lemons, make a gin and tonic. I hope this book is your tonic when you need it.

			The book works around the academic school year because we all know that New Year’s Day for us is September (you know you celebrate a little bit as you drop-kick your kid into the school gates after six to eight weeks of high-performance parenting), meaning the final chapter of this book is August when, let’s face it, we are exhausted after a year of parenting events, whether it’s play dates, football practice or sodding World Book Day – (isn’t there ALWAYS something going on? Don’t get me started on the copious amount of WhatsApp chat …)

			From swimming lessons to meltdown sessions, flying with kids to crying at gigs, this book will cover it all – and then some. This is also my opportunity to bash my husband, Jesse (just a bit), but I have made space within this book for his ‘right of reply’ too, to make it fair (eye roll – if it was fair, men would have nipples that could also produce milk). My mum has also written her experience of becoming a grandmother for the first time too: an excellent, honest and somewhat interesting read (oh, how times have changed since the eighties, when she was first a mother).

			I also understand that busy parents may not always have time to read a full book, so for your convenience (we all love convenience), I have written this book in such a way that you can open it at any page and start reading, and it will make sense – you don’t have to read it from start to finish. Pick it up as you go along or, if you prefer, you can listen to this as an audio book, perhaps even in the dead of night when someone small isn’t sleeping.
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			What’s with my nose and boobs? This is me. By Sonny.

	

			A final thought has struck me: this book is almost like my fourth child – it’s felt like a writing pregnancy: I’ve had three trimesters growing and building this book; I’ve had ups and downs with it; worries about it; joy about it; and been so over the writing and just wanting to get it out there …! But just like any other child I’ve had, the end result has been totally worth all the hard work (and less painful, hurrah).

			I suppose you holding this book is the fourth trimester. Please be careful with my baby!

			(Just for the record, my kid said: ‘Mummy, Mummy, watch!’ on loop whilst I was writing this introduction. And I was very much watching him. Thank goodness I can touch-type with my eyes on him and not my keyboksa$%^.)

		

		
			September

			New school year

			Ahhh, the smell of new beginnings is in the air … perhaps your child is starting school for the first time, or you’re a seasoned mother hauling your child into the next school year. Either way, a hint of autumn is upon us – no need to include sunscreen on the kids in the morning routine, and with the nights starting to draw in, the challenge of bedtime will start to get easier. Parents everywhere rejoice and, like any new start to the year, a sense of change and excitement circulates.

			It’s also time to fish out the school uniform from the bottom of the laundry bin, book in mandatory kids’ haircuts, and purchase a new pair of school shoes.

			Note to self: leaving this until the beginning of September means little stock will be left for school shoes at Clarks …

			The shop was packed with other last-minute, panicked mothers all trying to get the same decent-looking shoes, all having the same conversations with their children, trying to remain as patient as possible.

			‘Just try them on and see how they feel.’

			‘I don’t like them!’

			‘Just try them on and we can go and get a snack afterwards.’

			I felt beads of sweat building up around my brow as I helped shove shoes onto my son’s uninterested and limp feet, as well as restraining my toddler from touching EVERY SINGLE SHOE on the shelves, and trying to convince her not to run out of the shop.

			It’s safe to say it was an outing I’d have liked to have been over as soon as possible.

			The ‘back to school’ hair appointments at the local kids’ hairdressers – where they play CBeebies on loop on a TV attached to a sit-in toy car that is surrounded by lollipops – was fully booked. Drat. We had no choice but to go to the local dodgy barbers on the high street, who basically sheered their heads like sheep getting ready for summer.

			The gangster haircuts and panic-buy girls’ orthopaedic shoes weren’t the back-to-school look I was hoping for, but it was better than putting them back in their old shoes from last July with open flaps exposing their toes.

			What on earth do they do in the playground?

			The first day of school, all parents and carers wake up like a Disney princess from a movie: blue skies, birds singing, I’m singing. Full of energy, we dance into the kitchen and pour cereal into the breakfast bowls with a spring in our step, glancing over to the perfectly laid-out school uniform.

			Please note that in the first week of September you’ll be feeling so on top of school life, smug with your organisation, you will not be rushing to get to the school gates as you do the rest of the year. The night before you will probably have planned out the backwards school run because you’ve totally forgotten your usual routine: we need to get to the school gates at 8.45, so we need to leave at 8.30, which means we have to wake up at 7.45 latest. (Madness, really, as my toddler gets us out of bed at 6 a.m., so all this backwards maths is pretty pointless. Yet I play on the hope that maybe one day I can sleep to 7.45 a.m.)

			During the summer holidays, my two boys Basil and Sonny woke up before 7 a.m., but they are at least now at an age (ten and seven) where they are pretty much self-sufficient in the mornings. I would leave the breakfast bowls and cereal out on the table and they’d sort themselves out. This was very helpful, as by then I’d be trying to negotiate with Inca, my toddler daughter, about what to wear.

			Who ever said girls were easy – THIS IS A LIE. Girls just sit around and play tea parties and draw? Umm, no, they don’t! We had a girl after having two boys and very naively I assumed it wouldn’t be a challenging journey: She’s my third child so I know what I’m doing, don’t I? I always thought boys were the difficult ones but, oh, how wrong I was. Inca is Miranda Priestley from The Devil Wears Prada with regard to fashion: just trying to get her dressed we go through three outfits before leaving the house. She also treats pyjamas as an actual outfit that needs accessories – she must have a handbag next to her when she sleeps.

			Naturally, as it is the first day of school, the boys have their first lie-in in six weeks and I realise getting them out of bed in the morning can be even more tedious than putting them into bed in the evenings.

			I am always the first parent out of bed in the morning, whereas my husband Jesse will relax into the school morning with a casual Twitter scroll and sometimes even join in a debate at 7 a.m. with strangers online, usually regarding our government and/or football. This will also coincide with his morning ‘turbo poo’ – for a good 20 minutes – whilst I get everyone ready.

			But it’s September, and everything is so very organised and nothing, NOTHING, is going to get me in a bad mood on the first day back at school – I am so very much looking forward to my morning coffee alone at the local coffee shop after drop-off.

			School uniform

			September is the only month of the year when school uniform and shoes (albeit dodgy-looking ones) look their absolute best: ironed shirts, polished shoes, matching socks, updated PE kit (the school added a hoodie over the summer), shiny water bottle standing to attention, and backpacks that are crumb-free.

			(I’ve even name-tagged every single item! I was planning on sewing name tags onto the uniform, but this idea quickly turned into the iron-on name tags, which then morphed into just using a black Sharpie pen on the clothes’ washing labels. My rationale for this is that name tags can be cut off, but a Sharpie pen is permanent, thus quickly reframing the narrative from me being lazy to being extra vigilant.)

			During the school year, however, this will all change. By July, the uniform looks like it’s been through a prison break, shoes have open toe flaps displaying mismatched socks … one year I didn’t even realise that my kid had in fact swapped shoes with his best mate, who is a size smaller than him. And his backpack contained remnants of a packed lunch from a school trip taken back in March, rogue bits of paper, a spoon (?), while last year I found a snail in the front pocket.

			School shoes

			Oh my word. If I’d had a pound for every time I say ‘SHOES!’ before leaving the house to get to school I’d be a millionaire by the end of the first week back. Bloody shoes. Why do we have to repeat ourselves? I’ve even made it simple for the kids – they have their own basket and all they have to do it put their shoes in their basket. Does it happen? No. There they are, flung across the living room floor, or under the sofa, or even in the bathroom by the toilet. Putting on shoes is one of the most stressful parts of the day. And it happens five days a week! Actually, sod that – it’s seven days a week, 365 days a year, and sometimes there are shoe changes in the day too – don’t get me started on getting wellies on. Not just for the kids but me too. And then, of course, we have the toddler who won’t keep still whilst trying to apply the sodding shoes to their suddenly transformed Michael Flatley feet, resulting in a rugby scrum type ‘cuddle’ to force the shoes on. Naturally you win the battle and finally secure the buckle with a sweaty forehead and gritted teeth, only for the toddler to kick the shoes off in the car.

			Back-to-school photo

			This is also the day to take that obligatory school photo up against your front door for all to see before you head to school. This can and will add time and stress onto your already tightly timed schedule to get to school, and some negotiating/bargaining with your children is essential. (Isn’t it always?)

			‘OK, look at me and smile … smile!’

			‘Oh, come on, this is the best day ever! Smile!’

			‘OK, put your arm around your brother and smile.’

			‘OK, don’t smile.’

			‘Don’t even think about smiling.’

			‘No smiling.’

			‘If you don’t smile then we can get extra snacks after school.’

			Got it.

			My mum has always said to me: ‘If you want something done, you have three options: do it yourself, pay someone to do it or tell your kids not to do it.’

			This photo is later uploaded to social media or shared with family members over WhatsApp for all to see the school uniform cuteness, regardless of the kids protesting and me whispering to myself ‘for fucks sake’. You know you’ve said this one too many times when your two-year-old starts saying ‘bus sake’ at any given frustrated moment – which in our experience is a lot.

			Parents should also have a back-to-school photo at the front door too. If we did, Jesse would be holding his fishing gear heading off for the day, and I would be in my dressing gown with a face mask on, holding a glass of wine.

			The first-day-back walk to school

			As we walk to school, I have a broad smile on my face. My two boys don’t have such a smile on their face and, as predicted, here come the pre-school chants: ‘Mummy, I don’t want to go to school.’

			‘I don’t want to go to schooooooool, Mummy.’

			‘Mummy!’

			‘I don’t want to go to schooooooooooooooool!’Notice the emphasis on ‘school’ and how every time this word is repeated it gains an extra amount of ‘oooo’, and sounds equally as annoying as it is to read it. This broken record chant isn’t going to tire so I take control of the situation and give them some encouragement before we get to the school gates.

			‘School is wonderful! You’re so lucky to go to school! I miss my school days so much, because I didn’t realise how good they were! And you’re hanging out with your friends all day!’

			I smile to myself on the school run as I reminisce about some of my school-day memories. I remember bunking off art class and feeling so bad about it I came back halfway through the class and told the teacher what I had done. Another time I drew red pen on my hand and told the teacher I was bleeding – he excused me from the classroom to get it stitched up. I remember my fingers getting caught in the fire doors and having to go to hospital, or when friends and I stole 12 bottles of champagne from the home economics classroom. They had been put there to chill for a teachers’ drinks evening after school. We turned up to geography class half cut. I didn’t ever think the first time I’d be tipsy would be at school …

			‘Mummy, school is Six Cruel Hours Of Our Lives.’

			It takes me a while to figure this out. ‘Actually, it’s Six Cool Hours Of Our Lives,’ I correct them.

			I greet other mothers on the way to school who are also smiling, and we give each other a silent but knowing nod, knowing that we all danced around the kitchen this morning.

			We arrive and wait for the gates to be unlocked. A murmur of polite chit-chat spills out as you see other families that you haven’t seen in six weeks, all looking fresh and ready for the day ahead.

			‘Did you have a nice summer?’

			‘Yes, thank you! It was great!’

			What we actually mean is: ‘No, it was a juggling, expensive mess and I don’t want to enter another Pizza Express for a good six months. It rained the entire time on our camping holiday; I cannot hear the word, ‘Canihaveasnack?’ without wanting to throw food at my kids’ heads; my work Zoom calls were constantly interrupted with my kid asking me to ‘Mummy, watch’; my husband was unusually busy in the office for the entirety of August; my in-laws very conveniently were away when we were here and here when we were away; I inadvertently became a qualified lifeguard; and it was hotter in the UK when we were away in Spain.’

			‘How was your summer?’

			‘Really wonderful – the weeks just flew!’

			The very first day of school

			‘My little one is starting school for the first time and I’m so not ready.’

			Ah, yes, the first-time mum with a kid going to school. First of all, many congratulations on having navigated the eAdmissions system to apply to the school and wait an agonising six months to find out if you a) filled out the form correctly, b) chose the right school and c) uploaded the documents needed.

			This is definitely a huge milestone for any family, whether it’s school or nursery … and college too, of course. When our eldest, Basil, first started nursery both Jesse and I were so nervous, we treated it like he was off to university. He was only seven months old, bless him. We were both tearful when we dropped him off for the first time, questioning if we were doing the right thing. I spent that day overthinking everything, calling the nursery for an update, asking for the manager’s name and number in case we wanted to WhatsApp them, googling the nursery teacher’s name, scrolling through photos of Basil on my phone, and drafting my letter of resignation to the modelling agency I was working for at the time, as an agent. I counted down the hours, minutes and seconds until we could go and pick him up.

			Second child: there was not a wet eye between us. But we looked forward to coming back to get him.

			Third child: basically drop-kicked into nursery. (Especially after lockdown.)

			The same goes for starting school. Although I was slightly more jubilant knowing that I no longer had to pay nursery fees, and it was much cuter seeing my son in school uniform looking like a miniature business man, the mum anxiety and guilt still crept in. Is he ready?

			What if he gets lost in the school?

			What if he needs help cutting up his lunch?

			What if he doesn’t like the lunch?

			What if someone is mean to him?

			What if he accidently wees himself?

			After this particular drop-off, back at home, I remember sitting still and trying to take in all my emotions. Am I sad? Am I happy? Why isn’t Jesse feeling anything? How can he just carry on as normal? Cue argument over who cared more about Basil starting school. Great start.

			Picking Basil up from his first day at school was really quite magical. I genuinely couldn’t wait to see him. Whilst my arms were tightly around him, I asked a million questions, all of which were responded to with: ‘Fine’ and ‘Good’ and ‘Canihaveasnack?’

			Sonny started school in September 2020, during Covid and after six months of lockdown. His first day was on my fortieth birthday, and it was possibly the best gift ever.

			The gates open and I wish my children well. As they head off to their new classroom chatting to friends in the playground, I get a pang of love and feel an ache in my heart – but quickly pull myself together and join the other parents dancing the conga out of the school playground. I head off to get that well-deserved coffee in peace.

			WhatsApp chats

			September is also the month the school mums’ WhatsApp chat starts up again. This consists of a copious amount of messages regarding the cupcake sale after school, messages asking you to join the PTA or Friends Association, homework questions, worried mothers losing their child’s school uniform, birthday parties and, of course (and my favourite), the arranging of nights out that only amount to messages saying, ‘Sorry, I can’t make it’ on the day.

			If I may, can I suggest a universal rule for any school WhatsApp group chats? If a parent or career asks in the chat: ‘Has anyone picked up Olivia’s cardigan?’ could we all agree to answer only if we actually have the sodding cardigan?

			‘No sorry!’

			‘Hope it turns up soon’

			‘Not me, sorry xxxxx’

			‘Have you asked lost property?’

			‘Nope xx’

			‘No x’

			‘Nada’

			‘Nicht’

			‘Nothing over here’

			‘Did you put her name in it?’

			‘Nope sorry’

			‘No xxxxx’

			‘I had the same last week’

			‘Sorry babes no’

			‘Oh no!’

			‘I’m sure it will turn up’

			‘Sorry nothing’

			‘Jumper or cardigan?’

			‘Nothing here’

			‘I’ll take a look’

			‘no’

			‘no sorry’

			‘nope’

			However, it’s therefore easy to put some personality behind the parents on the WhatsApp group:

			The stressed-out mum

			The organised mum

			The scatty mum who never has any idea what’s going on

			The gossip mum

			The know-it-all mum

			The head of the PTA mum

			The secret-lurker mum

			The mum who only replies with emojis

			The mum only there for wine

			The mum who never reads the newsletter or school emails and only comes on to WhatsApp for updates.

			On top of the WhatsApp messages we have the school emails – and the text messages, and the app, and the screen grabs of the app that are now also in the WhatsApp chat. Honestly, school admin is a job in itself … our parents never had all this shit and they got on fine. I remember getting letters to take home for my mum once a month and even then I don’t think I gave her half of them.

			Then, outside the main class WhatsApp chats, are the smaller groups of parenting WhatsApp chats that are curated specifically for certain people.

			‘How did you get into that WhatsApp group?’ I asked my friend, Anna, who was currently chatting away with six other very cool mothers. I found myself inconspicuously side-eyeing her phone screen and oddly really wanting to get involved in the chat. They had drinks and coffee together, and arranged play dates.

			I wondered if I could be part of their club. (Turns out I, too, am back at school, metaphorically speaking.)

			‘We’re all at the same gym,’ Anna replied.

			‘You mean the gym that I go to as well?’ I replied.

			‘Oh, yes. Let me ask Joanna – she’s the one who started the chat.’

			I sensed that Joanna was the alpha female in this group.

			I felt quite excited at the idea of being in the chat, but two weeks went by, and I still hadn’t been added.

			‘I did ask her, but Joanna said she’s not sure how to add you into the group,’ Anna told me.

			Hmmm. I found that hard to believe considering Joanna was the one who started the group in the first place, and had managed to add other people. By this point I really wanted to join this chat – it had become my obsession. So much so, that I found myself waving at Joanna across the school playground more than I should have done, and even agreed to attend a fund-raising ideas evening knowing that she might be there.

			In my twenties it was all about getting into the best nightclubs; in my forties, it was all about getting into WhatsApp chats. Rock ‘n’ roll.

			A few agonising weeks later, a notification pinged up; I recognised the group photo profile picture of all the ladies in the chat. I had been added to the chat called ‘Gym & Tonics’! I had been accepted! I had been declared worthy – I WAS COOL!

			I am going to create some great banter in this chat. They’ll not regret asking me to join.

			Ten minutes later, I decided to make my first opening message in the chat but was rudely welcomed with the notification: Louise has been removed from this group.

			WTF just happened? I’d been removed already?? I hadn’t even got the chance to show my best gifs or one-liners! How could I be removed? Maybe there had been some mistake. Or had it been deliberate?

			That afternoon I went to soft play and spotted Joanna there. Before I could approach her she hid inside the bouncy castle right at the back, behind an inflatable beam that protruded from the bouncy castle floor. She was deliberately avoiding me.

			So, that was my answer. She never did see my humour in my WhatsApp messages. She can just read them all here in my book instead.

			Nits

			Of course, there is always one WhatsApp chat that no parent EVER wants to receive:

			‘Just to inform you, a child in your class has been confirmed with nits, so please check your child’s hair and as a precautionary measure, please use treatment.’

			Bloody nits. And they’re taken as seriously as Covid was – parents reminding you to self-isolate if you have been affected, to stay at home and not to be super spreaders; being frowned on if you don’t treat your child – avoiding certain children who seem to be scratching their heads too often, and skipping birthday parties just in case you may get it.

			And then there’s the absolutely DISGUSTING agony of applying the nit treatment, followed by the combing through of the hair for the entire family. I’d rather deal with several poonami explosions than treat sodding nits. The MELTDOWNS from both myself and the kids is beyond my parenting capability. I think I’d rather they have nits than deal with the lengthy negotiations and bribery needed to have the ‘special’ shampoo applied. One time I think I paid them to sit still and be treated (which works by the way). We once had back to back nits three times. THREE TIMES – by the third time I was broke and the boys actually enjoyed looking at the nits that had been caught on the comb (making me retch and question why I didn’t just give them skin-head haircuts). For the record, Jesse has not once treated the kids for nits – nor has he ever had them. Nor does he catch the children’s colds, whereas I will pick up everything the kids have – colds, stomach bugs, nits, meltdowns … Whatever they have I have too, but no one looks after me (cue the violins).

			When I was a kid at school, we had a ‘nit lady’ who would come to our classroom and check our hair. You were sent home if you had them which was a rollercoaster of emotions. On the one hand you could go home early (if the school could reach your parent to pick you up), but on the other hand all the kids in the class knew you had nits and would spread this gossip around the school. I remember shouting a lot when my mum treated me for nits. The 1980s toxic nit shampoo STANK, making it utterly obvious you had had treatment (embarrassing for kids, smug-making for parents), and that dreaded metal comb that may as well have been teethed with knives being scraped over my sensitive scalp, already burnt by the toxic shampoo, hair getting tangled up along the way causing an impromptu home haircut … I would kick and scream whilst Mum held me down making sure she got every single louse and their eggs.

			It’s not a fond memory at all, so when I was reintroduced to them years later as a mother, a multitude of emotions came flooding back. Which was why, first time around, I held off the treatment for my son. He was selected to sing in a choir at the Royal Festival Hall with his school, and he was the only child continuously scratching his head throughout the entire concert. It was so obvious he had nits, even the other kids were shuffling away from him to a point where I thought he may be singing a solo in the concert.

			‘I think you need to treat your son for nits,’ a fellow mother from the school leaned over during the concert and whispered into my ear. Ugh, she was right and my mum guilt went off the chart, but I reminded myself that as nits only like clean hair (urban myth?), at least he was clean, right?

			And another WhatsApp chat we don’t want to receive (or perhaps we do) is the announcement of chicken pox. There’s usually a mix of messages back, which will show that you’re either a parent whose child has already had chicken pox, is therefore immune and is slightly smug and complacent in announcing that this doesn’t affect your child; you stay away from everyone; or you’re desperate for your kids to have it to ‘get it out of the way’ and encourage the kids to play closely together in the hope they may pick it up. A chicken pox party if you will. I wonder if there are party invitations one can buy to the event. Perhaps chicken is on the menu, followed by lollipops. ( I called it chicken POPS until I was well into my thirties, not really knowing the correct wording until I had children and started being active on these WhatsApp chats! )

			Of course, it’s not all about parent WhatsApps, either …

			Monday morning. A message pings from my WhatsApp chat called ‘Pennies’. For whatever reason, my closest friends and I have always called each other ‘Penny’. I can’t remember where it stemmed from but even though we are all called the same name, when we’re all together we all know which ‘Penny’ is being spoken to – a bit like being able to single out your baby’s cry from other babies’ cries.

			The message is from Laura, a girl I met at secondary school during Science, when we were 13 years old. It reads: ‘I started the week in reverse cowgirl – happy Monday!’ (Laura is embracing not having children. Can you tell?)

			To which I replied: ‘I started the week wiping up shit off the hallway landing. Happy Monday!’

			My toddler, Inca, had decided to, once again, take off her nappy and use it as a shopping basket. Using her small pellets of poo as vegetables that she placed into her nappy basket, she missed most of the time, thereby leaving a trail of poo for me on this particular Monday morning.

			I screenshotted the message, made Laura anonymous and, with her permission, added it to my Instagram stories. It got a few laughs but the joke was on me when my mother called me to ask me what ‘reverse cowgirl’ was. Once explained, she said, ‘Well, it wasn’t called that back in my day.’

			I wasn’t sure which was more mortifying – talking to my mum about a sex position or knowing she had once upon a time done it herself!

			Note to self: block Mum from all social media channels.

			The husbanned

			It’s also around this time – with the kids out of the house but with your husband working from home (thanks, Covid) – you realise you still have an extra child to deal with.

			I refer to my husband regularly as ‘my husbanned’ due to all the vacuous rhetorical questions he asks that I have now banned him from asking. Thirty-six months (and counting) of us both working from home has given me such rage, it has convinced me on the idea that perhaps my husband is indeed from Mars, after all. ‘Are these dry?’

			Clothes horse full of washed laundry and there he is, standing in extremely close proximity to clothes in question, and pointing at them. I politely point out that in such an instance, it would be an idea to just reach out and touch the clothes to see if they feel dry.

			‘Is this on?’

			The radiator. My husband asks if it is on, whilst standing in front of it and pointing at it. ‘Feel it, dear,’ I say, through a bemused and irate grimace.

			‘Is this off?’

			Fridge door open, holding up a bottle of milk with legitimate uncertainty. ‘Smell it, dear!’

			(This was when I realised it was my duty as a wife and mother to make public service announcements for women everywhere to reassure them that they are not alone in their husbanneds.)

			‘Is it raining outside?’

			I’m asleep and this particular morning he’s up early to go fishing. Did I mention I was asleep? And that I’m not Carol Kirkwood? Did he think I had been outside before him this morning to check for him, then got back into bed? ‘Look out of the window, dear.’

			And the questions keep rolling in. ‘Who’s at the door?’ (when the doorbell goes). ‘Do I need a coat?’, ‘What time shall I put the kids to bed?’, ‘Where do we keep the ice?’

			Home schooling

			A quick sidebar: I’m truly grateful to see the back of home schooling. The first episode of home schooling back in March 2020 was actually quite fun and we embraced our own rules (mainly inset days and TikTok training). I remember emailing the school asking for some structure LIKE A TWAT, but at the time I felt like I wasn’t doing enough. Like I was failing my kids and the anxiety of them not being educated properly overwhelmed me. Little did I know at the time I was living the home-schooling dream.

			When we were thrown into home schooling again in Jan 2021 the schools (and a brand new school for us) were well prepared and I remember emailing the school asking for less structure LIKE A TWAT.

			From 4 January to 8 March 2021 we had SIXTY-THREE whole days of the kids at home, trying to teach them maths which, by the way, is now taught in a TOTALLY different way to when I was at school. The usual long multiplication where you put the three-digit number on top of the two digit number and work from the right over to the left, multiplying, carrying the zero and then add up —? Makes sense to me (perhaps you too, if you were born in the wonderful eighties) but no, no, no – not anymore. The new way of teaching maths is a MINEFIELD. They split the numbers up, cross-dress them, multiply their roots (nothing to do with highlights), carry the number somewhere else, erase all the above method, subtract something else and add a partridge in a pear tree – they do all sorts of some shite, et voila, there is your answer.

			It completely beat me. I was trying to teach maths that I didn’t understand with an eight-year-old, a five-year-old and an 18-month-old … and a 42-year-old husband, who asked for snacks as much as my kids did.

			The ironic thing is, when I was at school, I very vividly remember my maths teacher, Ms Shanai, at Waldegrave School for Girls
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