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For Ruth, and working mothers everywhere.








While more women than ever are working, they’re also bearing the brunt of household chores and feeling the pressure to raise perfect children … It’s exhausting for them.

Cary Cooper, professor of psychology, Manchester Business School
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A mother was bathing her baby one night

The youngest of ten, and a tiny young mite

The mother was poor and the baby was thin

Only a skellington covered with skin

The mother turned round for the soap off the rack

She was but a moment, but when she looked back

Her baby was gawn and in anguish she cried

‘Oh where is my baby?’ The Angels replied:

‘Your baby has gone down the plughole

Your baby has gone down the plug

The poor little thing was so skinny and thin

It should have been washed in a jug

Your baby is ever so happy

He won’t need a bath any more

Your baby has gone down the plug-hole

Not lost but gone before.’

‘A Mother’s Lament’, music hall song, unknown writer












Her body has barely begun to cool. She awaits discovery on the playground’s tarmac, hidden behind the wide metal gate that leads into The Woolf Academy where Ginny Kirkbride is currently punching the wrong sequence of digits into the entrance’s keypad.

The chatter among the cluster of parents amassed behind Ginny appears polite enough, but tension is starting to build. Each parent is primed, ready to follow her into the school for tonight’s fundraising auction, mentally preparing themselves to race inside to secure the front-row seats where their generosity might be best observed, but, of course, without appearing as though they are running at all.

Everyone senses the weight of the twisted steel words over their heads.

Magis et Magis.

More and more.

The school’s motto is both pledge and demand. Because The Woolf is more than a place of education. The once-humble outer-city neighbourhood around it has gentrified at warp speed because of its allure, the school providing the sharpest-elbowed parents in town with a platform to shape their children to their sky-high specifications. And The Woolf has achieved this by promising as much as it asks – from its pupils, yes, but from their parents too. Could they ever expect the excellence they seek without The Woolf asking for a little extra here and there?

Take tonight’s event: on the surface, a well-intentioned gathering for established members of the parental community, the first of the new school year and one of a great many conceived of to keep the school’s coffers enviably replete. Parents, their businesses, and their employers have been relieved of highly valuable time, services, and goods, all lots for the evening’s auction donated voluntarily, though not always exactly willingly. Magis et Magis. Unshackled from local authority control, The Woolf has, officially, no fees to pay, but for a free school to be this outstanding, Woolf parents are made to understand there is always a cost.

Many of the women in the crowd attempt to secure Ginny’s attention with ingratiating small talk as the gate refuses to release. Perhaps it’s the distracting efforts of these Woolf Mothers that causes Ginny to mistype the security code for a second time. More likely it’s the half bottle of Viognier she downed between settling her six-year-old-twins and leaving the house that is to blame for her finger missing its target again.

As Ginny finally enters the correct sequence, the swollen knot of parents waiting on the pavement falls into determined silence before barely resisting the compulsion to surge ungraciously across the playground towards the entrance to the building.

But Ginny has stopped dead.

The parents are oblivious at first, jostling and banging into her and each other, still hell-bent on bagging their premium positions in the school hall. But a second later, the brittle stillness of the September air is snapped by a shriek from somewhere behind Ginny.

However, it was Ginny who laid eyes on the body first. Ginny, who has now forgotten how to breathe.

Manicured hands clamp over horrified faces as parents spill past her, before stopping to look back to Ginny for a cue on what they should do next. Everyone knows she’s used to leading them and expects to be followed. But Ginny remains frozen. Some parents start to break into sprints to get to their new target first, ignoring her inaction. Order is already collapsing.

And at this race’s finish line: a woman lying in a contorted S-shape on the black ground next to the outdoor gym equipment.

Ginny finally makes her feet take her to the dead woman and registers such a profound lack of motion about her: eyes still and open, the sand-coloured silk of her shirt soaked darkest red and unmoved by the rise and fall of breath. And the pool of blood under her head, so sickeningly rich and glossy – two words that themselves may have described the deceased, until recently.

‘Oh God, she must have fallen!’ a dad cries.

Two mums exchange a glance and immediately check no one saw their shared, silent challenge to this benign assumption. True, the woman may well have somehow fallen five storeys from the school’s ‘sensory roof garden’ to the playground. Perhaps she was decorating the space for the post-auction cocktails when a freak accident caused her to tumble; maybe a book of Woolf lottery tickets flew out of her hand only for her to instinctively pursue it into thin air. Sure, she may have fallen, but given the state of her in recent weeks, some are wondering if a tumble without intention is too innocent a conclusion after all.

And there’s no denying one further suspicion seeping silently into the imaginations of the assembled. It’s often heard at the school gates and on playdates: ‘I’d kill to be on the inside.’ She was one of Those Women, the luckiest of Woolf Mothers, but of late she’d begun to appear ungrateful for her gilded status.

Before her flesh is even cold, some parents are troubled less with the dead woman’s fate and the three children she has left behind, than what a body in the playground will do to the reputation of the school and the hitherto skyward trajectory of local property prices. And, as the emergency call is placed and the police officers and paramedics speed across town, each woman on the scene quietly eyes the small brooch, an outline of a thin golden circle, pinned to the collar of her Stella McCartney blouse.

Because the snap of this woman’s spine was the firing of a starting gun. Like it or not, there is now an unexpected vacancy at The Woolf’s top table. The race to fill it is on. Despite the rumble of misgivings, the rumour mill already grinding into action about what happened to her, each woman here wants to be anointed in the dead woman’s place; each furtively watching Ginny with the words ‘Pick me’ burning in their throats as she makes the call to the one woman more powerful than she is, her leader, and, by extension, theirs.

But, as all these desperate Woolf Mothers know, the only way to get invited inside The Circle is to never ask.








Part One

Outside The Circle
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December

The boy’s gold-and-maroon cap disappears around the corner. Jacq and I follow it and the squeak-squeak of his brogues as he turns down yet another dark, wood-panelled corridor. I’m trying my best to be more sure-footed, anticipate the turns ahead, ones I should know are coming. This was once my old high school and I must have been this way hundreds of times before, but either I’ve blocked my memories in the near twenty years since I last set foot inside this building, or everything about the place is as different as they say it is. I begin to wonder, if I was left alone here right now, whether I’d know how to get back out again.

My sister-in-law tracks the fast-walking boy, oblivious to my queasy disorientation. ‘You’ll be walking miles tonight!’ Jacq calls behind him, but the boy doesn’t seem to register her attempt at light-heartedness as he comes to an abrupt stop in front of a set of double doors.

‘This is the registration zone. Welcome again to The Woolf Academy. We hope tonight helps you find the most appropriate setting to educate your child.’ The boy can’t be more than 10, but he sounds like a gentleman from the 1940s. He has what people say is the Woolf polish. The boys and girls who go here emerge with the combination of manners and confidence, not to mention grades, they’d normally achieve only from attending some ancient public school, not a free school that’s been open only a few years. He shakes my hand, then Jacq’s.

‘Cheers, little man. You like it here, then?’ Jacq asks, causing the boy to blink and look about him nervously.

‘The Woolf is the top-performing school in the region. It strives to instil confidence and aspiration in every pupil.’ The boy pauses, then nods at the ceiling with his eyes wide open, before snapping them shut, as if he’s trapping the words he needs to remember from somewhere above him. ‘Attending this school is a privilege.’

‘Is that so?’ Jacq sends raised eyebrows my way, the kind that say, Well, la-de-dah! then goes to peer through one of the door’s small rectangular windows. ‘Better get ourselves in there, then.’

I go to peek through the other window and fail to still the gasp in my throat.

Now, at least, I know exactly where I am.

It’s the old school hall: double-height ceiling and more wood panelling, a large open space with nowhere to hide. My insides twist, my body now unable to deny that the worst years of my life happened within these walls.

But that was then, this is the here and now, I tell myself. I’m not the same person the girls bullied here. I’m a mum, married to the man I love, with a respectable job at the bank. I’m not who those girls said I was.

Through the window, I can see in front of the hall’s stage, two empty chairs waiting behind a long desk. Jacq pushes one of the double doors slightly ajar and a waft of familiar odours hits me: floor wax, snapped pencils, disinfectant. Whispers reach me from the freed air.

Rotten Rosie. Rotten Rosie.

I steady myself against the doorframe.

‘You OK? Rose?’

‘I’m fine.’

I push the door on my side open and approach the deserted desk as confidently as I can manage, but the heels of my boots seem to make a terrible clatter, rupturing the silence. The hall’s lights heat the crown of my head so intensely it’s as if a spotlight is tracking my every step, and while I realise the ridiculousness of this paranoia, something inside tells me not to turn around, in case someone does indeed have me in their sights. Old habits.

‘Hello?’ I make myself speak, fearing Jacq’s about to shout something like, Come out, come out, wherever you are! But my voice is too quiet to be heard.

Laughter from somewhere needles my ears. My stomach squirms, memories I’m desperate not to disturb agitating closer to the surface. Me, alone, looking over my shoulder, then suddenly surrounded, stiff in the dead centre of a ring of my tormentors.

‘Anybody there?’ Jacq calls.

‘Good evening.’

A very thin blonde woman emerges from another pair of double doors to the left of the stage. I breathe out, stealing a quick glimpse of the room behind her before the doors swing shut. I can see parents laughing loudly, people seeming to fizz with a confidence they wear so lightly they don’t even realise they have it. The doors close with a swish.

The blonde woman wears a white boiler suit and huge silver bracelets that clunk as she walks towards the desk without even giving us a glance. It’s the first day of December and freezing, so I threw on my old three-quarter-length Puffa over my smartish black trousers and trusty (if faded) charcoal polo neck. But as the blonde woman turns her eyes to me, my coat suddenly feels like a twenty-tog duvet, shapeless and drab. I can sense a slight hesitation in her final step, as if she’s not keen on coming forward to us. I send an on-duty smile to my face as the chair scrapes behind her and she sits, impatiently gesturing for me and Jacq to do the same.

‘You’re thinking about applying to The Woolf Academy for your child?’

‘That’s right.’ I’m almost whispering, the old instinct to remain unnoticed and therefore safe is so strong. I need to regroup and fast. The blonde woman hasn’t even bothered to introduce herself. She doesn’t look teacherly; her clothes suggest high levels of disposable income.

‘Are you part of the teaching staff?’ says Jacq before I can shake my shyness and ask myself.

‘Ginny Kirkbride, clerk to the governors, admissions and legal officer.’ I’m taken aback by a gust of what smells like distinctly alcohol-laden breath she releases as she speaks. ‘Boy or girl?’ she asks no one in particular, eyes down on her tablet.

‘My boy, Charlie,’ I tell her. ‘He’s four next August, probably the youngest in his year, I’d imagine.’

Not a flicker on her face as she taps my responses into her tablet, while I berate myself for letting my worries over Charlie’s age bubble into the open.

‘And how did you hear about The Woolf?’

‘I live over the road. We rent the flat above the natural food and wine shop.’ Ginny appears, for a moment, as if she has a nasty taste in her mouth. I can’t help but want her to think well of me. ‘I actually used to go here myself, only back when it was Amhurst Middleton High School, so you might say my son could be the second generation of O’Connells who’ve had the privilege of attending this school.’ A flash of a grimace on her face leaves me in no doubt she disagrees with this perspective.

‘And you are?’ Ginny turns her chin and attention to Jacq, who’s been watching quietly with a patience I can sense thinning.

‘I’m Charlie’s auntie,’ Jacq tells Ginny unsmilingly.

‘Is the father not involved in his life?’ Ginny looks at me directly for the first time.

‘Yes. My husband, Pete, he’s looking after Charlie as we speak.’

‘He doesn’t want to be involved in finding the right school for his son?’

‘Of course he does, it’s only that …’ I can’t seem to remember why we agreed Jacq would come with me tonight, not Pete. Whatever I say feels like it’s going to damn him, and me.

‘In our family, we play to our strengths.’ Jacq leans forward with a forgiving smile that isn’t returned, while I try to pick the words that will put Ginny right about Pete.

‘My husband has a very strong interest in his son’s education, but Jacq’s studying for her degree at night school, anthropology. I suppose it made sense to bring the most educated person in the family.’ My chest prickles with adrenaline, and while Ginny’s eyes return to her tablet, Jacq gives me a modest little nod. At least I’ve said the right thing in her eyes.

‘And what is it you think your family might bring to our school community?’

I fluster. I don’t know what the right answer is. I’m not even sure I understand the question. Is this code for something I should know about?

‘The Woolf is more than a school.’ Impatience ices her words. ‘Where appropriate, we expect our families to contribute their skills and other resources to sustain the unique quality of academic and pastoral care our children enjoy. So, do you or anyone in your family have anything in particular you think may prove beneficial to the school and its governing and fundraising apparatus?’

Before I can answer, another woman enters the hall through a single door to the right. Behind it, I see a snapshot of more parents, but they don’t seem anything like as shiny as the people on the other side of the hall. I spy a couple who look a bit like me and Pete. She’s petite and pale, light brown hair, short and choppy. Her partner looks mixed White and African or Caribbean heritage, not as gorgeous as Pete, but not bad-looking either. The two of them stand very close to each other.

As the second woman takes the seat opposite mine, she too avoids looking at me directly. Perhaps she’s embarrassed because she can tell I’ve clocked The Woolf puts all the posh parents in one lavish room and sends the rest to some kind of holding pen until it’s time to go. Or perhaps my paranoia is getting out of control and she’s simply tired after a long day, which she certainly looks like she’s had.

‘Bea, I was just asking this parent what she might be in a position to contribute to The Woolf community.’

Bea’s expression becomes even more weary. From a distance, she looked as sleek and moneyed as Ginny, but up close I can see a dry inch of grey at her roots and her blouse, a clearly expensive beige silk affair, is creased, a faint tea stain near the pocket detail. The only thing about her that’s not dulled is a small brooch on her lapel, a thin golden circle, glinting in the stage lights. I notice now that Ginny is wearing exactly the same gold, circular pin.

‘Well?’ Ginny snaps me back to the moment.

‘My husband fits bathrooms for a living and I’m just a bank cashier,’ I blurt out before I can think of any way I might frame our lives more impressively.

‘You’re not just anything.’ Jacq looks at me, then back at Ginny. ‘Rose is brilliant with numbers and amazing with people.’

I should be thanking Jacq for being in my corner, but what she’s told Ginny makes my life sound so small. It already feels as though tonight couldn’t be going much worse. I try to pull it round. ‘I’m very confident I have skills that would be useful to the school community and its governing body.’ I clear my throat in the gaps between the words. ‘I work at the bank over on the high street, but I’m actually a partly trained accountant, but, well, now, that’s … that’s another story.’ It’s actually the story of my life.

Bea’s head shoots up at the word ‘accountant’. I go to fiddle with the bright red neck scarf that’s part of my work uniform, something I know I do when I’m nervous, but it’s not there.

‘Accountancy. OK. At the bank, your responsibilities are … ?’ Ginny asks while Bea’s eyes zero in on me.

‘Well,’ I call up a line from my training, ‘the key skills for any cashier are numeracy, accuracy, but above all, honesty, so …’ I try to catch Ginny’s eye, but she’s flicked her sight to the back of the hall. Her eyes narrow. The tiniest shake of her head.

‘Thank you for sharing that.’ She retrieves a thin, monochrome pamphlet from a pack below the desk and thrusts it into my hand. ‘You’ll know, of course, we are the most over subscribed school in the region and this very fact means The Woolf cannot be for everyone. Bea, will you please escort them to the room on the right?’

Bea looks relieved. Picking up her tablet, she rises and walks towards the room where I saw my doppelgänger, expecting us to follow. My stomach falls. I want to know why I’m not being sent to the other room. What is it about me they don’t like, wasn’t good enough? Or perhaps it’s a simple case of our arriving too late to get into the other room? And yet I can’t get past the feeling I’ve been deselected.

‘If I could just make a note of your names for our records?’ Bea asks.

‘Jacqueline Jacobs.’

If Jacq’s seen what I’ve seen, she doesn’t appear to be at all bothered about being shunted towards ‘the other room’ as she obediently follows in Bea’s wake. I move to do the same, figuring that even if Jacq or I were to object, it wouldn’t change their minds about me. The least I can do is leave here tonight with some dignity.

‘I’m Rose, Rose O’Connell.’

My name catches in my throat. I could have changed it when I got married, thought I’d be dying to. Rose Jacobs could let go of all the fear and shame of being Rose O’Connell, but I chose not to set myself free of my father’s name. Turns out I wasn’t ready to cut ties with him. Maybe I never will.

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’

‘I’m Rose O’Connell.’

This time it comes out too loudly, my name bouncing back at me off the dark walls. Even Ginny looks up from her tablet. Bea, meanwhile, taps at her screen while the unexpected volume of my voice makes my blood scald my cheeks.

We’re almost at the door to the room on the right when Bea’s phone goes off in her pocket, startling her. I see her check who the caller is, then swipe quickly to answer.

‘Yep … Really? I don’t think there’s any … Fine.’ She sighs and hangs up, her expression leaden. ‘This way.’

Bea starts to cross the hall, her head bowed, as we’re redirected to the left, to be with the better-dressed people. Maybe there’s a chance we are a Woolf family, or we could be. I feel a sense of approval recharging me as the double doors to the other room appear to fly open. Before I can think about what’s happening, we’re immediately immersed in an atmosphere of confident chatter that seems to make the air vibrate with a specific sort of energy: excitable, hopeful. This is where I want to be. This is what I thought tonight would be like. I reach for a glass of orange juice from the table by the door, but I’m stopped.

Bea’s hand is shockingly firm around my wrist, her eyes on mine.

‘Don’t forget, when you’re offered a place for your child, you still have a choice. One day you might not have options, you may end up with no freedom at all.’ Bea’s teeth are gritted, the tendons in her neck pulling through her skin. I’m stunned into frozen silence.

‘That’s enough of that, thanks.’ Jacq prises Bea’s hand from my arm, her jaw strong, shoulders square. Bea registers her as if she’s been brought round from a trance. She mutters something like an apology and disappears back into the main hall.

‘What the hell was that about?’ Jacq asks, watching Bea leave.

‘Forget about it.’ I’m completely confused by Bea’s actions but don’t want to bring any unwelcome attention on us. ‘Let’s get a proper handle on this place, shall we? Go grab us a prospectus.’ I point to the shiny stack of full-colour brochures on a table nearby, shoving Ginny’s pictureless pamphlet into the bottom of my bag.

‘Right you are.’ Jacq keeps her eyes on Bea, making sure she’s safely out of the room before collecting a shiny catalogue better-matched to the glossy people before us and handing it to me as I survey the crowd. Their clothes are all individually stylish and colourful, but somehow all the same. Each person also seems so well-nourished, so lofty. Not for the first time, I curse my five-foot-one frame, how my body forces me to look up to people like these.

‘Are we really thinking about sending Charlie here, after all that?’ Jacq ticks her head back in the direction of the registration zone. ‘I know you wanted to check this place out, but, I don’t know, the Stepford child, that snooty Ginny, batshit Bea, it’s all a bit much, isn’t it?’ Jacq gestures at the well-heeled crowd, buzzing loudly with their entitlement to be part of The Woolf. ‘I mean, Charlie’ll get eaten alive by this lot’s Jocastas and Tarquins, won’t he?’

Not completely sure whether I’m feeling exasperated by what we’ve experienced at The Woolf so far, or Jacq’s defeatism, I rub the feel of Bea’s grip off my wrist and flick through the prospectus’s images of immaculate children, imagining how smart my son will look in a gold-and-maroon cap and uniform.
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When Jacq heads off to find a loo a few minutes later, I feel suddenly very alone. Everyone seems to already know each other. As I think about breaking into one of the cosy clusters of parents, my stomach fills with anxiety. How will my son hold his own here if I can’t? I steel myself to start a conversation with a mousey-looking woman standing on her own.

‘Amazing school, isn’t it?’

The woman turns to me, but the hopeful smile in her eyes seems to evaporate the second she sees it’s me doing the asking. I look down at myself through her eyes too, noticing how the black leather of my boots, which I’d shined earlier today, is still scuffed. I must smell like shoe polish too, while she is fragrant with sandalwood. A lot of women in here seem to carry the same sweet, organic note. She wears a long white-and-black polka dot dress, drawn in at the waist with a brown leather men’s belt tucked around itself, and gleaming white trainers. How do women like her know what to wear, how to smell; where do they find it all out?

‘Sure. I mean, yeah, it definitely is.’ The woman’s fine hair twitches about her ears as she shakes her head dismissively, clearly searching for someone better to talk to. In front of us, the chatter gets louder, almost raucous. The woman next to me cranes her neck to see.

In a gap between bodies is a woman, dark brown skin, high gloss on her cheeks, short black hair in marcel curls around her face. She wears a loose-fitting, powder pink jumpsuit and a single red Perspex earring the shape of a hacksaw in her left ear. Her whole look is also finished off with those ubiquitous chunky, pure-white trainers. I watch one mother ask her to pose for a selfie, while a couple of others snap pictures of her as she moves through the crowd.

‘Who’s she?’ I dare to ask.

‘You don’t know?’ The mousey woman sounds scornful. ‘It’s Ruby, as in @RubyWins. Half a million followers plus on Insta. You haven’t followed her yet? She’s an inspiration.’

Something on Ruby’s collar catches the flash of a phone camera. I see the same small golden circle the pair who ‘registered’ me wore. ‘Oh, she’s got one of those circle pins,’ I say, half to myself. ‘What are they about?’

The other woman seems suddenly flabbergasted. ‘You don’t … I wouldn’t …’ She silences herself before sighing and offering, ‘Look, if I have to explain it to you, chances are, you wouldn’t understand.’

Chances are, you wouldn’t understand. I feel winded, weak. Clearly, she thinks I should be over in the rejects’ room. Looking around again, maybe I agree with her. Chummy laughter, all the dads in Boden cashmere V-necks, pops of bright colours on the women, everyone smelling the same, except for me.

Rotten Rosie.

I think perhaps I never should have come here tonight. Jacq’s right. This isn’t the place for my son. I grab my Puffa and go to find her. I’m nearly out of the room, about to push open the double doors back into the main hall when they burst open, slamming into my hands. I stagger backwards, my palms on fire.

In that moment, I think I hear it, the whoops of rowdy glee rippling through the other kids while I crash to the floor, right before, to my surprise, I feel someone’s hand in mine, another firmly but gently finding its way around my back.

I’m put on my feet again, my head brought parallel to my saviour, who has bent herself to be at my level.

She is absolutely beautiful. Her pale brown skin shines as though there’s a light inside her radiating through her cheeks. Health personified, like someone who sleeps nine hours straight every night. Her long, black-brown hair lies flat, every strand doing what it’s told, pouring out of a clean line of paler skin scoring the centre of her head. Her lips are full, but tasteful, not inflated, or fake. Deep brown irises glisten against the whites of her eyes. She, too, wears a boiler suit, but this one is black and tailored, clinging to the curves of a body that’s narrow overall, but curvy where it counts. Her elegant arms end in fingers ringed with gold and diamonds, not that she needs the extra gilding to grab your attention, but purely to underscore she’s the kind of desirable that comes from a place of luxury, somewhere you can never reach, though you’d kill to get even close.

I see a flash of something as she looks into my eyes. Appreciation, or intrigue at least. Are they real? People have often assumed the shocking green of my eyes means they are somehow fake. She composes her features and goes to speak.

‘Did I hurt you?’

I realise I have lost some skin off the heel of one of my wrists, and there might be blood. But my mind empties of the words I need to lie to her: No, you didn’t hurt me.

‘Well, that’s what you get for trying to leave before the part where I tell you The Woolf is the best school in this and all surrounding postcodes. Who’d want to dodge that now the free bar’s about to run dry!’ She talks to me, but plays to the crowd. A ripple of laughter behind my back. If my blood pumps any harder in my veins, I’m sure she’ll hear it. Still, no words find their way into my mouth.

‘I’m so sorry to have knocked you. I won’t stop you from getting where you need to go.’ Then she says softly and to me alone, ‘Everything all right?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine, I’m sure. It’s only my son’s taken ill I think, I mean not badly, but he’s asking for me.’

As the lie tumbles out, the woman’s eyes open wide, a faint smile holding up her cheeks, but the lightning-quick way she examines every millimetre of my face betrays her hunt for whether I’m telling the truth. The muscles in my cheeks go cold as the pause after my lie stretches.

‘Well, thanks so much for making the effort,’ she says, and I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic or not.

‘Thank you for having me,’ I tell her.

Another unbearable wait.

‘Fanks for ’aving me!’ She releases a silent laugh at her own impersonation of my accent, making the crowd around me snort and my body cringe in shame. Then, she’s right by my side. I find my torso tightening further, but before I know what’s happening, an arm wraps itself around me. I’m brought into a hard sideways hug, hit by the woman’s sudden warmth and her scent: complicated, challenging, like nothing I’ve smelled before. She must be more than half a foot taller than I am; I find I’m nestled in the crook of her shoulder. Does it look to everyone watching that I’m being taken under her wing, or that I’m being told I can only leave when she says I can? Either way, I think it would be almost impossible to wriggle free of her grasp, even if I tried.

‘Oh my God, I love your accent!’ She says it loudly, and for a second I feel like she’s mocking me, before she drops her voice and it switches once more into something entirely friendly. ‘You don’t have to stay to listen to me, but say you’ll put my school down as your first choice, won’t you?’ Her eyes see into mine through lush black lashes.

I gaze up at her, dumbstruck, and silently nod.

Seemingly from nowhere, a very tall, heavily pregnant, handsome-looking woman appears. She has hair the colour of liquorice spilling extravagantly free of the grips attempting to hold it in place. She goes to whisper in the ear of the woman whose grip I’m in.

‘Amala …’ she begins in a voice that sounds as if it’s powered by country air. She has one of those accents that’s so round and resonant, it’s almost manly, and her face is ageless, timeless, like she could be thirty, or fifty.

‘Tamsin. I’m just in the middle of talking to a new parent, in case you didn’t notice?’

Tamsin swallows down whatever it is she believes Amala urgently needs to know and finally notices me. Seeming admonished now, she goes to fiddle with what looks like her cuff, before I realise she’s pulling on a thick red elastic band around her wrist, incongruous with the rest of her immaculate outfit. She snaps it back so hard it makes her flinch. I’m a little taken aback, but Amala ignores the motion and focuses on angling her face away from the crowd, her smile gone.

‘Come up to my office when we’re finished tonight if there’s something you think we need to discuss.’ Amala, her head turned to me, gives me a conspiratorial half-eyeroll at Tamsin’s apparent neediness. The gesture leaves me ringing with a powerful sense of inclusion, endorsement even. Amala finally releases me.

‘I’m going to take that little nod of yours just now as a yes.’ She leans into my space once more and whispers, ‘You won’t regret it.’

Amala’s voice is still in my ear as she sashays to the front of the room, rolling up her sleeves in a practised, workmanlike way, readying herself to address the crowd, which have broken out into spontaneous applause.

I watch her go stand in front of a row of five stools, where Ruby, Ginny, and Bea are already seated. The liquorice-haired woman, Tamsin, takes an empty seat at the far end as the audience bathes Amala with pure adoration. Stood front and centre of the row, Amala opens her arms like some kind of messiah and repays the audience’s kindness with a beatific smile.

When she finally sits, on the central stool, through the crowd I see Amala too wears a circle pin. It may be the distance, but the gold outline of her pin appears to be thicker. From here, Amala’s brooch appears significantly bigger and better than anyone else’s.

I’m nearly at the exit when Jacq comes down the corridor.

‘Let’s get out of here.’ I hand over her coat.

‘That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all night.’

But as we turn to leave together, Bea rushes past, followed out into the main hall by a stony-faced Ginny. Something inside me has to know more about the weird dynamic among this group of women, their mysterious brooches.

‘Actually, Jacq, would you wait there a sec? Let me just pop to the loo too, then we’ll head.’

I leave the hall stealthily, trying to move quickly enough to keep the two women in my sights but without being noticed. Bea seems to look in my direction for half a second, and I fear I’ve been found out, but instead she turns and starts speaking to Ginny. Before I can stop myself, I slip behind a curtain at the side of the stage. What I’m doing feels ridiculous, but I tell myself that if I’m considering this school for Charlie, it’s only right I gather all the insight I can and by any means.

‘Like I told Tam, I can’t listen to another word from her tonight,’ I hear Bea say to Ginny.

A harsh whisper in reply from Ginny.

Bea speaks louder in response. ‘Magis et magis. More and more and more and more, that’s what she wants, but it’s too much; too far.’

Metallic clunking. The clatter of Ginny’s bangles grows louder. My heart thumps as the sound comes to a stop only a couple of metres away. I panic, working out whether it would be more mortifying to reveal myself now, try to make like I’ve lost something, or risk having Ginny pull back the curtain on me in some horrifying gotcha moment.

A draught hits me, the curtain catching a breeze. I’m on the verge of being exposed. I hold myself dead still, muscles remembering how I used to hide when the bullies were looking for me.

I see their faces: Michela, Hazel, Jade, and the most fearsome of them all, the nightmarish Whichello twins, Emma and Gaby, with their dyed black hair, round paint-white faces, and shared love of encouraging everyone to chant Rotten Rosie wherever I turned. Apparently, my father had wronged their uncle, so I was to pay the price. I hold my breath, every tendon tense and still, as if the last two decades never happened. Aged thirty-six, and I can barely believe I’m here again, cringing behind the school hall curtains willing myself not to be seen.

‘Well, you’ve got some explaining to do.’

Oh God, oh God, oh God. Ginny is so close I can smell the wine on her breath once more.

‘Amala will want to know what you think your game is.’

I still my lungs.

Bea calls after Ginny, ‘Well, you can tell her this: I know all about her game. First, she asks for your time, plus maybe something extra, and then, if you’ve really caught her attention, that’s when she asks you for something you don’t want to give. And if you get that far, the next thing, she doesn’t ask for, she takes.’

A pause. I will them to keep speaking. I have to know more.

‘Bea. I’ve too much shit on my own plate for yours too,’ Ginny replies.

A stronger gust of air now, as Ginny pulls the door into the side room where Amala’s adoring fans have just erupted into overexcited laughter. When the door closes and the curtain is still again, I decide I can finally exhale.

‘You can come out now.’ Bea’s voice reverberates around me. ‘I’m not going to … do whatever it is you think I’m going to.’

I’m frozen but know I have to face her. I make myself straighten my Puffa and take a deep breath before stepping out. ‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

‘Hide behind a curtain so you could hear me and Ginny rowing about Herself?’ Bea starts to shuffle towards me.

‘I was only …’ I have no idea how I’m going to finish this sentence.

Bea is close now. Under the harsh stage lights, I can see her eyes sit atop two purplish pockets of skin, with the gleam of a woman on the edge.

‘It’s all right.’ She looks me up and down, as if appraising my suitability to a task I’m yet to be told about. ‘I wanted you to hear.’

‘I don’t understand.’ The words leave me like a whisper.

Bea regards me for one further moment before turning her back on me with a sigh and walking once more towards the exit. Her next words are more forceful than I’ve heard her speak all evening: ‘I was trying to do you a fucking favour.’

Before I can get any more clues on what she’s talking about, Bea disappears down one of the corridors spidering off the hall.

I level my breathing and return to Jacq, finding her half-listening at the back of the room while Amala continues to hold court.

‘What took you so long?’ Jacq wants to know.

‘Nothing. I got a bit lost.’
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The next morning, I take my cup of tea to the window, leaning against my usual spot on the short dividing wall between our kitchenette and living space, and watch trickles of parents dropping off their children at The Woolf. I spot two mums meeting on the pavement in front of the metal gates, both clutching coffees in reusable cups. They give each other a double air kiss and begin to chat, self-importantly blocking the pavement with the impeccable duo of girls at each of their sides who seem to jabber at each other with a self-assured entitlement that mirrors their mothers’.

I see kids like that all the time, running in and out of The Woolf, shoving themselves in front of Charlie in the queue for the zip wire at the park. Like me, those children can say they were raised round here. They’ll call this part of town home just like I do, but without ever knowing where they’re really from. Unlike Charlie, they won’t have anyone to educate them on the realities of this neighbourhood before The Woolf and Amala Kaur came along. They’ll assume the high street was always clean, the pubs always catered to their clientele with colouring-in and babyccinos, and that it’s normal to spend more than five pounds on a loaf of bread. Those posh kids will know nothing about the smashed-windowed boozers and bookies my dad frequented, the smoke-filled greasy spoons, and all the years when the high street didn’t thrum with civic smugness and the waft of yeast from artisanal bakeries, but with litter, menace, and dog shit.

‘Morning, you.’ Pete flicks the kettle on behind me in the kitchenette. ‘You’ve been up a while.’

‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

Pete comes up behind me. I close my eyes, breathe in his morning deodorant and the traces of shaving cream on the skin below his ears lobes as he tucks his head onto my shoulder. ‘I just missed you when you weren’t there.’ He kisses my cheek and spots the book I’m holding. ‘You got that old thing out again? You only ever look at it when something’s getting to you. What’s up?’

I don’t respond to Pete’s question, simply thumb the frayed claret string coming away from the spine of the book and give a dismissive shrug. Tricks of Confidence was written in the late 1800s. It’s essentially a handbook for con artists. I remember my childish fascination with the at turns benign and bizarre names for each stage of the long con it details: The Foundation, The Society, The Approach, The Convincer, The Come In, The Distraction, and The Hurrah. It made the immoral and illegal sound like a kind of magic practised down the ages. It was my father’s most treasured possession.

‘If you’re missing your dad—’

‘It’s not that.’ I say it quickly, keen to shut down this avenue of conversation.

‘I’d bet your big bro and sister would love it if you tracked them down now. Time heals, and all that.’

‘I don’t think so.’ Months or years might be enough to repair some families. For mine, time seems only to provide the space for wounds to fester. Pete has never really understood how I felt when my older siblings got away from our dad as soon as they could and abandoned me in the process, probably because I’ve spared him the details. He gives me a squeeze of a hug and before he can keep on at me about my family, I toss my dad’s damned book onto our tiny dining table, but snatch it back when I see Charlie’s sticky little hand dropping his jammy toast to reach for it.

‘How you doing there, sweetheart?’ I ask him.

‘Great, fanks!’ Charlie sends me a happy, jammy smile, but my face falls as I shoo him towards the bathroom to clean the jam off his face and hands. If we send Charlie to The Woolf, will I be securing sky-high grades but cripplingly-low self-esteem for him? Will some posh kid laugh in his face but get away with it by saying they loved his accent?

Pete waves his hand in front of my face. ‘And you’ve been staring over there. Did you like the place or not?’

I came home last night to find Pete half-asleep on the sofa after a big workout and a bath, so haven’t had the chance to update him on the evening, not that I plan to bother him with every strange detail.

‘It’s like what’s happened to everything round here: it’s top drawer now.’

I know Pete trusts me to make all the big decisions for our family – including where Charlie will go to school – and has complete faith I’ll choose the right ones. I tell myself, yes, there were some odd parts of the night, but this should be about what’s best for Charlie. I can’t let my own insecurities block the path to my son’s best possible future.

‘There was this woman, she’s the CEO of the school’s trust, Amala Kaur, well—’

‘Who?’

‘Amala. Amala Kaur. You know her?’

Pete rubs the back of his neck, bites the inside of his cheek, and goes to say something, but our buzzer rings and he leaps up to open the door.

As Jacq walks in, she gives Pete a flick on his ear before he pretends to punch her on the arm while I let the smell of Jacq’s hair wax and her clean blouse, pressed with a too hot iron that’s nearly singed the cotton, bring me a moment of familial comfort. It doesn’t last long.

‘So, what did you make of it over the road last night?’ Pete asks Jacq.

‘This one tell you about the mad woman who grabbed her?’

‘What? Who?’ Pete looks to me, shocked.

‘It was hardly a grab. She was just one of the parents helping out and a bit … intense.’

‘Intense? She had you like this.’ Jacq mimes the seizing of her own wrist, much more roughly than Bea did mine, and then bites the inside of her cheek. She looks just like Pete when she does it, despite the fact she has a mass of black curls that she keeps in a tense updo and Pete has a grade-two fade. They both have the same beautifully symmetrical features, each with a firm-set jaw that clenches and unclenches when they worry the flesh in their mouths. For Pete, I know it’s a tell powered by guilt, usually because he’s not done something I’ve asked him to do; for Jacq, a signal of annoyance.

‘Forget it,’ I say, but I don’t think Jacq hears me. Even aside from my naturally quiet voice, sometimes I think it suits her to not tune into what I want to say about something.

‘Dirt is matter out of place,’ Jacq says declaratively. I know she’s about to dispense some kind of anthropological insight on the situation I think I’d rather not hear. ‘Humans only decide something’s dirt if it’s not where they think it should be. Say, if it’s on the inside when it should be on the outside.’

‘Come again?’ Pete says.

‘Outside, in your garden, compost makes your roses bloom. Marvellous, right? But once it gets inside, where it’s not wanted, that same compost is muck. Blood in your veins? Good thing. But blood on a bandage: unclean. It’s not where it’s supposed to be. Being where you’re not supposed to be is the only difference to being viewed as clean or—’

‘What are you saying, Jacq? They’ll class us and Charlie as dirt at The Woolf?’ I can’t bear disagreeing with Jacq, but I can’t let this slide.

‘Rose, from day one, you’ve been blood to me, in the right way, in the right place. Find yourself inside someplace people think you shouldn’t be, there might be a harsher view.’

I don’t want to hear any more of Jacq’s perspectives on why my family won’t fit in at The Woolf or have her question my motivations for considering it for Charlie. I know once he’s back in the room, the mood will lighten and maybe somewhere inside, Jacq will understand why I want more for him than some bog-standard primary school.

‘Now, where’s Charlie got to? Charlie!’

Sure enough, when he bursts into the room and takes a running jump into Jacq’s arms, both their faces light up. The strangeness at The Woolf last night has been smoothed over, for now at least.

‘Here, Jacq, let me give you a few quid for something from the giftshop for him.’ Jacq’s taking Charlie to the museum today. She looks after him on Fridays to give him a break from nursery, and usually takes him somewhere educational. I take my purse down from the shelf near me to grab a tenner, before remembering I spent it on food shopping earlier in the week. ‘Damn, I’m out.’ I don’t bother embarrassing Pete, knowing he’ll have little more than coppers lurking in his wallet.

‘It’s all right, Rose. I’ve got this.’ Jacq gives me a sympathetic touch on the shoulder.

‘Don’t spoil him, will you?’

Jacq shakes her head with a smile while I feel sick with myself for taking advantage of her generosity, especially as I know her income is declining by the day. She runs a café nearby, but it seems locals who want a full English and a mug of builder’s tea have been all but priced out of the postcode, immediately replaced by the smashed avocado and oat latte brigade, who’d likely rather die than take a seat at one of her sticky tables.

Pete leaves for a meeting about a potential new job – one that looks promising but will probably go nowhere. His work hasn’t been too good these days, either, as he apparently struggles to find favour with the newcomers to the area. Jacq and Charlie follow him out.

In the last half-hour before I leave for work, I should be getting the drying done, thinking about defrosting something for dinner, 
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