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without their FitFlops ever breaking
asteady canter. These are the mums
who give every impression of never
having once missed a baby clinic, failed
to fill in ahomework diary, or fished
adirty school uniform from the bot-
tom of the laundry basket and given it
a quick once over with a damp cloth.
At my youngest son’s nursery, they
bound past me with unfathomable
energy for 8.30am, all tinted moistur-
iser and Cath Kidston wellies, carrying
snack boxes I imagine to be filled with
locally sourced organic fruit, freshly
peeled, sliced and diced like a hotel
breakfast buffet. Meanwhile, I stand
in yesterday’s mascara brandishing a
flaccid cheese string.

When a lesser mum like me is
scurrying in and out of school, eyes
averted, the situation is contained
and can pass relatively painlessly.

The true horror descends when one
isforced into social situations with
proper mums, purely because your
kids hang out together. Mother and
toddler groups; seen by many as the
best way to make friends with like-
minded women, can bring e out in
hives. There is nothing more isolating
and anxiety-inducing thanbeing ~ ~
surrounded by 20 women who look
delighted to be doing the hokey-cokey,
when you’d much rather be down

the pub with your mates. Or baby-
signing classes - of which I attended
three before realising that while my
son and I were still struggling with
the sign for “cup”, the proper mums
had apparently mastered the script of
Children of a Lesser God.

These agonising get-togethers
represent only the tip of the iceberg.
The array of obligatory parent-child
social functions is dizzying - nursery
barbecues, children’s parties and
the shuddering horror of modern
parenting: playdates. Three hours of
discussing advances in Power Plates,
the optimum age to start violin lessons
and zealous talk of immunisation (one
painfully earnest mother recently told
me that vaccinated children secrete
polio into swimming pools), while the
children have the real fun in another
room. There are days when I would
empty the university fund to avoid
even an hour of it.

The dream for a mother like me
is an old-fashioned dump’n’drop
playdate, where a child is left at the
front door and you can simply throw
Pingu and Haribo Fangtastics at the
problem, then browse the internet
and make a medicinal spritzer for
yourself. But perhaps because our
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Outsider at the gate ... Sali Hughes and
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Standing next to
the Proper Mums
at the nursery
gate, Iinstantly
feel 13 again
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modern child-safety paranoia is set
permanently to code red, increasingly
the accepted etiquette is for parents
to stay for tea too (why anyone would
opt out of a couple of child-free hours
like this is beyond me). One girlfriend
of mine recently organised what she
thought was a dump’n’drop, to find
that not only had mum decided to
stay, but she’d brought her husband
along too. Both stood at the doorstep
in matching Boden knitwear, grinning
like maniacs and proffering a recently
shot pheasant.

The reality is clearly not that the
proper mums are bad people - quite
the opposite - more that they seem
so improbably competent that they
remind me that ’m not. Standing
next to them at the nursery gate, I
instantly feel 13 again - shivering at
the end of the queue, tortured by
inadequacy and waiting to be picked
for the netball team. At 35, my instinct
is still to fake a period and escape to
the changing rooms to read the prob-
lem pages. My real friends who have
kids share my angst. One mention of
a dreaded playdate on Twitter one
day caused an avalanche of support
from parents based up and down the
country, in every imaginable job from
stay-at-home mums and teachers, to
a prominent actor and a newsreader.
No less thar three of them suggested
Ifake a case of nits to get out of it.
This makes me conclude that there
must surely be thousands of fantastic
British mums scrutinising their best
parenting efforts and feeling pretty
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substandard as a result. How did
women end up making one another
feel like this? What is it about mother-
hood (a job without training or quali-
fication, let’s not forget) in 2010 that
makes us strive for such unattainable
perfection? I can’t remember our
mothers burdening themselves with
such things. I do wonder whether the
increase in the average age of first-time
mums (especially in the professional,
city-dwelling demographic) has caused
already accomplished career women to
apply the same levels of ambition and
expectation to over-achieve, to the job
of parenting.

_ aresafe, fed,
cleaned, cuddled
o and schooled -

10 one asked me to add two years of
breastfeeding and round-the-clock
activities to the job description.

The only person who expects me to
make a papier-mache piggy bank is
me. What are we all trying to prove

to one another? While the kids, un-
troubled by their place in the food
chain, are off playing with their toys,
we are standing in the kitchen witha
relative stranger, hoping our splash-
backs, coffee mugs and marriages pass
muster. Who hasn’t coped by overstat-
ing their interest in the school syllabus
or getting all Mumsnet crusader over

an issue they don’t really give a damn
about? We might assume that the
proper mum is taking mental notes
on our performance to share with the
others, but in doing so, we are selling
ourselves, and our sisters, short. For all
Iknow, the proper mums feel they, too,
are struggling to keep up and would
sooner surrender their White Company
discount card than hang out with me.

But the terror of the proper mum
does have one tremendous upside -
chancing upon a kindred spirit feels
like finding a £50 note in a bramble
bush. There is nothing more thrilling or
liberating than hearing another mum
let slip the F-word as she wrestles with
the toggles on a duffel, or one who sits
amid the screaming kids and chaos
at Pizza Express and before she can
check herself, orders a bottle instead
of a glass. Sometimes simply catching
someone’s eye or pained expression
at arevealing moment can make hera
friend for life.

And, thankfully, we lurk
everywhere. My toddler recently had
a Naomi Campbell-strength tantrum
in the Early Learning Centre. While
proper mums and their perfect
children played together with
educationally sound wooden toys,
1 guiltily attempted to wrestle my
struggling son into his buggy to make
my escape. From nowhere, a mother
of three appeared and held tightly on
to the handlebars and said, “Here, I’ll
hold it firm, you strap the buggerin.”
Now that’s the kind of mother I can
take tea with.
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