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This book is dedicated


to all mothers.


But especially my own.
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WHEN WE WERE YOUNG—VERY, VERY YOUNG, TWO OR THREE years old young—what we looked like was of no consequence. But vanity kicked in and grew with each passing year until, by the time we were teenagers, What We Look Like had become The Only Thing That Matters. This state of mind, by the way, was triggered by the very same hormones that were simultaneously pebble-dashing our faces with acne, which felt then like the end of the world but now just seems pointlessly cruel.


Then the concern with appearance faded—along with the zits—as other things started to matter as well, until eventually, What We Look Like is number nineteen or twenty on a list, above Phone Dentist but way below Buy Toothpaste.


And how brilliantly clever it is that reaching the inevitable point of No Longer Noticing coincides perfectly with Looking Like a Sack of Shit.
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I’M SO LOST IN THOUGHT THAT WHEN I FIRST CATCH sight of the woman’s face, I feel a stab of pity. When I realize I’m staring at myself, the pity is replaced by a feeling of pure, undiluted horror.


Don’t get me wrong. I don’t come from some Amish-type community that bans mirrors and all reflective surfaces. I know what I look like; it’s just that I can’t believe what I look like. My reflection has ambushed me, and I’m stunned. The downturned mouth, the blue-gray sacks of skin beneath the eyes, the sag beneath the chin, the hair…The hair! I yank my cap down in an attempt to hide the brittle shards that are poking out angrily from beneath. I’m just about to fix my collar, which I hadn’t realized is half up, half down, when a voice makes me jump.


“I said ‘excuse me,’” a man—more of a boy, really—says, apparently not for the first time. I see now that I’m standing in a shop doorway. “Are you okay?” he asks. He’s wearing a name tag. I suspect he works here. “It’s just that you’ve been standing there staring at our sign for a while now.”


“Yes, yes, sorry,” I mumble, not sure why I’m apologizing, but also not sure what he’s talking about.


Then I see it. As I look past my reflection, I see a going-out-of-business sign. It’s a sports-shoe shop. But not one that sells proper sports shoes. No, this one sells technicolor parodies of sports shoes with inadequate ankle support and seventies-style platform soles. Hilarious. Why would I be sad about the closing of a shop selling comedy trainers with bling-bling buckles and rainbow-colored laces?


Only last week I went through my shoe closet like a woman possessed and threw out every comedy trainer I owned. Five pairs, ten shoes. I felt so much better afterward. And I did it because I wanted to. Not at all because a kid at school had been wearing the exact same pair as one of mine and another mother had remarked on how ridiculous “footwear for the young” had become.


“By the way, your cap.” The shop assistant is still looking at me. “Limited-edition, isn’t it? My sister would kill our gran for one of those. Where’d you get it?”


“Selfridges,” I tell him, pulling down the peak of my Missy Elliott rhinestone cap in a vaguely conscious attempt to cover the lie.


“You’re joking, right? They sold out the minute they came in. Have you got, like, a contact or something?”


Meet Fran Clark, the personal muse of Missy Elliott. It’s a little-known fact that Missy (as she’s known only to her closest friends) designed the exclusive rhinestone-encrusted baseball cap around a mold of Fran’s head.


I don’t think so.


The truth is that my husband nabbed it for me (along with all the junked “trainers”). He works for a marketing company that numbers Adidas—and, by association, Missy Elliott—among its clients. Ironic that limited-edition fashion designed for—and only for—street-smart teens should end up on the head of a middle-aged mum. My unwarranted perk fills me with embarrassment. This boy’s sister would happily murder a close relative for something I didn’t even ask for.


For a moment I contemplate confirming that I’m down (in the connected sense, as opposed to being plain old depressed) with the right people, but again, I don’t think so. I end up mumbling, “No, just got lucky, I guess.”


He grins at me, showing me his braces. How old is this boy? “You sure you’re okay, then?” he says. “It’s just you look a bit, you know, lost.”


I look at him, and he seems so sweet and vulnerable that I feel suddenly overwhelmed by the injustice of the world. He has braces, for heaven’s sake, and shortly—presumably, once the last shoe has been sold for a knockdown price—he will no longer have a job.


“Here, have it.” I take off the cap, ignoring the state of my hair. “Give it to your sister.”


“You’re kidding, right?”


“No, really. I’m probably too old for this sort of thing anyway.”


I give him a Lady Di eyes-down-head-slightly-tilted smile and wait for him to say the chivalrous thing.


“Hey, older women can wear this gear. That’s what Missy’d say, anyway.”


He laughs, and I rerun his remark in my head. Yes, he did just call me an older woman. Whoever said that youth is wasted on the young was most definitely an old person. By the time this particular youth has even learned to spell chivalry, he will have long forgotten the throwaway comment that so stung this older woman. I feel especially foolish and want to get away. I shove the cap into his hand.


“Please let me give you something for it,” he says, nervously stroking the black felt as if he’s stroking the Queen of Hip-Hop herself.


“Just think of it as a gift from a stranger,” I say in my best Marlene Dietrich voice. Don’t ask me why. It just feels appropriate. Then I turn and walk out of his life.


I’m on a clock, and mooning at myself in shop windows is not part of the schedule. Ha-ha, the schedule. I’ve already torn it up. I’m supposed to be somewhere else entirely, and well, evidently, I’m not. But there’s no point in dwelling on that, is there? Spilled milk and all that. No, best to move straight on. Which is precisely what I’m doing right now. Moving away from the sports-shoe emporium and toward shops where I might actually buy something. Since I’ve deviated from the schedule so disastrously, going home with bags full of useful purchases is my only hope of salvaging anything from today. My shopping list:




PRESENT FOR RICHARD’S sISTER.


WINTER COAT FOR MOLLY.


OUTFIT FOR ME.





In that order, obviously.


I was close to getting a gift for the sister-in-law from hell over half an hour ago, my plan being to spend ten minutes in Liberty, where I’d buy Richard’s sister any old thing that looked reassuringly expensive. But as I stood outside, I felt Carnaby Street suck at my sleeve like the tube on a vacuum cleaner.


The person I used to be loved Carnaby Street—Memory Lane, then. A decade ago Richard worked in a glass-walled office around the corner, on Great Pulteney Street. My work often brought me into Soho, and when it did, we’d meet, do lunch, mooch around. The person I used to be. A woman who wore funky baseball caps unselfconsciously, no matter who was looking.


But that woman is a million miles away from the one who sneers at platforms on trainers and wonders what has happened to the world. As I walk purposefully back toward Liberty, though, I realize that the world hasn’t changed; it’s me. Ten years ago, I spent real money on ridiculous clothes designed to make me look as un-whatever-it-was-I-was-supposed-to-be as possible. Because back then What I Look Like was still number two or three on the chart. Buy Toothpaste, incidentally, wasn’t even on the radar.


 


WHEN I FINALLY get around to it, finding a present for Fiona is easy: Walk into Liberty, pick out a ridiculously priced leather-bound photo album (ridiculous prices matter to Fiona), have it gift-wrapped. Mission accomplished. Molly’s coat is easier still. I stride into H&M, determined to grab the first pink or fluffy thing that catches my eye. I walk out five minutes later, congratulating myself on the double whammy of a coat that is both fluffy and pink. That still leaves a little time to buy something for me before I have to head back to pick up the kids from school. So I find myself outside Karen Millen—not a shop that sells the kind of ridiculous fashion-victim stuff I used to wear, but since I’ve so clearly moved on, surely a sensible place to start.


I stare at the unarguably pretty, undeniably elegant outfits and panic. They look fine on the mannequins, but on me, they will just look…


Maybe I should forget the new dress and wear any old rubbish, take the line that it’s my party and I’ll look like crap if I want to. But that isn’t the point of having a party, is it? The point is to utter a sartorial shout: Hey, look at me, I’m a whole year older, but don’t I look soooo much better than I did twenty years ago? But tell me, who looks better than they did twenty years ago?


I veer away from Karen Millen’s window, march into the Starbucks next door, and order a bucket of froth with a sprinkle of chocolate shavings. Then I take it outside, sit down at a little plastic table, and enjoy my moment of defiance.


Richard despises Starbucks. He says that along with McDonald’s and the Gap, it is the advance guard of Armageddon. Or possibly something slightly less hysterical about globalization depersonalizing the high street. I know, I know, this is rich, coming from a man whose wages are paid by Adidas and several other global corporations. It’s all right for him; he can condemn Starbucks from his room at the top, can’t he? He has coffee on tap. But how can he be sure his secretary isn’t pouring it from one of these very paper cups into the company cafetière? Ha! Justice, decaffeinated.


Richard should get off his high horse and remember one very important thing: Before Starbucks, it was virtually impossible to get a decent cup of coffee anywhere in the entire United Kingdom. And as for his hatred of McDonald’s, I’ve got this to say: If it weren’t for the Happy Meal, several thousand women would have murdered their children—and possibly their husbands. HAPPY MEALS SAVE LIVES.


Sitting here thinking angry thoughts about Richard is useful. It stops me from focusing on the real issues, which are: 1) not only was I patently not where I was supposed to be several hours ago, but 2) I am also not going to get a party dress. Now I have just enough time to drink my coffee and have a cigarette. I’m supposed to be giving them up, but I bought a pack at the tube station. The thought of a cigarette always makes things better, even if the actual cigarette doesn’t. I light one and take a long, slow drag. Ah, the luxury of thirty spare minutes…


Never a good idea to give me time, because I am the world’s greatest waster of it, as my earlier failure to show up so eloquently demonstrated—wasting not just my own time but several other people’s. Still, mustn’t fret over that—spilled milk, etc. I form my mouth into an O and pop out a near-perfect smoke ring. Older woman, did the boy say? Never.
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I’M EARLY. IN FACT, I’M SO EARLY THAT I’M THE FIRST MUM here, and the caretaker has yet to unlock the gate. I think about having another cigarette while I wait, but that would be beyond redemption. Around these parts, women do their smoking in secret. Lighting up at the school gate would be only slightly less heinous than doing so in a cancer ward.


Sureya rolls up with an empty double pushchair, and though she isn’t grinding a butt into the pavement, I’m reminded that the first time I saw her, she was in the middle of an argument ignited by a lighted cigarette. It was in the car park outside the gym. I’d joined in an effort to widen my social circle. After a year I’d managed to make great friends with my yoga mat. After one particular session of trying to get in touch with my spiritual side (i.e., daydreaming pointlessly for half an hour), I stepped out into the fresh air and found Sureya yelling in a confident voice, “I didn’t light up in the gym. I waited till I got outside. What the hell’s your problem?”


A woman in an expensive Ellesse tracksuit was yelling back. “You were inside the door, and your smoke hit me right in the face. The rules of the gym clearly—”


“Look, just…just fuck off.”


“Pardon?”


“You heard. I haven’t got time for this. I’ve got a heroin deal to close.”


They both looked up then because I was laughing—they could hear me from all of ten yards away. Ellesse Tracksuit stalked back into the gym, presumably to work the rage and secondary smoke out of her system. I walked to my car, which was conveniently parked next to Sureya’s.


“Sorry, it’s none of my business,” I said, “but well done. If you ask me, there are too few people telling each other to F off around here.”


“Honestly, I don’t know where that came from,” she said, looking shocked, as if she’d been the one on the receiving end of the insult. “I never use language like that.”


“Some people give us no option,” I told her.


“I suppose…I guess when you know you’ve lost the argument and you don’t have a leg to stand on, well, the F-word is all you’re left with, isn’t it?”


We both unlocked our cars.


“You’re off to close that deal now?” I asked.


“I could probably squeeze in a coffee first. D’you fancy one?”


She may have given up smoking and drinking coffee since then, but her smile is as warm as it ever was.


“Hi, Fran,” she says now. “You’re early. Have you been here since drop-off this morning?”


“I might as well have been, for all the use today’s been.”


“Some days are just like that, aren’t they?” she says, though I can’t imagine that any of her days are like mine. One fundamental difference between us is that Sureya actually works. She teaches drama part-time. “So, what’s gone wrong?”


I consider telling her about the not-being-where-I-should-have-been thing, but I figure she doesn’t need to know. She doesn’t need to know about my party-dress hell, either. Much as she claims to be looking forward to my thirty-seventh, I don’t think the event is preoccupying her as much as it is me. I know I’m kidding myself that an expensive new outfit will miraculously transform me. There’s no hiding the unwanted grays, the creases that I can’t really call laughter lines—when do I ever laugh?—and the stomach that won’t be sucked in no matter how hard I breathe in. My thirties are slipping through my fingers like the sand in Thomas’s Arsenal egg timer, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Thirty-seven. Only three years away from that mythical place where, I’m told, Life Begins. Now, that would be something.


“Have you signed my petition yet?” Sureya asks after I’ve answered her question with a shrug.


Sureya is a proper activist when it comes to community issues. She writes letters to Members of Parliament, organizes petitions, and goes on marches. Sometimes she manages to drag me along, too. The last thing was the demonstration against the erection of a cell-phone tower in the park. I felt like a hypocrite as we chanted insults at Vodaphone or Orange or whomever. I was pleased about the tower, you see. The reception around here is terrible. And if cell phones are slowly frying our brains, frankly, so what? If they don’t get us, the terrorists will. Or the car fumes. Or the deodorant. Surely before we spend our time campaigning against all the things that are killing us, we should be going out and getting a life that’s worth fighting for. But I didn’t say anything. I wouldn’t, not to Sureya. She’s my friend, and true friendship demands patience and tolerance.


Her new thing is McDonald’s, which wants to open on the Broadway. She rummages in her bag and pulls out a huge wad of papers. She seems to have several thousand signatures already, which doesn’t surprise me. Around here, al-Qaeda would have a slightly better chance of opening a recruitment office than McDonald’s does of getting their restaurant. I don’t really want to sign—you already know my views on McGlobalization—but I do anyway. Patience and tolerance, remember?


“Thanks, honey,” she says as the caretaker unlocks the gate. “Better be off to get the babes. See you later.”


I watch her wheel her pram toward the Arlington nursery, which stands on one side of the main school buildings. I join the mothers who have gathered since I arrived, and we amble into Arlington Road Primary. I feel a hand on my shoulder and turn to see Cassie. “Francesca, excellent, I was hoping I’d bump into you today. I wanted to ask you a favor.” She doesn’t wait for a reply. “You may have heard I’m in charge of wardrobe this year,” she announces importantly.


“Right, good,” I say. “So, er, am I dressed okay?”


“Pardon?”


“Well, you said you’re in charge of wardrobe…”


She stares at me blankly.


“…Oh, sorry, did you not mean wardrobe as in generally speaking?”


It’s a joke, although I’m not sure where it came from. The woman I used to be cracked jokes all the time. Clearly, I’m out of practice, because Cassie isn’t laughing. I force myself to smile. “Only joking, Cassie. What’s up?”


“Right, well, I’m doing costumes for The Wizard of Oz. The Christmas production. Three of us from ARPS have volunteered, but we need a fourth.”


ARPS: Arlington Road Parents’ Society, the crack team that is admirably (if bullying SS types are your thing) led by Cassie; its mission is to raise money for the school in the name of charity. Puh-lease, Arlington is no charity case. Granted, it’s a state school, but it is attended by kids whose parents make at least a hundred grand a year, drive the obligatory four-by-four, and holiday in Tuscan farmhouses. Isn’t charity supposed to conjure up visions of skeletal African children with flies on their faces? Not chubby cherubs running around in the Gap’s finest.


But raising money for our wonderful school is not a matter about which one can be facetious. So when one is asked if one can make up numbers for wardrobe detail, one must suppress the urge to tell Cassie to beam herself back to Planet PC and, instead, smile. And nod. And offer one’s services wholeheartedly.


“Of course I’ll help,” I tell her.


“That would be wonderful,” she says, obviously having expected no less. “I thought the job would suit you, what with your talents.”


“Talents?” Now she’s lost me.


“Didn’t you used to work in television…or something?”


Ah, she’s been listening to gossip.


“Well, not exactly. Radio, mostly. Although I did a bit of work on Spitting Image.”


“The puppet show?” She manages to make it sound like the crack-addicts-money-launderers-and-pedophiles show.


I smile. “Yes, that’s right.”


“What sort of costumes did you do for that?”


Oh, I see. She thinks I made outfits for latex puppets.


“I can’t sew to save my life,” I say. “I did voices.”


I let it hang there for a moment, but I quickly realize she isn’t about to say, “Wow, how interesting!” or “My God, what a gift!” or, actually, anything at all. She has this dead look on her face, as if she’s been pumped with a gallon of Botox and has absolutely no control over her facial muscles.


“Voices,” she echoes eventually, for the sake of something to say.


I laugh awkwardly. “I know. Silly thing to be good at, isn’t it?”


Now, in the normal world, say, meeting friends of friends in a pub, this snippet of info would be the perfect icebreaker. Tedious small talk would be discarded as they threw names at me, trying to think of someone I wouldn’t be able to mimic. Madonna, Marilyn Monroe, Mickey Mouse, Marge Simpson, Marlene Dietrich, even. And that’s just the M’s. Like I said, silly talent, but what can I say? It’s my gift.


Cassie, though, isn’t going to ask me to do my squeaky Janet Jackson or even my posh Judi Dench, not in a million years. No, that would be to admit that she gives a damn. Which she doesn’t.


“Hats,” she tosses at me as she walks off. “I’ll give you a list of how many and what types.”


“Whatever…you stuck-up witch,” I want to say but, obviously, don’t.


I go to Molly’s classroom and discover that despite having been the first mum at the school gate, I’m now somehow late. Mrs. Poulson glares at me as she hands over my daughter. Shot through with guilt, I grab Molly’s hand and tug her off to the playground where I know we’ll find Thomas. He’s there every day, kicking a ball around in the desperately few last minutes before home and homework beckon. He feigns not to notice our arrival, and I decide to give him another five minutes of freedom. I watch him coax the ball with his feet, his thighs, his chest, and his head, cajoling tricks out of it that still inspire awe in me. What can I say? It’s his gift.


Molly pulls at my sleeve. “Mummy, will you do Mrs. Gottfried?”


“No, sweetheart, not here.”


“Aw, please. I hate Mrs. Gottfried. Pleeease.”


I’m a soft touch. I drop to my knees and whisper, “You vill sit in total silence until zee bell” in the faint German accent that everyone at Arlington knows and fears. I wait for Molly’s giggle, but it doesn’t come.


“Mrs. Clark, ve must talk ven you can spare a minute.”


OhmyGod. That wasn’t me. Was it? No. So if it wasn’t me, it could only be…


“Mrs. Gottfried,” I gasp, looking up at her and having to shield my eyes from the September sun. “Yes, of course, we must talk…Er, what about, exactly?”


Did she hear me? Am I in trouble? Impersonating the deputy head is probably a hanging offense. I’m doomed, surely. My knees buckle as I try to stand up. I feel Molly quiver beside me, and I put my arm around her protectively.


“Is it Thomas?” I ask. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been hauled up to discuss my “challenging” eldest child.


“This isn’t really the place,” she rasps, “but ve must talk. If you give me a call, ve vill get something in the calendar.”


She has death in her eyes, although whether it’s me or poor Thomas she wants to kill is anybody’s guess. “I’ll call you,” I say as I hurry across the playground to gather my ten-year-old and get him to safety.
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I PEEL BACK THE DUVET, AND MOLLY CLIMBS GRATEFULLY into bed. She loves bedtime. I tuck the quilt up to her chin as she arranges two teddies on either side of her: tonight’s chosen ones. Then I take one last look at her. Her hair, dark like her father’s, is fanned over her pillow. Her face is an oasis of unspoiled beauty. You look at a sight like that, and suddenly, everything becomes all right.


“Good night, angel,” I say, stooping to kiss her.


“Mommy, will you just do Bart one more—”


“No more voices today. It’s late, sweetie, go to sleep.”


I stand up and back out of her room, careful to leave the door wide open, the way she likes it. I head for Thomas’s room. Being five years older, he is allowed to read himself to sleep. Something educational, usually, like the booklet dispensing wisdom on his newest Nintendo game.


“Mrs. Gottfried wants a word with me, Tom,” I say. “What’s that all about?”


I have to crane my neck to see him, and not just because he has taken cover beneath his camouflage duvet. The bed stands six feet off the floor. It’s no ordinary bed—more an IKEA-designed space capsule on legs. Beneath the platform that supports the mattress are the integrated workstation and the cargo hold with its pods and cubbies. A cut-price Swedish miracle of engineering. NASA, look and learn.


“Thomas?” I ask again.


He emerges from the quilt in an explosion of petulance, infrared reading goggles strapped to his head, “Duke Nukem: Time to Kill” booklet in his hand. It’s almost scary, and I take an involuntary step back.


In my mind, he’s chanting, “Redrum, redrum, redrum.”


In reality, all he says is “What?”


“Mrs. Gottfried wants to talk to me. Something happen at school today?”


“No, nothing.” He turns his face to the wall and glares at the Arsenal badge on his Cesc Fabregas poster. Conversation over.


“Okay. Is there anything you want to talk about?” I prod.


“No. Look, go away. I’m busy.”


And he’s gone. Back beneath the covers with tonight’s reading matter. Not such a bad thing, I suppose. He’s jumped up two reading levels since we got him the Nintendo. It has to be helping.


“’Night, sweetie,” I call out, shutting the door behind me, leaving him in pitch darkness, the way he likes it.


I wonder how I could have produced two such different children. I’ll have to have a serious talk with Richard at some point. He has some explaining to do, because I’m coming to seriously doubt whether I’m really their mother.


I head downstairs and into the living room. Richard isn’t home yet, but there’s nothing unusual about that. With any luck, he’ll have an extra-late one and I’ll be safely tucked up when he rolls in, exhausted from a hard day’s marketing. You see, I wasn’t where I was supposed to be today—I think I may have mentioned it. Richard won’t be happy with me. Better he’s unhappy while I’m asleep.


I settle on the sofa and pick up the remote, flicking channels with one hand, taking a cigarette from the pack with the other. As I put it to my mouth, the front door clicks open. A moment later, Richard is framed by the doorway, staring at me. His tie is pulled loose, his shirt is unbuttoned at the neck, and his face sags with disappointment. “What the hell happened?” he asks, getting straight to the point.


“I’m really sorry,” I say in a voice that’s quieter than a whisper.


“Do you know how many people you let down today? And it cost money, Fran. The studio had to be booked for an extra two hours while they waited for someone else to come and do it.” His teeth are tightly clenched, little ivory dams holding back his anger. I wish he’d just let fly at me, get it over with.


He’s talking about a voice-over job. His company shot a test commercial at their own expense for some sexy new beer. They needed a voice to record the seven-word tag at the end. Enter me.


“Did they find someone, then?” I’m still whispering.


“Lisa I’Anson.”


“She’s good.”


“She was completely wrong for the job. But she’s professional. She at least shows up.”


But what does he expect? I haven’t worked in years. I hardly even qualify as an amateur anymore. But I don’t say that. I should have known I wasn’t up to it. I never should have said yes.


I nearly pulled it off. I got all the way to the recording studio—Saunders & Gordon, a place I’ve been to a hundred times before, though not once in the past decade—but I froze on the steps. It’s only seven words, I told myself, seven little words. That got me to the door, my hand poised over the handle.


But. I. Just. Couldn’t. Go. Through. With. It.


I’m Fran the Mum now. Fran the Housewife. Occasionally—not that often, given Richard’s work schedule—I’m Fran the Wife. I realized too late that I am no longer Fran the Voice-over Artist.


So I ran. All the way to the shops.


Even though I knew I’d pay for it later.


Later as in now.


“You know, you only let yourself down today…Actually, that’s crap,” Richard says, finally exploding. “You let me down. I went out on a limb for you on this. I really didn’t mind all the nepotism gags. So what, if it gets the job done? If the relative in question turns up and does the business. So tell me, Fran, what the hell happened?”


I’m flinching. He is furious. “I just…Look, I was going to do it, I swear…But I just couldn’t.”


“You just couldn’t.”


“You have no idea how…how terrified I was.”


“I’m sorry, but what’s so terrifying about speaking? It wasn’t even on film. It’s not even as if anyone has to see you say seven bloody words. You’d have walked it, Fran. You’re brilliant at this. It’s your thing, it’s what you do.”


No, Richard, what I do is cook, clean, prepare lunch boxes. That’s my thing now. I know that he and I have talked endlessly about me getting back into the real world. But how could he have known that the real world would instill such terror when even I didn’t recognize how scary it would be?


“Fran, talk to me,” he insists. “What the hell happened to you today?”


“I don’t know, Richard. I guess I just froze.”


“But why? It’s your bloody job,” he says, complete exasperation taking over.


“It was my job.”


“Perhaps you should have mentioned your retirement when I asked you to do it. What did your friends say? I mean, Sureya, for one, must think you’re an idiot.”


“She didn’t say anything. I didn’t tell her about it.”


“Of course you didn’t. Why on earth would you, when you knew you’d end up botching it?” He stops and runs his hand through his hair. Tries to calm himself. Then he looks at me and sees I’m about to launch into my explanation. “Please, don’t give me the I’m-only-a-housewife bollocks,” he says. “We’ve got to move on from that.”


It’s not bollocks; it’s who I am! I want to scream it at him, but I don’t. “Look, I’m really sorry,” I babble instead, trying to appease him with yet more apologies. “It won’t happen again, I promise.”


He’s not listening, just staring into the distance. “Do you know what? I’m done with this. I’m sick and tired of pleading with you, jollying you along. Nothing’s going to change, is it? So let’s just accept it. You’re in a rut, and you’re going to stay there.”


“I won’t. Things will change. It’s hard, but they will—”


“Stop it. Stop right there. I’ve heard this speech too many times. Please don’t insult my intelligence with it again.”


Don’t insult my intelligence. Exactly what Michael Corleone said to his brother-in-law…shortly before having him killed.


Richard kicks off his shoes, and I wait for him to continue, but it looks as if the conversation is over. He really has given up on me at last. Instead, he’s putting a DVD into the machine, flopping onto the sofa. The Sopranos. He’s a Mafia junkie, and in his opinion, The Sopranos is the Best Television in the World, Ever. A drama that chronicles the lives of womanizing criminals who live like leeches on the backs of the honest and hardworking. What does that say about him? I wonder.


But I’m in no position to criticize—not tonight. I sit and stare uncomplainingly at the screen. I desperately want to apologize again. And again. But watching a DVD means there won’t even be a commercial break in which to beg forgiveness. And by the time the program ends, I’ll have lost the will to bring up the matter once more. I wouldn’t say resolve is one of my strengths.


Just do it…but don’t worry too much if you can’t.


As we watch the opening credits, I pick up the cigarette I was about to have when Richard arrived home. When I light it, he fans the smoke away from his face, another thing to be annoyed about.


“Coffee?” I ask quietly.


He grunts his no. I get up and head to the kitchen to make myself a cup and take my smoke with me.


I only opt for wine at the last minute because the bottle is already open.
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WEDNESDAY. ORDINARILY, I’M NOT A LADY WHO LUNCHES. Today, happily, I’m breaking with tradition.


“So how’s it going?” I ask, my mouth full of leaves that have been drizzled with balsamic vinegar. Not splattered or haphazardly flicked at but drizzled. Obviously.


“The casting girl’s doing the producer, lighting’s shagging makeup, and I’ve had a grope with Phoebe, the very cute hairdresser,” my friend tells me. “The usual. I wouldn’t mind, but all that attention I’ve lavished on her, and my hair still looks crap.”


This doesn’t wash with me. Unlike my mousy-brown curtains, Summer’s luscious red curls always look movie-star fabulous, though I get to see them increasingly rarely. This is almost certainly because Arlington Road Primary is not the center of her universe. She has a life.


Her life right now is a movie—a proper movie. She’s starring in it alongside Clive Owen and Minnie Driver. Well, when they pass her in the market scene, she will actually be alongside them for about thirty seconds. “It’s no big deal, honestly,” she’s been telling me. She’s been playing it down, which is typical. It’s all about not wanting to make me feel inadequate. I wouldn’t be that surprised if, when the posters for this movie go up, Summer’s name is above Minnie’s.


“I could really use your help,” she says. “The dialogue coach doesn’t know Eastern Europe from the East End. He’s got me sounding like a Polish Pearly Queen. What’s the secret?”


“There is no secret, moja zabcia.” I give this to her in my best Gdansk. “The trick is to speak from the back of the throat. Like you’re about to gag.” I haven’t done Polish in ages, and I’m pleased that I can still pull it off.


“How do you do that?” Summer shrieks. “You are brilliant! What a waste.”


She doesn’t know the half of it. Should I tell her about my failure to show last Monday? That’s the question on my mind as she asks, “What’s moja sab-whatsit, anyway?”


“‘My little frog. ’”


“How do you know all this stuff? How do you remember it?”


“Dunno. Must have a photographic memory or something.”


She stops, takes a sip of her water, and gives me the kind of pitying look you’d give to a dying dog. “I could so easily have gotten you this gig. We’ve got three different dialect coaches on the set—one for each accent, and you can do them all. You’d have saved the producers a fortune.”


“No, Summer, I’d have incurred them a fortune,” I tell her. She deserves to know the truth about her best friend, even if it’s only to get her off my back. I tell her about the test commercial and my spectacular no-show.


“Fran, how many times are we going to have this conversation?” she says when I’ve finished. She sounds like Richard. “This is mad. Why are you running around having panic attacks? You’ve got nothing to be afraid of. You’re the best.” After a moment’s silence, she spits angrily, “He’s such a bastard.”


“Who?”


“Dick Head, who else?” she tells me. She has a habit of doing this: blaming Richard for everything, even my failings.


But what’s her rationale this time? “So how is it his fault?”


“He could start by being a little bit more supportive, then you might not have felt so afraid to get back into it.”


“But he is supportive!”


“There you go again! Will you please stop bloody defending him all the time?” She’s almost shouting. In fact, she couldn’t sound angrier if I’d just told her that I’d lied to her twelve years ago, that actually, her bit part as a rowdy heckler in The Full Monty sounded about as Yorkshire as Oprah. I look around to check that no one in the restaurant is looking our way. “Please don’t shout, Summer,” I say, trying to calm her down.


“All right, then, I’ll say it quietly. He’s a selfish pig. Why can’t he be around more to help out with the kids? Okay, let’s face it, that’s never gonna happen,” she concedes before taking a moment to think properly about what she’s saying. “You know what you need to do? Forget Richard. You can’t rely on him; we know this. I’ve got one word for you: au pair.”


“That’s two words, actually.”


“Stop being flippant. North London’s crawling with girls—mostly Poles, as it goes—who’d love to pick your kids up from school.”


She’s got a point, but I don’t have an answer for her. Or at least not one that I can give her in the little that’s left of our lunch. She doesn’t have kids, so she wouldn’t understand what it’s like to leave them to go out to work. That’s what I tell myself. But really, when did I ever leave them and go out to work?


“Oh, never mind,” she says, tiring of waiting for me to respond. “Maybe home is the best place for you. I’ll be needing you around now, anyway.”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Just that the film’s about to wrap, and I’ll be at a loose end, you know,” she says, waving a hand in the air, not wanting to talk about it anymore. Actually, I don’t blame her. She must be as sick as I am of talking in pointless circles about what I should do with my life.


I’ve been waiting to have an epiphany, a moment when the path that the rest of my life should take will be laid out clearly before me. When it comes, Summer will surely be the first to hear about it.


Funny to think how much our lives have diverged since we first met. Back then, she and I were in more or less the same place. That is, so desperate to make it we’d have done anything—even appear in that soap-powder commercial. It became the ad of the year, but unfortunately for us, only in the so-bad-it’s-good category. She played the lazy-arsed delinquent who sat around in filthy clothes all day, and I was the soap sud. My face was hidden by my costume, but poor Summer will never be able to deny her role. A dreadful ad that refused to die—it ran for years. But at least we kept getting the repeat fees. And better still, we had our friendship.


I’m staggered to think that was nearly twenty years ago.


Tension still lingers between us. But now Summer breaks into a warm smile. “Let’s change the subject before we argue really badly and then fall out, never to speak to each other again and one of your kids has to come after me with a machete to avenge your honor because I’ve been slagging you off for being rubbish at sorting your life out,” she says. “So how are the kids, then?”


This is a rarely touched-on topic between us. Not being remotely maternal, Summer doesn’t usually ask. It’s not something I mind, either. She isn’t being selfish—quite the contrary, actually. Summer’s relationship with me is based on us. Having known the pre-marriage, pre-kids me, that’s who she’s interested in. She’s the one person in my life who still views me as I used to be, so I guess I kind of like it.


“I’ve got to see the deputy head about Thomas,” I say in answer to her question.


“What’s he done?”


“I don’t know yet. She’s probably concerned that Thomas only thinks about football. But so what? He’s brilliant. It’s his gift.”


“Absolutely. And gifts ought to be nurtured, right?” she says, giving me a knowing wink.


“Absolutely.” I wink back. “Don’t worry, I’ll sort it out.”


“I know you will.” She smiles. She still believes in the person I used to be, even if I don’t. “Listen,” she continues, “why don’t you come to the wrap party on Friday? You can meet my dear friends Clive and Minn, and then we—”


“I can’t. Richard’s away Friday night.”


“So get a friggin’ babysitter. They’re ten a penny around here, surely.”


“More like ten pounds an hour,” I say, but she ignores the joke and makes a loud noise of furious exasperation.


The rise in volume means a bunch of women at a window table turn and stare at us. Rather, they stare at Summer. Maybe they recognize her from her six months on Holby City or the critically acclaimed costume drama she did with Bill Nighy or her short but disgustingly lucrative gig as the face of Nescafé. This happens a lot when I’m out with her. I take a sip of wine and bask in the reflected glory.


“Really, it doesn’t matter,” I say. “We’ll go out another night. It’ll give me something to look forward to.”


It sounds lame, but she goes along with it. “Okay, I’m going to hold you to that. Where’s he going anyway, this husband of yours?”


“Research group in Bristol. Don’t look at me like that. He’ll be back on Saturday morning, and he’s on full child duty for the rest of the weekend. I’ve blanked out the afternoon to go shopping. I’ll be gorgeous for my party, you watch.”


“Anything would be an improvement on the way you look right now.” She wrinkles her nose. “That sweatshirt is years old. No time to spruce up for lunch with your old pal, eh?”


“Sorry, but that’s just life, I’m afraid.”


“No, it isn’t. It’s you not bothering.”


“Okay, okay, but like I said, I’m sorting myself out. By next Saturday I’ll be totally transformed. You are coming, aren’t you?”


“Wild horses, my little frog,” she says. She puts her hand over mine, and I know that despite the jibes and the not getting certain things, she still gets me the way only a real friend can.
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I RACE HOME AND START TO COOK. WELL, I DEFROST THE meat and chuck in half a jar of spaghetti sauce. The mushrooms and parsley I add are my attempt to make something store-bought look positively homemade. A touch of genius or totally pathetic? I know what Summer would say. She has plenty of theories about me.


She was the only child of the warmest couple you could ever hope to meet. Summer, though, paints a picture of her father as a manic-depressive sociopath (gentle and slightly quiet, to you and me) and her mother as a willful exhibitionist (she sang while doing the housework). Summer also reckons her mum was a closet nudist because she used to cross the landing from bathroom to bedroom without a towel around her. So, obvious, really.


In truth, there was nothing wrong with Summer’s upbringing. She just needs to justify spending so much on therapy, which, as a Creative Person, is on a par with oxygen—all I need is the air that I breathe and some therapy. Her parents didn’t get her, she—and her therapist—protest. Their failure to make a scene when she came out as a lesbian was clearly denial. And they didn’t understand her need to change her name. (They’d christened her April, which, of course, was two long months away from who she really was. I asked her why she didn’t just change her name to June, then. She told me not to be ridiculous—who’d want to be called a month when you could be named after an entire season? Whatever she’s paying her therapist, it’s clearly too much.) Her parents’ worst crime was to die within three months of each other, as loved-up old couples often do. This wasn’t nature taking its course but an act of surrender—a refusal to understand her right to the bitter end. Well, that’s how Summer puts it, but, hey, she’s an actress. Everything’s a drama.


“Sensational”—The Times


“Breathtaking drama”—Time Out


The London stage has never seen such a heart-rending performance. Summer Stevens in Boiling an Egg.


Now that she doesn’t have her parents to psychoanalyze, she makes do with me. Take my gift for voices. I’ve tried to tell her that it’s just something I can do—like other people can draw or bend their thumbs back to their wrists—but she won’t have it. “I renamed myself Summer because I wanted to embrace who I am,” she said once. “You honing the voice thing is a subconscious act of denial. You’re submerging your true self—hiding behind the identity of others.”


I didn’t bother to argue. There’s no point. That’s the thing with people in therapy. They’re all crazy. For example, Summer would say that I’m stirring mushrooms and parsley into the store-bought sauce because I have no self-esteem, which comes from being abused by my parents who had the audacity to split up when I was young, deliberately making me the victim of single-parent-family syndrome. And I thought I was doing it so my kids would get a bit of extra nutrition in their out-of-a-jar tea…But, hey, what the hell do I know?
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TWELVE YEARS AGO, WHEN RICHARD AND I MET, MY CAREER was in full flow. I didn’t have Summer’s face, but never mind. My voice was in great demand, and Adland loved me. You had a bank to flog? I could sound so trustworthy. A perfume? Just how breathily sensuous would you like me? Chirpy Cockneys, acerbic Northerners, Southern belles, I could do the lot. I also did BBC nature docs and Radio 4 sketch shows. I even did an early episode of The Simpsons. In those days they weren’t yet beating off the A-listers with a stick, and they wanted my Maggie Thatcher. (Nowadays, of course, they get the real Tony Blair, and they’re doing him the favor.)


And the money! Not from The Simpsons or Spitting Image, but from Sony and Procter & Gamble. If a commercial ran and ran and the repeats rolled in, a half-hour stint in a sound booth could earn me a fortune.


Twelve years ago, Richard had just about shaken off his graduate tag, but his salary barely covered his rent. So after we’d been seeing each other for six months, he moved in with me. For practical reasons, we said, but we both knew it was more than that. We were mad about each other. I remember the days when—call us crazy in love—we even used to take baths together. We’d squash together like soapy sardines, and the water would slosh over the side, soaking the clothes strewn on the floor. But did we care? Ha, we were crazy in love, remember.


These days we have two bathrooms and a shower room, so we can take our pick. No one has to share anymore. But that wasn’t the point, was it? Having to didn’t come into it. We wanted to do everything together.


What happened to chucking our clothes all over the bathroom floor and not caring that they’d end up sodden and trampled on? What happened to spontaneity?


“Come here ’cause I want to fuck you right here, right now, on the kitchen table, and I don’t care who sees us, but first I’ll just put this knife away and, ooh, better move this vase, to be on the safe side. Oh, and I’ll just get the chicken out of the freezer. And while I’m at it, I’ll load the dishwasher, but then I’m definitely going to fuck you right here, right now, etc.”


Not exactly The Postman Always Rings Twice, is it?


But we’ve only ourselves to blame. By going with the passion, we nurture familiarity, which then spreads like cancer. Passion breeds familiarity breeds contempt. How sad.


For a couple of years Richard was more or less a kept man. Then his career took off, and so did his salary. Before we knew it, we had the big wedding and the flashy cars and exotic holidays and then the children, and now, twelve years later, here we are.


Saturday morning: Richard is at his research group in Bristol, and I’m on my own with the kids. Again. But I can’t blame him. I suspect he’s avoiding me because of the not-being-where-I-should-have-been incident.


I just texted Summer to tell her I hoped she enjoyed her wrap party last night. I sent it out of guilt—I felt bad that I hadn’t made the effort to go. But even if I could have rustled up a babysitter, what on earth would I have worn?


An outfit! My party is a week away, and the thought that I have nothing to wear puts me in a state of panic. I thought I had a solution. Sunday—being Richard’s one day off, therefore my one day off—would be the ideal time to go dress hunting while Daddy entertains the kids. But with a sinking heart, I remembered that Sunday is also his sister’s birthday. I’ll be trapped all day at a family gathering.


What the hell am I going to do? It’s been nagging away at me all day, and I’ve got to get my mind on something else.


Thomas is moping, looking as if he’s lost the will to live. He had football practice this morning, but two hours of withdrawal is taking hold of his little body. It’s a beautiful late-September day. I’ll take him, his ball, and Molly to the park.


I try Richard’s cell phone before we leave. I’d hoped he’d be back by now. Maybe he’s stuck in traffic. Who knows? I get his voice mail. I don’t bother to leave a message.


 


AS WE WALK INTO THE PARK, I look at the café ahead. It seems busy today. I spot Annabel, a mum from school. More precisely, the mum with the wart on the end of her nose. It’s winking at me now in the low September sun. She’s with Cassie, who, despite not having a wart of her own, is Arlington’s Head Witch. As we get nearer, I recognize every face at every table. It’s like an Arlington mothers’ convention. What are they all doing here?


“See you later,” Thomas yells as he hares off toward the football pitch without a backward glance. A game is already in progress, but I know it will stop the second he arrives. Then an argument will ensue over which side gets him. I have to agree with Richard; as ambitions go, football is hardly practical. The chances of him making it are slim at best. But even so, I’m grateful for football on a daily basis. Thomas is complicated and sensitive—deep to the point of being unfathomable. He might be a mystery to me, his teachers, and possibly to himself, but in football he has found an answer. It’s a simple game, he’s brilliant at it, end of story.


As he melts into the throng on the pitch, I steer Molly toward the café. “Come on,” I say, “let’s get an ice cream.”


Before I know it, Annabel is beside me. “Fran, can I have a word?” Now we’re face-to-face. Or rather, face-to-wart. Look into the eyes, into the eyes, not around the eyes, and definitely not at the wart.


“Of course,” I say. “But what’s going on in there?” I ask, nodding toward the café. Its French windows have been thrown open, and inside I can see what looks like every single one of Molly’s classmates cavorting around a man with a painted face as he twists balloons into animal shapes.
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