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“MOST OF THE bakers have opted for a traditional sponge mix, consisting of, like, eggs and flour and shit,” narrated Lauren helpfully or—from a different and more correct perspective—unhelpfully. “Single MILF Rosaline, however . . .”


Rosaline looked up from her food processor, whose capacity for raw beetroot she had wildly overestimated. “The BBC are not going to describe me as a single MILF.”


“Maybe not, but”—and here Lauren fluttered her eyelashes outrageously—“it’s how I think of you.”


“And what,” asked Rosaline, laughing, “does your wife have to say about that?”


“Allison thinks you’re a MILF too.”


“You know it’s still objectification if you’re a lesbian.”


“Actually, I think you’ll find it’s empowering.”


“No, it isn’t.” Rosaline grabbed a wooden spoon and tried to scrape the worst of the purple gunk out of her coarse grater attachment. “And besides, I bet Allison’s never used the word ‘MILF’ in her life.”


“Well, nobody’s perfect.” Scooting her stool closer to the bench, Lauren dipped her finger into the molten chocolate that Rosaline had set aside to cool. “Look, why are you putting beetroot in this otherwise perfectly good cake?”


“It’s a beetroot cake. It wouldn’t be a beetroot cake without beetroot in it.”


“Most of the bakers”—Lauren went back to her narrator voice—“have chosen to make something a human being might want to eat. Kitchen temptress Rosaline, however, has decided to add beetroot for no fucking reason.”


This was just Lauren being Lauren. And normally Rosaline was fine with Lauren being Lauren. But right now, it was the last thing she needed. “It’s not for no fucking reason. It’s for a very good fucking reason, which is I want to stand out and not get sent home immediately because my cake was too ordinary.”


“They don’t send people home in week one for being ordinary,” said Lauren cheerfully. “Ordinary gets you to at least week four.”


Rosaline combined her ingredients in a sufficiently jabby way that she was sure she’d knocked the air out of her egg whites. “I don’t want to get to week four. I want to win. And I have to win because otherwise I’m spending the rest of my life working shit minimum wage jobs to support my daughter while my parents shake their heads sadly and occasionally make me beg them for money.”


“I . . . understand where you’re coming from.” This was about as close to gentle as Lauren could get. “But honestly, going on a reality TV show feels like a bit of a Hail Mary.”


“I mean, yes,” Rosaline admitted. “But I have actually thought this through. Best-case scenario, I win, pay my parents back with the prize money, and get a slightly better job. Worst-case scenario, I get eliminated, and what have I lost?” She stared into the bowl of brownish-purple cake batter that was supposed to be velvety and was definitely not. “Apart from my time. And my pride. And any sense of privacy. And all hope for the future. And what little remains of my family’s respect. Fuck me, you’re right. This is a terrible idea.”


“It’s not terrible. It’s . . . ” There was a pause while Lauren, who was a professional word-finder and should have been able to do it more quickly, searched for a word. “Bold. And that’s good. It’s good to be bold.”


“The last bold thing I did was decide I was keeping the baby, and while I’m glad I did, as decisions go it’s not exactly been without consequences.”


“Ah, yes. I believe that’s what they call life.”


Rosaline glanced at the clock, then at the oven, then at the clock again. “Well, today’s consequences are that I had to go directly from taking Amelie to school to an extra shift at work to make up for the time I’m taking off, and I got back late because the bus was late, and now I can’t finish my practice cake before we have to go and pick Amelie up again, so I can say goodbye to her before running off to spend a weekend—”


“Gallivanting around a stately home showing off your buns?” asked Lauren.


“You know”—Rosaline made an unmistakable gesture with the nearest utensil—“I’m this close to stabbing you in the eye with a spatula.”


“Stabbing me in the eye with a spatula will make it very hard for me to either drive you to the station or spend my free time looking after your daughter.”


“Oh, well fished. Of course, your altruism is somewhat marred by the fact Allison is going to be in Glasgow for the week and you blatantly have nothing better to do.”


“That,” retorted Lauren with great dignity, “is only partially true.”


“You’re right. I’m sorry. You’re a wonderful person and I’m very grateful.” With a melancholy schlorp, Rosaline returned the spatula to the batter. “Slightly concerned that you’ll kill my child, but grateful.”


“Hey, I’ve never killed her before.”


“But it’s a whole weekend.” A plaintive tone crept into Rosaline’s voice. “I’ve never been away from Amelie for a whole weekend.”


Lauren shrugged. “So you should be glad to have a break from each other. Besides, your mum’s taking over on Sunday, so how much damage can I do?”


“Knowing you, quite a lot. Although, honestly, not quite as much as my mum.”


“Cordelia will do fine.” Lauren put a consoling hand on Rosaline’s shoulder. “Amelie actually likes her because children are hopeless judges of character. And anyway, terrible parents make incredible grandparents. It’s their final way of twisting the knife.”


“Thanks. You really know how to make me feel better.”


“It’s my calling. Now come on, let’s go nab the moppet.”
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Twenty minutes later, Rosaline was standing in an emptying playground, resolutely moppetless. She was briefly clutched by the nebulous certainty that there’d been a terrible disaster—possibly involving sharks, a runaway combine harvester, or the child catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. But then Miss Wooding, Amelie’s teacher, appeared in the entryway and made an unmistakable beckoning motion.


That was never good.


Because it could only mean that your child had done something bad or that something bad had been done to your child.


Steeling herself and feeling far too much like she was about to be given detention, Rosaline hurried over.


“Is everything all right?” she asked, hoping to sound maternally concerned, rather than preemptively guilty.


Miss Wooding, who, as far as Rosaline could tell, was made entirely from marshmallows and pixie dust, gave an insipid smile. “If you wouldn’t mind coming with me, I’d just like to have a little word with you about Amelie’s behaviour.”


Well, at least her daughter wasn’t unconscious or on fire. Murmuring her general assent, Rosaline let Miss Wooding lead her into the building, past hip-high coat pegs and colourful finger-painted displays about road safety and recycling.


Amelie’s classroom was a pleasant, airy space, decorated with number lines and misspelled poems about summer. Amelie herself was squirming under the watchful eye of a teaching assistant.


“Mrs. Palmer,” began Miss Wooding, and Rosaline decided not to correct her, “I’ve been feeling for a while that we should have a conversation about the kind of language Amelie uses in class.”


Oh dear. She and Lauren swore in front of Amelie a lot, but she thought she’d done a pretty good job of explaining that there were some things you could say at home that you couldn’t say outside.


“I use good language.” Amelie folded her arms, radiating outrage as only a wronged eight-year-old can. “I use ‘extemporaneous.’ And ‘soporific.’ And all the other words Auntie Lauren teaches me.” She looked momentarily proud. “I’m sesquipedalian.”


Miss Wooding glided past this with the ease of a lifelong primary school teacher. “It’s true that Amelie has an extensive vocabulary. But she needs to learn that some topics are inappropriate for a classroom.”


“Like what?” asked Rosaline warily. There were a lot of ways this could go, most of them wrong.


“Well, in English today we were learning that it can be easier to remember how to spell a word if you know what the different parts of that word mean. So, for example, with the word ‘bicycle,’ it can help to know that the bi part means ‘two’ and the cycle part means ‘wheel,’ so a bicycle has two wheels.”


Okay. Way of going wrong identified.


“Like a binary star,” offered Amelie, “because there’s two stars. Or a biped which has two legs. Or bifocals which have two . . . focals. Or bicarbonate of soda which um . . .”


“Yes”—and here Miss Wooding gave Amelie a look of gentle disappointment—“but you didn’t say any of that in class, did you?”


“I would’ve. You told me to be quiet.”


Miss Wooding’s attention shifted effortlessly back to Rosaline. “The example she gave in class was ‘My mummy is bisexual.’”


“Well you are,” protested Amelie, gazing imploringly at Rosaline.


“She’s right,” Rosaline agreed. “I am.”


Always one to take agreement as encouragement, Amelie launched into the rest of the speech. “And that means she likes men and women which is two—which is what you were saying. But Auntie Lauren says that some people think that you shouldn’t say bisexual because that means there’s only two types of people and some people think there are more types of people. And other people think that it is okay because it means same and different and different can mean lots of types of people. Which still means two again. Which is what you were saying.”


If Miss Wooding had followed any of this, Rosaline couldn’t be sure. Either way, she didn’t seem to think it was relevant. “The issue, Mrs. Palmer, is that children shouldn’t be talking about sex in class.”


“And she wasn’t.” Rosaline really did not need an argument right now, but long experience had taught her that she was probably about to have one. “She was talking about her family.”


Miss Wooding turned the nervous shade of pink that Rosaline found people often turned when her sexuality went from an idea they could support to a reality they had to confront. “I appreciate this is a sensitive topic and one that different people have different beliefs about. Which is why I have to be guided by the policies of our academy trust, and they make it quite clear that learners shouldn’t be taught about LGBTQ until year six.”


“Oh do they?” asked Rosaline, doing her best to remember that Miss Wooding was probably a very nice person and not just a fuzzy cardigan draped over some regressive social values. “Because Amelie’s in year four and she manages to cope with my existence nearly every day.”


Having concluded this was going to be one of those long grown-up conversations, Amelie had taken her Panda pencil case out of her bag and was diligently rearranging the contents. “I do,” she said. “I’m very good.”


Miss Wooding actually wrung her hands. “Yes, but the other children—”


“Are allowed to talk about their families as much as they like.”


“Yes, but—”


“Which,” Rosaline went on mercilessly, “when you think about it, is the definition of discrimination.”


Amelie looked up again. “Discrimination is bad. We learned that in year three.”


The d-word made Miss Wooding visibly flinch. “Now Mrs. Palmer—”


“Ms. Palmer.”


“I’m sure this is a misunderstanding.”


“I’m sure it is.” Taking advantage of the fact that Miss Wooding had been temporarily pacified by the spectre of the Equality Act, Rosaline tried to strike a balance between defending her identity and catching her train. “I get that you have a weird professional duty to respect the wishes of people who want their kids to stay homophobic for as long as possible. But hopefully you get why that isn’t my problem. And if you ever try to make it Amelie’s problem again, I will lodge a formal complaint with the governors.”


Miss Wooding de-flinched slightly. “As long as she doesn’t—”


“No ‘as long as she doesn’t.’ You’re not teaching my daughter to be ashamed of me.”


There was a long pause. Then Miss Wooding sighed. “Perhaps it’s best that we draw a line under this and say no more about it.”


In Rosaline’s experience this was what victory over institutional prejudice looked like: nobody actually apologising or admitting they’d done anything wrong, but the institution in question generously offering to pretend that nothing had happened. So—win?


“That’s probably wise,” she said, hoping she’d at least taught Amelie a valuable lesson about standing up for yourself, or compromise, or . . . or . . . something?
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“What happened to you?” asked Lauren as they got settled in the car.


Rosaline clicked her seat belt into place and checked over her shoulder to make sure Amelie had done the same. “Don’t even.”


“I got into trouble,” said Amelie, “for saying Mummy is bisexual, which is silly because she is. So then Mummy told Miss Wooding that was discrimination and then Miss Wooding got really upset and then we got to come home.”


“Fuck me,” muttered Lauren. “What a pile of reprehensible bullshit.”


Taking way more care than she usually did now there was a child in the vehicle, she eased the car away from the kerb. And, on the one hand, that was good because they wouldn’t crash and kill Amelie. On the other hand: train, running late, argh.


“‘Reprehensible’ means ‘very bad,’” offered Amelie.


“Just to check”—Rosaline twisted round in her seat—“of the words in that sentence, which are you allowed to say in school?”


“Me. What. A. Of. Reprehensible. And pile.” Amelie paused a moment. “But not fuck or bullshit because some people think those words are bad. Which is silly because they’re only words.”


Oh God. This felt like a parenting moment. “Sometimes,” said Rosaline slowly, “there are things that seem silly to you that are important to other people. Just like sometimes things that are important to you seem silly to other people. And that’s why it’s important to think about what you’re saying and doing.”


Amelie digested this. “Like the way Miss Wooding thinks it’s silly to have a bisexual mummy?”


Lauren gave an unhelpful snort of laughter.


“A bit.” As so often happened, what had begun as an opportunity to pass on positive values and hard-earned wisdom to her daughter had sharply derailed into not having a fucking clue what she was talking about. “But we’ve agreed to pay more attention to each other’s feelings in future.”


There was exactly enough silence to lull Rosaline into a false sense of security.


“Auntie Lauren?” piped up Amelie. “Why did you stop going out with Mummy? Did you think it was silly she’s bisexual?”


“No.” Lauren kept her eyes firmly on the road. “I’m not the sort of lesbian who thinks bisexuals are letting the side down. I’m more of a vagina half-full kind of homosexual.”


“Oh.” The advantage of having a sesquipedalian eight-year-old was that Amelie didn’t like to admit that she hadn’t understood things she probably shouldn’t. “So what happened?”


“She dumped me. Because I’d been seeing another girl without telling her.”


“Oh,” said Amelie again. She seemed to be giving this serious consideration, and Rosaline tried to develop a sudden interest in passing licence plates. “Did you like the other girl better?”


“Not for long, but by then the damage was done. And she wasn’t even a natural redhead.” She shot a nostalgic look at Rosaline. “What might have been, eh?”


Might have been wasn’t something Rosaline liked thinking about too often. Might have been too easily turned into should have been. After all, if she’d stayed with Lauren she wouldn’t have rebounded with Tom, wouldn’t have decided it was probably fine to skip the condom one “just this once” too many, and would have lived the life she’d always assumed she was meant to. But then she wouldn’t have had Amelie and that was unthinkable in a whole different way.


“So”—Amelie fiddled with her seat belt in precisely the way Rosaline kept telling her not to—“would you have been my other mummy now, if Mummy hadn’t left you?”


“Not exactly.” Lauren really needed to learn when to bail on a conversation. Especially with Amelie.


“If I’d never left Auntie Lauren,” Rosaline interrupted, “you’d never have been born.”


Once again, Rosaline could practically hear the cogs whirring in her daughter’s head. Every parent, she suspected, thought their kid was clever, but she liked to think that Amelie actually was, at least a bit. “Thank you for making Mummy dump you, Auntie Lauren.”


There was a little pause, and, glancing over, Rosaline was slightly surprised to realise that Lauren genuinely didn’t have a reply. Sincerity had never been her forte.


“Do you have homework for the weekend?” Rosaline asked, turning to look at her daughter.


Amelie shook her head.


“Remember, I know you were doing spelling today. And that you have spelling every week. So, I’m going to ask you again: Do you have any homework for the weekend, and is it spelling?”


Amelie nodded.


“Then learn your words when you get home, before you do anything else. And Auntie Lauren will test you tomorrow, won’t you, Auntie Lauren?”


“I will,” Lauren agreed, “although my spelling is terrible.”


“You write for a living, Loz. How bad can it be?”


Lauren raised an eyebrow. “You see, they’ve got these fancy new machines now that check your spelling for you. Also I’m a bit offended that you think the most important skill in my job is spelling words right.”


They pulled into the station car park and Rosaline concluded that she could still make her train as long as she was very brusque in leaving her only child and only friend and as long as Great Western Railway was staying true to form and running at least six minutes late.


“Well.” Lauren turned off the engine. “This is it. Time to go be moderately famous.”


Rosaline dragged her bag out of the footwell. “I don’t want to be famous. I just want . . . enough money to pay for some things and enough people to think I’m good at baking that I might be able to get a slightly better job.”


“Truly. Yours is a hubris of Homeric proportions.”


“I think you’re good at baking, Mummy,” said Amelie. “What’s hubris?”


“It’s when you think you’re so brilliant,” explained Lauren, “that you fuck up horrendously and then the gods punish you.”


“I’m sorry.” Rosaline scrambled out of the car, feeling like a terrible person. “I love you both, and you’re being really encouraging and lovely and stuff, but I’ve got to run. You”—she pointed at Lauren—“don’t start teaching my daughter Catullus. And you”—she glanced at Amelie—“I’m going to miss you, but be good for Grandma Cordelia and don’t take advantage of Auntie Lauren because I know what you’re like when she’s babysitting.”


“You shouldn’t call it babysitting,” Amelie protested, “because I’m not a baby. I’m a child. Then I’ll be a tween. Then a teen. Then a grown-up. Then I’ll be old. And then I’ll be dead.”


Lauren laughed. “Hardly seems worth the effort, does it?”


It was not an auspicious note on which to start Lauren’s custody of an impressionable young mind. But there wasn’t time to address it now. Flinging her bag over her shoulder, and wishing she’d been able to finish that last fucking practice cake, Rosaline plunged into the rush-hour crowds.
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The train was not, as it turned out, six minutes late. It wasn’t even four minutes late, which meant Rosaline had exactly enough time to watch it pulling out of the station without her. Rationally, she knew that Miss Wooding hadn’t intentionally timed her casual biphobia to have the largest and most negative impact possible on Rosaline’s life, but fuck if it didn’t feel that way. Having trudged all the way back over the footbridge to the information desk, she then spent an unhelpfully long time extracting from a bored station employee the precise combination of trains, short walks, and replacement bus services that would allegedly get her to Patchley House where the show was being filmed.


The first leg—by train to the middle of nowhere—was at least relatively short. The second—by juddering coach to a subtly different middle of nowhere—took rather longer. Then came the third—and theoretically final—stage of the journey, which was on one of those incredibly slow trains that should probably have been retired in the 1970s and stopped at every tiny station in every tiny village between Upper Whereinthehell and Who-Cares-on-the-Wold. Rosaline’s original plan had been to use the journey to relax and centre herself or ground herself or do whatever you were supposed to do to get into the right headspace to come across well on reality TV. Instead of, say, the headspace of a stressed-out single mum whose parents—to whom she owed a nontrivial sum of money—would not have been at all surprised to learn she’d failed to get on a train properly.


Then the train stopped.


And didn’t start again for forty fucking minutes.


“Uh”—the antiquated speaker system crackled into life—“hello. This is your driver speaking. And this is an announcement for all passengers on the eighteen twenty-three service from Mopley-on-Pond to Tapworth. Owing to a fault, this train will now terminate at Fondle Backwater.”


That did not bode well. Bodewise, things were honestly looking pretty rough. And they looked, if anything, rougher, as the train heaved itself alongside the mid-length slab of concrete that passed for Fondle Backwater station. Not sure what else to do, Rosaline grabbed her bag and disembarked. There was only one other passenger disembarking with her. A man, who—in skinny chinos and a blue shirt casually rolled up at the elbows—looked worryingly like he might have had actual style. He also definitely didn’t belong here. But, unlike Rosaline, he seemed to be okay with that, surveying the surroundings with an air of composure rather than confusion-trending-towards-panic.


What he could possibly be surveying Rosaline wasn’t certain, because the view consisted of sky, fields, and eight sheep, one of whom was regarding her with an expression she chose to read as pity.


“So I’m guessing,” remarked the stranger, who’d walked over while Rosaline was busy being judged by livestock, “that Fondle Backwater wasn’t your intended destination?”


Now that he was closer, Rosaline was having to contend with the fact that, as well as stylish, he was also disconcertingly good-looking. In that tall, cheekbony slightly haughty English way that would get you the male lead in a BBC costume drama about a rakish aristocrat who has a tumultuous affair with a coal miner’s daughter.


And appears shirtless on a horse at least once a season.


Typical. The first time an attractive person of any gender had spoken to her in months and she felt very much like someone who’d spent their day failing to finish a cake, fighting with a primary school teacher, and being dragged all over the southeast by a barely functional railway company. Quick, Rosaline, be charming. “What do you mean? I woke up this morning and I thought, You know what I want? An evening at a train station with a mildly suggestive name.”


“Ah, then you should have gone to Much-Tupping-in-the-Weir.” He offered an easy smile, brackets forming at the corners of his generous mouth. “It’s even milder.”


“I hear Lower Bumgrope is nice this time of year.”


“Which is ironic, because Upper Bumgrope is an absolute dump.”


Rosaline laughed, partly amused, but partly just relieved. Because, in retrospect, bumgrope had been a risky gambit, especially as the second thing you said to someone.


“But seriously,” he went on, “as much as I’d love to stay here, exchanging rural innuendos with a delightful stranger, I need to be in Tapworth”—he paused to check an imaginary watch—“about an hour ago.”


There was, as far as Rosaline was concerned, only one reason to go to Tapworth. Well, unless you lived there, but then you probably wouldn’t get lost a couple of miles down the road. Which meant that she was fraternising with the competition. The well-spoken, well-dressed, well . . . well competition. “What a coincidence. I also need to be in Tapworth an hour ago.”


“Ah. Contestant or crew?”


“If I was crew,” she asked, “wouldn’t I know what I was doing?”


“You could be new.” Another smile. This one with the faintest edge of wickedness. “Or horrible at your job.”


“You got me. I’m a key grip, but I don’t know how to grip anything.”


He twitched an eyebrow at her. “That must cause a variety of problems.”


Oh dear. That hadn’t quite come out the way she’d intended. And perhaps it was Lauren’s influence, or not having to set an example for an eight-year-old, but Rosaline decided to double down. “Yes,” she said sadly, “it makes it very hard to give hand jobs.”


There was a moment of silence. She was worried it was a shocked silence.


Then he laughed. “I see we’ve progressed from innuendo to outuendo. But in any case, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Alain. Alain Pope.”


He offered her his hand, which Rosaline took with all the suavity of a woman who’d just been talking about wanking. “Rosaline, um, Palmer?”


“Well, Rosaline-um-Palmer”—his very, frankly very, blue eyes gleamed at her through the twilight—“whatever are we going to do?”


“About my . . . Look, I’m not really a key grip with subpar job skills.”


“No, I’d taken that as read. I meant, what are we going to do about the fact that we’re trapped at an unfamiliar station when we need to be at a stately home somewhere else.”


Oh. That. “When is the next train?”


Alain consulted his phone. “Tomorrow morning.” He kept consulting. “And there doesn’t appear to be a taxi service, any hotels other than the one we’re trying to get to, and the nearest bus is two villages away, goes in the wrong direction, and stopped running an hour ago.”


Oh God. They were fucked. “Hot-air balloon?”


“Didn’t bring mine with me. You?”


“No, but I do have this”—she dug around in the front of her bag—“tin of travel mints I don’t remember buying?”


“Ah, then we’re saved. We can use these to . . . to . . .”


“Fashion a makeshift boat and sail up the river? Barter for transportation with a passing circus. Construct a distress flare with the aid of a bottle of Diet Coke.”


“Do you have a bottle of Diet Coke?” he asked.


“Damn. I left it in the hot-air balloon.”


“Don’t worry.” He tucked his phone away. “Worst comes to absolute worst, I’m sure the production company can send someone for us. Of course then we’d be the people who made them send a rescue team out the day before filming even started, and while they probably wouldn’t hold it against us, I’m not entirely inclined to take the chance.”


If there was one impulse Rosaline would always understand, it was the impulse to avoid doing things that people in a position of influence might resent and hold over you. In her experience, they usually did. “Yeah.” She tried not to audibly wince. “I think if we can get in under our own steam, we probably should.”


“At the very least, it’ll be an adventure.” He smiled his leave-your-mining-village smile. “So what do you say, Rosaline-um-Palmer. Do you want to come on an adventure with me?”
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All in all, Rosaline told herself, it could have been a lot worse. The day was fading into a soft English evening, complete with pastel sky and mellow sunlight. It would have been an enjoyable walk if she’d been able to ignore the smell of silage and the fact she was late for the reality TV show that she wasn’t exactly staking her whole future on. But was also not not staking her whole future on. And if nothing else, at least she had company—the sort of company that, if she was being honest, she might have appreciated even if she hadn’t been dumped at a backwater station by a privatised rail company.


“I do hope,” said Alain as they tromped down a country lane that had about a thirty percent chance of leading directly to nowhere, “that you’re impressed by my bold and manly decisiveness. Rather than thinking to yourself, Oh no, he’s one of those clichés who won’t ask for directions.”


Rosaline gave a laugh which she hoped communicated “I am mildly amused” rather than “I am trying too hard.” “Who are you going to ask? That tree? The sheep?”


“I’m afraid I only took Sheep to GCSE, and the only phrase I can remember is ‘Where is the bathroom?’”


“Okay.” She had to ask. “What’s Sheep for ‘Where is the bathroom?’”


He had the grace to look . . . not to put too fine a point on it . . . sheepish. “I think it’s ‘Where is the baaathroom?’”


“You are really lucky I’m secretly into dad jokes.”


There was a measuring pause. “Hi, Secretly into Dad Jokes. I’m Alain.”


“Okay,” Rosaline told him, “I might have put too much emphasis on the into and not enough emphasis on the secretly.”


“Don’t worry. Jokes aside, I’m not ready to go full dad quite yet.”


This time Rosaline’s laugh was ever so slightly more forced. She was kind of used to most people her age, or even a little bit older, talking about parenthood like it was part of this unimaginable future you’d get around to once you got careers and relationships and your own dreams figured out. Which made it slightly awkward to come back with “Actually, I’ve been doing that for nearly a decade.”


Their country lane took them across a cattle grid and onto a subtly different country lane, which led onto another. And it was across a field from country lane number three that they finally spotted signs of human habitation. Well, apart from all of the things that were technically signs of human habitation but were so countryish that they barely counted, like the hedgerows, the little stiles over rickety fences, and the acres upon acres of grass.


Alain shaded his eyes against the gleam of the setting sun. “Is that a farmhouse? Tell me that’s a farmhouse.”


“Or a secret military base, and either way there’ll be someone we can ask for directions.”


“If it’s a secret base, won’t they just shoot us?”


She shrugged. “They might do that if it’s a farm.”


“I actually live in the countryside and I’ve been shot by farmers far less often than you might imagine. Shall we go and say hello?”


“Okay, but if I wind up full of buckshot, you’re picking the pellets out.”


“And if I wind up full of buckshot?”


“Then I’m using you as a diversion and running for the road.”


He gave her an arch look. “You’re a cold woman, Rosaline-um-Palmer.”


“Not half as cold as I’d be if I was shot dead by an irate landowner.”


Since the alternative was wandering aimlessly or admitting to people who’d be making important decisions about their future they were a gigantic liability, they decided to risk approaching the farmhouse-slash-military-base. This, as it turned out, took longer than they’d anticipated because fields were like the Tardis: much bigger once you got into them.


“You know,” remarked Alain, “I’m very glad you’re here. This would have been incredibly dull on my own.”


“So you’re saying I’m better company than literally nobody?”


His mouth turned up wryly. “If it helps, I can think of some people who would be worse company than literally nobody. I went to a university friend’s wedding last year, and honestly, I’d have been surprised if the bride’s family had read a book between them. I got stuck talking to one of their many peripheral cousins, and I swear, the man thought grammar was a nickname for an elderly relative.”


It surprised a laugh out of Rosaline—one of the conspiratorial, slightly guilty laughs that you were pretty sure was at somebody’s expense but were also pretty sure was at the expense of somebody you didn’t like. And who, perhaps more to the point, wouldn’t like you either. “Weddings are the worst. Unless two of your friends are getting married, half the people in the room are people you’d never choose to hang out with. And half the rest just happen to be related to someone you would.”


“In defence of matrimony, I have been to some lovely weddings. I think the problem with this one wasn’t the institution. It was the company.” He gave a heavy sigh. “No sooner had I got rid of Cretin A when the bride’s father grabbed hold of me and spent ten minutes trying to engage me in conversation about which of the waitresses he or I would like to, and I quote, ‘give one.’”


“Urgh”—Rosaline gave an involuntary shudder—“I can’t stand men like that.”


“Neither can most reasonable people. Then again—and I hate to say this—I think they do sometimes get quite a lot of encouragement. The bride herself was very much”—Alain paused, as if unable to find words to express the horrors he was trying to describe—“let’s say that between the fake tan, the fake breasts, and the fake nails I wasn’t entirely sure if my friend was marrying a person he’d met at work or something he’d run off on a 3-D printer.”


Again, she shouldn’t have laughed. Again, she sort of did. And again, she felt guilty for it. Lauren had serious—and honestly, correct—opinions about the way society had gone from judging women for failing to live up to unrealistic beauty standards to judging them for both failing and succeeding. Except, in that moment, it seemed harmlessly liberating to share someone else’s judgement of a stranger instead of being judged herself.


They turned through a gap in the hedgerow and made their way up a dirt track towards a sprawling but well-maintained farmhouse. In the yard at the front, a woman with a flat cap was doing something incomprehensible to a tractor.


“Well then,” Alain whispered. “Let’s see if we get shot.”
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They did not, in fact, get shot. Instead, the farmer confirmed that there was no reasonable way to get to Tapworth that evening, offering to put them up for the night and run them along to Patchley House in the morning. Spending a night in the middle of nowhere with a man she’d just met wasn’t something that Rosaline was exactly wild about, but assuming the BBC had vetted Alain as closely as it had vetted her, there was a better than reasonable chance he wasn’t a serial killer.


“Of course I’ll take the floor,” he was saying. “Or if it would make you more comfortable, I can ask our host if she wouldn’t mind me using her sofa instead.”


Rosaline was sitting on the edge of a crisply made double bed in the little room beneath the eaves that had been all the farmer had available. She’d fired off a quick text to Lauren to explain about the train drama and that she wouldn’t be able to call until tomorrow, and she was now waiting to see if she had enough reception for the message to actually send. When it finally did, she looked up. “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable on the sofa?”


“Not really.” He gave a slightly self-deprecating smile. “My feet would probably hang off the end.”


So they split the generous supply of pillows and blankets, Rosaline rolling up on one side of the bed, and Alain constructing a makeshift mattress on the floor.


“What a strange day,” offered Alain after a predicably awkward pause.


“Just a bit,” she agreed. “Are you sure you’re okay down there?”


“Actually, I’m quite comfortable. It reminds me of backpacking on my gap year. Although since I went with a schoolfriend, who, on prolonged exposure, turned out to be the most flatulent person I’ve ever met, I will say you’re a better companion.”


“So, you’re telling me I rate better than nobody, some arsehole at a wedding, and a farting teenager? You really know how to make a girl feel special.”


He gave a soft laugh. “You have quite a talent for turning a compliment into an insult.”


“Thanks, I put a lot of work into it.” There was a long silence. And Rosaline tried to figure out if it was the comfortable silence of people settling down to sleep. Or the uncomfortable silence of a conversation that, like the trains, had come to an unexpected stop in the middle of nowhere.


“I’m beginning to suspect,” said Alain, “that I might have skipped the chapter in life’s instruction manual that covered the etiquette for being required to share a room with an intriguing stranger with whom you have inadvertently become trapped on your way to a televised baking competition.”


Rosaline had skipped a lot of chapters in life’s instruction manual. So many that she often felt like she’d dropped her copy in a puddle at the age of nineteen. “It’s been a while since I checked, but when it comes to basically all social interaction, the advice boils down to ‘Stare straight ahead and say nothing.’ Y’know, the Tube principle.”


“Now you mention it, that does sound familiar.” He paused, making Rosaline wonder if she’d accidentally encouraged someone she was enjoying talking to not to talk to her anymore. “But how about we act like rebels and actually get to know each other?”


And that would have been great in principle. But Rosaline knew how this went. One minute, you were having a nice, normal, maybe slightly flirty conversation, and the next you were having to explain how you’d gone from medicine at Cambridge to a temp job and the school run, and from there it was either “Poor you, what a disaster” or “Gosh, I didn’t think you were the type.” And you knew that the person you were talking to had stopped thinking Hey, she seems all right; maybe I should ask her out and started thinking Hey, she seems like she’s got a lot of baggage; I hope she doesn’t ask me to babysit.


“But,” she tried, “won’t the space-time continuum collapse if two British people talk about something that isn’t the weather or the buses?”


“You know, Rosaline-um-Palmer”—she somehow knew he was smiling—“I’m willing to risk it.”


Fuck. Oh fuck. Okay, Rosaline, take control of the situation. “So what do you do then?”


There was another long silence.


Once it had progressed from a long silence to a long, long silence, Rosaline—convinced she’d somehow messed up—broke it in a panic: “Um, are you okay?”


“Oh yes, fine. Just waiting to see if the universe falls down around us. But I think we’re safe. I’m a landscape architect.”


She had no idea what that was, or rather how it differed from a regular architect, but it sounded like it would be arty enough to be satisfying but lucrative enough that your, say, parents couldn’t object. “Is that an architect lying on his side?”


“Is it what? No, it’s like the—Oh.” He broke off and gave a deep chuckle. “Well, as it happens I am lying on my side, so I suppose at the moment I’m both. But more generally, it’s landscape as opposed to residential or commercial, rather than landscape as opposed to portrait.”


“How do you architect a landscape?” she asked. “It’s not like you can be all, Hey, put another mountain over there or Can we take the sky down a couple of inches?”


“You might be surprised. I had a lake moved once.”


“How?”


“No idea. That’s for the hydrological engineers to sort out. I just pointed at it, and said, ‘I think this is blocking access to the deer park.’”


“I can’t tell if that makes you cool and powerful or . . . a bit of a middle manager?”


“Honestly,” he told her with a ruefulness she found endearing, “neither can I.”


Rosaline rolled back towards the edge of the bed and looked down. She could make out the shape of him—leaning on one side like a statue of a reclining emperor and looking up at her, his face a mystery of shadows in the starlight. “But do you enjoy it?”


“I do.” She couldn’t make out his eyes, but there was an intensity in his voice that reminded her of the late-night conversations she’d had at university. “It’s like baking in a way. You have to balance the technical with the creative. I mean, there’s no point putting a path in a park that isn’t wide enough for two people to walk their dogs past each other.”


“Well, you could be setting up meet-cutes?”


“I’m sorry. You’ve lost me.”


“Okay, stop me if this getting too technical for you, but it’s when two people meet in a cute way.”


“Does that happen a lot?” he asked. “You’re making me feel like I’m meeting people wrong.”


“Clearly you are.” She grinned to herself in the darkness.


“Because when you’re out walking your dog, what happens all the time is that someone will be coming the other way—down the path in the park that’s too narrow—and your leads will get tangled up and then, depending on what movie you’re in, either you’ll say, ‘Oh gosh, I’m terribly sorry,’ and she’ll say, ‘Oh no, not at all,’ but everyone will know you secretly want to bang. Or else you’ll say, ‘Hey, watch it, lady’ and she’ll say, ‘Move it, mister,’ and everyone will know you secretly want to bang.”


He laughed again, and Rosaline permitted herself a small bask in a glowy feeling. You didn’t make somebody laugh this much unless you were acing it in the wit department, they liked you a lot, or some combination of the two. “What if I don’t have a dog?”


“Then you’re in the wrong kind of movie.”


“Or,” he suggested, “designing the wrong kind of park.”


“Yes, you should think about that next time.”


“Oh should I?” he asked. “Anything else I should bear in mind?”


“Lots of things. Revolving doors to get your coat caught in. Those fountains that are completely flat to the ground and just spurt up out of the concrete unexpectedly. And if you could design all your staircases to be really hard to go down in heels without either breaking one or falling over, that’d be perfect.”


“Are you suggesting”—it was the sort of half-playful, half-dry tone that needed an eyebrow raise—“I deliberately design spaces to be more difficult for women to navigate?”


“Well, how else are we supposed to meet people?”


“I don’t know. I suppose you could always wait until you get stranded at a disused train station. That or Tinder.”


“I think I’ll take the train station. Nobody’s pretending to be ten years younger than they are, and you get fewer creepy messages. But,” she went on quickly, partly from genuine interest and partly to delay the inevitable questions about herself, “what brought you from architecture to Bake Expectations?”


She heard him flump onto his back and then utter a soft, slightly self-mocking groan. “You’ll think I’m such a cliché.”


“Yes, because I know so many landscape architects who also make cakes on TV.”


“Honestly, it’s appallingly first world problems of me. I just—” He broke off and then tried again. “I find my job very fulfilling, and—I’m afraid I don’t know how to say this without sounding boastful—I’ve achieved quite a lot of what I expected to achieve in my life. But sometimes I find myself wondering if there isn’t something...something else. Something I’m missing out on.”


This was all very familiar to Rosaline, albeit for very different reasons. “I don’t think that’s a cliché. I think that’s normal. I mean, I hope it’s normal because I feel like that all the time.”


“I’m sure you shouldn’t,” he offered reassuringly. “In fact, I probably shouldn’t. But I think it’s a—well, I suppose it’s a hazard of education. It teaches you how large the world can be, but you can never quite encompass all of it. Certainly it’s not a feeling I can imagine the guests at that wedding knowing much about. They were perfectly content with season tickets to Manchester United, large-screen televisions, and the occasional opportunity to harass a woman from the top of a building site.”


“Oh, don’t. Once when I was about eighteen, somebody yelled at me like that. And I’d had enough so I stopped and turned around and said, ‘All right then, you and me, right here.’ And he got really offended, and said, ‘Steady on, love; I’m married.’ Like I was the one out of line.” She huffed out an aggrieved sigh a decade in the making. “You can’t fucking win.”


“It sounds to me like you won.” In the dark, his voice was rich with approval. “He tried to make you feel small and you turned it back on him.”


At the time, it had felt like he’d set out to make her feel small, she tried to stop him, and he’d made her feel small anyway. And even now, she was pretty sure that once she’d walked away, the builder and his mates had laughed about what a desperate slag she was. But she liked Alain’s version a lot better.


Unfortunately, contemplating the sociological implications of their gendered reactions to an anecdote about a building site had distracted Rosaline for just long enough that Alain was able to say: “It feels like we’ve been talking about me forever, which, while I’m not shouting at you from a building site, I’m uncomfortably aware is still quite rude and a little bit sexist.”


“No, no, it’s fine.” It was about to happen, wasn’t it? “I’m interested.”


And here it came, as inevitable as climate change. “Tell me about you, Rosaline-um-Palmer.”


“What about me?”


“Well, we could start with what you do when you’re not getting stranded at railway stations and work our way up from there.”


Rosaline opened her mouth and closed it again. The thought of saying anything close to the truth suddenly seemed impossible. Because here was someone sharp and confident, with experiences and opinions and an exciting career he was passionate about. And he seemed to think Rosaline was like him. That she belonged in his world of feeling you’d achieved everything you set out to achieve and having lakes moved at your command and still finding time to bake at a nationally competitive level. How was she supposed to tell someone like that that she’d got pregnant at nineteen, dropped out of university, and worked part-time as a sales assistant while doing an at best adequate job of parenting an eight-year-old? And what the fuck did that say about her? She wouldn’t have traded Amelie for all the degrees and opportunities in the world, but just in that moment, she couldn’t quite bring herself to admit her daughter existed.


“I’m a student,” she told him.


A worrying pause. “Gosh. I . . . I wasn’t expecting that.”


“A mature student,” she clarified, detecting at once the Shit, I’ve hit on a teenager tone in his voice.


“Oh, thank God.” He let out a nervous breath. “I think sharing a room with a woman you’ve barely met is one thing. But sharing a room with a woman you’ve barely met who’s fresh out of a school gets you on page three of the Daily Mail.”


“I think,” said Rosaline helpfully, “that’s usually reserved for pictures of scantily clad women. As a sex pest you’d probably be on page four.”


“Good to know. That’s exactly the detail I was concerned with.” He paused. “I should also say, in my delight at discovering you’re not a teenager, I didn’t mean to imply that you look old. Would you mind if I just asked what you’re studying, and we can pretend the earlier part of this conversation never happened?”


“Medicine?” It was . . . only half a lie.


“And here I am talking about architecture like it’s important when you’re learning to save lives.”


This was . . . this was bad. The sensible thing to do was come clean now. Right now. “I don’t know, no point saving people’s lives if they can’t go to a park afterwards.”


He gave a soft laugh. “You’re very sweet. But that’s clearly nonsense. You’ve worked hard and been successful, and you should be proud of that.”


“Thank you,” she said, feeling more than a little nauseous.


“Did you not want to go into it straight from school?”


Okay. Get out of the lie hole, Rosaline. Because if you don’t, it’s lies all the way down. “Oh . . . I . . . took a gap year?”


There was a silence like he was waiting for more.


Which was when Rosaline realised that a single year probably didn’t explain the difference between the age he assumed she was and the age of the average undergraduate. “To Malawi,” she continued.


“To Malawi?” he repeated, in a devastatingly interested voice.


“Yes? And I . . . liked it so much I stayed out there for a while. Working on . . . irrigation.” Stop Rosaline stop Rosaline stop Rosaline. “But then I looked at some studies, which suggested that Western tourists going to less economically developed countries and doing what is essentially unskilled labour might do more harm than good. So, I came home. And reapplied to university.”


“Good Lord,” he said, “you have lived a fascinating life. I confess, I just thought you might have decided to retrain or something.”


Fuck. That would have been way more plausible and raised far fewer questions. “Yeah. No. Um, I guess a lot of people do that, don’t they?”


There was a rustle of bedclothes in the darkness—the sort of sound you might make as you settled in to hear a remarkable and well-travelled woman tell you her life story. “I’ve always wondered—” he began.


“You know”—Rosaline cut him off urgently—“we’re probably going to have to get up really early tomorrow morning, and I’m sure neither of us want to screw up week one because we stayed up all night talking.”


There was a glow from the floor as Alain checked his phone. “You’re right. I didn’t realise how late it was.”


“Yeah, I kind of lost track of time as well.”


“But I hope we’ll have plenty more opportunities to talk in the future?”


Rosaline winced at the ceiling beams. “I’m sure we will.”









Saturday
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BETWEEN WORRYING ABOUT the competition and worrying about having told a man she thought she might like a story about her past that was both false and needlessly specific, Rosaline was only just about nodding off to sleep when she had to get up again to scramble into a trailer full of hay. Which turned out to be far less comfortable than costume dramas and historical novels had led her to believe.


Alain, meanwhile, had sprung out of bed with the verve of a Disney prince. And now he was sitting next to her, one wrist balanced on a drawn-up knee, the early morning sunlight threading gold through his hair. “I tell you what,” he said, “I’ll take this over Southern Rail any day. Faster, more reliable, far less likely to get stuck opposite some prick from Basildon wanking under a copy of the Metro.”


“Sitting on straw?”


He smiled. “Nature’s futon.”


Rosaline was about to explain that, being a city girl, she wasn’t particularly used to thinking of dead grass as anything other than garden waste, but then she remembered she was supposed to have spent several years doing manual labour in Malawi. So she gave a vaguely assenting grunt instead.


Which made Alain laugh. “Not a morning person, are you, Rosaline-um-Palmer?”


“This isn’t morning. This is yesterday.”


“Well, that’s country life for you.” He gently plucked a stalk of hay from her hair. “How are you feeling about the show?”


“Surprisingly calm. I think being stuck in the middle of nowhere took my mind off it. Of course, now we’re not stuck in the middle of nowhere. Which means I’ll probably start freaking out in about ten minutes.”


“There’s no need to freak out,” he said soothingly. “The trick to going a long way in the competition is to bring something unique to it, and you must be able to draw on your experiences in Malawi.”


Fuck. No, it was okay. You couldn’t do the thing from my background gimmick more than once or twice before the judges got bored, so she could pretend she was saving it until at least week three, by which point probably one of them would have gone home. “I was just hoping to have a bit more time to prepare.”


“I can tell you’re a medical student. You’re clearly very committed to doing homework.”


Oh God. Not again.


“But,” he went on, “I’m honestly not sure how much preparation you planned to do in a hotel with no equipment.”


Relieved that this was about neither Malawi nor medicine, Rosaline jumped on it hard. “Actually, I brought two of the judges’ cookbooks with me. For the last couple of seasons the early blind bakes have been from published recipes, and I was hoping to get at least a hint.”


“Rosaline-um-Palmer”—his eyes widened—“you cunning little devil.”


She blushed slightly. “I mean, it probably won’t help. They’ve written so many books between them.”


“Don’t sell yourself short. It’s still a very clever idea. Which did you bring?”


Reaching inside her bag, Rosaline retrieved her copies of Wilfred Honey’s Cakes from the Mills and Marianne Wolvercote’s Science of Patisserie. “We know it’s cakes, so that narrows it down quite a bit. And they tend to go homey in the first week, so that means we’re looking for something fairly simple.”


“And obviously they won’t repeat anything,” Alain added, taking Cakes from the Mills and flipping it open, “so we can rule out Victoria sponge, Battenberg, or—oh, what was it last year?”


“Coffee and walnut, I think?”


His head was close to hers as they pored over the book. His smile private and confiding, like it was just for her. And despite having spent the night on the floor, he somehow smelled of fresh soap and basil—and straw, of course, but in a good way. “Dodged a bullet there, didn’t we?”


“Not a fan?”


“I’m sure they can be elevated, but if there was ever a cake that screamed ‘third prize at a school fete,’ it’s coffee and walnut.”


Rosaline had, actually, once made a coffee and walnut cake for a school fete. At the time she’d thought it had gone down quite well. “What about angel food?” she suggested. “They sometimes like to do something a bit unexpected.”


“Certainly a possibility.”


“Or Dundee?”


“Doesn’t that have to rest overnight?”


“It’s best if it does. But I think they magic-of-television around that kind of thing.”


“Well, let’s add it to the long list and then we’ll revise down like the Booker Committee.”


Although Rosaline knew that it was a competition, it was nice to feel even briefly like part of a team. In fact, it was just nice to be able to talk about baking with someone. Amelie was enthusiastic but not terribly insightful, and Lauren—while broadly supportive—reserved the bulk of her enthusiasm and insight for her twin loves of satire and sapphism.


As the trailer rattled slowly down the winding roads of wherever they actually were, Rosaline stole a sideways glance at Alain. His eyes had caught some of the blue of the sky and there was a faint flush on his cheeks, his long, artistic fingers running the length of the pages as he pondered the various recipes.


It would have been one of those unexpectedly perfect moments with an unexpectedly perfect guy. Had it not been for the tiny, tiny detail that she’d lied to him about literally everything.
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Patchley House and Park turned out to be a lot more park than house—at least initially. The grounds were weirdly familiar because the show always opened with a panning shot of the British countryside, which, as it turned out, was actually a panning shot of what used to be a rich person’s garden. The driveway curved smoothly around a green velvet hillside, eventually gifting visitors with their first glimpse of the manor itself. This, too, was familiar, so familiar that Rosaline half expected to see the words “Bake Expectations” emblazoned across it like Sacher across a torte.


As they followed a series of Contestants This Way signs, they were intercepted by a slight, twitchy man with an earpiece and a clipboard.


“Thank God you’re here,” he said. “You’re cutting it very fine. Also, you’re covered in straw. Why are you covered in straw? Jennifer is going to be livid if you’re covered in straw on-camera.”


Alain casually brushed hay from his sleeve. “There was a trainrelated snafu and we had to get a lift in from a farmer. But it’s all under control and if you’ll just show us to our rooms, we’ll get cleaned up and be with you in no time.”


“Um,” Rosaline added. “Sorry.”


“We’re serving breakfast in ten minutes.” The twitchy man twitched further. “So please hurry or I don’t know what will happen.”


“We’ll be slightly late for breakfast?” suggested Alain. “Jennifer doesn’t like slightly late.”


“Then”—Alain plucked two room keys from the stranger’s unresisting hands—“you probably shouldn’t be keeping us talking.”


The man, who eventually introduced himself as Colin Thrimp, assistant to the producer, Jennifer Hallet, resolutely led them away from the beautiful eighteenth-century manor house to a set of squat, 1940s-looking outbuildings tucked discreetly behind a copse of trees.


“This is the Lodge,” Colin Thrimp explained, with the speed of someone who really, really needed to be somewhere else. “You’ll all be staying here. Room numbers on the keys. Breakfast on the terrace in—oh, oh gosh, about six minutes. So please do hurry. Filming starts in an hour.”


“Well”—Rosaline watched Colin Thrimp scurrying away—“there go my hopes of staying in a swanky hotel for a couple of weekends.”


Alain raised an eyebrow. “On a BBC budget?”


“Girl can dream.”


He leaned in and brushed a kiss over her cheek in that effortless, vaguely continental way that the real Rosaline always screwed up but international traveller Rosaline should probably have been totally used to. “Good luck today. I’ll see you on-set.”


While Alain had seemed pretty nonchalant about the possibility of being late to breakfast, Rosaline had a deeply ingrained fear of being late that her recent experiences had done very little to alleviate. So she hurried to her room, had the fastest possible shower, and only slowed down to make sure that when she got changed she didn’t put anything on back to front or inside out.


As she emerged into the corridor, a door opened a little farther down, revealing someone she assumed was another contestant. There was a moment of mutual faff as the pair of them wrestled with their keys and then the other woman gave Rosaline an enthusiastic wave.


“Hi,” she called out. “I’m Anvita. Are you going fooding?” “Yes. And, um, Rosaline.”


They fell into step together. Her companion seemed to be a few years younger than Rosaline and was wearing an aggressively pink T-shirt that she was somehow managing to carry off. Her hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail and she sported a pair of those oversized glasses, which shouldn’t have been cool but apparently were. The light occasionally glinted off a tiny diamond nose-stud that Rosaline couldn’t help finding a little bit sexy.


“So.” Anvita cast her a glance at once teasing and speculative. “Are you an I’ll just be happy to get through week one or an I’m going to win this whole thing?”


“Aren’t we all supposed to be just happy to get through week one? This isn’t The Apprentice.”


“Speak for yourself. I’m going to make it to week five, and the judges are going to love my bold flavours, but then they’re going to ask me to make a traditional suet gobbins, which everyone else will remember from their childhood, and I’ll have no idea what it is, and then I’ll fuck it up, and get booted.”


Rosaline laughed. “Okay, I think I’ll get all the way to week six by being consistently mediocre and then people will finally remember I’m there and I’ll have to leave.”


“Aim high, girlfriend.” It was mildly impressive how much irony Anvita could pack into three words.


There was a brief pause, and it wasn’t totally uncomfortable. “I think,” Anvita went on, “I’m socially mandated to ask what you do. I’m training to be an optician, which is less boring than it sounds, but not by much.”


This is it, Rosaline. Tell the pretty young woman you aren’t doing anything cool or interesting with your life. Don’t make up an elaborate personal history again. Stop pretending your child, who you love, doesn’t exist, because that’s fucked up. “I’m . . . a single mum and I work in a shop.”


“Which shop?”


“Chain stationery store. Living the dream.”


“How old’s the kid-slash-kids?”


“Kid. And she’s eight.”


“Oh, that’s the good age.” Anvita seemed to have at least a vague idea where she was going, leading Rosaline confidently out of the Lodge and towards the main house. “Old enough they’re fun to talk to, but young enough they’re not a complete prick. I’ve got a nephew who’s seven. He’s the best.”


“Yeah, Amelie’s amazing, but I have no idea what I’m going to do when she’s a teenager.”


“Wait until she’s stopped being a teenager?”


It wasn’t the worst parenting advice Rosaline had ever encountered. As they tramped up the hill together, they passed a small village of vans, temporary gazebos, and bits of scaffolding that had taken over a far corner of the grounds—somewhere that would be artfully invisible from the house to maintain the illusion of unspoiled pastoral beauty.


“Yikes.” Anvita was also staring at the tangle of crap from which televisual magic would apparently be wrought. “This is actually happening, isn’t it?”


“Well, I’m not naked, so I’m pretty sure it’s not an anxiety dream.”


“Have you had a chance to scope out the competition yet?” asked Anvita, with an air partway between playful and ruthless.


“Not exactly. I met one guy yesterday. But I more got stranded with him than scoped him.”


“You got stranded?”


“There was a whole big train thing and we wound up having to crash at a farmhouse overnight.”


This earned her a look of mock reproach. “You spent the night with the guy and you know nothing about him?”


“I didn’t realise I was supposed to be doing intelligence gathering.”


“Fine.” Anvita sighed heavily. “I’ll share my secret stash of opposition research with you out of pure pity.”


“Good thing I have no pride or I might object to that.” Leaning in close, Anvita dropped her voice to an urgent whisper. “Okay. So. Most importantly, there are two stone-cold hotties.”


“I mean, good to know? But how relevant is that from the perspective of a baking show we’ll both just be happy to get through the first round of, but secretly want to win?”


“It’s very relevant from the perspective of me enjoying myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got a boyfriend and I love him to bits, but a girl likes to window-shop.”


There was, as far as Rosaline could tell, no real reason not to go with this. “Okay, tell me what’s on sale.”


“So, there’s Ricky. He’s a student at Southampton—something something material science something. Bit young, but tall, locs, good cheekbones, great smile. He plays football or whatever and you can tell. He’ll look great when he’s whisking.”


“I feel like I know him already.”


“Then there’s Harry. I haven’t been able to get much out of him, but I think he fixes things. With his hands. His strong, manly hands. I hope he makes it to bread week.”


“Have you spoken to anyone who wasn’t an attractive man?” As questions went, Rosaline knew this was slightly hypocritical.


“Yes. I’ve spoken to Nora, who’s a gran, so I bet she’s going to win. And I’ve spoken to Florian, who I’m sure is attractive to some people, but I think he’s about fifty and really quite gay.


There’s also Claudia, who’s this terrifying lawyer lady; and Josie, who I’ve heard owns over four hundred cookbooks.”


“I couldn’t fit four hundred cookbooks in my house.” “I wouldn’t want to. I’ve got the internet and a phone. Like a normal person.”


Breakfast, as it turned out, was a kind of self-service arrangement on the veranda: long, shallow metal trays filled with rapidly cooling offerings of eggs, bacon, hash browns, and other staples of the English breakfast. Vegetarians, Rosaline assumed, would have to make do with mushrooms and toast.


“I’m trying to weigh up,” said Anvita, “whether it looks worse to get one enormous plate of everything or to go back about thirty times. Because I am fucking starving. And even if I wasn’t, it’s a free breakfast buffet and the point of a free breakfast buffet is to eat enough that you don’t need another meal until the next free breakfast buffet.”


Between the nerves and the . . . actually, probably just the nerves, Rosaline had lost her appetite. “I might start with cornflakes and go from there.”


Anvita shook her head despairingly. “Weaksauce.”


They briefly parted ways to take on the slightly soggy bounty. Grabbing a bowl of off-brand corn cereal and a glass of punishingly tart grapefruit juice, Rosaline glanced around for somewhere to sit. Then she realised she was looking for Alain and kicked herself for not focusing on the competition.


In any case, he wasn’t there and the rest of the contestants had mostly separated themselves over two picnic tables, apparently by age. Which made things a little bit difficult for Rosaline because she felt slightly too young for Group A, which consisted of an elderly lady, an older gentleman in a floral shirt, and two middle-aged women. But Group B—Anvita and two guys of university age—seemed far too young, cool, and not-child-having. In the end, she went B, on the assumption that in Anvita’s world “weaksauce” constituted a standing invitation to eat food together.


“So this is Rosaline,” announced Anvita as Rosaline perched herself on the end of the table and tried to cornflake. “Rosaline, this is Ricky and Dave.”


“All right?” Ricky waved a spoon cheerfully. Anvita had not oversold him, although Rosaline was fast getting to the age where nineteen-year-olds were losing their appeal.


Dave, a skinny man with a goatee, wearing a llama-print shirt, and an item of headwear that Rosaline feared was a fedora, nodded a silent hi. “We were just talking,” he said, “about what made us apply for the show.”


“I hate to be that girl”—Anvita pushed her glasses back up her nose—“but I’m mostly doing this for my nan. She taught me how to bake and all that shit. And I’m blatantly going to be crying about it at some point.”


“Better to cry about your nan,” Rosaline told her, “than about a flat scone or collapsed meringue.”


This was clearly too much emotions talk for Dave and he turned to Ricky. “What about you, mate?”


Ricky somehow indicated with his whole body that he was far too cool to worry about a little thing like a nationally televised test of his baking skills. “Thought it’d be a laugh. I didn’t expect to get in, to be honest. But we’ll see.”


Not seeming to notice or care that Rosaline hadn’t replied yet, Dave plonked his elbows on the table and launched into what felt like a pre-prepared speech. “I applied because I felt I had a really different take on the whole concept of”—he did actual air quotes—“‘baking.’ Like, Marianne and Wilfred are great, but they’re both very traditional in their outlook, and I wanted to show people that they don’t have to live their lives the way they’re expected to.”


In the silence that followed, Anvita, Rosaline, and Ricky signalled to each other, without speaking or moving, that none of them had a fucking clue what to do with that.


“And,” Rosaline tried, “you’re going to show them this by . . . making cakes?”


“Well, what are”—air quotes again—“‘cakes’?”


[image: illustration]


After breakfast, they were hurried through to the ballroom of the main house for a series of briefings. From some angles, everything looked exactly like it did on TV. Those angles, of course, being the ones the cameras were pointing along, where it was all rainbow-coloured workstations set against incongruous baroque grandeur. From a less flattering direction, everything was wires and booms and people in black T-shirts making incomprehensible hand gestures. It was also, Rosaline was rapidly coming to realise, a terrible cooking environment, being vast and echoing and designed for people to dance in two hundred and forty years ago. Right now, it was unpleasantly cold. But given the ten mini-kitchens and the lighting rig, it would probably be uncomfortably hot by about half past ten. And ruinously hot by noon.


No wonder that guy had burst into tears over his sorbet that one time.


Finally, they were permitted access to a row of stools, where they arranged themselves tentatively and awaited further instructions. Their final briefing came from the show’s producer. Jennifer Hallet turned out to be a tall woman in her thirties, with long, sandy-brown hair and a general vibe that said she didn’t take shit.


“Right,” she told them. “Just some things to remember while we’re filming.” She began to count off on her fingers. “There’ll be cameras around: try to ignore them unless somebody actually asks you a question. If they do ask you a question, try to answer it as if you’re not answering a question. Sometimes we’ll ask you to do something again—you’ll find this annoying, but suck it up, buttercups; that’s television.”


She paused for the smallest of breaths. “And finally, remember that this is a family show so get all the fucks, shits, and bastards out of your system before we turn the cameras on because you will lose me footage, and if there is one thing I fucking shitting bastarding hate it’s when people lose me footage. Fourteen hours seems like a long time but let’s be real, shitbags, this is a dozen people making cakes in a fancy house and ninety-five percent of what happens is boring as arse, so if some complete dog’s scrotum ruins our only good shot of a wobbly pie or a smashed trifle by dropping a fuck on it, I will personally feed their tits and/or bollocks into a Magimix.”


Running her gaze over the line of contestants, she pointedly made eye contact with each one of them to emphasise that she was deadly serious. “That’s all I can think of right now. But let me remind you that my entire pissing job depends on the great British public finding you lot completely adorable, so shy smiles and vapid anecdotes about your families are gold, and for fuck’s sake keep your opinions about God and the Prime Minister to yourselves. Good luck, have fun, and nobody speak to me unless they’re on fire.”


With that, she stalked away, leaving Rosaline slightly uncertain whether she should have been finding her scary or hot. At which point Jennifer’s assistant, the still-anxious Colin Thrimp, took over and they were half coaxed, half bullied into an appropriately telegenic formation before the famous people came in.


The two judges were accompanied by the show’s longtime host, Grace Forsythe, whose job, as far as Rosaline had been able to tell from watching the series, was to bring a mix of old-world erudition and basic smut to the proceedings. She was one of those performers who got away with a lot of shit you wouldn’t normally get away with by dint of being a national treasure—which was to say, she looked like your great-aunt in drag, and she liked to brag about the time she took cocaine in Buckingham Palace.


“Tallyho and pip-pip.” She beamed at the contestants like they were the scholarship class at an exclusive girls’ boarding school. “And welcome one and all to the warm, yeasty embrace of a new series of Bake Expectations. Over the next eight weeks you’ll be competing to dazzle our judges with your culinary skills in pursuit of a—may I say—rather vulgar cash prize of ten thousand pounds. And more importantly, the honour of getting to take home an engraved cake slice that says you won a thing.”


There was definitely a camera pointing in Rosaline’s direction and she hoped she was looking appropriately happy to be there. As opposed to tired, confused, overwhelmed, and wondering if she hadn’t made a mistake with those cornflakes.


“As always,” Grace Forsythe went on, “you’ll be judged by the nation’s grandfather, the edibly talented Wilfred Honey. And by the splendid Marianne Wolvercote, who has conquered the nation with her cake shops.”


“The term is ‘patisseries,’” drawled Marianne Wolvercote. She was the type of woman who could drawl pretty much anything, even words with no long vowels, and whose every gesture looked like it should have been made while clutching a cigarette holder.


“It’s still cake, darling, even if you say it in French.” Having dutifully bantered, Grace Forsythe clapped her hands like a games mistress. “Now our first round, as always, is the blind bake. You’ll be testing your—fuck, sorry, darlings, fucking fucked the fucking line.” There was a moment while everybody reset. “Now our first round, as always, is the blind bake. We’ll be testing your culinary credentials today with a classic delectable that legend has it was first created for Mary, Queen of Scots. But which was actually probably invented by a marmalade company from Dundee.”


Oh, it couldn’t be. There was no way Rosaline was getting that lucky. She looked round for Alain, who, being tall, was sat towards the back, and they shared a moment of hopeful conspiracy.


“That’s right.” Grace Forsythe nodded. “We’ll be asking you to produce a perfect, classic, fruit-laden, almond-topped, jes bonny wi’ a wee dram o’ whisky”—this last part she said in an affected Scottish accent, which Rosaline thought might have been pushing it—“Dundee cake.”


Yes. They’d looked at that this morning. It had been in Cakes from the Mills.
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