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By Kate Harrison


The Secret Shopper Unwrapped


The Secret Shopper’s Revenge


The Self-Preservation Society


Brown Owl’s Guide to Life


The Starter Marriage


Old School Ties




Forgive your enemies, but never forget their names.


John F. Kennedy


Do you really want to hurt me?


Boy George


Tracey Mortimer rules the skool and the world 4ever and ever! OK!


(Tracey Mortimer,


The door of Cubicle 3, girls’ toilets, Humanities Block,


Crawley Park Comprehensive, June 1984)






CHAPTER ONE
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Last night, when the third gin and tonic finally knocked the sharp edges off my day, I dared to look in the mirror. And there, just below the problem family of white hairs breeding in my fringe, were the eyes of Tracey Mortimer. The most popular girl in the school.


I thought she’d gone for good.


When I was Tracey Mortimer, the whole year group belonged to me. Kids gossiping on the bus would say, ‘Guess what happened in Tracey’s year …’ One parents’ evening, a teacher took my mum aside and said, ‘We’re all hoping that Tracey’s year is a bit of a hiccup. Half the staff room would be applying for early retirement if we thought this was the way kids were going to behave from now on.’


If we’d had a yearbook, like they do in America, I’d have had a mention on every page, and I’d definitely have been voted the girl most likely to succeed. I’m not boasting. Look at me now – plain old Mrs Dave Brown – and maybe it’s hard to believe, but I really was top dog. Not swotty – I would never have been head girl, but then we didn’t have a head girl, it wasn’t that kind of school.


What I had was the knack of being at the centre of everything, without pissing people off. Saying what everyone else was thinking, but making it loads funnier. Knowing how short we should be wearing our school skirts, or how thick we should be tying our hideous ties, way before the latest trends hit the pages of Jackie or Just. 17. And, of course, giving the teachers just enough of a hard time to wind them up, but not enough to get detention more than once a month … And I even made detention fun.


Those were the bloody days. They really were.


I poured myself another drink, and took it to bed with me (unlike Dave, a G and T doesn’t answer back). I propped his pillows on top of mine, nestling down in the hope that some tipsy memories might send me off into sweet dreams. His smell drifted up from the pillowcase, and I imagined him lying alone in his lodgings, a sad smile on his face, thinking of me …


But I wasn’t drunk enough. Before I could stop it, my imagination revealed the freckly back of some Irish girl lying asleep next to him.


And as the taste of the tonic turned chemical on my tongue, I realised. Everything since school has been shit. How I failed to notice for so long is a mystery, but then I’ve been busy marrying a bastard and having two of his kids.


I sat up in bed, trying to compare the good bits in my first sixteen years to the good bits in the last sixteen; it was so obvious. The sodding Youth Training Scheme, the endless nights on a fruitless quest for Mr Right, and the getting excited about getting engaged and getting married and then getting wise to the reality that all it means is more ironing, and having someone apart from my mother shouting at me.


As for the fulfilment of motherhood, it’s a con. Sure, my two are the most beautiful children alive. But the other mums? OK, I had a few laughs in the antenatal group, though they were a dopey bunch compared to class 1G, too easily led for my liking. I used to enjoy a challenge. The only challenge that gets the new mums going is the race to finish knitting another pair of pink bootees. And now Kelly’s started school, it’s like salt in the wounds. She hangs on to me like a strip of Velcro in the mornings. I try to shoo her off, but she hates every minute of it.


You know those films, Big and Freaky Friday? That’s my dream, to swap places, like Tom Hanks or Jodie Foster. Kelly would love to sit at home doing the dusting, watching daytime telly, eating biscuits and playing with Callum, and I’d give anything to be at school again, recruiting myself a little gang, kissing the boys and making them cry. I want to go back in time. And I bloody can’t, and I bloody hate it.


At least, I didn’t think I could. And now, you know, I reckon there might just be a way …
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Jenny had known even before it started that this was going to be one of those meetings.


Alec hit pause on the remote control, then threw it across the table. A still frame of a bespectacled man with receding hair hovered on the widescreen TV at the end of the production company meeting room.


‘What an idiot. Do you think he’s actually got any old school friends who’d want to meet him ever again?’ Alec sighed. ‘Can you explain why this is so hard? Reunions are the new sex, aren’t they? Everyone’s at it, shuffling around to Spandau Ballet and eating Spangles. It’s not rocket science to find me a single decent case we can follow, is it?’


Jenny bit her lip. ‘Alec, we’ve got half a dozen reunions in the file—’


‘Yes, but I’m not looking for dysfunctional retards with issues. I want feel-good people. This isn’t Panorama, you know.’


Better to let him finish when he was having one of his hissy fits – she’d learned that much in the last year at Smart Alec Productions.


‘The clue’ – he was now banging the file up and down on the desk to emphasise certain words – ‘is in the commissioning document. It’s entertainment. Go on, hazard a guess. What do you think that means we want the programme to be?’


He waited, but Jenny knew it was a rhetorical question. Annabel, the new researcher, had her mouth open to answer, and Jenny kicked her under the table.


‘It means’ – Alec had dropped the file on to the floor, and was speaking as if to an ill-disciplined child – ‘that it should be entertaining!’


Annabel seemed to be blinking back tears.


Jenny took a deep breath. ‘Alec, I know you’re frustrated, but you’re being a bit harsh. Annabel and I have been out every night meeting candidates. We’ve got one tonight, four over the weekend. But getting the right people takes time.’


Alec stared at her. ‘Time, Jenny, is precisely what we don’t have. If the BBC get their reunion show on air before us, it’ll be my head on the block.’ He paused before giving her a vindictive look. ‘And yours, of course.’


There are times when I don’t think I’ll ever get out of the house. I thought kids got less dependent over time, but it’s just not like that. Kelly acts as if I’m about to go on a year-long Space Shuttle mission instead of down to All Bar One.


‘Don’t go, Mummy. I want to read you a story.’


Well, that’s tempting, isn’t it? I know it’s what you’re meant to do as a supportive parent, and I do my duty once a day, make encouraging noises, but can’t school send home a book that isn’t about kittens and bunnies and fairies? She’s a much better reader than I was when I was six, but it’s not exactly EastEnders.


Meanwhile, Callum’s hanging on to my leg to stop me leaving. His fingers are covered in banana yogurt, so my one pair of decent glossy black tights is smeared with yellow stripes.


My mum’s babysitting but she’s no help.


‘Poor little Callum,’ she coos, and he reacts the way any toddler does to unexpected sympathy. He milks it without shame.


‘Maaaaaaaaaaaaaauuuuuuuuuuuummmmmmmmmmmmy.’ He starts quietly but builds up towards a high-pitched ending, which hurts my ears and makes me nearly lose my balance.


I somehow manage to escape from the house, and when I look back I can see Mum standing in the front window, giving me a dirty look. I can hear her tuts, despite the double-glazing. But after thirty-three years of practice, it’s easy enough to ignore her disapproval.


Until now I haven’t had time to worry about the meeting. But while I wait for the bus – I daren’t drive because I need a drink or two to get through this – it finally hits me.


I can only remember feeling this nervous twice in my life.


First time was on my wedding day, because Dave did the traditional thing, had his stag do the night before, instead of months in advance like any sensible person, and I was convinced that when the big moment came for us to take our vows, he’d still be sleeping off his hangover, or be tied up in a mail sack on a sleeper train to Aberystwyth, courtesy of his ‘fun-loving’ mates. Now, of course, I do wonder occasionally whether the humiliation of being stood up at the altar would have been better than what’s happened since, but there you go.


Second time was before I had Kelly, and that was partly fear of the pain, but mainly the fear that she’d be an ugly baby. Ugly people have a harder time in life, it’s a fact. I’d waddled off the week before to see a girl from antenatal, and her bundle of joy looked like Mr Potatohead; not that she seemed to realise. Kelly’s not quite what I’d expected in many ways, but she’s been a looker ever since she emerged, a bit squashed, from my tattered nether regions.


So I guess the nausea I’m feeling now puts this meeting right up there with two of the most significant events of my life. Which I admit is ridiculous. Or rather, the boring Tracey Brown grown-up bit of me admits it’s ridiculous.


But the girl who used to be Tracey Mortimer reckons this could be as big as the wedding and birth thing in the excitement stakes. Bigger even, because this is not about Dave in his tux, or Kelly in her Moses basket.


This is all about me.


I pay the bus driver, and the newspaper cutting flies out of my purse. My denim skirt feels too tight as I kneel to pick it up. I know the advert off by heart now, but it’s nice to keep souvenirs of the stuff that changes the course of your life.


‘Dear reader,’ it says, ‘are you itching to head back in time to those days when the worst thing you had to worry about was double maths? We could make it happen.’


This sounds a bit like one of those scam cures for baldness or impotence, and I nearly didn’t read on, but then there’s nothing else in our local paper except letters about dog shit and corrupt local councillors so I kept going.


Then it says: ‘We’re making a programme for Channel 5 about school reunions, and if you think it would be fun to organise one, we’d like to hear from you. You supply the friends and the memories – we pay for the party!’


Now you’re talking.


‘If your reunion’s under way then it’s thanks, but no thanks – we want to be in at the beginning. So, if that trip down memory lane is still just a glint in your eye, get in touch with Jenny or Annabel at the address above!’


I haven’t thought about anything else for two weeks. And tonight I’m going to charm Jenny and Annabel, like I haven’t charmed anyone since I set out to snare Gary Coombs in the first year.


Just hope I haven’t lost my touch.





CHAPTER TWO



I’m running late but at least the girls will be waiting for me, and I won’t be pestered for my phone number or, worse, asked by some random old bloke if I’m ‘looking for business’, like I was the last time I went to a boozer on my own. Though maybe these new places attract a better class of drinker. The girls in the shop reckon All Bar One has about as much atmosphere as a McDonald’s, but I get so few nights out that this place feels like the hottest spot in town.


Well. OK. Maybe not that hot. It’s almost empty. I reckon the researchers must be those two women over by the wall – they look too trendy to be from Bracewell, and one is irritatingly pretty. The other one’s seen me and she’s getting up.


I take a deep breath, reminding myself that I was the most popular girl in the school. That never goes away. Does it?


‘Hi, you must be Tracey, I’m Jenny.’ She’s grinning away like my dental hygienist does before she starts a scale and polish.


‘Let’s get you a drink, then I’ll introduce you to Annabel. She’s already started on the red wine, but then these youngsters can’t go five minutes without a drink, can they?’


Considering Jenny looks about twenty, this is hard to stomach, but I know from our phone conversations that she’s about to hit thirty, and feeling paranoid about it. Either that, or her whingeing about age is part of an ‘all sisters together’ campaign to get me onside. It’s quite flattering that she’s making so much effort. Can’t remember the last time someone worked so hard.


I ask for a G and T, and Jenny suggests Bombay Sapphire Gin, which looks fabulous in the blue bottle, but is a huge disappointment when the girl pours it out because it’s got no more colour than bog-standard Gordon’s.


‘Story of my life,’ I tell her. ‘This drink is a real fur-coat, no-knickers job,’ and she laughs so enthusiastically that I nearly drop the glass.


It wasn’t that funny.


We go to sit down, and Annabel starts jabbering on about the show. She’s got a cut-glass accent and a cut-throat attitude to her work. I think she hopes she’ll impress me by slagging off the other people they’ve interviewed for the programme, which just proves how immature she is.


Their desperation to become my new best friends is getting on my tits. All the most exciting relationships of my life have at least started with both of us playing hard to get. I want to misbehave. But I’ve got to fight that instinct, or I’ll do what Mum’s accused me of doing since I was old enough to talk. And cut off my nose to spite my face.


‘Have you brought the pictures?’ Jenny asks. I pull the photos out of my bag and lay them on the table.


When I got out the album to choose the best ones, I was amazed at just how awful we looked when we were eleven: I always thought I was a pretty child, but my looks obviously didn’t kick in until after puberty. Parts of our body seem to be growing at different rates, and the effect is grim, from the outsize noses to the orang-utan arms hanging too far down our stunted little bodies.


‘Fucking hell,’ Annabel splutters as she picks up the group photo of class 1G in all its glory. ‘I didn’t realise you went to a special school!’ Then she frowns, worried she’s gone too far. But it just makes me smile: the first honest reaction I’ve seen.


I remember when the picture was taken, the week before Valentine’s Day 1980. I was wondering if I might get a card from Gary. I already had my eye on him; he was the only decent-looking lad in my year, and so it stood to reason that he’d want to be with me, the best-looking girl in 1G.


Of course, it was only when he didn’t show the slightest interest that I got seriously determined.


I guess I mustn’t have noticed that I towered over him by a good four inches. Most of the boys didn’t get tall till at least the second year.


Oh, and the uniform. Someone must have done scientific research on the colours, fabrics and designs most likely to stop kids fancying each other. The Crawley Park Comprehensive version involved a mint-green acrylic v-neck jumper, white polyester shirt, navy skirt and – the pièce de résistance – a canary-yellow tie. I would challenge anyone to come up with a less seductive outfit, though by the third year nothing would have stopped us copping off with each other.


In the picture, we’re all wearing our ties the same way, the thick end rolled round and round and round so the knot’s roughly the same size as a fist, with a tiny tail of fabric poking from the bottom.


‘Not hard to spot you, Tracey,’ says Jenny.


I’m in the middle – as usual – and though I look rougher than I ever realised at the time, at least I’m smiling, and my hair’s not that different from how it is now, blonde and Rapunzel-like on my shoulders, and much prettier than most of the other kids’ Brillo Pad hairdos. Well, in those days, the only shampoo most of us used was Vosene.


‘So, talk us through your classmates, then?’ Jenny’s still bright as a sodding button, brimming with enthusiasm at the prospect of hearing all about a bunch of bizarre-looking children she’s never met.


I look down and even now, her face makes me feel empty inside. I point to the girl standing next to me in the photo, her jumper hanging off her, with fingers like single blades of straw poking from the scarecrow cuffs of her blouse. ‘Louise Shrimpton.’ Her mousy hair sticks out at right angles as though she’s been doing a science experiment with static electricity. ‘Shrimp. My best mate.’


Annabel has drawn a diagram on her notebook, with circles representing every child on my photo. She’s marked my position with an X, and now she’s writing Shrimp’s name alongside the appropriate blob.


‘She came from this huge family, she was the second youngest, and they were permanently broke. I mean, it’s not like my mum was loaded, but compared to Shrimp, I felt like a millionaire.’


I look at the picture, and realise Shrimp is the only child in the class with black circles under her eyes. They didn’t sleep much in her house; there was always someone screaming or laughing or wanting to play. Couldn’t have been more different to ours, me and Mum always sending each other to Coventry.


‘So, are you still in touch?’


‘No. Shrimp died. She was run over.’


‘Oh, God. When?’ Jenny sounds genuinely shocked, as though for once she’s not thinking about her TV programme.


‘Second year, just after Halloween.’


Her parents saved up and bought her a second-hand bike for her birthday. Well, long term it’d save on the bus pass. But she got knocked off on her way home, in the dark. Kids wear cycle helmets these days, but back then it wasn’t cool and I don’t suppose the Shrimptons would have been able to afford one on top of the bike. Her older brother, Ricky, told me that when he saw her lying in hospital before they switched off the life-support machine, the crown of her head had been flattened, like a pumpkin lantern with the top left off.


But when I saw her in the coffin before the funeral, she just looked like Shrimp, minus the black circles. Though there was this sickly smell of vanilla, and when I copied what the adult mourners had done, and went to kiss her hair, I realised her face was thick with make-up. I think they’d even drawn her freckles back on, because there were more of them scattered across her bony nose than I remembered.


So one week Shrimp was mucking about with me, and the next there was just an empty chair alongside me in the classroom, and I thought I’d never get over it. We knew what the other one was thinking, we looked out for each other, and I was more in love with Shrimp than I have been with any bloke. Not in a lezzy way but, you know, she was my mate.


I reckon she knew that too, even after that last argument. We would have made it up. I know we would, the way we always did, if only …


Jenny and Annabel are shifting in their chairs, waiting for me to say something, so I look in the picture for my second best friend.


‘Melody Tickell.’ Until Shrimp died, me and Melody coexisted uncomfortably. Our class wasn’t really big enough for two rival girl gangs, so it was natural that she filled the gap left by Louise – or tried to.


‘She was my bridesmaid as well,’ I say, and this seems to perk Jenny up.


‘And that was in’ – she looks at her notes – ‘1992, is that right?’


‘Yes.’ It’s odd, having someone take an interest in me, after all this time. They must have a file on me, back at the office.


‘Did anyone video it?’ she asks, trying to sound casual, though it’s obvious from the phone conversations we’ve had that anything extra – photos, cards and, most importantly, film – could tip the balance in favour of my reunion being featured on the programme, rather than someone else’s.


‘Yes, it’s brilliant stuff. Very early nineties. A lot of puffy silk.’ I see Annabel add a couple of ticks to her diagram.


Melody and I always looked good together. We were total opposites, and men always liked that. There was me with my blue eyes, blonde hair and curves in the right places, and her with the French-style pointy cheekbones and pointy bobbed hair and pointy eyes, in matching shades of charcoal.


In the school photo she looks intense and studious, eyeballing the camera like it’s a dare. But she was never all that bright, and the defiant act was a good way of covering up what was missing. The teachers always gave her the benefit of the doubt, thought she was capable of more than she achieved, that she just couldn’t be arsed to put in the work. But if you’d spent as much time with her as I did, you’d realise that she didn’t think about anything except how she looked to other people. Case in point: she was the first of our class to start smoking, to give herself the aura of being a tortured soul, whereas in fact the only thing that tortured Melody was figuring out what the lyrics meant in Madness songs.


‘She’ll be easy to get in touch with, anyway,’ says Jenny, and she will; I know she still lives somewhere in Bracewell. I don’t mention that I haven’t seen her since my wedding. But that’s my business.


‘Who’s the fatty?’ Annabel asks me.


Poor Boris. She always meant well. ‘Helen. Her nickname was Boris.’


They look at me curiously. ‘It’s a long story. Her surname’s Morris, and someone in our class saw this film with Boris Karloff in it one day when they were pretending to be ill to get off going to school, and it rhymed with Morris, so that was that. You know how nicknames stick. But she never seemed to mind.’


Annabel writes this down. ‘What about the boys?’


‘OK. Well, that’s Briggsy.’ I point to the chubby bloke in the front row. He was my first snog, God help me, but we were both under the influence of Old Spice from an aerosol, sniffed through our jumpers. Someone in the fourth year had worked out that the gas inside could give you a high, and within days the local chemist’s had had a run on body spray, courtesy of the local shoplifters.


I didn’t get high, but I didn’t resist Briggsy’s determined tongue. I wanted to get the whole snogging business out of the way with someone who wouldn’t tell tales if I wasn’t any good.


‘And then Gary was my first love …’


‘This one?’ Annabel is laughing. ‘He looks so young.’


‘Well, it was sixteen … no, seventeen years ago.’ I keep forgetting it was my birthday last month. Dave forgot too. I didn’t even get a card.


‘Um, well, I hate to mention it, Tracey, but if this is you guys in the first year, then this was actually twenty-one years ago,’ Jenny says, and I take a big swig of gin when I realise she’s right. Maths was always my worst subject. ‘So are you still in touch with him?’


‘No.’ There’s an awkward pause as I struggle to say something that’ll throw them off the scent. ‘He wanted to be a policeman.’ Though I think he buggered up his chances – with a bit of help from me.


‘And this is your form tutor? Mrs Chang?’


I nod. Mrs Chang was as short as we were but unlike her, we still weren’t fully grown. But the most striking thing about her in this picture isn’t her height, it’s her massive belly.


When we got to the birds and the bees session that first summer, she was really massive, and it was hard to avoid the unpleasant conclusion that Mrs Chang, our teacher, who must have been at least thirty, had actually had sex within the previous six months.


‘Yes, though she left at the end of the year.’ I guess they’ll love this story. ‘We had our first sex education class with her, and she was trying to be open with us, so I asked her the question we all wanted answering. ‘Miss, what’s it like to have sex?’


Jenny and Annabel wait for the punch line.


‘So she went a little pink, and she coughed to clear her throat, and she said, “Well, for da woman, it hurts a leetle at first, but then you get used to it. And after a while, you might even enjoy it.”’


I stay deadpan, but they choke with laughter, and I join in, because I remember how shocked we were back then. Maybe the girls aren’t that annoying after all.


Of course, if I really wanted to clinch the programme, I could tell them about Mr Carmichael, and his more proactive approach to sex education. But some things are better left in the past where they belong.





CHAPTER THREE



I’m having a Casualty day.


The best bit about watching Casualty is trying to predict what might kill off the characters this episode. There’s a career woman skipping off to window-shop in her lunch-hour. Are her stiletto heels about to get trapped in the escalator, dragging her toned calves into the mechanism? Is that cheese and pickle sandwich going to trigger a life-or-death anaphylactic shock because some peanut dust ended up in the bread dough? Or – as she looks the right kind of age – maybe she’s ignoring the stomach ache that is in fact a symptom of a potentially fatal ectopic pregnancy?


Well, today it feels as though Kelly, Callum and I are all TV characters, and everything we do could have grisly consequences. So Callum’s plump chipolata fingers are groping around the kitchen, and I’m convinced they’re about to close in around the blade of a sharp knife I’ve forgotten to put away, slicing them off.


Meanwhile, Kelly’s wandering round with her shoelaces undone around her ankles because I haven’t had time to tie them yet. I know kids are made of rubber, and more or less immune to falls, but maybe the random aches she’s been moaning about this week aren’t growing pains at all, but early symptoms of a rare bone-crumbling disease. So when she trips over, instead of grazing her knee, she’ll fall to the floor with multiple fractures, and will have to spend a year of her life in a plaster-cast like a junior mummy.


My own hands feel independent of my body, as if they’re about to do something I’ve got no control over. I move very slowly and purposefully, in case my hands pour too much boiling water into the coffee cup, and it runs down the sides like Niagara Falls, and scalds all three of us …


Then the bread gets stuck in the toaster and sets off the smoke alarm in the hall. When I return to the kitchen after resetting it, there’s a stinking haze of carbon that makes me choke, and my hands grasp the butter knife to rescue the remaining bread from the still orange elements, and I see another vision of the near future: me leaping into the air in an electric shock, my body glowing Ready Brek-style, before I plunge to the floor and the kids can’t rouse me, and then Kelly remembers from school that she should call 999, and an emergency crew arrives, and as they take me away on a stretcher, the kindly ambulance man gives Kelly a lolly to congratulate her for being such a brave girl.


I used to worry that I was going mad, but then I talked to some of the girls at the tumble-tots where I take Callum, and they said they felt pretty much the same: Paranoid Parents. My mum’s cupboards contained Dettol and bleach – and there were no child locks, no specialist anti-bacterial cleaning sprays and foams and creams and impregnated cloths.


But there’s no way out, because if you don’t put everything they touch through a sixty-degree wash every other day, someone’ll probably report you to social services and you’ll be left alone in your festering home, while the kids are handed over to more deserving parents.


Now there’s a thought.


In a way, though, I find it reassuring that I worry so much. I see Mum looking at me sometimes as if I’m a monster for shouting at them. She doesn’t think that I’m much of a mother, and she’s probably right. Surely I shouldn’t feel so frustrated? I know I love them more than Dave does; I feel it physically, in my stomach, if Callum falls over on the patio, or if I see tears in Kelly’s eyes as she watches something sad about animals on TV. But I’m not sure I like my kids all the time. Especially not Kelly. Is it right to want to tell a six-year-old to pull herself together?


But at least I haven’t failed Mum’s ultimate test, and become a single parent. I think she should be quite proud of me, even though she’s no idea of the sacrifices involved in staying married to Dave.


I check the kitchen clock, and realise I’m running out of time to get Kelly to school, and then get back before – fanfare – the film crew arrive.


I kind of knew I’d be chosen, but still, WOW! Today is stage one; they’re going to record an interview, then film me playing with Callum, looking at the old photos again and talking about plans for a reunion. The party’s scheduled for July because Channel 5 want to show it in September, so that only gives us three months to get in touch with everyone and organise it. But then again, my new chums Jenny and Annabel will be sorting most of it, so all I have to do is be the centre of attention …


At long last, a chance to do the thing I’m best at again.


‘Kelly, Mrs Fellowes will be very cross if we’re late.’ Sometimes fear is the only way to get her out of the house, but when I’ve done their shoes and checked I’ve got the keys, locked up and then belted her in the back, put Callum in his baby seat, then double-checked all the locks – because it’s a Casualty day – I catch a glimpse of her holding hands with her brother and biting her little cherub lips, and I wonder what she’s done to deserve a mother like me. Not to mention a father like Dave.
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PC Gary Coombs nuzzled his girlfriend’s neck, but she snaked away under his arms and towards the bathroom before he could start fondling her breasts.


‘Gabby, don’t be mean. I can’t resist it when you’re not wearing a bra. Gazza wants a cuddle.’


‘Gazza’ll be lucky to escape without a knee in the balls at this rate.’


‘Oooh, you know how it turns me on when you get angry …’


He opened up his dressing gown to reveal a bulge in his counterfeit Calvin’s. Gabby looked at his groin, shrugged and finished her tea in one swig. ‘Much as I’d love to help you out,’ she said, in a voice that suggested it was about as tempting as clearing the slimy hairball from the drainage tray of the shower, ‘I have an urgent family case conference to attend to.’


‘Awww, Gabby. This is pretty urgent, too.’


‘Well, once I’ve done my teeth, it’ll be all clear in the bathroom, so don’t let me stop you. Just clean up after yourself, would you?’


He pouted at her back as she squeezed out a pea-sized blob of toothpaste, and then headed back into the kitchen, buzzing around as she finished loading the washer, adding powder and then setting it going. It was the biggest difference between men and women. Gary had never met a man who did anything else while they were brushing their teeth, while women couldn’t bear to stand still.


‘Ga–zzy,’ she mumbled through the vibrating brush, ‘you’re such a – buzz – baby. And I don’t understand how you can be randy – zzzzzzzzz – after a night shift anyway. Aren’t you meant to be knackered?’


‘All those women in uniform.’


‘Yeah?’ She spat the foam into the basin. ‘Well, why can’t you get them to give you a hand job before you get home, save you harassing me?’


‘I did, love, but you know me. Insatiable.’


She pulled on her coat, the smart case-conference one, rather than the grubby one she wore for home visits, then moved right up close to the chair where he was sitting, pulled his dressing gown open, grabbed his hand and stuffed it up her sensible skirt, so he could tell she was wearing her lacy g-string. She gave him a brief, too brief, tongue-down-the-throat kiss, before turning round and running to the door.


‘See you later, lover boy. And if you can drag yourself off the bloody Internet for a few minutes, that ironing is not going to do itself.’


He considered a last-minute leap to the door to stand in her way, but his legs had gone wobbly, so instead he just grinned as she blew him a final kiss.


Domestic bliss, he thought, as he pointed the remote at the telly and settled down to admire the showbiz reporter’s legs on Lorraine Live.


I like my lounge, especially since I painted over the nasty peach sponging. Paint effects were the height of fashion when I was just married; it took me hours to get it right, working around Dave as he read the News of the World on the sofa. Now I’ve covered the peach with a more forgiving pale purple satin emulsion, Violet Sprig or Spring or something. With the light brown laminate flooring, the room looks a bit like a Scandinavian-themed makeover they did on Changing Rooms, and there’s only the cream sofa to give me grief. But even that’s not doing too badly, considering it was the first piece of furniture we bought as a couple, when we were too naïve to know that cream and kids didn’t go. I’ve washed the covers more times than I can remember and it’s only really the Ribena stain and the Biro that still show.


But the crew hate the whole room on sight.


‘Oh, bugger,’ says Jamie, the cameraman, who has nice brown eyes and a cute bum, but a mouth that curls down at the edges. He’s my age, so I’m pretty surprised I fancy him – I’ve always tended to go for the older man.


‘We’re gonna need a couple more blondes and a redhead,’ he shouts into the hall to Cliff, who told me he’s the soundman. He has a kinder face than Jamie, but he whistles through his teeth when he comes in, shakes his head like a mechanic doing a twelve-thousand-mile service, then screams through the window to Frankie, who is the ‘sparks’.


Frankie nods. He has the look of someone dropped on his head on to concrete at an early age. Nice muscly arms, though.


Jenny looks stressed. ‘They’re talking about their lights. I’ve never heard them ask for a brunette,’ she says, stroking her own straight brown hair. They all troop back out to the van, where the men do a lot of pointing and shrugging, and I wonder if she’s apologising for my bad taste.


Annabel’s in the kitchen playing with Callum, but I can tell he’s pretty suspicious of her, and she keeps her distance to avoid getting her designer jeans dirty. I can remember the days when I didn’t know how to play with babies either, and frankly I’d rather be in her shoes than mine. Especially as hers are ultra-cool leather slip-on trainer-mules, and mine are reindeer slippers that my mum bought me last Christmas.


It turns out that it’s not the decor they hate, but the enormous picture windows at either end of the living-cum-dining room. Light, it seems, is the enemy of camera crews, or at least uncontrolled light is. In an ideal world, Jenny tells me later, they’d do all their interviews in a bunker with a storeroom full of different lamps next door, because then they can play God.


We’re on our third cup of coffee, but they’re still not ready. Callum’s getting fractious and so am I. I didn’t feel nervous before, but the noise of the front door opening and shutting is starting to wind me up.


Then there’s a knock at the kitchen door.


‘Helloo?’ says a male voice. A head appears. This, I presume, must be Alec, the producer. The girls have warned me that he’s a bit of a shark, but – hello – I don’t think I’m going to mind one bit.


Tall, sandy hair, fortyish but trying to look younger, with twinkly violet eyes that I’m almost sure aren’t coloured contact lenses, and laughter lines that bunch up when he turns on full-beam charm, which he’s doing to me now.


‘Tracey! Lovely to meet you at last – I’ve seen your photo, of course, but it doesn’t do you justice.’ He shakes my hand and seems reluctant to let go. ‘I feel like I know you so well already,’ and he winks at me.


It’s such a seamless routine that I know he’s probably used it on a million women, but that doesn’t make it any easier to resist. I catch the two girls exchanging glances. Well, their lives must be full of premieres and nightclub openings, but this is pretty much the most glamorous thing that’s ever happened to me, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t enjoy it.


‘If you’ll excuse me just a second,’ he says, as though he can’t bear to tear himself away from the company of a dowdy thirty-something and her chocolate-coated toddler. ‘Are they through here?’ he asks Jenny, before disappearing through the connecting door.


I deliberately don’t look at what they’ve done to my living room, but I catch a peculiar blue glow from the corner of my eye.


‘Boys!’ I hear him shout. ‘I’m so glad we’ve got you on board for this one. It’ll be just like Dream Weddings all over again.’


‘Except we’re not in sodding Bermuda, we’re in Bracewell New Town.’


‘Yeah, but who needs the sun when you’ve got the best team in the business around you, hey, boys?’ he gushes.


The ‘boys’ don’t respond.


Alec pokes his cheeky-chappy head back round the door. ‘Are you ready for us now, Tracey? Because we’re ready for you.’ And there’s something wonderfully naughty in the way he says it.





CHAPTER FOUR



This filming business is more boring than I could ever have imagined. So, they’ve turned the living room upside down, blacked out the sunlight and the garden with a thick black cloth, and the stupid one, Frankie, is holding up what looks like a circular space blanket that reflects light on to my face and makes me squint. And there’s no one to do my make-up. Alec flashes me this grin and says, ‘You look fantastic as you are,’ but I’ve got my suspicions that they want me to look dog-rough now, to achieve some kind of Pretty Woman transformation.


Middle-aged. When we did an essay in English once about what we thought we’d be doing after the millennium, I couldn’t believe I’d ever get this old. But even though I’ve got the first wrinkles, I’ve got the sprogs, I’ve got the semi, I’ve got the boring part-time job in the shop, and I’ve got the face creams weighing down my bedside table, in my bones I’m the same as I always was. People don’t change, do they? When it comes to the reunion, I’ll bet you a tenner a time that Melody will still be a dopey manipulative bitch with come-to-bed eyes, Gary’ll still be a pushover, Helen Morris will still be larger than life … Who else? Bodger Lewis will still be bad at maths and still have heavy metal hair, Suzanne Sharp will still be an insufferable swot with nasty red curls.


But am I still the one and only Tracey Mortimer? I try to summon her up out of thin air, like Aladdin calling on the genie.


Yeah! I’m still Tracey and they’d better bloody believe it …


‘Speed,’ says Jamie for no apparent reason, and then Alec gives me another killer smile and says, ‘So, to start with, Tracey, tell me what you’re hoping to get from your school reunion?’


‘Um,’ I start, and realise my throat’s gone dry because, much as I love attention, this is too much. Jamie, Cliff, Frankie, Alec, Annabel, Jenny and Callum are all staring. Then there’s the camera, a long microphone coated with grey fake fur, and more lights than you get at Blackpool illuminations.


‘Take your time, Tracey,’ says Alec, but there’s already irritation in his voice. I’m starting to go off him.


I had stage fright once, in the school play. When the auditions were announced at assembly, I decided that being in it was the opposite of cool, and went round telling everyone that only losers got involved. But then Shrimp found out that Pete from the fourth year was lined up to play Joseph. I changed my mind, and put the word out that actually unless you were in the school play, you were truly sad.


Of course, this triggered a last-minute auditioning frenzy.


I always had the power to set trends, and I loved watching the effect I could have as the word spread through school like ripples in a pond.


‘I feel sorry for the others, Shrimp,’ I said at lunch on the day of the auditions, as I finished off all the sultanas I’d put aside from the chicken curry, ‘because it’s so obvious that I’m going to get the best part.’


‘That’s not all you want to get, is it?’ She nodded towards the dinner-hall entrance, where Pete, who was a prefect, was marshalling hungry kids with the natural authority that I’d recognised and admired from afar since our first week. Just along the table from us Melody and her friend Fran nudged each other. There was going to be competition. Of course, we weren’t best mates then; it was Before Shrimp’s Accident.


By the time we went in for afternoon registration, the word was out, and I kept hearing my name, as people whispered about who Mr Aaronovitch, the drama teacher, might pick for the show. The news fizzed around the room like Chinese whispers, as Mrs Chang struggled to get our attention.


‘What is matter with you lot?’ she snarled, then said, under her breath but we could all hear her, ‘What additives did they put in your orange squash today?’


Everyone did Joseph in those days. Even Grange Hill put on the show that year. Actually, it’s a rubbish play to do in a mixed school because all the parts are for boys, and camp boys at that, what with that bollocks about coloured cloaks and weird dreams. That’s why it was such a smart move on Mr A’s part to cast Pete as Joseph because he was the opposite of camp: he played rugby and was very hairy. OK, so his voice had broken, which meant he couldn’t reach a lot of the notes in the solos without making funny gurgling noises, but no one was going to accuse him of being a pansy. And Mr A gave the part of the Pharaoh to an enormous black fifth-form girl called Karin, who had this bluesy voice that made everyone shiver, and he made sure three of Joseph’s brothers were played by girls, and, in a final campaigning blow for equal opportunities, he invented a special part of a wife for Joseph at the end. Hardly the cutting edge of feminism, but it was better than nothing, and of course when I heard this, I decided I’d be Pete’s missus, whatever it took.


‘Right,’ said Mr A, rubbing his eyes as if he couldn’t believe the turnout to the first- and second-year auditions, ‘cast members need to be brilliant in all three theatrical disciplines. Singing, dancing, acting.’


Shrimp nudged me; she’d heard me sing once in juniors, and she knew I was certainly no Sheena Easton. So I decided to nip to the toilet while he tested kids for that part, figuring that if I disappeared for a little while Mr A would assume I had actually done the singing already, and it just wasn’t that memorable. Because they’d certainly remember if I did sing, and not for the right reasons.


So Shrimp waited until the singing had finished, then nipped back into the girls’ toilets to fetch me. She always looked after me. I wish I’d done the same for her, when it mattered.


‘Melody was quite good, I’m afraid,’ she told me, as we headed back into the hall.


Mr A was beginning to look fed up at the time it was taking to get through all the wannabes, so he decided to combine the acting and the dancing. He counted the boys and the girls, and divided us up two girls to every boy.


‘Right, you’ve all learned about Egypt, even the first years, so’ – he was obviously thinking on his feet – ‘um, when the music starts, I want the boys to pretend to be pharaohs, and the girls to be court dancers. And I want you to work on an improvisation where … let’s see … the girls have to dance for a chance to become his wife.’ I wonder if Mr A is now lurking on some kind of sex offenders’ register, but at the time it seemed innocent. In Mr A’s defence, he put us in groups according to our ages, and there was no way any boy of our age would want to touch any girl with a bargepole.


And I suppose it’s nothing compared to what happened with Mr Carmichael later on.


I guess it was inevitable I’d end up competing with Melody for the attentions of a bemused second-year called Larry. I didn’t know what sexy was, not properly, but I’d watched Pan’s People, and so when the music teacher started playing some sort of slithery tune on the piano, I just moved my hips and tossed my hair – which was much better for that sort of thing than Melody’s straight dark mop – and at the end I threw myself to the floor in front of the poor lad, who four years later became the first fifth-former in our school to come out as gay. I don’t know if my little performance had something to do with it … But anyway, Mr A obviously preferred blondes, and so I got the part of Pete’s lovely Egyptian wife, while Melody was a sheaf of corn. Ha ha.


I spent most of the rehearsals eyeing up Pete, who pretended not to notice, but I was undeterred. On the opening night, I went to town on my make-up, with brilliant blue and black eyes like Tutankhamun, and vivid lipstick, on top of a tan Pan-Stik base. That oily, earthy, baby powder scent still takes me right back; Boots does a foundation stick that smells exactly the same, and once, when I was feeling very old indeed, I bought one to remind me how it felt to be a kid, and I sat sniffing it and crying into my wine as I tried to get Callum to settle down for the night.


Anyway, I was convinced this seductive make-up – along with the midnight-blue cape Mrs Whitstable from home economics had made as my costume – would win over my Pete. Poor bugger. Although he was a prefect/rugby player/fifteen-year-old pin-up, he seemed pretty shy with girls, and embarrassed at having this first-year mooning around after him.


I had loads of time to get nervous, because I wasn’t due to appear until right at the end when Joseph comes back to Egypt. I started feeling queasy while he was croaking his way through ‘Close Every Door to Me’ and by the time he was singing about his dreams, I was considering doing a runner.


But it wasn’t until he nipped out the back to prepare for the grand finale, and I saw him snogging one of his brothers – a girl from his class who was very pretty and had apparently been wearing a bra since junior school – that I finally realised that the last thing in the world I wanted to do was get on stage in front of all those people and say my lines.


I raced around looking for Shrimp, who was hovering in the background as a random Egyptian. I wanted to persuade her to take over from me. But then Pete, displaying a masterful streak that I cherished for years afterwards, dragged me on to the stage with the words, ‘We’re on now, you wally.’


Instead of walking elegantly at the side of my heroic Joseph, I tripped my way on to the stage. I’d found the hot yellow lights scary enough at dress rehearsal, but now they were much, much worse, because behind them were people, barely visible except for the whites of their eyes. All fixed on me.


‘And Jacob came to Egypt,’ the choir sang, as Daniel Grogan shuffled from the wings, wrinkles painted across his forehead and a grey woolly wig propped on the top of his number 2 cut.


Joseph and I walked towards Jacob, and a couple of serfs held a gold-painted cardboard chariot in front of us. This was one of the many moments where Mr A, dissatisfied with the lyrics of a musical that made millions all over the world for Rice and Lloyd Webber, had added some extra lines of his own.


‘And Joseph brought his wife to meet the celebrating crowd,’ his version went, and then it was my single line of the entire production: ‘I know that my dear husband will make all of Egypt proud …’ Mr A originally expected me to sing it, but once he’d heard my voice, gave me special dispensation to speak.


I opened my mouth. And nothing came out. There’s a first time for everything, as my mum always says when she tells this story.


Everyone was looking at me. The audience, the cast, Pete, Mr A, the orchestra and the conductor. The conductor decided to give it another go, re-cued the orchestra and the choir, who repeated the line about the celebrating crowd. This time I was determined.


‘I …’ No one could hear me, and Pete was whispering the words in my ear, trying to be helpful. I knew exactly what I should have been saying, but the words were stuck in my throat.


The conductor saw me trying and decided to give me one last chance.


‘And Joseph brought his wife to meet the celebrating crowd,’ they sang, willing me to get that last line before the rousing finale.


This time, it was going to be all right.


I opened my mouth again and from nowhere, clear and confident, came the memorable line: ‘I know that my hear dustbin …’ I looked at my dear husband and I saw myself as he saw me: a stupid kid who couldn’t even get one line right.


‘Bollocks to this,’ I said.


There was a pause which seemed to last for ever, then all I could hear was Pete choking as he tried desperately to regain his composure to sing the final moving reprise of ‘Any Dream Will Do’.


He failed, and all I can remember is my face getting hotter and hotter, and the music getting more and more jerky, as the conductor lost control of the orchestra in the most impressive display of collective hysteria ever seen at a Crawley Park school production.


I had detention for a fortnight for bringing the school into disrepute by swearing in front of parents, governors and the Bracewell Bugle. After that, Mr A begged me not to audition next year or any other year. Funnily enough, I didn’t take much persuading …


‘Shall we just stop the camera again for a second?’ It’s Jenny. I wonder how long I’ve been sitting here struck dumb, as the humiliation flooded back. Alec is waiting for me to say something good, but his encouraging smile is beginning to falter.


And then I remember something else: the hero-worship that lasted for weeks and weeks after the play was over. To have suffered stage fright, to have come through it and to have sparked this unforgettable moment in stage history, was suddenly the most brilliant thing I could have done. I think it was round about this time, December 1979, that the first year suddenly became Tracey’s year.


They switch off the lamps, to stop the living room getting even hotter, and suddenly I feel totally different, back to normal. Better than normal, even. Back to being Tracey Mortimer, the girl who said bollocks in front of the head of the PTA.


‘It’s better without the lights,’ I say. ‘Could we do it without?’


‘If we lose them,’ Jamie says, ‘we won’t be able to see your face. Mind you, every cloud has a silver lining …’


‘It’s just that they’re shining directly into my eyes.’


He grunts and Cliff, who has headphones clamped to his ears to monitor the sound levels, jumps up in shock, but then Jamie fiddles grumpily with the lights, and then the camera’s rolling again.
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