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  To Simon




  







  Chapter One




  Video night last Monday. Manny’s been going through a surrealist phase so we had a selection of Luis Buñuel films. Juno had made her own crisps out of parsnip

  shavings and black pepper and put them in a wooden bowl in the middle of the rug. Tom and I supplied the wine – huge row in the middle of Tesco’s about that. ‘I’m not

  spending so much,’ Tom had said. ‘It’s only bloody Juno and Manny next door.’




  I was out of the lounge when the first film started, so I didn’t see the title.




  ‘What’s this one?’ I asked Tom.




  ‘Large Door, apparently,’ he said. I could tell he was hacked off. He’s an action-thriller man.




  Juno stretched across with the video case for me. L’Age d’Or, I read. I caught her eye and she smiled indulgently; luckily, Tom didn’t see.




  After a while the woman on screen, who looked like Clara Bow, started rolling her eyes and sucking the toe of a life-size male statue. I got the giggles then, I couldn’t help it. Tom

  started to laugh too, then, after a while, Juno joined in. By the time we got to a scene with a bishop being thrown out of the window, I was helpless. My cheeks were wet and Tom’s face was

  flushed and shiny. So the evening was going to go well after all.




  The video finished and Manny switched the TV off. ‘I never thought of it as quite so hilarious,’ he said, smiling, and there was just that edge to his voice.




  So, I thought, got it wrong again.




  Cestrian Park’s a place of hidden codes. You think, when you buy a house, it’s yours to do up as you see fit. But it’s not. There are, oh, things you

  have to have. Basket of logs, verdigris planters, antique French wall clock, Belfast sink, one of those granite pestle and mortars on your kitchen top. Your curtains are Sanderson, Zoffany or

  Osborne and Little; Laura Ashley if you’re slumming it. And that place you go and sit in to watch the TV, it’s the drawing room, not the lounge. This is Farrow and Ball country.




  I remember standing outside, just after we’d moved in, looking at this double-fronted Edwardian house, twice the size of the one I grew up in. I stood on the gravel drive and I thought,

  It’s ours. I can’t believe we’ve been so lucky.




  The afternoon following our surrealist evening, Juno came round buzzing with excitement.




  ‘Ally,’ she said as she stepped over the threshold, ‘I’ve been a naughty girl.’




  ‘I find that hard to believe,’ I said. ‘Sainthood’s your stock-in-trade.’




  We went though and sat in the front bay window where I could watch for Ben coming home from school. She knows I need to do this.




  ‘I had a phone call this morning,’ she went on, brushing her wavy hair behind her ears. ‘You’ll never, ever guess.’




  ‘No, you’re right, I won’t. Get on with it.’




  She was hyper, more than usual. Her skin’s quite dark so it doesn’t often show when she colours up, but it did now. ‘It was a TV company.’ She put her hand to her mouth

  as if the news was almost too shocking to be let out. ‘Ally, listen – I’m going to be on television!’




  ‘Oh my God.’ I caught myself mirroring her movements, brought my hand down and gave her a hug instead. ‘Really? When? What for?’




  ‘You won’t believe it . . . I’m going to be on Queen Mum!’




  I gaped at her.




  ‘Have you seen it?’




  ‘Where the women swap houses and then the viewers vote for who’s the best mother? Bloody hell, Juno. I’m, I’m amazed. My God.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Well – what can I say. I wouldn’t have thought it was your cup of tea.’




  She giggled. ‘To tell you the truth, it’s compulsory viewing in our house. It’s the only early evening programme Manny watches. He finds it fascinating from a sociological

  point of view.’




  I could imagine him saying this. ‘Will he be fascinated to be in it, though?’




  ‘Good question. No, he’ll go mad at first. He doesn’t even know I’ve filled in the application form.’




  ‘Juno, you crazy girl. He’ll have some kind of Gallic fit.’




  ‘He will, won’t he? But he’ll come round, given time and flattery.’




  Emmanuel Kingston on television; I could see him, but more reading the news or presenting an arts programme, Thinking Woman’s crumpet. Reality TV?




  ‘You’re dangerous, you are,’ I laughed. ‘So how come you’ve managed to apply without telling him? Don’t you have to both give your permission?’




  She took a deep breath. ‘OK, I’m ahead of myself. I filled in the form on the Internet weeks ago, and I had a call back this morning to say we’re through to the next stage,

  which is an individual telephone interview. I’ve scheduled that for Wednesday night, so I’ll have to tell him when he comes home this evening.’




  ‘And what do you reckon he’ll say?’




  ‘Oh, I’ll talk him into it, I always do.’




  That was true. The adventures they’d had were all instigated by her. Skinny dipping in the Indian Ocean, being extras in Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves, taking a midnight picnic in a

  haunted house. Bungee jumping on their tenth wedding anniversary, which she’d have done on her honeymoon if she hadn’t been pregnant.




  ‘OK. Then what?’




  ‘If the phone chat scores top marks, they come round to the house and do a more in-depth interview. Suss out the neighbourhood; check you over, probably.’ She grinned and

  touched my knee. ‘No need to worry. There are loads of applicants, the guy was telling me. We may not get accepted.’




  ‘You will.’ I knew she would, too. Things happen for Juno. ‘When’s it kick off?’




  ‘They’d start filming next month; it airs six months later. So, what, August? September?’




  An old lady walking past outside looked in and waved. Mrs Beale. Waving at Juno, not me, because Juno runs her to the nursing home every week to visit her husband. There was no way Juno was

  going to lose at Queen Mum. She does everything, and does it well.




  ‘God. Cameras in our street.’ I wondered what the neighbours would think. I could just picture Tom’s face when I told him. ‘Can I ask you something?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘It’s just . . . ’ I paused, not sure how the question would sound. ‘Why are you doing it?’




  ‘For fun.’




  ‘It seems like a lot of effort, commitment—’




  ‘Risk?’




  ‘No, I didn’t mean that. It’ll be very public, though.’




  ‘Do you think I won’t be any good?’




  ‘Get away. You’ll win the whole series. Everyone’ll vote for you. I’ll vote for you about ninety times.’




  She laughed again, throwing her head back, her eyes glinting. ‘Bless you, Ally. It’s a good question, though. I’d better get it straight by the time Manny comes home,

  hadn’t I? I’m doing it because I want to, basically. Because it’ll be an Experience, and I’m always up for one of those. Plus I’ll get the chance to re-evaluate my

  relationships with everyone. It’ll make Manny and the girls realize how much I do for them—’




  ‘Depends who you they get in your place,’ I said mischievously. ‘Won’t you be nervous you might get supplanted?’




  I saw a little frown cross her brow.




  ‘I suppose so. Actually, no. Manny and I are really strong together, and, how can I put this without sounding like a crashing snob? They do tend to pair you up with a, a contrasting sort

  of family. So a woman who wouldn’t be anything like me. Makes for more exciting TV. And the things that Manny loves about me, this other woman wouldn’t have them. And she’d run

  the house in a way he wouldn’t like.’




  I thought about this. What would be the opposite of Juno? A woman who didn’t care about anything; a slob, a slut, someone with no style or charm. The sort of woman who sits back and lets

  life happen to her.




  ‘I get you. You’re banking on a twenty-five-stone fishwife.’




  ‘With halitosis, yes.’




  ‘And Manny’ll be begging you to come back within hours.’




  ‘Let’s hope so.’ She pulled a comic-distressed face.




  The front door banged and I jumped, even though I was expecting it.




  ‘Ben? Ben!’ I heard the sports bag drop on the floor and the sound of feet thumping up the stairs. ‘Had a good day?’ I called after him, uselessly. He never likes to talk

  when he first gets in; I know this, but it still makes me sad.




  ‘I should go,’ said Juno, rising from the sofa and pulling her camel sweater down over her neat cream cords. ‘Pascale and Soph’ll be next door, and I’ve got to get

  the sauce made for the chicken. We’re eating early tonight because Manny’s booked tickets for The Birds.’




  ‘The Hitchcock film?’




  ‘The play. Aristophanes. You know.’ She saw I didn’t. ‘Greek guy. I’d never heard of him either, Manny’s the culture vulture. It’s an updated

  production, supposed to be really funny. We’re taking the girls along so I hope it’s not too blue. Can I scrounge some sage as I go past? I think the cat’s been lying on mine,

  it’s gone all ropy.’




  I saw her out, back to her happy house, and it was as if she’d taken a little of the light with her. I imagined her next door, dancing around the kitchen to Charles Trenet or Manny’s

  Breton folk CDs, the girls floating in and chatting about how school had gone.




  I dragged myself up off the sofa and went to look in the freezer.




  *




  Title sequence to Queen Mum




  Music: brass over techno; funky electro-beat incorporating the initial six-note riff of ‘God Save the Queen’.




  Visuals: deep blue background, cartoon head and shoulders of a black woman wearing police uniform. The camera pulls out to show she’s holding a baby in one hand and

  typing on a laptop with the other. The baby reaches up and grabs her hat so it tumbles off, to be replaced by a crown dropping down from somewhere above. The words ‘Queen Mum’ in a

  scintillating pink font scroll into the top half of the screen from the left. A cartoon hand from the right appears and snatches the crown from the policewoman; the camera follows to show a white

  brunette in a teacher’s gown holding in the same free fist a dog’s lead and a set of toddler reins. The teacher puts the crown on her head, only for it to be whisked away immediately by

  the figure on her right, this time an Asian woman wearing a suit and holding a GameBoy, with a thermometer poking out of her top pocket. The letters ‘Queen Mum’ evaporate in a pink

  mist, and the presenter’s name now runs along the top of the screen, while below the crown is taken once more from the right, by a white, blonde woman in overalls holding a diploma bound with

  a red ribbon, while a pair of grey underpants dangles from her middle finger. Suddenly a magpie swoops down and catches the crown up in its beak, flying to the left and over the heads of the

  dismayed women. The last scene is the magpie sitting on a tree branch and winking at the camera, the crown still dangling from its beak. The camera moves in closer and closer until the edge of the

  crown forms a circular frame, through which we pass, into the opening shot of the actual programme.




  *




  In the dentist’s waiting room I ended up mentally filling in a magazine quiz. What Kind of a Pal was I? As if I didn’t know.




  When I was at school I had three best friends. The teachers used to joke about us going everywhere together. It was our big fear that we’d be put in separate classes. Then, when we were in

  the third year, my best-best friend Gilly moved to Oxfordshire because her parents were separating and her mum needed to be near Gilly’s grandma. After that the group weren’t so close

  and Amy, who was always more advanced than us, got involved with a boy and drifted away. I didn’t understand why she preferred him to us, I wrote long letters to Gilly about it, and about Dad

  going. So I went around with Sarah and that was all right, but by the fifth year it had become clear she had ambitions I didn’t have; she was going to university and then to live in London

  and have a riverside apartment with iron girders in the roof. Some dawn she wanted to hang her fur coat on spiky railings and drop her pearls down a grid. That was being Metropolitan. All I wanted

  was to get married and have a family.




  Conclusion: 30–45 points – You might find it difficult making friends initially, but once you have decided you like someone you are very loyal. That was normal. No worries

  there, then.




  ‘I came out as Alice Average,’ I told Tom over the evening meal. Ben was on the phone, letting his chops go cold.




  ‘There’s a surprise,’ Tom said. ‘Have you heard any more details about this malarkey next door? Is it one of those shows where they come in and lecture you, or the sort

  where they just give you the rope to hang yourself and let you get on with it?’




  ‘Don’t be so bloody pompous,’ I said, getting up and swiping him on the back of the head as I went past. ‘Juno printed out the Web page for me. Here. It’s the show

  presented by Abby Cavanagh. Don’t pretend you haven’t watched it.’




  ‘I’ve seen it. Not the same thing.’




  I leant my head on one side trying to read the text upside down. ‘Funny, it sounds like an African TV company, Umanzu. I wonder if the producer’s got African connections or

  something.’




  Tom scanned the page, then looked up, half-smiling. ‘Not U-man-zu, silly. Yoo-man-zoo. Human Zoo, get it?’




  ‘Oh.’




  Ben walked in, yawning. When he stretched I could see the tendons in his neck and the blue veins under his skin. He was as tall as me now. ‘I know it’s a stupid idea,’ he said,

  ‘but is there any chance I could go diving with Felix in the summer? No? Didn’t think so.’




  ‘Just eat your chops,’ I told him.




  *




  

    

      Juno [Voiceover] – I think I’ve got a lot to give to another family. Fresh ideas, lots of energy. As, obviously, another woman coming into the house would

      inject into mine.


           How do I spend my days? I get the breakfast ready for everyone, because Manny has to be out of the house early, and we, the girls and I, have a look at the papers

      if they’re there on time, otherwise we listen to the Today programme, because it’s important for them to be informed, I don’t want them growing up in some middle-class

      bubble. And sometimes they do a bit of violin before we leave the house, if they’ve got a lesson that day. Next it’s the school run, that’s nearly an hour by the time

      you’ve parked up, and probably someone’ll want to discuss the PTA with me or something, a cake sale or second-hand uniform. Two mornings a week I do a stint at the hospice shop and

      the days I’m not doing that, I’m either being a taxi for Age Concern or catching up on housework. In the afternoons I’ll often have a drive out to the farm shop to pick up

      supplies. A lot of people don’t realize how much time it takes to source and prepare good-quality food. I’m not fanatical about it but I do try to see that we eat organic where we

      can.


           The girls come home and I give them a little goûter to see them through till dinner. It’s what they do in France, my husband’s half

      French. And the girls go and get their homework out of the way and I write any letters I need to. We all gather round the big table together, it’s very Jane Austen. When Manny comes in we

      sit down to eat and have a lovely chat about the sort of days we’ve all had. The girls always clear away and load the dishwasher, they’re very good. Then it’s TV time, and we

      all slob on the sofa together and the girls get to choose a programme they want to watch, even if it’s tosh. We chase them off to bed about ten, and Manny and I have some catch-up time on

      our own.


           I think Manny and I work because we’ve got the same world view. The same interests, the same aspirations, more or less.


           I see Queen Mum as an opportunity to explore my marriage, my family, to understand the balance of power, the way different components, people, work

      together. It’ll also give me an insight into myself as an individual. Which can only be a good thing, no?


    


  




  







  Chapter Two




  We were in the front room having a row when we spotted the TV van arrive. I saw Tom’s expression and I thought, that’ll add fuel to the fire.




  He thought the Queen Mum stunt was pure attention-seeking, he’d told me as we lay in bed one night, and it would all end in tears. He actually used that phrase.




  Now we were arguing about Ben.




  ‘You have to let him go,’ Tom kept saying. ‘All his mates are going. You’ll make him look like a complete loser if you say no. What’s he going to tell them at

  school, Ally? Mummy says it’s too dangerous, I’ve got to stay home and hold her hand?’




  ‘But he doesn’t want to go.’




  Tom sighed and flopped back against the sofa. ‘Jesus. He’s only saying that because he knows it’s what you want.’




  ‘He wouldn’t do that. He’s got a mind of his own, for God’s sake. You should hear him when I ask him to take a break from his PlayStation.’ I tried a little

  laugh.




  ‘It’s not quite the same thing, is it?’ Tom drew a hand across his eyes. ‘Ally, he’s scared of you.’




  ‘You what? You must be kidding.’




  ‘I mean he’s scared of hurting you. He knows what you’re frightened of, he’s an intelligent boy. But he does want to go away with his mates, which is perfectly

  reasonable.’




  I knew it was, but I couldn’t get past the fear. ‘Look, if it was just a day trip to look at a rock formation or something, that would be fine.’




  ‘Would it?’




  ‘Yes! But they’ll be, what did it say on the letter, climbing, abseiling, building bloody rafts . . . That’s the whole point of an adventure holiday, isn’t it, the risk

  factor? Otherwise it would be a lounge-about-in-comfort holiday. And five days away from home. God knows what they’ll get up to. There’ll be booze, there always is, no matter how

  carefully the teachers check the luggage. Lads, drunk, at night, with mountains and lakes all round; you can’t expect me to slap him on the back and say, Off you go, Ben, I’m

  thrilled.’ I came over and sat on the arm of the sofa, but not so near I was touching Tom. He shifted over, though, and placed his hand gently on my thigh.




  ‘They’ll have qualified instructors. Good God, schools are so twitchy about litigation these days, they won’t go exposing them to any real danger. Anyway – ’




  I knew, knew what he was going to say. Don’t! I wanted to shout. Stop now!




  ‘ – daily life’s risky enough. You don’t have to throw yourself down a mountain to . . . ’




  By a huge effort of will, I made myself not think about the day Joe died; instead I saw him sitting on the bottom stair the day we moved in, gouging pellets off the blown-vinyl wallpaper to

  create a localized snow shower on the floorboards. I’d said to him, Stop that, but Tom had walked past and muttered, It makes no odds, we’ll be pulling it all off soon. Then Ben had

  joined in, sitting on the step above, only Joe didn’t realize that his brother was secretly scattering chips of vinyl in his hair. Little flecks of white in the dark blond. It’s his

  hair I miss the most, in tactile terms. It’s the part of an infant you see and touch the most.




  ‘Have you seen that?’ When I came back to earth, Tom was turned round on his seat, staring out of the bay.




  The van parked on next door’s drive had the Umanzu logo on it and two young-looking men were climbing out. One was carrying a briefcase or a laptop; both wore black sweaters.




  ‘So she’s really going ahead with it?’




  I shrugged, defensive. ‘Looks like it. I don’t see what your problem is with it. It’s their life, not yours.’




  ‘It impacts on ours,’ said Tom darkly.




  ‘I don’t see how. It’s not Neighbour Swap. You don’t have to be anywhere near a camera.’




  ‘But our street’ll be on national TV. You’ll have burglars tuning in to check the layout of the house, passers-by gawping . . . No one’s asked us if we mind, have they? I

  feel as if my privacy’s been invaded, and all so Manny and Juno can show off how bloody marvellously functional their family is.’




  ‘You know what you sound like?’ I began.




  But then Ben walked in.




  ‘Wow,’ he said, edging past me to go right up to the window, so close his breath made a mist.




  ‘Come away.’ I pulled at his shoulder. He stepped back about six inches.




  ‘You and Dad are having a good look. It’s cool. Soph says she’s having her hair cut for the filming. Juno’s been on at Manny to get the downstairs loo repapered quick as

  well, I heard them arguing about it.’




  ‘They should have gone on Changing Rooms, then, shouldn’t they?’ said Tom.




  ‘You heard them arguing?’




  Ben detached himself from the view and wandered over to the armchair opposite, where he dropped and sprawled. ‘Not really arguing. I dunno. Can I get a job, Dad?’




  Tom glanced across. ‘What’s brought this on?’




  ‘I thought it was about time. Jase’s got a paper round, Chris does gardening with his uncle. They’ve got cash to spend; I haven’t.’




  ‘So is this, in fact, about a pocket-money raise?’ I asked, smiling.




  ‘No, it’s about getting a job, Mum.’




  That told me. ‘I don’t know . . . ’




  ‘Sounds a good plan to me,’ said Tom. ‘Let me know when you’ve sorted something out. I can give you a lift at weekends, if you need one.’




  ‘Excellent.’ Ben swivelled and put his long legs over the arm of the seat. He looks older than fourteen sometimes. He grabbed the TV guide and started to scan the listings.




  ‘Would you like to be on telly, Ben?’




  ‘No, Mum,’ he said without looking up.




  Tom shot me a satisfied sort of glance, then rose to his feet and went out. I heard the kitchen radio start up.




  ‘Ben?’ I said. ‘Do you really want to go on this Lake District holiday with school?’




  He raised his eyes for a moment, and they were the saddest eyes I thought I’d ever seen. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know.’




  

    Juno’s Top Tips for Coping with School Trips




    

      

        

          

            1. Discuss your worries with your child. There’s no need to hide your anxieties if they are reasonable ones.




            2. Ask for a copy of the school’s risk-assessment document relating to the trip’s activities. The head teacher should be happy to show you this.




            3. Have a chat with your child’s form tutor or head of year to set your mind at rest that the company behind the trip has been recently vetted by the school.




            4. Accept that you will be worried while your child is away from home, because that is a perfectly natural reaction for a caring parent.




            5. Congratulate yourself when your child comes home bursting with confidence and having had a wonderful time!


          


        


      


    


  




  I took myself upstairs to our bedroom and sat at my dressing table for a while, imagining it was me on screen being interviewed about family life. Don’t anyone think about swapping with

  me, I told the mirror.




  When people ask me how many children I have I always want to say two: sometimes I do. Joe might be dead but he’s always around, memories of him pinging up suddenly, the way leaves do after

  a heavy shower.




  I wondered a lot about Ben these days, how he’d have turned out if Joe was still alive. He was always going to be a quiet one; six when his brother was born, used to playing alone. But

  there’d never have been this weight at his centre.




  And Tom was always angry; with me, it felt like. Everything he did was shot through with fury, so that opening a jam jar became a vicious fight in which the solution might be shattering the pot

  against the edge of the unit. He laced his boots in anger, shaved in anger, cleaned the car like he wanted to scrape the paint off the metal. Yet I remembered his careful movements wiping blood

  away from Ben’s lip after a tricycle accident; I could see Ben now, sitting on the kitchen worktop with his legs dangling, a pile of screwed-up tissues next to him. And the way Tom had lifted

  back my hair from my face the first time we ever kissed. Years and years ago. His fingers curved round Ben’s baby skull, round Joe’s.




  The phone rang and it was Mum, to check we were coming up on Saturday and also to ask whether I’d heard about the terrible school-bus crash in Austria. ‘They’re still fetching

  bodies out,’ she said. I swear she keeps a scrapbook of disasters.




  ‘You wouldn’t want to come into my home,’ I told the camera as I put the receiver down. ‘I promise you. I’d stick with next door and normality.’




  Juno celebrated the good news from Umanzu by holding a small drinks party for the street. ‘A PR exercise, if ever there was one,’ said Tom when I showed him the

  invite.




  ‘You’re not going, then?’




  ‘Depends what’s on telly that night,’ he muttered, bending back over his computer keyboard. He surfs bike sites, creates mammoth Watch lists on eBay motors. There are pictures

  of Ducatis and Kawasakis all round the shed walls; a pennant over the door, Free with every bike: you. I live in dread of him ever actually buying one.




  ‘Don’t you think it’ll look rude if you’re not there?’




  He didn’t answer, so I turned to go. As I was walking through the door I heard him say, ‘OK, then. But let’s not be the first to arrive, eh?’




  In the end, we were the last by miles; the party was all but over by the time we got there. I’d been ready at eight but then a huge sense of depression and tiredness came over me and I had

  to lie on the bed for a while till it passed off. Ben poked his head in the room at one point and said, ‘Have you got a migraine?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said because it was easier than trying to explain that I’d lost my nerve.




  ‘Shall I get Dad?’




  I told him no, and he clicked his tongue and went out again.




  I lay there and wished Juno had said, ‘Just you and Tom for drinks,’ rather than inviting twenty-odd neighbours. Tom had been right. But when he came up at ten, saying it was too

  late to make an appearance now, I felt a huge surge of irritation and jumped up, miraculously cured.




  ‘I’ve been waiting for you,’ I snapped.




  He looked hurt. ‘I was only downstairs, not halfway up the bloody Amazon. Do you really want to go now?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘OK, then. Jesus. I’m not putting a tie on. Or changing.’ So what’s new, I nearly said, but I couldn’t cope with an argument.




  Walking into Juno’s house is like stepping off a plane into a warmer country. Ben went off to find Sophie and Pascale, while Tom and I stood about in the hall, wondering who was going to

  be in the living room.




  ‘Come through,’ said Manny. ‘I’m afraid most of the spread’s been demolished.’




  ‘Ally didn’t feel too good,’ said Tom, his hand on my back protectively.




  ‘Just a migraine. It’s gone now.’




  ‘Oh, Ally. You OK?’ Juno looked up from where she was sitting with May Owen. May smiled in my direction but didn’t meet my eyes.




  ‘Mmm.’ I thought it best to be noncommittal.




  ‘Come in the kitchen and see what’s left of the buffet. If you’re up to eating?’




  I let Juno take me through. ‘Has it been busy? I’m sorry, nearly everyone’s gone—’




  She cut me off with a cheery laugh. ‘Every single person I invited turned up, when does that ever happen? Just as well I made all this olive bread. Can you manage a mouthful? What can I

  get you to drink?’




  ‘White wine, please. Just a drop. So how’ve they all been with the news? Any dissenters?’




  ‘No, no. Everyone’s been charming about it, they all say they’ll vote for me. I thought some people might be sniffy but perhaps reality TV’s so much a part of our lives

  now, it has a certain cachet. Quite a few of them wanted to be in it, milling about in the background, that sort of thing.’




  ‘What did you say?’




  ‘That it wasn’t up to me. It’s not, either. We’re all supposed to carry on as normal, that’s the brief.’




  ‘I bet there’s some serious dog-walking goes on past your window while the camera crew’s here, though.’




  ‘You bet. I did wonder about you popping round one day.’




  ‘What, while they’re still filming? You are joking?’




  Juno shook her head and took a handful of peanuts from the table. ‘Thing is, we’re always having lunch together, aren’t we? And they don’t want me – this other

  woman, rather – to stop any of my usual routines.’




  ‘Oh, but . . . ’




  ‘It probably won’t be shown, anyway. They film for two weeks and edit it down to an hour, that’s thirty minutes for each mum, so you’ll almost certainly end up on the

  cutting-room floor.’




  ‘Suits me.’ Christ; me on telly. ‘I’m not sure, Juno. I’m not the type.’




  ‘Look, if you really hate the idea, forget it. Just a thought.’ She gave me a big warm smile to show she wasn’t cross.




  ‘Let me think about it,’ I heard myself saying.




  May appeared in the doorway. ‘I was telling Manny, I’d better be off. I was about to leave nearly an hour ago. And I’m JP-ing tomorrow, Family Court.’ She was grinning

  madly, goggle-eyed. I know that nervous rictus. OH GOD, YOUR SON DIED AND I MUSTN’T MENTION IT!




  As Juno showed her out I stayed where I was and picked olives out of my bread. When she came back, I said, ‘Have you heard anything about the family you’re swapping with

  yet?’




  ‘Mm, yes. She’s a secretary in a timber merchant’s, and he’s a builder. Kim and Lee, they’re called. From your neck of the woods, actually. I mean, where you came

  from.’




  ‘Bolton?’




  ‘Yeah. And they’re slightly younger than us, and they’ve got two teenage boys. That’s all, really. We haven’t seen pictures or anything.’




  ‘What, of the brickie and his brood?’ said Manny, strolling in and sitting himself at the pine table.




  Tom stayed in the doorway, sipping whisky.




  ‘Don’t be so snobby,’ said Juno. ‘Don’t you dare say that sort of thing on TV, they’ll crucify you.’




  ‘Just stating facts. The man lays bricks for a living. Nothing wrong with that. But that’s what he does.’




  ‘Some might say it’s a more useful job to society than funding arts projects,’ said Juno, smiling sweetly. ‘Building homes for people, offices for them to work in. It

  could be argued that his taxes pay for your council-funded job.’




  Manny smiled back. ‘I wondered how long it would take you to construct that particular argument. You’re the one who’s been wondering if Kim’ll be able to operate the

  Gaggia and whether she’ll remember to buy Fair Trade bananas.’




  ‘That’s not being snobbish. Is it?’ Juno turned an open face to us but Tom had picked up the free paper off the fridge and was leafing through it. I shook my head.




  There was a thumping noise above us, as if something heavy and solid had fallen over, and a bass beat started.




  ‘God. That’ll be our lovely children. I dread to think what they’re doing. Manny, could you pop up and have a word?’




  Manny’s chair scraped across the quarry tiles as he got up.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Juno to Tom, ‘I’ll tell the girls to turn it off when you go. You don’t want Rawshock blasting into the night air, do you?’




  ‘No,’ said Tom.




  Over our heads, the music stopped.




  ‘Ben’s into ambient stuff at the moment; some of that’s quite pleasant. His problem is, he gets an obsession with the same song for weeks and he plays nothing else. At the

  moment we have that miserable “Shamed” track whenever he’s fed up, it’s pretty wearing. But he went through his top-level screaming-vocals stage when he was eleven or

  twelve.’




  ‘Lucky you. I play classical in the afternoons, it’s lovely and peaceful, then the girls come home and it’s thud-thud-thud. Still . . . ’




  What sounded like shouting was coming through now, Manny’s deep boom. I couldn’t make out any words though because Juno started talking again.




  ‘Do you miss Bolton? I know you go up to see your mum, Ally—’




  ‘It’s where we met, where we married, where we had the boys,’ said Tom. ‘I’d go back and live there like a shot.’




  ‘Would you?’ I was amazed. ‘I never knew you felt like that.’




  ‘There was never any point in saying it. There’s no point now. I have to go where ICI send me, and they sent me to Ellesmere Port.’




  Juno was watching me.




  ‘I thought you liked your job,’ I said.




  ‘I do. I just . . . We had some happy times there.’ The happiest, I knew he was thinking. ‘Those years I was at UMIST and you were working at Skittles doing your NNEB.

  We’d just got married and everyone was saying, It won’t last, you’re too young, why don’t you wait and finish your education. And we didn’t care, did we? That bloody

  minute bathroom and that God-awful carpet. There was mould in the kitchen where the extension hadn’t been put on properly, and no water pressure in the evening. But it didn’t

  matter.’




  ‘You were poor but ’appy,’ said Manny, walking back in and looking pleased with himself. ‘I’ve told Pascale that if the noise starts again, I shall take a boat trip

  along the Dee and throw her CDs into the water one at a time. I would, too.’




  ‘I know you would,’ said Juno.




  I wanted to ask about Ben, was he OK, was he behaving himself. Instead I said, ‘Of course, Chester’s a lot more aesthetically pleasing than Bolton. Lots of history. Nice

  shops.’




  ‘Oh, nice shops,’ said Tom.




  ‘And you like Meadowbank,’ added Juno. ‘I know you love working there. You’ve said lots of times how much nicer the kids are.’




  ‘Toddlers are toddlers. They’re all nice, anywhere.’




  There was a clattering on the stairs and, seconds later, Sophie burst into the kitchen followed by Pascale and Ben.




  ‘Can we light the garden flares, Dad?’




  Manny opened his mouth to speak but it was Juno who answered. ‘Absolutely not. It’s too cold and too late. Soph, are you wearing lipstick?’




  Sophie scraped her top teeth over her lip and grinned. ‘Only gloss. Anyway, you said I could, round the house.’




  ‘You don’t need make-up,’ I said, stroking her long dark hair as she leaned against the unit next to me.




  ‘You mean she’s too young.’




  ‘I mean she’s too pretty.’




  Sophie flicked her head back in a model-pose and pouted.




  ‘Gorgeous, darling; give me more,’ said Pascale, clicking an imaginary camera.




  Girls are so much older these days. It seems like only last week that Sophie was a little stick-girl running about wildly in the garden. Now, at thirteen, every move is studied. She could easily

  get into any night club. Pascale, at fifteen, could pass for twenty, no probs.




  Sophie dropped her head back down and glanced at Ben from under her lashes in a moment of pure flirtation. It had occurred to me before that she might have a tiny crush on him – he’s

  a nice-looking boy – but I didn’t know whether he’d noticed or even whether he’d be interested. I wasn’t sure how he saw the girls, for all their charms.




  I didn’t know my son at all, really.




  Pascale pushed forward and came to sit at the table, where she picked up the near-empty bowl of hummus and began scraping her finger round the rim.




  ‘Oh, honestly,’ said Juno. ‘You’d think they’d been brought up by wolves.’




  Pascale smacked her lips together. ‘Yum, love that stuff. Can we have some more wine, then?’




  Juno rolled her eyes but slid the bottle forward on the table. She believes in them drinking alcohol young. That way, she reckons, they’ll learn to handle it sensibly. The girls have been

  having watered-down wine with their dinner since they were eight, or something.




  Pascale wiped her fingers on a paper napkin, then reached across and caught the bottle by the neck. ‘Ben?’




  Ben’s eyes swivelled to me. ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Soph, you’ll want some, won’t you?’




  Sophie nodded and leaned forward to take the glass.




  ‘Anyone else while I’m here?’




  ‘Top me up,’ said Manny.




  I saw Pascale’s slim bare arm extended as she poured, her skin smooth and brown, and for a moment she made me think of when I was her age. All that energy and excitement and drama and joy;

  waking up every morning with my mind fizzing. Not that I was ever half so self-assured as Pascale. ‘We don’t push ourselves forward,’ was Mum’s mantra, ‘we don’t

  draw attention to ourselves.’ Whereas Juno tells her daughters, ‘You go for it! Of course you can do it!’ No wonder they’re so confident.




  ‘Cheers,’ said Sophie, knocking her glass against Ben’s. Impossible to read his expression, lips turning up at the corners but whether with embarrassment or happiness I

  couldn’t have said.




  ‘Yes, cheers to you all,’ I said, raising my glass. ‘To a successful coronation, Queen Mum.’




  ‘Thanks,’ said Juno. ‘I think we’re on our way now.’




  Afterwards, back home in bed, I imagined talking to Ben about the girls.




  — Sophie likes you, you know.




  — Does she?




  — I think so. Yes, I’m sure; properly likes you. Fancies you.




  — Yeah?




  — Do you fancy her?




  — No.




  —  She’s beautiful. And she’s nice with it. And clever. She’s got everything going for her.




  — She’s thirteen, Mum.




  — Too young for you?




  — Sheesh. I don’t know. Get off my case, will you? Next to me, Tom shifted under the duvet and sighed. His eyes were closed but I didn’t think he was asleep. We could have

  talked; I’d have liked that tonight.




  — Would you mind me being on telly?




  — What do you think?




  — It wouldn’t be a big deal. A walk-on part, at most. I’d like to support Juno.




  —  Of course you would. Do it if you want. As long as I’m not involved in any way, shape or form. I’ve told you what I think about it.




  — Tom?




  — Yeah?




  — Do you really want to go back to Bolton?




  — I’d like to go back to that time. Wouldn’t you? As we walked away I’d looked back at the house and seen Manny and Juno through the stained glass of their front

  door, kissing.




  — Yes. Good God, yes. Like a shot.




  *




  

    

      Sophie – Mum’s always on the go, she’s always dashing around—




      Pascale – She goes, ‘I’ll meet myself coming back one of these days’—




      Sophie – Yeah, I reckon she chews that guava gum, Buzz Gum thingy, to keep herself going—




      Pascale – No, she’s addicted to caffeine, that’s how she has all this energy. She’s always on about drugs—




      Sophie – God, yeah, is she ever—




      Pascale – But she’s the biggest junkie of us all. She’s just in love with that espresso machine.




      Sophie – Amphetamines for the middle-aged.




      Pascale [Giggling] – Oh, God, Soph, you can’t say that on TV—




      Sophie – I just did!


    


  




  

    

      Manny [To camera] – Juno’ll cope fine wherever she is. She’s got such a positive attitude. She’d have been great in, you know, the war, cheering

      people up in their bomb shelters, knitting socks for the boys at the front. She gets on with everyone. She meets all types in her charity work. Old ladies, single mums, low-income families; she

      never bats an eyelid, just asks what she can do to help. I suppose she is competitive, but in the nicest possible way. Anyway, competition is what drives the human spirit, isn’t it? My

      idea of hell? A wife who sat around all day, I think. Someone who expected to be entertained, who whinged a lot. Because Juno’s got this household running like clockwork, like an army

      camp. We all, any time of the day, know where we’re supposed to be and what we should be doing. She never stops. Never.


    


  




  

    

      Juno [Voiceover] – I’m hoping it’s going to be a sort of cultural exchange. Like going to France. Or something.


    


  




  







  Chapter Three




  After Joe died I went back to work at Meadowbank. ‘Is that sensible, wanting to carry on there?’ Mum’s neighbour said. It must have seemed like the most

  painful place I could have been. Joe’s coat-peg sticker was there still from the six months he spent at the nursery before starting big school. His outgrown anorak was in the spare-clothes

  box.




  All I can say is, being among children felt as right as anything could have done. I could stroke all the little heads I wanted in there. Light, innocent contact, not the touching of someone

  who’s rigid with guilt, or so full of their own pain that they duck away from your arms. Just normal, unthinking fingers curled round yours.




  Tom had been worried I might do something crazy. ‘Are you sure it’s wise, Ally?’




  ‘You mean am I about to go on the run with a toddler under my arm?’ I’d yelled back. I’d been so livid with him that I’d broken the door off the ice compartment in

  the fridge, then lain on Joe’s bed and thought about taking an overdose. It was my good luck that Juno turned up as the frenzy was passing. Anyone else, I’d have pretended I was out,

  but she’d got a special doorbell ring – her idea – so I went down and let her in. When I told her what Tom had said, she scoffed. ‘Utter tosh,’ she said. That was all,

  but I felt instantly better.




  ‘Yeah it is, isn’t it?’ I said, wiping my eyes on her hanky. ‘Can I put a bag of oven chips in your freezer, by the way?’




  The look on her face had made me laugh, for the first time in a month. It was still two days before I spoke to Tom, though.




  Not that I am ever on my own with the nursery kids. But this is because I’m in charge of pre-schoolers and there are too many children for one carer, the legal ratio currently being one

  adult to eight under-fives. I don’t know if any of my colleagues know about Joe. There’s a high staff turnover in this profession, lots of young girls coming and going, and two years

  ago we had a new boss. I suppose it might be on my file that I lost a child, but no one ever mentions it. So, perversely, Meadowbank’s the one place where I hardly think about him. I’m

  always too damn busy.




  I’d been working alongside Bethany for a month, wondering how long she’d stick it. I didn’t dislike her, not at first. I thought she was funny with her impractical manicure and

  her thick make-up. If there hadn’t been a uniform, she’d have been arriving in crop tops and hot pants. Nursery was just an interruption in her clubbing life. But she was cheerful and

  smiley, not an ounce of sulk in her, and the children loved her. The girls used to queue up for her to do their hair and she did her best not to spike them in the eyes with her six-inch nails.




  She was thrilled to hear about Juno’s TV experience.




  ‘God, I wish I could trade my mum in. Nag nag nag, like she’s got no other interest. I keep telling her to get out there, meet some men, but she’d rather stay home and whinge

  about the length of my skirt. Does your mate have any say in who she wants to swap with?’




  ‘No. They get a few details in advance, that’s all.’ I picked up a foam ball that had come rolling to my feet. ‘It’s mostly a surprise.’




  ‘But what if they match her up with somebody weird? One of these insanely jealous types, a bunny boiler, or a right, you know, ess-ell-ay-gee. Isn’t she worried about leaving her

  husband with a strange woman? I would be. If I was married, I mean.’




  ‘She says not. Their marriage is pretty strong. Plus they do these police checks, and I suppose there’s cameras round all the time. No one would be able to get up to anything

  seriously nutty.’ I picked up Daisy Fuller, who was running a crayon up and down my trouser seam, and stood for a moment with her in my arms watching Bethany confidently slotting together

  pieces of Tweenies jigsaw. ‘Let the kids have a go, Beth. It is Ryan’s puzzle.’




  She giggled. ‘I get carried away.’




  They’d taken her out of the baby room because she nearly let a six-month-old fall off the changing unit. ‘Keep an eye on her,’ Geraldine, my boss, had told me. ‘She

  doesn’t mean any harm, but she doesn’t think.’




  It was exactly six weeks after Juno’s party, and two days after Ben had left with the school for the Lakes, that I hurled a child’s plastic lunchbox at her head and cut her brow

  open. Jesus, you could have blinded her, said Geraldine later. So? I nearly replied. It would have served her right.




  I was on my morning break – only fifteen minutes, but you do need it in this job – and I’d slipped out to stand and look at the river while I drank my coffee. Lovely spring

  day, nippy but sunny, some blossom starting to unfurl. I was imagining what Ben might be up to on his Adventure, but all I could picture was him falling into icy water or hurtling off the side of a

  cliff. So I thought instead about how I must finally get someone in to service the boiler because the water wasn’t heating up enough, and then in a flick I was in the hallway of the other

  house, Joe running round with only a T-shirt on, British Gas rep at the door, Joe telling him not to step on blue because that was sea. Then it was in the dining room at Cestrian Park, Joe bursting

  in to let me and the decorator know that he’d made a giant snake on the floor, and it had turned out to be a two-metre stripe of toothpaste down the landing carpet. White footprints

  everywhere. Everything in my head leads to Joe, eventually.




  Bethany met me at the door. ‘There’s been a call for you.’




  My heart jumped in fear. ‘Was it Ben’s school?’




  ‘It was, er . . . I wrote it down. They said it was quite urgent. I did look for you but you weren’t . . . ’




  My blood was hammering already as I followed her to the office.




  ‘Here you go,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Mr Hannant. Said to ring him back as soon as possible, but not to worry.’ Mr Hannant, Ben’s new form tutor. So something was

  wrong. ‘He said not to worry.’




  ‘They always say that!’ I snapped, grabbing the scrap of paper out of her hand and barging past her. ‘Oh fuck!’ The outside line was engaged. ‘Geraldine must

  be – I can’t—’




  Bethany looked shocked; I don’t suppose she’d heard me swear before. ‘Hang on, you can lend my mobile,’ she said, disappearing.




  But then the line came free and I stabbed buttons, shaking. First of all I hit the wrong ones, then I dropped the receiver. On the third attempt I got it right.




  The number you have dialled has not been recognized, came the voice. I went cold with panic but I hung up and tried again. The number—




  ‘Bethany!’ I yelled down the corridor. ‘Bethany!’




  A door down the corridor opened and Mo from Little Toddlers put her head out.




  I dialled Ben’s mobile number, even though I knew from the fact sheet we’d been given that the hostel was out of reception. It has not been possible to connect you—




  ‘BETHANY!’ I screamed.




  She came out of the toilets looking white.




  ‘You’ve taken the wrong number down!’




  ‘Oh, did I? I’m sure I wrote down what he said. I’ve got my phone, anyway.’ She was close now, holding out her hand with the tiny mobile in it. ‘Sorry, I just went

  for a pee.’




  It was then that I picked up the Lion King lunchbox and threw it at her face. It connected with her forehead and she let out a cry of surprise.




  Mo darted out and pulled Beth into her room. I stood there trembling for a minute, then tried the number again.




  I heard doors opening and quick footsteps, more doors, crying. Then Geraldine was in the office, cold and brisk.




  ‘Go home, Ally.’




  ‘It’s Ben,’ I said. ‘There’s been an accident and I can’t get through. He’s on an adventure holiday—’




  ‘Go home,’ she said. ‘Now.’




  I ran to the car park, didn’t even stop for my coat. I’d have the number in the letter rack, on the information sheet the school had sent out. I just had to get home.




  As I swung into the drive I could see Manny over the hedge getting into his Subaru. He gave me a wave but I ignored him. I flung open the car door and almost fell onto the gravel, scrambled up

  and made for the door. Bloody key wouldn’t go in. I fumbled and stabbed at the keyhole, tears of temper spilling over. I wanted to kick the door down or beat it open with my fists.




  ‘Ally? Are you all right?’ It was Manny crunching up behind me. ‘Ally, for God’s sake, what’s the matter?’




  I couldn’t answer him, so he took the keys off me, opened the door straight away and helped me in. I pushed him to one side and snatched up the letter rack, tipping it upside down onto the

  table.




  ‘Is it something to do with Tom?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘Ben?’




  I managed a strangled noise.




  ‘Oh, right. Is he at school?’




  But I’d found the sheet with the number on it and I didn’t want to speak to him, I just wanted Mr Hannant.




  He picked up straight away. ‘Mrs Weaver?’ He let out a breath of relief. ‘You got my message. Nothing to worry about, Ben’s actually fine.’




  ‘Is he?’ My voice was quavering; Mr Hannant would know I was crying but I couldn’t stop myself.




  ‘Oh, yes, absolutely fine. Well, in the sense that he’s uninjured. Feeling rather sorry for himself, but then, that’s what happens when you drink too much.’




  ‘He got drunk?’




  Beside me, Manny was watching, listening, his body taut. When I said ‘drunk’, I saw him relax slightly.




  ‘Very much so, I gather,’ Mr Hannant went on. ‘I don’t think the alcohol belonged to him, if that’s any consolation; actually, I don’t know if it is, because

  I gather from what the other boys are saying that Ben helped himself to it from a class-mate’s bag. So they’re both in trouble. We did stress at the parents’ meeting beforehand

  that alcoholic drinks were strictly banned, and that anyone caught with them would be sent home immediately.’ There was a pause. ‘So that’s really it in a nutshell. I need you to

  come and collect him today if at all possible, and—’




  ‘So he’s not hurt?’




  ‘Hurt? No, not in the slightest. He’s been sick, but even that was, what, an hour ago, no, nearly two. And of course he’s got a headache. He didn’t have enormous amounts,

  about a quarter of a bottle of whisky, but then he’s not used to it.’




  My whole body wanted to give itself up to sobbing, but I held it together for another thirty seconds. ‘Can I speak to him?’




  Mr Hannant gave a mirthless laugh. ‘He’s lying down at the moment. I should think by the time you get up here though, what’ll it be, early afternoon, he’ll be feeling

  more himself.’




  I put the receiver down and wept. Manny made a hot drink and then went out of the front door, where I heard him talking to someone.




  ‘Is Juno there?’ I asked when he came back.




  ‘No. She’s at the hospital with Mrs Beale. A scan or something. Do you want to phone Tom?’




  ‘I just want to get Ben back first.’ Manny looked surprised. ‘I’ll call him when Ben’s home safely.’




  The Gallic shrug. ‘OK. We’d better get moving, then.’




  I drew my sleeve across my face and frowned. ‘What?’




  ‘You’re in no fit state to drive, Ally, are you?’
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