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Mike Gayle was born and raised in Birmingham and moved to London to pursue a career in journalism working as a features editor and agony uncle. He has written for a variety of publications including the Sunday Times, the Guardian and Cosmopolitan.
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To Monkey One and Monkey Two, 
love you to the moon and back. 
Consider this your shoutout!
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Bluelight

Bluelight are a British rock band formed in London in 1996. They consist of vocalist, guitarist and pianist, Ben Baptiste, guitarist, Andy Cartwright, bassist and keyboard player, Leona Ferreira, and drummer Jason ‘Chip’ Henderson. They formed after meeting at London’s Glow-worm recording studio in Deptford, first calling themselves Myriad, then Baptiste before settling on the name Bluelight.

After being spotted by the music manager Rocco Roberts playing at King’s Cross Water Rats, Bluelight signed with EchoPlus Recordings a subsidiary of Warner Brothers Music, in one of the biggest ever deals for an unknown UK act. The band’s first album, Bluelight (1997), debuted at number one in both the UK and US charts and included their number one debut single “She Walks in the Stars.” The album received a Brit Award for British Album of the Year, a Grammy Award for Best Alternative Music Album and won that year’s Mercury Prize. Their second album, In The Red (1999), won a Grammy and a Brit in the Album of the Year category and the singles “Love Will See Us Through” and “Ground Down” took both the top slots in Rolling Stone’s annual top 100 singles of the year poll. The band’s third album Speak (2002) was the best-selling album of the year worldwide, an achievement later repeated by its successors, Corsair (2005) and Makes Us Stronger (2007).

Since then, Bluelight have diversified their sound with their subsequent releases Small Hands Clapping (2010), Life Form (2013), Monocle (2016), Comet Dreamers (2019) and In Theory (2021), each album exploring new themes and adding new musical styles to the band’s original sound.

The band are well known for their “energetic” live performances, which Pitchfork described as “a semi-religious experience.” In 2019 a documentary about the band’s Monocle tour directed by the Turner Prize-winning artist Christina Butcher was premiered at selected cinemas around the world to widespread critical acclaim.

With 120 million albums sold worldwide, Bluelight are the most successful band of the 21st century and one of the best-selling music acts of all time. According to the UK music website NME, they are also the second-most-awarded group in history. Other notable achievements include the highest-grossing tour of all time, eight of the 50 highest-selling albums ever in the United States, and the most ever nominations and wins for a band in Brit Awards history. The New York Times described Bluelight as “Rock Icons,” and The LA Times included both Speak and Corsair on their “100 Albums to hear before you die” list and the singles “Home,” “Lovesick” and “The Heart is a Warning,” in their “100 Greatest Songs” list. Their music has been variously described by critics as “lifechanging,” “enthralling” and “passionate” and their frontman, Baptiste, as “captivating,” “magnetic” and “charismatic.”






Part 1




1 
Helen

As Helen stood at the front room window watching her husband’s car pull up outside the house, she thought she might throw up. Then, once she was sure she wasn’t going to be sick, her next instinct was to march upstairs to her son Frankie’s room, grab his cricket bat from the side of the wardrobe where he kept it, and then use it to smash the living daylights out of Adam’s Audi A3. It was, she thought, the very least he deserved, to witness his pride and joy being destroyed by the hand of the angry perimenopausal woman he had so cruelly abandoned. She resisted the temptation, however, as she was, for the children’s sake, trying her best to be civil, and she was pretty sure that wrecking her estranged husband’s car was about as uncivil as things got.

Stepping out into the hallway, Helen called up the stairs to the kids and told them to hurry up. After several moments, however, when they hadn’t even acknowledged her summons let alone responded to it, she called out again.

‘Frankie, Esme, your dad’s here!’

Silence.

She tried again. ‘Come on, kids, your dad’s here! He’s waiting.’

Yet more silence.

Finally, Helen screamed at the top of her voice, ‘If you two aren’t down here in the next five seconds I am going to lose it, do you hear me? Absolutely lose it!!!’

Helen hated yelling up the stairs to her children more than anything. It made her feel like she was a bad mother, something she’d felt day in day out to some degree ever since her daughter Esme was born eighteen years ago, a feeling that had only intensified on the arrival of her son Frankie four years later. What she hated most about yelling was that it was never her first chosen method of communication. Every single time she needed her children to do something she would start calmly by calling out a gentle request, which would, without fail, need to be repeated a second and a third time. Eventually, it would dawn on her that her children, her own flesh and blood, the two people she had brought into this world and who had caused untold damage to her body in the process, had heard her but for reasons best known to themselves had chosen to ignore her. That’s when she’d become apoplectic with rage and start yelling. And it would be then, and only then, that her children would finally appear, faces aghast at their mother’s meanness.

‘Honestly, Mum,’ said Esme, looking outraged as she came down the stairs trailed by her brother. ‘Is there really any need to shout like that? You’re not on a building site, you know!’

Helen didn’t reply. She couldn’t, not when these last few moments with her children would have to carry her through the next seven days without them. Drawing in a deep breath, she held it for the count of ten before letting it out slowly just like they did in yoga class. Finally, she forced a smile on to her face, kissed them both on the forehead and told them that she loved them.

‘Right then,’ she said, trying her best to sound cheery. ‘Have you got everything? Phones, chargers, medication …’ She paused, looked at Frankie and added, ‘Clean underwear?’

Frankie scowled at her in outrage. ‘Of course I’ve got clean underwear.’

‘Enough for the whole week?’ countered Helen.

Immediately Frankie looked slightly less sure of himself. ‘Yeah.’

‘How many pairs?’ asked Helen, well aware that her son was bluffing.

Frankie snorted in disgust. ‘I’m not going to count them in front of you.’

Helen wondered if perhaps as Frankie was the youngest she might be guilty of babying him. After all, he was fourteen now, more man than boy, and was probably more than capable of packing his own case, counting his own pants. Anyway, if it came to it, it wouldn’t be her two days from now driving around the north Wales countryside trying to find a local shop that sold teenage boys’ underwear. That would be Adam’s problem.

‘Fine,’ she said resignedly. ‘But just remember there’s a limited number of times you can turn them inside out.’

For a moment Frankie continued to glower, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, but then suddenly he let out a pained groan of annoyance before dashing back up the stairs, undoubtedly to get more pants. Job done, Helen turned her attention to Esme and the rucksack and two suitcases she’d somehow managed to drag down from her room.

‘Wow, Es, have you got Josh stashed away in one of those? You do know you’re only going for a week.’

‘There’s nothing in any of these bags that I can do without,’ Esme announced while simultaneously tapping out a message on her phone without even glancing at the screen. ‘I know Dad said to pack light but I’ve been through everything three times and it’s all essential.’

Even though Helen had her doubts about her daughter’s understanding of the concept of ‘essentials’ she decided not to labour the point. After all, Esme was eighteen now, had a boyfriend and would, all being well, be heading off to the University of Nottingham at the end of the summer to start a new stage of her life. There would be many moments in the future when Helen wouldn’t be there to tell her daughter what she should and shouldn’t do, and she had to trust that she’d figure it all out somehow. And well, if Adam had to crush his and his new girlfriend’s bags by stuffing all of Esme’s things into his car, that would only be a bonus.

‘I’m sure it’ll all be fine,’ said Helen as Frankie came back down the stairs clutching several pairs of pants in each fist, which he shoved into his bag while refusing to meet his mother’s gaze.

Helen stood for a moment staring at her two children, missing them already even though they hadn’t yet gone. Unable to resist the urge, she pulled them fiercely to her chest and there they stood, in an awkward but nonetheless heartfelt group hug, until the doorbell rang. Letting go of each other, they looked towards the front door but no one moved. Then, drawing a deep breath, Helen summoned every last bit of courage she had, walked over to the door and opened it to reveal the figure of her husband, Adam.

In the immediate aftermath of his moving out Adam had at least had the grace to look reassuringly awful every time she’d seen him. His eyes were always red-rimmed, his hair lank, and after losing so much weight his frame was virtually skin and bones. In the past few weeks, however, it appeared that the guilt and shame that had led to this dishevelment must be on the wane because now, gallingly, her husband looked like a slimmer, more handsome version of the man she’d given the best years of her life to.

‘Hey guys,’ he said, shooting a grin at the kids over Helen’s shoulder. ‘Who’s ready for some sea air?’

As Esme and Frankie put their trainers on and rustled about in the kitchen for last-minute snacks Helen and Adam stood, not talking, barely looking at one another, on the doorstep.

‘Any idea what the forecast is for the week?’ asked Helen when she could bear the awkwardness no more.

‘A bit of everything,’ replied Adam. ‘Cloudy some days, rain others, and a bit of sun in between.’

‘Well, I’m sure you’ll have a nice time whatever the weather.’ Helen hadn’t meant it as anything other than a mild pleasantry but it somehow came out sounding bitter and resentful, and Adam immediately bristled.

‘No one’s stopping you from taking the kids on holiday,’ he snapped in a low voice.

‘Yes,’ replied Helen, ‘I suppose the world’s my oyster now that I’m a single girl about town trying to make ends meet on a part-time teacher’s salary.’

‘Well, no one’s stopping you from going full time, are they?’ hissed Adam. ‘It’s not like the kids are small any more.’

Helen felt herself fill with rage. ‘This is so typical of you, always rewriting history to cast yourself in a favourable light. If you remember, it was you who said I shouldn’t go back full time because at least one of us needed to be around for the kids given that you were at work all the time … or at least that’s where you told me you were.’

Adam shook his head in disgust. ‘Here we go again … Saint Helen of Didsbury … always looking down on us mere—’ He stopped, the animosity on his face replaced in a flash by a smile, and Helen turned to see the kids reappear in the hallway, laden down with what looked like the entire contents of the kitchen snack cupboard.

‘It’s a good job neither of you are car-sick any more,’ said Helen, even though she wasn’t entirely sure this was true of Frankie.

‘Right, kids,’ said Adam, ‘give me your bags and I’ll load up the car while you say goodbye to your mum.’ As if repelled by an invisible forcefield, rather than coming into the house and grabbing the kids’ cases Adam waited on the doorstep for them to bring them out to him, his eyes widening at the sight of how much luggage there was. Helen noted, however, that Adam made no comment. As the parent who had left, the one who had caused all the damage, he was clearly all too aware of his need to be Fun Dad, Cool Dad, Dad-that-doesn’t-make-a-big-deal-out-of-things like Mum does.

As he struggled down the front path with the bags Helen took the opportunity to have one last hug with her children.

‘Make sure you text to let me know you’ve arrived safely,’ she said, squeezing them tightly, ‘have a good time and if you need anything, absolutely anything at all, promise you’ll call me, okay?’

It took everything Helen had to hold it together as she followed them down the front path to the car, a feat made all the more difficult when she caught sight of Adam’s girlfriend, Holly, occupying the very seat where Helen herself had sat at the beginning of countless family holidays over the years, the very seat Helen herself would’ve been sitting in now had it not been for her weak-willed, cheating scumbag of a husband. Holly’s long glossy chestnut hair was tumbling over her shoulders, eyes hidden behind expensive-looking designer sunglasses, and lips slick with sophisticated nude lip gloss. Helen wished more than anything that she too had had the foresight to wear sunglasses, because at least then she wouldn’t have had to worry so much about the tears pricking at her eyes. Determined not to upset Esme and Frankie, Helen hung on for as long as she could, which turned out to be just long enough for Adam’s car to reach the end of the road but nowhere near enough time for her to make it back inside the house. And so there, on the pavement, she crumpled like a cardboard box in the rain as the tears she’d been holding back all morning finally breached her defences.

Returning inside, Helen closed the front door and was immediately struck by how quiet the house was. It wasn’t the same quiet as when the kids were at school or out with their friends, this was a different sort of quiet altogether; it was harsher, more menacing, the sort of quiet the makers of horror films use to scare audiences out of their wits. The silence was so unbearable that Helen doubted she’d be able to face an hour of it, let alone the seven days she would have to endure before the house was full of life and noise again. Still, she would have to learn to bear it at some point, and there really was no time like the present.

Spotting her phone on the hallway table, she picked it up and called her best friend.

‘Hey Gabs,’ she said, clutching the handset just a little too tightly as she tried her hardest not to cry. ‘I’m really sorry, but I don’t think I’m going to make it to yours this morning after all.’

‘Oh mate,’ said Gabby gently. ‘Was it awful?’

Helen bit her lip and momentarily squeezed her eyes shut. ‘It was worse than awful,’ she said, forcing out the words. ‘Much worse. But I don’t want to get into that right now, all I want is to take a long, hot bath and go back to bed.’

‘I get it,’ said Gabby, ‘I do, but are you sure you should be alone right now? Wouldn’t you be better coming over to mine like we said? I’ve got all the food and prosecco you could want and I’ve even packed Rav and the kids off to the outlaws so we’ll have the place to ourselves.’

‘Sounds like bliss,’ said Helen. ‘But could we maybe do it another time? I’m not exactly the best company right now.’

‘You don’t need to be. I just want to help, that’s all.’

‘I know you do, and I love you for it but I think I’ll just stay at home if that’s okay. I’m sure I’ll feel better soon but right now I feel like I’ve just been run over by a truck.’

Gabby fell silent, clearly wanting to do the right thing by her best friend but not being entirely certain what that might entail. ‘Are you sure? I’m more than happy to come over to yours if that’ll make a difference?’

‘No, I’ll be okay, but thanks. I think I just need some time to myself, some time to get my head around everything.’

‘Understood,’ said Gabby. ‘But promise you’ll call if you change your mind, or just want to talk. Day or night, I’m here for you, okay?’

‘I will,’ said Helen. ‘I promise.’

‘Good,’ replied Gabby, and then she added firmly, ‘And don’t forget Lisa’s birthday brunch tomorrow. I’m calling for you at eleven, and don’t even think about bailing. I understand you need a bit of space but you also need your friends around you at a time like this, so I’m afraid tomorrow’s non-negotiable.’

Helen knew better than to put up a fight and anyway, maybe Gabby had a point; after a day and a night alone, a boozy brunch with her friends might be just the tonic she’d need.

‘Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow at eleven … and thanks again, Gabs … for everything.’

Ending the call, Helen headed upstairs to run a bath but the kids had left the bathroom in such a state in their hurry to pack that she had no choice but to clean it from top to bottom. Then once that task was done, she caught sight of the overflowing laundry hamper in the hallway, and soon she was hanging out an earlier load of washing in the garden before refilling the machine and switching it on. While it wasn’t what she’d planned, there was something soothing about the familiar monotony of everyday chores, and before she knew it she was upstairs working her way through the small mountain of ironing she’d been putting off all week.

A couple of hours later, as she stood marvelling at the empty ironing basket, Helen decided that now was the perfect time to finally reward herself with her bath. Running the water, she added a generous glug of the Jo Malone bath oil she normally reserved for special occasions, and was about to start getting undressed when the doorbell rang. Her gut instinct was to ignore it, after all it wasn’t as if she was expecting anyone, but then she recalled something Esme had said over dinner the night before about a package from ASOS she was waiting for. The last time Helen hadn’t answered the door to a courier her Amazon package had been left under the car and she’d accidentally run over it reversing off the drive. So she headed downstairs. Sighing heavily, she opened the door and immediately did a double-take. The face looking back at her didn’t belong to a harried parcel courier, postman or even a double-glazing salesman. Instead, it belonged to someone she hadn’t seen for a very long time, someone who, in what now felt very much like another universe, she had once loved more than life itself.




2 
Helen

The last time Helen had been face to face with the person now standing on her doorstep was over twenty years ago. She had, however, seen him in the pages of Hello the previous summer when she’d been getting her hair done in Salon Solo on the high street. At the time her head had been covered in silver foils and she’d been enjoying a free cappuccino and an indulgent flick through a pile of celebrity magazines when she’d come across a spread entitled, ‘Bluelight’s Ben Baptiste enjoys secret getaway with new lover, Italian supermodel Cristina Taticchi.’ The ‘article’ consisted of a series of ‘intimate portraits’ of the lead singer of the British rock band Bluelight accompanied by a stunningly beautiful long-legged creature with glossy raven hair and perfectly bronzed skin. There were shots of the happy couple sunbathing and diving off the deck of a luxury yacht into a turquoise sea, together with long-lens candid snaps of them applying sunscreen to each other’s lithe bodies.

It had all looked very glamorous and unobtainable, the kind of thing that was nice to look at in order to divert oneself from the everydayness of life while having one’s grey hairs covered over. But if Helen knew anything, it was that the sorts of people who graced the pages of Hello rarely appeared on the suburban south Manchester doorsteps of mere mortals. It just couldn’t be real, could it?

‘Ben?’

The tall, slim man flashed her a dazzling megawatt smile that made her feel quite lightheaded. She studied him again: his expensive-looking sunglasses in which she could see her own reflection, the short dreadlocks poking out from under his baseball cap, his slightly unruly beard, flecked with grey, his practically ageless dark brown skin. It certainly looked like Ben.

‘I know it’s a cunning disguise and everything, H, but come on …’ Still smiling, he removed his sunglasses to reveal deep brown eyes with a sparkle she knew only all too well. Helen momentarily stopped breathing. It really was him.

‘I … I … I don’t understand,’ she said, her head teeming with a million different thoughts and feelings all at once. ‘What … what on earth are you doing here?’

‘Now what sort of a greeting is that to offer an old mate? Especially one you haven’t seen in so long?’ He threw open his arms, wrapping Helen in them tightly, squeezing her to his chest and sending a slight shiver of something she couldn’t quite define down her spine. His touch felt at once familiar and yet strange, instantly awakening long-forgotten memories that were hard to reconcile with the man before her.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ he said as they parted. ‘You look exactly the way I always remember you.’

‘Well, now I know you’re lying,’ said Helen, blushing. ‘I mean … for one thing there’s a bit more of me now than there used to be. But anyway …’ she added quickly, hoping to save herself from the embarrassment of having to listen to Ben scratching around for compliments, ‘you still haven’t answered my question. What on earth are you doing here? Are you playing a gig or something?’

‘Nope, no gigs scheduled until the tour starts in October.’

‘So, what then, are you doing some sort of promotional work?’

‘Something like that,’ he said. ‘I’m only here in Manchester for a flying visit but when I found out I had a spare hour or two I thought, I know, I’ll go and drop in on my old mate Helen Greene and see how she is.’

‘How did you even know where I lived? The last address you would’ve had for me would’ve been in Leeds.’

Ben tapped the side of his nose in an annoyingly knowing fashion and gave her a wink. ‘Let’s just call it magic.’

Just then a car pulled up across the road and, seemingly automatically, Ben pulled his cap down and put his sunglasses back on. It was clearly the action of a man accustomed to hiding his identity and it dawned on Helen that perhaps he should be safely inside her house, not standing out on the street for all to see.

‘Come on in,’ she said, grabbing Ben by the arm and pulling him into the house. ‘I’ll get the kettle on and we can have a proper catch-up.’

As Helen ushered Ben along the hallway to the kitchen diner she shook her head in disbelief, still not able to accept that this was really happening. Her hugely famous ex-boyfriend, a man she hadn’t seen in decades, a man whose life was the polar opposite of her own – full of glamour and excitement, private jets and celebrity friends – was actually in her house. It didn’t make any sense, it didn’t feel real. Was she having some sort of mental episode? Had the stress of the past few months finally caught up with her, causing her to see things that weren’t really there? As they reached the kitchen it was all she could do to stop herself from putting a hand out to touch him, to make sure that he was made of flesh and blood just like her.

‘This is so weird, Ben,’ she said, coming to a halt by the kitchen island. ‘I just can’t believe you’re really here. How long’s it been?’

‘Too long … far too long.’ He grinned. ‘But the important thing is I’m here now.’

‘Indeed you are,’ said Helen. She’d meant her comment innocently, but somehow to her ears it had come out sounding more than a little suggestive, a feeling not helped by her sudden awareness of his physicality. He was taller than she remembered, his shoulders so much broader, and, even though it was hard to tell, she sensed that under his jacket he was so much more muscular too.

Fearful that he possessed the ability to read minds, Helen quickly turned away, grabbed the kettle and began filling it. But then as she set it down and turned to grab a couple of mugs she suddenly noticed the state of the place. While her morning of housework had made upstairs look reasonably respectable, downstairs was a different story. The kitchen was a disaster zone. There were cereal bowls and crumb-laden plates strewn across the dining table, and dirty pots, pans, plates and dishes on the counter that she hadn’t had the energy to deal with the night before.

‘I’m so sorry about the mess,’ she said, quickly opening the dishwasher and shoving a few random things inside. ‘Kids, eh?’

Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘Wow, you’ve got kids? Of course you do. It really has been a long time since we’ve seen each other, hasn’t it?’

Helen inexplicably felt her cheeks flush scarlet. ‘Two, a girl, Esme, and a boy, Frankie.’

‘Oh, that’s great. So, where are they both? Out causing trouble in town with their mates?’

Helen hesitated. Should she simply tell the truth, or would it be okay to tell a teeny bit of a lie in order to save herself the embarrassment of having to relate the whole sorry story of Adam’s leaving?

‘No, my husband’s taken them camping in Wales for a week for a bit of a dad bonding trip before Esme goes to uni,’ said Helen.

‘And you didn’t fancy it?’

Helen pulled a face. ‘Camping isn’t really my sort of thing. Anyway, we’re all going for a proper family holiday together in August, so to be honest I’m glad of the time to myself. It’s the only way I’ll be able to get all the jobs that need doing done before we go away.’

Gesturing for Ben to sit down, Helen picked up a pile of post from the counter, pushed it into one of the dresser drawers near the dining table and then caught sight of her reflection in the mirror on the wall. She looked terrible. Absolutely monstrous. Her eyes were still puffy from her earlier tears, her make-up was a mess and, if that wasn’t enough, the T-shirt she was wearing had some sort of stain on it just above her right breast.

‘Listen,’ she said, turning back to Ben and trying her best not to sound panicked, ‘I’ve just remembered I’ve got to do something. Make yourself at home, and I’ll be back in a little while.’

Exiting the room, Helen pulled the door to the kitchen shut behind her and then raced up the stairs to the bathroom. All too aware that time was not on her side, she opened the cabinet over the sink, removed her bottle of cleanser and frantically scrubbed away at the streaks of mascara and remnants of her foundation. Running the tap, she splashed her face with cold water, patting it dry with a clean towel before applying some of Esme’s ultra-expensive moisturiser, then, scooping up her make-up bag from the floor by the sink, she hastily applied a layer of foundation. Grinning at herself crazily in the mirror to find the right spots, she added a bit of blusher before dusting her face lightly with translucent powder. A few sweeps of mascara and a slick of lip gloss later and she was done, with only her hair and clothes left to sort out.

Dashing to her bedroom, Helen flung open the wardrobe door and rifled through the contents looking for something nice but not too showy to wear. As she did so she couldn’t help wondering about the lie she’d told Ben. Why hadn’t she been truthful with him? Why hadn’t she told him that Adam had left her and taken their kids away on holiday with his new girlfriend? If she was being honest she already knew the answer: she was ashamed. It was the reason it had taken her days to tell Gabby what had happened, why it was weeks before she’d told her own mum, and why, even though there had been plenty of opportunities before the end of the school year, no one at St Joseph’s, the primary school she taught at, knew either. She hated lying, she really did, but she hated feeling like a failure even more.

The breakdown of her marriage was hard enough to admit to the ordinary people in her life but how could she not feel like an even bigger failure in the presence of someone like Ben? It would have been hard enough confessing the truth if he’d been just a regular ex-boyfriend who she hadn’t seen in decades, but the fact he was the drop-dead-gorgeous lead singer of the band Bluelight, a global superstar, former husband of the Hollywood actress Allegra Kennedy and an eight-time Grammy Award winner somehow made it about a billion times harder.

She thought about him sitting downstairs in her kitchen. Even now it seemed surreal that he was here. Over the many years since they’d split up she’d seen him and his band go from strength to strength. In the beginning she’d read about him from time to time in the music press but then they’d hit the big time and were soon splashed across the front covers of every tabloid newspaper and magazine there was. She’d seen Ben being interviewed by Jools Holland at New Year, recordings of him playing live to a crowd of thousands of muddy people at Glastonbury, and even featured on a documentary about the best-selling bands of all time. He was success personified. He was living life as good as it gets and Helen … well, Helen felt like she was the polar opposite. A washed-up, middle-aged, part-time primary school teacher, with a broken marriage and her best years behind her.

Despite having seemingly made no effort at all with his appearance, Ben looked almost exactly as he had done in the pages of Hello. Okay, close up she had noticed a touch more grey in his stubble and in the hair around his temples, and there were laughter lines around his eyes too, but these only served to make him appear even more handsome than she remembered, not less. Not for the first time she cursed the fact that men and women aged so differently. Every day that passed it seemed that men of her generation got better looking without doing a single thing, while women her age had to spend a small fortune just to maintain what they already had.

Shedding her T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms on the floor, Helen hurriedly tried on several options before opting for jeans, a white shirt, and a hideously expensive necklace she’d ordered online in the middle of the night while she was still very much in the depths of her misery. Checking herself out in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door, she was, if not exactly pleased with the results, then at least satisfied that she had done the best with the time that she had and what she had to work with. She looked, she thought, like a generic off-duty mum, smart enough but not exactly anything you’d look twice at.

Still, it would have to do for now. If she’d known he was coming she could’ve presented a better version of herself; as it was, she hadn’t, so there was no choice but to get on with things. Shoving her feet into a pair of newish white trainers that Esme had encouraged her to buy last summer, she returned to the bathroom and with no little effort managed to tame her hair into something more respectable. Finally, she spritzed on some of the perfume Adam had bought her for Christmas, then taking a deep breath, she descended the stairs, her heart racing like a giddy teenager’s.
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‘Oh, you’ve changed,’ said Ben, sounding slightly perplexed, as Helen returned to the kitchen. ‘Hope it wasn’t on my account?’

Helen felt her face glow red underneath all her make-up. ‘I was in the middle of doing the cleaning when you arrived,’ she said quickly. ‘Hence the scarecrow outfit I was wearing, which to be honest no one deserves to see.’

‘Well,’ said Ben, ‘not that my opinion is worth much but you looked great then and you look great now too.’

‘Thanks,’ said Helen, and she busied herself by trying to make the kitchen look a bit tidier. ‘Once again, I really am sorry about the state of the place. I’ve been trying to train the kids to clean up after themselves since they were tiny, and well … Esme’s eighteen now so you can see how well that’s gone.’

‘Of course,’ said Ben, ‘you said your daughter’s going off to uni, I don’t know why it’s taken until now to realise just how mad that is.’

‘I know,’ sighed Helen, who had been struck by this thought nearly every day since her daughter’s birthday back in January. ‘It doesn’t feel like any time at all since we were that age ourselves, does it?’

‘It’s one of those things, about getting older,’ said Ben. ‘Time seems to both slow down and speed up.’ He gestured to an old snap of Frankie stuck to the fridge.

‘And is this your son?’

‘Yeah, that’s Frankie,’ said Helen, smiling at the picture of her son aged ten dressed as Where’s Wally? for World Book Day. ‘Although he’s fourteen now and wouldn’t be seen dead dressing up for any kind of fun activity. In fact, he wouldn’t be seen dead in anything unless it had a designer label and had been doused in half a can of Lynx Africa first.’

Ben laughed. ‘He sounds like a typical teenage boy.’

‘You can say that again. I went into his bedroom the other day to retrieve his dirty laundry and it was like going on an archaeological dig. Along with clothes I found plates, bowls, mugs, an actual frying pan and even my spare pair of hair straighteners.’

Ben smiled. ‘Still, I bet you’re missing him something rotten. How long did you say they are away camping for?’

‘Just a week,’ said Helen, and then she added quickly, ‘And then, like I said there’s still the family holiday to look forward to.’

‘Where are you heading? Anywhere nice?’

‘Portugal,’ replied Helen, plucking a destination out of the air.

‘Oh, I know Portugal really well,’ said Ben, and Helen’s heart sank. Why hadn’t she chosen somewhere she at least vaguely knew something about? ‘Whereabouts are you going? Lisbon or the coast, or a bit of both?’

‘A bit of both,’ said Helen quickly. ‘I can’t remember where exactly off the top of my head.’

‘Well, if you get the chance you should definitely check out Madeirã and Alentejo. I spent some time in both a couple of years ago and I’d highly recommend them.’

‘I’ll certainly try,’ said Helen, desperate to change the subject. Thankfully just then the kettle clicked off.

‘I forgot to ask,’ she said, opening a cupboard, ‘are you still a tea drinker or is coffee more your thing now? Before you answer I should add that although we have a fancy coffee machine it’s Adam’s baby and I literally have no idea how it works.’

Ben smiled. ‘Tea will be great thanks.’

‘And that is the correct answer,’ said Helen. ‘Why don’t you make yourself comfortable over there,’ she pointed across the room to the sofa positioned opposite the French doors that led to the garden, ‘and I’ll bring your drink over.’

As Helen set about making the tea it occurred to her once again just how bonkers this whole situation was. More than anything she wanted to pick up the phone, call Gabby and tell her what was happening: that her ex-boyfriend and lead singer of Bluelight, Ben Baptiste, had come to see her, but it felt wrong somehow, like she would be cashing in on Ben’s celebrity rather than just enjoying being with an old friend.

Drinks made, she rummaged in the top of one of the cupboards and took out a box of posh biscuits, which had, along with a forty-pound John Lewis voucher, been a gift from one of the mums at school at the end of term. As end-of-term teacher presents went, this had been far more generous than most, but then again, this mum’s daughter had been a complete and utter nightmare all year, so to a large degree Helen felt like she had earned it.

‘So,’ she said, setting down Ben’s tea in front of him along with a selection of the biscuits, ‘tell me more about this thing you’re in Manchester for.’

‘It’s nothing special,’ he said, helping himself to a foil-covered biscuit. ‘Just a TV thing at Media City over in Salford.’

‘You mean like an interview?’

‘Yeah, that sort of thing.’

‘Ooh, exciting. Who’s it with and when will it be going out?’

‘To be honest I’ve no idea who the interviewer is,’ he said, peeling the foil from the biscuit and dunking it into his tea. ‘And I’m none the wiser about when it’s going out either. Sometimes they film these things so far in advance that by the time they go out I can barely remember doing them.’

‘Lifestyles of the rich and famous, eh!’ said Helen, and then immediately hated herself for saying it.

‘You wouldn’t believe how tedious these things can be,’ said Ben, thankfully ignoring her comment. He paused and took a bite of the biscuit. ‘If I never had to talk about myself with a total stranger again, I think it would be too soon.’

‘I’ve only ever been interviewed once,’ said Helen. ‘It was when one of the kids I used to teach raised a load of money for a children’s hospital doing a sponsored walk. I was quoted in the Evening News as saying something boring like, “I always knew he’d do well, but he’s surprised us all!” Talk about squandering your fifteen minutes of fame!’ She laughed self-consciously and, desperate to stop gibbering, asked Ben another question.

‘Do you ever get nervous doing interviews and stuff? I saw you on Graham Norton once, and you seemed completely at ease.’

‘It’s been a long time now so I’m used to it, I suppose. But occasionally I have a sort of out-of-body experience where I’m in the middle of an interview and I think to myself, “Where am I going with the answer to this question?”’

Helen laughed. ‘That would be me all the time if I was in your shoes. How about going on stage? I mean what you do now is a world away from when we were kids and you were fourth on the bill at the Basement Club. Do you ever get stage fright playing in front of such huge audiences? I saw you at Glastonbury a couple of years ago, I can’t believe you can do what you do in front of so many people and look so at ease.’

‘You were at Glastonbury the year we headlined?’ asked Ben. ‘You should’ve said, I would’ve sorted out backstage passes.’

‘Oh, I wasn’t there in person,’ admitted Helen, feeling distinctly uncool, ‘I watched it on TV with the kids. I haven’t been to a festival in years, not since my student days. They’ve never been Adam’s cup of tea and so I suppose I just got out of the habit.’

‘Do you remember that year we went to Reading?’

Helen smiled. ‘How could I forget, three days and two nights of music, no sleep and mud.’

‘And a tent missing half its tent poles! If it hadn’t been for my guitar propping up the middle we’d have been homeless. Good times though, eh?’

‘Some of the best,’ said Helen wistfully. ‘Although I’m not sure I could do it now at my age with all the standing up for hours on end, drinking and staying up late.’

‘You’re talking like you’re past it,’ said Ben, ‘which as we’re the same age would mean I am too.’

Helen laughed. She and Ben might have been the same age but they were nothing like each other, not any more. ‘Time moves differently in the suburbs.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Ben. ‘Age is just a state of mind.’

‘Precisely,’ said Helen, ‘which probably explains why after a day at work I sometimes feel like I’m a hundred and three.’

‘Are you still teaching?’

‘For my sins,’ said Helen, feeling even more boring than she already had been. ‘I’ve been at the same school for the past twenty years.’

‘Nothing wrong with a bit of stability,’ said Ben. ‘Nothing wrong with that at all.’

There was a brief lull in the conversation as they both sipped their drinks, and Helen wondered if she was boring him. While it was lovely, albeit surreal, to see him, she still couldn’t help wondering why he’d chosen now to drop by after all these years. Bluelight had played in Manchester loads of times since they’d lost touch and he’d never got in contact then, so what made this time different? She was still puzzling over the answer to this question when Ben spoke.

‘So, how’s your mum, she okay?’

‘Still the same: stubborn as ever,’ said Helen. ‘Refuses to see a doctor, thinks illness is just a matter of will power and won’t let anyone do anything for her if she can help it.’

‘That sounds just like Sue,’ said Ben. ‘Good to hear that some things don’t change. And your sister?’

‘Oh, Amanda, she’s okay, I suppose,’ continued Helen, ‘still up herself as always. She’s living down in Devon with some bloke she met – get this – on a bread-making course in Umbria. I couldn’t tell you what she does for a living, to be honest I don’t think she does anything at all. He’s a bit older than her and made a stack of cash in the city in the Nineties and as far as I can tell from her Instagram, all she does is walk their three dogs on the beach and post memes about how grateful she is to the universe for her good fortune. Sometimes I want to write in her comments that I remember the days when she used to drink White Lightning in the park with her mates until she passed out, but then I worry she might get the universe to manifest some sort of spiritual voodoo nonsense, and I chicken out.’ She smiled and took a sip of her tea. ‘Do you ever hear from any of your family at all?’

Ben shook his head and Helen raised an eyebrow. ‘What none of them?’

‘No, and that’s the way I like it. I haven’t spoken to Dad since … well, since I left and after all that stuff with Nathan … well, how could I trust him again?’

‘He’s an idiot,’ said Helen. ‘That’s for sure. I actually bumped into him in town must be about five or six years ago. To be honest he looked a bit of a state, but we started making small talk and of course we ended up talking about you. When I asked if you and he were in touch he just pulled a face like a slapped backside and there wasn’t much more to say after that.’

‘Sounds like my kid brother, all right,’ said Ben. ‘All I can do is apologise.’

‘No need,’ said Helen. ‘All families are weird in their own special way.’

‘Anyway,’ said Ben, clearly keen to change the subject. ‘This is a lovely home you’ve got here. Have you been here long?’

‘About fifteen years now. We bought it as a bit of a wreck and did it up, back in the days when we both had energy for that sort of thing. It took us ages, cost a fortune, and there were points, particularly after Frankie was born and we had water coming through the bedroom ceiling, when I wondered what we’d taken on but thankfully we got through all that and I’m pleased with how it all turned out.’

‘Well, you’ve done a great job. What made you pick Didsbury?’

Helen groaned inwardly and wondered how to make prosaic life choices sound more dynamic than they had been, but she came up short. ‘It’s going to sound boring but it was for the usual reasons,’ she said, ‘you know, school catchment areas and the like.’

‘That sounds like a good enough reason to me. I mean, the last thing you’d want is for your kids to end up at somewhere like Cheadle Road, it’s a wonder we survived.’

‘Ah, Cheadle Road!’ said Helen mock wistfully, of the primary school on the council estate that she and Ben had both attended. ‘Never have quite so many supply teachers regretted their career choices so profoundly.’

‘It really was little more than a holding pen,’ said Ben. ‘I think you did well to get your kids into a good school.’

‘To be honest,’ said Helen, ‘it was all Adam’s doing. He had a real bee in his bonnet about the kids going to the “right” primary school which fed into the “right” secondary school. It’s all so strategic, the sharp-elbowed middle classes calculating every last move in order to get the best resources for our kids. The teenage socialist me would’ve accused me of being part of the problem, but the harried middle-aged mum of two me would probably just whack her over the head with her own copy of Socialist Worker and tell her to mind her own business.’

‘Sometimes I miss the days when everything seemed simpler,’ laughed Ben.

‘Me too,’ said Helen. ‘But then you get older, life intervenes and you suddenly realise that things aren’t always as black and white as you first thought.’

She paused, deliberating over whether she should have another biscuit, and in doing so recalled the lithe and slender body of the bikini-clad supermodel she had seen Ben with in the pages of Hello. Women like that didn’t have first biscuits, let alone seconds. But she reasoned she wasn’t one of those women and didn’t particularly want to be either, and so she helped herself to another, telling herself that in doing so she was somehow striking a
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