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Mr Baxter was ninety-four years old.


He had three smart suits which he wore exclusively and in rotation, and a first name he would baulk at if used in conversation. He was tall, but stooped the way men of his age do, as if anticipating his imminent return to the earth. He had a thick crop of filthy white hair which he affected into a quiff via pomade and a tortoiseshell comb each morning.


The comb, like Baxter, had survived a world war. And, like Baxter, it had endured a bus crash in Tangier, a socialist march turned looting riot on the streets of Bastille – and a bolt of lightning that decimated his attic bedroom, a particularly resplendent bougainvillea and his neighbour’s grey tabby.


The comb was a gift and, unlike Baxter, had enjoyed twenty-nine glorious years with the man who had given it to him.


It was the comb, and its original owner, that Baxter thought of the morning the doctor visited his temporary rooms at Melrose Gardens Retirement Home.
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‘I’m afraid it’s not good news, Mr Baxter,’ the doctor said, as Baxter sat on the edge of his bed, polishing his glasses.


‘Nothing ever is at my age,’ Baxter replied with a short laugh.


‘What we’d be looking at now is making you comfortable.’


Baxter grunted, replaced his glasses on his head and stared grimly around the room. The walls had been painted a dappled magnolia, and above the bed there hung a crude picture of a country meadow which he found as offensive as the limp meals which were presented to him thrice daily.


‘It’s like practising being dead and paying for the privilege!’ he had announced upon arrival, as his belongings were laid out carefully and to his strict instruction.


He had insisted on bringing with him his record player, a collection of twenty-seven records and a boxful of framed black-and-white photos that he instructed the staff to arrange along the windowsill in a very specific order. It was sentimentality which bound him to his small collections of keepsakes and memories, not necessity. If anything his memory was growing stronger with age. Once hazy recollections had become sharper as he himself began to blur at the edges. All he had to do was close his eyes and off he went.


‘Are you OK, Mr Baxter?’ asked the doctor, pulling Baxter’s attention back to the present.


‘Apparently not.’


‘No, well, quite. It’s a lot to digest. Would you like some time? Is there someone we can call for you?’


Baxter shook his head and smiled. ‘Do you know,’ he said, slowly raising his eyebrows, ‘I’m not entirely sure there is.’


Born the only child of a wealthy older couple, Baxter had found youth a bemusing chore and his peers a complete mystery. Then, when orphaned at twenty-one to an arthritic knee, a sensitive accelerator pedal and an inadequately signposted cliff-edge in Dorset, Baxter was thrust into a role he discovered he was made for: that of absolute independence.


Once he’d overcome the gaucheness of youth he developed an easy charm and a willingness for new experiences which endeared him to most people that he met. He made and kept friends both locally and around the world. But the past two decades had seen his social circle diminish incrementally in an inevitable carousel of overpriced wreaths, tuneless hymns and hastily defrosted vol-au-vents. Like some cosmic game of Guess Who? in which he would soon be the only character left.


‘Well, there are people we can arrange to come and talk to you.’


Baxter shrugged. ‘Nothing to say, really.’


‘Like I said,’ the doctor went on, ‘at this stage there are plenty of things we can do to make you more comfortable.’


‘I haven’t been comfortable since I slipped a disc in eighty-nine. Why start now?’


‘There is medication,’ the doctor tried.


At this, Baxter perked up. ‘Ooh, yes please!’ he said, pointing towards the prescription pad. ‘I always was partial to an opioid, none of this holistic nonsense you lot seem to be touting these days.’


The doctor, now very much at Baxter’s mercy, began fidgeting with the stethoscope around his neck.


‘We often find that the side effects of medication outweigh the symptoms they were prescribed to treat in the first place . . . ’


Baxter smiled. ‘Dear boy. I’m ninety-four years old. And according to your good self I am unlikely to experience the heady rush of ninety-five. What exactly are you worried will happen? Sweet angel Baxter, gone too soon . . . ’


‘There’s no reason why we can’t look at the possibility of medication alongside more, ah, therapeutic treatments,’ tried the doctor, gamely.


Baxter raised his hand the way he used to do in his classroom when the children were getting out of control.


‘I apologise for my outburst,’ Baxter said. ‘It was unfair and disrespectful, and for that I am sorry. But for God’s sake, boy, lighten up. Nobody my age sits down in front of a doctor and expects good news. Go off script . . . Relax,’ he said, with a gentle laugh. ‘It’s only life. You don’t always have to take it so seriously. Ask me something normal. Treat me like a human being. There’s a roomful of clues and conversational prompts at your disposal.’


‘Well, yes,’ said the doctor, as uneasy with Baxter’s sudden turnaround in mood as he had been with his initial trickiness. There was a long silence.


‘Well?’ Baxter asked.


The doctor breathed in, scanned the room and widened his eyes apprehensively.


‘You going anywhere nice on your holidays this year?’ he tried, already shrugging in apology at his effort.


‘Bloody hell,’ Baxter said, shaking his head. ‘Never mind.’


‘Is there anything more I can help you with today, Mr Baxter?’


‘No. But thank you for your trouble. It has been a particularly gruelling morning. Sixteen across took me three cups of tea and left me with hand cramp from clutching the thesaurus.’


‘It’s brilliant that you’re keeping your mind active,’ the doctor said, only to be cut down by a look so sharp it could have shucked an oyster.


‘Right then,’ said Baxter. ‘I shall take a rest. Perhaps lie down with a spot of Mozart.’ He stood up and began rifling through his record collection. ‘Are you fond of music?’


‘I like jazz.’


‘So that’s a no then,’ Baxter said, crestfallen, returning his attention to his vinyl. ‘I was always partial to the blues myself. Soul music. And the old masters of course. But jazz . . . ’ He shuddered. ‘Waste of my time and theirs. If you can’t carry a tune then learn a fucking trade,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Don’t torture the rest of us with your atonal efforts.’


At this the doctor laughed too, more at the incongruity of such foul language from a respectable old man than anything else.


‘Each to his own, eh, Mr Baxter?’


Baxter found the record he was looking for, slid it from its sleeve and placed it on the turntable. The needle hit the groove and a rich melody filled the room like ink in water.


‘Thank you for your care and efforts,’ said the old man with a nod, as he returned to his perch on the side of the bed.


‘You take care of yourself,’ the doctor said as he left the room, ‘and don’t forget to rest.’


‘With less than a year left I don’t see how I can rest,’ Baxter said, lying back on the bed, lifting his legs onto a pillow at the end of the mattress. ‘There’s so much I’ve yet to do.’


‘All in good time, Mr Baxter.’ The Doctor said, gently closing the door too and leaving the old man to it.


‘It’s the most lucrative currency of all, time,’ said Baxter to nobody in particular, his voice deepening as his body began to sink into his mid-morning nap. ‘We must be sure to invest wisely.’
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Greg Cullock had been working at Melrose Gardens Retirement Home for three days when Baxter arrived.


That morning, like every other, he had woken up in a bed surrounded by remnants of the night before – biscuit wrappers, crisp packets, empty beer cans, well-thumbed novels and an open laptop which buzzed loud and hot against the blankets. Snapping the lid shut, he heaved himself upright and lumbered towards the bathroom.


The house was quiet and still, which meant his father was out at work already. He felt a rare surge of relief. This was pure luxury. He stood in the bathroom in his pants, door open wide. He examined his hair in the mirror and flattened it down with cold water. He squeezed determinedly at a cluster of red mounds that had developed on his chin, wincing and nipping until they popped their entrails across the mirror like pressed garlic. He scrubbed with whatever caustic anti-spot gel had been on offer that month at the local chemist and ran a razor, dry, across his top lip, deleting the tentative moustache which had developed over the past three days.


He’d overslept, and with no time for a shower he filled the basin and spritzed his essentials with a damp flannel and a bar of soap. He stared at his reflection and felt a dull echo of disappointment at the pseudo-stranger staring back at him. He bent down and fully submerged his head in the sink, enjoying the total sensory deprivation.


He pulled up, blinking water from his eyes.


‘Fuck,’ he said with a start, surprised to see his father’s reflection next to his in the mirror.


‘Making yourself beautiful?’ said his dad.


Greg had known his father for eighteen years and still could not tell the difference between a joke and an insult.


‘Just giving the people what they want,’ he replied, drying his face as he swigged mouthwash straight from the bottle.


‘I nipped back for my spirit level. There’s a sandwich on the side for you. Don’t be late for work.’


Greg gargled and spat. ‘Cheers,’ he said, closing his eyes as he wiped his face one last time with the hand towel. When he opened them again his father was gone.


Teddy Cullock was a large man of many trades and few words who had spent the last year complaining about his eldest son to anyone who would listen. Having been self-employed since the age of fifteen, he was known throughout his postcode and upwards of three surrounding environs as a man who could do any job required, so long as you favoured speed over quality. He could build and demolish, wire and lag, paint and sand and tile within reason. Between the hours of eight and six each day Teddy understood himself and his life. His role was clear to him. He could see a problem and a solution, and more often than not had the resources and skill set to connect the two within eight hours, factoring in three tea breaks and forty-five minutes for lunch.


All was not so clear when it came to his children. Initially he had found the role of fatherhood a breeze. Greg and Michael, as babies, had wanted something and he provided it. Yet beyond infancy things had become increasingly unclear. The more vocabulary they accumulated, the less he felt able to communicate. Whatever it was his sons needed from him he did not understand, or more accurately, didn’t know how to give. It wasn’t that he did not love them, exactly. It was more that he had never been shown how. All in all, Teddy felt like an eternal disappointment to his children. They seemed to peel away from him like badly hung wallpaper.


And then Michael died, leaving him and his eldest son more stranded than ever.


Before Michael’s death, Teddy had been confused by the very scale of Greg’s ambition – his keenness for knowledge, his determination to become whatever it was he was determined to become. The boy was bright. For the past year, however, it was Greg’s lack of motivation that had mystified him the most. He seemed resigned, if not exactly content, to let the world happen around him.


And so in a desperate effort to stop the rot, he had put in a word with the woman who made him cups of tea when he did odd jobs at the old people’s home round the corner, and returned home one evening with an application form and a printed job specification.


‘Here you are,’ he’d said to Greg. ‘Have yourself a shave and set your alarm. You’ve an interview tomorrow morning.’


*


As the new boy, it had been Greg’s job to haul Baxter’s belongings from the foyer up to the newcomer’s bedroom.


‘You should get yourself an MP3 player. Then you wouldn’t have this problem,’ he’d said, humping the box of vinyl across the thick shag pile.


‘And if you didn’t have an attitude you’d have been done half an hour ago,’ Baxter shot back from the wheelchair in which the hospital had insisted on transporting him, despite his protestations.


‘As long as you’re comfy,’ Greg mumbled, as he mounted the record player on the dressing table and dragged a sleeve across his damp forehead. Rugby captain of his school team, swimming champion three years running in the mixed relay, invited to play in goal for the sixth formers whilst he was still in year eleven; yet forty minutes of light labour now left him breathless and dizzy.


‘Right then,’ said Baxter, wheeling himself around once the task was complete. ‘Let’s check the damage. I’m sure management can dock your wages accordingly.’


‘I feel bloody fine,’ Baxter snapped, irritated at the third enquiry as to his wellbeing that morning.


Suzanne ducked behind the great metal urn she had wheeled into the television lounge and released a jet of stewed tea into a cup.


‘Well then,’ she asked, handing him brew, ‘why are you such a miserable old sod?’


She winked. Baxter scowled, though lowered his defences to take two custard creams from the plate his inquisitor had presented.


‘Sugar’s a poison,’ shrieked Elsie from across the room, any notion of appropriate volume dulled by the oversized headphones clamped to her ears.


‘If bloody only,’ Baxter muttered, taking an elaborate sip of his tea. Suzanne rolled her eyes.


‘Not everyone’s as lucky as you, you know,’ she said to the flinty old boy she’d been lumbered with less than a week prior. ‘You’ve got money – not many can afford to pay cash.’


‘Another rapidly depleting resource, let me tell you.’


‘Well, old miser, you can’t take it with you.’


‘Hmph,’ Baxter said, taking another sip of his tea and another two biscuits from the plate, ‘you haven’t seen the coffin I’ve got planned.’


‘Gold-plated, is it?’


‘En suite,’ said Baxter. ‘And anyway, the only reason I’m here is because the alternative was to stay in bloody hospital until the work on my house was finished.’


Suzanne laughed, sighed and flicked the trolley’s safety stoppers with the toe of her shoe. In truth, Baxter was fast becoming one of her favourites within the home. The man was exhausting and infuriating in equal measure, but truculence was a language she understood. Suzanne’s forte was giving a shit and the other residents made that hard.


Bobby Braithwaite was a bolter who made a dash for the nearest taxi rank at least twice a week. Violet Melville was a hypochondriac who’d caught the tail end of a Panorama on Elder Abuse and would recite the programme word for word on a near daily basis. Peter Oswald was a spitter. Jimmy Golding, seemingly wilfully incontinent. Viv Beasley was a racist and Derek Oswald would stand up and drop his trousers to the floor each day at the chime of the six o’clock news (causing a surge of interest in current affairs amongst the widowed ladies of Melrose Gardens).


Suzanne’s breasts had been honked and her bottom pinched. She’d been spat on and sworn at and had her stomach fat nipped by Mary Boyle, who seemed utterly obsessed by ‘middle-age spread’.


Baxter, despite his best efforts, was a comparative breeze.


Greg made his way into the TV lounge.


‘All right, flower,’ said Suzanne. ‘You get yourself sorted?’


Greg blushed and ducked his head as all attention turned to him. ‘Yeah, thanks. Do you want me to do laundry?’


‘You could finish teas off for me if you like, pet. I’ve got paperwork to be getting on with.’


‘Oh, here he is!’ Baxter declared. ‘The raconteur of Tyne and Wear!’


‘Baxter,’ Suzanne warned him as Greg sloped towards the tea tray.


‘Our little ray of sunshine,’ Baxter went on. ‘Gregory. A good morning to you, my friend.’


Greg bowed his head and shrugged, his cheeks pinking as he took the apron from Suzanne and wrapped it around his work shirt.


‘And how are you?’ Baxter continued. ‘What pleasures has the day brought so far?’


‘Cornflakes,’ Greg said, kicking the wheels of the trolley into motion. ‘You been up the hospital?’ he asked, pointing to the blue plaster on Baxter’s arm that showed where he’d had further blood tests.


‘Heroin,’ Baxter corrected him. ‘It’s an avenue I’ve been meaning to explore for some time now, and there was a lull during BBC Breakfast. I thought to myself, Baxter old boy, it’s now or never.’


‘Right,’ said Greg, continuing on his way. ‘Give Suzanne a shout if you think you’re going to collapse then. I’ve not been trained in picking yous up yet.’


‘Trained in picking us up?’ Baxter muttered. ‘Lord have mercy.’


Suzanne looked at Baxter and shook her head. ‘You be nice,’ she said. ‘He’s a good lad.’ Then she yelled across the room, ‘I’m just saying. You’re a canny lad, our Greg, aren’t you, son?’


Greg’s shoulders tensed in embarrassment. He shrugged and tried for a smile before getting on with the task at hand.


Baxter waited until Suzanne had gone before he ate his biscuits, one mouthful each, chucked back with the tepid dregs of his tea.


‘Greedy guts,’ Bert mumbled from the armchair across the room.


‘Bugger off,’ Baxter mouthed, causing Bert’s eyes to widen in alarm and then shut tight, feigning sleep.


‘Gregory!’ Baxter sang to the other side of the room. ‘This could do with livening up,’ he said, clanking his teaspoon in the empty cup.


‘I’ll get round everyone the once before I get to seconds.’


Baxter rolled his eyes. In truth he’d had no desire for the first cup, let alone a second. It was the boy he was interested in.


That Greg was troubled was self-evident. His body and his mind operated on two separate planes – as if he were trying to navigate his own avatar with a faulty joystick. His manner was a salient mix of wilful and reticent; every unspoken retort was writ large on his round, gormless face. That indifference alone did not bother Baxter, but he saw it masked a familiar kind of pain that cools and sets as fury. It was a fury that Greg could not hide, even behind the veneer of indifference cultivated expertly and exclusively by the young. Somewhere along the line life had been unkind to young Gregory. Baxter recognised the wound instantly, like a secret handshake between those left behind. Having little else useful to do with his time at Melrose Gardens, Baxter had made it his mission to find out what had happened to hurt a boy so young – and what he could do to help.


‘Good lad,’ Baxter said, as Greg refilled his cup. ‘And have one yourself, for all your troubles.’


‘I’ll get done if I have a cuppa before my first break,’ Greg said, causing Baxter to sigh at the dearth of youthful revolt. ‘You had two biscuits before, didn’t you?’ Greg asked, checking the tick-chart of names and ailments that lay in a brown puddle atop the trolley.


‘Absolutely,’ said Baxter. ‘Same again, in your own time.’


‘You can’t have any more. Says Type Two Diabetes here,’ Greg said, pointing to the chart.


‘Nonsense!’ Baxter yelled, causing a small wave of shock around the lounge. ‘Doesn’t exist.’


‘Might want to give science a ring and let them know then,’ Greg said.


‘Is the attitude free, or will it be added to my final bill?’ he asked with an arched eyebrow.


‘Sorry,’ said Greg, kicking the trolley into action only for Baxter to block his path with his walking stick.


‘No, no, don’t apologise. If anything it’s a relief. I was worried for a while you were completely void of character. I bet you could be quite the little wit if you tried.’


Greg shrugged and smiled to himself. ‘I never try.’


This time it was Baxter’s turn to smile. ‘Hmmm,’ he said, checking the coast was clear. ‘I can see that.’


‘You’re very observant, Mr Baxter.’


‘You don’t know the half of it, sunshine,’ said Baxter. ‘Suzanne will be at least forty-five minutes by the time she’s filled in her paperwork and checked the online sales. Go on, have yourself that cup of tea,’ Baxter said, tapping the seat beside him.


Greg checked the door, scanned the room and then poured himself half a cup with two fingers’ worth of milk and four sugars. Enjoying his first sip, he looked down at the smart old man with the sharp tongue and the kind eyes before taking a seat as directed.


‘So,’ he said. ‘Now what?’
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Ramila stood on the pavement outside the retirement home. She swore under her breath as the flame from her lighter caught on her headscarf. She nipped the smouldering fabric with her fingers, drawing hard on the seventh cigarette of her shift that morning.


The heady scent of exhaust fumes wafted from the mechanic’s yard to her left, and the thunderous sound of barrels rolling across the pub’s gravel two streets back ruined her moment of tranquillity.


‘Give a girl a break,’ she said to herself, closing her eyes. Two bottles of rosé and a shared bag of crisps for supper last night had not entirely prepared her for the morning shift. Ramila groaned as she felt the relaxation of the nicotine morph into something more pressing towards her bowels.


‘Howay in, petal,’ Suzanne said, popping her head out of the door. ‘I’m about to start teas and I need you on reception.’


Ramila kicked the butt of an earlier cigarette down the drain with the tip of her Nike Air Max as her wristwatch buzzed – she was already halfway towards achieving her daily step target.


‘Yes, boss,’ she said, giving Suzanne’s bum a pinch as she made her way inside. ‘You want a quick tab?’ she asked, offering her packet.


Suzanne paused for a moment and shook her head.


‘No,’ she said with resolve. ‘Thank you though, flower.’


‘Still quit?’ asked Ramila.


‘Yeah,’ said Suzanne, reaching for the packet. ‘I’ll just take a couple for later, on the off chance.’ She held the door open with her foot and slipped two fags into the top pocket of her uniform. ‘Mind, you’re glued to that bloody desk until I get back. No breaks. No buggering off. And no radio.’


‘Noted,’ Ramila yelled, taking out her phone and opening her text messages.


As the eldest daughter of the owner of the Vista Parks Retirement Home Group, Ramila’s role at Melrose Gardens was vague not only to her, but also to those she worked for. She had applied for the job on the sly and had broken the news at a dinner for her father’s birthday.


Her parents’ reactions had been equally impassioned and entirely opposite.


Her mother, Karen Patel, had turned puce with horror. ‘I did not,’ she said icily, as the waiter cleared small plates from the heaving table, ‘bust my balls for thirty-five years so that my daughter could shovel shit in some care home.’


Her father, on the contrary, looked like he’d opened the best present ever. ‘I always dreamed this day would come,’ he said, kissing the top of her head in pure delight.


Ramila smiled and shrugged. ‘Family’s the most important thing, Daddy,’ she said, ignoring her mother. ‘If I want to be half as great as you, I have to start learning now.’


Her father beamed at her spiel whilst Karen sat and seethed.


She herself had left school early to begin working as a cleaner, while taking a course in business studies at the local community centre every Wednesday and Friday evening. By twenty-one she’d set up her own cleaning company. By twenty-three she had a staff of over fifty. At twenty-nine she landed one of the biggest contracts in the region – Vista Parks Retirement Homes, over a dozen sheltered facilities stretching from York to Berwick. It was there she met the man with whom she would spend the rest of her life; Vista Parks’ owner, Mr Ismael Patel. He gave her a diamond on their first date, a wedding in a castle, a Jacuzzi in the summer house and four beautiful children who thrilled and bemused her in equal measure. Ramila was the eldest and the biggest mystery of all.


Ramila had thought long and hard about how to spin the news, but largely she had taken the job as a means to an end. She enjoyed her life. Pubs on a weeknight and clubs on a weekend; long Sunday lunches with hair-of-the-dog in last night’s make-up and fresh pyjamas. But it did not come cheap. Why not take a job that required minimum effort and that made her dad happy in the process?


Still, she had definitely chosen to omit certain other key factors that had influenced her decision. The fabricated university acceptance letters, for instance. The hoards of rejections.


The truth was that nowhere else seemed to want her. And in a life of great privilege, this had come as a shock.


Greg arrived at work that morning to find Ramila sitting at reception, wearing headphones and swaying to the beat of whatever she was listening to.


‘Morning,’ he said, already blushing.


He assumed he’d managed to escape her attentions when, halfway across reception, she’d yelled, ‘Stop!’ and removed one of her ear buds.


‘Talk to meeeeeee,’ she said in a low, stern voice.


Greg felt his stomach flutter as he slowed his pace and stood rigidly in place at the front desk.


Ramila had taken him entirely by storm on his first day at Melrose Gardens, by hugging him hello in what had been his first embrace since the lunges of pity at his brother’s funeral. She smelled of Minajesty perfume and menthol cigarettes. It was not entirely unpleasant. Still, he had wished the ground would open up and swallow him whole. The problem with people who were comfortable in their own skin, he had come to realise, was that they never seemed to understand just how uncomfortable their cavalier approach could make others feel.


‘How’s life, Gregory?’


Greg had nothing. He had yet to formulate the basic script for daily interaction. His home life was not a chatty one, and his friendship group had petered to non-existent since he’d been ejected from school. He felt like there was a lifetime of conversation inside of him, somewhere, and hoped that one day he’d find a companion who would encourage it to emerge.


Fortunately, Ramila was a pro at filling in silences. ‘Greg,’ she said. ‘G Unit. The O.G. My diamond. My king. Are you enjoying your time as a valued employee of the Vista Parks Group?’


‘Better than stopping in bed all day I suppose,’ he said, and Ramila shook her head.


‘Incorrect,’ she said, taking out a folder from beneath the desk and scanning its contents. ‘But I appreciate your attitude. You know I’m unofficial Morale Manager around here. Is there anything I can do to ease your transition into the life of a part-time care assistant?’


Greg shrugged.


‘Come on. There must be something! Company car? Popcorn machine in the coffee room? Stripper Sunday? You name it, I’ll look into it.’


Ramila placed her hands beneath her chin and leered forwards, grinning widely.


‘What’s all this in aid of?’ Greg asked, pointing to the scarf. ‘Didn’t think you wore the hijab.’


Ramila sighed and sat up straight. He was a sweet boy. She liked him and hoped that he knew it.


‘Well, Gregory,’ she began, ‘first let me congratulate you on using the correct terminology.’


Greg checked the clock and saw the minute hand dragging its way towards his start time. He found Ramila’s company oddly compelling, if mildly terrifying.


‘I’m what they politely refer to as worldly,’ he said in his thick Geordie accent.


Ramila smiled and shook her head.


‘That’s not how they refer to you,’ she said with a wink, causing the blood to rise once more in Greg’s face. ‘Secondly, and I think you’ll agree, I have major scarf face. I mean . . . ’ she went on, taking her mobile from her pocket, snapping a selfie and showing Greg the evidence. ‘Come on!’ she said, taking the phone and toying with the settings. ‘Have you ever seen such a no-filter-needed face?’


‘It’s a good face,’ Greg said, eyeing the time and feeling his leg twitch as he weighed up whether to make his excuses and potentially offend Ramila – or risk being late for his shift, and incur the wrath of Suzanne.


‘But thirdly, and most of all, my grandma is staying.’


‘Oh.’


‘It’s not just for her, though.’


‘Good,’ he said. ‘I like it.’


‘Well, don’t go liking it too much. I’m not just wearing this for modesty’s sake. One glimpse of my beautiful locks and who knows what trouble you’d be in.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Greg said.


‘You just make sure you do,’ Ramila muttered, returning her headphones to her ears. ‘White devil!’ she yelled down the corridor, as Greg shuffled double-speed towards the staff room.


The residents of Melrose Gardens made their slow migration past Ramila’s desk towards the daily morning coffee. Some spoke. Most slouched as quickly as their joints would allow them. Ramila made the majority of the residents nervous. She knew one or two were racist, and she sometimes toyed with them just to make them squirm. Largely, however, they were dull.


She had devised nicknames for them all – partly for her own amusement, and partly because she was useless with names, and faces, and trying. The only name she had fully committed to memory, for some reason, was Baxter’s.


‘Morning, Mr B,’ she said as he made his way towards the lounge. ‘You off for high tea?’


‘And low company,’ he deadpanned, not quite stopping but slowing his already timid pace to make time for the girl.


‘You want to stay here and listen to some rap music with me?’ she asked, offering an ear bud towards him.


‘East or West Coast?’ he asked and Ramila’s eyes widened. Baxter was nothing if not open-minded when it came to the music. Even if he patently disliked the style or sound, he was always interested to know more.


‘ . . . West,’ she tried as Baxter scoffed.


‘Then I’m afraid we can’t be friends. My loyalties lie elsewhere. Goodbye,’ he said, making his way from her desk.


‘You always surprise me, Baxter,’ she said to his back as he slowly navigated the thick carpet.


‘Quite right too,’ he said, his voice warm with what she knew to be a reluctant smile. ‘I’m an enigma.’


‘And a handsome one at that,’ Ramila said, watching his shoulders jiggle with laughter as he continued on his way.
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Suzanne popped her head around the lounge door. Greg was unstacking chairs in the middle of the room. For a moment she remained silent, observing. He was meticulous. The chairs were set in a rough semi-circle with a gap at the front allowing for the day’s visitors to take centre stage. Between each seat was left a safe distance for the walking aids and other apparatus upon which the majority of residents depended.


Suzanne liked to see the good in people. In Greg she recognised a sweetness of nature and depth of feeling, combined with a crippling self-consciousness and inability to reach out, that made her feel protective towards him. She loved that he found pleasure in small things – his palpable joy at a midday break, the boyish delight when one of the oldies offered him a toffee. Not one to wear his heart on his sleeve, he nevertheless showed his gratitude in one way or another. The care and attention he paid each menial task was his way of thanking her for taking him on despite zero experience. The unasked-for biscuit he left alongside her morning coffee was a gesture of friendship. The pained smile he gave her each day said, I’m trying. Maybe one day I’ll get there, but for now this is all I can do.


She wasn’t sure why she felt so sure of the boy’s essential goodness.


Maybe it was his father, who had manoeuvred the boy into working at Melrose Gardens. Teddy Cullock was a brackish fellow whose presence had chilled the room the way her own mother’s had done for the first thirty years of her life. Any attempt at humour was met with a cold, metallic clank, like a penny being dropped into a dry well.


More than likely, though, it was what had happened to his younger brother. Dead by his own hand, so the rumours went. The earth still soft above him.


She looked at Greg again. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. His entire body was tense, primed like a fist as if life had taught him that survival required two skill sets only: attack and defence.


Greg was manoeuvring the final chair into place when a buzzing noise caught his attention from the doorway.


‘Shit,’ said Greg, dropping the chair.


‘Shit,’ said Suzanne, blushing as she fumbled with her phone, desperately trying to remember how to transfer a call straight to voicemail.


‘Sorry for swearing,’ Greg said, picking up the chair and placing it with the others, a little off-kilter. ‘I didn’t see you come in.’


‘No,’ said Suzanne, ‘well, try to keep a lid on it in front of the oldies. Some of them are only ever four letters away from the ground.’


Greg nodded and stood back, observing his handiwork.


‘You’ve done a smashing job, pet, just the ticket. Have you had a break yet?’


‘I’m all right,’ he said, hauling the remaining few chairs to the back of the room. ‘I only started a bit ago.’
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