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Praise for Vigilante


‘A quirky, entertaining read – I loved it’


Woman and Home


‘This is funny entertainment wrapped around a tense thriller’


The Times


‘When tired mum Jenny Pepper stumbles upon a vigilante rescue, she falls in love with the feeling of making a difference. This story is for any woman who has ever wondered if there’s more to life than ironing!’


Prima


‘Jenny’s bravery is nothing if not inspiring … the themes of boredom, relationship woes and a sense of dissatisfaction with everyday life are common to all of us … an enjoyable read’


Heat


‘This quirky tale will strike a chord with many female readers … without worthiness [it] touches on everything from the sexualisation of schoolgirls to the misogyny of comics. Harris’s debut, Jubilee, was a bestseller, and her entertaining follow-up deserves to match its success’


Daily Mail


‘Kick-Ass for small-town mothers … Harris’s writing about the more ubiquitous trials of middle age and parenthood fuses the wryly familiar with flashes of poetry, and the plot’s thriller elements convey a real sense of jeopardy… worked through with charm and verve’


Irish Examiner


‘Funny, believable, thought-provoking. Brilliant book. I absolutely love it’


Kirsty Logan, author of The Gracekeepers


‘Smart, funny – and shocking … Just like the mighty Jenny, you find yourself tumbling from light into a much darker place, until you’re out there, fighting on the side of right with this unlikely – and wonderful – superhero’


Karen Campbell, author of This Is Where I Am


‘Vigilante is one of the great feminist novels of our age. It’s time to fight back. Ladies, don your masks’


Angela Clarke, author of Confessions of a Fashionista


‘Vigilante is one of the best books of 2015 – fresh, funny, compelling and urgent. I know people say “I couldn’t put it down” a lot but I couldn’t – I started reading at 10 p.m. before bed, and was still up with it at 7 a.m. It’s not just an important book for women to read, right now – it’s essential reading for everyone’


Daisy Buchanan, author of Meeting Your Match


‘Shelley Harris has written a brilliant novel where we finally get to see how women too yearn to escape their dull lives and become heroic, strong individuals … Shocking, empowering and hilariously funny throughout’


We Love This Book


‘A cracking read. It’s a brilliant book. Highly recommended’


Naomi Frisby, The Writes of Woman


‘I haven’t enjoyed a book this much in ages … Jenny is brave and admirable, the kick-ass superhero we all want to be on the inside … A clever, fun, original story which millions of women will be able to relate to’


The Bookbag


‘The strength of Vigilante lies precisely in the juxtaposition of the mundane and the extraordinary, the struggle to accept who we are and the raging desire to be someone or something else … entertaining yet full of emotional insight’


Isabel Costello, On the Literary Sofa




To
Seth and Caleb,
for whom I would leap tall buildings
and
Loz, whose superpower will save us all
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‘We have made you a creature neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, in order that you may, as the free and proud shaper of your own being, fashion yourself in the form you may prefer.’


Giovanni Pico della Mirandola,
Oration on the Dignity of Man


‘Housework is work directly opposed to the possibility of human self-actualisation.’


Ann Oakley, Housewife




Prologue


I was a critically-acclaimed novelist living in Hampstead. I was the one who turned down the Booker – remember that?


I was an actor. I made my name in that movie about the marijuana farm in Yorkshire, the film that won the Palme d’Or. You may recently have tried to buy tickets to my West End play.


I was a high-profile civil rights lawyer. You know those shots of Ramirez walking free in 2002? Look just behind him – the woman in the red jacket? Business-like hair, quiet pride? That’s me.


I was a war correspondent who made her name in the Gulf.


I was a chef who revolutionised Britain’s eating habits.


I was a politician.


I was an artist.


I was a master criminal.


Except I wasn’t. I was a housewife and I ran a charity bookshop, and I was a sore disappointment to myself. There’s no other way to start this story than that: I was sick of my life, and eventually I got so sick of it that I became a superhero instead.


This is how it happened.




Chapter 1


Before I was a superhero, you could have walked into my life at any moment and I’d have been tidying up. Sorting, discarding, relocating: it was my life’s work. And it was exactly what I was doing the night I discovered Elliot’s secret.


I was alone in the house. Elliot was in London at a design awards ceremony. His company had won a couple of years previously, and he was hoping for a repeat. He’d told me not to wait up. Our daughter, Martha, was staying overnight with a friend – I can’t remember which one now. In any case, they were both out and I was in, amidst the mess remaining from their activities the previous night. I was alone and could do a proper job. The trick was to start with the kitchen. Once that was clear I could move out from it and colonise the other rooms. I stacked the dishwasher and ran it. I wiped the counter. Elliot had insisted on a wooden worktop, which you have to keep constantly dry. Inevitably I hadn’t managed, and the butler’s sink was edged with greying, rotty bits. I plugged my mobile into its charger. I cleaned the floor around the bin with a wet cloth.


Then I had to deal with the kitchen table. It acted as a sort of vortex, sucking in all the things that weren’t properly tied down: books, bills, lone socks, junk mail, DVDs, Post-it notes with baffling single words on them (‘timings!’ or ‘bibber’ or, once, ‘dog?’). The notes had usually lost their stickiness, detaching from their original surface and falling to the floor, where they’d be rescued and dumped on the table. As they unstuck from the fridge or cupboard or counter, their significance became unstuck too. They would be found days later, meaningless, amongst the take-out pizza menus, the labels cut from new clothes, the milk bill, the free paper, the spare keys.


The table required a system, and I had one. Music first; in the absence of Elliot’s commentary I could listen to anything I wanted. I started with Bowie: Ziggy Stardust. At seventeen I’d listened to the album constantly. I was years too late, the charts stuffed with hit-factory clones by the time I discovered it. But most nights I’d fall asleep with Ziggy on my record player, waking in the morning to that vinyl heartbeat, the needle skating round the edge of the label.


Wastepaper basket brought through from the lounge, paper recycling box from outside the back door, both put next to the table for easy access. I cleared a space in front of me.


I was very good at this. The system had taken years to perfect, and I could usually get through a substantial pile before ‘Moonage Daydream’ started. The work needed a certain decisiveness. I cleared enough space for two piles (In-tray and Redistribute), and started sorting through. The rule was that everything had to be filed the first time I looked at it. Letter from school? In-tray. Election leaflet? Recycle. Flyer about self-defence classes (you have a right to feel safe!). I wavered, thinking of Martha, at fourteen old enough to need them; I stuck it on the In-tray. Charity plastic sack binned, hairgrip redistributed, and so on.


When I heard ‘Moonage Daydream’ I was back in my teenage bedroom, lying still in the dark, the room around me blocks of grey and black, a sliver of light under the blind. The record was quiet enough that my parents couldn’t hear, and if I put on my school uniform in the morning, it was only so I could fool them that I wasn’t the one who’d made earthfall the night before in platforms and a catsuit: my hair feathered, glitter on my cheeks.


I looked up and saw myself reflected in the darkened windows which gave out onto the garden, my face bisected by the strut of the window frame. I was wearing one of Elliot’s T-shirts, adorned with a logo he’d done for a client. That was what he designed: logos, websites, stuff like that. Packaging, sometimes. This one was for a manufacturer of posh hairbrushes, and it reminded me of the kind of drawing Elliot used to do, back when he was going to be an artist; stylised locks of hair curling, Beardsley-ish, across my left breast. My own hair was pulled back into a ponytail, fastened with one of the red elastic bands which the postman used to wrap our letters with. I thought about falling asleep at seventeen. I thought about waking up at forty-two. By the time ‘Star-man’ came on I’d sorted the lot, and the Redistribute pile needed to be put away. I scooped it up but a set of keys slithered under my arm and fell with a crash. When I retrieved them a book toppled from the pile, landing facedown on the floor so that I had to lower myself gingerly to pick it up. Hey Martha, love ya grrrrlll! the inscription said on the flyleaf. It was signed in a scrawl, Isabel K Rogers written underneath in neat capitals. I’d seen the cover everywhere – Soviet-style block lettering, a yellow insignia. All the kids were reading it this year; used copies had started to come into the shop already.


I climbed the stairs, and I could see it even before I reached the landing: my daughter’s chaos, filling her room, overflowing, a towel heaped across the threshold, a jacket dumped on the banister. Inside, her desk was covered in magazines and books: a couple of history texts, my copy of Fingersmith bookmarked with a sweet wrapper on a late page.


Fingersmith: she had taste. It was one of my favourites, and it made sense for her in other ways, too. I had worked out already – was pretty sure, at any rate – that Martha was gay. Lesbian. Actually, I didn’t know what language was OK to use. I worried about it sometimes; lesbian sounded so pointed, somehow. But gay was for men really, and I thought she might be insulted if I used it for her. Elliot’s work partner, Yaz, he was gay. A gayer, actually – that was what he said: I’m a total gayer. Queer? Could I say queer? I didn’t think straight people were allowed.


I couldn’t discuss any of this with Martha because she hadn’t told me yet and there was, of course, always the possibility that I was wrong. I couldn’t discuss it with Elliot, also in case I was wrong, and in case he felt hurt in ways I couldn’t anticipate. It’s a funny thing, but you don’t know how you’ll react; you think you’ll be really cool. I’d thought of grandchildren, right away. I was ashamed of myself afterwards. I’d picked up Martha from a school field trip in Year 8, and there she was getting off the coach with all her mates, and I noticed something incredibly subtle – a compounding, actually, of all the subtle things I’d been noticing for years, things I’d registered subliminally. Something to do with the way she dressed compared to the other girls, the way she did her hair, the way she looked at the boys, not a giggle in her, not a switched-away glance. I think I would describe it as comradely. I thought: my girl’s a lesbian. I remember leaning back against my car for a bit of support, slipping on the sunnies I’d just taken off, trying to look as if I was relaxing. The other parents were already moving forward to greet their kids but I stayed there an extra moment, the open window at my back, ‘Love Train’ coming from the radio. The first thing: grief, and I hadn’t even known I wanted grandchildren. Forty years old, and all I could think about was the grandchildren I wouldn’t have. Later I remembered that lesbians have babies: of course they do, all the time. But that had been my first thought, before I got in there and started talking sense to myself.


So, Martha was gay. She was, possibly, a total gayer. More pressingly, she was untidy. There was a collection of mugs in her room, the fluid within them supporting rafts of mould at different stages of growth. There were three plates scattered with the remains of Marmite toast. Martha liked hers spread mouth-strippingly thick and she always left the crusts. The floor was all shoes and crisp packets, knickers and jewellery. Even the noticeboard above her bed was a mess, crammed with photos of her and her friends, silly drawings, an ancient swimming certificate. One corner of a poster (‘I refuse to become what you call normal’) had peeled free and bowed forward under the weight of Blu-Tack. I left the book on her bed.


Martha’s window had the best view: our tiny garden, and the tiny gardens of our neighbours, and the houses backing onto us. It was dark and there was a smattering of lights on in the other houses. I opened her window, pushing my head and shoulders out into the muffling night silence. For a few moments it was quiet indoors too, a pause between songs. I breathed in the cold and closed my eyes. Then, somewhere below me, there was a rustling.


I opened my eyes and held still, stopping an exhale mid-breath. It was too dark out there to see anything, and too bright inside. I turned off the light, easing down the switch so it didn’t make a click, and waited for my eyes to adjust. In the kitchen ‘Lady Stardust’ began, rising in stereo, up the stairs and out of the window beneath me. I waited, lulled, while the darkness resolved into its multiple densities: shed, path, fence. There was an alleyway running along the bottom of our garden that gave access to all the back gates. I could see the wavering line of my neighbours’ fences, punctuated by trees, following the alley’s course right the way down to the Duke of Cambridge at the end of the road.


‘Lady Stardust’ was about Marc Bolan, Mum would tell me, and then she’d sigh and say what a waste, and it was only after I’d had Martha that I thought to consider that she’d been a new mum herself when that album came out, her future crash-landed in her arms. I didn’t think about it at seventeen though, and if I had, the thought would have slipped from me without the slightest resistance. The world would be mine, I knew it. On weeknights I’d rehearse, at weekends I’d snog boys at the Irish Club discos; I knew one of them would come up trumps. And in between I did my homework like a good girl. Belt and braces.


Bowie was wailing downstairs and nothing moved in the garden. Maybe it had been a hedgehog. People said urban foxes came out after dark, but I’d only ever seen them in nature documentaries, foraging in shades of grey, their eyes glowing white. I waited a minute or so more, long enough to be sure that the only noises were unremarkable ones, the ordinary soundscape of a small town closing down for the night. I shut the window.


In the study it was Elliot-world. I put his headphones on the desk and took a moment to appreciate the room’s quiet order. No strewn clothing, only the broad expanse of his monitor, the squat wooden speakers, the framed posters of his design campaigns. This was the part of the house which was always tidy. Elliot had kept the Victorian fireplace in this room, blacking the grate and restoring the tiles. There were photographs on the mantelpiece; Elliot’s grandparents, him and Yaz, him and me on a beach in full scuba gear trying to kiss, leaning towards each other, our masks clashing. I recalled the weight of the aqualung, how hard it was to move on land; in the ocean, we shook off gravity. I’d sheltered with him next to a cluster of rocks, Hammerheads tooling through the water above us, white-bellied and sad-mouthed. I remembered later, changing in the hut, the seams of the wetsuit tracking pink down his body, the smell of neoprene and sweat. I remembered my own body too, effortlessly mine back then, loosened and disinhibited by drama training, uncomplicated in ways I didn’t yet know to be grateful for.


Tucked behind a photo of Martha as a baby there was one of me, taken the year Elliot and I met. Rubbish picture really – wonky, off-centre, the only badly-designed thing in the room. I’m standing in front of Jules’s transit van. It’s some godawful hour of a grey morning and I’m feeling dreadful in the wake of another heavy weekend, a midweek comedown in progress. The van doors are open behind me so you can glimpse a flash of colour inside: costumes and bits of scenery. We’re off to some school to do palatable, truncated Shakespeare. Elliot got up that early just for me, to see me off and take the picture. I’ve spotted that he’s raising the camera and I’m pouting and sticking two fingers up, but I know exactly what I was thinking: how unbelievable it was that he was here, that he was still here after six months. How he was kind and fun, how I didn’t know those two things could co-exist for any sustained period. How – just a tiny thought this, a batsqueak – how I hoped I matched up.


Not much tidying to be done in the study. I checked the floor, the bookshelves, the desk, scanning for incongruity. Just one; a book out of line, the spine protruding from the other spines around it. I looked closer: our wedding album, separated from the other photo albums and in the wrong place. Gripped in Elliot’s ergonomic office chair I opened it, peeling back the tissue paper to see the first shots of me on my wedding morning: grinning, bobbed, dressing-gowned, hands resting on my belly though I hadn’t started to show yet. Me, twenty-seven and up the duff, lying with bullish cheerfulness every time someone asked if it was planned. Me, five months away from becoming the coolest mother ever.


(She won’t call me Mum; I’ll be Jen.


She can tour with me.


People always make such heavy weather of it.)


I turned a page and a fat booklet fell out of the album. It was A5 size, stapled at the spine. Order of service, I thought, but this was something quite different, something which didn’t belong.


There was a punch of colour: yellows and blues, lots of red. At the bottom right-hand of the top sheet, in a flourish quite unlike his usual signature, it said, Elliot Pepper.


It was a comic book. When I saw what was on the cover, I felt a sort of leap. I was looking at a dark street, a cobbled square bordered with old buildings. Rubbish littered the pavement. There was a scrawl of graffiti on a wall. In the foreground was a streetlamp, and in the wedge of its light stood a superhero. The superhero was Elliot.


He was clad in red and black, sporting the kind of muscles that heroes are meant to have, hillocky biceps and a six-pack like oversized bubble wrap. He wore a domino mask across his eyes, but they were Elliot’s eyes, no doubt about that, the grey-green of them, and the hair which stuck up above his hero’s forehead was Elliot’s salt-and-pepper spike. His right cheek bore the mole of Elliot’s right cheek. He was called Vermilion.


Of course – that nerdish streak of Elliot’s, his muttered corrections when we watched a badly adapted superhero movie, his insistence that comic books – graphic novels – were Art. I thought: am I in the story, too? I thought: I shouldn’t really be looking at this.


I turned the page.


It began with an explosive image. Vermilion crashing to earth in a ball of fire, the foetal curl of his naked body at its heart, a streak of flame trailing across the black of the page. Then it cut to the present, and Vermilion’s alter ego – Edward Porter – living in quiet obscurity as an artist in Metro City. Enter arch-villain, Necro, placing the earth in peril, forcing Porter to put on the mantle of Vermilion once more and do battle.


As a plot it wasn’t inspiring. But the visuals were something else. There was Vermilion in extreme close-up, the black of his mask, a single green eye, and reflected in that eye: Necro. There was a child being snatched from its mother in a succession of images, mother and child face to face, terrified, then those same faces at the edges of the frame, separated by a broad space, then the mother’s scream, then her empty hand. I hoped I wasn’t a henchwoman. Perhaps I was a sidekick. But there was only a henchman. Vermilion threw him from the top of a tall building, and his plunge was a skinny vertical panel the full height of the page; Vermilion a tiny figure on the roof, arms akimbo, cape swirling, the henchman a flailing dot, eighty-nine storeys through a ninety-storey drop.


This was brilliant. It was genius. Was I in here at all?


And then I turned the page. Teetering on the edge of that ninety-storey drop was a chair, and tied to the chair was a woman. She was dressed in a scrap of material cut low over the solid globes of her breasts, high across her hairless groin. Vermilion caught her just as she tipped backwards, her red mouth open, eyes wide, body about to succumb – finally – to gravity. When he untied her she clung to him, a Man Ray tear balanced on her lashes. His hands on her improbable waist, he held her close. He told her: ‘You’re safe now.’


It wasn’t me. It wasn’t even trying to be me. I became conscious that my lips were bunched down hard and I made myself relax. I looked away from the comic; my gaze fell on Elliot’s desk, and I had a sudden urge to chuck his stupid computer out of the window, or through it. You stupid man, I thought. This is not a woman at all, and it most particularly is not a woman who has had children. Who has had your child!


I was shocked by the ferocity of my anger. Cool your jets, Jen, I told myself, it’s only a bloody comic book. But I found myself dumping it on the floor and grabbing my breasts to remind myself what real breasts were like, even those corralled in a bra, and grasping the fat fold of my belly – too hard; it hurt – my belly at its fattest because I was sitting down. I pushed it out to make it even bigger and looked down at it, bulging over the belt of my jeans. It’s a comic book, I reminded myself. They never look like real women.


Once in a while I’d chosen to share with Elliot some of my despair over the way my body had run out of control, and every time he’d been admirably supportive: I love your body, you’ve always been beautiful, aren’t we lucky to be growing older together? Blah blah blah. But look at this, now! This wasn’t just a bloody comic book. It was a window into his desires, and this was what he wanted: big tits, tiny waist, hairless fanny. It wasn’t off-the-peg porn, either. He’d designed it himself, and he wanted the stuff you cannot have without surgery and childlessness and the kind of constant attention that women like me can’t give themselves.


And I don’t want to, anyway, I raged, hearing his key turn in the front door. I can’t and I don’t want to. The door clicked shut behind him. Go on, I thought: find me, the one you’ve ended up with.


‘Jen?’


He could come upstairs and look for me. He could see what I’d found. And I’d say …


I looked at the wedding album he’d hidden the comic in, and at the comic itself, dumped on the floor. I’d say that I’d looked at his private stuff, and it had made me feel atrocious. We could talk about my ageing body and how it disappointed him. We could explore my feelings, which would undoubtedly, at some point, start to look like insecurity, like paranoia.


‘J?’


I stuffed the comic back where I’d found it and went downstairs.


Elliot was sitting on the bottom step. ‘Hi,’ he said. He was hunched over, picking at the lace on his shoe.


‘Bit dull,’ he said. ‘Didn’t get the gong.’ He gave up trying to loosen the lace and pushed the shoe off with the toe of the other. ‘Can’t win ’em all.’ He looked up at me, singly-shod, coat on, a smile applied tentatively to his face.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You OK?’


Through the doorway I spotted a pile of books I’d got at the shop, waiting on top of the piano to be assigned a shelf. I didn’t know how I’d missed them earlier. ‘I’m fine,’ I told him, my molars grinding against each other.


‘You don’t look fine.’


‘I’m … well, OK. I’m not fine. I’m pissed off.’


He blanched and his hand went to his chest. ‘Give me a minute,’ he said. ‘Bit rough. Need the Miracle Cure.’


He got up and clopped past me into the kitchen, every other step silent. Alone in the hall, I picked up the abandoned brogue, yanking at the knot until it came loose, pulling the lace free, ramming the shoe into the rack under the stairs. In the middle room I scooped up the novels from the piano and put them on the To-Be-Read shelves, shoving them into the horizontal space on top of other books. Then I went into the kitchen.


Elliot was standing, lopsided, at the cupboards, staring into them. My entrance roused him and he shook himself minutely, pulled out a glass and a sachet. ‘Rehidrat,’ he said. ‘Breakfast of champions.’


There was a clunk as something toppled inside the dishwasher. ‘Yaz took it a bit hard, but I was fine,’ he went on. ‘You can’t please all of the people some of the … you know what I mean.’


He left the cupboard door wide open. On the countertop lay the torn sachet, a scattering of granules next to it. He’d not been home five minutes.


‘This room,’ I said. ‘It was actually tidy a minute ago. I spent ages. Can you …?’


‘It’s lovely, J.’ He stepped towards me. ‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’


‘My body’s like this because I’ve had a kid,’ I said, and I could see his surprise, which made me even more livid. ‘Don’t pretend you haven’t thought it. And my clothes are like this because I’d look bloody stupid cleaning in a bikini.’


‘Thought what? I love your body,’ he said, putting his hand out, placing it on the nape of my neck. ‘You’re beautiful. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.’


I wanted to slap him a bit, just then.


‘And I don’t care about your clothes,’ he said. ‘Mate, where’s all this coming from?’


Mate? When did that start?


‘I’m not your bloody mate. I’m babe or honey.’


‘Honey,’ he said, pulling me towards him. ‘Babe.’


‘I feel horrible,’ I said. Elliot kissed me on my forehead. He stayed there, his skin damp with sweat, his mouth wet with Rehidrat.


‘Bad night?’ he asked.


‘You had one too,’ I said, with a shameful little kick of satisfaction.


‘To be honest, it’s a bind anyway, the winning,’ he said, his words vibrating against my skull. ‘Expectations. Need to be free … to create things.’


He disengaged, his shod foot tolling its thud … thud. Sitting down, he miscalculated, landing half-on half-off the kitchen chair. He had to reach out to the table to steady himself. After a bit of fumbling he pulled off the other shoe and dropped it on the floor. He watched it for a while.


‘Go to bed,’ I said and then, because it had sounded harsh, and because I didn’t want to be called on it: ‘I’m sorry you didn’t win.’


‘Them’s the breaks,’ he said. ‘Come to bed.’


I put the shoe on the rack with its partner. I closed the cupboard door and threw away the empty sachet. I put the glass and spoon in the sink, ready for the next dishwasher cycle, and wiped the counter. Before I left the kitchen I turned to check that everything was once again as it should be. I looked across the room to the windows and saw myself reflected in them a second time, the window frames the borders of a panel in a comic book, and me inside them, ordinary and fat and serviceable, waiting for someone extraordinary to enter the story.




Chapter 2


Before the shop – before Allie – my life had deconstructed itself. We had moved out of London after I got pregnant, back to be near Mum, back where the housing was cheaper, and there was no point staying anyway because I couldn’t lug scenery into schools pregnant, and I didn’t get auditions pregnant, and Elliot and Yaz had already started to talk about setting up the business.


I cannot tell you how isolating it was. I knew two girls from school who still lived there, and motherhood had not put a spoke in their careers – at least, that was how it seemed to me. At any rate, they weren’t around during the day. Suddenly I was living in a town I didn’t recognise, toddlers thronging its streets, buggies congesting its pavements. I went to baby music classes and baby gym classes, and I don’t think I or any of the women there managed to complete a single conversation. Those conversations were, anyway, about the virtues of disposable over washable nappies, about the relative demerits of their male partners and the quality of the local schools. I can remember, quite clearly, knowing that I had other things to say – and wondering if they did, too – but being somehow unable to winkle out of my head any ideas or opinions unrelated to Martha. After a while, I started to worry about what those opinions might sound like, how baseless they might turn out to be, after all these months of not formulating them, after being cut off from any evidence that might support them.


Then I had two miscarriages in quite quick succession, and found I couldn’t bear to be with the other mothers as they started to pop out their second children. I began going for voiceover work, Mum looking after Martha while I made the trek into London. And then, Mum died.


I was right there in the kitchen with her. ‘Well,’ she’d just said, a prelude to a minor announcement, probably: Well, you know that shop in the High Street? Well, shall I tell you what? Well, you’ll never guess. She pushed herself away from the counter and stood up a little straighter. ‘Well,’ she said, and then she frowned and touched her chest. ‘Oh,’ she said next. And then she slumped and I thought she was making a joke, as if the ‘well’ announcement was something she was pretending to despair of, and I actually started smiling because she was making this joke with me. Then she just fell to the floor with her eyes open and her shoulder banged against a chair and the first thing, the first stupid, stupid thing I did when I reached for my dead mum, was to rub her shoulder because she’d bashed it so badly on the way down.


When I first met Allie, the only shaping force in my life was Martha and her needs, and on weekdays the two of us were alone in the whole world. I’d wander around town with the buggy, going down every footpath and back road. After a while, I could have found myself anywhere in Bassetsbury and known exactly what was round the corner. When our trek took us through the town centre we’d detour into charity shops and look through the kids’ clothes. At that time Allie took in all donations, books as well. When I bought from her, I’d sometimes try to start a conversation about the novels, but to be honest Allie was never a great reader.


She learned what I liked though. I was reading a lot of Garrison Keillor: comforting small-town stories in which families come down with stomach bugs and then get over them, where fathers think their daughters are getting divorced but find out they’re happily pregnant, where the plot will never take you anywhere unpredictable or scary. Those stories were a safe place for me. After a while when we came into Allie’s shop, she’d have put aside a couple of titles she thought I might like, a dress or two for Martha. She knew her business, but it amounted to more than that because Allie adored Martha. I noticed how tenderly she treated her, the ways in which she’d pay attention. Martha’s favourite teddy was a tiny thing: beige fur, red scarf. One day, we came in and Allie had found a child’s scarf in the exact same shade of red. ‘Look what someone brought in!’ she said, wrapping it round her. ‘It’s just like Spencer’s.’ That night, when Martha finally took it off, something caught in her hair and I had to disentangle it: a price tag strung on ribbon and attached with a teeny gold safety pin. Not from Allie’s shop after all, but brand new, from the cashmere place in the shopping centre. I wondered if she’d wanted me to find it so that I’d know how she felt, without the awkward business of her actually having to say it.


Sometimes Allie would tell me she was just about to make a cuppa. I’d cross to the other side of the counter and we’d sit there side by side as if I belonged, Martha dozing in her buggy next to the Fair Trade shower gel or, later, rifling through the toy corner. When a customer came in and bought books I’d have a look at their selection and try to second-guess what else they might like. Allie would rummage through the shelves trying to find copies of the titles I’d suggested. Up-selling, she called it.


Then one day, about two years after we’d first met, she said: ‘I’m looking for a new books co-ordinator. Wondered if you fancied the job.’


‘Books co-ordinator?’ I wondered what it might be like to join the ranks of volunteers she chivvied into adequacy.


‘It’s … it’s a new post. Something I’m trying. Come in next Tuesday at nine-thirty.’


‘Tuesday? It’s Martha’s first day at school. I’ll be feeling a bit ropey.’


‘Yeah, I know,’ she said. ‘Come anyway. We’ll start with a cuppa.’


I think I must have hesitated because she added, as if it were the clincher: ‘You’ll get first pick of the books.’


In fairness, it was the clincher. And I realised it wasn’t just Martha she’d been paying attention to. I’d been flying around in the dark looking for somewhere to land and suddenly there it was: Allie had lit up a runway for me.


A year later Famaid opened a second shop next door, one just for books, and Allie recommended me as the salaried manager. It wasn’t what I’d thought I’d end up doing with my life, but it fitted in with school hours and it gave me a place to belong to. And when it became dull (as it increasingly did after the novelty of being back in the workplace had subsided), when it felt like an only slightly more sophisticated version of the tidying up I did at home, at least I had this recompense: a friend working right next door – my best friend, I thought in private, but never wanted to use the term with her because it smacked of primary school. I’d been given another gift too: an entire shopful of books which were mine for the reading, a shopful of exits. I could walk out of my life any time I wanted and into their worlds.


A couple of days after I’d found Elliot’s comic, I was alone in the shop and waiting for my afternoon volunteer to turn up. I had a roster of twenty-five a week. That day it was Judith, conspicuous by her absence. Our stockroom was at the back: a workbench, a desk, floor-to-ceiling shelves of categorised books waiting to go out. Nothing was new here, we couldn’t justify it. Me they bought for twenty hours a week, a tad above minimum wage. Everything else – the kettle, the computer, the rest of the staff – came free, and none of it in very good condition.


The stockroom was doorless, so we could monitor the shop while we worked. I was in there, at the workbench, sorting through a donation. It was largely rubbish, the books dusty and heat-warped, hollow clenched bodies of spiders littering the corners of the box. There were all sorts of other things slung in which shouldn’t have been there at all: a PVC purse, a set of coloured pencils, a travel chess set. I put them all into a bag. They really belonged with Allie next door, but few donors bothered to differentiate. I’d take them across later, none of it would make much money. Still, there were other sorts of treasure to be found.


A book takes quite a time to read: days at the minimum, sometimes weeks. During that period it goes with the reader on journeys, it sits next to her bed, it accompanies her through holidays and hospital stays and bouts of insomnia, through bereavements and celebrations and long, long stretches of boredom – through life, in short. It accumulates evidence of that life, and I collected the evidence. I’d found all sorts, in my time: a recipe for veal quenelles in copperplate script, postcards (‘Say hullo to the little one for me’ sent in 1905, the writer long gone now, probably the little one too). Pressed flowers, a resignation letter, a wedding card containing sex advice; Allie and I had cracked up over that one, Allie rocking back and forth, silently corpsing.


A customer came in, banging the door against the window display, and I leaned back to catch sight of him: stocky and jumpered, pink-nosed from the cold. ‘I’m just through here,’ I called. ‘Give me a shout if I can help.’ He squinted past the counter into the stockroom, and nodded.


In the box I spotted a plastic toy, the kind you get free with a hamburger, and a fancy-dress mask – a little bit Venetian, black and gold – both wedged between books. The toy I binned, the mask … the mask pulled my thoughts straight back to Elliot’s comic. I stuffed it into the bag with the other unwanted things.


In the days since I’d found the comic, I’d been reminded of it at arbitrary moments, and each time I’d charge with some complex emotion, an amalgam of anger and self-pity and embarrassment. The force of it unsettled me, and I told myself I was overreacting; Elliot had just been playing. He didn’t take the comic book woman seriously, and I shouldn’t either. These little pep talks proved completely ineffectual. I kept thinking I’d speak to Elliot, and I knew how you were meant to go about it. You say, when you did that, it made me feel … You abandon judgement and accusation. But what I felt seemed bottomless, and I was scared of starting to dig down into it; I was nervous of what I might find. So I kept knocking the issue back every time it entered my thoughts, promising myself that I would talk to him, I would tell him how I felt – next time, next time, next time.


In the shop, a throat cleared. My customer was standing at the till holding A Girl’s Book of Ballet.


‘Insert joke here,’ he said.


‘I’m saying nothing,’ I told him. ‘That’ll be one ninety-nine, please.’


‘It’s for my daughter,’ he said. ‘Who shows very little interest. She takes the piss: nice toes, naughty toes.’ He flapped his hand, fingers pointing horizontal then vertical. ‘I think the wife’s just reliving her childhood. She actually cares about naughty toes.’


‘Right,’ I said, handing him his change. ‘That’s your penny.’


‘She should do ballet herself,’ he said, slipping the coin into the collection box.


‘Better than living vicariously.’


The man clicked his fingers. ‘Vicariously!’ he said. ‘Yes! I was going to say that, but I didn’t know whether you’d understand it.’


My mouth hinged open. I wondered if I’d heard him properly. ‘I …’ I said, as he turned at the door and raised a hand in salutation. ‘Hey, that’s …’ The door banged shut. ‘… massively rude!’ I had to actually restrain myself from chasing after him, hauling open the door and yelling a whole load of not very classy things. A Girl’s Book of Ballet? I’ve read Les Miserables! I’ve read Crime and Punishment! You think I’d falter at vicarious, do you? I could vicarious you to within an inch of your life. I could mimesis you from here to next Christmas! I could discourse you so hard you wouldn’t sit down for a week!


People just think you’re thick if you work in a shop. They take one look at you behind that counter and …


I watched as my customer slipped in between two market stalls and disappeared. They take one look at you and think they know everything.


Back to the sorting. The bloody sorting. All travel guides, this next box. I’d cleaned ours out a few years back because really, what was the point in keeping them? Two shelves reduced to one volume, a 1996 guide to Istanbul, now tucked between my recipe books. On its flyleaf was a note from Elliot: Pack. We’re off.


These donors were sunbirds: Miami, Ibiza, Greece, the one exception being a travel guide to Sweden. The Northern Lights swirled green across its cover, this inscription on the title page: Paddy, I will take you there. All my love always, Deanna. So maybe Paddy was the sun-lover and Deanna yearned for something different. And in any case – you bastard, Paddy, I thought. Why haven’t you cherished this book and its inscription? What’s it doing here, dumped in my shop?


Deanna had killed Paddy. No, not killed him. After years of neglect she’d finally snapped, drugged his cocoa, flown him north of the arctic circle in a twin-prop and dumped him in a … in a forest full of … reindeer. And bears. She’d zipped him into a padded jacket and stuffed the pockets with strips of dried moose to help him survive. Which was a pity, because if there’s one thing guaranteed to fill bears with bloodlust, it’s the smell of dried moose. So Deanna probably did murder him after all, but at least she’d also made good on her promise; he saw the Northern Lights before he went.


I tore out the flyleaf and started on the next box: several greasy cookbooks and a pile of threadbare textbooks patently nicked from a school. Geography, Human Biology, History. In a rush of recognition, I saw that the history textbook was the same one I’d used – the picture of Queen Victoria, the block lettering of the title. On my copy the gloss of the cover was streaked with shards of matte where I’d picked at the shiny coating and ripped it off. There was a piece of paper glued inside the front of this one, school crest at the top, motley list of names and dates underneath – the older ones in angular fountain pen, later ones in biro – and it was my very own school, Bassetsbury Girls. Checking through the rest of the donation I saw my science textbook, my world atlas, and a copy of Jane Eyre, my GCSE text.


Our English teacher, Miss Scull, went on peace marches at the weekend and wore her hair hippy-long, but she broke with her habitual freewheeling to make us learn by rote: ‘I am no bird, and no net ensnares me. I am a free human being with an independent will.’ Not long after Martha was born, I’d considered getting that latter sentence tattooed around my arm, just to remind myself. But I worried about breastfeeding and toxicity, and I chickened out.


The donor had signed for Gift Aid as Mrs Thompson, but the name common to all these was Amy Horrocks. She had been a year younger than me and I couldn’t bring her to mind, or match her up with the woman I’d met that morning. Above her on those bookplates I saw names I did know. I got flashes of them: the girl who left early because she was pregnant, the one who used to quote The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, the one who kept a photograph of Judd Nelson sellotaped to the inside of her desk.


And then I opened a copy of As You Like It – faded boards, the weave exposed along the spine where stringy bits of cloth had been stripped out – and it was 1989 all over again. Seventeen years old, shivering at the back of the hall in the boys’ school for the first read-through. I opened As You Like It and it was mine, not in the way that Jane Eyre and the science book had been mine, but really and absolutely mine. There I was – Jenny Jordan, 6A – written when I was experimenting with a curvaceous, flourishing hand.


I was Jenny Jordan back then, and for a while I was Rosalind too, and also Ganymede. There were four of us girls, armed with copies of the script and shipped across to the boys’ school. I didn’t know the play, but I’d looked at the cast list and knew I didn’t fancy being a shepherdess, or a country wench. I knew those characters would be funny or stupid or just marginal. So I was Rosalind, and the local paper said I was ‘outstanding’. I went on stage each night thinking I was about to throw up, and came off resolved to try out for drama school. At the after-show party, Jacques made a move, but I got off with Orlando instead.


A clatter at the door, a new customer. There was no market for school textbooks. I threw them, one by one, into the yellow sack waiting beside me. I threw in As You Like It, but not before I’d torn out the page with my name on it.


I nipped to the shelves, slid my hand behind a stack of Princess Diana conspiracy theories and pulled out the boxfile where I kept my finds. The back door opened, channelling a current of cold air down the shop. I shoved the pages in and snapped the box shut, hurrying back to the workbench. The breeze swept in from the yard, past the sink and lockers and staff toilet, through the stockroom and out across the shop floor. It rustled the cellophane-wrapped cards against each other in the revolving stand and pressed against the back of the customer who was hesitating now on her way out, unsure whether to stay or go. Maybe it tipped her into a decision because she left, exiting through the front at the same moment as the back door closed.


Allie gave the handle a final tug and came through into the stockroom. You could go between our shops either way: through the back – where we shared a common yard – or the front. There were times when we had looked for each other simultaneously, circling through the shops in a closed loop, each entering the place the other had just vacated.


‘You been busy?’


I thought of the vicarious man. ‘Don’t ask. You?’


‘Not bad. Got a big load of M&S stuff with a DKNY coat hidden at the bottom,’ she said. ‘Stuck it front and centre, first thing you see when you come in the door. It went in half an hour. Forty quid.’ She brushed her hands against each other. ‘That’s how I roll.’


I winced at her. ‘Really?’ I said. ‘It’s how you roll?’


‘Thought I’d give it a try,’ she grinned. ‘I hear all the young people are saying it now.’


‘It might be worth checking that with Martha,’ I told her.


She was wearing something posh that day herself, a fifties-ish dress in the kind of pastel colours which always look better on black skin. It would be from stock; I’d known her sell the clothes off her back. Looking at her hands, I noticed she was holding a little glass cup, filled with solid purple to about halfway up. ‘Someone donated this,’ she said, sliding it onto the workbench. ‘Look – it’s been used. Who donates a used candle?’


Lavande de Provence, the label alleged. The sides of the glass were smutted black, the wick set deep in a hollow of wax. Allie sniffed at it and held it out to me: mango with an edge of toilet cleaner.


‘It doesn’t smell great,’ she said. ‘But it smells better than drains. I thought it might be useful back here sometimes.’ Then she frowned at something over my shoulder and I turned to see Judith, my volunteer, making her way across the square.


‘She’s not just arriving?’ said Allie. ‘It’s three o’clock.’


‘She needed to go to the garden centre.’ I reached for one of the boxes I’d emptied, laid it on the floor and stood on it to crush it flat.


‘You’ve got to get those vollies in line. Set up a rota, make them sign in the diary. No excuses. They walk all over you.’


‘It’s tricky. They leave.’ I stamped down hard, the box surrendering as the final corner collapsed inwards.


‘No they don’t. Not if you create the culture.’


Not if you create the culture, I thought. Allie had it without even trying, that quality – what would I call it? A natural authority, a restraint which meant her volunteers would always blurt out something before she did, and that something was usually in the vicinity of yes, of course, or I’m so sorry, or I’ll do that, shall I? I’d tried copying her, but I always seemed to end up doing the blurting.


‘Sorry,’ said Judith as she came in. ‘I’ve had a complete nightmare. I had to wait for hours at the till. Some child fell in the pond and the staff were running around like headless chickens. Sorry. Did I miss much?’


‘I need a fag,’ said Allie.


We sat in garden chairs in front of the shed. The sky was a grey wash. Beyond our back wall, above the churchyard, a flock of birds was shaken out like a sheet.


‘If I was still acting, I’d love to do Judith,’ I said.


Allie vented smoke up into the still air. ‘Do her?’


‘Watch her,’ I said. ‘And then copy her. The way she hoists her bag strap higher up her shoulder when she’s got a point to make.’ I mimed it. ‘The way she holds her hands cupped in front of her body, like she’s about to give someone a leg-up.’


‘Did you used to do that?’


‘When I was training we’d get sent out to watch people,’ I said, and Allie grinned. She loved hearing about my acting. I will confess that I didn’t overplay the mundanity of those years to her. I hadn’t made it entirely clear how very small-time I’d been, despite leaving drama school with big plans (tasteful ones: Donmar and the Old Vic, independent movies rather than Hollywood trash; I wouldn’t sell out). In fact, the reality was pretty much as we’d always been warned; I don’t know why I’d thought it would be any different for me. As it turned out, school halls were my stage, Year 9 my audience. My time on screen, that brief flicker of fame, came courtesy of an ad that, for a few months, and quite unexpectedly, grabbed the public imagination. Allie had spent her life in retail. She loved me I think, but the actor me – the old me – was the only part that came anywhere close to impressing her. I think I could be forgiven for working it a little.


‘We had to observe one person closely,’ I said. ‘Then the next day in class we’d perform them for the group.’


‘Did anyone ever guess you were watching them?’


‘Once or twice.’


‘What happened?’


‘One bloke, I … picked him up. I went home with him.’


‘Wow,’ said Allie, and I was just about to make a lame-ish joke (really close observation) when she added: ‘You’ve never told me that,’ and I registered a tiny blip of resentment that she’d thought I’d told her everything, that she’d assumed she’d seen every corner of my life.


‘Copy me,’ she said then. ‘Like you used to. Go on.’


Somewhere, on the other side of the churchyard, a car gunned its engine. Allie looked down at her body and gave me a nod of encouragement. I leaned back in my seat, stretched out my legs and drew on an imaginary cigarette. ‘OK,’ I said, exhaling imaginary smoke, shooting a sideways look at her. ‘So, obviously don’t take this the wrong way, Jen. But your window display looks like crap. Let me at it, won’t you? I’ve got a fabulous idea.’ A slight sibilance on the s, the r more about the lips than the tongue and palate.


Allie sniggered. To hold yourself like someone is to feel like them. What did it feel like, to be her? More confident; I’d seen that coming. She took up more room than I would, as if she were entitled to the space. Right hand held up, cigarette aloft like a challenge. But here was her other arm, a gate across her chest. It felt surprisingly defensive.


She watched me, her gaze flicking between our bodies, making little adjustments. Her head bobbed a bit lower, her shoulders hunched slightly. As she brought her hands down to rest on her stomach, the cigarette poking up, away from her lovely dress, I worked out what she was doing – who she was doing. I saw, for the first time, that when you cover your belly with your hands you are drawing attention to it rather than disguising it. My mouth popped open with embarrassment and I coughed to cover it up. Allie drew her feet in under the lip of the chair. She searched my face, concentrating. Her jaw clenched, her lips pressed against each other, and I saw myself, hatchet-faced.


Not an ounce of malice in her, but Stop it! I wanted to say, mortified. Then I remembered I was still Allie, and flicked the imaginary filter with my thumb, winking at her as if it had been a great joke until she laughed herself out of character. In the yard of The Stag next door, something heavy was being dragged across the cobbles. Change the subject, I thought. Allie had gone out to a new pub the previous night, a place that boasted forty different kinds of sausage on the menu. It seemed like a distracting enough topic to mention.


‘How was last night?’


‘Good, actually,’ said Allie. ‘You and I should go there. You don’t have to have sausages. Mike had kangaroo.’


It was a first date. I hadn’t met him and there was usually little point; Allie operated something of a revolving door policy. But she had mentioned him beforehand, and – Mike? I was sure she’d used a different name. Inside my shop, someone was calling out.


‘Mike?’ I said.


Allie cocked her head. ‘Hang on. Is that …?’


And then Martha was in the doorway of the yard and Allie was up before I was, grinning (‘Emster!’), holding the cigarette behind her back as they kissed and shaking it a little to make sure I saw it in time. I slipped the stub from between her fingers and stepped on it.


‘So,’ said Martha. ‘Can I stay the night with Liv?’


‘Hi, Mum. How’s your day going?’


‘Hi Mum how’s your day going can I stay the night with Liv?’ She pulled her heel out of her ballet pump and the sole snapped against the ground.


‘Weren’t we going to watch some rubbish together?’


‘Yeah,’ said Allie. ‘Watching telly with Mum. That’s what all the kids want to do.’ I knew she thought I was a bit of a fusser with Martha, and everything I wanted to say (it’s easy to be cool when you’re not a parent. You try it and see how you get on) was impossible, because Allie would actually rather have liked the chance to try. There’s a horrible moment when you realise the tenses have changed, when someone moves from the present perfect to the simple past. ‘I haven’t had kids,’ Allie used to tell people. Now – when she mentioned it at all – she said, ‘I didn’t’. So I absorbed this little dig, while Martha offered me wide eyes and a down-turned mouth.


‘Don’t do Kicked Puppy!’ I said. I reached out and pinched her lips between my fingers. They made a squishing noise and she pulled free, wiping her mouth.


‘Gross.’


‘Have her parents said it’s OK?’


‘They will.’ She glanced back towards the shop. ‘Liv and Izzy are coming by in a minute. Liv’s dad’s working in Chapel Road. We’re going to ask him.’


I checked my watch. ‘It’s the last job of the day,’ I said. ‘You can help. The fiction shelves need to be culled and restocked. Do you remember how you did it last time? Put your bag in the back and I’ll be with you in a tick.’


‘What? No! They’ll be here in a minute.’


‘Martha Pepper, you will help me, please. When the others arrive, we’ll go.’


‘We …?’


‘Chapel Road’s on the way home. I’ll pop in and say hi.’


‘No! God!’ She looked at Allie, who adopted an expression of exaggerated disbelief.


‘Don’t make a fuss,’ I said. ‘I want to check if Ian’s OK with you staying over. And I’ve been wanting to see that place since he bought it. Just a peek, and I’ll be off.’


Martha snorted and turned away. She stopped when she got to the doorway, propped her bag against her leg and rummaged for something.


‘Dad said to give you this,’ she told Allie.


When she’d gone into the shop, Allie and I looked at each other in silence. The corner of her mouth twitched and I could see she was on the verge of teasing me. But she just sat down again, tapped out a fresh cigarette and lit it, before addressing herself to the box Martha had given her.


‘Oh, my days!’ she said. ‘These are gorgeous. Go on – first one’s for you.’


She handed me an invitation. Elliot had used four photographs of Allie – four repetitions of the same photograph, in fact – and lined them up side by side. He’d edited out her original clothing and dressed her, paper doll-style, in four different outfits (police officer, Bo Peep, rabbit, queen). Underneath were the details of Allie’s fancy-dress party, scheduled for her birthday in three weeks’ time. The prospect didn’t light a fire in me. Fancy dress works in one of three ways: you’re sexy, you’re fun or you’re clever. I’ll come as Demis Roussos, I thought. I’ll come as a whale or a mattress, or a marquee.
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