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CHAPTER ONE



Wednesday, mid-February, and the scent of floor polish rises up through Pemberton’s department store. Outside, a vague drizzle hangs over the town. Thin, grimy rain floats down on to the rooftops of King Street and Poolstock Lane, filling the gutters along Wallgate and Bridgeman Terrace and turning the pavements greasy. Above the chimney pots and the television aerials the sky looks bleary and unshaven. ‘Another five minutes,’ it seems to say, ‘another five minutes, and then I will wake up.’


Shoppers flurry in from the rain-slicked streets, flapping their umbrellas into bony carcasses, checking the rumple and set of their hair. They drift down the escalator like slowly settling silt: brassy-haired girls shoe-shopping on their lunch-breaks; weasel-faced men, hands thrust deep into cheap jacket pockets; broad-hipped women in dust-coloured anoraks, lugging plastic carrier bags and killing time before the bus ride home. Light speckles of rain cling to their coats, linger on their hair and their pale, round faces, as they sink quietly into the perfume hall.


Below the St Emmanuelle counter the air hangs idle, heavy with the scent of cold cream and dust. There is the distant spritzing of perfume, the low burr of conversation, the jovial song of the lift. The ceiling lights beat down warmly, and beyond the blue eau de cologne bottles clouds of old ladies drift by with cumulus hair. Down here in the heat and the dust, Jeannie sits on her haunches, brushing varnish on to a ladder in her tights and counting down the minutes until lunch. There are stains on her blouse and her nails are chipped. This morning, like all mornings, she left the house with wet hair.


She is pretty, in a mousy way, but there is something ditchwatery about her appearance: the sullen hue to her skin, the dreary colour of her thin hair. Her eyes are sallow, her cheeks caved, her chest sunken. It is as if she has been crumpled in the middle, like a cheap, hollow Easter egg. It is not an unusual look in this town, where the women are faded and creased and well-worn, but in the perfume hall at Pemberton’s it is almost unprecedented. Among the swan-necked bottles of scent and the buxom jars of face cream and the lipsticks all lined up like chorus girls, Jeannie stands out like a blemish: slouching, most days, behind the counter, tugging at her fingernails and chewing at her lip like a piece of gristle.


The other perfume girls are exotic creatures, bronzed and highlighted and scarlet-nailed, their eyelids heavy with extravagant plumes of cerise and cerulean blue. A visit to the perfume hall of Pemberton’s, therefore, is much like a tour of the parakeet house, alive with much fluttering and squawking and preening and fussing.


Each morning, one or other of these women will turn her tight, beady eyes towards Jeannie’s cowering frame, and with a certain vulturine grace swoop across the hall, seize her by the collar and drag her up and away to the treatment rooms. Here she will smear her face with foundation and rouge, paint her lips Moroccan Rose and daub her eyes Sweet Almond. Well-manicured hands will wrench her thin, drab hair and twist it – as if wringing out a dishcloth – into a tight chignon. ‘There,’ she will announce with cold satisfaction, holding up a shaving mirror so that Jeannie might see her face, large and distorted and orange. ‘Isn’t that better?’


Quite how anyone of such terraced ordinariness became a perfume girl is a subject of some conjecture in the staff cafeteria at Pemberton’s. The truth is that Jeannie, recently departed from the local technical college, found herself in the job centre on the very day that Nadine, the counter’s previous incumbent, had run away with a cruise-ship dancer. It had begun as a temporary measure for both parties – the department store requiring an able body; Jeannie, somewhat adrift and in need of a shortterm mooring. But now she has been here two years. And it seems to her sometimes as if the days have sailed by and she has done little more than stand waving from the shore.


Two years have changed the town little. The days still begin with the same sigh of the milk float, the first rain on the bedroom window, the grey walk along Atherton Road to the bus stop. The week still ends in the rubble of Saturday night, the drunkenness, the fights, the last bus home. And the year ebbs slowly, its seasons arriving cautioned by damp: spring, a sparring of tight-fisted buds and wet earth; summer little more than a short burst of rose queens, bonny baby contests, visiting circuses and weddings. The want of sunshine is met with hair bleach and bronzer, and the journey to town blurs by in a straggle of tanning salons and travel agents.


It is four months until Jeannie will be married. Viewed from this distance, her wedding seems a thing that is at once very near and very far away, like an object sitting at the bottom of the swimming pool. Yet there is a church booked and a dress chosen, and on her finger sits a diamond ring, bought from the jeweller in small, neat instalments.


As the months have passed since her engagement was announced in the local paper, as her nights have been filled with thoughts of hymns and royal icing and napkins folded like swans, she has found increasing comfort in the ordered world of Pemberton’s. A glaze of calm stretches across its five floors, from haberdashery to homeware, menswear to millinery, and here, especially, in the perfume hall, where the piped music mingles with the scent of white musk and narcissus, and light bounces gaily off the glass bottles and the counter-tops.


Jeannie has learned a great deal during her two years in Pemberton’s perfume hall. She has mastered the routine of cleansing, toning, moisturising. She has acquainted herself with the armoury of tweezers, brushes, sponges and eyelash curlers that lie in the narrow drawers beneath the counter. She has learned that blusher must sit on the apples of the cheeks, that a perfume has a head, a heart and a base, that it must be dabbed on the wrist, the throat, the breasts.


Nail polish dry, clock edging towards midday, she hauls herself awkwardly upright, dimly aware that one of her feet has gone to sleep, and for want of anything else to do, she stands scrunching her hand in the jar of tiny cottonwool balls that sits on the glass counter-top and watches the customers descending the escalator. Increasingly, she has the gnawing feeling of merely filling time. There were, of course, many other things she might have done rather than work at Pemberton’s: a BTEC in photography, perhaps, or night shifts packing at the ice cream factory. But they were all essentially serving the same purpose: just ways to fill the hours until something happened. Somehow, though, nothing ever did actually happen, and somehow she went nowhere, and like everybody else around here, just rolled back down, like a trickle of condensation.


This is an oxbow lake of a town. The industry died a decade ago, when the mills finally stuttered to a halt, the pits wound down and the borough slumped, tired and sullen and dejected, until it became a place it was easy to drift past – a railway station en route to the Lake District, an exit on the M58. Once, the town hummed with activity, and the air above ground danced with white cotton dust and the men emerged from the earth blackened with coal. Now everything is an unremitting grey. And yet there still remains a pride, tethered mostly to football and rugby and drinking, and in the park they still plant out the county seal in petunias, but they boarded up the bandstand and the tea rooms sit empty.


Jeannie was born in the August of 1972, on the very day the Leeds–Liverpool canal retired from working life. A short-boat named Roland, which lugged coal to the Westwood Power Station, made its final journey along its banks as, red-faced and squalling, Jeannie came into the world on the ninth floor of the local maternity hospital, housed in an old soap factory.


These days the canal is the preserve of pleasure-cruisers, Sunday walkers, glue-sniffers. It is where people drown puppies, where gangs of teenagers come to throw stones and drink beer. In the early mornings and on Sunday afternoons, men come to sit mutely on its banks and fish: barbel, bleak, gudgeon. In the summer months, schoolchildren make trips to the canal to spot coots and sticklebacks, and to trace their fingers along the smooth, deep scars in its stone bridges, grooves worn by the strong, thick ropes with which the horses dragged along the coal barges.


The canal is overgrown now, the trees have converged, the bridges hunched, and the water sits silent and dark. It is as if the land has chosen to close over the wound, and the canal now runs like an old, paling scar, 127 miles long across the North. Walking along its quiet banks, you forget the violent act that made it; the broken men riving the land, the sweat, the dirt, the lives lost.


This is a region that has been hacked at, cleaved, meddled with, and finally then left to rest. Occasionally now the land will shift slightly, as a restless sleeper turns in the night and kicks off his covers. The ground will yawn, old mine shafts gape open, the earth buckle and give way. And so the people who live here walk with a characteristic gait: shoulders raised, heads bowed, cowering from the rain, taking each step cautiously, as if both the sky might fall in and the ground might collapse beneath them.


It is a town famed as both a battleground and dance floor. Even today, the people are fighters and dancers. In the old days they danced in their clogs, the uppers cowhide and the soles alder, dancing heel and toe, the sound of their shoes echoing the rattle of the mill’s loom and shuttle. They fought on the street corners, on the pit brow, and they fought on the canal boats, too. The miners fought liquored-up and naked but for their clogs. They called it purring. And if their opponent fell to the ground they’d throttle him. Then kick him in the head. They are still fighting. Late night and drunkenly. Though they use fists and bottles and knives these days. There are eighty-six pubs, four nightclubs, six kebab shops in the town, and these are the battlegrounds now for scuffles that invariably end in smashed windows, broken noses and the casualty department of the local hospital.


And when the weekends are over they return to the factories churning out ice cream and chutney and toffees, to the gasworks and the council, to shop jobs and building sites, to the waterboard and the electric and the burger bar. Many of them work at the factory that sits up on a hill on the outskirts of town and makes over forty varieties of tinned soup. They say that on some mornings the streets nearby smell of Scotch broth.


From the top of this hill you can watch the town unfold each day, the pale-faced factory workers leaving the night shift, the elderly who find themselves rising earlier and earlier these days, the school buses winding their way past the houses, pausing by street corners and postboxes to collect the children in their uniforms of grey or maroon or bottle-green. And there come the dogwalkers, the paper boys, the postmen, the businessfolk with their black leather briefcases, the women with prams, the pensioners, the dole-claimers, all going about their business, popping into newsagents, dropping by the bakery, boarding buses into town. And from somewhere far away comes the call of a funeral bell.


Between the bus station and the shopping arcade, the market hall stands soaked in dreary light, as if full of lives lived at a low wattage. It offers scrag-ends and cheap meat, factory seconds, shop-soiled dresses, dented cans and synthetic romance: nylon négligées, flocked cards and plastic flowers. And though it is always bustling with loud voices and brazen colours, big bodies and strong scents, to walk among its stalls is as if to find oneself inside an enormous jacket pocket, among all the fluff and the bus tickets, the small change and the scraps of tissue.


Up off the market runs the Royal Arcade, a modernised Victorian walkway full of chemists and bakeries and hairdressing salons. The light floods through the glass roof, folds itself into the smell of hot pies. And the Evening Post vendor throws his call up into the air like a dove, to circle and swoop the length of the arcade, trying to escape.


At the top of the arcade there is a brief gulp of fresh, wet air. Across the street, the sliding doors of the new shopping complex slop open and shut, revealing a glimpse of its shopfronts and walkways. The complex arrived three years ago, in a flurry of beige-bricked optimism and much fanfare, but now most of its retail spaces sit empty.


Pemberton’s opened its doors in 1928, specialising in fine furniture, porcelain, woollens and rainwear. The town had money then, and aspirations; people bought hats just for Sunday and crockery for best. Its founder, Arnold Pemberton, was a large and benevolent man with ruddy cheeks and a small, wet mouth. He had learned his trade on the family market stall, selling bric-à-brac, delivering furniture on an open cart and clearing dead men’s houses. He was devoted to his department store, patrolling its floors each day with a sense of wonder, and there was an air of polish about him as he passed by, his bald head shining as brightly as his black leather shoes. But he was cursed by a wife who was small and bitter as a lemondrop, and six children all of whom gambled and drank and sailed right off the rails. He retired in 1974, and the department store fell through their hands like an apple through branches, before finally landing in the safe, diligent grasp of his nephew. When Arnold died, aged 102, in a nursing home in Shevington Moor, no one had visited him in months. They found him in the day room, his orange squash undrunk and his Evening Post unread on the table beside him.


Pemberton’s is built of a pale grey stone that once stood crisp and proud and immaculate. Dirt has settled in its crevices now, bringing to the building a saggy, wrinkled appearance, like elephant hide. Though most shoppers drift somewhat unceremoniously into the store via the shopping complex, the old façade still looks out on to the main street, all brass and plate glass and haughtyfaced mannequins. Pigeons cluster on the window ledges, their eyes pink-rimmed and nervous, their feathers the same dirty grey as the masonry, and halfway up the building hangs a gilt-edged clock, its black hands sitting for ever at twenty to two.


The role of a Pemberton’s perfume girl begins each morning at nine o’clock, at the staff entrance around the back of the store, a faded red metal door into which someone has scratched the words ‘Shelley is a slag’. The day runs until half past five when the front doors are locked and the grilles pulled down for the night. To Jeannie, the hours in between are to be waded through, the day rising up to her middle like a puddle. There is a lunchbreak, an hour most often passed in the glower of the staff canteen or straying idly through town. Sometimes she will sit in the bus station café, and return to the perfume counter smelling of bacon fat. Or she will head to the railway station and stand on the platform with a cup of tea, watching the trains roll out.


She is always late back. The store manager, Mr Bridden, a man whose pale skin puts one in mind of uncooked meat, will glance at his watch and tut as Jeannie slinks into the building and hurries along the yellow staff corridors, slamming her locker door shut, reapplying her lipstick and darting back out on to the floor. ‘It’ll be coming off your wages!’ he always calls after her. But it never does.


Kiki St Emmanuelle was a former beauty queen from a small town in north-west Ohio. She was born the more prosaic Katherine Grubb, the only girl in a family of corn-farming Grubbs. In 1924, having reigned variously as Miss Ohio Charm, Miss Corn Queen, and Miss Potato Blossom, she changed her name to St Emmanuelle, and put it to a small beauty parlour in her home town, selling perfumes, rouges, ointments and salves. With time, and perseverance, the St Emmanuelle name spread throughout America, sold first in Midwestern salons and drugstores, and later in the nation’s department stores before establishing a foothold in Europe. The company’s most famous product remains its signature scent, Kiki – a heavy floral of amber and orris and tuberose, sold in a voluptuous bottle of prussian-blue glass. In 1955 it sold four million bottles, and was the best-selling perfume in America.


There is a picture of Kiki Grubb inside the St Emmanuelle perfume counter manual. Jeannie will look at it sometimes: the thick blonde hair set back from her face in waves, and eyebrows drawn into fine, black arcs. She has farm-girl limbs, big and robust, the kind of sturdy frame that all the tailoring in the world – the jacket nipped at the waist, the blouses frilled at the collar – cannot truly feminise. She was, by all reports, not a pleasant woman; quick-tempered and self-important. Following her marriage to a wealthy New York banker, she severed all ties with her family back home in Ohio, and never returned to the small town that raised her.


There are seven St Emmanuelle fragrances now, each with its own family of talcum powders and body lotions, soaps and bath oils. But nobody buys much perfume from Jeannie’s counter – unless it is Christmas, or Mother’s Day, or there is a free gift promotion. On Saturdays, they buy moisturiser and nail varnish. But mid-week it is quiet, a few sales a day, and the perfume sits trembling in its bottles as the shoppers roll by, heading for the top-floor cafeteria.


There are seasonal promotions, special offers, giveaways, limited edition gift sets, and at such times Jeannie is required to stand smiling at the foot of the escalator with a bottle of scent, spraying the upturned wrists of passers-by. Standing there in navy-blue court shoes, waiting for people to come, an ache spreads from the toes to the ankles, to the calves and the knees, runs across the hips, up the spine to the shoulders. But there she must stand. Smiling and spritzing, smiling and spritzing. Wishing she were back behind the counter where she could slump quietly against the cupboards and daydream.


She has a friend up in haberdashery, a girl from school who will drift over when trade is slow, rest her freckled arms on the counter-top and chatter. But most of the time she listens to the other perfume girls, to Michaela and Kimberley and Nicola, as they discuss diets and shoes and hair and soap operas, and all the things they drank, all the men they shagged, on Friday night. She takes off her court shoes so she can concentrate, stands flat-footed behind the counter so the toes of her tights grow cool and dusty, and pictures them, wild on Bacardi, canoodling in the shadows of the churchyard.


When the grilles shudder down she dashes through the wet night and the arcade and the market hall to the bus station, and the number fourteen home. She sits at the back of the bus, head juddering against the windowpane, breathing in the musky scent of her jacket. Outside the rush-hour traffic drags by, slow and miserable, as a long hem through wet streets. A woman stands in the window of her front room, watching the road; behind her a television screen flickers brightly with the local news. Jeannie counts down the stops, listens to the death rattle of the bus doors. On Atherton Road, one by one, the streetlights are turning a soft fluorescent pink.





CHAPTER TWO



Her grandmother was boiling cauliflower, the room full of its sweet, watery smell and steam that bloomed white across the windowpane. The kitchen overlooked the back garden, with its coalhouse and rosebushes and its high brick walls; today the wind was wild, and the washing on the line was bucking and rearing like horses in a paddock.


Jeannie would often spend Sunday afternoons here as a child, sitting at the table reading comics, standing at the draining-board making perfume: a jam-jar stuffed with rose petals that she prodded until they grew twisted and grubby and damp as scraggy tissues. It never smelled of anything more than a wet, grey garden.


It would be years until she learned how perfume is really made, not in jam-jars on draining-boards, not with tapwater and teaspoons. The traditional method of perfumery relies upon the process of distillation. Tall metal stills filled with fresh flowers, and water, five times their weight, poured in on top. In the great belly of the still, the flowers mulch, and their petals crumple, their colours run the bruised pink of a child’s knees. And as the petals welter and wane, the still is heated, and up rises a flowery steam that flows all along the still’s long neck, until it cools and condenses, dripdripping into an oily essence.


This is much how love works in a small town; the sky and the walls and the familiarity of these streets holding these young hearts like a still. All this rain washes them together, their colours running, their lives mulching, till the warm, musky fumes of love swirl up. Jeannie has known Jimmy since infant school. They grew up on parallel streets, they played in the same park, they hung around in the same bus shelters, their lives crumpling together in a rainy town.


‘Are you sure you won’t stop for your tea?’ Her grandmother turns down the gas. ‘There’s plenty.’ She is a broad woman, her bulk somewhat lessened by age, but still in possession of an air of immovability. Only once has this faltered, when Jeannie saw her standing in the bathroom wearing just her slip and girdle and no false teeth; she looked so small and frail, like a shelled walnut. She catches glimpses of that vulnerability now, in her grandmother’s crepey skin and feathery breath, in her appeals for her to stay just a little longer.


‘No, thanks, Nan. Jimmy’s cooking.’ Jeannie pulls on her coat. ‘I was just popping round those samples.’


‘You’ve got him well trained!’ Her grandmother squints at the small sachets of foam bath she has brought. ‘What’s this? Lily of the Valley? Very fancy!’


The local paper sits open on the table, and her grandmother has circled the death notices of all the people she used to know.


‘Who’s gone this week?’ Jeannie asks as she unfolds her gloves.


‘No one I liked,’ her grandmother laughs, then leans in close to kiss her, and she smells sweet, of talcum powder and sugary tea.


Jeannie fishes out her Yale key and opens the front door. The hallway is limp with the smell of sausage fat and from the kitchen she can hear the radio blaring out a football match.


‘You’re late!’ Jimmy bellows. He holds his hand in mid-air to quiet her. ‘GO ON YER BASTARD!’ he roars at the radio, and as the crowd sighs with disappointment at the goal missed he shakes his head. ‘Daft sod,’ he mutters.


She stands in the living room and unzips her coat while the cheering wreaths around her. ‘Sorry, love,’ he says, and pecks her on the cheek. ‘How was it at the coalface?’


‘Oh fine,’ she says, stepping out of her court shoes and scrunching her toes. ‘Fine. What kind of trouble did you get up to?’


He is back in the kitchen now in his grubby blue T-shirt and his overalls rolled down to the waist, doling out sausages and mash and spilling gravy on the work surface. ‘Christ on a bike, you wouldn’t believe today!’ he says, and he is off, talking about vans and carburettors, Fiestas and faulty gearboxes.


Jeannie sets the table, lining up the knives and forks with the pattern of the gingham cloth. She moves the fruit bowl, fetches the cruet, brushes the morning’s toast crumbs into the palm of her hand. Jimmy sways through with the plates. ‘Voilà!’ he says. ‘Tuck in!’ He has turned down the radio so that it makes a persistent buzzing sound, like a bluebottle in a jam-jar, and with one ear on the football he continues with his stories from the garage. ‘You wouldn’t believe it …’ he is saying, and as her thoughts wander she hears only odd words, ‘the state of this bloody engine … a tea towel … and a dead sparrow …’


Through the window you can see across the playing field to the motorway, which is pretty at this distance; nothing more than a string of lights and the distant drone of a man snoring in the next room. To the west lie the new estates, where all the streets are named after poets: Keats Avenue, Shelley Street, Coleridge Way. They pulled down rows of old terraces to make way for the estates, replacing them with culs-de-sac of four-square, orangebricked houses like blocks of processed cheese. The summer they were built, all the local children would head up there in the evenings, clamber over the breezeblocks, pull back the tarpaulins and peer into the cement mixers. That was the summer she really got to know Jimmy. A rowdy boy with brown arms, playing three-and-in against a half-built wall.


She looks across the table. He is jabbing fork-prongs into taut sausage skin, an angry spurt of pork fat falling on to the mashed potato. He doesn’t look much different to all those summers ago. At twenty-three his face is still boyish, his jaw still set in concentration. Eating is to Jimmy a game of speed and strategy, the three-and-in of the dining table, and he does not so much clear his plate as sweep across territory. She watches him, knife and fork held in determined fists, shoulders rounded and head bowed, his body bending in close to the plate. She watches the dart of fork to mouth, the clamp of teeth against cutlery, the lick of the knife, the frantic chewing, jaw clicking, mashed potato slopping to and fro, lips making a light ‘puh-puh-puh’ as if smoking a pipe. She watches as he takes a slice of bread and mops his plate. She watches him lick his gravied fingers, push his plate away and belch. And she seethes, jaw tightening, teeth little millstones, grinding. ‘Beg pardon,’ he says, and sniffs. She wonders vaguely if it were ever acceptable to leave somebody because of their table manners.


Living with someone reveals a nest of habits: remote controls in the middle of the floor, teabags in the sink, toenail clippings in the carpet, sniffing, scratching, snoring. Quite inevitably one particular habit will become invested with such bilious hatred that it rises above all the rest: bigger, fatter, the queen of the colony. And for Jeannie, this has become Jimmy’s eating habits.


Mornings were worst. Mornings meant cereal. Mornings meant the rapid clatter of spoon against bowl, the gulping of milk, the lifting of bowl to lips and then the long, final, excruciating slurp of the dregs. It was the same way he slurped soup and slurped tea. It was the same wet, airless way he kissed her. It was the reason she no longer let him go down on her in bed, because lying there, eyes studying the ceiling, she had the feeling of being nothing more than a bowl of Shredded Wheat.


Mostly it was the noise. She has never met anybody so singularly, unapologetically noisy as Jimmy. He walks loudly, talks loudly, closes doors with a slam. On the telephone he bellows. When he goes to the bathroom she braces herself for the sound of urine thundering triumphantly into the toilet bowl. In the street he spits volubly on to the pavement.


There had been a brief period at school when spitting was quite the thing, when all the boys and some of the tougher girls would spend their time hawking up phlegm and propelling it on to the playground. For at least two terms it was impossible to walk through the yard without encountering globules of spittle. In some small way, there was something pleasingly vernacular about the habit: the children’s dredging up of chalk dust and tar and the mucus that accumulates in a wet climate reminiscent of the local miners, their fathers and grandfathers, clearing their lungs of coal dust each morning. Most of the boys had grown out of the spitting, the way the girls had given over such affectations as wrinkling down their school socks in perfect symmetrical pleats and back-combing their hair. But not Jimmy; he still sniffed and coughed and spluttered with gusto.


This is not to say that Jeannie is without her own unappealing habits. She cracks her knuckles and she picks her feet and her hair has a way of clinging on to the house, clustering in dusty corners, tumbleweeding across the hallway, and lingering on pillowcases and jackets. Jimmy would find it, great eely strands tangled around the plughole, and pull at it, like a well-rooted weed, gripping on to the very plumbing of the building.


‘All right, Jeans?’ Jimmy asks.


‘What?’ She looks up, startled. ‘Sorry,’ she mutters, ‘I was miles away.’ On her plate, her dinner sits halfcold.


‘I was saying is there owt on the telly tonight?’


‘I dunno …’ She prods the mashed potato. ‘We should sort that seating plan though, else your mum’ll be on at us again.’


‘Yeah …’ Jimmy turns up the radio. ‘Let’s leave it till the weekend, eh?’


Planning a wedding, Jeannie has noticed, is a finicky and solitary task, much like needlework. Jimmy offers little practical assistance, and she is left alone to stitch together the elaborate pattern of families and friends. She lies awake at night trying to remember the names of all his cousins. Her own family is big enough, but his sprawls out across town, springing up from street to street like bindweed.
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