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      We went on the same bus, he said, and I knew him from that. It was the number seventeen, from Tyecroft to Witham, with twenty minutes at the station when some of them would get off for a cup of coffee or tea at the stall. Or to buy a paper.

      I stayed on the bus and I looked out at the big buildings with their glass windows, which were black and shiny. In the winter the driver left the engine running for the heat, so I could listen to the engine and look at the black glass, and I liked it.

      It was the number seventeen bus, but I didn’t bother looking at the numbers. In the front seats were the three women from the home, going to the depot at Witham where they worked. Make-work, Annie used to say, for dumbos who had to be locked up in that place because they were too thick to look after themselves.

      Look out, Dozey Joan, they might take you and lock you up in that place and make you work in the depot.

      I’d been frightened when she’d first said that, but Rita told me not to bother about Annie. Spiteful, she said. You’re all right doing the shelves now, aren’t you? Have you on the checkouts next, you’ll see. You’re all right, Joan.

      I’m not stupid, just because I’m not on the checkouts. I don’t need to look at the numbers on that bus, if the three women are on it. That’s not stupid, knowing who’s on the bus, and looking at them instead of the numbers. Maybe it’s stupid looking at numbers when you know the man with the black coat goes on that bus and you can look at him instead.

      I told Annie, all right, bloody clever, what colour boxes are free-range, then? Clever, what colour? Blue, she said, and she was wrong. Blue’s farm-fresh, free-range is brown.

      All right, bloody clever, on the checkouts. Wrong, then.

      Blue egg boxes and brown egg boxes and careful with those boxes, Dozey Joan, eggs are fragile, yes Mr Evans. They chuck out the broken ones, so Carol said, crack some, Joanie, take some home for your mum, they won’t care, they all do it. The butter with the silver stripe on the left side of the shelf, the gold in the middle, up there, and the orange and white underneath them. Don’t have to read the names. Silver stripe, gold, orange and white.

      You crack one more of those eggs, you stupid cunt, and you’re out, yes Mr Evans. Oh, don’t cry, I didn’t mean it. Give us a cuddle, then, come on. Closer, right. I didn’t mean it. Lovely bum you’ve got, Joanie, give us a feel.

      Yes Mr Evans.

      Davie. Call me Davie. Give us a rub, then. There’s a nice bit of pork not gone through the computer, Joanie. Give us a rub, then.

      Oh ho, Mister Evans. Dozey Joan calls our Davie Mister Evans, what does our Davie call Dozey Joan?

      Knickers off Dozey, come and work on my meat section.

      You be careful, Joanie. David Evans isn’t a very nice man.

      Yes, Rita.

      But my mum said the leg of pork on Friday was nice, and the eggs. She didn’t like the orange and white butter, she wanted the one with the silver stripe. Why’s the wrapping torn, you drop this, Joan?

      No, Mum.

      You be careful, Joan.

      Yes, Mum.

      But they don’t let you have the butter unless the wrapping’s torn. They can sell it. Customers won’t buy it with the wrapping torn, so we can have it. Davie says I can have it, don’t let on, Joanie.

      He was on the bus, the man, and I knew him, knew the way he looked, but I didn’t think, because I only looked for the three women. He wasn’t at the front where I could see when the bus came to the stop. He was halfway down, by the window, looking out when I went past. I liked it at the back. I could see everybody, and nobody thought I was staring. It’s rude to stare. I didn’t stare, I just watched, and I listened.

      Talking about the television, and the shops, and what somebody had said, and do you like my hair this way? Thought I might have it coloured. Did she really say that, then? I told her, old cow, I goes, I don’t buy my clothes to come to work in, I buy my clothes to go out in, I says. She turns round and says, feel like that about work, you could start looking for somewhere else. Like my hair like this? See that programme about the strippers? Laugh, I did laugh. I don’t go there any more, somebody said they had the rat-catchers in. Not very nice, is it? Not where there’s food. Oh, well, here we are, back to the grind. See you, love. Give my best to your gran.

      But he never said anything. He was on his own.

      Sheila didn’t go on the bus. Her boss picked her up on his way to work, pulled up outside the door and sounded the horn, and Sheila pulled back the curtain and waved, and then she put on her coat and kissed our mum, and said, bye Joan, nice day, and off she went.

      Sheila’s a hairdresser. She’s nearly qualified. She’ll have a diploma. Her boss says she’s really good. She does my hair for me, and our mum’s, and she says I’ve got nice hair, all thick and springy and shiny.

      But I wanted it blonde, not all dark.

      You leave it like it is, said Sheila, and come Christmas I’ll do you some highlights.

      If the Good Lord meant you to be blonde He’d have made you blonde, said Mum, and Sheila laughed. Meant you to be a redhead and forgot, did He?

      Don’t you be cheeky, my girl. But Mum was laughing, took a swing at Sheila with the frying pan, they were both laughing and screaming, so I was laughing too. And I know what henna’s for, in the green paper packet in the bathroom. It looks lovely, Mum’s hair, when Sheila’s just done it. Looks like it’s on fire, all sparks, like as if copper got exploded into tiny little bits and there was a bonfire behind it.

      You’re daft, said Mum, but Sheila looked at me and said, that’s good. That’s not daft. Put you on the telly, advertising it. What was it you said? About the copper exploding?

      But I couldn’t remember when I tried to think. I’d just said it.

      Come Christmas, said Mum, they can’t sack our Joan. Been there a year then.

      It was the Christmas rush, why I got taken on at Fletchers. Night work, filling shelves, because it was so crowded in the day there wasn’t room for the cages. Just boxes, fill up as you go, quick quick quick. Night work, and can you stay on, Joanie? Only a couple of hours, never seen such a rush. Good girl, Joanie.

      Joanie, then. Good girl, Joanie. Not Dozey Joan when they wanted me to stay on in the day, after I’d been working all night.

      Make yourself ill, said Mum. But the money’s a help. You’re a good girl, Joan.

      They call me Dozey Joan, I said, and I was tired, so I started to cry.

      Feel better after a nice cup of tea, said Mum, and never you mind about them. They’re only teasing. They wouldn’t tease you if they didn’t like you.

      Annie doesn’t like me. At break she spat in my coffee and said it was extra cream, drink it up. Some of the others laughed. Rita knocked it over and it splashed on Annie’s skirt.

      Clumsy fucking senile old cow, Annie called Rita.

      Just leave her alone, said Rita. It’s only a little splash of coffee. A bit of spit will bring that out.

      I was doing all right through Christmas, even if I was tired, but I knew where everything went. I was as quick as any of them. Mr Kennedy said I was doing all right, and Rita told me he never says that about anybody, so I must be good, for him to notice.

      Then in January they changed everything round. All the Christmas things went in bins at the back of the shop, special offers, and it was all new places and different boxes.

      ‘For God’s sake, girl, read the damned thing. Look, where it says on the shelf, Hartley’s, see? You’ve put Robinson’s. You’ve got to read it. I suppose you can read, can’t you? And it’s lemon curd, not lemon marmalade.’

      I can read. I’m not stupid, I went to school. But it was all different, everything in different places, and they still said I had to hurry up. Come on, Dozey Joan, be here all night at this rate. Reading made it slow. I had to read on the box, Lemon Marmalade, and I had to look on the shelves, look for where it said Lemon Marmalade, and there’s twenty-five yards of shelves for jams and things.

      Some of the writing was funny, too. An L is supposed to be two straight lines joined down at the bottom in the corner, not all curly bits. It wasn’t proper writing, like it was in school. It was all wrong, some of it.

      ‘Can’t have this, Joan. Nearly fifteen minutes, and you haven’t even opened the box. What have you been doing?’

      Looking at the labels, looking for where it said Lemon Marmalade. Strawberry Preserve, Extra Fruit, that was all curly bits, didn’t even have a picture of a strawberry, took ages, reading that one. Frank Cooper’s Orange Marmalade. I read that one again, because of the marmalade, I knew the M, but it wasn’t lemon. Chiver’s Thick Cut.

      Fifteen minutes, and I hadn’t found the right place. But I’d been working, I had. I’d been reading the labels, looking for the right place.

      ‘Here,’ said Carol. ‘See? Lemon Marmalade. Only got to ask, Dozey.’

      Christmas, it had been easy. Boxes of mince pies under the big cut-out of Father Christmas, crackers on the racks by the cigarette kiosk, all the same things, all in the same places.

      I’m not stupid. Mum says I’ve got the best memory of anyone she’s ever known. Carol only had to show me once, I knew where it went after that. And the one with the green lid, next to it, just under where the strip light starts.

      ‘Can’t have this, Joan. Got to work faster than this. Plenty of girls looking for work.’

      ‘Carol?’

      ‘On the shelf over the meat freezer where you put the beef sausages last week. Next to the ones in the square jars.’

      Brown bread in brown wrappers, white bread in blue and white wrappers, and the half loaves in the middle.

      ‘Take the yoghurt up at the same time, Joan. Don’t go up with half a cage.’

      ‘No, Mr Kennedy.’

      Time to go home, and Mr Kennedy told one of the girls not to come back next week. Extra pay instead of notice, goodbye, don’t come back, no reference either. A couple of tins, I’ll turn a blind eye, but not cigarettes.

      Lying bastard, she said, I never.

      One more word and I’ll have the police. Get out.

      Spring sales, and night work again, just for a week. Can you work on, Joanie? You’re a good girl.

      I know where everything goes now, so it’s good girl, Joanie. Something new, I ask Carol, and she tells me. She’s my friend. I bought her chocolates at Easter, and she said I’d make her fat and spotty.

      Wish I had your figure, Joan. Wish I had your skin.

      Look in the mirror. Should be blonde, have big tits and a tiny little waist and a curvy bum to be pretty. I’m not like that, I’m not pretty. Dark hair, not long and straight like the models, not blonde. No tits to speak of. A bit thin.

      Carol’s my friend. We go to the pictures sometimes, and I like that. But I don’t like it afterwards, because Carol wants to go for a drink, and I don’t like it. I don’t like the pubs, all smoky and the men pushing around and buying drinks and saying drink up and have another. What’s your name, then? Come over here and sit on my lap. Come on out the back.

      No, I say, but Carol goes, if it’s someone she likes, she goes out the back, and then I’m on my own.

      What’s your name, then? Where’s your friend? Oh, yes, gone with Eric, has she? Lucky old Eric. Going to make me lucky, Joanie?

      Carol goes out the back if it’s someone she likes, but the man behind the bar, he got angry once. Get this place a bad name. What comes next?

      An extra tenner in my purse comes next, Carol said on the way home when I told her. An extra tenner never comes amiss. We’ll go to the Black Dog next week, make a change, give old grumpy time to cool down.

      But I did like going to the pictures, and Carol’s my friend.

      Sheila asked me, do you know what they do out there? When Carol goes out with the men, and I laughed. Of course I know. Everybody knows, even rabbits know that. We had those sex awareness lessons at school, but there wasn’t much we didn’t already know, except all that about love and what they called stable relationships.

      They didn’t teach us about prices, did they? asked Carol. Saw this on the telly, this woman, she got a thousand pounds a night. A thousand bleeding pounds! Got this flat in London, in Mayfair or somewhere, all done up like a palace, and the men, they come in the evening, and they stay all night, and it’s a thousand pounds.

      ‘Try asking Eric for a thousand pounds,’ I said.

      ‘He’d have a fit. More than he earns in a month. Not counting tips.’

      I did go out with Bob from the grocery section. We went to the pub, because he was playing in a darts match. He didn’t win, so he wasn’t in a very good mood when we went home.

      ‘Going to ask me in?’

      ‘My mum’s asleep. We’ll wake her up.’

      ‘I can be quiet. You might make a noise. Most girls do.’

      I pushed him away, and he shoved his hands into his pockets and kicked at the gatepost.

      ‘Don’t do it on the first date, that it?’

      He sounded angry, so I went into the house and shut the door before he could come through it.

      Carol said he was bloody cheeky, who did he think he was? A girl’s entitled to say no. All they ever think of is sex and football. Might as well get the money out of them, it’s all the same either way.

      Sometimes it seemed to me all anybody ever thought about was sex, not just the men. Annie was on about it at break, sounded like boasting to me, men won’t leave her alone, always trying to get into her knickers. I thought, if it wasn’t so dead easy to get into your knickers you probably wouldn’t have so much trouble. Most men will leave you alone, if you say no.

      I wished I could work somewhere else. I wished I didn’t have to wear that overall, only thin stuff but it made me sweat. Nylon does that, said Rita. I wished I could listen to people talking about nice things, even if I didn’t understand all of it. I wished I didn’t have to drink my coffee out of a plastic cup and chuck it in the bin on the way out of the canteen.

      Why’s that cheaper? I wouldn’t mind washing up a cup and saucer and a teaspoon. All those long packets of plastic cups and the poly bags of plastic stirrers, not even proper spoons, we could keep cups and saucers in that cupboard, wouldn’t take up any more room.

      But I never asked, they’d only have laughed at me.

      I bought myself a cup and saucer. It was antique. I’d seen it in the shop window, near the bus stop where I got off to go home, and I stopped and looked. It was on a shelf with a lot of other things. I wondered what it would be like, to drink out of a cup like that. Not very big, only an ordinary shape, but special, somehow. It looked the way a person looks, when they’re too important to need to make a fuss. Just there, on that shelf. So I stood and looked, and I wondered.

      They kept me late at work next day, so the shop was open in the morning when I got off the bus, and I looked in the window again at the cup and saucer. Pale blue, with birds painted on.

      I went into the shop, and asked to see it.

      ‘Seven pounds fifty,’ said the woman. ‘Mind you don’t drop it. It’s bone china.’

      It was so thin I could see my fingers through it when I held it, and not even up to the light, just the lamp from behind the desk was enough. And the birds, all painted on so beautifully, and a tiny thin line of gold round the rim.

      There were people who had whole dinner sets like this, not just teasets, and never thought anything about it.

      I could do shadow pictures through that cup. I moved my fingers to look at the shadows, and it was so smooth, and so light, it was lovely.

      ‘You going to buy it or play with it?’

      I only had three pounds to last me till Friday, and the bus fares took half that.

      ‘Keep it for me?’ I asked. ‘Friday?’

      I had to give her two pounds, and she said if I didn’t pick it up Friday it was on sale again, and I wouldn’t get my deposit back.

      Mum said I was bloody crackers, all that money on a cup and saucer, I’d be wanting silver spoons next, and she was right. I had to walk back from work Thursday morning because of the deposit on my cup and saucer, but it was worth it.

      On the Friday the woman was nice about it. She wrapped up the cup and saucer separately, in tissue paper, and put them in a box, and smiled at me.

      ‘Look after them,’ she said. ‘Leave those to your kids. Be worth ten times what you paid for them by then.’

      I didn’t think they’d last that long, but they did. Mum was careful with them. She knew I liked them. She put them in the corner of the cupboard where they wouldn’t get chipped when she took the other stuff out, and anyway they were stronger than they looked.

      So when I got home from work I had my tea in a proper cup, with a saucer, and it felt special. I got to going upstairs and washing and changing before I had my cup of tea, so I could sit down in clean clothes feeling all fresh and nice, because of my special cup.

      Daft, said Mum, but they’re dead pretty, Joan. Ought to be in a cabinet.

      I bought a little silver spoon to go with them. The woman in the shop said it was plate, I mustn’t polish it too much. I nodded, but I didn’t understand. What did she mean, plate? It was a spoon, not a plate.

      ‘Only silver on the outside,’ said Sheila when I asked her. ‘On the inside it’s ordinary metal. If you polish it too much you rub all the silver off.’

      I thought about it, and I wasn’t very happy. It didn’t seem right. It was like it was fake, not good enough for my special cup and saucer.

      ‘Real silver?’ said the woman in the shop. ‘Real, solid silver? Better start saving your pennies. Cost you, that will.’

      ‘How much?’

      ‘At least a tenner. Maybe more, depends. Want it to go with the Coalport, do you?

      I wanted it to go with my cup and saucer, but I didn’t say anything. It’s better not to say anything when you don’t understand what somebody’s talking about. Not until you know them well enough to ask, like Sheila, or Carol.

      ‘I haven’t got a single in stock,’ said the woman. ‘Only a set in a box, and that’s a hundred and sixty. But I can get one. Do you want me to?’

      She was smiling at me. I knew it was because I was a customer, not real friendly, just pretend, but it was nice.

      ‘A tenner?’ I asked.

      ‘If that’s your limit, I can get one for a tenner. I’ll keep it for a couple of weeks, if you like. Pound deposit?’

      It was daft, I knew it was, a tenner for a little spoon, just to stir in the sugar, but I wanted it to be right. I earned the money, why shouldn’t I have a silver spoon? But I wasn’t daft right through.

      ‘Take the plate one back?’ I asked, and the woman started to laugh. This time it was real friendly, not pretend, so I laughed too.

      ‘Have you in the trade soon,’ she said. ‘Okay. Paid a pound for it, didn’t you? Right, bring it back, then. That’s your deposit.’

      Mum asked if I was planning to start up a collection, things I couldn’t afford and didn’t need, but she wasn’t being nasty. I didn’t want anything else, only my nice cup and saucer and the spoon that was right to go with them.

      It did make me feel special, drinking my tea out of that cup.

      One of the women from the home wasn’t on the bus the day after I got the spoon. The other two were dead quiet. I wondered what had happened. Usually they were talking, sometimes daft things, but they were just talking, no harm. It wasn’t the first time there were only two of them. Anybody can get a cold, but I knew there was something wrong this time.

      I didn’t go to the back of the bus. I sat two seats behind them, so I could listen, in case they said something. It was the one with the curly hair who was missing. I wanted to know why.

      I felt anxious about her. I didn’t know her, never even said good morning, but I was worried. I wished I had said good morning to them. Been going on the same bus for months, why not?

      So I sat and tried to listen, but they didn’t say a word. Dead silent the whole way.

      Other people were talking, didn’t seem anybody else had noticed. Where’s the one with the curly hair? The one who bought a little pot of scented hand cream for her mum’s birthday present last week, where is she? Why are the others so quiet?

      See that show on the telly last night, that man won nearly fifty thousand. Wonder what he’ll do. What would you do, if you won fifty thousand? He says, twenty-five quid just for the brakes, like I’m supposed to care, like I don’t have to go on the bus every day, come rain, come shine. Every shop in the town, couldn’t find one to match, then when I goes home I finds it in the back of the washing machine. Your gran comes out next week, doesn’t she? Give her my best, when you visit.

      Where is she? Why are they so quiet?

      When we got to the station I got off that day. I thought, cup of coffee, why not? Never done that before, stupid little thing, but it made me nervous, getting off the bus for a coffee. I wanted to walk past them, so I did it.

      ‘Good morning,’ I said, and they both looked at me. I tried to smile, but I was nervous about getting off the bus and buying the coffee, so it didn’t come out very friendly, or I don’t think so. Just, my lips moved a bit, not a proper smile like I meant it.

      ‘Morning,’ said the little one with the blue headscarf, and then the one in the brown coat nodded her head at me, but she didn’t say anything.

      The coffee was horrible. It was all gritty, and they hadn’t rinsed the cup properly, so the rim tasted of soap. I only drank about half of it, and I kept worrying, have I got my handbag? Have I lost my ticket, in case the inspector comes? I shouldn’t have got off the bus. I should have stayed safe where I was. How much longer before it goes? Will it look stupid if I go back now, and sit and wait, instead of out here with the others?

      ‘Haven’t seen you out here before,’ said the woman whose gran was in hospital, and I was a bit surprised. She’d never spoken to me before, but it was friendly. I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged and turned away. Then that seemed rude, so I looked back at her and nodded.

      I went back to the bus.

      ‘Where’s your friend?’ I asked. How else could I find out, without asking? I was anxious. I wanted to know.

      They both looked at me. Then the one in the brown coat started to cry, not like people usually cry, a bit at a time, building up. Not a sniff, and then a little sob, and look in a bag or a pocket for a tissue.

      This was all at once. She opened her mouth and she wailed, really loud, and there were tears all down her cheeks and snot out of her nose, and a terrible noise, all sad and wild.

      The one in the headscarf patted her on the knee, didn’t look at her. It was like she was used to it.

      ‘Gone to Jesus,’ she said to me, but she didn’t cry.

      I knew it wasn’t because she didn’t care. It was because she cared too much, she couldn’t cry. It’s like when you get hurt. If it’s not too bad you say something, ouch, or maybe you swear, or even cry. But when it’s really bad you don’t do anything, you just wait, like you’re stunned.

      The one in the blue headscarf, she was just waiting for that terrible pain to go away.

      I sat down on the seat across from them, and I looked in my bag for my packet of tissues. It was a new one, not even opened, but that was right. You wouldn’t want to give a present of something you’d used. I gave it to the one who was crying, and she took it and ripped it open. But it was the one in the blue headscarf who was hurting so much who took the tissues out of the packet and wiped her friend’s face, and held one to her nose and said blow, and then wiped her face again.

      There was a little ring with a glass stone in the bottom of my bag, it came out of a cracker at a Christmas party and I’d forgotten it. I found it while I was getting the tissues, and it was in my hand. I gave it to the one in the headscarf and she took it.

      ‘Present,’ I said, meaning it had been one, and then I thought, no, give it to her; give her a present.

      ‘Present,’ I said again, and made like a shooing sign at her, meaning, take it. Take it.

      ‘Pretty,’ she said, and it was. It didn’t matter it was only cheap metal and glass, it was pretty.

      She put it on her finger, on the left hand, like it was an engagement ring, and she held it up to the light. The one in the brown coat wailed again, but there wasn’t anything I could do. I’d given her the tissues, I hadn’t got any more.

      They were all coming across from the station, all the passengers, so I had to go back to my seat.

      ‘Your friend,’ I said, and they both looked at me. I’d meant to say, look, her nose is running again, it needs wiping, but it hadn’t come out like that. It sounded as if I was talking about the one who was dead.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and then, ‘she was nice.’

      But I didn’t know. I’d never spoken to any of them, until that morning.

      I went back to my seat and I looked out of the window, as though nothing had happened, as though it wasn’t anything to do with me, the noise and the mess on the woman’s face. When they came past some of the passengers said things to each other, oh dear, what’s stirred her up them? Poor little soul, can’t help it. Not nasty, but as if they couldn’t understand so it didn’t matter, what was said. Even if they heard, they wouldn’t understand, so it didn’t matter.

      But I knew it wasn’t like that. They could be hurt by what they heard. They knew they were different. Some of the time they hoped nobody else knew, or nobody had noticed. Words like that told them everybody knew, and everybody had noticed.

      I felt sad for them. Not for the one who was dead; it had been not knowing that had worried me. Now I knew, it didn’t seem to matter any more, about her. But the other two, especially the one in the blue headscarf, I did feel sad for them. I wished there was something I could do to make the pain go away.

      In the coffee break I told Carol. One of the women on the bus from the home, she’s dead, I said. That was quick, said Carol, and I thought, she’s right. That one who’s dead now, she was there yesterday. But how did Carol know it was quick? Had I said they were all there yesterday?

      There was a new line in cakes that day, so I was worried, I didn’t know where they went. Carol was working over on the dairy section. I had to read the boxes. It made me slow. I didn’t have time to think about the woman on the bus, but I must have been worrying, because halfway through the morning I got really upset, and I put the boxes down and I ran through the shop to where Carol was working.

      ‘Can’t do it,’ I said, and it felt as if I was shouting, but the words came out quiet. ‘Bloody boxes, all little writing.’ And then, ‘How did you know it was quick? The woman on the bus? I didn’t say.’

      ‘Give us a hand with the marge, then,’ said Carol. ‘Old Kennedy’s got a right temper on today. Give us a hand.’

      So we put out the marge, that was easy. The shelves weren’t empty, just had to look for the same packages and fill them up. It was the new stuff I couldn’t do, I wished they wouldn’t give me that. I wished they’d let me do what I knew. I don’t mind the work, when I know what I’ve got to do. I hate that new stuff.

      ‘Don’t get the miseries then,’ said Carol, but I was in a state by then. Mr Kennedy was wandering around the place. If he found I’d left all the boxes of cakes he’d be angry. If he found me working on the dairy.

      ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Hurry up.’

      He was standing by the cage when we went back, and he started right away, where do you think you’ve been? Slacking off like that, why aren’t these cakes on the shelves?

      ‘You lay off,’ said Carol. ‘It’s not her fault you’re not getting your oats,’ and he stopped and looked at her as if she’d hit him. And I thought, oh ho.

      I felt ashamed then, as soon as I’d thought it, those two silly words, not even proper words. That’s what that nasty slag Annie would have thought.

      Got to get out of here, or I’ll start being like Annie.

      Stupid, that. Where else can I work, that wouldn’t be the same? Only without Carol or Rita to help.

      Mr Kennedy walked away, he didn’t even look back, and Carol winked at me. But I didn’t want to think about Carol and Mr Kennedy, because somehow it seemed dirty, much worse than going out the back of the pub with the men.

      ‘How did you know about the woman on the bus?’ I asked again, because I wanted to think about something else.

      ‘My auntie works there, in the kitchens. Vicky got bronchitis.’

      Vicky. She knew their names. I’d never known their names, and Carol did, because her auntie worked in the kitchens at the home.

      You don’t die of bronchitis, do you? A bad cold, a nasty cough, bronchitis. You don’t die of that.

      She was so quick, reading those labels. One look, then slice open the cartons with the Stanley knife, check down the length of the shelves at the plastic labels, and she knew. So quick, it was like magic.

      I watched her, and when she opened the next carton I was ready. She pointed at the shelf.

      ‘Next to the blackberry and apple pies,’ she said. ‘Other side of the rail.’

      I could stop worrying. Now I knew, I wouldn’t forget. Green and yellow box with the red lettering and the picture of the little pies, next to the blackberry and apple pies the other side of the rail. And the next lot, they had dark green lettering, that was on the bottom shelf, leave room for the iced tarts, those had white lettering, and they were the other side of the rail too, underneath the first lot.

      ‘Bronchitis?’ I asked. Dead from bronchitis in one day, it didn’t seem right.

      Carol sighed, but she didn’t stop working.

      ‘Takes them like that, some of them. Weak chests. She’ll be sad about Vicky, my auntie.’

      Mr Kennedy walked past the end of the row, he looked at us, he didn’t stop. He hadn’t really got anything to complain about. We’d done the marge, we were nearly done with these cakes, so we’d been quick enough. It was only what Carol had said.

      I thought, I’d better be Dozey Joan around old Kennedy for a few days, maybe he’ll think I didn’t hear, or didn’t understand. Then it’ll be all right.

      I thought about weak chests, those women on the bus. I wondered if they all had weak chests. Maybe they weren’t stupid at all. Maybe they were ill. If you can have a weak chest, and be on the bus one day and dead the next, maybe there’s something in their heads that’s the same. Like a weak brain, that catches something easy, a germ, and for them it’s bad. Much worse than for us.

      I thought about it all the rest of the day, trying to make sense of it, but I didn’t know enough about it. I didn’t know very much at all. Not enough to make sense of Vicky dying like that.

      ‘There’s books,’ said Sheila that night when I told her about Vicky. ‘You can find anything, in books. If you know where to look.’

      ‘Read it to me?’ I asked, and she laughed. I had been joking. I’ve seen those sorts of books, they had them on the shelves at school. Big and thick, with small writing, hundreds of pages, some of them.

      I lay awake until nearly daylight, wondering how bronchitis had killed Vicky, and how you can find out about things if reading takes a long time.
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      I said good morning to the two women when I got on the bus the next morning, and I smiled at them. They smiled back, and they both said good morning. The one in the brown coat who’d cried the day before, she smiled with her mouth wide open, like a child. It looked a bit funny, but it was nice. It was a real smile, she meant it, it wasn’t just polite and pretend.

      I didn’t go to the back. It seemed a bit rude, to go right to the back of the bus that day, after we’d said good morning. I went two seats behind them, but on the other side, and then I saw him. He’d been there every morning, I knew that. Looking out of the window, he’d never turned his head when I went past. Now, when I sat down opposite him, it was like he waited for a moment, and then very slowly he turned towards me and he looked at me.

      I didn’t say anything. I knew he was looking at me, but when men look at you, you don’t say anything, you pretend you don’t notice. I went on sitting quietly in my new seat, two back from the women, looking ahead out of the front window, watching the wipers going backwards and forwards, even though it wasn’t raining very much. They made a squeaking noise.

      He was a bit older than me, but not much. He had brown hair, sort of straight and floppy, and he seemed to be sitting very, very still.

      What’s he looking at? I wondered, and then he nodded, not at me, but like somebody had answered a question. That’s right, he seemed to be saying when he nodded. That’s right, that’s the answer.

      The two women were quiet, not talking like they had when there’d been three of them, but not dead silent, like the day before. Now and then the one in the blue headscarf would say something like, there’s that shop where we got the birthday card, and the other one would say yes, that’s the shop. We got the birthday card there, didn’t we? But then they’d be quiet again, nothing to say. It was as if they wanted to be nice to each other, even though they were so sad about Vicky.

      When we got to the station I didn’t want to get off the bus. I didn’t want that horrible coffee again. Everybody started to get off, and the woman who’d spoken to me the day before asked me, coming for a coffee, love? I shook my head. But then there weren’t many people left. Me, and the two women, and the man who’d looked at me and nodded in that funny way, and the man in the black coat at the corner in the back, reading his paper, and coughing, and shaking it out so it folded exactly like he wanted.

      I went to the front of the bus, and I sat down opposite the two women. I didn’t say anything. It was enough, sitting there. That said it, it said enough. I’m here, I’m sorry about your friend.

      They both smiled at me, and the one in the blue headscarf held up her hand so I could see the ring I’d given her. She’d kept it on her left hand, on the ring finger, like an engagement ring, and it still looked pretty, even though it was just a piece of cheap glass out of a cracker.

      ‘Pretty,’ she said, and I nodded.

      ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

      ‘Joan. What’s yours?’

      ‘Sarah.’

      And the other one said, ‘I’m Diane.’

      Then she cleared her throat, and sat up very straight, and patted at her coat where it lay tight across her thighs.

      ‘Nice weather we’re having for the time of year,’ she said, in a different voice.

      It was raining quite hard. There was a greasy mark across the front window, where the wipers had scraped off on the dry glass, and on the side windows the rain was making pattering noises and running down.

      She was looking at me, a bit nervously, a bit hopefully, her mouth open and her head forward.

      ‘Very nice,’ I agreed, and she sort of sighed, as though she’d been holding her breath.

      We didn’t speak again. I was thinking about what we’d said and done, and I thought, it’s all right. We hadn’t needed to say anything else. We could have talked about the television, and clothes, and boyfriends, and even politics, but we wouldn’t have said anything more, no matter how long we’d talked. I’m me, and you’re you, and that’s good.

      I went back to my seat when the others came out of the station and started to walk across the road to the bus, and we smiled at each other. I went right to the back this time, so I could hear what people said. It wasn’t rude this time, going to the back. I thought, I can do that every day. Start off sitting two seats back, so we’re not far away and it’s friendly and polite, and then, after the station, go to the back so I can still listen.

      Then I looked at the man again. He hadn’t moved. I thought, it seems as if he hasn’t moved a muscle, not once, ever since he nodded in that funny way. He’s just sat there, with his elbow against the side of the window and his chin propped on his hand, looking out at the rain and the people and the big buildings, and he hasn’t moved.

      It wasn’t natural.

      The man in the corner coughed, and shook out his paper again, and I thought, showing off. I’m reading a paper, I am. Look at me, reading my paper.

      A woman got on the bus with two children and a pushchair, there was scrambling and noise, and one of the children was whining, so I looked at them, and I didn’t think about the man with the paper again.

      Or the one sitting so still, looking out of the window.

      There was trouble at work. One of the girls in the storeroom said Mr Evans had assaulted her, put his hand up her skirt when she was on the stepladder. The boy who did the greengrocery cages said he’d seen it too, but nobody believed him, or cared if he had or not. He was always trying to make himself important, pretending he knew things about everybody. In the canteen at the lunch break, he was always saying, if I was to tell what I know there’d be some heads rolling.

      But the girl was upset. She was crying. Rita took her up to Mr Kennedy’s office, and told Mr Evans to stay right away from her. He was shouting, he kept saying the ladder was wobbling, he thought she was going to fall, he’d been trying to stop her falling off the ladder.

      I just went on putting the boxes of washing-up liquid on the cage and I didn’t look at anybody. I hoped they wouldn’t ask me. I knew what David Evans was like when there was a girl on the stepladder, because I’d been the girl often enough. He used to wait until I’d got a heavy box in my arms, and then he’d be up behind me, and it wasn’t just a hand up my skirt it was a finger inside my knickers, and I couldn’t do a thing, because I had the box in my arms and I was balancing on the ladder.

      ‘Come on, then, Joanie. Come on down the ladder, then.’

      I’d just stand there and wait, and he’d be waiting too, with his finger just there and ready, and that box getting heavier and heavier. But if I tried to come down the ladder, he’d win. You can’t keep your legs pressed tight together when you’re coming down a ladder.

      ‘How’s that, then, Joanie? Don’t you wish it was the real thing?’

      I didn’t go up the stepladder if he was around, not unless there were other people there. Sometimes he’d come back before I could get down. Or he’d say, get that carton down, Joanie. There’s the stepladder, up you go.

      ‘We don’t need olive oil, Mr Evans. There’s two boxes in the cage.’

      ‘Davie. Call me Davie. And do what I tell you.’

      Rita was gone a long time with the girl, and Mr Kennedy’s office door was shut, like it is when he wants it to be private. Mr Evans was going all round everywhere telling everybody it was a misunderstanding, he’d been trying to stop her falling, and she’d misunderstood.

      ‘Ask anybody,’ he kept saying. ‘Ask anybody. I wouldn’t do that. Don’t even fancy her, spotty little cow.’

      Mr Kennedy sent the girl home in a taxi, and Annie said she bet he’d bought her off. A few quid extra in the pay packet, keep your mouth shut and your legs crossed, or else.

      ‘I don’t think so, my girl,’ said Rita, and she sounded so angry everybody looked at her in surprise. It was as though a friendly old tabby cat had suddenly barked at you. ‘Hazel wasn’t the first, as we all know. If I have anything to do with it, she’ll be the last, at least in this place.’

      ‘What we need in this dump is a union,’ said the boy from greengrocery, but nobody took any notice. We were all still looking at Rita, but she didn’t say anything else. She just finished her coffee, threw the cup in the bin and went back to work.

      They kept me on late that evening, so I missed my bus home and there wasn’t another until seven. I didn’t mind. It was an hour and a bit overtime, and Mr Evans wasn’t there. I hadn’t seen him go, and nobody said anything, but everybody seemed to know we wouldn’t be seeing David Evans again. Rita had meant what she said, and even though she’s a very nice person she can be dead stubborn. You wouldn’t think, to look at her, with her grey hair all wispy and her not being very big, but she’s got quite a temper, our Rita.

      ‘You all right down here on your own?’ asked Mr Kennedy, and I jumped, because I hadn’t heard him coming.

      ‘Yes, Mr Kennedy.’

      He was standing there on the concrete floor under the strip lights, looking all around, a bit curious, and somehow as if he was a bit disgusted, too. It was like he was searching for something, as if there were clues on those racks of boxes and crates.

      ‘Should have come down here more often. I’m sorry if you’ve had trouble, Miss Ferguson. It won’t happen again.’

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just shrugged, and wondered if it would be rude to go on with my work while he was standing there.

      He went away, walking across the concrete, and he called back over his shoulder, almost as if he was angry.

      ‘You could have said. I can listen. Somebody could have told me.’

      He believed it, but I didn’t think he would have listened to me, if I’d said anything about Mr Evans. He had to listen to Rita, because she would have stood there in his office telling him what she knew, and she wouldn’t have moved until he did listen to her. Either that or pick her up and throw her back down the stairs.

      Rita’s been there longer than anybody, and she’s not a troublemaker.

      I told Sheila about David Evans that night after we’d had our tea. I was tired and I wanted to go to bed early, so she said I should have my bath, and go and get into bed, and then she wanted to talk to me.

      She sat on the edge of my bed, and she told me I was dead pretty, and I laughed. She laughed too, but then she went all serious, and told me she meant it. It was nice, me being pretty, but it meant I had to be more careful than girls who weren’t.

      ‘You’re daft,’ I said, and she sort of punched me on the arm. It was like she was saying, all right, I don’t mind some fun, but you listen to me all the same, because I mean this.

      ‘You’re not stupid,’ she said. ‘Just because you’re not very good at reading doesn’t mean you’re stupid. You mind what I say, our Joanie. You don’t let yourself be alone with dirty bastards like Evans. I know you, keep out of trouble, keep your mouth shut, never say boo to a goose. Men like that Evans, they reckon that’s a come-on. Of course, buggers like that reckon it’s a come-on if you kick and scream too, so you can’t win. Just mind, Joan. You are dead pretty, even if you don’t believe me. You be careful.’

      I thought about what she said before I went to sleep, and I thought, it’s a bit funny. In the pubs with Carol, the men are after sex, and it’s right there in the open. They want it, and if you’re not giving it, somebody else will. It’s not a big problem. I didn’t like it, the way they kept asking if you’d go out the back with them, but it wasn’t frightening. But sometimes in those storerooms at work, when I was just trying to earn a living, I was listening out for Mr Evans and I was frightened. He was dead nasty, that man. I really didn’t like it, working there with him around. I hoped he wasn’t going to come back.

      I thought, now Rita’s told Mr Kennedy about him, maybe if I say something next time he comes up behind me when I’m on the stepladder, maybe Mr Kennedy will believe me, too.

      Then I remembered Carol telling Mr Kennedy it wasn’t my fault he wasn’t getting his oats, and I thought, no point in telling him. Even if he did believe me, he wouldn’t think it mattered. It’s only sex, what’s the big deal?

      When I got on the bus the next morning I smiled at Sarah and Diane and I just went the two seats back, to where I’d been the day before, because I wanted to be friendly. I didn’t think about the man.

      He was staring at me. It wasn’t like yesterday, when he’d looked, and I’d pretended not to notice, until he’d given that funny sort of nod and turned away. This time he was watching for me when I got on the bus, and he went on looking at me as I walked down to my seat. He was looking straight at me, right into my face, and it was like a dare. It wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t like men look when they think you’re pretty either, even though that can be like a dare, too. This was nasty. It was as if I’d done something bad.

      I tried to pretend not to notice. I tried not to look back at him, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to ask, what’s the matter? Why are you looking at me like that? I felt my face getting hot and red, and I wished I’d gone on walking down the bus to the back, where I’d sat before, so I wasn’t so close to him. But it was too late by then, I was sitting down. It would have looked funny if I’d got up and gone to the back of the bus.

      Even after everybody had sat down and the bus started, I could still feel he was looking at me, staring at me, like he was angry with me. I felt my chin lifting, and I put up a hand to touch my cheek. I knew it was red, and it felt hot. It felt as if it had been slapped.

      Why was he looking like that?

      The women behind me noticed, too. I felt them lean together, and one of them whispered to the other. I couldn’t hear what she said, but the other one laughed and whispered something back, and then they both settled in their seats, and a moment later the man turned away and stared out of the window, just like he’d done the day before, his arm resting against the side of the window, his chin on his hand.

      I wanted to get off the bus and get away from him. He’d quite frightened me, looking at me like that. I told myself I was being stupid, to feel scared just because somebody looked at me. It was because of Mr Evans, and what Sheila had said the night before when she told me to be careful. There was nothing really wrong. It was all my imagination.

      At the station I went forward again and sat opposite the women. They both smiled as though they were really pleased to see me. We said hello to each other, then we just sat and talked a bit, not about anything important, and I tried not to think of the man two seats back, looking out of the window with his chin in his hand. I looked at the rain falling on to the pavement; not hard like it had been the day before, just falling gently, and there were still dry patches close to the walls.

      When the people started to come back from the station I stood up, but I didn’t want to walk past the man looking out of the window. I didn’t want to be close to him at all.

      I didn’t know what to do. I looked down, and I brushed at my skirt, as if I’d seen something on it, while I tried to think. I could stay where I was, there was no law that said I couldn’t stay sitting in the front, opposite Sarah and Diane, but it would seem funny. It wasn’t where I usually sat. It was where the married couple sat every day except Friday. People would notice.

      The other man in the corner shook his newspaper, and then there were people on the step and coming in, so I straightened up and I marched right past the man at the window with my nose in the air, and I didn’t even look at him. I don’t know whether he looked at me or not, because I was staring out of the back window, as if the bus coming in behind us was really interesting. And then I sat down on the back seat, and I was shaking.

      Stupid, I said to myself. Don’t be so stupid.

      But I wasn’t only frightened, I was muddled and angry. I couldn’t put my feelings into words, not even in my own mind. Too much was happening. I had to think about too many things: Mr Evans, and what to do if he came up behind me on the stepladder again; Rita, suddenly not just showing the little bit of temper, gone in a flash, that we were all used to, but really angry and facing up to Mr Kennedy; what Sheila had said, and whether it mattered; her daft idea that I was pretty, so I had to be careful.

      Then I started wondering if the man on the bus had read my mind, and knew I’d been told to be careful, so that was why he had looked at me in that way. It was such a silly idea I got even more cross and muddled, and I didn’t even know where to look, out of the window, or at the other people, or just down at my hands. I nearly missed my bus stop, and I would have done if the woman behind me hadn’t leaned forward and said, ‘Isn’t this your stop, lovey?’

      I jumped up and I dropped my bag. It was the nice driver, not the grumpy one, so he laughed, and he waited while I picked it up and ran down to the doors. I didn’t look at anybody, I just got off the bus and walked away towards the alley down the side of the supermarket. I walked as quickly as I could, because I was almost frightened. The road where the bus stops is quiet and usually I like it, but this time, when I came out at the other end of the alley, I was glad the street was so busy with people who’d come into town early to do their shopping. I didn’t want to be quiet, and on my own in the little alley, or in the road where the bus stops.

      I thought, this is a horrible day. This is going to be a really horrible day, and I wish I’d stayed at home. Something’s going to happen.

      Carol caught up with me as I got to the door.

      ‘What’s up with you?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      She pushed the door open and we both went through together, squashing against the frame.

      ‘Ouch,’ I said, even though nothing had hurt, and she grinned at me.

      ‘PMT,’ she said, and I wondered, can that be it? Might be. Bit early, but it might be.

      ‘Want a coffee?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You pay, then. I’m skint. Buy you one Friday, okay?’

      Carol was always skint, I never knew why. It didn’t matter. I put the money in the machine and we sat at the table. We’d have to drink it quick, it was nearly seven.

      ‘What’s upset you, then?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      A man gave me a dirty look on the bus. Vicky’s dead, and I don’t see how she can be dead of bronchitis in one day. I want to find out and I can’t because of reading, it takes too long.

      ‘Davie Evans?’ suggested Carol. ‘How about that, then? Rita up on her high horse, just because of that stuck-up bit Hazel.’

      ‘She’s not stuck-up,’ I said. ‘She’s just young. First job, first day.’

      ‘He was chancing it a bit,’ she agreed. ‘Still, that’s life, isn’t it? Be a boring old scene if they never tried it on. Not that I could fancy David Evans, not even on toast with tomato sauce.’

      He wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the storerooms or anywhere. Halfway through the morning Mr Kennedy came down and asked if we could manage all right. Any problems, he said, come up to his office and ask him. Meantime, just take a look through the shop, see what’s getting low, top it up.

      ‘Isn’t Mr Evans coming in, then?’ asked the boy from greengrocery, all polite and smarmy, and Mr Kennedy snapped at him.

      ‘Over my dead body, he comes back. You get on with your work, Freeman. This doesn’t affect you. What are you doing in here anyway?’

      I went up to the shop and I walked along the rows, looking. I could see what was getting a bit low, like Mr Kennedy had said: granary loaf, Marmite, brown sauce with the green label, fruit pickle, so I went back to the storeroom and put them on the cage and took them up.

      It was dead easy. Was this all Mr Evans had ever had to do? Walk through the shop and see what was getting low and then come down and tell us, so we loaded up the cages and took them up to the shop? Was that it? Just that, and we had to call him Mister, and do what he said, and he got to wear a smart blue cotton overall and got extra money and be part of the management team?

      I could do this in my sleep. Anybody could do this. He’d had his stupid clipboard, with a dinky little pen and lots of rows of squares, and he made marks in them. I didn’t need a stupid clipboard with rows of squares, I knew, I could remember. There weren’t much more than about twenty things running low on the shelves.

      I got to feeling angry as I went on doing my work that morning. It wasn’t fair, him getting all that extra, and being Management just for doing so little.

      ‘You are in a bloody temper today,’ said Carol. ‘What’s the matter? You missing our Davie?’

      ‘No, I’m bloody not. Do his job, do it standing on my head. What do we want him for? What’s he do that’s so special?’
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