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It was the sound of running water that woke Roy up that night.


He ran his arm under the duvet on the other side of the bed. Still warm. Lynn sometimes went for a fresh glass of water in the night, preferring not to drink from the one Roy always placed on her bedside table. She’d spent too many nights listening to a lapping cat.


The cat had died last year but – old habits.


Roy waited for the sound of running water to stop.


After five decades together there were many old habits. How Lynn always switched the television on and Roy always switched the television off. Lynn turned the central heating up, and Roy turned it down. Lynn always used the same handbag, a boxy purple one their daughter Claudia had sent from Singapore – and Roy always used the same ancient Sainsbury’s carrier bag, one once illustrated with bright fruit which had paled to pastel, the Red Delicious apples fading over the years to Pink Lady.


Lynn always let Roy deadlock the front door when they went to bed, for convenience (hers) and peace of mind (his). If Roy was ever served cake in error, he slipped his piece to Lynn in a wordless sleight of hand. On Sundays, Lynn cooked the dinner and Roy did the drinks and the carving, the two moving around each other in a practised kitchen dance.


Roy pulled himself up onto his haunches. The water was still running.


Lynn wouldn’t be washing up or having a bath. If Roy couldn’t sleep, he might have done either, but Lynn had no such need to optimise all waking hours. She’d once come upon him ironing during the night and asked, ‘What, exactly, are you atoning for?’ But efficiency was Roy’s lighthouse. When retirement from the biscuit factory loomed, Roy applied to become a magistrate. Now also retired from the bench, he was a fit seventy-eight and, as a result, the house’s guttering had never been cleaner. The radiators shone with fresh paint; the waste-paper baskets got regularly emptied.


Roy listened to the running water. A burst pipe, maybe? If so, he’d have to phone Phil. It felt intrusive to phone a plumber in the middle of the night, but when that plumber was your son, he’d get crosser if you didn’t.


Or perhaps they had been burgled by a particularly heartless crook – one who left the water running for a twisted kick? Roy had always taken extravagantly anti-social acts into account when sentencing. Such people deserved to have the book thrown at them, and Roy Frost had happily thrown it.


The water was still running.


Fear pulled cold at Roy’s stomach. It was the ordinariness of the sound, rendered extraordinary by the circumstances. Like the ring of the phone at night: a noise he wouldn’t give a second’s thought to in the daytime, but which took on a disquieting implication at this hour.


Roy looked across the room, to the outlines of furniture discernible in the darkness. He’d gone to bed with clothes draped over the back of his dressing chair. Where there had once been a belt there now hung a snake, the leather pooling on the seat into a cobra’s hood. Moonlight reflected from the snake’s buckle in a monstrous eye, glinting back at him.


He sat up and switched on the bedside lamp.


Instantly the snake became just a belt, the burglar’s water just a running tap.


Roy looked at the dress hanging on the front of Lynn’s wardrobe: a burst of sun-orange sheathed in protective plastic. ‘I do have other dresses – yes,’ she’d told him twelve hours before. ‘But how often do we get to go to a wedding these days? And look!’ She waggled a cellophane package holding an incomprehensible mix of metal and feathers. ‘It has a fascinator!’


Roy shoved his feet into his slippers. ‘Lynn?’


He pulled at the toggle at his waist, adjusting his pyjama bottoms higher on his hips. He pushed his feet into his slippers and padded down the stairs towards the kitchen, irritated by his own ridiculousness.


A belt was just a belt, and water was just water. Nothing was wrong. Nothing was—


Roy took it all in at once.


The cold tap, gushing into the unplugged sink.


The glass tumbler, broken in half on the kitchen floor.


And Lynn, the woman he’d loved for half a century. Lying on the cold tiles, her dressing-gown cord undone, one arm twisted crookedly overhead. Her decolletage visible above the pink roses of her nightdress as she stared past Roy with empty eyes.
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Janine’s day started as it always did – looking at her phone in the work canteen, inching forwards with Sal in the coffee queue.


‘Listen to this one!’ Janine read out from her phone. ‘Am I the villain for calling the police after no one picked up the kid I was babysitting? ’ She batted Sal’s arm with glee. ‘Can you imagine?’


‘I still don’t understand who writes these things.’ Sal pulled her card out of her pocket. ‘Who honestly thinks Yes, today I’d like to be judged by a bunch of batshit strangers?’


Janine’s phone vibrated in her hand.


She tilted her screen so Sal could see the name. Marky.


Sal wrinkled her nose. ‘Don’t answer.’


‘But what if he’s dying or something?’


Sal took a second. ‘But what if he’s not dying?’


Janine answered the call. ‘Early for you, Marky.’ Through the floor-to-ceiling windows she watched slow-moving traffic circle the roundabout. ‘Don’t tell me you got a morning gig?’


‘I’ve got the solicitor today, so I need that answer. Are you buying me out or not?’


Ahead in the queue, two men in suits took their coffees. Janine shuffled forwards. ‘Marky—’


‘I’m going to assume you’re not.’


‘Can you give me a bit longer to find the cash? You don’t need the money.’


The barista put Sal and Janine’s cups on the counter. Janine smiled thank you and pressed a lid onto her cup awkwardly with one hand.


‘That’s not the point.’


‘I know that’s not the point.’ Janine fiddled in her pocket for some cash. ‘But maybe, in a tiny way, it is?’ She dropped a pound in the tip jar. ‘When you’re talking about selling your daughter’s home out from under her?’


Sal made eye contact with the barista. ‘It’s her ex.’


‘J?’ Marky’s voice was crisper than usual. ‘I need an answer.’


Janine took a large swig through the hole in the cup’s lid. Her attempt at casualness had made her reckless: a concentration of too-hot coffee burned her lip.


‘Janine?’


‘I thought, maybe,’ Janine pressed the back of her hand to her lip in an attempt to soothe the pain, ‘since we both know I paid the whole mortgage when we were together, you’d cut me some slack now you’ve found a cash cow to fall back on.’


‘Don’t call Molly a cow.’


‘A cash cow. A benefactor.’ Janine walked with Sal towards the lift. ‘Don’t twist it. Molly seems genuinely nice. Way too good for—’


At Sal’s warning hand on her arm, Janine stopped.


The situation was infuriating. For the five years of their relationship, Marky had pursued a less-promising-by-the-year ‘musical career’ – his guitar had played too big a part in Janine’s life for her liking. They split up, and Marky had found a new girlfriend within weeks. And still got to be a ‘professional musician’, and never did have to get that job in a call centre. The day Marky had met Molly, a woman who’d inherited great skin, a generous manner and, crucially, her parents’ import/export business, was the worst day of Janine’s life.


It was the day Janine had finally learned life’s fundamental lesson. Life really – really, really – isn’t fair.


‘If you’re not going to buy me out, I’ll have to put the house on the market, Janine. Today.’


‘Do what you’ve got to do.’


Janine switched the phone off and stared at Sal.


Sal shook her head sadly. ‘Told you he wouldn’t be dying. You’ll find the money,’ Sal said.


‘People say that, but how does that work? You can only find money if you have it already.’ Janine’s heart was going like she’d been running. ‘And now Marky gets to do fuck-all, and live in a house with remote-controlled lights, and still gets to go around telling people he’s a musician for a living. You know what he said to me the other day? Life is for living your dreams, Janine. If you just believe, things work out. I always told you that.’


Sal sniffed. ‘Prick.’


A notification flashed up on Janine’s phone.


Urgent. Meeting at 9 a.m.


‘Huh.’ Janine stopped walking. ‘Weird email.’


She opened it.


Hello Janine,


Please would you make yourself available to attend a meeting in Room 7 at 9 a.m.


If you wish, you may have a colleague or union rep present. Please confirm your attendance by reply.


Thanks,


Scott Gregory


Head of Retail Sales


‘Scott’s invited me to a meeting in ten minutes time. I can have a union rep present.’ Janine stopped in front of the lift and looked up. ‘Do I want a union rep present?’


Sal pressed the lift button. ‘I reckon you’re pretty good at representing yourself.’


The lift dinged.


‘A union rep, though. In a meeting room on the ground floor.’ Janine stared at the email. ‘Why the ground floor?’


‘Maybe they’re making you redundant?’


‘I bloody hope so. Can you imagine?’ Janine gave a dreamy sigh. ‘Sitting around, getting all the naps in, getting paid! If they ever offer me that brown envelope, I’ll snap their hands off.’


They reached Sal’s floor.


‘First thing would be a holiday.’ Janine followed Sal down the corridor. ‘And then – well. Everything would be different. I’d cook proper food. I’d become one of those people who soak chickpeas.’ She smiled at a passing member of the facilities team. ‘I’d get fit, like Jane Fonda.’


Sal opened her office door. ‘Isn’t she about ninety?’


‘I’d go on protests.’ Janine followed Sal into Sal’s office. ‘I’d write letters to my MP about refugees and zero hours contracts. I’d get jobs done. Paint the radiators. I’d even fix the fridge door. Wow.’ She scratched her cheek. ‘I never thought I’d ever fix that fridge door.’ She tried to imagine opening the fridge without having to do the usual jerk-and-lift. It felt like magic.


Of course, if Marky sold the house, someone else would get the bene­fit of the fridge door, but there was no space for reality in Janine’s fantasy.


Sal sat at her desk. ‘None of this sounds massively like you.’


‘No, I would, though, Sal.’ Janine moved a water bottle and perched on the edge of Sal’s desk. ‘I’d be a better person if they made me redundant. I’d have time to be a better person.’


‘I hope they’re not making you redundant. Our coffee runs have been the only good thing about my workdays for fifteen years.’


‘You don’t need to worry.’ Janine patted Sal’s arm. ‘They can’t sack me – who’d be Scott’s Bad News Bear if I left? What, he’d have the difficult staff conversations himself? Besides.’ She gave a sad smile and pushed herself up. ‘I’m just not that lucky.’


‘To summarise’ – Scott spoke into the piece of paper, staring at it with a fierce intensity – ‘because of these consolidations, your role is now at risk of redundancy.’


Janine stared at him, across the desk.


Scott deliberately didn’t look up from reading. ‘The three-month consultation period starts today.’ His wedding ring flashed faintly, catching sunlight from the window. ‘We understand it’s a lot to take in.’


Janine pushed her tongue into her cheek until it hurt.


She pulled her tongue back. ‘What?’


Scott stared at his paper.


‘Redundancy?’


Scott’s wedding ring flashed again. The paper in his hand trembled faintly.


‘You mean – redundancy redundancy?’


Scott put his paper down and wrote something. ‘There is information about next steps in the briefing pack I’m giving you.’


Janine took a deep breath. ‘Scott!’


Finally, Scott looked up.


‘I bought you fancy knives as a wedding present! I wrote you a reference for this promotion! For fuck’s sake, Scott, I’m your Bad News Bear!’


Scott started writing again.


‘What are you writing? Show me.’


Janine leaned over the table. She pulled the piece of paper towards her.


Between the typed words, Scott had handwritten:


What? Redundancy? You mean – redundancy redundancy?


I bought you fancy knives as a wedding present. I wrote you a reference for this promotion. For fuck’s sake, Scott, I’m your Bad News Bear.


‘You’re only meant to write down the gist.’ Janine pushed the paper away. ‘And you don’t want HR to know I’m your Bad News Bear. Not if you want them to have any respect for you at all.’


Scott pulled the paper towards him and wrote those words too. He cleared his throat. ‘As a result of this consolidation, new roles have been created and you have been placed in a selection pool.’


Janine sat forwards. ‘Pool? What pool?’


‘This pack of information contains details about your selection pool and—’


‘I’m the only sales manager in the north-west. There can’t be a pool.’


Scott put his finger up in a one-minute sign. He wrote again.


Janine shuffled in her seat. She didn’t do cliff-hangers. She pulled the information pack towards her and found the details.


Pool G: North-West Sales Lead x 1


2 roles to 1


Current incumbents: 1 x North-West area manager and 1 x North-West area support


‘Lee works for me. We’re different bands.’ Janine looked up. ‘He can’t be in my pool.’


Scott said nothing.


‘Get him out of my pool, right now, Scott. Write that down on your little pad. Get him out of my pool! ’


Scott stared at his paper. ‘There’s been a job resizing exercise and—’


‘Get him back in the changing rooms, get him back in his little outfit ’ – Janine could hear herself over-annunciating – ‘and get him out of my pool !’


Janine took a breath. She watched Scott write. Was she making things worse?


Of course she was making things worse. This was what Janine did when she was in the right. Built the fire, lit the match, fanned the flames. Got incinerated in the fall out, leaving nothing but charred, righteous remains.


Classic, classic Janine.


‘Please.’ She jerked forwards, her weight on her elbows. ‘I need this job. Phil’s self-employed and we’re losing our home. Katie needs to eat and stuff. Write that down. No, don’t.’ She felt a sharp immediacy in her nose – tears threatening. ‘Actually, do.’


There was a time for dignity, and this wasn’t it.


In her bag next to her foot, Janine felt her phone buzz.


Scott picked up his paper again. ‘We understand this is upsetting, so we suggest you go home for the rest of the day. There will be opportunities for further questions as part of the consultation process.’


Janine stood up. ‘That’s it?’


Scott nodded into his paper.


‘You make a shit Bad News Bear, Scott. You didn’t even think to bring my coat down. Write that on your little piece of paper.’


She wrenched the door open and banged it on the way out, just because. She took a deep breath, smiled at the receptionist, and hurried out of the building with her things before the first tear came.


She walked towards the bus stop and jerked her phone from her bag.


Three missed calls from Phil.


Had he felt a vibration across the ether?


She rang him. ‘Phil! This is the worst day ever. Marky’s said he’s turfing us out of the house, and work are making me redundant!’


Phil didn’t speak.


‘I feel such a fool. Please would you confirm your attendance by reply, when has Scott ever said that?’ Cold whipped through Janine’s thin blouse, icing her shoulder blades. ‘And we never have meetings on the ground floor – only visitors get the good tea and fancy hand towels. And I still didn’t get it.’


The other end of the line was silent.


‘He didn’t even bring down my coat. If I get hypothermia on the way home, make sure Scott comes to my funeral.’ Janine took a breath. ‘The only good thing, of course, is this is definitely what I want.’ The acid feeling in her nose sharpened. She sniffed.


Was that a sniff from the other end of the phone? Was he sniffing in sympathy?


‘Phil?’ Janine tried to pull it together. ‘We’ll be OK. I promise. We’ll be OK.’


‘No, it’s …’ Phil’s voice sounded emptier than she’d ever heard it.


‘Phil?’


‘My mum collapsed in the night. She’s dead.’
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Janine’s bad news was firmly eclipsed by Phil’s. They didn’t talk about the redundancy or the house move. When an estate agent hammered in the For Sale sign outside the house, Janine just watched through the window with folded arms and narrowed eyes, storing up her fury to hiss at Sal later, when Phil wasn’t there.


Janine did all the washing, and all the washing-up. She helped Katie make a printed photobook – The Book of Nana Lynn. She left gaps in conversation for Phil to talk and, when he didn’t, told stories about his mum instead. How Lynn liked to sing show tunes in the car, with special sub-Mariah trills when she thought no one was listening. How she’d once seen a soap star on the train and had got him to sign Phil’s birthday card. How she’d once asked a waiter for a Molotov cocktail when she’d meant a mojito.


And Janine didn’t say anything when, in the night, she felt Phil getting up next to her, knowing he was going downstairs to drink wine until dawn.


Three weeks later, the cremation was short and perfunctory. Roy’s street was busy with cars, his house full of people. Janine stood among the throng in Roy’s front room, smoothing down her shirt dress with one hand.


‘Brie parcel?’ She held her tray out to a woman walking past. ‘They’re from M and S – they’re fancy.’


The woman looked at the tray. ‘Do you have coleslaw?’


‘What?’ Janine frowned. ‘No. Why would you … ’


The grandmother clock chimed four, and Janine turned automatically to look. The clock was too big for this seventies semi but it was inherited, which meant it had to stay for ever. Katie was holding court on the sofa, inexplicably wearing a frog head shower cap, showing some cousins her Book of Nana Lynn.


The coleslaw woman walked away. Janine watched her mother stride towards her and tried to look pleased.


‘It’s a shame Katie’s wearing that shower cap,’ Mum said.


‘I think it’s fine.’


‘She’d look prettier without it.’


Janine didn’t say anything. Today wasn’t the day.


‘She’s been such a tonic. Made the whole day so lovely and cheery.’


Janine shook her head in mild reproach. There’d been no need for Mum to come, as Janine had told her, but her mum had an inexplicable love of funerals. It’s about respect, she’d once said, while reapplying her lipstick in a bereaved friend’s hallway.


Janine held her tray up, but Mum raised the palm of her hand with the firmness of a lollipop lady. Rita Pierce hadn’t eaten pastry since 1984.


‘That grandmother clock.’ Mum nodded towards it. ‘Make sure you get it properly valued when the time comes.’


‘Mum!’


‘I’m just being practical!’ Mum laughed in apparent surprise. ‘You’ve always been so squeamish about death.’


‘What a ridiculous thing to say.’ Janine offered her tray to an elderly woman, who appeared to have brought a Jack Russell on a trailing lead. Should Janine say something? Weren’t wakes usually for humans only? But then, she couldn’t care less about tradition, and Roy wouldn’t see the dog anyway. He hadn’t left the kitchen. Today, he was a drinks-serving, snack-fetching Terminator of hospitality.


‘You are. You’re extremely squeamish about death.’


Janine shook her head. It was irritating her mum had noticed that, especially because Janine went to great lengths to hide it. She pretended she understood that life was more precious for being finite, and that death gave life meaning, that the Circle of Life wasn’t just a Lion King song. Still, she felt embarrassed that, at the age of forty-two, she hadn’t quite got her head round it. She made the right noises, but her fear came out in subtle ways, such as never being able to bring herself to carry a donor card – just in case she still needed her organs for some future she didn’t believe in. She understood Lynn was gone, but couldn’t quite fathom that Lynn was gone. Her own irrationality was infuriating.


‘I’m pleased I’ve got you alone.’ Mum’s voice was low. ‘Phil tells me Marky’s selling the house out from under you. But you’ll be fine. You’ve got something alternative planned, of course.’ She asked the question with no question mark. ‘And your job is nice and secure.’


Janine scratched at something caught between her teeth and didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Mum had a way of asking questions that came with the answer rolled in, pre-emptively removing any possibility of dissent or bad news. If Janine were to correct her in this situation – no, definitely not fine; no, we have no House Plan B; no, my job’s not secure, I’m about to be made redundant – Mum would just give a pained frown as though Janine had spoiled everything, and move on to telling Janine about another part of her life that Mum had decided was also wonderful.


‘If you get stuck, you can always use my old caravan. That’s why I’ve kept it. For family emergencies.’


‘That’s kind, Mum. But we’ll be fine.’ Janine nodded towards her daughter. ‘Katie’s trying to get your attention.’


Mum beamed. ‘She is?’


Janine watched Mum walk away, a bounce in her step. Those kitten heels were new, and what Mum called dancing height. Concerning on a day like today – but then, Janine wasn’t her mother’s keeper. Thank Christ.


Janine put her tray down and headed for the kitchen.


Roy was at the sink rinsing a glass, his shirt sleeves pushed up, a tea towel over his shoulder.


‘Can we do that later, Roy? I’m sure everyone’s got a drink by now.’


‘Gavin needs a fresh glass.’ Roy’s voice was gruff. ‘He’s put his down somewhere.’


‘I’m sure people can wash their own glasses.’


‘No.’ Roy whipped the tea towel off his shoulder. ‘And I’ve got everything under control, so don’t fuss.’ He buffed the glass to a squeak.


Well. She’d tried.


She found Phil alone in the garden, sitting on his mum’s padded garden chair, staring at his feet, inching the footrest in and out. Lynn and Roy each had their own chairs in a matching rhododendron pattern, but only Lynn’s chair reclined. Roy didn’t believe in reclining – he considered the action morally suspect.


Janine made her voice light. ‘You hiding?’


‘Maybe.’ Phil kept looking at his feet. ‘Times like this, I wish I still smoked.’ He ran his finger over the plastic chair arm. ‘This was Mum’s chair.’


Janine left a respectful gap. ‘Katie’s wearing a frog shower cap. I’m not sure where she got it. Is that a problem?’


Phil inched the footrest out. ‘Mum would probably like it.’


‘I thought that. Also, there’s a Jack Russell in the lounge.’


Phil took a second. He shrugged.


Janine sat on the bench opposite. ‘You told Mum about Marky and the house.’


‘She offered us the caravan.’ Phil sniffed. ‘I said, Rita, I know people make strange decisions when they’re grieving, but we’re not living on your driveway.’ He looked up. ‘Is Dad all right?’


‘He’s washing up. Intensely. So I think so.’


Phil shook his head. ‘I told him not to have the wake here.’


‘He makes such odd choices.’ For a man obsessed with efficiency, Roy always took the path of most work.


Phil’s sister Claudia approached from the back doorway, her face half shaded by the sun. ‘Can I join you?’


‘Of course.’ Janine shuffled over on the bench to make room.


Nobody spoke.


Janine tried to think of something to say – something meaningful and intimate, something beyond bland politeness. Problem was, she didn’t know Claudia. Claudia lived with her family in Singapore, and this was the only time she’d flown home in the four years Janine had been with Phil.


Still, Janine knew all about Claudia. Roy and Lynn were full of information about her musical children, her impressive job in corporate finance, her powerful new air conditioning. Roy even did a daily background sweep of Claudia-adjacent detail and, when anyone mentioned the weather in the UK, was ready to counter with It’s eighty-nine degrees today in ­Singapore, sixty-four per cent humidity.


‘This is so hard.’ Claudia sat down. ‘I should have come back sooner.’


Janine left a pause for Phil to reassure his sister.


When he didn’t, Janine leaned forwards. ‘You didn’t know this would happen, Claud.’ Nope, too overfamiliar. She’d go back to Claudia next time.


‘And I feel so upset to be leaving Dad so soon. I’ve got to get a taxi to the airport at four.’


Phil brushed something from his trousers.


Claudia stood up. ‘I’ll go and check on Dad.’


Phil watched her walk back inside. ‘I thought at least she’d stay a few days.’


‘She’ll bring her family to visit your dad when it’s not so raw.’ Janine hoped it was true.


They both sat in silence. Janine listened to the rustle of the trees. She studied Roy’s perfectly trimmed hedges, and his lawn. It was immaculate, the freshly mown stripes evident even in grief.


She glanced at Phil. ‘You look handsome in a suit, you know.’


He gave a faint smile. ‘Can’t wait to get it off. The collar chafes.’


Janine glanced at the redness under his jawbone. ‘You can’t tell.’


There was a too-loud peal of laughter from the kitchen. Her mother’s laugh.


Janine screwed up her eyes. ‘Sorry.’


‘What?’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ If Phil hadn’t noticed her mother’s gaiety, she wasn’t going to point it out.


She listened to the rustling trees some more. She watched a blackbird hop across the top of the fence.


Eventually, Janine put her hand in Phil’s. ‘Shall we go back in?’


Phil didn’t say anything.


‘Come on.’ Janine squeezed his hand. ‘Let’s go back in.’
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Roy waited for the house to empty. He accepted hugs from his guests while pressed back against the hallway table, trying not to disturb the photograph frames with his rear. He made all the right noises, again and again.


‘Thank you – yes, you too.’


‘Thanks for coming.’


‘Safe journey.’


Eventually, there was just family left. Roy had managed to dispatch Claudia back to the airport in a taxi, but Phil and Janine were more stubborn.


Roy flapped a determined tea towel in their direction. ‘Go!’ He flapped his towel again. He was a ringmaster – and one with particularly stubborn lions. ‘You’ve helped me get the glasses into the kitchen, now be gone. I’m fine!’


Phil glanced at Janine and back. ‘But …’


Roy squared up to him. ‘Don’t I look fine to you?’ He dir­ected the words at the bridge of Phil’s nose. He couldn’t risk looking him in the eye. He couldn’t risk his gaze hooking on anything like sadness there, for fear his own eyes would reflect it. Reflect it, and escalate it, creating infinite mirrors of grief.


No. No infinite mirrors of grief for Roy this afternoon. That was not how this was going to go.


‘If you feel up to looking after Katie this weekend, we’d appreciate it.’ Janine kissed Roy’s cheek. ‘But let me know.’


‘Of course I’m happy to have Katie.’ Roy knew Janine didn’t need a babysitter. She was trying to give him a focus.


Katie blinked up at Roy from under her frog cap. She held up The Book of Nana Lynn – the book she’d been brandishing all afternoon, a book he couldn’t even glance at. Not if he had any chance of getting through the day.


He made his voice soft. ‘Thanks, Katie. It’s wonderful.’ He took the book and placed it on the hallway table.


He stopped smiling. He flapped his ringmaster’s tea towel at Phil for a third time, with a hostility bordering on aggression. ‘Go!’ He reached for Phil’s shoulders and physically turned him towards the door. ‘I’ve got things to do! Be gone!’


Phil glanced at Janine.


‘Right.’ Janine pushed her heavy fringe to the side. ‘We’ll see you at the weekend, Roy.’


Finally, they left.


Roy shut the door behind them. The house buzzed softly with quiet.


He replated the remaining sandwiches and cake slices, winding them in what Lynn would have said was too much cling film. He washed the guest glasses and placed them back in the display cabinet. He placed the best china back in its original boxes and slid the boxes into the cupboard under the stairs where they had sat for fifty years.


Roy wiped the surfaces and put the tea towels over the maiden. He poured some water into a (non-guest) glass, and sat down in his armchair. He rested his head back against one of many squares of fabrics Lynn had placed on headrests, giving his furniture the feel of airline seats.


He could get rid of those silly squares of fabric now, of course. Roy had won that argument. He was the last man standing.


But he knew now, with certainty, that he never would.


Roy looked down, to the crisp creases of his trousers. The creases Lynn always teased him for ironing in.


He swallowed.


He gripped and closed his hands.


He strode through to the hallway and swiped his keys from the bowl.


Roy walked and walked. Up the estate, towards the T-junction, past the cemetery. Past the bus shelter with the smashed glass and the bubble-letter graffiti.


Looking for anything to distract him, he stopped to read the advertising cards in the newsagent’s window.


Volunteers needed at the library. Flexible hours.


And somehow, that registered.


Five minutes later, Roy stood at the library desk in front of Tessa, the reliably unfriendly manager who’d been ground down by years of overdue returns.


‘We’ll be closing soon,’ Tessa said, by way of greeting.


‘I understand you’re looking for volunteers, and I’d like to apply for the position.’ Roy rocked back on his heels. ‘I was shift leader at the biscuit factory and then a magistrate. I recently gained a distinction in an Open University degree in Philosophy.’ He indicated Tessa’s computer. ‘If you look at my records, you’ll see I’ve never once returned a book late.’


Tessa nodded. ‘I’ll get you a form.’


‘I’m available immediately. I can start tomorrow.’


Tessa paused. She took in his clothes.


Roy looked down at his smart black funeral suit. He said nothing.


‘Bring this in tomorrow.’ Tessa handed him a form. ‘And we can talk.’


Roy walked back from the library and let himself into the house.


He took his suit jacket off and placed it back on the hanger. He placed the jacket back in the cupboard, rustling Lynn’s sun-orange dress in its plastic cover.


Roy looked at the dress for a moment. He adjusted the still-cellophaned metal-and-feather-hat-thing attached to the hanger, making sure the feathers weren’t squashed. He closed the cupboard with a soft click.


He went back down to the front room. He switched the radio on to the sounds of Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No 2. And, now he knew he had at least one appointment in the future, Roy rolled up his shirt sleeves and set up the ironing board.





PART TWO



Six months later
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Phil strode through the house in his work overalls, searching for his wallet, phone and van keys. He found Janine sitting opposite Katie at the kitchen table.


Katie was eating breakfast.


Janine definitely wasn’t.


‘And how many racoons are there?’ Janine had her elbows on the table, leaning forwards and holding out a letter. She looked at Katie with the air of a TV cop interviewing a suspect.


Katie, unruffled, picked up another square of toast. ‘All the Year One girls are dancing racoons.’


Phil looked at the space next to the breadbin and found his wallet.


‘And what about the boys?’ Janine asked. ‘What other ani­mals are in the play?’


‘There’s crocodiles.’ Katie ripped the crust from the toast. ‘Penguins. One frog and some tigers.’ She laid the crust on her plate. ‘And there’s a shark in the bath scene.’


Phil picked up some post from the side and looked beneath. No phone; no keys. He wondered idly what kind of play this was, where Antarctic animals met tigers, and sharks took baths, and the world was overrun with dancing racoons.


‘Phil!’ Janine whacked the back of her hand against the letter. ‘The school say I’ve got to send Katie in base layers for a racoon outfit for that play this afternoon. I’ve only just found the letter. What colour do you think a racoon is, Phil?’


From the double use of his name, Phil suspected he knew the answer. ‘Black and white?’


‘Oh, no. Oh no, no, no, Phil! Racoons are pink!’ Janine waved a stiff arm. ‘They only want me to send her in in a pink T-shirt and trackie bottoms! To play a bloody racoon!’


Phil tried not to notice how much calmer breakfast had been when Janine used to leave early for work. ‘The school probably think they’re making it easy for us.’ Phil surveyed the surfaces. ‘They’ll think we have pink trackies hanging around.’


‘Well, that’s even worse, isn’t it?’


Phil took one last glance around the kitchen. No phone or keys.


‘Phil. Look.’


Janine held up a phone. He was about to say thanks, when he saw it was her phone. On the screen a racoon looked startled, holding up its paws in a furtive scurry.


Phil took in the image. ‘Brown and white, then.’


‘Not pink, though. Definitely not pink.’


Phil glanced around the kitchen for a final time.


‘I’m not buying anything new.’ Janine put her phone back on the table. ‘We’re not the kind of family who can buy new clothes for a one-off play, and it’s not right for the school to expect it.’


‘Katie’s friends might have spare pink clothes.’


‘I’m sure they do.’ Janine sniffed. ‘She can go in that free T-shirt from when they were handing out cereal at the station. It’s pink enough.’


Katie looked up at Phil, her eyes wide. Save me!


Phil gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. I know, mate. I know. He walked into the lounge to continue his hunt.


On the TV in the corner of the room, a breakfast reporter read the news.


‘Pink’s a broad spectrum.’ Janine followed him, her too-long pyjama bottoms catching under her feet. ‘And colour’s in the eye of the beholder. The cereal T-shirt will be fine. And I can put her in her old leggings.’


Phil picked up a sofa cushion and – success! – found his phone.


‘Phil?’


He turned.


‘The fruit bowl.’ Janine dangled his keys. ‘You maniac.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Wait there.’


Janine hurried back into the kitchen. She came back holding a lunchbox and thermos.


Phil paused. ‘You didn’t have to.’


‘I know, but …’ Janine blew her sharp fringe out of her face. ‘I’ve got time.’


Phil took the lunchbox and thermos. ‘Thanks.’ He tried to look grateful. Janine’s new Superwife thing was quite unnerving – this new routine where she handed him a bag of food at the door in the morning, and Phil thanked her for something he didn’t want. Yes, he was getting a lunch and a thermos made. But it was a shit lunch, and he was getting a thermos made by a stranger.


‘Do I need to get your dad a ticket for Katie’s play?’ Janine said suddenly.


‘He bought it directly. He said it would be easier for us.’


Janine raised her gaze. ‘We could have bought him a ticket for a fiver.’


‘I know but – you know Dad.’


‘I do.’ Janine left a meaningful pause. ‘I do.’


Phil decided not to find the pause meaningful. He didn’t have time for meaningful at seven thirty.


But Janine did. ‘Of course, I love your dad. He’s so good to us, helping with the pick-ups. And those amazing Sunday lunches he does!’


‘He said he didn’t want to stagnate.’ After Mum died, Dad had applied himself to learning ‘Lynn’s jobs’. He now excelled at all household tasks, and tackled each with the sincerity of a bomb-disposal operative.


‘And his gravy never tastes like it’s from a packet,’ Janine added.


Phil inched his phone out of his pocket. ‘It won’t be from a packet.’ Janine’s company had once put her on a Crucial Conversations workshop. Hearing Dad’s good qualities listed was a sign Janine was moving through bread layers and about to hit the filling of the shit sandwich. Phil always knew his day was about to get worse when Janine approached, kindness in her voice, and said You know how much I love you and how much I really appreciate everything you do around the house …?


‘I just wish he didn’t tell Katie she looks pretty quite so much.’


And there it was.


Phil glanced at the time on his phone. Seven thirty-seven. He needed to go. ‘Is this definitely about Dad? Are you sure it isn’t about the pink racoons?’


‘Right now, we’re on your dad.’


‘He’s trying to show an interest.’


‘And that’s fine,’ Janine said. ‘It’s brilliant. But can’t he talk about her maths or something?’


‘He could …’ Phil tried to find the right corner of that logic to unpick. ‘But it would be a bit of a leap. When she never mentions maths.’


‘He could try harder to compliment her on something that isn’t her appearance.’


‘You want me to ask him to … ’


‘No, I just want him to stop on his own.’


‘I’m not sure he will. Old dogs, and all that.’


Janine shook her head.


Phil took a small step towards the door. ‘I just don’t understand what you want me to do, J, if you don’t want me to speak to him?’


‘I just want you to notice. And agree with me.’


Phil said nothing.


On the TV, the news reporter said, ‘The energy price cap increase will mean bills going up by seventy-four per cent.’


Janine and Phil both turned to stare.


Janine shook her head. ‘Evil.’


‘We’ll be fine,’ Phil said, in the firm tone he used to convince himself.


‘Yes, we will,’ Janine replied in the same tone. ‘Because I’m going to get that job.’


‘Yes,’ Phil said.


‘And I’ll take whatever salary they offer. I have no pride.’


‘And, as so few consumers are on fixed rates, the increase will affect the vast majority of Britain’s twenty-eight million households.’


Janine reached for the remote control. ‘I picture those energy guys as Mr Monopoly.’ She switched the TV off. ‘The guy from the game with the big hat.’ She gestured above her head.


Phil nodded.


‘There’s stuff we can do. I’ve been looking into getting a heated gilet.’


Phil was finding it hard not to look at his phone again. Breakfast time used to be about coffee and toast. Not financial planning.


‘I’m going to get one to wear around the house in the daytime. I can maybe get one of those big heated slipper boots you put both feet in. I can hop from room to room, it’ll be fine. Good for my core. I can’t have the heating on when it’s just me in the house now.’ She threw the remote onto the sofa. ‘Now I’m not a proper person anymore.’


Phil gave a weak smile. He’d never got used to these conversations. You have a pudding, that’s fine, I can’t justify pudding now. You have a pint, I’ll just have a half now I’m unemployed. Seeing his previously strident partner calling herself not a proper person was as jarring as her handing him a packed lunch at the door.


From the other room, Janine’s phone rang.


Katie shouted. ‘It’s Daddy!’


Phil and Janine made eye contact.


‘It’ll be fine.’ Janine rubbed her arms, self-soothing. ‘It’ll have fallen through.’


Phil nodded. ‘Of course.’


‘That’s what he’ll be phoning to say – that it’s fallen through. House sales always fall through, don’t they? Always.’


‘Hi, Dad!’ Katie’s voice was singsong. She was the only person in Janine’s life who still felt any pleasure about hearing from Marky. That Katie felt like that was a good thing, obviously.


‘Tell him I’ll call him back after I’ve done your school run!’


Phil squeezed her arm. ‘It’ll be fine.’


‘I know.’


‘It always is. We always are.’


Janine nodded hard. ‘I know.’
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Janine walked Katie in the direction of school. She’d given back the work car two months before. They’d let her keep the car for the whole of her garden leave, which was pretty decent of them – if you overlooked the fact they’d stitched Janine up over the redundancy, which Janine definitely could not. Janine still woke up in the night, teeth clenched about the unfairness of it all.


Janine’s phone beeped. A message from Marky.


Talk in person? Meet you in the café round the corner from the school at 9?


‘Mum, did you just make a face?’


‘Of course I didn’t.’


Janine tapped a reply.


OK


‘Who was it?’


Janine slid her phone back into her jeans’ pocket. ‘Wrong number.’


At least he’d picked a convenient location. Did Marky know she’d had to give up the car? Probably. Katie was super leaky. A lovely girl, of course – but a proper little grass.


‘Mum?’


Janine looked down at Katie and smiled. ‘Yes?’


‘You and Daddy aren’t going to argue, are you?’


‘Of course not.’ Janine adjusted Katie’s Power Rangers rucksack, moving the weight on both shoulders equally. ‘We never argue. We respect and admire each other hugely. Just because we don’t love each other anymore, doesn’t mean we don’t like each other.’ Was this gaslighting? ‘Please don’t worry.’ If it was gaslighting, was it a good kind? ‘See you at home time.’


Janine watched Katie pick up pace and hurried towards her group of friends. She turned, hoping to do a quick getaway. It was essential not to make eye contact.


‘Hi Janine!’


Janine didn’t stop. She just smiled, gave a vague wave to whichever mum had spoken, and hurried towards the café.


It was something Janine had started to worry about lately – gaslighting Katie. She couldn’t help noticing how regularly she did it. Santa, the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy. And the other kind of gaslighting: about how the world worked. The if you work hard, you get rewarded kind. The grown-ups know best kind. The everything’s going to be fine kind.


Were they really doing kids any favours?


Janine pushed her hands into her coat pockets. She never used to think about this stuff. It had been so much more straightforward when she’d always been in a rush, and had a million excuses for being shit. Since the redundancy, she’d had time to think, like she had time to prepare vegan food and had time to source products in recycled packaging. It wasn’t a good thing. Six months at home, and she still hadn’t fixed the fridge door. Every time she went to get milk and did the special jerk-and-lift, she despised herself that bit more.


Janine entered the café. The bell above the door rung.


She looked at the handwritten chalk board above the counter, and tried not to look at the prices. Coffee shops added an extra quid per drink if there was a chalk board. She was about to walk towards the counter, but thought fuck it – Marky’s idea, he can pay.


She settled into a table in the corner, moving an old newspaper. She glanced idly at the headline.


At Least 60% of Households Projected To Be In Fuel Poverty By Autumn.


She turned the newspaper face down.


Marky was late, of course. Artist’s time, she used to call it. When such things were a cute personality quirk (for the first few months), rather than evidence of a core selfishness (forevermore).


She picked up her phone and flicked onto the Am I The Villain Here? forum.


Am I the villain for putting salt in my own milk because my housemate kept stealing it?


‘You’re not usually here at this time, Janine!’


Janine looked up. It was Lexi’s mum – the one with a grey streak at the front of her hair, who always wore a yellow raincoat. She looked wholesome. Smiley. A woman completely without edge.


‘Hi …’


Janine didn’t know Lexi’s mum’s name. She’d been told it, of course – but that wasn’t the same as knowing it.


‘Beth.’


‘Beth, of course, Lexi’s mum.’ This was why you needed a bit of edge, so people would remember you. Schools, workplaces, takeaway places – everyone knew Janine’s name.


Beth indicated behind her, at the group of mums gathered round a large table, nice-arguing about whose turn it was to get the coffees. ‘Absolutely not, you got them on Tuesday and Thursday last week.’ ‘Megan, don’t make me fight you.’


‘Do you want to join us?’ Beth asked.


‘I’m waiting for someone.’ Janine’s smile didn’t waver. ‘But thank you.’


‘How’s the job search going?’


‘Oh.’ Janine jiggled her head. ‘You know. I’m waiting to hear.’


‘You’re always welcome to join us,’ Beth said. ‘We come here most days. Tomorrow we’re doing plans for the school quiz, if you’d like to join?’


‘Ah, thanks so much for asking me!’ Janine gave her warmest smile. ‘I so appreciate you asking.’


Beth smiled back.


‘But I don’t want to lie and keep making excuses that demean us all. I’m just not that kind of mum. No shade – I’m just not. I’ll be back at work soon but, in the meantime, I’m not working. It’s pretty humiliating really.’


Beth’s smiled faded.


‘That’s not the humiliating bit,’ Janine said hastily. ‘It’s that I’m a working mum who’s not working. You can see it – it’s obvious! I’m the bring Aldi cakes for the bake sale, send my kid in with the wrong kind of flour, my kid’s waiting on the step of after-school club kind of mum. So it just wouldn’t work.’ Janine gave her warmest smile. ‘But I really appreciate you asking me.’ She put her hand on her heart. ‘It means loads.’


Beth nodded. ‘I didn’t want you to feel left out.’


‘I hope I haven’t offended you.’


‘No problem. See you at the play. Our girls are going to make very pretty racoons!’
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