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For McFly, who was the best keyboard-warmer and friend a writer could have





‘But it is not enough merely to exist . . . I need freedom, sunshine, and a little flower for a companion’

—The Butterfly, HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN





Three sheets of paper lie side by side.

Edges must be neat, lined up. The contrast between their off-white and the black mock-granite of the worktop exposes any misalignments.

She’s owned the stationery for years. A present from yet another drifted friend. Never retrieved from the cupboard, never having noticed the delicate goldfinches printed in the right-hand corner. One perched on a branch, the other flying away.

The pen is heavy and cold. Initially nervous about him finding out that she’s used it, her brain catches up. Of course, it doesn’t matter now. These notes need to represent her properly, and nice ink is important. She’d hate to be remembered by the scrawls of a worn-out biro.

Shuffling further back into the tall stool, she blinks, slow, heavy, and proceeds to write. Though all three notes differ in their content, each one opens with the same words.

I am sorry.







Life
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A Small Stuffed Scottie Dog

She is invisible.

A living ghost riding the number seventy-three bus through the streets of Salford. Crisp cotton blue top, like scrubs, ironed to perfection, the XL label cut out and not just because it itched. All humanized by the name badge JANET. And, as always, a memorial to lost inner spark, sparkly earrings – half-moons bought by Colin many half-moons ago.

The fierce sun is a welcome break from the days of perpetual rain, and she rests her overheated head against the cool of the window to watch the daily rushes. Summer sky poking between penthouse-topped high-rises and poverty-stricken high-rises and red-brick daisy-chain houses as she nears home. All accented with colourful litter, pecked at by grey hobbled pigeons.

Sitting up straight, she digs into her bag and removes one of the mini Bakewells brought in by Sam for Gemma’s last day. She’d already eaten one with her post-shift tea but couldn’t resist the offer to take another home. Peeling the foil from its base, she presses the short pastry into her mouth.

She likes Sam. Despite being unable to get to know them properly, she likes all the Sam’s Cleaning Angels girls. Especially Nish. And she enjoys the hours, ending her workday not long after the majority of people are about to start theirs. Few jobs offer such instant satisfaction. Except perhaps a chocolatier. But even then, cocoa loses its pleasure after a while; there’s only so many Ferrero Rochers one can eat in a day. And she’s good at it, cleaning. The other girls know not to touch her trolley. Compared to theirs, it is meticulous. Microfibre cloths stacked neatly when not in use, potions lined up, nozzles facing the same direction. The truth is, it calms her. Cleanliness, neatness. Dirt erased; surfaces shined. All the things we can’t do with our souls can be achieved elsewhere with a damp cloth and some Cillit Bang.

The bus slows to standing. Released air pressure from the opening doors, echoes. A lad hugging a rucksack and dressed in an oversized suit takes the seat next to her. A young hoop-earringed mother, barely an adult herself, wearing a season-defying puffer jacket, struggles to board with a buggy and toddler. ‘Fucking hell, Kian, I’ve had enough.’

To avoid looking over, Janet balances the foil tray containing the last bite of the Bakewell on her knee, then searches the back of her head for her hairband. Pulling it free, her dry home-bleached locks protrude in the same position as if glued. After stretching the elastic over her hand, onto her wrist, she places the remaining tart in her mouth.

But she can’t prevent another glance.

The young mother is staring into her phone. The child is distressed, crying.

While chewing, Janet pinches the black-threaded elastic between her thumb and index finger, lifts it taut like a catapult, and snaps it against the blue-threaded skin of her inner wrist. Wincing as it reddens and stings.

Aware that the suited boy has followed the sound and is looking, she drops her head and brushes the crumbs from her trousers, then neatly folds the aluminium tray into a square and returns it to her bag.

But it’s back.

The wave, the feeling. Crawling like ants beneath her top, over her skin, burrowing into her bones.

Willing her mouth free of the frangipane paste, she strokes her throat. Assisting the clagging tart to pass the newly formed lump.

‘Kian . . . Kian . . . for fuck’s sake, you won’t get no sweets now, you cry-baby.’

He is a baby. He is a baby.

The heat has lit Janet’s veins like a wick. Making her feel as if she’s unable to breathe or swallow. Snapping the elastic again helps only momentarily.

The young mother grabs the child from behind and plonks him onto her knee. ‘Jesus Christ, Kian,’ she says, eyes glued to her phone’s screen. But then, she does something equally hard to watch. She kisses his head.

‘Excuse me.’ Janet shuffles past the lad and extends her shaking finger to press the bell. The bus slows to a standstill and she moves unsteadily towards the door, then steps onto the unfamiliar pavement, three stops too early.

Hand on chest, she calms her heart. She’s on Butterstile Lane in front of the small parade of shops that she usually stares into from the discomfort of the bus seat, watching folk go about their business, exhibiting their freedoms.

Central to these shops is OBJÉT. An establishment so out of place among the beauty salon, Chinese takeaway and newsagent’s, it’s as though the owners accidentally signed a lease thinking it was elsewhere.

The window display houses beautiful objects, unsurprisingly. Sumptuous, embroidered velvet cushions. Painted ceramic bowls she’d feel perturbed using for her Special K. A pair of wooden candlesticks which she isn’t quite as keen on. All obscured by the tasteful Closing Down banner. It has only been open for six months. A stark reminder that shops, like people, should know their place.

According to her watch, it’s almost 10 a.m. She needs to start walking to her dad’s but instead she stands still for a moment, mouthing the calculations of how much time she could feasibly spend inside the shop.

Satisfied it’s manageable, she pushes on the heavy glass door.

Inside, a woman rolls an ornament into soft pink tissue paper. Her glossy severe bob falling in front of her face as she lifts her head and forces a Can I help you? smile.

Admiring the woman’s ruby lips, Janet touches her own, wishing she’d dare to attempt such a shade.

‘Everything is fifty per cent off.’

The sound of sticky tape being pulled from a dispenser magnifies in the stillness of the space.

Janet flickers a smile. ‘Thanks.’ Then, remembering she’s still in her uniform, strokes her earrings in an attempt to redirect the woman’s focus. Her other hand remains on display, gripping the strap of her bag to ensure it’s clear she isn’t shoplifting. Not that she’s stolen anything in her life. Except the time she accidentally bought a nest of small-to-large Tupperware from Debenhams without realizing they were supposed to have been sold separately. And to this day, she suffers twinges of guilt every time she scrapes in leftover Bolognese.

Investigating the shop, she craves its entire contents.

‘Are you looking for anything particular?’

‘No . . . well, a little present for my daughter.’

‘Oh, lovely. Is it for a special occasion?’

Janet pivots. Turns her back on the woman. Suddenly not caring if she’s thought a thief or not. ‘Her birthday.’

‘Oh, lovely, well, if you buy something, I’ll throw in a card for free.’

Looking over her shoulder, to smile and thank the woman, Janet notices in the children’s section a small stuffed Scottie dog, sporting a red collar from which swings a heart-shaped pendant. She’s transported back to the park when Claire was a littlun. Skipping ahead in her tutu and Ariel T-shirt. Waving to every dog in sight, running towards them. Don’t touch, Claire, we have to ask the owners if the doggies like being stroked. The explosion of excitement with each ungainly pat. Shoulders raised, frantic hands waving, feet padding the floor.

‘How much is the dog?’ asks Janet, pointing.

‘You can have him for four pounds . . . He’s cute, isn’t he?’

‘He is, yes.’ She performs the maths in her head. Concluding she could still take the bus home from her dad’s but walk to work on Monday. ‘That’s fine, I’ll take him please.’

The woman glides from behind the counter, clothes not as pristine as expected. Her skirt distinctly creased.

‘Sorry, I could have got it down myself,’ says Janet. ‘It’s all I’m good for at this height . . . I wasn’t sure if I—’

‘Not a bother.’ The woman is reaching up on tiptoes and with summoning fingers captures the toy. Heels dropped, she tucks in her shirt, which had escaped during the stretch.

Back at the till, she pops the Scottie into a thick paper bag, begins padding him in with the pink tissue.

It’s now 10.12 a.m.

‘That’s OK . . . I’m in a bit of a hurry, sorry.’

The tissue, already half inside, is pushed in fully and the bag sealed with a sticker printed with the shop’s emblem. ‘Are you paying cash or card?’

‘Cash.’

‘Do you want to pick your greeting card?’

‘Oh . . . no, I don’t need one,’ she says. ‘Thank you, though.’

‘Are you sure? You can have any. They’ve got to go.’

To avoid any further verbal ping-pong, Janet walks over to the rack and extracts a white card that simply says, I Love You.

Transaction complete, she turns to leave. Hand on door, she smiles, pleased with both her purchase and rebellion.

‘Bye,’ says the woman. ‘I hope she has a fantastic birthday.’

Janet stops. The words a bullet in her back.

It is as violent as ever. She hadn’t managed to stop it at all. It was merely dormant, ready to explode.

This time she imagines lunging forward. Smashing her face into the glass with such force her ears ring with the crack of her teeth. Then pulling back, slow, calm, she observes the illusory blood-soaked, shattered cobweb.

‘Thank you,’ she says, and leaves.
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A Window Overlooking a Car Park

For the remainder of the walk to her dad’s, she takes the scenic route. Otherwise known as the cut-through by the leisure centre. A honeysuckle-scented dust track sandwiched between brambles, clustered with blackberries in bloom, awaiting the birth of their fruits. With the sun so intense, she pretends she’s on holiday in the countryside. Until eventually emerging from the other end, where the sound of speeding traffic snaps her from the fantasy and car fumes tickle her throat. She decides from now on she’ll always get off at that earlier stop. It’s important to have something to look forward to.

‘Hi Helen, it’s Janet.’ She dips to speak into the intercom.

The name Oakland House implies an idyllic country mansion, not a 1980s-built care home slap-bang in the middle of Salford. Her dad has been a resident for almost seven years. Moving in soon after her mother’s death. His deterioration exacerbated, or perhaps more apparent, when mixed with grief. It was a struggle to make the decision alone, her brother Craig, useless and half a world away in New Zealand. The chasm of their relationship greater than the air miles.

Once buzzed in, she follows the colour-coded floral border to his room. She’s always been partial to a border herself. At one point, their whole house was split horizontally by a four-inch burgundy fleur-de-lis. But even she knows there’s no place for them in modern spaces and hasn’t so much as contemplated one since 2012.

It’s bluebells for the ground floor. Her mum’s favourite flowers. However neat her beds of pansies, it was always the wild tufts of bluebells at the bottom of their garden that she loved the most. He’d be living with Janet had it not been vetoed by Colin. Probably for the best. It’s unlikely she’d be able to give him adequate care. But this border, which she cannot help but trace with her fingers as it leads her down the corridor, was the only thing that made his move bearable. A sign of her mother’s approval.

Registering music, she stops walking. ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’. She’d forgotten about the entertainments now happening on the first Friday of each month. Turning, she follows the swing rhythm, and once at the communal lounge, she hovers outside the open door and observes.

There he is. In the corner, slouched in his favourite bat-winged chair. Even from this distance she can see the distinct white crust on his navy jumper. They don’t seem to grasp how smart he likes to look. But at least he’s smiling.

A skeleton wearing trousers, his legs jig to the music as he watches the performers. The Goldies Choir, according to the ‘What’s On’ corkboard.

Roger sits on one side of him, Dorothy on the other. Her mottled hand inching towards his mottled hand. Never daring to touch. It’s clear she believes herself to be his girlfriend, despite his obliviousness to this arrangement. And although Janet knows it doesn’t matter, that he doesn’t love Dorothy in any tangible way, she still feels somewhat aggrieved on behalf of her mother.

Jazz hands in action, the Goldies, dressed in black tracksuits with their logo in gold glitter on the front, bop from side to side as they sing. Most look like they belong in the home themselves. The presumed leader, a Barbara Cartland doppelgänger, is positioned front and centre, intermittently turning to waft her arms towards the rest of the troupe.

Watching her dad mouth the lyrics, enjoying himself, offers Janet a moment of joy. Especially as she presumes that he’s thinking about her mum. How she’d always be jiving around the house. Putting out her hand for him to join her. ‘Don’t be bloody daft, Eileen,’ he’d say in mock irritation, unable to disguise his pride, looking at her as if she was Rita Hayworth. ‘You had the last dance you’ll ever get out of me.’

They met at the Ritz in town. Dancing in the Dark night. When the lights would go out for the last dance, enabling couples to kiss. She was only twenty, and he was approaching thirty. The story goes that as they took to the floor for the first time, he said, ‘Not bad for a wooden leg, eh?’

When she died, Janet didn’t think he’d survive the loss. But that was misguided. Survival is easy. It’s the living that’s hard.

The song ends, followed by applause. Thinking it’s all over, she steps inside the room, but Barbara Cartland declares they’re about to start their final number.

Closing her eyes, Janet’s shoulders sink with frustration. Time is trickling away, and she needs to talk to him. Today more than ever.

The intro is immediately recognizable. ‘We’ll Meet Again’.

All the old dears come to life. Her dad’s smile widens. Most of them would have only been kids during the war, but somehow Vera Lynn induces instinctual camaraderie.

As her dad closes his eyes, belts out the song, Janet joins in quietly from the shadows. She loves a good singalong. Though Colin insists she sounds like an injured frog. Never knowing what that meant until next door’s tabby caught one in their garden and the screaming . . . anyway, she doesn’t sing much around the house.

It’s funny how she knows the lyrics so well, but it’s the first time she really hears them. That’s what she does. Smiles through it all. And it’s exhausting.

Helen passes with a tray of crumbs, presumably having once contained cakes or scones or some other delight. ‘You all right, Janet, love?’

When she looks up, her vision is blurred, and she realizes she’s crying. ‘Oh yes, just . . . it’s nice, isn’t it? The singing.’ Dropping her head again, she ensures her hair covers her face while rooting in her bag for a tissue. Helen momentarily places a hand on her shoulder, then continues towards the kitchen.

In her dad’s room, she shadows him as he inches towards his chair. Banning her from helping, he’s regressed to a stubborn toddler who can manage by himself. Breathing through her impatience, she glances towards the large wall clock displaying the hastening time.

‘You enjoyed that, didn’t you, Dad?’

‘Enjoyed what?’

‘The singing.’

‘I didn’t like it, no.’ He feels for the well-worn arm, while she presses the button, raising the seat to meet his bony bottom. An act they’ve perfected.

‘Yes, you did, Dad, I watched you,’ she says, lowering the chair with him now ensconced. ‘Is that porridge on your jumper?’ Once he’s reached a sitting position, she licks her finger and rubs at the crust.

‘You can’t sing, you know, Janet. Your mum and I were too nice to tell you when you’d put on your plays for us, but no . . . you’re dreadful.’

She walks over to the window and pulls back the curtains to invite more sun, annoyed that it hasn’t been done already, that the carers are so slapdash. ‘I need to Glowhite these nets, Dad. They look the colour of my bras . . . and we need to brighten it up in here. I can’t bear it.’ He’d always talked about retiring by the sea. To his hometown of Pwllheli. Enjoying the views of the ocean and Snowdonia. And he’s ended up with a window overlooking a car park.

She sits on the chair opposite his, clutching both her handbag and the paper one from the shop.

‘Your mum said she’ll do the net curtains when she gets back.’ He turns on the TV, the Hello Britain theme tune blasting at a million decibels. Gently, she removes the remote from his hand, reduces the volume and activates the subtitles, catching the time on her watch. It’s getting late. She wants to talk to him. Needs to talk to him.

‘It’s Claire’s birthday, Dad. Her eighteenth. I bought this . . . look.’ She peels away the sticker seal and delves into the tissue to remove the dog. ‘It’s cute, isn’t it? Always mad about animals, Claire. From being a littlun.’

He takes it from her. She’s uncomfortable about him touching it, though she smiles and allows him to continue. He presses the fur against his dirty jumper, strokes its head. ‘I have a dog. Bertie. Bertie . . . Bertie,’ he calls out.

‘He’s gone for a walk.’

‘Ah yes, your mum took him out. She should be back by now . . . Do you think she’s OK?’

‘She’s fine, Dad.’

He grins at the toy and kisses it gently on the snout.

‘Sorry, I . . . I don’t want it to get dirty.’ She slides it from his fingers. ‘Sorry, I’ll get you one too if I can.’ She places it back into the bag, reseals it. ‘You remember Claire, don’t you, Dad?’

‘Claire? Of course I do.’

Relief rides through her on a wave of comfort.

‘Let’s talk about her,’ she says.
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Little Mermaid Duvet

Time is slipping away, and she’s poised by the exit of the bus, ready to jump off at her stop. Heart sinking as the train station scrolls by and her eyes catch the outside railings festooned with a mix of fresh flowers and vivid silk blooms. Only a couple of weeks prior, Colin had received a fine after being snapped parking on a double yellow line for the short time it took Janet to draw money from the cash machine and then for Colin to press her weekly allowance into her hand. Yet a teenager can get stabbed to death on a station platform and there are no working CCTV cameras.

Distressing floral tributes aside, she still can’t help but fantasize about asking to be let off the bus, entering the train station, buying a ticket, and leaving. It’s always just that, of course. A fantasy. She knows she must stay. Pay penance. The easier option of going to prison granted to someone else.

Finally, it’s her stop. As soon as her feet hit the concrete, she near sprints down the road past St Mary’s Primary School. Playground screams threaten to slice her, so she concentrates hard on blocking them out.

Turning the corner into the estate, then entering the cul-de-sac, their recently gravelled drive is dazzling and, thankfully, empty. But relief doesn’t slow her, soothe her nerves. Her breaths remain sharp as she strides the last few yards, burning, sweating, like the oily column of meat in the window of the nearby takeaway, AbraKebabra. She focuses on her destination, avoiding catching the eyes of her opposite neighbour, Mary ‘Gossip-Gob’ Clarke, who’s currently balancing on a stepladder, watering one of her ever-expanding hanging baskets.

Once at the door, her damp fingers slide over the metal as she inserts the key and enters the comparative cool of the dark, windowless hallway.

Bending forward to recover, her spirit sinks.

She never has liked this house. Even with the new gilt birdcage-patterned hall wallpaper and chemical-scented fresh paint, it’s not right. Even with the wall of excessive mirrors she asked Colin to buy after watching a programme about creating the illusion of space – it feels oppressive. So different from their Victorian terrace in Eccles twenty years ago. With its tall ceilings and large bay windows. Leaking roof and dodgy boiler. This house was built in the eighties. The roof is secure. The boiler has a seven-year warranty which, rather than being a comfort, fills her with despair. It is warm and soulless and low-ceilinged. And then there’s the trains. The constant trains, speeding down the tracks beyond the garden, shaking her foundations.

But Claire grew up here. All those memories wrapped in the magnolia walls. She won’t ever leave. Not alive, anyway. That’s the point of cul-de-sacs. You can’t pass through.

Entering the lounge, she contemplates taking a quick peek at the Psychic Channel but accepts she doesn’t have time. Anyway, she doubts it will be her favourite clairvoyant, Jason Quartz. He’s not been on there for a while.

She drops her bags onto the sideboard, being careful not to knock her beloved collection of Royal Doulton lady figurines. After unravelling the dog from its tissue nest and placing it in her pocket, she carries the packaging through to the kitchen.

The back-door key is stiff in its lock, but once wiggled open she heads outside and down the side of the house. She never takes out the rubbish. Colin’s good like that. While scanning for spying eyes she opens the refuse bin, removes some of the stinking sacks and drops in the now crumpled paper, then replaces the bin bags, ensuring nothing can be seen. Satisfied, she returns to the kitchen, and presses the door shut behind her.

After hurriedly washing her hands, she throws open the bread bin, grabs four slices of Kingsmill and slaps them on the cutting board. Retrieves butter, ham and mustard from the fridge, removes lids in record time and stabs a knife into the spreadable carton, before bounding upstairs to dry her sweat-knitted locks and darkened pits. The hairdryer flex pulled into the hall so she can listen out for the front door.

With all signs of rushing erased, she runs back down and places a slice of ham onto the bread just in time for the sound of tyres on the driveway.

She fills the kettle, removes a mug from the cupboard, pops in a teabag and returns to the sandwich, and as if a switch has flicked, in a calm, slow manner, spreads the butter against the white dough, preparing her smile. ‘Hello. It’s hot, isn’t it?’ she shouts.

He appears in the doorway of the kitchen. Short-sleeved shirt, damp, sticking to his body, the hair-free central section of his head buffed shiny by the sun. His right arm significantly browner than the left. It’s funny how their twelve-year age gap seemed nothing when in her thirties. But fast-forward nearly twenty years, and she’s frequently taken aback by how she’s married to someone who will soon be entitled to claim his state pension. ‘Is ham and mustard all right?’

He places his keys on the allocated hook on the wall. A reminder that hers are still in her pocket, so she removes them and does the same.

‘Lovely, yes, thank you,’ he says, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck then wiping his palm against his thigh, slightly staining the beige of his trousers. ‘I had a fare to Didsbury, that’s why I’m late.’

‘Oh, what time is it? I hadn’t noticed . . . Why don’t you go in the other room, and I’ll bring it to you.’

He’s sitting in his chair when she enters, Clarks shoes at its side, feet now encased in his tartan slippers. An episode of Columbo plays on the TV. He’s half watching and half eyeing his laptop, ogling cars on that Goodwood Revival site again.

Clocking her, he places the laptop on the floor, holds out his arms, and widens his little legs to create a more solid foundation for the tray. She moulds the beanbag underside into his thighs, then straightens, watches him tuck in.

‘Oh, that’s a good sandwich, that . . . Bloody hell, that’s Faye Dunaway there, look, in Columbo. I never knew she did a Columbo. Did you?’

‘I think so . . . I don’t know.’

‘Now that – that’s what a beautiful woman looks like, Janet.’

Glimpsing the paste forming as he chews, slack-jawed, she turns in disgust and notices the OBJÉT receipt on the floor by the sideboard. Queasy at her carelessness, she goes over and swoops it up, screwing it into a ball.

‘Oh, just one more thing,’ says Colin.

She doesn’t turn. ‘Yes?’

‘I was being Columbo, Janet.’ He tuts.

‘Oh, I see.’ She gives him her best laugh, but what she really wants to do is remind him about Gemma’s leaving drinks that evening. Even though she’s already made her excuses because she knows what he’ll say. But staring towards the crumpled paper in her hand, that earlier feeling of rebellion returns. ‘I took some éclairs out of the freezer last night. I’ll get you one.’

She places the pastry and steaming tea on his tray, waits for him to take a bite, become lost in the enjoyment of the cream and chocolate hitting his taste buds. Lengthening her spine, she makes herself as tall as she can. Which is tall. Four inches taller than he is, even when he’s wearing his Simon Cowell chunky-heeled shoes. ‘Colin, I . . . You know it’s . . . Well, it’s Gemma’s leaving do tonight, remember? It was arranged a while ago. I . . . I feel like I should go.’

After taking his time finishing the mouthful, he reaches for the remote and turns down the TV. Carefully places the tray on the floor, then rotates in his chair to look directly at her. ‘How would I remember? When it’s the first I’ve heard of it.’

‘It’s . . . it’s not, Colin, I asked you last week. You said you’d consider it.’

‘I think I would have remembered that. Don’t you?’

She does nothing, says nothing. Having learned this is the best thing to do.

‘You know they only ask you to these things out of politeness, don’t you? They’re all young, Janet. They don’t want some menopausal woman tagging along, cramping their style.’

She allows the wave to wash over her. Remains still. A rock that will erode so much, she may one day transform into a shiny pebble on a beach.

‘They’re starting early doors . . . so I could just show my face. If you dropped me off and picked me up, I’d be back in time for that documentary on the Falklands you want to watch.’ Her hand slides inside her pocket, squeezes the toy for comfort.

He turns, restores the volume on the TV. ‘OK.’

‘Really?’ Her palm reaches for her chest.

‘If you want to go where you’re not wanted, then that’s up to you.’

Light with excitement, she bounds upstairs. She hasn’t socialized since . . . well, so long her brain can’t quite comprehend she’s going.

Once changed into her dressing gown, she transfers the black dog into one of the pockets and chucks her work top into the linen basket. While hanging up her trousers ready for Monday, she considers what to wear. The jumper he’d bought her several Christmases ago, unworn, ticket hanging from its arm, immediately becomes the main contender.

While deliberating which trousers would look best, she goes out to the landing and stands there. Motionless. Kidding herself that she’s attempting to resist. Until she steps forward and presses down on the handle, slow and quiet, so as not to be heard above Peter Falk’s voice.

On opening the door, she sees Claire lying on her slight, midriff-exposed belly upon her Little Mermaid duvet, watching TV. Knees bent, toes pointing to the ceiling, feet wiggling like fins.

There are other duvet covers, but this is Janet’s favourite. All the giggles at tucking-in time after Claire’s transformation into Ariel. Though it clashes with the unicorn wallpaper and High School Musical poster above the white wrought-iron bedhead.

The bedding needs washing and ironing; the poster is faded. Janet crosses the room to the dressing table. Looks into the heart-shaped plastic mirror. Never Faye Dunaway, but now, something unrecognizable.

Claire’s jewellery is kept neat. Mainly old beads Janet had given her, hung precisely on the branches of a miniature gold tree. Make-up, allowed for dressing-up purposes only, is stored tidily on a tray. The animal trinkets and ornaments, collected like an old lady, are precisely positioned.

Janet removes the dog from her pocket. ‘I’ve bought you this for your birthday,’ she whispers. After kissing the toy, she places it with care between the piggy bank and tiny ceramic kitten. Both dusty. It’s all dusty. Changing her mind, not wanting it spoiled, she returns the dog to her dressing gown, then leaves for the airing cupboard on the landing to retrieve her cleaning caddy.

Back in the room she places the potions and cloths on the floor, then spritzes the mirror with luminous yellow fluid, causing the air to suffuse with the aroma of synthetic citrus. Duster in hand, she watches as the droplets cascade down the glass, unveiling Claire’s reflection. Why didn’t you save me, Mummy?

‘Don’t get in the shower yet, I need the toilet.’ Colin is coming up the stairs.

‘I’m not, the bathroom’s free.’ Her voice is forced light and breezy. Traces of chemical sting her eyes as she blots her face with the back of her hand. Willing him to go straight to the bathroom.

‘What are you doing?’ He’s standing in the doorway, today’s newspaper in hand. Head dropped to avoid facing the room.

She turns and starts to rub at the mirror. ‘It was so dusty, Colin . . . I thought I’d give it a little clean, with it being her birthday. I haven’t been in here such a long time, like you said . . . But—’

‘Do you think it matters how clean it is?’ His hand bangs against the door frame, making her jump. ‘I’ll have to lock it up again, if you insist on . . . this shrine, it’s not healthy. What about me, Janet? I can’t cope with it . . . I don’t like seeing it.’

She turns back to him, face puckered with pain. ‘It’s her birthday. I just wanted to do something nice.’

He tightens his grip on the paper and, addressing the floor, says, ‘You can’t redeem yourself, you know. No amount of cleaning will erase what you did.’ He turns and walks away. She remains still until she hears the bathroom door closing and returns to the mirror, wraps her finger within the cloth, and concentrates on removing a mark.

It’s five thirty.

She’s downstairs, hovering by the sofa. Inhaling the manufactured coconut scent of her hair treatment. The jumper is resting a little tight around the middle. Fine white knit is always unforgiving. But she likes how the sequined swallow on the front sparkles and catches the light. On the bottom half, she wears some old pale pink slacks and her faithful M&S silver ballet pumps. Across her body sits a little black beaded bag that doesn’t really go, but at least she won’t have the worry of it being stolen if she’s dancing. Although, she suspects that stage of the evening won’t happen until she’s tucked up in bed.

After rubbing her lips together to disperse the fuchsia gloss that came free with a magazine, she says, ‘I’m ready whenever you are.’

He mutes the TV. Turns, looks her up and down, then returns to watching the screen, instantly laughing at the silent footage of a woman falling into a ditch. ‘I’m sorry, Janet, but I’ve been thinking, it’s not right you going out tonight.’

Her breath catches, eyes prick. ‘But I . . . I’m all ready now.’

‘It’s not right you going to the pub the night of Claire’s birthday. Do you have any idea how selfish and uncaring that would make you look? No, I’m sorry, Janet. It’s out of the question.’

‘But . . . they don’t even know it’s her—’

‘They don’t even know?’ He stands to face her and the room fills with the click of his knee joints. ‘You’ve not even bothered to tell them?’ Red creeps up his neck. ‘Is that the jumper I bought you?’

‘It is, yes.’ She smiles. Hating herself for the attempt to placate. ‘I’ve not had the chance to wear it yet.’

‘I should have bought the next size up.’

She stares at him. Allows the wave to pass.

‘Please, enough about it now, hey . . . I don’t want you to go and that’s that. Why don’t you get back into your dressing gown, all nice and comfy, and I’ll make you a cup of tea and that éclair you didn’t have.’

Dropping her head, she closes her eyes and whispers, ‘Colin, please . . . I’m begging you.’

‘Jesus, Janet. All I want is a little respect for Claire. You know what I . . . No. No, I’ve got to get out of here.’ His arm knocks hers as he pushes past.

She remains still, rigid, until she registers the familiar clinking sound coming from the kitchen and follows him in there. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m going to the depot.’ He puts both sets of keys in his pocket, then goes to the back door and yanks that one from the lock.

‘Colin, please don’t. You know I don’t like it. Stay, and we can watch that documentary.’

Stopping dead, he closes his eyes for a moment as if in contemplation. On reopening them, he walks over to her, reaches his hand around the back of her neck, and pulls her down to enable him to kiss her forehead. ‘I know I keep saying it, but we’ll book a table at that new Nico’s place, I promise. You can wear the jumper then.’

Releasing her, he leaves the kitchen for the hall, Janet his shadow.

‘Please, Colin. It frightens me.’

‘Why don’t you have a nice bath? Use that candle I bought you.’

The image of his hand on the front-door latch induces the crawl of claustrophobia.

He turns and sighs. ‘I don’t want to, but it’s for the best. You can’t be trusted to do the right thing.’ With that he opens the door and leaves.

The sound of the turning Chubb lock rattles loud against the silence.
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Like Normal People

She doesn’t cry or scream. If a tree falls in a forest.

He’ll be back soon. Acting as though nothing’s happened. Barging through with a takeaway telling her to grab plates, that the documentary is about to start. And she’ll be too weary to argue. Merely relieved she’s no longer trapped.

But now, heat radiates throughout her body as if she’s being burned at the stake. Running to the lounge, she opens the top windows, craving air. Palm smacking against the unopenable bottom pane.

Mary is standing on the pavement opposite, talking to that Roni woman from number thirty. Police officer husband, three kids, unsightly caravan in the driveway. Mary, alert to all twitches of net curtains, waves over. Janet forces a smile and returns the gesture, before sliding away from the lace like a bride removing her veil.

Armed with an éclair and tea, too drained to even go upstairs and change, she watches the Psychic Channel.

It’s that Hazel, the clairvoyant she dislikes the most. All phony eye-rolls and henna hair. No sign of Jason Quartz. So she scrolls through the channels, stopping on Gardeners’ World. Monty Don would be the perfect husband. Dogs and gardens. Constant tips for her roses. What more could anyone want? Apart from living by the sea of course. She’s certain he’d occasionally do the washing-up as well.

She’d hoped the programme would soothe. But the chocolate and cream rests heavy on her still-tense stomach. Once finished, she puts the empty plate on the side table and slips off her shoes, draws up her legs. Hand cupping her stomach as she did eighteen years prior. While plumping a cushion and placing it under her head, she notices Colin’s shoes still next to the chair. The knowledge that he stormed out wearing his slippers gives her a moment of satisfaction before she does what she always does when she can’t take any more, be any more – she switches off, android-like, and goes to sleep.

When she wakes, pulse speeding, the clock on the mantel reads ten past seven.

The contractions had begun around this time. On their old sagging sofa. Janet doubled over, calling out for Colin. And he, as always in moments of stress, only thinking to offer up a cup of tea.

Swivelling to sitting, she rubs the back of her neck, which is slippery with sweat. Her feet feel for her ballet pumps. ‘Colin?’ She would have heard him come in, surely.

She walks over to the sideboard and lifts the receiver of the dated, corded and rarely used phone which sits next to her porcelain ladies, ruining their aesthetic. Adrenaline-fuelled fingers dial his number. It rings once, twice, the third time voicemail. She slams it down.


Leaning against the island, she watches the water through the kettle’s transparent centre. Boiling. Bubbling. She’d always wanted an island, so they added one two years ago with a whole new fitted kitchen from Wickes. But the space is too small really, and she often wants to shove the bastard thing out of the way.

Her exposed flesh enjoys the cool as it presses against the worktop. Still waiting, she stares inanely towards the back door. There’s an unsightly black smudge on the PVC. Though even she cannot muster the energy to clean it off at that moment.

The kettle switches.

As do her thoughts.

She recalls earlier. The paper bag, the bins.

But what she doesn’t recollect is re-locking the door.

Slowly, she walks towards it. Places her hand on the heavy metal handle, presses down. The sound of the seal unsticking. She pushes, extends her arm. The door moves with the motion.

It’s open.

Releasing the handle, she steps back.

There’s a garden party going on a few houses down. Talking, laughter. The dull thud of music. Is that what people do? Have friends around, go to parties, exist beyond work and their four walls. The gathering is momentarily drowned by a passing train. The entire kitchen trembles slightly, or maybe it’s only her.

She uses her foot to further open the door. The lawn now visible, mowed by Colin on Wednesday.

And her roses. The only things that bring her joy. Each year, a visiting friend. Faithful, beautiful. Smelling of a fresh start, of life.

She stares at her freedom. Then reaches for the handle, and gently pulls the door shut.

Back in the lounge, she rings Colin again. Voicemail. But this time when she replaces the receiver, a match strikes inside her belly, setting light to resentments. Yanking open one of the sideboard drawers, she rifles through a laminated pocket of paperwork. The bank statements of Mr Colin A. Brown. The credit column frequented by her wages. A for Archibald. The middle name he doesn’t like to publicize, thus creating enjoyable moments for Janet when it needs to be declared. Beneath them, a statement from her own account – Mrs Janet Amelia Brown. As always, only ever showing £1.86. Except when there’s the irregular and fleeting flow of birthday or Christmas spends to keep her account alive. And buried under these and the utility bills is her paisley padded address book, which she removes and drops onto the sideboard, opens to the letter N, and dials the only entry. Cream rises towards her throat, as she’s now willing Nish not to pick up. With relief, she doesn’t.

Janet returns to the sofa. Sups her tea. Plays the part of someone happily watching the television. The gardening has ended. Mary Berry is now prodding the soggy bottom of a pecan pie.

It’s nearly eight. Her waters broke around now. The shocking gush. Colin’s petrified face, then framed with a wave of salt and pepper hair.

Forcing herself to be present, to watch the programme, she lets out a deep breath and sinks into the sofa. But as soon as her back hits the velour cushion, the phone rings.

She freezes.

It’s still going, shrill and intrusive. She puts down the mug, stands and slowly walks towards the sideboard, hoping the ringing will stop before she arrives. But it doesn’t. ‘Hello?’

‘Hey . . . did you call me? Is everything OK? Are you coming out?’ Nish is practically shouting, although the background music sounds faint. It’s clear she’s sucking on a cigarette.

‘Yes, sorry. I . . . I was wondering how it was going, that’s all. I’m really sorry I couldn’t come, I—’

‘When are you going to get a mobile like normal people? Anyway, I thought you were on your special meal with Colin . . . Excuse me, those three are done, but I’m still drinking this . . . Sorry, Janet, I’m a bit pissed. I don’t know how because I’ve only had . . . actually yeah, I’m pissed. We’re at the Chinese place in Eccles now.’

‘Well, you have a lovely—’

‘The karaoke place . . . you’ve got to come then if you’re finished. We can do a duet, “I Got You Babe”. We’ve got to—’

‘No, no, I can’t . . . I’m feeling stuffed after the meal, and anyway, Colin has had to nip to see a friend and he’s accidentally taken my card, so I’ve got no money. I shouldn’t have disturbed you . . . Go on, you go and have fun.’ For such an honest person, lies slide from her tongue like satin.

‘You don’t need money, you silly cow. Get a cab . . . I’ll pay this end.’ She takes a loud drag on a cigarette. ‘Janet,’ she whispers. ‘You know I love you . . . I do, Janet, I think you’re brilliant, but I’m gonna be straight with you because I’m pissed . . . I think it’s a bit shit that you haven’t come to say goodbye to Gemma.’

Janet clamps her eyes shut. Immediately feels the desire to cry as she wraps the telephone cord tighter around her whitening hand. ‘I know . . . I’m really sorry. You know what I’m like.’

‘Well, get your arse down here then, for fuck’s sake. I’ll have a vodka and Coke waiting for you . . . I’m coming,’ she shouts to someone. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. I’m doing “Angels”. Hurry the fuck up.’

‘I can’t, Nish, really I can’t—’

The line goes dead.
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Thelma Without Louise

Wide-eyed and frozen, like a Pompeii victim, she’s perched on the top deck front seat of the number forty-three. Clutching her beaded bag, now laden with the useable contents of Claire’s piggy bank.

She stands, needs to get off. Rectify her terrible mistake.

But the bus is pulling away from the stop, driving off, jolting her back down.

It’s done now.

Trying to relax, she reasons with herself. There’s no punishment that he hasn’t inflicted before. What’s the worst he could do? Lock up Claire’s room? It amazes her that he thinks she doesn’t know where he keeps the key.

Leaning towards her distorted image in the window, she’s conscious that her make-up must have smudged by now. It went unchecked before leaving the house. Nish’s call had illuminated the absurdity of the situation. And during Bake Off’s strawberry tart technical, she felt wild. Wild with anger. And before she knew it, she was in Claire’s room ransacking her unspent pocket money.

Removing a tissue from the bag, she erases migrating mascara. An explanation for the sniggering girls she’d encountered at the bus stop in their tight dresses and those platform shoes that Janet always feels looks somewhat orthopaedic. Without a proper mirror it’s impossible to identify the intricacies of her face. But it will have to do.

As the journey continues, she alternates between peaks of excitement and fear, disbelief, at what she’s done. Leaning towards the latter as the distance from home stretches behind. These repetitive thoughts are thankfully broken by the thud of passengers coming up the stairs.

Via the window’s reflection she can see it’s a young couple holding on to polystyrene boxes filled with potent-smelling fish and vinegary chips. She’d love to turn and pinch one, a much-needed savoury antidote to the cream curdling inside her stomach.

‘OK, road trip films – go,’ mumbles the girl, gob filled.

‘Erm . . . Thelma and Louise.’

Janet’s mouth kinks upwards at the corner. For right now she is Thelma. Without Louise. Older, plainer, bigger. Instead of that wondrous vintage Thunderbird, a bus that smells of urine and chip shops. But for this moment, she is Thelma.

The karaoke bar is above a Chinese restaurant called the Happy Dumpling.

Although Janet has never been before, she’s listened to endless stories of fun evenings spent at this favourite haunt of the girls.

Positioned down a cobbled alleyway full of overflowing bins, scattered with smokers and snoggers, she looks up to the first-floor windows flashing blue and green. Colin invades her thoughts. Him arriving home. Raging beyond anything she could imagine. Regretting not letting her have a mobile phone.

Inhaling deeply, she pushes open the door, wondering if it’s too late to order some prawn balls.

Breathless from climbing the steep flight of stairs, she loiters in the doorway, observes the space. It resembles a school disco. A huge room inhabited by clusters of awkward people at various stages on the intoxication scale. Some attempting to appear cool, sipping on their drinks while indulging in stiff off-beat semi-static dance movements. Their bodies sliced with criss-crossing colourful lasers. Beamed from either side of a booth in which sits a bearded DJ in a Hawaiian shirt.

‘Oh my god.’ A screaming barefoot Nish is hurtling her way over. Extended arms the only body part unrestricted by her orange dress. The launched hug is tight and heartfelt, but Janet feels so lumpen attached to tiny Nish, who’s repeating variations of ‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ Janet smiles, unable to express that however much Nish can’t believe it, she is infinitely more disbelieving.

Nish is the nearest thing she has to a friend. All others gone before, pushed away, pulled away. She’s aware that the rest of the girls consider her flaky. That she doesn’t want to interact, join in the fun. Once overhearing Gemma gripe that she ‘thinks she’s above everyone’, which was particularly hurtful. But Nish doesn’t seem to care about such inaccurate observations.

The rest of the girls wave over. Gemma ducks down and talks into Maria’s ear. It’s funny that she’s called Maria, her being the spit of Natalie Wood. And whenever Janet sees her beautiful face, she’s compelled to internally sing ‘Maria’ from West Side Story.

‘Drink . . . what are you having?’ says Nish.

With shaky fingers, Janet sweeps hair off her face. Reactivating the coconut scent. ‘Oh, erm . . . a Coke, please.’

Nish impersonates the incorrect-answer sound effect from Family Fortunes. ‘Rum or vodka in it? Your choice because you aren’t getting no pure Coke.’

‘No, honestly . . . I’m not drinking.’

Nish walks off, skinny arm held aloft, dismissing Janet’s abstinence.

‘Bacardi then,’ shouts Janet.

Now alone, she steps further into the room. A fixed smile, natural as nylon.

A middle-aged man in a suit, shirt half untucked, tie skewed, is jumping around in front of her performing the worst rendition of ‘That’s Life’ she’s heard since Uncle Matty’s efforts at her wedding, moments before he was removed for mooning.

Eager to escape the area, she sucks in all the air she can and heads over to the girls.

‘Sorry I’m so late.’

Gemma kisses her cheek. ‘Just glad you made it.’ Gemma is a Goth. Fascinating piercings puncture her face, even her cheek. Janet’s also seen evidence of a nipple ring beneath her work top but would never mention it.

Sam is decidedly drunk and leans forward, eyelids drooping, breasts – which Janet has heard on good authority were purchased in Turkey – bulging over her dress. ‘We’re down for the next one. All of us. You too . . . you’ve got to . . . “You Make Me Feel Like a Natural Woman”.’ The title slurs together as though it’s one long word.

‘Oh, no . . . I’m not going to sing, I—’

‘Here, woman, get your sexy lipstick around that.’ Janet takes the drink from Nish and sniffs it for potency before sipping. It’s the first taste of alcohol she’s had since bringing in the New Year at home with Colin. And that was one watered-down Baileys with ice. The alcohol’s burn encases her throat. But the sensation of it sliding through her veins calms her tense body, until she’s hit with an image of Colin shouting her name through the house. She takes another gulp.

Empty glasses clutter the table in front of the sofa where she sits, consuming her third Bacardi and Coke, soothed yet giddy, watching the girls’ screeching rendition of ‘Single Ladies’. Among her woolly-headed musings, Colin is a mere abstract thought. A distant husband. The glass finds her lips once more. He was so wrong. Just wrong. She knows what she’s done, deserves, but he was wrong.

‘Come on, Janet,’ shouts Nish, summoning her with exaggerated arm gestures.

‘I’m not single.’ She holds up her ringed finger, does the hand movement.

The suited guy from earlier and a girl in a buttock-skimming skirt are dancing. Jiving, in fact. Which, aside from being unsuitable for the music, highlights their immense lack of rhythm. The girl is far too good for him. Legs Janet dreams of having, and only looks about eighteen.

Eighteen.

Claire will never be able to dance, even with a . . . The glass slips through her hand. Lands on the table, thankfully unbroken. As she places it upright, the spilt sticky liquid drips over the edge and blots her trousers. Without caring, she turns her watch, checks the time.

She was in labour now. Panting, breathing through. Colin, holding her hand, stroking her sodden hair from her face, while she suppressed the desire to bite down onto his fingers, press all the pain into his skin.

She downs the remnants of the drink.

She’s now sitting on the wall near the small courtyard car park, after having been dragged outside by Nish for company while she smokes. Nish is so drunk, her slight bottom keeps sliding off the bricks, and her cigarette went out a couple of minutes ago, though Janet hasn’t said anything because it’s a horrible habit. Janet sips on another drink while her friend tangles herself up in knots about the drummer guy who ghosted her.

‘I’ll order a cab for us in a bit. Not yet though, you need to sing first . . . Argh, Janet, I know he feels the connection too, he’s just scared. But I can’t do it, I can’t . . . He’s shit, he’s a shit . . . Hey, have you got any spare prawn crackers?’ The last part is shouted over to the chef putting empty boxes in the alleyway. He ignores her plea.

‘He sounds an idiot, Nish. You can do so much better.’ The cool air is sobering. ‘Oh God, I shouldn’t have come out tonight.’

Nish sticks the dud cigarette in her mouth, enabling her to grip both of Janet’s arms and shake her. ‘Shut up,’ she mumbles. ‘You’re having fun . . . let yourself have fun.’

Janet imagines the state she must look now. Make-up smeared, once-buoyant hair glued flat across her forehead with sweat. The lip gloss a distant memory. ‘I am having fun. That’s what I mean.’ She almost tells her. That it’s awful. That it’s Claire’s birthday and she can’t endure it anymore. Her life. But she’s saved by Nish’s ringing phone. ‘Oh hello, can I order a cab from the Happy Dumpling, Eccles, to Swinton, then on to Chomlea Manor, please.’ Face contorted, she pulls the phone from her ear and looks at the screen. ‘Cheeky bastard. He hung up.’

‘It was an incoming call, you daft cow.’

The music is loud, the room now spinning. Nish has pushed her towards the kiosk. ‘Go on, choose. We’ve all done it, and you’ll not come out again for ages.’

‘I can’t . . . no way.’ But despite these objections, she flicks through the laminated pages of the songbook. Only to appease. She’s not really going to sing, she can’t . . . just can’t. Then she sees it.

‘You Don’t Own Me’.

She picks up the little Colin-dick pencil and scribbles the corresponding number onto the paper scrap, then thrusts it towards the DJ’s beard.

While waiting her turn, the concept has become horrific. Some bloke is currently murdering ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’, and she’s the only person in the room that doesn’t want it to end.

Sam is slumped asleep. A plastic tiara placed on her head by Maria, who’s cross-legged, suppressing a wee induced from laughing with Gemma and Nish as they take photographs of their snoozing boss.

Chuckling at their antics, the fun being had, it’s not only the Queen song that Janet doesn’t want to come to an end. Going home will be like that film Awakenings when Robert De Niro returns to his catatonic state.

‘Janet.’ The music has stopped and the DJ is shouting her name from the kiosk. She shakes her head and waves her hand to refuse, but he’s not looking. ‘Janet . . . Janet.’

She pushes herself up, unsteadily walks over to tell him she’s changed her mind. Except the girls have started chanting her name and the DJ can’t hear what she’s saying and the microphone is now in her hand.

Somehow, she’s standing central, like a self-conscious teen forced on stage by pushy parents. Zig-zagged by lasers. Mic gripped with both hands, like a bridal bouquet.

There’s a whoop from the room, followed by laughter. Dipping her head towards the mic she says, ‘I’ll sound like an injured frog, though.’ Reverb screeches, makes her wince.

The intro begins.

It’s been so long since she’s heard this song that despite the screen displaying the lyrics for assistance, she’s unsure if she can remember how it goes. But she’s started singing. Quiet, shaky. Each line resonating, mirroring the frustration she carries through each of her identical days. As the song progresses, the kinks in her voice iron out, her shoulders press back. She is taller, lighter. The words louder, clearer. Does she still sound like an injured frog? Maybe, probably, but who cares. She’ll sing this every day, she vows. It will follow her around. Be her theme tune. It will be OK. She will be OK.

‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ man is watching her, grinning. She returns a smile, blinks. Is she attractive?
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