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I’ll tell thee a tale
 

About a snail
 

That jumped in t’ fire
 

And burnt its tail





I’ll tell thee another
 

About its brother
 

Did t’ same


Silly owd bugger.




 


In the battle between handbag strap and door handle,

far better to knacker your handbag
 

than let the door handle feel it’s won.










 





Chapter One


NAN DREAMS:


When I was twelve I fell and broke my elbow. It was election 

day 1929 and we were mucking about on top of the wall by the 

polling station. It was about six feet up and you were all right 

as long as you sat astride the coping stones, only I’d turned 

side-saddle so as to spot the people who’d voted Conservative, 

my dad said you could see it in their faces. Jimmy nudged me 

and we started singing:







‘Vote! Vote! Vote for Alec Sharrock
 

He is sure to win the day
 

And we’ll get a salmon tin
 

And we’ll put the Tory in
 

And he’ll never see his mother any more.’







I swung my legs to make the words come out better and the 

next thing I knew I was sprawled on the ground with my arm 

underneath me. Jimmy tried to make a sling out of the yellow 

muslin banners we’d been waving but I screamed and he 

started to cry in panic. It hurt so much I was afraid to get up in 

case I left my arm on the floor.


The following day, when we heard Labour’d got in, Dad got 

so drunk he couldn’t open the back gate.


‘I’ll go and let him in,’ Jimmy volunteered.


‘Tha’ll not!’ said Mother. ‘Leave him where he is.’


So I lay on the sofa with my arm all strapped up and 

watched him struggle. Finally he fell over and my mother drew 

the curtains on him.


It was funny, we’d never known him touch a drop before.


His vices lay in other directions.






JANUARY 1997





The day after it happened everything seemed normal. 

Even from behind my bedroom door I could hear Mum 

going on at Nan. She tries not to get cross but it’s the only 

emotion my mother does these days.


‘Come on, Nan, it’s time for your bath.’


‘I can’t. My arm hurts.’


‘No, it doesn’t. You’ve been dreaming again. Come 

on.’


Ours is a house of lost things; keys, hearing aids, identities. 

There was a row about sausages this morning. My 

mum had cooked two sausages for Nan’s dinner and left 

them on a plate to cool. Then the window cleaner came 

to the door, and when she got back they’d gone.


‘What have you done with them?’ she asked Nan 

(patient voice).


‘I han’t touched ’em.’


‘Yes, you have, you must have.’


‘It were t’ dog.’


‘We haven’t got a dog, Nan. Where are they? I just 

want to know, you’re not in trouble. Have you eaten 

them?’


‘Aye, I might have done. Yesterday. I had ’em for my 

tea.’


‘How can you have had them yesterday when I’ve 

only just cooked them? God Almighty, it’s every little 

thing.’ My mother ran her hand wearily over her face and 

sighed. It’s something she does a lot.


‘By the Crin! There’s no need to shout. You’re a nowty 

woman. You’re like my daughter Karen, she gets her hair 

off at nothing.’


‘I am your daughter Karen.’


‘Hmph.’


It was me who found the sausages next day, wrapped 

in two plastic bags inside the bread bin.


Not that Nan has the monopoly on confusion.


I know my name is Charlotte and that I’m seventeen, 

but on a bad day that’s as far as it goes. ‘Be yourself’ 

people, older people, are always telling me: yeah, right. 

That’s so easy. Sometimes I do those quizzes in Most! 

and Scene Nineteen. Are you a Cool Cat or a Desperate 

Dog and What’s Your Seduction-Style, how to tell your 

personality type by your favourite colour, your favourite 

doodle, the hour of your birth. Do I





a) believe this crap?
 

b) treat it with the contempt it deserves?





Depends on my mood, really.


Sometimes my nan thinks I am her own childhood reincarnated. ‘Bless her,’ she says, rooting for a Mintoe, 

‘her father beat her till she were sick on t’ floor and then 

he beat her again. He ran off and her mother had to tek 

in washin’. Poor lamb. Have a toffee.’


This drives my mum up the wall, round the bend and 

back again. She doesn’t like to see good sympathy going 

to waste, particularly in my direction, because she thinks 

I Live the Life of Riley.


‘You have chances I never had,’ she tells me. ‘Education’s 

everything. How much homework have you got 

tonight?’ She bought me a personal organizer for Christmas 

but I lost it – I haven’t had the balls to tell her yet. 

‘You must make something of your life. Don’t make the 

mistake I made.’


Since I am part of the Mistake (‘I was a mother by 

the age of sixteen, divorced at twenty-one’) this leaves 

me in an unusual position: I am also her redeemer, the 

reassurance that her life has not in fact been wasted. My 

future successes will be hers and people will say to me, 

‘Your mother was a clever woman. She gave up a lot for 

you.’


Or so she hopes.


Actually I’m in a bit of a mess.


When Nan walked in on me and Paul Bentham having 

sex yesterday afternoon she didn’t say a word. She’s 

surprisingly mobile, despite the bag. The colostomy was 

done donkey’s years ago, pre-me, to get rid of galloping 

cancer.


‘THE QUEEN MOTHER HAS ONE, YOU KNOW,’ 

the consultant had shouted.


‘Ooh. Swanky,’ replied Nan, impressed. ‘Well, Ivy Seddon reckons Cliff Richard has one an’ he dances about 

all ovver.’


I thought she might let it slip that evening while we 

were watching Coronation Street. Suddenly she said: ‘She 

were too young, she didn’t know what she were doing. 

I towd her, tha maun fret, I’ll tek care of it.’ My mum, 

coming in with a cup of tea for her, banged the saucer 

down so that the tea spilt on the cloth, and gave me a 

look.


Christ, Nan, please don’t say anything or I’m done 

for. (‘A thirty-three-year-old woman was today formally 

accused of bludgeoning to death her teenage daughter 

with what police believe may have been a personal organizer. 

Neighbours reported hearing raised voices late into 

the night . . .’)


It still hurts a bit. I didn’t know it would hurt like that. 

I knew there’d be blood because I read somewhere about 

them hanging the bed sheets out of the window in olden 

days so that all and sundry could see the bride had been 

virgo intacta. I used an old T-shirt and rinsed it out afterwards; 

if she asks, I’ll tell my mother it was a nosebleed.


I’m not a slag. It’s just that there’s not a lot to do 

round here. You can walk through Bank Top in fifteen 

minutes, a small dull village hunching along the ridge of a 

hill and sprawling down the sides in two big estates. From 

the highest point it affords panoramic views of industrial 

Lancashire; factories, warehouses and rows and rows of 

red-brick terraces, and on the horizon the faint grey-green 

line of millstone-grit moorland. To the south there’s the 

television mast where a German plane is supposed to have 

come down fifty years ago; to the north there’s Blackpool 

Tower, just visible on the skyline. I used to spend hours 

squinting to see the illuminations, but they’re too far 

away.


There are three types of housing in Bank Top. 

Victorian two-up two-downs line the main street, while 

on the fringes of the village it’s all modern boxes with 

garages and uniform front lawns. None of the people in 

these Prestige Developments talk to each other but you 

can hear everything your neighbour’s doing through the 

cardboard walls, apparently. Beneath these shiny new 

houses the foundations shift and grumble over defunct 

mine shafts – the last pit closed forty years ago – making 

Bank Top a sink village in every sense.


Then there’s the council estate, thirties semis, where 

dogs roam free and shit on the pavement with impunity. 

This is where we live. We bought our house in the boom 

of ’84 (also Divorce Year) and my mother celebrated by 

having a Georgian front door fitted and mock leaded 

lights on the windows. The front box room, which is mine 

and minute, looks out over the Working Men’s Club car 

park; some rum things go on there of a Saturday night, 

I can tell you.


In the centre of the village is the church and the community 

centre and a rubbish row of shops, a newsagent, a 

launderette, a Spar. Two pubs, more or less opposite each 

other, battle it out but one is for old people and families 

off the new estates with quiz nites and chicken tikka 

pizza, and the other’s rough as rats. I don’t go in either. 

For kicks I get the bus to Wigan from a bus shelter 

smelling of pee. Fuck off, it says over the lintel, so I 

generally do.


I don’t belong in this village at all. Actually, I don’t 

know where I do belong. Another planet, maybe.







So there I was, on my back, entirely naked and rigid as 

a corpse, when Nan totters into my bedroom and says to 

Paul, ‘A horse has just gone past the landing window.’


‘Which way did it go?’ asks Paul.


‘Which way did it go?’ I said later. ‘What are you, mad 

as her?’


‘I was only trying to make conversation.’ He shrugged 

his bony shoulders under the sheets. ‘What’s up with her? 

Is she mental, like?’


‘No more than a lot of people,’ I said, a bit sharply. 

I get defensive about her, even though she is a bloody 

nuisance. ‘Some days she’s more with it than me. She’s just 

old. You might be like that when you’re old.’


‘I’d shoot myself first.’


‘No, you wouldn’t. That’s what everyone says, but 

they wouldn’t.’


Part of the problem in this house is hormones. There 

are too many undiluted women for one small ex-council 

house. Huge clouds of supercharged oestrogen drift about 

and react sending showers of sparks into the atmosphere; 

the air prickles with it. Nan hasn’t got any left, of course, 

although she hung onto hers longer than most (had my 

mum at forty-six! Didn’t realize people even had sex at 

that age), but I’ve got more than I know what to do with. 

Certainly more than my mother knows what to do 

with. She suspects I have tart DNA (passed on from her, 

presumably). If she finds out I’ve been having sex she will 

kill me. Really.


This would be my worst nightmare:







BLOODY BLOODY bloody hell. Bloody Nan for making 

a mess on the bed. Again. Not her fault but I DON’T 

CARE, nobody cares about me. COME OFF, you 

bloody fitted sheet, bastard son of a sheet HELL. 

Trailing this armload off to the washing basket and 

HELL I’ve dropped a pair of tights HELL I’ve 

dropped a pair of knickers trying to pick up the 

tights, whole bloody lot’s gone now all over the 

floor. Navy sock in with the whites, that was a close 

shave. Charlotte WILL NOT put her dirty clothes in 

the right baskets, what kind of a slut have I produced, 

you’d think she’d have more consideration. Dying 

for a cup of tea, cotton with pre-wash, heavily 

soiled, everything’s heavily soiled in this house. Not 

Nan’s fault, that bloody tape doesn’t stick to her skin 

if she gets Nivea under it, what’s this, what’s this? 

What’s just fallen out of the dirty pillowcase onto the 

floor?


Oh, Jesus, it’s a condom. Charlotte’s been having 

SEX.







I’ve known Paul Bentham since primary school. Funny 

to think of all the small events that lead up to a big one. 

Once, when I was about ten, we were down on the rec, 

watching the lads play five-a-side. Paul went for an extra 

big kick, got it wrong and smacked me really hard in the 

face with the football. The girls all marched off to tell on 

him and he thought he was in big trouble. Even his ears 

went red. But I didn’t cry, even though I thought my nose 

had changed shape. I think he appreciated that.


Then there was the Valentine’s Day before we moved 

schools. I knew he’d made a card for me, his friends 

had all been teasing me about it, and I waited; morning 

playtime, dinnertime, afternoon playtime. It wasn’t till 

four o’clock he thrust it into my hand, and even then he’d 

changed the words on it:
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	Vilots are blue


Roses are red


If I went with you


I’d be off my head










I wasn’t that fussed, though. I knew it was Martin Hedges 

who’d made him do it.


I was more upset when he didn’t dance with me at the 

leavers’ disco. We knew we were off to different schools, 

him to the comp and me to the grammar, so I thought he 

might be up for a kiss, but he never came near me, just 

raced around hitting his mates with balloons and stuffing 

streamers down their backs. I told my mum about it afterwards 

(we got on in those days). She said, ‘Well, what can 

you expect, he’s a little boy.’ It made me wonder when 

he’d be grown up.


Luckily it’s impossible to avoid anyone on a place as 

small as Bank Top. We’d meet at the bus stop, blank each 

other out and sit as far apart as possible on the red 

leatherette seats, so I knew there was a chance he was 

interested. When he was with his friends he’d spread 

himself out over the back of the 214 to Wigan and talk 

loudly and swear a lot, writing on the windows and 

converting the sign EMERGENCY EXIT to VIRGIN 

EXIT by scratching off bits of the lettering. Then the boys would say to each other, ‘That’s your door, that is. That’s 

the door you should use.’ Such a stigma.


Now neither of us would be able to use it.


I thought it would make me feel different, not being a 

virgin, but mainly it’s made me feel scared.


‘Have you done this before?’ he asked as he unzipped 

his jeans.


We knew what was going to happen. It was my New 

Year’s resolution and I’d told him. I don’t think he could 

believe his luck.


‘No. Have you?’


‘Does it matter?’


I didn’t trust myself to answer so I took my skirt off. 

Like we were changing for PE; hand your valuables over. 

I was sure we should be undressing each other, or at least 

kissing, but that seemed too intimate. I started to shiver 

with nerves and the cold. ‘Can you stick the heater on? 

You’re nearest.’


CLICK went the thermostat and we got into bed.


Then time seemed to hang for a moment and I was 

back at last August’s carnival, sitting on our front wall 

watching the streamered floats go past and waving at 

toddlers dressed as bees, when he came sauntering over 

with his bucket of coins. He was wearing a pirate costume 

and he’d drawn a black curly moustache over his soft top 

lip, but the skin only looked more smooth and bright, 

almost girlish. ‘It wrecks, this eyepatch,’ he said, peeling 

it off and rubbing at the red mark on his cheek. ‘I’m sure 

I’m doing myself damage. And these boots are killing me, 

an’ all.’


So he sat down and we chatted shyly, then we walked to the field together to hear the judging and watch the 

endless teams of high-stepping knee-socked majorettes 

waving giant pompoms about. The megaphone squawked 

the names of princesses and queens. ‘Why is there always 

a fat one in every troupe?’ he’d said, and the brass band 

played ‘Oh When the Saints’ while the air glittered 

around us. Little children ran about screaming, teenage 

girls lay on the grass and exposed their midriffs to the 

sun. Before he went home he said, ‘You’ll have to come 

round some time and we’ll listen to some CDs or 

summat.’ The sun flashed on his dagger. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘All 

right.’


CLICK.


He was fumbling between my legs and pushing a 

finger inside me then, Christ, two, stabbing and rotating 

clumsily. (Wasn’t that what the boys boasted about, the 

girls at school said, how many fingers they’d managed?) 

No. I’d changed my mind. This was a bad idea. Stop. I 

looked for his gaze to tell him to slow down, to abandon 

the whole thing and go downstairs and watch The 

Simpsons. But the fierce desire in his eyes paralysed me. 

I’d heard of people’s eyes burning, but I’d never seen it in 

real life. It was like all his maleness concentrated there, 

shocking.


Suddenly he paused and half turned away. My heart 

lurched, then I realized he was rolling on a condom. His 

vertebrae were clear through his skin and I followed their 

curve down to the shadow at the base of his spine. Were 

all men so angular?


CLICK.


Then he turned back to me, grasped his cock like he meant business and forced his way in. Ow ow OW it 

stung so much it was all I could do not to cry out. A 

football in the face was nothing compared to this. I held 

myself rigid and clung on to his back, wondering why 

something so universally billed as brilliant could be so 

awful. Why didn’t they warn us at school? I’m sure if 

some teacher had said, ‘Oh and by the way, it feels like 

someone sandpapering your cervix,’ they needn’t have 

bothered with all the Aids warnings and morality stuff. 

I’d certainly have thought twice. He came quickly with 

a series of great shudders and then collapsed into me, 

hiding his face against my neck.


It was at this point that Nan walked in, so all credit to 

him really that he managed anything coherent at all.


Afterwards it was embarrassing. Even though I ran 

over and locked the door I still felt the horror of Nan’s 

blank stare and half-smile. Neither of us knew what to 

say and there was blood and we were still naked. Down 

the landing we could hear Nan singing:







‘You know last night, well you know the night before
 

Three little tom-cats come knockin’ at the door
 

One had a fiddle, another had a drum
 

And the third had a pancake stuck to its bum.’







‘Don’t put that in the bin!’ I shouted as he scooped up 

the condom and neatly tied a knot in it. ‘Hell’s bells, if my 

mother finds that in with the tissues . . .’


‘So what am I supposed to do with it? Do you not 

want to keep it forever?’


He dangled it from his finger then made as if to throw 

it at me. I screamed and flinched. He lunged and we rolled about on the bed, then somehow it became a pillow 

fight. I bet that never happens in my mother’s Aga Sagas. 

His ribs moved under his pale skin and his blue eyes 

shone, and I thought, He’s still just a boy really. He was 

panting and smiling, and I knew then I’d done the right 

thing.


At last we rolled into the bedhead. He banged his chin 

and I knocked a picture off the wall which fell down the 

back.


‘Aw, shit, sorry. I’ll get it.’


He dived under the bed, all sharp shoulder bone, and 

brought out the photograph; two hand-tinted ginger 

kittens in a basket above the legend Happy Hours!.







Hoping always for a meeting
 

With a friend I love so true
 

Dear I send this simple greeting
 

May the world deal well with you







‘The frame’s a bit jiggered.’


He handed it over. The thin black wood was split at 

the corner and the glass was cracked.


‘I can get a new one. Best not let my mother see, 

though.’ I opened the bedside cupboard and slid the picture 

in under some magazines. ‘I know it’s naff but it’s got 

sentimental value. It’s one of Nan’s birthday cards from 

when she was little, she used to have it in her room and I 

always wanted it. I nabbed it when her mind began to go. 

Sort of a way of preserving a piece of my childhood, do 

you know what I mean? Against all the change . . . She’s 

never noticed.’


‘Very nice. Do you want to come round on Saturday? Everyone’s out so, only I’ve got to get back to let Darren 

in now. Sooner he gets his own key the better.’


He was pulling on his sweater as he spoke.


‘Can you not stay just a bit longer?’


‘Sorry. Little brothers and all that. Have you seen my 

sock?’


I scrambled to put something on, we found the sock 

and then he went home. I lay on the bed wishing he’d 

kissed me goodbye instead of ruffling my hair. Should’ve 

asked. Or maybe that’s not cool. What are the rules, 

anyway? Perhaps some men just aren’t all that demonstrative; 

it doesn’t necessarily mean anything, it’s the way 

they are.


So there it is, the great seduction. I suppose I’ve made 

the whole thing sound pretty gross. Some of it was. But 

the point is, the point is, I’m a woman now, an adult. 

Perhaps people will be able to tell just by looking at me 

(God, I hope not! The girls at school used to say you 

walked funny afterwards). But the point is I have a life 

that is not my mother’s and it is the beginning of some big 

changes round here.


I know things are going to be different from now on.







*







I’D MET Billy when he ran across the street to help me 

carry a basket of washing. It was blowing about, a great 

white sheet on the top, and I knew if it hit the ground and got 

dirty my mother would chow. It happened once before when 

I was little and Jimmy had hold of one handle and I had the 

other. We were staggering down the street to Dr Liptrot’s 

with his week’s wash when a big gust of wind took two or three shirts right off and they fell in t’ road. We were two-double 

laughing as we picked ’em up, but when we got 

home and showed my mother she laid her head on the table 

and wept.


Billy had been courting a girl he’d met in the TB sanatorium, 

a bonny woman but it made no difference. We had ten for 

the wedding tea, then caught the train to Blackpool. At Chorley 

some lads got in and saw all t’ confetti in my hair so they 

started singing, ‘We have been married today, We are on our 

honeymoon all the way.’ When we got to the bed and breakfast 

I gave a fish to the landlady so she could cook it for our supper. 

The next evening she said, ‘Mrs Hesketh, are you ready for 

your fish now?’ And I never took her on because I wasn’t used 

to the name.


When I got back to the mill I had such a colour all the girls 

said I must be pregnant.







*







WHERE’S CHARLOTTE? Gone to Wigan for the afternoon, 

no doubt to spend money she hasn’t got on crap she 

doesn’t need. Nan? Asleep in the chair, legs apart, mouth 

slightly open. God, if I ever get like that. And why are there 

never any pens in this house? You put them down and they 

walk. Useful Drawer; what a flamin’ mess, I don’t know 

why we keep half this rubbish. Sandpaper, candles, napkin 

rings – like we’re ever going to use those – Stain Devil’s 

leaked all over the clothes brush now. Had a big row with 

the hoover and a table leg today; broke one of the attachments, 

so that’ll be something else to sort out. Bingo! Black 

biro, bit fluffy round the nib, still, be all right. Here goes 

nothing.







Love’n’ stuff





Finding You a Partner for Life’s Adventure





Outline Questionnaire





Please try to answer as honestly as possible





Name Karen Cooper





Status Very low actually. Divorced.





Address 21, Brown Moss Road, Bank Top, Nr Wigan, 

Lancs WI24 5LS. Moving in with my mother was supposed to 

be a fresh start.





Age 33. Feel about 60 sometimes.





Children One. 17-year-old madam.





Occupation Teacher. Part time classroom assistant. At my 

old primary school! My life’s just gone round in a big loop.





Educational Qualifications 10 ‘O’ levels. Yes, 10. I could 

have had a degree if I’d wanted. What the hell does it matter 

anyway? I’ve been to the University of Life (though I had 

originally set my sights on Leeds).





Salary (approx) Crap. Funded this caper out of Nan’s present 

(I just withdraw it from her savings account, Merry Xmas 

Happy Birthday etc, even buy my own damn card).





Do you consider yourself to be
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Political Persuasion If push came to shove I suppose I’d say 

Conservative. I mean, they’re going to be in forever, aren’t 

they? Anyway, if it wasn’t for Maggie Thatcher we couldn’t 

have bought this house (although I can’t say I rate John Major 

much). Truth is, nothing ever changes for people like us, 

whoever’s swanning about in Number 10.





Religion None. Mum’ll put in a good word for us all when 

she gets to heaven.





Physical appearance





Height 5’9”. That’s going to put a lot of men off for a start.





Weight/dress size 12/14. Depends how bloody Nan’s being. 

Some days I can eat a whole packet of gypsy creams at one 

sitting.





Hair colour Brown. Currently. I’m always looking for the 

perfect hairstyle, the one that’ll solve my life for me. Growing 

out a perm in the meantime.





Eyes Sort of grey. Charlotte’s got her dad’s blue eyes. 

Nan’s are brown. None of us bloody match in this house.





Special Interests Reading, drinking, watching tv. Doesn’t 

sound too clever, does it? But believe me, when the alternatives 

are changing your mother’s colostomy bag or arguing with 

your daughter, there’s no contest. Always meant to take up 

something worthy, but there you go. Actually I do read quite a 

lot. Joanna Trollope, Rosamunde Pilcher, that kind of thing. 

It helps.







Personality







Do you consider yourself to be any of the following? (It may 

be useful to ask a friend or relative.) You must be kidding. 

Charlotte would wet herself laughing if she saw this.
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To be honest, none of these seems quite right.





Please feel free to add your own ideas below:





Knackered, bitter, unfulfilled, self-sabotaging.
 

Hence this questionnaire.





What kind of relationship are you hoping might develop out 

of our introductions?





Christ. Just forget it.







MY LAST DATE was a classic. We’d met in the Working 

Men’s. It’s a bit common, but I go there occasionally 

because it’s cheap and local, and if Nan gets up to anything 

really mad Charlotte can nip across the road and let me 

know. Sometimes I need to get out of the house in a hurry.


Anyway I was sitting at the bar cradling a Bacardi 

Breezer and feeling bleak when he came over. Greyish – 

well, grey, but not balding; normal shape; about my height. 

He was wearing a check shirt with the sleeves rolled up, 

and jeans, which gave no clues. I clocked hairy forearms, 

no wedding ring, clean fingernails as he proffered his 

money to the bar man.


‘Can I get you a drink while I’m here?’


That gave me licence to have a better look at his face. 

He just seemed ordinary, pleasant, not weird or anything.


‘Thanks. I’ve not seen you in here.’ It was true; it’s 

always the same faces in the Working Men’s.


‘No. I used to live up Bolton way, I’m revisiting old 

haunts. What about you? Is this your regular?’


‘Not really.’ God, what a thought. ‘I just drop in from 

time to time. When it all gets too much.’ I laughed loudly 

but really I felt like banging my forehead against the bar. 

Stupid thing to say.


He only smiled, which made his face crinkle up. I 

wondered how old he was, not that it mattered. I get like 

that sometimes; desperate.


See, I know you shouldn’t look for a man to solve your 

life for you, but it’s easier said than done when you’re out 

in the throng on your own. Sometimes it would be so nice 

for somebody else to take the flak for once, never mind 

have some decent sex. A hundred million sex acts a day 

worldwide, there are supposed to be; you’d think one of 

them might waft its way over in my direction. Nobody in 

our house understands that I have Needs as well, it’s like 

Montel Williams says. He was on Channel 4 yesterday 

afternoon, a show called ‘I Hate My Mom’s New Boyfriend’. 

‘Doesn’t Mom have a right to some happiness 

too?’ he kept asking these sulky teenagers. The audience 

were all clapping. I nearly called Charlotte down but she 

was revising for her modules.


Six Breezers later and for all his grey hair I was out in 

the car park kissing him long and full, putting off the 

moment when I had to go home and change Nan and face Charlotte’s scowls. Even light rain and sweeping headlights 

weren’t putting me off my stroke. It was so nice to be 

held, even for a few minutes. Then a car nearly reversed 

into us, which broke the mood slightly. I disentangled.


‘I’d invite you back but my daughter’s around . . . It’s a 

bit difficult . . .’


‘Can I see you again?’


Jackpot.


He fished in his back pocket and gave me His Card, 

very swish, and said there was no pressure but to give him 

a call. ‘Soon.’ I liked that, it seemed gentlemanly; also it 

meant I didn’t have to sit around waiting for him to ring 

me. I should have known it was all looking too good.


The next day at school I was telling Sylv, the secretary.


‘He wasn’t sex on a stick but he was all right. I’d see 

him again.’


‘What was his name?’ she asked with a funny look on 

her face.


I gave her the card.


She studied it and pursed her lips. ‘You do know this is 

Vicky’s ex, don’t you?’ She handed it back smugly. I don’t 

like Sylv any more, I never really liked her. She draws her 

eyebrows on and wears skirts that are too tight.


‘Vicky? Deputy Head Vicky? Vicky Roberts?’


‘Yep.’


‘The one she divorced just before I started here?’


‘The one who couldn’t get it up unless he wore special 

rubber knickers.’ Sylv dropped her voice and mouthed exaggeratedly.


‘Jesus.’


‘Wanted her to wear some kind of mask, too. That’s when she asked him to leave.’ Sylv smacked her lips with satisfaction. 

She’d be dining out on this for months, I could 

tell. I am never going to tell her anything personal again. 

I wanted to sink to my knees and beg her not to pass it on 

but I knew it would be a waste of time; Rubber Man would 

be all round the staff room by lunchtime. For once I was 

glad I was on playground duty. So instead I said:


‘Well, he was too old, anyway.’


‘So you won’t be seeing him again, then?’ she called 

after me as I swept out of the office.


It’s just as well Sylv didn’t catch me photocopying my 

practice run at ‘Love ’n’ Stuff’ in school. I reckon perhaps 

I’m ready to do the questionnaire properly now.







NEVER LET IT be said that when things are looking their 

grimmest, they can’t get worse.


I was sound asleep when I heard the crash. I struggled 

with the bedsheets, tangled from some overheated dream, 

threw on a dressing gown in case it was an intruder, 

although I knew it wasn’t, and hurried downstairs.


It was completely dark in the lounge but there were 

muffled sounds coming from the kitchen. I opened the 

door and blinked in the light.


‘What are you doing, Nan?’


Actually I could see what she was doing. She was 

pulling out drawers and emptying Tupperware boxes onto 

the floor. Six tins of salmon were stacked at her feet.


‘Are you looking for something to eat?’


‘I’ve lost my key.’


‘Which key?’


‘To t’ back door. Bloody hell fire.’ She wrestled with a plastic lid and flung it across the tiles. Then she sat down

wearily.


‘You don’t need a back door key. What would you want 

to go outside for? It’s the middle of the night. And it’s 

freezing.’


‘I need to check the bins.’


‘No, no you don’t. You did them this morning. Don’t 

you remember? Charlotte helped you.’


What it is, she worries if we put envelopes with our 

name and address into the wheeliebin, in case someone 

roots through and takes them. ‘Then what, Nan? What 

would they do with the envelopes?’ ‘Ooh, all sorts,’ says 

Nan mysteriously. ‘There’s some wicked people about.’ 

It clearly worries her, so we let her rip them up into tiny 

pieces. It’s one of our routines which has become normal. 

This nocturnal activity was something new, though.


‘Come on, Nan, come to bed, you’ll catch your death. 

I’ll clear up in the morning.’


‘The bins!’


‘We did them. Tiny pieces. And the bin men come 

tomorrow.’ And I’m bloody cold and Christ it’s twenty past 

three in the morning and I’ve got to go to work in five hours 

and nobody cares that my life is a complete fuck-up.


‘I’ll just put this salmon back.’


‘LEAVE IT! Just COME to BED and LEAVE this mess. 

Please.’ I used to cry before the divorce but I don’t seem 

able to any more. I get angry instead. She didn’t move, so 

I lunged over and pulled her up roughly. She’s only small 

and pretty light. We staggered together and I fell into the 

edge of the unit and banged my arm.


‘Hell.’


Nan looked up with watery eyes.


‘You’ll want some knit-bone for that.’


‘Shut up.’ I was trying not to swear at her.


‘Or Dr Cassell’s Miracle Cure-All Tablets. They cured 

Uncle Jack and he had malaria. Caught it in Mesopotamia 

during the Great War. He always had to have the doors 

shut and a big fire. When he emigrated he sent us a lamb. 

My mother took it to t’ butchers to be jointed up but she 

never got back what she should have done.’


‘WILL YOU COME TO BED!’


She turned and stared at me, trying to focus. Then she 

put her face close to mine.


‘I don’t have to do what you tell me,’ she said quietly. 

‘You’re not my daughter. Your mother was called Jessie. 

Didn’t you know? You’re not mine.’
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‘Did you have an orgasm? I want to give you an orgasm, 

Charlotte.’ Behind him David Beckham grinned confidently; no sexual hang-ups for him. We were lying under 

a Manchester United duvet and it was four weeks since 

we’d first done it. Outside children were screaming and 

an Alsatian barked from behind wire netting in next 

door’s garden. His house is no quieter than ours. I glanced 

up at the window (Man U curtains).


‘Is it snowing yet? It’s cold enough. Snow’s about the 

only thing that makes our estate look any better.’


‘Did you hear what I said?’


‘Sorry. Yeah. Well, no. It doesn’t matter. It was nice.’


‘Nice? Is that it?’ Paul rolled away onto his back and 

gazed at the ceiling, hands behind his head. He had little tufts of hair under his arms that I loved to stroke. ‘I want 

it to be fantastic for you, fireworks going off, that kind of 

stuff. I don’t feel you’re always . . .’


‘What?’ I leant up on an elbow and watched his face 

struggle.


‘Sort of, I dunno, with me. Oh, I can’t explain. It’s not 

like it is on the telly, is it?’


‘Nothing is. This is Life.’ I lay back down and put my 

face close to his. ‘It’s loads better than it was, though.’ 

This was true. It wasn’t painful any more, for a start, 

especially now I’d sorted out the cystitis. And when we 

did it at his house it felt more relaxed; no leaping up and 

legging it afterwards, no fear of interruptions. Paul’s mum 

left two years ago, and his dad was so laid back about his 

son’s sex life I got the impression we could be having it off 

on the living-room carpet and he’d only complain if we 

got in the way of the TV screen.


‘Yeah, well. Practice makes perfect, eh?’ He reached 

over and ran his hand over my breasts. ‘These are great.’ 

He circled a nipple with his finger and watched it firm to 

a peak. ‘Brilliant.’ Then he moved sideways and put both 

palms flat over my chest. He sighed happily. ‘You’ll get me 

goin’ again.’


It was thrilling, this power I never knew I had. I 

pushed the duvet back and watched his cock grow and 

twitch against his pale thigh; it wasn’t scary any more. 

I felt like the goddess of sex. I wriggled against him and 

he groaned.


‘Touch it.’


I still didn’t know the proper technique but it didn’t 

seem to matter. Whatever I did he rolled his eyes back as if he was having a fit, and panted. There was all this loose 

skin below the tight, shiny stalk. I fiddled experimentally 

and he began to swear quietly.


‘Like that, yeah. Fuck. Fucking hell.’


When my hair fell forward and brushed his stomach 

he drew his breath in sharply.


‘Wait a minute.’


He groped around on the bedside table and snatched 

up a condom, which he dropped with shock when I 

dipped my head and kissed his navel.


‘I’ll get it.’ I leant over and retrieved the little foil 

packet from off the floor.


‘Put it on for me. Go on. It’d be so sexy.’


I must have looked doubtful.


‘I’ll show you how.’


I thought, you have to learn these things if you’re a 

woman, it’ll be another string to my bow.


He tore off the packet end and squeezed out the slimy 

ring. I watched closely, the way I used to in science lessons 

when Bunsen burners were being demonstrated. Then he 

handed it to me. I tried not to flinch.


‘Keep it this way up. Pull that pointy thing in the 

middle, just a bit, gently. Gently! It’s my last one. Now, 

put it on the top like this – ’ he guided my hands to his 

groin – ‘and, that’s it, roll it down – Jesus—’


And then he was on me, in me again, jerking his hips 

and burying his face against my shoulder.


‘I’m going to make you come,’ he whispered savagely. 

It sounded like a threat.


I moved my hips under his and he slowed his pace, 

adding a sort of grind to the thrust.


‘What does that feel like?’


‘Ni— fantastic,’ I breathed. But I was panicking. I 

didn’t know how to rise to the occasion. Perhaps I had 

come and didn’t realize it. No, because the girls at school 

said you definitely knew when you’d had an orgasm. It 

was like a sneeze, Julia had said. A sneeze?


Meanwhile Paul ground on. ‘Ooh, that’s so good.’


‘Mmm.’


Should I fake it? I tried panting heavily and moaning 

a bit, but I didn’t have the confidence to pull it off. He 

would guess, and then it would be awful. But what to 

say?


He humped away and I stroked his back absently, 

gazing round the room at his collection of football programmes 

pinned to the walls, his red and white scarf 

draped over the lintel, the rosette stuck to his computer. 

The rhythm of his pelvis became a playground skipping 

song: Keep the kettle boiling, keep the kettle boiling—


Suddenly he stopped. ‘Have you come yet?’


There was a brief pause then I smiled dazzlingly.


‘No, but it was great. Have you?’


He looked hurt. ‘Yeah. Ages ago. At the beginning. 

I was only keeping going for you. Do you think you might 

be close?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said truthfully.


‘Do you want to try a bit longer?’


I shook my head and tried not to shudder.


‘Look, Paul, it really doesn’t matter. It’ll, it’ll sort itself 

out. I probably just need to relax more. Don’t worry about 

it. I’m not.’ I smiled again, reassuring. ‘It’s great. You’re 

great.’


‘OK, then.’ He grinned. ‘God, I’m knackered.’ He 

pulled away, then, ‘Shit.’


‘What’s the matter?’ He was looking down in a 

horrified sort of way. ‘Have you hurt yourself? Have 

I hurt you?’


‘The condom. It’s . . .’ he gestured at his limp and 

naked cock. ‘It’s still . . . Can you . . . ? Look, I think it’s 

still inside you. Bloody hell. Do you want to, er, have a 

feel?’


I was seeing stars of panic but I did what he said. I 

leant flat on the bed, drew my knees up and put my fingers 

gingerly inside myself. ‘Don’t watch!’ It felt raw and 

strange in there. I kept trying to take deep breaths and not 

clench up. ‘I can’t . . . Oh, God! Paul!’


‘Let me have a try. I’m at a better angle.’ He giggled 

nervously.


As he turned back to me I closed my eyes. It was like 

being at the doctors. Once there’d been a girl at school, 

in the first year, who’d got a tampon stuck up her and a 

teacher had had to fish it out: I remember the horror of 

simply being told. I wanted, now, at this very moment, to 

die with fear and shame. I opened my eyes a fraction as he 

probed and concentrated, and saw his tongue poking out 

slightly between his lips.


‘Sorted!’ He pulled out the slimy thing and held it up 

for inspection. Then he nodded. ‘Phew! We’re OK, it’s 

not bursted or anything. I’ll stick it in t’ bin.’ He threw it 

across the room. I hoped he wouldn’t shout Goal! like he 

normally did, but he didn’t. He just said, ‘Christ, I can do 

without that!’


You can, I thought, rolling miserably up in the duvet. That was, would be, without doubt, the worst moment of 

my entire adult life.


‘Cheer up. It weren’t nothin’.’ He ruffled my hair. 

‘I’ll go and get us a Wagon Wheel in a minute. I’ll stick 

t’ kettle on too. Do you want to play Tomb Raider when 

you’ve got dressed? I nicked it off Dan this morning.’


He was throwing on clothes as he spoke. So it must 

be all right, then. But why don’t they tell you sex can be 

so bloody embarrassing? I have to admit, it isn’t like I 

thought it would be. Perhaps I don’t love Paul enough, 

or perhaps it’s me. Either way, I need some answers and 

I think I know where to get them.
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THE QUESTION IS, is Nan telling the truth? And if she is, 

what then? I have to, have to find out.








 





Chapter Two


BY GOD, Bill were a clever man. I don’t know what he saw in 

me. Sometimes, when he was a lad, they sent him home early 

from school because he’d done all his work. Teacher used to 

say, ‘Hesketh! Come out with your sums, an’ if they’re not 

finished, you’re in trouble.’ An’ he’d go up to t’ front and it’d all 

be done, all correct, and he’d be sent home at half-past three 

instead of four. He should have stayed on, he had a ’ead for 

learning, but he had to leave at thirteen for the wage, same 

as me.


So he went down the mines, like his father had, and hated 

it. He never got any proper rest. In the evenings he used to go 

to Bob Moss’s grocer’s shop and pack orders, then tek ’em 

round in a wheelbarrow. Then he started with TB and that was 

it, off to the Co-Op Convalescent Home at Blackpool, where 

he met his fiancée. Her name was Alice Fitton, she lived up 

Chorley way, and she was a bonny woman. She was brokenhearted 

when he finished with her to start courting me. I 

should have felt sorry but I didn’t. I had what I wanted. I’d seen 

the way my mother suffered and I knew the value of a good man.


After we married he got a job at Cooks’s paper mill, and 

took up with Bank Top Brass Band, playing tenor horn. He used 

to say they were one of the finest second-class amateur bands in the league. They practised every other day in a barn over the 

smithy, and paid a penny a week into funds. Once they played 

at the Winter Gardens at Southport in front of an audience of 

four thousand, and won a cup, it were t’ first time ever. The conductor, 

Mr Platt, was overwhelmed. By the time they got back 

home it was past midnight but he insisted they play Souza’s 

‘Semper Fidelis’ as they walked through the main street. ‘I don’t 

think as we’d better. We’ll wake everyone up,’ Bill had said. 

‘Well, then,’ Mr Platt told him, ‘we’ll tek our shoes and socks off.’


His chest stopped him playing in the finish; there was the 

TB, and he’d been smoking since he were thirteen. It kept him 

out o’ t’ war too, more or less; he stayed at home and was an 

ambulanceman for th’ Home Guard. We were never short of 

crepe bandage in this house. But it were his lungs that killed 

him in th’ end. He was only sixty-three. We’d been married 

forty-two years. And it was a happy marriage, oh it was. Except 

for the one thing.







*







Where do you go to get the answers when you’re 

seventeen? Well, you start by pushing your way through 

the Enchanted Forest of people around you who think 

they know the answers: parents, teachers, solve-your-life-in-twenty-minutes-magazine-article writers. Mum thinks 

ballsing up her own life makes her an expert on mine 

(now where’s the logic in that?), but what she fails to see 

is that I am about as much like her as she is like Nan, 

i.e. not at all. To look at us both you’d think I’d been 

found under a hedge. Bit of a relief if I had been, in some 

ways. It would certainly explain a lot.


Dad, of course, is conspicuous by his absence. Oh, I know where he lives, and it’s not so far away, but if I 

turned up on the doorstep and started asking for Advice 

about my personal life, he’d have kittens. It’s not his field. 

Anyway, I think I scare him.


Teachers, they mean well, most of them, but they just 

see everything in terms of exam results, as if your ‘A’-level 

grade print-out will have magically at the bottom a projected 

CV to tell you exactly where you’re going next. 

‘A A B B, Accountancy at Bristol, followed by a meteoric 

career with Touche Ross, marriage at twenty-six, a nice 

house in Surrey and two healthy children by the time 

you’re thirty (suggested names Annabel and Max).’


I suppose a normal girl would ask her friends, but I 

only have acquaintances, people I hang around with but 

never Talk to. Is it geography or psychology? John Donne 

wrote, ‘No man is an island’, but he didn’t live in Bank 

Top. Lucky bastard.


Part of the problem is that the village is at the back of 

beyond and there’s no one else from my form lives there. 

All the other kids from my class at primary school 

swarmed off to the Comp, sneering over their shoulders at 

me as they went: I see them around but they don’t want 

anything much to do with me now I’m officially A Snob. 

Most of the people who go to the Grammar live on the 

other side of Bolton (in, it’s got to be said, much bigger 

houses). I can’t drive – no money for lessons and though 

Dad’s promised faithfully to teach me I know this will 

never happen – and the buses stop running at 10.30. 

Mum can’t be ferrying me about because she doesn’t like 

to leave Nan unattended for fear of mad accidents. So 

here I am. It’s never worried me till now.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m not Billy No-mates, I know 

where to sit in the Common Room, I go out (and return 

early). I just don’t seem to have that need for intimacy 

that some girls do. Strolling around the field at lunchtime, 

sharing confidences, not my thing. But maybe I’d be 

like that wherever I lived. I was always on the outside at 

St Mary’s; the one helping Mrs Ainscough in the library 

at dinner break rather than playing Scott and Charlene 

by the bins. ‘You spend too much time in your own 

head,’ my mother once told me during a blazing row 

over nothing at all, and I hate to say it, but I think she was 

right.


So where was I going? Here, to this ordinary-looking 

modern semi on the outskirts of Bolton, a mere bus ride 

away from our house. Behind this front door with its glass 

panels of tulips, a figure moved.


‘Hang on a sec. I’m trying not to let the cat out.’ 

The door opened a fraction and a woman’s plump face 

appeared, squashed against the crack. ‘Can you – oh 

damn.’ A grey shape squeezed past our feet in an oily 

movement and was gone. ‘Never mind. Come in.’


I stepped into a white hallway full of swathed muslin 

and stippled walls, church candles and statuettes, Changing 

Rooms gone mad.


‘Hiya, I’m Jackie. Is it Charlotte? Great. Come 

through. Mind the crystals.’


I dodged the swinging mobiles as she led me along to 

a room at the back. This was all black and red and stank 

of patchouli. On the walls were pictures of Jackie when 

she had been younger (and slimmer) together with framed 

testimonials and a poster of a unicorn rearing up under a rainbow. The table was covered with a scarlet chenille

cloth. Jackie lit an incense burner in the corner.


‘Now. Take a seat and we’ll start with a palm reading.’


We sat with the corner of the dining table between us 

and she took my hand. The contact made me shiver and 

it was all I could do not to pull away.


‘Relax,’ she murmured, touching the soft pads of skin 

carefully. It felt really freaky. What the hell am I doing 

here, I thought. Jackie’s blonde head was bent and I 

could see her dark roots. Her nails were immaculately 

manicured and her fat fingers full of rings.


‘I bet you’re wondering what you’re doing here,’ she 

said without looking up.


Shit shit shit. ‘No, not at all.’ I could feel myself blushing. 

‘You were recommended. A girl at school, you told 

her not to panic when suitcases appeared in the hall, 

and then her dad left home, but he came back again two 

weeks later. She was dead impressed. She’s been telling 

everyone.’


‘Right.’ She shifted her bottom on the chair and 

leaned back, scrutinizing my face. ‘Only a lot of people 

feel self-conscious consulting a psychic.’


‘Yeah, well, I’ll be honest . . . I don’t know what to 

think. Does it matter? Am I going to interfere with the 

vibrations if I don’t, er, completely believe . . . ?’


‘No.’ Very assured. ‘What is it you want to know, 

Charlotte?’


‘I, um, oh God, now you’re asking. I think I need to 

know what to do with my life. I want somebody to tell 

me how to get out of Bank Top, ’cause it’s a dump, and 

where I’d be happy. Is there, like, somewhere I should be headed? Point me in the right direction. Show me how to 

change things.’ She was really listening, which unnerved 

me, I wasn’t used to it. ‘Because I thought I had, but everything’s 

just the same . . . Does any of this make sense?’


Her lids and lashes were heavy with make-up as she 

frowned, leaned forward again and studied my hand. 

Then she began to talk quickly and confidently, her gaze 

still fixed on my palm.


‘You’re an independent person. You are surrounded 

by conflict. You have moments of confusion and at times 

you feel nobody understands you.’


Welcome to the World of the Average Teenager, I 

thought.


‘There are a lot of choices coming up for you. You 

don’t know which path to take. Difficult times are ahead 

but things will resolve themselves by the end of the year.’


Presumably I’d have sorted out my university application 

by then.


‘You need to take particular care of your health over 

the next twelve months.’


‘My mother’s always on at me to eat fruit,’ I joked. No 

reaction.


‘Your love life will be complicated. Basically you have 

too soft a heart, but you try to hide it. You will find true 

love in the end, though.’


Yeah, well, I wouldn’t have expected to hear anything 

else. She wasn’t going to say, ‘You’ll shack up with a one-legged 

dwarf from Adlington and he’ll beat you nightly.’ 

My lips were forming a cynical smile when she pulled 

in her breath and whispered, ‘There’s somebody from the 

Other Side looking after you. He’s here now.’


A faint sad cry, like a child, made me freeze.


‘Oh, God.’ I half turned round, appalled. ‘A dead person?’ 

But there was only my reflection in the patio doors 

and the grey cat mewing to be let in.


‘A little boy.’


She waited for my response. I shrugged.


‘About eight or nine I’d say, dressed in old-fashioned 

clothes, a cloth cap and short trousers. Big thick boots, 

like clogs. He won’t tell me his name, he’s too shy. But 

he’s holding out forget-me-nots to you.’ Jackie’s face had 

gone blank-looking and she was focusing on a spot by my 

shoulder. It was beginning to spook me.


‘I don’t know any dead children. God, this is so 

weird.’


‘He’s very cold, very cold. He says you’re lucky, you’re 

a lucky person. He says you should make the most of your 

opportunities in life.’


The tension made me laugh. ‘He’s been talking to my 

mum. It’s a conspiracy.’


Jackie glared at me and let go of my hand. ‘He’s gone 

now.’ She made it sound as if it was my fault.


‘Good.’


‘But he’s never far away.’


‘Christ, don’t say things like that, I’ll never sleep at 

night.’


‘He’s a friend.’


‘Right.’


She got up and pulled the curtains across roughly. 

I could tell she was annoyed with me and I smirked 

nervously in the gloom. Then she lit candles and brought 

over a Tarot pack.


‘Do you want me to carry on with this?’ She had a 

penetrating stare; I felt like I was back in the first year at 

school.


‘Yeah, absolutely. Sorry.’ Might as well get my 

money’s worth.


‘Pick a card, then,’ she said.







‘Dirty little bugger,’ said Paul when I told him. ‘Here, 

this’ll shift him.’ He aimed a trainer at the empty space 

by the end of my bed. ‘Shoo. Go spy on someone else, 

kinky devil. Go back to your cloud and play with your 

harp or your pitchfork or whatever.’
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