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  ONE




  Hello.




  There are two things you should know about me:




  

    1. My name is Karen Carpenter, and




    2. Last month my boyfriend left me.


  




  I’ll get on to the boyfriend in a minute, but first let me tell you that having the same name as a 1970s pop star is no barrel of laughs. You may be thinking I’m as

  skinny as a rake, with poker-straight chestnut hair, sallow, sunken cheeks and dark brown eyes. You might also assume I have a voice like velvet and know my way round a drum kit, and on top of that

  you might presume I’m a dab hand at Solitaire. (Well, it’s the only game in town.)




  Sadly I am none of these things and have none of these skills or attributes. If you could actually see me, you’d probably be disappointed. I’m no fat old sow, but neither am I a

  Belsenesque size-zero skinnimalinx. I can hold a grudge, but I can’t hold a tune, and my favourite game’s Bullseye. I’ve never actually played it; I just like watching

  the reruns on TV. My hair is mousy with blonde highlights and a tendency to frizz, my eyes are blue with a tendency to squint when I’m really, really tired, and the nearest I get to playing

  the drums is when I have to hit one of my radiators a few times to get it working. (Temperamental radiators are the bane of my life. Or they were, till Michael left me. Oh damn. I said I’d

  get on to him in a bit.)




  I don’t want to mislead you. Although I may not slip into the skinny-minny category, I’m not a complete and utter minger. I once found a piece of paper at school that Yusef, one of

  our year tens, had written on. It was a top ten list of all the female teachers he wanted to shag. (It was called, coincidentally, ‘Top Ten Teacher Shags’.) I was number three. Number

  one was Constantine, the French teacher, who wears hot pants and low-cut tops, and is always dropping her folders on the main staircase like a damsel in distress so that the lads hurl themselves at

  her to help her out, so I’m not surprised. More unexpectedly, number two was Dorothy from religious education, but I think that’s because a rumour went round a few years ago saying

  she’d got drunk on a French trip and fellated a wine bottle for the amusement of the other staff. Complete rubbish, of course, but you try telling the kids that. So number three ain’t

  that bad. If it was in my nature, I might even take a bow. Of course, happiness, as I’ve discovered, is fleeting – when I told Danny from English about the list one day, he chortled

  into his polystyrene beaker of tepid coffee (our staffroom drinks machine is pants: you could bath a newborn baby in any of our ‘hot’ drinks) and pointed out that Yusef is blind in one

  eye.




  I later tried to verify this hypothesis by catching said eye in class when I thought no one else was looking. I carefully mouthed the word ‘Help!’ with an expression of panic on my

  face. I regretted it instantly. Yusef frowned, looked around and then said, ‘Is you OK, Miss, man?’




  I returned the frown and made out I had no idea what he was talking about and demanded he please get on with his work. I know. The shame. But at least I was able to tell Danny that he

  was full of crap when I saw him next.




  Back to my name. Think how many times you have to give out yours over the phone. Now imagine what that might feel like if it was vaguely ridiculous. Every time I ring the bank, or the

  satellite-TV people, or the gas, or the electric, they ask for my name, and when I give it, there’s always a pause. Or a giggle. Or a wisecrack. ‘Oh, I thought you were dead!’ is

  a common one. Or ‘I hope you’ve had something to eat!’ And only last week the woman in the call centre at my bank wondered if my password was ‘Sha-la-la-la’.

  It’s not.




  I know the name Karen Carpenter is quite a mundane one, erring on the humdrum. If it wasn’t for the fact that it was her name, it would definitely be dull. But if this

  doesn’t sound too bad to you, imagine this scenario. A woman moves in next door. You go round with a bag of sugar (because you’re like that – you’re delightful; I can just

  tell) and you say to her, ‘I’m —’ (insert your name here) and she goes, ‘Oh, hello, I’m Dolly Parton.’ Or, ‘Hi. I’m Beyoncé

  Knowles,’ or, ‘Hi. I’m Lulu.’ Admit it – if you didn’t perhaps laugh, you would definitely crack a smile. And I wouldn’t blame you. But that’s the

  sort of thing I’ve had to put up with all my life.




  Growing up in Liverpool, where everyone’s a comedian, was where the rot originally set in, especially when I hit my teens and got myself some puppy fat. When the hard kids at school

  rechristened me ‘Skinny Bitch’, they argued to the teachers that their nickname was not an ironic reference to my size, but to my namesake. Thankfully the teachers banned it, so they

  reverted to calling me ‘S.B.’ instead, which of course sounds completely innocuous to those not in the know, but to me, a whispered ‘S.B.!’ during double geography would

  make my skin burn with shame and give me the full-on horrors.




  I used to dream that I had a normal name, like all the other girls in my class. Colette Carpenter or Tracy Carpenter. But Karen? Karen? What were my parents thinking? Well. Their

  hackles rise if I so much as challenge them over it. You see, Karen was the name of Mum’s sister, and she died in a car crash when Mum was pregnant with me, so of course when Mum gave birth,

  the family was so uproarious with joy that she decided to name me after my dead, car-crashed aunt. Forgive me if that sounds cold and uncaring, but really . . . didn’t someone think to say to

  Mum, ‘Val, I know you’re knackered and you feel like you just pooped out a block of flats, but please . . . remember your surname. Call her Colette’?




  Hmm?




  No. Apparently there were tears of happiness in the Oxford Road Maternity Hospital, and my nan kept saying, ‘It’s like she’s still alive. It’s as if our little

  Karen’s still here!’




  I like to think she stopped for at least a second, adding, ‘Just a shame she now has the same name as a woman who’s known for two things: a fabulous pop voice and not eating her

  dinner.’




  I hope by now I have convinced you of some of the embarrassment involved in sharing a name with a recording artist. Oh God, I sound like a complete teacher, saying that. Like I’m doing a

  lesson plan and recapping to check everyone’s up to speed with me. If I was doing a lesson plan right now, it would have two aims: to illuminate the issues involved in having a silly name,

  and to establish that I am newly single.




  Single. Oh heck. That. I said I’d get on to Michael leaving me. Suppose I better do that now. Here we go.




  Michael and I were together for nearly twenty years. That’s a lifetime, if you’re twenty, and it represents a lot of haircuts/crow’s feet. It’s the section in my life

  from ages sixteen to thirty-six. Help.




  Michael’s an affable chap who won a ‘Who Looks the Most Like Bart Simpson?’ contest at Butlins when he was fifteen, which will a) date him, and b) give you an idea of what he

  looks like. Or looked like at fifteen. Except he didn’t really look like the cartoon character. People assumed he’d dusted himself down with yellow chalk, whereas in fact he had gone

  that colour overnight and was later diagnosed with hepatitis C, from which he nearly died and spent months in hospital.




  Things had been great between Michael and me, mostly. He really was the full package: decent, caring, could put up a few shelves and was drop-dead gorgeous. I know he’s gorgeous because

  whenever I’ve put pictures of him on Facebook, people who don’t know him post comments such as: God, Karen, your man is well tasty. LOL.




  Or: OMG, Kagsy, well jel.




  Of course, the unspoken subtext of sentences like that would be: And what the hell’s he doing with you, you fat knacker?




  Or even: Punching above your weight there, you hefty bitch. LOL.




  I’m not really fat, of course. It’s just when your namesake’s synonymous with anorexia, every time you look in the mirror you see Mount Vesuvius staring back.




  I once got very jealous when I saw that some woman he worked with – Laura – had written on Michael’s Facebook, under a particularly nice shot of him: Were U born that handsome? Stunning eyes.




  I really wanted to write underneath it: Hands off, bitch – he’s mine.




  Luckily Michael talked me out of it. Well, laughed me out of it, saying that this Laura was away with the fairies and was on another planet. Which, thinking about it now, wasn’t that

  reassuring, bearing in mind she’s a safety officer for London Underground. You see, Michael is a Tube driver. He works on the Jubilee line. I’d never given much thought to the men and

  women who drive the trains beneath the streets of the capital before he started driving. Now that he’s left me, I wonder if I’ll ever be able to bring myself to get on one again.




  Being a Tube driver just about sums him up really, and by that I don’t mean that he is deep. (Even though he is. A bit. He is into Leonard Cohen – does that count?) I don’t

  know if you know many people who work on the London Underground, but having spent so long with Michael, I do. And if you think about it, their jobs and lives revolve round helping people. Helping

  people get from A to B, with no snobbery – there’s no class divide on a Tube. We, the paying public, are their number-one priority, so they put others before themselves. And while

  transporting us from A to B, our safety is paramount, so they need to be lean, clean transportation machines. Consequently Michael rarely drank, never took drugs and always put others before

  himself. You might think that makes him sound like a boring bugger, but actually he is a laugh and can get pissed as a fart when he fancies it. Just not the night before he starts a shift at four

  in the morning.




  I know I’ve made the entire staff of a rather large organization sound like a heavenly host of angels – and I’m sure the next time you cross a surly cleaner on the Northern

  line, you’ll be thinking, Jesus, Karen, did you never meet this one? – but generalizations are like clichés: there’s a large grain of truth in there somewhere.




  The one thing Michael did that wasn’t exactly angelic was leave me. He did so just over a month ago. Three weeks before Christmas to be precise. Perfect timing. I came back late from

  school one evening. We’d had a departmental meeting and then I’d slipped to the local pub, the Who’d’ve Thought It?, for a dry white on the way home with some of the English

  department and got in to find an envelope Sellotaped to the kettle. In that envelope was a letter.




  

    

      Dear Karen,




      I’m sorry but I can’t do this anymore. You know I’ve been unhappy for a while. I think the only way I’m going to be happy is if I go.

      I’m sorry I’m such a coward I can’t tell you to your face. Don’t come looking for me, and don’t worry about me – I’ll be fine. And you deserve better

      anyway.




      Michael


    


  




  What stung the most was not the content – that after nearly twenty years he was throwing in the towel – but the fact that he’d not put a kiss after his name. I’d noticed

  he’d stopped putting kisses on his texts about six months earlier. I’d attributed it to him being busy with work, but now that this might well be his last ever communication with me,

  and still no kiss . . . well, I burst out crying. Daft, eh? Not even really crying for the fact that he had left me, but that he had cared so little about me that he’d not even put a

  kiss.




  He’d not thrown in the towel at all. He’d dropped it limply at his feet and grunted in a fashion that conveyed the meaning of a sort of ‘Make of my towel-dropping what you

  will.’




  The next few hours were a bit of a blur, but I went and lay on the bed, staring at the wallpaper, staring at the fake sunflower Michael had ‘planted’ in a tub by the window. I must

  have lain there for hours, catatonic. The next morning I was still lying on my side of the bed, still staring. It was as if I hadn’t blinked once. And all night long the thought had been

  trapped in my head.




  Michael had left me.




  A thought so huge it was beating the shell of my skull. A manic thought in the padded cell of my mind, desperate for escape but unable to find a way to break out. A thought growing bigger and

  bigger until it would become too much for me and for the umpteenth time I would burst out crying.




  Michael had left me.




  And throughout the weeks that followed the thought was very rarely absent. Unlike Michael, it never left me. My only respite was the mornings when I’d wake and, for a few fleeting moments,

  not remember. But then of course I would. I always would. And slowly but surely I’d start to sink.




  One thing I’ve learned to do over the last month or so is zone out. Thinking about him leaving makes me sad, so I have become very adept at turning my mind into a sort of Internet browser,

  clicking on link after link after link, zooming off in opposing directions from the place I started, thinking of more and more things that move me away from the sadness. The downside to this is I

  spend so much time in my head that I’m often unaware of what I’m doing physically.




  Like now.




  I appear to be in a park. This happens a lot lately: I find myself in a place with scant recollection of getting there. It’s dark. The moon is piercing the trees and it’s reflected

  in the puddles. Peering through the leaves, I can see what look like low-level multicoloured stars beaming out. Blues, reds, yellows. Christmas lights from the crescent of houses circumnavigating

  the park. They make me think of home.




  Home.




  Where is my home now?




  I have to think for a second, and then I remember.




  Well, there’s the house I shared with Michael. Better head there, even though since his departure it’s not felt like home. I leave the park, retracing the steps I must have taken,

  heading to the place that used to be warm, the place I used to love returning to, but that now just leaves me feeling cold and sad.




  God, I sound miserable and sorry for myself, don’t I?




  I tell myself to cheer up. Mind over matter. If I make myself smile, then I will feel unmiserable and happy. And the world will smile with me. And I will never feel depressed again. It works for

  about two minutes. I get some funny looks from passers-by, as I am clearly grinning like the madwoman who escaped from the loony bin. Then all of a sudden I am caught up short, winded. A red neon

  circle, slashed by a blue line.




  I am outside a Tube station.




  Why do they have to have so many Tube stations in London? Don’t they know I am suffering? Don’t they realize that every time I see one it’s like a slap round the face?




  I freeze at the entrance. I could go down there. I could go down there and get on a train and find him. I could work my way through every single Tube until I found him. I could climb into his

  car, slap him round the face and say, ‘Why? Why did you leave me? What did I do that was so bad that you couldn’t bear to share your life with me anymore? I don’t buy

  this “it’s not you, it’s me” bollocks. Tell me. Please!’




  Because the weirdest thing about him going was that he offered no explanation. He didn’t tell me why. Nearly twenty years down the pan and nothing. Zilch. Nada. I tried phoning him to ask

  – in fact, it was the first thing I did after reading the letter on the kettle – but the minute I called his mobile, I heard it ringing in the kitchen drawer. He’d not even taken

  it with him. I had no idea where he’d gone. I have no idea where he is. I don’t know if he’s run off with someone else. I could find out. Ask his friends, his mum. But I simply

  don’t want to know.




  And yet if I just went down these stairs, if I just went into the hot draught of his subterranean world, I might find him, confront him, discover. For some reason, though, I don’t want

  to.




  I turn. I hurry on. It starts to rain and I feel like I’m running through one of those smudged pastel drawings of night-time London that they sell in the tourist shops, the sort that look

  like they were drawn in 1968. London looks so much nicer at night, lit up like a Christmas tree all year long. In the day, though, especially round here, it’s just grey, grey, grey. As I run,

  I am overcome by waves of sadness. I know why. For years I have sent waves of affection and love out to someone else, and I still send out those waves, but because he’s not here anymore to

  receive them, they just spray back and engulf me.




  In the end I run out of breath. I take a bus to our street.




  My street. It is my street now – I have to remember that.




  I am bedraggled. Everyone on the bus is. We sit alongside each other, squelching every time the bus judders, puddles collecting at our feet.




  I let myself into the house and the first thing that strikes me is that it’s freezing. It’s been quite a mild Christmas, but the central heating’s been playing up and I’m

  not brilliant at sorting out practical stuff like that. That was always Michael’s domain. I head to the boiler and click it off and on again and hope for the best. I take off my coat and put

  on two cardies and a woolly hat with flaps. I try the tap in the kitchen and am briefly excited that, for the time being anyway, the hot water appears to be working. I hotfoot it upstairs to the

  bathroom and run a bath. I have to go back to work tomorrow, and at least if I can have a bath tonight, I won’t be too embarrassed if there’s no hot in the morning. If I can grab one

  now, I won’t be too smelly for school.




  I feel a little wave of dread roll over me as I luxuriate in the hot water. Much as I am looking forward to the start of the spring term and having lots to take my mind off my current

  predicament, I am not relishing the prospect of the sympathetic looks in the staffroom, or the loaded questions.




  ‘How was your Christmas?’




  ‘How are you?’




  ‘How’re you getting on?’




  The last thing I want to do is get emotional by the photocopier. Everyone knows what’s going on. Not everyone will care, mind you, but enough people will feel they have to say something,

  see how I am. Which of course on one level is lovely, but on another I find cringeworthily mortifying. Everyone knows because I took a week off before we broke up for the Christmas holidays and bad

  news travels fast. The morning after getting the Letter, I phoned in sick and pretended to have flu, but word soon got round after I told Meredith from PE in Tesco. Well, she asked how I was and I

  burst out crying in the Home Baking aisle and before I knew it, I had the head Skyping me and telling me to take as much time off as I needed. Our head, Ethleen, is very into technology. In fact,

  she says technology is her ‘thang’. I hate it when she says ‘thang’, but she’s OK once you chip away at the psychobabble and her insistence that the kids aren’t

  pupils or students but ‘learners’. If you ignore all that, she’s a bit of a laugh and her heart’s in the right place.




  I have a little panic.




  The first thing that will happen in the staffroom tomorrow will be that we have our Monday-morning briefing. Basically this means that Ethleen comes in, claps her hands to get our attention and

  then fills us in on anything we need to know.




  I am worried.




  I am worried that she’ll say, ‘OK, guys, it’s a welcome back to Karen Carpenter. Sadly Karen’s partner, Michael, left her a few weeks ago. No idea why – I’ve

  not gone into details – but obviously what she’d really like is if each and every one of you could go up to her, hug her inappropriately and ask her lots of questions about it. Is she

  rubbish in the sack? for example. That kind of thing. She’s doing OK to good-ish, I’d say, as her newfound misery has clearly not stopped her eating. The fat moose.’




  I snap myself out of this reverie. There’s no way Ethleen would say something like that in a staff briefing. Although when Kirsty in humanities had that miscarriage, Ethleen did

  say something like, ‘It’s lovely to have you back, Kirsty. Hope everything goes smoothly for you.’ Kirsty went beetroot and picked imaginary fluff off her imaginary cardy (she was

  wearing a puffa jacket) and didn’t know where to put herself, while all the blokes shuffled from foot to foot, and the women all looked at Kirsty and smiled sympathetically and slightly

  patronizingly. Apart from Gina from science. Basically, if you’ve got a headache, she’s got a brain tumour, so she sucked her teeth, gave an ironic laugh and nodded in the direction of

  Kirsty as if to say, ‘I have had twenty-three miscarriages, babe. Do not get me started on mass mourning.’




  I am just toying with the idea of missing out on the Monday-morning briefing altogether and hiding in my office with two Fruit Pastilles in my ears when there is a noise downstairs. A key in the

  door. I hear the front door open. Footsteps. What sounds like a bag being dropped onto carpet. And I just know. I do, I just know.




  Oh my God.




  Michael has come home.










  




  TWO




  The salmon-pink swing coat I see slung over the banister as I run down the stairs and the casually discarded Ugg boots in the hall tell me that maybe it’s not Michael

  who’s just let himself in. And when I hear a croakily contraltoed ‘Fly Me to the Moon coming from the kitchen, I realize with a crashing blow that it is of course my mum.




  How? How have I forgotten that she is staying? Am I going mad?




  Mum appears in the kitchen doorway with a box of Findus Crispy Pancakes in one hand and some broccoli in the other and looks confused. (Huh. She’s confused? I’m the one

  who’s forgotten she’s even staying.)




  ‘I think you’ve got rats in your loft. I can hear a real scritch-scratching tonight,’ she says, perturbed.




  Oh well. Beats bats in the belfry, I suppose.




  ‘You all right, love?’




  I nod, smiling, as if to say, ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’




  She looks me up and down curiously, as if to say, ‘Well, you’re the one stood in a fluffy pink dressing gown, fresh from the bath, no towel, dripping water on your parquet-effect

  flooring that you got for a knock-down price in the Ikea sale, if you please.’




  I hurry back to the bath.




  Mum came to stay last week, convinced that since the split I’d be wasting away to nothing and would only get through this with the aid of her good old-fashioned home cooking, which in her

  book is a vast array of frozen produce mixed up with fresh green veg. Yes, Mum really has been to Iceland. It was the day before Christmas Eve, and she breezed in laden down with three

  matching fake-Gucci travel bags and a two-thirds-sized artificial Christmas tree. She likes things that are two-thirds their normal size. My dad is known as Pint-Sized Vern down the Legion, they

  live in a house called Val’s Cottage (it’s not a cottage – it’s just a two-up, two-down terraced house with antwacky latticed windows, but the ceilings are so low a dwarf

  would be claustrophobic), and her favourite Disney song is ‘It’s a Small World (After All)’.




  She claimed she’d arrived because she couldn’t bear to think of me being on my own over the festive period, but I was all too aware of the real reason. She’d clearly had a row

  with Dad and wanted some space, as well as some time to explore one of her favourite cities. Mum has long had a habit of suddenly texting to say she’s just got off a train at Euston and would

  be arriving at the house in half an hour. She will then appear, bedraggled, on the doorstep, in a cloud of excuses and Tweed by Lentheric, claiming she’s had another ‘fight’ with

  Dad and had to come to London or else she’d be ‘serving an eighteen’ in Holloway My mum is prone to exaggeration. Dad has never laid a finger on her in his life; in fact,

  she’s more likely to clobber him. The thing about my mum is, she has to have drama wherever she goes. She likes to be the eye of the storm. As my dad succinctly and precisely puts it,

  ‘She could start a fight in an empty room, that one.’




  I think part of the reason I’m quite shy and retiring – on the surface at least – is because my mum is so loud and ‘out there’. Everything about her has volume: her

  hair, her voice, her clothes, her stature. As a child, I wondered if she was the lady upon a white horse that they rode to Banbury Cross to see in that nursery rhyme, as my mum did always appear to

  have rings on her fingers and bells on her toes – she wore that many bangles, anklets and so on that she only had to take one step across a room and she sounded like an epileptic wind

  chime.




  When I was a kid, she sold Marks & Spencer’s seconds on a stall in Garston Market, so was used to and comfortable with the sound of her own booming voice. When I was about eight, she

  got bored on her market stall and decided to mix it up by introducing a little ‘friend’ to help her sell the misshapen duvets and pillowcases. Her little friend was a cuddly teddy bear

  that she had customized into a ventriloquist’s puppet, and sometimes she would speak to the customers through him. Or Cheeky, as he became known.




  Let me get one thing straight: Mum was no Roger De Courcey. She made no attempt to disguise the fact that her mouth was moving when Cheeky was speaking; nor did she alter her voice when doing

  the voice of Cheeky. Cheeky, in fact, sounded just like Mum. What she did to hide her moving mouth was hold Cheeky up in front of her face whenever he ‘spoke’. It is not the best

  technique in the world, you have to admit.




  However. This didn’t stop a lot of people at Garston Market telling Mum what a character Cheeky was. How funny he was. What sparkling repartee he had. Crowds used to gather to wonder at

  the hilarious stand-up act of performance art that went on at the Marks’s seconds stall three times a week. I say crowds, but I never saw them, though Mum described them as ten deep on

  occasion. (As I said, prone to exaggeration.)




  Anyway, the upshot of all this attention was that Mum decided it was high time to pack in the market stall and pursue a career as a ventriloquist. Which was a great idea, except that:




  

    

      1. She couldn’t speak without moving her lips, and




      2. She couldn’t speak without moving her lips.


    


  




  That certainly didn’t stop her having her van resprayed with ‘Val Carpenter and Cheeky the Liverpool Bear!’ on the side. She took an advert in both the Stage and the

  local paper, the Echo, announcing that ‘due to popular demand’ she and Cheeky were now ‘available for bookings!!!’




  And yes, she did put three exclamation marks. And she had professional photographs taken at a studio on Allerton Road. For months afterwards her huge portrait adorned their shop window, Mum

  smiling so hard she looked like she was trying to expel something, and holding Cheeky up as if to say, ‘Look – I’ve found the elixir of life, and he is a foot-high teddy bear in a

  shell suit top. Share with me my discovery, my joy!’ A bright orange star had been cut out of cardboard and attached to the corner of the portrait. On it, in marker pen, someone had

  written:




  

    Local celebrity Val Collins


    and Peeky the Bear


  




  Which got Mum’s blood boiling and she went in to complain, insisting they change it to ‘Local celebrity Val Carpenter and Cheeky the Liverpool Bear.’ Although she knew it would

  be a challenge to get that on a small bit of cardboard, she was sure they could if they really tried.




  She must have rubbed them up the wrong way, though, because instead of altering the star, they removed the photo from the window altogether, claiming it had ‘made them a laughing

  stock’. Mum just wasn’t as famous as she liked to think she was. Or, as they put it, ‘You’re no Edwina Currie.’




  In order to ‘up her profile’ – as she explained she was doing one night to Dad over a high tea of fish fingers and mashed potato, easy on the peas – she decided she was

  going to ‘crack the schools market’. Dad looked slightly alarmed, but I thought no more of it.




  Until a few weeks later during assembly at school when our headmistress, Mrs Girvan (who had a gold tooth), announced we were going to learn all about road safety. Nothing amazing there, but

  then she added, ‘With none other than Cheeky the Liverpool Bear.’ I froze. What fresh hell was this? The doors at the back of the assembly hall swung open, a tape of a piano started to

  play, and Mum walked in wearing a pillar-box-red safari suit and carrying Cheeky, singing a song that went along the lines of:




  

    

      

        

          Look left, look right.




          Only cross if it’s all right.




          Look back, look ahead




          If you wanna make sure you’re not dead.




          Find a zebra or a pelican




          If you don’t wanna be a skeleton.




          Do not dawdle. Do not bop.




          Do not hit the lollipop




          Lady . . .


        


      


    


  




  Anyway, this room full of approximately two hundred under-elevens knew this song was complete rubbish. A few kids looked round to gauge my reaction.




  One boy leaned in and said, ‘Isn’t that your mum?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘It is, Karen. That’s your mum.’ Another voice, more insistent.




  ‘How can it be my mum?’ I blustered as Mum carried on singing her way to the front of the hall. ‘My mum’s . . . dead!’




  Whoops. No one was going to believe me, were they?




  ‘Liar!’




  ‘Yeah, you lying bitch!’




  I blushed. They were on to me. Something, possibly, to do with my mum singing into a head mic at the front of the assembly hall right now, a teddy covering her face, as our headmistress was

  tapping her foot in time to the ‘beat’. But then I heard a girl whisper behind me, ‘It might be true. My mam said someone else is working on the Marks’s stall

  now.’




  I saw various mouths drop open in shock and eyes watering in sympathy. I didn’t care that I had lied, because when I looked ahead and saw Mum jigging about with the shell-suited teddy, I

  wanted to kill her.




  I know I shouldn’t have said it. I know it was really bad of me. Lying’s always bad, and this was one lie that would be pretty hard to keep going, right?




  Wrong.




  I kept it up for almost a month. It was amazingly easy to do. I suppose because, looking back, children will believe anything. Or they did in those dim and distant days, even if the obvious was

  staring them in the face. A bit like if I now said to some (admittedly young) kids at school, ‘See this wall? Although it looks white to the naked eye, it is in fact blue. It’s an

  amazing new blue that appears white but is in fact blue.’




  After a while you might say to those children, ‘What colour is this wall?’




  They would look at this white, white wall and answer, ‘That wall is blue.’




  So as long as I had the odd pretend cry at school and said things during the dinner break like, ‘God, this chicken à la king with mash really reminds me of my mum. I wish she

  wasn’t dead,’ and as long as I didn’t take them back to the house, then no one would really know the difference.




  But of course Bryony Cathcart had to go and spoil everything in class one day. Mrs Tipping was asking us to bring in photos of our families for a project, so Bryony put up her hand and said,

  ‘Miss? What should Karen do, Miss? ’Cos her mum’s, like, dead.’




  Mrs Tipping frowned, glanced at me, then shook her head at Bryony. ‘That’s not very grown-up, Bryony. And not very nice. Get on with your work.’




  ‘No, it’s true, Miss.’ Debbie Fontaine was backing her up.




  Mrs Tipping glanced at me. This didn’t look good.




  ‘She died in a freak tornado at Rhyl Sun Centre while she was there on a Dooleys tribute weekend.’




  Why? Why had I said that? Why couldn’t I have just said she died peacefully in her sleep like a normal person? Why had I had to have her blowing away in a cyclone at a North Wales holiday

  destination?




  ‘She’s not dead, Debbie,’ Mrs Tipping said calmly.




  ‘She is, Miss. Her funeral was at the Protestant Cathedral,’ Debbie argued.




  ‘Well, she had half of it there,’ added Bryony, ‘and the other half at the Catholic Cathedral.’




  Now Mrs Tipping was looking quite scared.




  ‘’Cos she was halfy-halfy,’ explained Debbie.




  Again, why? Why had I said that? Why had I described such an elaborate funeral? What was I thinking?




  I screwed up my face in a ‘what the frig are they on about?’ look.




  ‘Then they went on to a really nice synagogue, Miss,’ added Jamie-Lee Morton, ‘’cos she was really into Jews.’




  Oh. God.




  Mrs Tipping was not happy. When she gave Jamie-Lee, Debbie and Bryony detention, I knew my days were numbered. You see, it’s one thing lying to other kids – they’ll swallow

  anything – but grown-ups are a different matter entirely. I was quite convinced that grown-ups were part of a club and they all knew each other’s doings. So if my mum and dad had a row

  on a Tuesday night about a colour scheme for scatter cushions to go with the three-piece suite, I quite expected Mrs Tipping to have an opinion on the decision the next day. So it completely stood

  to reason that Mrs Tipping knew full well my mother was alive and parading herself round as a ventriloquist of dubious repute in the schools of south Liverpool, and of course if she had

  died in a freak act of God, then surely she would know.




  My assumptions were right.




  ‘Why did you tell everyone Mum was dead, Karen?’ asked Dad that night, following a very long pause as we ate a tea of chicken Kievs and green beans.




  I shrugged. I couldn’t tell the truth, could I?




  ‘Well, isn’t it obvious?’ asked Mum, who was taking this far better than I thought she would. She even had a chuckle in her voice. Dad looked at her.




  Oh God, she was going to say it: The child is embarrassed that I am such a dreadful ventriloquist. I hang my head in shame and hang my fistable teddy on the back of the bedroom door, never

  to be seen in public again.




  No such luck. Instead she said, ‘You’ve let her watch too many Hammer House of Horror films, so she’s got a morbid fascination with death.’




  She said it almost proudly, like it was something to brag about, something that made me different and interesting. Beguiling, bewitching. I was almost won over.




  ‘Ergo . . .’ she continued – I had no idea what or who Ergo was – ‘. . . she has chosen me, the most important person in her life, and wondered what it would be

  like if I was . . . a goner.’




  Dad rolled his eyes, and I wasn’t surprised. I’d watched about two movies and hated them both. Mum just hated him watching them. That’s what this was really about.




  ‘Don’t roll your eyes at me, Vernon.’




  ‘Nothing to do with Cheeky, then,’ Dad muttered under his breath.




  ‘Vernon!’ snapped Mum, as if he was the one being cheeky.




  We continued to eat in silence.




  To maintain the pretence that I was indeed obsessed with death, I took to watching more horror movies, reading the death announcements in the Echo and mysteriously circling some of them

  with red pen. I also claimed to want to be an embalmer when I grew up. Mum loved my new fascination and actively encouraged it. This culminated in her taking me to look round the local

  undertaker’s and chapel of rest.




  As we gazed on our fourth corpse, Mum leaned in and said, ‘This one’s been garrotted. I think it’s drugs-related,’ and I realized I was starting to feel faint.




  I looked up at her and said, ‘I think I’m over my obsession with death.’




  She looked down at me, rather disappointed.




  And then I really did faint.




  The other kids at school were slightly more tricky to shake off. After word spread that I was a liar, liar, pants on fire, because I’d claimed my mum was dead when she wasn’t, I did

  a counterattack with, ‘Well, you’ll never guess what. The police came to our house and said they’d made a terrible mistake. It wasn’t my mum who was blown away by the

  tornado. It was just someone who had the same snood as her.’




  It was the 1980s.




  ‘And now she’s home and it’s amazing. I’ve got my mum back again.’




  ‘Where’s she been?’




  ‘I can’t tell you. It’s top secret. Well, I could tell you, but then the secret police would come round and kill you.’




  ‘Which secret police?’




  ‘I can’t tell you. It’s a secret.’




  And guess what? It actually worked.




  So what did I learn from this little experience?




  Lying works. Kids will believe anything.




  I lie in the bath, contemplating my navel. Literally. The water has gone cold, but it’s OK, as miraculously the central heating appears to have come on. Maybe Mum has the

  magic touch. Or maybe she threatened to bring Cheeky out of retirement unless the boiler sorted itself, so it did.




  Thinking about this lying-to-kids thing, and how easy it is, I wonder if I ever do it now I am a fully grown-up grown-up. And lying there in the bath, I think (and I must be feeling bitter now)

  that yes, I do. I stand up in front of them every day, at school, and lie to them. I say, ‘Work hard and you can achieve. Settle down and listen to your teachers and the world’s your

  oyster. You can do anything with your lives. Why, you could even be a future prime minister, or . . . or . . . president of the United States!’




  Whereas really maybe I should in fact be saying, ‘You’re screwed. Really screwed. You live on a shit estate. You have zero prospects. Half your parents don’t care, and if they

  don’t, why is it my responsibility to improve your life? I wish you well, but, you know, maybe you should go out with the local dealer and have kids at sixteen. There’s far more

  likelihood of that than you becoming the next Barack Obama.’




  Then I hate myself for even thinking that, because someone might have said that to me once upon a time, but they didn’t. And I’ve done all right for myself.




  Or have I?




  Thirty-six years of age, abandoned by my boyfriend and having to have my mum move back in with me to make sure I’m OK. Over bloody Christmas.




  Oh yeah, Karen Carpenter, you’ve done really well for yourself.




  I dry and change into my nightie and dressing gown, then decide to choose an outfit for tomorrow, to save time in the morning. I open my bedroom wardrobe and two things sadden me, just when

  I’m trying to feel positive about tomorrow’s fresh start.




  The first is Michael’s side of the wardrobe. His clothes hang there neatly, untouched. For the millionth time I wonder why he didn’t take them with him. Has he gone and joined a

  naturist commune? The thought, ridiculous as it is, stings me. He never particularly enjoyed being naked in my presence. Why has he changed so much, hmm? Is he having some sort of mid-life crisis?

  And if he is not at a nudey commune, then what on earth is he wearing? Is he just wearing the uniforms he keeps in his locker at work? Has he, in fact, been squirrelling away outfits without my

  knowledge over the last few months, readying for the day he’d leave, so that he would be spared the effort of carrying a case with him? Rather than letting my mind boggle with these useless,

  fruitless worries, I slam his side of the wardrobe shut and open mine.




  Which is when I see the second thing.




  What looks like a thin ivory satin shift hanging from the rail. My wedding dress. Michael and I were planning on getting married in the summer. June, to be precise. But that dress didn’t

  just represent a future full of hope and opportunities; it also represented the tantalizing prospect of the day when I wouldn’t be Karen Carpenter anymore. I would be Karen Fletcher. No more

  anorexia jokes. No more ‘Calling Occupants of Interplanetary Craft’ gags. Normality. Mundaneness. Banality. Bring it on.




  But not anymore.




  I run my fingers over the thin, delicate material, thinking of what might have been, thinking of the day I would have worn it. How I might have felt. The person I was going to become.




  I sigh and close the wardrobe door, and decide I can choose my outfit tomorrow.




  Just then I hear Mum calling me down for my tea.










  




  THREE




  I want to live in suburbia. I want to live in a nice street of nice houses and nice neighbours. I want to have a car in the drive with pink fluffy dice that announce me as

  girly. I want to get in said car every morning and drive to school listening to Chris Evans. As well as the dice hanging from the rear-view mirror, I would also have an air freshener hanging there

  too. Each time I’d get into the car, I’d sniff and sigh contentedly, secure in the knowledge that my car smelt nice. Nice. Such an underrated word. Why can’t my world be nice?




  Sadly I don’t live in Suburbia. I live in East Ham. Also, it’s so impractical having a car in London. Driving to school would take approximately three and a half weeks. On a good

  day. The Tube is the most practical way of getting from A to B, where A is my house and B is my workplace. Speed is of the essence, of course, but the downside is that when you travel by train, you

  don’t have the luxury of a boot or a messy back seat, just the inconvenience of having to carry everything. So each day I look like Fatima Whitbread as I juggle scores of exercise books,

  lesson plans, pencil cases, etc., on public transport. (NBI don’t really look like Fatima Whitbread. I was just trying to give the impression of a muscly-lady-type person lifting large,

  clunky items.)




  In my fantasy version of driving to school, I would arrive calm, centred and more fragrant than Pippa Middleton’s thong. In reality, after battling the rush-hour throng, I will usually

  arrive bedraggled, sweaty, runny of make-up and in a general state of fumingness that working in a school does little to alleviate.




  Today I am nervous as I swipe my Oyster card over the magic eye as I enter the Underground. As the partner of a Tube driver, I get free travel all year round, but this is the first time I have

  used the Underground since Michael went and I am worried he will have cancelled this and my card wont work. I am fearful that when I scan it, an alarm will go off and a big, flashing red sign will

  appear above the escalator screaming:




  

    DUMPED LADY TRYING TO GET FREE TRAVEL!


    DUMPED LADY TRYING TO GET FREE TRAVEL!


  




  I check the red sign. It says:




  

    NO REPORTED INCIDENTS


  




  Am I soon to be an incident?




  I swipe. I check the sign. Nothing. Still:




  

    NO REPORTED INCIDENTS


  




  The gates open and I am allowed through. My card still works. I sail through unhindered. Well, as unhindered as you can be with three bags and a clutch of hardbacks. As I descend the escalator,

  I worry. How long will it be before Michael remembers? How long will it be before he’s at work one day and his boss says, ‘Oi, Mike, you know you’ve still got your free partner

  pass?’ and Michael swears quietly and tells his boss to delete me from the system?




  Actually, that is what has happened to me: I have been deleted from Michaels system. I am no longer important to him. Whereas once upon a time I was the centre of his universe, now I am

  nothing.




  You’re nothing to me. That’s what they say in movies all the time, when the teen heroine ditches the hero at the prom or something after she’s caught him necking the

  class slut. You’re nothing to me. In fact, what she really means is: ‘You mean a great deal to me, which is why your slut-necking saddens me, but no way am I going to give you

  the satisfaction of showing you how much I care, so instead I will say, “You’re nothing to me.”’




  Whereas actually if Michael said that to me now, he would mean every word.




  As I sit on the Tube, I realize I am thinking about him and so my mind automatically darts off to different places to avoid the numbness or pain, to avoid the tears, to avoid the anxiety. I find

  myself pinballing between the latest Jessie J video I’ve seen, Meryl Streep in The Iron Lady, the fact that I need to get Toilet Duck and wondering how many people on the planet are

  starving. I pinball so much I almost miss my stop.




  Depending on the weather, and how much I am carrying, it is either a fifteen-minute walk or a five-minute bus ride from the Tube station to Fountain Woods School. As it’s the first day

  back, it looks like rain, and I am armed with hardbacks, I plump for the bus. Sometimes the bus is a bad move, as I have to share it with students, but today I have got in nice and early, thus

  avoiding all contact with them just yet. I stare at the driver from my seat. The back of his head, the flash of his eyes in the rear-view mirror.




  Drivers. I’m not sure whether, as a breed, I like them anymore.




  I wonder if he left his girlfriend over Christmas, and if so, why? I wonder if he left his clothes and his phone and reinvented himself somewhere else, with a whole new wardrobe. I wonder if his

  ex-girlfriend got on at the next stop, whether he would apologize, offer an explanation. I am almost tempted to go and ask him these hypothetical questions, but then it is time for me to get

  off.




  Oh well. Probably for the best.




  Fountain Woods School is ugly. There are no two ways about it. Whichever architect thought that breezeblocks and concrete slabs with porthole windows and carport-style covered walkways would

  make kids’ hearts sing as they came to school each day and therefore want to work harder as a result was very much mistaken. If this building was a human, it’d be a tattooed

  seventeen-year-old lad hanging around outside the off-licence giving you evils. Once you got to know him, he’d be a laugh. He’d have a heart of gold, in fact. He’d probably love

  his old nan, but the first impression would be pretty scary. I cross the near-empty car park and head inside.




  The first thing you see when you come into the foyer is a six-foot-high poster saying, ‘Welcome to Fountain Woods School.’ Embroidered on the left of the poster is a fountain and on

  the right some woods, despite there being neither in the local vicinity. Between the fountain and the woods is a string of people. All colours, heights, abilities. Two are in wheelchairs. One

  appears to be a drag queen. Our message is loud and clear: all are welcome here.




  I am distracted by what sounds like machine-gun fire to my left. I know what it will be even before I turn my head to look. Behind an oversized serving hatch sits our chief secretary, Rochelle.

  She has hair like a 1970s porn star, and a face like a boiled sweet. She’s one of those women who looks about seventeen from the back and seventy from the front. The machine-gun fire is the

  sound of her nails on the keyboard she is typing on right now. As she types at approximately three hundred words a minute, it’s quite a sound.




  She looks up at me and, without stopping her nails from clattering on her keyboard, asks, ‘Have a nice Christmas, Karen?’




  OK, so she is pretending nothing bad has happened. This I can deal with. This I prefer.




  ‘Yes, thanks, Rochelle. You?’ I smile.




  She nods. ‘Yeah. I went to Cornwall. It was lovely.’




  ‘Lovely,’ I say, and move on.




  Rochelle is odd. I know for a fact that her husband left her a few months ago, and I know for a fact that he left her for another woman. Another woman who lives in Cornwall. I know this because

  I was told by some of the dinner ladies. Basically, if you want to know anything about what’s going on in a school, ask the dinner ladies. They know everything. I could probably ask them

  where Michael is and they’d know.




  I’m relieved that Rochelle chose to pretend everything was OK in her world and mine too. It means I don’t have to go into any of the gory details or ‘what if’s? The

  only downside is that every time I see Rochelle, I am reminded of the thing I don’t like to think about: what if Michael left me for someone else?




  It is feasible. I mean, come on, it would make sense. Over the last few months he has become more and more distracted, more and more distant. There was a gradual removal of affection towards me,

  a gradual removal of intimacy. I would come in from school and put supper on, and he would get back from work and, rather than talk to me, go on the phone and chat endlessly to his mates, or his

  mum, or whoever, his supper on his knee, chomping away between sentences. I’d wait in vain for the calls to end, hoping we might talk, catch up, share anecdotes about our working days, but

  no. Phone down, he’d stretch his arms, yawn and say how knackered he was and how bed was calling. Other nights he’d be chatting with friends on Facebook, wrapped up in his online world,

  taking little notice of me.




  Maybe he was chatting with a new lover.




  Maybe I need to hack into his Facebook account and find out. I can pretty much guess what his password is. I could do it easily. I could do it tonight.




  Something stops me getting excited about this, though, and I know why.




  I am scared of what I might find out.




  I am walking towards the staffroom now, but part of me wants to turn round, to run back to Rochelle and say, ‘What is it like? What is it like to know your fella’s off with someone

  else? How does it feel? How do you reconcile that? Only I think my fella might have done the same, but I am too scared to confront those feelings, petrified of how it might make me feel. And so I

  am pretending that everything’s OK, but it’s not, Rochelle, it’s not.’




  I know what she would do, though. She’d just stare at me, then turn her back on me and start typing again, for Rochelle has been in denial ever since her husband left her. I only know

  she’s been through this heartache because of Claire who does the custard. Custard Claire lives in the same road as Rochelle, so has her finger on the pulse. Looking at Rochelle, you’d

  never guess she’s been dumped on from a great height by some bastard of a bloke. She just goes about her business with a big smile on her face, teeth gritted, and if you ask how she is, she

  just goes, ‘Fine!’




  Or if you ask after her husband, you’ll get a ‘Really well!’




  And it doesn’t make sense.




  Because Custard Claire reckons Rochelle’s fella’s been shagging anything in a skirt for years; it’s just that Miss Cornwall is the first one who’d have him.




  Poor Rochelle. It must be awful to be in denial.




  I go and hide in one of the cubicles in the ladies’ toilets. I am in no mood to be the recipient of pitying looks or gossipy ‘Oh my God, I hear Michael left you’s. I will wait

  in the toilet till a quarter past eight.




  The start of our Monday-morning briefing is heralded by the arrival of Rochelle clapping like a demented seal to get our attention. Three steps behind her is our fragrant

  headmistress in a powder-pink Chanel suit and big hair. As the buzz of the staffroom dies down and Ethleen goes about welcoming us back to another important term, I look around the crowded

  staffroom – it’s standing room only – and see a few people staring at me. One is Gina from science, who – I have no idea why – is wearing a neck brace. She winks at me

  and nods, then winces. She has obviously done something to her neck, though in her case it wouldn’t surprise me if she’d done nothing to her neck but just wanted to give the impression

  she had for sympathy or attention. I also see Mungo, my ginger-bearded head of department, who mouths to me, ‘Are you OK?’




  I mouth back, ‘I’m fine.’




  And he smiles and gives me a thumbs-up, which makes me feel a bit nauseous as he is double-jointed and his thumb bends right back. Having said that, most things Mungo does make me slightly

  nauseous. Like his habit of licking his moustache when he’s thinking. Or the way he wears his watch the wrong way round so he has to do an elaborate gesture with his bony arms in order to

  check the time. Or the way (and this is unforgivable) he wears open-toed sandals with grey socks underneath. When people ask what is the most surprising thing about teaching, I am often tempted to

  reply, ‘The fact that my HOD doesn’t get his head kicked in by the kids on a daily basis.’




  Ethleen is welcoming a new member of staff and I strain to see her standing beaming by the coffee machine. She is wearing John Lennon glasses, a sensible bob and a rabbit-in-headlights

  smile.




  ‘I give her five minutes,’ says Meredith, the PE teacher, under her breath, leaning in to me. I can’t help but chuckle. Meredith has a habit of invading your personal space. It

  gets on some people’s nerves, but personally it doesn’t bother me. It’s not like she means anything by it. I think it’s just because she’s from New Zealand.




  The new teacher looks over, as if my laughter was directed at her. The smile freezes on her face and I worry that she thinks I’m being bitchy and laughing at her, so I wink at her, to show

  I am her comrade in arms – all for one and one for all – but instead of garnering the grateful wink back I expected, she turns and looks quickly away.




  Why? Why did she do that? I look to Meredith, who is red-faced with mirth.




  ‘She thinks you fancy her,’ she whispers, barely able to contain her glee.




  I roll my eyes. OK, so a great start to the new term this is turning out to be. Not only has my boyfriend left me, but now the new teacher thinks I’m a lesbian who’s after her. Oh,

  joy of joys.




  Just as I am contemplating scrawling a sign on the back of one of my books saying, ‘Relax. Me Not Lesbian,’ and holding it up to show her, I realize that Ethleen is saying something

  about me. I’ve missed the beginning of it because I was doing my lesbo mortification routine in my head. And then I miss the middle of it because Mungo is sneezing loudly into what looks like

  a Starbucks serviette, then checking the contents of said serviette. I turn back to smile at Ethleen, who has cocked her head on one side and is looking at me sympathetically.




  Mortified.




  I am mortified. There is no other word in the English language for it.




  Since when did splitting up with your partner merit being brought up in the Monday-morning briefing? So what if he didn’t give me any warning? So what if he stuck a letter to the kettle

  and didn’t take his phone or clothes? (He did take his laptop, bizarrely) So what if my Christmas was probably a bit/lot more crappy than yours was? So what if I am so inept at dealing with

  stuff like this that my mother has to come and stay to make sure I don’t do anything daft? It doesn’t need bringing up now. It has no bearing on my performance in school or the

  education of our learners. Why, oh why, do I have to work in a school where the head likes to see herself as touchy-feely? I feel a thousand eyes on me and can tell I’m going the colour of

  some scarlet scanties. Just as I’m hoping the ground will open up and swallow me, five pips sound over the tannoy, announcing it’s time to head on up to registration.




  I am a special needs teacher. Fountain Woods is a mainstream comprehensive school, so my job usually involves sitting at the back of other people’s classrooms, helping

  the slower kids with the task the main teacher has set. Sometimes I withdraw small groups of kids to work in another classroom. Sometimes I have groups of ten or so, say in GCSE year, where I give

  them extra help with their coursework on other subjects. (Let’s face it, you can’t learn special needs, I don’t think.) The only times I really have full-sized classes

  are when I’m teaching media studies (about which I know nothing, but it was in the curriculum and no one else was free that period) and when I’m with my own tutor group.




  I love my tutor group. They’re year sevens, which means they’re either eleven or twelve and this is their first year at Fountain Woods. Each tutor group takes the first and last

  letter of their tutor’s surname, so my group are 7CR. They’re a lovely, lively group who keep me on my toes, make me laugh and are generally at the school to learn and improve their

  lives. For now. I’m sure all that will change when they hit year nine. Then they’ll want to get pregnant or be drug dealers, but for the next eighteen months or so it’ll be a

  halcyon time.




  I have this little routine whenever I enter a classroom. I stand at the door with the wastepaper basket in my hands before letting the kids in. As they pass, if they are chewing gum, they are

  expected to spit it out into the bin. Bizarrely they seem to enjoy this ritual. It brings out their innate sense of competitiveness, so they like to spit any gum out as extravagantly as they can

  and with the utmost drama. It’s like Dancing on Ice with gobbing, but that’s pre-teens for you. I collect the gum, then return the bin under my desk, power up my electronic

  whiteboard and log in to the register on my laptop.




  Before I can begin calling out the names, I am inundated by several kids calling out, ‘You OK, Miss?’ and, ‘You feeling better, Miss?’




  Oh good. They think I was off before Christmas with some kind of sickness. Excellent.




  I reassure them I’m fine. ‘Heaps better. Best Christmas of my life. Ever. Loads of presents, yeah! Loads of booze, yeah!’




  ‘Loads of drugs, Miss?’




  ‘Don’t be clever, Inderjit.’




  ‘Did you, like, get off your nut, Miss?’




  ‘OK, settle down, everyone.’




  ‘Miss, was you like seriously off your face on pills, Miss?’




  I really need to get on with this register.




  Elizabeth, one of my better-behaved girls, is approaching me with an envelope.




  ‘Miss? Connor’s dad asked me to give you this, is it?’




  ‘Thanks, Elizabeth,’ I say, and rip open the envelope, not thinking, calling out to the class to settle down for registration.




  I’d not even noticed Connor wasn’t here. He never misses school, yet I didn’t even realize he was off. Is that bad?




  I glance over the letter. And then reread it.




  Oh God.




  The handwriting is neat, considering it is written by a man. It is written in fountain pen, which I find at once sweet and beguiling. No other parent I know writes absence notes in fountain

  pen.




  

    

      Dear Miss Carpenter,




      Sorry Connor isn’t in school today. Sadly his mum passed away last week and I am going to keep him off till the end of the week, as it’s the funeral on

      Friday. Hope this is OK with you. If you have any work you think he needs to do, then please call me on my mobile.




      All best wishes,




      

        Kevin O’Keefe


      


    


  




  I knew Connor’s mum was ill with cancer – she has been ill for some time – but still the information shocks me. I see a quick video montage in my mind. Connor holding his

  mum’s hand as she takes her final breath. Connor’s dad breaking down as the doctor says she’s gone and they can’t bring her back. Father and son eating beans on toast,

  missing a woman’s touch. Sombre visits to the chapel of rest. Kevin ironing Connor’s school shirt for the funeral. Family descending. Invasion of space. Men having to deal with emotions

  more easily associated with women.




  I realize I can’t really remember what Connor’s dad looks like. I’ve only met him once, at parents’ evening. Although he’s written lots of letters about his

  wife’s illness, and made lots of phone calls, I can’t really remember what his face is like. So I imagine him, in this movie version, as being played by Michael Fassbender.




  Dream on, Karen!




  I look back at the letter. The writing is smudged near the end. The word ‘mobile’ is fuzzy. I wonder if it has been smudged by Mr O’Keefe’s tears.




  The letter brings me up short.




  There was me wallowing in my own misery through the Christmas break when all along one of my students was going through the experience of losing a parent. The letter is like a slap round the

  face, like a sharp waft of fresh air in a stuffy room. Usually letters like this would upset me, but this one makes me feel I don’t even know I’m born. There was me thinking the worst

  thing ever had happened to me.




  God, Karen, get over yourself. Your boyfriend left you. So what? You have your life. Your family. Your friends.




  OK, so you also have a wedding dress you no longer need, but it doesn’t matter.




  Nobody died.




  I put the letter in my bag and look to the class and smile.




  ‘Happy New Year, 7CR!’




  And I start to call out their names.




  As I am having my lunch later, Custard Claire sidles over, her eyes aflame. I saw her earlier, when she’d offered me her sympathies about Michael leaving. She’d

  then quickly changed the subject, saying she had major gossip on Rochelle from the office and she’d tell me at lunchtime.




  So here I am, sat in the salad room. She sits opposite me and says, ‘Well, have you heard about Rochelle?’




  ‘What about her?’




  ‘Went off up to Cornwall over Christmas. Well, you know who’s in Cornwall, duntcha?’




  I nod. ‘Her ex.’




  She nods. ‘Her ex and his fancy piece. Anyway, two days she’s gone, and guess what time she gets home?’




  I shrug, and don’t guess.




  ‘Three o’clock in the morning,’ says Claire dramatically.




  Behind her I see the new teacher standing with a tray full of food, wondering where to sit. She clocks me and moves to a table in the far corner.




  ‘No one gets home at three in the morning,’ Claire continues, ‘unless some major shit’s gone down.’




  ‘What d’you think she was doing in Cornwall?’ I ask.




  Claire shrugs. ‘Vera reckons she was after a threesome, but I reckon she went to beg him to come home, only he never.’ She shakes her head disparagingly and repeats it like

  it’s the most heinous thing in the world. ‘Three o’clock in the morning. I ask you. Silly bitch.’




  And I can’t help but laugh.




  Heading back from the salad room to the staffroom, I pass through the foyer. Rochelle is still typing through the lunch hour, the rat-a-tat-tat of the keys echoing round the reception area. I

  walk by, but she looks up, and this time she stops typing.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
FROM THE AWARD-WINNING
COMEDY WRITER

JONATHAN
HARVEY

The Confusion of

KAREN

CARPENTER

-
HAVING THE SAME NAME AS

A 70s POP STAR WAS JUST THE
START OF HER TROUBLES...






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
JONATHAN
HARVEY

The Confusion of

KAREN

CARPENTER





