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Woman’s World, 10 January 2018


Look What’s Inside!


My name is Marguerite. Marguerite McNaughton. It’s a poncy name, too fancy. My brother’s called Timothy and my older sister’s Petronella. That’s because Dad’s name was Peter and Mum was all gooey-eyed over him then. Plus she’s got these posh airs and graces. Nothing behind them, that’s the trouble.


There’s nothing posh about me, you can trust me on that one. Or fancy. Marguerite means something to do with flowers and flowers aren’t the first thing you think of when you see me. Not with my denim jacket and studded trainers. They’re kids’ ones, boys’ – from Mothercare – and second-hand, but there’s no way you’d know that.


Fancy names are the devil to spell. Trust Mum not to think about that. I can’t actually write Marguerite. Can’t always even say it right. Which doesn’t create a good impression. People either think you’re lying, or you’re thick. Them in charge aren’t allowed to call you thick nowadays, are they? It’s learning difficulties. Dyslexia.


OK, dyslexic is better than thick. Still a label stuck on your forehead that says you’ll never be up to much, though. As for spelling it . . . it’s about as much use to me as a rubber bottle opener. Poxy word for anybody struggling with reading and writing, if you ask me.


So what I call myself is Maggsie M. That’s what I put on forms. If the pen-pusher that’s asking for it looks disapproving, I just give them a go-fry-yourself stare. I don’t say I can’t read because then their eyebrows go up and there’s a pause. Take my word for it. They don’t say anything, but they always give you that look.


The Job Centre wanted me to come right out and say I was dyslexic in job interviews. But even if I could say the ruddy word, you’re having a laugh, aren’t you, if you think I’m going to. Not something you boast about, is it? Admit to any kind of weakness and you’re done for, in my experience.


You’re probably good at all that Job Centre stuff, forms and that – wouldn’t be reading a book otherwise, would you? Bet you’re not as good as me at looking out for yourself, though. That’s something I am OK with. Well, more than OK. Had to be with my background. Nobody else likely to do it for me, is there?


Shouting down pillocks that make remarks about my size is the sort of thing I mean. ‘Poison dwarf’ I’ve had to put a stop to more than once.


I call it being firm but other people say different. I had to do an anger management course, last stretch, and the one before. They learnt us to breathe out slower and not to use actual violence. I’ve pretty much got it sorted now. Got both the anger management certificates in my holdall.


That’s the way things were. But just when I was getting on with it, same as always, something unexpected turned up.


An opportunity, they said. A door opening.


Didn’t expect it to be an actual door, or to be plunged head first into an emergency situation, but there you go.


Rattling, a ding, a voice droning, doors opening. The lift doors slammed back. I smelt scorching and barbecues. Breathed in so sharp my Nicorette chewing gum slid down my throat. Curled up tight on the metal floor, not moving, was a man in blue overalls. He looked young. His eyes were shut and he was holding a screwdriver. For a second I thought it was someone homeless kipping, but who in their right mind would choose a lift to sleep in? Security would turf you out before you’d even unrolled your sleeping bag.


A slot machine I’d seen in Skeggy – Skegness – flashed through my mind. A little doll’s-house room behind glass. Red curtains and a tiny man, reading. I’d put my coin in, nose pressed up close. Darkness. Then a spotlight. And there was the little man slumped over his desk, his hair wild and a dagger in his back. Gave me the creeps even though he was only about six inches tall. Yeah, he was small, but I am small. It doesn’t mean you can’t have a presence. Keep people on their toes.


I couldn’t see blood on this lad, and his hair was short, but he looked just as dead. And he was real!


My thumb jabbed at the lift button. The bloody doors wouldn’t keep still.


I couldn’t just run off and leave him. He might still be alive.


Doors closing. The robot voice butted in again, like a Dalek’s. Made me jump, only I pretended I was just shifting my position. I glanced about. Nobody around to see me anyway – I was too ruddy early, that was why. My heart was going like the clappers. I was panicking, to be honest. Anyone would have been. I hadn’t hardly slept last night. Been dreading today. Hard enough finding my way here. A lot ruddy harder finding a body and no one else around. What could I do? I was supposed to be a kitchen assistant, for God’s sake, not a fireman, or a medic.


Then it struck me: say if someone thought I done it to him? Punched him or something. I had a record, I’d been inside. That was why I was here; because I’d been inside. ‘A lucky chance,’ the probation officer said. Kept on about it like I’d won something. Wasn’t turning out like that, was it?


I was early because it was my first day at work. I hadn’t had many of those. Even fewer second days. In fact, none. That was why I hadn’t slept. Ruby, the support worker from the housing place, had come in not long after six. She’d knocked first and brought me a cup of tea. Soon as she’d gone, I pulled the covers back over. Only she came in again. All bright and breezy she was. Rosy cheeks because she’d cycled in. What time had she got up?


She’d hustled me out the house before seven. Big beaming smile, thumbs-up sign, the sort of person who makes you feel your legs don’t hardly touch the ground. 


She’d gone through the route to Scandinavian Solutions, where I was supposed to be starting work, on Google Maps. On the Friday, that was. Practically soon as I walked through the door. She printed out the way from the tube station. Inked it in red. Didn’t leave nothing to chance. I did, but then I wasn’t any good at long-term thinking, people said. That was why I’d been inside.


Scan-din-av-i-an Sol-u-tions. I’d looked at the road names and the tube station names on Ruby’s map. The shapes of them. Counted the number of stops between where I was living and this posh part of London. It was all writ out and the address of the supported house because there’d be bound to be a form.


Alright? Ruby kept asking, red pen hovering. She said alright? but then she’d start on something else, before I’d even opened my mouth. If she’d given me the chance I’d have said, no, I ruddy ain’t. How’s someone like me going to manage all that? I’ve just come out of prison. Never been to London before. Never worked somewhere posh. Never even worked in a kitchen. Never hardly worked.


On my way out the door Ruby said not to frown. ‘Smiling makes people look approachable, Maggsie. Alright?’ Yeah, but say you don’t want them to approach you? I wasn’t a friendly person. And not much point anyway, seeing as they were going to kick me out after two minutes.


It was alright for Ruby to smile. She had a posh voice and a fresh complexion and tiny white teeth and nothing to hide. She smiled all the time. My teeth weren’t white. They were tiny but that was because there was a couple of chips off the bottom front ones. I spoke out the side of my mouth because of it.


When I won the lottery I was going to get them fixed. When I did the lottery. Never been outside long enough to do it regular. Living a disorganized life, people in charge called it.


I was crushed up against a metal pole on the tube. Couldn’t see a thing with all them bodies stood above me. Couldn’t see out the window. Nothing to see, I know, seeing as we were underground. I was used to being shut up, inside, but not like that. A joke expecting me to cope with it all.


I heard my stop and pushed my way out. Elbowed a briefcase out the way. I’d have to go through it all again, going back tonight. Blow that for a game of soldiers. I’d stick it for one day. Just to show willing. That’s if they didn’t show me the door first. Then that would be it. I’d find my way back to the supported house for my holdall and hitch back up north. If I could ever find my way out of London. Not that Dougie, Mum’s horrible boyfriend, would let her take me in. Not without me working.


I came up the tube steps with a crowd of people behind, pushing. Made me feel small. Made me feel I could be stepped on. Stepped over. Actually, I’d felt small ever since I’d been in London. Only three days but it felt longer. I am small but I don’t make an issue of it. Don’t let no one else make an issue of it, neither. I keep my chin up and stride out. Mind you, they all walk like that in London. That must be why they’re all thin.


My heart was going. I clapped my hand over it to slow it down. My zip-up purse with embroidery on it, fifty pence from Oxfam, was inside my bra. It was my red satin bra, my best, except the lace was unravelling from one of the straps. The purse had all my money in it. Forty-one pounds. No way was I leaving that in a supported house with girls I hardly knew around.


I spotted the name of the road where I was supposed to be working. Fernette Street, number forty-one. Ruby had underlined it in red. I knew ‘street’ because of the two ‘e’s together. And Fernette had more ‘e’s, three of them, and a great big ‘F’.


It didn’t seem real, to be honest. None of it. Me, in London, trotting off to a job. I did the special calming breathing they’d learnt us in anger management, but it made me double up coughing. I needed a fag. Best find Scan-din-av-i-an Sol-u-tions first, though. Get it over with. I chewed the Nicorette gum but it only took the edge off.


I looked around. Distracting yourself was another tip they’d learnt us in anger management – it was supposed to make your heart slow down. Useful, knowing how to distract yourself. Might work for you and all. Everyone’s got something they don’t want to think about. 


It was a big wide road, not like the streets I was used to. Great tall houses each side, white, with no flaky bits of paint peeling off. Didn’t look like somewhere someone like me was supposed to be. People in smart coats. High heels tapping. Shiny hair, like they’d just come out the hairdressers. Even the men.


On the other side was a man sitting on the pavement. That was more the sort of thing I was used to. He had a cardboard notice made out of a Kellogg’s Cornflakes packet. I recognized the red chicken. I could make out the word UNWANTED on his sign because I’d seen it in the food bank, above a basket of battered-looking packets. 


I was unwanted, same as him. This lucky chance, I was getting was just them in charge box-ticking. Pressure more like, teetering on a tightrope. Toppling off straight away, probably. Showing myself up while I done it. Tonight I’d be back the same as he was.


I breathed out slow like they tell you to. Must be nearly there, surely? Right at the end of the street was a big modern building. Forty-one in huge metal numbers and two great big snakey ‘S’s, for Scandinavian Solutions, above the door. Nothing but windows as far as you looked up. (I spend a lot of my life looking up. Puts you at a disadvantage.)


My heart was jumping about. I nearly got tangled up in the revolving door. The only one I’d seen before was in a big hotel the Job Centre had sent me to. This one would be handy for spitting me out too, later on.


The entrance had shiny floors and a big mirror right up to the ceiling. What was the point of that? Only a spider could look at itself up there. Not the sort of place a spider would fancy anyway – too clean and empty. I caught a glimpse of myself, my head and shoulders. A wisp of black hair was already escaping from my ponytail. My shoulders were hunched. I pulled them back. Breathed out.


I really, really wanted a fag. You may not have noticed but smokers get pushed into scruffy places. Next to dustbins, out the back, in car parks. Anywhere cold where there’s nowhere to sit down. I already knew the kitchen was in the basement, because Ruby had said. There was no P car park sign, so most likely smokers were shunted up to the top here. I shot a glance at the reception desk. The receptionist, all swept-up blonde hair and dark eyebrows, was smiling into her phone. Ignoring me. People did. It was one of the things that made me angry. Not angry – firm.


I stuck my chin up again and made for the lift. I could see the word LIFT lit up in yellow beyond RECEPTION. I knew both those words. Knew Reception had a funny ending, the same as station. One of those endings that set out to trip up people like me.


I pressed the button.


Strange how your life can change in an instant, like that. Because of somebody you don’t even know. Someone said, later on, the lad had been a catalyst, which means what I just said, only squeezed up into one word. And nothing to do with cats, which is a pity because I like cats.
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Woman’s World, 10 January 2018


Safety Tips for the Workplace


So there I was with a body on the floor and the lift doors opening and closing soon as I took my thumb off the button. Panicking. On my own. I mean, come on, even I knew that wasn’t normal for a first day.


‘Help!’ I shouted. My voice bounced off the marble walls. The stuck-up receptionist must still have been on her phone. I couldn’t see her desk from the lift. ‘Emergency!’ I tried, but it didn’t sound right.


Just my luck to be landed with this. Him. Him just lying there, his face all white and doughy-looking. That awful smell. I struggled with working, for God’s sake, let alone ruddy emergencies. My heart hadn’t had a second off since I’d woken up this morning. I couldn’t think, hardly. I darted a glance over my shoulder. Still ruddy nobody.


To the other side was an open cupboard. I spotted a broom, a wooden one, and some torn-up cardboard. The sort of thing you kept your eyes open for when you were sleeping rough. Insulated you against the cold. Insulate! That’s what wires had to be: all wrapped up in plastic in case they killed you. He might have been electrocuted! I’d done a course inside – Health and Safety in the Workplace. (Practical, see, no writing.) Never thought I’d use it. Never thought I’d be in a ruddy workplace.


I threw some cardboard down each side of him. Grabbed the broom. Good girl, Maggsie, I told myself, for remembering metal things, what was it, conducted, electricity. You got to give yourself credit, because no one else is likely to.


Soon as I stopped leaning on the button, the lift doors started opening and shutting again, like they had a mind of their own. I dodged in. Gave the lad a shove with the broom. He didn’t move. Electricity might be leaking out all over the place. Any minute it could stop my heart stone dead.


He was big and heavy, really heavy, and, like I said, I am small (Scrawny, Dad used to say, but what did he know?) I wasn’t that into fitness neither. If I was I’d have taken the stairs and someone else would have found the poor sod. But then, if I wanted to be healthy I wouldn’t be looking for a smoking area, would I? I’d have given up the fags.


I had another go. Ran at him with the broom. Used every ounce of strength. Shouted as I did it, ‘Get off!’ – something I was used to shouting. This time he rolled over, right onto his back. There was a tangle of wires where he’d been lying. And a Tupperware box with sandwiches inside, two white-bread triangles, and a KitKat. His mum had probably made him those this morning. I swallowed. He only looked about eighteen. Soft chubby cheeks. Something written on his jacket. Something with the word LIFT on it. That burnt smell again. And one trouser leg melted. He still wasn’t moving.


The doors opened and I shouted again. I mean, I’m used to people ignoring me, but this was beyond a joke. The lad could be dying. Be just my luck to get landed with a dead body.


I ran back to the entrance. Screamed. ‘Turn the bloody lift off! Phone an ambulance!’ You had to do that first, I remembered. Even if the person was dead. The stuck-up slag’s eyebrows vanished into her hair-do. She pressed buttons on her phone. Rushed over, high heels clicking, then shrank back at the lad all white and stretched out and not moving. Clapped her hands to her face. Long silver fingernails. Still managed to ask me who I was, though.


My name came out strangled but what do you expect in an emergency? I knelt on the cardboard. Got close to the lad now he wasn’t touching any wires. He looked peaceful in spite of all the electric that had gone through him. His hair wasn’t standing on end or anything. I braced myself and lifted his hand. Warm. Huge. Mine wouldn’t stretch around it. His nails were cut straight across. I felt his wrist for a pulse. I’d done that once before, way back. It wasn’t the sort of thing I thought I’d be doing again, especially in a work situation.


Was there a bit of a flutter? I wasn’t a doctor. I was the complete opposite of anything like that. I told him the ambulance was coming. Kept hold of his hand, seeing as there was no one else to do it.
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Woman’s World, Christmas 2017


All About Me!


You might be wondering how someone like me got the chance to work in a posh place in London and find a body soon as they walked through the door. Obviously they didn’t choose me. It was a charity scheme, one where they give ex-cons a leg-up in the world.


Once you’d served half your sentence there was a chat about getting a job outside. And somewhere to live. A joke, seeing as most of us wouldn’t get work. Not legal work. And a lot of us wouldn’t get housing, neither. But this time the probation officer, inside, had heard of an opportunity.


She took off her glasses, frumpy metal frames they had, too severe. She was getting on a bit, had grey hair, cut like a man’s. Said they’d noticed an improvement in my behaviour this stretch. Buffed up her glasses on the sleeve of her shirt. Asked me why that was.


I shrugged. I wasn’t big on thinking. ‘Done a bit more reading this stretch. Maybe that.’ More. I’d never done any reading before. But, this time, Enid, from the cell down the corridor, had shown me the basics.


That got her going. She blinked, all excited. But my reading was only bits and pieces from Enid’s Woman’s World magazines, not proper books or nothing.


She picked up a bit of paper. My CV. The IT tutor had done it for me on the computer. After I’d nearly broke the mouse. I wasn’t good with computers and I had dyslexia. It hardly filled a page, seeing as I’d never had a proper job, or proper schooling.


She tapped her finger on the courses I’d done: Anger Management, Food Hygiene and the Health and Safety in the Workplace one. Yeah, they’d make up for me not being able to read properly and not having any work experience, I don’t think.


She put down her pen. Scandinavian company, she said, smiling, like that was something special. London, she said. Supported housing, she said.


My stomach lurched. London was a big city. I knew that. Knew it was a long way from here. I knew Scandinavian was some kind of foreign. I wasn’t thick, in spite of what people said.


I’d never stuck at a job before. Hadn’t been able to read that hotel’s cleaning schedule when the Job Centre sent me there as a chambermaid, and I’d got sacked from a cake factory for throwing a Swiss roll at a fat bloke who’d laughed at my size. My size. Plus, I ask you, how can a Swiss roll be dangerous?


I’d done other things to get by: shoplifted, climbed through windows too small for anybody else, looked after empty flats and people’s dogs when their owners were called away sudden.


I’d shared a flat for months with a pit-bull and a Staffie. They were supposed to wear spiked collars when I took them out, because their owner wanted them to look hard. Soon as we were back indoors though, they’d be on the sofa with me, slobbering for crisps.


I’d bought a blue scarf, spotted, at a charity shop, and cut it in half for them to wear as bandanas. When they were off duty. The charity shop was Cats Protection but I didn’t think the dogs would mind. The Staffie, Mikey, always wagged his tail when he saw a cat staring down at him from a wall.


The probation officer was still smiling. Tiring having someone grin at you all the time. Specially when it was misguided. I tried telling her this opportunity wasn’t going to happen. People have these ideas and schemes about helping the poor and underprivileged. And making sure they’re, we’re, grateful. But even if this one ever did get off the ground, it wasn’t going to work. A different city, yeah, a different set-up, but still the same old me. But there was no stopping her. In the end I just let her get on with it. I chewed my nails, pushed down the cuticles, while she went on about this Scandinavian company designing furniture and ceramics, whatever they were, so it wasn’t a complete waste of my time.


They discharge you early in prison. I was on the seven o’clock coach to London, seven a.m., with a group of old biddies and a few studenty-looking blokes with rucksacks, sitting at the back. Noisy. Full of themselves. I gave them a get stuffed stare. First men, apart from screws, I’d seen in a year. Hadn’t missed much.


I sat by a window. You’re high up on a coach. I don’t often get to look down on people. Hardly anybody about that time in the morning, though. Cold enough for Eskimos. I was wearing my denim jacket, plus a scarf and two jumpers, and I was still cold. January, see. The time of year when people go on about fresh starts even more.


Soon as we left the town I got that unsettled feeling you get leaving prison. It was worse this time because of Enid. Her being good to me. Lord knows why.


She’d given me a hug before I left, her saggy bosom squashing my ribs, and this week’s Woman’s World that she hadn’t even started yet. I’d promised her I’d practise my reading. Do a bit every day. I looked out of the window, blinking. Then I got some Nicorette chewing gum out of my holdall because you weren’t allowed to smoke on a coach. I looked out of the window for the rest of the journey. Thought what a long way it was going to be, hitching back.


VIC-TOR-IA, I read on the sign. I dragged out my holdall from under the seat. I was the last one off and I only got off at all because I was dying for a wee and a fag. I mean, what the hell was I, Maggsie ruddy M, doing in a great big place like London? Poxy probation officers and their big ideas. Sending people like me off on wild-goose chases. A sodding waste of time.


Outside, crowds of people were barging in different directions. Crowds and traffic are the hardest things to get used to again after you’ve been banged up. Someone tripped over me. I’m not that small! I scowled, but I didn’t say anything, not even under my breath, because this was London and I was on my own.


I had the bus number to the supported housing place written down. Only I couldn’t find the right bus stop. No rhyme nor reason in the numbering. Beyond the forest of signs I saw one I could read: TESCO EXPRESS. I read it straight off, just like that. Good old Enid. She’d had the patience of a saint, teaching me. I felt inside my holdall to check her Woman’s World was still there.


I thought about going into Tesco’s. I had my discharge grant in my purse. I only thought about it for a minute and then I took a hold of myself. What helped was spotting an old biddy in a bus queue that reminded me of my nan. Same white hair – Nan swore it was ash blonde, not white – same bright pink lipstick. I showed the old biddy my bus number. She knew exactly where it went from and when it was due. Reckon she spent all day in bus queues.


I got out the Oyster card the probation officer had given me. A perk from Scandinavian Solutions, she said. I didn’t know what you did with it. The driver snatched it out of my hand and banged it down on a little machine before I’d even spoke. Annoying he didn’t seem to notice me snatching it back.


So I was on the right bus and there was a woman’s voice saying the names of the stops. But London went on for miles and miles. Took me deeper and deeper into something I wouldn’t be able to manage. An hour to get where I was supposed to go to and it was still London. When things went pear-shaped, which, let’s face it, they would do, it was going to take for ever to find my way out.


It looked like an ordinary house from the outside. It was only a support officer coming to the door that made you realize it wasn’t.


Ruby was ever so gushing, like I was a guest, rather than someone straight out of prison. One of those people who whizz about doing things. The sort of person who always has their sleeves rolled up. ADHD, I thought. Tiny (Timothy, my brother, six years younger than me) had that. But it made him do stuff he shouldn’t, not be a support worker. Ruby had long curly hair which bounced about. Wore a swishy skirt and a flower-pot-coloured necklace, which made me think of Enid because she wore necklaces. Ones with plastic beads – you weren’t allowed chunky jewellery in prison in case it got used as a weapon. The necklaces were supposed to draw attention up, away from her chest, which was massive. Ruby didn’t have that problem. Didn’t look no older than a teenager but maybe that was just me. I was only thirty-three but a hard life ages you.


I handed Ruby the forms that said who I was, etcetera. I’d have liked to just crawl into bed, but it was still only the afternoon. I wanted a fag and a cuppa. And, well, something else, but I was trying not to think about that. It was because of the early start and the stress and all that. 


Ruby showed me the back yard where you could smoke. Said there was a cat lived out there, under the shed, but I didn’t see it. Then she made me a cup of tea – not enough sugar, I take four spoons – and some toast. Sat down chatting while I chewed. Fidgeted. Jumped up soon as I’d put the cup down. Went upstairs, two at a time, in front of me.


‘Blimey. How many Weetabix you had this morning?’ I asked, from half a flight down.


She laughed. Said she’d had porridge, with soya milk. People thought you lived off porridge in prison, but actually, there was more cornflakes.


Ruby unlocked a door. ‘This is your room, Maggsie. It’s got all the basics.’


Yeah, it was basic alright. Bare, scuff marks on the walls, candlewick bedspread, threadbare patches on the carpet. But at least it was indoors and I didn’t have to share it with anyone. Plus I wasn’t planning on staying. 


My holdall was one of those tartan ones you take stuff to the launderette in. Didn’t take me long to unpack. I folded up my T-shirts and the rest of my clothes, such as they were. Then I looked out of the window, from one of the threadbare patches. Loads of other ex-cons must have stood there, looking out at the world – well, at London.


You’d think it would look different because it was London. But it didn’t, except for some tower blocks at the end of the road. Cars parked both sides, people shouting, grimy brickwork. Same as anywhere.


After I’d settled in, Ruby explained the rest of it. She’d help me with paperwork. Monitor my progress. Drinking or drug-taking was strictly off limits. And no going out after nine at night. Breaking the rules could mean being booted back inside. ‘Alright?’ she asked.


I nodded. Prison wasn’t much of a threat. Home from home, more like.


Think I’d hate rules, wouldn’t you? Well, I did and I didn’t. Rules gave you a structure. Meant someone else was in charge and you didn’t have to sort out your own life. All that stuff – bills, forms, getting things organized – was beyond me, to be honest. There was so much you had to do just to get by. It was having to start doing it all over again when you came out that made you want to go back inside.


Ruby showed me the kitchen. The other girls here marked their food with their initials. I could manage that. She gave me some cheese and biscuits to tide me over. Kept using my name like social workers did.


‘I’m just out of probation, myself, Maggsie.’ Training for her job, she meant, not something criminal. I’d thought she was inexperienced. I picked up on that straight away. Told you I wasn’t thick.


She was more excited about my ‘new start’ than I was. Would have got on well with the probation officer. They could have formed a little duo, sung a song about lucky chances. I wasn’t excited at all, seeing as it was going to go pear-shaped. It made me nervous, her keeping on about it. Made me want to get thrown out now. Save everyone the trouble on Monday. No way was I, Maggsie – Marguerite McNaughton! echoed from school – going to manage working for a posh design company in the centre of London.


Ruby whisked about the kitchen with a dishcloth. I put down my cream cracker and slice of cheese. The pattern on the Formica table blurred. I was homesick, if you want to know. You might think it was strange, being homesick for prison. But it was what I was used to. And I was thinking about Enid, seeing her leaning forwards, arms folded under her saggy boobs, listening to me trying to read. Remembering the way she punched the air when I cracked a new word. And all the cuppas with the girls on the wing and the chips we got on Fridays. And no decisions to make because they was made for you and no bloody forms.


Upstairs I took off my jeans and hung them in the wardrobe. I liked things neat, in spite of living in places before where I couldn’t be, not always. I put on my pyjamas. Picked up Enid’s Woman’s World. Funny how a magazine can be a comfort. Never thought that would happen. I thought about writing to Enid, to let her know what I was doing. I’d never written an actual letter before, only cards. Enid would be thrilled at me writing anything. But there was no point unless I stayed, and that wasn’t going to happen. I tried to get through a bit in the magazine about ‘New year, new you’, but I couldn’t concentrate. Plus, there were words I didn’t know and I didn’t have anyone to ask.


After a while I got up and pulled the blind down. Shut out the outside.
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New Year, New You!


Next morning I put on the hooped earrings Nan gave me. She was supposed to have gypsy blood. First time I’d wore them in over a year and I’d forgotten the weight of them. I swung them about a bit to feel more on top of things.


Voices downstairs in the kitchen. Never a nice feeling being the new girl. I marched downstairs, pushed open the door and barged straight in because of it.


Two women, one old, one young, standing up, eating toast. The older one, Shirl – Big Shirl, she said – looked like she’d be the Queen Bee in here. Every place got one. She wore a frilly blouse and little pointed shoes. And make-up – powder and red lipstick. The powder showed up her wrinkles. If you read the beauty pages of Woman’s World you’d know that. I only wore mascara and eyebrow pencil myself. And that’s because I’m ginger underneath the hair dye. I’m not a beauty.


The younger one, Lucy (‘Juicy Lucy we call her,’ Big Shirl cackled), was another big girl. Baggy sweatshirt. Heavy eyelids. The sort of glasses with black frames that make people look swotty, only they didn’t with her. She gave me a couple of slices of bread so I could make some toast and told me the way to the Co-op round the corner. 


In prison you get what’s given you. Once you come out you’ve got choices again. Too many of them. I dithered for ages in the Co-op over the cans of soup. Bought tomato in the end, plus fags and basics. No point in stocking up if I wasn’t staying. Threw all the stuff in my basket quick so I didn’t find myself in the aisle at the end of the shop.


Ruby put scraps outside for the cat that lived under the shed. She’d already told me she was a vegetarian, so God knows what they were. She called the cat Audrey. Audrey! What kind of name was that for a cat? Ruby thought she might have been someone’s pet before, way back. Someone no ruddy good then, who’d abandoned her. Or treated her bad.


Soon as I flicked on my lighter the cat dashed out and went up and over next door’s wall. She was a tabby, with a white belly and paws. It was the white paws, Ruby said, that made her think of Audrey. Said they looked like gloves and the dark lines round the cat’s eyes reminded her of Audrey Hepburn. I couldn’t see it myself. Mind you, I didn’t know who Audrey Hepburn was. I didn’t let on, of course, but Ruby showed me a picture on her phone anyway. Film star. Dead. Looked like a deer.


Ruby said a cat charity had taken a litter of kittens off Audrey last year. They’d tried to catch her and all, to give her the snip, but she’d been too clever. Or too daft, seeing as it’d only take another Tom hanging around to put her in the family way again, even though she was just a bag of skin and bones. But that’s men for you.


Ruby said Audrey was semi-feral, which meant half wild, so no use trying to make a pet of her. Blow that for a game of soldiers, I thought. I went straight down the Co-op again and bought a tin of pilchards. Tossed one to Audrey, who wolfed it down and came a bit closer to try and get her jaws around a second.


‘Another one tonight. But you got to come out and say hello first,’ I told her. She blinked at me from a safe distance away. ‘Ain’t much of a life living under a shed. Take it from one who knows.’


I put the pilchards in the fridge along with my butter. I’d bought real butter at the Co-op, although it was twice the price. Tubs of marge reminded me of being a kid. We’d lived off toast and marge because of Mum being a bad manager and Dad drinking. Bread and marge, when there wasn’t any electric for the toaster.


I stayed in Sunday. Stayed near the toilet. Must be the London water. Couldn’t eat much, only the tomato soup. Got through loads of fags.


Tossed and turned all through Sunday night. Why was I hanging around here when I already knew things were going to end in tears? Better to sneak off first thing in the morning. Hitch back up north, once I’d found out how to get to the motorway.


I put my jacket on over my pyjamas and went downstairs to make a brew. I didn’t know what it was that made me change my mind, decide to give the job a go for a day. Get the do-gooders off my back. It might have been opening the fridge and seeing the tin of pilchards I’d bought for Audrey. Thinking of her wolfing them down. Thinking of those kittens being taken off her.


I hooked out another one now. I had to throw it through the ventilation shaft, because the kitchen door was locked overnight. I called out – ‘Audrey!’ – so she’d know it was from me.


Then it was dawn on Monday and my throat was so dry I couldn’t hardly get a cup of tea down. In a couple of hours I’d be getting the tube by myself, meeting people I didn’t know, posh people, having to do stuff I wouldn’t know how to do.


Trouble with worrying is it doesn’t prepare you for what actually happens. Stuff you’ve dreaded never comes up, but stuff you’ve never even thought of does. Because, take it from me, finding a body, soon as I got through the door on my first day, had never even crossed my mind.









5


Woman’s World, 10 January 2018


Are You Too Quick to Judge?


Not exactly an opportunity, finding a young lad collapsed at your feet, is it? I tell you one thing, it didn’t half put me off working. If I’d been doing one of those stress tests from anger management I’d have been off the scale. 


The ambulance people stretchered him off. I was going to sneak away and all. Have another set-to with the revolving door and head back to the tube. Only my legs were shaking. I felt like a plate of melting jelly. Plus I’d been really early and now I was going to be late. Get a telling-off before I’d even started. They’d be bound not to believe what had happened. People didn’t when it was me telling them.


The ambulance was out in the street for ages. I was stuck by the lift because people kept asking me questions. A posh woman wanted to know if I was OK. She had a black jacket on, fitted, and high heels. Said she was from HR. That meant Human Resources, she said, which meant staff. Blimey. Scandinavian Solutions was sounding posher and posher. A grey-haired man from Maintenance turned up to peer into the lift and ask me what had happened. Another man asked the same, a manager, he said, although he was wearing jeans and a shirt that had so many flowers on it, it might as well have been a blouse.


Then it was the police. I was used to them asking me questions. But not them being polite about it. Calling me Miss McNaughton instead of Maggsie.


One of the ambulance people came back. There was an awful hollow feeling in my gut. I didn’t want him telling me the lad had snuffed it. Don’t know why, because he was a stranger, but there you are.


He wasn’t dead. In fact, he was coming to, though his left leg was badly burnt where the electric had gone through it. The ambulance man had dreadlocks, tied back. He reckoned the lad had tripped and fallen on the exposed wire. ‘If it had gone anywhere near his heart, he’d have been a goner.’ He said I’d done all the right things. Could even have saved his life. ‘Cool head in a crisis,’ he said, eyebrows raised, nodding at me.


Saved his life. All the right things. It was like he was talking about someone else. I hadn’t done nothing. All I’d done was have a ruddy good go at what I thought was a corpse with a broom. They were all looking at me now. Smiling. Even the police. I wanted to turn round, look behind me for the person they were talking about.


The manager, the one in jeans, shook my hand. The only other bigwig who’d done that had been a prison governor. And it hadn’t been to say well done, but to get me to agree to a behaviour contract. The manager smiled. ‘Very lucky you were there.’ Even started them off clapping. I kept my arms folded. Didn’t smile. They could be having a laugh. This isn’t me, you silly whatsits, I wanted to say. I got a record, I can’t hardly read or write, my family don’t want to know me.


My first day at work, I hadn’t even started work, and all this was happening. Was it real? Was someone playing a practical joke? Was someone off the telly going to spring out and say I’d been taken for a mug? Made me feel dizzy.


‘Go and have a sit-down, love,’ the maintenance man said. His hair was thinning – well, gone at the front.


I mimed smoking – couldn’t get my words out – and he showed me to the stairs. Yeah, smoking was right at the top of the building. I might not have had much education but I was an expert on some things.


Finally got my fag. I was nearly climbing the walls by then. I had to climb, five flights of stairs, as it was. The smoking area was a bench behind a little fence in the roof garden. A garden on a roof! They got some funny ideas in London.


I had a couple of rollies in my baccy tin already made, which was a blessing, seeing as my hands were trembling. (It was long-term thinking, actually. What they got excited about on the courses, inside.) I took a deep drag. Saw the lad’s chubby face. His eyes tight shut. Cool head in a crisis, I heard again. I’d have written that down if I could.


Weird doing something right for once. Hard to get my brain round people being pleased with me, being treated like someone important. Being clapped! Be good to tell my sister Nella that one day. She always thought she was a cut above. I shut my eyes. Only trouble was now they’d think I was like that all the time. Talk about Imposter Syndrome. (I’d read about that in Woman’s World. On the problem page, with Enid nodding and listening. I’d stumbled over the words; syndrome was a bugger with that ‘y’ turning up where you wouldn’t expect it.)


I was still all over the place. I took a deep drag on my rollie – it was a skinny one to make my baccy last – then I put it out and stood up. Looked over the edge of the building at London stretched out all around. Skyscrapers, all shapes and sizes, buildings, that looked like they were made of glass, shining and twinkling, dark churches with pointy roofs. It was a whole new world. It was like looking at another planet, to be honest. One where I didn’t belong.


I felt shaky again going back down the stairs. Just get this one day over and done with, Maggsie. Tomorrow you can head off.


‘I had given you up.’ A black woman was frying eggs in a huge pan. She had bright green eyeshadow and hair braided on top of her head. Always doing each other’s hair the black girls were, inside.


‘There was a—’ I began.


‘Well, you are here now. Put on an overall.’ She pointed to some kind of store cupboard in the corner. ‘Wash your hands and help me with these breakfasts.’ She didn’t say her name and she didn’t ask mine.


That kind of thing happened to me all the time. I just had to walk through a door and things unravelled. People didn’t listen. Anger, no, firmness, began to boil. Saw myself pushing her braided head into her frying pan. I breathed out, silently counted to six. Getting worked up makes you breathe in too much; it’s the out bit that reduces the adren . . . something.


I took off my denim jacket. I never felt right without it on – it put me at a disadvantage. Took an overall from a pile on a shelf. It hung off me like something draping a coat-stand. The black woman listed what I was supposed to do. Stack and unload the industrial dishwasher, I heard. I had my arms crossed and a scowl on, only she didn’t notice. Then the high-heeled woman from HR arrived and put her-in-charge – Primrose, her name was – in the picture. Rested her hand on my shoulder. Called me a very modest young lady. I looked at her, eyes narrowed, in case she was taking the mick. But, no, she was serious. Modest young lady was a first. Nella, who didn’t have no time for me, would have wet herself laughing.


‘I am sorry!’ This Primrose put down her spatula and gave me a hug. She had a big white smile. Then she asked a big hulking guy lurking about, not saying much, foreign, I think, to make me a cup of tea. TJ, he said his name was. Too Jigantic, I thought. (It was a while before I found out it was spelt with a ‘g’.) He smiled when I said four sugars, and his teeth were crooked and stained, only not as bad as mine. I didn’t smile back. I didn’t like big men. Dougie was big, and Dad before him. That pair would put you off for life. It was only Mum that went for great looming blokes. 


Primrose had a huge backside. She swayed off to turn over a load of sausages. Then she put her hands together right there by the oven and shut her eyes: ‘Dear Lord above, fill that poor injured soul with your healing light.’ TJ, coming past with a trolley full of crockery, crossed himself. God botherers, the pair of them. Some of the girls inside used to do the same. Crossing themselves was supposed to show they were telling the truth. But if you need a sign to back up what you’re saying, then you’re probably lying.


So there I was, in a posh building, in London, being waited on – being apologized to, even. Like someone had made a mistake somewhere. I’d have given my eye teeth for Nella to see me – whatever they were. (Actually, I wouldn’t. I had enough gaps as it was. Nobody would want my eye teeth anyway.) This is what being Nella must feel like, I thought. People smiling at you, saying nice things, not telling you off, or laughing. Yeah, I’d always said Nella was dull and boring, but I could get quite into it, actually.


Modest young lady. Made me laugh, that did.


Scandinavian Solutions (‘Scanda,’ TJ put in, ‘for shorter’) staff got their meals free, so they shovelled food down all the time. Weird food. Black bread that looked like it had been down a coal hole, raw fish, brightly coloured veg that should never have been in a salad. I wasn’t too keen on cooking myself. Like Mum that way. She’d never done much more than egg and chips. ‘I know my limits,’ she used to say. I wasn’t so sure about that, looking back. She didn’t with men.


The washing-up never stopped. No time to think, hardly. I spent all day scraping dirty crockery and stacking and unstacking the dishwasher. Nice how everything came out the other end, clean and dry and shiny. I got into the rhythm of it. Could do it easy.


I was exhausted by the time I got back to the house. You ever carried a stack of plates? Heavier than you’d think. I’d have arms like Popeye – like Dougie, who was a bricklayer – soon. The backs of my legs ached from standing. My hair smelt of chips from the deep-fat fryer. 


I warmed up some soup and put a pilchard on a saucer. Yesterday Audrey had come a bit closer and only dodged away when I tried to stroke her head.


Ruby poked her head round the kitchen door. ‘How did it go?’


‘Alright,’ I got out, and a thumbs-up sign. Ruby gave me one back. Both thumbs.


After I’d eaten my soup I went upstairs and crawled into bed. My eyes closed soon as my head hit the pillow.


I woke at six Tuesday morning. Strange coming to, remembering I’d saved a young lad’s life the day before. Or his leg, at least. That I’d done all the right things. Kept going over it in my mind. And what might have happened. That awful barbecue smell and the robot voice nagging about the lift doors. I could have been electrocuted. If I hadn’t managed to roll him over he could have lost his leg. Could have died if he’d fallen different. 


People had been nice yesterday, but today they’d turn on me. Bound to. They’d realize what I was like. Or I’d break something, or there’d be stuff I couldn’t read, or I’d lose it with someone treating me disrespectful.


Well, I still had my thumb, didn’t I? Still had a gob on me. I could still do a runner, hitch back up north.


But it was OK. No worse on the tube than yesterday. In a way it was better. I was still squashed and a couple of guys in suits chatted over the top of my head, but it didn’t get to me as much. Not now I was someone who’d done all the right things. Kept a cool head in a crisis. Make a good tattoo, that. I’ve got tattoos, everyone inside’s got them, but none with writing on. Modest young lady on the other arm? No, maybe not. Didn’t sound hard enough.


I overheard some people in the breakfast queue saying I was the person who’d rescued that poor man in the lift. They looked over, said it proper respectful. And I could work the dishwasher same as yesterday. Primrose asked me to do things. Sang churchy-sounding songs while she stirred stuff. Kept giving me little fried bits of things, crusts of pastry, a left-over sausage. Put more flesh on your bones, she said. I got through a lot of tit-bits. I didn’t eat breakfast, but if I did I could have stopped bothering.


Make the most of it, Maggsie, I told myself, trudging up to the roof garden with my baccy tin mid-morning. Because it ain’t likely to last.


TJ and I had our break at the same time. He was a smoker too so we had to share the bench. I sat right at the end. Looked at the skyscrapers. I always gave big men a wide berth. He was on his mobile, jabbering away, in Polish I think, because he was Polish, and not looking too happy at what the person back in Poland was saying.
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