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  All t’world’s queer ’cept for thee and me.


  And I’m not so sure about thee.










  




  Spotted this woman walking towards me in BHS, right miserable face on her, thick waist, bad hair. I thought, Eeh, you’ve let yourself go, love. Then I realised it was a

  mirror.
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  CHAPTER 1




  On a day in January, 2000




  Some things change, some stay the same.




  The day our Charlotte went back to university it was lashing down. I watched her dodge along the front path, twirling her umbrella, while Daniel struggled behind with her bags and cases and

  coats and poster tubes – all the rubbish she reckons she can’t survive the term without. I’d brought Will up to the window so he could wave to his mum – Bye bye, Mummy,

  you buzz off and enjoy yourself, don’t bother giving us lot a second thought – but after thirty seconds he’d wriggled out of my arms and gone to sit in front of the TV again.

  I left him where he was. We don’t make a big deal of these partings in case it upsets him.




  When Charlotte reached the car she stood back and let Daniel open the door for her, even though it meant that to do so he had to squash one bag under his arm and balance a holdall between his

  hip and the rear wing. Then he’d somehow to take the umbrella carefully off her while she climbed in, mustn’t for God’s sake let any moisture get to that swinging mane of

  straightened hair, and meanwhile there’s water pouring off the umbrella canvas and dripping from the spokes onto his shoulder. That lovely lad. Devoted isn’t the word. I wondered

  whether he’d noticed she wasn’t herself this holiday.




  I saw my daughter rearrange whatever was in the footwell, then pull down the vanity mirror to check her fringe. Daniel began wrestling to close the umbrella. Across the road, two kids in anoraks

  cycled figure eights round the Working Men’s Club car park. The rain was coming in waves now. And I thought, Well, it’s been raining all my damn life, hasn’t it? How many days has

  it NOT rained? My first morning at the big school, a passing car splashed mud nearly up to my knickers. My sixteenth birthday, a bunch of us were supposed to be going up the Pike to get drunk, only

  it drizzled non-stop and we ended up stuck in Rivington Barn tea room, trying to swig cider without the waitress seeing. It was coming down in stair-rods on that third date with Steve, which meant

  we had to stay in, which meant we started having sex before I was ready, which meant I got caught with Charlotte and ruined my entire future, never even got to take my A levels. There were flood

  warnings on my wedding day, and the week my decree absolute came through, the Irwell burst its banks. It was pouring the afternoon I moved in here, Mum standing on the doorstep going,

  ‘We’ll work things out, you’ll see.’ Me going, ‘Twenty bloody one and I can’t believe I’m back home where I started.’




  Of course at school we were taught that there was actual science behind all the wet. Clouds sweeping in off the Irish Sea had to rise to get over the Pennines and as they did, they cooled and

  condensed, dumping their load on the Lancashire side. By the time they got to Yorkshire, they were wrung out. All I can say is, Barnsley must be parched. I can remember the teacher making us sketch

  diagrams of fat clouds, landscape in cross-section, notes below about how soft water was a crucial component of the textile industry and how without it, our local economy would never have got

  going. No hills, no mills.




  So we’re used to unkind skies in this village. But sometimes it feels more personal. Certain people are born to be rained on.




  After Daniel had driven off, after I’d waved and waved, watched till the car reached the end of the street and turned, I had this sudden sag of tiredness. It’s the holding myself

  together that does it. Trying not to start a row every five minutes. Whatever I’m doing with Will, it’s wrong, she wants it her way. Except she’s not around then to follow

  anything up. All right for her to decide he’s having an extra story at bedtime, or encourage him to throw his fifty-odd teddies round the room as a fun game. It’s me who’s left to

  settle him again, mauling up and down, trying to keep the house safe and tidy. Ask her to rein him in and that makes you Mrs Miserypants. ‘Let him have FUN,’ she says. Subtext:

  Because you never let me have any, did you? This deprived childhood she’s supposed to have had.




  So always after she’s gone an emptiness takes over my insides and all I want to do is flop on the sofa with Will. This time was worse, though, because I knew something else was wrong,

  something new, but I hadn’t dared ask and now I’d lost my chance.




  What would you have done with her, Mum? I thought. You always knew how to get round Charlotte.




  On the windowpane a cloud of my misty breath shrank away to a smudge.




  There was always Steve – I could ring him, talk it over. He was her dad, after all. He might have an idea. But no, not that. Mustn’t call Steve.




  I said to Will, ‘Right, work to be done. Grandma’s just going to be in the bathroom,’ and his big eyes rolled briefly in my direction, then back to the screen where the

  Teletubbies danced. I went through to the kitchen, paused to put away a few plates that had been left out on the drainer, then pushed open the bathroom door. The usual chaos greeted me: towel slung

  over the bath side instead of hung up on the rail, empty box of eyelash dye stuck between the taps, toilet roll finished but not replaced, Will’s colander of plastic toys knocked over,

  spilling across the bottom of the sink. For me to pick up, because I’ve nothing else to do. Ruddy students.




  I had meant her to take some Vim back with her because, heaven knows, that manky old suite they all use in York could do with a scrub. But here the bottle was, sitting on the windowsill. I

  grasped it by the middle, gave it a vigorous shake and squirted five or six thick gouts of scouring cream across the inside of the bath. Then I plucked the sponge from behind the water-pipe and got

  down on my knees to start cleaning. Thought of my mother in her apron and slippers doing the same job, looking up and smiling as I came in. You’ll have t’cross your legs a minute,

  love, till I’m finished. Remembered the old wall-mounted toilet cistern we used to have when I was little, with its swinging chain and extra piece of string tied on so I could reach it.

  The soap in the dish always multicoloured, all ends of bars squashed together because we’d never to waste anything. I suddenly had an image of Steve’s maroon bath, me sitting with my

  feet under the running tap while he poured half a bottle of Radox over my legs. God. God. It was vital not to phone Steve.




  ‘Where Mummy?’ Will was standing in the doorway, swaying.




  ‘Mummy’s gone to York,’ I said brightly. I opened my arms to give him a hug but he stepped back into the kitchen again, out of sight.




  ‘Kit Kat,’ I heard him mutter.




  ‘Hang on a sec, sweetheart.’




  The cupboard door clicked, rattled, then banged as if it was being kicked.




  ‘Will, stop that.’




  I placed the sponge on the side and hauled myself to my feet. Every damn stick of furniture in this house has some sort of child-lock on it, every domestic task’s an obstacle course.




  When I came through, he’d given up attacking the cupboard and was laid flat out on the lino, holding his breath and drumming his heels. First time Charlotte saw him do that she thought he

  was having a proper fit, wanted me to ring for a doctor. I told her, ‘It’s just the Terrible Twos. No need for panic. You were a nightmare at that age. You used to knock your head

  against the wall if you didn’t get your own way.’ (She used to pee herself on purpose as well, but I didn’t say that.) She went, ‘What should we do, Mum?’ and I said,

  ‘Leave him to get on with it.’ But she wasn’t having that, so we ended up distracting him with a glove puppet I’d picked up at the Christmas Fair. That brought him round.

  Except then she started with, ‘How come you’re so much nicer with him than you were with me when I was that age?’ I must admit, at that point I went upstairs and left her to

  it.




  I looked down at where Will lay. ‘Hey, tell you what, how about a nice banana instead?’




  ‘No narna! No.’ He rolled up onto his feet in one fluid action and ran to tug at the cupboard door again.




  ‘OK, just one finger of Kit Kat then. And we’ll see Mummy soon, yes?’




  He didn’t even turn round.




  With a flick of my thumb I undid the child lock and pointed to the biscuit tin. Daft move because there was a stack of bowls at the front, but Will being Will he just dived in and tugged. Out

  tumbled the bowls, plus a box of Cheerios that Madam must have opened even though there was one already on the go. Finally, as a sort of encore, a tower of ancient canned salmon toppled and fell.

  The cans rolled across the floor tiles unharmed, but the dishes weren’t so lucky. The first shattered, the second split into two neat halves and the third lost an inch-wide chunk from the

  rim. Cheerios flowed and settled around the debris. So now I’d a floor covered in smashed crockery and cereal, and a toddler in the middle trying to bite off the lid of the biscuit

  barrel.




  Eeh, keep your hair on, Karen, went Mum’s voice. It’s nowt a dustpan and brush can’t sort.




  Sighing, I picked up Will round his waist and carried him to the doorway of the lounge. ‘Stay there,’ I said. I prised the biscuit tin open and plonked it down in front of him, then

  went back to consider the mess. One of the cans had wedged itself under the gas cooker; I knew without looking that all the salmon would be out of date. There was only ever my mother who ate the

  stuff.




  ‘Juice, Grandma?’ said Will, rummaging around inside the barrel as if it was a bran tub.




  ‘Can it not wait a minute, love?’




  ‘Juice!’




  ‘All right. Where’s your cup?’




  Shrug.




  You never do get to finish a job in this house. I thought perhaps I’d last seen his lidded beaker in the lounge, but a quick hunt turned up nothing except one of Charlotte’s

  magazines (must be nice to have time to sit and read), plus a stray sock. I pocketed the sock and came back into the kitchen to check the sink and drainer: empty. The unit next to the cooker

  contained only my mother’s collection of floral mugs. Fridge: fat-free mousse, mayo-lite, Diet Coke, low-cal spread, monster bar of Dairy Milk. On the inside of the big cupboard’s

  drop-down flap I discovered a trail of golden syrup and a scrawled Post-it from Charlotte saying TROLL. Charming. What had I done to deserve that?




  I banged the flap shut. ‘OK, I’m going to have to pop upstairs, see if it got left in your room. Looks as if you might need a clean top too, doesn’t it?’




  He glanced down at his crumb-smeared vest.




  ‘So you go and sit on the sofa, watch TV a minute till I—’




  The phone began to ring.




  And that must be Charlotte, forgotten something, or wanting to speak to Will which I’ve told her before isn’t helpful, not straight after she’s left. Or Daniel to say

  she’s upset again. That used to happen a lot. Although not so much lately, thank God. Five terms on, we’re pretty much into a routine.




  I ducked into the hall and snatched at the receiver.




  ‘Hey up, sexy,’ said Steve’s voice. ‘How’s tricks?’




  Bloody hell. You try and try to keep out of the way, but trouble still finds you. I slumped down on the bottom step, my back against the stair gate. ‘What do you want?’




  ‘Our Charlie gone?’




  ‘About half an hour ago.’




  ‘All right, were it?’




  ‘Well, the usual stropping about. But also this vagueness about her. I’d be talking and I could see it wasn’t registering at all. She’d be playing with Will one minute,

  and the next she’d be frowning and gazing off into the distance, like she’d something on her mind. It’s got me worried. She’s not spoken to you, has she?’




  ‘To me? You must be kidding. When does she ever confide in me?’




  ‘Oh no, I’ve just had a thought – dear God, let her not be pregnant again.’




  ‘Pregnant? Come off it, Karen. If I know Charlie, she won’t be going down that road again in a hurry. Is she not just fretting over her exams?’




  ‘I don’t know. I hope so.’




  ‘Aye, I bet that’s all it is. Don’t wind yourself up over nowt. Anyway, I was wondering, are you busy? Can I pop round?’




  I knew what that question meant, and what my answer was. This time I was resolved. You don’t sleep with someone just because they pick your grandson up from nursery occasionally, do you?

  Or once-in-a-blue-moon babysit? Or because they mop your tears when your daughter’s left or you’re missing your mother, or because they tell you you’re looking great when

  you’re actually feeling like death? Hopping into bed for stuff like that isn’t even gratitude, it’s desperation. If Charlotte ever found out I’d been sleeping with her dad

  she’d tear a right strip off me.




  ‘I’m in the middle of tidying the kitchen,’ I said. ‘We had an accident.’




  ‘A bad ’un?’




  ‘Only broken dishes.’




  ‘I can help.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘’S’no bother.’




  ‘No, really.’




  ‘I can be there in thirty seconds.’




  Through the frosted glass panel of the front door I could see the gate swinging. A familiar thin figure, his hand clamped to his ear, was trotting up the path.




  ‘Steve, I’m fine.’




  ‘Yeah? I don’t think y’are.’




  The doorbell rang and his face appeared against the glass, grinning. ‘Come on, Karen, let me take your mind off housework for half an hour, eh?’




  

    It acts as a kind of decompression, the journey between home and uni. As we drive over the Pennines, mentally I’m swimming up through the depths of one identity to

    surface as someone else. It’s exhausting, horrible. Each time I think I’ll never manage it.




    We were on the M6 before I tuned into what Daniel was saying, and it turned out he was considering the implications of human evolution and how, in a million years or so, women might not be

    able to give birth naturally because our skulls were getting bigger. ‘Too big to fit through the pelvic girdle,’ he was saying. ‘Reaching a critical diameter. Which

    wouldn’t necessarily be a problem if society retains or improves its current level of technology, so that medical intervention becomes the norm and babies can routinely be extracted via

    Caesareans. But in the event of an apocalypse, the collapse of civilisation, that type of thing, we’d be stuffed. We’d pretty much die out within a handful of generations.’




    I glanced across at him, at his mad hair and wire-framed glasses, his earnest grip on the steering wheel.




    ‘Do you mind if we talk about something else?’




    ‘Oh, OK.’




    It was pissing down. The windscreen-wipers were squeaking in a really annoying way and I wanted to wind the window down, lean out and wrench one off.




    ‘Are there any paracetamol in this car?’ I asked.




    ‘Possibly. Mum might have left some in the glove compartment. Got a headache?’




    ‘Yes.’




    I opened the flap and gave the contents a half-hearted poke. A load of Glacier mints tumbled out but I didn’t bother to pick them up. Little minty bastards, they’d only done it to

    spite me. By now there was so much spray coming off the lorry wheels around us it was like sitting inside a carwash. Mum must have told Daniel about twenty times to go carefully, as if he’s

    ever anything other than careful – he’s Mr Careful – but it’s other drivers you have to watch out for. Despite the rain there were guys in the fast lane dicking about,

    tailgating and flashing their headlights as if they wanted to cause an accident. I mean, fine, they can go ahead and smash themselves to bits for all I care, but I’m damned if

    they’re taking me with them.




    ‘Well, I can’t find your bloody tablets,’ I said, whacking the glove compartment shut.




    ‘No? Not to worry. We’ll stop at the next services.’




    Somewhere during this last hour or so I’d ripped my own heart out and lobbed it onto the tarmac behind us. Splat, it had gone, a lump of wet offal disappearing under the tyres of some

    massive lorry, blood smearing across the greasy surface of the road and mingling with the diesel. I thought, If only I was able to drive, I’d grab that steering wheel and take us straight

    home again. Then I could be back with Will, cuddling him. The memory of his small hands made me shiver with longing.




    ‘Shall I turn the heating up for you, Charlotte? Are you too cold?’




    ‘I’m FINE.’




    Not that I ever would learn to drive, with Dad teaching me. Casual isn’t the word; he thinks an amber light means Put your foot down. I’ve said to Mum it’s the blind

    leading the blind, but she lets him get on with it because of how much real lessons cost.




    ‘How about I switch the radio on. Is that OK?’




    I shrugged unhelpfully. Now Daniel wasn’t sure what to do. I knew I was being mean but I didn’t care.




    He pushed the button anyway. Unluckily we got Westlife singing ‘Seasons In The Sun’.




    I said, ‘If I have to listen to another verse of this I’m going to undo the seat belt and hurl myself out.’




    ‘Seems a bit extreme. Five minutes and we’ll be at Hartshead Moor. If you still want to fling yourself around, they have a nice car park.’




    ‘How is this song entertainment anyway? Wailing deathbed confession.’




    ‘So turn it off.’




    I think I hate him most when he’s being reasonable.




    Inside the motorway services it was warm and bright and they were playing All Saints over the Tannoy, which was a marginal improvement.




    ‘Great levellers of humanity, service stations,’ said Daniel as I loaded a basket with Panadol, a magazine, jelly snakes, Coke. ‘Everyone comes here and gets ripped off in

    equal measure.’




    There was a rack of scarves by the till; I spun it, took down a length of black and red chiffon to examine.




    ‘I’ll buy you that if it’ll cheer you up.’




    ‘’S’OK,’ I said.




    ‘Let me.’




    I handed him the basket.




    After he’d paid, I said, ‘Look, Dan, go and grab a cup of tea or something. And one for me as well. I won’t be long.’ Then I took myself off to the toilets because I

    knew I badly needed to sort my head out.




    Sounds feeble but the first thing I did was stick some make-up on. At home, what with looking after Will, I barely have time to bother, whereas in my student life it’s kind of essential,

    it’s who I am. I pulled out all my cosmetics from my bag and lined them up along the edge of the sink. Pouting, I re-drew my lips in scarlet, blotted them, set the colour with powder. Lined

    the rims of my eyes in thick black pencil, neatened the edges, did them again. Pressed my lashes up against my lids to make them stick up, and piled on some high-gloss mascara to lacquer them

    into place. Slicked on gold eyeshadow, swept the same brush up each cheekbone. Posed while I considered the effect. I caught the disapproving glance of an old biddy drying her hands at the towel

    dispenser and thought, Excellent. Somewhere in the background Lenny Kravitz was singing ‘Fly Away’.




    I felt around in the plastic carrier and found the scarf, drew it out, de-tagged it with my teeth, then wound it round my brow, letting the ends trail down over my shoulders. What a state

    to get into, went my mum’s voice. You look a right trollop. To which I might say, ‘Trollop is as trollop does. People in glass houses should keep their middle-aged

    mouths shut.’ I know what she gets up to with Dad when I’m not around.




    By the time I got to the café my tea was cold but it didn’t matter.




    ‘Transition accomplished?’ Daniel asked.




    ‘Pretty much.’




    ‘How’s the head?’




    ‘Still attached to my neck.’




    ‘Always a bonus. Drink up and we’ll get going again, shall we?’




    Back in the car I unpeeled the sample bottle of pink varnish from the cover of the magazine I’d bought and attempted to paint my nails. Knew even as I was unscrewing the lid that

    I’d never have dared risk this in anyone else’s car.




    The rain became blinding and we slowed almost to a crawl. ‘This is all a bit tedious,’ said Daniel. ‘Go on, read me some of your celebrity headlines.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Yeah. Amaze me.’




    The pages flopped apart, revealing a gallery of stars. ‘OK, let’s see. Entertainment Round-up: Michael Owen’s been filming an ad for British Airways. Shania

    Twain’s been slightly injured by a firework. Adam Rickitt keeps locking himself out of his Manchester flat.’




    ‘All earth-shattering stuff then.’




    ‘You asked. In other news, Leonardo DiCaprio was forced to swim in shark-infested waters for his new film, but escaped without injury.’




    ‘This is why I read science journals.’




    ‘OK, geek-boy. But I bet you don’t get exciting free gifts stuck to the front cover. Or do you? “New with January’s edition, this attractive pipette”.’




    ‘We don’t need add-ons. The brilliance of the content’s enough. In fact, my tutor’s got an article in this month’s Nature. It’s about the structure

    and mechanism of the kinesin motor protein, how it’s able to move along these long filaments called microtubules. It’s actually very cool because what he’s found is, the kinesin

    motor protein seems to walk along under its own steam.’




    ‘Astounding. My day is complete.’




    ‘No, this stuff’s critical. Human life can turn on what you see down a microscope.’ Daniel nodded dismissively at my mag. ‘What’s Britney Spears contributed to

    the sum of world knowledge?’




    ‘Dunno. Hang on. Oh, it says here she recommends dipping your fingernails in pepper to stop yourself biting them.’




    A petrol tanker drew up alongside us, gigantic wheels slashing through the surface water. I tried not to picture it skidding, exploding. Instead I turned the radio back on. This time I got

    ‘Perfect Day’.




    And instantly I was back in the weeks after Will was born, when the song was everywhere, and I’d be changing his nappy to it or bathing him or walking him about the house to try and stop

    him crying; a song about summer, in the depths of winter. A jolt of hideous longing passed through me. What the hell was I doing, letting myself be driven away from my son? How could that be

    right? Less than sixteen hours ago I’d sat and read him his bedtime story, pulled up his covers, made his toy monkey dance – Mum claims it’s the penguin he likes best but

    she’s wrong – kissed him night night. Earlier that day we’d gone stamping puddles on the rec. Late afternoon we’d lined his teddies up on the edge of the bed and thrown a

    beach ball at them till they were all knocked on the floor. He thought that was so funny. No one else can make him laugh the way I can. Afterwards I’d heated up his spaghetti hoops, run his

    bath. Even this actual morning I’d warmed his porridge and sat with him while he ate it, mopping up the flood of milk from his overturned cup – and there was a lot, it had taken the

    entire toilet toll. When he’d finished I’d lifted him down and washed his hands and face – tried to replace the toilet roll, couldn’t find a new one, couldn’t ask

    Mum because she’d swanned off down the village, had to scribble T.ROLL on a Post-it and stick it inside the cupboard door – by which time Will had managed to walk into the

    edge of the sideboard and bump his head, entirely not my fault. Mum’s fault for having ancient knobbly furniture. It rips me up when he cries.




    And I remembered those first two weekends at York when they brought him to visit, and what total bloody hell it had been. Everyone upset. Will screaming, Daniel pleading, Mum shouting, me

    threatening to jack in the degree and come straight back with them. Daniel phoning afterwards to suggest we stop the trips altogether. I’d said, ‘For God’s sake, that’s

    just a line Mum’s fed you.’ He’d insisted it wasn’t. He said he just couldn’t bear to see me in such distress. ‘But the plan was to see Will every weekend,

    either here or at Mum’s,’ I’d raged. ‘Otherwise he’ll forget me!’ Touch and go it was, for the whole of that first half-term. So they ganged up together, Mum,

    Dad and Daniel, to convince me that wouldn’t happen. It was like an assault of positivity. ‘You’re Will’s mum,’ people kept saying. ‘No one’s trying to

    take that away from you. This way, you get the best of both worlds. Don’t waste your chances.’ I’d said, ‘I could try and get a college place nearer.’ And Mum went,

    ‘What – walk away from one of the top courses in the country, lose a year, have to start all over again?’ I said, ‘Nan wouldn’t want me to leave him.’ And Mum

    said, ‘Nan’s too poorly to understand. She wants the best for you, we all do.’ In the end they wore me down and I stayed put, and now it kind of works, me coming and going, Mum

    standing in for the day-to-day stuff.




    Partings are still shit, though. When Will was about eighteen months he became incredibly clingy, and I’d be carrying my suitcases down the path while he shrieked his head off. Once or

    twice I did try sneaking away while Mum kept him busy, but apparently when he realised, that made him even worse. Now I tell him I’m going and he’s mostly OK. The hard truth is,

    I have to try and forget him while I’m away, or I’d never survive. Selective amnesia’s the key to long-distance motherhood. I don’t ever admit that to

    anyone, though, in case it sounds like I don’t love him enough.




    Daniel broke into my thoughts with his usual irritating brand of telepathy. ‘You know, I miss him too, Charlotte.’




    Oh yeah? I wanted to shout. You have NO idea. You’re not even his DAD. NO one understands. This is MY pain! Some moments there’s nothing worse than

    sympathy. It falls like a branding iron across your skin.




    I reached forward to retune the bastard radio and noticed I’d left a smear of pearly-pink nail varnish on the dial.




    What I needed now, where I really needed to be was in the student house on St Paul’s Street, with Gemma and Walsh and Roz and Gareth. Crashed out in front of the TV, drinking and

    chatting, with my books lined up in my room and Professor Martin Eavis waiting for me at the English Department. Another twenty-four hours and it would be better – it would. If only Daniel

    would stop caring so much. The windows were misting us in, all the air was being sucked out of the car.




    ‘Just get me to uni,’ I said.


  




  ‘I’ve been thinking.’ Steve flopped down on the sofa next to Will and flashed me one of his winning smiles – not that it’s ever won much off me.

  If only he could see himself. That damn moustache needs to go, for a start.




  ‘Exhausting for you.’




  ‘No, hear me out, Karen. I need you to give me some cash.’




  ‘That’s why you came round?’




  ‘Well, to see you and Billy-boy here.’ He gave Will a manly nudge.




  ‘I haven’t time for this. Some of us have work to do.’




  I left them watching Story Makers and ran upstairs. Will’s cup I eventually located on Charlotte’s pillow so I grabbed it, unhooked one of his hooded tops which was hanging

  off the back of her chair, and was about to whizz back down to Steve when I caught sight of Charlotte’s mobile phone propped on the windowsill next to the landing mirror. How in God’s

  name had she managed to leave that? Distracted by last-minute fussing, no doubt. That meant something else for me to sort out, hunting down a Jiffy bag, paying for Special Delivery.




  My own reflection was disastrous. I looked like one of those ‘before’ women in a makeover programme. My cheeks were flushed, my hair frizzy and unstyled, and the more I tried to

  smooth it down, the wilder it got. If Charlotte had been about I could have asked her for help, she knows about these straightening sprays and tongs and what have you, although she’d

  definitely have taken the opportunity to have a laugh first. That’s how she is: unsympathetic. I gave up on the hair and instead went back into my bedroom, wiped some powder across my face

  then slicked a bit of gloss over my lips. That was better. Then I thought, Bloody hell, it’s only Steve, why are you bothering?




  I stuffed the phone in my pocket alongside the sock and stomped back downstairs. ‘Right, then, what do you want this money for?’




  ‘Just a sec,’ Steve said, waving his hand for me to be quiet. On the TV screen, Bob the Builder lectured a blue digger. ‘We’re seeing whether they get the bunkhouse built

  in time for the Scout camp sing-along.’




  I swept past and left him to it. There was the kitchen floor yet to deal with, never mind the immediate danger that if I hung around I might try and stove his skull in with Nan’s biscuit

  barrel.




  By the time he did come through I was almost finished. ‘Do you need a hand with owt?’ he said, surveying the dustbin bags and kitchen roll and bowl of soapy water.




  ‘Perfect timing, as ever. It’s done now.’




  He stooped to pick up an escaped Cheerio. ‘You should have shouted me.’




  I said, ‘This money.’




  ‘Oh, aye. Yeah. Well. It is mine, Karen.’




  ‘I know that. But you asked me to look after it for you. You told me to hang on to it like grim death and not let you blow it on some spree.’




  ‘Yeah. Only, I’ve got it into my head I wanna buy a bike.’




  ‘A bike?’ True he was on the skinny side, but there were the beginnings of a middle-age paunch under that T-shirt. Not surprising when you considered the amount of beer he put away

  at weekends. ‘I suppose it’ll keep you fit.’




  ‘Nah, norra pushbike. A motorbike.’




  ‘You what?’




  ‘I’ve seen this Kwacker up in Chorley—’




  ‘Talk English.’




  ‘This Kawasaki ZXR 750. The guy’s keen to get rid before his bank has it off him.’




  ‘You want to buy a motorbike. You.’




  ‘I had one before.’




  ‘When? I know when you left school you had that scooter, used to conk out if you went up a hill. You’re not counting that, are you?’




  His moustache bristled. ‘Course not. I had an RD 250 LC. It was after we split up, you never saw it. I did my test and I bought it straight after.’




  ‘Oh? News to me. However did you afford that?’




  ‘Aw, well, it weren’t a right lot. I got it for cash and it was pretty old. And what it was, I’d done a spot of extra work for a mate. Nothing illegal, it were just holding on

  to a few bits and pieces, summat he’d come across unexpectedly, till he—’




  I waved my hand at him. ‘Stop there.’




  ‘I’m only saying. I needed that bike, it were special. It got me through a grim time.’




  ‘Don’t talk to me about grim times.’




  Will appeared in the doorway. ‘Juice, Grandma.’




  I handed the beaker to Steve. ‘There you go, that’s something you can do to help.’




  Meanwhile I wiped down the sink and bleached it, pushed swollen Cheerios through the plughole. Outside, the bare hedge next to the coal shed shivered with sparrows. Will’s yellow

  wheelbarrow lay and mouldered on the scruffy lawn.




  Steve came to lean against the unit next to me.




  ‘So can I have that money, or what?’




  ‘No. It’s your redundancy package. It’s supposed to last you. Don’t make that face at me.’




  ‘What face?’




  I dried my hands and looked at him. ‘The payment was a one-off, and you’ve already had a car out of it. You’re not going to get another lump sum next week, are you? I mean, not

  that I wish to be picky, but you’d actually have to be employed for that.’




  ‘Well, I wanted you to use the cash for your teacher training, if you remember. Only that particular plan seems to have gone off the boil.’




  ‘Not my fault, is it? Two years to do A levels, three to get a degree, one more for my teaching certificate, I’d be about ninety by the time I’d finished. And I’m lucky

  to have that classroom assistant post as it is; there’s any number of mums waiting to jump into my shoes if I give it up and slope off to college.’




  Steve scratched his head. ‘It sounds daft to me, having to pass all them extra exams when you already know what you’re doing. Can’t that headmaster of yours swing summat for

  you?’




  ‘Leo? Don’t talk soft. It’s not up to him. He can’t magic me up a teaching qualification.’




  ‘I don’t see why not. It’s his school.’




  ‘Have you any idea, Steve, how the actual real world works? Anyway, how could I start a college course when I’ve Will to look after?’




  ‘I’ve told you, I’ll have him. I’ll help.’




  ‘Then how would you have the time to look for another job?’




  He reached out to put his arms round me and, damn it, I didn’t step away.




  ‘Eeh, we’re a pair, aren’t we, Karen?’




  ‘No. We very much aren’t.’




  ‘Aw, come on.’ He tightened his grip around me. I laid my head on his chest, wearily.




  I said, ‘You’re having a mid-life crisis, aren’t you? Middle-aged men and motorbikes. I’ve read about it. Trying to claw back the past.’




  ‘Nowt wrong with that. Everyone wants to hold onto a bit of their youth. What about you and your family history project, all your tapes and family trees and old photos?’




  ‘That’s to do with the future. It’s for Will, so he’ll know where he came from.’




  ‘Well, there you are.’ Steve’s hand on my back, roaming. ‘What’s so bad about taking the best from what you had and bringing it into the present?’




  ‘I’m not sleeping with you again. I always hate myself after.’




  ‘Shh. We’re having a little cuddle, that’s all.’




  ‘As long as you know.’




  ‘Course.’




  He moved in for a kiss. A ringing started up in my ears.




  ‘That’s Charlotte’s mobile,’ I said.




  

    By the time we reached the ring road, I’d pretty much shed the mother-gloom. Funny, it’s like taking off a massive old coat, all heavy and comforting and

    stifling, and you’re ages fighting with the sleeves and you think you’ll never get out from under it and yet once it starts to go, it slips off fast.




    Then came a rush of light-headedness and excitement. I started thinking about my plans for the term and my reading list, essay topics to cover the Augustans through to the Romantics, and what

    I was going to talk about with Martin Eavis. What I was going to talk about with the others, the holiday gossip and news. This term it would all be comparing millenniums, who’d been having

    the craziest time the moment Big Ben chimed. Gareth and Roz I knew had been headed for Cardiff to see the Manics gig. Gemma had a rave planned in Glastonbury. Walsh’s dad was supposedly

    flying him to Prague for some bash there.




    As for me, I was right outside the competition because I’d spent the Ultimate New Year’s Eve sitting in front of the TV watching Goodbye to the ’90s with my parents.

    I’ve checked in the Encyclopaedia of Sad and it doesn’t get any sadder than that. ‘Mum, what were you doing as the millennium dawned?’ Will is going to ask me at some

    point in the future. And I’ll have to say, ‘Arguing with your grandma about whether or not you should be allowed to stay up.’ And he’ll say, ‘Whose side were you

    on?’ And I’ll say, ‘Yours, of course, because I am the best mum ever.’ And we will high-five, or whatever it is twenty-first-century youth do to express solidarity.




    In the end I’d got my way and carried him back downstairs in his pyjamas, but by nine o’clock he was conked out on the sofa so Mum sort of won that one. At five to midnight I

    jiggled him awake, and at 12.01 a.m. Daniel rang the front doorbell and brought a lump of coal across the threshold, which Will then tried to eat. Afterwards, while Mum put my son to bed, I went

    out on the lawn and watched the fireworks explode over Rivington Pike. Daniel said, ‘I wonder what the next thousand years will bring?’ and I said, ‘Mortgages, wrinkles and

    death.’ When we went back inside, Dad was trying to kiss Mum although he pretended he wasn’t. Daniel left, and I lay awake till two, listening to a woman in the street shouting,

    ‘Please, Barry, please,’ over and over. In the morning our front garden was full of silly string.




    ‘Why don’t you ring your mum,’ Daniel was saying now, as we pulled into St Paul’s Street. ‘Let her know you’ve arrived safely.’ Sometimes I suspect

    he’s a forty-year-old man trapped in a twenty-year-old’s body.




    ‘Yeah, all right. Well.’ I was patting my pockets, shifting bags with my feet. ‘I would if I could find my phone.’




    ‘You haven’t left it behind?’




    ‘I don’t know. No. I had it when I got in the car.’




    ‘Did you?’




    ‘Not sure. No, I didn’t. Oh, it’s no good. Give us your mobile. I can ring myself and then we’ll hear it.’




    He passed it across and I keyed in my number. An ominous silence followed.




    ‘Maybe you’re out of signal range.’




    ‘I’m not.’




    ‘Ah.’




    ‘Fuck.’




    ‘Your mum’ll pop it in the post for you.’




    ‘Yeah, and have a trawl through my texts while she’s at it.’




    ‘She wouldn’t do that.’




    ‘Shows how well you know her, Daniel. Honestly, the less you tell her, the nosier she gets. It’s really infuriating.’




    ‘She’s only trying to watch out for you.’




    ‘Stop bloody defending her, will you? Oh, hang on, here she is.’


  




  I held the little phone to my ear and she went, ‘Mum? Mum?’ all cross, as though it was somehow my fault she’d left her mobile sitting in Bank

  Top.




  I said, ‘You put it down by the landing mirror. I can post it first thing tomorrow.’




  ‘Not this afternoon?’




  ‘The health visitor’s coming. You know that.’




  There was some muttering, then she said, ‘All right. But while you’re here, can you check if my Dryden notes are in my bedside drawer? I meant to clip them in my file but I

  don’t think I did. I need them as well.’




  ‘What, you want me to go and look now?’




  Obviously. Everything always has to be right that minute with our Charlotte. I handed the phone to Steve, who took it off me as though it was a live scorpion. ‘Say hello to your

  daughter,’ I ordered.




  

    After Mum had rung off I had to stop myself flinging Daniel’s phone down and grinding it into its component parts with my boot heel. ‘Are you still remembering to

    take your pill?’ she’d asked me. For fuck’s sake. ‘Are you remembering to take yours?’ I should have said.




    ‘Sorted?’ Daniel enquired.




    ‘Uh-huh.’ I took some deep breaths. I needed to remember it was Mum I was angry with, not him. An effort was needed. ‘Look, do you have to get straight off or can you come in

    for a brew?’




    He switched off the car engine and sat back, his brow furrowed.




    ‘No, I’ll pass. I have to get back to Manchester. There’s a lot of stuff to set up in the lab before term starts. And I need to check in with my mother—’




    ‘Course.’




    ‘So I’ll give you a hand with your bags but then I’ve got to be straight off. ’




    Rain dribbled down the windscreen in jagged paths.




    I said, ‘Dad’s there. Round at ours.’




    ‘Thought the conversation sounded a bit stilted.’




    ‘I suppose now the coast’s clear they’ll be all over each other again. It’s ridiculous at her age. She should be past it. And what does she think she’s doing,

    raking up the marriage when it died bloody years ago? I mean, either she wants him or she doesn’t. She should make up her mind. The worst thing is this ludicrous pretence that

    nothing’s going on between them. Does she think I’m stupid, or what?’




    ‘Put her out of her misery, then. Talk to her.’




    ‘About her sex-life?’ I mimed extreme horror. ‘Oh, yeah, top idea. Tell you what, I’ll book us on The Jeremy Kyle Show and we can have it out in front of a

    live studio audience.’




    Daniel closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Give it a rest, hey, Charlotte?’




    We sat side by side with the water drumming on the car roof. The drainpipe between our house and next door was sputtering onto the pavement furiously.




    I said, ‘I’m really sorry. It’s not you. You get that, don’t you?’




    I just feel as if my insides were fish-hooked to a bungee cord, and the further away from Bank Top we drive, the more it pulls my guts to ribbons. And I’m sick of feeling this way

    and not being able to keep saying it for fear of boring everyone.




    He sighed, pushed his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. ‘Look, go and see your tutor, Martin Whatshisface. He always straightens you out, doesn’t he?’




    ‘Martin Eavis. Yeah, I will.’




    ‘Tell him to read poetry at you or play you Telemann till you cheer up.’




    ‘OK.’




    ‘OK, then.’




    ‘Do you really have to go?’




    ‘I do.’




    ‘Why the hell do you put up with me, Daniel?’




    He only leaned across, kissed my forehead, and opened the driver’s side door.


  




  As soon as Steve left I got the mobile back out and began to fiddle. After all, if Charlotte was in bother, I might be able to help her. In fact, the more I thought about it,

  the more I decided I had a right to know. Where was Contacts on this phone? Where was Call Log? Why did they have to make every model different? Mine was a Nokia too, but nearly

  twice the size. Fiddly bloody buttons, teeny screen. Right, Messages, that would do. You see, if my daughter talked to me, if she was more open, I wouldn’t be forced to

  snoop around like this.




  The last text she’d received was from me, asking why she hadn’t got her phone switched on. Message two was from Daniel: Abidec Toddler Vitamin Drops, his father recommended. Well,

  his dad was a doctor, he’d know. Another message from Daniel: running a half-hour late because his mother had banged her head. From Daniel again: Big kiss for Will. Bigger kiss

  for you.




  Such a lovely boy.




  Raft of messages from before Christmas, mainly indecipherable rubbish from her flatmates, Gemma and Roz. None of them seemed to be able to spell, for all they were at university. Also, how many

  hours a day did Charlotte waste answering these nuggets of gibberish when she should’ve had her head down, working? That wasn’t what we got her the phone for. God, if she veered

  off-track now, in her second year, after all that effort, I’d never forgive her—




  Wait, what was this one now: Soz abt lst nt. Cn stll b frnds? My heart speeded up and I scrolled down quickly to see the name at the bottom: W, it was signed. Dated a week

  before she came home.




  I could guess who W was: Walsh, or Walshy, or Walshman, she called him, the other member of the house. Not Roz’s boyfriend, because he was called Gareth Thomas, like the rugby player.

  Walsh was Charlotte’s landlord, if you please.




  I’d said over the summer, ‘One man sharing with three girls? What’s going on there?’ And she said it was his house and he could let it to whoever he liked. And I said I

  didn’t like the sound of that either. What was a lad of twenty doing owning property? What would happen if any of them couldn’t pay their rent – what would he ask for in lieu? And

  she said I had a nasty mind and that he was nice and a mate of Gemma’s. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to share a house. It’s a different relationship with

  flatmates,’ she’d said.




  You know nothing, Mother, is what she meant. I knew enough to count one man and three girls.




  I read the text again. Soz, was he? For what, exactly? I navigated back to Sent Messages to see if she’d replied, but there was nothing. No, well. I may not be on top of

  my Text Speak, but I’m not a fool. I get what sorry about last night means when it comes from a lad. And it proves I was right to check her phone. Call it mother’s instinct: I

  knew she was unsettled. I pick it up like a radio signal.




  So now there’s Daniel, our smashing Daniel, a GP’s son, always available, always accommodating. Wonderful with Will, super-polite with me, comes into the house like a ray of

  sunshine. I’ve told him he needs to stand up for himself more, but he’s not made that way. Love seems to have filleted him.




  Then there’s this Walshy, wide boy, stirrer. Once went to a lecture so hungover he fell down the theatre steps, apparently. Famous for catching a seagull under a towel and letting it loose

  in Woolworths. He’s a show-off and a twit, the last kind of male I want anywhere near our Charlotte. I bet his dad’s not a doctor, either.




  Always there’s this destructive streak in her, always she manages to scupper her own chances. Where in God’s name does she get it from?




   




   




  

    

      NAN: What have you got there, Karen?




      KAREN: Hang on a minute, Mum. Is it working? How can you tell it’s working?




      CHARLOTTE: There’s a red light.




      KAREN: Oh, I see. Right. And it’s this button to pause, is it? Which one do you press to play back?




      CHARLOTTE: Did you hear about the businessman who asked his boss if he could use his dictaphone? And his boss said, ‘No, you can use your finger like everyone

      else.’




      KAREN: You’re not helping, Charlotte.




      NAN: Is it a cigarette-lighter?




      KAREN: Ah, right, I see now. I get it. You hold both buttons down at the same time. OK, Nan, we’re ready to go. This is a tape recorder, only it’s a lot smaller

      than the one we had before. I’ll pop it here on the chair arm, OK? And then you just forget about it. And we’ll carry on chatting, yes? About the family, the past, whatever you

      remember.




      CHARLOTTE: Can I ask Nan something?




      KAREN: No one’s stopping you.




      CHARLOTTE: OK, Nan? Nan? Can you tell us about how you met Granddad?




      NAN: Oh, well. Your granddad. Aye. Well, I were carrying a basket o’ washing back to t’doctor’s – my mother did his laundry for him – and it were

      blowing about and I were worried it’d end up on t’ground and get mucky – because it were all day of a job, washing then, and hard work – and Bill come over, crossed

      t’street and laid his coat on top. Then he took a handle and walked alongside me. It were a lot easier to carry wi’ two.




      CHARLOTTE: Aw, that’s lovely. And what happened then? Did he ask you out? Did he kiss you?




      NAN: He went off to t’convalescent home in Blackpool. He had TB. I didn’t see him for months.




      CHARLOTTE: Oh no! How awful. Could you not go up and visit him on the train?




      NAN: (laughs) I were only nineteen, I’d never been further than Harrop. We hadn’t the money to be getting on trains.




      KAREN: No, and you couldn’t even speak to him because you had no telephone in those days.




      NAN: Aye, so he met this girl there—




      KAREN: Alice Fitton.




      NAN: That were her name, a bonny woman. Older than him. From up Chorley way – her father ran an ironmonger’s.




      KAREN: And you were working at the mill.




      NAN: At Jarrod’s, aye.




      KAREN: And then what happened? She had an accident, this Alice Fitton, didn’t she?




      (NAN laughs guiltily.)




      KAREN: What happened, Mum?




      NAN: It were a shame. She’d come t’have her tea with Bill’s mother – now she was a fierce woman, old Mrs Hesketh. Very religious, wouldn’t even

      knit on a Sunday. Did I ever tell you about her?




      CHARLOTTE: What happened to Alice, Nan?




      (NAN laughs again.)




      KAREN: Didn’t she come a-cropper by the butcher’s?




      NAN: Aye, well, what happened was, she were walking past t’shop door and t’butcher threw a pail o’ swill all over her legs.




      KAREN: That’s the water they use for wiping down the surfaces at the end of the day, Charlotte. Water with blood and scraps of meat in it, basically.




      CHARLOTTE: I know.




      NAN: All up her dress, it went, over her stockings and shoes. So when she got to Bill’s house—




      KAREN: I don’t suppose his mother was very impressed when she turned up in that state.




      CHARLOTTE: Oh my God. Bet she stank!




      NAN: It were a shame, aye.




      CHARLOTTE: So why are you smiling?




      (NAN laughs.)




      KAREN: And it finished? They had a row and she broke off the engagement?




      NAN: Aye.




      KAREN: So you and Granddad started courting.




      NAN: We did.




      KAREN: And he was cured of TB by then?




      NAN: Well, he allus had a weak chest. That’s what killed him in t’finish, his lungs.




      KAREN: But he played the tenor horn in the pit band.




      NAN: Oh aye. For a bit. He’d a beautiful tone.




      KAREN: And you were married how long?




      NAN: Forty years. He died in seventy-nine.




      CHARLOTTE: That’s amazing. So how did you know he was The One?




      (NAN laughs.)




      CHARLOTTE: Seriously, Nan, how did you know you wanted to marry him? What made you wait?




      KAREN: Don’t pester her if she doesn’t want to answer.




      CHARLOTTE: I just wanted to know.




      (Sound of knocking on the door.)




      CARE ASSISTANT: Mrs Hesketh, it’s time for your – oh, I didn’t realise you had visitors. Can I just get these tablets down her? Is that OK? Won’t be a

      tick.




      KAREN: It’s all right. We were only really experimenting today.




      CHARLOTTE: Shall I switch the tape off?




      KAREN: No, I’m nearest. I’ll get it.




      CHARLOTTE: Oh, have you brought that photo of Will, Mum, or did we leave it on the—’


    


  










  




  CHAPTER 2




  On a day in February




  

    Yorkshire sun streamed through the window of my student room, making even the shabby wallpaper look cheerful. Nan’s kittens-in-a-basket picture, which I’d hung

    over my desk next to a sheet of Will’s mad daubs, was positively illuminated. Shards of light from my hanging crystal crossed and re-crossed the duvet, my planner, my waiting backpack.

    Thank God the night was over. The dark hours.




    And I was getting ready to see Martin again. Not that I was due for a tutorial, but I wanted to ask about extending my reading and also for some thoughts on the next essay title. I doubted he

    had any idea what a treat it was for me to sit in his office, inhaling the wood polish and admiring the shelves of books. He’d pour me a cup of real coffee which I thought tasted disgusting

    but drank anyway so as not to appear common. He might ask – I hoped he would – how things were going, four weeks into the new term. Then I could tell him about the Will-dreams: how

    quashing thoughts of my son during the daytime only made them resurface later, in super-horrible form. Because in these dreams I’m never doing any normal activity with Will. No squirting

    woodlice off the entry wall, or building towers of custard creams. No making hedgehogs out of mashed potato. Instead it’s always some really sinister, upsetting scenario such as last

    night’s special, which was that Will was trapped on a rollercoaster on his own and the man who owned it wouldn’t pull the lever to make it stop. And it was Mum’s fault

    – that’s right, now the detail was coming back to me – Mum had paid for him to go on the ride even though the rules were that you had to be over six and accompanied by a parent,

    but she’d stuck him in a seat, pulled down the bar and then buggered off to buy some Vim. And I had to fill in some kind of special form before the man would let Will off. I can’t

    remember what happened next, just it was the morning and I was awake.




    Martin, I knew, would listen to these ramblings and be sensible and kind. He understood about being apart from your child because his wife had left him last year and taken his nine-year-old

    daughter with her. He had a picture on his desk (of the girl, not the mother) and in the past I’d pretended to admire it and said how sad it was when families broke up. I’d told him

    about Dad living at the other end of the village, and how Mum and I had managed to muddle along without him OK. For Martin’s sake I’d stressed how, although things were sometimes

    tricky, e.g. with money, I hadn’t been in any way damaged by growing up in a dad-free home. I didn’t really feel I’d missed out in any way. Dad was only at the end of

    the village if I wanted him. And I think Martin appreciated my telling him that. He wasn’t just a brilliant tutor, we really talked to each other, adult to adult.




    Which was important because, although the student house was fun, there wasn’t a right lot of serious discussion went on. Roz was good for a chat but she could be a bit silly, especially

    with a drink inside her. Her parents were Methodists and very strict; Lord knows what they’d have thought if they could have seen her on a Saturday night outside the union, so wrecked she

    had to lean against a wall to keep from falling over.




    Gemma was cooler. Her mum was French, which gave her an edge straight away. She was smarter at handling the booze, she went out most nights and she dressed sharper than me and Roz. She spoke

    less, was more reserved. It had been a surprise when she and Walshy got together. ‘Chalk and cheese,’ said Roz to me privately. ‘I just don’t get it.’ I’d

    said, ‘I suppose they’re both nice-looking.’ And Roz had rolled her eyes as if to suggest she was glad she wasn’t afflicted by physical beauty. She said,

    ‘It won’t last. He collects women.’ She didn’t seem to notice how quiet I went after that.




    So there was another reason for getting out of the house this morning. I knew the girls were at lectures, and it made me twitchy when it was just him and me on our own.




    I reached for my backpack, squinting against the sunlight, and unhooked my jacket from the chair. But as I did so, one of the shoulders caught and the chair toppled over with a massive crash.

    ‘Fuck,’ I said.




    ‘Chaz? Is that you?’




    Too late, he’d heard me. ‘Yeah. I’m going out.’




    ‘Just come and have a look at this.’




    ‘I’m in a hurry,’ I lied.




    ‘Won’t take a minute. You’ll be impressed.’




    I drew in a long breath and stepped out onto the landing. From there, a sharp chemical smell hit me. ‘Jesus, Walshy. What the hell?’




    ‘Come and see.’




    The door of his room was wide open. I looked in and saw that he was kneeling by the open window, painting the sill a violent acid green.




    ‘God’s sake,’ I said, stepping through the door. ‘What have you been doing?’




    ‘Shaving a poodle.’




    ‘Oh, you’re killing me.’




    He was wearing his University of Central Yorkshire T-shirt with its You See Why (UCY) slogan. We’d all bought one during Fresher’s Week, before we realised they were

    naffer than naff and only fit for covering your nakedness when everything else was in the wash.




    I said, ‘If you carry on with that, you won’t get your deposit back.’




    ‘Yeah, that landlord, he’s a bastard.’




    ‘Seriously, though, what? That colour’s vandalism in a tin. What’s it called? Burnt Retina?’




    ‘This is home improvement, this is.’ He propped the brush across the pot and stood up to survey his progress. ‘The paint was all flaking off before.’




    ‘Did you strip the wood before you started? Or even sand it? Tell me you at least wiped the dead flies away.’




    He flashed a roguish smile. ‘It’s created a nice textured effect.’




    I watched him overload the brush, gloop paint in a pool onto the windowsill, then try and persuade it evenly over the lumps and ridges. In places it was so thick I knew it would take weeks to

    harden. Bristles were detaching themselves at every stroke. At least he’d thought to rest the pot on a magazine.




    I sat down on the end of the bed. ‘You know, if you’d been after some home improvement, you could simply have cleared the floor.’




    Next to the rucked-up duvet a drawer of socks lay tipped on its side. There was a scattering of pens over the carpet as if someone had emptied them there deliberately. A beanie hat was lodged

    across his bedside lampshade. Unpaired footwear lay distributed at odd intervals, like a children’s picture puzzle: How many trainers can you spot hidden around the room? The more

    I looked, in fact, the more I could see out of place. There were bright squares in the dust on top of the table where objects had been recently removed, a desk tidy slung underneath a chair,

    empty hooks on the wall. ‘It’s a bit chaotic today, even by your standards. Has Gemma been having a clear-out?’




    ‘You could say that.’




    ‘Meaning?’




    ‘She’s moved back to her old room. We’ve broken up.’




    I stared at him. ‘No. When? Why?’




    ‘Last night. Late, late last night. Morning.’




    ‘My God.’




    ‘Don’t look so worried, Chaz.’




    ‘It wasn’t—’




    ‘—anything to do with you. Or me, actually.’




    ‘You sure?’




    ‘Uh huh.’ He glanced up. ‘She reckons she’s gay.’




    ‘Eh?’




    ‘Woke up one morning, found she was a dyke.’




    ‘Don’t use that word. It’s horrible.’




    ‘She used it herself.’




    My head was reeling. ‘Is this a wind-up, Walshy? Because if it is, it’s in really poor taste.’




    All the time he never stopped his painting, the brush sweeping backwards and forwards through the ugly-bright mess. ‘Go ask her. If it is a wind-up, it’s hers.’




    I thought, No, even you wouldn’t set up a joke like that. He must be telling the truth. ‘Blimey. So is there someone else? A girl, I mean.’




    ‘Dunno. There’s no need to get stressed over it, though. Me and her, we’re not going to turn into the housemates from hell, throwing plates and screaming down the stairs at

    each other. We’ll just go back to how we were when she first moved in – you know, friends. It was probably time we wound it up anyway.’




    ‘And have I to tell Roz?’




    ‘’S’up to you. Fuck, I’ve dripped on the curtain. Pass us that towel, will you?’ He frowned at the curtain hem, spat on it, then scrubbed vigorously. ‘I

    suppose you’ll be saying I should have taken these down before I started.’




    ‘It makes no odds now. You need proper paint-remover on that. Have you any white spirit?’




    ‘Is that like absinthe?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Oh. Can we not just stick it in the washing-machine?’




    ‘I wouldn’t have thought so. It’s gloss you’re using, isn’t it? Not emulsion.’




    ‘Search me. I asked for a tin of paint, that’s all I know. The guy in the shop never said.’




    I went over to his desk and grabbed the chair, dragged it across to the window.




    ‘What you doing, Chaz?’




    ‘Saving your curtains.’ I stepped carefully up till my head was level with the rail. ‘If Gemma or Roz have any nail-varnish remover, we might be OK. So long as we act

    fast.’




    ‘Not Roz. She bites her nails to stumps.’




    ‘Gemma, then. Look, can you at least take hold of the hem end for me, stop it falling in the paint?’




    One by one the plastic hooks clicked off neatly under my fingers. When I glanced down, however, I saw that in stretching across, he’d managed somehow to press the other curtain up

    against the wet paint. ‘Ah,’ he said when I pointed.




    ‘It’s on your jeans too. Stay where you are and I’ll unclip that side while I’m up here.’ My arms were aching and I was desperate not to mark my own clothes.

    ‘Just watch you don’t knock that tin. Oh, shit. Too late. Right, stand still and don’t step off that magazine. Don’t! Yes, it’s on your shoe as well. But if

    you stay on the paper you’ll save the carpet.’




    He stood quietly with his head bowed while I finished and climbed down. The curtains I balled up, paint smudges tucked away inside, and thrust against his chest. Then I knelt, the way I do to

    help Will with his shoes, and eased Walshy’s feet out of his trainers; guided him off the island of magazines and made him sit on the bed and remove his T-shirt. ‘You’ll need to

    take your jeans off too. We’ll stick them all in a hot wash together after we’ve had a go with the varnish remover. No promises, but it’s worth a try.’




    I could feel his eyes on me throughout. Eventually he said, ‘You always know how to fix everything. You’re like our mum, the House Mum.’




    His pale bare shoulders gleamed under the electric light.




    ‘Get stripped,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you down in the kitchen.’


  




  The morning began with body parts in the garden and ended with a dead neighbour.




  It was Will who spotted the debris. There were tiny plastic limbs strewn across our back lawn, a 9-inch propeller lodged in the flowering currant. He came running to me with a fistful of pieces

  he’d gathered. ‘Little man broken,’ he said, which was a pretty accurate assessment.




  Together we hunted down the rest and brought them inside to reassemble. It helped that I knew what I was making. Old Mr Cottle’s lumberjack windmill has been poking up over the top of our

  back fence for at least two years. The structure sits on a pole, like a bird-table, and with every passing breeze the blades rotate and the miniature man bends forward and mimes a chopping action.

  Pointless as well as ugly, not to mention way too light and flimsy for the job. Three times now the lumberjack’s ended up on our side, blown from his moorings Wizard of Oz-style.

  Sometimes he arrives intact, sometimes he’s been blasted apart. My impulse today was just to bin the bloody thing, put him out of his windy misery.




  I didn’t owe Tommy Cottle anything, either. He wasn’t a nice man. Never one of these grandfatherly types who handed out sweets and smiles and liked to pass the time of day. If he

  spoke at all it would usually be to moan about Will being noisy. In the last eighteen months he’d tipped grass clippings down the gap behind our currant bushes, phoned the council to say we

  were breeding rats under the shed, and prised a fence panel apart to help his bag-of-bones cat use our flowerbed as a toilet. Not so much a character as an old git. Once he even made the front page

  of the local paper for trying to nick crocus bulbs from round the War Memorial.




  So basically he’s been a crap neighbour from the moment he arrived, and no court in the land would have convicted me if one night I’d set his lumberjack on fire and danced round the

  flames cheering. But I knew he’d been in hospital again recently and that nobody had visited him – he told me that himself, as if he’d been expecting me to trot up there with a

  bag of fruit and a copy of the Racing Times – and overall my feeling’s been I’ve enough on my plate without encouraging a war in my own back yard.




  For this reason Will and I took the trouble to snap the plastic lumberjack into working order, spent a fun time testing him out, then put on our coats and trooped round the corner to Mr

  Cottle’s front door.




  There was no reply to our ringing or knocking, but the car was in the drive and I could see his mobility scooter parked in the hall behind the bevelled glass. Given he can’t walk to the

  end of the street these days unaided, I guessed he must be inside. I opened the letterbox and shouted his name.




  ‘Watch, Grandma,’ said Will, running down the metal disability ramp with thumping, clanging strides.




  ‘Shh,’ I told him.




  All I could hear from inside was the muffled sound of the TV.




  ‘Let’s try round the back,’ I said, laying the lumberjack on the gravel next to the ramp and taking my grandson’s hand. I had a sudden prickle about what we might find,

  and though I’d rather Will had stayed outside, he was just too young to be left unsupervised.




  At the rear of the house the garden was neat, wheeliebins labelled, planters and tubs emptied ready for spring. Will poked at the cat-flap and I tried the door handle. It gave, and we were in.

  The kitchen smelled of toast overlaid with menthol and chemical toilet; in the sink sat a milk pan half-full of water, but aside from that the room was fairly tidy. A clutch of money-saving coupons

  was bulldog-clipped to a Bonnie Scotland wall calendar, pots of Brylcreem were stacked into a tower, his mugs hung symmetrically from a wooden rack. Even his pan scourer was tucked into

  the mouth of a china frog sitting on the windowsill.




  ‘Here, play with this,’ I said, picking up the frog and handing it to Will. Needs must as the devil drives.




  I could see across the hall into the lounge. On the TV screen, a blonde presenter was helping a middle-aged woman step onto some weighing scales. The top of Mr C’s head showed over the

  back of an armchair. I led Will into the hall, closed the kitchen door behind us, set him to feed his frog on the floor. Then I made myself walk into the room.




  Tommy Cottle was sitting upright with his eyes open, and for a split second I thought he was OK. I’d been a fool crashing in, over-dramatic. Words of apology formed on my lips. But the

  next second I knew.




  ‘Mr Cottle?’ I said hopelessly. A quick glance at Will to check he was occupied, then I leaned forward and pressed the old man’s shoulder. ‘Mr Cottle? Tommy?’ There

  was no response. His face was perfectly peaceful.




  ‘OK, Grandma has to make a phone call, we need to go,’ I said. I stepped backwards and, though I was trying to be careful, my leg caught against a small table with a mug of coffee on

  top. The mug slid off and bounced onto the floor, sloshing beige liquid across the beige carpet.




  Will looked up, only mildly interested. ‘Frog’s hungry. Yum yum.’




  I knew it wasn’t the time to be worrying about stains, but I couldn’t stop myself picking up the mug and placing it back on the table. The action made me shiver and almost drop the

  mug again: the china was still very slightly warm. However Mr Cottle had died, it had been both recent and quick.




  

    I stood in Gemma’s doorway and scanned her room. Huge black and white poster of Jean Harlow over her bed, tumble of shoes under the window, clutch of Aldi carrier bags

    dumped on her dressing-table. The wardrobe was open a crack and I could see clothes spilling out from the bottom. I had this sudden picture of her scooping her belongings together and making trip

    after trip up and down the stairs while Walsh sat by and watched. Gemma staggering in here, dropping things, rooting through them, throwing armfuls into the cupboard, not bothering with hangers

    or folded piles and then trying to jam the door closed, swearing, leaving it. My mum’s like that. She believes inanimate objects are in league against her.




    I made my way between the piles of Gemma’s history books and poked around the dressing-table. One of the plastic bags I could see straight away was full of make-up, so I had a rummage

    and brought up two bottles of nail polish. The second bag was all hair products, and the next, Ventolin inhalers, painkillers, eczema cream, tampons. Finally, at the bottom of the fourth bag, a

    pot of varnish-remover pads.




    There was no time to waste. I’d run to the kitchen now, scrub the paint-marks, then put the pot back before she came home from lectures.




    And yet I stayed a few moments, staring at Jean Harlow and trying to work out what I felt. Gemma gay and Walshy free. Us all together, in the same house.




    Just thinking about it made my head spin.


  




  After the ambulance men had been and gone, the niece turned up. She was what Mum would have called hard-faced. Older than me, bone-thin, dyed black hair. ‘You’re

  the one who found him?’ she asked.




  ‘I’d fetched his little chopper.’




  She narrowed her eyes. ‘Eh?’




  ‘He has this . . . thing, plastic, windmill. A man.’ I seemed to have lost the power to construct a sentence. ‘A garden ornament. It blew over. Our fence.’




  She was only half-listening, her gaze roving round the room, and I thought, She’s doing an inventory. She’s thinking, What did he leave me in his will? I felt like saying,

  ‘Sorry, am I in your way?’




  ‘And he was in this chair?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘What’s this mark here?’ She pointed to the carpet. ‘Did he wet himself?’




  ‘That was me,’ I said.




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘I mean, I knocked over a drink. He’d made a drink. Before he died. I don’t mean I made a drink while I was here.’ I haven’t filched anything, you

  grasping cow.




  ‘You live over the back?’




  ‘Yes. With my grandson.’ Will was at the table, good as gold, scribbling over a colouring book. ‘We didn’t see a lot of Mr Cottle. I know he’d had a spell in

  hospital a while ago.’




  ‘Creaking gate. It was a shock, though, I thought he’d go on forever.’




  ‘Well, you do. When my mother died, we knew she was ill, but even so—’




  ‘Can you take the cat?’




  She took me completely off-guard. ‘Cat?’




  ‘He has a cat.’




  ‘Oh, yes, I know, but I don’t think—’




  ‘Otherwise we’ll have to get it put down. Which would be a shame.’




  ‘Can’t you have it?’




  ‘Not allowed. I’m allergic.’




  Bet you aren’t, I thought.




  ‘It can’t have that much longer to live. Six months tops, I’d say. It’d be nice for your little lad there, to have a nice pet. You’d like a cat, wouldn’t you,

  love?’ she called across to Will.
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