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Chapter One

Apparently, wondering when and how you’ll die is an integral part of the human condition. Unless you’re me, that is. I already know I’ve got exactly fifty-four years left to live.

It’ll most likely be heart disease that sees me off in the end. And if the sheer averageness of my existence is to be believed, I’ll be kicking the bucket in a hospital. Seeing out my last mortal moments down some random corridor in Huddersfield General.

‘And that’s it. Death. The only certainty in this, The Human Life.’

The not-quite-David-Attenborough presenter delivers his final line as the credits roll on the BBC2 programme. I feel like I’ve been punched. Not that I’ve ever been punched, mind, I’m not that sort of a girl. (Woman. God, that makes me sound old.) So, I imagine that’s what it would feel like. Being hit in the face. I’m wobbly. Disorientated. I clutch the edge of the couch for support, except it was so cheap it offers little resistance and I sink to the floor.

It was a documentary. One that made out that human habits are just as interesting as animals’, when really no one knows or cares that the average human blinks 28,800 times a day. (Note to self, must blink less.)

All in all, the programme was pretty dull. What’s left me stricken on the rug in the front room is the stuff Mr not-quite-David-Attenborough said. ‘The average human this…’ and ‘the average human that…’, and every single average life event he mentioned seemed to apply to my own mediocre existence. For goodness’ sake, both my names were in the top five most common names. Emily Turner. Dull as dishwater.

I’m off the floor now, relieved Kaz isn’t here to bear witness to my demented pacing.

Don’t get me wrong. It’s not like I’ve ever considered myself destined for greatness. I’m an ordinary person with ordinary thoughts living an ordinary life. I was never going to be the person to develop a cure for cancer or anything impressive like that. But no one wants their one meaningless life to be entirely average, do they?

It’s Mum’s fault that I even know so much about the ins and outs of my own existence. Surely people generally forget some of the stuff from the first ten or so years? No such luck for me. Mum’s a compulsive recorder. Every moment of my life has been meticulously documented. I used to think it was weird. But now, you know, I’m thinking at least she’s got a quirk. I don’t have a quirk.

Anyway, there’s a whole wall of photo albums in the dining room of Mum and Dad’s semi, each one diligently labelled. If it weren’t for that, then maybe I wouldn’t have known how long it took for her and Dad to get pregnant (cringe), how long her labour was (newsflash, Mum, it wasn’t my fault), when I got my first tooth, walked, talked. She even made me pose on the day of my first period.

Blaming Mum is something of a relief. It’s her fault I’m the average height. Her fault I’m distinctly average to look at. On one of those completely sexist scales that men use to rate women based purely on their looks, I’d say I’m a solid six. A five on a bad day perhaps. I’ve got brown eyes and that hair that’s halfway between curly and straight. A sort of less attractive, aging Emma Watson. I sometimes think I’d be a perfect person to get away with murder. I have so few distinguishing features that any eyewitnesses would be at a total loss recalling me. The only thing that sets me apart is a freckle on my right cheek. Even then you’d have to be looking pretty close to spot it.

It’s not like I even do something exciting for a living. I’m a teacher. And I know some people see it as something of a vocation. A calling. I really admire those people. Those people deserve OBEs. Unfortunately, I’m not one of those people.

I have a stab of something that feels distinctly like guilt. Right under the ribs. Where guilt tends to get you. Except I’ve no time for guilt. Self-absorbed panic seems much less stabby.

Without ever planning for it, I’ve ended up as the most average person on the whole entire planet. And what’s left? Marriage at thirty-one, three years away. Bloody brilliant. I’ll probably meet my soulmate this year, then. Two kids. Then the inevitable trudge towards retirement. Teaching Of Mice and Men every day of my life until I retire at sixty-five, spend a few decades pottering in the garden, and then go hurtling into the deep abyss of nothingness, right on schedule.

This is bad. Really bad.

Kaz! She’ll make me feel better.


Me: Kaz, tell me something interesting about me.

Kaz: This message is pretty weird.

Me: Come on!

Kaz: I’ve got lives to save.

Me: Please.



Those little dots which show she’s writing appear and disappear over and over. Kaz is my flatmate, best and only friend. And there’s absolutely nothing ordinary about her. For one, she’s an A&E nurse; she literally gets free stuff in Pret because her job is so impressive. And she has red hair and big green eyes. Like a sexy, modern Little Mermaid.

Finally, a reply.


Kaz: You came runner-up in that poetry contest.



Kaz’s observation falls down on many, many levels:

One: She’s the person who knows me most in the world. It was Kaz I went to when Martin Stevens told everyone in Year 9 I was a bad kisser. It was Kaz I showed the Zoo magazines to, which Matt had hidden under his mattress. And it was Kaz who squeezed my hand so tight all the way through the funeral because Mum and Dad seemed to have forgotten I was there. And despite all of those timeless bonding encounters, this is the best she could come up with. I didn’t even win, for goodness’ sake. The devil’s in the detail. Runner-up.

Two: That contest was in Year 10. Ergo, she suggests I’ve done nothing even remotely interesting for the past fifteen years.

I can’t catch my breath. I feel like an elephant is sitting on my chest. What do they do on Holby? Tell them to breathe, in-out, in-out.

Well, that doesn’t work.

Sure, it’s just a programme. But no one, I repeat no one, should be forced to confront just how lacklustre their life is at ten o’clock on a Thursday night.

I bounce up the stairs clutching my chest in an overly dramatic fashion. Except there’s no one here to see it.

I brush my teeth in the tiny bathroom, facing away from the mirror as usual. Obviously, I don’t own my own home yet. According to the rule of averages which shape my existence, like one of the lesser-known laws of physics, I’ve another three years until I can look forward to ticking that one off on the old life list. I mean, it might be nice not to have quite so much mould growing in the bathroom. I don’t care what Mr McGee, our landlord, says, it is not akin to abstract art. But maybe I’ll stay anyway, for an extra year.

It’s 10.15pm. I’ve been having my breakdown for fifteen whole minutes.

I message Kaz again.


Me: That’s not particularly interesting.



Those three little dots. I hate those little dots.


Kaz: You’re being extra weird today. It’s like my Great Aunty Mary used to say. Some people in life are stilettos and others are slippers.

Me: Did Mary really say that?

Kaz: She used to wear those whopping great heels, remember? Even in the care home.

Me: So, in this scenario I’m the slipper, right?

Kaz: Yeah, but which one would you rather be long term?

Me: Well, not a slipper, obviously!

Kaz: You have 12 pairs of slippers and a single stiletto.

Me: Only because the heel broke on the other one. So, you’re basically saying that my life is as interesting as a pair of old lady slippers? What else, a onesie? A flannel? What other inanimate objects would you use to describe how dull I am?



I am incandescent with rage. Sort of. I’m pretty miffed at the very least.

Another three dots.


Kaz: Sorry, need to dash. Medical emergency.



Well, that’s that. I flump onto the bed. It groans at the combined weight of me and my existential angst.

I’ve only one option left.

Mum answers on the third ring.

‘Emily, love. Is everything all right?’

I flinch at the panic in her voice.

‘Yeah, everything’s totally fine. Maybe even better than fine. Fantastic, you could say.’

‘Love?’

I do my best to rein in the hysteria. ‘Sorry. It’s just that, you know when I was younger?’

She does a big breath out.

‘Mm-hmm.’ She shuffles a little.

‘Well, was there anything particularly unusual about me? Like, was I really early at doing stuff? Or even a bit slow? I didn’t have an extra toe you decided to have lasered off?’ I ask hopefully.

‘Oh no, love. Nothing like that. I used to say to your dad that you and Claire must have read all the baby books before you came out. Did everything bang on schedule, the pair of you.’

I wince. Not just because Mum is confirming my fears.

‘But did I have any unusual habits? Anything you and Dad secretly worried about?’

‘Nothing at all,’ Mum declares proudly, missing the salient point of the conversation entirely. ‘You never gave us any cause to worry. Either of you. Well, not until, you know.’

Her voice goes quiet and I have the sudden urge to get off the phone as quickly as possible. It occurs to me that perhaps a parent isn’t likely to admit that they’d spawned some weirdo.

‘Right, that’s great, Mum. Anyway, I’ve got to go, bye!’

‘Hang on a sec. Love, now that I’ve got you, maybe we could talk about the memorial.’

I fake yawn. Because I’m a terrible human.

‘Sorry, Mum, I’m really tired actually.’

I pause. I’m not so awful that disappointing Mum comes naturally. ‘We can sort it soon though, don’t worry.’

‘Okay, love. Night.’

‘Night, Mum.’

I ring off and let out the breath I’ve been holding.

It’s official. There is absolutely nothing special about me whatsoever.

First-world guilt swells. It had to at some point. Quite frankly, twenty-five minutes is probably long enough to be wallowing like this. After all, there are people who would kill for a nice, ordinary – read boring – life. That woman who got famous after she tried to climb out of the window to retrieve a poo she couldn’t flush in her boyfriend’s loo and got stuck, for example. And people who live in war zones.

Annoyingly I might be ordinary but I’m clearly not selfless enough for perspective to be helping at all.

And I’ve exhausted everyone who could make me feel better.

My phone has gone black in my hand and I inadvertently catch myself looking into the screen. I hate it when that happens. When my reflection creeps up on me unawares. I slam the phone down on the bedside table harder than I should.

Claire.

The stabby feeling in my ribs gets sharper.

When was the last time I thought about her?

Too long. And though I’ve gotten incredibly good at not thinking about her, or talking about her, or doing anything that might remind me of her, I want to be the one deciding on the not thinking. Not my subconscious just blotting her out.

Urgh, this is awful. Mediocrity and guilt do not a happy marriage make.

Claire wouldn’t be having this crisis.

There’d be no need. She wouldn’t be average.

The tears come then.

Because it’s all been a waste. Of two lives, not just one.






Chapter Two

When I wake up in the morning my pillow is wet. I wonder briefly why I’ve been sleep crying until I’m once again faced with the dawning realisation that I’m the dullest person alive. And while it might be nice to ration my soul-crushing realisations to just one a week, another realisation is there too. The one about Claire.

I blink back more tears into my already scratchy eyes and roll out of bed, pulling on my trusty work get-up: black trousers, white shirt, black shoes. No need to check the mirror, thank you very much.

I always wondered if I’d be one of those people who rocked up to work in a nice pencil skirt and heels, ready to take on the world. But it turns out that pencil skirts have zero give in them, and heels start to hurt about three minutes into your day. Quite frankly, I don’t need the additional pain.

It’s Friday. By far the best of the weekdays. And yet all I feel is mild dejection as I eat my Corn Flakes. I google them as I crunch, not in any way surprised to find that they’re the UK’s foremost breakfast cereal. I must endeavour to make less average food choices. I saw this thing once about grating courgette into porridge. Zoats or something I think they called it. At the time I thought it was probably an indication that the apocalypse was nigh. But now I’m not so sure. Maybe a change would be good.

I make it to work in time for staff briefing, though, at best, I’m ill-prepared for the day ahead. I’d had this vague notion that being an English teacher would involve helping kids to love books. Turns out I was wrong on many, many fronts. And five years in, I now find myself at a loss when it comes to mustering the requisite amount of enthusiasm for the latest pedagogical breakthrough. PLTS, Blooms, SMSC, objectives, effect sizes, personalisation. Who knew that teaching kids about books would be so bloody complicated?

On the way in I do another Google search. Teaching is the most common job for women. Fuck’s sake.

I head into the staffroom. In the centre of the school, there is no natural light and a hodgepodge of mismatching chairs all in varying degrees of wear and tear. The blue carpet is so worn it’s almost black and the walls are peeling. A staff well-being display includes faded leaflets on dealing with anxiety and stress. The whole place screams budget cuts.

I make a beeline to my pigeonhole, itself a veritable treasure trove of delights. Sixty Year 8 progress reports await my comments. There’s a printout of my midpoint appraisal review, highlighting that I have yet to make a start on any of my three yearly targets. And finally, a poster for this year’s school production of Little Shop of Horrors. There’s a Post-it Note on the front, presumably from my boss, which says, ‘Can you help with this?’ Not bloody likely. Despite my lifelong dedication to musicals, I now refuse to entertain the prospect of spending any more time in this place than is absolutely necessary.

‘Morning, folks,’ Mr Hughes, the head, begins. I dive into the nearest seat and get a few shifty glances from the people nearby. Everyone has their own chair in the staffroom. Next to their best work friends. Except me, that is. I don’t have a chair. I operate on the premise that being here at all is like finding yourself stranded behind enemy lines; you need to keep moving. When I dare risk it, I skip briefing altogether, having discovered a direct correlation between time spent in the presence of Mr Hughes and feelings of mild desolation.

‘You’ll all be disappointed to hear that we’re skipping Focused Friday.’ Some people make a noise to suggest that they might genuinely be disappointed by the lack of this Friday tradition in which we spotlight pupils who are making less than expected progress and discuss strategies to help them. And by help them, I mean consider ways to affect our whole school performance.

Mr Hughes carries on. ‘However, as you may well know, following an illustrious career, Andrea Heartshill will be saying her goodbyes this morning. Come on up, Andrea.’ Brilliant. A retirement speech. Nothing like an entire career commemorated in the three minutes before morning bell.

Andrea walks demurely to join Mr Hughes, turning slightly red in the process. I remember the time when she called him a ‘bastard, wanker, tit’ in the toilets following a particularly brutal lesson observation.

This morning, however, all thoughts of Mr Hughes being a bastard, wanker, tit are apparently now long forgotten. Andrea accepts her Co-op flowers and bottle of medium-priced wine with a flurry of ‘you shouldn’t haves’ to polite applause.

‘Thank you very much, Mr Hughes,’ Andrea begins, unfolding a single sheet of A5 paper. There’s a collective sigh of relief. No one appreciates long speeches. The less said about Mr Flerrin’s song-based leaving extravaganza, the better.

‘I’d just like to say I’ve really enjoyed working here.’ Mr Hughes smiles as if she’s paid him a personal compliment. No doubt, whatever pleasure Andrea has derived from her career will have been despite, not because, of his involvement in it.

‘I’ll really miss the maths department and of course, all of my ladies over in cake corner.’ There’s a whoop from some far-flung crevice of the staffroom. Five years I’ve worked here, and I didn’t even know there was a cake clique. Normally cake and I always find each other.

‘But it’s time to hang up my whiteboard marker, or chalk as we called it in the olden days.’ Gentle chortle. ‘So, thank you everyone. I’ll really miss you all. I might even pop in with some cake one day!’ She raises her bunch of flowers in triumph.

There’s another appreciative whoop from the loyal ladies of cake corner and that’s it. A thirty-odd-year career reduced to a few platitudes and false promises. That’s what I have to look forward to. And I don’t even have any cake corner ladies who’d be willing to cheer me on through my leaving speech.

I sink further into my seat. I am Simba from The Lion King, that part where the stars realign to reveal his dad spouting off about his destiny. Except in my universe, all the signs are aligning to spell out, ‘Your life is shit.’



For a Friday, the day takes an extraordinary amount of effort. At lunch, I eat alone in my classroom and spend the time scrolling through Google looking up random things to be average at. Height, five foot four and a bit. Check. Shoe size, five. Check. Skin type, combination. Check. Brown hair, blue eyes, check, check. I’m deep into an article about the most common blood group when I realise that I don’t actually know my own.

I turn to Facebook. Admittedly this is an act which, when facing something of a personal crisis, is tantamount to the behaviour of those twelfth-century flagellants who wandered through the streets whipping themselves. But still, to Facebook I turn.

There are the usual inspirational quotes, mostly shared by Dad. And a smattering of political articles reflecting the left-of-centre political leanings of all good millennials.

I start randomly clicking on profiles.

Angela Senior: Feeling emotional. I said yes!!! Followed by a picture of her and her now-fiancé beaming on a beach somewhere.

Well, give it fifty years, Angela. Then you might not be quite so cock-a-hoop with your predictable life choices.

Katie Small: Feeling nervous. Wish me luck everyone #newadventures #movingtoCanada #promotion There’s a picture of her passport in case any of her Facebook friends are particularly slow.

Steven Whitward: Feeling exhausted. His arms are raised in triumph as he crosses some Bupa-themed finishing line. Feeling smug, more like.

I’m just about to close the app when I spot a repost from my dad. And not his usual, ‘live, laugh, love’ drivel either. It’s Matt, my brother. Matt’s accepting an award at work. Pete Turner: Feeling Proud: Proud dad! Congratulations Matthew Turner on being named accountant of the year.

No. This cannot be. Matt’s like me. Dull as sin. Except at least I’m boring and reasonably nice. Matt is boring and bad. Our relationship best described as ‘strained’. And yet, here he is, winning awards left, right and centre. And okay, accountant of the year isn’t exactly the Nobel Peace Prize. But he has a little plaque and everything. And here I am, decidedly plaque-less.

My palms grow sweaty as I consider Matt’s betrayal. Goodness, I’m an awful person now. I can feel my heart beating hard. I genuinely wonder if it’s about to give out. Like it’s deliberating what the point in keeping me alive is. That other realisation, the one I’d been doing my best to avoid, is tunnelling with intent. Mining right into the centre of my brain.

Claire. Claire’s life wouldn’t have been like this.

Now that it’s there, it’s impossible to dislodge. My skin prickles as the bell to signal the end of lunch rings. I force myself to take some deep breaths, pulling air into my lungs. My Year 7s are at the door and I plaster on a forced smile as I wave them in.

A few of them give me nervous glances and I wonder if I might look a bit demented.

I manage only a distracted rendition of the adverb song I developed a couple of years ago. It’s a very catchy tune if I do say so myself. But my performance is lacklustre, even for the last lesson of the day.

Normally on a Friday, I’d race home and be on the couch in my day pyjamas by four o’clock. Not that my weekends ever hold a particular amount of promise. But the prospect of not having to wear a bra for a couple of days, well, that appeals a great deal.

I scowl at the sight of my Ford Fiesta in the car park, my earlier internet trawl already revealing it to be the most popular car on the market. And it’s silver. I’ve a mind to sue the salesperson. They’d described it as ‘edgy’.

At the last moment I detour to Mum and Dad’s. The three-bed semi that I grew up in comes into view. I’d had a moment of joy earlier, while googling house prices. Apparently, the average house sells for £251,000 these days. There’s no way that Mum and Dad’s house is worth that. Of course, it would mean we’re poorer than average, which isn’t exactly something to be celebrated, but at this stage I’ll take whatever I can get. Obviously then I’d remember all those places in London that have a fridge in the bathroom that sell for a million quid. They were probably dragging the average up. So, I’d narrowed my search to just Yorkshire. I’d triangulated my findings with some Rightmove data to ascertain that I’d grown up somewhere average.

Pulling onto the drive, I wonder how I’ll explain my impromptu visit. I never arrive unexpected. I never do anything unexpected. Mum will definitely anticipate the worst. She was rewired after Claire. She’s at my window before I’ve even turned the engine off.

‘Emily, love. What’s the matter? Has something happened? You can tell me, I’m here for you,’ she says all in one breath as I open the car door.

‘No, don’t panic. Nothing’s happened. I just thought I’d call round for a cup of tea.’

‘But why? It’s Friday. We’re expecting you on Sunday, aren’t we? Usual time? I was going to do beef?’

We have a rota of beef, chicken, pork for Sunday lunch. Ten years ago, Gran declared lamb too fatty, and it got dumped. That I would suddenly turn against one prong of the meaty trinity seems ludicrous.

‘Yes, I’ll still be here on Sunday and beef sounds good. Honestly, there’s nothing wrong. I just fancied a cup of tea. Dad still at work?’

I see her do one last sweep, no doubt for some grievous bodily harm that I’ve thus far kept hidden.

‘Yep,’ she relaxes. ‘Well, it’s a lovely surprise. Come in and I’ll put the kettle on.’

I sit at the dining table picking at my fingers until Mum appears with tea and biscuits. Fearfully, not even the sight of custard creams is enough to rouse me from my melancholy.

‘Are you okay, love?’

‘Mm-hmm. It’s just that… Do you ever think I’m a bit, well, dull?’

Instead of confirmation, I get on point maternal outrage. ‘What!? Of course not. You’re clever and funny and kind. You’re lots of things.’ She’s lying. I’m only one of those things at best. And even then, I fear that I find me funnier than anyone else.

‘But I don’t do anything. I mean look at my life. It’s completely average.’

She goes to interrupt, but I cut her off. ‘I even counted how many times I weed today. Seven times. Bang average. What’s my blood type?’ I demand.

‘Er, O positive I think.’

‘Knew it, common as muck.’

‘But that’s, you know, biology, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not just that. The rest is average too. Guess where the most common place to buy clothes is?’

She keeps quiet, sensing this is perhaps not a good point to interject.

‘Next. Ninety per cent of my wardrobe comes from that shop. And the rest is from Primark, only the second-most common.’

I’m flushed. The abject misery of earlier is dissipating. Replaced instead by anger. At what or whom is anyone’s guess.

‘And don’t even get me started on Colgate.’

‘I… uh… well…’ Mum flounders. She can mount no defence because there is none. ‘You did almost win that poetry contest, remember? Me and your dad both said you were robbed.’

For fuck’s sake.

I slump my head on the table, making the tea tray rattle.

‘What’s brought all this on, Emily, love? Is it something to do with you calling last night? Only, I know you don’t like to talk about her, but I don’t think Claire would have seen it quite like—’

I leap up. I don’t know why I came. Perhaps in the vain hope that Mum would know something I didn’t. That it somehow wouldn’t be the case that I’d completely failed Claire. That just maybe I’d been living a life she would have been proud of. Instead, I’ve probably just drawn attention to the fact that I haven’t. I bet everyone already knows.

‘So, it’s been good to chat. I’ll, um, see you Sunday.’ I’m out of the door and halfway down the drive before Mum realises what’s happening. She appears blinking at the window as I reverse away, my heart pounding hard again.






Chapter Three

1997

The talent contest was the bit Claire liked best about Butlin’s. It was the bit I liked least of all.

‘Right, and then you’ll do a cartwheel that way, and I’ll do one this way. And then we’ll skid down on our knees at the front before the last bit of the song. Remember to keep your arms straight, though. That’s very important.’

‘But I’m not very good at cartwheels. Not like you.’

I’m not very good at any of the things Claire is good at. Like singing. Or dancing. Or cartwheels. I’d rather not have lots of people watch me do the things I’m not very good at.

‘You’re all right at them. You need to practise more, that’s all. I did twenty-seven already today. Even when I kept falling over. Are you sure you can remember all the words?’

I nod.

We’ve watched the film over and over at home. And Claire made us practise the song the whole drive here. By the time we stopped halfway for a Happy Meal, Dad said his ears were bleeding. I could see them, though, and there wasn’t any blood.

A man and a giant bear in matching bright red coats come onto the stage.

The Skyline Pavilion smells of candyfloss and smoke, even though the smoking seats are a long way away.

‘Right folks, we’re just about getting ready,’ the man in the red coat says. ‘Filbert and I are so excited to see what you can all do.’

Filbert the bear gives a big thumbs up to show that he’s excited, too. There’s a big cheer. Claire joins in.

‘So, anyone who wants to enter, come and put your name down and we’ll call you onto the stage in order. Remember folks, you’ve got to be older than three and younger than thirteen! Have fun!’

He waves his hand to a little table next to the stage steps. A woman in a matching red coat with blonde hair smiles and waves.

I go to walk towards her.

‘Wait.’ Claire holds my arm. ‘We want to be last so we can make a big impression. That’s how you win.’ She scrunches her face up and makes her eyes go small. Dad calls it her evil genius face.

Last year we didn’t win. I forgot the words and then I stopped dancing. If we don’t win this time, it’ll be my fault. I know it.

When there’s only one person left at the table, a bigger girl in a football kit, we go over.

‘Claire and Emily Turner,’ Claire tells the lady. ‘We’re going to sing “It’s the Hard Knock Life” from Annie.’ Claire hands over our cassette.

‘Right you are, girls. And how old are you both?’

‘Five.’ Claire holds up five fingers in case the lady doesn’t know her numbers.

The lady looks up and her eyes go all big. Mum tells us it’s rude to stare, but me and Claire are used to it on account of the fact we’re twins. Not just any type of twin, either. Mirror twins. I have a freckle on one side of my face, Claire’s is on the other. Claire likes that we aren’t just twins. We’re extra-special twins. I like being a twin, too. You’ve already got a bestest friend when you’re a twin. But I’m not bothered about the extra-special stuff.

Claire’s the oldest twin. She’s been alive seven minutes more than me. Claire says this makes her the wisest. I don’t know about being wise but she’s good at being in charge.

‘Well, good luck,’ the lady in the red coat says, after she’s finished staring.

‘Come on.’ Claire tugs me back to the dance floor. ‘Let’s watch the competition.’

We wave at Mum, Dad and Matt, sitting at a table around the edge of the dance floor. Mum is drinking orange juice with a pink umbrella in it and Dad has some lager, like what he drinks at home, but it’s in a glass this time.

The music gets really loud and the lights go down everywhere except the stage.

‘ARE YOU READY FOR THE TALENT SHOW TO BEGIN?’ the man in the red coat shouts, even though he doesn’t really need to because he has a microphone.

Everyone cheers. Everyone except me. My tummy feels like it does when I’m on the caterpillar rollercoaster, even though I’m sitting still.

‘I SAID, ARE YOU READY?!’

Claire is bouncing up and down next to me.

The shouty man introduces the three judges. They’re sitting facing the stage. They’re all wearing nice red coats, too.

Everyone sits on the dance floor waiting for the first act. Me and Claire cross our legs like we do in story time. There’s some twirly music on and a big girl twists and turns in a ballerina outfit. She’s so beautiful, just like a princess. I’m jigging my leg like I do when we have to go to see the dentist. There’s no way I can beat princess ballerina girl.

I think I’m going to wee my knickers.

‘Claire, I need a wee.’

‘But what if they call our name? You’ll have to hold it in.’ Princess ballerina girl is doing a curtsey.

Now a boy does magic tricks in a suit that’s too big for him. Except one goes wrong and he drops the white rabbit teddy he’s supposed to pull out of his hat. He goes off the stage after that.

They’re going to call us soon. I can tell.

‘Claire, I need to go for a wee. I’ll be really quick.’ And before she can tell me no, I stand up and run towards the toilets. Mum said we’re not to go to the toilet by ourselves, but this is an emergency, so I think it’ll be allowed.

The toilet seats are really high and it’s hard to get my bum on. But I do my wee and then I stay there for a bit even though toilets are not a very nice place to sit.

There’s a knock on the door.

‘Are you in there, sweetheart?’ It’s Mum.

‘Yes,’ I say, and I wonder if I’m going to get into trouble for going to the toilet by myself.

‘Are you coming out?’

‘I suppose so.’

I open the door. Mum doesn’t look mad.

‘How about we stay in here together for a little while?’ she asks.

‘But won’t Claire get mad?’

‘You leave Claire to me—’

Except Mum doesn’t get to finish what she’s saying because Claire is at the toilet too now.

‘EMILY! They’re calling our names. Come on!’

‘Claire love, Emily doesn’t want to go on the stage,’ Mum says.

Claire lifts up one of her eyebrows, like she always does when she wants me to do something. I never say no to Claire.

‘No, Mum, it’s fine. I do want to go on. I just changed my mind for half a minute.’

Claire is smiling now.

‘Are you sure, love?’

I nod.

‘Come on then slowcoach, they’re waiting for us.’

Claire’s talking really fast.

‘There was a girl who did keepy uppys but she dropped the ball and went off crying, and those sisters from Splash World did The Spice Girls but they weren’t very good.’ We’re at the bottom of the stage steps now. The carpet’s a bit sticky and I think I’m stuck until Claire gives me a shove.

‘Em, come on! Be brave!’ Claire has a big smile on her face as she drags me into place in the middle of the stage. The lights are so bright I can’t see Mum or Dad or Matt. I do some big blinks like you do when you want to go to sleep but you’re pretending you don’t.

Then the music plays, and my arms and legs start to move. I see Claire out of the corner of my eye and try to keep in time with her. Everything she does is bigger. Her singing voice is loud and clear.

I open and close my mouth, but I don’t know if any noise comes out. I can’t hear it. I move my arms side to side and do a couple of box steps. We skip around the stage and then hold hands in the middle and twirl under.

Then it’s the bit where we need to do the cartwheel. I throw my arms up and the lights go upside down for a second. I land with a thud and skid along my knees for the end.

Claire falls to the side after her cartwheel and I panic that it’s going to go wrong again, but then she’s on her knees too and smiling her biggest smile.

My mouth hurts from trying to copy her.

We take a bow holding hands. As we walk down the steps, she says that our clap was louder than anyone else’s, and that hopefully no one noticed that she tripped up a little bit.

The disco starts up again as the judges huddle together to decide the winners.

‘I hope Dad lets us have some chips.’ I’m really hungry now that my tummy isn’t feeling funny anymore.

‘’Course he will. Specially after the talent contest. I think the judges will pick us.’

We make our way to Mum and Dad’s table. There’s already a massive basket of chips.

‘There’s my little stars!’ Mum smiles at us. ‘You were great up there, girls.’

‘Thanks. We’d better win. No one else was as good as us.’

‘My teacher says it’s the taking part that counts,’ Matt says, looking up from his Sega. Matt is four years older than us. He likes to tell us things his teacher says. Claire says that Matt’s a swot, but I don’t mind if he is.

Claire scrunches up her eyes and rubs her head.

‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ Mum asks her, trying to give her a hug.

‘Mum!’ She wriggles free. ‘The judges are coming on stage – look!’

Mum keeps frowning. But she sees me watching and starts to smile again so I think everything is okay after that.

The judge reads out third place. The boy with the magic tricks.

Second place goes to the ballerina.

Claire has her eyes closed and her hands in fists at her side. When they say our name for first place, she squeals and runs to the stage, dragging me behind her. I don’t like being back on stage, but at least there’s no singing this time.

Claire takes the mic and thanks everyone for voting for us. Except I don’t think anyone has voted for us really. We get a real gold medal each, which is nice, and Claire looks so happy and I’m happy, too, because she’s happy and the talent show is over and we’re in Butlin’s, which is our favourite place ever. Now we can relax for the rest of the holiday.






Chapter Four

‘Rough night?’ Kaz asks as I emerge on Saturday morning. She nods towards the pizza boxes piled by the sink. In the cold light of day, it does look an awful lot of food for one person.

I groan, clutching my stomach. ‘I’m never eating pizza again.’ This is a lie. One which I tell on a weekly basis.

‘What’s up?’ Kaz is flushed, just back from parkrun. She’s drinking a green-looking concoction – her New Year’s resolution. I didn’t bother, myself. Twenty days in and already this year promises the same disappointments as every other.

‘Want some?’ Kaz nods towards the toaster.

‘Three slices please.’ Overeating always makes me hungry.

Kaz is a flurry of activity. The toast is down, the kettle is on, she’s unloading her washing, sorting through it on the breakfast bar I’m currently slumped at. If we were animals, she’d be one of those beautiful hummingbirds, flapping about like a maniac. Whereas I’m a slightly angry two-toed sloth.

‘Do you have to do that there?’

‘Do what?’

‘Sort your knickers right in front of me? I’m feeling delicate.’

‘They’re knickers, they won’t bite you.’

‘Those ones might.’ I point towards some red satin thing. ‘At the very least they’ll give you thrush.’

Kaz laughs as the toast pops and she sets to buttering. The offending knickers keep catching my eye. None of my knickers look like that. Instead, they all hover somewhere along the colour spectrum between grey and black. And I haven’t worn a thong in at least a decade.

‘Come on then, out with it.’

I realise that I’m staring at my toast.

Kaz is my best friend. I tell her almost everything. Partly because I’ve no one else to tell. But that’s beside the point.

‘Kaz, I think I’m boring.’

‘No way. I’d never have a boring best friend.’

I carry on as if she hasn’t spoken.

‘I saw this programme the other night. All about the average human, right?’

She nods, waving her mug at me to hurry up. ‘And I realised that that’s it. I’m the average human. I’m exactly average.’

‘Nope. Definitely not. What about your musical collection?’

Musicals? Please. Who in their right mind doesn’t get a bit giddy when Sandy completely reinvents herself – even if it is just to please Danny, or when Maria von Trapp hauls herself across the Alps with seven kids in tow?

‘Five of the top twenty films of all time are musicals. I’m in a majority here.’

My elbow is propped on the breakfast bar. My head feels ridiculously heavy in my hand. I wonder if I have a heavier than average head.

‘What about Claire?’

‘What about her?’ My head snaps up.

‘Not many people have a twin, surely.’ I relax again a bit.

‘No, you’re right. Only 0.2 per cent of the population are identical twins.’ I am a walking encyclopaedia of useless facts about humanity. ‘But I’m not an identical twin.’

‘Do you really believe that?’

Time stretches out as we stare at each other, Kaz peering down at me over her smoothie. I cave first. Because I’m a wuss who would never argue with Kaz. I need her way more than she needs me.

‘Weekend plans?’ I ask, employing my best evasive manoeuvres.

She holds my gaze for another second before letting it slide. ‘Some of the other nurses are going to meet for a coffee in town later. If you’re bored, you’re welcome to join us?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Why, because you can’t squeeze us in?’

I give her a look. The magnitude of my crisis cannot be soothed with coffee in town.

‘Might do you some good.’

‘As would colonic irrigation.’

‘How about the tip? I’m taking that dresser down there in a bit.’

Kaz’s dresser met an unfortunate end some weeks ago, the sexual prowess of Steve the lorry driver no match for the decade-old piece of furniture.

‘Kaz, I might be a pathetic excuse for a human, but even I draw the line at weekend plans that revolve around a trip to Huddersfield tip.’

‘Suit yourself. Just promise me you’ll get dressed today?’

Kaz rinses her mug and leaves it by the sink.

‘I can’t promise anything.’

‘You know, Em, I mean this in the nicest possible way, but if you really are unhappy, you could change some stuff.’

I pft, to demonstrate the fallacy of her sentiment. I wouldn’t even know where to start. My head inches closer and closer to the faux marble countertop again. Mr Singh had arrived with a roll of stick-on paper one day and announced the kitchen was getting a ‘makeover’. He’d upped our rent £50 a month to cover the costs.

Kaz heads for the stairs.

‘Claire wouldn’t have been unhappy. Just saying.’ She holds her hands up like I’m about to shoot. I’ve whipped my head up so fast there’s a good chance I’ve got whiplash. She darts up the stairs, banking on the fact that I won’t have the energy to follow.

She’s right.

Over time I’ve come to accept that my life holds little promise. And when you accept that, you’re altogether more prepared for whatever it throws at you. As such, I take any day that contains only a modicum of disappointment as a win. It would never have been that way for Claire.

Kaz’s words ring in my ears long after I’ve taken position on the couch.

I flick on West Side Story, only half-watching as the Jets and the Sharks wage a dance-based war against one another. Only half noticing as Kaz leaves for the tip.

The film ends and some Channel 4 programme about people moving to far-flung places around the globe comes on. I’m sure even the TV is mocking me. I’ve lived in Huddersfield all my life.

Lunchtime passes. In a life first, I don’t move to get food.

Claire wouldn’t have been unhappy. Not a chance. She’d have been some mega-successful actress. The sort who earn industry respect and hit it off with viewers. Like that guy from Last of the Mohicans who’s won a ton of Oscars but also looks excellent shirtless. Or else she’d have lived off the land in some faraway country. Dedicating her life to a worthwhile cause. She wouldn’t recognise this as a life at all.

‘You’re a good sister, Emily…’

Words from some almost forgotten memories float back to me.

I can’t stop the guilt then. It doesn’t confine itself to stabbing me in the ribs either. It smothers me, making it hard to breathe. All I had to do was live. Claire didn’t even get to do that.

How do you fail at living when you’re alive?

I drag myself upstairs in search of toilet roll. People like me don’t have neat little boxes of tissues.

Wiping my eyes, I catch sight of myself in the mirror and flinch. My cheeks are red, and my face is puffy. In my imaginings, adult Claire doesn’t look like this. Her skin is less grey, her hair less dull and her eyes are more vivid than my own. As if through sheer zest for life, she managed to become more attractive.

I fight the urge to look away.

Well?

Mirror me is right. I can’t carry on like this. Sleepwalking my way through the most average of existences.

Something has to change.






Chapter Five

Come Monday, I wake up bursting with determination. It’s like a switch has flicked in my brain. I will make my life interesting. Even if it kills me. In fact, if it kills me, that’s a bonus. At least it’s a story.

It’s quite unusual for me, waking up with a sense of purpose like this. With actual feelings. Even if those feelings do largely centre around the utter pointlessness of my existence paired with a healthy dose of guilt. Oh, and there’s a sprinkling of hopelessness too. So that’s nice.

It prickles the back of my neck, all this feeling. As if the cells in my limbic system are waking up after a year in hibernation. Shouting, Ahoy lads, we’re back in action to each other while high-fiving.

I had hoped that I’d have had a sort of lightning bolt realisation as to the future of my life mere moments after I decided to make a change of some description. Instead, it’s brought the loss of Claire to the very forefront of my brain, and I’ve been bashing my way through the emotional spectrum at warp speed. Despairing, excited, weepy, inspired, back to despair. It’s not even 8am yet and I’m exhausted.

And yet, like an army in the final throes of battle, I must rally.

Getting dressed, I flout the school’s all-staff-must-wear-a-suit Victorianesque uniform policy. A spotty cardigan – the beacon of my rebellion.

And I purposely stop brushing my teeth before the little buzzer goes off to tell me two minutes are up. Tooth decay. That’ll show it.

I catch sight of myself in the mirror. There are big bags under my eyes. Two days into my quest and it’s already breaking me.

By the time I grab my cheese sandwiches and jam rolls, I’m already running late. I silently vow that tomorrow my lunch will have more wow factor. Instagram tells me that kale is out. Avocado is in. I spend the drive to work considering all the ways I could mask the taste of avocado in order to eat it.

I park up, drumming my hands on the wheel to delay having to get out of the car.

The problem, as I see it, boils down to this. How can I possibly be trusted with making my life interesting when I’ve done such a poor job of it for the past twenty-eight years? God, I might have to hire one of those life coaches I’ve read about. I wonder how many there are knocking about in Huddersfield. I clearly cannot be responsible for my own fate.

The first bell goes, alerting me to the fact that I’ve missed staff briefing. Anyway, I think I have enough to contend with without having to sit through Motivational Monday. Ever since that time Mr Hughes treated us to a recording of Maggie Thatcher declaring, ‘The lady’s not for turning,’ when word hit that Ofsted were in the area, I’d not found Motivational Mondays to be particularly motivating.

My mind has begun to wander when it hits me.

Teenagers.

There are teenagers everywhere. I’m surrounded, and quite literally. They flood past my car on their way into school. I ignore the odd bang on my bonnet as following it up would involve a lot of paperwork. Here I am, walled in by the most cutting edge of all the generations. They’re a veritable hive of stupid, yet interesting, ideas.

I peg it to first period, hanging my coat as the second bell of the day rings. I quickly open the blinds and set my laptop on its ten-minute wake-up. Everything is as I left it on Friday, if a bit cleaner. The desks are worn. More than one penis is etched into their wooden tops. The displays are peeling. I remember when I’d got the job and I’d made a whole Pinterest board of classroom décor and felt an actual, genuine, kernel of excitement at the prospect of an A Midsummer Night’s Dream theme. I’d even gone in in the summer to work on the display.

But then on the first day of September, I’d arrived to find that my Puck was in the bin, replaced instead by a massive, standardised poster outlining the many, many layers of the school’s zero-tolerance behaviour policy. I’m of the opinion that having kids stare at a huge poster with EXPULSION at the bottom of an inverted pyramid isn’t the thing to motivate them. But then I’ve long since stopped claiming to know what I’m on about.

It all seems so small now. Like the classroom is closing in on me, trapping me in this existence. Not anymore. I wave my fingers at the walls like a lunatic. I have a plan.

I swing open the door to find my form lined up along the wall with moderate to poor adherence to the rule that they must be in single file and silent before they enter.

‘Morning, everyone! In you come.’

If they’re perplexed by my unusually chipper greeting, they don’t say so as they trudge past me.

First lesson on Mondays is spent with our form. Doing Life Lessons. On paper, a sort of citizenship, life skills mash-up-type lesson where we’re meant to teach very important topics like money management and how to roll a condom onto a banana. That sort of thing. I’m not qualified to deliver at least ninety per cent of the content and so during our five years together, my form and I have found our own rhythm. We have a quick flick through the school-prescribed lesson and then they do a bit of revision while I crack on with some marking and we argue over which music to play through YouTube.

‘Right, everyone, we’re trying something a bit different today.’ I clap my hands together and use my best teacher voice.

There’s a hum of excitement. I have form when it comes to ‘a bit different’. Like that time we covered alcoholism and I unearthed a YouTube clip of some guy doing shots of vodka through his eyeball.

However, they groan in unison as I hand out lined paper.

‘But Miss Turner, we thought you were one of the cool teachers.’

Categorically not true.

‘Yeah, you never tell us off when we forget our homework.’

Confrontation makes me sweat.

‘You look tired, miss, don’t worry about teaching us today.’

True, but I need to milk your brains. I’m extra glad the last sentence was in my head.

‘Right.’ I clap my hands together again, ignoring their protestations and plastering a fake smile on my face. ‘Today we should be covering The Importance of Free Speech for a Democratic Nation.’

There is a particularly raucous groan as I read the official title of today’s lesson.

‘However, instead, what I’d like you to do is write the title, “What makes a life interesting?”, and basically write me a list of things that you might expect to see in an interesting life.’ It had sounded clearer in my head.

‘What, like being a drug lord on the FBI’s most wanted list?’

‘No, not quite like that. “Good” interesting.’

‘Can I put down Kim Kardashian?’

‘If you want. Maybe you could draw on some literary characters we’ve studied over the years.’

Blank faces.

‘What’re we doing this for?’ one asks, doubtful.

‘It might help you, you know,’ I wave my hands about in a vague fashion, ‘later.’

They can smell blood. They know it isn’t even close to a proper lesson now.

‘Can we work in pairs?’

‘If you like.’ A wave of noise metaphorically flings me back against the whiteboard.

Amidst the current cacophony, I make the only sensible decision I can. I sit at my desk, close my eyes and begin to rub my temples. It does absolutely nothing for the headache now pulsing through my skull.

It takes me a moment to realise that someone other than a fifteen-year-old is shouting my name.

‘MISS TURNER!’

I pinch the bridge of my nose in yet another futile hand-to-face action and then realise that it’s actually the head, Mr Hughes, bellowing at me.

‘Mr Hughes!’ I half leap out of my chair. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

The class have gone silent. They know I’m in trouble. I don’t even have the free speech lesson PowerPoint ready to go. My traitorous white board is still turned off.

Mr Hughes leans in to mutter to me, ‘I noticed that you weren’t in briefing this morning. We’re starting the week with learning walks.’ He gestures to Ms Higginbottom, the deputy head. Whereas Mr Hughes is an enormous hulk of a man, with a tight red face and short grey hair, Ms Higginbottom is like a twig. Tiny, with sharp edges. I’m sure they’re banging. They spend hours every day locked in Mr Hughes’ office. The official line is that they’re preparing for the Ofsted inspection, a task which does, admittedly, lend itself to the same levels of preparedness as the D-Day landings. But still, that wouldn’t account for all the grunting that goes on in there. Ms Higginbottom gives me a tight smile.

‘Miss Turner, would you be so kind as to explain to us the aims of your own lesson today?’ she asks, in a sickly-sweet voice that fools no one.

Evan, one of the Year 11s right in front of me, raises his eyebrows. His meaning is clear. You’re fucked.

A learning walk sounds like an innocuous sort of thing. Nice, even. Who wouldn’t want to walk and learn at the same time? But really, it’s the school equivalent of the stealth bomber. They’re coming to destroy you. You just don’t know when.

‘The, uh, aims are for the pupils to work out what might make an, um, character interesting.’

If the class notice that I’ve changed the salient point of the lesson, and there’s a very good chance that they simply have not noticed, they don’t let on. If push comes to shove, I’d like to think they’re on my side.

‘Let’s hear some of their suggestions, then.’

‘Yes, excellent idea, Mr Hughes.’ I throw the class a warning look that I hope screams not one mention of a single Kardashian.

Khloe puts her hand up.

‘Yes, Khloe.’

‘Well, miss, I think an interesting,’ she pauses, ‘character, would be someone who doesn’t have a regular life.’ Khloe, a girl after my own heart. ‘I mean, they might go somewhere really exotic. But mostly they wouldn’t do what you’re meant to. No one wants to read a story about someone who just gets married and knocks out a couple of kids.’

I’ve seen One Born Every Minute, and so dispute the ease with which ‘knocking out’ suggests that babies enter the world. However, now is not the time. Instead, I nod sagely and scribble her idea down on the whiteboard. It’s a good start.

‘Thank you, Khloe. Anyone else?’

Tim, whose tongue piercing I’ve been decidedly ignoring, puts his hand up. Asking him risks alerting Mr Hughes and his evil henchwoman to the silver bar through his tongue. To say they don’t appreciate Tim’s flair for originality is an understatement. Still, there’s no one else.

‘Yes, Tim.’

‘What about an influencer or a computer gamer or something. You know, like that kid who won millions playing Fortnite. Him, he’s interesting.’

We’re veering into dangerous Kardashian territory, but I nod along. I note Tim’s suggestions down. Influencer, Fortnite.

‘And I have to say, miss, top-notch lesson as always. No one gets me to learn shit like you do.’

It’s blatantly for the benefit of Hughes and Higginbottom. I resist the urge to bang my head off my desk.

‘Thank you, Tim. Anyone else?’

They’re growing in confidence now, assured that I’ll let anything pass to get Mr Hughes out of here.

More hands.

‘They might do a bungee jump.’

‘Or something proper sporty.’

‘What about Hitler?’

Why is it every lesson someone mentions Hitler? I scribble down ‘fascist?’, starting to sweat.

‘Trump!’

‘Zombies!’

‘Thank you, everyone.’ I manage to cut them off. I’m losing control. I take a moment to question the life choices that have led me here. Then I remember choice is perhaps too strong a word for my tumbleweed approach to life. Still, and I don’t know what possesses me to do this, I add ‘the undead’ to my mind map.

‘They could be vegan,’ Casey with the dreadlocks shouts out.

Tim throws his balled-up worksheet at her. ‘Everyone knows vegans are knobs.’

‘Now, now, Tim.’ I throw him a pleading look. Tim should be on my side. I bring him breakfast every day. Ever since I caught him trying to swallow a dry Weetabix in Year 8. ‘I don’t want to take your planner.’

Non-adherence to the school behaviour policy is one of the things that could make you fail a learning walk. I risk a glance at Mr Hughes, busy scribbling on his clipboard. Tim and I both know that I have an, at best, relaxed approach to the behaviour policy. I struggle to muster the requisite venom for a wrong shade of sock.

‘Sorry, Casey, I was out of order,’ he says sweetly.

Casey responds with a very rude hand gesture.

‘Well, I think that’s enough suggestions. Thank you, everyone.’ I look at the sparse mind map on the board. There’s some good stuff there, something to get me started at least. As long as I ignore their entreaties to turn to fascism.

There’s another ten minutes of the lesson left. I’d hoped the learning walk would be over by now but Morticia and Lurch are both still waiting expectantly.

‘So,’ I begin, willing my brain to come up with something, anything, to save the job I’m not sure I like and am only moderately successful in.

‘Next, what I’d like you to do is to complete a piece of creative writing. Create your own character and write the shortened version of their life story. The only condition is that you have to make them interesting.’ This has nothing to do with Life Lessons in any way, shape or form. But still, thank you, brain. I promise the universe to shoehorn free speech into some future lesson.
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