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As Good as Anne Lister

By Eule Grey

On the walk to work, I drag my boots along
pavements glistening with frost and remember it’s December.

As if I needed reminders of last year, a
plastic tree leans outside the office. Stood in the very
spot my potted rosebush normally takes.

I find my roses behind the bins, bone-dry and
bedraggled, and drag the bush into reception.

I’d been expecting everything at work to be
the same as ever. Was looking forward to slotting into the orders
and lists of the working day as if the last four weeks hadn’t
happened:

Water the rose bush.

Identify bleachy scents. Citrus Santa or
Minty Rudolf?

Mop floors and clean the bathrooms.

Avoid Len.

Have a sneaky sing on the karaoke machine,
and a spray of the ladies’ perfumes.

Avoid Len.

Go home alone.

Avoid Len, avoid Len, avoid Len.

“Get on with your work,” I tell myself
firmly, and then hurry into the lift before Len sees me hovering
when I should be hoovering.

Nobody wants to see the cleaner who scrubs
their toilets.

Len, my manager, told me so twenty years ago
when I started at the offices. When they were a man. And I, a
hopeful youngish woman.

With only two hours to clean three floors, I
must be finished and away before the important workers arrive. The
real workers. Mondays are the worst days. Often, they start
appearing at ten-to eight when I’m returning the bins. Sometimes
they come in at half past seven, so despite all my efforts to
finish up, it’s down to chance and luck. I’ve worked here for
years, but the way they look at me, you wouldn’t think so.

It’s time to get a shift on. I go up to the
offices on level three, where the managers do their work. Important
documents, no doubt. Moaning and such. I clean the biggest room
first because it’s my favourite. One year, the woman who sits in
the corner brought in a row of photographs for her desk and, later
on, treasures her children had made.

She’s got three beautiful kiddies I feel I
know well, though I’ve never spoken with her. I’m most proud of the
oldest, who is at college now. He seemed sad as a little one, so
it’s heartening he’s turned out fine. The youngest is taking riding
lessons, and the one in the middle likes to stick his tongue
out.

Mamma mia! Today, we have a new baby
photo.

I dust carefully. Such a looker. I’d like to
kiss his tummy until he giggles and gurgles like my sister’s
children. He’s a chubby, dimpled baby. He must be a nephew of the
woman, newly born into the world. Nothing better than a little
baby.

I linger over the photos longer than I
should.

Stomach ache.

I’m happy about the birth, but this change to
the order of the photographs, on top of the dead rose bush, is
unsettling.

“Get on with your work,” I say as fiercely as
the venerable Anne Lister might. Wearing a long gown. Defiant and
proud.

The other desks are clear of knick-knacks.
Nothing much to see except phones and papers. According to my Len,
the Immigrant Matters office has a policy of hot desking.

Hot desking? Apparently, workers
aren’t allowed to leave personal items, such as photos, on the
desks. It can curb work productivity and may create office
frictions.

Claptrap. It’s good there are people like the
woman with the photos who refuses to give up her little bit of home
because of rules and frictions. Home and family are more important
than empty desks and spreadsheets of productivity and misery.

I wipe my eyes clear of tears. Anne Lister
wouldn’t stand nonsense, and neither will I. “Stupid. Get on with
your work.”

I don’t know her name, but I give the corner
desk an extra polish, and I’m very careful, as always, with the
photos.

Mamma mia. The next floor is
filthy-ma-dilthy. I didn’t expect the workers to have made an
effort while I was away, but I hoped they might have, all the same.
It would’ve been easier to empty the bins than fill the floors with
rubbish. One worker has piled used cartons of vegan milk into a
neat tower. Smart-arse.

It takes longer than normal to purge the room
and do a double-bubble hoovering. Her ladyship Lister would be
proud. She didn’t have to clean for a living, though, because she
was rich.

My second-best favourite room is on floor
two. I’m sure the workers here are good friends, despite the
restraints of the working environment. Ladies who lunch and make
phone calls when one is feeling low.

One of the ladies likes a singsong and is a
wannabe crooner. It was long ago I rifled her secret drawer—karaoke
box, three wigs, and a plastic microphone. Pink, curly, and Tina
Turner. I’ve had a go with each one and the karaoke box. Tina makes
my head itch. While dusting, I often do a lovely rendition of
Shirley Bassey. For sure, Anne Lister would applaud my version of
Gold Finger.

The other drawer is filled with fancy
lipsticks, perfumes, and fishnet tights, ripped at the thigh.
Enough said.

Her secret’s safe with me, though her
perfumes are not. I like the one in the orange bottle best.

Probably, the lady’s friends from the office
have taught her to embrace her lusty urges and to wear her wigs and
ripped tights with pride. You’re worth it, like in the
adverts. Such a lovely message, which only works if it can be said
aloud to other people.

I spend too long spinning on a chair.
Thinking of friends and sisters. Today, I need a firm hand from
Anne Lister. She wouldn’t have put up with self-indulgence. “Get on
with your work.”

Floor one, double-bubble, and then the
bathrooms.

Holy moly. The woman and her family hadn’t
noticed my absence, nor did Tina Turner, but the toilets have
gravely missed my cleaning hands.

Leaning against the wall, eyes closed, I ache
to smell rose oil and wild summer flowers. As little children, my
sister used to pull at my hand when she wanted attention. I thought
she’d yank my arm out of its socket. Always, I was needed. Down by
the river, or in the park. Outside the flats, or with my
mother.

Stomach ache.

I’m bent double with pain and need a severe
reprimand from the Lister. “Get on with your work. You still have
the toilets on ground level. Less moping and more mopping.”

The lift trundles down to reception, where
the dead rose bush stands in silent rebuke.

I ‘borrow’ tinsel from the reception desk and
drape it around the base. “I’m sorry. They should have watered
you.”

My mind turns to other regrets and
should-haves that inevitably lead to Len. Just as I’m about to cry,
despite Anne Lister, a head appears from the tiny cleaning office
near the photocopying room.

My Len. Wearing a Santa hat.

Len. The real reason I came an hour
earlier than normal. I wanted to be finished before they tried to
talk about cleaning products. Even I couldn’t find words or
enthusiasm for bleachy chats. Not today, when my rose bush is dead,
and we have a new baby. Len and me—our boat has sailed, and we
missed it. Not all the bleach in the world would bring it back.
“Hello, Len.”

They shuffle their
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