
   
Also by Sara Cox

Till the Cows Come Home (2019)




1

Becky

Becky stood in the Inventors’ Estate community hall with her hands on her hips, absent-mindedly squeezing the extra bit of flesh that had taken up residence over Christmas and had made itself so at home that it seemed set to stay through Spring.

It actually felt quite nice between her fingers and thumb, rolling the little lumps like dried peas just under the surface. Must do something about that, she thought, though it’d been an age since she’d been to Zumba.

The wire from her bra had escaped into her cleavage – that’d teach her for bunging them in the machine instead of hand washing them. The bra also felt very tight – surely at forty-two she was too old for a growth spurt? Today, like most days, her curves were covered with a baggy T-shirt and black leggings that’d gone saggy at the knees – this she considered her work uniform. Her bottle blonde hair was chucked up in a scrunchie, and she’d nicked her son Elliot’s old red Converse. He’d just turned 26 and had towered over her since his teens, though that didn’t take much. ‘All good things come in small packages’ mum always told her.

The bra wire was currently jabbing her left breast every time she breathed in and, today of all days, she’d need to take some deep breaths.

The scene before her was like one of those immersive theatre experiences, with Becky the unsuspecting audience member suddenly surrounded by the cast as the drama unfolded. Eight large wooden workbenches were grouped in a corner like a herd of cows spooked by an over enthusiastic sheepdog. Next to them was a stack of metal stools, leaning over at an alarming angle.

A block the size of a huge fridge was squatting on a pallet surrounded by nine slightly smaller blocks. All were wrapped in thick white plastic with wedges of polystyrene cradling the corners.

There were currently three men in various poses positioned around the blocks. The first delivery man, wiry and beige of skin, hair, tooth and overall – a pouch of rolling baccy poking out his top pocket – was on his hands and knees, peering underneath the biggest pallet.

He sat up – ‘I’d like,’ he said, slowly stroking his chin as if about to reveal an earth-shattering prophecy ‘to get this beauty into position before unwrapping her.’

His colleague, a chubby lad with raspberry cheeks and gelled black hair, stopped wrestling with the plastic on one of the smaller packages and looked up. ‘I bet you would boss,’ he gurned.

Becky looked over to Jack for support. He was standing a few feet away, scratching his head.

‘What you thinking Jack – you look confused?’

‘I’m thinking …’ Jack stopped scratching. ‘I’ve got nits again from Elsie – little buggers love me, treat my scalp like an-all-you-can-eat-buffet they do.’ He chuckled. ‘I’ve told Elsie they like her ’cos she’s delicious.’ Even when describing an infestation of lice, Becky marvelled at how his eyes shone whenever he mentioned his granddaughter.

Becky had a real soft spot for Jack – he’d been caretaker at the centre ever since it was built in the mid-seventies, and had always been lovely to her mum when she’d cleaned there. He was sturdy, topped with a generous crop of salt and pepper hair, and had a kind face that hinted at a rugged handsomeness in his prime.

‘Brew?’ he asked, smiling. ‘Come on Becky, you look like you could do with one, let’s put kettle on for these lads too, I’m spitting feathers here,’ and he held out his forearm for Becky to take, as if leading her into a grand ballroom, not a cramped community centre kitchen.

Becky hopped up onto the unit next to the sink and watched as Jack dropped teabags into four large mugs. She could feel the air thicken with silence like it did when he was building up to a pep talk, and braced herself. ‘Now then Becky, you inherited a lot of things from your mum – her height for starters, ’cos she was a short-arse too.’ Becky laughed, but noticed the slight wobble in Jack’s voice. ‘Not to mention her lovely smile. However, her tremendous self-belief seems to have skipped a generation. Young Elliot has it in spades; you though missus, you need to believe in yourself.’ He stirred milk into the tea and looked at her, eyes shining. ‘Your mum would be so proud of you Becky. This old place might be a bit tatty round the edges, but you’re doing your best to breathe life back into it, and more importantly, bring people together – and that,’ he waggled the teaspoon at her, ‘is exactly what your mum was all about.’

‘I know Jack, it just feels like I’ve bitten off more than I can chew.’

‘Nonsense.’ He frowned. ‘You can handle this – it’s a pottery class you’re organising not a military coup. It’s a positive thing, people will love it. They need something like this to bring them together a bit.’ 

Becky sipped her tea. ‘It’s just … I’m worried people will be too nervous to come along; people don’t know each other like they used to – when I was little I reckon ninety-five per cent of the estate was counted as either an aunt or an uncle even though mum was an only child!’

Jack smiled warmly. ‘I’ve lived in Lennington all my life Becky – what makes this estate special is the people. I used to ride my bike in the shadow of the munitions factory right here where we’re standing now; I saw the estate spring up, fill with families. This place,’ he pointed to the floor, ‘was the heart of it then, and it can be again. You just have to have faith.’
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Louise

Louise watched the rise and fall of Danny’s chest and noticed a tiny bubble of spittle inflate then pop at the corner of his mouth, like a toddler blowing raspberries. Except Danny was no toddler; he was a forty-two-year-old HGV driver, fast asleep at two in the afternoon having driven home through the night after delivering pallets of paint around Cumbria.

The smell of his breath hung in the air, a sour yoghurty whiff that seemed to make the already small room close in on Louise even more.

She tiptoed across the carpet and gently pulled back the pink curtain to crack a window. A flash of sunlight spilled into the room, dazzling her and illuminating the trail of dried dribble on Danny’s stubbled chin. He shifted in the bed, scratched his balls, and farted softly.

This is it then, thought Louise. This is my life.

She didn’t know what was wrong with her today or why she suddenly felt a surge of frustration towards Danny. She loved him, she knew that much, but looking at him now she felt an irritation – a heat simmering below the surface. What was fuelling this fire?

Glancing at his football trophy gathering dust on a shelf of nick-nacks, she thought back to the moment she’d first clapped eyes on Danny.

He had been down the pub, still in his muddy footie kit after a game of five-a-side with his mates. She’d felt like she already knew him – that he was the one designated for her and their meeting was a mere formality.

He was built like a big rugger boy, thick blond hair cropped short so it stood up like the bristles on a yard-brush.

For such a big bloke she discovered he was surprisingly shy once they got chatting, but he had the most beautiful dark blue eyes and, as it was summer, a few freckles were scattered over the bridge of his snub nose, peeking out from a smudge of dirt left over from the game.

He looked Scandinavian and in another life he could’ve been a Viking he was so big and blond, and she told him as much as they talked at the bar and he offered to buy her a drink. He laughed a deep, throaty laugh when she said that, and blushed. She clocked, slightly weak knee’d as he passed her a glass of wine, how big his hands were.

He returned the compliment, and said she could be Cleopatra with her black bobbed hair and ‘amazing green eyes’. She remembered saying, ‘A Viking warrior and Cleopatra – quite the power couple,’ blushing again, but he’d held her gaze and said, ‘Cheers to that’ and they’d clinked glasses.

That was knocking on for seventeen years and two kids ago.

Louise appreciated that Danny worked hard to support her and the girls, but she missed just hanging out with him. She missed the laughs they used to have – he was never showy with it, but had a wicked sense of humour. She loved how he used to make her laugh with a sly aside, a well-observed quip about someone in their company (a barman, a fellow bus-passenger, his mum) sometimes leaving Louise with, as she called it, the ‘assembly giggles’, when something inexplicably set you off mere feet from the headteacher – a word, glance or nudge from your mate.

There had been so many good times with Danny that the doubts she was feeling now stood out and sat starkly in her conscience like a black bear on a snowy landscape.

It was a feeling that nestled in the pit of her gut. Most of the time it lay dormant, but when it raised its head she felt sick and ashamed … It was an undeniable yearning for … more – more what, she didn’t know. And it was getting harder to ignore.

Louise shook herself free from her thoughts, and rubbed her arms – she suddenly felt chilly, as if her coolness towards Danny had made the temperature dip in the room. She smoothed down her skinny jeans and caught her reflection in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door. She still looked good for forty-three – petite and slight, her thick black hair cut sharp in a bob at her jawline. She rarely wore make-up, but with her large, almond-shaped green eyes and thick black lashes she didn’t need to.

She glanced back at Danny and felt a contradictory swell of love for him. She gently closed the curtains again and tucked the duvet around his bare shoulders, trying not to wrinkle her nose at the crop of springy blond hairs that sprouted there.

Downstairs in the kitchen the dog watched her with sad eyes. She put the kettle on and tried to savour that no-man’s land between getting in from work and the kids’ arrival home.

Sixty precious minutes all to herself – what should she do with it? She had a meditation app she liked, maybe she should do that? Or sort a sock drawer? The dog could do with a walk judging by the way his tail slapped hopefully against the lino every time she glanced in his direction. By the time she’d made a brew and run through all the possibilities, she felt overwhelmed. ‘Paralysed by potential’ is what she’d heard one of the mums at school call it – so much she could be doing but not really knowing where to start, so not starting.

She could always draw.

One of Louise’s passions was art. Her parents had given her the nickname Doodles when she was little as nothing was safe from her sketching and drawing; she’d filled book after book, and when she had run out of paper she had drawn inside her reading books, even absentmindedly on her bare arm and legs, earning her a telling off. Even the pale blue wallpaper by her bed had succumbed to her doodling; covered in the dozens of circles she had tried so hard to perfect, it was as if the bed had sunk to the ocean floor and was surrounded by bubbles.

She was always hunched over, her tiny frame curled around a sheet of paper, pencil gripped as if her life depended on it, her black hair falling like curtains over her face, the tip of her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth.

Sometimes she was hardly even aware she was drawing. The endless circles she tried to perfect.

She’d wanted to be an artist when she grew up, and as much as her parents had encouraged her to draw, as much as her art teachers had given glowing reports of her talents at parents’ evening – it had still been seen as a pipe dream; the sort of creative job that all young girls fantasised about – dancer, actress, artist, singer – before real life kicked in. Which it did.

Louise didn’t get out her sketchpad. Instead she sat down at the kitchen table with her cup of tea and looked at her phone: two WhatsApps from her mum, two texts from her mum informing her that she’d just WhatsApped her, a text reminder from the dry-cleaners, and another one offering a 2-for-1 pizza deal.

Her emails bore even less exciting fruit: something about the school fair and some bumf from the bank on how to recognise fraudulent emails.

There was the latest neighbourhood newsletter, The Inventors’ Inventory, which was compiled by the local community centre committee, and sent out every other Thursday. It was usually worth clicking on just to chuckle at the randomness of some of the stuff on there.

The estate really was a hotbed of activity.

First nugget of news was that Martin and Sheila on Harrison Lane had a cross trainer for sale – £150 ono. It was ‘an unused impulse buy’ plus, Sheila confessed in the ad, she now ‘preferred Zumba’.

The flotsam and jetsam of peoples’ lives floated past her eyes in the rest of the for-sale section – from second-hand breast pumps to a good-as-new sheepskin jacket.

On Tull Avenue, Jameela and Simon had screen-grabbed from their smart doorbell an image of a man in a white coat selling dodgy fish, and wanted to warn others not to be ‘reeled in by him’, as they put it.

A comfort to know they could joke despite their trauma.

Louise barely knew any of these people, apart from seeing their names pop up occasionally in the newsletters. The Inventors’ Estate (each road named after a famous British inventor) was a friendly enough place, but the residents led busy lives, and, apart from a nod and smile en route to and from school or work, most people kept themselves to themselves.

Louise got up and dug out the cheddar from the fridge, slicing off a chunk and nibbling absent-mindedly at its corner before flopping back down at the kitchen table.

Twenty past three – definitely too late to start learning a new language or trying out some ashtanga yoga before the kids came tumbling through the front door disturbing her downward dog.

Every day after school, Jodie and Jemma would arrive home giddy with freedom and demanding snacks, chicks in a nest squawking relentlessly at mummy bird.

Louise glanced back at the newsletter; that’s when she saw it: GO POTTY! it shouted in big red capitals.
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Sheila

Over at 12 Harrison Lane, Sheila was also looking at the newsletter, checking to see that her cross trainer advert was in. It was. Sheila smiled to herself.

The cash from the cross trainer would go straight towards their Spain fund. For a few years now she’d been saving her pennies and daydreaming about moving to the Costa Blanca. She watched rerun after rerun of A Place in the Sun, and was learning conversational Spanish thanks to an app. She was pretty confident she could shoot the breeze with the locals in Playa Flamenca about the weather and the time as she bought los panecillos at la pastelería.

In the kitchen she kept a Spain mood board; neatly pinned articles snipped out from the Sunday supplements about people who’d made the leap, overlapped with photos of potential properties printed off the internet, along with recipes for authentic paella – if she couldn’t quite yet live amongst the Spanish they could at least dine like them. ‘It’s all part of the transition,’ she’d tell Martin.

It was Martin who had spotted the metre-square board in a skip outside the grey block of offices they were knocking down in town.

Despite an awkward journey home on the bus with it where he’d twice knocked a baby’s buggy when the bus braked and had been trapped in the jaws of the bus’s doors as he got off, he’d come home absolutely buzzing; chucking his door keys on the table in the hall whilst kicking off his shoes and shouting, ‘Sheila! Sweetheart! Where are you my angel? I’ve found you some treasure!’ 

Sheila, who’d been lying on the couch with a banging headache listening to her Michael Ball album, slowly peeled off one of the cucumber slices from her eyes and watched the door suspiciously. She silently coached herself, Don’t snap, Sheila, you should be grateful he loves you so much, while out loud she shouted, as enthusiastically as the axe currently nestled in her frontal cortex would allow, ‘In here my love!’

Martin loved ‘up-cycling’, as he called it. Sheila referred to it as ‘scavenging’ when she was in a bad mood, and ‘salvaging’ when she wasn’t.

No skip was safe from Martin’s keen eye. Wicker chairs, curtain poles, and even a box commode had found their way onto the bus, and home to Harrison Lane.

The wicker chair (having survived a dousing of anti-bacterial kitchen spray at Sheila’s insistence) was in the conservatory with a couple of John Lewis cushions on it, and the curtain poles had been sanded down and painted white, and were up in the spare room. Sheila had drawn a line at the vintage commode – she felt squeamish at the thought of over a century’s worth of bottoms that may have perched upon it – so it was relegated to the back garden. Martin had given it a lick of sealant and, after a trip to the garden centre, some shiny leaved Bergenia now grew quite happily in its chamber pot, and Sheila secretly liked it.

On first spying the proffered cork board, Sheila had found it hard to summon up much enthusiasm. Martin had said, ‘It’s for shopping lists, vouchers, receipts – anything really,’ but since Oliver, their son, had left home there was less need for shopping lists. Though Sheila still bought his favourite crisps most weeks. A peek into the snack cupboard would be enough to make you think she had the inside scoop on an international beef Hula Hoop shortage and was stockpiling.

Sheila, despite her headache, smiled. Since taking early retirement from his role at Ross Cereals, Martin had been on what would, in reality TV shows, be called a ‘journey’. Sheila thought ‘breakdown’ was a more realistic term.

If the raisin shoot became blocked or the oat dispenser stopped turning, Martin was the man they summoned. Overnight he went from the guy responsible for the smooth running and maintenance of the machinery that manufactured four of the country’s most successful mueslis to being, in his eyes, just another man knocking sixty and ready for the scrapheap.

When he left they made sure that after forty-three years of dedication, starting as a spotty teen with a mullet, sweeping out the loading bay and brewing up for the drivers, he was well rewarded with a pension as juicy as the Turkish sultanas he added to the premium muesli. But Sheila knew Martin felt lost – she confided to a friend that his get up and go had gotten up and gone and hadn’t left a forwarding address.

Sheila thought he’d love retirement – ‘No more 4 a.m. alarms!’ she’d reminded him on numerous occasions. But for the first year after he’d hung up his hairnet she’d often wake up before 5 a.m. only to find him sitting at the kitchen table, face and pyjamas creased, nursing his third cup of tea.

‘The body clock is very cruel,’ he’d say, smiling weakly, ‘been wide awake since four.’

He was plagued with terrible nightmares. Sheila would shake him awake as he thrashed around in the bed. ‘Martin! Wake up!’ 

He’d burst awake, gasping for breath, and sit up, Sheila switching on the bedside lamp and noticing the sweaty imprint he’d left behind on the bedsheet.

‘I was drowning Sheila,’ he’d pant, bottom lip quivering. ‘I was at work, wading through honey, trying to find my work phone, then sinking in the linseed silo – thousands of seeds sticking to me like a Crackerjack game. I was caked in it; it was so realistic. I was being dragged down into the silo’s guts.’ He’d touch his face as if to check it really was a dream. ‘The seeds were in my nose …’

Sheila would comfort him as best she could, fetching a warm towel to form a barrier between him and the damp patch as he lay staring up at the ceiling. ‘My heart is hammering, feels like it’s going to tear through my chest.’

‘Well if it does, keep it in your lap and away from that new carpet,’ she’d joke to distract him.

Over breakfast he’d apologise, and she’d reassure him, ‘It’s a big adjustment Martin, you’ll get there.’ But secretly she’d wish he’d pull himself together. Sometimes she’d add, ‘Look at Joe – he’s having a whale of a time now.’

Joe was Martin’s old boss, who had retired a few years earlier. He, along with his wife Wendy, had fully embraced their leisure time. Sheila had noticed bitterly that his Facebook page was, as she’d pointed out to Martin, ‘Like a Saga brochure.’ Shoving her iPad under his nose she’d pointed with a lilac painted nail at the photos. ‘If he’s not on a long weekend at a Tuscan vineyard with Wendy, he’s hurtling round on Segways with the grandkids. I mean, Wendy is nice enough, but that helmet really brings out the roundness of her face. Who wants to see photos of every spit and cough of their lives?’ she’d said, poring enviously over the pictures.

Now Martin spent most of the time moping around at home, which drove Sheila barmy. She fretted that her love for him was becoming akin to a fondness one might have for a neighbour’s old spaniel – nice to pet occasionally but you wouldn’t want it under your feet all the time.

She was frazzled too, what with first battling her menopausal night sweats, which she brought under control with tablets and sticky patches that mainlined the nectar of oestrogen into her, to sweeten her mood and her sleep. Hot on the heels of her menopause came Martin’s insomnia, which had him thrashing around in the bed every night as if he was trying to wrestle a bear. Martin’s issues were proving trickier to solve; shame there wasn’t a magic patch that offered a different HRT – husband replacement therapy – once you stuck it on, a Michael Bublé lookalike appeared and your every wish was his command. She could dream, but in real life she reckoned she had at least three new wrinkles that were entirely caused by this past year.

She wasn’t a vain woman, but she liked to look after herself. Back in 1984 she’d been crowned Miss Silk, by the makers of the face cream of the same name. Her mum had seen an article in the local paper about the search for young women who ‘had that silk glow’, and had sent in a pretty passport pic of Sheila without her knowing.

In the pic Sheila was grinning out from under a soft perm and, even under the shadow of her flick it was obvious she had a clear, bright complexion. ‘Peaches and cream,’ her mum had said, and her motherly pride had been rewarded with a photo shoot and a mention in the local paper.

The first few weeks of Martin’s retirement had not been wrinkle-inducing – in fact it had been a novelty having Martin around. But it had soon worn thin – there were only so many garden centres to visit.

As time went on Martin became anxious, the man who’d held court with all the lads, cracking gags and cracking the whip with equal confidence, suddenly wouldn’t say ‘good day’ to a goose, never mind ‘boo’.

Six months in, Martin had not only lost his mojo, he had lost his appetite and dropped a stone. He stopped shaving, and didn’t leave the house for days at a time.

Sheila’s heart ached for the man he once was, and she tried to help by encouraging him to come out with her for a walk, a bit of fresh air or a mooch down the high street, but the reply would always be the same, ‘Not today She, maybe tomorrow,’ and he’d smile a watery smile, the panic in his eyes as clear as the whiskers on his chin.

In the end, as a last resort, Sheila booked a fortnight in Spain. She knew Martin wouldn’t let a holiday and all that money go to waste. He may have been depressed, but he wasn’t a mug – he’d have no choice but to join her in Playa Flamenca.

She’d popped to the high street, and Denise at Anderson’s travel had found her a lovely last-minute deal.

When she arrived back home she shook the rain from her brolly, gently kicked the front door to, and shouted for Martin, ‘Sweetheart, guess what?’ He made her jump as he appeared from the lounge immediately, like an actor pre-empting his cue.

Sheila smiled at Martin, who was in his uniform of joggers and T-shirt, with a towelling robe over the top, like a bargain basement Hugh Hefner.

She babbled because she was nervous. She could hear her voice getting higher as she rattled through the details ‘… need a break … walking past Anderson’s … special offer … spoke to Denise …’ She could see herself in the hall mirror, her eyes wide and pleading, coral lipstick bleeding into the creases around her mouth. Martin had held up his hands in surrender and agreed some sunshine would be nice.

The holiday was a new focus, and made Sheila determined to help Martin. The family GP, Dr Khan, prescribed Martin a course of tablets, smiling kindly over her jazzy bifocals as Sheila dug around in her handbag for a tissue for Martin to dry his eyes on.

Spain was a success. The combination of the medication, the sunshine, and the change of scene meant that hour by hour, day by day, the old Martin started to come back. This wasn’t a tampon advert from the 80s – he wasn’t rollerskating, skydiving, and high five-ing strangers – but the despair that had lingered in Martin’s eyes was replaced by hope, even an occasional brightness.

Long swims in the sea each morning invigorated him and gifted him a raging appetite – he tucked into pastries, boiled eggs, fruit and strong coffee on their little balcony overlooking a cobbled courtyard. They cat-napped and sunbathed and read by the pool. Strolls to the local street market to look at the stalls selling leather goods, olives, and fabric, and to eat the delicious freshly fried doughnuts became longer walks inland to Flamenca Gorge and cliff-top rambles to Punta Prima.

They held hands like newly-weds, and sometimes words weren’t needed – Martin would squeeze Sheila’s hand and she’d know he was feeling alive again.

On their last evening they sat, sun-kissed and relaxed, watching the sunset. Sheila, perhaps a tiny bit tipsy from a generously measured gin and tonic, turned to Martin and said, ‘Imagine, we could live here,’ and Martin had laughed, then when he realised she was serious, his face fell.

‘She sweetheart, what about Mum? We couldn’t just up and leave her,’ and with that, the bubble burst and Sheila had suddenly felt very sober.
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Jameela

The rain came as a welcome relief to Jameela, cooling her down as she rounded the corner onto Newton Pass towards home, pushing hard to sprint the last few hundred yards, her garden gate the finish line.

A vision in purple lycra, she crossed the road, leaping over a large puddle, almost skimming its oily surface with her trainers.

She knew as she approached the community centre that her running playlist would fade, Calvin Harris piping down momentarily to allow the well-spoken lady on her app to announce into her earbuds ‘six miles completed’ – she ran this route every other day, and she averaged 8-minute miles.

She loved the precision of her pace, the predictability of the run – the route, the timings. Her job as a partner in a small but successful local law firm required her to be in control and methodical – she approached running in the same way.

Past the precinct she sped, dodging the two old dears coming out of the post office trying to shake an umbrella into life, and deftly side-stepping the door of a car as it swung open into her path, Arctic Monkeys blaring from the stereo.

At the ‘six miles completed’ announcement she slowed to a jog and noticed a large white van parked slightly askew across the tarmac path that led to the front of the community centre, ‘Kiln Bill’, emblazoned in red lettering across its side.

The rain was really coming down now, making it even trickier to see what was happening, so she sped up again. Her black fringe stuck to her forehead and her feet slapped against the wet paving stones as she neared her goal, leaping the last few strides. She stopped by her gate. Someone had shoved a crumpled Red Bull can into her privet. She gingerly retrieved the can, popping it into the wheelie bin under the car port, where she sheltered to catch her breath and stretch. The rain was starting to lose its enthusiasm, and slowed to a drizzle.

Jameela took out her earbuds, placed both palms on the side wall, and straightened each leg in turn to stretch out her calves. To the untrained eye it looked as if she was attempting to push over her house.

As she stretched she thought about the can, and although she was obsessively house-proud and kept the garden looking equally perfect, she smiled to herself.

‘What goes around, comes around,’ she muttered to the wall as she grabbed her right foot, cupping it and standing like a flamingo, breathing deeply and sighing with pleasure as the lactic acid slowly drained from her quads.

It only seemed like yesterday that she had been the one shoving pop cans into neat garden bushes on the way home from school with her little sister Reju.

They were separated by twenty months but were more like twins – sharing everything from the way they laughed and sneezed to the way they smiled and cried. They were both blessed with huge round eyes the colour of cinnamon, long dark lashes, and glossy black hair that hung out of the way in a single waist-length plait like a length of tarred rope.

They’d been as thick as thieves back then. Dawdling and messing about all the way home – the longer they took, the less time they’d have to help Mum prepare the dinner.

As well as tossing their empty Pepsi cans onto neat lawns, a favourite game had been ‘Mind that bush!’, which involved shouting that warning whilst shoving each other into the beautifully manicured greenery that bordered the gardens they passed.

It was on one of these walks home that Jameela had told Reju she’d started her period that day halfway through Geography. ‘Oh my GOD Jam,’ Reju had squealed. ‘You basically became a woman as Ms Watson handed out a worksheet on Drainage Basins!’

And it was where, aged fourteen and thirteen, they’d shared their first (and last) cigarette.

They’d stolen it from the inside pocket of Uncle Amol’s brown leather jacket lined with purple paisley that he hung in the hall when he visited. Attempting to smoke it had prompted such a coughing fit that their eyes had watered, and they had laughed so much at each other’s agony that they had tumbled through the front door with tears streaming down their cheeks, still green around the gills and guffawing.

Jameela chuckled as she remembered how she and Reju had caught their breath, only to dissolve into hysterics again when Mum had popped her head into the hallway brandishing a potato peeler and asked if they’d seen her box of Cook’s matches.

Of course they didn’t tell her the matches had been lobbed, along with a half-smoked ciggie, over a fence on the way home. Mum had retreated to her spot, cross-legged on the lounge carpet, a small mountain of peelings before her, as if she was paying her respects at a root vegetable shrine. ‘Those girls are crackers,’ she had clucked to herself, reaching for a large carrot.

A rumble of thunder shook Jameela from her daydream and her smile faded as she thought about the current state of her relationship with Reju.

She fished out her door key from the small slit in the waistband of her running leggings and went indoors.

She tugged off her soggy trainers and, taking care not to drip on the hallway carpet, headed upstairs for a hot shower.
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Becky

The Inventors’ Estate consisted of four roads that ran parallel to each other and, between two of them, Faraday Road and Newton Pass, sat the community centre and the precinct. Topping and tailing the four roads of three-bedroomed mid-sized terraced houses was Bell Way at the bottom, and at the top, the curiously named Watt Way.

Sitting atop Watt Way, like a rainbow over the two roads furthest from the community centre – Harrison Lane and Lovelace Lane – was Tull Avenue, a semicircle of larger, more expensive four-bedroomed homes, each with a car port, garage, and smart patio. The close curve of the avenue made it look on the original plans at least (a framed copy of which now hung on the wall of the community centre) like Tull Avenue was a bowler hat worn by the two lanes, with Watt Way the rim.

Built on the outskirts of the small town of Lennington, just north of Manchester, the estate hunkered down between upmarket Fenton with its mock Tudor mansions and private roads housing footballers, soap stars and bankers, and on the other side, the moors of windswept Howlesden, whose sheep-dotted hills welcomed weekend walkers to its low-beamed pubs hidden amongst the valleys’ crevices.

The old farm buildings and low slung hostelries that once welcomed coaches and horses travelling over the Pennines had become mostly gastropubs serving traditional fayre, craft ales, with a dog biscuit chucked in for any accompanying mutt.

Whatever happened on the estate, the first to know about it was the estate committee that met monthly at the community centre, made up of the retired, the community-minded, and those who enjoyed the power of a luminous tabard and clipboard when stewarding an event.

Jack the caretaker (who fell into the first two categories) was on it, as was Sheila (who definitely fell into the third).

Back in the main room, the delivery men drained their mugs of tea: ‘Lovely that, thank you very much – my stomach was just starting to think my throat had been cut,’ said the older one.

Becky had brought out a plate of Jammy Dodgers, and he was still brushing the crumbs from the front of his overalls as he spoke. ‘I remember this place – my old mum used to come here for dress-making classes. They all chuffed away on their ciggies as they gossiped at the machines – my mum’s best mate once stitched her finger to a skirt ’cos she was so busy gassing. Mum said she’d never seen so much blood.’

‘Ouch,’ Jack grimaced, ‘you’re going back a few years with that class. Since then it’s been all baby yoga and pilates.’

Becky smiled at the memory of half a dozen babies gurgling on mats as their mums bent and stretched around them like willow trees. ‘Unfortunately thanks to the cracks in the windows and our boiler having the temperament of a supermodel we lost a lot of the classes – it was so cold in the winter I half expected to see an arctic fox trotting across the frozen tundra of the main hall and through the circle of Gamblers Anonymous chairs.’ The men laughed. ‘I’m not even joking. The pilates group were fed up of wearing bobble hats. We tried attracting new classes. Remember “Footie Fun Crew” Jack?’ Becky laughed.

‘Oh Jesus don’t.’ He grimaced. ‘Fifteen under tens and a string net of footballs – I still wake in the night screaming, thinking I can hear the sound of breaking glass.’

‘It’s a shame though,’ said the younger delivery lad through a bite of biscuit, ‘be sad if this place goes.’

‘Excuse me,’ huffed Jack in mock offence, ‘this place isn’t going anywhere, not with the new pottery class about to start. In some ways, it’s only the beginning.’ He clutched a clenched fist to his mouth and looked dramatically off into the distance.

‘Very poetic Jack. I admire your confidence,’ said Becky, collecting up the empty mugs. She was suddenly serious again. ‘A few names have signed up online, but that takes seconds; we actually need them to turn up or the whole thing’ll be a washout, and I’ll be up for the high jump for frittering away council grants.’ She felt her stomach flip at the thought.

‘Nonsense,’ said Jack. ‘Have faith.’

She grunted, unconvinced. ‘Anyway, there’ll be no class to put on if we don’t move all this kit, so tea break is over. That,’ she said, pointing to the biggest pallet, ‘needs to follow me to the stockroom please.’
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Sheila

It was late morning when the doorbell rang and Sheila just about jumped out of her skin. It was a Friday, the day she liked to pamper herself with a long bath and face pack, ready for the weekend. Not that they had many plans these days; her best pals had moved away and she even found herself missing the socials organised by Martin’s work back in the day.

Sheila was sitting daydreaming at the mirrored vanity table in her pale pink kimono, the fabric straining slightly over her ample bosom, stretching the pattern so the white cranes looked thicker set, like geese about to crash land on her belly.

Perched on the velvet stool, leaning close to the mirror, she’d been pushing the flesh back from her temples, her skin tight over her cheekbones, pouting in the mirror. ‘Pretend you’re blowing out a candle Sheila love’ – that’s what the photographer at the Silk Cream shoot had told her all those years ago.

She couldn’t remember his name, but could see him clearly, the way his tongue constantly flicked out over his lips like a snake tasting the air, black leather trousers squeaking as he lunged towards her, taking shots from all different angles as if he was shooting a Rolling Stone cover rather than a promo shot for face cream.

As she pouted in the mirror now she thought about what April had said last week. They’d been in the back room of the food bank sorting through donations, the shelves of the former sports shop now groaning not with Reebok trainers and football boots, but tinned meat, tuna and vegetables.

They were chatting about ageing. ‘You know,’ April had said, picking a bit of protein bar out of her teeth with a long manicured nail, ‘for three grand you could lift all of that.’ She used the packet of basics spaghetti she was holding as a baton to draw a large oval in the air in front of Sheila. ‘My sister-in-law went to Prague for a few days, came home looking thirty-five again – full face lift.’ She smiled. ‘Although,’ she breathed, leaning in so close Sheila could smell the heady combo of Elnett hairspray and instant coffee that was April’s signature scent, ‘it can go wrong – my neighbour Jo had a brow lift at a clinic in Luton, and now her eyes don’t fully close when she sleeps. She looks like a zombie apparently – stuff of nightmares.’ Her eyes had widened for a second as the image sank in. ‘Right. Pasta’s done, noodles next I reckon.’

When the doorbell rang, Sheila let go of her face and the soft crêpe pillows of flesh settled once again by the outer corners of her eyes.

She could see the figure through the glass in the front door bobbing up and down as she made her way down the stairs.

She opened the door to a woman who looked like she was warming up at the start line of an olympic sprint, skin-tight purple crop top revealing a smooth brown tummy above matching purple leggings that encased every muscle, of which there seemed to be plenty.

She reminded Sheila of a sleek racehorse with her long plait swishing from side to side.

She sprang up from her squat position and thrust a hand towards Sheila, smiling broadly. ‘Jameela,’ she said, ‘I emailed about the cross trainer for sale?’

Upstairs the cross trainer was hidden by last week’s clean washing pile waiting to be sorted and ironed, Martin’s jeans flung across the handlebars, and Sheila’s sturdy bras – her boulder holders. No pretty little spaghetti straps for her, no flimsy lacy numbers – no, her breasts had been handed down through generations of buxom women.

It felt like overnight she’d sprouted bosoms, and it seemed something in the behaviour of others changed as a consequence. There had been a melancholic confusion in her dad’s eyes, as if his little shed buddy had betrayed him by blossoming from the tomboy she once was. She had noticed subtle differences, like her male teachers trying to keep eye contact, to the not so subtle – builders, whistling and swinging from the scaffold like horny apes at the zoo.

During games at school the boys had gawped at her chest like cartoon dogs eyeing a string of sausages. Self-conscious, she had hung up her hockey stick and found solace in chocolate. Her curves grew and, although she was no Diana Dors, she was at least Miss Silk.

Sheila swooped her arm under the pile of clothes and chucked them on the bed. Jameela stood in the spare room, arms folded, head tilted to one side as if looking at a sculpture in an art gallery.

Switching on the main light Sheila quipped, ‘Let’s shed some light on the subject,’ then immediately cringed at herself.

Why did she feel so nervous around this person? She went to the window and opened the wooden blinds. Minuscule specks of dust lifted into the air and Sheila made a mental note to whip around with the hoover later.

Maybe she was intimidated by Jameela because she wasn’t used to being in the company of other women, especially one as dynamic and focused as Jameela.

She looked to Sheila like one of those women who ‘have it all’. She’d read about them in the weekend supplements; women with five children, a sleek blow dry, rippling abs, a six-figure salary in the city, who still finds time for the charity work helping refugees, as well as enjoying regular knock-out sexual gymnastics with their equally high-powered husband.

‘Your house is lovely by the way,’ said Jameela, moving her gaze from the cross trainer to Sheila. ‘I love this room – the colours are very … soothing.’

Sheila glanced around her spare room, the oatmeal carpet and pale wheat walls reflecting the glow of the late morning sun. ‘Well, we like it. It was our boy’s room,’ she corrected herself, ‘I say boy, he’s nearly thirty. Though I’m pretty sure I can still smell his rugby socks in here.’ She smiled sadly to herself. ‘We re-decorated after he moved out – we left it a couple of weeks in case he came back, but him and Charlotte seem very happy.’ 

It’s wasn’t that she disliked Charlotte – a junior doctor with swishy blonde hair and a passion for triathlons – it was just that Sheila felt relegated.

At the beginning of their relationship, as Oliver’s love for Charlotte grew, it felt to Sheila like his love for her withered. His texts to her during the day dried up, and she found herself, stomach churning, constantly checking her phone for messages from him like some lovesick teen rather than a middle-aged mum.

When he did get around to ringing her she acted bruised and brittle. ‘Hello stranger,’ she’d say in a tight little voice she didn’t recognise, and hated herself for it. The phone calls would follow a similar pattern: embarrassed by her needy opening line, she’d then prattle on, determined to sound busy and fulfilled now she had more time for herself since he’d moved out – like a heartbroken divorcee chatting to the ex she still pined for.

Oliver sounded bored by the whole charade, and trotted out the usual questions ‘How’s Dad? Things OK at the food bank? How’s the Spain fund coming along?’ Ticking each query off the list before making his excuses to get off the call.

Now Sheila reckoned she’d settled mid-table in his affections, behind Charlotte, their rescue cat Cleo, Xbox, and all things rugby.

Jameela tinkered with the control buttons of the cross trainer, then climbed on, placing a foot on each ribbed pad and grabbing the handles. She began to move, slowly at first like a skier making her way through a snowdrift, then she picked up pace – the LED lights on the screen burst into life, moving through green to amber to red as she increased the resistance and upped her speed. Her arms were moving like pistons, her legs pumping away as if she were being chased by some invisible monster. Jameela stared straight ahead, jaw clenched. Sheila stood and watched, mouth slightly agape, in awe at seeing her former clothes rail actually being used as it was supposed to be.

After a few seconds, like a wind-up toy, Jameela gradually slowed down and then stopped completely – frozen in position, arms still holding the handles, eyes slightly glazed, only her chest moving in and out from the exertion. Then she snapped back to reality and turned to Sheila. ‘I love it,’ she panted with a grin.

‘Great,’ said Sheila. ‘Fancy a brew to celebrate?’

After a quick change from kimono to jeans and a nice Breton striped top, Sheila was now standing on her little kitchen step to reach the very back
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