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Under the City Lights

Towns and Cities are full of stories.

Some unfold in crowded cafés and busy offices.
Others happen quietly; in supermarket aisles, on late-night bus journeys, or behind the doors of ordinary homes.
Most pass unnoticed.

The people around us carry their own hopes, regrets, ambitions and secrets. A chance conversation, an unexpected encounter. A moment of honesty. Sometimes that is all it takes for a life to shift direction.

The stories in this collection explore those moments; the small turning points that happen in everyday places, beneath the glow of streetlights and shop windows, where ordinary lives briefly intersect.

Because under the city lights, everyone has a story.

The short story Never To Be Told first introduced the characters that later inspired my crime novel Death on the Common.

Upbeat

A chance meeting at work forces one woman to question the safe life she has carefully built.
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CHAPTER 1
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Jodie closes her locker and attaches the key to the loop on her trousers. She glances in the mirror on her way out of the staff room, briefly inspecting her makeup and pulling her ponytail tight. She then makes her way down the stairs past the stockroom and out onto the shop floor. Rachel, one of the young checkout operators, has just sat down at till four. Jodie greets her with a cheery ‘morning’ as she walks past. Heading to the front of the shop, she glances down aisle five and sees Keith filling up the dairy. Something then catches her eye on the floor. She stops to pick up a label that’s fallen off the shelf of one of the end of aisle promotions and replaces it. 

The store has just opened, but a few early birds who probably queued outside, already have full baskets. One shopper is at the kiosk, to the right of the entrance. This is one of the smaller stores in the Greenings chain, somewhere between a regular sized supermarket and an express. As it’s close to the high street and residential flats above the shops, it also serves as a convenience store. Jodie nods at the security guard, Ahmed, standing by the entrance then enters the kiosk through the side door. She watches the assistant manager, Susan, finish serving one of the regulars. Susan has been in retail for decades. She still wears a black court shoe, even though the rest of the staff wear trainers. Jodie’s sure she’d be more comfortable in flats. 

‘Morning.’ Says Jodie. ‘What time are we expecting the new starter?’

‘His name’s Kai. I told him nine. I’ll get him started on the mandatory training and if he manages to finish it today, you can show him the shop floor. Alright?’

‘Yeah, that’s fine.’ Jodie replies, moving aside a couple of boxes that could be a trip hazard. 

‘Remind me who’s meant to be on kiosk?’ Asks Susan.

‘Chantelle. She’s late again.’

Susan rolls her eyes and puts her hand on her hip. ‘What’s going on with her?’ 

‘I don’t know. I’ve asked. She said nothing, just keeps missing the alarm.’

Susan sighs and Jodie gets a waft of minty chewing gum. ‘I’m gonna have to talk to her. You cover here and I’ll have a chat when she gets in.’

‘Okay. Or I can take Lewis off self-service - give him a bit of experience on the kiosk? I’ll show him how to do the lottery and charge electric keys. I can keep an eye on self-service at the same time?’

‘Yeah, alright.’ She answers, walking to the side door.  

~
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Between serving and filling up the tobacco and vape liquids, time goes fast on the kiosk. Quicker still when she’s training someone. Lewis gets the hang of the lottery machine and Jodie tells him to call her over if he gets stuck. 

A few minutes later, Lewis gets a customer complaining about a bag of oranges he bought yesterday that he says have gone squishy. Jodie accepts the return and marks the item on the customer’s receipt. Lewis – keen to learn the process - watches her tap a code on the till’s screen, put a sticky label on the oranges then drop them into a plastic container. Jodie then looks up and notices a young man with a black denim jacket and a rucksack on one shoulder stroll past. He glances her way and smiles. At first, he continues as if heading for the customer service desk but then stops, turns back and approaches the counter. 

‘Hi, I’m starting here today. Kai. I’m meant to meet Susan?’

Jodie takes in the unruly tufts of brown hair; either styled that way or not styled at all. She also notices a big black stud earring in his right ear which suits him. ‘I’ll call her for you.’ She answers, then steps to one side. The innocuous melody drifting from the speaker’s overhead is then interrupted by Jodie’s voice echoing over the Tannoy. She uses the standard twice repeated call out message for the assistant manager, then returns to the till. 

‘I’m Jodie.’

‘Supervisor.’ Say’s Kai, reading her name badge. ‘Nice to meet you, Jodie.’ 

While they wait for Susan to arrive, Jodie busies herself with tidying the counter, all the time aware of the occasional glances in her direction from the new starter, hovering by sandwiches and lunch combos. 

Susan hurries along the tiled floor. ‘Morning Kai. Sorry for the wait.’ 

‘No problem.’ 

Then leaning on the counter and using her eyes to communicate an issue beyond. ‘Jodie, can you check on...’ 

Over Susan’s shoulder standing by the customer service desk, Jodie sees Chantelle wiping her nose with a tissue. Her long black braids are tied back in a bun but her uniform looks like it’s been thrown on. Jodie nods and leaves the kiosk. 

‘Come this way Kai and we’ll get you set up on the training.’ Says Susan, beckoning him to follow. 
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CHAPTER 2



[image: ]


Kai is sitting at the staff room table next to the window. He presses pause on the induction training film when he sees Jodie walk in. She opens her locker, reaches for something in her bag, then closes the door. She then carries her lunch box and water bottle to the small round table on the opposite side of the room, acutely aware that she’s being watched. 

‘How was your morning?’ Asks Kai.

‘Busy - same as usual. How are you getting on?’ She opens the container and takes out a soft bread roll wrapped in foil.

‘Good. Nearly done, I think. The Customer Service section is a bit repetitive.’

‘You can leave feedback on the module at the end.’

‘Good to know.’  

Kai is now in Greening’s uniform, a light green polo shirt and the black trousers and boots he was wearing when he came in. He’s also been given a dark green padded jacket with long sleeves, but it’s too warm to wear it. Jodie notices his very pale complexion, and how long and slim his arms are. She also gets a glimpse of some heavy black ink work, just visible under his left sleeve. 

‘You should take a break. Go and get some food.’ She says, taking a bite of her lunch.

‘Nah, I’d rather just power through and get it done.’ 

She expects him to pick up the tablet, but instead he sits back and folds his arms as if waiting for the conversation to resume. Most people know that lunch breaks are sacred alone time, even new starters. Exchanges are short, polite small talk. Attempting to divert his gaze while she chews her food, she looks at the floral mug on the table in front of him. 

‘That’s Olivia’s cup. She’s not in today but she gets really pissed off if anyone uses it.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t know. Susan said help yourself. I don’t usually drink tea. Are you a tea person?’ 

‘Yes.’ She answers quickly, hoping that’s the end of it.

Kai tries to think of something to say that might pique her interest. She seems prickly. Perhaps, he thinks, it’s been a particularly stressful morning. He picks up the cup and finishes what’s left. 

‘So how long have you worked here Jodie?’

‘A few years.’ She feels self-conscious as their eyes meet.  

‘It must be a nice team then. People only stay in jobs because of their coworkers, right?’

‘If you say so.’ 

‘Were you here during the pandemic?’

‘U-huh.’

‘So, you were a keyworker.’

‘Yup.’

‘That must have been tough. Though it seems like forever-a-go now, doesn’t it? Masks and social distancing. Crazy.’

Jodie takes a swig of water from her bottle. Something about him annoys her. It’s not just the quick-fire questions and vying for her attention. He seems restless, or highly strung or something. Just as she thinks this, he starts rapping his fingers on the table’s laminated surface.

‘I thought you were going to power through.’ 

‘I am. But I’ve a got a song in my head...’ 

In the seconds that follow, with only the sound of his fingertips rhythmically hitting the tabletop, Jodie realises that he wants her to ask him the name of the song in his head. She decides against it. They’re not here to play games. This is his first day in a new job and he doesn’t seem to be taking it all that seriously.

‘If the staff room is too distracting, there’s an office you can work in.’

He stops tapping. ‘Thanks, I started out in there but it’s a bit claustrophobic, don’t you think? I can see the sun in this room. God, it’s a beautiful day...’ He looks out of the window at the cloudless sky above the flat roofs of the surrounding shops.

‘Hey, I spoke to the girl with the braids who was upset earlier.’

‘Chantelle.’

‘Yeah, she came up about an hour ago. She told me that her boyfriend ended it with her last night - by text. That’s cold.’  

Jodie thinks back to the conversation she’d had with Chantelle after Susan had raised the issue of her persistent lateness, her presentation, and questioned her about her commitment to the role, causing her to burst into tears. She’d been seeing her latest boyfriend for three weeks, she’d told Jodie, so perhaps it wasn’t the major heartbreak she’d made out it is to Kai. 

Thinking perhaps that the supervisor can’t comment and not wanting his concern to be mistaken for gossip, Kai changes the subject.  

‘So, what’s going on with the music in the shop? Do you ever play anything else? Some classic eighties nostalgia maybe?’ 

‘We don’t control the music. It’s chosen by head office.’

‘Any particular reason it’s not pop?’

‘We get a lot of trouble because we’re in town, so it’s meant to calm people down. And shoppers tend to browse when the music’s slow.’

‘But wouldn’t they stay longer and buy more or whatever, if they were listening to something familiar?’

‘I haven’t given it that much thought.’ Jodie clips the lid back on her lunch box. 

‘That was quick. Please tell me we get longer than fifteen minutes for lunch.’

‘An hour on a full shift. I’m going for a walk.’

Jodie returns from lunch to find Susan at the customer service desk, checking off new products on a printed list. 

‘Kai’s all done with the online training.’ She says, without looking up. ‘He’s just taken five to grab a cold drink, then you can start him on the shop floor.’

‘Okay.’

Jodie thought the walk had helped her rethink her impression of Kai. But now back in the shop, she returns to the opinion she’d formed in the staff room; that he’s disinterested in the work, strangely intense, and she’d rather not supervise his training.  

‘Susan?’

‘Yes Jodie.’

‘Are you sure about him.’

‘What Kai?’ 

‘He seems a bit off.’

‘What d’you mean off?’ She looks up from the paperwork.

‘I don’t know. Like he doesn’t really want the job. He’s just doing it ‘cause he can’t get anything else. You know the type; they do the training then leave after the first or second day.’

‘Well, he was up front when I interviewed him. He told me he needs a flexible part time job while he’s working on his music career.’

‘Music career?’

‘That’s what he said.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Twenty-four. Worked in bars and clubs. Good references. It’s just shelf stacking Jodie. And if he doesn’t come back tomorrow, not much we can do about it anyway.’  

Jodie leads Kai to the pet food aisle at the far end of the shop. She always starts shelf stackers in this section because mostly, they can’t spill or break anything.  

‘So’ She begins, looking up. ‘The top rows are new stock, obviously. Start at one end and look for the gaps. You probably don’t need the steps ‘cause you’re what? Six two?’

‘Yes. Good guess.’

‘But if you do need them to reach anything stacked higher, remember the Health and Safety you just did.’

‘Yes.’ He says, looking at her side on.

‘After a while, you’ll get to know what we sell most of and get those out first. For example, this one.’ She points to a stack of tins on the bottom shelf with pictures of a black Labradors on the label ‘It goes fast because it’s cheap. But for now, just focus on getting any gaps filled, working one end of the aisle to the other. Getting the products on offer out is a priority, but there aren’t any at the moment....’ She scans the shelves to make sure. 

‘Okay.’ Says Kai, sensing there are still more instructions to come.

‘Some packaging for different products in the same range look very similar. Always read the label to make sure it’s the right type, flavour etc, and the same weight as it says on the label.’

‘And if I can’t find it on the top shelf?’

‘It’ll be in the stock room, but you’ll have to check the system to see if it’s come in. I’ll show you how to use the scanner tomorrow. For now, just start with what’s up there. Have you faced up before?’

‘Bringing stuff forward and making it look good? I can do that.’

‘Great.’ She starts to walk away. 

‘Where will you be if I need you?’

‘I’m always on the shop floor somewhere.’ She calls back. ‘Or ask a colleague.’ 
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CHAPTER 3
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Jodie removes her trainers at the front door then carries her bag through to the kitchen. ‘Hi Mum.’ 

‘Hi sweetheart.’ Vicky lowers the volume on the radio. 

Jodie unzips her rucksack. 

‘Give me that.’ Says Vicky, taking the lunch box from her.

‘It’s alright, I’ll do it.’ 

‘I’m here anyway.’ She pulls out a drawer next to the sink, tips the rubbish from the plastic container into the bin, then turns on the tap.

‘Where is everyone?’ Jodie asks, pulling out a dinning chair. 

‘Your dad’s in the shed trying to fix your hairdryer.’

Jodie looks through the kitchen window at the large wooden shed at the far end of the garden. ‘I told him not to bother, it’s ancient. I’ll just buy a new one.’

‘You know what he’s like.’ Vicky puts the wet lunch box upside down on the drainer. ‘He likes to try. How was your day?’

‘Alright.’ Jodie pulls out her ponytail and runs her fingers through the lengths of her hair. ‘I was training the new person.’

Vicky wipes her hands on the tea towel. ‘Oh yeah, you said someone was starting today. What’s he like? He, she?’ 

‘He is annoying.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Just young and talks too much.’ Jodie recalls Kai’s tapping out a tune on the tabletop in the staffroom.

‘Might not last then.’

‘We’ll see. Where’s Megan?’

‘Just come in from netball. Having a shower.’ 

As Vicky finishes speaking, they hear footsteps coming fast down the stairs. Megan thunders into the kitchen carrying her tablet. Her wet hair is wrapped in a towel. Jodie notices the smell of fresh laundry on her tracksuit. 

‘Right.’ She says. ‘Look at this.’ She shoves the screen under Jodie’s nose. 

‘What am I looking at?’

‘Mr McKenzie. He said I never handed in my science homework. Look!’

Jodie reads the comment in the online journal, then looks up at Megan. ‘Was it late?’

‘Why would I take GCSE double science then not do the homework? Megan’s eyes are wide with indignation. ‘I did it last week when I got it, like I always do. It’s the stupid app. It’s slow.’ 

Did you take a screen shot before you submitted it?’

‘Yes!’ 

‘Fine. Then email Mr McKenzie with the attachment.’

‘Shouldn’t have to!’ She protests, walking away but already furiously tapping the screen.

‘Hey! Jodie calls out. ‘Did you have a good day?’

‘Yes, apart from that!’ She shouts back from the living room.

Vicky smiles. ‘Never had any of that when you were at school. It’s lost somewhere in the cloud I suspect.’ 

‘I think they say it’s’ lost in the ether’ Mum. If it was in the cloud, he’d have it.’

‘See?  What do I know? I’ll remember that for work when I can’t find a patient’s prescriptions on the system.’

The back door opens and Jodie’s father, John, enters carrying a hair dryer in two parts with wires sticking out of both halves. He wipes his trainers on the mat and squints at the electronic jumble in his hands. 

‘Any luck Dad?’  

‘No, it’s buggered.’

Vicky smiles then switches on the kettle. 

‘I’ll get you a new one.’ He says, laying the parts down on the counter, then sitting opposite his daughter.

‘You don’t have to. Thanks for giving it a go though.’ 

‘There’s that repair shop opened up at the end of the high street.’ Says Vicky, grabbing three mugs from the cupboard. ‘You should take it there. Maybe you could ask if they need any help, seeing as you like fixing things.’

Jodie glances at her mother. She knows this is another attempt to get him out the house. Since Megan started secondary school, he’s had less to do and the odd night out with his old work crew isn’t enough. 

‘No, I’ll take it to the tip tomorrow with the other bits we need to get rid of.’ He answers. ‘It’s no use to anyone now.’ 

‘Well, there’s no harm going in and asking if they need anyone.’ Says Vicky, putting a mug of tea down in front of him.

To prevent the inevitable quarrel, where her mother will insist that he needs more to do, and her father will defend his right not to take up her suggestion, Jodie changes the subject. 

‘So, what else did you do today, Dad?’

‘I went into town with your mother to look for a dress for what’s-her-face’s wedding.’

‘Claudia, at work.’ Says Vicky.

‘Did you get one?’ 

‘No, there’s not much in the shops at the moment.’ She replies, putting a cup down for Jodie. ‘I’ve got a couple of weeks yet. We were saying we might take a trip to one those factory outlets at the weekend. Would be a nice a change from the same old shops. Or I might just pull out the wardrobe and see what I’ve got. It could do with a good sort...’

John interrupts, continuing with the rest of his day. ‘When we got back, I had a look at your hairdryer. Then I went and picked up Megan from netball, and carried on trying to fix it when I got back.’

‘Did she ask you to pick her up?’ Asks Jodie. ‘She’s fifteen now, she can get the bus.’

‘I know but it’s long day for her, isn’t it?’ 

‘You’re a soft touch.’ She says, picking up her tea.

‘So, are you out with your fella tonight?’ Asks John.

‘Yup.’ Jodie pulls out her phone to check for any messages.

‘The usual, is it?  A bit of dinner then home by ten?’

‘Don’t be nosey John!’ Say Vicky.

‘What? I’m just asking if it’s the same routine. No cinema or clubbing?’

‘Why would she be clubbing on a Tuesday night? She’s got work tomorrow.’

Jodie smiles. ‘Yes Dad, the same routine. I like it that way.’ She stands and tucks in her chair. ‘Right. I’m going to go and get ready.’
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CHAPTER 4
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Kai looks up from his phone as Jodie enters the staff room. ‘Hey.’ 

‘Hi.’ She says, removing her jacket. 

‘You’re on the late shift huh?’

‘Yup. One till nine.’ 

‘I started at eight.’ Says Kai. ‘I’m here all day.’ 

‘I know, I help with the rotas.’ 

‘Oh right. Susan put me on fruit and veg with Hannah. She’s been telling me about her new puppy.’

‘That’s nice.’ 

She closes her locker. Kai notes the sarcastic tone and wonders if he talked too much yesterday, and if he is now. But he’s finding it difficult to resist trying to find out who she is. He waits for her to finish attaching the key to the belt loop on her trousers.

‘Shall I make you a cup of tea?’ He asks. 

‘I’m about to start my shift’ She answers, frowning. 

‘You’ve still got ten minutes.’

‘I like to start early.’

He smiles. ‘You’re really committed, aren’t you?’

Jodie frowns again. She wonders whether indulging him for the next few minutes, rather than going downstairs before time as she normally would, might make him less likely to speak to her going forward. There isn’t much, she considers, that he’s likely to find interesting about her. No new puppy for example, or recent breakup she needs to talk through. She walks over and sits down opposite him. He leans forward and folds his arms on the table.

‘Your hair looks different.’ He says, admiring the lengthy waves sitting on her shoulders.

‘My hairdryer is broken, so I plaited it after I washed it and it dried that way.’ 

‘It looks nice.’ 

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ve been thinking since you said that you’ve worked here ages. Why aren’t you the assistant manager yet - if you don’t mind me asking?’

Jodie wonders why he bothered asking if she minds since he’s already asked the question. ‘I like doing what I know.’

‘Yeah, but I bet you could do Susan’s job easily. She told me she’s worked here for twenty years. That’s nearly all my life. That’s mad, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it’s a long time.’ She agrees. ‘But I wouldn’t want to be assistant manager, even if Susan retired, or whatever. The pay’s not much more for the extra responsibility.’

‘So, your job’s easier, for near enough the same money. That’s clever.’ He remarks. ‘So, what do you like doing Jodie? Outside work I mean. What are your interests?’ 

His eyes are lit up, searching hers. She looks away and pretends to think about the questions. ‘I like running.’ 

‘That’s cool. Marathons?’

‘No, I’ve never run a marathon. I just like to keep fit.’

‘I bet you could though, right?’

‘Four miles is longest I’ve ever run, so probably not.’

His phone beeps. He glances at the screen then swipes away the message. Jodie notices the thick silver bands around two of his fingers. ‘Susan told me you’re a musician.’ 

‘I’m a drummer.’ He replies, sitting up straighter, as if the conversation is now an interview, thinks Jodie. 

‘Are you in a band?’ 

‘I’m in two. The first one; we haven’t been together long so we’re still defining the sound and working on a name. But we’ve already written a couple of half descent songs. The other is a metal covers band called Raging Iron. We’re playing the Rose and Crown on Friday.’ Kai thinks he might have grabbed her attention but considers it could also be wishful thinking. ‘You should come on Friday. Do you like metal?’

‘Not particularly.’

Jodie now realises why he’s not like anyone else who works here - or anyone she knows. A lot of people are a bit alternative these days, she’s noticed. But occasionally someone walks into the shop wearing a black t-shirt with the distinctive morbid, graphic imagery and jagged writing synonymous with metal bands and you can just tell they’ve permanently rejected the mainstream. They have a certain look; it’s not just the t shirt. Kai has this look. 

‘It’s more like rock, slash heavy metal.’ he concedes. ‘There are a few classics in the set. I bet you’d know something we play.’

‘I probably wouldn’t.’

‘I’ll make you a playlist if you like? People are always surprised by how much music they actually know, even from genres they don’t usually listen to.’

Jodie considers that allowing him to make her a playlist would mean having to have a follow up conversation, which was the opposite of why she’d sat down. And yet, she catches herself watching his lips as he’s speaking. 

‘Are you free on Friday?’ He asks. 

‘I don’t know.’ She looks at her watch then stands. ‘I have to start work.’ 

‘Yeah, it’s probably the end of my break.’ 

She knows the rota, and so everyone’s break times for the rest of the week. ‘Yes, it is.’ 

As they stand, the staff door swings open and Hannah walks in. She’s around the same age as Kai but works full time. Like Jodie, she came from clothing retail. The department store she worked at closed about two years ago – one of the last big fashion retailers to close its doors for good. 

‘Hi Jodie.’ She says cheerfully, then smiles at Kai. 

‘Is the fruit and veg all done?’

‘Yes, just the reductions to do this afternoon.’ She walks to the hot water dispenser and puts a fresh mug with a tea bag under it. ‘There’s a lot of unsold watermelon and pineapple pieces. You know, the ready to eat ones?’

‘Probably best to reduce them now.’ 

‘Okay.’ Hannah replies.

Looking at Kai Jodie says, ‘Come with me and I’ll find out where you are this afternoon.’​

On the shop floor, Kai hovers by the customer service desk while Jodie and Susan plan the afternoon. He overhears that someone has called in sick which means making some adjustments and taking some staff off the tills. He watches Jodie as she speaks. He likes how focused she is on her work. He also likes the fact that somehow, she manages to make the crappy uniform look good. 

Jodie comes round from the customer service desk. ‘Okay, we’re putting you on bakery first. Then crisps with Keith.’

He follows her through the swing doors at the back of the shop, to the stockroom. It has a warehouse feel due to the size of the space and the huge, ceiling high doors at the very back where deliveries are offloaded. Jodie stops at a trolley load of bread that’s been left near the entrance.  

‘Bakery goes out up to three times a day.’ she says, pulling out the loaded trolley. ‘There are four like this one.’

Kai looks at the other three trollies behind, stacked with loaves, crumpets, baps and other produce belonging to the bread aisle.  

‘One at a time.’ she instructs. ‘There are no more deliveries today, so that’s it. Come and find me when you’re done.’

~
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An hour later, Jodie looks up from the kiosk counter.

‘All done.’ Says Kai. ‘Crisps next?’

‘Yes.’ Jodie replies, picking up a box of returns. ‘Keith will be in the stock room loading the boxes.’

He starts to turn away, then changes his mind. ‘So do you want to come to the gig on Friday?’

‘I told you I don’t listen to metal.’

‘What do you listen to?’

A customer, a short older woman with a shaky voice and grey anorak cuts in. ‘Excuse me?’ 

‘How can I help?’ Says Jodie, putting down the returns box.

‘I can’t find beef joints.’

‘I’m afraid we don’t sell them anymore.’

‘Don’t sell them? Why?’

‘Because they get stolen.’

‘Stolen?’ She replies, in disbelief. She looks up at Kai. ‘What’s the world coming to?’

‘I don’t know.’ He answers. ‘Terrible, isn’t it?’

‘Well yes, it is.’ She asserts.

‘There’s a butchers about ten minutes up the road.’ says Jodie.

The woman sighs. ‘I suppose I’ll have to go there then.’

As she walks away, Kai considers continuing the conversation with Jodie but thinks better of it. ‘I can see you’re busy. I’ll go and do the crisps.’ 

‘Thank you.’  Then over his shoulder to another colleague: ‘Emile? Can you do the baskets please?’ 
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CHAPTER 5
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Jodie’s surprised that Kai agreed to work some evenings, given his band commitments. She’s decided that she won’t be going to the gig tomorrow night. It was never really a consideration. Tomorrow is her day off. She plans to go for run in the afternoon, then in the evening, watch a film with the family like they usually do. Her mum will have bought snacks, and they’ll pick a movie that hopefully her dad and Megan will both tolerate. If there’s too much action or fighting, Megan will leave part way through. If there’s too much talking or if it’s slow, her dad will fall asleep. On Saturday, she’ll see Paul. They’ll get something to eat in a not-too-pricy restaurant, then perhaps go back to his place, depending on whether he’s got his son this weekend or not. 

The afternoon in the shop goes quickly. Two staff are still off sick, and with Alison the store manager still on holiday, she and Susan feel the pressure of keeping everything running smoothly. The area manager has popped in a couple of times, answered some questions and resolved some small issues that Susan had highlighted. They’ve managed to get some cover for the weekend as well. Jodie has agreed to work on Saturday morning, even though she wouldn’t normally. 

She hardly sees Kai, and their breaks don’t overlap. But he seems to have got the hang of shelf stacking and using the scanner. At one point, Jodie leads a customer looking for cashews down the crisp aisle and points out the selection of nuts next to the rice cakes and breadsticks. Passing Kai, he looks up and they exchange an awkward smile. Awkward for Jodie, at least. She senses that he doesn’t experience that type of discomfort; the sort that comes from not knowing for sure how someone sees you. But also, not knowing why you should care. 

At nine o’clock, Susan locks the doors. The last customer leaves twelve minutes later, and Ahmed unlocks the door again and slides it open manually to let them out. The cleaners have started on the floor at the back of the shop. The tills have been shut down and the lights are turned off in the aisles. Susan is still at the customer service desk, looking through the inventory as Jodie finishes replenishing the till rolls. Kai has been chatting to Ahmed for the past five minutes. All the other staff have gone. Jodie looks up to see him walking over. 

‘Do you want a lift home?’ He asks.

‘I usually get the bus, and I haven’t finished yet. I might be a while.’

‘I can wait.’ He says, leaning against the conveyor.

She looks around for the next thing to do, knowing that filling up the till rolls was the last task. ‘I wouldn’t want you to go out of your way.’ 

‘Where do you live?’

‘It’s about three miles that way.’ She points east with her thumb. ‘But it’s fine, the bus takes me right there...’

‘For god’s sake.’ Says Susan, coming round from the desk. ‘Take the lift. We’re done here.’

––––––––
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Jodie opens the door on the passenger side and lowers herself into the small car. There’s not much leg room so she puts her bag on her lap. Also, there’s a lot of litter in the footwell. Crisp packets and empty drink bottles mainly, rustling and sliding under her trainers. Jodie thinks how different it is, to sitting in Paul’s new saloon with its comfortable seats, spotless interior, and the powerful scent of fruity air freshener. 

Kai doesn’t apologise for the mess. He waits for her to fasten her seatbelt, then starts the engine.  

‘Where to?’ He asks.

‘The Romilly estate.’

‘Oh.’ He hadn’t meant to sound surprised but sees from the look on her face that he might have offended her. ‘Sorry, it’s just I’ve heard...’

‘Yeah, it’s got a reputation. But it’s a big estate. I live at the north end, where the houses are. Actually, ours is the best house on the street.’ 

Jodie’s not sure why she added the last comment. Perhaps her pride. Or pride in her father’s efforts, maintaining the garden and keeping the outside of the house looking nice. 

‘Okay, then.’ He says, and the car moves forward. 

As they approach the exit to the car park, Jodie notices that he’s sitting forward more than other drivers she’s used to riding with. His hands grip the top of the steering wheel, and despite how quiet the back roads are this time of night, he looks carefully in both directions several times before pulling out into the narrow street.  

‘Are you a new driver?’ 

‘No, I passed when I was seventeen. I’m just careful.’ He answers. ‘I had to get a car as soon as possible so I could transport my drum kit. It’s the one instrument you can’t take on the train. Drums. Also, pianos. Maybe harps...He interrupts his own rambling ‘Do you drive?’ 

‘Yes, but I haven’t got a car. It’s not worth it. I get the bus; my dad drives me anywhere I need to go.’

‘You live at home still then?’ 

‘Yes.’

‘Me too. Renting’s so expensive.’

The conversation then dies. Kai hopes she’ll speak next, revealing more about her circumstances - a clue as to whether she’s single. Jodie senses the question he’d like to ask but knows he won’t. She realises that now is the perfect time to explain that whatever he’s thinking or imagining, it’s not reciprocated. But she doesn’t need to spell it out. The next thing she plans to say should be enough to put him off. 

‘I should have moved out by now. Aside from being almost thirty-two, and having...’

‘Thirty-two?’

The vehicle is so light that Jodie feels his foot move to cover the break. The car slows enough to make her think that he needs a few seconds at a lower speed to process the information. 

‘How old did you think I was?’

‘I don’t know.’ He turns briefly to look at her; as if to confirm his original estimate. ‘Twenty-six.  Twenty-seven at the most?’

‘Thanks.’

‘Seriously, you look young. I mean, I don’t care that you’re thirty-two.’

‘Okay...’

‘Hold on, what year were you born? Ninety-three, ninety-four? 

‘Ninety-three.’

‘Oh my god, you were born in the best decade!’ 

‘What do you mean?’

‘The best decade for music!’ He taps the steering wheel excitedly. ‘Nirvana and Grunge, Blur, TLC, REM... Gangsta rap and dance pop – and that’s without mentioning all the amazing metal bands that formed during that time and the rock legends who recorded some of their best albums. All of it, happening at the same time! It’s insane when you think about it.’  

‘Yeah, I suppose it is. You didn’t mention Oasis.’

He smiles. ‘Are you a fan?’

‘My dad’s a huge fan.’

‘So you know every song?’

‘I probably do actually.’

‘He slows as he comes to a junction. When he’s certain it’s clear, he pulls out gradually, continuing to look either way as he drives on. 

‘I bet you heard it all on the radio when you were growing up. Maybe
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