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Dedication

Trust your instincts. Be scared, be rude, be smart.

Be safe.
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Chapter One

2022

I nearly broke my ankle running downstairs to the door in my heels. Normally I don’t rush to get it but Cat was already in a party mood and singing along to the rhythm she was beating on the door and playing on the buzzer. Clearly pre-drinks at mine were following pre-pre-drinks at hers.

I could already hear Mrs Clarke shuffling around in the flat upstairs. It’d be another letter to the council if I wasn’t careful. For all the good it’d do. I kept telling her I was a private renter, that the flat hadn’t been council for years now, but she still sent her letters. I got a copy of each one from her too, on tartan bordered notepaper. I could imagine her already scribbling away.

To whom it may concern,

My downstairs neighbour, Megan Fellows, is a vile chav and probably one of the dole scroungers I keep reading about in the paper. One of her friends woke me up at ten by screeching god awful ‘music’ at the front door. I could barely hear Gardeners’ World – despite having it on at five times the normal volume! Please discipline her forthwith, ideally with eviction, unless hanging is an option?

P.S. There were two bottles of wine in her recycling last week. TWO! I know because as usual I looked through the bin before the lorry came. Can I have her sectioned for this rampant alcoholism?

Well, at least I recycled, unlike her. Between the two other flats in the converted Victorian I much preferred Mr Barrett downstairs. He was partially deaf and had a fat tabby cat called Pudding, whom he chewed out at ear-splitting volume at least twice a day. He also went on holiday to Spain four times a year and always brought cigarettes or wine back for me. In return I cut his hair for free and took care of the cat while he was away. I also invited Pudding in whenever he hauled himself up the stairs to my door to scream for salmon chunks. It made the flat feel less lonely. Though he did sometimes paw at the door to Damian’s room as if he wondered why my brother wasn’t coming out to give him belly rubs. 

It was Damian who’d moved us to the flat, out of the place he got us when I was a teenager. Back when we had to leave our old estate, because of me. Though after the move he’d put it down to not wanting to live with Mum and her terrible taste in men. Probably to make me feel better. Not that all of her boyfriends were bad, but once you’ve had your telly carried off by debt collectors twice, it starts to get really annoying. 

I let Cat in and she twirled past me into the stairwell, heels clattering on the cracked Victorian tile. The unmistakable smell of weed followed her in, mixing with her flowery perfume. 

‘It’s party time!’ Her nose wrinkled and she sneezed. An enormous sneeze for such a little twig of a person. It echoed up the stairs like someone had put a firework through the door. ‘You’ve not had that cat in your flat, have you? I’ll kill you if this eyeliner runs.’

‘No, he’s not been in,’ I promised, though he had, all morning in fact. He’d also peed on the sofa, which I had just finished scrubbing down and squirting with Febreze. I was hoping Cat wouldn’t notice the lingering smell. 

I knew from experience that shushing Cat only made her louder so I did my best to waft her upstairs to my flat as quickly as possible. She looked incredible as usual. If anyone else dressed like Cat they’d either be laughed off the street or carted off and committed. That night she was all wrapped up in a pink faux sheepskin coat, so frizzy and fluffy it looked like candyfloss. When she threw it onto my sofa I winced, thinking of cat piss. Then I saw that underneath it she had on a spaghetti strap dress made of silver lamé, with candy pink thigh-high socks and silver ankle boots. Pink and silver makeup had her looking like some kind of space Barbie. 

I’d tried to make my go-to little red dress into something a bit more fun and original for the night. I had a little black beaded bag fastened to my wrist for my purse and phone, plus some of those seamed, vintage-looking tights. I’d even spent half the afternoon trying to get my hair into a sort of 1920s up-do, which had become more and more half-hearted with each failed attempt. I’d also tried to pull off some red lipstick. But beside Cat’s effortlessly eye-catching look, I felt like I was wearing a last-minute gangster’s moll costume. The kind you find in a plastic bag at the supermarket two weeks after Halloween’s already over. 

‘You look hot.’ Cat grinned from the arm of the sofa. ‘Very Velma Kelly. Hey, can you put my keys in your bag? They’ll scratch my phone in my pocket.’

‘Oh, shut your face,’ I said, catching her keys and popping them in my bag, where they could scratch my phone instead. ‘I look like GCSE Drama Velma Kelly at best.’

‘You don’t know how to take a compliment, that’s your trouble,’ Cat sighed. ‘Look at your legs, they’re fantastic in that dress. I always say so and you never believe me.’

It was true. She even called it my leggy dress. Not to be confused with the ‘titty shirt’ which was the one button-up I had which miraculously gave me cleavage. I’d die before I threw that shirt away. It was one of a kind. 

Cat heaved herself off the ugly mustard-coloured sofa which came with the flat and teetered to the kitchenette on her heels. The silver dress was backless and her shoulder blades wiggled as she danced on the spot, filling a glass from the bottle of vodka on top of the fridge. It was clearly not her first one of the night. Cat usually drank as she got herself dolled up. It was a key part of the process and possibly how she managed to pull off her over-the-top looks without worrying about stares and comments. 

‘Help yourself, why don’t you?’ I said, without much heat.

‘I always do.’ Cat brought me a glass of my own vodka with a wink. The glasses fizzed as she splashed in some off-brand Red Bull. 

‘Cheers!’ She downed her glass and went back for another. 

‘Easy, or we won’t even make it out before you’re asleep on the floor.’

‘Have you seen the price of drinks recently? You gotta load up before you hit the town, Meg, or you’ll be coming home poor and still sober.’

She brought me another glass, so I reluctantly downed the first. I had to agree with her. We’d not been out in a long while, not like properly out, just down to the pub or out for a cocktail or two and home by ten. But I’d noticed the prices creeping up on me every week in the supermarket and even at the bargain store when I went in for the big bottles of shampoo. They’d gone up by three pounds. Never mind the cost of bleach and developer and the dye. It wasn’t like I could charge much more either. Most of my customers got me round because they couldn’t afford or couldn’t manage to get to a ‘proper’ hairdresser. I wasn’t about to start price-gouging old ladies for their blue rinses or single mums for three number-2 all-overs and a root touch-up. 

‘Stop worrying so much, you’ll get a faceful of wrinkles,’ Cat said, tapping me on the forehead with one sparkly talon. ‘You know I can give you a lil bit of Botox if you want – sort those out for you.’

‘Fuck off,’ I said, shoving her lightly. Cat giggled, swaying from the push, vodka and ‘Charging Bull’ slopping down her wrist. 

‘I mean it – I’ve got some in the flat. One of my regulars decided to ease off the old injectables so she can look happier at her wedding. Or if that’s not your thing I can do you a lovely Brazilian, some extensions – on your head, obviously. Though who knows, that might be the next hot trend – “pubic extensions, by Cat Walker”.’

Cat struck a fashion advert pose and dissolved into giggles at the look of horror on my face. I could never tell if she was being serious or not when she came out with this stuff. She loved winding me up, had done ever since we met at college. I was doing hair and she was there to study travel and tourism, then IT, and then settled on becoming an aesthetician. She still did a bit of the computer stuff on the side, fixing things for people and jailbreaking used devices. Which reminded me.

‘Before you get too pissed, can you take a look at my phone? It’s losing battery so fast, I’m having to keep it on charge most of the day.’

‘That’s probably not helping,’ Cat pointed out. 

I got the phone out of my bag but realised Cat had gone for the one on the shelving unit across the room. Damian’s phone, almost identical to mine except for the worn stickers on my case. He’d left it behind the morning of the accident and I hadn’t moved it since. Like most of his stuff it had just sat there, waiting for him to come home.

‘It’s dead,’ Cat said, turning it over in her hands. 

Embarrassingly I felt my eyes start to well up. I tried not to think about my brother when other people were around. Even Cat. No one wants to look at grief, do they? Especially not over a year after it happened. I was meant to be OK now. But how was I ever meant to be OK with losing the one bit of real family I’d ever had? Not even in some foreign country with the army like I was afraid of, but on leave in his hometown. Run down by a fucking cyclist. Dead at twenty-eight. One day soon I’d be older than my big brother – the thought made me tear up more and I put a hand over my mouth as my lips spasmed in a sob.

‘Aww, babes.’ Cat was on me in an instant. She put her arms around me. ‘It’s my fault, I should’ve realised. Shhh … it’s all right. Hey, why don’t I order us something in and we can just chill out, OK? We don’t have to go anywhere – hey, in this outfit I bet I could get the pizza for free.’

She was trying to make me laugh and normally it would’ve worked, but not just then. I needed a distraction.

‘I need to go out.’ It came out like a silly little bleat, but I did mean it. Damian wouldn’t want me to hide away and cry over the past, over him. Especially not on a Saturday night. He said as much when he got accepted into the army. Told me, ‘If I get merced out there, you better not hang around the house all day in your pyjamas for ages – you get one week, then it’s back to work, back to normal – no slacking.’

Only it wasn’t that easy, was it, Damian? It was just so fucking random. So unfair. He’d been to see a film in the centre, catching up with his mates before he left. Then wham. He probably never saw the delivery bike coming. Just went down and stayed there until the ambulance came. But he had to have felt it, not just the collision but the injuries. The internal bleeding, the fractures. 

It had been a year and still I was finding it hard to let go. How could you when it was that sudden, that brutal? When someone you loved was snatched away from you? That left a mark, a stain on you. A hole you couldn’t fill, no matter what.

But at least his death wasn’t my fault. 

I felt something dark opening up in a corner of my mind, something I was careful never to touch or even look at. That was happening more and more lately. As if losing Damian had weakened the soil of my soul, letting things best left buried poke through. 

I backed off from Cat and gulped down my drink, letting the alcohol drown that feeling out. ‘Do you have anything else on you?’

Cat pulled a face. ‘I thought you didn’t do that stuff? What happened to “Cat, you never know what’s in it”?’

‘Tonight I don’t care what’s in it – have you got anything or not?’

Cat looked shifty. ‘Not on me, no. Besides, I don’t know that it’s a good idea, Meg. Wait ’til later, OK? See if you still feel the same and I can sort something.’

‘This is meant to be taking my mind off it.’

‘I know. But you don’t need a pill for that, you’ve got me.’ Cat gave me a squeeze.

I didn’t want to wait but I knew Cat wasn’t going to give me anything right then and there. Probably wouldn’t hand over anything more than paracetamol tonight, period. She was right, I never touched anything stronger than weed. Hadn’t ever popped a pill or laced a joint. Until now I’d never felt the need, never needed to forget badly enough that it seemed like a good idea.

It was her idea, tonight. One year to the day since Damian died. I’d gone to his grave that morning and spent all day curled up with Pudding, watching his action films. Cat wasn’t going to let me spend the night alone in a silent flat. But it looked like she wasn’t going to let me get too messy either. 

No, Cat wasn’t going to give me anything. But even if she didn’t I was going to get fucked up. No matter how much the drinks in town cost. I just wanted to forget about everything for a few hours and dance like I had nothing to bring me down. No future to worry about and definitely no past.




Chapter Two

Bristol on a Saturday night was like a whole other country. I hadn’t been there for a while, keeping mostly close to home where the streets got quieter as it got darker. The opposite was happening in the centre. In the daytime that part of town was just office workers, coffee shops and one or two lost tourists. At night out came the kebab vans, the crowds and flashing lights. The only crossovers were the seagulls, always present and hunting for spilled kebabs or dropped croissants indiscriminately. 

The streets were full of people, spilling off the narrow pavement and into the road. Not that there were fewer cars. Taxis, buses and ride shares came past pretty steadily, honking their way through. Bikes with boxes of takeaway on the back shot through red lights and made me feel ill just looking at them. They looked so harmless, but in seconds one of them had taken my brother from me.

I almost told Cat to forget it and take me home, but the idea of being stuck with my thoughts convinced me to stay. I was out-out and had decided I wasn’t going home again until the sun was well and truly up. By then I’d be drunk enough to avoid hours spent watching the light change on the ceiling. 

After a while I started to get into the mood a bit. By the time we reached the row of clubs I was glad Cat had suggested we go out. Being out with her was an all right mood lifter. Once we were part of the crowd I started to feel like my old self again, ready to have some fun. There was music from twenty different clubs making the pavement hum under my heels and I found myself smiling at all the girls in tiny dresses and the guys drenched in Paco Rabanne. It was like stepping back in time to before Damian, before everything changed. 

In the dark it was easy to believe that we weren’t in a chilly British town centre, but out for the night in Ibiza. Though I was already freezing my tits off and couldn’t feel my feet. But maybe that last part was because of the bottle of vodka we decimated back at my flat. I was still swaying a little from the bus as we queued outside Tea Party, the girls-only club. It was new and Cat said it would be just the thing for a good night out. No creeps allowed.

Cat in her fantastic pink coat didn’t seem bothered by the cold. I’d not wanted to wear my tatty pleather jacket and was now really regretting my choice. The smell of hot chips was making my mouth water. I could already imagine the relief of kicking off my heels at the end of the night, sliding my feet into fluffy slippers and opening a steaming box of fries with Cat. That was if she didn’t make one of her fried egg sarnies. But that could wait until after we’d danced ourselves ragged and drunk enough to fill the weird, dark holes in my head.

The line moved quickly and soon we were inside. Cat checked her coat in with a girl dressed as a doll, who was on her phone and looked really bored. Tea Party had a very girly aesthetic: pink walls, glitter over everything and giant teacup booths like the ride at the fair. On the dancefloor I could see several big pink teddy bears being bopped around by the crowd. At the bar Cat bought the first round from a waitress in an Alice in Wonderland costume. The shots came in cups from a child’s teaset and our pornstar martinis were in cupcake-shaped tumblers. Not as nice, I thought, as having them in a proper glass. Jesus, was I getting old?

Cat saw my expression. ‘Bit cringe,’ she muttered, but downed hers anyway. I followed her. The drinks were at least good, though for the amount they’d cost I could’ve bought another litre of vodka and at least two bottles of the post office’s best wine. 

Drinks done, Cat towed me out into the throng and started doing her usual thing – hopping up and down and swinging her elbows at anyone in a two-foot radius. I went for a more self-conscious hip wiggle. The place was fairly packed with all sorts of girls, from the ones who had to be using fake IDs to a hen party in their fifties. The music shifted between the current charts, kitsch country, 90s club beats and 80s pop. No wonder Cat loved the place – they might as well have hooked her phone up to the speakers. 

We danced on and off, breaking for drinks when one of us was desperate for a lean on the bar. That was until I ran out of cash and Cat’s card got declined. I would’ve used my card but I knew from experience that if I started paying by debit I probably wouldn’t stop until my card got declined as well. I ended up pouring my change out like when we were students and asking how many shots this could get us – hoping for an even number. The bartender – now a woman dressed as a teddy bear, complete with ears and nose – sighed and poured us three Sambucas. While she was pawing the coins off the sticky bar we downed the drinks. Cat claimed the extra shot while I was wincing away the taste of mine. Then we returned to the dancefloor for a final lap. It wasn’t that we intended it to be final, but Cat tried to do a slutdrop and tipped over, knocking a girl down and getting tangled in another girl’s legs. After that it felt like the right time to go.

‘Lemme get cash out for chips,’ I said, limping along with Cat on my swollen feet. 

‘Nu-uh. Don’t give out on me now – that was a warm-up.’

‘We’ve got no cash and I’m freezing. Can we just go home?’

‘And waste a pill? No way.’ 

‘You took a pill? You said you didn’t have any.’ I glared at her but she just rolled her eyes.

‘I don’t have any now, I took it right after we left Tea Party. Should kick in by the time we get to Triangle.’ 

‘That’s a gay club, Cat. And it’s gone two. They’ll be shut by the time we get there.’ I had to double-check the time on my phone, juggling my purse in the crook of my elbow. The drinks at mine and the long bus ride had really cut into our time, which had passed quick as a blink in Tea Party. I couldn’t really remember how many drinks we’d had there, but the ground under my feet was rolling from side to side. 

Someone shouldered past me and I staggered, nearly falling over. My phone slithered out of my cold fingers and before I could finish saying ‘Fuck’ it had smashed onto the ground. Not for the first time, as the scrapes on the case showed, but for the last. When I picked it up the screen was black and no amount of hammering the power button could make it turn back on. Fantastic. Now how were my clients going to call me? I’d have to stay close to my laptop and wait for messages there, at least until I could get down to a second-hand place and find a phone I could afford. 

‘Oh, Meg,’ Cat said, looking at my phone and quickly confirming that it was fucked. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.’

‘Your card’s maxed,’ I pointed out.

‘Pssh,’ she spluttered. ‘I’ll get someone else to buy you a drink then.’

‘I just want to call it a night, OK?’ I said, slightly sharper than I intended. My relaxed buzz was wearing off. I was thinking about all the pictures on my phone – Damian’s last birthday, the day we went paintballing, the night we got slaughtered and he tried to teach me how to army crawl in the park. I could get them back off the cloud but until I got a new phone they’d be locked away somewhere. Suddenly I wanted to cry.

‘OK, let’s find a bus,’ Cat said, putting her fluffy arm around my frozen shoulders. ‘We’ll get you home and find some chips on the way. Like, good chips. Not town centre van chips.’

My laugh sounded wet but thankfully chased the tears away. Together, like we were in a three-legged race, we shuffled towards the bus stops at the end of the street. Away from the clubs it was much quieter, or at least the other sounds of the town could reach us. The revving motors and honking horns of late-night drivers making the most of the almost empty roads outside the centre. Screeches and yells of fun and threats from side streets. A sharp wind came whipping down the road, bringing Styrofoam trays and plastic beer cups with it. I hugged my arms around myself.

‘Here, get in,’ Cat said, holding the sides of her coat open. 

I put my arms around her and she wrapped it around both of us, hissing when my cold arms brushed against her back. 

‘Should’ve brought a jacket, silly cow,’ she muttered, then giggled when I pinched her.

We waited like that for a while. Cat started to shift from foot to foot, alleviating the pain her boots had to be causing her, as high and pointed as they were. She started chanting under her breath, slurring slightly as the words bled together.

‘Busbusbusbusbusbusbus,’ like she was trying to call a cat out of a bush instead of summoning a ride home. 

I was already mentally on my way to bed, going through the route in my head. Get on the bus in the centre, all the way through town to the big ASDA, where it turned sharply to follow along the canal, through the industrial estate where we went to that one rave, ages ago. Then over the train lines, up past the station, around the crazy roundabout and up the massive hill to the estate. At least we’d be sitting down and warm. Even if I was starting to feel really sleepy. I hadn’t drunk like this in a while and the shots were catching up to me. 

‘Bus!’ Cat suddenly exclaimed, right into my ear. I staggered out of the protective circle of her coat. 

The double-decker bus bumped to a halt, brakes squealing. A rush of hot exhaust momentarily chased the chill off my skin. The queue moved up slowly, until finally we were the next to board.

That was when I went to get the ticket out of my purse and realised it wasn’t there. Not just the ticket but my purse was gone. The only things in my bag were my busted phone, two sets of keys and the driving licence I’d used to get into the club and not bothered to put back. Where was my purse? Then I remembered I’d had it tucked under my arm because getting it in and out of the bag on my wrist was a pain. Had I dropped it? I had a flash of the guy who’d bumped into me and shut my eyes for a second. 

‘Oh, you motherfucker.’

‘What?’ Cat asked, twisting around.

‘That fucking guy stole my purse. My ticket.’

‘Single ticket, three pounds eighty,’ the bus driver chimed in.

‘I don’t have any money.’

‘Then you need to get off,’ he said, waving me towards the door.

‘No, I’ll get one for both of us,’ Cat said, staggering forward and tapping her card on the reader. I knew it was useless but the driver confirmed it for me. 

‘Card declined,’ he said, now looking done with the entire exchange. He waved to the door again. ‘Get off.’

‘Cock,’ Cat muttered, probably louder than she’d meant to. She was searching her pockets for forgotten money and coming up empty. ‘Can we not just get on? Pretty please? It’s so late.’

‘No, now get off, other people waiting.’ The bus driver beckoned the guy behind me, who’d been sighing so hard the back of my neck was now warm. He slid past me and showed his ticket, prompting the rest of the queue to start pushing past us. 

‘Oh, nice – none of you worry about it, all right?’ Cat called. ‘No, I insist, keep your hands off your wallets.’

‘Get off the bus!’ someone shouted from the back. 

Cat gave them the finger.

We fought our way back off the bus and watched as the rest of the queue boarded and the prospect of heating and seats closed its doors and trundled away. Most of the passengers ignored us, though a couple sent glares through the glass and one put his fingers up at Cat. Probably the guy who’d yelled before. I felt like crying again. My face was hot with humiliation and fury at the guy who’d swiped my purse.

‘Oh shit, I could’ve done the pay thingy with my phone,’ Cat said suddenly, looking at a poster advertising this move into the twenty-first century. 

‘With what money? Your account’s empty,’ I pointed out. ‘We can get the next one. Maybe that driver’ll let us on.’

‘Uh …’ Cat was patting her pockets. ‘Where is my phone? It must’ve fallen out of my pocket. It could be anywhere.’

I tried to remember when I’d last seen it. ‘I think you left it on my coffee table.’

‘Oh … right.’

I sighed. Cat had no phone and no cash. I had no cash, no card and my phone was busted. It looked like we were walking home. Perhaps the miserable walk would keep me from thinking about things I didn’t want to. Even if the evening was a disaster, at least I wasn’t spending the anniversary of my brother’s death all alone. 




Chapter Three

17:30 

Five hours until the blackout

I left buffing the hall floor ’til last that Friday, as a sort of end-of-the-week treat. Technically I was meant to do it when I finished stacking all the chairs and moved on to the bathrooms, but it was my favourite bit, so I liked to savour it. It was a good way to end the week, a nice little relaxing job. 

If you’d have told me a year ago that I’d have a ‘favourite bit’ of cleaning anything, let alone a junior school, I’d have told you to get lost. Only in more colourful language. Just like with everything else ‘colourful’ from back then though, I’d left that behind or squashed it right down. Unlike Megan, Sally Flint did not swear. Not out loud anyway. Sally Flint was polite, helpful and as boring as plain porridge. Sometimes I felt that dullness spreading down inside me. Like every day I was becoming a bit more Sally and a bit less myself.

Still, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. What was so great about being myself? That idiot had brought me no end of problems, with her mistakes and her terrible choices. If she withered away under Sally’s beige anorak, that was only for the best. Though sometimes I missed her. The girl I’d been before. Bad, mad and sad as she was. She was at least not alone. She had people, even if she didn’t deserve them. I shook my head and told myself not to go down that road. 

I needed a distraction, something to drown those thoughts out. The buffing was as always an excellent excuse to wear headphones, the machine being so old and so loud that eagle-eyed Janet agreed to let me listen to music whilst I used it. Probably she was hoping to avoid a lawsuit if it fucked my hearing up. So I got out the spray bottle, plugged in the buffer and brought up Cat’s playlist on my phone. It wasn’t a perfect distraction, because it made me think of her, but it mostly did the trick. It was a way back to better days. 

Cat’s musical tastes were so eclectic that every new song was a surprise. Just when I thought I’d heard them all, a new song would come on. From club tracks to ballads and old rock music to soundtracks from musicals and Disney films. Cat saved every song that ever meant something to her and we’d spent so much time together that most meant something to me. 

I let the music drum those thoughts out of my mind. Internally I switched to after-work mode and cluttered my thoughts with chore planning instead. I needed to go to the shop and restock on some food and things for the weekend. I wasn’t looking to come all the way down to the village tomorrow, and on Sunday nothing would be open. Except the church. Could I afford to leave off buying eggs on the chance that there’d be some at the gate to Simmons Farm? They were always cheaper than the little shop but if they didn’t have any out I’d be eggless until Monday. I wanted to make one of Cat’s fried egg sandwiches over the weekend. Just a little something to make me feel less alone over the two days before I came back to work. 

Fuck knows why the shop had to shut on a Sunday. No one was going to have a fit if they did business while everyone was in church. Well, almost no one. A couple of diehards like Mrs Sable would have something to say. But then again it wasn’t like she or any others of the churchy type needed to work anymore. They were happy with things as they were, Churchcliffe was practically stuck in the Victorian era. The only thing missing was the original church, which had dropped off the cliff years ago. There was a black and white picture of it in the school reception area. In the background you could just see the lighthouse in the distance, poking up like a mushroom. 

Some people probably dream of living in places like Churchcliffe. That’s why there are so many programmes about rich couples of a certain age buying five-bedroom homes with ‘land for horses’ and an outbuilding for unspecified home businesses. Not that Churchcliffe would appear on a show like that. It wasn’t two hours from London by train, boasting excellent connections to international airports and railways. It barely had a bus service. There was nothing to attract anyone who didn’t have to be there. 

A tap on my shoulder made me jump. I let go of one of the safety handles and the buffer juddered to a stop, wobbling back and forth at this rude interruption. I removed a headphone and turned around to find Janet there, ham-hock arms folded across her chest, hands and wrists still scalded red from cleaning the kitchen. 

‘Sally, can you stay a bit later and sweep the leaves off the playground? Douglas had to leave early to visit his ma and I’ve got to be home in fifteen minutes to put the tea on before Colm gets in.’

‘Sure,’ I said, because it wasn’t like I could say anything else. Janet didn’t do options. They were just orders phrased like wheedling little favours. 

‘Thank you, petal,’ she said, already dashing out of the hall. 

‘Uh, Janet?’ I called out, bringing her to a stop. She looked back at me with a glare which clearly said that unless I was a sausage in need of frying, she didn’t want to know. 

‘Do you have my pay for this week?’ I asked. 

Janet looked at me with an air of disappointment. She always acted like it was rude to remind her that I didn’t scrub toilets and clean up spilled poster paint for the sheer thrill of it. After slapping at her anorak pockets for a moment she found the crumpled envelope of notes and waved it at me before leaving it on the upright piano. 

As a point of pride I waited until she’d left before scurrying over to count it. Seventy-five pounds for the week. When I worked at a makeup counter in college I made more in a weekend than I do now. And that was for less work and all the lip-gloss I could carry. Still, I couldn’t complain. For starters Janet would just get someone else in if I made a fuss. She annoyed the hell out of me but she’d been a good sport about my lack of ID and National Insurance number. Which was probably something the governors would be concerned about. This being a school and all. She never even did a criminal records check. I’m not actually sure she ever asked for my last name. Which doesn’t matter really since it’s fake, like my first. Sally Flint. Sally, off a memorial bench at the station, and Flint for the stones studding half the buildings in the village. 

With the money in the back pocket of my jeans I buffed the rest of the hall. The music on Cat’s playlist changed from lyric-less dubstep to an upbeat bit of pop-punk. I remembered that song, beat for beat. One of the tracks we’d danced to at the club the last time we went out. Though Cat must’ve added it before then. Just a coincidence, but I thought I’d deleted it last time I heard it. After quickly skipping over it I put the buffer away and stowed my phone in my rucksack by the back door. I didn’t feel much like listening to it anymore.

I took my time locking up the last few doors of the school and making sure the lights were all off. All done for another week. In my own anorak I crossed the playground to the groundskeeper’s shed and let myself in. The huge push-broom was wedged behind buckets of vomit sand and grass seed. I had to really yank on it to get it out and staggered back into a stack of boxes. A plate covered in cigarette ends fell off the top and broke. Bloody Douglas. I kicked the bits of plate into a pile and scooped them up in a plant pot. He could deal with those on Monday. He wasn’t meant to be smoking anywhere on school grounds. Definitely not in the shed where he kept the petrol for the mower. 

As I was putting the pot on his work bench I noticed the packet of cigs half-hidden under a newspaper. There were only six left but I pocketed them anyway. I wasn’t going to chance my only source of income by stealing from work, but this didn’t count. Douglas couldn’t report me for taking something he wasn’t even meant to have. That’s if he noticed them missing in all that mess. Judging from the collection of biscuit wrappers and dirty mugs, he’d been hiding out in his shed a lot during the work day. 

Outside I quickly zipped my coat up. The sky had been pale grey as I cycled in to the village for work but it was bruising up quite badly. Heavy dark clouds were coming in from over the coastal side of Churchcliffe, threatening rain. I only hoped it wouldn’t start until I’d finished up here, done my shopping and arrived back at the cottage. I’d cycled out to Clifftop Cottage in the rain more times than I could count over the past twelve months and it sucked every single time. 

The playground was bordered by several large oaks which had been busily shedding leaves all day. Douglas swept them up every evening and there were always more by morning. I thought it was a waste of time to keep picking them up but apparently it was a slipping hazard. The head teacher, Mrs Graves, was the grown-up version of one of those teachers straight out of university who do excellent paperwork and wet themselves at the first sign of classroom disruption. The kind of teacher I used to torture at school. Mrs Graves seemed to have memorised the health and safety manual and regurgitated chunks of it as memos to ‘The Janitorial Team’, which was just the three of us: Janet, half-deaf Douglas and me. So far she’d requested colour-coded mops and sponges, non-toxic cleaning fluid which worked about as well as water, tamper-proof plug sockets that I had to uncover one by one to use the hoover and, of course, the daily sweeping of leaves. God forbid a child step on one and their parents sue for millions.

I took the broom to the furthest corner of the playground, where a faint hopscotch grid was still visible on the pitted concrete. By the end of my first row I’d accumulated a mound of leaves and had to stop and scoop them into a clear plastic sack. I repeated the process in broom-width sections up and down the playground. By the time I’d done it four times the first section was scattered with leaves again. 

I looked at the bags of leaves I’d already collected, then at the area I’d swept, which looked exactly like the section I had left to do. There was literally no point to this. It was Friday. By Monday morning this playground would be smothered in leaves again. I could feel a storm blowing up even as I stood there. The Head was just going to have to pop an anti-anxiety pill, fill out a risk assessment form and cope. 

‘Eff this,’ I said, muttering the censored curse under my breath as if there was someone
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