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30th November 1992

Dear Jason,

I’ve done a lot of mad things in my life but I definitely think writing a letter without knowing if it’ll ever get read has to be one of the maddest! And yet here I am doing just that!

The reason I’m writing to you is simple. My name’s Kerry Hayes and I’m your sister and even though I haven’t seen you since you were tiny, I love you more than anything in the world.

Yesterday I turned eighteen, which means I’m an adult and I’ll be leaving Milread Road soon. (Milread Road, in case you don’t know, is the children’s home I’ve lived in for the past six years. It’s okay, I suppose, but I’m not going to miss it.) Anyway, because I’m leaving care the social is going to set me up with a flat and everything, and I’ll be able to do what I want when I want (not that I don’t already!).

In a perfect world, getting a place of my own would mean that you could come and live with me. But you and I both know that the world isn’t perfect. I don’t know where you are. No one’s ever told me. When I asked my social worker to help me find you she said that because of some stupid rule they’ve made up, she’s not allowed to tell me where you are. I don’t know if you’re in London or in Liverpool. Or even if you’re still in the country. The only thing I can do is write letters to something called the Adoption Contact Register and they won’t even pass them on to you. Instead I have to wait until you get in contact with them and that might not be for years.

You must be ten now, and living with your new parents. Have you got any brothers and sisters? Part of me hopes not because I hate thinking that you might have forgotten me. You haven’t, have you? You still remember me, don’t you?

We used to have so much fun together, Jason, you and me. I used to make you laugh all the time pulling silly faces and playing the clown. You were never happy unless I was with you. You used to call me ‘Keh-wah’ when you were small because you couldn’t say my name properly. If I wasn’t with you, you’d run around the flat shouting, ‘Keh-wah!’ at the top of your voice until I came.

Anyway, I’ll write and let you know my new address as soon as I move in.

I miss you, Jason.

I miss you so much.

Please, as soon as you get this, write back so that I can know for sure that you’re safe and happy.

It’s all I ever want for you.

All my love, always,

Kerry xxx
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1

Kerry 

Friday, 26th February

I’m belting out ‘All I Want For Christmas Is You’ at the top of my lungs as I pull up in front of the house. I absolutely love that song. It’s such a banger! I don’t care that it’s the end of February, that Christmas is nothing but a memory and that we’re now closer to Easter than the festive season. It could be Mother’s Day, Saint Patrick’s Day or even Yom Kippur for all I care because whenever that song comes up on my Best of Mazza playlist, it’s officially Christmas again. I forget all about how hard it was to get out of bed this morning, the miserable drivers who cut me up left, right and centre on my way over here after school drop-off, in fact I pretty much forget about every crappy little thing that tries to rain on my parade. Instead I belt out my favourite song in the world proper diva-style: all-in, no shame, hogging the limelight like there’s no tomorrow. I love Mariah Carey, I really do. She. Is. Amazing. She don’t take no crap from anyone, does what she wants the way she wants and no one says a word to her because do you know what? She. Is. Mariah. Bleedin’. Carey!

Waving my hands in the air and squeezing my eyes shut like they do on X Factor, I’m giving the final chorus my all when I hear a knock on my side window. I get a right shock when I open my eyes to see some old dear with her face pressed right up against it. She looks really miffed.

I wind down my window.

‘You all right, love? You lost or something?’

She gives me the evil eye. ‘I know exactly where I am, thank you very much, young lady! I’ve been trying to get your attention to tell you that you’re blocking the way!’

I look around and sure enough she’s right. I’ve been so lost in Mariah Town, I’ve completely forgotten to open up the gates.

I apologise to the old dear, then dip my hand into my bag, whip out the remote and press the big button on it. Hey presto – the huge black metal gates in front of me slide back just like magic.

With Mariah still crooning away I give the old woman a little wave, mouth ‘I’m really sorry,’ and then pull up on to the drive, grab my things out the back and practically skip to the front door. Rummaging around in my bag again, I pull out the front door keys and do a little Mariah-style dance as I step inside. Unbuttoning my jacket, I start slipping it off my shoulders but as I catch sight of the state of the hallway Mariah shuts down sharpish.

The place is a tip.

There are kids’ toys strewn across the floor, a mountain of coats draped over the bottom of the banister, piles of stuff on the stairs and even a half-eaten plum on top of the radiator.

I edge myself along the corridor towards the kitchen, scared of what I might find, and as I enter the room my worst fears are confirmed.

In spite of its handleless German engineered cupboards, polished granite work surfaces and – I kid you not – fifty-odd grand’s worth of oven and hob – it looks like a bomb’s just hit it. The counter is covered with spilled cereal, dirty bowls, half-drunk glasses of milk and a load of newspapers and magazines. The huge gloss-white eight-seater dining table has half-eaten bits of toast on it, half a dozen dirty wine glasses, three empty juice bottles and – get this – a pair of designer stilettos lying on their sides showing their bright red soles for all the world to see.

The cat’s litter tray at the end of the kitchen island is so full that even the cat looks a bit disgusted by it, the open dishwasher is stuffed to the gills with dirty pots and pans, and there’s a child’s roller skate in the sink. As I fish it out and set it on the counter, my eyes come to rest on a handwritten note that’s been weighed down with a tall bottle of extra-virgin olive oil.

‘Hi Kerry,’ it reads. ‘So, so, sorry about the mess! Had a bit of a party last night and we were in such a mad rush this morning that I didn’t get round to any of the tidying I wanted to do. I’m sure with your super skills it won’t take too long to sort out! All best wishes, Cathy. PS The loo in the en suite is blocked. Could you possibly work your magic on it? PPS We seem to have run out of bathroom cleaner but I’m sure you’ll have some of your own.’

I take a long look around me and let out a huge sigh. I can’t believe how happy and positive I’d been just a few minutes ago, and now I wish I hadn’t bothered dragging myself out of bed this morning. I’m suddenly so, so, tired. Tired like I always seem to be these days. It could easily take me all the time I’ve got just to clean up this mess, let alone do the rest of the house. Reaching down, I pick up the note and toss it in the kitchen bin that is, of course, full to bursting. Mariah has well and truly left the building, I think to myself, and right now I feel like she’s never coming back.

Like most women – and in all the years I’ve been doing the job I’ve yet to meet a single man doing this – I got into the cleaning game because I could fit it around childcare. Being a single mum with a young child made it virtually impossible for me to go out to work, but I told myself that as soon as my Kian was old enough to start nursery I’d look for something. People round my way thought I was mad when I told them my plans. What did I want to go looking for a job for, when my lad was still so little, especially when I’d probably end up worse off than if I did nothing? I told them straight though, it was exactly because he was so young that I wanted to get a job. I didn’t want him growing up like some of the wasters from our estate, hanging out on street corners, nicking things to order or selling a bit of weed on the side. Some of them have never done a day’s work in their lives and neither have their parents. I wanted better for my Kian. I wanted him growing up knowing that there’s a right way and a wrong way, and the wrong way is sitting on your backside all day long thinking the world owes you a living. And as for being worse off, I couldn’t give a monkey’s. To me, showing my son that there’s another way, a better way, that he doesn’t have to waste his whole life on the dole has always been far more important than being able to keep him in the latest Nikes or whatever. To me, the most important thing in the world is that he has pride in himself.

When the time came for me to start looking, it turned out that the only jobs I had a chance of getting were in retail or waitressing. Every interview I had, the bosses made out like the positions were flexible but that was rubbish. They were either all that zero-hours nonsense or they’d ask if I was prepared to work late nights and weekends as if I hadn’t just told them I was a single mum with a young kid! Just as I was beginning to tear my hair out, a mum of one of Kian’s friends at nursery told me about a gig she’d got working for a cleaning company, and apparently they were looking for people to cover staff holidays and the like. To be honest, it didn’t sound ideal. Most of it was last-minute-can-you-go-to-such-and-such-a-place-in-the-next-half-hour type stuff, but it was cash in hand and it could fit around childcare so I asked her to give them my number. Sure enough, the following week, after a quick five-minute interview, they sent me off to my first job.

I remember it like it was yesterday. It was a two-bed flat in a beautiful stucco-fronted mansion in Maida Vale. I’d never been anywhere quite like it in my life. It was all white walls with horrible-looking modern-art paintings on them, stripped floorboards, and furniture that looked like it was straight out of Star Trek. Though none of it was to my taste, you could tell it was all dead expensive and I was almost scared to breathe in case I accidentally broke something. Still, cleaning was what I’d come to do and so that was what I did and by the time I’d finished, even the loo seat sparkled. It was a nice feeling, doing a good job like that, my little contribution to making the people who lived there just that little bit happier.

Six weeks on I was doing such a good job that they officially put me on the books working all the hours I wanted when Kian wasn’t home, and I loved it, really loved it. I felt like I’d finally found my thing. My place in the world. Then about a year in I happened to see a client invoice on my boss’s desk. I couldn’t believe how much they were charging people for three or four hours of cleaning. I was so outraged, I wasn’t sure who was being ripped off more: us girls or the clients. Still, it gave me a few ideas of my own and that same week I put up a card in a newsagent’s window just around the corner from Notting Hill Tube: ‘Reliable and trustworthy female cleaner available, reasonable rates, and references on request.’ Within a few days I’d booked my first gig, and within the month I had enough clients to be able to hand in my notice and be my own boss, just like Mariah Carey.

When it comes to where to start when you’re cleaning a house, most girls I know have rules. Some say you should always start at the bottom and work your way up because the bottom of the house is where people do most of their living and so it tends to be messier. Others say you should start at the top and work your way down because that way you can ease yourself into the job and pick up speed as you go. I’ve never much been fussed one way or the other, because at the end of the day it all needs doing, so I tend to let my mood decide. Today, given the state of downstairs, I’m in a top-down state of mind. Grabbing my bucket, mop, floor sweeper, dusters and the vacuum cleaner from the under-stairs cupboard, I haul my way up both flights of stairs to the Pryors’ master bedroom suite up in the loft, and then promptly have to sit down on the edge of the bed to catch my breath.

The room is decorated in what I suppose you might call a modern fashion. All the walls, floorboards, bed linen and furnishings are white, which is stylish but a bit too cold for my liking. I like a bit of colour and sparkle in a room, something a bit cheerier like orange or yellow or even a nice lime-green. Rather than normal windows, the room has got these fancy bi-fold jobs that look out right across west London. Sometimes when I’ve finished cleaning the house I like to come up here and stand for a minute or two enjoying the view. I like to think about the lives of all the people whose homes I can see right into, wondering who they are, what they do and if they’re happy. Today, though, I won’t have time for any of that. Today’s going to be hard graft right up until it’s over and I’m not looking forward to it at all because my back has been aching something rotten for the past few days. I give it a rub with the heel of my palm and then stand up, pop Absolute Eighties on my phone, plug in my earphones and slip on my Marigolds: it’s time to get down to business.

All it takes to unblock the en-suite toilet is a couple of goes with a plunger. After that I give it a good clean, followed by the sink and shower. I tidy up Mrs Pryor’s make-up and perfumes on the bathroom counter and as I do, I catch sight of a middle-aged brunette looking back at me from the mirror. I look tired and my roots need doing again, but other than that I quite like what I see. I don’t look half bad for a woman the wrong side of forty. Okay so there are a few little lines around my eyes, and when I tilt my head to one side in the morning to dry my hair my face does look a bit like it’s about to slide off, but my skin’s pretty clear, my teeth are nice and straight, and when I do get the chance to get dolled up, I reckon I could easily pass for someone five years younger. Not bad, all things considered.

In the bedroom, I run my floor sweeper over the painted hardwood flooring, make the bed (even though I’ve told Mrs Pryor that’s not my job), and tidy away the clothes draped across the armchair in the corner of the room (also not my job). When I finally finish, the room looks like the sort of upmarket hotel suite you see in glossy magazines, which I suppose is the look they were going for, but it’s taken me the best part of an hour to get it like this and I’ve still got three kids’ bedrooms, the hallway, the family bathroom and, not forgetting, the apocalypse in the kitchen-diner to deal with too.

As much as I’d like to stop in an hour’s time and just leave the kitchen in whatever state I’ve managed to get it to by then – or even better, invoice for the extra time it will take to get it looking spick and span – I know from experience that it’s not worth the hassle. The Pryors are exactly the sort of people who, in the same breath as justifying spending a fortune on organic coconut water, will fight tooth and nail for the right not to slip me an extra tenner for cleaning up a mess I shouldn’t even be asked to deal with. But I can’t afford to start losing clients right now, no matter how useless they are. Recently I’ve had a few things come up at the last minute that have meant I’ve had to take either a morning or an afternoon off work, so I’m down quite a bit on my money this month. And on top of all my usual bills and outgoings, it’s Kian’s birthday soon. I want to get him something special, something he really wants, that will really knock his socks off, and if I know him, that won’t come cheap. So if tolerating clients like the Pryors is what I’ve got to do to make that happen, then that’s what I’ll do.

While I tackle the kids’ bedrooms I try and keep in mind that actually most of my clients aren’t pigs. The majority are somewhere between okay – no small talk, pay on time, not too untidy – and lovely – tidying up a bit before I arrive or at the very least, realistic about just how long it actually takes to get a home clean. My favourite clients, as well as tidying up a bit before I get to them, go the extra mile. They’re the sort who leave out biscuits on the kitchen counter, or put a little extra in with my regular money if the place is unusually messy, and of course, they always remember to tip at Christmas.

It’s a funny thing cleaning people’s houses and seeing all the things up close that they’d much rather keep hidden away. I’ve lost count of the times I’ve accidentally seen things I’m sure I shouldn’t have. Everything from certain battery-operated items tucked under pillows, to packs of anti-depressants hidden away inside books. The most surprising thing I ever came across was at the home of a really quite recently married couple, both big-shot lawyers in the City. One morning I found the husband’s phone on the kitchen counter and just as I picked it up to move it out of the way, he got a text from his bit on the side asking him how the meeting with his divorce lawyer had gone. For three whole weeks I knew before his wife that he was planning to leave her and probably had never even loved her in the first place.

That’s why cleaning is such an intimate job. You get to see behind closed doors where people let their guard down. You get to see who they really are. I suppose that could be why Mrs Pryor is so mean and demanding. Because for all her airs and graces, private education, good-looking tax-accountant husband, picture-perfect children and designer wardrobe, I know exactly who she is. Then again, it could just as easily be that she’s a jumped-up bitch with a Downton Abbey complex. With women like her it’s just so hard to tell.

By the time I’m finally finished at the Pryors’ I’m running late for my next job, which of course has a knock-on effect for the rest of the day. I have to text Mrs Greig, my last client of the day, to let her know I’ll take her ironing home tonight and drop it back first thing tomorrow while Kian is at karate. Unlike Mrs Pryor, Mrs Greig is one of my lovely clients. Even though she’s a senior manager at a big telecoms company with more than enough on her plate, somehow she still manages to text me back before I’ve even put my phone away: ‘No problem at all. I’m just grateful you’re doing it. It’s the one job I can’t stand! x.’

After I load the last of my things into the boot of my car, I send out a few texts to rearrange my work for the following week, lock up at the Pryors’ and set the alarm, before heading over to Ladbroke Grove. Parking as near as I can to Kian’s school, I nip across the road to the Tesco Metro, pick up a few things for tea, and am walking through the school gates just as the bell goes.

To be honest, at ten Kian’s probably a bit too old for me to still be picking him up from school. At his age I’d been walking myself to school for at least three or four years. Plus he’s not the little boy who clung to my legs sobbing on his first day at school any more. He’s a big lad now and streetwise with it, and most of his mates have been making their own way home alone since the beginning of the school year. But even though he’s asked me a million times if he can join them, I always say no. I tell him it’s because there are too many dangerous roads to cross, or dodgy people to avoid, or kids causing trouble, even though I reckon he could handle those sorts of things standing on his head. The thing is, while he might be nearly eleven he’s still my baby, and it’s just been him and me for so long that it’s hard to let go. I know I’ll have to one day soon – we should be hearing whether he’s got a place at Melbourne Park the month after next – and he can’t have me picking him up from secondary school in front of all his mates – but I’m just not ready yet. One day I will be, but not yet.

He greets me with his usual question: ‘Have you got anything to eat?’

I roll my eyes and ask him if he thinks I was born yesterday as I dip into my bag and, like a magician, pull out a packet of salt and vinegar crisps, his favourite. He’s wolfed down the lot by the time we get to the car and so he spends the rest of the journey home rummaging through the shopping on the back seat. He keeps grabbing stuff and asking if he’s allowed to eat it and time after time I tell him, ‘No, that’s for tea,’ or ‘No, that’s for breakfast,’ or ‘No, that’s for your packed lunch.’

Finally he gets a cheeky glint in his eye and pulls out a box of Weetabix. ‘How about one of these?’ he asks, knowing full well I’ll say no. So when I say he can have one his jaw drops, proper cartoon-style. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah,’ I say with a grin, ‘but if I find any crumbs back there, it’ll be your job to clear them up!’ I know some people might think letting your kid eat cereal straight out of the box in the back of a moving car is bad parenting but I prefer to think of it as keeping him on his toes. Every time he thinks he knows what I’m all about, I’ll do something to surprise him and keep up the mystery.

If it were up to Kian we’d eat every meal on the sofa in front of the TV, but today like most days we eat tea at our tiny dining table in the kitchen. I like sitting across from him, watching him eat, seeing all the weird and wonderful faces he pulls as I grill him about what he’s been up to at school. Meal times are my favourite parts of the day, they’re when we’re most us. Our little family comes together. They’re when I find out what he’s really thinking or feeling, even though sometimes he doesn’t say more than a few words. A mum can tell a lot about her son just by sitting across a table from him. Sometimes he tells me off for studying him like he’s a tiny insect under a microscope and when he does, I always joke, ‘Too right, mate! You’ll never be able to hide anything from me: I see everything!’

After tea Kian heads off to his room, even though it’s his job to clear the table, but before I can call him back my phone rings. I’m half expecting it to be Mrs Pryor with a complaint about something or other, because she’s an ungrateful cow and that’s just the sort of thing women like that love to do, but it’s not Mrs Pryor. In fact it’s not one of my clients at all.

When the call’s finally ended, I stand by the sink shaking my head over and over again. I want to cry. I want to shout. I want to smash something and watch it shatter to pieces. But in the end I just stand there thinking how from now on, nothing is ever going to be the same again.
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