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1.





It’s not the worst thing, matricide. I thought about it regularly – it used to help me get to sleep at night. But the older I got, the less Mater mattered. Until that Sunday in February, when Georgie rang at eight in the morning to ask if I would come to her house and bring at least five bottles of bleach.


Georgie exorcised her anxiety through the rigorous scrubbing, polishing and stunt-vacuuming of her nooks and crannies. A request for five bottles of bleach was apocalyptic and could mean only one thing. That woman. Gloria. Our mother. I grabbed the first pair of shoes I could find and went to buy bleach before skidding all the way to her house in my frail old Fiat. I winced at the ferocity of my hangover and my ill-judged footwear.


It was snowing as I sat on Georgie’s newly decked patio in my flip-flops. She lived in a street of anonymous white semis, in a modest but immaculate house. The garden was manicured even in winter, and walls, windows and doors gleamed polar white. She brought out a tray with newspapers, a white teapot, white mugs and a white plate of pale, soulless biscuits. I took a snow-flecked biscuit and held it between trembling blue fingers. She lifted the bleach from my bag.


‘I’m glad you didn’t get thin bleach,’ she said, stroking a bottle.


‘I know you have expensive taste.’ My teeth chattered.


‘Thick bleach is the best.’


‘You spoil this family.’


Georgie was almost two years my senior and with her swaying boobs and prominent jaw, she had an upfront sassy look. At school, she was the girl who laughed and skulked and smelt of cigarettes and fake tan. She was dubbed ‘Two Fucks’, because whatever happened, she said she couldn’t give two fucks. When she became a mother, that became ‘I couldn’t give a fiddler’s fuck’, although how that was an improvement, I wasn’t sure. One less fuck, I suppose. And some culture. Her signature style was white jeans and tops that flashed her finer points, and her goose-pimply cleavage and bullet nipples were an eyeful in the snow. She looked exactly like she did in her teens, but she couldn’t have been more different.


‘So why are we here?’ I asked. ‘On the patio. In a blizzard.’


‘It’s not a blizzard.’ She shook her foot nervously. ‘It’s a flurry.’


I tucked my hands into my armpits. ‘Georgie. I’m dying here.’


She stirred her tea. ‘I don’t want Darren to hear us. He’s in the kitchen. Don’t look.’


I looked at the house, where Georgie’s husband Darren moved between dishwasher and cupboards. ‘You don’t think sitting out here is just a little bit suspicious?’


She smoothed her dark, slow curls and they sprang back into chaos. ‘I told him you wanted to try out the new patio furniture.’


‘In the snow?’


‘It’s the kind of thing you’d do.’


I patted the towel that covered the plastic sheet that covered my wooden chair. ‘The parasol will be nice when you put it up. Can I see it?’


‘It’s not snowproof.’


I wrapped my feet together under the chair, my toes throbbing.


‘This must be really bad, whatever it is.’


Her sulky eyes flicked to Darren in the kitchen and she rapped the table with her knuckles. ‘Hardwood,’ she said. ‘From sustainable forests.’


‘I’ll do my poker face.’


‘Not until he leaves the room.’ She held out her hand like a game show hostess. ‘All half price.’ She waved under the table to show me the gate legs. ‘Practical for storage.’ She reached for the newspaper, a quality Sunday, and spread the sections over the table.


‘Are they table protectors?’ I shook all over. ‘Can I have some for my knees?’


She jabbed a finger at the paper. ‘No, quick, look, he’s gone.’


I looked. A whole page was devoted to a photograph of Gloria. She was draped over a chaise longue in a barely-there Grecian dress, her fleshy ankles tucked together demurely and the nipples of her great, architectural breasts suspiciously stargazy. She eyed the camera, half-coy, half-cow, the sun behind her curls suggesting a halo. I made a mental note of the photographer’s name and resolved to kick her Photoshopping ass, if ever I met her. On the opposite page, the article’s nauseating headline forced its way into my eye line:


‘GLORIA REVEALED’.


Georgie handed me a slim book. ‘It’s because of this.’


I know a book of poetry when I see one. I quelled my rising gorge. It was the latest from Rory McManus, ‘one of the UK and Ireland’s greatest living poets,’ as he was known. I hated poetry. I loathed poets. It was a book of love poems, graphically describing the man’s proclivities and depravities, which he’d only just discovered now that he’d left his wife of thirty-six years for his new muse. It was a hit with poetry lovers and lovers alike, lauded as ‘explicit, raw, energetic – and instructive’, no less.


‘Read the front,’ my sister said. ‘And think about it.’


I read. And thought about it. The collection was called Gloria! Gloria! Gloria!


‘That’s your poker face?’ Georgie primed the bleach. ‘I knew this would happen.’


I held onto my temples and sucked in lungfuls of woodstain fumes. I couldn’t feel my feet.


‘And it gets worse,’ she said.


Leaning out the kitchen window, Georgie’s husband Darren called, ‘You two OK out there?’


Georgie gave a huge squawking laugh that chased starlings from the roof.


She waved and pointed at me and mouthed, ‘Hungover! Needs some air!’


She fanned me with the picture of Gloria.


‘You like the patio?’ Darren called out to me.


I gave him a thumbs-up, retching.


Darren ducked back inside.


‘Smile. Wave,’ Georgie said, showing her teeth.


I smiled and waved at the lovely Darren. Darren who did dishes, Darren who put up with all Georgie’s quirks, the quite-a-catch, long-suffering, hard-working, not the real father of Georgie’s child, but any-port-in-a-storm, Darren.


‘They’re serialising it from next week,’ she said.


‘Serialising what?’


‘Her book.’


‘In Utero?’


In Utero was Gloria’s poetry anthology about motherhood, published when we were fifteen and seventeen, in which she described the sense of freedom she felt when, as a baby, Georgie toddled out of sight. In which she recounted aborting me twice.


‘No, her new book. It’s a memoir.’


I leaned over. I couldn’t stop it this time. I aimed at the grass. I missed.


Georgie sluiced bleach over the splattered wood, looking worriedly back at the kitchen. ‘If everything comes out, Tommie …’


‘It just did.’ I mopped my chin with the Sports section.


‘Don’t you pun at me. Puns aren’t funny. This isn’t funny.’


‘I know, I’m sorry.’ My ankles twinged at the things Gloria could say about us. ‘But she wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘She just wouldn’t. She has plenty of other things to talk about. The famous people. The commune. Pete.’


‘Dad wasn’t famous.’


‘Good material, though.’


‘You, the mental case. Me, the teenage mother.’


Georgie looked back at the house, her hand on her chest. ‘I could lose everything. Darren, Joe, everything.’


Joe’s bedroom curtains were closed, but they were like that most of the time. He was fifteen, light like a foal and lived inside Andy Warhol’s closet.


Georgie put a whole biscuit in her mouth and chewed frantically. ‘And if she finds out where I work now.’ Which was as a supervisor in an online sex chatroom. ‘My God, if it wasn’t about us, I’d love to read it.’


‘But she doesn’t know anything about us.’ I swallowed nervously. ‘We haven’t seen her in what, fifteen years? She wouldn’t do it again, not after last time.’


Georgie swirled cold tea in her mug and drank. ‘For the smart one, you can be really stupid sometimes.’


I rallied. ‘For being the maternal one, you can be really shit.’


‘That’s not an argument.’


Silence bristled between us.


‘There must be preview copies of the book. That’s how books get reviewed, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘You work for a magazine, you could get a copy. Then we could read it before it gets to the shops.’


I jerked with shock and cold. ‘I never said I worked for a respected magazine.’


‘Just phone the publisher.’


‘You phone.’


‘You phone.’


‘I’m afraid of phones.’


She covered her eyes with her hand. ‘Why does Gloria always have to ruin everything?’ She peeped over her fingers. ‘What about court? Could we take her to court?’


I clung to my mug. ‘We’d have to see a solicitor. And what if we had to appear in court? That will attract even more attention. And it might not be necessary, because she might not even write about us.’


Georgie’s shallow breaths rattled through her chest. ‘What are we going to do?’


‘We could hire an assassin,’ I said. ‘You can probably do that online.’


‘It’s not funny,’ she said.


‘I know, I can’t help it.’ Poor taste and inappropriate humour were my way of coping with disaster.


She stood up, chin thrust forward, curls tossed back. ‘Well, I’m going to take the tiles off the bathroom wall.’ After her unhealthy obsession with cleaning products, fretful bursts of DIY were Georgie’s next favourite way of keeping chaos at bay. She had laid flooring in the attic when Joe started school and built something from IKEA each time the in-laws called round.


‘This is going to be a nightmare,’ she said, taking my mug and setting it on the tray. ‘I just know it.’ She was breathing noisily.


‘Look, don’t panic,’ I said. ‘I’ll see if I can get an advance copy. I’ll … use my … er, contacts. Then we’ll read it and decide what to do.’


‘How quickly do you think you could you get it?’


‘Give me a chance, Georgie.’


She lifted the tray. ‘Right. OK. Right. Ring me. I’ll need to know what’s happening. And don’t forget, Tommie.’


‘I’ll ring you, don’t worry.’


She took a breath and closed her eyes, exhaling slowly as though counting. ‘Right, let’s go in.’


‘Oh, thank God.’ I rose stiffly to my dead, blue feet.


‘And act normal. No, not like that. Keep your mouth shut.’


I followed her into the deliciously warm kitchen. The air zinged with antibacterial cleaner, hot new appliances and the citrus zest of Darren’s aftershave. I couldn’t imagine what my sister kept in her clinically clean cupboards but I knew it couldn’t be food. Cooking smells made Georgie faint, and in the past I’d seen her shoo Darren and Joe into the garden to eat a takeaway, squirting at them with Mr Sheen. She’d never been to my place. The dust, the plates, the bottles, the crumbs and oh dear God, the smell of toast – I couldn’t put her through it.


Darren cleared away the tray. Tall and weathered, he gleamed like he’d been steeped in chlorine.


‘On the tear last night, Tommie?’ he asked me, setting our mugs in the dishwasher.


‘Just the usual,’ I said.


‘You be careful.’ I’d known him since school but his earnestness still took me by surprise. ‘Molton Brown in the bathroom,’ he said, ‘if you want to have a shower.’


Not a flirty invitation, not even an insult. Georgie typed dirty on the internet every night and Darren’s job involved sending cameras down blocked drains to clear logjams. It was their mildly obsessive way of compensating.


‘I’m fine, thanks.’


Georgie lifted the Arts section of the paper from the tray and slipped it down by her side. ‘Tommie’s just going now.’


Darren smiled doubtfully. ‘That was a quick visit.’


‘I want to get the bathroom started,’ Georgie said.


‘You want to what?’ he asked.


‘I’m changing the tiles in the bathroom.’


‘You liked them three months ago when we got them.’


She folded her arms, cleavage inflating. ‘Oh right, so I can’t make a mistake now?’


‘Don’t be like that, Bunny Rabbit.’ He put his arms around her and she moved in below his chin, mouthing at me to go away.


I reversed towards the door. ‘I’ll just go then, busy day ahead. Doing busy things. Busily.’


Outside in their driveway, I set the car’s heater to full blast, feet pulsing at the onset of chilblains. Georgie opened the car door and threw the newspaper and McManus’s book into my lap. I tried to push them out but she was stronger.


‘Just bin them somewhere,’ she said, eyes wide.


‘Darren’s bound to know something’s up,’ I said.


‘That’s because it’s written all over your face.’


‘What is?’ I peered at my pale skin and smudged eyes in the mirror.


‘Dread, panic,’ she said.


‘This is how I always look.’


‘Just get the book, Tommie,’ she hissed.


I crunched into reverse. ‘I’ll do my best.’


She peered into my car. ‘It stinks in here. Do you want some Cif or something?’


‘No, but it’s a kind offer.’


‘Febreze?’


‘No, I’m trying to give up.’


‘And you reek of drink, by the way.’


‘Everyone should have a sister like you.’


‘Ring me.’


‘I will.’


‘Don’t forget.’


‘I won’t.’


‘I’ll be waiting.’


‘I know.’


I pulled away and she disappeared quickly into the house without a wave.


The snow clouds dispersed as I drove back to town and the sun reflected off the wet road, blinding me. I scratched my fingers over my tight scalp. Even if I cured my hangover, I wouldn’t shake the nausea. Gloria was back. She wouldn’t just rock our boats – she would breach their hulls, sink them and eat them.


I hoped Blob was home. He wouldn’t be of any practical help, but he could boost morale as ships went down.
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The house I shared with Blob was twenty minutes from Georgie’s, or fifty minutes in the snow with bald tyres. Narrow and gardenless, our mid-terrace house was off an unfashionable road in Belfast, where industrial redbrick streets culminated in a Glasgow Rangers Football Supporters Club. The neighbours – orbiting families, door-slamming couples, track-suited old women – thought Blob and I were students, and I was charmed.


There was lumpy lino on the floor and every room had gothic curtains, poles sagging under the strain of them. The previous tenants had left ornaments and we held onto them for entertainment value: Bambi’s skull on a plinth, a figurine of Jesus helping a boy play baseball and a shimmering painting of a Native American embracing a handsome cowboy. It was show-stoppingly odd and best of all, cheap. It was perfect for us.


We hadn’t gone to bed till 4 +am+ the night before, having spent it vogueing to Jacques Brel, Led Zeppelin and Kajagoogoo. Sunday was the day Blob called to see May, but he usually only stayed for a dutiful cup of tea. In her eighties, May was the great-aunt who had taught him everything he knew, from acidic putdowns and astonishing spite to tucking me in when I was too drunk to deserve it. He’d lived with her since he was six, when his mother died.


I took painkillers, made tea and toast and settled on one of the small red settees in the extended kitchen. Both settees had theatrical gold fringing, cheap throws and tassled cushions. Opposite the settees were plasticky 1970s kitchen units, walls that rippled with ageing veneer, and a deep, ornate bookcase, which Chris the landlord had probably picked up from Vincent Price. Chris said the room had two distinct personalities, which was unbeatable value for money.


I slid down the settee, an arm over my sick head. I could have brought the newspaper in from the car for something to read, but what if Gloria was waiting behind more pages? My mother adored the limelight and would relish the attention McManus’s book brought her. I hadn’t thought about her in years and now, hungover and underslept, she could be anywhere, everywhere, exposing our mistakes to fuel her profile. Georgie was right: this was the stuff of nightmares.


That’s why, when Blob rammed the key in the lock and woke me, I was surprised to find I had been dreaming about beach balls. The front door swung back and hit the wall. The mirror and our studenty Klimt print quivered noisily and Blob’s voice, trained for the stage and Marlboro-rich, rang through the house.


‘I could eat the hole off a scabby dog. Here you, you lazy shite, have you anything-to-Jesus fucking eat? I’m starving.’ He marched into the kitchen, brushing the fringed lampshade with his quiff.


Blob had left Northern Ireland when he was eighteen to study drama in London. After graduating, he lived in Tower Hamlets and worked full-time in a deli and part-time as a Morrissey impersonator. He did look a bit like Morrissey, with his quiff and black horn-rimmed glasses – albeit a greying, jowly, obese one who hid his bulk under a grubby raincoat. But even Morrissey had stopped swinging gladioli by the time he was thirty and that’s why Blob came home.


‘Why are you wearing moon boots?’ he said. ‘Big purple moon boots.’


‘Those are my feet,’ I said. ‘I’m getting chilblains.’


He hung his coat on the floor and fell into the other settee.


‘Everything’s a drama with you, Fatty.’ He had a nickname for everyone – ironic, insightful or just plain malicious. ‘So what’s wrong with your sister? Scientists admit there’s no cure for limescale?’


I told him about Gloria.


‘Oh my God, you’re going to be famous!’ he screamed, wriggling his porky fingers at me. ‘Paparazzi at last! But I’m so fat. I’ll need a magazine to hide behind.’


‘There are better things to be famous for, Blob. This wasn’t the plan.’


We had always agreed we would be famous. As teenagers, we lay on our backs in a sunny cemetery and bonded over our feelings of superiority and our conviction that we would be discovered soon. Reunited, we had slipped into the same roles. The difference now though, was that I didn’t quite believe it any more. Blob, however, clung to it like a crutch.


We first met at a youth drama group when I was fourteen and he was fifteen. He was the only actor with any talent and I was one of the few ‘writers’ who showed up. On the first day he performed a sudden and unbidden tap routine, without music and entirely improvised, and by improvised, I mean he had never learnt tap. He had me at the first step heel. He was already 6’ 4” and soldiers would train their guns on him as we minced and giggled our way through Belfast city centre, although his attracting attention probably had more to do with the way he flapped his hands, ran in hysterical circles and screamed like a girl.


He leaned back on the settee and crossed his legs at the ankles, squeaking his brogues. ‘But mental is in, Fatty,’ he said. ‘All the best people are schizo, or dipso, or klepto or something. You could become a spokesperson for nutjobs. Think of it.’ His eyes were starry. ‘You could open hospital wards, kiss babies…’


‘I don’t particularly want people to know. And I don’t want people to know I have anything to do with her.’ I shuddered.


‘Just use her just like she used you. Child of a writer. Child of a poet fucker. It’s fast track to the big time, babes.’


‘She’s not a writer. Neither am I.’


‘You were when I met you.’


‘I liked ponies when I met you, Blob. That doesn’t make me a show jumper.’


He pushed up his glasses. ‘This could have been your book, you know. Your messed-up background. You could have written about it. And her.’


‘I don’t want people to know about my messed-up background.’


He hooted. ‘Too late. I’d say make the most of it. This is the moment you’ve been waiting for.’ He pushed himself off the settee. ‘How’s Vinegar Tits taking it?’


‘Badly.’


‘Boo-hoo.’ He approached the bookcase like a supplicant. It contained his ancient stereo, a thirteenth-birthday present from May. The silver had worn away to reveal the prosthetic-limb white below, the turntable was coated with petrified crumbs and dead skin, and the speakers looked like little coffins. Blob trailed his fingers across the vinyl spread rampantly across the floor.


‘If she hadn’t been such a slut, she wouldn’t have this problem,’ he said.


‘This could be the end of Georgie and Darren,’ I said. ‘It could be the end of Joe.’


‘Darren’s too good for her and Joe will be fine,’ Blob said. ‘If you can survive that woman, anyone can.’


After In Utero was published, I lived with Blob and May for a time. I don’t remember much, other than my guilt at their being so good to me. He hadn’t changed in all the time he’d been away since then, apart from the six or seven stone he’d gained, but that was just true to form. I spotted him in a crowded bar and we picked up where we’d left off fourteen years before. I hugged him endlessly and drunkenly, and introduced him again and again to my bewildered workmates. He’d boomed in my ear all night and I beamed like a muppet. A few days later, he rang to say he’d found some good houses if I still wanted to move in with him.


Sudden, but not unusual for me. Before Blob, I moved often, sharing with people who moved abruptly after finding a new friend on Facebook or an old friend in a bar, in a relentless, karmic spiral of abandonment and lurch-leaving. Sharing a house with Blob came surprisingly easy, surprisingly quickly. Shortly after we moved in, I had a brain-popping epiphany in the shower – I felt at home. But I didn’t tell Blob that. He would have said I was a danger to myself and sent me to a bunnery for some comfort-eating.


He settled a record on the turntable. ‘So how did you leave it with the bog beast?’


‘I made some unfunny jokes and a promise I can’t keep.’


He closed the lid of the turntable and struggled to his feet. ‘That’ll show her.’


‘I said I would use my contacts to get the book.’


‘Now that is funny.’ He dropped onto the settee and lifted the crusts from my plate. The Smiths’ ‘Please, Please, Please Let Me Get What I Want’ rose from the coffin speakers. He folded the crusts into his mouth. ‘Make me a cup of tea, Fatty.’


‘And I agreed to phone the publisher to get a preview copy.’


He stopped chewing. ‘That’s ridiculous. Even for you.’


I wasn’t good on the phone. Phones turned me into a breathy, simpering girl who sought approval to a detrimental extent. Over the years, I had bought insurance against an asteroid hit, ordered two unwanted sofas and, after calling a wrong number, had almost become grounds for divorce. I regularly negotiated away whatever I wanted, including my own dignity.


Blob chewed, mushy crusts visible. ‘I’ll phone the publisher for you, babes.’


‘Thanks, Blob.’


‘If you make me a cup of tea.’


I filled the kettle. ‘You know, I think you’ve lost weight.’
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Later, eating Doritos with a full-bodied red, Blob said, ‘I have a surprise for you.’


‘I don’t really like surprises,’ I said, sipping from my glass. We were lying on the settees listening to The Velvet Underground, my feet toasting over a warm speaker. The electric fire and lamps were on and when I squinted, it looked homely.


He twisted in his seat to pull something out of his back pocket. ‘May gave me this. Look. It must be the last address they have for me. You can be my plus one.’


He handed me an envelope and I pulled out a thin card, an invitation to the CAC Youth Theatre Group Reunion, splashed with stars and stickmen doing the twist.


I threw it back. ‘No, thanks.’


‘I’m phoning the publisher for you.’


‘I made you tea.’


‘Your tea is like bong water.’


‘Why would I want to see any of those people again?’


‘They weren’t that bad.’


‘I had a terrible time at CAC, Blob.’


‘You were shy. And they just thought you were creative, what with your smelly hair and everything. With hindsight, that will look charming.’


‘I let them all down.’


‘I handled it at the time, babes. I covered for you.’


‘You’re a trooper, Blob. I still don’t want to go.’


‘Oh, please go.’


‘No.’


‘Please.’


‘No.


‘Please.’


‘No.’


‘Please.’


‘I don’t have anything to wear.’


‘I’ll help you pick something,’ he said. ‘I’m good at disguising bulk.’


‘Don’t project your obesity onto me. Why are you so keen to go anyway?’


‘I Googled a few of the old gang…’


‘We were never in a gang. I have never knowingly used the word “gang”.’


‘Some of them are successful now.’


‘As what?’


‘Media types, producers, agents: London, New York. And it’s who you know in this business.’


‘Is that why you never made it?’ I said. ‘Wait a minute, that didn’t come out right. I meant…’ I scrambled around for diplomacy. ‘Success has nothing to do with talent.’


He pushed up his glasses. ‘I just haven’t found the right role yet.’


The needle bumped back and forth at the end of the record. It was late, we’d been pissed the night before and tomorrow we’d go back to work: me to the magazine, Blob to his third call centre job in as many months. My allusion to reality was careless.


‘Oh fuck it, I’ll go, alright?’ I said. ‘If it makes you happy. But I won’t enjoy it.’


He got up and flipped the record. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way, Fatty.’
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The magazine was my dream job, in that I spent my whole day dreaming about being somewhere else. It was based in a once genteel Victorian terrace house near the university and, as with most of the houses in the redbrick row, had been converted for business using slingshots, hatchets and explosives. Original fireplaces had been sledgehammered out, tiles had been shucked off to the dump and architraves and ceiling roses suffocated under coats of gloss. We spent eight hours a day sweating and shivering in a building that was ill-equipped whatever the season.


I sat right under the boss, Jude’s enhanced nose. She sat on a raised platform, so my face was level with her be-tighted feet. Legs crossed, she would swing one shoe on the knuckle of a big toe because, she said, fidgeting burned calories. This was tolerable on Monday and Tuesday. By Wednesday, the fumes puffed out with every shoe-swing. By Thursday, staff reeled against the musk and by Friday, we were drunk on the haze. As Editor and Publisher, Jude scooped buckets of free beauty products but I think she drank them. She had many talents.


I had no ‘contacts’ because my job almost exclusively involved slashing and burning my way through press releases that Jude forwarded by email or tossed at my desk, and trimming them to plug gaps between ads. I was the Editorial Department, which meant writing nonsensical style tips I made up on the spot, and penning outrageous purple editorial for advertisers. Buy a quarter page ad and you’d get 75 words. Half page, 150 words. Full page, 300 words. Front cover, 500 words and a blow job from Jude. Jude’s role was to schmooze with the advertisers, attend launches, take epic lunches and test-drive performance cars after several Tanquerays and a bottle of L’Air du Temps.


Her assistant, Aoife, suckered a procession of eager young freelancers into writing interviews, fashion, interiors and food pages, then waiting a year or more to be paid. The Arts pages were written by the magazine’s only long-term freelancer, an octogenarian called Diane Sand. No matter how often Jude queried or ignored her invoices, Diane continued to squander her wit, spark and longevity on us with determined wartime vim.


Copies of the magazine were distributed to shops, where they sat on the shelves for a few weeks before being returned and piled up in the storeroom. Jude multiplied subscriptions to dentists and doctors surgeries by the number of patients in each, and claimed a massive readership which seemed to convince a lot of advertisers. She even found a cosmetic surgeon to sponsor her new nose. The surgeon got 2,000 words, a pole dance and a threesome, I imagined.


Getting out of bed and making it into work was a huge achievement in itself, and I congratulated myself on a job well done every morning I made it in before eleven. Most of the time Jude and Aoife were out of the office, delayed at a ‘breakfast meeting’ or a launch or, as we secretly hoped, getting arrested for the debauched partying we heard rumours about and could sometimes smell.


As I walked to work, I noticed the traffic was heavier than normal, even accounting for snow. Cars queued around corners and plumes of exhaust smoke drifted up. Passing the university, I crossed the road alongside shiny students and lecturers sporting Asperger’s hair, and I thought about my own abandoned degree – how I had dreaded and avoided the academic farts and fusties, leaving after three months to work as half a reindeer in a Christmas grotto.


Turning a corner, I saw what was causing the tailback. An ambulance and police car were double-parked outside work. My prayers about Jude must have been answered. The front door was propped open and behind the miniature pulpit-style reception was a tiny new temp. She had long, dyed-red hair twisted over one shoulder and huge grey-green eyes that blinked blankly at me. Behind her, one door led to the open-plan office and another led upstairs to the boardroom.


‘What happened?’ I asked.


‘Somebody took ill,’ she said. ‘Very ill. Like, died.’


‘Oh my God, who?’


She looked round at the stairs and we listened to the low shuffling and shifting above. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘There was a meeting with a client or something. It happened before I got here. Bill? Bill somebody …?’


‘Not Bill!’


Bill was the Sales Department. He was nearing retirement but saving his money for the double wedding his twin daughters had requested. He’d had polio as a child and Blob called him ‘Sack-a-Slack’, because he looked like he was heaving a sack of coal onto his back with every step.


‘No, no.’ The tiny temp waved her hands. ‘Bill tried to tell me what happened but I’m getting mixed up. Seamus…’


‘My God, not Seamus!’


Seamus was the Production Department. He taught Tae Kwon Do on Tuesdays and salsa on Thursdays, and handled the magazine’s constant disasters with amiable grace, which I knew couldn’t be healthy.


‘No, not Seamus,’ said the temp. ‘Seamus asked me to phone an ambulance. Patricia …’


‘Patricia? Dead? No!’


Patricia was the Accounts Department. She had two young sons, she was studying part-time for a business degree and she made dinner before she came to work. Maybe even before she got up, in fact. I knew she was overdoing it.


‘No, Patricia’s not dead. You must be Tommie. Patricia said you’d be like this.’


The phone rang and the tiny temp held up a hand before answering brightly … ‘Good morning, Bellefast magazine. One moment please.’ She sharpened her focus on me. ‘Is there a Hans working here?’


‘He left two months ago.’


She went back to the phone. ‘I’m sorry, Hans is no longer at this company, can anyone else help?’ She paused, then asked me, ‘Is there a Petra here?’


‘She went travelling.’


‘I’m sorry, Petra no longer works here. Can anyone else help?’ She looked at me. ‘Is there a Claire here?’


‘Claire went back to university.’


‘I’m sorry, Claire is no longer at this company. Can anyone else help?’ Back to me. ‘Is there a Stephen here?’


‘He took over his dad’s farm.’


‘I’m sorry, Stephen no longer works here. Can anyone else help?’ To me, ‘Can you speak to them?’


I did the jazz hands dance of silent refusal.


She went back to the phone. ‘I’m sorry, we’ve had a death in the building this morning, things are a bit … confused.’ She listened to the phone – for quite some time – and said, ‘Yes, I was beginning to think that myself.’


It took me years to figure out what the tiny temp had discovered in just a few minutes: anyone with any sense got out. Even death was looking good these days. The workforce was made up of a grim hardcore of lifers who had been here too long for anyone else to want us. And then there was the fringe of people who stayed a few days or weeks and escaped with their CVs intact. Their names still appeared on contact lists, creating the illusion of a bustling, buoyant business.


Patricia leaned into reception and twinkled at the tiny temp as she handed her a cup of tea, then she waved me into the office.


The desks were chaotic with paperwork, creaking yellow computers, old copies of the magazine and dead or dying plants. The office smelt of damp, old smoke and sweaty tights. Bill and Seamus sat on desks with their feet on chairs, cradling tea.


‘It’s Diane,’ Patricia said, pouring me a cup. Her small blue eyes glittered, inviting secrets. ‘She passed away.’


‘What happened?’


Bill cleared his throat, jowls struggling against a stiff, grey collar. ‘My new client, Devine Energy. They’re upstairs. They were briefing Diane in the boardroom.’


‘Briefing Diane? But I write the advertisers’ editorial. Diane does the Arts pages.’


‘I sold them a sponsorship of the Arts pages,’ he said.


‘You sold the Arts pages? Is that what killed her?’


Bill was arch. ‘Devine Energy are sponsoring some book or literary festival. I told them Diane was covering it and for a fee she’d write it in a way that promotes Devine Energy.’


‘But you can’t make the Arts pages promotional,’ I said. ‘They’d have no integrity.’


‘Jude said it was a stroke of genius.’ Bill pulled at his tie and undid his top button.


‘At first they thought she’d fallen asleep,’ Seamus said, pushing a hand through his long hair. His low voice could always break up a squabble. ‘Aoife asked me to come up and I checked her pulse and her breathing. I think maybe she did fall asleep. And then she stopped living. It was a while before they noticed. She was cold. You know how Jude can talk.’


We sat in silence.


‘I was going to get a good commission on that.’


‘Bill,’ Patricia whispered.


‘The girls have put deposits on their dresses.’


‘She bailed out rather than sell out,’ I marvelled.


‘Tommie,’ Patricia hissed.


We drank our tea. Of the four of us I was the newbie, and I’d been there nine years. Bill had been there since Jude took over the magazine thirteen years before, Patricia had been there eleven years, starting out as temporary receptionist like I did, and Seamus joined just before her. Diane was a long-serving satellite and we were fond of her. I was fond of all of them.


My extension rang. It was Aoife, calling from the boardroom.




[image: ]





‘This would be a good time to die of embarrassment, wouldn’t it?’ I tittered, bewildered by the depths I could sink to. I was pinned against the wall as the paramedics manoeuvred Diane’s stretchered body round the tight corners of the staircase. One of them shot me a look.


I knocked on the boardroom door.


‘Come in!’ Jude’s voice chimed.


I slithered in.


The boardroom was where Jude plied clients with coffee and wine and encouraged them to get sticky on doughnuts and sloppy sandwiches. She would stab the soft pink carpet with her stilettos as she stalked around, expounding the might of the magazine, then throw herself onto the pink leather sofa, spent by her efforts.


Framed covers of the magazine hung on the walls, including mock-ups showing fake interviews with major stars. The windows in the roof let in weak daylight, but most of the light came from peachy lamps in the corners. There was a pyramid of doughnuts on the table and the air was saturated with coffee and perfume, with a distinct undercurrent of feet.


Jude beamed a massive rictus at me. She was thin and brittle and her skin was stretched Botox-shiny. She stuck out her bottom lip.


‘Poor, poor Diane,’ she said. ‘Such a lovely woman. Such a talent. Tommie, this is Kevin. Kevin Loane, Marketing Director for Devine Energy.’


A small, undernourished man in a dark suit and buttoned-up shirt rose from his chair, glancing at his watch. His hair fell forward in boyish floppery and his scrawny jaw and neck blazed with a shaving rash. He shook my hand, sniffed like he was shovelling slack, and sat down. ‘My sympathies. Your colleague seemed very nice.’


Aoife, the Silver Surfer to Jude’s Galactus, met my eye but maintained her distance. She poured coffee into tiny cups, her polyester suit barely containing her.


Jude leaned across the table, deep red lips plumping and pumping with nerves. ‘I was just explaining the magazine’s high editorial standards to Kevin, and the fact that we have a whole team of talented writers downstairs. Isn’t that right, Tommie?’


I opened my mouth. Diane’s handbag, notepad and leather-bound address book were still on the table. ‘I … what, sorry?’


‘Tommie’s our lead writer, Kevin.’


‘Indeed.’


‘So Tommie. Tommie, Tommie, Tommie, Tommie. With the greatest respect to Diane, who was a lovely, lovely woman, we have needed someone more “with-it”, you know, for quite a while now, so, you know’ – Jude flapped her hands from side to side – ‘cloud, silver lining, that sort of thing? I’ve always thought that with your talents’ – she gestured loosely as if flummoxed – ‘you’d make a fabulous arts correspondent.’


‘Well, you know, maybe, I was thinking.’ I wracked my brains. ‘Shouldn’t we maybe suspend the Arts pages for a month, you know, out of respect? I really think we should. Diane had a big following.’ I had no idea if Diane had a following, but I was too young to die naturally in this meeting myself. A month’s delay would at least buy me time to find another job.


‘Very thoughtful, Tommie. You’re so sensitive. And that’s exactly why the Arts pages are perfect for you.’ She spun a plastic sleeve containing a press release and notes across the table to me, grinning out her threat. ‘As Kevin was explaining before Diane … before Diane … As Kevin was explaining before, we need to cover a festival on behalf of—’


‘May I, Jude?’ Kevin shuffled his small body forward. He gave another great, wet sniff and rested his hands on the table. ‘It’s like this, Tom. Devine Energy is about harnessing the power of thought.’


‘I thought you sold wind turbines and solar panels.’


‘The power of nature, Tom.’


‘Not actually the power of thought then?’


‘Ours is the power that appeals to people who think. And who are society’s thinkers?’


‘Well, with all that pacing, I should think traffic wardens.’


‘Writers, Tom. Writers.’


‘Not sure I agree.’


‘According to our research, 71.2 percent of people are writing, or thinking about writing, or are reading, or reading about writing, or writing about what they’re reading, right now. This is set to grow by up to 10.6 percent in the next five years, as evolving communities explore their heritage, examine diversity and express new truths. Devine Energy will be there for them.’


‘Heating their garrets,’ added Jude, laughing like a little bell with a crack in it.


Kevin sighed earnestly. ‘We’re supporting them because our research says they support us.’ He sat back, working the silence. Someone’s guts gurgled. Kevin continued, ‘We need you to help us win the hearts and minds of writers, Tom. It will mean a better future. For all of us.’ Big, wet sniff.


Aoife’s throat clicked. Jude’s plum-red fingernails tapped the table, once.


I lifted the press release in the plastic sleeve and looked at the headline:


‘BELFAST’S FIRST POETRY FESTIVAL ATTRACTS MAJOR SPONSOR’


‘Right, then! Great, then!’ Jude said, putting the lid on her pen with a snap and shuffling her notes. Kevin stood up. Aoife gathered cups.


I stared at the press release and swallowed. Poetry. A whole festival of it. My sweating fingertips slid off the sleeve and the papers fell to the floor.


Kevin put a hand on my shoulder as he picked them up and put them back on the table, his face so close he stole the air between us.


‘I’ll give you a call, Tom. A few things I want to discuss before the Poetry Festival.’ Big wet sniff.


Jude shook his hand at the door and Aoife followed him downstairs, chatting about death as if it were another client to gossip about.


Jude lifted a doughnut and threw herself onto the pink sofa. ‘Tell you what, that was fucking close – we nearly lost that fucking account. We only just fucking got it. The trouble I had keeping that guy here. His flight’s in an hour.’ She spat what she’d chewed into a napkin and took another bite. ‘Good result, though. He bought the feature. What the fuck did you think you were doing, Tommie?’


‘You put me on the spot.’


‘Well, fuck me for trying to run a fucking business here. We have a cash flow problem. We’ve lost half our advertisers to online competitors, we’ve got bad debtors, and we only got him because he’s so keen on the written fucking word.’ She spat more doughnut into the napkin. ‘Without that asshole’s money, no one gets paid. If you don’t get this right, we’re fucked.’


‘But I don’t like poets.’


‘Jesus. It’ll make for good journalism.’


‘I’ve never interviewed anyone in my life.’


‘Well, fucking learn, Tommie. Your pals downstairs will be out on the street if you don’t pull this off. Look,’ she said, nodding towards the table, ‘take Diane’s address book. You’ll need to set up an interview with that guy, the one who plays pocket billiards when he reads his dirty poems, what’s his face, Rory McManus. He’s topping the bill. Do writers top bills? Who the fuck cares. Diane knew just about everybody. His contact details will be in there. And get that dirty stop-out he’s fucking as well, she’s big news. I have to go out.’


She dumped the doughnut in a coffee, and stalked out of the room. I floated down to my desk. 
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‘Anyone fancy a drink?’ I asked the others.


We waited outside until the pub opened. Inside, it was cold and tangy with disinfectant. I pressed into a dark snug and opened Diane’s address book. The soft, perfumed pages were crammed with her civilised writing. Patricia slid into the snug as Bill and Seamus ordered drinks.


‘Tommie, what are you having?’


‘Get me the biggest gin in the world.’ I leafed through to the S’s. S for Shaw. Gloria Shaw. She wasn’t there. Thank you, God – God that I don’t believe in but keep catching myself out with – thank you, thank you, thank you. I flicked back to the M’s. At the bottom of the page, in tiny writing, Diane had jotted: ‘Rory McManus. Contact: Fellowes Agency.’


Back at the F’s, I slid my finger down the names. Beside Fellowes Agency, she had written the name and phone number of her contact.


Her contact was my ex-boyfriend. The one whose flat I set on fire.
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