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Praise for Mia Gallagher

HellFire

‘Takes screwed-up and scuzzy into hitherto uncharted territory… Gallagher depicts a culture in despair and a society in irreversible meltdown with tremendous compassion and energy… Remarkably done; as is the unexpectedly weighted power and beauty of the imagery… The vernacular rhythm is perfect… An extraordinary ambition; a grand achievement, too.’

– The Guardian

‘Mia Gallagher’s coruscating debut novel is not simply an Irish Trainspotting, though there are echoes of early Irvine Welsh in the energetic joy of her language. Instead HellFire is a powerful revenge tragedy, a glorious depiction of Dublin in all her dirty glory, and an unusual love story… There have been few better debuts in the last year.’

– The Observer

‘A work with a strong social conscience, forcing the reader to face up to the blindspots of Celtic Tiger Ireland… Gritty realism interjected with poetic surrealism is not an easy stylistic feat. However this is something that HellFire does effortlessly… unique and innovative… takes the reader on an exhilarating narrative and stylistic journey.’

– The Irish Times

‘I am reminded of Laurence Sterne’s Tristam Shandy… a magnificent achievement, bursting with energy, full of wonderful creations and telling a compelling, if unorthodox, love story. It is a novel of Dublin to rank with James Plunkett’s Strumpet City.’

– Irish Examiner

‘Magic, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll… the darker, grungier, flipside to Harry Potter, Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell, and all the other witches and wizards currently casting spells over willing readers.’

– The Independent (UK)

‘Brilliant… easily compared to Irvine Welsh with its energy and raw, compelling narrative. You find yourself hearing Lucy in your head, telling you her shocking story and you find yourself staying up all night to be with her.’

– Sunday Independent

‘Perfectly describes modern Ireland… a striking talent for storytelling and a subtly enchanting narrator… HellFire has the kind of episodic character that gives endless classics their power, the element of stories within stories… Mia Gallagher [is] worth getting excited about; something special, something different, something completely new, readable, talented and relevant.’

– Sunday Tribune

‘Vividly and descriptively honest… striking, inventive but also raw-edged and authentic… a power-buster of a novel, rich in character and language.’

– The Edmonton Journal

‘A novel as topographically significant as Ulysses… Because of the author’s sheer ability with words and an abundance of characters that would have been the envy of Dickens, one reads on – perhaps white-knuckled!’

– Verbal Arts Magazine, Belfast Telegraph

‘Powerfully told.’ … ‘Brilliant narrative skill and lightness of touch.’

– Financial Times

‘A powerful and brilliant book.’

– RTE Guide

‘Gallagher has a fine gift for storytelling, backed up by rolling, rollicking dialogue worthy of Angela Carter… an engrossing read.’ … ‘Unmissable’

– Image Magazine

‘Thrillingly unputdownable… myriad vivid images… Mia is the real deal, one history will remember.’

– The Irish Times (2015)

Beautiful Pictures of the Lost Homeland

‘I adored this thrillingly ambitious novel, which is intriguing, strange, yet seductive, too, in such clever and nuanced ways. A sheer pleasure to read.’

– Joseph O’Connor

‘A pitch-perfect rendering of Dublin today and yesterday, a devastating portrait of a family in grief, and a haunting account of the past’s pull on the present. As thrilling and inventive, as it is moving and profound. A major achievement.’

– Paul Murray

‘There is so much to say about this novel. It is sprawling, but not sloppy; messy, but not a mess. There will be as many readings of it as there are readers. Beautiful Pictures of the Lost Homeland is challenging, it is brave, it is original, it is flawed, it is moving, it is fascinating. It is art.’

– The Guardian

‘Rich in colour and broad in scope, and its many unruly pieces are similarly held in place by the strong voice of a central character… Gallagher’s writing is brilliant…Though somewhat baffling on the surface, Beautiful Pictures… is strangely coherent up close, like a magic-eye picture… a writer who doesn’t miss, or forget, a trick.’

– Sara Baume, The Irish Times

‘The whole sticky mess of humanity and inhumanity is here… a massively ambitious novel… it’s hard to better.’ … ‘Nothing came near Mia Gallagher’s Beautiful Pictures of the Lost Homeland for bravery and ambition this year. A skilful and fearless exploration of place, time and identity – it grapples the big themes to its heart. This is the Irish novel whose reputation will grow in the coming years. A new generation of Irish writers may well take their lead from it.’

– Sunday Independent

‘It would have been easy for Gallagher to turn Geo’s story into a blockbuster bestseller about transgendered identity. However, Beautiful Pictures is more interested in the binaries and doubleness of personal identity; the many lives we all live that produce the fleeting present moment… Comparisons with Joyce are inevitable… a gripping page-turner.’

– Sara Keating, Sunday Business Post

‘Mia Gallagher’s remarkable Beautiful Pictures of the Lost Homeland offers a flavour of past and potential lives. The story, which ostensibly centres on a transgendered film editor, takes the form of a montage, splicing together narratives from different periods to create a complex story about the binaries and doubleness of identity.’

– The Irish Times

‘Gallagher has left us with a fearless and defiant book. Generous, reckless, revealing and baffling, you come away from it with renewed faith in what the novel can achieve.’

– Mike McCormack, The Irish Times

‘Gallagher, I believe, with Beautiful Pictures of the Lost Homeland, has achieved some kind of formal evolution of the novel.’

– Oisín Fagan, The Irish Times

‘Beautiful Pictures is no conventional door-stopper – it’s more of a portal-stopper; it’s no airport novel, it’s more a rocket launch pad novel! Everything about this book is surprising… it’s exciting and epic.’

– Rosemary Jenkinson, The Irish Times

‘A voluminous book, sprawling and… absorbing, digressive and endlessly surprising… its rendering is incredibly vivid… her characters are isolated and enigmatic souls… shown with a delicate intimacy.’

– Dublin Review of Books

‘A tightly wound story, intricately imagined and expertly told.’

– Books Ireland

‘Every page… is stuffed with prose of simple elegance that also displays human insight with brave, verging on cruel, description. Every permutation of family relationships is covered… We are all but individuals who each bear a certain private self we shall never reveal, for truth exposes us to more hurt than we can bear.’

– Writing.ie
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For my mother
Miriam,
in memoriam


Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind,

But as for me, hélas, I may no more.

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore,

I am of them that farthest cometh behind.

Yet may I by no means my wearied mind

Draw from the deer, but as she fleeth afore

Fainting I follow. I leave off therefore,

Sithens in a net I seek to hold the wind.

Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt,

As well as I may spend his time in vain.

And graven with diamonds in letters plain

There is written, her fair neck round about:

‘Noli me tangere, for Caesar’s I am,

And wild for to hold, though I seem tame.’

Thomas Wyatt, from the Italian of Petrarch


More Often in Future





She’d always been haunted. A devil on her shoulder, an infant demon with invisibly black eyes and breath like a blown-out match. Hey, it said, and whispered cold things in her ears.

Her name was Beatrice, but, weirdly, she was called Trish, not Bea, for short. Noelle, like everyone else, never queried that, not until it didn’t matter anymore. She lived in a block of flats, in a part of town that as a kid Noelle only knew from sensational evening news stories and the number thirteen bus timetable. ANOTHER TRAGEDY JUMP. 65p, please. COT DEATH HORROR IN TOWER BLOCKS. You’re not going to the terminus then, love? MOTHER OF TWO FOUND IN KITCHEN. No, I’m not thanks.

Noelle lived at the other end of the bus route. Her terminus had its own nightmares, a church where monsters prowled under the palm trees every Sunday and shook wagging fingers from the pulpit.

Noelle had had a thing for Trish’s brother, once upon a time. She hadn’t realised he was Trish’s brother when she’d decided she had the thing for him. She knew Trish from school, though only vaguely, by sight and reputation. The closest they’d got to each other had been an audition for a school play, but they’d never spoken to each other. She’d got to know the brother through the other school, the Saturday morning drama workshop, with its colourful, clever, insecure members, quickfire slagging and no-holds-barred dancing at age-inappropriate nightclubs and end of show house parties.

In school, Trish was beautiful with her black hair and bright round blue eyes, her slim legs and shapely ass. Noelle, short, mousy and pear-shaped, envied her.

They were in different years, so Noelle had no idea how good Trish was, academically speaking. She knew she was bright. In those days, you could see her from yards away, radiant with her own knowledge. She went to university after school, with a grant. She was bright alright. And, thinking this, Noelle hears the lunch bell again. No sweet chimes; a long jarring scream.

Trish belonged to the elite. Dressed well, smoked, made fun of the teachers. She had it all. Christ, Noelle envied her.

She is washing her hair in cold water, gasping at the shock. What is she doing? you might wonder. Why cold water? Perhaps she’s trying to wash her brain, and only cold water will do the trick, blast it back into something like normal. Perhaps she’s trying to freeze it, too-fast brain, solid.

Stop. She can’t afford a back boiler. Simple.

Her nails are bitten. Her fingers are longish. Her hands, like most of the rest of her, are thin and knobbly. The bitten nails dig into her scalp. Shampoo suds coat her forehead. The cold water makes the soap run instead of foam, so it drips into her eyes, stinging. She squeezes them shut and rubs off the suds, using the back of one thin, knobbly hand. Then opens her eyes again, careful, and eye by eye, picks the lather from the corners. The whites are bloodshot. She looks as if she’s been crying. She takes a breath, plunges her head under the tap and rinses.

Noelle didn’t see much of Trish during those long teenage years she was obsessed with the brother. Trish left the school just after Noelle joined the drama workshop, and they hadn’t known each other, so there was no reason to stay in touch. The brother did mention he had a sister who used go to Noelle’s school, but even though she knew their surnames, Noelle didn’t put them together. She’s always been a bit thick that way. So she never realised, those nights of sweating and dancing and hoping for a smile or even just a look from him, that this sister was Trish. Finding out felt huge. Like she’d discovered a new twig on her own family tree. Beatrice, he said, as they sat together without touching in the dark musky corner of a party, and the penny dropped, clunk.

Trish? Really? Isn’t the world a small place? And so on.

How exciting. To find a legitimate chance to approach him, pretend they had something real in common besides their horny teenage bodies and their shared religion.

At fourteen, after ditching God the Father, Jesus and The Ghost, Noelle had needed a new idol. The path led her to a lodestar from the world of music. Was He rock, was He pop, was He other, was He art? He was David, and He was Divine. She wore His many faces on badges pinned onto an old waistcoat. The brother, she discovered, loved Him too. They discussed His new singles, His old albums, His intriguingly unclear future. One New Year’s Eve they danced to the slow voice wilding as the wind, and snow fell outside, and it’s true, she would rarely feel as happy as that again. After the dance, the brother took another girl’s hand and Noelle drank and talked to others and fell asleep, and that was that New Year over.

He was thin, the brother, like Trish. Green eyes with a bit of a glint in them. He knew Noelle wanted him and he played her like she was a reliable but not very swanky guitar. He was popular in their world. Charming. And charmed, others scrambled into his circle. Eager puppies. He made enemies, or what they, with their naïve teenage hyperbole, thought were enemies. He would get restless, and play one friend against another, slipping through their cat’s cradle allegiances unharmed, like mercury. Later Noelle would think he was a bit sick, because people who aren’t sick don’t do things like that. She imagined his mind a filing cabinet, with folders on those he knew, red-stamp Xs or tick-marks identifying who should be cultivated and who pruned away.

Oh, she was like the rest of them. She grovelled.

He’s gone now. Somewhere worthy and interesting. Gone, with his guitar.

Occasionally, in the last year or so, he would flash across her mind, and she’d see him in a hot country, some place south of the equator. Trekking down a dusty road glaring orange in winter sunlight, hiking towards the horizon until he was lost against a backdrop of arsenic-green mountains. She would think, at those times, it would be nice to hear from him, even though they never knew each other that well. It would be fun, perhaps, to send him a postcard to make him think of her. Then she’d wrap her arms around her lover’s sweaty shoulders and moan as he came inside her. She would feel a little sad at those times.

The first devil appeared during a school play, the one they’d auditioned for, a rural drama set in a famine cottage on a bog. She, Trish, got the lead. She was to be possessed. Back then, Noelle thought she wanted to be an actress. She yearned for Trish’s part. Instead she was cast as a nun. The nun only appeared in the last scene so Noelle wasn’t needed at rehearsals for ages. Word came back that Trish was good. Until the day she came into a rehearsal with scratches on her arms and neck. She claimed a spirit had done it. She’d gone to bed, usual time, nothing strange, and woke up covered in scratches. That was all, according to the people who’d been in the rehearsal room. She didn’t talk about voices or spectral commands that sounded like radio interference crackling in her ears or a devil straddling her on her bed. Her evidence was admirably tangible. Another older, equally pretty, girl got the part. Noelle still played the nun.

The year after that, Trish left school and by then Noelle had met the brother.

Noelle grew out of wanting to be an actress. She told herself it was because of the magazines, body image, fuckability factor, all that, and Christ, isn’t there enough pressure to be performing, all the time, in real life? She would be the first to say she wasn’t good enough.

She sits in front of her window, looking down at the strip of green separating the concrete stretches below. The lights in the supermarket are offering Christmas bargains at slashed prices. She wears a towel around her shoulders like a poncho. Her wet hair lies on the towel, soaking through. Cold. She notices, she forgets. She smiles and the smoke from her fag curls into question marks over her head. She narrows her eyes, and forgets.

The long stick of white ash drips onto the floor. The electric bulb flickers. It’s nearly dead. There are pots on the cooker. One is filled with some yellow muck that once lived in a soup tin. A pan of sliced batch waits in the cupboard. She could be hungry but she doesn’t care. The hair near her scalp is drying a little. She is going out tonight.

She is going out tonight; she’s no longer sure where. She forgets. She could be meeting a friend, or maybe someone closer. She won’t be meeting the brother. He’s gone. Her foot is blue-veined and purplish with the cold. Her toenails are a chipped orange. Her eyes are foggy. Remember, forget.

Once, about three years back, Trish had offered Noelle her flat. At that stage, Noelle was in college, not far from the tower blocks with their terrible reputation. Trish had graduated and was temping in an office on the quays. On a January afternoon, Noelle came out with her on the number thirteen bus to the wrong terminus, and looked at the place. It was cramped but comfortable. It had a lot of rooms, more than she’d remembered. A few years earlier, though it felt like a decade now, she’d rolled with the brother on a bed in the room at the back. A glorious summer evening. Noelle had still been in school. It was the first time she’d seen Trish in the brother’s presence and – although the penny had already dropped, at that party where he’d said her name, Beatrice – in her thick mind she’d felt the pieces slot together again, like a puzzle from The Crystal Maze. Trish had come into the room, laughed at their fumblings, then gone out to make tea. Now she was showing Noelle the view, as if Noelle hadn’t seen it before, pointing out the window at the shopping centre. All the amenities, she said. And then she made tea again, which they drank and chatted over, before Noelle had to rush back to her busy world at the other end of the bus route.

They had met by accident some weeks before, at Christmas. The brother had come back for the holidays and a gang of them from the old days had arranged to meet for drinks. The brother seemed different. His green eyes moved slowly in his tanned face, like they had seen things. Otherwise, he’d been in good form. Everyone was remembering, laughing, touching each other’s arms, exchanging fond, meaningful gazes. He leant over and looked at Noelle and said her eyes were like everything. She felt her mousy skin flush under the red of the wine, and had to look down. She turned the talk to wordplay and showed off her newly gobbled education. He rose to it, adding to the banter polysyllables that she didn’t know, that she was surprised he did, and she would remember admiring that, and telling herself, Yes, This is Why.

Trish was in another corner, talking to someone else. Her skin was pitted with the marks of spots Noelle had never noticed in their schooldays. She was wearing a jumper that didn’t quite go with her jeans, and her feet were bare in her slip-on shoes. They all left the pub to go to a cinema and Noelle pulled a green scarf around her sore throat while Trish’s feet stayed bare, white-blue in the plastic shoes.

After the film they went to a club and danced, like they were even younger than they were, and Noelle danced with the brother. All fast movements, hips and feet, hair. A mental beat and a saxophone, somewhere. He asked her to dance slow with him to the record they loved, and they did, and some sadness filled her. Trish was nowhere to be seen.

Noelle turned down Trish’s flat and didn’t see her for a long time. Then a year ago, they bumped into each other in the city centre. Both of them were waiting in the same place, for friends who hadn’t turned up. Trish was wearing a wine duffel coat that was a little too tight. Her bony wrists stuck out from the sleeves. She suggested they go for a cup of coffee. Noelle couldn’t make an excuse and say she was busy; Trish knew she had nothing else to do.

Over coffee they chatted. Noelle blathered what she thought sounded right, and Trish spoke intensely, and so softly Noelle had to lean towards her and cup her hand behind her ear. She wanted to be nice. She felt obliged to do the right thing. So she gave Trish her phone number, and got up.

Trish said, ‘Oh, what way are you going?’ and then, quickly, ‘I’ll come a bit with you.’ At the park, Noelle noticed Trish was veering in the wrong direction, and took advantage.

‘I’d better dash home. It’s been great to see you.’ Then, feeling like she couldn’t push her luck, though later that wouldn’t make any sense, because what she did was pushing it, wasn’t it?: ‘Do give me a ring sometime.’

Logical reasons.

Obligation. A sense of duty. Social conscience, even.

Noelle left her at the gate of the park in her too-tight duffel coat and sallow, marked skin. She walked, fast, a hundred yards or so, and then, once she was sure she was out of sight, relaxed and sauntered home, stopping at a market-stall to buy a bunch of carnations for her flatmate.

Trish started ringing her up, to talk, to arrange to meet. Noelle didn’t know why, she told her flatmate. She couldn’t see what she could offer her. The last time Trish rang they arranged to meet at three. Noelle arrived late. I got held up, she was planning to say.

Trish was sitting at a table, holding a cigarette. Her chin was resting on her hand. Her mouth was lipsticked, frosted pink. Noelle rushed up, as if she’d been running all the way, and said: ‘Oh, you poor thing, I’m so sorry. Can I get you a cup of coffee?’ Trish looked up with her round eyes that were like the brother’s, though not the same colour, and smiled. ‘Yes, thanks. That would be lovely.’

Noelle bought two decaffs, because they’d talked about caffeine the time before, and how important it was to eat healthily. She sat at the table and made more excuses, and Trish told her to calm down. Noelle thought: she’s not resentful or angry or upset, that’s good. She feels we have an equal relationship, even better. Good and better, because they hadn’t, and Noelle knew that, and didn’t want to know.

They talked about the rainforests, and unleaded petrol, and music, and their own plans, and the New Hippies, and the brother, a little, and socialism and hairspray. Then they talked about waste and evil, and love and good, and God and spirits and devils. And Trish lowered her voice and spoke of a presence on her chest one night and the fear she’d had in herself against it.

After the decaffs, they wandered around town, looking in store windows and second-hand clothes shops. Black lace, hats, satin and costume jewellery. In one shop they saw a heap of necklaces in a little glass bowl. The necklaces were all sorts, dull black wooden beads, shiny plastic geometrics, cut stones and glass beads in artists’ colours: aquamarine, sienna, emerald. Noelle played with some turquoises on a gold chain, and Trish picked up a string of purple stones and held them against her duffel. The insides of the stones glowed pale pink against the wine coat. These are my favourite, she said. I love purple. The girl behind the desk made a small sound with her small nose and scratched her neck with her red fingernails. Trish swept a glance at her, and she was sixteen again, disdainful queen of the schoolyard. She dropped the purple chain back on the pile, letting her hand lie there for a moment.

They walked around some more. It was good, window-shopping, looking at things. Beautiful, isn’t it? See that. Attention drifting, saving them from the twin awkwardnesses of silence and conversation.

Noelle left her to go to a party, held by people she didn’t know well. Well enough to get drunk with, though, and argue with, and hug comfortably and mean it when they added to their goodbyes a Hope to see you more often in future. Noelle had hugged Trish too.

When she got home, she lay awake on her bedroom floor, still a bit pissed, for a couple of hours. Alone, thinking of Trish and the brother. Of the wooden hug she’d given Trish when they’d parted and not really wanting her to phone like she’d said she would. Wondering if it was the brother she wanted to come back, or just the her he used to like playing with.

She remembers. She is meeting a friend in town. She hasn’t planned what she will wear. She doesn’t plan anymore. She doesn’t trust her judgement. Someone says: You look good in red, Trish, wear something red, and she wears red for a week. Everything red, down to her pants; all shades of red, abrasive, clashing, clinging red. She lets her mother buy her clothes, but with her own money, which she earns herself, from the temping. And her mother buys for a version of Trish that is too young, the twelve-year old she was before she started putting gloss on her lips and a razor to her legs. That’s where the too-tight wine duffel coat came from.

She stands in front of a speckled mirror and pulls at the strands of nearly dry hair. She drags a nylon knitted jumper over her head. It’s white. Stitched vertical columns line her chest. Her shoulders look bony underneath. White will do that. It’s a bitch for showing up your flaws. Her skin looks yellow. She takes out her stretch denims. They fit except for the knees, which sag a little. She takes out a pair of socks. It becomes one sock in her hand. She frowns.

There were two socks. She always rolls her socks into pairs. She loses them otherwise and then her feet get cold. She had another white sock like this one, a little girl Holy Communion knee-sock with fancy stitching like a paper doily in a cake shop. Her mother got it for her. Them. She can’t go out with just one. Must be somewhere. Maybe she’ll find it when she eats her pills.

That night, after the coffees and the party, Noelle lay awake, still drunk, drowsing. And while she drowsed, she heard some voice come at her like a knife sliding through her skin, moving upwards along her legs, through her crotch and up her torso, until it reached her neck. It was as if it was travelling inside her body, but she couldn’t feel it in any particular location. She thought of a devil and her head jerked awake, and all she could hear in the dark was her own breath. The luminous hands on her bedside clock said five.

Trish had told her lots of things between their silences over the black lace shawls, old hats and ornate rosary beads. She had been sick, she’d said. Her confidence was shattered. A man had loved and left her. She found it difficult to get up in the morning. She was taking pills. Her memory was going. Everything was bigger and brighter and vaguer and more and always more than before. When she felt down, she could kill herself, but then she was too down to do even that. She told Noelle those things, mundane horrors that don’t mean anything really, except to the person who’s experiencing them. A guilt in Noelle, a duty, sympathised. She wished it had been more than that. She felt sad for Trish and for what she’d been. So she put her arm around her while Trish told her about the entities coming at her in the night, during the day. Claws tearing at her from inside, baby demons scratching for birth, demanding she be mother. They were bad in daylight, but worse at night, when she was alone. She talked of fear, how afraid she’d been, afraid more than anything else of the fear.

Tingles at the end of a spine. Cold air around a neck. Cold feet, and a cold fear of the empty bed in the next room and the hands of the clock not moving.

It would be easy to be logical, and point to her bare purple foot in its pink shoe. To say, That’s where the cold is coming from. But she’s taken her pills and forgotten her missing sock and her foot could be ice or fire for all she cares. Anyway, the cold comes from some other world and no logic will change that. Always there, even with the duffel wrapped so tight. She turns off the light and walks down the piss-aromatic stairs into the winter.

Somewhere else, a place of perpetual summer, the brother is walking too, along an orange road. A truck with soldiers passes him, raising dust that stings his eyes. They might give him a lift. The sun might set over the mountain. He might be dead. So what. He’s gone. A panorama. A strain of music.

Here, in Noelle’s snug flat, Chubb-locked against the night, it’s cold too. Because, logically, it’s coming up to year’s end. Decade’s end, actually, and Noelle’s got to go out. Places to visit, people to see, appointments to miss. The devil that once-envied Beatrice fears in the night, clawing at her chest covered in skin like the brother’s, is waiting.

Standing at a frosty bus stop beside a vandalised phone box, remembering.


Polyfilla





The party had been thrown by a woman he’d met in college and who now worked in publishing. They’d kept in contact over the years; Seán had done a few jobs for her, she’d regularly plugged his business and, eighteen months ago, she’d drafted him in to oversee the renovations of her new house. She and her telly executive husband were childless and famous for hosting lavish dinner parties. Although Seán had been to a lot of them, he’d never met more than a sprinkling of the same people twice. He wondered if his hosts did this deliberately, blending their guests like paint colours, trying out different combinations until they hit the perfect mix. Maybe the choice was arbitrary, down to who was available and who had the flu. Up to now, it hadn’t bothered him. He’d enjoyed them, the drink and the food and the mingling with whoever he happened to meet.

Tonight, though, was different. He’d felt it in his bones the minute he walked in. For a second he wished Lola had come, to buffer with her chitchat and smiles whatever discomfort was heading his way. Then he remembered, and the wish was gone.

He wasn’t sure when he first noticed the woman in the blue dress. It must have been soon after he arrived. An ice-sweaty glass cooling the raging heart of his right palm. Bubbles of conversation rising around him, made meaningless by the thick membrane of his jangling nerves. His hostess dropping bits of him like breadcrumbs across the room as she ferried him through the crowd. He caught a glimpse of something in a corner – a swirling blue dress, a sparkling butterfly perched on a mane of red hair, a young bell-like laugh – and his hostess, reading the twitch under his skin, steered him in that direction.

‘Seán,’ she said, ‘let me introduce you to Poppet.’

Poppet. Christ, what a stupid name. Though maybe…

Her dress was made of some floaty stuff that seemed to change colour under the lights; one minute the virulent cobalt of grotto Virgins, the next the soft turquoise of the Greek sea. It reminded him of the things Lola used to put on, in the early days when she was shy and sweet, before he’d got his hands on her. This woman was wearing costume jewellery, the sort that would suit a girl: bangles, beads, long silver earrings that brushed the white skin of her shoulders. Then she turned her head and Seán’s maybes soured in a wash of irritation. Crows’ feet. Flabby upper arms. Polyfilla make-up. Late forties, if she was a day.

‘Seán’s our architect, Poppet,’ said his hostess, pressing her fingers into his upper arm. ‘Very artistic. The two of you will get on like a house on fire.’ She winked at Seán, released him and left.

A moment of awkwardness. The woman smiled. Then, at the same time, they both began speaking.

‘Sorry,’ said Seán, waving his glass. ‘Go on.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, nothing, just… You’re an architect?’

Seán swished his whiskey, longing for the satisfying clink of contact: ice on ice. ‘Mmm.’

‘Wow.’ Her lips curled, blow-job soft around an invisible straw. She had drawn a line around the upper one to make it look fuller. ‘I used to be a dancer.’

‘Oh.’ He wondered if he should make his boredom more obvious, let his eyes roam over the room, yawn, pretend to check for texts. Maybe he should go the courteous route; offer to get her a refill and never come back.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me my real name?’

She was gazing at him, intent. Her eyebrows were drawn-on, manufactured like the rest of her face.

‘Most people do,’ she said. ‘They don’t like to think of a grown woman being called Poppet. They think it’s silly.’

‘Oh, I…’

‘Sometimes they even throw names at me. Right in the middle of a conversation. Like a, you know, ambush.’

‘Really?’ His curiosity surprised him. ‘What kind of names?’

She smiled. ‘Why don’t I leave that to your imagination?’

His own mouth, he realised, had begun to curve in a smile; his pirate’s grin, Lola used to call it. He swished his drink again, brought it to his lips.

‘Hey, Josephine—’ he said suddenly.

The moment suspended between them. She laughed. ‘Nice try.’

‘Not Josephine then?’

She shook her head.

‘How about… Phyllis?’

Her clumpy lashes flickered.

‘No. I’ve got it. Bridget. Bridget.’

She laughed again. Her earrings tinkled. The skin of her shoulders was very white. Still laughing, she let her hands flutter up to pat her hair, as if it was a live animal she had enticed onto her head in the belief that it would be safe there.

He grabbed a refill from the tray and swallowed. Poppet had started to chatter away, punctuating her words with sideways glances, mischievous grins, dramatic twists of her fine-boned wrists. Half-listening, he smiled, laughed, making the right murmurings at the right time.

Everything about her was in motion. Her neck was full of little creases that opened and closed as she spoke. Her cleavage quivered, sand-dunes shifting in a sea of blue frills. She kept flicking her hair, touching it. Its bottle-red jarred with the changing colours of her dress, playing tricks on Seán’s eyes, making the space around her shudder. When she lifted her hands, the flesh on her upper arms wobbled. Seán imagined how it would feel, that flesh. Soft and melting as a blancmange. He imagined touching it, gentle at first, then rough, grabbing and pinching and twisting so hard that in the morning she would find bruises. She moved and panic overwhelmed him. Was she leaving? She moved back. He grabbed another drink.

A bell sounded.

Dinner.

They’d been placed several seats from each other; too far away to continue talking. Maybe, thought Seán, his head already mushing from the drink, that wasn’t such a bad thing. Yet every so often he would find himself glancing over at Poppet, or feel the weight of her glance on him and, if their eyes met, would catch himself smiling before looking away, as if he had just caught sight of an old, distant acquaintance on a busy street.

The food was excellent, as it always was, accompanied by a constant flow of talk. Seán listened to himself explaining cantilevers to a budding fashion designer and wondered if anybody had brought cocaine.

Dessert arrived. Chocolate tart and a sweet yellow wine from France. Seán left most of the tart on his plate. He was pouring out his second glass of dessert wine when he became aware of a change in the room’s temperature. The stream of talk had begun to falter, breaking into lesser tributaries around an intense group on the other side of the table. Poppet’s laugh faded. Seán caught sighs, murmurs, a sorrowful shaking of heads. Someone had raised a serious topic.

‘No, no, no!’ said a thin bald man at the centre of the intense group. His voice was loud, heavy with authority. Seán remembered being introduced to him earlier. A cancer specialist from the Blackrock Clinic. The last few bits of talk hushed.

‘Of course, it’s an awful mess. Inhumane. But we shouldn’t think about it in simplistic terms. If we go back to Isaiah Berlin…’

The budding fashion designer was nodding. Seán dropped his mouth to her ear. ‘What’s he talking about?’

‘Iraq.’

A grinding pain begin to throb in Seán’s lower jaw.

‘With hindsight’ – the specialist was getting into his stride – ‘it’s very easy to be judgmental. But we have to remember it was an extraordinarily complicated issue at the time.’

Somebody laughed and Seán realised it was him. ‘Complicated?’

The specialist glanced over.

‘There was nothing remotely complicated about it.’ Seán’s voice seemed very far away; at the same time, louder than he’d intended. ‘It’s obvious the invasion was driven by economics. I mean, just look at—’

Murmurs began at the far end of the table.

The specialist lifted his hand. ‘No, that’s not what I—’

‘Look at the figures. Take the death rates.’

‘That’s not what I—’

‘Incredible. We call ourselves a civilised society. What kind of civilised society murders eighty-five thousand—’

Seán observed himself, as if from a height. He was leaning forward, teeth bared, index finger jabbing, statistics bulleting out from his tongue. Aggressive ape behaviour, Lola called it. The specialist was shaking his head, trying to interrupt. That’s not what I’m saying. No. no, no. That’s not— Two dots of red had begun to glow painfully on his cheeks.

Morality, Seán was saying, his voice resonant with indignation. Double standards. Greed, capitalism, cynicism. Blah blah fucking blah.

Shut him up someone, please—

‘Excuse me,’ said a third voice, loud.

The specialist, now cowering, hands spread in defeat, glanced at the doorway. Seán took the time to finish what he was saying, then looked over. The man who’d interrupted them was leaning against the architrave. There was something boneless about the way he stood there, as if he’d been flung at the wall like a piece of pasta thrown by a chef to check if it had been cooked enough. He had an expensive haircut and was wearing a Boss suit over an open-necked white shirt. Silver glimmered at his wrist.

Seán leaned back in his chair, eyeballing him. ‘Yeah?’

‘Well. See… What I was wondering…’ The man’s voice was slurred, messy, at odds with his expensive appearance.

Seán sighed, reached for his glass. The table’s attention began to drift.

‘What I was wondering was,’ said the man, louder and clearer, ‘was if you’ve actually met any Iraqis?’

Seán’s hand stopped.

‘Yourself, I mean. Personally. It’s just you seem to know so much about it.’ The man at the doorway slitted his eyes. They glittered at Seán, vicious little raindrops in a slack face. His mouth was a shark’s; a thin-lipped triangle stained black from wine.

‘All those numbers you keep saying. Very impressive. But you don’t mind me…’ He waved his hand. ‘Asking where you got them from?’

Glasses clinked. Somebody laughed.

‘Wouldn’t be the internet, would it?’

Seán swallowed his wine.

The shark’s mouth smiled. ‘I knew it.’

Everything in the room sharpened.

Keep the head.

‘I don’t know,’ said Seán carefully, ‘what exactly your problem is—’

The suit laughed. ‘My problem?’

Voices rose; some aimed at the suit, some at Seán, others trying to resuscitate safer threads of conversation.

‘Leave it, Seán. He’s had too much to—’

‘Let’s just—’

‘Has anybody seen the latest—’

‘You’re the one with the fucking problem!’ shouted the man at the door. ‘You’re the sort of liberal shit thinks we should sit on our arses and do nothing. Fuck Rwanda, fuck the Iraqis. You know how many people died in—’

‘Oh yeah?’ shouted Seán. ‘As opposed to—’

And they were off.

A dim part of him wanted to stop, but he couldn’t. They had armed themselves, cherry-picking atrocities from opposing arsenals, and there was no easy way out. Rwanda. Bosnia. Mugabe. Hitler. Pakistan. Belfast. Kabul. No point having weapons if you don’t use them. Their words flew, landed, exploded, maimed. Seán felt the back of his neck sear red, saw flakes of spit collect on his opponent’s lips. Once or twice, their host, perched near the kitchen door, tried to intervene, but they ignored him, blinded to everything but the need to bully the other into submission, obliterate, prove I am right, listen to me.
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This collection is a marvel.

MIKE MCCORMACK
author of Solar Bones
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