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Chapter 1





It was March when Tom Stacey met the woman from Donaghmede who couldn’t stop crying. The date had been set up by an agency, Happy Couples, a business owned by two middle-aged women, both silver-haired, both wearers of glasses, Anna slightly more dumpy than Martha but without the facial hair which Martha tries to hide under sludgy-looking foundation. Their office, a single room above a dental surgery near the Artane Roundabout, is the cramped type, yellowed blinds on the window, desks side by side, two sturdy grey filing cabinets and a wooden unit where thin documents slouch and bend on each shelf.


They are believers in love, Martha and Anna, devout followers. And a couple of years ago Tom would have never set foot in a place like this but in some ways Tom is a believer himself, a believer in last chances. He would never admit this to himself, never clasp his hands together and rock back and forth urging himself on with a mantra.


Last shot Tommy boy, last one in the bag.


But there’s only so long that emptiness can stay unfilled and at the time he joined the agency Tom was starting to worry about what was going to fill his emptiness.


So he walked in off the street and he took the single chair that was neither in front of Martha’s desk nor in front of Anna’s but somewhere in between and which made Tom feel exposed and a little unsure of where to look. He rested his hands on his lap and waited for their guidance.


They sat with identical straight-backed poses, heads angled to the right and that little half-smile that comes on people when they are dealing with those who they pity.


‘We know what it’s like,’ Martha said.


‘We’ve been there before,’ Anna added in an identical tone.


‘It can be difficult to meet new people.’


Martha offered an exaggerated slump of the shoulders and a put-on sad face or what Anna would later refer to as a ‘frownie face’.


They settled on the woman from Donaghmede. The crier. It was to be his first date with the agency and the ladies congratulated each other on the find and then congratulated Tom on what was to be his perfect match. Tom was shown her picture. She was pretty in a stylised, conventional way, her hair layered in varying shades of brown, her eyebrows the barest of lines, large blue eyes and thin face. Two weeks later, in real-life physical form she would resemble this photograph only slightly and Tom would think of those travel guides that are on a special stand in his local library, the ones where all the photographs have been taken on a bright sunny day, and he would think how different a place can look with an overcast sky in the middle of winter.


He met her in a pub on Capel Street, a place with large arch windows and a recently constructed dining area. Cutlery rested on white paper napkins and the menus were laminated and sandwiched between glass salt shakers and grubby bottles of tomato ketchup. He arrived first and requested the table nearest the door, moving his chair so that when he sat down he was directly facing the exit. She arrived ten minutes late. She shed her first tears after the starter and by the time the main course landed on the table she could hardly speak. She would inhale rapidly a number of times at the start of each sentence and make a stammering noise at the back of her throat, in some ways like a Cortina his grandfather once owned, a car which would choke over and over on cold mornings before the engine would eventually catch and grumble to life.


She said she was a primary school teacher and that she was depressed, going as far as to call herself a ‘puddle’.


‘I’m a puddle,’ she blubbered. ‘Nobody wants to be anywhere near a puddle.’


This would stay with Tom long after the date ended. A puddle. There is something deeply sad about puddles, he would think to himself.


‘Try not to worry about it,’ Tom had said. ‘Things will get better. They always get better.’


At one point he almost touched her hand. It looked so delicate and soft resting on the table. He reached across but lost his nerve at the last moment, instead jilting his hand to the right, sending the sauce bottle into a precarious wobble.


They didn’t agree to a second meet that evening but Tom did ask Martha a few weeks later how the woman was getting on. Martha gave a flight-attendant type smile and said that ‘Everyone is entitled to their privacy and if a particular client decides they do not want to see another particular client then it is best for all concerned to leave it in the past.’


Tom didn’t press any further.


His second date wasn’t as bad as the first but Tom laughed a little too loud at her jokes and asked her if she was okay too many times. As the night wore on she became standoffish and the noise of chewing became more audible and the clink of cutlery on plates all too uncomfortable in the silence. There have been plenty of dates since then, all as unsuccessful, and Tom is beginning to wonder if this dating agency is the best way to go.


‘Tom,’ Martha says when he enters the office. She folds her arms and sits forward. ‘How are you keeping?’


He notices the strain of her smile, the half-glance to her colleague. Anna stands and retrieves a file from the cabinet behind her while Tom takes a seat.


‘How did it go last night with …’ Anna rifles through the files for a couple of seconds, stops and scrolls her finger downward. ‘Ah, with Joyce. The lady from, um, Cabra Park.’


‘The Spark from the Park!’ Martha suddenly shouts and claps her hands together.


They both howl.


Tom waits for them to finish.


‘We didn’t really get on,’ he says and recalls the woman from the previous night, attractive, pallid skin and shoulder-length mousey hair that she had a habit of fidgeting with. The date was uneasy. She kept her head down for most of it, refusing to look him in the face, played with the food on her plate. It gave him plenty of time to notice the skinniness of her arms, the six tiny holes along the edge of her ear, relics of a more extreme lifestyle of piercings and God knows what else.


Tom tried his best to make the date a success. Twenty-one failed dates can do that; they can drive a person to make an effort. He talked about this and that, the food and service, the traffic in Dublin and the price of drink. This received little response so he talked about the book he was reading, a book about love and beauty that he had found in a second-hand bookshop. She didn’t seem interested in the changing nature of beauty, in the societal benefits that come with being beautiful or his claims that in the sixteenth century people believed that ugliness and deformity were signs of inherent evil.


‘Imagine that. Thinking that you are evil just because you have a mono-brow or something,’ he joked.


She didn’t laugh and she didn’t even look up when he revealed that some people have a fear of ugliness.


‘Cacophobia,’ he said and nodded, waiting for a reaction. She continued to play with her food. ‘Where venustraphobia,’ he muttered, ‘is the fear of beautiful women. I’d imagine that’s much more common.’


As the evening wore on Tom couldn’t help but see fragility behind her quiet beauty. He didn’t ask her if she would like to go for a drink afterward and she walked off without offering him a kiss on the cheek. Her departure was so quiet that he wasn’t even sure she had said goodbye to him.


‘God, I thought you two would have made a nice match,’ Martha says.


‘Me too,’ Anna agrees. ‘But don’t worry. There are plenty more fish in the books.’ She flicks through her folder. ‘There are certain things that make two people incompatible. But all you need is to find the one person that is compatible. That’s the good thing Tom. You only need one woman and you only need to find her once.’


Tom has heard this before. She speaks and he drifts, becomes distracted by the disorganisation of the desks, the uneven nature of the furniture, a picture on the wall that is clearly askew. Not mildly askew. Completely askew.


Christ, they might as well have hung it upside down.


There is a stain on Anna’s sleeve, red, roughly the shape of Madagascar, an island which has been the focus of a series of documentaries he has enjoyed recently. He couldn’t say for sure but it is most probably tomato ketchup and it most probably smells of vinegar and it will probably stay on that sleeve even after the blouse has been washed. He follows the mark as she talks.


‘And I know that sometimes it’s hard to keep the head up. But just remember. It only has to work once,’ Anna makes notes on a page in the folder.


That smell, Tom thinks.


That stain.


The blob of sauce falling from the bottle.


The slurp as the air replaces the wet gloop.


Splat as it lands.


Splat as it drips.


Splat.


‘Splat.’


‘Sorry?’ Anna says.


‘Sorry?’ Tom wrinkles his brow.


‘Did you say something Tom?’ Anna asks without looking up.


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Could have sworn you said something,’ she turns a page over and writes some more notes.


Tom reddens, looks away from Anna.


‘You need to go out more,’ she says and looks up at Tom. ‘Have you been going out at all?’


‘It’s difficult to get the time,’ he eventually responds.


‘Well, let me just stop you there,’ Anna says. ‘If you don’t have time to go out now then how are you going to have time for a lady in your life?’


Tom understands that he would have a lot more time on his hands if he didn’t have to go out on dead-end dates.


‘You need to get out,’ Anna stresses her point by chopping the air with her hand. ‘It’s important that you build a good social life. Have you even been looking for opportunities to go out?’


‘Yeah, of course,’ Tom nods quickly. ‘There’s some work thing on soon. I suppose I could go to that.’


‘A work outing. Perfect.’ Anna makes a note of this in a space in the folder. ‘You have plenty going for you Tom. You’re independent and you have a job. You’re relatively handsome too. Just try not to worry so much about the little things.’


Tom arches an eyebrow.


‘You know,’ Anna says. ‘The little details.’


‘There have been some complaints,’ Martha says quickly, like it is something that she has been trying to hold in for quite a while. ‘From some of the women.’


Anna’s eyes widen.


‘Look, we realise that everyone is different,’ she says while throwing Martha a swift look.


Martha merely taps a page which she has removed from her own folder.


‘The furniture,’ Martha says.


‘People can become set in their ways,’ Anna tries to talk over her.


‘The cutlery,’ Martha continues. ‘The location of the table.’


‘It’s just that relationships are about give and take,’ Anna increases the volume.


‘Grammar,’ Martha says. ‘Doors. Hair.’


‘Sometimes you have to give a little,’ Anna says.


‘Hair?’ Tom turns to Martha. ‘I’ve never mentioned I had a problem with hair.’


Martha tips her glasses forward and reads from the page.


‘“He asked me how many times I washed my hair,”’ she says. ‘“He then informed me that when it comes to head lice, they don’t mind if your hair is clean or dirty.”’


‘You should be more careful about what you say,’ Anna clenches her hands together and bends toward him.


‘I was only saying that she had nice hair,’ Tom says.


‘Why didn’t you just say that? You have nice hair. That’s all you had to say,’ Anna says.


‘I did say that.’


‘“Girls are more likely to be infested by head lice than boys,”’ Martha reads. ‘“I’m not sure what he meant by this. I don’t have head lice.”’


‘Up to four times more likely,’ Tom says.


Martha shakes her head.


‘They need to have the same interests as me,’ Tom defends himself, pats his chest with an open hand as he speaks. ‘It’s not about head lice or cutlery. It’s about having the same interests as me.’


‘Sandra Lyons,’ Anna says, her finger scrolling down a page. ‘She’s forty-one. A little bit older than you but that shouldn’t matter. It says here that she likes reading.’


‘She likes reading what?’ Tom asks.


‘I’m guessing books,’ Martha says in a dour tone.


‘What type of books?’ Tom asks. ‘What type of authors? Jesus, sure she might only read the RTÉ bloody Guide.’


‘Tom. There’s no need for that language,’ Anna says. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with the RTÉ Guide,’ she mutters afterward.


‘I’m sorry. It’s just that,’ Tom shrugs and exhales. ‘I don’t know. You say not to worry about the little things but it’s all about the little things.’


Anna offers him a photograph.


Tom takes it, his mouth tightens and he shakes his head slightly.


‘It’s only a headshot.’


‘We’ve been over this,’ Martha says. ‘A headshot is enough.’


‘Besides,’ Anna says. ‘Body shape shouldn’t be that important.’


Tom bows his head and rubs his neck. He doesn’t mean body shape. He is thinking of a couple of his dates. They were nail-biters. The name itself brings up a horrible image of a woman nibbling away at her fingers, pieces of nails thrown outward. And the noise, the clickety-click as her head moves back and forth like the carriage on a typewriter. He shivered when he first caught sight of those kind of nails on a date, nibbled down so far it looked as if they were receding into the fingers. And then that’s all he could see for the whole date. This made him think that a headshot isn’t enough. There should be a shot of the nails, the toenails too and a shot of the ears, taken with a suitable flash just to be sure that they are good and clean.


‘Maybe the form needs more detail,’ Tom says. It is something that has been floating around his head for a time now but only really anchors when the words have left his mouth.


Needs more detail.


Of course.


The more detail, the less chance of error.


‘Subcategories or something,’ he thinks aloud. ‘Like imagine if they knew that I liked reading about history or if they realised that they watched the same documentaries as me, I don’t know, if they found the same things funny maybe I wouldn’t have to go on a million dates to find the right woman. If she knew what I wanted it would reduce the error factor.’


‘And if you knew,’ Martha says.


‘What?’


‘If you knew what you wanted that would help too.’


Tom shakes his head.


‘What do you want Tom? You have to tell us. You come in here and you explain what went wrong with your dates and what you think is wrong with the service. You want everything and you want nothing at the same time. Well, I’m sorry Tom, we just can’t supply everything and nothing.’


‘I want to find someone,’ Tom says.


‘I know Tom, everybody who comes in here wants to find someone. But what someone do you want? Who is your ideal woman?’


Tom crosses his legs and looks upward, to the grille in the ceiling tiles. He tries to think of what he wants in his ideal woman but there is nothing there. All he sees is the dust which lines each section of the grille. And the third metal bar from the top. It is bent slightly and, in his mind, it has ruined the whole shape of the grille.



















Chapter 2





Tom knew the chair was worth saving as soon as he saw it. He found it in a skip around the time he joined the agency, the base balanced on the rusted lip, fabric balding and torn, front legs hanging over the side like a mistreated animal trying to escape its confines. Despite its appearance and without even thoroughly inspecting it Tom had a feeling about that chair. It owned such clean, straight lines, was angled in all the right places, that Tom rescued it from the skip and brought it home.


Later that day, after close inspection, he would consider whether he had acquired some natural skill for measuring objects with the naked eye because the chair was indeed perfect for his bed-sit. And for a couple of weeks afterward, in the time that he spent mending it, the notion that he should hone and improve this natural measuring ability entered his head and he would debate whether he was destined for a career in this kind of area. He imagined himself on a television show, a glittering set and a shiny host.


‘Tom Stacey, everybody.’


He saw himself perched on a black leather armchair facing the audience, a number of objects separating them, lined in a row. Tom’s challenge was to guess the height and width.


‘The antique table Tom.’


‘Height 88 centimetres, width 105 centimetres.’


‘Pen.’


‘14 centimetres in length, 0.8 centimetres in diameter.’


‘DVD holder.’


‘4.4 feet in height.’


‘In metric please Tom.’


‘Of course, silly me. Height 134 centimetres, width 30 centimetres.’


‘Amazing. What a talented young man. A gift like this can open up doors in so many places.’


The possibilities seemed endless, surveying for road works, design – exterior and interior – architecture. But when Tom tried to rediscover his talent a couple of weeks later he found that his gift was the intermittent kind, the type which afflicts so many people, such as only being able to sing well when husky with the flu and only having a talent for darts when a particular level of drunkenness is reached. Tom couldn’t say that his interest in measuring began on finding that chair but it was heightened, his awareness of dimensions and diameters, his consideration of proportions and balance, symmetry, and what comes with this is an awareness of disproportions, misalignments and the knowledge that the world is weighed down with seemingly endless imperfections.


Tom’s chair faces the sole window in his bed-sit, a window which Tom believes was probably an afterthought for the architects. It is small and gullet-height, a position which would force a person to bend when standing or stretch when sitting on your average seat. There is an apartment block next to Tom’s building, half empty or half full depending on what way you look at things. A lane, about seven feet in width, separates the two buildings and a large window in the opposite building faces Tom’s small one.


Tom likes to stare across and think.


There is always a light on in that room opposite his, exposing semi-painted walls and shelves holding the weight of numerous tins and cloths and a scrunched dustsheet. The highest shelf slants at an angle and the cans of paint and varnish stand on the lowest end, long ago drawn into that position by a combination of gravity and lack of friction on the smooth surface. There have been times where he has stared at that shelf for so long that he would begin to feel that it wasn’t the shelf that was slanted but everything else. Tom has never seen anyone in that room. Not once. And he has recently been thinking about this and in a way it is beginning to taint the joy of his chair and his window because that room in the opposite building is starting to feel like some kind of shrine to the loneliness which surrounds his life.


Tom’s building is a series of identically drab corridors, the atmosphere perpetually damp, the brown carpets laden with a design that can often be found on the cardigans of old men in rest homes or on socks found in shops where old women still buy socks for their husbands. The walls are the colour of latté and nothing has been painted for as long as Tom can remember. Tom only ever sees the owner, Mr Reilly, when he is paying his rent once a month or when the owner is repairing something near the entrance or near his bed-sit.


He is a lump of a man, a dough-like impression to his skin. He wears cords which hang half-way down his arse, dragging his underpants with them. He has a thick Northern accent, nasal and incomprehensible to Tom, and conversation with the man seems more like a series of high-pitched yelps than sentences and Tom finds himself nodding a lot in his presence and trying to end the conversation with long bouts of silence accompanied by polite smiling.


Foreign tongues rattle from behind hollow, wooden doors in the evenings and throughout the day Japanese students leave and return, quietly going about their business. Tom finds the Japanese girls beautiful, the word ‘enchanting’ rises to mind even though this is the type of word that Tom finds a bit flowery and makes him think of tacky period dramas with lots of big hair and cleavage and farm boys that are played by actors in their mid-thirties. But ‘enchanting’ does sum up these Japanese girls, they are quiet and graceful, swanlike even, in the way they duck their heads to the side when he meets their gaze.


And they always smile at him. It’s nice to have a stranger smile at you, he thinks, it makes you remember that the world isn’t all bad.


It is difficult to sleep in his building. The inner walls of his bed-sit are thin. There are frequently bumps in the night. He’s not exactly sure what they are. They could be caused by the old man next door, Mr Walters, continuously getting up because of his weak prostate or it could be the movement of Mrs Walters, his wife. From the bathroom on the landing he can hear them some evenings, talking over the constant murmur of the television, random announcements, speech that needs little words, communicating as much through what is unsaid as what is said. Sometimes, usually when he has been drinking, he likes to listen to them, leaning against the cold tiles in the bathroom, the scent of lemon and bleach filling the space, the air outside clicking the vent on the upper wall. Exterior sounds intrude through that vent. There always seems to be a dog barking. And there are always voices in the distance, kids, their hollers and their laughter.


Tonight his neighbours are watching something funny. The man laughs continuously, deep and weighty. Tom imagines it spreading through the walls like heat. She never laughs. Or if she does it is too low for Tom to hear. But he imagines that she usually sits and dreams and offers a little smile when her husband looks in her direction, more of that silent communication.


I’m still with you, love. I’m still on your side.


Tom leaves the bathroom when the cold becomes uncomfortable and he flicks through the stations on his own TV until he finds the programme they are watching. And he forces himself to laugh at the times when the audience laugh. And he imagines they are in the room with him.


But an hour later, when the television is switched off and there is quiet, Tom begins to feel a weight, a weight that he has been feeling a lot recently. It appears in the place where chest and stomach meet, heavy, slightly painful as if he is holding his breath just a fraction longer than he should be. It grows heavier as the evening rolls on and his mind returns to events that happened earlier that day as it often does when he has had a bad one. And he is drawn back into a situation which happened in the canteen in work.


It had been lunch-time. He was eating ham sandwiches, brown bread neatly buttered, cut diagonally so they formed triangular shapes. There were two other people at the table. Claire Doyle, a beefy woman with short hair who has Cup-a-Soups every day for her lunch and who shields the cup with her free arm whilst eating. And Laura O’Driscoll, a woman with straight ginger hair and a face so pale it accentuates any slight blemish or mark on her skin. Her arms are sapling-thin and her form is shapeless except to those who consider a straight line a shape. She works in the packaging department, had a brief affair with one of the forklift drivers and is a friend of someone who Tom had problems with in the past.


Tom knows that she doesn’t like him. She isn’t one to conceal it either but at lunch there was nobody speaking at the table and sometimes Tom can’t help but fill in the silences. He had been talking and carefully opening the tinfoil on his sandwiches, laying it flat so there were no folds in the foil and rotating the sandwiches so that the line separating the triangular sandwiches was perpendicular to his frame on the chair. The topic he was discussing was cheese and in particular a type of cheese in Sardinia which contains living insect larvae.


‘They’re little white worms from the Cheese Fly,’ he explained, bit into his sandwich, chewed and swallowed before continuing. ‘The cheese that they eat is in a solid state but when the worms excrete the cheese it takes on a soft form. Then the locals eat this soft cheese. It’s important that the worms are still alive when you eat them though.’


‘Why are you saying this?’ Laura snapped, pushing her sandwich away, a cheese sandwich.


Tom cocked an eyebrow and quietened.


‘I’m trying to eat my poxy lunch,’ she said, her pale face glowing at the cheeks. ‘And you’re going on about maggots.’


‘I’m just saying,’ Tom said.


‘You’re always just saying stuff. For God’s sake. I’m sick of you just saying stuff.’


Her voice was rising all the time and with it attention from the others in the room. It was then that Tom sensed its approach, the weight. It begins with the standing of hairs on his arms and a phantom heaviness on his scalp. It comes on him like the slow building of a thunderstorm and in the cases so far this feeling has always been accompanied by a buzzing which seems somehow both distant and yet only a fingertip away and fair enough, Tom has since mulled it over, there always seems to be an actual object buzzing in the room when the sensation starts but it is more than the actual buzzing. Because the buzzing has never been as loud as it has been the last few weeks. He is sure of this.


Initially Tom tried to ignore it but Laura’s whole demeanour was making it worse because she had this face on, this wounded expression, as if Tom had mortally offended her with his talk on flies. Tom understands that it is not a true expression. No, it is more like the demeanour of someone at a funeral who doesn’t know the deceased, this effort of portraying a look that they know people are expecting. But it was the attitude of the other workers in the canteen which unsettled him more.


They were angry.


At him.


He was sure of this, even though they couldn’t possibly know what had actually occurred at the table.


‘I can’t even sit here and eat my lunch without you just saying something,’ Laura continued.


The buzzing had amplified.


Tom looked around the canteen.


Reflective, rectangular counters.


Dark, imposing, cube-shaped rotary ovens.


Flat wooden trays with short metal grooves.


That fridge.


That great big bloody catering fridge near the window. It was buzzing.


And someone else had noticed it. A canteen worker, a man with a tawny beard, fat-cheeked, long white smock and his hair squashed in a brown hairnet. He gave the fridge a push and the noise stopped for a couple of seconds before starting again.


‘Why don’t you look at me while I’m talking to you?’ Laura demanded.


Tom felt sick. There was embarrassment and anger, building and growing.


And the fear. There was certainly fear and he would ask himself later what exactly he had been afraid of.


The bees?


Was it the bees? The bees that he suddenly believed the fridge was full of, thousands of them, crawling over each other, directionless, confused, just crawling and buzzing and making each other angrier. He followed the movement of the canteen worker as he approached the fridge again. His hand lifted to open the door and Tom felt this sudden lift in his chest.


Don’t.


Don’t.


The worker’s hand was at the handle.


He was pulling it downward


Jesus Christ.


And Laura O’Driscoll’s face was red and her mouth was moving so fast that it seemed to shiver because she was on a roll now and whatever was happening in her life, every bad thing that had occurred to her that day or that week, was suddenly the result of Tom and she was going to let him know. Boy, was he going to know.


And Tom looked from her shivering mouth to the fridge again.


He sensed the movement from within, the sound of rapid wings growing louder.


Some of the bees must be lifting, he thought, and he envisaged them forming a shape like in the cartoons, the dotted shape of a hammer in the air.


Three bees deep. Thousands of bees wide.


Bzz


Bzzzz


Bzzzzzz


He held his breath.


And he watched the hand pulling at the handle.


Watched the door opening.


No. No. No.


Heard the fierce noise.


Bzz


So loud it vibrated painfully on the eardrum.


Bzzz


Heard the tone loop higher and higher.


Bzzzz


Saw the fridge rattle on stumpy legs.


Open wider.


Bzzzzzzzzz


And then stop.


Suddenly.


An eerie silence following.


There was no swarm of bees. Not one single creature came from the fridge.


When Tom turned to face Laura again his vision was blurred. The sweat on his back had a stinging heat. He stood up and stumbled toward the door from the canteen. The walk was the unbalanced feeling in his head and the view of entertained faces.


‘There really is something wrong with him,’ he heard Laura say as he was leaving the canteen. It was followed by a low grunt of agreement from Claire Doyle followed by the noise of soup slurping from a spoon.


 


Tom prepares for bed and turns out the light. He thinks about how he looked scrambling from the canteen. He considers how people in work view him in general and he thinks about people, about how the damage doesn’t always show even when the pain exists and how loneliness can be like a disease, spreading and eating away at you and everything that is close to you. He recalls the words of Martha from the agency, her questions on his ideal woman. And at three in the morning he reaches a decision about something that has been going through his head a lot recently, on something which relates to his past, at a time which he believes was his happiest, that thin sliver of light sandwiched between heavy darkness.


Yes.


He stretches before cupping his hands behind his head.


I will do it.


I will try to find her.


And he leans over the side of the bed and stretches blindly until he finds the pen which he knows is there. And he pats the ground gently with his fingertips until he hears the crackle of paper which is to the left of the pen and he scrawls the words as a reminder for the next day and as an indication that it is a decision and not something that has fallen from his dreams in the night.


He writes blindly.


I will do it.


I will find Sarah McCarthy.



















Chapter 3





One of Tom’s earliest memories is standing on the outskirts of town, the sky filling with gold and tangerine as the sun dipped and the rumble and groan of machinery as the landscape was shoved and altered to make way for a factory. It took eight months to build and when completed it was a bricked cube structure with hard, lumpy, porridge-coloured walls, wide rectangular windows and an unmarked car park. Initially it was home to a plastics manufacturer but they went bust in the late eighties. Printalux stepped in and took the place over then, a multinational company which initially dealt with commercial printing but has since moved on to the manufacture and repair of domestic and office printers. As a kid, Tom would never have expected that one day he would end up working as a service technician in the factory. Certainly not for fifteen years.


The factory is generally a quiet place to work, aside from the constant buzzing of electrical equipment and the frequent traffic of people to the desk beside his, a desk manned by Dave Roberts. Dave is from a middle-class family, wears hooded tops and baggy jeans, calls himself a revolutionary, an agenda he picked up in college before dropping out in his second year. He spends his breaks in his car smoking joints and eating salt-and-vinegar crisps.


Dave’s desk reminds Tom of an old magic trick, the one where someone tries to remove a tablecloth from under a number of items without the items moving. Only Dave’s desk is the trick when it goes horribly wrong.


It is Karl Wallace’s turn to stop at the desk today. There is something late-nineties about his appearance, the goatee beard and the hair brushed forward. It somehow makes him look more dated and out-of-the-scene than someone who had a sixties, or seventies-era style, possibly even more than someone from the Middle Ages, Tom thinks. Tom isn’t sure if the word ‘friend’ would describe his and Karl’s relationship as kids. They did form part of the same group but while Karl was comfortably at the heart of everything, Tom was clinging on to the outer rim.


For the past week Karl has been trying to round up people to head to the Alpha Bar on the quays in honour of Jimmy Byrne’s upcoming wedding. Jimmy works in the finance department. As does his wife-to-be, Clarissa, an overweight woman with a deflated-football look to her face. She keeps a photograph of a miniature terrier on her desk and circulates emails relating to animal cruelty from time to time. Jimmy, her husband-to-be, is a lanky-limbed, horse-faced man with taut, almost translucent skin on his face. Everything about him screams laziness, his slow midland drawl, his laborious walk, his extra-long toilet breaks and his marathon-length eating of sandwiches at lunch. They’ve been seeing each other for the last five years and broke the news of their wedding some weeks before.


Tom is half listening to their conversation while he trawls the internet. The note that was beside his bed when he woke up this morning is now tucked in his pocket.


He types the name ‘Sarah McCarthy’ into the search engine. The computers are slow in here, infuriating, the hour-glass image flashes. Tom tries to recall what Sarah McCarthy looked like. He repeats her name in his head and he tries to form an image of her. But her face is one which he can’t fully grasp. It has a faded quality, diluted in some ways. The hair is almost there though, the colour of teak and long, wavy. He gets a flash of an expression too but it is gone as quickly as it appears.


‘Come on Dave. It’ll be one last fling for Jimmy,’ Karl says.


‘No man, I don’t think I can make it.’


‘We need a group.’


‘I don’t know,’ Dave scratches his collarbone.


‘You know what’s wrong with you,’ Karl says.


‘What?’


‘You need a midlife crisis.’


‘What are ye on about?’


‘If you had a midlife crisis you’d be only dying to hit a trendy club like the Alpha.’


‘Fuck off.’


The webpage slowly ripples up the screen, stalls momentarily before settling. Tom scans the list of options that appear, mainly social networking links, a couple which Tom knows are dead-ends straight away and one link to a tuba player based in Scotland. Tom clicks on the tuba player link, just in case; a lot can happen in two decades. The social networking site shows photographs. He scans the images, imagines what she would look like today and quickly realises that Sarah is not one of them.


That’s not my Sarah.


He runs this statement through his mind again, likes the way it feels, the idea of it.


My Sarah.


He shakes his head and forces a laugh. And he tries a different search engine.


‘It can happen anytime,’ Karl says. ‘A midlife crisis, ye know.’


‘I’m only thirty-four.’


‘Ye can hit a midlife crisis any time between thirty and fifty. It depends on how long you’re going to live.’


‘That’s a load of crap.’


‘The longer you live the later you have a midlife crisis.’


‘Are you being serious here? Please tell me you’re taking the piss.’


‘It’s true.’


‘So a midlife crisis is based on some kind of clairvoyant skill that your body has.’


‘Look, I’m not saying that your body knows when you’re going to get hit by a car or anything like that. I’m just saying that your body knows when you are going to die of natural causes. That includes cancer and shit.’


‘That means that I’m going to die at sixty-eight.’


‘Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t come up with the rule. So are you going or what?’


‘I don’t know.’


Tom begins to hear Anna’s voice in his head. You have to get out more, she had said. The way she said this, like he was a slow or stubborn child.


You have to get out more Tom, ignore the little things Tom.


Look both ways before crossing the road Tom.


You have to eat vegetables or your pancreas will rot Tom.


You have to get out more Tom.


‘What time does it start?’ Tom interrupts the pair.


Dave looks at him quickly and then looks to the ground.


‘You thinking of going Tom?’ Karl asks.


‘I don’t know. Maybe.’


Karl bounces on his heels for a moment.


‘It’d probably kick off at about eight,’ he says.


‘You think it’d be all right to go?’ Tom asks.


‘Yeah, I’m sure it would,’ Karl says.


Dave keeps quiet.


Tom hasn’t been out with work in a long time. Nor has he been asked. He knows that the accusation has played a large part in this, the accusation from two years ago, from Tara Sheedy, the woman from Administration, a slightly overweight lady but with bumps in all the right places, pretty face, plain clothes, shy manner, the type of woman that Tom at first believed was well suited to him, the inoffensive and nice type of person. The pair seemed to get on okay. Fair enough, they had never sat down and talked in depth about any specific topic but she always smiled when she saw him, those high cheekbones of hers raised even more, enhancing her prettiness. And she laughed when he tried to be funny and replied when he spoke so he figured that there may be something there. He began to look for other signs, tried to read things in her movements, the way she would wave at him, hidden words in her sentences.


Then, Tom watched a wildlife documentary on the tiger beetle, a metallic green insect found in woodland areas. Apparently, after mating, the smaller male beetle rides around on the back of the larger female beetle to dissuade other suitors. There was something inspiring in this, in the way that the beetle didn’t have to fight or carry out some flamboyant dance. He didn’t have to use force and it mattered little how big he was. All he had to do was get things out into the open and then cling on to the beetle to let her know he was still interested. Tom decided he was going to ask her out. For a meal or a drink, he thought. Well, maybe not a drink. She might think he was just trying to get her drunk. But he was going to do it.


He saw flashes of her the following day. She was in the canteen with a large group, joking and laughing. She was walking with a supervisor across the factory floor. Whenever doubt washed over him he would envisage that little beetle clinging on to the female’s back for dear life.


Hey look at me and my Missus. Check me out up here, riding around the place like I’m the king.


And he would get another bout of courage.


He spotted her with a pile of papers after lunch. He knew she was heading to the small photocopier room to the right of the toilets. He followed her, all the while trying to compose himself, going over the best way to approach it.


Tara, I don’t normally do things like this …


Tara, I think we’ve been getting on really well …


Tara, there’s something I want to ask you …


Tara, I’ve been watching you …


Tara, I think I love you …


His palms were damp, his fingers slipped on the handle as he tried to get into the room. He was aware of heat at his cheeks and sweat at his brow. He eventually managed a clumsy entrance. Tara was on her knees loading a photocopier tray with paper. She turned slightly to see who had walked in. There was little room to manoeuvre so Tom stood directly above her, looking down. His words deserted him and he was momentarily stunned by a blind panic.


She stood up and then he found his voice.


‘Tara,’ his words were croaky. ‘There’s something that I want to ask you.’


Her mouth was smiling but her eyes said differently.


Be brave. Be the insect. The insect.


‘I was just wondering,’ he stammered. ‘If you were free this weekend.’


He could see her face dropping before he had even finished the sentence. But he couldn’t stop himself now. The words were in full flow, rolling, filling the space about them.


‘If you would like to do something with me. It’s up to you, ye know, I’m easy. There doesn’t have to be drink involved if you don’t want.’


She was moving toward the door.


‘It’s completely up to you.’


She was opening the door.


‘If you just want to go to the cinema or out for a meal,’ Tom said.


But she was gone. And he was left without a reply and the knowledge that the photocopy room might not have been the best place to ask her out. An image entered his head of that little beetle sliding from the back of the larger one.


 


Dave stands and announces that he’s heading outside for a smoke. Karl shoves one hand in his pocket and saunters over to Tom’s desk, picks up a stapler and fidgets with it. He begins the effort of taking back the stapler but stops, withdraws his hand. He looks at the blank space on the desk where the stapler had been sitting.


‘You really going to head out with us on Friday?’ Karl asks.


‘Why not?’ Tom shrugs.


‘It’s not like you.’


‘I just need to get out. You know yourself.’


‘You want to get a bit shitfaced?’


‘I guess.’


‘Happy days,’ Karl looks to the ground for a moment, nods his head slightly as if debating something. ‘The lads are good craic, ye know. They’re a little bit messy sometimes. But it’s all just for the laugh. You know what they’re like, don’t ye?’


‘Yeah, of course.’


‘Good,’ Karl says. ‘It should be a bit of a laugh.’ He places the stapler on the desk and moves off. ‘Make sure you bring your drinking head with ye,’ he says before disappearing behind a partition.


Tom fixes the stapler back into position and then renews his search for Sarah on the computer.


He discovers a website called Find Them where ‘a staff of trained professionals will work tirelessly to find the lost loved ones in your life’. It states in bold writing that they only charge when they find the person. Tom thinks it won’t hurt to enter Sarah’s details. He fills in an online form. The machine tries to resist by hanging for long spells. It gives Tom time to think. He recalls how he was called into Lionel Gatt’s office the day after he asked Tara out. Gatt is the company director, bloated around the edges, a body which has the soft look of an overfed baby but with a saggy face the colour of faded copper. He doesn’t talk to the floor staff much but he regularly drinks with the lads from the offices, most of whom are at least a decade younger than him. Gatt imitates their appearance, wears a similar hairstyle, dresses in the same clothes. Tom consistently has this image of the man being dragged toward an older version of himself, scrabbling at anything in hands’ reach to try to stay a moment longer with his youth, his nails bending outward and snapping under the force of his resistance.


He folded his arms and explained, in a sombre tone, that a serious complaint had been made against Tom. He went on to say that they were getting all sides of the story before they would deem someone guilty of sexual harassment but Tom could tell by the way he refused to make eye contact with him that he had already made up his mind on the matter.


Most of the women in the factory banded together after the accusation. Tom was the enemy and they weren’t shy about displaying their distaste at his presence. Some refused to have any dealings with him at all and he was forced to have a go-between for work-related queries. In the canteen he sat on his own and if he ever happened to find himself beside a group there was always a space between him and the nearest person and talk was rarely directed his way.


Even now, some years later, the stigma of this accusation has never left Tom, even after the whole embarrassing story came out about his misguided quest for a date and despite the fact that Tara herself laughs about the incident. And she does laugh about it because he has heard her joke about the incident, about how she only attracts the ‘nutters’. All it took was an embarrassed woman, a few lines on a complaint form, a scene that played out differently for two people and Tom was alienated from the rest of the workforce. He will probably never be accepted back into the group but he understands, in some ways, certain people are easier to exclude than others.


He received a letter some months after the incident, outlining that the company had decided to keep the issue in-house under the condition that:




‘Mr Tom Stacey’ hereby agrees to only communicate with ‘Ms Tara Sheedy’ when in the presence of a member of HR with the understanding that the third party is briefed on the incident in question.





It also expanded on this by stating that the complainant insists that she wants ‘as little contact as possible’ with Mr Tom Stacey and recommended that Tom carry out three sessions with a psychiatrist trained in this area, the cost of which will be deducted from his wages. They were hour-long sessions facilitated by Doctor Bill Duggan. After three sessions the psychiatrist recommended that Tom attend more of the same. The company agreed and Tom found himself attending these sessions for six months.


In the beginning the psychiatrist seemed to think that Tom was suffering from depression.


‘Would you say you are depressed?’ He asked Tom.


‘No, of course not.’


‘Okay Tom.’


He would scribble notes in an expensive-looking ledger with a wine cover, notes which seemed more detailed than the succinct answers Tom offered.


Tom couldn’t help but think of one of those daytime programmes presented by a medical professional, Doctor Phil or one of those American shows. He began to have the notion that they were filming his sessions and that Doctor Bill or Bill Duggan or Doctor Phil even, whatever he preferred to call himself, would watch afterward and try to pin some tag on him, manic depressive or sexual deviant or any tag that he just so happened to pick from his latest edition of the Collins Dictionary of Crazy-ass Psychotic Disorders. Tom would scan the room, seeking out a blinking red light, or would listen for the whirr of a recording device.


But he had to keep going back.


‘You say you’d like to meet the right woman and settle down Tom. Why is that?’


And it was eating into his wages. He was forced to end his subscription to New Scientist and he had to survive on potatoes and beans for the majority of the week. This was bad but what was even worse was that he was starting to side with the psychiatrist   in believing that a problem existed.


‘You say you would like to be a husband and a father Tom. Is that because you have no role now? Tell me Tom, about your role? What is your role?’


‘A service technician.’


‘No Tom. In society. What is your role?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘As a man, Tom. What is your role as a man?’


‘I don’t know.’ Tom shook his head. He fidgeted with his sleeves and he imagined the camera blinking in the corner. ‘I don’t know what my role is as a man.’ And he looked up at the psychiatrist and returned the question. ‘What is my role as a man?’


‘Tell me about your compulsions,’ the Doc asked one time, legs crossed, the ledger on his lap, a voice which was soft but confident. ‘How much do they affect your day-to-day life?’


They are my life, Tom almost said, but thought better of it.


‘They’re more of a nuisance than anything else,’ he lied.


The psychiatrist stared at Tom waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t the psychiatrist nodded his head slowly and scribbled something in his ledger which Tom couldn’t make out.


‘Tell me about your past,’ he nodded his head slowly and waited for Tom to speak.
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