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‘Riveting . . . a polyphonic drama of money and class’


Observer, 10 best debut novelists for 2025


 


‘Deftly tackles dark subject matters’


Sunday Times


 


‘Extraordinary. I think this will be one of the most admired and talked-about books this year’


Irish Times


 


‘The success of The Benefactors is the way it treads across familiar fare – sexual assault, the rise of sites like OnlyFans and the associated judgements, the intersections of class and our innate hypocrisies – and tackles them in surprising ways’


Harper’s Bazaar, 5 debut female authors to read in 2025


 


‘A truly special author – so special that you want to keep her for yourself . . . with a voice that is crystal clear and a viewpoint that takes in the world’s cruelties and joys, Erskine’s talent shines in The Benefactors’


Irish Independent


 


‘An excellent novel, all those voices so vivid and precise, appropriately startling at times and incredibly smart and timely on class and privilege’


David Nicholls, author of You Are Here


 


‘An astonishing novel from a writer at the height of her powers. There’s not a sentence I don’t believe, or a character I don’t feel something for . . . Wendy Erskine is a true artist’


Michael Magee, author of Close to Home


 


‘I miss it already. Even when they were being horrible bastards the characters were stirring my heart . . . she’s an incredible writer. All these voices so true and so loud in my ear. What a beautiful, hilarious blast of brilliance’


Donal Ryan, author of Heart, Be at Peace


 


‘A joy to read sentences like these from a writer as talented as this’


Sinéad Gleeson, author of Hagstone


 


‘A truly remarkable novel – The Benefactors is both intimate and panoramic, full of clear-eyed compassion and wry wit’


Colin Walsh, author of Kala


 


‘You are totally transported into these characters’ lives. They are living people and I missed them when I finished’


Sheena Patel, author of I’m a Fan


 


‘Wendy Erskine’s writing is inimitable – so fresh, so sharp, so wry, so alive; so much contemporary fiction feels flat and fake in comparison’


Lucy Caldwell, author of These Days


 


‘We’re all better off for being able to read a novel as rich as this’


Jon McGregor, author of Reservoir 13


 


‘Wendy Erskine is one of the best writers working in Ireland right now and The Benefactors is all her own, astute and full of feeling’


Nicole Flattery, author of Nothing Special


 


‘What a voice. What assurance and execution. Wendy Erskine writes like nobody else. The Benefactors is a masterful, memorable, electric novel that conveys a community of people and all their dramas pitch-perfectly, seemingly without manipulation, because the craft is deft and the feeling is real as all hell’


Caoilinn Hughes, author of The Alternatives


 


‘A profound and memorable novel. Its acuity is matched by the brilliance of its prose’


Adrian Duncan, author of The Gorgeous Inertia of the Earth


 


‘The Benefactors is an essential novel, and Wendy Erskine an essential novelist. It is an inspired testament to survival – I was incredibly moved by it’


Peter Scalpello, author of Limbic


 


‘Even in their darkest moments, Erskine never lets go of her characters, never lets them be anything but alive on the page. I won’t soon recover, and don’t really want to, from the clarity and cold power of this book’


Ben Pester, author of Am I in the Right Place?


 


‘Books are made of words. And sentences. Of stories and sounds and of voices. The Benefactors is further proof that Erskine is a true master of all the above’


Keiran Goddard, author of I See Buildings Fall Like Lightning


 


‘The Benefactors is a novel of trauma that speaks from all of its perspectives simultaneously. In its lack of judgement, and in the redemptive joy and sadness of its telling, it is a profound work of art’


David Keenan, author of This Is Memorial Device
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For Rosemary Erskine and Matilda Reid










I don’t know if you think this is really weird but when there’s something on the news or Belfast Live or, say, I just hear talk about stuff that’s gone down – a murder or an attack or a fight – I always immediately look up online the people involved. I suppose it’s to see if we have any mutuals, but it’s also to find out what they look like. It makes me feel more involved with it all, if I can picture it, picture them. Like, say some random guy’s got stabbed in the town, you’re just, oh, some random guy’s got stabbed in the town. But then, if you’ve got five mutuals, and if you see the pics of him with his wee baby girl at the park, the little cutie giving him a kiss, you are like, oh my god that is so, so tragic. She’s going to grow up without her daddy. When I heard them talking the other week in the shop, about that girl Misty and those three rich guys, to be fair I didn’t know what to think, I mean, Bennyz and all that, but when I checked her out online she was nowhere near as slutty looking as I thought she’d be. Like, nowhere fucking near. She actually looked friendly and somebody that wouldn’t be a real bitch, so that made me think that there was no way she could be lying or have wanted that to happen. A while ago there was this seventeen-year-old guy who was killed by the cops. They were chasing him because he was in a stolen car. I looked him up. His name was Senan. We had only one mutual, a girl I hardly know, but he liked loads of the same films as me, and the same stuff on TV. We even liked the exact same restaurant in the town. I watched all the YouTube clips he’d shared and I could see we had the total identical sense of humour. We would’ve got on brilliant, if we’d known each other. In fact, I really regret that we never met. And I’m so sorry that he died. He wasn’t a bad boy. We could’ve been good. But yeah, Misty looked friendly. Those were not good guys.










The weeping cherry is, to my mind, the most elegant tree. Its double blossoms are magnificent, the masses of deep pink flowers concealing branches which, come winter, possess a bare and spectral beauty. There is one in the neighbouring front garden. Sad to say, in that house some boys are meant to have taken advantage of a young girl. But a tree of such grace, the weeping cherry.










Frankie drives to the gym, already having done fifty lengths in the warm gloom of her own pool. Early summer, but the sky is still charcoal. Frankie doesn’t acknowledge the young man in reception who quickly hides the energy drink he’s just opened. When his cheery good morning goes unanswered, he sets to polishing the marble panel behind him. Mrs Levine never usually says hello anyway.


The beautiful Levine home could be described as ‘California Modern’ even though the location is Ladyhill, six miles outside Belfast. Its clean lines and huge windows differentiate it from the other big houses, with their turrets and crow-stepped gables, their Scottish baronial style. Twenty years ago, Neil Levine saw the plans for this place and he snapped it up. The Levine house has ample room for its own gym, but Frankie prefers to come here. Her hair’s still damp when she starts her rotation of the weights machines. She chews gum as she pushes on the leg press, her knees now almost level with her cheekbones, her movements smooth and fluid, black Lycra tight on firm skin. A personal trainer and his client, a man in his seventies who made his money in pharmaceuticals, silently watch Frankie as she does her pull-ups on the bar. The old man shakes his head. Wow. She moves to the free weights.


Afterwards, Frankie showers in the changing rooms. She has a personal locker, number 7, the same as her room at Jackie Boyce Residence. Of course she was going to choose number 7. It’s always there, in her codes, in her pin numbers. Each changing cubicle has a stack of fluffy white towels, a little lamp and a wooden seat. Frankie sits there for a minute, her eyes closed, before she starts to apply the body cream to her legs and stomach, her breasts. She still hasn’t quite got used to the new weight of them; it still surprises her when she leans forward a certain way. But the surgeon had been pleased and she is too. She scoops one and then the other into the satin of her bra. Frankie looks at the little metal fitting on the door. It’s always the same in communal changing rooms, communal toilets, communal living, wherever you are.


The Levine place is on a private road, pocked with potholes; a rapid, late brake will send up a fountain of loose gravel. The residents could afford to resurface the road every season but they choose not to bother. It adds a certain colour and insouciance. This fucking road! they like to say, shaking their heads. This fucking road! It kills me!


Neil has already left when Frankie returns, his coffee cup and plate on the kitchen table. He’s gone to the States on business: Santa Clara and then San Francisco. Babes, Frankie had said, when he told her about the trip. She’d been eating a banana. She’d set it down and tried to look a little plaintive. Neil wasn’t sure how long he’d be away: if the initial meeting was positive, then he might be there a week. If not, he’d be back more quickly. Neil didn’t really need to work or go anywhere but he was keen to remain investment- and project-focused. It’s just the way I am, he said. There’s no dopamine hit turning over a steak on a barbecue. That said, it made no difference to anything whether these ventures were flops or successes. His early ’90s innovation in compression software had seen to that. Babes, Frankie said. I’ll miss you.


Chris isn’t awake yet; he doesn’t need to be at his job in the hotel restaurant until the evening. He was out late last night: Frankie heard him come in at about two in the morning. Nina is still asleep too.


Frankie has a dressing room, zoned into categories. The specially crafted wooden racks store the stiletto heels that Neil likes her to wear, and her trainers, her running shoes. Boots – ankle, calf, thigh – are in another section. Frankie doesn’t adore clothes in the way some people seem to, as though they’re a type of art. Expensive or cheap, they all get sweaty and dirty. They end up in a pile on the floor. But she likes the ordering and unboxing, the glances of envy when she’s wearing something that others couldn’t possibly ever get or afford. Fuck them.


Mostly she buys what she wants online. Occasionally she goes with Neil; he loves to sit and watch her come out from the changing room. Oh babes. She thought he’d grow tired of that, but it hasn’t happened. The first year after she’d moved to Ladyhill and become Mrs Frankie Levine she went back home to London, to a shop where she’d actually worked for a few months before she got into the private airline. No one in the shop knew her or could remember her, apart from this one girl called Celia. Frankie looked with disdain at everything on the rails then purchased one small item, a wisp of a one-shouldered top. It was, proportionate to size, probably the single most expensive thing there. As Celia folded it, in awed respect for its preciousness, Frankie drummed her fingers on the counter. She stared hard at Celia’s gel manicure, starting to peel on two fingers.


On the clean pavement outside, Frankie said under her breath, cocksuckers cocksuckers cocksuckers cocksuckers, as she passed the man and woman getting out of their chauffeured car, that woman in the hijab and her husband, going into the flagship store where the new season window was bondage luxe. That trip she also went back to see her old primary school. There were a few wizened sunflowers in the playground where they’d tried to cheer the place up. She remembered her coat hook in the hallway with a picture of a snail above it, and the words Brittany Hendricks. She never knew who Brittany Hendricks was. And Frankie never wore that flimsy top. She shoved it in the bin in the hotel bathroom and then went down to the bar and had a half-bottle of champagne. That Celia, she’d never been one of the worst anyway. Pity one of the bosses hadn’t been about.


 


Later, at ten, Frankie takes Nina to her tennis lesson. She’s had one every Saturday for the last month, and there’s the same group of girls on the adjacent court having a communal session while Nina has her individual one. The coach is a smiling, rangy guy who says ‘beautiful play’ a lot, even though it’s not. Every time Nina misses a shot, which is frequently, she dissolves into giggles and looks over to the other court to see if any of the others are looking. But they never are. Frankie sees them twirling their racquets around and around, giving each other dainty pushes when their coach’s back is turned. Although it’s bright, it’s chilly. The girls shiver and perform little dance steps to keep warm. Nina looks like a child compared to them.


As usual, when the lesson is over, they go to a café.


‘You should pay more attention,’ Frankie says. ‘If you want to get any better.’


‘But I don’t want to get any better.’


‘Well, if you don’t want to get any better, then fine. Continue to pay no attention.’


‘See that girl over there with the red hoodie? That’s Megan Pearce.’


‘Oh yeah, who’s she?’


‘Megan Pearce. I told you the other day. She called me a boring bitch.’


‘OK,’ Frankie says. ‘Ignore it.’


‘Well actually, listen to this, Frankie. If being a bitch means . . . if being a bitch means that I am setting healthy boundaries with toxic people, then I am so glad I am a bitch!’


She looks at Frankie expectantly.


‘That’s not what she said. She said you were a boring bitch.’


‘You’re meant to be on my side.’ Nina’s eyes go glassy. ‘You are meant to be on my side.’


‘But I am,’ Frankie says. ‘I was just pointing out what she actually said.’


 


Frankie hadn’t always been sure of the kids. When she met them, Chris was thirteen and Nina eight. They had lost their mother only a few months previously. Neil brought them over to London and they stayed in a beautiful place in Richmond, with a river view. It belonged to a friend of his. They all played snakes and ladders on the floor: those kids, their dad and the woman with whom he’d been having an affair while their mother was in the hospice. Whenever Frankie landed on a ladder, she miscounted and moved to the next square. That was being like a parent, yeah? That’s the kind of thing you did? Later, Neil took Chris to Stamford Bridge and Nina went with Frankie to Hamleys. She held the kid’s hand. It felt so easily crushed, the bones like jelly.


When Frankie was her age, she had one more year before ending up in Steinex House, and then Armfield, and then Jackie Boyce Residence. It was too far away to travel to the secondary school from Armfield. She had to go to a different one but they never did manage to get her the right uniform. Her shoes were fabric pumps! Skinny back then and her hair was red, her face a mass of freckles. A scribble of a person. A couple of people in Armfield were fine, but others not so. The ones in charge, big Mal and the other one, made two of the boys fight in the rec room, taking bets on who would win.


But Jackie Boyce Residence. Good old Jackie Boyce. Jackie Boyce before she died had laid down a lot of rules about how she wanted kids to be treated. Dignity, privacy, community, and so on and so on and so on, so you got your own room and even your own key to the front door. When Frankie saw her new room, the walls were covered in yellow Sellotape from the girl who had been there before. When she lay on the bed she saw that the girl had carved a heart into the wall with a knife. Later on, Frankie got a knife from the kitchen and put an arrow through it.


Michelle was across the corridor. Even now, in the café, Frankie gives a brief smile, thinking of that room of hers, which smelled beautiful. Michelle had perfume bottles lined up along the windowsill. She saw Frankie looking at them and said, ‘Don’t even think about touching any of my stuff, you hear?’


‘I don’t want to touch your stuff. But know what, it’s not a crime to look.’


‘Did I even say you could look? I didn’t. I didn’t even say you could look.’


‘Then why do you have the door of your room open if you don’t want people to see anything?’


‘Because I feel like it. Anyway, what’s it to you, fucker?’


‘Nothing. But I looked in because you had your door open. Fucker.’


As Frankie went to go, Michelle said, ‘You can try one of the perfumes if you want but not the one on the end because that’s special. Also, the Thierry Mugler’s Angel’s empty. It’s just there for display.’


Michelle lit a cigarette and stood up to lean out of the window. ‘Thierry Mugler’s Angel smells of things rotting in bins, like them bins I can see. Right. Down. There. Some of them perfumes are worth a fortune and you can’t just get them in any old shop, you know.’


Michelle moved away from the window. ‘Well sit down,’ she said. ‘Don’t just stand there like a sad sack. Jesus. You’re putting me on fucking edge just hanging around like that.’ She patted a spot on the bed.


‘So you’re the new arrival we heard about called Frances,’ Michelle said.


‘Frankie.’


‘Well, Frankie, please let me tell you something. Please let me tell you that I do not want to know your back story. I do not want to know it at all, so please don’t fucking bore me with it.’


‘What you mean?’


‘What I mean is that I don’t want to know your back story. I don’t want to know how you ended up here or who couldn’t look after you or your bruises or the time you were left in the cold all night. Everything that you have ever said or done up to this point, this point right now! Right now!’ She pointed with one of the bottles. ‘That’s back story! See the moment you walked in? Gone. This moment right now? Gone. Whoosh – away – that’s it, that’s all done sad sack sad day and I am not interested in back story sobstory gobstory. I do not give a fuck about it, so please’ – and she puffed herself with one of her bottles – ‘so please don’t bother me with it. Just don’t bother.’


So no need to say anything about her mum’s arms, or how sleep looked like death, how death looked like sleep.


‘That look you got,’ Michelle said, ‘Like, what are you aiming for, with that look?’


‘I ain’t got a look.’


‘Course you do. It’s impossible to not have a look, even if that look is shit.’


‘Well,’ said Frankie, tucking her hair behind her ear, ‘maybe you could help give me a better look then.’


‘Oh yeah? You think so? You think I don’t have better things to do with my time?’


‘Where did you get all them perfumes?’ Frankie said.


‘Where you think?’


‘I don’t know, do I? If I knew I wouldn’t be asking.’


Michelle laughed. ‘Well, let me show you this. I got this yesterday.’ She brought out of the wardrobe a bag with elegant writing on a pink background. She tipped something out onto the bed.


‘What is it?’ Frankie asked.


‘It’s a basque with attached shorts,’ said Michelle. ‘A guy I’ve been seeing bought me that. People have bought me other stuff. This basque with attached shorts, it’s not my favourite thing I have, but I still like it. I mean, it’s pretty nice. Alright, let’s see what we are going to do with you, Miss Frankie Frank Franks. Come over here so I can look at your face. Come over here close!’


 


Frankie knows that even in this café eyes slide over her, approvingly, disapprovingly, looking for the gift of a rounded stomach or the insinuation of veins on a calf. They’ll not find them. When she first arrived in Ladyhill, it wasn’t always pleasant. For sure, she could have apologetically sloped around, in baggy clothes and no make-up, hair scraped back in a ponytail. But no, she returned the stares, insolent, naked under leather. When she and Neil went out for dinner, she would arch her back as she gazed at the menu, wind a strand of hair around her finger as she looked at the wine list. She would reach across the table to kiss him and he was in a constant state of excitement. That woman, a tank in a blue dress, approached Frankie in the restaurant toilets one time. Frankie was doing her make-up at the mirror and saw the bulky reflection. The woman’s voice trembled a little as she spoke. ‘I’d just like you to know that I find you and your behaviour absolutely reprehensible.’


‘Yeah?’ said Frankie as she got her perfume from her bag.


‘I do,’ she replied. ‘Barbara was a very great friend of mine.’


Frankie sprayed her left wrist, her right wrist, rubbed them together and then left the bathroom.


‘What shall we drink?’ Neil said, when she returned.


‘Something special,’ Frankie replied.


The way Michelle made her over, Frankie hardly recognised herself. She kept looking at her legs in the heels that she had given her to wear.


‘Keep your face fresh looking!’ Michelle said. ‘Because that is your thing. That’s your look. I know about these things. You look really young and fresh, like one of those little gymnasts. Romanians or something. Russians. Doing the splits. But not too young though, because we need you to get in!’


‘I can do the splits,’ Frankie said.


‘Well, I bet you can and aren’t the guys just going to love you, Frankie Franks.’


 


That evening they went to a club, Frankie’s first time somewhere like that.


The taxi there was pre-paid and the driver, a West Ham supporter, talked to Michelle the whole time about football. When they got out, they were joined by Amrita and Coggy. Coggy’s voice was low and clear, like she should have been on the news, telling people about an earthquake somewhere, or a massacre. That old Coggy style, a man’s suit jacket with nothing on underneath. There was a huge queue. Michelle gave the bouncer a playful punch on the arm. ‘Alright, Clem, you beaten anyone up this week? Only kidding!’ and she blew him a kiss.


‘What age is this one?’ he said, pointing at Frankie.


‘Why, do you fancy her?’ Michelle asked, laughing.


He held up his left hand with its gold ring. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Alright, girls, in you go.’


The drinks in the place were nice, easy to sip, free. ‘Don’t go fucking overboard, you hear me?’ Michelle said. ‘Because I am not carting you back if you get sick.’


Frankie sat for a while, watching Coggy’s slow dancing. Then she moved to the toilets, jumped up to sit on the bank of sinks, her back against the mirror, as the people went in and out. Two women talked about a man who was meant to come next week, or was it the week after? They couldn’t decide. Complicated life he has, one of them said and the other nodded. Complicated life. The strip lighting made their faces pinched and white, but later, on the dance floor, weren’t they beautiful with those cheekbones? The owner, a guy called Tosh, arrived and he ordered them all champagne. He sat up on a high bar stool with his hand resting on Amrita’s thigh, his spread fingers dimpling her flesh. At the end of the night, they found a café, miraculously open, and had mugs of tea, the chips shared between them in the middle of the table.


‘Tired?’ Coggy said to Frankie. ‘You’ll be in bed soon, little sweetheart.’ And she pulled her over, so that Frankie’s head rested on her shoulder.


Michelle was rubbing her arm where she said someone had elbowed her on the dance floor. ‘I don’t know about that place,’ she declared. ‘We should be going somewhere with more class.’


‘Is Tosh Amrita’s boyfriend?’ Frankie had asked as they tiptoed up the stairs of Jackie Boyce Residence.


Michelle laughed. ‘Yeah. On a Tuesday.’


Good times. Good times. Oh yeah. A couple of nights a week and free entry, free drink and, later, free drugs. Michelle took Frankie to a friend who cut her hair into a pixie crop and bleached it blonde. School, never a priority, retreated into dim insignificance. On one of the last days a teacher, dopey cow, gave out a worksheet and it said on the front, The Future is Yours, with the Yours in massive letters. That seemed strange because it wasn’t just hers: it was everyone’s. The worksheet then asked her to list her strengths and how she was going to maximise these aspects of herself.


Frankie asked Michelle about it. What were her strengths and how was she maximising them?


‘Well,’ Michelle said, ‘anybody asked about their strengths needs to think, have I got good tits, a good ass or good legs?’


‘That’s not what it means.’


‘So if you know what it means then why are you asking me? Maximise yourself now by getting me a Coke from the fridge. If anyone has touched my Cokes I am going to kill them.’


Over time they moved to different parties. Five-star hotels along the same drag, penthouse suites, houses in the country. On one occasion, in a massive function room in a hotel in Park Lane, a crowd of guys arrived from some country, she couldn’t remember the name of it. There was a man in a shirt and tie and glasses, like a little professor, and he came into the room where they all were, them and some other girls, and said, ‘Is everyone happy with anal?’ She and Michelle looked at each other and burst out laughing. They said it, like a catchphrase, on many later occasions. Having a cup of tea in the morning, taking a seat on a bus. Is everyone happy with anal? One of those non-disclosure parties was the most boring she had ever been at, full of politicians. She was wearing an expensive dress that night, with a flippy little cream skirt, but when she looked down at her nails she could see a crescent of black dirt where the white met the pink. They hardly ever went to a café afterwards.


 


Nina can’t eat all of the pancakes and decorative berries. She dips the little branch of redcurrants in the icing sugar that was dusted everywhere, makes white prints on the black plate. ‘I just don’t really see the point of tennis,’ she says.


‘Winning,’ Frankie says.


‘Yeah, but I don’t really see the point of winning.’


‘Be a loser then.’


‘Not everything’s winners and losers,’ says Nina. ‘It’s taking part that counts.’


‘In a game you don’t see the point of.’ Frankie blows a bubble with her chewing gum and bursts it with a little smack. ‘OK, let’s go.’


At the counter, Megan Pearce’s mother is also waiting to pay. Her face is friendly and flushed. She says hello with a nod of recognition. But Frankie looks at the girl behind the counter who has just asked who’s next.


‘Oh, you go first,’ Megan Pearce’s mother says to Frankie, even though it’s clear that she herself has been waiting longer. Frankie points to where they were sitting and then she pays. As they leave, Nina turns around to see Megan Pearce and her mum getting their receipt.


When they get back to the house, Chris is in the kitchen.


‘Oh, look who it is,’ Nina says. ‘Chris Piss.’


He ignores her and gets a two-litre bottle of milk from the fridge, starts drinking from it.


‘You should put that in a glass,’ Nina says.


‘Put what in a glass?’ And he drinks again.


‘The milk.’


‘Well, I’m finished with it now.’


And he puts the bottle back in the fridge.










Mate, let me tell you, I got to the stage of life where, if it’s not about love to some degree, then I don’t want to know. I just don’t. Bands, films, TV, what have you, I’m done with people shouting about disaffection or alienation or exploitation or angst or whatever. I don’t want to fucking hear about it anymore. That’s not to say I’m looking for some Hollywood feelgood bullshit. I’m talking something harder. Love.










Summer, so Boogie gets behind the wheel of the taxi early. He usually comes back on Saturdays to make Gen and Misty a bit of breakfast. He’s never enjoyed driving, per se. Means to an end. Some of the drivers reminisce about the wonderful day they got a fare to West Cork, a round trip of over sixteen hours. Fuck that. Horrible prospect. Plus, he hates the countryside, fields. They make him nervous. Boogie’s going to bring the girls their breakfast in bed on their trays: Gen’s has hot air balloons and Misty’s looks like denim.


Car’s like a confessional, so he hears a lot. They don’t see his face other than maybe a curve of cheek. He passes no judgement. You kidding? If someone wants to tell him about how he is picking them up from the house of the guy they are illicitly banging, then so what? It’s all the same to him. Pay your money, cheerio, close the door. Secret trysts, feuds, the trips down memory lane of murderers, up to them. The only thing he doesn’t like are a couple of addresses where people go to get what they need while he waits outside, or when he has to deliver a package from one of those addresses to somewhere else. That said, it’s a fare like any other. He’s not doing anything wrong, personally.


But yeah, there’s been all sorts. One time, late in a dirty old day, this guy, seventies, got in from one of those droopy old men’s pubs. Said nothing the whole journey, not a word, and when he was being taken up O’Neill Road between the two big graveyards, fella started getting twitchy, looking to one side and then to the other. Lot of people dead and gone, Boogie said, trying to make conversation. Grim Reaper comes to us all. But the man was silent. They were turning into his road, funny little spot on the side of the hill, when the man said, you know what he was a bit of a mouth and so no one really liked him but in his locker there was the lunch he never got to eat, a tangerine, a bap and biscuits wrapped in cling film. Sat there, just sat there for months after he’d gone, tangerine all shrunk and the bread green. The man couldn’t stand it any longer, so he took the stuff and threw it in the river that ran along the back of the factory. He had been the one to leave the gate unlocked, like they told him, so the guy could be killed. I was the one who let them in, he said again, as he handed over his money. Long time ago now, mate, Boogie murmured. Long time ago now.


True to say there’s been a lot of funny things as well. One particular guy, and it is no word of a lie, actually got his dick out and was preparing to have a wank. I mean, come on! Jeez, is that not a step too far? He said, and his voice was polite, very civilised, and his tone extremely reasonable, he said, do you mind at all if I just work away here? And Boogie said, well actually, pal, I do fucking mind. I very much mind. And so he had stopped the car there and then and asked the man to get out, which of course he did in a perfectly co-operative manner. The man said sorry as he zipped up his trousers on that bleak stretch of car showrooms.


That’s the world in which kids have to exist. Disturbing sometimes to think about it. Although, of course, teenagers can be frightening too. All the kids in the back and their friend’s head tipped back, mouth lolled open. Wooahh! Check her out! She’s gone! Nadia! Nadia! That drug they are always taking nowadays. Should I be driving to the hospital? Boogie asked. And he makes a turn in the direction of the Royal, but the next thing it is Nadia asking what time it is. No, mate, she’s grand but can you stop at the shop there because I need something? Will only be a minute.


Sometimes though nothing’s said at all and there’s a sadness, nothing made explicit but it’s there, a crazy ass melancholy that stays when they get out which means that sometimes, even in the rain, he needs to open a window to let it disappear.


His fares might comment on the photos that hang from the rear-view mirror, alongside the air fresheners in the shape of jellybeans, trees and boxing gloves. It’s the two girls in red pyjamas, Christmas time, beaming. Those your kids? they’ll say. Sometimes, if the person who is asking has a paedo vibe for some reason, he’ll just give a curt yup. Other occasions, he might be more expansive. Yup, my two, drive me demented.


 


Boogie never planned on having them. What a surprise when they appeared that afternoon all that time ago. He’d been lying in bed after a night at Marko McFerran’s. McFerran’s flat had art on the walls from his travels. He’d been talking that evening about this kick-boxing championship he’d been to in Bangkok and how a guy’s face basically just split, clean split, and Marko McFerran said that at that moment he had a moment of realisation that we are just bags of muscle, bone and blood, that our skin is just an envelope. We’re just envelopes. Boogie was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking about us all being bags for meat to be held in when Jay started shouting for him to get up. Jay was banging on the door. ‘Boogie, there’s people here!’


A kid was sitting on the sofa and blocking the TV there was a buggy and a baby. Misty and Geneva.


‘Some woman,’ Jay said, ‘came in, left them, fucked off.’


‘It was our mummy,’ Misty said.


‘Did this mummy of yours say when she was coming back?’


‘Look what I can do!’ Misty said, arching back into a crab’s bend before kicking her legs and standing on her feet again.


‘Misty, that’s very good. But did your mummy say when she was coming back?’


The baby, Geneva, watched him with big, serious eyes. Misty looked kind of chipped. He hadn’t seen her in over two years. Her fringe was cut all wonky and although half of her baby teeth were missing the big ones hadn’t come through yet. When she grinned, it was like a Hallowe’en pumpkin. She saw him looking at the scratches on her legs.


‘There’s this big house, see, and they close the way we used to get into it, the easy way, because that way you just climbed over the gate but now we’ve got to go in this other way through the bushes and all of these big brambles and that’s where I got sliced.’


The baby continued to stare at him.


‘What there is in this old house,’ Misty said, ‘is that there’s all of these old cups and saucers and sometimes, do you know what we do, we smash them against the wall, throw them real hard and then we try to put them back together like jigsaws.’ She danced a little jig. ‘Like jigsaws,’ she said.


‘Well, don’t be smashing that now, Misty,’ said Boogie, pointing at a mug on the floor with its inch of cold tea. ‘No smashing allowed. I’m going to see if I can get in contact with your mummy and see what’s happening.’


He looked again at the baby in the buggy. He had seen pictures of it online but it was older now. He had zoomed in on one of the newborn ones, made it fill the whole screen to see if he felt something like recognition or pride, if not love. But there was nothing because it looked like every other baby he’d ever seen, plus they’d put it in an Arsenal top and he was a Spurs supporter. He wondered if Leigh had done this deliberately, to annoy him, but he reckoned not and that her new guy probably just supported Arsenal. He read once how you might think that there are all of these Machiavellis running around, strategising, plotting, putting babies in Arsenal tops, but in reality most people are stupid and do stuff without too much consideration or forethought. He still thinks that today. Read too deeply into individuals’ actions and you end up crediting them with too much intelligence. Way too much intelligence.


 


Boogie met Leigh in Glasgow. He was over with a crowd of lads, eighteen years old, and she was with her cousin who lived there. They didn’t even wait until they got back to one of the hotels. They did it around the back of a Malaysian restaurant and that seemed just so brilliant, so unusual. There wasn’t a single Malaysian restaurant in Northern Ireland. He knew because he checked. She was twelve years older than him. It was wonderful for about two weeks. She had this little saying that if you couldn’t accept her at her worst then you didn’t deserve her at her best.


‘I get ya,’ Boogie said one time. ‘Who was it said that first? Was it Marilyn Monroe?’


‘I did,’ said Leigh. ‘I came up with it.’


‘No you didn’t. Somebody else did. It’s been about for years.’


‘You’re denying how I feel and you are making light of it.’


‘No I’m not, what you on about? I’m saying that every second bird out there who can be a bit of pain at times has got that on their timeline or status update.’


‘You’re not taking my mental health seriously.’


‘Who the fuck mentioned mental health?’


‘Exactly. That’s exactly my point.’


‘Then you should go to the doctor. Get tablets.’


‘I been taking the tablets since I was twelve years of age,’ she said.


 


When the kids joke about Boogie getting a girlfriend, he says that maybe one of these days he might just surprise them. But he doesn’t have the time. Plus, he doesn’t want the disruption. His own mother had a procession of guys. After one leaving, there would be a little paradise for a few months of the two of them watching the TV together, folding the washing together. And then, new arrival, coming down in the morning in greasy boxers, scratching his balls, leaning against the back door for a smoke. Be nice! his mum would say. It’s not difficult! Well yeah, it actually fucking was. He ended up moving out and living with Nan D, his dead dad’s mother when he was fourteen. Jeez, he was a terrible one back then for the five-finger discount, but not stuff for himself all of the time, he got things for Nan D as well, stuff she liked – bottles of perfume. His mother got married again when Boogie was eighteen and moved to Warrington with her new husband. He goes to visit them at Easter every year. Nan D looks after the kids and he comes back with the same two Easter eggs. He would be very disappointed now if either of the girls shoplifted.


I love you baby I love you more than anyone ever I would kill anyone who ever did anything bad to you. I would die for you. If you left me I would kill myself. This was Leigh. There was always a lot of talk about killing which, depending on how you looked at it, could be sexy and intense, or else very depressing. After they slept together, she would cry: loud, shuddering sobs. In a way it was like living life at full velocity, big time, like moments in movies where they play opera. But then he would look around at the wet clothes drying over radiators and think, well, not really. And there was always the kid in the other room, Leigh’s seven-year-old, Misty. Leigh locked her door sometimes and Misty would be banging on it.


‘Never worry, she’s got lots of stimulation in there,’ Leigh said. ‘The room is chocka with toys. She’s fine.’


 


When Leigh said she was pregnant, he was neither pleased nor horrified, although Nan D was appalled. ‘In the name of god, what were you doing? You fucking fool. You fucking dope. You are going to be tied to that shambles for the next eighteen years. That’s if it’s even your baby and I wouldn’t be convinced at all that it is.’


Nan D had not thought much of Leigh on the occasion when he brought her to her house.


‘What you got to remember,’ Boogie said afterwards, ‘is that a lot has happened to her in her life.’


‘Nobody gets a bye-ball on acting like a cunt because they have had a lot happening to them in their life,’ said Nan D. ‘That’s the point of life. That a lot happens.’


‘You’re harsh,’ said Boogie.


Nan D took a sip of her tea.


‘Not really,’ she said.


They split up when she was four months pregnant. She said she was moving to Glasgow to stay with her cousin. She would hold out, she said, for a guy who really wanted her and who would appreciate her worth. He had to agree, secretly, that he didn’t really want her and that her worth was something he would have some difficulty locating. But she didn’t have to hold out too long, because within a month the new guy came along.


 


His jobs this morning will probably be quite small: a few trips into town or to the airport. He has a little book where he writes down all of his fares and jobs. Everything is automated, but even so, he likes to keep his own records. He used to drive for another firm who let him dress how he pleased, but now it’s a shirt and tie. They gave him a complimentary fleece with the name of the firm and its phone number embossed on it, same as the sign on the roof of the car. When he went to the parents’ event at Gen’s school, she told him to make sure he took down the sign.


‘Why?’ said Misty. ‘Do you not want your little grammar school friends to know that your daddy drives a taxi? You embarrassed? You ashamed?’


‘No,’ Gen said. ‘I just don’t want them knowing all of our business.’


Boogie made sure that he took it down. He stopped some distance away from the big, symmetrical white building with its gate lodge, and put the roof sign in the boot.


Of all of the things, that day, when Leigh left the kids with him, what he decided to do was take them to the zoo. He thought that seemed a reasonable activity for someone who had to look after children. It was a sweltering afternoon when they got out of the flat. All the colours were looking hard. He managed to get Jay to come with him. When they tried to get on the bus, the driver said they were above their quota of buggies already. ‘You what?’ Boogie said.


‘Can you fold it up?’ the bus driver asked.


‘No, don’t know how to do that, mate.’ So they had to wait for the next bus.


The zoo, positioned on the side of the Cave Hill, involved a steep walk. Misty was in front of them and walked backwards as she talked. ‘We could imagine that we are climbing Mount Everest!’ she said. Boogie’s head was pounding and his back sore from pushing the buggy, something Jay refused to do. ‘People are already going to think we are a couple of gay boys with our kids,’ he said. ‘Boogie, who are these wee girls?’


‘That one,’ he said, ‘is Leigh’s kid. And then that baby,’ and he whispered it so Misty couldn’t hear, ‘is probably, actually mine. I mean, fuck’s sake.’


‘Shit, no way.’


‘The ma is a nut.’


‘She’s still the mother of your kid. She’s a mother at the end of the day.’


‘So what?’ said Boogie. ‘What’s this about? Are mothers fucking sacred all of a sudden?’


‘Well, I don’t think, all of a sudden. That’s why it is not a good thing to say motherfucker, you know? People don’t like it cos you are meant to have respect for mothers.’
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