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      Bateman was a journalist in Ireland before becoming a full-time writer. His first novel, Divorcing Jack, won the Betty Trask Prize, and all his novels have been critically acclaimed. He wrote the screenplays for the feature films

         Divorcing Jack and Wild About Harry and the popular BBC TV series Murphy’s Law starring James Nesbitt. Bateman lives in Ireland with his family.

      


      

      Praise for Bateman’s novels:


      

      ‘The funniest crime series around’ Daily Telegraph


      

      ‘As sharp as a pint of snakebite’ The Sunday Times


      

      ‘Sometimes brutal, often blackly humorous and always terrific’ Observer


      

      ‘A delightfully subversive take on crime fiction done with love and affection. Read it and weep tears of laughter’ Sunday Express


      

      ‘An extraordinary mix of plots and characters begging to be described as colourful, zany, absurd and surreal’ The Times


      

      ‘A joy from start to finish . . . witty, fast-paced and throbbing with menace’ Time Out


      

      ‘Twisty plots, outrageous deeds and outlandish characters, driven by a fantastic energy, imagination and sense of fun’ Irish Independent


      

      ‘Bateman has barged fearlessly into the previously unsuspected middle ground between Carl Hiaasen and Irvine Welsh and claimed

         it for his own’ GQ


      

      ‘Extremely funny, brilliantly dark, addictively readable’ Loaded
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      I was upstairs with a girl I shouldn’t have been upstairs with when my wife whispered in my ear, ‘You have twenty-four hours

            to move out.’


      

      If I’d broken off then, chased after her, perhaps things would have turned out very different for everyone. But I didn’t.

            I was lost in an erection powered by alcohol, unable to say no. The girl was aware but unmoved by the interruption. She was

            clamped to me like a limpet mine. We weren’t even in bed. We were in my study, standing silhouetted in the doorway, the party

            booming beneath us, kissing, only kissing, like school kids behind the bicycle sheds. Innocent, almost.


      

      I have never been a ladies’ man. Perhaps in my private moments I liked to think of myself as a sexual wildebeest – no body

            as such, but a lot of horn – but it was a delusion born of marriage. Patricia was my first girlfriend, lover, my wife. I had never wandered before. Neither, to the best of my knowledge,

            had she. I had never considered being unfaithful, or, at least, not with anyone I had any remote possibility of getting; fantasy

            is the justifiable preserve of the married man. This girl was a toe in the polluted ocean of romantic betrayal.


      

      In that moment I lost one beautiful woman and gained another, an acquaintance of a few hours who would change my life, and

            lose her own.
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      The waiter had permed hair which was turning grey. He slammed the chopsticks down on the table and said in a better Belfast

         accent than mine: ‘This is a Chinese restaurant. No bloody knives and forks.’

      


      

      I managed a weak smile for Maxwell and under my breath cursed China in general and Patricia in particular.


      

      I have two troubles in life, and sometimes they converge. I have always had a problem with foreign food. I was brought up

         with Protestant tastes. Plain and simple. Nothing fancy. Of course I could see the attraction of Chinese food: the taste of

         the Orient, that whiff of intrigue you get in a Chinese restaurant. The same as with an Italian restaurant: you always have

         that thought at the back of your mind about whether they are tied up in some way with the Mafia. Were the Chinese, with their incessant gambling and blood-curdling yells from the kitchens, really

         gangsters? It’s a relief that they never moved into the hairdressing business. It would be difficult to take seriously threats

         issued by the Curling Tongs.

      


      

      My problem with foreign food – sometimes I can’t even manage a German biscuit – coincides with manual illiteracy. I cannot

         change a fuse, a tyre or a light bulb. I cannot build a wall, unblock a sink or complete a jigsaw. The reason I have my garden

         tarmacked is that I know if I attempted to combat the jungle that was, I would somehow contrive to cut off one of my feet

         in the process. Chopsticks, long silvery gripless ones, are a pain.

      


      

      Maxwell looked happy enough. He was already playing with his, picking up a little saltcellar with consummate ease. He was

         plump, maybe edging fifty. His black blazer hung over the back of his seat. He wore a white shirt that marked him out as a

         bachelor: the front was ironed perfectly but the sleeves were badly creased and the collar stuck out at mad angles. His front

         six teeth were capped, a vanity that did not sit well on him. His accent wasn’t Belfast, but it wasn’t country enough to be

         annoying. He drank Ballygowan Spring Water. I ordered a shandy.

      


      

      He looked a little surprised. ‘Your column makes you out to be a hard-drinking man,’ he said.
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      I shrugged. ‘Artistic licence,’ I said. ‘I’ll maybe go to an artistic off-licence on the way home.’

      


      

      He grinned. ‘Quick. I have a good sense of humour, you know. I read Punch and Private Eye.’

      


      

      I nodded. Frankie Woods didn’t have a sense of humour either. He was, indirectly, responsible for me making a fool of myself

         with a pair of chopsticks.

      


      

      Frankie, God love him, spiked me. I had this idea about swapping the terrorist wasteland of West Belfast for the Guinness

         Brewery in Dublin. They could have our troubles and we could drink theirs. I mean, it was only an idea. I put it in writing,

         but Frankie killed it. He said he was trying to build up the circulation in the west of the city. I told him he paid me to

         write stuff like that and he said no, he paid me to write stuff that was funny. It’s all a matter of taste, really. Anyway,

         to cut a short story shorter, Mike Magee saw me in the dumps and suggested a different way for me to make a bit of money.

         I liked Mike. He looked like a rugby player who’d done too much drinking at the bar; squat, with the hint of a double chin.

         He wore a crumpled cream sports coat with wide collars and a cream open-neck shirt. His trousers were brown cords, fading

         at the knees. Nike trainers. His voice was verging on BBC plummy, but he would lose that under pressure. He poured me a cup

         of coffee from the percolator at the back of the newsroom. It was quiet. Cleaners were moving between the rows of computer

         terminals. Only a couple of them glowed green. The computers, not the cleaners.

      


      

      He offered me the cup. I shook my head. ‘You know I never touch the stuff.’


      

      He tutted. ‘Sorry, Dan, I forgot you were a Coke and Twix man. Any joy with the Coke machine yet?’


      

      ‘Blank wall. I tell them it’s a health drink – says right there on the can, made with vegetable extracts – but I’m getting

         nowhere.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t give up, Dan, we’re all behind you.’


      

      He put both cups down. ‘How’s Pat?’


      

      ‘Fine. Fine. Y’know. Can’t live with them, can’t live with them.’


      

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, shaking his head ruefully, ‘I know the score.’


      

      ‘You’ll have to come to the next party.’


      

      ‘You threw me out of the last one.’


      

      ‘I threw everyone out.’


      

      ‘That’s true. Things did get a bit out of hand.’


      

      ‘Par for the course.’


      

      A sheepish grin slipped onto his face. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing Frankie having a go at you.’


      

      ‘Ah, not really. You know Frankie. About as funny as a fire in an orphanage. Still, looks like it’s cream crackers for dinner.’


      

      ‘That bad?’


      

      ‘Nah, not really.’


      

      ‘How’s the great Ulster novel coming?’

      


      

      ‘Great Ulster sonnet at the rate I’m going, Mike. Too many distractions, y’know?’


      

      ‘Tell me all about it.’


      

      So he got to talking about working for the Government. He did a bit of it himself, but he had a full-time job on the Belfast Evening News and couldn’t make much of a go of it, but he reckoned a freelancer like myself was tailor-made for it.

      


      

      With the elections just round the corner the city was being swamped with foreign journalists looking for a story, so a bit

         of local knowledge was at a premium. I knew the city like the back of my hand, and the rest well enough to bluff my way. The

         Government press office – or the Central Office of Information as it styled itself – was on the lookout for dependable people

         to guide visiting journalists round the country, advising on background and generally putting across the Government’s optimistic

         views on the chances of this latest initiative working. I have never been described as dependable, but I was interested.

      


      

      I got straight to the point. ‘What’s the money like?’


      

      ‘It’s not bad. You won’t make your fortune, like, but it’ll probably appeal to you for the same reason it appeals to me –

         it gets you out from under the wife’s feet and the food and drink go on the expenses. Get plastered for Ulster, Dan.’

      


      

      He said it wasn’t just a matter of a twenty-minute briefing. More shadow work. All day and all night if need be. I nodded

         enthusiastically and he fell for it and offered to arrange an interview for me. ‘A word of advice,’ he cautioned as I went

         to move on, ‘if you get it – one, you owe me a pint or two, and second, in the interview, presuming I can swing it for you,

         they’re not just looking for knowledge about the North. Show them you know something about another country. Remember you’ll

         be dealing with foreign correspondents. A bit of repartee goes a long way.’

      


      

      Patricia thought it would be a doddle. But she didn’t have to do it. She had visions of moving out of the Holy Land. The interview

         was set up; Patricia got me a junior guide to the disintegration of the USSR and told me to learn it. America was too obvious.

         It took me a couple of hours, but by the end I reckoned I knew enough to hold my own with an above-average five year old.

      


      

      You can walk almost anywhere in Belfast worth walking to in twenty minutes. I went down the Ormeau Road, fighting a biting

         wind the whole way, then through the Short Strand onto the Newtownards Road. Traffic was stalled at the foot of the road;

         soldiers were lazily checking IDs. There was rarely much trouble in this Protestant heartland and they knew it. As I dodged

         shoppers I tried to concentrate my mind on the fall of the Communist empire: on Gorbachev, Yeltsin, Stalin, Lenin, big fat women and black-market vodka. An old man fell in beside me. He wore a battered ulster and clutched a brown paper bag

         containing a bottle of Concorde. The fool.

      


      

      ‘Can you lend me 20p for a cuppa tay?’ he asked, his voice nicotine rough.


      

      ‘If you can show me where you can get a cup for 20p, I’ll join ye, mate,’ I replied, and quickly regretted it. I felt curiously

         nervous. I gave him a pound, but he wasn’t that easy to shake off. He puffed along beside me.

      


      

      ‘Did ye see the match last night?’ he rasped. ‘Them Brazilians are magic, aren’t they?’


      

      ‘Didn’t see it, mate,’ I said. I took advantage of a break in the traffic to nip away from him. When I looked back he gave

         me the fingers.

      


      

      I turned left onto the Holywood Road. The Dragon Palace was about halfway up. It was garishly, freshly painted. Outside, workmen

         were completing a bargain basement improvement to the footpath, changing cracked concrete slabs for gentrified cobbles, row

         upon row in sickly yellow, like a giant bar of Caramac. My old dad would have called it mutton dressed as mutton.

      


      

      My stomach rumbled for the first time as I opened the door, which I thought was pretty good timing. A swarm of flies flittered

         about the glass like anxious relatives at an incubator. A scowling waiter took my coat, his hands lingering long enough on

         my body for me to realize I was being searched. It was a bit of a surprise. It didn’t happen much, except on the way out.

      


      

      Neville Maxwell wasn’t fooled by my shandy or my artistic licence. ‘A hard drinker and a confirmed Unionist,’ he said lazily,

         still tinkering with his chopsticks. ‘You think that’s a suitable background to be showing folks round the country with?’

      


      

      ‘You’re judging me by my column again. Like I say. It gets a laugh.’


      

      He ordered for both of us. I thought things progressed well. He’d ask three or four innocuous questions then slip in a serious

         one. I could tell they were important by the way his pupils receded to tiny points as he sized up my replies. We passed on

         starters. I thought it wise to pass on another drink. I was thinking of the money.

      


      

      ‘Your column seems to have quite a following.’


      

      ‘Yeah, well, y’know. What can I say?’


      

      ‘But you’ll agree it portrays an image of you that . . .’


      

      ‘I don’t think your visitors would be aware of that.’


      

      ‘True.’


      

      ‘I mean, I don’t mind a drink. But it doesn’t interfere with my work.’


      

      ‘I had a chat with Frankie Woods.’


      

      Oh-oh. ‘Dear old Frankie.’


      

      ‘Full of praise.’


      

      I nodded.


      

      ‘Surprised?’


      

      I laughed. ‘Not at all. Nice guy, Frankie. Honest.’

      


      

      ‘He says you’re only part time.’


      

      ‘Yeah. I don’t like to be tied down.’


      

      ‘So what else do you do. Freelance?’


      

      He looked like he already knew. ‘Yeah. Anyone that pays. Can be The Times one week, Sewers and Sewerage the next. The rough with the smooth. Like I say, anyone who pays, within reason.’

      


      

      ‘What’s within reason?’


      

      I shrugged. Nobody had yet tempted me to something without reason. Getting a cheque had its own kind of reason. ‘Well,’ I

         said, ‘I wouldn’t work for Republican News. But then I doubt they’d ask me.’

      


      

      ‘That’s what I’m trying to get at, Dan,’ he said, jabbing his chopsticks towards me, ‘you’re not really impartial, are you?’


      

      ‘Who is? I have my views. I don’t let them get in the way of my work – apart from my column, which is supposed to have a particular

         viewpoint. Unionist with a sense of humour, if you like. It’s balanced by the fascist on the opposite page and the loony Republican

         at the back.’ I leant forward. He withdrew his chopsticks. ‘I’m a professional journalist, Mr Maxwell. I wouldn’t work for

         Republican News because it supports terrorism. Simple as that.’

      


      

      He sat back in his chair and absentmindedly scratched at a permanently furrowed brow. ‘You think you could stick to the Government

         line?’

      


      

      I shrugged. I gave him a little grin. ‘Up to a point, Lord Copper.’

      


      

      His mouth widened into a grin. It made his face look like a split melon. ‘Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of Waugh,’ he said.


      

      I nodded appreciatively. ‘Matched and maybe beaten. Very good. I like that. Tommy Waugh, of course, used to play for Linfield.’


      

      He took a big gulp of his water, I sipped my shandy. ‘With your reputation . . .’ he began.


      

      ‘Such as it is . . .’


      

      ‘Such as it is . . . you wouldn’t be worried about going into Nationalist areas?’


      

      ‘Not at all. I get more flak from Unionists. More tightly strung. The other lot enjoy a good argument. Although they do tend

         to have you shot afterward.’

      


      

      He shook his head slightly. ‘Like I say, I’ve a sense of humour. But I keep it under control. You can do that?’


      

      ‘Absolutely.’


      

      Laughter erupted from behind me. I glanced round. A group of six business types were cackling over something. One banged the

         table with his fist; another took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Maxwell said. ‘Tell me, do you have an interest in

         any other country besides Northern Ireland?’

      


      

      Gorby. Trotsky. The Baltic states. Yeltsin. ‘Yes,’ I said confidently, ‘Brazil.’


      

      I looked him dead in the eye and thought passionately about leaving the table and punching the first pensioner that hobbled

         into view.

      


      

      ‘That’s an unusual choice.’


      

      I reached up to push a dank strand of hair from my brow. As I brought my hand down I cracked my glass and it toppled over.

         I watched helplessly as the dregs fanned out across the table towards Maxwell. I mumbled an apology and began to dab at the

         mess with my napkin. I trained my eyes on him again, staring the way I had at girls as a youth to overcome my shyness. It

         hadn’t worked then either.

      


      

      ‘Uh, yeah, Brazil. A great football team. I’m really keen on football.’


      

      Maxwell set his chopsticks down in front of him. They formed a little dam before the sop of shandy. ‘That was a great match

         the other night, eh?’

      


      

      ‘One-a-the-best.’


      

      ‘Did you think it was in?’


      

      ‘No shadow of a doubt.’


      

      ‘Then if you do join us, the first thing we’ll get you is a pair of glasses,’ he chortled.

      


      

      I was pulling it round.


      

      ‘What about Germany?’ he asked.


      

      Football or politics? Trivial or serious? The effortless goal machine or European inflation? I shrugged. ‘What can you say

         about the Germans?’

      


      

      ‘That’s what I’m asking.’

      


      

      ‘Well, you have to take them at face value.’


      

      ‘What do you mean exactly?’


      

      The food arrived. A pork dish. Lots of noodles. I lifted my chopsticks for the first time. Smooth as silk. I dropped one.

         Maxwell was already tucking in. His eyes didn’t leave me.

      


      

      ‘I mean . . .’ A piece of pork nearly reached my mouth, it was stretching out its arms to me and my lower lip was curling

         out to grasp it when it fell, bouncing from my left trouser leg. ‘. . . That there’s very little pretence about them, whether

         you’re talking football or European Parliament.’ As nonchalantly as possible I reached down to retrieve the pork from my shoe.

      


      

      ‘Have you met many Germans?’


      

      ‘Enough.’


      

      ‘Where was that?’


      

      ‘Oh, I’ve been around Europe a few times. You can’t help it. They own everything.’


      

      ‘You have a point there.’ He set his sticks down. He was half finished and food hadn’t yet crossed the border of my lips.

         ‘You’re not very comfortable, are you?’ he asked sympathetically. Sweat was dripping down my brow like irrigation on a hillside

         paddy field. ‘I should have checked this was okay for you. Not everyone can use them.’

      


      

      I put my chopsticks down. ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘My hands are slightly arthritic. You might have noticed.’ Jesus.
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      When I was thirteen I woke up in the middle of the night and found my brother pissing in my typewriter case. I decided there

         and then that there must be something wonderful about alcohol. As my artistic interest grew I discovered that many of my heroes

         had had impassioned affairs with what my old da referred to as the devil’s vomit: Brendan Behan, Dylan Thomas, George Best,

         Pete Townshend. It had not adversely affected any of them, with the exception of the first two, whom it killed.

      


      

      It was the most natural thing in the world for me to hit the pub as soon as I finished lunch. My embarrassment with the chopsticks

         needed diluting.

      


      

      I headed back into the centre of town, then up the Dublin Road to Shaftesbury Square. I turned left into a dusty alleyway and entered a brown doorway at the top, Lavery’s back

         bar. It was the kind of spit-and-sawdust pub that was becoming increasingly rare on the ground in the city; most of the rest

         had adopted themes. Maybe Lavery’s had too but never let on: not so much mock Georgian as take-the-piss hard-man. There were

         a few ageing punks at the bar, a couple of students in a corner and an old drunk studying the jukebox. Willie Nutt was behind

         the bar. He winked over as I came in. He poured me a pint of Harp without asking.

      


      

      ‘Howdy, Dan, how’s it going? What’s the headline tonight?’


      

      I shrugged. ‘God knows. I only work there.’


      

      He leant on the bar as I put my money down. ‘Did you hear the forecast, Dan?’


      

      I’d heard the forecast, but I’d hear it again. ‘Cloudy,’ he said, ‘with widespread terrorism.’


      

      He gave a big belly laugh, scooped up the money and wandered down the bar.


      

      I sat with my pint. Had another. Two or three others. A couple of shorts. There was a nice atmosphere. Relaxed. Towards teatime

         it began to crowd up. Still not many suits. Tax Inspector Patricia would be at work for an hour yet. I bought some cans at

         the bar and headed up the few hundred yards to the Botanic Gardens. The wind had dropped and there was a pleasant warmth in

         the air; the change in temperature had brought crowds of youngsters out of the bushes and they sat on the green in groups, half

         shielding bottles of cider. Ah, my youth before me.

      


      

      I found a bench and began drinking. Save for ordering drinks I hadn’t spoken to anyone since Maxwell, and I wasn’t worrying

         about him. It was out of my hands now. The money would be handy, but moving house was a pain I could do without. I thought

         about chopsticks and how ridiculous they were. I thought about the waiters and how ignorant they had been. It was a trait

         that would in time make the Dragon Palace one of the most popular establishments in the city.

      


      

      I took a gulp, closed my eyes. I felt the tension oozing away. It was shaping up into a beautiful evening.


      

      I opened my eyes. I was on the ground. I looked at my watch. A quarter to ten. It was getting dark.


      

      A voice at my side said: ‘Are you all right?’


      

      I looked up. A girl. Maybe twenty. Her hair was long, crimped at the front, dyed black. She’d a long angular face, pretty

         in a starved kind of way. Her eyes were close together, but not so close as to suggest Catholicism, and they were as electric

         blue as eyes can be at dusk. I said: ‘I’m fine. I’m a gravel inspector for the Department of Stones. Undercover.’ Snappy,

         precise, slurred.

      


      

      She smiled. A nice thin smile. ‘Do gravel inspectors always sleep on park benches for two hours, allow wee lads to steal their drink and then make sudden dives onto the ground?’

      


      

      I sat up, wiped loose stones from my knees. ‘Always.’


      

      She giggled and turned to leave.


      

      ‘You been watching me?’


      

      She stopped. ‘I was across the way having a drink.’


      

      ‘It’s not safe here by yourself.’


      

      ‘I was with friends. They’re a way on.’ The top of a bottle of cider peeked out of a deep leather handbag that hung from her

         shoulder.

      


      

      ‘You wouldn’t care to join me?’


      

      ‘What, down there?’


      

      ‘Nah, for a drink. Down the road. No strings attached.’ My tongue felt fuzzy, my brain fuzzier.


      

      ‘Do you not think you’ve had enough?’


      

      ‘No such thing. Sure I’ve had a wee sleep. I’ve drunk myself sober.’


      

      ‘I shouldn’t really . . .’


      

      But it was a shouldn’t with a hint of should. If I’d been a girl I’d have said no, but she looked me up and down and must

         have seen something vaguely appealing. God knows, it wasn’t my physique – she later described me as the Adonis of Auschwitz.

         But she nodded and stretched out her hand to help me up. ‘Just for one, and that only ’cause I’m interested in stones.’

      


      

      I said: ‘Do you always pick up strange men in parks?’


      

      ‘Nah, I usually do it in public toilets. You get a better class in there.’

      


      

      She was nice. Chirpy with youth. Only a wee slip of a thing. I said: ‘Are you a student?’


      

      ‘Aye, but not up there.’ She nodded back towards Queen’s University, which bordered the gardens. The little smile jumped back

         onto her pale lips. ‘I’m up at Jordanstown. I study geology.’

      


      

      ‘A fortunate choice of words then. It must be fate.’


      

      We went back down to Lavery’s. She chatted animatedly on the way, nothing of any real substance, or perhaps there was and

         I was far too gone to notice it. There was a slight slur in her voice; it didn’t make much difference to my drunken ears.

      


      

      The back bar was packed and the drinkers had spilled out into the alleyway which was brightly lit now by a large, bare bulb

         high up on the side of the wall. It took me fifteen minutes to negotiate my way to the bar and get served. By the time I got

         back she was chatting to a couple of spikyhaired youths. I stood behind her with two pints in my hands, feeling old. She turned

         to me, took her pint and then recommenced her conversation with the punks. I took it as a hint and started to move on. She

         came skipping after me.

      


      

      ‘Hey, hold on. I’m sorry, I hadn’t seen them for ages.’


      

      ‘No problem,’ I said.


      

      ‘Don’t be like that.’


      

      I shrugged. And I thought to myself, Christ, I’ve known her five minutes and I’m jealous. ‘How can I fall out with you if

         I don’t even know your name?’

      


      

      ‘Well, there’s a point.’ She seemed about to hold her hand out, but suddenly did a basketball pivot, reaching up to kiss me

         on the cheek, spilling part of her beer on my coat as she did so. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and I wasn’t sure whether she was

         apologizing for turning her back on me, spilling her drink or having immediate second thoughts about the kiss. ‘I’m Margaret.

         Margaret McBride.’

      


      

      I leant down and kissed her back. No, not her back, her cheek. It was cool and white and smelt of mandarin oranges. ‘And I’m

         Dan Starkey.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, I know who you are. I’ve seen you in the paper.’


      

      ‘Ah.’


      

      ‘And I’ve seen you with your wife.’


      

      ‘Ah.’


      

      ‘It was at a party. You were drunk under a table. You had to be carried to a taxi.’


      

      ‘I’ve never been carried to a taxi in my life.’


      

      ‘Well, you certainly had help.’


      

      ‘Maybe help. I’ve never been carried.’


      

      ‘You don’t look much like your picture in the paper.’


      

      ‘Disappointed?’


      

      ‘You don’t look as hungry in real life.’


      

      ‘It was taken on a particularly bad day. You like the column? Be honest. I’m not fishing for compliments, but if you don’t answer in the affirmative I’ll break your nose.’

      


      

      ‘I like it. Sometimes. Better than the other crap.’


      

      ‘I like that. Better than the other crap. Put that on my gravestone.’


      

      A lank, dank guy ambled up to her and offered her a pull on a joint. She shook her head. After a moment’s hesitation he begrudgingly

         offered it to me. I shook my head as well. He moved off into the shadows.

      


      

      ‘Friend?’


      

      She shrugged. ‘I know him to see. It’s nice of him to offer. I don’t mind a smoke actually, but not here, the half of them

         are probably undercover anyway. You should know that.’

      


      

      ‘Aye, I know.’


      

      ‘And when I say I don’t mind a smoke I’m not talking to you as Daniel Starkey, journalist, but Dan Starkey, drunk. All strictly

         off the record.’

      


      

      ‘Of course, of course. I will have no memory of this in the morning.’ Or I would remember it all, or remember it all wrong.

         It varied.

      


      

      It didn’t start out as anything more than a few quiet drinks with a stranger, but the drink and the time flew in. Patricia

         would already be out on the town. It was a Friday night tradition. Eight or ten of our friends would call round to our house

         after tea, have a carry-out and a smoke and then head out to a bar. Patricia was accustomed to my occasional non-appearances. If I didn’t meet them in one or other of the bars we favoured with our custom

         I’d see them back at the house later where the drinking would continue. It was teenage partying on adult paycheques.

      


      

      By 1 a.m. the bar was closed and Margaret started to make vague noises about going home, but I took her by the arm and gently

         insisted that she come back to the house for a drink. She should meet my friends. She’d maybe meet a nice man. You never know

         who might be there. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

      


      

      ‘I know your wife’ll be there. What would she think you turning up with me?’


      

      ‘Nothing. She’s used to it.’


      

      ‘Thanks a lot, like, you make me sound so special.’


      

      ‘Don’t be silly, I mean she doesn’t mind me bringing people home for drink, man or girl. She likes meeting people and she

         trusts me. She’s no reason to mistrust me. And I don’t mess around.’

      


      

      She looked unconvinced. ‘Unless you get the chance.’


      

      ‘Come for one. What harm’s it going to do? It’s only up the road.’


      

      ‘And you promise you won’t write about me in the paper?’


      

      ‘Don’t be so paranoid.’


      

      She hemmed and hawed for a while, but I won her over, using charm and drunken logic. We went up Botanic Avenue and turned into the Holy Land, a tangle of terraced streets off the university that had mostly fallen under student

         occupation. It was late, but there was still plenty of life about, most of it drunk. We were home in five minutes.

      


      

      There was music booming out of the house, barely muffled by wood and brick. It was a big house, three floors and an attic.

         We’d had it for three years and it still smelt like the student flats it had been, kind of musty and unshaven, an air of potential

         about it stifled by laziness. I opened the front door. Directly ahead of us in the kitchen Mouse was piling food into the

         microwave. He was thirty-two, powerfully built, an old mate. He turned as the door opened.

      


      

      ‘BOUT YA, DAN!’


      

      ‘Hi, Mouse. Pat here?’


      

      He pointed towards the lounge. I could feel the throb of a bass through the door and people jumping up and down. I opened

         it and led Margaret in. The Rezillos’ ‘Flying Saucer Attack’ was blasting out of the speakers. Half a dozen of my friends

         were bouncing around to it, wearing album covers on their heads. They looked like druids. It was a tradition. There was a

         stack of cans in the corner. I grabbed two and gave one to Margaret. She sat down on the arm of a ripped leather armchair.

         Immediately Gerry and Dawn pounced on her and had her up dancing. I wandered into the adjoining room.

      


      

      Patricia was sitting on the Magic Settee. We called it that because most every time we sat on it in daylight we ended up making

         love. We hadn’t sat on it for a while.

      


      

      ‘All right?’ I ventured.


      

      She had her knees folded under her and a glass in her hand, vodka and orange.


      

      She smiled. She looked brilliant. Save a line or two round her eyes she looked as beautiful as on the day she had asked me

         out.

      


      

      I kissed her.


      

      ‘Sleepy,’ she said.


      

      ‘You want me to throw them out?’


      

      ‘Nah. We’re not here that long. I’m waiting for my second wind. Who’s that you came in with?’


      

      ‘Another victim for satanic sacrifice. Margaret. Young and maybe virginal. She’ll do fine.’


      

      ‘Just the one? You usually manage a couple.’


      

      ‘You know how it is. I didn’t have much time, what with the interview ‘n’ all.’


      

      She put a hand on my arm. ‘I take it things didn’t go all that well. Moscow let you down?’


      

      ‘Brazil let me down, but that’s another story. Apart from that it went okay. I’ll tell you in the morning. Party time.’


      

      I went back into the lounge as Patricia nodded off where she was. Someone had found an old glam compilation in the depths

         of our record collection and we formed ourselves into a circle for ‘Tiger Feet’.

      


      

      The needle jumped a couple of times and Mouse ripped off the album, throwing it on top of a burgeoning pile of sleeveless

         plastic. I took advantage of the momentary silence to quit the circle and follow Margaret into the kitchen. She opened the

         fridge and pulled a bottle of cider out, hugging it to her chest as she turned to me.

      


      

      ‘Strongbow – brilliant.’ She held the yellow label up to me. ‘Two big bottles of this and you wake up in the morning with

         a pile of vomit in your slippers and six hours pregnant.’

      


      

      ‘That’s a profound thing for a youngster like yourself to come off with.’


      

      ‘Youngster? Ha! I’m not as young as I look. How old would you say?’


      

      ‘I’ll start off at thirty-seven, then everything below that is a bonus.’


      

      ‘I’m twenty-two.’


      

      ‘Dead old. I’m old enough to be your big brother.’


      

      ‘You’re old enough to have a lot of old records. It’s like going into a time machine in there.’


      

      ‘You can’t beat quality. That old punk stuff . . . timeless.’


      

      ‘Witless. I can’t picture you as a punk. Did you have spiky hair? Bondage trousers? The whole heap?’


      

      ‘Nah. Not really. Punk was more an attitude than a look. That’s what so many failed to understand about it.’


      

      ‘You mean your mum wouldn’t let you dye your hair blue.’

      


      

      ‘Yeah, a bit of that as well.’


      

      ‘I was eight when the Sex Pistols released their first single.’


      

      ‘Jesus.’


      

      She took a long swig from the bottle and offered it to me. I declined. Beer and cider do not for a good hangover make. Mouse

         had obviously discovered my Ramones live album. I grabbed Margaret’s free hand and led her back into the heart of the dancing.

         You’re never too old to rock ‘n’ roll.

      


      

      The dancing was chaotic and by the end of the song I felt the spins coming on and headed for the door. I stumbled up two flights

         of stairs and found the bathroom mercifully empty. I locked myself in and was sick twice in the washbasin. White, my legs

         shaking, my head resting on the rim, I reached up to turn on the cold water tap. It was warm and sticky where someone had

         already been sick on it. I was sick again. I leant over the bath and turned the cold tap on, flicking off the shower control

         at the same time. As icy water rushed out I put my wrists under it and let it burn cold against my pulse, then splashed it

         up onto the back of my neck and onto my face. I sat for a while on the edge of the stained cream enamel bath, my head bowed,

         until I began to settle down. There is no greater feeling than regaining control of your body after it has been usurped by a friend you have willingly invited in. I stood up, steadied myself against the

         wall and then, without breathing in, washed the sink and taps. I am nothing if not a responsible drunk. The draining water

         caught the rear end of a slater as it endeavoured to escape the smoothness of the sink, flushing it down the plughole. After

         a moment the little round shell of the woodlouse reappeared and began to ascend the curved sides of the basin again. I turned

         both taps on it and it disappeared again. Ten seconds later it reappeared and began its journey anew. I laughed and let it

         go. I hoped I could come up after going under for the second time.

      


      

      I was just starting down the stairs when I noticed a light on in my study at the end of the hall. Margaret was standing just

         inside the door, looking at the books that lined the wall. I get fidgety when people are in my study. I don’t like them looking

         for works in progress because mostly there are no works in progress. I’d been working on a conversation-based novel, like

         The Graduate or The Commitments, but my characters kept turning out shy and tongue-tied.

      


      

      She looked round as I approached.


      

      ‘You’ve good taste in books,’ she said.


      

      ‘That makes me sound like I eat them.’


      

      ‘Devour them maybe. Do you? Devour them?’


      

      ‘I haven’t read them all. A lot are review copies, from the paper. Take any you want. There’s a laugh-a-minute guide to macro economics up there or there’s a biography of Skippy

         the Bush Kangaroo. Take your pick.’

      


      

      ‘I heard you being sick.’ I nodded. ‘I beat you to it. Feeling better?’


      

      I nodded again. ‘My mouth tastes like a horse’s arse.’


      

      ‘You want a mint?’ she asked. I nodded. A wide grin split her face. When I looked closer there was a mint jutting from between

         her teeth. ‘My last one,’ she said, clamping down on it, her voice strangled like a ventriloquist’s. She angled her face up

         towards mine, proffering the sweet. I bent to take it. My lips wrapped round the public half. She smelt good, I could feel

         her heat. My teeth tightened on it, but she wouldn’t let go. We were both grinning inanely as we pulled at the mint. As I

         went for a better grip my lips touched hers and her mouth widened. The mint became a flapping border gatepost, there but unguarded,

         as our tongues met around it. In a moment it fell from our mouths and we remained clamped together, lost.

      


      

      I did not think of Patricia. It was as if she did not exist for those few seconds, that my love for her was of a different

         time and place, that there and then there was only Margaret in the world and she was all that mattered.

      


      

      When her voice came it was quiet, collected, like an exchange with a dying, unfamiliar relative. She could be a violent, argumentative,

         tantrummed woman; that was why the calmness of her discovery was all the more frightening.

      


      

      ‘You have twenty-four hours to move out.’


      

      And then she was gone. I tried to pull away, but Margaret held me for precious seconds as Patricia walked sadly down the stairs.


      

      Finally I pushed her away. I turned to follow my wife.


      

      ‘That was nice,’ Margaret said. I looked back. I have never seen a more attractive brightness in a girl’s eyes.


      

      I turned away again. ‘I’m in trouble,’ I said. ‘I have to go.’


   

      

      3


      

      Patricia’s twenty-four-hour expulsion threat evaporated in the time it took for her to consume a triple vodka. It was replaced

         by a physical assault that Lizzie Borden would have been proud of. I tried the appeasement route and it worked as well for

         me as it had for Chamberlain.

      


      

      My left eye was beginning to close and there was a thin trickle of blood running from my nose. It looked like brilliant sap

         leaking from a skeletal tree. That’s how Margaret described it as she led me through the Holy Land; she had a good turn of

         phrase, for a drunk. I was in mumble mode, little of it favourable to Patricia. She had done more damage to my nose in three

         years of marriage than twenty years of amateur football. My nose had always been big, but it had not bent perceptibly to the left before I started going out with her. Besides that, she had

         a singing voice that could pickle eggs.

      


      

      ‘As I believe the song says, the best part of breaking up is when you’re having your nose broken,’ Margaret sang, putting

         a consoling arm round my shoulders as we crossed onto Botanic Avenue. ‘I think maybe I’ve gotten you in a wee bit of trouble.’

      


      

      ‘You could say that.’


      

      ‘I thought she didn’t mind you bringing people home?’


      

      ‘She doesn’t. I’ve just never snogged with them before.’


      

      ‘Or just never got caught?’


      

      ‘I’m telling you. I don’t mess around.’


      

      ‘Nah, you go straight for it.’


      

      Margaret waved down a cab outside the York Hotel. I climbed into the back. She joined me. The driver turned to look at me.

         He was chubby cheeked and had bushy eyebrows. He said: ‘Don’t bleed on the seats, mate.’

      


      

      ‘Nah, I’m dryin’ up,’ I said; it was a rare taxi to get at that time of night, so I held off on the abuse.


      

      ‘Where to?’


      

      ‘Antrim Road.’


      

      ‘Which part?’


      

      ‘Up past Fortwilliam Golf Course. Ben Madigan.’


      

      ‘That’s okay.’ He put the car into gear and moved off. ‘We’re not allowed to stop lower down. Too risky. One of our boys got

         topped up there last month. They always seem to pick on fuckin’ taxi drivers. All we’re trying to do is earn a fuckin’ livin’, y’know?’

      


      

      He was the type could talk himself into getting shot. We didn’t try to feed his fire by continuing the conversation. I don’t

         quite know when it was decided I was going to Margaret’s.

      


      

      Traffic was sparse. The lights were on in the city centre, but there was nobody in. A metaphor perhaps for our times. We crossed

         Carlisle Circus and were at the top of the Antrim Road in maybe ten minutes. We turned into Lancaster Drive. All the streets

         round about were named after different types of bomber – RAF as opposed to IRA. Margaret paid off the driver then led me to

         an electric-bill-red front door. I stumbled against it as she fumbled for a key.

      


      

      ‘Coffee for you, I think,’ she said.


      

      ‘It’s been proved that coffee does nothing to sober you up.’


      

      ‘What would you suggest then?’


      

      ‘Another beer, maybe.’


      

      ‘I thought you might be thinking that. Just as well I’m all out.’


      

      Just as well too, I thought. You could only take bravado so far. She led me into the lounge. It was small, uncluttered, one

         wall dominated by a large portrait of herself, the hair jet black, her face more pinched than in real life, but her eyes had

         the same deep-pool brilliance that had first captured me.

      


      

      ‘A self-portrait?’

      


      

      ‘How’d you guess?’


      

      I shrugged. You didn’t often get the chance to compare self-portraits with the self; but I knew most painted themselves thinner.

         There was a shuffling, sniffling sound from the kitchen. Margaret went and opened the door slightly and an elderly Jack Russell

         pressed his face through the gap. I could see a stump of a tail, maybe an inch erect above his hindquarters. He was snarling

         at me. He reminded me of Patricia.

      


      

      ‘That’s Patch. I won’t let him in. He’d kill you.’


      

      ‘Don’t worry, I like dogs. Dogs like me.’


      

      ‘He’s not a dog, he’s a fucking monster. At least that’s how the police described him.’


      

      ‘He’s not wanted, is he?’


      

      ‘He’s not wanted by anyone. That’s the trouble. Nah, he got out a couple of weeks ago and bit a couple of kids. But of course

         the cops trail me down to the station. Three hours I was in there arguing with them.’

      


      

      ‘I know the form. First the good guy, then the bad, then the good, then the bad guy comes in and gives you a severe beating

         with a large orange spacehopper. It’s common practice.’

      


      

      Margaret pushed Patch back into the kitchen and closed the door behind her. I heard her rifling. She opened the door again

         and flashed a garish box at me. ‘Pizza okay? In the microwave?’

      


      

      I nodded. Probably do me good. It was one of those genuine Italian pizzas from the supermarket, the ones with chef’s own hair

         included.

      


      

      I sat down by a mauve armchair and began sorting through her record collection. She had maybe fifty albums. A lot of Van Morrison,

         some Bob Dylan. A worrying series of Status Quo records. There was a Chris Rea album which was also a bit of a minus. I preferred

         diarrhoea; it wasn’t very enjoyable either, but it didn’t last as long and you could read a good book at the same time. At

         the back of the pile there was a pair of Loyalist flute band records, The Pride of Whitehill and the Wellington Young Defenders.

         Bandsmen in silly uniforms with embarrassing plumes on their caps sat in rows on the cover like psychedelic soldiers.

      


      

      Margaret came back into the lounge, carefully closing the door behind her. I held up the flute band records. ‘Lapse in taste

         here, I think.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake. I forgot they were there. Not mine. They’re my da’s, I brought them with me by mistake when I moved in

         here.’

      


      

      ‘Well, what’s he doin’ with them? Is he mad?’


      

      ‘Where we used to live, they came round the doors with them. You more or less had to buy them or you’d get a brick through

         the window. They were raising money for new band uniforms.’

      


      

      ‘Quieter ones, I hope.’


      

      ‘Guns for the boys, I presume.’

      


      

      ‘I dare say.’


      

      Margaret knelt beside me. She selected a Cocteau Twins record and slipped it onto the turntable. I’d seen them once in concert,

         a lot of years before. All syrupy guitar and high-pitched vocals. The sort of music you should buy on CD, then smash. Still,

         I was in no mood to argue, with throbbing nose and closing eye, and besides, as she sat back she collapsed into my arms and

         she kissed me long and soft. I tried moving my hands, but she pinned them behind my back. I didn’t struggle.

      


      

      We came apart with the pinging of the microwave. She jumped up and ran into the kitchen. I heard a low groan and a minute

         later she appeared at the door with the pizza neatly cut onto two plates. She said: ‘I think I may have had it in for too

         long.’

      

OEBPS/Images/9780755378777.jpg
Do
DIVORCING

JACK

VIOLENCE /{(:NUN

BATEMAN

Author of MYSTERY MAN, a Richard & Judy choice





OEBPS/Images/Art_pub.jpg





