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For my friends, with love









My own brain is to me the most unaccountable of machinery – always buzzing, humming, soaring roaring diving, and then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for?


Virginia Woolf


They were not perfect, but they were my friends.


Girl, Interrupted










one










any old moment


It is almost midnight, and the three of them are trying to persuade a member of door staff to let them bring a houseplant into the nightclub. Maggie, Harley and Róise take turns to explain that the plant was a birthday present given earlier this evening by a friend who went home around nine, apparently blind to the practical challenges of accommodating a cactus on the dancefloor. Róise turns thirty next week and was informed by the gift-giver that this particular breed is known as an old lady cactus, on account of its white cobweb of spines. Maggie resents overhearing this information. The sea-urchin crown of the plant has, in her mind, taken on the earnest personality of an elderly woman for whom Maggie now feels responsible, despite Róise having been assured that it doesn’t need much watering and should in fact thrive on neglect. They are allowed eventually to check the plant into the cloakroom with their jackets, and Harley pays the attendant with a five-pound note she has folded into eighths to stop it springing back scroll-wise.


In the club, Maggie notes with disappointment that the spinning pole has been removed from its plinth on the dancefloor. Maggie has been coming here with Harley and Róise since they were eighteen. She once engaged the pole too aggressively in a dance tribute to Wham! and needed medical attention for a bruised perineum. She claimed to the doctor that it was a cycling injury and had to sit on a ring-shaped cushion for a week afterwards, feeling like a humbled pet in a cone collar. That night has gone down as one of the greats in their group lore. They had gone into town on a Friday afternoon, chasing a rumour that Jimmy Nesbitt was drinking at the Sunflower; the rumour turned out to be unfounded, and the night ended at four a.m. with Maggie injured and Harley getting off with two cast members from a touring production of Cats. Only Róise had been uninvolved in the drama of it all, spending that night on the edge of the dancefloor with her face lit by the midnight fridge glare of her smartphone screen, messaging her new boyfriend. She does not use a smartphone anymore; her new phone is an old phone without any apps or features. Her then-new boyfriend is her now ex-boyfriend. The two things are not unrelated.


Harley offers Maggie and Róise a hit of her MDMA in the club toilets in the same casual way you might ask shall we get a flatbread to share? As a rule, Maggie declines when people offer her recreational drugs, citing a previous ‘bad experience’ which she hopes makes it sound like she did something fiercely rock and roll like smoking a load of crystal meth and waking up on an ostrich farm in Lurgan four days later. (Her friends have pointed out that Lurgan is not remotely rock or roll, nor does it, to their knowledge, have an ostrich farm. ‘No, but you get the gist,’ Maggie says.) When Maggie claims she had a ‘bad experience’, she means that her sole previous experimentation with illicit substances was at a house party in the Holylands many years ago when she accepted a bump of coke that turned out to be heavily cut with washing powder. She sneezed and it stung with flowery freshness; it is not an experience she has been keen to repeat.


This time, Maggie accepts a line from Harley and it feels like someone has pushed a cocktail umbrella up one nostril and opened it inside her head. Harley is cursing, her face performing a montage of elastic contortions like an actor preparing to go onstage: lion-face, lemon-face, lion-face, lemon-face. Róise is ostensibly unaffected by her own line until a single traitorous tear crawls out of the corner of her eye.


‘Fuck me,’ Harley rasps, ‘that burns. Should’ve crushed it more.’ She swipes her bank card clean of residue on her tongue as if she’s clocking in (or out), then pinches between her eyes with a pained expression. ‘Sorry. It’ll pass,’ she says. ‘Give it time.’


Back on the dancefloor, a cool, white buzz begins to creep outwards as the glass shards dissolve in the bridge of Maggie’s nose. She plucks absent-mindedly at her top where the undercarriage sweat has fused it to her skin. She is wearing a light grey Blondie T-shirt with no bra, and is regretting it now that two dark, drooling crescents are imprinted on its fabric. She makes accidental eye contact with a woman as she does so, and the woman smiles at her in a way that implies underboob understanding. The woman fans her face with her hands in sweaty solidarity and shouts over the pounding dance track, ‘IT’S BOILING, ISN’T IT?’


‘I’M MELTING!’ Maggie hollers in agreement, her reply helpfully coinciding with a drop in the music to sound like the frenzied screech of the Wicked Witch of the West.


‘WHO’RE YOU OUT WITH?’ the woman asks.


‘JUST WITH FRIENDS!’ Maggie snatches at the air vaguely behind her.


‘HAVE YOU PULLED?’ Harley blares in her ear, closer than Maggie realized.


‘WHO ARE YOU HERE WITH?’ Maggie asks the woman, ignoring Harley.


‘WORK NIGHT OUT!’ she says, indicating the group dancing near her. One of her colleagues jabs a thumb towards the smoking area, and she asks Maggie, ‘DO YOU WANT TO COME OUT FOR SOME FRESH AIR?’


‘OH I’M GRAND, I DON’T SMOKE!’ Maggie deliberately misinterprets. The woman smiles but does not persist, vanishing in the dense crush of the crowd around them. Maggie unlocks her phone, snaps a blurry panorama of the club, a swaying wheat field of arms against a neon sky.


‘You’re lit,’ someone assesses (accurately) from behind her. Maggie turns and sees Cate there, smirking at her. Her pale face and witch-black hair are bleached with blue light, her eyes are smoky and wicked. Maggie starts and, spooked, her breath briefly deserts her. She is suddenly very conscious of the perspiration gathering in the hollow of her back. Cate is wearing a black vest and denim shorts and there seems to be not a lick of sweat on her, as though her body has its own microclimate unaffected by the claggy humidity of the nightclub. She seems somehow able to make herself heard without screeching over the music as Maggie has been doing since they arrived.


‘WHAT BUSINESS IS IT OF YOURS?’ Maggie shouts back. The euphoria from the drugs has begun to blissfully saturate her body, and the impulse to pull Cate into her arms is suddenly so strong she almost forgets she is dripping with sweat like a basted chicken. In her first year of university Maggie had gone out a few times with a classics student who told her jokingly about the lesbian rule, which Maggie initially thought must be some unofficial commandment of the community, but turned out to be a historical tool of masonry made from lead on the island of Lesbos, an instrument that could be bent and fitted to any curve. She feels in this moment as though she could pliantly and happily mould her entire body around Cate’s like a second skin, flattening and shrinking and concaving to fit.


‘MAGGIE.’ Harley’s hand is on Maggie’s elbow as she cocks her head brusquely, summoning her back to dance with them.


‘YOU REMEMBER MY FRIEND CATE!’ Maggie says by way of introduction. Early on in their acquaintance, Cate set a precedent for introducing her as my friend Maggie, prompting Maggie to refer to her with the same platonic prefix. In the six months they have known each other, Maggie has never broached the subject of whether Cate might have any interest in becoming her friend in the Victorian sense of two female companions who live together for decades in sapphic harmony only for historians to footnote them as pals in spinsterdom. They have never been on anything as formal as an actual date; their encounters have been a chaotic tide of late nights and last minutes. Maggie has tried to buy into the idea that it is a very chic, adult thing to be friends who casually sleep together; however, when she is presented by Cate as my friend Maggie she feels like a toddler trailing around after an assigned buddy at a new school.


‘WHERE WERE YOU BEFORE THIS?’ Maggie asks Cate nonchalantly – or would, if it were possible to be nonchalant screaming over the top of B*Witched while everyone on the dancefloor is violently céilí-ing around them. Harley keeps bumping into Maggie as she bounces, which Maggie suspects may be on purpose.


‘House party,’ Cate replies, rolling her eyes. ‘Dead.’ Cate attends house parties with the air of a touring foreign dignitary whom the organizers have been privileged to host. Maggie cannot imagine her wedged in a beanbag and churning craic in a desperate bid to keep hold of people’s attention. She has an old-world It-girl sort of energy, Maggie thinks, like Zelda Fitzgerald or one of the Mitfords. You would never see Cate idling awkwardly in a corner at parties, pretending to check her phone until her friend returned from the bathroom.


That is how they met – at a house party, when Maggie was in the kitchen trying to negotiate the cork out of a wine bottle with a large hairclip. ‘Need a hand?’ Cate asked, looking curiously at her.


Maggie relaxed her face from its tug-of-war grimace and attempted a careless laugh. ‘This might be a lost cause.’


‘Apparently,’ Cate told her, ‘if you take off your shoe, put the wine bottle in it, and smack it against a wall, it’s supposed to make the cork come out.’


‘Sounds like witchcraft to me,’ Maggie said, stepping back and examining the hairclip wedged half in the cork like a knife in a corpse.


‘Try it, you never know.’


‘You want to try?’


‘I’d much rather spectate and laugh, if I’m honest.’


‘Your shoes look more appropriate.’ Maggie was wearing canvas trainers that were peeling at the sole; Cate had on a pair of snakeskin Doc Martens.


‘There isn’t a corkscrew in here?’ Cate asked, checking the cutlery drawer.


‘Oh no, there is,’ Maggie replied. ‘I just thought I’d introduce an element of unnecessary challenge.’ Cate laughed, and triumph leapt in Maggie’s stomach at having clawed back some dignity. She added, ‘I assumed it was a screw-top. It was four pound fifty in Lidl.’


‘Lidl,’ Cate said, almost wistfully, as if Maggie had mentioned an exotic country she’d visited during her gap year. ‘Best wine.’


Half a dozen wallops of Cate’s boot-heel against the wall, and the cork had crept out of the bottle far enough for Maggie to pull it free. ‘I think I owe you some of this,’ she said to Cate.


‘Go on, then.’ Cate smiled.


‘WATER,’ Harley commands Maggie now, cocking her head towards the bar. Harley’s jaw is clenched, and Maggie is not sure it’s the drugs. She has never much liked Cate, viewing it as a personal affront whenever she turns up to derail a perfectly good night out. Harley is the self-appointed director on most of their party sprees, her orders often having an undertone of subtle reprimanding, although it is impossible for Maggie to take her too seriously as a tyrant when her long face, small dark eyes and white-blonde hair give Harley the perpetual look of a suspicious possum.


‘BAR?’ Maggie says to Cate.


‘Yes, come on,’ Cate replies, as though it were her idea. She brackets Maggie’s hips lightly between her hands and walks her through the crowd. Maggie wonders briefly whether this is a move to annoy Harley, since Cate has never much liked Harley either. She decides she doesn’t mind if it is.


Harley throws an arm around Róise’s shoulders to steer her away from a woman on a hen night bending the ear off her, and they lead the way to the bar. Róise mouths the word shots? or perhaps it’s shots without the question mark, since she doesn’t seem to wait for an answer. When the shots are placed in front of them, Róise’s eyes are already lowered to the salt-sprinkle on her wrist so when she murmurs ‘Sláinte’, she looks almost reverent, as if giving a solemn toast at a wake.


Maggie forces the shot down roiling, the lime wedge slammed straight between her teeth, where it seems to dry and shrivel instantly to potpourri. She sips from the pint glass of water Harley hands her. An acidic burp flares in her throat, and she is forced to excuse herself just as the ABBA megamix begins, which is wholly out of character for her.


She is confused and horrified by the strange black caterpillars in the toilet bowl, until she realizes her cheap false lashes, loosened by vomiting, have given up and dropped off. You fought bravely, friends, she thinks through the gauze curtains lowering over her brain. Rest easy.


Harley’s body stiffens with morning-after rigor mortis when the man in her bed rolls over to nestle against her. She hates waking up next to people. Her bedroom does not seem her own with a stranger present; it feels like a crime scene she has been barred from fully entering until the police have given clearance. She feels as though she is standing behind fluorescent tape, peering at carefully numbered articles of evidence strewn across the floor. A foil wrapper from a brand of condom she does not buy, and the condom itself lying unfilled nearby like the abandoned hide of a shedding reptile. Boxers patterned with the face of a cartoon character she vaguely recognizes. Her wastepaper basket moved to the side of the bed in case he needed to vomit again.


Harley remembers having very brief, very poor sex with this man. ‘I don’t think this is happening, is it?’ he slurred after trying to push inside her with what felt like a deflated party balloon. She resented him throwing the question out to her as if the not-happening was something for which she should be held jointly culpable, and not the fault of the nineteen or so pints he’d had that evening. He rolled out of bed and she had thought he was going to get dressed and order a taxi, but he instead stumbled with coltish uncertainty to the bathroom, and she had to listen to copious boking through the wall for the next half-hour. He reappeared at her bedroom door like a toddler who’d had a nightmare and mumbled, ‘I know you said you didn’t want me to stay over . . .’ and she said, ‘It’s fine, just crash for a bit until you’re feeling better.’ They went to sleep lying parallel in bed with as much intimacy as two neighbouring bodies in a morgue. Now it is the morning and she lies with her back to him as something fully alive and solid nudges against her tailbone. Before she can begin to contemplate what to do about this, she remembers what day it is.


She curses under her breath, stumbling around in the chalky half-light of the early morning, reclaiming her scattered clothes and wits. ‘I didn’t think my morning breath was that bad,’ the man jokes, watching her get dressed without making any effort to do the same.


‘I’m sorry, but you need to leave. I need to leave. I have somewhere to be.’


‘Is this your way of telling me you’ve got a boyfriend?’


‘It’s my way of telling you to put your fucking pants on and scoot.’


He swings himself humbly out of bed and starts fussing with his underwear and socks. Harley takes a brush to her tumbleweed-textured hair and adds, with a little less aggression, ‘Are you feeling better?’


‘Loads better, yeah. I’m really sorry about last night. I don’t normally get sick.’


‘It could happen to anyone, honestly, don’t worry about it.’


Apparently encouraged by this, he says, ‘Have you got time for breakfast? Do you want to go somewhere?’


‘I can’t; I’m already late,’ she tells him. He seems to accept defeat, dressing quickly and leaving with an uncomfortable ‘Thanks . . . all the best . . .’ as though departing a job interview he senses has not gone well.


Harley waits to hear the front door close before heading down to the kitchen. Her temples throb with each step and the dread has already begun to set in. Róise is downstairs already, apparently not in much better shape, inhaling the fumes from a cup of coffee without quite being able to bring herself to drink it. She stares unseeing at the cactus on the kitchen counter, which they almost forgot to rescue from the cloakroom, after all the effort they had made to get it in there in the first place. Róise is dressed in a baggy black sweater over grey plaid trousers. Harley throws her Afghan-lined coat over the kitchen chair and wonders if she ought to wear something more sober. Róise’s style is that of a cool yet formal English teacher (autumn tones, lots of tartan, corduroy blazers and seven different weights of turtleneck) whereas Harley likes furs and leathers (all fake) and the occasional bit of vintage Halston (or real, when she can afford it, which is rarely). Róise’s look is arguably more suited to this morning’s church setting, but Harley cannot be bothered to change.


‘Where’s Maggie?’ Harley asks. The last exchange she remembers between them is Maggie pulling her into a fierce hug after they located her in the bathrooms, her mouth clacking with dryness next to Harley’s ear as she said, ‘I’m having the best night, I love you.’


‘She went home with your one from the club. The usual suspect.’


Harley rolls her eyes. Not only does Cate mess Maggie around without shame, she also checks the most contemptible box on Harley’s list of red flags: scabbiness. She knows that Cate is well off on account of her parents owning a handful of hotels in the city centre, and yet she never seems to pay for drinks and always bums cigarettes off other people. She also didn’t contribute anything for the bumps of MDMA she accepted last night, which Harley only offered to seem polite.


‘Have you heard from her? Is she up?’ Harley realizes she has left her phone in her bedroom and almost weeps at the thought of having to tackle the stairs again.


‘She’s up. She’s dying. Says she’ll meet us at the church.’


Róise phones to book a taxi as Harley throws together a cocktail of Dioralyte and cystitis remedy in a pint glass of tap water, downing the lot with two paracetamol. She hasn’t passed water yet and feels the sting of an oncoming UTI like a tight coil of barbed wire.


‘Did you have fun?’ asks Róise, in reference to the man who left two minutes ago.


‘That’s for me to work out with my future therapist.’ Harley frowns. ‘Did we all get a taxi back here together? You, me and . . . him?’


‘Yes. He talked a lot to the driver about Newry City’s performance in the league.’


‘Mm. Are they doing well?’


‘Better than expected but still below average. According to him. Do you care?’


‘Of course not.’


When they turn up the street in the taxi twenty minutes later, Róise tells the driver, ‘Anywhere here is fine.’ They pay him in coins sticky with liquor and lever themselves out of the car. Harley consults her reflection in the wing mirror of a parked Honda Civic. She has rubbed the ashy mascara from under her eyes and applied a fresh layer of foundation. ‘I look like a dead clown,’ she confirms as she catches up with Róise. They pass the scene of last night’s crimes. The kerb, painted colourfully like a rainbow-brick toy town, looks grubby in the early morning; Union Street is littered with takeaway cartons and fag ends and charred embers of rapture. The club doors are barred like a sacred cloister.


They meet Maggie at the door to the church. Select strands of her long fox-coloured hair look slightly damp, and Harley suspects she may have had to rinse dried vomit out of them. Maggie has touched up her own face with Cate’s concealer, which is slightly too pale even for Maggie’s fair complexion; she looks like a child sick with chickenpox, patchy with calamine lotion. ‘Maggie, come here a second,’ Harley mutters, blending Maggie’s makeup with the pad of her thumb. Someone passes them on their way into Mass and looks sympathetic. Harley realizes it must appear as though she’s tenderly wiping Maggie’s tears.


The three of them slide into a pew halfway down the church, next to Maggie’s brother Liam. ‘Are there toilets in here?’ Harley whispers to Liam, as solemnly as she can manage. He stifles a laugh and mouths, ‘I don’t think so.’ A middle-aged woman sitting in front of them reacts with palpable disapproval, as though Harley has asked for the WiFi password.


It is one year since Harley, Maggie, Róise and Liam were in this church for Lydia’s funeral. Maggie and Harley had been friends with Lydia since they were five. The three of them met Róise when they were all in the same class at secondary school, although she had her own group of friends back then. When they went to Queen’s at eighteen, Lydia did her undergraduate degree in Business Management, while Maggie, Harley and Róise all studied English. The four of them spent their evenings in the Parlour bar bonding over whiskey and Romantic literature (and, as they became drunker and less pretentious, Jägerbombs and Gossip Girl).


Lydia began dating Maggie’s brother not long after uni, a development of which Harley heartily approved (partly because Lydia’s previous boyfriend had been a dairy farmer who wanted her to move to his homeland in the Fermanagh countryside and get to work on the five to eight children he intended to sire). Maggie took a little more persuading; she reacted at first with the air of a put-upon diplomat who would one day have to broker a peace treaty between two warring nations, should the relationship end badly.


‘It won’t end badly, I promise,’ Lydia had said.


‘You can’t know that!’ argued Maggie.


They told her that if it was causing her genuine upset, they would agree to just be friends. Maggie considered that although she would feel extremely uncomfortable if they had an acrimonious break-up, this was very much a what-if, whereas the discomfort she felt at dictating who her friend and brother should or should not ride was very real and present. Eventually, she relented.


Lydia was the first of them to get a proper job for a corporate surnamed firm after university. By the time they were twenty-four, Maggie was working as a legal secretary, Harley was employed as a hotel receptionist and Róise had found a position in a recruitment agency that was at least secure and well paid, even if it was a corporate hellscape. They heaved their duvets and books and board games to the four-bedroomed house they had found to rent in south Belfast. Lydia took endless trips to charity shops and St George’s Market and brought back prints and ornaments she thought were interesting, comedic sexual health posters from the 1920s to hang in the bathroom and a brass umbrella stand in the shape of a wombat that sat in the hall. Six months after they all moved in, Lydia was found installing a terrarium in the front room to house a small domestic turtle, whose name (she advised) was Barnaby. They lived there together – the four girls and Barnaby – for almost five years.


Not long after Lydia died, Maggie, Harley and Róise were informed that she had left Barnaby to them in her will. None of them knew quite what to say. Harley, for one, took some time to process the notion that anyone their age had a will, and wondered whether that was something she ought to have, until she considered that she had nothing to bequeath beyond a tattered stack of novels that ranged from Bleak House to Breaking Dawn, and several Spandau Ballet vinyls.


They have kept the turtle, though none of them feel particularly maternal towards him. ‘Lydia wanted us to have him,’ Maggie pointed out sadly at the time. Harley looked at Róise and knew what she was thinking – that they weren’t in any position to say what Lydia wanted at the time of her death, since she had perished very suddenly in a road accident with none of them present, and they hadn’t actually been on speaking terms with her at the time it happened. Barnaby sits in the corner of the front room like a witch’s familiar still loyal to Lydia, and sometimes when Harley has stumbled in particularly intoxicated, she has convinced herself that he is glaring at her with knowing disdain.


The matter of the house was more difficult to negotiate in the aftermath of Lydia’s death. Róise said she thought they should move out immediately, that the place was teeming with bad energy. Maggie seemed on the fence, nostalgic and saying that it was a home of many formative memories, but admitting that the house was starting to look shabby and that the landlord’s stopgap repairs were beginning to show. Harley didn’t want to leave at all, concerned that they would struggle to find somewhere for the three of them to live and that it would mark the bifurcation of their shared life into separate streams. She found herself pointlessly resenting Lydia for kick-starting this process, by making stupid mistakes that had fractured the friendship group, and then by dying before any of it could be resolved. Harley knew deep down that it would have happened anyway, that one or more of them would eventually move in with a partner or want to upgrade from their damp and battered dwelling; and yet there was another part of her that had thought they might continue on as they were, grouped together with the peaceful simplicity of a well-loved sitcom.


They agreed they would give it six months and review again in the summer. They had a rolling tenancy; the landlord asked that they give two months’ notice should they want to move out. When the summer came, Harley had no desire to bring up the subject unprompted, and Maggie half hoped that a decision either way would be made for and without her, so did not mention it. Róise was miserable after a break-up, as well as grieving Lydia’s death, and she sank into a listlessness that barely allowed for deciding on a coffee order, much less whether to pack up her life and move it elsewhere.


Now, a year after Lydia’s passing, they are still there together, and they have not discussed what to do about their living situation. Lydia’s parents came to reclaim some of her possessions, but apart from this, no one has been into her room. As the anniversary approached, Harley felt as though a reckoning of some sort was surely looming. Róise would suddenly snap into action and decide to move out, or the landlord would tell them the house was going to be sold, or a phantom would burst forth from Lydia’s abandoned room and send the whole place crashing down around them.


Harley suspects that Róise scheduled her birthday night out for the eve of Lydia’s anniversary in the hope that she would pass out drunk in the small hours of the morning and sleep through Sunday; and then Lydia’s mother contacted them last week to say that a Sunday morning Mass at St Patrick’s was being dedicated to Lydia’s memory, if they felt they’d like to come along. There was a reluctant agreement between the three of them that not going would seem cold, and so they told Lydia’s mother they would see her there. Róise had already paid a deposit for her birthday dinner, two friends with children had arranged babysitters, and one was getting the train up from Dublin, so rescheduling would be tricky. There were, of course, adjustments that could have been made – going home earlier, drinking less tequila, not getting a bag of MDMA for the night – but they instead treated these matters like regional employees with mandatory tasks imposed on them by a distant CEO. They had no choice but to shrug and say, ‘Well, it’s not ideal, but it’s out of our hands.’ Back when Lydia was still living with her parents and grudgingly going to church with them on feast days, she had spent many a year hungover and sweating during the Passion of Christ at the Good Friday service. Harley did not envisage her being offended by their bedraggled presentation at the memorial Mass.


Lydia’s mother and father are sitting two rows in front of them in the church. Her dad is wearing a zipped-up anorak over his Sunday suit, his knee jerking up and down as he flips through the pages of the order of service, as though checking to make sure Mass hasn’t undergone any radical changes since he was last in church a week ago. Lydia’s ma is wearing a navy dress. Apart from at the funeral, Harley has never seen her in anything that isn’t brightly coloured and patterned with flowers. She always used to wear earrings the size of wind chimes, but today she wears small silver studs. Harley wonders whether her entire wardrobe is in mourning now, imagines her stirring the florals in a vat of black dye like a teenager entering their goth phase.


Harley does her level best to swallow the mushroom cloud of heartburn that has erupted in her chest. It is painful, the kind of angry acid reflux that makes her fear she is decaying and collapsing from within. Maggie had her thirtieth birthday a couple of months ago, Róise’s is this week, Harley’s will come next, and Lydia’s never. Things seem to have barrelled in Catherine-wheel fashion towards the end of this decade, their roaring twenties, and this year more than ever Harley has swung between cautious thoughts of you only live once that tell her she should be taking better care of herself, and caterwauling thoughts of you only live once! that argue she shouldn’t be wasting precious time taking better care of herself. Her heartburn fades almost as quickly as it came, and Harley knows she will make a jokey comment later about being in a church and bursting into flame.


The pint of water has passed and is pressing insistently on Harley’s bladder by the time they stand for the gospel. Her pelvic floor, while robust, is struggling. ‘Just need some air,’ she whispers as everyone choruses, ‘Thanks be to God,’ and she hobbles out of the chapel.


There are no toilets in the church, but there is a small car park round the back. Harley is desperate, and not (she assures Jesus, should he be listening) trying to be deliberately perverse. She goes back in for communion.










omagh sapiens


Róise turns thirty on a Friday, almost a week after the birthday celebrations with her friends. She arrives at work with no fanfare or ceremony; she never lets anyone know when it’s her birthday. She gets out of the lift on the thirteenth floor of the building and crosses the office, an open-plan space made almost entirely of windows. The people who populate the recruitment firm sit in glass rooms against the sky-high backdrop of outside, as though they are perched in the clouds and doing the work of angels.


Róise sits down at her desk and checks her email and is relieved to see that her calendar is empty for the day. Barely a week seems to go by without a department-wide invitation to someone’s birthday celebrations, always with titles like Sandra’s birthday lunch – BYOB (Bring Your Own Buns!) or an itinerary for post-work drinks at the most over-hyped cocktail bar in town. On this morning’s commute, Róise convinced herself that she was about to be ambushed with a birthday lunch arranged by her colleagues. She cringed at the thought of the clandestine collection of loose change in a brown paper envelope, a card smuggled ineptly between desks for people to sign. She imagined being presented with a gift card for H&M, a gesture that would make her feel obliged to contribute to all her co-workers’ future birthday gifts, regardless of how little she knows or likes them. Juliet from the marketing department would bring in a spread of snacks and traybakes to arrange across a table in the middle of the office, and it would turn lunch into an uncomfortably communal affair where they would all be forced to talk to each other. Róise would be asked if she’s doing anything to celebrate her birthday, and she might disclose that she went out with friends at the weekend, and Sandra from HR would remark, ‘I’ve never seen the attraction of clubs, myself. You can’t hear yourself think – I just don’t understand the appeal!’ and Juliet would warn Róise that her hangovers are about to get cataclysmically worse now she’s in her thirties. Juliet is only thirty-three but speaks to Róise with the air of a sage old crone dispensing wisdom to a fresh-faced whippersnapper.


Awkward workplace birthday rituals are something Róise has never particularly warmed to. Even so, there is a small part of her that, when Adam passes her desk mid-morning, wishes there was colourful bunting or a plastic tray of cupcakes or someone loudly wishing her happy birthday! that would catch his attention, to let him know that today she is not simply his admin assistant; she is the Birthday Girl. The term would ring sour and infantile in anyone else’s mouth, but the thought of Adam using it in reference to her makes Róise’s breath catch slightly.


Róise worked with Adam for over a year without thinking of him as much more than a name in an email signature. A couple of months ago, she was ahead of him in the canteen queue when the server asked her how she took her coffee, and she said, ‘Black,’ and Adam commented, ‘Girl after my own heart,’ and Róise found herself blushing. The blush was not covered by her makeup because she wasn’t wearing any. She realized that she had not worn makeup all year; she had been rolling out of bed to go to work and then leaving work to go home and get back into bed again, and had not thought there was much point in wasting cosmetics on this bleak itinerary.


Blushing in front of Adam seemed to indicate that the cryogenic numbness of her heartbreak was at last beginning to thaw. Róise had been single since the break-up last year and did not remember the last time she’d had a notion for someone. She felt a sudden rush of embarrassment, as if she had just realized she’d been walking around the office for months with her skirt trapped in her knickers. She wondered if he had said that – girl after my own heart – because he saw her as his dull, sexless assistant who barely spoke and had started coming into work with unclean hair, and he wanted to bestow some attention on her out of pity. Maybe he thought her pathetic for blushing at such meagre flattery. Maybe, she thought, you’re overthinking it.


Róise wore makeup to work the next day. She spent half an hour in front of the mirror giving herself a ‘natural’ look – pale foundation and subtle pink lips and a soft outline of kohl around her eyes that looked like the dainty remains of last night’s mascara, as if to say, ‘This is what I’d look like if you woke up next to me.’ The minimalism of the effect was ruined by Juliet stopping at her desk and cooing, ‘Ooh, you going somewhere nice, Róise?’ when Adam was in earshot. While he likely had not registered the difference in her appearance, Juliet’s remark drew attention to the fact that Effort had been made on her part, and her cheeks coloured again (though less visibly this time).


Against her better judgement, Róise opens a social media tab on her work computer when she sits down after lunch. Maggie has tagged her in a birthday post, a photo from their school formal in 2006 in which Róise is sitting looking unimpressed, with a bottle of tequila in one hand and a whole turnip in the other. None of them can remember why. Róise had been closer with a different group of girls back then, although they drifted apart after going to university. Those girls went to teacher-training college together and gradually migrated back to their old secondary school on placement and supply and eventually full-time employment. Róise has met up with them occasionally since, but it generally turns into an hours-long faculty meeting, the conversations punctuated with insincere apologies of ‘God, Róise, this must be so boring for you to listen to.’ The gossip about their own former teachers was a huge novelty the first couple of times, but after the third update on staff conflict over an art teacher’s maternity leave, Róise realized she did not care. Several of these women are still with the boys they brought as their formal dates, married with mortgages and gardens and babies. Any time Róise broke up with a boyfriend in her twenties, they leapt into action, asking their husbands and brothers whether they knew any eligible single men who might want to take her out – although the way they said it sounded more like they wanted someone to take her in as one might a rescue dog. Róise is looking for her forever home. She hasn’t seen most of them since her last break-up, reluctant to face their pity and their questions.


Some of these women have tagged her in posts similar to Maggie’s, photos taken on the dancefloors of Stiff Kitten and Limelight ten years ago, when they were all still wearing skull-print scarves and plastic chokers that looked like neck tattoos. Facebook volunteers a photo memory from Róise’s twenty-fifth birthday – Share to your timeline? it suggests. Harley stands cartoonishly tall in heels with the chest and hips of a sixteenth-century wet nurse (her own words), and Maggie is tucked under her armpit wearing an oversized Jurassic Park T-shirt that she insisted would work as a dress, although it looks somewhat like she tumbled out of bed and forgot to finish putting clothes on. Róise cannot exactly judge her for this, given that in the photo she herself is wearing a woollen wrap dress tied around the waist, which she likely chose for the close resemblance it bore to a housecoat. Róise’s hair in the picture has been straightened with the meticulous aggression of flowers dried and pressed in a vice; it has taken years of oils and butters and scolding from hair stylists to resurrect its natural curls.


Lydia stands next to her in the line-up, cackling hysterically at a joke Róise cannot remember. Lydia always complained about this photo, saying she looked like a maniac. Róise has always disagreed with this assessment. She resents that Lydia’s image could be captured in such a moment of abandon and still make her look like a beautiful dead wife in a Hollywood movie, laughing and windswept in a montage of the hero’s memories. Lydia was long-limbed and dishwater blonde, with a shaggy fringe that forced you to look for her eyes, which smiled at you as soon as you found them. She wore cat-flicks of black eyeliner, and red lipstick that left blood-orange prints all over cups and glasses and cheeks, but never seemed to bleed out from her lips.


Róise ignores the birthday messages, closes the tab and takes her mug to the office kitchen.


Adam comes into the kitchen a minute later with his coffee cup. Róise almost wishes he would point at hers and say, ‘Black, yes?’ although she cringes at the idea of him storing this small, silly memory and pulling it out months later, almost as much as she cringes at the fact of her storing this small, silly memory for herself.


‘Róise, before I forget,’ he says, spooning coffee into his cup, ‘could you do me a favour and rearrange my meeting next Monday with Jenny Whelan? I think I’m still going to be in recovery that afternoon.’


‘Ah,’ Róise deadpans, ‘weekend coke bender planned?’


It might be the first joke she has ever made to him. It lands successfully, and he laughs. ‘A lot less rock and roll, I’m afraid: root canal on Monday morning.’


‘Sure, I’ll reschedule it.’


‘What’ve you planned for the weekend, then – wild one yourself?’


‘Going home for my birthday,’ she murmurs, taking advantage of the cue.


‘Oh? What day’s your birthday?’


‘It’s technically today.’


‘You kept that quiet!’


‘State secret,’ she says in a stage whisper.


‘Am I allowed to ask what age you are, or is that classified information too?’


‘It’s the big one.’


Adam raises his eyebrows. ‘You’re looking well for sixty.’


Róise tightens as she tries not to laugh out loud. ‘Thank the Botox.’


‘Well, I hope you’re having a drink tonight to celebrate.’ She isn’t about to tell him about Saturday night’s festivities, so she lifts one shoulder in a way she hopes is coy and enigmatic. Adam laughs. ‘Enjoy yourself, birthday girl,’ he says, and shoots her a wink.


At home in Omagh on Saturday, Róise’s mum is scandalized that she went into work on her birthday. ‘Could they not have given you the one day off at that place?’


‘I wasn’t fussed about it.’


‘Surely they could have spared you for the day . . .’


‘If I’d asked for it, Adam would have let me. Holidays are never an issue, he’s really good about that kind of thing.’ Róise would never tell her mother about her notion for Adam, but she lauds him in other ways, feeling as though her professional praises are sly euphemisms for other, darker things. He’s such an attentive team leader. So dedicated. Incredible work ethic. The formality of saying this to her mum gives Róise a strange kind of thrill, as if Adam is tracing his tongue up the inside of her thigh under the table where no one can see.
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