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WEDNESDAY, 7 JULY 2004

For Gods sake bring me a large Scotch.
What a bloody awful country.



Reginald Maudling,
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland,
on the plane back to London after his
first visit to Belfast, 1 July 1970

Moving is easy. Everyone does it. But actually leaving somewhere is difficult. Early last Wednesday morning a ferry was slowly detaching itself from a dock at the edge of Belfast. On it, a man called Geordie was losing. Hed slotted eleven pound coins into the Texas HoldEm without success  not counting a pair of Kings which briefly rallied his credits  and had now moved two feet to the left, onto the gambler. The three reels spun out into click  a bell, click  a BAR, click  a melon. Fuck all. Geordies small hands gripped each side of the machine as if it was a pulpit. He kept on staring at the symbols, which again and again represented nothing but loss. Then he sniffed loudly, peeled his twenty Regals off the machines gummy top and sloped away. Eighteen quid down and they hadnt yet left the harbour.

The boat, the Ulster Enterprise, was busy, full of families heading over for the long July weekend. Geordie bought a pint of Harp from the gloomy barman and slumped onto a grey horseshoe-shaped sofa in the Poets Bar, then sat forward suddenly and took a pack of playing cards from the black rucksack by his feet. He started dealing out a hand of patience. A short man in a Rangers tracksuit top stopped by his table, swaying a little with the boat, or maybe with drink. His shoulders were broad and bunched with muscle. He held a pint of lager and a pack of Mayfair fags in one hand. The other was in his tracksuit top, distending it like a pregnancy. He had a sky-blue baseball cap with McCreas Animal Feed written across it. He looked as if hed sooner spit on you than speak to you and yet, nodding towards the other pincher of the sofa, he said: All right. This free?

Belfast, east, hardnut.

No, no, go on ahead.

The man sat down carefully, like he was very fond of himself, and held Geordies eye.

You think well still have McLeish next season? Geordie continued, looking at his tracksuit top.

Oh aye, I think so, though hes a bit too interested in players and not enough in tactics.

You on holiday?

Spot of business.

Oh right. Im seeing some friends. You heading to Scotland?

Naw, on down to London.

Oh aye? Me too. You not fly?

Taking a van.

Geordie paused, to see if the offer of a lift was forthcoming. It wasnt.

Hot enough today, eh?

Itll do all right. Better that than pissing down.

They talked the usual talk. About pubs and places and discovered that the stranger was the nephew of one of Geordies dinner ladies. Which was how they swapped names. Ian. Geordie. They played whist and matched pints for the next two hours as the ferry ploughed through the water to Scotland. Just before they got in Geordie went out on deck to clear his head. Outside he shivered and watched the wake turn lacy and fold back into the sea. He felt off. His mouth was dry and the ache in his head suggested that afternoon drinking hadnt been such a great idea. He turned slightly, to take the wind out of his eyes, and Ian was standing beside him, smiling secretly out to sea. Geordie nodded briskly at him and went in to the toilet.

When he came back to the table Ian had dealt the pack out and was in the middle of a round of pelmanism. Seeing Ian concentrating on the cards, crouched forward, intent, just as he had been doing earlier, made Geordie feel suddenly well-disposed towards him.

You not play patience? Its a better game.

Ian turned over the Jack of Hearts.

No skill in that. This, he tapped the back of a card, exercises the memory.

Staring hard at the grid of cards, he turned over a matching Jack, clubs, then placed them both into a discard pile at the side. Geordie said it first.

Listen mate, Ill be in London for a while later on this week as well, and I dont know so many folks down there. If you give me your number maybe we could meet up for a jar or two?

Tell you what, you give me yours and Ill ring you if Im free.

Aye, do. Thatd be a laugh. Well go out and get slaughtered.

The solicitor Danny Williams was looking in his babyblue refrigerator. His pinstripe grey suit jacket sagged over the narrow shoulders of a kitchen chair. He had discarded his tie and shoes. The room was dim and the only light came from this massive fridge. It was like a UFO opening its door in his kitchen. Take me to my dinner, Danny said out loud in the empty flat, without humour, as he stood snared in the pale luminous strip. An empty jar of mayonnaise sat by itself in the middle of the top shelf, like a judge on his bench. Danny found it difficult to look in his fridge when he was alone. It witnessed his failures. He would often wander round his airy flat, peckish, open it, see nothing he fancied (or could eat without risk of illness) and walk away again. Danny was skinny. The fridge clicked off its light and Danny resolved to make toast, a Saturday visit to Safeway. The doorbell went. He walked down the hall, unslid the chain, and opened his life.

Geordie Wilson was standing on the step. His small frame was silhouetted against the London evening sky. He looked charred, a little cinder of a man. His navy tracksuit hood cowled round a narrow and freckled face and his bagged eyes looked very blue and watery in the light from the hall. He had several days beard growth. He could have been Deaths apprentice. Geordie Fucking Wilson. In the slowed-down moment, Danny registered a furious argument being conducted further down the street between a man and woman out of sight. It was in Russian or maybe Polish.

Someones for it, eh? the figure on the doorstep said, snapping his elbow into the air. Danny felt his head lift suddenly. He shuddered, and realized just as quickly again that Geordie, this burnt-looking thing, was not going to draw a gun and shoot him.

Easy up big man, said Geordie, reaching a hand out for his shoulder and smirking. Its me. Geordie. How are you? What about you? Surprised?

Hello, Danny said slowly, blinking in exaggerated shock, Geordie Wilson. I knew it was you. What the hell brings you here?

They would go to the Kings Head, but first Geordie came in and dumped his bag on the sheeny wooden floor of the hall, and they edged round each other, like novice ice-skaters, as Danny moved towards the kitchen to get the jacket of his suit. He slipped it on, felt its impropriety, like armour at dinner, and slipped it off again. He was wearing his grey suit trousers and a white shirt, which, though open-necked, still displayed cuff links as tokens of a serious man. He pulled a navy zip-up fleece off a hook, and then decided to wear his scuffed Levis jacket over it. He looked like a social merman: pinstriped lower, denimed upper. Geordie stooped and removed his fags and lighter from the rucksack. It was only when theyd left the house that Geordie asked where the pub was. It was an incontrovertible fact that this was where they were heading. Some friends you take to cafes and cinemas, some to concerts, others to matches or shopping, but some, the ones you grew up alongside, meaning the ones you learnt to drink with, you always always always take to the pub.

As they walked, Geordie was forced to half-skip to keep up with Danny, whose eyes, still varnished with surprise, were trained on the pavement. Gum studded the cement like the beginnings of rain. It was too warm for a jacket and he could feel sweat beginning to prickle along his spine. His face was tight with goodwill, his stomach with nerves and he wasnt certain that what was happening was happening. Geordie Fucking Wilson. He needed a drink.

The Kings Head was a nasty little place but close, with a chubby cream cat that had the run of it to such an unreasonable extent that customers would be standing, possibly shivering, possibly pregnant, whilst it stretched and yawned and dreamt on a seat in front of the fireplace. It had the look of a theatre bar. All busy carpet, threadbare velvet and smeary mirrors, and signed sepia photographs of stars, faded with smoke and sunlight to the same dulled obscurity as their subjects. Its landlord was the obese and charmless Gerard, who sported a lame goatee in a lame attempt to define a lame jaw. Years back, when Danny had been looking for an evening job during law school, he tried all the local pubs for bar work. Gerard had immediately said Sorry mate, hardly enough for meself here really. Danny had persuaded his then-girlfriend to call in and ask. Tamara, a delicate woman whose distinctive nose exacerbated her accent and deportment into something approaching minor nobility, had put her head round the door and Gerard had offered her work immediately. They then couldnt decide if Gerard was sexist or anti-Irish or just anti-Danny. Still, it was the closest pub and proximity  to lazy men in the city  is worth an acre of stripped floorboards, battered leather sofas, and four elastic student barmaids, which was what the second nearest, Pravda or Molotov or something, offered.

Geordie wandered to the far end to get a table and Danny stood at the bar. Geordie Wilson. How weird is that? He looked very well, really, considering, Danny thought, watching Geordie tap his lighter on the table at the far end of the bar. Chirpy. They hadnt seen each other for a long time, not since 15 August 1995, the summer Danny came back from his first year of uni, though neither remembered the incident. Danny was driving his fathers grey Volvo estate up the widest main street in Ireland, Ballyglasss High Street. Ballyglass is really only this street. Other thoroughfares run off it at right angles before petering out into lanes and housing estates and fields. Geordie was crossing the lights by Union Street and Danny was waiting at them, holding the car on the clutch. Geordie saluted him and Danny, reclining, lifted a finger off the wheel and nodded a greeting. Both passed on feeling a little gladdened, a little embarrassed. Old friends know too much.

While Gerard stood and sullenly stared at the two jars of Guinness, waiting for them to settle, Danny watched Geordie fidgeting. He never could sit still. When they were at school, Mr ONeill the maths teacher had told Geordie that he had no brakes. Danny, remembering that, pictured it literally: Geordie driving through Ballyglass in a car on which the cables have gone. Up Fairhill and Oldtown he could keep pace with the traffic. His car would look like the others, accelerate like the others, and he would sing along tunelessly to the songs on Townland Radio just like the other drivers. But downhill, to James Street, to the Ballymore Road, the car wouldnt slow. He might try to warn you, flash his lights, beep his horn but hed still collide and send things flying: other drivers, rickety cyclists, grocery shoppers, idiot dogs. Geordie Wilson, a bad bastard who lacks the ability to stop, and hes come to see me. Danny delved for his loose change and counted it out while he waited for Gerard to steer his bright blue paunch, like the front of a bumper car, around the open drawer of the till. Gerard performed the manoeuvre quite neatly, pausing in front of the cash register to slam it shut with his side, and then pressed at the optics with two highballs, growling. Danny placed his scuffed Adidas on the brass footrail and shifted his weight onto it, keeping his balance by holding onto the side of bar. What were these rails for? To tie your pet to? He turned again to watch Geordie, sitting at the table, idly aiming and flicking a match, unlit, at the fat white cat which sat a few feet from him, defiantly licking her paws.

Gerard set the two pints down in front of Danny on an already sodden Carlsberg towel, and noiselessly accepted the exact amount (I think thats right) proffered by Danny. He splashed the coins in the open drawer of the till, and went back to watching some sportive tangle of colour and shouting, wrestling perhaps, on the telly in the corner.

Their table was round, too low, and pocked with circular marks, a Venn diagram of sessions of previous drinking. Their lack of back support forced them to lean forward, conspiratorially. They looked like grandmasters. Geordie moved first.

All right fella. Sorry to drop in on you like this. You look a bit shocked.

No dont be stupid mate. Its good to see you. Whats been going on?

No no, you go first boss. Last I heard you were doing the law.

Yeah. Im a fully paid-up lawyer. Qualified almost three years ago. Working in the city. Good money, bad hours. But here, what about you? Lets hear your news.

Aw, you know me. Bit of this. Bit of that. None of the other. Some of the above.

Danny had forgotten this, how Geordie spoke. It struck Danny now that maybe it was because he felt awkward. He sounded like a client squirming, mixing bonhomie with avoiding your eye. Danny waited.

Well, Im officially an unemployed labourer.

That what your business card says?

Its what my dole form says. I wish to labour. But no suitable labours available. Suitables the key. You wouldnt believe what theyve made me go on. Ive been apprentice, trainee, new-starter, jobseeker.

So you just living off the bru?

Off the bru and on the Geordie lifted his pint and nodded towards it, brew. He then laughed too loudly, a little hysterical.

Danny eyed him quizzically. Youre still a funnyman. Funny peculiar.

Sorry mate, Im a wee bit caned. I had a smoke in that park at the end of the road before I came to see you. What have I been doing? Well Geordie puffed his cheeks and blew breath out for a second. Danny felt the heat of it and moved slightly back. I was doing a bit of cab work with Tommy Vaughans Taxis. Driving the old biddies to and from the Bingo. Leaving them over to their friends houses for tea and chat or up to the church on a Sunday.

Danny was reminded of what hed wanted to ask him when hed been at the bar.

How did you know where I lived anyway?

Just phoned your mum and mentioned I was coming over and she told me. Got your phone number as well but thought Id just call round, surprise you.

Damn sure you did. Otherwise Id have produced a bulletproof excuse. Danny also suddenly realized why his mum had called him at work that morning when hed been on a conference call: an e-mail from Jill, his secretary, had popped up on his screen asking him to ring her back. Hed forgotten, as usual, but this seemed a disproportionate and cruel punishment.

YeahYou look well. Its good to see you. How long are you here for? What are you doing here? You know, in London?

Geordie moved nothing in his face now except his lips.

Not sure yet. See how things pan out.

They drank fast, and let drink do the unpeeling for them. After setting down each new round on the table there was a moment when they waited for the pints to finish settling. It is difficult to get going on a Guinness. There is nothing aesthetic about other refreshments. Lager and cider just slop in their glasses, fizzing at you to get at it, to raise it and down it. Guinness is complete in itself. The first sip is like cutting a wedding cake. After the measured pouring, then the storm in a pint glass, the spindrift apartheid of grains and galaxies settling. And the Guinness was working. Danny began to feel a kind of warmth for this hard-bitten short-arse in front of him. It was good to see him. There was the other thing, of course, that Geordie brought back: guilt. But for the moment that could be disguised with drink, with smoke and mirrors which, indeed, the pub had in abundance. Danny had some knowledge hed been chewing on for the last hour. It was time to spit it out. He cleared his throat and started, I heard you had some bother a while back.



The bother was a bullet in the back of each of Geordies calves.



Ach, you know the way it goes. I wasnt really up to anything. I was seeing

He looks up, expecting an interjection. None comes.

Budgie Johnsons sister. Just for a wee bit of action, nothing serious, and he took it hard. You ever see her? Something else altogether.

Which one is she?

Janice. With a wonky eye and great fat tits.

They were grinning. Geordie knew that Danny probably didnt usually have this sort of chat. Danny knew that Geordie knew.

Works in Martins Chemists?

Thats the one.

What happened?

Greer walked in on me and her. Getting to the pitch. On his sofa.

Youre joking?

No joke. I didnt know whether to come or shit myself.

Budgie, also known as Greer, was the eldest of the Johnson brothers. There were two others, Chicken and Brewster, and two younger sisters, Janice and Malandra. Chicken was called Chicken because Budgie was called Budgie, though why Budgie was called Budgie was nobodys business and anyones guess. He probably bit the head off one. Budgie was an animal. Hed knocked over every premises in Ballyglass at least three times. A big lean man like a knife. He looked the part. Shaven headed, serious. You didnt fuck with Budgie. He ran several things  drugs, local racketeering, a rash of potsheen stills up between The Loup and Cooperstown  but there was some confusion as to how far his fingers went, and into which pies exactly.

You werent done just for that?

That was the real reason.

Well, what did they say you were done for?

Nicking cars

Danny eyed him with a level twenty-twenty.

Tha wee bit of dealing maybe.

What sort?

Puff mostly. A few pills. Coke at Christmas.

You twat.

They all do it.

So theyre not going to want you cutting in.

They supped. Geordie removed his fags from the front pouch of his hooded top, and leaned back to squirm the lighter out of his jeans.

When did it happen?

Ive told this thing a million times.

So tell it again. Youre still one whiny bastard. You should be glad of the attention.

Geordie lit his fag and blew smoke out. Once, twice. He took a sip and wiped the froth away with the back of his hand. Everyone prepares their body before they tell a story.

It was around one in the morning, on a Tuesday night. Five months ago or thereabouts. Id been playing pool in the new pool hall. You wont know it, its down behind the carpet warehouse. Then Id gone to the Gleneally for a few pints with Den Spratt. You remember him?

Rat-face Spratt.

The very same. More like a chipmunk now. More meat to his cheeks.

Come on.

I was lying in bed, bit pissed, dozing. Mums staying at her sisters in Bangor. Dads flat out snoring. Theres a bang of some sort and it wakes me. I figure its a car door banging just outside. So I look out the window. My beds still beneath the sill. Theres two cunts in the fucking garden in balaclavas. The streetlights are giving off good light and I know them. Not just to see, I know their fucking names. And theyre standing back. Not even keeping a lookout but watching the porch, so I know that theres others and theyre at the fucking door. And I figure that bang was my fucking door going in.

He stops and fingers a Regal out from its box. Danny realizes that the story, for Geordie, has slipped from urgency into theatrics. Danny lifts the pack and raises his brows. Geordie nods as he lights his own. Danny draws one out for himself and is struck by how clean and neat it is. Perfect. He looks over at Geordies fag, smouldering, spoiled. Geordies nails were bitten down so badly that the tops of the fingers puffed out baldly over the remains of the nail. Numerous hangnails hung from their pink tiny divots. Danny bends his head to the flame Geordies offering.

So I do what youd do, what anyoned do. I grabbed my jeans and jumper from the floor and legged it to the bathroom. I threw the clothes through the window onto the roof of the scullery and stood on the cistern. I dont know why I didnt lock the bathroom door. If Id locked that fucking doorIm wriggling out through the window, the wee one. We only have a wee window in there, and its awkward because Im going head first and Im about to fall onto the scullery roof on my face and break my fucking neck. Its about ten feet or so. But it doesnt fucking matter anyway because I hear footsteps pounding up the stairs. And I hear my dad shouting my name. Hes screaming it. Geordie, Geordie. Over and over. And Im halfway out the window. Caught in the window really, like in a mousetrap  Geordie slides the first two fingers of his right hand between the thumb and index finger of his left, and wriggles them to show the swimming of a man caught in a window  and I feel this whack on my left leg. They dont pull me in. They just stand there beating the tripe out of my fucking legs. Im screaming at the top of my voice, Im waking the whole fucking estate.

They break stares, both a little embarrassed. Odd how intimate it is to look into someones eyes. Like staring at the sun. You can only do it for a second. Danny is feeling relaxed now, forthright, made in Ulster. Geordies storys reminding him of differences and how he doesnt have to wake in the night to find four thugs coming for him like the apocalyptic Horsemen. He waits for Geordie to go on and glances round the pub. No ones near enough to hear. Or young enough. Theres only two old guys sitting up at the bar, huddled, with stares that stall in mid-air. Its like a care home in here, he thinks. With Gerard pickling the residents in order to preserve them.

So theres four of them. And I know them. In fact you know one of them too. Jacksy Hewitt, from out past Fairhill.

Danny nods but cant think of the face. From McMullens class?

Thats the cunt. Well, Jacksy sticks a blue pillow case over my head and Im standing in my own bathroom and I piss myself. I actually piss myself. On my legs and the floor. And one of them is saying to me. Not so tough now sweetheart, not so tough now. And they push me down the stairs, Im stumbling, and one of them is pinning my da against the wall with a baseball bat. And he says to him Well he back for you granddad. And they tape my hands behind my back with that silvery gaffer tape and lead me out through my own garden and trip me on the pavement. Im lying on my face in my fucking keks in the middle of the estate with a pillow case on my head. Two of them lift me and dump me in the boot of some crappy wee Astra or something and I can hear them hooting and laughing as they start her and tear off. We take a right out the estate so I know were going towards Ardress or round the back of the town.

Eyeballing Danny now, Geordies showmanship is giving way to something hard like fear. He slows right down as if hes suddenly exhausted.

It was the industrial estateThats where it was. Behind Harrisons MeatsI know. You used to fucking work there. Could have done with you there then, Danny boy. You and a big meat cleaver. You and big Mungo and me with a cleaver each. We could have done some damage.

What had they got? I mean, what else apart from the baseball bats?

Geordie shakes his head, and sets his mouth as if hes disappointed.

Pack of stupid bastards. Idiots. Eeeeeejitttts.

He shakes his head and elongates the word like an Englishman doing an impression of an Ulster yokel. A seahorse of smoke rides out from the cigarette tip.

Bats, yes, and a shotgun, it was an old farm gun, double barrelled, and the pistol. And they had a childrens torch. A fucking childrens torch. Green, with a wee purple dinosaur on it. Couldnt even get proper torches. And the batteries were shit in it or whatever so they had to reverse the car and put the headlights on meYouve heard this bit before havent you?

Danny had. Everyone in the county had, he figured, seeing as his motherd rang him to tell him.

Aye but go on.

So that fucker Jacksy? You know who Im talking about?

Danny nodded.

He takes out the wee peashooter pistol. And two of them are kneeling on me back and Im squealing, absolutely squealing like a pig. And its against my calf, I can feel the barrel of it, cold, pressing into my calf, and he tries to fire it and it fucking sticks. Unbelievable. So they work at it, blaming each other, bickering, and one kneels down by my face. And my faces all cut, mouth full of gravel from the car park.

He pauses. He can tell a story, Danny thinks.

Im fit to be tied. I dont know whether Im coming or going so one of them slaps me. Hard. And he says Wake up sunshine.

He does this clipped, chirpy little voice.

Now, well let you choose. Either we wait for another shooter or we use the hats to break your legs. Your choice. Whatll it be? Well you know the score, Id probably never run again and maybe never walk if they use those bats. Smithereens. Youre completely fucked. So I waited. And I knew they werent going for my knees. I knew they were going to do the calves. I knew them and they knew I knew them. It was a warning really.

He pauses, does a little stoic sigh. The pains gone nearly completely. Only a stiffness now. And a wee limp. A wee limp for Hopalong Wilson.

Dannys annoyed hes skipped the main bit.

So what did you say, when they gave you the choice?

I think I said Fuck off. Maybe more than once. Maybe more than twice.

Geordie emits a little mocking, breathy laugh through his long nose. Then stretches his upper lip down over his teeth. It looks for a second like hes wearing a gum shield. Then he opens his mouth with an audible puck.

And then, when they started messing around, swinging the bats, I said Id wait. So Jacksy got in the car and left, spinning the tubes and swerving round me. I was begging them, then, to let me go. I was like a kid. Screaming that Id learnt my lesson. That Id leave the fucking country. That Id marry Janice. That Id never deal a thing. That Id deal everything they wanted. That Id skin myself and make them coats. Anything, anything at all I thought would work. It seemed like hours. Me lying there crying and whingeing, stinking of piss, and the three of them left are kicking me and telling me to fuck up. And then that cunt comes back. And then two get down across my back again and I feel another barrel against my calf again, the left, and I black out.

Fucking hell mate.

YeahOne of them telephoned my da from a phone box somewhere and told him where I was. Da was sitting there in the living room, crying apparently, with the police round making him cups of tea. I woke up in the Royal

Geordie looks up and grins. Danny can see a practised line coming.

with the worlds worst hangover and the best kneecapping surgeon in the Northern Hemisphere sitting on my bed. He was just sitting grinning at me like he was my fucking uncle.

Geordie leant back on the stool and gripped it with his hands, keeping his arms straight, like a man on a rodeo. Danny turned his empty glass in his hand, as if tuning in for the correct response. He looked Geordie straight in the eyes for maybe three, four seconds, and then said, with a slight shake of his head, Your round.

Later, Danny and Geordie were sitting staring at two tidemarked pint glasses and Danny asked him again, serious now, So, how come youre here?

Well, I stopped the anti-social behaviour, the joyriding. But I was still seeing Janice, and still dealing a little and then, yesterday evening it was, I got the word to get out.



LATE EVENING

The word had come in through a friend of his dads that Geordies name had come up, again, and that he should scarper. And sharply. Hed never been on a plane and wasnt going to start now, so he needed to get the ferry over to Scotland. That very evening hed wangled a lift from Fergie, who drove one of Turkingtons laundry vans, to Dungannon, from where hed caught the bus to Belfast. Hed stayed at his Auntie Vals overnight in her spick Sandy Row redbrick and shed driven him up to the docks in her purple Corsa the next morning. In the terminus, after a cardboard cup of coffee and a Danish pastry that resembled a trilobite (in consistency as much as shape), he spent thirty-seven pounds fifty on a single passenger ticket for the next Stranraer boat. Easy. Another country.

Hed left only once before, if you dont count a day trip to Rathlin. His Uncle Pat had taken him to a Rangers game for his sixteenth birthday. The fabled Ibrox. So many people in the one place. His eyes had scanned the rows and rows of men all standing watching the same thing. What did they all do for a living? How did they all afford this? Where did they all live? It was like five Ballyglasses all shaken out, lined up, and filed in. And he knew this other feeling was not just wonder but pride. When theyd stood and sung his chest was so tense, so strung with emotion that he thought he might cry. It was an Old Firm game, of course, and Celtic had lost 21. Ideal. Hed chugged eight cans of McEwans on the ferry home and spent the bus journey back to Ballyglass puking into his rucksack, with Uncle Pat sitting on the aisle seat telling him to hush down and quit his sobbing.

And then, on what might even be the same boat, Geordie had lost some money in the machines, drank a few pints, and met Ian McAleece. When Geordied stood out on the deck and felt the ferry engines shudder, hed thought suddenly of fucking Janice, of coming inside her, of her tiny gasps, and of climbing out through her bedroom window. The shudder, the leaving. The boat seemed to enlarge when the engines started, and take on another, a somehow fuller dimension which lasted all the way to Scotland. Geordie, a naturally small man, delicate even, benefited from this effect too. He was constantly in motion. Sitting in Dannys living room, after theyd wandered back from the Kings Head, fidgeting, smoking, shifting around, he seemed bigger than he actually was.

They were slumped on Dannys battered blue Habitat sofa. Danny had brought some cold cans of Heineken out from the fridge and a stupefied silence weathered round them. Their talking had gone the way of most male conversations. Theyd lolloped through anecdotes in the pub, the mind-that and mind-this of teachers and football matches, and the there-was and you-never of some night in Cosgroves, paused a little at politics on the walk home while glancing at family, before spinning down gently through jokes into women.

Geordie now picked up a photograph from the top of a little stack of books, face down in a bamboo frame.

Whos this then?

A pretty straight-backed blonde seated, opposite the photographer, in a restaurant.

Well, I said I was seeing someone. Thats her. Olivia.

Geordie whistled softly. Olivia. Very nice, very nice. Very tidy.

Yeah, shes beautiful. But a little mental. In fact shes coming round tomorrow evening to collect her stuff. Thats one of her piles.

Geordie had already started grinning, preparing a wind-up involving haemorrhoids  but Danny was up and into the bathroom.

The television was on but on low and they sat dully watching Eurotrash: a blonde woman with swollen silicon breasts restrained by a silver tassled bra sat on a comic Frenchmans lap and mouthed something in Italian. Danny jabbed the remote control and Jools Holland appeared, playing the piano, his droll agile face looking down, slightly surprised, at the blur of his hands, as if they werent part of him.

Ach, said Geordie. Put it back.

So what are you going to do mate? Whats the plan?

Danny had developed the habit of setting the pace and subject of conversations. After interviewing scores of witnesses in order to draft statements, hed realized that almost everyone has the capacity to bang contentedly on about, say, tungsten-tipped screws and talk shows and grades of wallpaper, for ever, if you let them. Danny didnt. He considered himself to have mastered the art of asking questions, but Geordie had managed to talk about everything so far except his future, and Danny wanted to know about it  specifically how much of it, if any, included him and his boxroom.

Im just going to stay in London for a while, a few months, and then go home. If not to Ballyglass, then Belfast or somewhere.

At the words a few months Dannys knee twitched. You cant, he said, referring to the first half of his statement.

Course I can. The whole thingll be forgotten, Geordie countered, referring to the second half. Theyve bigger fish to fry. Its getting to be time for the wild men again. Geordies eyes opened wider when he said wild. Something excited his face.

What do you mean?

Everythings starting up again. Everyones fed up with waiting for something to happen.

Like what?

You know, people in the know with the right sympathies. And semtex, and guns, all that. Apparently. Thats what people are saying. Around the town anyway.

Danny read the Belfast Telegraph and the Mid-Ulster Mail online but was more concerned with stories about five-legged lambs being born in Magherafelt or poetry competitions won by arthritic eighty-six-year-olds than politics. He watched the news and watched the breakdown of the Executive but just thought it more posturing and gamesmanship. Danny had a sense that there was no way back into the Troubles. How could people go back to that? He thought every political postponement and disagreement was just another stepping stone, slightly submerged or slime-slippy perhaps, but the only way across the river. Dannyd kind of assumed it was all over bar the shouting, and the occasional shooting.

I meant to tell you. I met a guy on the boat on the way over. Mrs McAleeces nephew.

Whos that?

One of the dinner ladies at the primary school. You know. The one with the big wide face like a satellite dish and hands like shovels.

Whats he called?

Ian McAleece.

I think I remember her. She looked like Nanny from Count Duckula. Was he all right?

Yeah, all right.

Geordie had produced another picture frame, this one silver, from under the pile of books by the side of the sofa. The same blonde girl, this time with her hair up, wearing heavy framed black glasses, was sitting on a wooden bench holding a glass of wine. She looked beautiful, and sad.

Put that back mate. Ive sorted all her stuff out and youre messing it up.

There were several discreet piles of her stuff collected round the flat: monuments to the death of something. A pile of clothes sat neatly folded on the chair in Dannys bedroom. Eight CD boxes sat separated from the main pile on the shelves by the living room window. Two columns of novels leant against each side of the sofa like bookends, and three videos and a couple of DVDs sat on top of the TV. Separation, Danny was learning, involves a great deal of separating. He felt the dead weight of failure settle on his chest.



Listen, Geordie, you want me to ring you a cab? Where are you staying?

Well, actually Dan, I was hoping I could stay here. Danny managed to keep his smile from slipping down into his shoes. Just for a night or two, til I get myself sorted. I was hoping to just kip on the sofa.

Dannys smile increased its wattage. Yeah, yeah, of course. No problem. Stay here. I have to get up though and head to work tomorrow, and Im not sure Ive spare keys for the house. Danny knew that two sets of keys, one of which had recently been attached by a silver chain to Olivias pink leather purse, were in the drawer under the coffee table about a foot in front of them.

Sure if you leave me yours, I can get a set cut.

I could do I suppose. Im not sure if you can though. One of thems a security key or something. You need a letter from the managing agent.

Well, if I cant Ill just make sure Im here when you come back.

Yeah, okay then. Sure.

Geordie leant down and produced a lump of hash about the size of a bar of hotel soap from his rucksack. Danny watched him surreptitiously as he deftly skinned up, and passed the spliff to Dan to spark. Soon they both turned motionless, glassy-eyed as fish.

When the third spliff came round, Danny had lit a cigarette which he passed to Geordie to smoke when he smoked the joint. It was intimate and odd, all this. But not unworkable, Danny thought, this might be all right, this might even be fun.

The evening was ending. Danny, feeling too trashed to be anything but at ease with Geordie staying over, and too trashed to clear a space on the floor of the boxroom, locked the front door and tossed Geordie a sleeping bag, bulbous in its carry-sac, and a lank pillow without a cover. In his bedroom he locked his laptop and his diary into a drawer in his desk and climbed messily, many-limbed, into bed.



THURSDAY, 8 JULY 2004

My office workers collar turned unselfconsciously
upI return homefeeling a slight,
confused concern that I may have lost for ever
both my umbrella and the dignity of my soul.



Fernando Pessoa

A minute after waking, Danny padded into his shower. His mornings were efficient. He dressed in beige cords, a blue shirt that he rubbed at for a bit with an iron that leaked and was only ever tepid, and strapped his black cycle helmet on his wet hair. His leather satchel slung over his shoulder, he lifted his bike off the hook on the garden wall and set off through the smouldering traffic to work.

Geordie shifted from facing the back of the sofa to facing the room. He farted a slow crescendo and went back to sleep.

Danny locked his bike in the underground car park and walked through the office courtyard to a side door into his building. Danny worked at Monks & Turner, a Magic Circle law firm. Which meant that his firm was, supposedly, one of the five best in the country. It was certainly one of the biggest. It felt to Danny like just another institution in a long line of places where you got told what to do, and did it. He had attended Ballyglass Nursery, Primary and High School and had done pretty much everything right. He was a gaunt truthful child and his teachers had been surprised, and a little perturbed, when they realized that he wanted to know as much as he could. His mother still rang to tell him that one of his old teachers had been in the office telling her how they kept his essays to read out to their classes. He never got less than an A and as he got older it began to seem more and more important not to. It seemed that every A raised the tightrope he was walking on a little higher, so that his fall would be even greater when it came. And then, suddenly, he was at the other end and in university.

His school had filled out his application for Cambridge and hed signed it. Hed decided to choose history for a degree. There was so much of it. Hed gone along and been interviewed by a large Australian woman, covered in cream drapes like a dustsheeted wardrobe, and a neat little ginger Englishman. Danny was accepted, worked, thrived, and as hed promised his father, applied to law firms for a job after graduation. Monks & Turner was the first interview and when they accepted him, hed cancelled the others. Two years of law school in Tottenham Court Road, living above a Perfect Fried Chicken takeaway in Turnpike Lane, saw city life settle down on him like smog. He became a first-class Londoner.

When he arrived at Monks, a grimy Monday in September, he had sat in Corporate, specifically insurance work. His trainer had just moved into the new office they were going to share. Their new name plaques, James Motion and, underneath of course, and slightly smaller, Daniel Williams, had been put up to replace Townsend Hopkins. Townsend was an infamous old boy partner whod been given the heave-ho for not bringing the work in. The firm constantly restored itself like that. It put Danny in mind of some vast ruminant. The main entrance, painted, polished, was its mouth, the corridors and meeting rooms served as intestines and organs, and the lawyers were like teeth, yellowy-pale, varying in sharpness, and renewable. Like teeth, they varied not only in sharpness but also in purpose, and some would get clients, others retain them. All, though, were grinders. Danny, when he qualified, had joined Litigation, the only seat hed done which felt like law, and he was now a two-and-a-half-year qualified solicitor-advocate in the Commercial Litigation department specializing in International Arbitration. Danny sometimes thought that the only job worth doing was one which was covered by one word. Plumber. Joiner. Farmer.

A year ago Dannyd been given his own office, about the size of a garden shed. When his three bookcases and two filing cabinets had initially arrived hed felt slightly claustrophobic. Now he felt snug. He could reach almost everything in his room from his desk. His computer screen faced the window. He faced the door. His desk had a panelled front on it and Danny had developed the habit of nipping below it, where he kept a duck-down sleeping bag and a cushion embroidered with sunflowers that his sister had made, for a kip either before, during, or after lunch. He would make sure the route to his desk was barricaded by briefcase and recycling box, then slink off his seat, suddenly boneless.

Dannys central friend at Monks was Albert Rollson, a Brummie whod ditched his accent in favour of a mid-Atlantic twang. Rollson was neurotic. His terrors included other peoples illnesses and he would get out of a lift at the next floor if someone in it coughed or sneezed. Hed flinch if someone accidentally came too close or brushed against him in passing, and grimaced if hugged. Which is not to say that he was cold, he simply, proudly, possessed an over-developed sense of propriety. It informed his distrust of Antipodeans. And Americans. And Europeans. And was the reason he worked in law. He was born to its hierarchy, its wheels within wheels, its concurrent bitchings and slobberings, its dog-eat-dog, backstab, leapfrog. And it allowed him to dress like Cary Grant.

Danny had shared an office with Rollson when they had qualified, two years after arriving at Monks. They had argued relentlessly over plants. Dannys view was that offices are the ugliest, most sterile places in the world. Everything is synthetic. You see nothing that is actually growing, bar the perceptible fattening of some of the most sedentary lawyers and secretaries. Danny wanted a real plant in the room. He told Rollson that the lack of flora in the workplace was the reason lawyers started office affairs. There was nothing else to look at but people. The obscene clashing decor, the generic tacky prints, the background corporate hum from air conditioning, VDU and photocopier: people looked at each other more closely. Rollson however, perpetually single, quite liked the idea of people looking at him more closely. Plants were there simply to steal more of his oxygen in a city where there was scarcely enough anyway. He was allergic to anything natural. On a school outing to a stables near Dudley, a large grey mare had once licked his face and hed never recovered. That rough slobbery smothering tongue. The smell of it. He quite liked seeing the countryside from the motorway, the space, its potential, and hed once bought a David Attenborough series on video, although he hadnt watched it.

Danny walked into his corridor. He noted that the doors of Andrew Jackson, departmental senior partner, and Adam Vyse, departmental managing partner, were open. He removed his bag from his shoulder, placed the helmet in it and carried it close to his body. In this way, and by performing two complicated body-spins at just the right moments, he could walk past the partners doors without it being immediately apparent that he was just arriving. It was 9.43 a.m.

Geordie stretched out an arm to the coffee table, encountered the remote control and switched on Trisba. He noticed that hed drooled on his pillow.

Dannys phone was flashing. This always scared him a little. Either it was a message from last night (which meant that somebody had expected him to be there after hed left) or from this morning (which meant that somebody had expected him to be there before hed arrived). In the worst case scenario (the WCS, as Rollson would have called it) there would be two messages from the same partner, one from last night and one from this morning, and in the very WCS, that partner would be Adam Vyse. Danny listened to his messages. Two. First message, yesterday: 7.05 p.m. Carrie, Adams calm and pretty secretary, was cooing that Adam wanted to see him as soon as possible. He loved the fact that Carrie refused to say a.s.a.p. Were not Americans, Danny always thought when he heard it used, we have time to say the whole sentence. Second message, today: 8.11 a.m. Adam. Danny, give me a ring soon as youre in. Something bigs come up. Ach fuck, Danny said, a little too loudly.

Vyse was notorious for handing out difficult work and not supervising it. He would demand a briefing just prior to seeing a client and then, in the meeting, repeat to the client what you had just told him, word for word, before turning to you, smiling encouragingly, and asking whether you agreed with his preliminary views. Danny stood at Vyses open door. He was leaning back in his leather easy chair, with his tailored arms crossed behind his slicked head and the phone cradled between his neck and chin.

Yes, of course. No youre quite right. We dont need any more of them. Oh yes?Fourteen. No, no about two hundred acres. Uh-uhA Jet Ski. Well, you know what I say? He who dies with the most toys winsNo, this is it. They need to consolidate and we arent going to give them time to. We need to hit them hard nowI knowYes

Danny looked in at the office. A wooden golf putter was propped a little forlornly in the far corner, as if it dreamt of real grass. Aside from Adams own enormous bureau, reminiscent of the White House presidential desk, another sheeny table, an eight-seater for team meetings, dominated the middle of the room. The oakveneer cabinets fronted with glass held silver and crystal ornaments given to Adam for successful corporate claims or defences. Danny could read the largest one, a glass rhomboid, from here: Jackman Thorndike Litigation 1998  The Best Team Won. An open wardrobe displayed navy and grey pinstripe suits, a shelf of shirts and a row of pegs from which numerous ties hung down, entwined. A sky-blue baseball cap hung on one of the pegs. Its motif was illegible but Danny knew that it said I Wouldnt Say Boo To A Gooson, Gooson being a corporate client involved in a billion dollar insurance dispute which had taken a team of twelve associates and three partners two years to resolve. Danny also knew that Adam had a matching sky-blue polo shirt with a matching logo
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