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Chapter Eight

Mary wasn’t sure how long she had been pressed into this doorway. She raised her head up, trying to grab some mouthfuls of air. It was all bruises: the sky, her lungs. Breathing in a panicked continuum, crushing, crushing herself into the mouth of the close. They were secure-entries – you couldn’t just run into the lobby. Panting, trying to fade into the safety-glass door as the length of her crushed against its hard, transparent hopelessness. Legs hurting, all the tiny bones in her feet felt like splinters.

All this because he wanted to build some houses? That guy was a maniac. She was shaking still. It must be fine to move now. You would have to be a total stalker-psycho to wait this long and not give up. As slowly as she could, Mary let her body bleed out from the doorway. The street was clear, only a boy on a motorcycle pulling up to park.

It was fine, fine. But as soon as she got back home, she was going to have it out with Bernie. Fiona too, if needs be. There had to be a way they could get this guy off their backs. Did Bernie have any idea he was following her? Was he after that parcel? And when was someone going to tell her about the threat to the bloody farm? It was her home too, folk seemed to forget that. There needed to be some honesty at Calder Riggs. They had to start treating her like an equal. She wasn’t some wee stable girl. She was. She was . . .

And then she saw it. The sludge-grey of the fat man’s coat appearing from the side of an Indian restaurant, and she was running again, must keep running, round another corner, towards a bank of looming statues that were music and painting and all the arts. Beneath them were four mighty Atlantes, necks drooping, arms beseeching the pediment above to stop being so heavy, so relentlessly hard and heavy and she was running to them, past their blank stone faces that had seen it all, had seen their edifice grow and blossom from the burnt remains of a concert hall to this: the Mitchell Library. A massive, soaring building and there was her one last chance. A door she could go through, Mary running inside, into the light, bright surprise of fawn marble, of Internet pods, glass tables, sofas. And was he still behind her, this fat bastard who never gave up?

People were staring. She stopped in the foyer, flung her spine against the wall, and let her breath catch up with her heart. Let her limbs slow down to the ponderous page-turning and scone-munching tempo of the library café she was in. Looked to the door, to the people coming through. Not him, not him. Two students, then a lady and her child. Then just an empty expanse of glass and the street beyond with another Indian restaurant and rows of tenement flats.

But he had been so close, so very close to laying hands on her neck again. She moved further into the building, past the toilets and the café and the computers, up a short flight of stairs to a mezzanine. Beyond the mezzanine, a wood and glass door. There was no sign that said ‘Private’, no ‘Staff Only’ or red silk rope. She went through. On the other side, she hesitated; she was in a different world. Stark modernity had reverted to dark mahogany panels, to black-white chequered floors and the sweeping marble staircase and the beautiful smell of dust-imbued leather and print. Crackling air of all the thousands and thousands of words that whispered. On any other day, she would have relished this.

The staircase twisted up and away. Mary laid her hand on the smoothness of the balustrade. A uniformed attendant sitting at a nearby desk smiled. This must be okay, it must be okay to go up these stairs. Her leg muscles were tight, the same glute-ache as after riding. As she began to climb, the urge to run again increased. The attendant was watching her, she knew it. Taking in her tear-stained face, her sweat. The tatty rucksack, the lack of briefcase or books. She kept it steady, got to the next landing. A long marble corridor stretched either side of the stairs. She picked the left one, and, at that moment, heard his voice below.

It was the same rasp, but library-lite. He was modulating the volume, and the forced control of his ragged, quiet expletives was even more terrifying. Her feet wouldn’t move, just listening, listening to his snake-hiss with the one strong thought: At least it’s me. At least he’s come after me, not Bernie.

‘Naw, I’ll no be long,’ he rattled. ‘Aye, I know you telt me that, but I canny be in two fucking places at once, can I?’

His voice got lower. It sounded like he was talking to someone on the phone.

‘I know that. But that’s three times she’s turned up like the proverbial, know? She’s getting in ma fucking road. And if we’re gonny come the heavy with the hoor, I canny—’

Mary crouched by the banister, tried to see down the stairs without her head poking out. She thought she could make out the crook of a rumpled elbow. Leaned a little further to catch his drifting words.

‘Aye, aye. I’m sorry pal. That was outa order. Alright? I’m just pure . . . ach. Right. Okay, fair dos, Gee. Right, I’ll deal with it. Okay? I’ll gie you a bell, alright? Soon as—’

Another voice broke in.

‘Excuse me sir. I’ve already told you you canny use a mobile phone in here. This is a library. If you need to make a call, away through to the café.’

‘Away and kiss ma big fat erse.’

‘Ho. That’s it, pal. You’re out of here.’

From her squashed-up vantage point, Mary could see the man’s elbow jerk back, then his head. His great fat head and his eyeballs, staring up at her through sinuous marble curves and there was saliva on his chin. She scrambled to her feet, hitting the stairs with her hands first, on all fours like a crawling, scrabbling animal, running up the next flight, him behind, bawling at her.

‘C’mere you, ya wee boot!’

Her feet slipping on the stairs, one shoe twisting in a sliding T and her on her knees again, her knees bleeding, his feet slapping close. He was at the outside of her vision, like some primitive memory of fear and the need to run, his black bulk flying, gaining on her, almost on this set of stairs as she chucked herself round the marble newel at the top, on to the second floor. In this corridor, same layout, options left and right and the most stunning windows, glorious arches of coloured glass what was she doing what was she doing this wasn’t a fucking art trip, left, just go left beyond the stairs, a little niche. Pale green tiles through a swinging door, a hidden corridor into which she ran. Some presence of mind that was not conscious made her grab at the door, made her stop it swinging so it was still as he ran past, her wedged in the corner behind door and wall. She could hear feet clattering up the next flight of stairs, could hear men’s voices, several men, then a crash. Some kind of dragging noise, one voice saying: ‘That’s the polis coming.’ There was a shout, more like a cry but she couldn’t look out. Could only cramp in her little corner, eyes shut, buried in her knees.

‘Ho, Rodge. Bloody grab him!’

The running again, getting closer. Her mouth was over her kneecap, sobbing.

The running, getting closer.

Going past.

Keep going, keep going she prayed into her knees. She sat there, praying, and no one came near the room. No one came near it for ages. If she was foolish, she could let herself believe she had woven some charm, but, clearly, this was an orphan room, as unwanted as Mary. She sat until her neck ached and the light through the windows softened into thick, fat purple. Its drape was comforting.

Holding on tight, flesh and mind. She was anonymous Mary, had constructed a soft and secret nest. She did not want that nest to be disturbed. Hours and hours, as sculpted as the sad Victorian caryatids outside. Reassuring herself that her increasing hopelessness was proof that she was sane. Could feel the creeping, tugging low that tingled at her toes. It would penetrate and seep like water again, if she let it.

More feet moving. A voice calling, that’s us closing up, folks. The harsh lights in the building stammered off like abrupt applause, and Mary had a choice. Either she hid here, and they locked her up, or she took her chances and went back outside.

No choice really. Mary never wanted to be locked up again.





Chapter Eleven

Joe finished eating his sandwich. He liked this quiet part at the end of his shift, when it was just you and the dark and the shielded-off safety of your cabin. All the punters gone away. Mum-made and predictable, Monday night was Cheddar cheese. The texture of lithium was the same as cheese. That’s what the teacher had said this morning; that’s what had started it all.

If he let it, the shaking might begin again. He made himself think of chewing, just his jaws and his chin, his teeth just working on the pappy white bread. The smell of burned cloth still clung to him, despite the accumulations of fag-breath and booze and cheap perfumes and sweat that coated him as his shift progressed.

Science was about proof, you see, and the teacher wasn’t letting them prove that; was insisting that they all stand back, that nobody could touch it, only him, and even then, with neat tongs and a little steel knife, cutting through the greyness and going: See?

Joe could not see, not properly. They were in sixth year, they weren’t kids. He had wanted to feel the substance in his fingers, to squeeze the small grey lump and see what kind of cheese it felt like. Was it feta which crumbles, or the rubber-bounce of mozzarella? Squeaky, sweaty Cheddar? What? ‘Cheese’ was not specific.

‘Any moisture at all, even the dampness from my hands, will cause lithium to react.’ The teacher laid down his knife. ‘Now, if you could all stand back a little more . . .’

If Joe had stood any further back he’d be out of the lab entirely. But more than that, he was not content to stand back. He was always at the back, he wanted to see this, to have heat on his face and confirmation of the texture. Was it layered or porous? How bright would it flame? They had done magnesium, loads of times, that painful, blue, instant flash, but this stuff burned. The sense of theatre was immaculate; the teacher had arranged it like Communion. Slowly, ponderously, he had taken the dark brown bottle from inside a plastic box, had poured the oil from the bottle and extracted the element from within. A glass cup of water waited, a small dropper resting inside.

Just at the point where Mr Gilroy was lifting the dropper, the classroom door opened, and a wee first year squeaked:

‘Please sir. Mrs Humphries says you’ve to remind everyone who hasn’t that they’ve to hand in their Citicard forms into the office today, by four o’clock today.’

‘And did she furnish you with that grammatically painful message herself, Alasdair?’

‘Sorry sir?’

‘Was that it verbatim, or did you choose to embellish it yourself?’

The child looked utterly confused. Gilroy waved a weary hand. ‘Och, off you go, sonny. And knock next time you come into my classroom,’ he bawled as an afterthought, picking up his discarded dropper at the same time. ‘Right. Got that? Anyone not in possession of a completed Citicard form by four this afternoon will be lined up against the gymnasium wall and shot.’

‘Police state or what?’ muttered Ali.

‘No, I heard you got free swimming.’

‘Can you say no?’

‘Bloody right you can,’ said Patrick. ‘It’s a total invasion of your privacy—’

‘Quieten down now people.’

‘Check out Rambo’s nips,’ whispered Doug. ‘No way was that bra built to handle her.’

Joe saw Doug bump against Lorna Ramsay, purposely shoving her nearer to the teacher’s workbench.

‘Beat it, you,’ she squealed.

‘Right guys, that’s enough!’

‘It’s the dilithium crystals, Captain. They canna handle it!’

An utter void of sound. The dull silence of after-blast.

Joe realised these last words had come from him, that he had bawled them out and that the entire class, in unison, had swivelled to face him.

Mr Gilroy clinked the dropper against the side of the beaker. ‘Joseph Grier. We are not at some Star Trek convention now.’

That was what fractured the shock, caused his classmates to laugh. Why had they not laughed at what Joe said? It was funny. If Doug had said it, or Patrick, everyone would have laughed.

‘Kindly leave my classroom, please.’

Gilroy had liked that they had laughed at his joke. You could tell from the way his posture altered, he was more upright and generous with his gestures. A languid arm stretched to indicate where the door was. Gilroy was playing to the mood of crowd, a big, lanky jester.

‘No.’ Again, the offering of words, of resistance that felt alien. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.’

He heard a female voice say: ‘Klingon.’

‘Are you arguing with me, boy? Away into the corridor and ask Scotty to beam you up.’

‘But I want to see the experiment.’

‘Then you shouldn’t behave like a moron.’

‘Aye, Slowjo,’ said a male voice. Then another, and another, taking up the chant.

Slowjo! Slowjo! On you go, Slowjo!

There was a smell of gas. He could see Doug, making wanking signs, his arm behind a bench, below the teacher’s line of vision, people milling, chanting.

‘Shit, man!’

Patrick’s face by his, his hand striking Joe on the arm. ‘Shit – Mr Gilroy. Look at his arm!’

The gas smelled sour and hot. Joe raised his arm, saw gold and orange and a pale tick of blue eating up the green.

‘My blazer’s on fire. Sir. My blazer is on fire.’

Then Patrick was rolling him on the ground, it was all feet and grey tights and trousers flash-flash-flash and perhaps his head hit the wooden leg of the trestle once, and then it was fine. He was in the medical room and Patrick was handing him a cup of water.

‘You sure you’re okay?’

Joe glanced at his arm. His blazer, lying beside him, had taken the worst of it, but his jumper, shirt, skin smelled funny too. ‘Yep. No harm done. The mother ship must’ve put up a defensive shield.’ He tried to smile, but his lips were numb, just numb and rubbery like mozzarella.

‘You know it was a Bunsen burner? Gilroy’s making out you did it yourself.’

‘But I didn’t.’

The water was nice and cool; Patrick must have gone and got it out of the water dispenser, not from the tap in here. Just gone and got it for him.

‘You know, you don’t have to take this shit, Joe.’

‘What do you mean?’ He noticed the water ripple; his hand, the hand holding the cup, was jittering of its own volition. It would seem he could no longer control his own words or movement.

‘You could just leave.’

‘Leave?’

‘Yeah, leave. Christ, you’re a total brainbox, you got six As in your Highers – why you even doing a sixth year anyway?’

Joe winced as the water from his cup splashed on to his arm. Someone had rolled up his sleeve; it was just bare flesh and it was fine, it didn’t hurt, but it was like his body was primed ready to feel the hurt anyway. He looked away. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘D’you not want to go to uni?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know what I’d study.’

‘Jesus, you could study anything man. What about maths? You’re ace at that. Or history? You won that essay prize last year, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right. The Dear Green Place.’

‘Well, there you go? Why not go and become an Oxford don and write the definitive history of Glasgow. Christ, O’Dowd said you knew more about the city than he did.’

Oxford was 360 miles away, Joe had looked it up on Autoroute. His mother, too, had suggested it after his Higher results came in. Talking of the self-contained colleges and how he could meet new people but that it would still be like a home from home. Nobody looked out of place there, she said. There was a mellowness that soaked into your joints, made them swing. Mum and Uncle Euan had gone there as teenagers, to visit a friend, and she’d loved it.

And Joe had wondered at the fact that Oxford was almost as far from Glasgow as you could get and still be on the same island. That would be some drive, all the way down there. Especially if it was raining. Yes, he would love that; him streaming past the world, alone in his big tin box with a mass of clear chainmail cascading on the windscreen. The best thing ever was driving in the rain. Patterns of water running silver races, and you, swiping windscreen wipers and seeing it all come back again. Rain was resilient.

The stupid thing was, everyone talked of going ‘up’ to Oxford – which was plainly wrong. It was patronising, in the same way it was patronising when newsreaders referred to ‘The North’, when they meant somewhere like Newcastle, which was very firmly south; as if nothing existed beyond Hadrian’s Wall.

Joe’s belly was tight; there was an energy there that tingled.

‘Maybe I could help you,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘You said you were a nationalist. That day, when the guys were talking about Glasgow Airport. They called you Braveheart.’

‘So?’

It was enough the way he said it; he didn’t need to bunch his nose and mouth up like that. Face concentrating into a caricature: the Mask of Tragedy, hanging in the drama studio. Joe wanted to say, Aye alright, pal. You’ve made your point, thereby making his point about the obviousness with which Patrick was closing himself off – did folk think he didn’t see these things? – but still, he drove on. It would make him more uncomfortable to stop. It would be like constipation.

‘You need to know history to be a nationalist. Maybe I could help you? I could write leaflets and stuff. I mean, people don’t know anything about the history of their own nation. We think we’re a crap wee country, but folk just don’t know, do they? They don’t know that we were never conquered, that it was a Scottish king who joined with England, or that we invented the phone and the television, or about the Enlightenment. Or – I know! We could start off by burning our Citicard forms, and get the papers to come and—’

‘Aye, alright Joe. Chillax.’

Patrick was fully gone now, his body drawn up into itself, one hand on the doorknob and his expression a mix of desperate and bored. Joe knew he had lost it, all the vestiges of Patrick’s sympathy, just by offering some help. How was that fair?

‘Could I come to one of your meetings, though? Do you go to meetings; do they plan stuff like campaigns?’

‘Aye, well, no really. I’ve been at an SNP social once. But seriously, Joe, why don’t you just leave?’

‘Leave school?’ he echoed. ‘You think I should?’

Patrick shrugged. ‘I dunno. Surprise us all.’ He allowed Joe a final smile, was in the mood, once more, for concession, seeing as he had already opened the door and could smell the sweet escape of school dinners. Tomato and garlic. It would be bolognese. ‘I’d better go.’

Bolognese. Again. Joe, looking at his feet, just looking at his feet and the blackened-lace sleeve of his blazer. It had made him late for work.





Chapter Fifteen

Mary took the stairs two at a time, a force of nature, a volatile little businesswoman who knew what she wanted and would not take rebuttal lightly. She entered the City Chambers by a side door, one where she had observed a few members of staff going in and out. That way lay fewer barriers to be surmounted, particularly as a kind chap actually held the door for her as he was going in, so she didn’t need to produce her swipe card. Which, of course she was rummaging for in her bag as he shuffled in, his back propping the door open, and Mary smiling gratefully.

‘Pain in the arse, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ she smiled, not sure if he meant swipe cards, or the weather, or the simple fact of being at work. The rucksack, which had been waiting for her in its urine-smelling alcove, was a bit of a problem – it definitely said ‘student’ not ‘professional’, and, also, it had a vague tang of dung about it. But she had nothing else, and for a woman to progress through life without a bag would be more noteworthy than being seen lugging this grubby sack. Women were not like men, they could not carry all their baggage in a pair of trouser pockets and one thin satin slit inside their jacket. The bag and the boots would just have to say funky young professional and be done with it.

She was standing in a little hallway, dark wooden doors to her left and a wall of arched, frosted-glass windows on her right. Before her, another door, more wood and old-fashioned glass, the kind you might get in a pub, with Town Clerk’s Office painted in ornate yellow on an oval lozenge. The guy who had let her in was now clicking his card into a wall-mounted box, a beige tin thing with digital numbers glowing in a little rectangle. Clocking in. He shook his head. ‘Brilliant. That’s me going to lose about four hours again.’

Mary gave a kind of hmm noise, concurring but noncommittal. Now she was through the door, her momentum had faltered a little. She had to phrase her next statement carefully.

‘I’m here about Planning? I’ve got an appointment.’

He put his card back into his wallet. ‘Planning? Picked the wrong person to ask, I’m afraid – I’ve only been brought in to work on the Commonwealth Games. I’m not too sure they’re in here, actually; I think you want the building in George Street—’

As he spoke, one of the wooden doors on Mary’s left burst open, and a young girl scuttled out, her colour high. An older woman appeared behind her. She raised her voice, obviously continuing a conversation begun on the other side of the door, ‘. . . and tell him, if I can’t get the staff, then this just isn’t happening. Alright?’ She was still shouting as the glass door swung shut, and the girl disappeared into whatever was on the obverse of Town Clerk’s Office. The woman folded her arms. She was of indeterminate age, with ash-blonde hair piled up at the sides, revealing fluff and loose clinging hairs on the shoulders of her black cardigan. ‘I said this would happen,’ she told the door. Then she turned, scowling at Mary and the guy at the machine. ‘Yes?’

‘Em, Ms Riley, this girl’s got an appointment. She’s here to see—’

‘About bloody time.’ The woman’s eyebrows rose, softening her face in relief, then quickly stiffening again. ‘You from the agency? You’re late.’

‘That’s right.’

Later, Mary would wonder why she had agreed so readily. It was instinctive; she was in the zone, seizing whatever this freely offered assumption was as merely another open door, one that could usher her a little deeper in. And with each step forward, you become more embedded, less obtrusive, as you merge and blend into what folk thought you were. She saw it a bit like hitchhiking. Unless the guy had one eye and blood-spatters on his face, you should never hesitate when offered a lift. If you weren’t too bothered about how and where you were going, you tended to get there much quicker. At least, that’s what Mary had usually found. She spoke more slowly, made a bit of eye contact. Agency-schmagency. She would weave a pretty tale.

‘I’m sorry I’m late. The traffic was bad.’

‘Right, well you’re here now. In you come.’

Mary gave a little wave to the guy at the machine, ignoring his parted lips, and followed Ms Riley into her office. The room was pleasantly bright, a corner office, with two large plate-glass windows, one of which looked on to the street Mary had come in from, the other giving on to George Square. She felt sharp and effervescent; it was in her knees, her belly. Outside, she could see the arm of a cherry-picker angled high at a streetlight, a single figure, a man, silhouetted against dull November sky. Beside the man, a filigree angel soared. The angel was the same size as him, and they were dancing, the man holding her silver fretwork wings as she bucked and dipped. Then she realised they weren’t dancing at all: he was wrestling with her, Jacob and the angel, who apparently did not want to be dangled from a Glasgow lamppost. Other, more obedient, angels had already been put in their places, interspersed with snowmen and peacocks – which were bound to look lovely and iridescent when all lit up, but were hardly what you would call seasonal.

‘Have a seat, have a seat. Okay, we’re running very late here, so . . . I have all the . . . just inside . . . oh bugger,’ muttered the woman, wading through a pile of papers, knocking a folder to the floor. ‘Ah. Here we are.’ She picked up a sheet of paper. ‘As you know, I’m Margaret Riley. And you are . . .’ She peered at the form, ‘Charlotte Deans?’

‘Yes, but I prefer Charlie.’

Where was this coming from? The cheek of her; she loved it! She was a secret agent, she was a crusader. She was a Greek climbing into a wooden horse, and all the time she was scanning the room. It was definitely an inner council sanctum of some kind. Now what? There was a paper knife on the desk. Take hostages? Demand the head of Planning on a plate and an immediate reprieve for Calder Riggs?

The woman’s head was angled like a bird’s. ‘Sorry, I should have asked. Coffee?’

‘No. Thanks.’

‘Well, okay, Charlie. I’m in charge of PR here – press, advertising, marketing, et al. I’m sure the agency’s briefed you, but this department is under severe pressure. We’ve just lost several key members of staff to the Commonwealth Games, my assistant has gone on maternity leave, and we’re also launching and managing a major new initiative for the Glasgow Citicard. You are aware of the Citicard, aren’t you?’

The shape of the word was familiar, the way the woman said it, how the syllables all ran together like the ‘i’s were simply tuts and not letters in their own right. Mary could picture the word, she had read it recently, had held it in her hand. She watched Margaret place her fist under her chin; waiting for an answer. Adrenalin quickening, enlarging all the room, her hand seemed huge, her nails hard-packed with screaming-black mud, Mary saw – briefly – a piece of crumpled paper: that leaflet she’d found yesterday in Bernie’s jumper – that had said Citicard on it. Something about joined-up services, what bloody services? It didn’t matter.

She nodded. Assumed what she hoped was a thoughtful expression, and pushed her grubby hands beneath her thighs. ‘Offering a single access point to a range of joined-up services. Bound to be controversial, isn’t it?’

‘Exactly.’ Margaret’s lips curled to reveal squint canines. ‘Good to see you’ve got a handle on the bigger picture. Often, in PR, we have to endorse and promote schemes that we may not actually . . . well. You’ll know all about that.’ Her eyes returned to the form. ‘I see you were at . . . Barker’s, wasn’t it?’

What was Barkers? It could be a dog-food factory for all Mary knew.

‘That’s right. Do you know it?’

‘Of course. One of the top ad agencies in the country. We used them quite a bit, to get various campaigns off the ground—’

‘Of course. There was that one quite recently, wasn’t there?’

‘The TV jingle? Yes . . . I mean, there was a time when we did everything in-house here, but what with cutbacks . . .’ She flapped a hand. ‘So, after Barker’s, where did you go? How come you’re temping at the moment?’

Mary let her body drop forward, creating an intimate little triangle formed of her and the desk and Margaret. ‘I know what you mean about cutbacks. It’s happening everywhere, isn’t it? And when it’s about saving money, you tend to find that creativity’s one of the first things to go, don’t you?’

She was playing Margaret like she would any dupe. You could do it with most scams. Fraud, bogus callers, even fortune telling. Just pick up on some innocuous statement and reflect it back to them, the subtle mimic of their words or gestures. Or their moods. Margaret Riley oozed all the signs of being underappreciated and under siege. Mary could relate to that, in copious spades. She noticed, too, the staccato movements; how Margaret’s attention always seemed fixed elsewhere, her ears straining for some other conversation. Her colours were decidedly muddied.

But none of this game, exhilarating as it was, was of any practical use.

‘Absolutely. So, we really need you to hit the ground running, Charlie. To be honest, I’ve never used agency staff before. Goes against the public service ethos and all that. But needs must. Of course, you won’t be leading on anything, just providing general support to our press officers.’

The phone on Margaret’s desk began to ring. ‘Um . . .’ her nose wrinkled as she looked at the incoming number. ‘Shit . . . better get that. Excuse me a minute.’ She picked up the receiver. ‘Harold?’

Mary looked at the door. She should just get up and shuffle sideways. This was a waste of time. Public relations was not going to save Calder Riggs. What she needed was to find out the name and address of whoever had submitted these plans Fiona was talking about. Actually track them down and confront them. At the end of that trail, she might well find the fat man waiting, but she would be less scared then, because she, Mary, would be prepared and in control. And she’d have formed some plan by then, to discredit the man or bankrupt him. Or she could just torch his house . . .

‘Yes, well, that’s not the point.’ Margaret was getting agitated again. ‘She’s here now, so they obviously don’t have a clue what they’re doing either. Like I said to Elaine, this is what happens when you farm stuff out.’ She lowered her voice. ‘No, Harold, I will not apologise. If you didn’t have so many bloody job-sharers working for you, we might get a bit of coherence in Personnel now and again.’ She paused. ‘Oh, sorry. Human Resources. And don’t bother contacting that agency again either. This one will do meantime. Look, I have to go – I’ve got a Planning pre-agenda in ten.’

She terminated the call as it had begun, without pleasantry.

‘There. Sorry about that. Your agency apparently thought you couldn’t make it. Now look, ideally I’d like to have had more time to show you round—’

‘Um, I noticed you mentioned—’

Margaret’s phone rang again. Two fingers raised to silence Mary. Perhaps it was a blessing, for she had been about to say ‘Planning’. And then what? Oh, please, miss. I have a particular interest in planning. Can I come to your meeting too?

Sitting in a plush leather chair, issuing staccato instructions down the phone. Margaret Riley, with her mad hair and librarian cardi, didn’t fit the picture of a slick PR. But she was doing the job alright, a job that would appear to straddle every aspect of the council’s business, with access to all the meetings and papers and privileges that entailed.

‘Look, Greg, I told you all this yesterday. Our position has not changed. We are confident there’s no danger whatsoever to . . . I’m sorry . . . the tests show what? Well, why didn’t you say that? Now, don’t take that tone with me, or I’ll be on to your editor before . . . Yes, right, I’ll see what I can find out. I’ll call you back.’

Margaret slammed down the phone.

‘Un-bloody–believable! This place. It’s peopled by morons.’ She tugged her hair, more tendrils escaping from her ponytail. ‘They think if they just fib to the Press Office, then the papers will never find out. But,’ she added darkly, ‘they don’t know the bastards like I do.’

Mary wasn’t sure if she meant journalists or council staff.

‘Two more minutes,’ Margaret mouthed, thumping in a number.

‘Bill, Mags. Get on to Environmental Health and find out the results of those asbestos tests. Yes, the ones at the nursery school . . . Yeah, well not according to Greg at the Glaswegian. I don’t care if you’re busy – just do it.’

The handset cracked into its cradle. ‘Don’t worry,’ she beamed. ‘We’ll be gentle with you – for the first few days at least. Ha!’

There was an awkward lull, which Mary wondered if she should fill. I’m sorry but I think you’re mad and there’s been a terrible mistake would be a start. But this was akin to being on a playground chute. She’d climbed up, was pushing off and seemed to be meeting no resistance. Why not then? If this woman was stupid enough to let her in, why shouldn’t Mary spend the day wandering and poking? It would just be for today, see what she could find. Or better still, see if she could . . . Mary’s imagination was in florid torrent now . . . she could maybe access some computer, delete the Calder Riggs planning application, or . . . blacklist the fat guy and his company forever, or . . . well, she could do it, secretly, then slip off home, no damage done. And imagine Bernie and Fiona’s faces if she—

Margaret belted the table and bellowed: ‘Okay, let’s get you a desk and get cracking!’

Mary jumped up, followed her to the door, only to have Margaret mutter she’d forgotten something, and would be back in a tick. For the second time in twenty minutes, Mary hung about the little corridor by the clocking-in machine, before Margaret re-emerged, wearing a completely different top.

‘That’s better,’ she whispered, pulling at her jumper, as if that explained everything. They walked past several more ornate mahogany doors, numbered with gold paint, until they reached number 42.

‘This is you, here. Let’s go and meet the troops.’

Like the Tardis, the room beyond belied its entrance. Once through the heavy portal, all was light, blonde wood and computer screens. And the room seemed to go on forever. Mary heard someone shout: ‘Where do we file murders again? It’s been so long since I’ve done this.’

‘Community Safety and Joint Police Board,’ yelled another.

‘Police Authority,’ said a third. ‘Remember they changed the name?’

‘Oh, yeah.’

Mary was paraded round, introduced to several people; names and faces blurred.

‘Cilla, Kate and Lisa – they do public information.’

Two giggly girls, and one dour middle-aged woman glanced up from their PCs and phones. Mary didn’t know who was which; guessed the older one was Cilla.

‘Bill and Ali do press. We’ve two others, but I think they’re out on a job just now. Are they? Where’s Rachel and Celine, anyone? In fact, where’s Bill?’ called Margaret.

Everyone ignored her. They nodded and smiled at Mary though; she nodded and smiled back.

‘Oh, there’s Bill, through by.’

Margaret pointed at a small, glass-partitioned office at the far end of the room. ‘This is actually several rooms knocked into one. Most of the other doors are blocked off. I call this Bill’s little bus shelter.’ She tapped the glazed door, pushing it open as she did so, then went to stand directly over Bill.

‘Did you get Environmental Health? Is that them? You tell them it’s a bloody ridiculous way to run an outfit. We should be the first to know, not the last.’

Bill broke off the conversation he was trying to have and handed her the phone.

‘I’ve got the Director here, Margaret. Would you like to tell him yourself?’

‘No. No, you follow it through. I can’t get myself involved in every little thing. I’m far too busy. Speaking of which; got to go. This is our new temp – get her sorted, will you?’

And with that, she left, Bill still on the phone, Mary hovering. A period of unease and inelegant miming followed, Bill signalling at a chair, Mary indicating that she would wait outside, Bill shaking his head, and finally going, ‘I know, I know. Let me get right back on to the Glaswegian and we’ll sort this out. Bye now. Bye, bye.’ His beige, thin-haired head followed the journey of the receiver, nodding lower with each ‘bye’, closer and closer until the receiver was replaced and his cheek was almost alongside the phone. He let out an exaggerated sigh. ‘And rest.’ Then he raised his head, extended his right hand. ‘Bill Murray – no, not the Bill Murray. But I am just as funny, actually.’

‘Ma . . . Charlie. Charlotte Deans.’

‘So, welcome to the madhouse, Ma Charlie.’ When he smiled, properly, his face transformed from grey to golden. He had lovely straight teeth.

‘Just Charlie.’

‘Okay, just Charlie. Mags filled you in on what’s what, then?’

‘Um, pretty much. She says you’ve to find me a desk, give me a pay rise, oh, and she wanted me to look out some planning papers for her?’

Mary had no idea how long it would be before someone sussed her out, so she was as well starting now. Once, when shoplifting in Fraser’s department store, she and he-who-shall-not-be-named simply walked straight in, took the goods lift to the first floor and wheeled out an entire, chained-up rail of leather coats. The secret was to be so blasé that you were virtually untouchable. Plus it helped that she was well-spoken and articulate; not your average thieving ned. People didn’t like to cause a fuss, or make fools of themselves by acting on some loose instinct, and so, invariably, if you looked them in the eye and went robustly about your business, you were fireproof. Well, not invariably, obviously. The days when bliss was singing in your veins and you had that high-eyed jitterbug of a walk, you got clumsy. Objects slipped from your too-many fingers, and you’d laugh, or get the itches, be clawing at your head or your arse. Then you wouldn’t look the part, and it was like the whole façade would disintegrate, the good part of you with it, all crumbling into junkie dust just because of the wideness of your eyes, or the way someone saw you shuffle from foot to foot. So you’d get the jail, or get a fine and, either way, your card would be marked. The store detectives would print off your photo from their CCTV and stick it up in their wee security room, or, worse still, punt it round their goonish mates. And your mother would find out where you were again, because the police always checked your address, and she would come down and weep and all you had bloody wanted was to score. So, again, you swore that you would only do it clean. Clean and acute, as she was this instant – Mary was a professional.

She wondered if it should appal her that she would return so readily to her former ways. Was it different because this was for a noble cause?

‘She did, did she?’ Bill was smiling at her. ‘And did she tell you that she was only acting head of Corporate Comms?’

‘No.’

‘Hmm. You look like a smart girl, Charlie. You’ll learn soon enough what questions to ask in here – and who to ask them of. And, quite frankly, I don’t have the time or the resources to babysit you. Desk, I can do. Pay rise – you can get behind me in the queue for that, my dear, and Planning? Why Planning? She’s got all the papers she needs for the pre-agenda on her desk. I bloody put them there myself.’

Mary shrugged. Behind her back, her hands were slippy. ‘Some query about an application? I wrote it all down. I just need to know where the records would be kept.’

‘Depends how far back it goes – this year or earlier?’

‘This year.’

‘See that woman! Just remember Charlie, the reason you’ve been brought in here is to act as a general press assistant, not as Margaret Riley’s new PA. I think her last PA’s still in her office, actually, buried under all that breeding paperwork.’

Bill stood up. Oh shit, shit, shit – he was going to take her through to Margaret.

‘Oh, you don’t need to show me. Just tell me where to get them. Have you not got to phone the Glaswegian back anyway?’

‘Did Margaret ask you to supervise me too?’

She had gone too far. ‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean—’

‘I’m kidding you on. You’re quite right, of course, I do indeed have to phone the Glaswegian. However, the thing is, that story they called about will already have been written; the paper will only have contacted us for a comment at the end, and the fact we’re now going to refute the comment we already gave them means it’s far better just to say nothing else at all.’ He let his hand float and dip like a bird in flight, his voice growing slower, soporific. ‘Just let the deadline slip on by . . . oops, there it goes. Because you can rest assured there’ll be another one along in five minutes.’

His PC gave a little two-tone ping. ‘Make that four. Incoming – ooh red flag and an exclamation mark . . .’ He looked up again at Mary. ‘Right, sorry. Desk: take the empty one over there – see the one beside the two filing cabinets? Get Cilla to show you where the press cuts and newspapers are filed, because that’s the first thing I want you to do tomorrow, once you’re settled in. I want you to focus on the Citicard in particular – that’s one of the main areas you’ll be working on – not fetching and carrying papers for Margaret.’

‘But should I get them anyway? Since she asked?’

‘Your call. But you’ll either have to go round to George Street and get Development and Regen to call them up, or you’ll need to go down to the basement. They’re all supposed to be available online, but there’s a massive backlog and they’ve not been properly indexed yet. They’re lying in alphabetical order – supposedly – but, as far as I know, none of this year’s have been put on computer at all. That’s why Ms Riley wants you to dig them out rather than her.’

This was all good.

‘How do I get to the basement?’

‘See the door at the far end of the office, the one that looks like it’s from a bank vault?’ Bill was pointing at a green door, studded round the border, and with a wheel-like handle in the middle. ‘That’ll take you down the steps and into the basement. There’s a light switch on the right just as you go in. Planning, Roads and Environmental Health are all in room two.’

‘There’s whole rooms in your basement?’

‘Not just rooms, dear; vaults. Lots of vaults – and spiders, secret tunnels, ghosts, the works. A twisty labyrinth that stretches right under George Square, so I’m told. So don’t forget your ball of twine.’

A coldness had entered his voice; he was plainly not happy that Mary was basement-bound.

She made her way through the buzzy room, where everyone had at least one phone grafted to their ear, a couple talking in stereo on mobiles as well. There was a charged immediacy to each movement, whether it was reaching for a pen or grabbing a coffee cup, scratching a head or leaning up to pull down a file. On adjacent walls, Sky News and BBC 24 rolled in subtitled silence over two large screens. They were single-minded jugglers, these folk. To them, Mary was a flitting ghost. She probably could have walked directly into their midst without any introduction at all, and not one would have challenged her presence.

She went over to the green door and turned the wheel. Expected it to creak but it moved smoothly, the weight of the iron door falling in on itself when released. The light from the general office shone far enough in for her to see the light switch inside; one of those old button-shaped ones. She flicked it down, and a pale, dull yellow illuminated a set of stairs. Mary closed the door behind her, then descended, ducking her head. Safe in the shadows, she allowed herself to relax. These people were in charge of PR for the council. Worse than that, they were masterminding this ID card thing, and yet, here was she, a total stranger off the street, given the right to roam. Let Glasgow Flourish indeed. She ducked under another arch and found herself in a narrow corridor, with a low ceiling and silvery, fat pipes gurgling at picture-rail height. A series of numbered doors stretched before her. You see, it had been he-who-shall-not-be-named, the bastard who told her if you smoked heroin then it was ‘only a bit of fun’, who’d taught her that normal people were not suspicious. They took all the stuff you said at face value because they had no reason to think otherwise. Number four, number seven? This numbering made no sense. Hopefully the bastard was dead by now. Up ahead, two intersecting corridors. She wheeled left. Number six, number . . . two. Another button switch, another weak light.

On one side of the room were wooden shelves, warped like hammocks and laden with boxes. On the floor, neatly tied bundles of paper, baled and piled on top of one another. She looked at the report headings that lay face-up on top of each stack. Roads . . . Roads . . . Land Services . . . Roads. No piles of planning. But there was also a row of old-fashioned filing cabinets at the back. Mary started at one side, opened a drawer. The first sheaf were all outline planning applications, and the second, and the third. Good. She pulled up a box to sit on, and began working her way through. She would be methodical and calm – as far as the Press Office were concerned, she had every right to be here. Bill had said the papers were alphabetical, but did that mean the name of the applicant or the place? First few weren’t much help, they seemed to be filed by code numbers. As she got more au fait with the system, she realised the papers had all been filed differently, some under the name of the applicant, some relating to the site and others by these numbers. This was going to take forever.

A sudden bang, like a distant door-slam, reverberated through the basement. Several papers leapt from Mary’s hand. She looked at her watch. She’d been down here fifteen minutes, had no idea how long Margaret would be at her meeting. All it needed was for her to come back and ask Bill where the new temp was. Fuck, if they really started to check her out— Oh, this was hugely, crushingly stupid. She’d been conscientious for so, so long, brushing and sluicing and doing her penance, keeping low and straight. Bernadette had held Mary’s cracked, sore hands in hers, had told her she was doing fine, that she had a home, a second chance here, and it was like all the vertebrae on her spine had unclenched.

She wanted to go home. Her eyes hurt, all the dust and pale light, the streaks on her face that were stiffening into threads. She was hungry, tired. She wanted to hug Bernie and tell Fiona how grateful she was, to just be grateful, not covetous. Five more minutes, one final drawer, then she’d better go. She retrieved the fallen papers, went to replace them in their file. Carling Construction, Court Knowe Gardens, Cruachan Builders.

Calder Riggs Farm.

Mary kissed the frontispiece, opened the report.


Planning Application

TOWN & COUNTRY PLANNING (SCOTLAND) ACTS

Please read the guidance notes before completing this form.

I/WE APPLY TO THE COUNCIL FOR:

Planning Permission in Principle

Have there been any pre-application discussions NO

APPLICANT

(Please print) Name: Robert Crilley & Co.    

Address: 14 Dungavel Crescent, Barlanark, Glasgow    


Robert Crilley. She shifted the syllables around her tongue. Did the fat man who chased her look like a Robert? A Bob, maybe? No, Fatso would just be the hired muscle. ‘Bob’ would be the man she had overheard him talking to, in the Mitchell.


ADDRESS OR LOCATION OF PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT

Calder Riggs Farm,

Calder Riggs Road, Maryhill, Glasgow    

EXISTING USE OF LAND AND/OR BUILDINGS (if vacant please state last known use) Equestrian Centre (2 acres only) General/ brown field for remainder of site    


Well, that was a lie. The big paddock alone was an acre and a half. She tore off the page, folded it and folded it again, each angry crease trapping the name of Robert Crilley in tighter and tighter squares. Barlanark was to the east of the city centre, out Ballieston way. She could get there in under an hour. The next page, which was now the front page, began:


DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT

Outline application for residential development at 500 habitable rooms per hectare with primary access off Calder Riggs Road with some other matters reserved    


Five hundred rooms per hectare? The steady thud of her blood rose like waves, at the enormity of the plans and the seeing of it, there in official black and white. She sat for a second, staring only at her knees. She didn’t think she could bear to read any more, the details were too oppressive, the words too full of complacence. Mary rubbed her hand across her eyes, sending flecks of starlight into her brain. Composed herself. A brief skim-read, and then it would be over:


I have completed and enclosed the land






























Chapter Eighteen

There was too much sugar in Anna’s ginger beer. First you felt the numb-chink of ice, then the serrating fizz of acid and sugar washing over your front teeth. It was real organic ginger beer, with grainy amber chunks and a thick sediment at the bottom, which gave the drink a layered effect. Like a dull cocktail, thought Anna, raising the glass to the light.

‘Do you not like it?’ Her friend Elaine was shoogling her baby son with one arm, attempting to lift both her sandwich and a tissue with the other. ‘C’mon Ralphie. Blow.’ She smudged his runny nose with the hanky. ‘Ginger’s meant to be good for the stomach. Calming.’

Anna regarded her belly. ‘Yeah? Will it flatten down this humongous bulge then?’

‘Will you quit moaning?’

‘I’m not moaning. I’m merely remarking on the fact that I feel like someone has stuck a bicycle pump up my arse and is inflating me a wee bit more each day. Did you never worry that you would just . . . burst?’ She dropped her hands aimlessly to her sides. ‘And I’m not even that hungry any more.’

‘Could’ve fooled me.’

The remains of Anna’s lunch lay before her, a bowl slicked with thick, bright Borscht (but basically empty), a slab of wholemeal loaf (crumbs) and a goat’s cheese salad (thin rind and a piece of radish remaining). The salad had caused much consternation in both the waitress and Elaine, who had engaged in a circuitous debate for several minutes on whether goat’s cheese was pasteurised, and did it matter anyway, when you were in the last trimester? Anna had been adamant. ‘Ho. That’s what I want. And it’s me that’s eating it, ladies.’

It hadn’t even tasted that nice when it came. Everything in this cream-painted, wood-floored, Art Deco-postered and heavily notice-boarded café was organic, woven from hemp or nettles, pressed through a hair shirt for added consistency. And it was full of nibbling, flustered, encumbered women and weans. Everywhere, there were children: being held in arms, restrained in high chairs – or sporadically, you got the odd escaped and fully mobile one being let loose in the Find Out and Have Fun Corner!! Which didn’t look like a whole lot of fun, what with the chipped wooden blocks and creepy-faced glove puppets. It was a room full of life, certainly, but a slow, different life.

She felt like she was being swallowed, even though the room was wide and full of windows.

‘You okay, Anna?’

‘Me? Yeah, I’m fine. Why?’

Elaine shrugged. ‘You just look a bit . . . pensive.’

‘Pensive? Ooh, that’s a big word to be using at this time of day. Well seen you’ve gone back to work.’

‘Absolutely. My brain has returned to pre-pregnancy size and pertness, even if my tits havny. But, seriously, is everything alright? It feels like I’ve been doing all the blethering, and you’ve just been munching away like a mournful sheep.’

‘Sounds like a normal lunch to me.’

If she wasn’t allowed to be quiet, Anna was determined to remain flippant. Friendships should have an easy currency about them – a movement of shore and sea, the one investigating the other so that each time they meet, they are smudged, a little shared, but with essentially the same shape. And the shape of Anna and Elaine had always been light. Theirs was a work relationship that had trickled into friendship; the friendship of two initially single women with shared interests and separate lives. Elaine was by nature open and garrulous, Anna reticent. While Elaine liked to delve deep and download, spraying indiscretions, expletives, outrage and angst with a cheerful equanimity, Anna was happy to listen, offer the occasional snippet and offload superficial moans. But neither gave any more than they were willing to. Only once had Anna genuinely bared her soul, when she’d told Elaine about Jamie Worth: married, beautiful and Anna’s secret. She had been desperate, in need of a sounding board, of purging. But even then, she’d only told her the half of it.

How could Anna begin to articulate what she was feeling now? How could she describe the gradual flaring panic, her pulse tattooing through the night? Clear terror, washed new each morning, then a slackening of the tension as her daily business drowned it out; then, when there was a space again, a pause that allowed the panic to flood back in, more terror, and all the while, her with her blankest smile, her most ambivalent eyes. She was a hostage with a knife at her neck, unable to speak or signal. No matter how she battled it, the old, constricting fear was claiming her again. Even on her way here, she had felt observed, was sure the same car had circumnavigated her twice. Kept seeing shapes now, smeared across her peripheral vision; shapes that, when you spun to challenge them, were not actually there.

‘Anna, forgive me for saying this, but is it Rob?’

‘Is what Rob?’

Elaine placed her sandwich on the plate. ‘Look, I never said anything when you two got together, and, don’t get me wrong, I was really pleased for you—’

‘But?’

Here was a place to put her fear. She could project it as aggression, because it was evident that whatever Elaine was polishing, she was considering the shine of what she was about to say with a saviour’s fervour. Yes indeed; here came the vapid smile.

‘Well, it was all really sudden wasn’t it? Just after your mum dying, him with a ready-made wee family . . .’

‘What are you suggesting?’

Anna thought she may as well play the game for a while. It was a glad distraction, one she could toy with and digest without actually tasting, just as she had eaten her insipid lunch.

‘I’m not suggesting anything, Anna. I’m your pal and I’m just stating some facts here. I mean, Rob is a lovely guy, don’t get me wrong. But he’s not the standard Anna Cameron catch, is he? He’s skinny, quiet, clever . . . maybe a wee bit tame?’

She stopped, raised an encouraging eyebrow. Presumably Anna was meant to dive in and spill all the deviant beans. She said nothing, but she could feel the pulse at her wrist, was aware of the shush of blood coursing on its double journey and an absolute, shocked indignation at what Elaine was saying.

It made her breathless, but she shouldn’t be surprised. Pregnancy was the oddest state. You became one massive, fat, amorphous open season. Your very walking, bulbous presence informed the world that you were fecund, that you had spread your legs and indulged in sex (which was absolutely nobody’s business but your own), and that you would soon be exposing yourself again, giving over your vulnerable, splitting body to sterile strangers. Your bump said you were a public service incubator, which gave the world permission to pronounce on your weight, your drinking, your eating, smoking, sitting, standing, fitness, sharpness, bluntness. And, apparently, allowed it to offer insights into your most private relationships too. Pregnancy was the most visible indicator that you were an adult functioning woman, yet it was when you were treated most like a child. Who the hell was Elaine to decide what kind of partner Anna should have?

Her silence had offered a vacuum which Elaine, slightly less sure now, continued to fill. ‘And I’m just wondering if, you know, you were maybe looking for someone safe . . . a wee haven after you lost your mum. And that’s all very well and good, but now you’re pregnant, well, there’s no going back, is there?’ Her diction was speeding up, becoming a little manic as words strained through her teeth. ‘This is it, for better or for worse, whether you do finally tie the knot or not. So, I’m just thinking, maybe you’re feeling a wee bit trapped, yeah?’

The uplift in her inflection was a plea for Anna to join in and make this monologue less lonely. To desist from her silent, baleful admonition. Anna let it roll and roll. Elaine set off on another tack. ‘And that’s perfectly natural, I felt that way too, you know, before Ralphie was born. But I mean, I’m sure . . . Rob clearly loves you. Anyone can see that. And you know that he’s a great dad, so . . .’

So. What a circuitous, awkward road to nowhere. Here they were, back to where Elaine had first intruded. The status quo resumed in the knowledge that Rob was a great guy and everything was swell and smooth. Except perhaps the fragile surface of their friendship. Anna could, at this point, advise Elaine to fuck off and leave the café, could launch into a hearty defence of her husband’s honour, which would sound manufactured and shrill, could tell Elaine that her wean was showing signs of ginger furze in its hair . . .

But Rob wasn’t Anna’s husband.

He should be, of course he should. That was a public statement worth making – one she should have embraced months ago, a year ago, when he had first asked her. Why had she seen it as some form of entrapment? No, no, that’s what Rob thought she thought – see, even he, even the person you slept with and, beside, the one person who was allowed access to your most intimate self could not climb inside your head. It had nothing to do with being trapped and everything to do with being unworthy. Slowly, Anna had drawn love into her world, had tended it, amazed, as it quietly grew. Causing some big obvious fuss about this, sanctifying and formalising it, would be arrogant. Fraught with danger. It would be akin to creeping through a field of bulls and then, just in sight of the fence, waving a great red rag. Wooh! Look at me. I made it. Amn’t I clever and safe and oh fuck, here they come. Run!

She looked at Elaine, at her puckered brow and wriggling child who fixed her to the world. She looked at the belly that weighted her own world, that made her sit still and grounded because she had no other option than to wait. Felt a calmness drift over her, perfect and round as a seed head. It was simple. She would ask Rob to marry her, and she would rescue her friend.

‘Elaine, just cause you’re my pal doesn’t give you carte blanche to run your snotty fingers through my life. Cheers for the psychoanalysis, though. Oh, and, for your information, Rob has a massive dong.’

She lifted the steel teapot that sat between them. ‘More tea vicar?’

‘You’re terrible, you are.’

‘I know.’

High, false laughter. A visible loosening of Elaine’s jaw.

‘So,’ she said, ‘have you decided if you’re going back full time or not?’

‘Christ, I haven’t even had the baby yet.’

‘Since when did that matter? Knowing you, you’ll have planned your whole pregnancy, maternity leave and return to work the moment the wee line went blue. I bet you’ve got a pregnancy folder, with coloured page dividers sorting out each month.’

It was a box file, actually, full of appointment cards, sheaves of papers on the risks to older mothers and their children, the Headquarters policy document on family-friendly working, a concertinaed strip of ghostly ultrasonic shapes, a graph of weeks and payments and permutations of leave and benefits and a cartoon-drawn booklet concerning perineum oiling and nipple-cracking. Called – seriously – ‘All Dried Up and Nowhere to Go?’ Everything jumbled in no order or sense, much like the contents of Anna’s head. She may look calmer, reduced as she was to immobility, her swollen face ‘blooming’, but inside she flailed more than her baby did. Oh, she hoped it was beautiful, and smart, and that it never, ever got the cold. From the confines of his mother’s arms, Elaine’s son Ralphie explored his squat wet nose.

‘Elaine – he’s doing it again.’

‘Well just don’t look at him then.’

‘I can’t help it. It’s like watching a car crash. Lainey, please.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake.’

Anna watched as Elaine pushed the child’s worrying fingers away, going Ditee-boy and wiping his fingers with her own, before she retrieved her sandwich from the plate and started munching again. Eating it with the same hand.

‘Oh Jesus.’

‘What? What now? Did he give you a “funny look” again? Honest to God, Anna, you need to get over this. All babies are full of shit and piss and snot and slevers.’ Elaine lifted her boy high into the air, revelling in his mirthful shrieks, in the smiling, fellow-mother-approved glances. ‘But they are also full of gorgeous, beautiful smiles – ’ she arced the baby back down, bringing her lips into contact with his corduroy-clad tummy – ‘and cuddles, and . . .’ A further kiss, then a rapid sniff of air, ‘kisses and . . . hmm, yeah, and shit.’ She sniffed again. ‘Yup, he’s definitely done a pooh-pooh. Haven’t you, Ralphelicious? Haven’t you done a pooh-pooh in your panties for your Auntie Anna?’

‘Piss off, Elaine. I told you—’

‘And I told you. If you’re determined not to go to those parentcraft classes—’

‘They’re on too early.’

‘Whatever. If you’re not going to learn from the professionals, then you can bloody well learn from me. You’ve seen me do it loads of times.’ She swung Ralphie over the table top, held him out like an offering. ‘Now it’s your turn. Go. Quick. Before it starts leaking out.’

She was tired of arguing. Which, for Anna, was akin to being tired of life. She took child, changing bag and self and lumbered her way to the toilets. At least nobody would be talking at her in there. Hurry up, bleated her brain, projecting forward to the horror of spillage, then back to the urgency of negotiating the packed, hot room. Once her heart would have skittered in tandem, at the panic of dripping human fluids and the need to be rid of them. But she had no speed left, no part of her physical body that was unfettered. Not her swollen thighs, nor her spreading, spongy arse. Not the taut convex walls of her belly, stretched beyond elasticity. Not the tight, breathless grind of her bones. Even her heart was sluggish, while, clenched inside her, another heart quickened. She never thought pregnancy would be so voracious. It was natural she felt jittery; this was a transition only. A metamorphosis for the baby, yes, but for her, just a staging post, and then a return to self.

‘Okay you.’ She laid the baby on the pull-down mat. Ha. First test passed – knowing that the yellow plastic ironing board clipped against the wall was in fact a changing table. ‘Let’s see if it’s true what little boys are made of.’

It was. Carefully, head turned as far to the side as was possible while still being able to observe little Ralphie’s nether regions, she held his kicking heels in her right hand, as she’d seen Elaine do, and raised his bottom off the mat, her left hand extracting the soiled nappy beneath. Sorted. Bundled up and taped, the smell was almost bearable. Quick wipe with the wet-ones, rummage for another nappy . . . oh . . . cream. Elaine normally put cream on his bum . . . a search for cream and a warm sprinkle of urine as the baby, glorying in the liberty of finding himself en plein air, shot a jet of pee directly on to her hand and hip.

‘Oh, fuck! Stop it! Stop it, you wee . . .’ She grabbed a wad of paper towels, held it over him until the peeing stopped, a pungent warmth growing in her hand. Ralphie gave a beatific smile, and she started to laugh.

‘Feel better now, do you?’ One elbow on his belly to hold him in place, she crouched so she could wash her hands under the tap, then lifted the baby and dried his back with more paper towels. The rim of his vest was damp, but his wee top was fine. Ish. Elaine need never know.

She started as the door banged next to her, and a man’s head and shoulder appeared. Fat shoulders, topped with a baseball cap and small, downturned head.

He stared at her feet. ‘Oh.’

Kept on staring, like he couldn’t believe she was there. Either that, or he was dumbfounded by the size of her spilling ankles. She scooped up the baby, held him close to her breast. There was something unnerving in the man’s stance, a delicate pause in this rotund body that suggested he was poised. To go forward or go back, she wasn’t sure.

‘Excuse me. I think you’ll find this is the Ladies.’

‘Oh right, hen. My apologies.’

He backed out, face still concealed by the tilt of his head and his hat. Softly drawing the door shut, he apologised again.

‘So sorry.’

Anna waited a moment, letting her breathing regulate, which was difficult through squashed, thin lungs. She had to control this stupid panic; it was oozing into every part of her life. In one day she had gone from mellow earth mother to a woman who was feart of public toilets. Threat dripped from leaky taps and cisterns. Her breath began to mist the mirror. In and out. In and out. After a minute, the shiveriness abated.

‘See me, I’m just a daftie. This is the only threatening thing here, isn’t it Ralphie-boy?’ Anna picked up his soiled, bagged nappy and dumped it in the plastic bin. ‘Well, that and your hair maybe.’

As the fluorescent light fuzzed over Ralphie’s wiry head, it was obvious. He was not to be soft, burnished copper like her Laura. No. This child was definitely a ginger.
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