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For Robert.
Thank you for the rainbow days.



PROLOGUE

...common experience
sheweth, that where a change hath been made of things advisedly
established (no evident necessity so requiring) sundry
inconveniences have thereupon ensued; and those many times more and
greater than the evils that were intended to be remedied by such
change...

Book of Common
Prayer

The first big
computer I ever saw was in a science fiction movie. It had
kerzillions of flashing lights, and tapes going round and round.
When it wanted to talk, it made a great booming voice come out of
the ceiling, a bit like the Hollywood God. It talked freely, and
even made jokes whenever it felt like it, without having to wait
for anything as mundane as input.

I saw no reason
to doubt the verisimilitude of this portrayal. After all, a horse
on the movies looks pretty much like a horse in real life, doesn’t
it?

So that when I
saw a notice in the tea room of my boring office, inviting
applications for a job as a trainee programmer, I had a vague idea
of a vast control room like a cross between the bridge of the
Enterprise and Myers’ window at Christmas, with me standing around
looking commanding in a white miniskirt.

It is possible
that I may have been slightly optimistic.







CHAPTER
ONE

For promotion cometh
neither from the east, nor from the west: nor yet from the
south.

Psalm 75:7

I ambled back
to my desk, spilling a cup of coffee over my boss in transit. This
was such a common occurrence that he didn’t even bother to comment;
that’s if he noticed at all – it was after lunch and, as usual,
Clive Simpkin, or Retread as we all called him behind his back, was
feeling no pain. Clive was a tall, vague, anaemic-looking yuppie
type, who always looked as though he needed pressing; his chief
interests were getting paralytic and stealing the credit for other
people’s ideas. He spent his mornings quaffing Dexsal, his
lunchtimes in the pub and his afternoons in his office with the
door closed, rising to ever greater heights of plagiarism and
emerging only to visit the lavatory with clocklike regularity, and
make cups of tea in which he often forgot the teabag. We always
knew he was well plastered when we saw him going back to his desk
with a cup of milk and water. He was okay to work for, because he
was frightened of absolutely everybody.

Peter and Sean,
the other members of my department, didn’t bother to look up. Peter
had his monitor switched off and was trying to pluck out his nose
hair with a bulldog clip, using the darkened glass as a reflector.
Sean was playing Dragons of Atlantis, his latest Facebook
obsession. He played practically non-stop throughout the working
day, and was always droning on about it, and trying to get me and
Peter to join his alliance, or whatever it was called. I was just
grateful that he was finally over Candy Crush.

‘I’m going to
be a Computer Programmer,’ I announced.

My colleagues
greeted my statement with wild enthusiasm.

‘Have you tried
that new pore-minimising toner from Clinique?’ said Peter.

Sean didn’t say
anything except to mutter darkly about tail armour.

* * *

They were
somewhat more impressed when I rang up the I. T. Department and
found out that I would have to sit a whole battery of aptitude
tests to qualify for the job. Our department, which consisted of
Peter, Sean and me, did credit investigations on companies that
wanted to open accounts with us. There were not enough new credit
applications at Marsh and Spacknall to require three people to do
the investigations; in an average week there were generally enough
to occupy two people, or even one person, if that person was really
keen. When there wasn’t enough work to keep us all busy, which was
most of the time, Retread used to threaten to a) sack all of us and
do the lot himself and b) sack all of us and get the credit
investigations done by Dun and Bradstreet, who would do them both
better and cheaper. It remained a mystery to us why he never did,
but then logic wasn’t all that notable as a driver for the
management decisions at Marsh and Spacknall. It was more about who
had more people reporting, who had the biggest company car, who had
a corner office, and stuff like that. Probably Retread’s boss, who
would have had to approve any sackings, didn’t want to reduce the
size of his little empire. Anyway, the I. T. Department said the
tests would take about three and a half hours, which basically
meant a whole afternoon off work.

Peter was
instantly seized with a spirit of emulation, and bustled off to
Retread’s office to put his name down for the test. ‘Never mind the
job, sweetheart, who cares what the job is,’ he said. ‘It’s a
bloody afternoon off, isn’t it?’

Sean was kind
and supportive, as always.

‘You haven’t
got a hope,’ he informed me smugly. ‘You’re too dumb. Besides,
you’re a woman. This company wouldn’t hire a woman to do that kind
of job, they’re far too sexist. Look at Peter, he hasn’t had a pay
rise for three years.’

‘Peter’s not a
woman.’

‘Sexist,
homophobic, it’s all the same. Bigotry’s bigotry, by any name. Hey,
I’m a poet! But seriously, haven’t you ever noticed how it’s always
the same people who’re super sexist who’re also homophobes? They go
together. It’s some kind of defensive thing by people that are
insecure about their own sexuality. Or they’re frightened of their
own homosexual urges, or have a tiny dick, or something. Anyway,
all that aside, can you seriously imagine them letting anyone as
clumsy as you near anything more complex than a biro?’

I shot him a
look of withering scorn, or what I hoped would pass for withering
scorn. I had practised all the more unpleasant facial expressions
in the glass for hours the previous year, when I was auditioning
for Lady Macbeth in the Drama Club’s production at Uni. Despite all
my hard work, I never actually caught myself looking more
threatening than a kitten. Being five foot two and having fluffy
red hair doesn’t really help one in the more manly arts. I didn’t
get the part. It went to a great strapping girl with hockey legs
and a Scottish accent. Nor did I have any more success in subduing
Sean now. I heard him snigger as I marched off to Retread’s
office.

* * *

Peter was just
coming out as I went in. He didn’t look happy.

‘Ah, Fiona.
What can I do for you?’ Retread looked up as I approached his desk.
His eyes didn’t really look focused, and I suspected he only
recognised me because of my red hair. I noted with satisfaction
that there was a cup of milk and water on his desk. This was going
to be a pushover; the only problem was, would he remember about it
on Monday?

‘I want to
apply for a job in the I. T. section. There’s one going now.’

Retread looked
at me over the tops of his glasses. This wasn’t difficult, because
they were sliding down his nose. His eyes seemed to be going
different ways.

‘The I. T.
section? Really?’

‘Yes, why
not?’

‘Well, I mean,
er... isn’t that awfully boring? You’ve been doing excellent work
here, Fiona, excellent. We’d really hate to lose you.’ I’d
really miss getting the credit for all your ideas.

‘I’d really
like to go for it, Ret– er, Clive. I think it sounds like fun.’

‘Fun?’ This
seemed to be a concept with which Retread was unfamiliar. He fixed
me with a slow, puzzled stare, and started to tilt sideways.

‘Yes. I think
I’d like it,’ I translated. ‘Anyway, I’d like to at least sit the
test. There wouldn’t be any harm in that, would there? After all,
they might not want me.’ I gave him my best smile.

Retread seemed
to cheer up slightly at this thought. ‘Alright, then. I suppose
there’s no harm in your sitting the test. After all, you probably
won’t even get the job.’ Ten points for originality. No wonder we
called him Retread. ‘I’ll call H. R. and put you down for it. I’ll
let you know when the test is.’

I threw him
another Grade A smile, which was probably wasted, as I doubted he
could see past his desk, and got out quickly before he changed his
mind.

* * *

Peter was still
fizzing when I got back. Sean was vainly trying to get him to keep
his voice down; the whole office seemed vastly entertained, with
heads popping up from behind partitions all over the place. As I
sat down, he fixed me with the kind of spiteful glare that only a
man with pierced ears ever seems to achieve.

‘What’s the
matter with him?’ I muttered to Sean. Sean looked superior.

‘Retread won’t
let him go for the aptitude tests. He said he should spend more
time doing his own work, and less frotting on everyone else’s.’

‘Retread never
said ‘frotting’!’

‘Well, more or
less, apparently. Words to that effect. Can’t say I’m surprised.
Serves him right for being such a bludger.’

Peter was
instantly on the defensive. ‘Well I wouldn’t have any trouble
getting a lot done either, if I made all my reports up like SOME
PEOPLE.’

This was pretty
unfair, as if anyone was famous for fictional reporting it was
Peter. On the few occasions that he did any work at all, he bore
more relation to the Bullshit Fairy than Woodward and Bernstein.
The only reason that Marsh and Spacknall’s credit files weren’t
completely fictional was that most of Peter’s work was done by me
and Sean; we kept him as a sort of office pet, because he was
entertaining to have around, he made us laugh all day and cheered
us up, and because we all went out together quite a bit, and it
would have spoiled things if he got the sack. As a result, both
Sean and I were rendered speechless with outrage, particularly
since we had just finished collaborating on a huge investigation of
a vast corporate group with forty-two companies all knotted
together in a big tangle, owning each other, or parts of each
other, in endless circles, which had been assigned to Peter, and
for which we were certainly not going to get any credit, since it
would mean his job if anyone found out we’d done it. Sean howled
with outrage.

‘Alright, you
fat bastard, that’s the last time I do your balance sheets for you.
Jesus, three hours this morning. I’ve got a massive headache, and
that’s all the thanks I bloody well get. You can bloody well do
them yourself next time. Prick.’

‘Well, Fiona
can do them, then.’

‘Me? I write
half your reports as it is, and do all the interviews. I’m not
doing it.’

‘Well, I
certainly can’t.’

‘Why the hell
not?’

‘It makes my
eyes red, anyway I can never get them to add up.’

The three of us
spent the rest of the afternoon in a pregnant silence.

* * *

‘Not
computers!’

My mother was
drawn back against the kitchen sink, one hand clasped to her throat
in a pose of outraged horror. It reminded me of The Lair of the
White Worm, the bit where Mimi finds out her next door
neighbour is really a giant maggot. By a massive effort, aided by
my failed Macbeth training, I kept my face straight.

‘Why not,
Mum?’

‘They’re so
dirty!’

That’s my Mum.
The woman who washes the driveway with White King, in case germs
breed in the concrete. The only person in the human race who
Estapoled the inside of the garbage can. My father didn’t say
anything; he was gazing out of the window in a professorial sort of
way.

‘Mum. Mum.
Computer rooms are all white and sterile. Honestly. I saw a picture
of one.’

My mother
assumed her favourite expression, the one that resembles
long-suffering Patience ministering to an imbecile.

‘Darling, sixty
percent of people who work with computers get Legionnaires’
Disease. Everyone knows that.’

‘Mum, that’s
air conditioning, and it’s only about half a percent. Anyway,
everyone took measures about it ages ago. Nobody gets Legionnaires’
Disease any more.’

I escaped to my
room and collapsed on the bed. Why was everyone against me? I only
wanted to become a space-age genius and save the world. I imagined
myself saying ‘Battle computers online’ in a stern voice, with a
massive fleet of Klingons looming in the viewport. Bam! Biff!
Zowie! Another Enemy of Democracy bites the interstellar dust. I am
decorated by the Galactic President. ‘General MacDougall, you have
liberated the Known Universe from our hated oppressors,’ he says,
during a fly-past of the entire Galactic Confederation space
force.

Suddenly, a
hairy alien flies across the stadium and lands on my chest. I
opened my eyes. It was Moses, my cat, who had dived off the top of
the wardrobe. By some freak mischance he had missed my solar
plexus, so I was still breathing. I threw my arms around him and
buried my nose in his fur. Some days I feel that Moses is the only
person who really understands me.

He bit me.







CHAPTER
TWO

…that no man might
presume to execute any of them, except he were first called, tried,
examined, and known to have such qualities as are requisite for the
same…

Book of Common
Prayer

By the
following Thursday, the day of the aptitude test, I was feeling
pretty down about the whole thing. Peter wasn’t speaking to me,
Sean had hardly opened his mouth except to deliver the odd crushing
putdown, my mother did nothing but rave about germs and my father
had evinced a total lack of interest. I couldn’t even tell my
brother about it, as he was spending the school holidays at our
grandmother’s house in the country, and she won’t have the
telephone put on in case it attracts lightning strikes. My
boyfriend, Tim, had just given me the flick for about the
nineteenth time, so I couldn’t ring him up either. Gloria, my best
friend, was off in Canberra, covering some political conference or
something. Moses, the emotional mainstay of my life and the reason
I was still living at home with my parents at twenty, had bitten me
again, and had later killed and dissected a seagull all over my
room, and even Arnold, my teddy bear, was somehow looking more
moth-eaten than usual.

Nevertheless, I
did my best to get into a positive frame of mind. After all, this
was D Day, when I was going to Show Them All. I washed my hair and
put on my most stunning outfit.

During
breakfast I dropped my toast. A perfectly normal occurrence for me.
And of course one expects toast to land honey side down. But did it
have to land on Moses?

By the time I
had given Moses a quick bath, and my mother had given me a slow
lecture for eating the toast, I was half an hour late.

At the tram
stop, the first tram in twenty minutes not only didn’t stop, but
the driver threw me the finger as he shot past. It started to rain.
A ladder mysteriously appeared in my tights.

I arrived at
the office in a horrible state at twenty to ten, and furtively
sneaked up the back stairs to the ladies’ room. I was damned if I
was going to give Peter and Sean any more taunting material by
appearing like a refugee from Hell House.

Fortunately,
because this kind of thing is always happening to me, I carry a
full makeup kit, spare tights, tissues, safety pins etc in my bag,
so I was able to effect reasonable repairs. I dried my hair under
the hand dryer. It went fuzzy. I fluffed it up with an afro comb
and tried to convince myself that it looked deliberate.

I strolled into
the office with my bag behind my back, trying to look natural and
casual. There was a white envelope on my desk. My stomach went cold
and crawly; had Retread sacked me for being late, right on the eve
of my triumph? I didn’t feel any easier when I noticed Peter and
Sean studiously avoiding looking at me and pretending to work.

I ripped open
the envelope. Inside was a card with a picture of a fluffy black
chicken coming out of its egg. The card said, ‘Good Luck’. It had
been signed by the whole office.

I burst into
tears.

* * *

The test was
held in the sixth floor conference room. There were about eight of
us sitting for it. Some woman from H. R., whom I’d never seen
before, gave us all name tags (why? No one was talking to anyone)
and invited us to use the Café Bar. Big deal, it was just like the
grotty one on our floor. I opened up the top and peered inside. It
even had the same dead silverfish floating in the water. I made
myself a strong cup of ersatz Yarra water; I’ve never been overly
concerned about hygiene; with my mother about, worrying about germs
is gilding the lily.

I checked out
the other applicants. They all looked madly hostile; this was
because word had gone around that there was only one programming
position. It’s a dog eat dog world at Marsh & Spacknall. I
imagined myself as a corporate shark: ‘Sell twenty thousand BHP,’ I
snarled, slamming down the phone and lighting a cigar. I curled my
lip at the abjectly cringing department head fawning before my
antique rosewood desk; he bore a strange resemblance to
Retread.

I emerged from
this pleasant reverie to find that the H. R. woman had handed out
the first test paper and I had missed all the instructions.

* * *

The tests all
seemed pretty easy. I didn’t worry too much, because I had on the
nicest outfit in the room. I had forgotten about my fuzzy hair, and
filled in time between tests by furtively observing the other
applicants. I didn’t know any of them; they were all from other
departments. By the absence of gold teeth and brass buttons, I
could tell none of them was from Sales.

The most
remarkable person in the room was a tall, pale, forgettable man in
his twenties. At least, his face was totally forgettable, but he
was noticeable enough just from the way he smelled. It was
horrible, as if he’d rolled in a dead fish or something. I couldn’t
imagine how anyone could smell like that so early in the day.
Sadly, I had allowed myself to be seated next to him.

Besides the
Incredible Stinking Man, there was one girl who looked as if she
shopped at Katies out of duty rather than pleasure, and various
other nondescript people. I looked back at my test paper. Idly I
turned the page over, and realised with an icy shock that there
were five more questions on the other side, and only three minutes
left. I grabbed my pencil frantically; the point broke off. I
looked out of the sides of my eyes, praying for inspiration.
Please, God, I prayed, give me something to write with, and make it
fast.

God must have
been in a good mood; Mr Stinky had a biro sticking out of his coat
pocket. I eased it out gently; he didn’t feel a thing. The biro was
a bit smelly, but it did the job, and when the H. R. woman cleared
her throat I was able to look just as smug as everyone else while I
casually slid Stinking Man’s property up my sleeve. I didn’t really
want to contaminate my silk shirt, but this biro was a fancy gold
job with initials engraved on it, and I didn’t want him letting out
a scream of outrage and pouncing on it before the tests were
over.

At the end of
the final test, the H. R. woman gave us each an appointment with
the I. T. manager for an interview the next day. Mine was at 11:00.
The woman gave me a patronising smile. She wasn’t troubling to hide
the fact that she thought it was obvious I had no chance. I suppose
if I had a figure like a matchbox, I’d want to patronise somebody,
too.

I caught up
with Stinky in the corridor.

‘Excuse me, I
think you dropped your pen. It was on the floor.’

‘Oh yes, it is
mine. Thanks very much, I’d hate to lose that.’

‘Oh, it’s my
pleasure. It would be a real shame to lose a lovely pen like that.’
I smiled at him nicely, holding my breath.

* * *

I made it back
to my desk on the stroke of four-thirty, just as Peter and Sean
were packing up ready to go to the pub. We always went to the pub
on Thursdays and also on Fridays, it was a sacred duty. Luckily the
pub was just across the street from our building; if we’d had to go
any farther, Peter and Sean would probably have swelled up like
bullfrogs from sheer nosiness.

We settled into
our usual table in the beer garden, and our usual argument about
who would buy the first round. Considering the number of drinks we
always got through in the course of the evening, this argument was
pretty academic, but it was a ritual part of our week, and we all
enjoyed it in a perverse kind of way.

‘Fiona has to
buy the first round because she’s got something to celebrate.’

‘No way. You’d
better buy it if you expect me to tell you anything.’

‘Get lost, I’m
not getting it. I had to pay for your card.’

‘God, Peter,
you’re such a stingy bastard. You probably wash your Kleenex and
use it again.’

‘That’s
nothing. I’ve been round his place and seen toilet paper drying on
the line.’

‘Ooh! Don’t you
give ME a hard time, sweetheart! I can’t even afford to get my
teeth capped!’

Sean sniggered
evilly. ‘Why don’t you Tippex them out?’

‘Ooooh, you
BITCH! I’d punch your face in if I wasn’t so fat and cowardly!’

I got up and
went to the bar. When I got back with the beer, Peter and Sean were
still at it. I don’t think they’d even noticed I wasn’t there. They
noticed alright when I put beer in front of them, though. Sean
flashed me one of his darkly handsome smiles, that always made me
wish a) that we didn’t work together, and b) that I didn’t already
have a boyfriend. I wondered in passing why Tim hadn’t rung me
yet.

‘Okay, Fiona,
let’s have all the bitchy details.’

‘Well. There’s
only one programming position, and eight of us going for it.’

‘Who are the
others, there’s no one from our floor, is there?’

‘No, I didn’t
know anybody. There was this one guy that really stinks, I had to
sit next to him, it was SO disgusto. Swear to God I nearly
chucked.’

‘Well, HE’S
history.’ One of the charming things about Peter is that he’s
always so utterly certain about everything. ‘Who’d hire someone
that stinks? I MEAN.’

‘Who’d hire a
fat lazy git with rotten teeth?’

Peter waved his
cigarette at Sean. ‘You want this out in your face?’

Sean and I both
ignored the threat; we’d heard it several times a week for the last
six months. ‘So what else are you competing with?’

‘Oh well, some
blonde girl, she looked really bad-tempered, and some
boring-looking clerical types.’

‘Men or
women?’

‘They were all
so boring I couldn’t really tell. I was afraid if I looked at them
too much I’d fall asleep and miss the tests.’

‘What were the
tests like?’

‘Really easy, a
breeze. Except my pencil broke right near the end of one. It was
okay though, the guy with BO lent me a pen.’

‘God, what a
moron. I wouldn’t help anyone that was going for a job I
wanted.’

‘You wouldn’t
help your grandmother across the street. Anyway, he didn’t mean to,
I shoplifted it out of his pocket.’

‘What, you mean
you just took it out of his pocket? While he was sitting there
?’

‘Sure. It was
easy. He was probably half unconscious from his own BO. You’ve got
to smell this guy, it was incredible. The yanks could use him in
Guantanamo Bay instead of waterboarding. Anyway, we all have to go
and see the I. T. manager now. I’m going tomorrow morning.’

Peter’s eyes
lit up. ‘You know what you’ve got to do, don’t you? Now listen, I’m
going to tell you exactly what you’ve got to do to get this job.
First you...’

I tuned out.
Peter always knew how to go about everything, and his advice always
followed the same format. Instead, I thought about cool, quiet
rooms with lots of white tiles. By the time he got to the part
about the fishnet stockings, I’d decided that if I didn’t get the
job life wouldn’t be worth living. I’d simply have to end it all.
Dressed in something black and flowing, I’d walk slowly along the
Westgate Bridge, a lonely, tragic figure. My family, of course,
would be distraught. I pictured my funeral, my mother sobbing
uncontrollably, my father dry-eyed but agonised, my little brother
Patrick silent and shivering like a frail orphan. Moses would
wander round the house all night, crying and running to the door
every time footsteps passed in the street. When I got to that part
I found it so moving that I started to cry, and inhaled my
beer.

* * *

I went home
early, so as to get ready for the interview. Perhaps the I. T.
manager’s impression of me would be the deciding factor. I had
decided on a very businesslike outfit. A crisp white shirt and navy
skirt. Or would that make me look too much like a bank teller?
Perhaps my mother would lend me her pearls. It was true that the
last time I’d borrowed them she had had to get them restrung, but I
was sure she’d forgotten about that.


CHAPTER
THREE

I have not dwelt with
vain persons: neither will I have fellowship with the
deceitful.

Psalm 26:4

It was only
seven o’clock when I let myself into the house. I fed Moses and
wandered into the sitting room. It was empty. Further investigation
revealed Dad in his study, marking assignments and muttering
angrily about the degeneration of modern youth. He looked up in
astonishment as I walked in.

‘Fiona! What on
earth are you doing here?’

‘I live here,
remember?’ Sometimes Dad really worries me. ‘Where’s Mum?’

‘Gone to the
station to fetch Patrick.’

‘Patrick! Is he
coming home tonight?’

‘No, Fiona, but
your mother thought it would be interesting to go a day early, and
spend the night at Spencer Street Station.’

I had walked
right into that one. Dad is sudden death on inane remarks. I often
wonder how he and Mum manage to get along, and yet I don’t think
I’ve ever heard them say a cross word to each other. Perhaps they
fight secretly, in the night.

Dad fired a
parting shot as I wandered out. ‘Since you’re home early, you’d
better get dinner.’

Hell.

* * *

I went upstairs
to change into my jeans. I couldn’t decide whether I was ecstatic
that Patrick was coming home, or furious that I had to cook dinner.
Not that I would have begrudged the effort to cook Patrick a
wonderful homecoming dinner with all his favourite things, it was
just that I’m such an awful cook. What rotten timing, I thought
miserably. I could just about manage something depressing, like
sausages with mashed potatoes and peas. If I hadn’t arrived home
early, they probably would have taken him out to the Pancake
Parlour or something.

I went back
downstairs feeling a tiny bit more hopeful.

‘Dad? Why don’t
we go out to the Pancake Parlour for dinner? It’s his favourite, we
ought to do something special to welcome him home.’

My father
looked at me mistily. ‘You are a thoughtful child, Fiona. So few
young women today would take the trouble to come home early for
their little brother. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you take
Patrick out to dinner, and your mother and I can have a little time
to ourselves.’

Better and
better. I’d have to pay for dinner, of course, but I’d saved a
fortune anyway, by coming home early from the pub. And I couldn’t
wait to get hold of Patrick. He’d been spending the school holidays
at our grandmother’s house, and I had missed him terribly. Also, I
was dying to tell him about the new job. I knew he, at least, would
be properly impressed.

‘Gee, thanks,
Dad.’ I went back upstairs, relieved to be off the hook and
wondering why all the dialogue in our house sounded like a nineteen
fifties movie.

* * *

By the time Mum
and Patrick got home I had sorted out my clothes for the interview,
all except the pearls. Everything I had chosen needed ironing, but
I felt the decisions were the important part and the fine detail
could wait. Patrick fell on my neck like the man in the Bible. He
was very emotional for thirteen, which I didn’t mind at all, and
taller than me, which I did. I practically dragged him out the
door, which surprised me rather, because usually it’s more a
question of not getting trampled in the rush if there’s food
going.

The Pancake
Parlour was crowded as usual, but we managed to get a table right
next to the fire all the same. On the way there I had found out why
Patrick had been so uncharacteristically keen to stay and unpack
his own bag; on his holiday he had somehow acquired a stack of
pornographic magazines from one of his dirty little friends, and
they were in among his shirts and socks, together with the packet
of fancy condoms which another of his dirty little friends had
dared him to buy. In a normal family, he might have been able to
get away with it, but no doubt our mother was just slavering to
pounce on the bag and disinfect the lining the minute we got out
the door.

‘Honestly,
Patrick, you’re so immature.’

‘I can’t help
it if I’m sexually precocious.’

‘Come off it,
Patrick, this is me, Fiona. The person who knows you sleep with
your teddy bear.’

‘Well, John
reckons if you’re not sexually active by the time you’re fourteen,
you break out in these massive zits.’

‘Well, John
should know, I guess. He must weigh all of forty kilos, and
thirty-five of that would be pus.’

‘Fiona, DO you
mind. I’m trying to eat my dinner, if you could refrain from being
so disgusting.’

I shrugged.
‘Okay, then. I guess you don’t want me to get you off the hook with
Mum.’

That got to
him. His eyes went all round and buggy.

‘Oh, Fi. Do you
think you could?’

I sat back and
crossed my arms. ‘If I get you out of this, you have to do all my
share of the washing up until Christmas.’

Patrick nodded
dumbly.

‘And you can
throw away those filthy stick books.’

‘Oh, come on,
Fi, fair go. What about the zits?’

‘I’ll give you
some cream for those. Do we have a deal or not?’

There was a
long silence.

‘Yeah,
okay.’

I stuck out my
hand. ‘Give us your mobile.’

Patrick went
pale. ‘Can’t you pay for dinner? Is that why you made me promise to
do your share of the washing up?’

‘To ring Mum,
stupid. Mine’s out of credit. Come on, or it’ll be too late.’

He handed over
his phone, and I took it outside where it was quieter and dialled
our house, hoping I looked confident. Actually I had no idea
whether I could stop Mum from looking in Patrick’s bag, but the
opportunity of getting out of six months’ washing up had been too
good to miss.

‘Hello,
Mum?’

‘Fiona,
darling. Are you and Patrick having a lovely dinner?’

Good. She
hadn’t found anything yet.

‘Fine. Ah, Mum,
have you opened Patrick’s bag yet?’

‘No, I haven’t
quite got around to it yet. Um, your father and I had a few things
to discuss.’

Great Scott!
She actually sounded embarrassed! Could they have been Doing It?
Our parents? I couldn’t decide between relief and shock. But there
was no time to be lost on this absorbing question, with the life
and honour of my only brother at stake.

‘Yes, well the
thing is, Mum, I think you should leave it for Patrick to unpack it
himself. Apparently he’s got a huge tarantula or something in there
that he brought back from Gran’s. I thought I’d better warn you.
Something about a science project, he said.’

My mother’s
voice came faintly back to me from a long way away. ‘That was very
thoughtful of you, Fiona. I’ll just leave Patrick’s bag where it
is. Mind you tell him not to let it escape. And don’t keep him out
too late, will you? Remember he’s a growing boy.’

Oh, he’s that
alright. ‘Okay, Mum. You and Dad have a lovely time.’

‘Oh, we’re
fine. We’re just going to have an early night. Goodnight,
dear.’

An early night.
Sure. I swaggered back to our cosy fireside table, feeling vastly
satisfied at having pulled off a fast one and discovered my
parents’ guilty secret.

‘You’re safe,
this time. Just remember there’s a tarantula in your bag, it’s a
science project for school, okay?’

My little
brother gazed at me adoringly, and fell on the food with new
relish. While he was busy stuffing his face I told him, at some
length, about my new career opportunities. I could tell I had his
rapt attention, because he only had one helping of dessert.

‘It sounds
great, Fi. How did you think you went on the test?’

I brushed aside
this minor detail as unimportant. I knew the interview was the
thing that counted, and I couldn’t imagine Miss Katies having
access to real pearls.

* * *

We got home
around eleven. So much for my early night, and I still hadn’t
ironed my clothes for tomorrow. I set the alarm for six a.m., and
fell into bed next to Moses.

* * *

When I woke up
the next morning it looked pretty light for seven o’clock. Then I
saw my bedside clock; it was after eight-thirty. The button on top
was pushed down, silencing the alarm. Had I really forgotten to set
it, or had Moses learned a new trick? I decided on the former
option; if Moses had wanted to shut off the alarm, he’d have been
more likely to smash the clock.

I raced
frantically down the hall to the bathroom, and skidded to a halt in
front of the locked door. From within I could hear something like a
cheap Niagara Falls and very loud, tuneless singing. I knew with a
horrid certainty that Patrick was in there, using all the hot water
and leaving piles of soggy towels all over the floor. I banged on
the door. If he used my rubber duck I’d personally kill him.

‘If you use my
rubber duck I’ll personally kill you,’ I shouted, racing for the
laundry to heat up the iron.

* * *

Scott Jenkins,
the manager of the I. T. Department, was a short, flabby, pale man
in his thirties. When I first saw him I had a horrible impression
that he had no irises in his eyes, just little tiny pupils, but
then I realised his eyes were just very, very pale, like the rest
of him. I didn’t get a very clear impression of his personality at
the interview, perhaps because it was as colourless as his eyes. He
asked me a few vague questions about my work background, and then
he hit me with the biggie: why did I want to be a programmer?

This one threw
me for a bit of a loop; I hadn’t been expecting such a pointless
question, and therefore hadn’t troubled to prepare a sensible
answer for it. After all, I hadn’t really a clue what programmers
did, so how could I even know if I really wanted to be one, let
alone why? What I really wanted to be was General MacDougall,
interstellar saviour of the Universe, but I realised I couldn’t
tell Jenkins that.

I had to say
something soon. Jenkins had started tapping his pencil. I took a
deep breath and let it out again.

‘I think it
will be fun,’ I said.

Jenkins looked
a bit startled. Perhaps, like Retread, fun wasn’t a concept with
which he was familiar. He cleared his throat nervously.

‘Er, hm. Yes.
You scored exceptionally high on the aptitude test.’ He looked a
bit dubious, as if the test had been supposed to screen out people
who liked fun. I started to have second thoughts. ‘Well, would you
like the job?’

‘Are you
offering it to me?’

‘Well, your
transfer would have to be conditional on your own manager releasing
you. Is there likely to be any problem about that?’

Damn right
there was, but I wasn’t about to tell Jenkins that. My second
thoughts of a moment ago had vanished like the morning mist; all
the petty little frustrations of my job came crowding in on me, and
I thought I saw vistas of freedom opening out before me, like the
starry deeps of space.

‘Oh, I’m sure
it would be alright. Clive Simpkin is my manager. I discussed it
with him before taking the test, he was really supportive.’

‘Good, good.
Well, I think we can say that as long as there isn’t any problem
about your transfer, you could start with us some time next month.
Would that be acceptable to you?’

I found myself
grinning and nodding like an idiot. A cold little voice in the back
of my head nagged that I hadn’t quite told the exact truth about
Retread, but I stored that thought for later. After all,
‘Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof’, we have that on good
authority. I felt sure God would let the matter pass, since I’d
shown such filial piety the night before in cleverly saving my
mother from so much unhappiness.
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