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—Ian Rankin
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“One of the year’s best books. . . . A stunning debut. Denise Mina is definitely one to watch.”

—Leslie McGill, Kansas City Star


“A shattering first novel. . . . You can’t look away from it.”

—Marilyn Stasio, New York Times Book Review


“Like sandpaper across a delicate varnish, the novel scrapes and tears the veneer of everyone in the book, removing the grime along with the gloss.”

—Amy Rabinovitz, Houston Chronicle


“Mina writes with a pen dipped alternately in gallows humor and rage.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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“A powerful novel. . . . A writer of stunning talent and accomplishment.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“In Maureen O’Donnell, Mina has fleshed out a real woman, flaws and all. An absorbing read.”

—Judith Evans, St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“This is a terrific book . . . for its accurate evocation of a thoroughly convincing milieu of tenements and child benefit books, jostling family demands and scrambling survival, cafés and night buses, as well as its collection of superbly elaborated characters, all of whom are given their well-deserved due.”

—P. G. Koch, Dallas Morning News


“The poverty Mina describes cuts like Angela’s Ashes. . . . The danger reaches a frightening pitch that is soon surpassed by a stunning twist at the conclusion.”

—Jane Dickinson, Rocky Mountain News


RESOLUTION

“A riveting story, with the outcome in doubt until the final pages.”

—Susanna Yager, Sunday Telegraph


“If you want a reason to try the crime genre, skip Agatha Christie, skip A Is for . . . , and get yourself a novel by Denise Mina.”

—Jane Dickinson, Rocky Mountain News
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1
ANGUS FARRELL
IT WAS QUIET IN THE GRAY CORRIDOR. HIGH SUMMER SHONE THROUGH the consecutive windows, lighting the lazy dust; window bars cast chilly shadows onto cracked plaster. They were waiting in the corridor-in-between for the door to be opened to the visitors’ block. The police were out there. Angus didn’t know what they were going to charge him with yet. He guessed the murders and not the rapes. They didn’t have any good witnesses for the rapes. A guard at the far end watched them lethargically, standing on one leg.
The sour smell of disinfectant was making Angus’s battered sinuses ache again; he was sure he had a fragment of bone stuck in there. He sat forward suddenly, hanging his head between his knees. Henry, the burly nurse sitting next to him, shifted his legs out of splatter range.
“Are you gonnae be sick?” he asked.
“No,” said Angus, bending lower. “My head hurts.”
Henry grunted. “Tell them at meds.”
Medication was four hours away. “Thanks, Henry,” said Angus, “I will.”
He looked between his legs. The wooden bench was bolted to the wall, the mysterious point of attachment plastered over so that no one could wrench it off and use it as a weapon. Angus had understood the rationale of institutional vigilance during his career as a psychologist. It wasn’t until he became a patient that he began to appreciate the psychic impact of static furniture, of lukewarm food and blunt knives. The minor amendments caught his attention every time, making him speculate about the behavior being deterred.
Henry shifted his weight forward, straining the bench from the wall. He had deodorant on, an acrid, hollow smell. Angus shut his eyes and remembered. It had been so dark outside the window that night. His most searing sensual memory was a light lemony aftershave billowing out towards him as Douglas opened the front door of Maureen O’Donnell’s flat. He’d whispered angrily to Angus, asking him what he wanted, what was he doing there. Angus had stepped into the hallway, clicked the door shut behind him and, in a single fluid movement, grabbed Douglas by the hair and pulled him down, kneeing him sharply on the chin, knocking him off his feet. He held on to him by the hair, letting him down slowly to the floor, dropping him quietly. There was so much blood at the end, running off the rim of the chair. Angus had stood at the bedroom door, looking in at her through the crack in the door. Maureen was snoring lightly and it made him smile. Her clothes were on the floor by the bed, a stepped-out-of dress, kicked-off shoes. So much blood. Angus couldn’t remember the first cut properly, just the buildup and the outcome. Disappointed, he sighed.
“Don’t worry,” said Henry. “You’ll be fine.”
Angus sat upright, making a brave face and nodding.
“They’re just going to charge ye,” said Henry. “They’re not even going to question ye today.”
Angus had been here for almost a year. For the first eight months he had been deluded and terrified, hadn’t known where he was, what was real or imagined. Reality came in snippets at first and he began quickly to yearn for the alien confusion. The noise and the smell of the hospital were unbearable. Two men on his block were nocturnal, a moaner and an idiot who tapped on the pipes all night. Angus listened for two months, using his experience of crosswords, trying to decipher the message. There was no message, just a rhythm, over and over, as if the man was trying to tell a careful listener that he was still alive and almost sentient.
Henry was picking his nose. It was a straightforward, unceremonious hoick, an index finger rammed up his nostril, searching for congealed mucus. The doctors here picked at their arses, nurses swore, domestic staff stared with openmouthed amusement at the patients and stopped working when supervisors left the room. It didn’t matter how many social conventions they breached, they still felt better than their charges because state mental patients were credited with no opinions, no judgment. They were empty vessels. Angus knew that being in here superseded everything else he had ever been.
No one had thought that he might be familiar with the criminal-justice process, not his lawyer, not Dr. Heikle, his psychiatrist, not even the police. It astonished him. He had worked in the health service for seventeen years but he’d also done court reports and diversions. They had forgotten his career because he was a patient now, a nothing.
He looked up and down the bleak corridor. Maureen O’Donnell had brought him to this and she was going to get him out.

2
POLIS
HUGH MCASKILL AND JOE MCEWAN SAT SIDE BY SIDE ON MAUREEN O’Donnell’s settee. They were tall men. Joe would have been attractive if he hadn’t been such a prick. He had blond hair, turning white in the recent wave of sunshine, a deep tan, and he was always smartly dressed, in chinos and well-fitting shirts and jumpers. When Maureen first met Joe, his tan looked as if he’d just come back from a nice holiday somewhere Mediterranean. In the past year the tan had become more orange and sunbed-ish but it might have been her jaundiced view of him: they had an unhappy history. Hugh looked far more Scottish. His hair was a russet red, flecked with silver at the temples. His eyes were blue and his skin flushed red or white depending on the season. The living-room window was pushed right up and the evening was cooler than the day but men were still sweating into their collars.
Usually, Glasgow’s weather vacillates between freezing rain and not-so-freezing rain but sometimes, on a five-to-ten-year cycle, the weather turns and the city doesn’t know itself. This was such a time. Unconditional sunshine had arrived one week ago. Virulent, fecund plant life had sprung up everywhere: trees and bushes were heavy with deep green leaves, growth appeared on buildings, between cracks in the pavement, on bins. The city burst into life and everyone began to farm their skin. Water-white cheeks and necks withered and puckered with relentless exposure. Casualty departments heaved under the strain of sunburn and heat stroke. Everyone in the unaccustomed city was dressing as if they’d woken up naked in a bush and had to borrow clothes to get home: old women wore young women’s summer dresses, vest tops were stretched over belly rolls, short sleeves showed off straps from industrial bras. Every night felt like Friday night and parties went on too long. Fantastic blood-alcohol levels were attained by conscientious individuals. Everyone was dangerously out of character.
Hugh sipped the coffee and Joe lit a super-low-tar cigarette.
“Are ye sure I can’t get you anything, Joe?” said Maureen.
“Just sit down,” said Joe impatiently. “We need to talk to you.”
“I’ll just go to the loo,” she said, and Joe rolled his eyes.
Maureen sat on the toilet and held her head in her hands. The timing couldn’t have been worse. Her big sister Una was expecting a baby any day now, her father Michael was back in Glasgow, floating around like a toxic cloud, and the dreams and flashbacks were getting worse and worse. When she thought of Michael in her city the air caught in her throat, the light stung her skin and scratched her eyes. She would rather have been dead than share the air with him. And now Joe and Hugh were back up at her door asking about Angus Farrell again.
Joe had never liked her much but he treated her with frank contempt now. She’d lied about Angus writing to her from the hospital and had kept all the letters back from them for as long as she could. She couldn’t have handed over those letters. Angus had written them to make the police think he was insane, to give himself a defense, but she read between the lines and knew that he wasn’t. The irrationality was too ordered, too carefully set. Angus had a plan. He’d hinted at what had happened between himself and Maureen in almost every letter, hinted that she had drugged him with acid. If she’d handed over the letters she’d have been damning herself and giving him evidence for an insanity defense. The police had searched her house, got hold of them anyway, and Joe had loathed her ever since. However much she tried to convince herself that it didn’t matter because she didn’t like him either, it was hard to be in his company.
She dug her nails into her scalp, deep into the skin, promising herself a cigarette if she went back into the living room. She stood up and flushed the toilet for authenticity, lifting the lid so it was loud enough for Joe and Hugh to hear.
They had their elbows on their knees, their ankles crossed, mirroring each other.
“This place looks pretty empty,” said Joe, glancing around the sparse living room. “Are you moving?”
“No,” she said, sitting cross-legged on the floor. “I’m just chucking stuff out.”
She was emptying the room gradually and had recently given away all her precious books and chucked out the broken video. The books were a big step. She wasn’t sure why she was doing it, but the house felt better without the clutter. She felt as if she were stripping the set, getting ready to leave with no idea of where she was moving to.
Joe looked at the far wall. “Where’s all the books?”
She shrugged and lit a cigarette. “I gave them away to a charity shop.”
“If you’re moving you need to tell us.”
“I’m not moving, Joe.”
“We need to get in touch with ye.”
“I’m not moving, Joe.”
A man with the merest smattering of manners would have let it go at that but Joe didn’t care if he offended or bored or annoyed her. “You look as if you’re moving.”
Maureen sighed and shrugged helplessly. Hugh reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a notebook. Joe was looking unhappily around the room, at the portable television balanced on a kitchen chair and the bloodstained floorboards. “Ye might have painted over that,” he said, flinching.
Maureen looked at the bloody mess. It was a flattened stain, squashed out of shape because the carpet had been over it when Douglas, her boyfriend, was murdered. She looked back at Joe. “Are you an interior decorator now?”
“Maureen,” said Hugh, butting in before they got started, “we need to ask you some questions about Angus Farrell.”
She nodded.
“You know his trial is coming up, don’t you?”
Maureen sat up straight. “No,” she said, “I thought he’d had a trial already.”
“That was just a preliminary hearing. This is the full trial. He’s mentioned you in his defense and we need to ask you what you’re going to say in court.”
“I had to go and see his lawyer yesterday. Was that about the same thing?”
“Yeah,” said Hugh.
“He kept asking about my brother.” She smiled nervously. “D’you think they’ll ask about him? I won’t have to be a witness in court, will I?”
Unable to give her a blanket assurance, Hugh looked at his notebook. “Maybe not. Wait and see.”
“Did you drug Farrell in Millport?” said Joe suddenly.
“No,” she lied. “I didn’t.”
“Did you tie him up?”
“No, I never touched him.”
“Have you ever even been to Millport?” he asked sarcastically. The previous winter the papers had carried a large photograph of her with a tricycle on Millport seafront.
“I have been to Millport in the past,” she said.
“Did you go there at any point last September?” asked Hugh.
“No.”
Hugh made a note and spoke again. “That fifteen grand Douglas paid into your bank account, what was that about?”
Maureen shrugged. “I never did find out. An apology, maybe.”
“For what?” said Joe.
She was going to tell him that when Douglas found out that Angus had been raping patients it had made him look at his own behavior, that he had probably found it hard to square having an affair with Maureen when she was a patient at his clinic, but she knew Joe’d say something nasty. “I don’t know,” she said. A thought struck her and she cringed. “D’ye think they’ll ask me about being in hospital?”
“Yeah,” said Joe unkindly. “I think your stay in a mental hospital might be material.”
Hugh glanced at his boss’s knee, and Maureen had had enough. “Fuck off, Joe,” she snapped. “You’re a cheeky bitch.”
He was on his feet and pointing at her. “Don’t you talk to me like that.”
And suddenly she was up and angry and couldn’t be arsed being nice about two big men coming into her house looking for a fight. “Why did you come here?” she shouted at him.
“You’re legally obliged to cooperate with us,” yelled Joe.
She turned on Hugh. “Why did you bring him up here? What’s he doing here?”
“I can come here if I want.”
“You’re a cheeky bugger and you’re here making trouble.”
“Don’t you swear at me.”
They were head to head, Joe a foot and a half taller than her. They hesitated. They had escalated the fight too fast. Now would be the moment to start punching each other and neither of them was about to do that.
“Sit down,” said Hugh, sounding tired, “and we’ll continue.”
They backed off. Joe glanced behind him to check the settee was still there before sitting down and Maureen lurched forward, as if she was making him sit down. Joe stood up again and they both heard Hugh muttering, “Forfucksake,” under his breath. The anger passed and it all seemed ridiculous to Maureen. She smiled as she sat down on the floor and Joe took offense, which made her smile all the more. It felt as if they had all known one another forever. The only person she fought with like that was her brother. “Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry, Hugh. Ask me anything you want.”
Hugh held up a hand and spoke to both of them. “I’m not refereeing.”
“Sorry,” said Maureen, and Joe sat on the settee. She didn’t know anything about the police but she knew that Joe was too senior to be here. He had chosen to come, knowing it would be incendiary, knowing it would affect the quality of information Hugh could get for the prosecution. “Sorry,” she said again. “I’ll be good. Ask me anything.”
“I was gonnae,” said Hugh flatly, letting her know that he didn’t need her permission.
“Well, go on, then.” She smiled, getting the last word.
“When I’m ready,” said Hugh, grinning at his notes.
Maureen nodded at his notebook. “Shoot,” she said.
On the way out she stopped Hugh by the door, letting Joe jog down the stairs ahead of him. “Hugh,” she said, “what are the chances Angus’ll get off?”
“Oh,” Hugh frowned, “hard to say until the defense case is submitted.”
“If he does get off,” she said quietly, “he’ll come for me, won’t he?”
“If he gets out we’ll protect you,” said Hugh seriously. “Don’t worry about that. If he gets off the murder charge we’ll get him on the rapes.”
Downstairs Joe pulled the close door open to the street and called back up to Hugh to come on.
“If it goes to a rape case,” said Maureen, “would Siobhain McCloud need to give evidence?”
“Sorry. She may not be a good witness but she’s the best we’ve got,” Hugh replied.
Siobhain was one of the patients Angus had raped in the Northern Psychiatric Hospital. Maureen had been with Siobhain when she was questioned about it by the police. She hadn’t talked for days afterwards —she could hardly walk from the station to the taxi. Hugh saw how downcast Maureen looked. “Listen, there’ll be fifty policemen in this close if he gets out. We’d have to protect you because of the threats in his letters.” He reached forward and rubbed her arm. “If he gets out, I promise we’ll be here.”
Maureen sat alone on the settee. They were going to bring up Liam’s history of drug dealing in court. If the university found out they might even chuck him out. She wouldn’t tell him. She’d wait and see what happened. Everything was coming to an end.
Sunshine lingered in the living room, puddled in a corner of the bay window. It was ten o’clock and the sun would be going down soon. Taking a glass from the kitchen, she stood by the living-room window and poured herself a large whiskey, rolling it in her mouth before swallowing. The sunshine gilded the city below. Shards of glass in the yellow and burgundy sandstone glinted against a blue sky backdrop. In the street below, excited midges caught the sun, shimmering like animated flecks of gold.
She watched the high summer sun set quickly, like an orange rolling off a table, and suddenly found herself sitting in a blue gloom, holding an empty glass, looking out over the street at closing time. Dispensing with formalities, she drank straight from the whiskey bottle, the tiny vacuum in the neck kissing the tip of her tongue. At the foot of the dark hill a string of orange streetlights flickered awake. It was a beautiful city and Maureen was glad she had lived here.

3
ELLA MCGEE
NO,” SAID CINDY, WATCHING HER LIFT THE UPRIGHT HOOVER OUT of the cupboard.
Ella McGee ignored her, unwound the flex and carried the plug to the wall socket.
“I said no.”
Ella crouched down and punched the plug into the wall.
“She’s right, Mrs. G.,” said Kevin. “He said not tae.”
“Well,” Ella smiled up at the bouncer, “I think I know a wee bit more about cleaning than he does.”
“Look, you.” Cindy came around the desk and stomped towards her, moving gracelessly in her high heels and miniskirt. “Don’t fucking . . .” She tried to bend down to take out the plug but her tight skirt stopped her so she shouted instead, “Not when there’s punters here, ya daft old cow. He’s fuckin’ telt ye.”
And it was then that Ella made the worst mistake of her life. She elbowed Cindy in the leg, hitting her hard on the shin. Cindy reached for the desk on her way down, pulling the cheap table over, knocking the phone on the floor. Ella stood up and looked at her. Her skirt had ripped at the side, showing her baggy off-white knickers. Ella had never liked her —she thought she was something.
Cindy looked up at the old woman in the tracksuit, grinning down at her. “You fucking cunt,” she screamed.
Kevin stepped towards them. “Girls, enough.”
They heard steps on the stairs and Si appeared from the basement, hurrying up to the hallway when he saw Cindy on the floor. He helped her to her feet, saw the ripped skirt and sent her off to get another one.
“I want paid for it,” said Cindy, looking at Ella.
“You’ll get paid for it,” he said. “Go to the back office and see if Cath’s got one.”
Cindy tottered down the hallway, huffing as if she’d hurt herself. Si righted the desk and picked up the phone, sitting the receiver in the cradle. He wouldn’t look her in the eye and Ella knew it was bad. “Put that Hoover away,” he said.
“That carpet needs going over —it’s a right state.”
Margaret’s head appeared at the mouth of the stairs to the basement. She looked at her brother and Si turned to Ella. “Look, we need to talk to you.”
It was his own office, not the place’s office, and no one was allowed in but Margaret and Si. It annoyed Ella. She’d tried to get in to clean it a couple of times, once when he was there and once when he was out. He wouldn’t let her in and Cindy swore she didn’t have a key. It wasn’t anything special, just a dark room at the back of the basement, bars on the window, a fire escape leading to the alley, a desk with an open newspaper on it and a locked safe he must keep the money in. He could have trusted her, she would hardly have robbed him.
Margaret sat on the desk and Si took the chair. They seemed quite tense, the two of them, glancing at each other and looking away quickly, as if they’d been discussing her. Sometimes she felt she didn’t know them at all. “That daft cow,” she said. “She was trying to pull the plug out of the wall and she fell over. Did ye see her, Magret? Split her skirt right up her arse, so she did.”
Margaret ignored her and looked at her brother. He sighed at the desk. “Look, Mum,” he said heavily, “ye can’t work here anymore.”
Ella was stunned. “How no?”
“’Cause you’re a fucking trouble-causer,” sneered Margaret. She’d a nasty, coarse manner about her sometimes.
Si touched his sister’s arm, telling her to shut up. “Mum, ye can’t get on with any of them, you’re always doing things we ask you not to do.” He had a nicer voice, a cultured voice.
“Like what do I do?” said Ella.
Si pointed up to the ceiling. “Like hoovering when there are men in —”
“That carpet was a state.” She nodded adamantly. “Ye want the place to have a bit of class, don’t ye?”
“You don’t listen,” he said, shutting his eyes. “You don’t listen to me.”
“Simon,” Ella laughed indignantly, “I don’t need you to tell me when a carpet needs cleaned —”
“Get out now,” said Margaret flatly.
“I will not get out,” said Ella, looking to her son for support. Si blinked, cutting her off, and when he opened his eyes again, he was looking at the paper. Ella poked a finger at him. “You owe me my wages.”
“Don’t fucking pay her,” said Margaret, and turned back to her mother. “Get out.”
“I won’t leave till yees give me what I’m owed.”
“Don’t fucking pay her, she’s a waste of money.”
Margaret and her brother looked at each other, smiling a little, enjoying humiliating their old mother, even now, in their thirties, savoring the power shift.
“I’ll tell the polis about ye,” said Ella, casting up a familiar threat they had used against her when they were children.
Si and his sister sniggered at her impotence. “They know about us,” he said. “We’ve got a license for this place. D’ye think they really believe we’re giving saunas until three in the morning?”
“They don’t know about they foreign women, do they?” said Ella, and their smug faces fell. “They don’t know ye keep them locked up through the wall there, do they?” She had expected them to react, maybe shout at her, but when she saw Margaret’s hand coming out and the overhead light glint on the shaft of metal she knew she’d overplayed her hand by a mile. She lifted her hand to defend herself and the knife caught on her palm, sliding easily through the bridge of skin between her thumb and forefinger.
It was a deep cut, right through the flesh on her hand. Margaret laughed and watched Ella’s hand bleeding onto the desk. Si pulled the newspaper under it, protecting the desk. Without saying sorry or even offering Ella her money, Si took down the first-aid box, covered the cut in cotton wool and wrapped a bandage round it. When he had finished he told her it would be best if she went home.
Cindy smirked at the appointments book as Ella walked past the desk. She had a red miniskirt on now, with zips up the side, and looked as cheap as the rest of them. She’d put the Hoover away and the carpet was still filthy. Kevin muttered that he was sorry as he opened the door for her. She kept it together until she got out into the dark street, and then Ella McGee cried all the way home.

4
HOT
OUTSIDE THE KITCHEN WINDOW THE MORNING SKY WAS AS CLEAR as a baby’s conscience. Below, at the base of Garnethill, the slip road to the motorway was clogging up and the heat began to rise from the dawning city. Maureen sipped her coffee and shuddered compulsively, remembering the sleepy vagueness in her limbs just before the alarm. She looked out at the blackened silhouette on the horizon. It was the jagged tower of an old fever hospital, built a mile away from the city. Around it, peering over the shoulder of the hill, she saw the smashed onion domes on the smaller buildings, looking like caved-in heads.
Maureen had been dreaming about her stomach splitting open again, about Michael being in the room, touching her with razor fingers, making her bleed between her legs. It was getting worse —it was getting worse because he was out there somewhere. Acknowledging the fear tripped her mind to the image of Michael lying on the floor.
She kept thinking of a dark room. She shut her eyes. He was lying on his side ten yards from her, his breathing labored. Maureen’s face was sore down one side, smarting from a punch or fall. She walked over to him, raised an arm for balance and brought the heel of her boot down on his head, again and again, felt the cracking of bone shudder up her leg, again and again, until Michael was dead.
She opened her eyes and looked at her trembling hands. She could try to imagine what it would feel like, to see if she could do it, but she would never know before the time came. She stopped herself, rubbing her eyes hard, reminding herself that there had been no phone call in the night: her sister Una’s baby wasn’t born yet. She had one more day of grace before the wars.
She took her coffee into the living room and put the telly on to drown out the noise in her head. An earnest local news reporter was standing in a park, sweating in a heavy woolen suit. He warned the public to stay indoors or use a high-factor sun cream. The piece must have been filmed at lunchtime. The grassy hillside behind him was carpeted with pink and red bodies slathered in baby oil. Over his left shoulder a team of sunburned topless men, lying on the grass, raised their lager cans to the camera, waving fags and laughing, the living embodiment of a uniquely Scottish cavalier disregard for health.
As she watched the morning news, Maureen’s bare feet felt the powdery dust on the floorboards and her toes recoiled, pressing the flaking grit against the soft skin. She had left the stains from his blood unpainted, hoping somehow that it would help her assimilate Douglas’s death. It hadn’t. Before she could begin to take in what had happened she was forgetting Douglas’s face and his manner, forgetting what she’d seen in him, forgetting everything but the shock and revulsion when she found his body. His eyes were the last image to slip her memory. When she saw him now, smiling and blinking slowly, she didn’t know if she was remembering him or the memory of him. The heat was lifting his blood out of the wood, forming a brown dust that gathered in the still corners. Everything that was ever Douglas was slithering away.
In the bedroom, she pulled on a fresh T-shirt and a pair of baggy jungle shorts that hung low on her hips, pressing and wriggling her blood-dusty feet into a pair of trainers. Hearing her brother’s soft, familiar knock at the door, she walked out to the hall. Liam would be the first to know if the baby was born and although she was expecting him, she looked out through the spy hole for clues about Una. Liam was standing on the landing, his sports bag in one hand and his college bag in the other. His shades couldn’t hide a face still puffy with sleep. She opened the door and let him in.
“All right, Mauri?” he said, his voice taut with sleep and flecks of morning phlegm. He pulled off his glasses and followed her through to the kitchen, sitting the sports bag on the table.
“D’ye want a coffee?” she asked.
“Naw,” he said, “I’m going to the library. I’ll just sort ye out and go.”
Unzipping the bag, he lifted six boxes of duty-free Embassy Regal cigarettes onto the table. “I haven’t got any Superkings just now but I’ll bring some tomorrow.”
Maureen nodded. “This sleeve’s a bit battered,” she said, lifting one box and looking at the smashed corner.
He took it back and tutted at it. “Fuckers,” he said lethargically. “They shouldn’t give me shit like that. If ye can’t use them, give them back to me on Monday and I’ll refund the difference.”
“No, no, don’t worry,” said Maureen, conscious that she was already getting the cigarettes at cost price as a special favor. “I’ll smoke them. When’s your exam?”
“Tuesday morning,” he said, taking out a cigarette and lighting up.
“That’s handy, then, because the wedding’s on Wednesday.”
“Oh, God, yeah,” he said. “I forgot about that.”
He pulled some blue pouches of rolling tobacco out of his bag but Maureen waved them back in. “We’ve got loads of those. There’s a guy up the lane selling them fifty pence cheaper.”
“How can he afford that?”
“Well,” said Maureen, “he’s not on a stall, he’s got no overheads.”
“He’s a wee bastard whatever his story is,” said Liam.
Tired, they gave each other token smiles.
“No word about Una, then?” said Maureen quietly.
“No,” said Liam, clamping the cigarette between his teeth as he zipped up the bag and walked out to the hall.
“Do you want that table?” she said, pointing to the telephone table by the door. It wasn’t nice —the wood was cheap and the varnish was chipped —but it was tall and thin and perfect for a telephone in an unobtrusive corner.
Liam tilted his head and looked at it. “What’s wrong with it?”
“Nothing. There’s just too much stuff in here.”
“Ye sure?”
“Aye.” Maureen lifted the phone onto the floor and kicked the dusty phone books out of the way.
Liam hooked his arm underneath, lifted the table and struggled backwards out of the front door. The leg got caught in a stray strap from the sports bag and yanked it off his shoulder. He climbed over the bag, smashing the table off the door frame. The sharp sound ricocheted off the close walls.
“Keep it down,” whispered Maureen. “It’s only half eight.”
“Sorry.” Liam smiled, closing an eye against the stream of smoke from his cigarette. He bent down to lift the bag and cracked the leg off the concrete floor. “Shit. I’ll see ye later,” he said, and walked down the stairs, inadvertently banging the tabletop off the iron banisters, leaving a trail of smoke behind him.
Back in the kitchen she finished her coffee and filled her cycle bag with the sleeves of cigarettes. She packed in as many as she could and hoped it would be a busy day at the market. Maureen needed to sell a lot of sleeves: she owed the Inland Revenue six thousand pounds’ inheritance tax.
The day before he died Douglas had deposited fifteen thousand pounds in her bank account. Their brief and pointless affair had weighed heavily on him and the money was a tainted apology. It was an uncomfortable legacy, making Maureen feel like Douglas’s deepest regret. She had spent it as quickly as she could, buying clothes and takeout, handing lumps of it to anyone who’d take it and finally paying off a chunk of her mortgage. She was down to her last grand when Douglas’s wife, Elsbeth, got in touch. She was settling his estate, and because it had been given within the seven years before his death, the money was liable to inheritance tax. Elsbeth wasn’t about to pay it for Maureen. If Maureen didn’t pay the six thousand, the tax man could sell her house from under her. In the two months they had been selling the cigarettes Maureen had managed to save two and a half thousand quid. They’d have made more if they weren’t smoking so much of the stock.
An irresponsible driver out in the street hooted the horn three times, waking up anyone not keeping time to their clock. Maureen nipped into the kitchen, looked out of the window and saw a dirty white van in the street. Leslie was riding the clutch impatiently, sliding the van up and down the hill. Maureen picked up the cycle bag, pocketed her fags and sunglasses and locked the front door on the way out.
The close was quiet and cool. Radios and televisions murmured behind the doors as everyone breakfasted and got ready to meet the day. Maureen pulled the close door open and a wall of heat hit her, making her hair prickle to attention. She slid on her shades. They were a cheap Ray-Bans imitation and sat so close to her face that her eyelashes brushed the glass. She opened the back door of the van and put the bag in, slamming the door shut and pausing to make sure it didn’t fall open again. Then she clambered into the front seat and did up her belt, tying the long strap and the short strap together in a knot. It was an old van. “Hiya,” she said chirpily.
Leslie was miserable, the pink tinge to her eyes exacerbated by the rose-tinted glass on her sad-eye shades. “Hiya,” she said, scratching her cheek with her thumbnail and looking as if she might cry.
Leslie was dressed in a pair of pink denim cutoffs and a green running shirt. She rarely drove her motorbike now that they had the van. Maureen was used to seeing her in her leathers all the time and she’d forgotten Leslie’s flair for throwing on horrible clothes and making them look like a daring statement. She had thick black hair, cut short, with a life and will of its own, large dark eyes and the righteous air of a very angry mother taking on the school bullies. She had perfect shoulders, fat-free arms, and radiant skin that made Maureen secretly jealous.
“I’ve . . . I’ve split up with Cammy,” she said, and sighed at the wheel.
Maureen was finding it hard to keep acting surprised. Leslie and Cammy had split up three times this month alone. “Really?” She tried to think of something to say that she hadn’t already said about it. “How’s he taking it?”
Leslie nodded indignantly at the wheel. “Well, he knows I’m serious this time, that’s for sure.”
“Are ye serious this time?”
“Maureen,” rebuked Leslie, “I’m doing my best here.”
“I know,” said Maureen, “I know.”
Leslie wrestled the wheel left and pulled out. “And I’m not bringing him to Kilty’s brother’s wedding either,” she said. “I’ve told him.”
“Oh,” said Maureen, secretly pleased. “Have you told Kilty?”
“No, but I will.”
“Because it’s about fifty quid a head at Cameron House.”
“I’ll tell her, I’ll phone her. Anyway, tonight,” said Leslie, stopping at the lights, “we’re sorting his stuff out and he’s giving me the keys back.”
“God, that serious, is it?” said Maureen, trying to sound encouraging.
“That serious. He’s suffocating me. I can’t stand it anymore. If I’m in the loo too long he thinks I’m having an affair.”
Maureen didn’t like Cammy and the feeling was mutual. They snipped at each other when they were in company and sat in a chilly, stubborn silence when they were left alone. Cammy was a contrary little shit. He blamed his bullying temper on the oppression of the Irish Catholic workingman. Leslie was Protestant and, although not a natural candidate for ancestral guilt, she believed him. Maureen and Liam were Catholic and told her that Cammy’s patter was a load of paranoid rubbish, that their generation was untouched by anti-Catholic prejudice, and sectarianism was nothing more than a football fan’s accessory now. Still, Cammy maintained that history had dealt him a cruel blow. Maureen was sure that Leslie would have finished with him long ago if she had still had her job at the Scottish women’s shelter. Being a house manager had given her a focus, a role to play in the good fight, and she was restless and unfulfilled since being sacked.
Behind the van the driver of a red truck hooted.
“Keep your hair on, ya postie bastard,” said Leslie, and jerked the old van into first gear.
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