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         No Wonder I Take a Drink was voted by the public in The List magazine poll as one of the Top 20 Scottish books of all time.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A gently humorous take on an incomer’s life in the West Highlands.” – The Guardian
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Laura Marney is one of Scotland’s best-kept literary secrets. This is a biting laugh-out-loud satire which is never crueller than life. Marney’s unlikely heroine meets life head-on and lives on in the reader’s imagination long after the book is finished. An energetic, edgy book with wide appeal.” – Louise Welsh, author of The Cutting Room
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The pacing has an engaging confidence, a comic brio which, as readers soon see, comes from completely inhabiting her narrator’s character… Her jokes are seldom laboured, almost always rooted in character or language. And either way, she’s a natural comedy writer.” – The Scotsman
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The word on Laura Marney is that she’s Scotland’s best-kept literary secret, and for once, the goods live up to the fanfare. [No Wonder I Take a Drink] is a sparkling black comedy with guaranteed out-loud laughs. Marney displays a natural flair for storytelling and her wartsand-all characters ring true.” – York Evening Press
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Laura Marney writes about strong characters who are utterly believable and all too human. She consistently examines their experiences, relationships and foibles with insight, compassion and a rollicking, earthy humour, which makes for great reading. If you suffer from giggle incontinence, beware!” – Zoe Strachan, author of Negative Space
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Biting wit, brilliant characterisation and hilarious antics – whether you are 16 or 60, you’ll be rocking in your chair.” – Scottish Daily Record
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Marney’s book is consistently engaging and hits all the right notes.” – The Glasgow Herald 
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            Chapter 1

         
   
         My lasting memory of Mum is of her standing leaning against her bed, wearing her good pearls, nicely turned out in a peach blouse and lemon cardi, bare naked from the waist down. She was threatening to sign herself out of the hospice for the third time that week. Anticipating this I had sneaked her in a half bottle of vodka. We both knew it would probably finish her off but that’s the way she wanted it. She died three nights later. Before she died and after I’d helped her put her drawers on and poured her a watered-down vodka and coke, she nearly told me something.

         I could see she was struggling and I suppose I should have been more patient or just told her to bloody well spit it out, but at the time I was too busy noticing that my mother had no pubic hair. I couldn’t believe that, at age sixty-eight, she would take the trouble to give herself a shaven haven. Where would she have got hold of a razor? And besides, her hands shook most of the time.

         At first I thought it was just another of her rants about the Health Service, actually a thinly disguised rant about her own health, but her tone was different, not angry, she seemed frightened. She closed her eyes and shook her head vigorously, the way she did when we argued. And then she went strange. She started rocking back and forth, moaning and shuddering.

         ‘Your dad says I should…’

         She was scaring me with her amateur dramatics so I decided to nip it in the bud.

         ‘Dad’s dead, Mum, he died four years ago.’

         Slowly she opened her eyes and showed me a thin aggressive smile. In the two years that Mum had lived with me, before she finally agreed to the hospice, our relationship had blossomed. Stuck in the flat in each other’s company twenty-four hours a day, we flowed through the peaks and troughs of each other’s moods. This intimacy had not brought the tolerance and understanding I had expected it would, but it did give us the ability to have a right good fight and not be embarrassed.
         

         ‘I know he’s dead you eejit, only too well, I’m not senile, and it’s four and a half years, actually.’

         ‘Sorry. You said he says.’

         ‘Yes, he says,’ she spat, and then she was off on one, ‘I meant says. He might have said to you Trisha, but he says to me, okay?
         

         ‘Okay.’

         ‘I’m about to pop my clogs and you’re pulling me up about grammar!’ She was shouting now.

         ‘Okay! Sorry!’ I was shouting too.

         We both sulked for a while. As usual, I was the first to give in.

         ‘So what is it that Dad always ‘says’ then?’

         I could see she was swithering whether to fall back in with me or not.

         ‘He always says wash behind your ears…’

         ‘Or totties will grow there,’ I finished for her.

         ‘He says be true to your teeth…’

         ‘Or they’ll be false to you.’

         We were becoming a double act.

         ‘He knows, he understands. He says I’ve to explain to you.’

         ‘Explain what, Mum?’

         ‘He says to tell you that young women can be daft sometimes.’

         ‘Okay Mum.’

         I was nearly forty. Nobody except Mum thought of me as a young woman.

         ‘Try to understand.’

         I knew it was a bad idea to smile so I held it in.

         ‘Okay Mum.’

         ‘He says give your mother another vodka.’

         ‘Okay!’

         ‘He says d’you think she’s daft and can’t tell it’s watered down?’

         I changed the subject, complimenting her on her shampoo and set. Since she’d been ill we bickered freely. At the beginning I bit my tongue and let her away with it. I didn’t want her dying on me after a fall out. She took full advantage of her position but it was no fun for either of us and I think she was relieved when I began to argue back. Now, as time ran out, I was in a sticky position. I hated wasting time on pointless arguments but I couldn’t give in too easily. Elsie was a bad-tempered old git towards the end.
         

         
            *

         

         I’d rehearsed in my head the deathbed scene loads of times. She would tell me to look after Steven. She would say she loved me, that she was proud of me. She’d only said it twice before, once when her mother died and then again when Dad died. In a sick way I was looking forward to it. I would tell her I loved her, it wasn’t a big deal for me to say it, I told Steven I loved him practically every time I saw him but I’d only ever told Mum twice. Tit for tat.

         The night she went I sat with her, in what, for the last three weeks, had been Mum’s room. There was a coffee table and two big easy chairs on either side, next to the window looking on to the garden. All around the room Mum had put her photos of Dad and me and Steven and the plants she’d been encouraged to bring. I brought her a bowl of green grapes and tangerines which she hadn’t touched, and there was a telly and a CD player. It was never going to be featured in a lifestyle magazine but it was homely and it suited Elsie.

         That night the room looked the same but different. It was the same except her photos had been put on the bedside table beside her where she could see them. Someone had programmed a loop of cheesy New Age music in the CD. A morphine drip was rigged and the bed was jacked up to its full height. It made it easy for the staff to work around her, and when the time came, easier for the nurses to roll her old body on to a trolley and off to the mortuary. The time was coming. Within a few hours the room would be cleaned and cleared, ready to become another terminally ill patient’s home from home.
         

         I sat holding her hand for a couple of hours and tried to read Woman’s Own while she slid in and out of consciousness. Reading was making me sleepy so I gave up and took a tangerine from the fruit bowl. It looked okay when I lifted it but it fell apart in my hand. White mould covered the underside, I’d only bought it three days ago along with the vodka but the stifling heat of the hospice had turned it to rotten mush.
         

         A couple of times she looked as if she was away. Twice her chest stopped and then started again, sighing a heavy death rattle. I was on my own with her most of the time. About two o’clock she started talking, gibbering in a panicky voice, she shouted ‘Hughie!’ my dad’s name, a few times. I called the nurse but she said it was just the effect of the pain relief, nothing to be distressed about. Three times Mum said, ‘it’s best all round,’ in between making gurgly noises at the back of her throat.

         ‘Mum, shhh now, it’s okay.’

         She started again but it was the same kind of thing.

         ‘It’s as well to let it lie, isn’t it? Hughie? Isn’t it?’

         Every word was an effort for her. I was raging. Two years she’d had to sort things out and now, when she only had a few minutes left with me, she was talking in riddles. I should have got to the bottom of it the other day and then we wouldn’t be having all this palaver now. I just wanted her not to fret, to be at peace.

         ‘It doesn’t matter, Mum, whatever it is, I’ll sort it, I promise.’

         She was gripping my hand tightly and when she spoke she spat the words. I tried to ignore the spittle which dribbled between our intertwined hands.

         ‘No!’ she gasped. For a second it looked as though she was about to leap out the bed. ‘Over my dead body!’

         She managed a smile and caught my eye to see if I’d got the joke. I was a bit shocked but I smiled my recognition. She quietened down again for a while and got her breath back. I went back to Woman’s Own. An hour later a faint movement caught my eye. Mum was weakly flapping her hand, beckoning to me to her. I had no idea how long she’d been trying to attract my attention. As I bent over to catch her last words she whispered, ‘Turn that bloody music off.’
         

         
            *

         

         Steven came to the funeral and looked really smart. His dad came too which I thought was a nice gesture seeing as he and my mother hated each other’s guts. She would have been proud of Steven though, as proud as I was. He was desperate to be a pall bearer as I knew he would be. Mum had said no, worried that he’d drop her. In the end I let him, it was his granny and he had a right. All Mum’s pals were amazed, ‘is that your boy? What age is he now? Fifteen? God, look at the height of him! Fifteen and nearly six feet. He’s a lovely big lad so he is.’

         Mum’s older sister was the living breathing spit of her. They were almost exactly the same height and build. Auntie Nettie had the same hair and the same way of holding her hands across her middle as Mum. They didn’t start out that way but as they’d gotten older the two sisters, Elsie and Nettie, had grown more and more alike. Sometimes when Nettie had been round seeing Mum I was hard pushed to tell one from the other. But while they were physically nearly identical, their personalities were completely different. Okay, Mum was a bit cratchety, but she’d been ill, she wasn’t always like that. Nettie was. A more self-centred old woman you wouldn’t wish to meet.

         And now Nettie was in her element. Before we went in to the church she was all business, bossing the undertakers about, drilling Bob, Steven and me on funeral protocol. As Mum’s only sister and self-appointed Chief Mourner, she formed us into an orderly line and positioned herself at the front. Once we were inside she fell apart and became a bit of an embarrassment, wailing and howling and generally drawing attention to herself. She actually swooned and had to be supported on more than one occasion. What with all the crying and the faces she was pulling, her make-up was half way down her face, not a good look for a woman in her seventies. As the four of us sat in the front pew I looked down and saw Steven holding Nettie’s hand and squeezing it tight. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to comfort her or shut her up but I appreciated him trying to help.
         

         It must be said that Bob didn’t let me down either. Even though people knew we’d split up, he did his bit as the devoted husband. He didn’t overdo it though. As we walked out the church Bob put his arm around Steven and his hand at my elbow. I let him use my elbow as a rudder to guide us through the mourners. Bob’s hair, once a flamboyant red, had paled to a golden blond. He’d kept in shape and the dark suit did his athletic frame justice. I was grateful that he’d made the effort. Auntie Nettie, wanting to spin out the lamenting a wee while longer, insisted we stand and shake hands with everyone coming out. Nettie would release them from her embrace only after she’d left oily deposits of Max Factor’s Honey Blush on the shoulders of all the men’s black suits.
         

         At the cemetery there were a few folk I didn’t recognise but I asked the minister to invite everyone to the hotel. Mum had insisted on steak pie; she’d had the baker on standby for weeks. After sherry and steak pie and a few vodkas Auntie Nettie announced, without consulting me, that everyone was invited back to the house. I asked Bob if he would come, not because I wanted him to, but because I wanted Steven to come home with me. I knew Steven would come if Bob agreed.

         ‘Nah,’ said Bob. ‘But you go if you like,’ he told Steven, ‘I can pick you up later.’

         ‘Steven?’ I tried to keep the pleading out of my voice.

         ‘Mum, is it okay if I don’t come?’ Steven had on this pained expression that made him look the double of his dad. The expression said, ‘I’d love to but I really can’t be arsed.’
         

         ‘Yeah, sure,’ I said casually. Steven had been so great all day I didn’t want to spoil things. ‘You’ll be wanting to get back for some of Helga’s lovely pickled herring and gravel axe, although why you’d want to eat gravel I do not understand.’

         ‘Nice one Trish,’ Bob smirked on his way past, ‘it’s gravlax.’

         ‘Stick it up your arse,’ I snarled.

         Nettie organised the funeral party quickly, arranging who was taking who and piling them into cars. They got to the house before me. It was embarrassing, the house was a cowp. With visiting the hospice every day for the last three weeks I had let any notion of housework go to hell. Luckily there was plenty of drink in the house. I simply kept going round filling everyone’s glasses so they wouldn’t notice the mess. Auntie Nettie, from a higher social station than most of Mum’s friends, or so she considered herself, tried to dissuade them from getting the karaoke machine out.
         

         ‘I hardly think it’s appropriate,’ she said a few times but, knowing her of old, Mum’s mates blanked her. To annoy her and to save me having to entertain everyone, I went and got it out. We hadn’t had it out for months. One of her conditions of moving in with me was that Mum was allowed to keep up her regular monthly karaoke nights but towards the end she wasn’t fit for it anymore. They made room and while they watched I put the plug in the socket and switched the machine on.
         

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I think it’s chanked, nothing’s happening.’

         Auntie Nettie smirked but one of Mum’s friend’s husband’s came to the rescue.

         ‘Have you checked the plug?’

         ‘No, but I will,’ I told him.

         ‘Get me a screwdriver and I’ll do it, it’s probably just needing a new fuse.’

         I was getting ice for someone so I showed him into the kitchen. He humphed the machine into the kitchen with him where he had a good rummage in the cupboard under the microwave before he found the screwdriver and a packet of fuses. While I was hitting the icetray off the edge of the sink I could hear Isa, Madge and the rest of them start a communal version of ‘Hive Full of Honey’ as a tribute to Mum.

         I’ve got two wonderful arms
         

         I’ve got two wonderful lips
         

         I’m over twenty-one and I’m free!
         

         Years before karaoke machines were invented that had been her party piece. ‘We don’t need the machine!’ I heard someone shout. I turned round and smiled an apology at Isa’s husband. He smiled too but he carried on fixing the plug.
         

         Oh I’ve got a hive full of honey
         

         For the right kind of honey bee.
         

         I wasn’t keen to talk to him, I’d been talking to people all day and anyway I couldn’t remember his name. I remembered shaking his hand as we left the church but not what his name was.

         ‘Harry,’ he said in a wheezy voice, as if he could read my mind. I nodded hello and continued battering hell out of the icetray.

         ‘If you run it under the cold tap for a wee minute then it should come out easier,’ he suggested.

         Again I nodded, I knew it would, but I was getting some kind of satisfaction from smashing away at the sink.

         I’m not the glamorous type
         

         But I’m the amorous type
         

         You’ll love the way I fit on your knee!
         

         I could hardly hear the women singing above the racket I was making.

         Oh I’ve got a hive full of honey
         

         For the right kind of honey bee.
         

         The plastic container split right across the middle and the ice cubes slid and plopped into the tea-stained sink.

         ‘Ah, there we are!’ I said.

         Harry quickly gathered the cubes in a pudding plate, took it through to the living room and came straight back.

         ‘May I offer you my deepest sympathy Patricia.’

         I nearly burst out laughing at the formality of his asthmatic whisper but the old guy was just trying to be kind. I was still leaning over the sink and when Harry spoke he lightly took hold of my elbow, leaning right into my face, studying me, maybe looking for signs of grief. I couldn’t work up a grief face for him or for anybody but I thanked him for his deepest sympathy.

         Harry was a dapper wee man, he’d probably been quite handsome in his day, his suit looked expensive and his aftershave would have choked a horse.

         ‘I suppose it hasn’t sunk in yet,’ he said, as if I hadn’t heard this fifteen times already.
         

         ‘No, you’re probably right.’

         I was getting pissed off with him hanging on to me in the same proprietorial way Bob had at the funeral. Because of where we were, wedged up against the sink, it was hard to break away naturally.

         ‘What will you do now?’ he said softly.

         ‘Eh, I don’t know, I haven’t really thought.’

         ‘Well at least it’s over, it can’t have been easy, for either of you.’

         ‘No.’

         I’d had enough. All day people I hardly knew had been putting their arms around me and telling what I must be feeling and what I should be doing.

         ‘All on your own in the house now. Must be lonely. Still, you have to look on the bright side. You’re a free agent, nothing holding you is there?’

         I felt like saying ‘Yeah, you are, get away from me you old bastard!’ But I didn’t.

         ‘No.’

         Just for something to do and as a way of getting rid of him, I started cleaning the sink. I gave it my full attention but he was still, with the lightest of touches, hanging on to my elbow. I scrubbed vigorously, my arm sawing forward and back, his hand following as if we were dancing. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so creepy. I began to think that if he didn’t take the hint I would lash out and punch him.

         ‘Let’s go in and join the party,’ I said suddenly. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of it before, I’d been too busy fantasising about pummelling a well-meaning old pensioner.

         ‘Thanks but no,’ he said firmly, ‘I’ll need to be off now. I fixed the machine. D’you want me to take it in for the ladies?’

         ‘Och no,’ I said, relieved now, ‘they’ll not be looking for it until they run out of old songs.’

         I braced myself for a long farewell.

         With Mum’s friends, saying cheerio never took less than half an hour. I expected Harry to go into the living room and gather up his wife. Isa would have to go round the whole company, kissing everyone, chatting and making further social arrangements. But Harry surprised me by walking straight past the living-room door and opening the front door.
         

         ‘It was great to see you Patricia.’

         ‘Are you not waiting for Isa?’

         Harry looked confused. Whatever, he was leaving without fanfare and a half hour rigmarole, that would do me.

         ‘Thanks for coming Harry, and for fixing the karaoke machine, that was great.’

         ‘I’d like to do more to help.’

         ‘Thanks Harry, bye now.’

         I smiled politely as he slipped out closing the front door quietly behind him so’s not to disturb the singsong.

         Drinks and singing and then tea and sandwiches and more singing, it went on for hours. Mum hadn’t been too specific about who was to get the karaoke machine. I’d got her it for her birthday just before she took ill and I’d lived to rue the day. Wanting to avoid favouritism Mum skilfully passed the buck to Muggins, saying only that I was to give it to ‘The Lassies’. Auntie Nettie had never been one of The Lassies and had only ever shown her utmost scorn for Mum’s wee hobby. I was bloody sure she wasn’t getting her hands on it. Luckily The Lassies decided amongst themselves. While Nettie pouted it was amicably agreed that as Isa had the biggest living room and therefore the most space for their monthly singalongs, she should be the custodian.

         ‘That’s handy Isa, your man can fix it if it breaks down again,’ I said.

         Funny looks all round.

         ‘I don’t think so hen, my man had a stroke last month, paralysed all down the one side, did your mammy not tell you?’

         ‘I’m awful sorry Isa. I didn’t know.’

         ‘Och I suppose Elsie had enough on her plate, God rest her soul.’

         So Harry wasn’t Isa’s husband. That’s why he didn’t take her when he left. Whatever, they were finally getting their coats on and as I wound the flex and carted the machine to Isa’s car I realised I was actually a wee bit sad to see it go.
         

         
            *

         

         All the next week and the week after that when I wasn’t sitting stupefied, with my eyes swollen to Barry Norman proportions, I ran around like a blue-arsed fly. Taking great care to avoid my bloated coupon in mirrored surfaces, I was a blur whizzing between the flat, the hospice and the charity shops sorting, chucking out and giving away all Mum’s stuff. It felt great. What wasn’t so great was when I had to think about going back to work. Anytime I thought about a job my energy levels plummeted.

         And then it was Christmas. I’d done my best to ignore it, I stopped listening to the radio but I couldn’t escape the DIY and perfume ads that were on the telly every two minutes.

         ‘You know you’re welcome to spend Christmas with us,’ Bob said. ‘Nothing fancy, Helga’s going to do meatballs.’

         Of course I declined, and not very politely. I told him to stick his meatballs up his arse. He took it well. Bob had told me when I’d been ratty with him at the funeral, that anger was part of the grieving process. That was great news, giving me free rein to be as rude to him as I wanted. With Mum gone I didn’t have anyone else to be rude to.

         I was embarrassed when Steven came round on Christmas Day. I had no tree up, no decorations or crackers, no nuts, no nothing. I’d had a few drinks and I got a bit emotional when he gave me the slippers and the lovely card. He went to the toilet giving me a chance to quickly improvise a Christmas stocking for him. I didn’t have much I could put in the sock except a Penguin biscuit, a packet of crisps, a cheque for two hundred and a satsuma. Steven was delighted.

         New Year was slightly better. For once, instead of trying to live up to the traditional Scots stereotypical heuching cheuching Hogmanay, I could do what I liked. What I liked was lying in my bed being miserable. I knew in the long run I’d have to get a grip. I’d have to get a job. I didn’t have two hundred quid to hand out in cheques. For the last two years I’d been on Carer’s Allowance, now, without my caree, I was redundant. The prospect of becoming a dole scrounger seemed quite attractive but the money was shit. With a heavy heart I realised I’d have to start selling drugs.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 2

         
   
         Luckily the pharmaceutical company I’d worked for were recruiting so I went back to my previous profession of Medical Sales Rep. I could do the job in my sleep but because I’d been away from it for two years, they made me retrain. I wondered what kind of product I’d get to promote. I hoped for a miracle drug, something new and radical that was pushing back boundaries, something that saved lives, something exciting. Instead I got a product for bladder incontinence.

         The other trainees, all women, were new and nervous as we assembled in the hotel suite which was to be our training room for the next few days. I sat beside a nice girl Becky, who said it was the first time she’d ever left her kids. The first day was Product Knowledge and the company wheeled in Dr Marcus Stevenson, a research scientist from the urology centre of excellence, the fore-most bladder man in the country. What this guy didn’t know about bladders wasn’t worth knowing. Handsomely paid to tell us just how fantastic the product was, we had bladders straight from the horse’s mouth. No humble GP would dare contradict the wisdom of Dr Marcus Stevenson.
         

         I’d only skimmed the training manuals I’d been sent so I was having trouble following it. I didn’t know my ureter from my urethra. When Dr Stevenson moved on to describing different types of incontinence he breezed through ‘stress’ and ‘giggle’ before slowing down to savour the last one.

         ‘And now we come to my own personal favourite,’ he boomed confidently, ‘coital incontinence: a condition where the sufferer literally doesn’t know if they’re coming or going.’

         That night in the bar I got to know my fellow trainees a bit and found they were an okay bunch of girls. Somebody organised a table for all eight of us for dinner and we had a good laugh drinking wine at the company’s expense until the restaurant closed at one thirty. The next morning I felt like death. The rest of the day was a blur of sales training techniques that went in one ear and out the other. We were to be tested on all this rubbish the next day, I knew I should be paying attention. The trainer James Roberts, ‘but you can call me Jim Bob!’ was a bespectacled lad who considered himself a bit of a comedian stroke marketing genius. By using different examples Jim Bob never tired of reiterating the theory that ‘perception is reality’. By afternoon coffee break everyone was complaining about how boring he was.
         

         ‘He keeps using the same stupid phrases all the time,’ Becky groaned. Think outside the box, grow the business, perception is reality, it’s crap.’
         

         Everyone agreed. Another girl Elsbeth proposed her own theory. ‘It’s a shame for him really.’

         ‘Why? I don’t feel sorry for him,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t have to flog the drugs, just bore the arse off us.’

         ‘Yes, but I think I speak for everyone when I say that we perceive Jim Bob as a total wanker.’
         

         That gave me a good idea. Back in my hotel room before we met for dinner I devised a wee game to play during training the next day. This might help us stay awake and have a bit of fun into the bargain. While I’d been job hunting, I saw a daft game on the internet, ‘Wank Bingo’. In place of numbers, a grid was filled with pretentious expressions frequently used in business like ‘take ownership’ and ‘mindset’. This could easily be adapted to accommodate Jim Bob’s pompous marketing lexicon. Within ten minutes I scribbled out eight bingo cards each with different layouts of sixteen varied words.

         The girls were delighted with them and the next morning, to make it fair, we shuffled them up before they were given out. I knew the rules from when I used to take Mum to the pensioner’s bingo on Wednesdays. First game would be a line, then a pyramid and finally a full house. There were no prizes but everyone seemed to be really looking forward to it. Jim Bob was well pleased with the attentive smiles he was getting.
         

         ‘So ladies, you’re all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning, not like yesterday, eh?’

         ‘Well that’s your perception Jim Bob,’ quipped Elsbeth.

         Elsbeth was going in hard right from the start.

         ‘Heh heh, quite right Elsbeth, and as we all know: perception is reality.’
         

         Two other heads along with Elsbeth’s went down as they scored their cards. I didn’t have that one. After such a flying start he disappointed us by not coming up with a single wank word for the next hour and a half but just before coffee he let rip with three brammers, all of which were on my card.

         ‘Our game plan has to be to go for a win win situation, and we get that when we think outside the box.’
         

         Unfortunately they were on three different lines. At lunch Becky was way out in front but by four o’clock it was neck and neck.

         ‘Well done Jan! D’you see what Jan’s doing here? She’s explaining the product features and benefits.’
         

         I didn’t have that one.

         ‘Yes exactly Becky, the doctor isn’t just asking about contra indications, he’s giving you a buying signal.’
         

         I had that one. Now I was only waiting for one: blame culture. I tried to get him to say it but Jim Bob was being asked questions left and right and he sang like a canary.
         

         ‘Go get em, close the sale. Ask him for those scripts.’
         

         Loads of heads went down on that one. It was going to be close. As the excitement mounted girlish tittering went round the room every time he obliged us with a tick for a box.

         ‘Never be afraid to ask for the business.’
         

         ‘Bingo!’ Elsbeth yelled.

         The outburst of groans and giggling confused poor Jim Bob but we left it to Elsbeth to explain.

         ‘Ask for the business, that’s it, spot on Jim Bob!’

         ‘My goodness, such enthusiasm! This is the best class I’ve ever taught!’

         
         

         
            *

         

         So that was me up to speed as a fully trained Medical Rep. It was all bollocks. But it paid the bills. At one time there had been four of us in the house, two wages and a pension. Now there was only me. Over a period of fifteen years we’d played musical homes: first Bob got his ‘Bachelor Apartment,’ in reality a manky student howf. Then I moved in with him and in short order we had Steven, got married, bought a flat: a Victorian tenement in the West End, and moved in. Then Dad died, Mum got ill and moved in with us, whereupon Bob moved out, this time to an even mankier student howf. Six months later Steven followed him by which time Bob had taken up with Helga. Bob’s howf was bursting at the seams. Then Mum checked out, leaving me rattling around in a three bedroomed flat I couldn’t afford.

         Bob was getting impatient. While Steven lived with me Bob was happy for me to have the house. It was a different story when Steven moved in with him and his lady friend. With Mum dead and Steven in the enemy camp I couldn’t justify hanging on to the house any longer. Bob was on at me to either buy him out or sell up and split the proceeds.

         
            *

         

         I had the phone for a fortnight before I worked out that I was able to programme tunes into it. Once I knew what I was doing I was away. For a laugh I got it to play the opening of Also Sprach Zarathustra. During my presentation to Dr Ross, when I showed him the product, just for a bit of showbiz, I played my little fanfare.
         

         ‘Well, that’s novel,’ Dr Ross laughed.

         Although the tune was recognisable and my intention was clear, it sounded like a drunken ice-cream van chime. That was my job, to make GPs laugh. It was all bollocks.

         The company couldn’t know who was prescribing what so I was measured on how many doctors I visited. It was simple, I didn’t actually need to sell, I only had to see doctors. Sometimes I’d barely mention the product, how would the company ever know? The better I got on with doctors the easier it was to see them, ergo the more bums on seats. Dr Ross nodded his head politely as I did my sales spiel before asking me, ‘got any good freebies today?’
         

         ‘I’ve got Post-its, hankies, and soap. Oh, and I’ve got some nice wee fire extinguishers if you want one.’

         ‘Oh God,’ Dr Ross groaned, ‘I’ve got four already, I could start a business selling them.’

         ‘You could have a fire sale.’

         I usually saw doctors as they were beginning or ending their surgery. If they were just starting in the morning they would have their head down in their paperwork. They didn’t want me to piss about with sales techniques. They hated all that flim-flam, they just wanted information: what was new? What did they need to know? I had to have facts, backed up by clinical evidence. If it was after surgery I stepped into my more usual role of cheerer upper for burnt-out GPs. Then I had to have jokes, backed up by juicy gossip. Dr Ross had just finished his surgery and was looking scorched.

         ‘I’ve ended up a fucking pen pusher,’ he wailed as he shoved the stack of records to the side of his desk and lit up the fag I offered him. What with the stress of the new job and missing Mum so badly and all the hassle over the house, I’d taken up smoking again.

         ‘I mean, that methadone clinic out there,’ he pointed with his fag towards the waiting room. ‘That’s not rehab. It’s social control, that’s what it is. Nobody comes off it, the methadone just stops them breaking into houses.’

         I knew he might be on a downer because May, the practice manager, told me he’d had two deaths this morning. A nice old lady and a wee boy.

         ‘And they all come in here moaning about nothing. ‘I’ve got terrible anxiety doctor, oh I’m awful fed up!’ That’s life, that’s what they don’t get, it happens to all of us.’

         ‘Aye,’ I said exhaling heavily, I could see I was in for a sesh.

         ‘I had a guy in here this morning complaining about hair loss. Nothing wrong with him, classic male pattern baldness, I mean, he’s forty-three for fuck’s sake, what does he expect?’
         

         I could understand Dr Ross’s rancour, he looked to be in his mid thirties and already a well established baldyheid. I nearly said you must be tearing your hair out, but thought the better of it.
         

         ‘Och you’re just having an off day.’

         ‘Too right I am. I’m so, so, sick of peering into people’s ears, down their throats,’

         ‘Up their bums.’

         ‘I’m especially sick of up their bums.’

         We were laughing when May came in with a pile of paperwork. A young mum wanted a house call but May had told her to come into the surgery. By her tone it was clear that May thought the young mum was, to use a technical term: A.T. I. T. Or to use the more accurate term: at it.
         

         ‘Och you’re probably right May but I’d better go out and see her. She’s no transport and it’s a miserable day to be dragging her kids out. There’s always an outside chance that she’s actually ill I suppose.’

         I didn’t only try to cheer up doctors, I also had to feed them. A system of petty bribery had evolved where drug reps were booked into practices and health centres to provide a ‘coffee morning’. I was obliged to supply decadently expensive sandwiches and pastries to lure the doctors in to the staff room. There, like a geisha, I’d pour tea and regale them with stories, mentioning only briefly in the passing, the drugs I was promoting. In some ways this was a cushy number, I was being paid to sit and make pleasant conversation and stuff my face with buns. When the doctors left to do their house calls I took the remaining food home with me. My fridge was permanently filled with high-fat, high-calorie irresistible goodies.

         It didn’t help that I spent all day sitting: either in the car or in the health centres. The biggest health centres and therefore the ones I visited most frequently, were in the poorest parts of the city: Bridgeton, Maryhill, Springburn. I didn’t mind, I could read magazines while I waited for doctors to finish their surgery. The only problem was that the place was full of sick people. Sick people in sportswear and running shoes. Most of them couldn’t run the length of themselves. To avoid catching anything, I was always careful to sit as far away from them as I could but often the waiting rooms were crowded. Amongst the multicoloured jogging clothes I was conspicuous in my sober suit. I would quickly be swamped with screaming snot nosed toddlers, rattling junkies, pishy old ladies (which were of course, with my incontinence product, my target market) and diseased old codgers expectorating like nobody’s business. And they had the cheek to call these places health centres.
         

         It wasn’t long before I had a runny nose which turned into a phlegmy chest. The smoking wasn’t helping. I was coughing up chunks, laced with white stuff which looked, to me, suspiciously like bits of lung.

         Once a month I had to go on a field visit with my boss, Irene, taking her round the practices on my patch. Irene accompanied me while I ‘detailed,’ that is to say told doctors about how wonderful my product was. Each field visit was a test, an ongoing assessment of my selling ability. Irene met me with her usual flood of insincerity.

         ‘You look terrific Trisha, is that a new suit? It’s lovely!’

         In fact it was a very old suit. Six years ago when I started as a drug rep I bought three dry-clean-only designer suits that cost in total more than a month’s wages. After only three months in the job, three months of chomping my way through coffee mornings, I was a stone heavier and popping buttons all over the place. I switched to cheap easy-care polyester suits as a temporary measure until I regained my figure. Four years later I had succeeded only in putting on another stone and buying more polyester, but now with elasticated waists.

         ‘Och Irene, this suit is donkey’s years old.’

         Two years of nursing Mum had whittled me back into my designer suits. Even if they were six years out of fashion, I was enjoying it while I could. I knew that with a fridge full of sweetmeats my svelte designer look probably wouldn’t last. Already the waistbands were beginning to gouge my belly.

         ‘Well you would never know,’ gushed Irene. ‘Apart from the lapels, obviously.’
         

         Snidey cow.

         ‘So,’ she smirked, ‘where are we off to today then?’

         I took her to Archy Marshall, a mate of mine, a tame GP, and went through my sales spiel.

         ‘So, Dr Marshall, as you can see from the data,’ here I pointed with my pen to my sales leaflet as I had been trained to do, ‘with our product there is no need for you to titrate the dosage, minimising patient visits to you and therefore saving you precious time.’

         Archy nodded, pretending that this was new information.

         ‘No need to titrate you say?’

         ‘That’s correct Dr Marshall,’

         I had to remember not to call him Archy.

         ‘Another advantage is that with such a low side-effect profile, the product is well tolerated, patient compliance is high and therefore outcomes are improved.’

         Archy scratched his chin as though considering my argument. ‘Well I must say Miss McNicholl, you’ve put up a pretty convincing case for your product.’

         It was too easy, I wanted him to pretend that he wasn’t going to prescribe and then win him over demonstrating to my boss my superior sales techniques. He left me no option but to close the sale.

         ‘So Dr Marshall, can I take it then that you’ll prescribe ‘Preventapish’ for your patients?’

         ‘No.’

         Archy was at the wind-up. Out of Irene’s line of sight he flashed me a manic grin.

         ‘No?’

         ‘Only the incontinent ones.’

         Oh how we all chuckled. As we left Archy pumped my hand vigorously.

         ‘Always a pleasure Miss McNicholl, and I’ll be pleased to hear of any new products you might be promoting.’

         I was worried Irene would catch on. She had been a rep herself until six months ago, she must have been in similar scenarios with her boss; she knew the score. She must have played the same game. It was all bollocks.
         

         
            *

         

         Steven came round for his tea on Wednesday night as usual. As usual he looked pale and fed up and wouldn’t be drawn when I tried to ask him how he was getting on at school or at the football. His replies were as short and uninformative as he could make them. But things between us had improved a bit since Mum died. Now we sat in the living room with trays on our knees the way Steven preferred and watched The Weakest Link. This was much better, cosier. Mum had always insisted we eat in the kitchen, usually the only sound would be of the cutlery scraping the plates.
         

         In the living room we interacted with the telly and tried to answer the questions Anne Robinson fired. I was careful not to answer too many or else Steven just stopped playing. Aged fifteen and over six feet, he was still a wee boy inside and hated to lose, especially to me. We bet between ourselves which of the contestants was likely to win. The first time we did this I said something like ‘I fancy Jim,’ meaning I fancied Jim to win. Steven sniggered and teased me for fancying fat baldy Jim. After that I always chose the ugliest competitor saying I fancied him but I could see that as far as Steven was concerned, the joke was wearing thin.

         ‘What d’you want, coronation chicken or Chinese duck?’

         ‘Dunno.’

         ‘Well I’ve got both, it’s up to yourself.’

         ‘Do we have to have sandwiches again?’

         ‘I thought you liked these sandwiches, they’re Marks.’

         Steven shrugged for a reply.

         ‘I could cook but I’ve nothing in, I’ll have to nip out to Iceland. You can come with me and choose whatever you like. We can make a posh dinner, fajitas or something, whatever you fancy.’

         ‘No, you’re all right. I’ll take the chicken sandwich.’

         He made it sound like eating the best sandwiches money could buy, forcing them down his martyred throat, was an ordeal he would endure rather than cause me the bother of going out to the shops.
         

         ‘Look, I’ve got brilliant stuff here.’ I opened the fridge and pulled out a bunch of grapes, a fourpack of fromage frais and three fresh cream eclairs. ‘A big glass of milk with that and you’ve got a delicious and nutritious meal,’ I said, trying to keep it light.

         Earlier when buying the goodies for the coffee morning I’d shopped with Steven in mind and bought all his favourites.

         ‘Ta,’ he said unenthusiastically.

         My face flushed with an unexpected rush of anger. What kind of mother was I that I didn’t cook for my son and only fed him other people’s leavings?

         ‘Why don’t we forget this stuff and go out to dinner. Proper nosh up, there’s still time for the Pre-The at the Indian. D’you fancy it?’

         ‘Dunno.’

         This might mean he didn’t want to go out. Or he might want to go out but just be too stubborn to say so. Alternatively, he might not want to hurt my feelings by rejecting my posh sandwiches. He might actually prefer the sandwich option.

         I grabbed a promotional pen and an old envelope that was lying on the kitchen table and started scribbling on the back of it.

         ‘Right. I’ll write down the choices, A: Have the sandwiches. B: I’ll cook. C: Go out to dinner. Take as long as you need to think about it. All you have to do is tick A, B or C, okay?’

         I went into the bathroom and stayed ten minutes. When I came out the house was awful quiet. I went into the living room, he wasn’t there or the kitchen. He hadn’t ticked any of the boxes. He had taken the chicken sandwich and silently let himself out the front door.

         
            *

         

         I was just leaving Govanhill health centre on the Southside when I spotted the leaflets. On a table full of untidy piles of junk pamphlets about chlamydia, pigeon fancier’s lung, giving up smoking, industrial white finger, haemorrhoids, and breastfeeding, there were flyers advertising half-price entry to the circus.
         

         When Bob and I were together we used to go as a family every year. He always moaned saying it was a rip-off, but Steven loved the circus. The first time we took him he was only five. I asked him afterwards what he’d liked most, was it the flying trapeze artists or the fire jugglers although I thought I knew what he was going to say. He’d laughed hysterically at the clowns, as if he was possessed. His mad laughter was so infectious Bob and I giggled with him. But he didn’t say the clowns. He said the ladies.

         ‘The ladies?’ I asked, thinking this was some kind of kiddie code.

         ‘The nearly naked ladies with no clothes on.’

         I phoned Steven as soon as I got home.

         ‘How d’you fancy a wee night out with your old Maw?’

         Steven blew out a sigh on the other end of the phone. I knew right away I’d made a mistake using the phrase your old Maw. I used this usually when asking him a favour or to elicit sympathy as in gonnae make your old Maw a cup of tea Son? Or your old Maw’s bowly legged running up and down to the shops. So I was surprised when he seemed quite positive.
         

         ‘Dunno. Where to?’

         ‘The circus has come to town. All the nearly naked ladies, all the fun of the fair. We could go on Wednesday night, eh?’

         There was a lot of activity in the background and Steven seemed to be struggling to give me his attention.

         ‘Eh, Dunno. What time is it on?’

         ‘Starts at eight, we could have a nice fish tea in the Ruthven Cafe and after the show I’ll drop you off back at your dad’s.’

         This was another slight diplomatic gaffe. I should have said ‘drop you off home,’ but Steven wasn’t listening anyway. He’d tuned into the background noises coming from his end which were getting louder. A couple of random bangs, a silence, subdued muttering then somewhere behind Steven a woman’s voice shouting.

         ‘I eat you Robbie!’

         It didn’t sound like the telly.

         ‘Everything all right there? You okay Son?’

         It had all gone quiet again. Steven paused before he answered.
         

         ‘Yeah I’m fine.’

         He didn’t sound fine.

         ‘Well how about it?’

         ‘Eh, dunno. I don’t like fish. That’s for old people.’

         ‘Well a sausage supper then. Hey, maybe they have Mars Bar suppers, that would be a laugh, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘Am I allowed a Mars Bar supper?’

         If sales training had taught me nothing else it had taught me to recognise buying signals when I heard them.

         ‘You can have whatever you like, Steven.’

         It was time to close the sale.

         ‘I’ll need to get the tickets tomorrow if we’re going, it might sell out. What do you say?’

         There was another long silence but I held my tongue. I knew how to use silence, to let the customer fill the gap.

         ‘Okay,’ he finally allowed.

         ‘So, who’s Robbie then?’

         Now that our circus trip was organised I could afford to snoop into whatever the drama was down his end of the line.

         ‘Who d’you think?’

         The utter distaste in Steven’s voice told me what I should have easily worked out. I got off the phone as soon as I could. It was all I could do not to laugh and poor Steven was affronted enough as it was.

         Pathetic, a grown man going about calling himself Robbie. He’d always been Bob, never anything else. And The Bidie In screaming at him like that within earshot of The Wife. How embarrassing was that for ‘Robbie’. But what was she saying? I eat you. In front of a fifteen year old boy? Surely not. Obscene, but that was Norwegians for you. Maybe it was I hate you. Yes, that sounded more like it. Good on you Helga, I thought, a woman after my own heart.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 3

         
   
         Before I went to pick Steven up I scrupulously de-fagged. I hadn’t smoked since lunchtime. I washed my hair, changed my clothes, scrubbed my teeth and fumigated the car. I went a bit overboard with the Mountain Pine air freshener giving it another quick scoosh just before he got in.

         ‘Ooof,’ he said waving his hand in front of his face. ‘This car is howfing, man.’

         I only smiled. I knew by this time tomorrow it would be stinking of cigarettes again. I didn’t ask for much, just to smoke all day and sit at night with a Marky’s piece in chicken in one hand and a fag in the other.

         Steven was disappointed to discover that they didn’t do Mars Bar suppers. Ronaldo the owner said he’d read about it in the paper and put them on the menu to see how they’d go. The school kids went a bomb on them but after a few weeks it died away. No one was doing them anymore. It was a shortlived craze that had become an urban myth.

         Steven plumped for the healthier option of a deep-fried Scotch pie supper. I complimented him on his excellent choice.

         ‘In fact I’ll have one as well, I haven’t had one for years. Can I have mine in a roll please, Ronaldo? I’m trying to lay off the chips.’

         As Steven’s knife cut into his pie, plasma coloured grease flooded his plate. Scotch pies should have been more properly called ‘grey meat’ pies as that was the colour of the contents but even the word ‘meat’ may have been an inaccuracy. What the hell, they tasted great and we got scoffed in before we had to hurry down to the circus in the park.

         When we used to go as a family Bob had always insisted that we get the cheap seats and even then, the cheapest possible seats. Plenty of times I had been ashamed to think of these beautiful highly trained athletes risking life and limb on a high wire for the pittance my husband was prepared to fork out. The wooden planks we sat on were so far back our heads bumped the roof of the big top. Poor wee Steven never had a chance of getting picked to come into the ring. The clowns always asked for a kiddie volunteer and although the wee soul shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Me! Me! Pick me!’ he was always passed over. As the years went by and he still never got picked, he realised the futility of shouting and stopped. I tried to explain that it wasn’t personal, it was just that the clown couldn’t see him. To the clown he was a colourful dot far beyond a hundred nearer screaming kids, but there was little comfort in it for either of us.
         

         Steven was mortified when the man showed us to our seats.

         ‘No way. I’m not sitting here. It’s for weans.’

         Encouraged by the half-price deal and as a way of making it up to him for all those years on the very back benches, I’d went mad and bought the most expensive seats in the place. The man showed us into a box on the ringside. Although there was about ten chairs in the box, it was empty except for us.

         ‘C’mon, the show’s about to start, you’re blocking people’s view.’

         I tried to embarrass him into sitting but he was having none of it.

         ‘I’m not sitting here. I’m going home.’

         ‘No, Steven, don’t go home. Please,’ I panicked. ‘I’m sorry, you’re right. I’ll ask if we can swap.’

         I found an usher who waved us generally in the direction of the grandstand seats.

         Steven was right. Sitting in the box on our own like that, we would have stuck out like a sore thumb. And the atmosphere in the grandstand was fantastic.

         There were no animals in the circus anymore, the council wouldn’t give them a licence. There was no longer the rank smell of the elephants or the cages for the lions. The cages were only for show anyway, Bob always said. Circus lions weren’t fierce, they were no more than slightly pissed off at being herded about but they were too pot bellied and sleepy to rebel. The most they could manage were sullen glances and occasional snarls at the lion tamer.
         

         Without the lions and the manacled elephants the show was even better. Exotic young women with buttocks so developed you could sit a tea tray on them spun painted barrels on their feet while a troupe of young boys formed a human pyramid. When I got a chance to look at them individually, some of the young boys had bald heads and lined faces. A few of them would never see fifty again and yet they jumped and tumbled with the best of them.

         As they entered the ring each act was met with warm applause in appreciation of the satiny costumes, feathery headdresses and regal gowns that were dragged across the sawdust. As they left it was always to tumultuous applause and even Steven showed his grudging admiration for their amazing strength and skill. There was a collective gasp of horror when the trapeze man nearly fell to his death. The gasp fragmented into thrilled whispers, squeals and nervous tittering as Steven turned and said to me, ‘That’s a set-up,’ nodding knowingly. But I could see he was having a good time. When the clowns came on we sat with our heads down, embarrassed by how unfunny they were. Three wee kids in the row in front of us started laughing their heads off and when Steven glanced at me we both smiled.

         It was dark when we came out of the big top and we stumbled with everyone else along the muddy path out of the park. I nearly tripped and Steven said, ‘Sober up Mum!’ and held my arm all the way until we got to the main road. I thought now was as good a time as any to ask him but I was nervous of what his reply might be.

         ‘Are you happy at your dad’s Son?’

         He probably said, ‘Dunno’ but all I heard was a grunt.

         ‘Would you be happier back home with me d’you think? Now that…’ I nearly said ‘that Granny’s dead,’ but I didn’t want to upset him so I said, ‘that there’s more room. I’m going to get the place all sorted out, freshen it up a bit. Your room could do with a lick of paint and you could probably do with some new furniture.’

         I left it hanging there but he didn’t respond. Time for some open questions.

         ‘What d’you think’s the best colour for your room?’
         

         ‘Dunno.’

         ‘Well I was thinking maybe a pale peach or a pink.’

         But Steven wasn’t that gullible anymore.

         ‘Aye, sounds good Mum. And what about a wee frilly duvet cover with roses on it?’

         ‘Well what would you like?’

         ‘I don’t mind. Blue. I’m not bothered.’

         ‘Blue. Right.’

         After I dropped him at his Dad’s, all the way home I debated with myself what shade of blue I should get.

         The official reason for Steven moving out was that it would make it easier for me to look after Granny. The real reason was that he didn’t want to live with an old lady who was slowly dying. Who did? At first I hardly noticed him gone. All his friends lived nearby so he was round almost every night anyway. But after the school holidays and when the dark nights came in, he only came on a Wednesday for his tea.

         After Mum died the reason I gutted the place so quickly and thoroughly was for Steven. For myself I didn’t mind Mum’s stuff kicking about the house. In fact it broke my heart to part with her 1960s knitting patterns and her records, The Sound of Music and Calamity Jane, but I knew Steven found it creepy. Old-lady stuff, especially dead-old-lady stuff, freaked him out. I decided that not only Steven’s room but the whole place needed repainting. I couldn’t afford to get anyone in so I bought One Coat paint and a roller. It did exactly what it said on the tin and covered the walls in one coat. Even still it took weeks. When I came home from work I was usually too tired for anything but vegging in front of the telly with a bottle of wine and a packet of fags.
         

         I started with Steven’s room, evenly applying the paint and taking care around the doors and window. I took down all his old posters – he had probably outgrown them by now, he seemed to have outgrown everything else – but I kept them for him anyway just in case. I must admit that I got bored after that and for the rest of the house I slapped the paint up as fast as I could. I did the living room and the bedrooms as best I could in trendy colours. It was a bit patchy in daylight but it was fresh. The house was now a model of modernity, an Old-Lady-Free Zone. I stashed all my photos of Mum and Dad, Mum’s rings and her birth, death, and swimming certificates, in a biscuit tin in the ottoman in my bedroom. I squirmed at such disloyal revisionism of my own mother but I knew Mum would have understood.
         

         
            *

         

         I was absolutely raging although I suppose I’d always known it would come to this. In amongst the only mail I that usually ever got, junk mail, for stair lifts, walk-in baths and hydraulic beds, was a letter from a solicitor. The letter asked me to ring the office and arrange an appointment at my convenience. Bob was obviously trying to work a fly one. Too cowardly to come and make a deal with me himself, he’d gone to a lawyer. Bob wanted me out of the house or at least pay him the highest amount possible for his share. With Mum hardly cold in the ground, he probably thought I’d be a bit disorientated and ready to agree to anything.

         The name was Donovan O’Hare and Boyle, a firm I’d never heard of. Bob had recruited a bunch of Murphioso shysters to shaft the mother of his child. Oh, he was a slippery one, this way he could minimise pain (his not mine) and maximise profits (his not mine) without getting his hands dirty. Technically he was entitled. Technically he could move back in tomorrow and there would be nothing I could do about it. I could come home and find him and Helga shagging on the couch. Well that wasn’t convenient, not bloody convenient at all.

         ‘Hello, Mr O’Hare?’

         ‘Yes hello Miss McNicholl, thank you very much for calling.’

         ‘Well you’ll not be thanking me when I tell you I’m not coming in to your poxy office. It’s not convenient. It’s not convenient this week or next week or the week after that. It’s not convenient at all.’

         ‘I’m sorry to hear that Miss McNicholl. Perhaps I could come and visit you at your home?’
         

         ‘Exactly. It is my home and I won’t be driven out of it, okay? By you or anybody else.’
         

         I knew I was losing it but in a way I was quite enjoying myself, I had no respect for these sharks anyway.

         ‘Miss McNicholl, I fear we may be at cross purposes here. Our client has instructed…’

         I don’t give a monkey’s what your client has instructed, I’m not having that bastard march in and stain my couch.’

         ‘Miss McNicholl, our client has passed away. It is the matter of his will that I would like to discuss with you.’

         I dropped the phone. Everything jumped into my head at once: Bob was dead. Why was I hearing it from a lawyer? Another horrible funeral. Steven would come back to me. The insurance would pay off the mortgage. Steven didn’t have his Dad anymore. The house would be mine.

         It was all a bit much to take in at once and for some reason the whole thing seemed funny.

         There was a faint squawk coming from the handset. ‘Miss McNicholl, Miss McNicholl!’

         I lifted it and was about to replace it on the cradle when I thought the better of it, these guys were only doing their job.

         ‘Miss McNicholl, I do apologise for alarming you. Perhaps we could start again.’

         ‘Yeah,’ I mumbled. I wanted to hear what he had to say. I wondered if Helga was getting a cut.

         ‘Mr Robertson has made you a bequeathal. There are however certain stipulations…’

         ‘Wait a minute. Just hold it.’ I wasn’t following this. ‘I thought you said Bob was dead. Who the hell is Mr Robertson?’

         ‘Oh dear. I’m afraid I don’t know who Bob is Miss McNicholl, I’m acting only on behalf of Mr Robertson’s estate.’

         I was relieved that Bob wasn’t dead and this surprised me.

         ‘Mr O’Hare, you’ve got the wrong Miss McNicholl,’ I felt embarrassed at having described the poor guy’s office as poxy. ‘I don’t know anyone called Robertson, unfortunately.’
         

         ‘Mr Robertson, is, or was I should more properly say, a second cousin of your mother, Elizabeth McNicholl, as I understand recently deceased. Mr Robertson has cited you as his next of kin and chief beneficiary of his estate.’

         After hearing this I was gagging to come into his office, but I couldn’t. I was about to go away for three days training in a new product. Nevertheless, Mr O’Hare and I quickly sorted out the next available date.

         ‘I could squeeze you in next Tuesday.’

         ‘Yes, that would be fine Mr O’Hare, thank you.’

         He could hardly keep the sarcastic tone out of his voice but I suppose I’d asked for it.

         ‘Now are you sure that’s quite convenient?’

         
            *

         

         In any other job drunkenness may have been frowned upon but in the pharmaceutical industry it was an essential requirement. After the first day’s training the Project Director closed the session by roaring in a motivational way, ‘Are we going to party tonight?’

         Nobody answered. People had travelled from all over the country and sat in a stuffy hotel conference room all day, we were knackered. The Project Director couldn’t help but notice this lack of ebullience; this was a sales force giving less than 110 per cent. He rescued the situation by roaring again, this time in a more threateningly motivational way, ‘I said, are we going to party tonight!’

         ‘Yeah!’ we croaked.

         You had to, it was expected. And not only were you expected to get blind drunk and behave outrageously, you were expected to be up and about, fresh as a daisy next morning.

         At dinner I wore a black full-length velvet skirt I’d got in a charity shop with a lovely lemon long-sleeved blouse. Despite having spent less than the price of Primark pants on my outfit, I looked a million dollars.
         

         ‘You look terrific Trisha, is that a new skirt?’ said Irene.

         Did the woman never vary her script? Despite what she’d said, subtle waves of disapproval wafted off Irene. When the rest of the team arrived I understood why. If I’d read the programme contained in the ‘welcome pack’ I’d have known about the ‘Most Scantily Clad Team at Dinner,’ competition. Management had organised an evening of wacky icebreakers with games and prizes, designed to loosen everyone up. As I sat there, indecently fully clothed, I was detracting from the team effort. As it turned out, my team won anyway, mostly on the merits of one entrant.

         ‘Well done Alison! You’ve done the Scottish team proud!’ leered the Project Director as he handed over her bottle of Marks and Sparks own brand champagne. Alison was an unattractive girl with heavy glasses and a glaikit expression but she had other attributes. She had a knock-out figure which she’d adorned simply with a nipple-width leather belt across her chest.

         ‘I’m all right as long as I don’t breathe!’ Alison hissed.

         On her bottom half she wore a leather mini. The mini, which was really what swung it, easily fell into the category of ‘fanny pelmet’. Lots of other girls entered into the spirit of things but none were quite so nude as Alison. I thought of Steven and how much he would have enjoyed these nearly naked ladies. Competition was stiff, in more ways than one. A team of lads turned up in only their underpants and dickie bows but they were disqualified on the grounds that boxer shorts were not appropriate dinner attire.

         ‘That’s not fair!’ they complained, moaning that obviously women’s clothes were more suited to brevity. They were missing the point.

         These pathetic 18–30-club-type stunts were amusing in their way but what was far more entertaining was the way everyone vied to increase their reputation for scandalous behaviour. Throughout dinner there was the usual unofficial competition as drunk show offs went to any lengths to ‘out mad’ each other.

         ‘Oh, there’s Margaret at it! That woman is completely bonkers!’ squealed Irene.
         

         A woman in her late forties, Margaret Pearson, the manager of the north of England team, a person who should have known better, made an early bid for glory. After unsuccessfully throwing herself at the young men under her management, the boys in the boxers and dickies, she used their heads for support and with the slow deliberate movements befitting an older lady, mounted the dinner table. As she’d very publicly failed to mount anything else, she shuffled around the table top proving to them all that she didn’t give two hoots. While she shimmied, an uncoordinated knee action caused her spangly sandals to send red wine pulsing over their melon balls. But it was a poor show. Gary Cook from the South East team let it be known that he’d run up a hotel phone bill of three hundred pounds calling his girlfriend in Los Angeles.

         ‘Only three hundred Gary?’ I tutted. ‘You cheapskate.’

         This was generally held to be more impressive, with high marks for stylish extravagance. Andrew, a senior rep in my team who was close to retirement, always wore national dress to functions. After dinner and before he was too drunk to stand, he would customarily visit each table lifting his kilt and placing his flaccid member in the prettiest girl’s dinner.

         ‘Oh Sally, there’s a wee noodle on your plate,’ I said while I attempted to prong it.

         This old trick was affectionately tolerated but was not of itself particularly noteworthy. In the end, a rank outsider, Evelyn, a New Start, stole the contest when she trashed her hotel room and was rushed away in an ambulance after slitting her wrists.

         On the second day the last session had been scheduled to end at 5pm and lasted until after six. Dinner was at eight. Pre-dinner drinks in the foyer were at seven thirty and pre-pre-dinner drinks were in Irene’s room with the rest of the team at quarter to seven. Attendance was compulsory. There was little time in between for luxuriating in a hot tub in the privacy of my five-star hotel room. It would be a quick dip, a lick and a promise really, and then throwing my kit on and scuttling along to Irene’s room. There, through a fixed smile, I’d participate in the corporate hilarity, the hollow jokey mateyness of it all.
         

         As usual I was the last to arrive in Irene’s room. Always at the coo’s tail, Mum used to say. But they had planned on me being late.

         ‘Surprise!’ my team-mates shouted as they jumped out from behind the curtains.

         ‘Happy birthday!’

         I tried to look pleased. Most of these people I had only met for the first time a few days ago and now they were gathered round me with a cake that was on fire. Everyone was smiling, politely waiting their turn to kiss me while they sang ‘Happy Birthday to You’. They even managed the wee harmony bit at the end. I couldn’t tell them it wasn’t my birthday. But Irene did.

         ‘Now Trisha, we know it’s not officially your birthday for another week yet, but seeing as the team aren’t all going to be together again for another month we thought we’d have a wee early celebration and give you your prezzie.’

         I didn’t want my birthday a week early. I’d been holding off my fortieth birthday since my thirtieth. For the last ten years I’d suffered recurring bouts of fortyphobia. When I was a wee girl I would think ‘What will I be, what will I have done by the time I’m forty?’ I was going to be a pop star. Like Brotherhood of Man before me, I would win the Eurovision Song Contest. After that, with the altruism of youth, I intended turning my back on fame and fortune to become a missionary in Africa. Then marriage, big white wedding, obviously, and kids. Here I was, a sales rep with no husband and a part time son, in a hotel room with a crowd of strangers. And it wasn’t even my birthday yet.

         ‘Trisha, on behalf of the team I’d like to give you this small token of our appreciation and wish you all the very best for your fortieth.’

         There was a card signed by all of them and thirty pounds worth of Marks and Spencer vouchers. There was a bottle of champagne and a box of luxury chocolates (both Marks own brand). Marks and Spencer vouchers were the company’s standard giveaway. Not only had she hijacked my birthday to use as a team bonding exercise, Irene had financed it from expenses. Manners dictated that I open the chocs and champers. Shared amongst nine people, they were gone in sixty seconds.
         

         ‘Guys,’ said Irene. Including her, six of us were women but Irene called everyone guys. ‘Guys, as you know Trisha is new to our team but she brings with her four years of experience in this business. Her experience, skill and professionalism is apparent in the figures she has consistently brought in since she joined us. Now this isn’t a blame culture (bingo!) and I’m not being negative when I say that with the piss poor figures you’ve brought in lately, without Trisha this team would have gone belly up.’

         I was going to be popular. Irene was using me as a stick to beat the rest of them with.

         ‘For the team meeting next month I’d like to ask Trisha to share her experience with us. Trisha, make us a presentation, inspire us, show us how it’s done!’

         Irene beamed at me as the team dutifully applauded. This was a great honour, she was letting it be known that she was grooming me for stardom. At dinner I asked her exactly what she wanted me to do.

         ‘Oh you know, the usual: facts and figures, case studies, couple of witty anecdotes then finish with the inspirational stuff. About half an hour’s worth should do it.’

         Half an hour! That would take me months to prepare. I decided to be honest with her, I told her the way I was feeling at the moment, the only thing I could inspire anyone to do was stick their head in the oven. Irene was not sympathetic. She wanted to see it for approval at least two weeks before the meeting. As most of the team were ignoring me after dinner it was easy to slip away. Fags were my only friends so I sneaked back to my room and smoked myself skinny.

         The new product was an analgesic and next morning we were given a written exam to see how much we had retained. One of the questions was, ‘Can you name an instance where pain relief might be required?’ What kind of a stupid question was that? I wrote down ‘shark attack.’ Then we practised our sales pitch.

         Two hundred reps sat in long rows. The first row turned and kneeled on their chairs to work with the person sitting behind them. I had the easy job. The man in front of me, Michael from Wales, played the part of the rep. All I had to do was pretend to be the doctor. He sold me the drug and I asked questions. He was a nice old bloke so I gave him an easy time. Then we switched roles. After a few runs through the Project Director clapped his hands above his head. Two hundred reps talking at the same time made a sound like flies trapped in the neck of a bottle. Only those near the front heard him. Unused to being cold shouldered, the Project Director put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, nearly bursting my eardrum.
         

         ‘Okay people, listen up.’

         It was part of a Project Director’s remit to talk like an American.

         ‘For the benefit of the new reps, this is a third line product. In GP land you’ll only have a few minutes to sell it. So now you know it, let me hear you sell it! But fast, do it in five minutes.’

         It was my turn to detail my partner now and he smiled encouragingly as I rattled off the main points about the product.

         ‘Fantastic!’ said the Project Director, ‘I can hear some really exciting detailing going on out there. Now do it in two minutes.’

         Now everyone started screaming at each other. Michael, although he grumbled about having to kneel in his seat, had been sweet and gentle until this point. Bright red from the exertion, he was poised above me spitting in my face while he bawled out the Key Selling Points.

         ‘25MGS THREE TIMES A DAY!’

         Despite this he was having difficulty making himself heard above the hellish din. Michael was a heavy man and when he leaned forward he very nearly couped on top of me. As he toppled, instinct made him grab at the air with his pudgy hands. Unfortunately for us both, the air he grabbed was right next to my breasts. I had narrowly missed being squashed and/or publicly groped.

         ‘Trisha, I’m so sorry!’

         ‘Whoa tiger!’

         ‘I didn’t mean anything…’

         ‘I know. Forget it. Are you okay?’
         

         He nodded but the poor man was suffering. To spare Michael further embarrassment and possibly a heart attack, I excused myself saying I needed to go to the loo. As I fought my way through 200 frenzied reps shrieking their sales mantras, I wondered how it was that I, an ordinary person, had fallen into this huckster’s snake pit. Not for the first time I thought that there must be less humiliating ways of making a living.

      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/a0iv_1_online.jpg
Saraband &





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/9781908643049_cover_epub.jpg
Voted one of the Top 20 |
Scottish bookl of all time
™ |






OPS/logo_1_online.jpg





