City Read Competition
The wall stared at her blankly. She reached inside her cavernous mouth, peeled the chewing gum off her teeth, rolled the slimy thing into a ball and threw it squarely at the wall.

The slime-ball clung on for dear life but slowly released its grip and fell on to her desk with a sad “thwump”.

Tara pouted.

“Well you’re a tough son-of-a-bell, ayn’t yer’?” 

 Tara smiled, she had spent all last night perfecting that accent.

The wall said nothing but Tara imagined that if it had had eyebrows (big, grey, bushy ones to match the cracks, mildew and spider webs which looked so much like wrinkles, blotchy skin and silvery hair) they would have been raised in such a way that it would have looked “extremely incredulous”. Tara tried to arrange her own eyebrows to look incredulous but having no mirror and no idea what the word “incredulous” actually meant, she desisted, leaned back in her chair (until it gave an angry squeak of protest) and ruminated.
She had failed at her job, failed at her marriage and failed to look incredulous. 
Tara ticked off each failure on her long, pale fingers.
Humans however, are pedantic and a failure is never a single element but a complex entity made up of Stupid Mistakes, Unwarranted Self-Importance and Gullibilities. And humans, not having enough fingers to assign to each failure and sub-failure must resort to list making.
Her arm reached out, her fingers scrabbled at the desk drawers.

She winced. 
I’ve been here five years and I still can’t reach out and just grab the handle?
For whom achievements were hard to come by, this was important to Tara. She had seen Deborah do it. She snidely looked over at Ms “Perfect” Deborah, sitting not in front of a wall but a bright, airy window. 
Tara imagined Deborah, flicking her hair, flashing her teeth and with a well-practiced flourish, instantly grabbing the handle of the drawer and opening it. 
“Probably to reveal golden light, an angelic choir and the holy grail itself- at least that’s what you’d think she’s hiding in there, the way Boss treats her” Tara muttered to herself.
Grumbling, she eventually found her crinkled notebook and started to write.
“What’s this? Tara? Working? I didn’t know you were going after the PA job!” Portnow wheezed behind her. Tara turned slowly to the unwelcome visitor. He had a ruddy, blotched face and a gaudy smile filled with broken teeth. His yellowish shirt strained to keep itself whole, the buttons threatening to pop over the voluminous belly.
“Ha, no chance. Deborah will get the job for sure.” Tara said hollowly. 
“But, Deborah doesn’t have this little thing. I’ve worked on it for ages!”

Porrtnow held out a grubby, yellow file. Tara could see the sweaty imprints of his hands and the numerous, probably biohazardous stains.
“Let’s just say, a certain backstabbing somebody is selling our company’s secrets for millions! I’ve got all the evidence here and the Boss will be sure to reward me!”
Tara’s eyes widened. Secrets? Backstabbing? She wildly looked around the office. It was still grey and boring. Portnow laughed gutturally.
“I’m sorry Miss Nosy-Parker, I’m not giving any juicy gossip away till I’ve seen the Boss! “

There was an awkward silence as Portnow reached inside his half-empty head for something to say. “Jesus, it’s miserable today. Drizzling rain, coughing wind, a London day-“

Tara ignored Portnow’s nattering and lazily surveyed the room. Her glazed eyes passed over ashen faces, fuscous clothing and cinerescent computers (Tara had been so bored once, she had looked up and memorised all the synonyms for “grey”).
The walls were plastered with the sorts of motivational posters people made fun of on the internet, the desks overflowed with files and reports that could never hope to be read and the coffee was the weakest thing since Oliver’s gruel. In short, the place was a Sisyphean nightmare of never-ending, worthless work and those inside half- grudgingly accepted their fate of obscurity.
Tara paused. There was a curious stillness. Portnow? She wheeled around. He had collapsed.
Tara lunged at Portnow, her unprotected knees burnt as she scraped them across the knotted carpet. She grabbed Portnow’s clammy hand. The heat drained from her arm making it numb.
“It’ll be OK, Portnow!”- the vague assurance was lost in her hysterical breathing, her lungs seemed to have been pricked and were deflating like balloons.

“T-Tara...”

The small, cracked voice pulled her face to its source. She recoiled and shivered.
His face was a livid purple. In Tara’s head, she started to read out of a perverse Bible- “A face flowing with rivers of snot and tears. Home to the Pimples, Eyelash-mites, Nose-hairs, Dandruffs, Monobrows...” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d read the Bible. Her mother’s funeral perhaps? 
“Tara, please take..”
With a painful movement, Portnow pushed his file, his magnum opus into Tara’s hands. 
She looked fearfully at the expression in his face. She hated it. It was so real. Emotions were always fake, veneered, glitzed up…. but this wasn’t a reality show, this was reality. There was no TV screen between her and Portnow.
“T-Ta..”  His eyes were huge, child-like, his last moment had reduced him to the fragility of a baby. Tara shook him desperately. Think of something to say, think of something!
“The X-Factor!” she blurted out. 
A look of pure confusion came over him, the sort of look that is usually momentary before we regain control of our emotions. Unfortunately, for poor Portnow, the look was frozen into his face forever.
Tara screamed.

Outside, it was as miserable as the late Portnow had described. 

“Poor sod- the heart attack must’ve caught him by surprise, I mean, look at his face!” The office workers all assented, peering, with a morbid fascination at the body being wheeled into the ambulance.
Tara stood apart, clutching the soggy file. 

I’m going to change my life today. 
She looked down at her reflection. She didn’t look incredulous.
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