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Beshrew me but I love her heartily;

For she is wise, if I can judge of her,

And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true.

And true she is, as she hath proved herself,

And therefore, like herself, wise, fair and true,

Shall she be placed in my constant soul.

 

The Merchant of Venice Act II, Scene VI
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Nightmare

People are always saying things are a nightmare. The traffic is a nightmare. There are three people ahead of them in a queue, and it’s a nightmare. The ATM only gives fifties, and it’s a nightmare. They can’t open their shoelace because it’s knotted too tightly and they’ve cut their fingernails and that’s a nightmare too. They don’t really know much if that is their idea of a nightmare.

See, it is all green and wavy in my nightmare, like the fronds of some deep-sea ferns that are trying to entangle me. Even when I wake up, the nightmare still brushes at my ankles, because even though I know I’m not underwater now, there are worse things than ferns and weeds and drowning: there’s being awake, there’s having to get up and get dressed and go to school and deal with the Keith Butlers of this world, and the Toady Clarkes. And there are these black spaces in my head where I mustn’t ever, ever, ever go, because they are quicksand, and they will suck me down, and I will never be able to get free again, to live my life. I know that if I go there, I will spend the rest of eternity rolling in the blackness, hardly able to breathe.

But I want to breathe; I know I need to. So I sit on the side of the bed and I make myself draw long, slow breaths, expand my lungs, release the air, until the suffocating feeling goes away, until I can stand up and my legs don’t tremble, and I can start putting on my dressing gown.

I couldn’t tell Dr Thing about my nightmare. I couldn’t describe it, because it’s just a feeling. Nothing actually happens. I’d say head doctors love it if you can tell them about being chased by an axe-murderer in your dreams, or being on the bus and discovering you are naked or you open a window and somebody hands in a dead baby to you, wrapped in a sack. Having frondy feelings around your ankles and thinking you are a bit of an octopus is probably not very easy for them to work out what it means.

That is how it has been all my life. Or as long as I can remember, and I have got very good at it, at the long, slow breaths that draw me back from the nightmare, from the abyss, in the mornings.

But I should go back to the beginning. Or one of the beginnings, because where does anything start anyway? I suppose I mean, the point where everything started to go hell-shaped.
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Hell-shaped

Nobody answered when I rang the doorbell, and I didn’t have a key. (No-key is my middle name.) There was a flyer for a takeaway pizza place jammed in the letterbox. It made the house seem deserted, as if nobody lived here, which was ridiculous.

I needed to go to the toilet. Now that I couldn’t get in, this vague need had suddenly developed into a towering necessity. I looked around desperately at the neighbours’ houses. Not a sinner. Not as much as a dog. Not a sound either. No garbled TV conversations from behind sealed windows, no children screeching, not a sign of a car or a bicycle on the road. I felt as if I was in an episode of The Twilight Zone, the last girl on a planet laid waste by some silent killer.

It was that dead time of afternoon. Maybe it’s always like this, I thought, when we’re all at school. Maybe the whole estate goes into a kind of short-term hibernation, two hours of stupor, like in a Mediterranean country where they do that siesta thing.

Braiding my legs around each other – no mean feat when you are standing up – I banged on the knocker. Stupid. I’d heard the doorbell ding-donging. The house sounded hollow, as if … well, I said it already, as if nobody lived here. As if there wasn’t even any furniture in it. That was ridiculous too.

Keeping my legs well knotted, I yanked the pizza flyer out of the sprung jaw of the letterbox and bent forward from the waist to squint through the slot. I don’t know what I expected to see, because I knew there wouldn’t be anything except the hall table and the stairs. Right enough, there wasn’t anything to see apart from the familiar rickety table with the phone on it – one of those old-fashioned creamy-white ones with a receiver you could club a small child to death with – the hall was empty, dead, no sign of life. The faded picture of a duck-pond hanging above the phone table looked more faded than ever, the ducks gone all pondweed-green.

Now what was I going to do?

A bird twittered from a hedge and I jumped. At least it was a sign of life. It turned a beady look on me and gave a little two-legged hop and disappeared into the undergrowth. I wished I could be a wee bird and pee in a hedgerow.

I stood back from the door and looked at the house as if I’d never seen it before, like someone casing the joint, looking for a weak point to exploit. I shifted my weight rhythmically from one foot to the other. The front-room curtains were closed, I noticed, which was odd at this time of day.

I went to the window, to see if I could find a crack to peer through, though I don’t know why I thought that would be of any help. The curtains turned their sad beige lining to the front garden and there was a tear I’d never noticed before, a gob of lining hanging down, where a worn place had finally disintegrated. My heart gave a little lurch, my stomach clenched, and I leaked slightly into my pants. Oh, God. I leaned my forehead against the windowpane, to feel the calming cool of it. A bluebottle was trapped between the curtains and the windowpane. I couldn’t hear the buzz through the glass, but I knew from its frantically pulsating wings that it was making a racket like a tiny helicopter.

I went around the back. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Force of habit, I suppose. The back door hasn’t been used for years, not since that cupboard went in that was slightly too big and it blocked the way to the door, unless you are a stick insect. There was a doormat on the back step, all the same. One of those rubbery ones with gaps, and the gaps had all filled with dirt so that if you lifted the mat, there’d be a chequered pattern on the step.

But – hurray! – the bathroom window was open. It looked so inviting, I didn’t think twice. There’s a coal shed that is built right up against the house, a shed with a flat roof. I reckoned that if I could shin up onto the roof of the coal shed, maybe I could swing on to the bathroom windowsill and squeeze in that way. I have never fancied myself as Spiderwoman or She-Ra or any of those super-fit, super-agile, super-female super-heroes with super bladder control, but I managed it anyway. I grazed my shin and ruined the toes of my school shoes (pity, that!) on the climb up, but once I was on the roof of the shed, it was no bother to swing up and in the bathroom window. It shouldn’t have been left open. Anyone could break in.

The bathroom was a mess, towels flung on the floor, over the side of the bath, loo paper unrolled in untidy streamers everywhere, as if there’d been a small storm in here, but to me it gave out blissful signals. I whipped my jeans down, jammed myself onto the loo and groaned with relief.

After I’d finished and washed my hands, I picked up the loo roll, rolled it back loosely on itself and fixed it into its holder. Then I folded the damp and knotted towels over the rail above the radiator and stepped out into the house. It was just as quiet inside as it had been outside. Silent as the grave. Even the air seemed to be holding its breath. And there was this weird sweetish smell, a bit like cider, which didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

I thought of the bluebottle trapped behind the curtains downstairs. It would be daft to say my heart went out to it, but I did somehow feel I ought to open the curtains, open the window and let it out. Ladybird, Ladybird, Fly away home, though of course a bluebottle is much more repulsive than a ladybird, which isn’t repulsive at all.

If the stairs hadn’t been carpeted, my footsteps would have echoed all the way down to the hall, but they were, so they didn’t. I was being melodramatic now, I knew.

Who the hell had left the bathroom in that state? I suddenly thought to ask myself.

The house was freezing. It’s amazing how cold it can get indoors when it’s February and grizzly outside. It felt as if the heating hadn’t been on for weeks. I started towards the kitchen, to check on the boiler, but then I remembered I’d been on my way to the sitting room to release that stupid fly.

When I opened the door to the front room, a blast of stinking heat hit me. The electric fire was blaring away, as if there was no tomorrow, and there was a hulking shape on the floor. I could just make it out in the grey light that filtered through the curtains and the red gleam of the electric element. What the … ?

I tiptoed closer. This could not possibly be happening. Not to me. Not again. Of all people, I could not be seeing what I was seeing. How could there possibly be a person passed out, or worse, on the living-room floor? In the middle of the afternoon. (As if the time of day could make a thing more or less likely. Not very logical thinking, I know.) Or maybe she was just asleep, on the floor, with a rug thrown over her, as if someone had found her there and thought she might get cold. Cold! The heat was like a thing you could touch.

My head started to swirl and the room started to shelve away from me, as if I were up too high, on the top of the Eiffel Tower or the Empire State Building. The bottom half of my body seemed to buckle back on itself, as if it was made of some malleable substance, like Fimo or Plasticine. I concentrated on not collapsing, but the effort made me feel sick. I put a hand out for support and leaned for a moment on the upright of the sofa. The velvet fabric of the upholstery felt slippery under my fingers, as if the very furniture was repulsing me. I could hear the muffled whirring of the bluebottle now, from behind the curtains, and my knees finally gave way under me and I folded to the floor.

I started to scream.

“Mammy!” I screamed. “Maaaaaaaaaaammy!”

I heard myself screaming, and I knew my mouth was open, but it didn’t feel as if I was doing the screaming.

It was, though. I know because my throat was sore and raw the next day, as if an army of elves had spent all night working on it with sandpaper and Brillo pads.

I hear those screams in my dreams. I scream those screams in my nightmares – or try to, but as soon as I open my mouth, someone spreads a blanket over me and my airways fill with fabric. I’m breathing stuff, and my lungs turn to kapok.

So now you know.
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Holding Each Other Up

I didn’t tell Dr Thing the whole story, of course. I definitely didn’t say about leaking into my pants, for example. A girl has to have some dignity. But anyway, that’s more or less what happened, as well as I can remember.

He coughed slightly, Dr Thing, as if to show he was still there. That made me realize I must have gone off into a reverie. (What a lovely word that is! Reverie. It makes me think of walking in a forest, with light coming filtering in through the leafage, making everything shimmery and shadowy at the same time, so you can’t tell what’s real and what’s just an effect of scattered sunlight.)

I looked at him and wondered if I’d said something out loud. I think I must have, because he was nodding, as if to say, Yes, well, that figures.

Good move, then, whatever I’d said.

“So do you want to tell me what happened next?” he asked.

Let me see. “The guards arrived.”

“The police? Are you sure? How come?”

Why did he want to know that? I wondered vaguely. Probably trying to make sure I was thinking straight, I suppose.

But it was a good question. How come they did turn up? There I was, collapsed in a heap, beside … (oh, God) the body … and next thing I hear that scream that was different from my own scream, more like seagulls, and there’s a blue light racing around the walls, racing and racing, around and around, and next thing I hear the doorbell being rung and rung and then the hammering of the doorknocker, thud, thud, and the snap of the letterbox. It was a weird sensation, like I had replayed a video clip of myself outside the door, only now I was on the other side of it, listening to the sounds from inside the house. Someone must need to use the loo very badly, I thought, and gave a hysterical little giggle. And then I think I passed out. It must have been the heat. Or the smell. Both, probably. And the shock, of course.

“How come?” he’d said.

Well, how would I know? I thought at first they’d come to investigate the … body. You know, like in a murder programme on the telly. In comes Lewis with his long face and that stupid look, and then there’s fellows in white spacesuits everywhere. But it wasn’t that, of course. I mean, nobody knew she was here, and dead, except me, and I’d only known for about fifteen seconds. In fact, I wasn’t even sure, because no way was I actually going to touch her.

“Death follows me around,” I said, not really to him. It was more a thought that just floated out of my mouth.

I closed my eyes.

Dr Thing said nothing. It was nice having my eyes closed and hearing him saying nothing. It was like a little patch of night-time, when you don’t need to think or work. You can just be there.

After a while I opened my eyes.

Dr Thing nodded at me.

See, I was right, I told myself, about death stalking me. Even Dr Thing thought so.

I wiped my nose and looked out the window. The sky was grey and there were scraggy black birds gathered haphazardly on an overhead cable.

After a while Dr Thing said, “About the police, Annie? Did you want to tell me why they came?”

Did I want to? No, I didn’t want to tell him anything. I didn’t much want to be here. I didn’t want to be talking to this Dr Thing at all.

I had nothing against him, don’t get me wrong, nothing personal. But he seemed kind of irrelevant. I wanted to think about the idea of being stalked by death, and he wanted me to talk about this trivial matter of why the police had turned up.

I sighed and applied myself to his question. How come the guards had turned up, just at that moment?

“I think someone must have seen me ‘breaking in’,” I said after a moment, “and they must have reported it.”

That made sense, now I came to think of it. Weird that things can make sense. It doesn’t seem right. It should all be chaos, nothing should hang together, there should be no logic. Then really unlikely and awful stuff could happen and you mightn’t notice how unlikely and awful things are. But unlikely and awful stuff in an otherwise ordered world – that’s just wrong.

“Breaking in?” he said.

I laughed. Mirthlessly. It is not a nice word, that, is it? And it is not a nice feeling.

“Quick off the mark, weren’t they?” I added. “Considering there wasn’t a soul to be seen on the road.”

He should have been the one to say that. That’s how conversations go. But when you are talking to a head doctor, the rules of engagement are out the window. They don’t say anything by way of conversation. They just ask the questions and write down your answers.

Mind you, this Dr Thing asked good questions – good for getting the facts straight in your head. The sequence of events, the causes and effects, the whys and the wherefores. Given that it’s not a chaotic universe, that things do cohere at some level, then you need to make some kind of sense of it, don’t you, if you want to keep yourself upright on the planet.

After that, my dad came. No, he didn’t, that’s stupid. After that, I must have been taken to the police station. I don’t remember that part. I don’t know why, either, unless they still thought I was a house-breaker.

I don’t think I was unconscious or anything, I kind of half remember getting into the car, and someone had put a blanket around me, but not over my face, not so as I couldn’t breathe, but I couldn’t breathe anyway, and I realized after a while that I couldn’t breathe because I was crying so much, the sobs and tears were fighting to get out of me, and there was no room left for the air to get into me. I thought I was going to suffocate. I wonder if you can die from crying? I never heard of it, but I can imagine that it could happen.

And then my dad came.

Oh, thank God, Dad came.

He came into this little room with no windows, where they had put me, with a policewoman to mind me. I couldn’t tell you what she was like. I was hardly aware of her. It was as if everything was behind a kind of gauze curtain, the people all shapes, moving about in a grey haze, speaking to each other in some language I couldn’t understand. I knew at some level that it was English, but I couldn’t understand it.

I was shaking all over. I could see that my hands were trembling, and I could hear the chair I was sitting on shaking too, under me. Even my breath seemed to come in shaky little draughts and my teeth were chattering.

I couldn’t remember how I’d got there. I couldn’t remember anything except … her stretched out on the floor, and the smell and the heat. It was like a little piece of hell that I had just, sort of, wandered into.

It wasn’t really my hell, I knew that. But hell is hell, no matter who it belongs to. The important thing to hang on to is that people can cope with hell. Everyone has a hell, but they are all walking around, taking the bus and reading the paper and digging their gardens and answering the phone and going to work and watching television and making fires and frying rashers and filling in passport applications and playing football, as if there wasn’t any hell at all.

But you can’t think like that at the time, when you just walk into hell and there it all is and you are fire-fighting. At that moment, you are just aware of the hell part. You’ve forgotten that you can cope.

My throat hurt. They’d given me tea, but it still hurt.

When my dad came into the room, where I was all hunched on this wooden kitchen chair, I looked up to him. My shaking hand went to my throat, and I said, “Mammy!”

That was the first word I had spoken since I’d been found screaming by the police.

“It’s your dad, Annie,” said the policewoman who was minding me. I don’t know how she knew my name. I didn’t tell her. I don’t know how they’d found my dad either. “Your dad.”

I knew that.

But still the only word I could get out was “Mammy!”

Dad put out his two hands to me, and I caught them in my hands. He hauled me out of the chair and I fell against him and I wet all the front of his shirt with my tears and he was crying too, and we were holding each other up.

When we got home, Dad made me some more tea – I don’t even like tea much, why do people always make you tea? – and French toast and he filled a hot-water bottle and went upstairs to put it in my bed, and then he came back downstairs and stood over me to make sure I ate a bit of the French toast, and then he sent me to bed. Poor Dad. There was no one to make tea for him and send him to bed. He just had to get on with it. If that’s what being an adult is about, I think maybe I’d like to stay where I am after all, though being a teenager also sucks.

My dad is cool. I don’t mean he’s cool, as in cool dude. It’s not that he wears the right brand of runners or anything like that. And I don’t mean he’s cool with stuff, like some parents let you do anything. But he’s still a cool dad and I am so glad I have him. He doesn’t do anything to be cool, he just is it, though there are some very theoretically uncool things about him.

He cycles everywhere, for example – he’s very fit and wiry and he has one of those awful cycling hat thingies – and he plays chess. He taught himself, out of library books. Which is a bit sad, really, because you need two people for chess. He plays by email with some guy in Bratislava or Minsk or somewhere. I don’t know if that makes it less nerdy or more nerdy. (I think I inherit my nerdiness from him. Which kind of makes it not so bad. It’s not your fault if a thing is genetic, is it?)

A bargain is what Lulu Fortycoats used to call him.

She was an old lady who lived near us. Her nickname was Lulu Fortycoats because she used to dress funny, but she was dead sound. (Now she is just dead. See what I mean about death following me around?)

“Your mammy got a bargain there,” Lulu Fortycoats used to say, about my dad, and Dad used to pretend to be embarrassed but you could see he was pleased, under it all.
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