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For Seán


and in memory of my grandmothers,


Lisa Gerhardt and Maureen Doran




Ich habe Tote, und ich ließ sie hin und war erstaunt, sie so getrost zu sehn, so rasch zuhaus im Totsein, so gerecht, so anders als ihr Ruf. Nur Du, Du kehrst zurück; Du streifst mich, Du gehst um, Du willst an etwas stoßen, daß es klingt von Dir und Dich verrät….


Was bittest Du? Sag, soll ich reisen? Hast Du irgendwo ein Ding zurückgelassen, das sich quält und das Dir nachwill?...


Bist Du noch da? In welcher Ecke bist Du?


I have my dead, and I let them go and was astonished to see them so content, so at home in their deadness, so cheerful, so different to their reputation. Only you, you return; you brush past me, you hang around, you try to knock on things so they sound of you, betraying your presence….


What do you want? Tell me: should I set off on a journey? Have you left a Thing behind somewhere, that torments itself, longs to have you back?…


Are you still here? What corner are you standing in?


Rainer Maria Rilke, Requiem for a Friend (1908)




Startpunkt/Inpoint


With the hissing sound of a seventies’ Schweppes commercial, the doors open. Mind the Gap, calls a clipped voice.


At the ferryman’s command, some of us scatter, dispersing in different directions; others stay put; the rest clamber on, swarming into the gaps left by the displaced.


Sschussch.


The doors close; on us, the chosen, packed like fish in a can.


Some of us are sitting; some standing. In front of us we hold things. Newspapers. Bags. Satchels. Books. The twisted muscle and bone of our crossed arms. Wheelie-cases, most of them black, branded with airline stubs and totemic stabs at identification: a blue ribbon, a white criss-cross sticker, a tiny teddy-bear, a decal of a silhouetted cityscape. Praha. Our eyes are focused on neutral territory: smartphone screens, headlines, Tube schematic, advertising copy. Nobody’s talking.


We’re hot. It’s spring, not yet April, and up on the surface it’s grey and wet and cold, but down here, hurtling along the bed of the underground river, it’s always hot. Our hands are damp; our palms prickling. We all have sweaty, prickly palms, even those of us who aren’t nervous. Our hands, our hands of saviours, our hands of warriors, our hands of the saved, clutch the buckles of our rucksacks. One of those hands is already on its way to do God’s work, feeling under the canvas fabric of the combat jacket as it inches towards the black oblong of the miraculous device. Our hands, our hands of the blank, of the never-to-be-saved, of the uncomprehendingly-at-war, rest on our laps, leak moisture into our leggings, toy with the edges of our jackets, the cotton frills of our TopShop blouses, the ribbons on our luggage handles, rub our travel-weary eyes, grab for balance to the rail, the ceiling straps, the edges of other people’s seats.


We are packed tight but obeying the formalities; our eyes avoid each other, notwithstanding the millimetre-thin membrane betwen arse and cock, tit and elbow, mouth and forehead. We drink in each other’s scent. We all smell, some of us distinctively. One of us, one of the baggage-laden travel-weary, the one with the golden earrings and the hair of lustrous steel wrapped in cheesecloth, is perfumed with Chanel Gardenia. Some of us fantasise. One, the one that smells of gardenias, thinks of home – the thought surprises us – our little flat on Turnmill Street, right across the road from the next station, three minutes away.


We muse, we drift, we dream. Here, in the land of the underground king, we are ripe for the taking.


Many of us have busy fingers. Watch as they play with our clothes, our jewellery, our hair. As they tinker with our machines: pushing buttons; sweeping screens, tapping keys. Sharing pictures, songs, words, thoughts, excuses, apologies, small, meaningless affections. With all those intelligent little devices, those buttons, those flashing lights, those i luv u’s those cul8r’s those sorry cant mk it’s, one more motion won’t stand out. One more finger, inching towards one more button.


Our eyes meet and, for a moment, the chamber holds its breath. But we, the warriors, the soon-to-be-saved, are the only ones in this ‘we’ whose eyes are meeting. Do the rest of us notice this instant of communion? This moment where it could stop, where – if our spirit was not willing to do this, for justice, for the greater good, for ideas and God and nation, or only ideas, or only nation, or only God, for the sake of doing it because we said we would, because we have to, because we want to, because—


Do any of the rest of us notice the point at which things could be different?


Different? How? A rugby tackle? A swift blow to the head? A gunshot? An appeal to reason?


Reason? Whose reason?


Do any of us, especially the steely-haired one with the Prague-stamped wheelie-bag, have an intimation? A sudden whiff of almonds, an unexpected image of a loved one – an ageing mother, a grown child, an ex-lover? A feeling of now, Ands, is it coming now? Do we raise our cheesecloth-wrapped heads to see if the rest of us feel the same?


We ask.


We answer.


We reach the surface.


Our fingers find the button and—




Jump


Humpty Dumpty sat on a Wall


Humpty Dumpty had a great Fall


Nursery rhyme, Anon.


(  )


Visitors are reminded that they have just entered a floating Raum (‘space/room’) outside normal spacetime conventions. Please take note of the following:




• Like all lost territories, this space refuses to answer to a single name. Terms such as Kunstkabinett, Wunderkammer, Sondersammlung, Theatre of Memory, Cabinet of Curiosities and Picturehouse of Intriguing Objects will pop up from time to time as monikers. Please regard these as, to all intents and purposes, interchangeable.


• This is not history/herstory in any factual sense, but, like all Art Cabinets, a stab at creating a semblance of order out of chaos via subjective curatorial choices. You may submit your own interpretations at any point where you feel our perspective is a little off. Feedback forms are available on request.


• We remind you that the Wonder Chamber is a complex and sometimes volatile collection of Objects, with many possible Portals, Circuits and, of course, Dead Ends.1 Visitors interested in exploring their own routes through our Treasurehaus are, of course, free to take them. However, if you do leave The Path, we will not take responsibility for what happens.


• Some of you may experience our Tour as a Journey that both surfs around and traverses back through a series of concentric Waves, as if heading towards their common Centre. We wonder:


[image: ] Does every ripple of History have the same Source ([image: ] Boom!)?


[image: ] If Herstory is a wave, what is the Medium through which it ripples?


[image: ] Can waves of a specific Ourstory (and its variants history, herstory, theirstory, yourstory, astory, as well as the Holy Grail: thestory) ripple through other Mediums?


[image: ] And, crucially, what happens once we reach a Medium’s End?2





1 Smiley-face!


2 Smiley-face!







<recording>


07:47:03–09:28:24


Wow, said Mar once, holding up a photo. Is that you, Geo?


We’d been packing for one of our panicked moves, from Berlin to Lausanne, and while he’d been digging through our stuff, he’d found a picture of me as a student. Funny, how something like that brings you back. I looked, unsure. Saw a tall, rangy shape; broad-shouldered, with a formless mop of auburn hair, delicate nose and wide mouth, dressed in a geeky yellow polo shirt with an alligator logo on the left breast.


I’d been eighteen in that photo, at that awful age where I’d convinced myself I’d be able to fit in, as I was, with no intervention. Some joke. It was then, hoping to rid myself of the puppy fat I’d hoarded since I was ten, that I began to diet, extremely and on the sly, because our kind wasn’t supposed to do that sort of thing. I joined a rowing club too and started running and, to cap things off, began to wear Lacoste. I’m not sure what put that into my head; an ad, maybe? I had an idea that people who wore Lacoste were organised. Sophisticated. Fitters-in. It wasn’t a bad strategy. I’d chosen a media course at a new Dublin college that specialised in tech subjects and my class had been full of people like me. People like you, or how I remember you: nerds and swots and hicks, mainly from the country, all only tentatively beginning to carve out their identities. If I’d gone to art school, as Mar later insisted I should have, I’d have stood out among all those goths and neo-punks of the mid-eighties like a sore, preppy thumb.


It would have been way too flash to go around in Lacoste top-to-toe, but I tried to wear at least one item a day. A knitted pullover, a subdued cotton T, a pair of well-cut slacks. I took care of those clothes. They were talismans, of sorts. When I was flush, I got them dry-cleaned, and when the grant ran low, I washed them by hand, drying them on a flat stand at my bedsit window and ironing them when they were still damp. God, I loved that smell – crisp and warm and clean. Like fresh toast, like that blurred childhood I can still only partially recollect.


One day I was ironing something, a polo shirt, I think, and had lifted it to my face to smell it. At that moment, the alligator caught my attention. I hadn’t noticed it before. I knew it was there, I’d bought the clothes because of it, but I hadn’t seen it. I reached my finger. One small step.


I closed my eyes and let my finger move along the humps and bumps of the little amphibian’s fabric body, his long snout, his single bright eye. Softly, I thought to myself, imagining him twitch in his sleep.


What if he wakes? I thought. What if he wakes and bites me?


Oh, wake, alligator, wake.


I could come up with lots of reasons for why I’m talking to you now. A story on the TV, the timing of your gift. But that ignores the elephant still crashing around our familial sitting-room. What did you expect by sending me that? What am I supposed to do with it?


God, this is hard. But—


Are you listening carefully?


Not knowing what else to do right now, I’m going to talk. I have no plan, no story in mind. Let’s just see what comes out.


Then – as they used to say on that old radio programme – we’ll begin.


The sirens, howling.


Not right, I kept thinking. And for ages, that was all I had space in my head for.


Gradually things started to make sense. The sweaty hollow of my pillow under my head, my body’s weight on the mattress. The air-raid siren turned into something real; the alarm on my smartphone, screaming and rattling downstairs on the kitchen worktop. I pushed my face into the pillow. Ignore anything long enough, they say, and it’ll go away. Who, I wonder, are they? The screaming stopped.


I was in pain. My limbs were aching as if I’d been running all night; my nose was blocked, my head stuffed with the beginnings of a headcold.


I unglued my eyes and hauled myself up, feeling for my teeth with my tongue. They felt sore, as if I’d been eating sand in my sleep. From the narrow slice of light over the blind I couldn’t tell what kind of day it was going to be. The weather had been terrible all winter, cold and grey with snow and floodings, a perfect backdrop to the bone-deep misery of the recession.


I crawled to the edge of my bed and rolled up the blind. Scattered showers, sunny spells, some wind. It was a day straight out of my childhood, straight out of those radio forecasts you used to listen to, Irish to its marrow. Grey clouds were chugging over the pewtery roofs of my adopted townland. To the west, I could see shreds of blue in the sky, against them the branches of the sycamores in the church grounds, clawing like the fingers of famine victims. Beyond that, out of sight, lay Dublin’s Wilder West. Graffiti, dogshit, hoodied teenagers, burnt-out cars and the occasional, lethal shooting. Inchicore, Isle of the Snout, the townland the Tiger had ignored.


All the houses had their blinds down or curtains drawn. The neighbourhood felt eerily silent; as if everyone in the world except me was still sleeping.


I slumped back on the bed. I was finding it hard to move. The dream the sirens had interrupted was still in me, clinging on like the smell of an old lover. I don’t dream much, haven’t since my childhood, but this one was different. It had left a residue of fading images, sticky as slug-trail. A railway station. People. Some sense of a war. The whole thing had felt shadowy and old-fashioned, like a scene from a thirties noir set in some lost borderland in the bowels of a long-gone Mittel-Europe. Steel and glass, wrought iron, arches, steam. Bandages, long coats, trilby hats. Anytime I’d tried to catch somebody’s face, they’d dissolved. There’d been a dark shape on the opposite platform: male, enormous, shadowy – the more I tried to remember him, the more indistinct he got. Maybe I hadn’t dreamt him at all, just mixed him up with something else, a story I’d once read.


My phone started screaming again.


Okay, you stupid machine. I hear you.


I groped my way downstairs, feeling uneasy, out of sorts. It was a familiar sensation, but off, like a once-loved suit that used to fit but I hadn’t worn for ages. Things weren’t right, and not just because of the obvious – though I suppose, in a way, yes, it was. Of course it was. At the time, though, all I was aware of was how irritated I was with my phone. It was a smartphone; it wasn’t supposed to have gone off. I had planned to have a lie-in; a day of calm and pampering, so I could build up strength for whatever was lying in wait for me over the hump of the next night. What had possessed me to set the alarm? I couldn’t remember doing it. Maybe it had a default setting I’d forgotten to switch off.


I pulled the cord beside the landing window and the blinds snapped open, striping the stairs. I pushed two of the slats apart and peered out. Under the hustling clouds, the street looked small and hopeful and chilly. Nobody was around, though lights were on in the house opposite where the Chinese people lived and I could see some movement through their net curtains. Probably getting the kids ready for the parade. I let the blinds fall. In the striped light, the landline phone on the wall of the stairwell gleamed, a tiger-pearl at the bottom of a dirty sea. My smartphone rattled again, then gave up.


The place was a mess, gloomy in the half-light, still crowded with the crap the plumbers had taken out of my attic when they were fixing the hot water tank. Bits and pieces from past lives prodded out from the murk. A broken whip, a flattened Swiss ball, a blonde wig, a rubber zip-up dress, a set of golf clubs, a pile of what looked like coats. The higgledy-piggledy innards of a Wunderkammer. A cloud passed the window and the heap seemed to breathe. Glamour. From the old English, meaning magic. I imagined the pile shifting shape, all its chaotic bits organising themselves into a single form, a hulking patchwork beast that needed the love of its maker to bring it to life. Frankenstein’s sad creation. The mud-doll Golem that the sorcerers of Prague turned into an avenging demon.


A trick of the light. I shook my head, and the heap was just a heap again.


Reconfigure. I was up now, so I might as well make the best of the day. No point sitting around feeling grumpy, or worse, sorry for myself. I could have some breakfast, read the last of yesterday’s paper, then attack the crap in the hall, sort it into what was still useful and what wasn’t. I could bag the rubbish and dump it in the charity shop down the village. Not today, because of the holiday. It would have to be—


Tomorrow. And that was when the obvious stopped me, flooding into the corners of my mind.


I walked into the living room and picked up the remote. Because that’s what I do when I’m stressed. I don’t need the sound – haven’t since those last tricky years with you and Aisling – but I like having pictures to look at that aren’t the pictures in my head. Martin used to hate that. Jesus, Geo, can ye no go one fucking day without staring at a screen? Jesus, Mar, no, I can’t. I used to claim it was work, that I had to keep an eye on the competition, but we both knew that was a lie.


The TV winked on. Sky News, its default channel. I pressed mute. My eyes went straight to the picture. It was a street scene. Syria?


No. Rain, rubble. Western Europe. In the foreground, firefighters. Behind them, behind the yellow and black stripes of emergency tape, a lot of angry-looking people. It looked like—


An accident? The image cut. A glossy anchorwoman with a glowing face standing under the U of a Tube station. London.


Breaking News, said the cap-gen, scrolling across the bottom of the screen, and it was only then I realised what it was saying. Black type on yellow backing. More Bombs on Underground.


More? I thought, because I was still groggy, still slow. But there hadn’t been bombs since—


My landline rang and I jumped. Silly, I know. Sillier again that I hesitated before picking up. Even before Mar left, we hadn’t got a call like that in years.


‘Georgia. It’s Brid, from Momentum.’


Work. ‘Oh. Brid—’


‘Sorry for bothering you so early, I know it’s the holiday and all, but I couldn’t get through to your mobile and—’


Holiday? I gapped, then remembered. St Patrick’s Day. March the 17th. ‘No, no, it’s fine.’


She tutted. ‘Terrible about London, isn’t it? Scary business. I mean, you’d think with everything else going on in the world—’


I looked at the screen. The anchorwoman with the glowing face was interviewing a baggy-eyed politician in a pressed suit. Foreign Minister, said the cap-gen. They didn’t have a key light for him; his skin was grey, like ash. The association disturbed me.


An expectant silence at the other end of the line. Brid had stopped talking.


I turned away from the TV. ‘Sorry, what was that, Brid?’


‘Just wondering how’s your availability the next sixteen weeks?’


She had two projects: a weekly magazine show that I’d edited for her before and – ‘you’ll love this, Georgia’ – a three-parter on the Troubles, funded by the Broadcasting Commission. I’d heard about that. A prestige project, hyped to the hilt. Drama-reconstruction, lots of archive, a strong editorial line and a rake of interviews from people who’d never talked before. They’d finished logging and were all set to get into the suite. Only then Brid got a call from the editor’s girlfriend to say he’d broken his collarbone snowboarding in Austria. Brid had been rationalising like crazy since the recession and had allocated everyone in-house to other projects. At a pinch she could get someone to cover on the magazine, but she needed good eyes – sensitivity, she said – for the series.


She hesitated. ‘You know who’s directing?’


I twisted the phone cord. ‘Yeah.’


A good director but a wanker. Full-on coke habit; nasty reputation for making homophobic comments when he was off his head. So far he’d been alright with me, but then again, so far, I had never cut for him.


‘Georgia, there’s no worries if—’


Brid’s voice was getting distant. I pictured her scrolling down a list on a screen, the highlit names of the freelance and the newly unemployed. A familiar surge of panic; one of those Madden things I’ve inherited from you. ‘Wait. Sixteen weeks?’


At Christmas, I had promised to give myself time. Time to think about doing something new with my life, time to start doing it. I’d taken on no long-term projects since the New Year, but it seemed like all I had managed to achieve was more of the same. The new, whatever it was, had yet to make its presence felt.


‘Like I say, Georgia, I can try someone else….’ I heard Brid’s fingers begin to tap on the keyboard. I thought of the blank notebooks I was supposed to be journaling in, the blanker sketchbook I’d bought the week before on a whim. I thought of the money I still owed for my surgeries; my mounting credit card bill, my shrinking savings, the hole that had been eaten up by Martin’s debts.


‘If it’s the money, Georgia….’


I thought of the day lying ahead, filled with nothing. I thought of the hospital appointment, waiting for me the next morning in Merrion. At the worst, lovely Jessica-the-GP had said, it’ll take a week for the results.


What if… a treacherous little voice inside my head began to ask. What if that’s the something new?


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll do them both.’


What if nothing. If the worst came to the worst, I would cross that bridge, but only if I had to.


We did some haggling and agreed a price. Breakfast meeting Monday. In the meantime she’d send me the scripts for the three-parter so I could get a sense of the stories we’d be putting together.


You know me—


Funny. You know me, I was going to say, then realised you don’t, you haven’t for years. But I wonder what choices I would have made, if I hadn’t been so freaked out by the thought of that empty day looming in front of me? Jesus, Geo, Mar used to say, can you no just take it easy? Jesus, Mar, no, I can’t.


I hung up. On the TV, Sky was still on the bombing story. Vox-pops.


We’ve been focusing on the victims, Brid had said. The hole that was left in people’s lives after, you know, the shit happened.


Breaking News. More shit happens. A heavy man with a moustache and sallow complexion, essence of London cabbie, was jabbing his finger at the anchorwoman. I read his lips. Vis is facking disgasting. Vis is facking ow of facking awda. Facking Moslims—


But we’re giving it a positive spin, how they’ve managed since, come to terms. You know, all that peace and reconciliation stuff. The viewers will love it. Feelgood.


Sky cut to World News. Crisis in Eurozone. More Dead in Middle East. North Korea War Threat. I stared at the screen; the tumbling euro, the khaki tanks rumbling through dust, the demagogue raising his fist.


We got some amazing people, families that moved away. Canada, the States. The stories, Georgia. They’d break your heart.


Back to the cabbie. He was shaking his head now. He looked helpless.


The Troubles. Jesus. Maybe I should have said no. Screw the money. Uneasy again, I glanced at the phone. But it stayed where it was, unmoving, and so did I.


Condensation dribbled down the inside of the window, making melting wax out of the greenery crushed up against the other side of the glass. Since Mar had left, our garden had gone to the dogs. I sat on the loo, listened to myself pee. Out of habit, my hands reached for my belly. It gave way, soft as a marshmallow. I let my palms slide down till they were holding the outer sides of my thighs, the fleshy bits near the hips. That shock, again, of finding things exactly as they were supposed to be. My nose was still blocked; I couldn’t smell my scent. All I could smell was the inside of my own head.


That out-of-sorts feeling I’d woken with had got worse. I felt dull and stupid, like I hadn’t in ages – weeks, months, years. Worse than in secondary school when everything, including my voice, began to betray me, dropping and spouting and spurting, worse than Berlin, just before I came out, or thought I did, worse even than the worst of the bad times with Martin. It was how I used to feel when I was a child and didn’t know what was going on. Troubling, to sense her in me again; lost little girl Georgie.


Such delicate creatures we are, as my friend Sonia says. Hard to remember we’re only growing up now.


I blew my nose, stood up, stepped on the scales. I looked at the mirror and the body I was born with looked back at me. The body you helped make, with variations. My belly seemed flatter. Maybe the new diet was working. Or maybe, after all the years, those hormones were finally starting to do their job and shove the fat down to my ass, where it belonged. I squinted; saw a long-legged oblong. Tilted up my chest, sucked in my gut, squinted again; this time, saw a wide-waisted hourglass. Either way, an Amazon.


Against my palm, my left breast was small and soft. I couldn’t feel any grit, much less a lump. Had lovely Jessica-the-GP been imagining things?


I stepped into the shower. Water drummed on my head, needled my body. The room filled with steam; little curling shapes frosting on the glass walls of the cabinet. I closed my eyes and willed myself to meet the day.


The day was mean and cold, damp with a nasty bite that wormed up the sleeves of my bathrobe. I regretted not having got dressed first, but I hadn’t seen the Invader for a few days and didn’t like the thought that something might have happened to him. I rattled the tin.


‘Puss?’


He’s not mine. I don’t know who he belongs to; if he belongs to anyone. He appeared on our back wall a few years ago, just after Mar and I moved to Dublin. We’d brought our own cat with us from Brighton, our little tabby, Jennie, so we couldn’t encourage other cats to hang around, even though we did like the Invader. He was bold as brass but friendly; whenever, behind Mar’s back, I’d go to stroke him, he’d push his ginger head against my palm with the bouncy confidence of a young lover. Sometimes, for Jennie’s sake, I’d try to scare him away with some half-hearted clapping, but he always looked back with such cheery insolence I couldn’t follow through. Then Mar took over the border control with a water pistol and that did it.


A month before we split up, Jennie disappeared. We never found out what happened to her. I still pray that she left on purpose because she couldn’t stand the arguments, and didn’t get herself run over or something. She was a sweet little cat.


A week after Martin left, the Invader turned up again.


He looked terrible. His marmalade coat was sparse, his body a rake. All his cocky bounce had gone. The only thing that hadn’t changed were his eyes – a beautiful green-flecked amber. I approached him carefully, hunkering down and holding out a handful of Jennie’s biscuits. The illness had brought caution; he gazed at me for ages, tail twitching, before lowering his head and munching. Since then I’ve fed him regularly and he’s begun to fill out again, though he’s still a long way from the bouncing Romeo he used to be.


He’s your furry baby, Sonia said recently, teasing me.


No, he’s not, I said. If he was mine I’d have given him a proper name. She looked surprised and I realised I’d sounded rude. Sorry, sweetheart, I said, remembering your mother. I just don’t want to, you know, turn into one of those batty old biddies with a house of cats.


She laughed. No chance of that happening, girl.


I dunno. I shrugged, remembering the twelve years with Martin, the eighteen months since he’d left.


Oh, come on, Georgia. Plenty more fish in the sea.


Who says I want fish?


She laughed again. Then we ordered more wine and the Italian waiter seemed to be flirting with me, but not in a cruisey way, and I looked at Sonia, to be sure I wasn’t imagining things, and she nodded and I flirted back, and was surprised by how okay it was, to feel gauche and embarrassed, flattered at the attention, even a bit scared; fourteen again, but not in a bad way. Such delicate creatures we are.


The air was bitter. Goosebumps were coming up on my arms. ‘Puss?’ I left the Invader’s plastic bowl beside the bamboo plant and scurried back indoors.


More Bombs on Underground repeated the cap-gen, though there hadn’t been any bombs there since ’05. Was Sky up to something; shifting focus, inventing bogeymen? No group claims responsibility. No figures yet. No names released. Behind the nodding anchorwoman, the U of the Tube station glowed, nameless. Everybody’s mouths were moving, talking about how shocked they were, but they didn’t seem shocked. They seemed wild-eyed, elated almost, like they’d won the Lotto; like Mar used to look on a lucky week. I flicked to the Beeb. They were already in Washington, with a reporter on Capitol Hill. I read his lips.


response demanded to this appalling action—


He widened his eyes. An expert interview was on the way. I left the screen and headed upstairs.


As I passed the landing window, something snaked out from the pile of junk lurking there and caught my feet. I stumbled, banging my hip against the banisters. Swearing, I kicked at the snaking thing and limped up the rest of the stairs.


In my room, I unpeeled my towel and examined the damage. There was a mark on my right hipbone, red and tender; it would be a bruise by the following morning. I thought of my endocrinologist and his warnings of osteoporosis.


Begone, sir.


In recent years I’ve enjoyed getting dressed, but that morning it was hell. Nothing matched, everything was in the wash. I kept dropping stuff, like a leper discarding bits and pieces of themselves. In the end, I settled for something simple. I smoothed my hair with anti-frizz, then did my face, taking care with my make-up. Look after the little things, they say, and the big things will look after themselves.


Have you ever wondered, I asked Sonia once, what you would have looked like, you know, naturally?


She’d shrugged. This is natural, girl.


I looked in the mirror and smiled. What smiled back seemed fine. A little tired. A tad red around the nose and the eyes, and under the foundation, where only I could spot it, the flush of the headcold. Otherwise intact.


I lie. Up close, above the smile, I could see her clearly, little Georgie; the same wary expression that used to look back at me when I was a kid.


Had she been there the last time Jessica-the-GP had given me a warning? I couldn’t remember, didn’t want to try. My sinuses were killing me.


The Internet connection was slow; too many families bit-torrenting illegal movie downloads, trying to keep the kids happy during the holiday. I turned back to the telly, where the Beeb were holding a panel discussion on what had happened in London. An endless stream of tweets scrolling under the main picture, everyone in the world wanting to have their say. The mediator was that condescending guy with the shark’s smile who Mar always hated. The panel was the usual suspects: a couple of British politicians, the obligatory lady in a hijab, a man in a sheik’s headdress and another man in his sixties; white, designer stubble, slouching in a Ramones T-shirt and suit jacket. It was Blessed Eoin the Marxist, that old photojournalist who’d been big in the seventies for his portraits of radical youth in hotspot areas. He’d made a recent comeback taking pictures of suicide bombers in Palestine. I pressed the mute button, got sound.


No, Blessed Eoin was saying in his mixed-up Dublin-London accent. We have a chance today to answer some important questions. Over ten years of bloodshed and rhetoric and nobody’s asking why this stuff is happening, much less who it’s benefiting. . . . They cut to a book jacket; his latest coffee-table offering. A photo of a handsome boy with sideburns lobbing a flaming rag at a phalanx of British soldiers. It looked like Belfast.


Unbelievable. One of the politicians, fuming. People are dying down there and—


You can’t just blanket ban and round up whoever you want, said Eoin. We’re heading towards the same conditions Europe had in the 1930s and—


He was looking well. Blue eyes; very bright. Off the drink, rumour had it. Tapping into the old outrage seemed to suit him. For a while there’d been some talk that Brid was going to cast him as a presenter for her Troubles series.


Please, said the woman in the hijab. We have to stop making those sort of comparisons. The important thing is—


They cut to some pictures of the location. A close-up of the road sign: Turnmill Street. Then a long shot. They had the camera positioned differently to Sky, so I could see the name of the Tube station. Farringdon. It seemed familiar, in an off-kilter way, though I couldn’t remember ever being in that part of London.


The Marxist reappeared. Angry now. Look, if we don’t face up to our own part in—


Christ. More of the same. Blame and recrimination. Nobody with the bottle to say, It’s not my fault, I know, but hands up, I still shouldn’t have done it. I pressed mute again and flicked to UTV. A woman in Bangor, County Down, had just won the Euromillions. I flicked again, to an Irish channel. A politician was standing outside the GPO, her chest festooned with shamrocks. In the background were flashes of floats, kids in costumes, tiered seating. The politician spoke fast, seriously. I guessed she was commenting on London and trying to express how sorry she was. But she had shamrocks all over her and even without them, her eyes were too bright and elated for sorrow, just like the shocked people milling around the Tube station.


I switched again, chose another Irish channel, the commercial one. Tom and Jerry were chasing each other around a 1950s’ living room. Tom had a fish slice in his paw. And for a moment I stopped, suspended in a parallel universe.


Brid’s scripts hadn’t arrived but my inbox was full of the usual rubbish. Penis extensions, hoax identity checks, Viagra offers, friend requests, Facebook debates on what had happened in London, a rake of new petitions and some stupid is this sik? link to what claimed to be a nasty snuff movie posted in the early hours on YouTube. A virus, I assumed, and deleted it. The only interesting thing was an email from Sabine Wiedemann, a director I’d worked with in Berlin during the nineties. She was making a one-off doc about German migrants in postwar Britain and was over in the UK finishing some interviews. She was doing the last one now, three days with an old lady in Wales, originally from Reichenberg, whose son had got involved with the German radical left in the seventies. She’d sent me the email the previous night, before news of the London bomb had broken, and had attached a link to an article from Die Zeit. You may find this interesting.


I scrolled past the link. I couldn’t place Reichenberg, couldn’t remember what part of Germany it was in. Maybe it was like the Tube stop where the bomb had gone off; somewhere I only thought I knew.


Sabine wanted to come to Dublin for a few days after she’d finished in Wales. She’d love to see me, hang out a little, catch up, if I was into that? The hang out made me smile; Sabine had always loved those American turns of phrase. I clicked Reply.


The screen froze, broke apart, turning Sabine’s message into a mish-mash of nonsense. Truncated, overlapping, isolated words, scored through with horizontal lines.


I pressed Return. The screen died. I began to swear—


My phone beeped. 1 message. An English number I didn’t recognise.


So strange, those hardwired connections between sight and thought and action, especially the ones you think you’ve outgrown. For a moment I thought it might have been Martin. Only a moment, but that’s all you need to push a button.


Hooray! said the text. I stared at it blankly. We’re tying the knot!


Knot?


Afters in The Queen. A date. A time. RSVP if you can come xxr+b.


r+b? Who were—


Hard to disentangle, those connections between sight and thought and action. I swore again, properly this time, and then, before I knew what I was doing, I’d flung the phone away from me, as hard as I could.


Ray and Ben were a couple Mar and I had met in Brighton during our last disastrous flirtation with the bear and leather scene, those pressure-cooker years between running away from Berlin and landing in Dublin. Ben was Irish, an ex-Blackrock College boy with a GP practice in a men’s clinic; Ray was a Scouser working as a barista in the Lanes who liked the odd flutter on the gee-gees. Martin always told me he’d met Ray in a club, but they might just as easily have hooked up in a bookies or – because Mar had had a handle on things then – at a meeting. Afterwards, Mar said we’d only become friends with them because we had the same queer cross-class vibe going on. Miscegnation. He had a point. But for a while I’d liked them, as much as I could. Ray was sharp and funny and Ben had a sexy big-man thing about him that almost made up for the privileged vowels.


When things started getting strained again, with Martin, with my new business, with my partner, with me, the four of us fell out of contact. One blustery April afternoon – it was a Sunday, I remember – Mar and I went walking on the pier and ran into them. I had dressed up, a little. Mar was working with it. It was before I’d begun to transition formally, so I suppose I was working with it too. To be fair to the boys, they didn’t do a double-take, but they did look. I told Mar to walk on. He was on an E-comedown and unmanageable. I can’t remember what he said to them, but Ray hummed and hawed as the rain ran down our faces and into our collars and then he said something about people selling out.


Come on, I said.


Martin shook off my hand. Colour was rising in his face. I turned and started walking. Behind me I could hear Mar starting to shout and Ben butting in, saying in his snotty counselling voice that he’d seen this before in Dublin—


This? said Martin. Dublin?


You know, said Ben. I imagined his own meaty face reddening. This type of thing, people wanting to, you know, conform to straight norms because they’re not able to handle being gay—


You stupid cunt, that’s not the fucking point, shouted Martin. Then there was a thud. Oh, my hero.


Some skateboarders began to clap and hoot. I pulled my collar as high as I could, hiding the lace blouse, and walked faster.


Afterwards, in our beautiful apartment with its view of the sea, I poured myself a drink and watched Martin as he cleaned the graze, put cream on the bruise. His hands were shaking; I was surprised to see mine weren’t.


Fucking bufty, he said, more regret than bravado. He held out his hand. The bruise looked obscene amongst his cheffing scars; too fresh, too purple, too raw.


You shouldn’t have done that, I said.


His head jolted back. I suppose he was hurt but I didn’t see that. All I could see was how bloody angry he was, how bloody angry he always was.


Fuck off, Geo. Thought that was the idea of coming here—


The idea?


You can be what you want in Brighton and nobody cares.


Oh. No no no. I shook my head. The idea, Mar, was to get away from the shit you dumped us in and for me to be my own boss and make some decent money and you to get your act together and—


And we did. We have. He shook his head, frowning, like I was the stupid one. You’re saying we shouldn’t have come here.


Ah, don’t act the thick, Martin, I wanted to say – even though he was right – but I didn’t, instead pressed on, trying to stay calm and reasonable, because someone had to, using the voice that worked with indecisive directors and lying production companies and hard-nosed union techies. No. I’m saying if you say That’s not the point, you’re agreeing with him.


Fuck you mean by that? I nearly broke that bastard’s jaw, Geo. Like to see you do that for me.


Don’t come over all butch on me, Mar.


Thought you liked that. He started to smile.


I’m trying to say – and that’s when my voice rose – that that’s not the point is not the same as saying You’re talking through your hole, Ben, she’s not doing this because she’s afraid of being—


I didn’t hesitate. I swear.


Gay? he said. That vein pulsing in his forehead.


We stared at each other.


He grabbed my wrist. For a moment I thought he was going to hurt me, though that was a stupid thing to think because he never had, not that way, and I went to block him. But he pulled me to him instead, pushing my palm against his chest, clamping it there with both his hands. I didn’t soften; I didn’t uncurl my fingers, but I could feel his heart beating under my skin.


I meant what I said that night, Geo. I know what I’m doing.


On the telly, the commercial channel had cut to O’Connell Street. News round-up. Their stab at the parade. I watched the cameras swoop over the samba bands and the stilt walkers. Frenetic chopping. Too many jump-cuts. Some reporter was getting cheerful sound bites from kids with special needs on a charity float. Their mouths moved, enthusiastic, slow, determined. I could tell the reporter was a cub; he kept interrupting them, trying to finish their sentences.


My phone had survived the fall. Stupid machine; it would probably survive Armageddon. It was in my hand again. I didn’t know how it had got there. My chest was tight; my sinuses were aching again. I was finding it hard to breathe.


The TV cut to a new story. A shot from under a bridge, one of the Royal Canal locks. An unfinished apartment block looming up on one side and a dogshit-and-needle-infested walkway on the other. In the background was a humped shape on a stretcher; beside it, a group of uniformed Guards standing around looking young and useless. One of the station’s crime reporters was in the foreground; he seemed a little shook. Body found in canal said the title. The reporter began to speak, his chin tilting. Up-right, up-left. The reassuring tells of an experienced hack.


Hooray! The gall of them. No salutation, no hi geo. I might have been anyone. No mention of the bomb in London. Hadn’t they seen the news? Weren’t they worried for their friends? Were they so tied up in their personal bullshit that they couldn’t give a moment for the bigger picture—


Down-left, down-right. I felt my gaze slip away from the reporter centre-screen, ooze towards the stretcher. A shape under a navy blanket. A limb – an arm, naked, white – had flopped out and the hand was trailing on the ground. It was a man’s: bitten nails, marks, what might have been old scars, or maybe tattoos. I tilted my head, peered. Gangland? Long shot. Impossible to make out the details.


I looked back at the text. They’d probably Sent to All, forgotten I was in their fantabuloso contacts. Why hadn’t they deleted me the way I’d done them? Maybe they’d stored me under Mar’s name. They’d always preferred him. Homosexual intifada, I started calling them after that day on the pier, trying to get at Mar, see how far I could push him. I pressed Delete.


Movement on the TV. A gust of wind picked up a corner of the blanket. A glimpse of shoulder. A black mark on a wiry white neck. Tattoo? The blanket flapped. Up-down. Up. Throat. Head. Hard to see. There was something wrong with the face. Wrong colour. Wrong texture. No—


Skin?


Watershed! The camera swerved before I could see properly, caught the crime guy looking shocked. A jump-cut to the studio. The presenter, confused. A screenshot behind her, the YouTube logo over a night-time shot of something dark and swirling. Then, without warning, another jump and we were back in London. Farringdon. Turnmill Street. Again, that weird sensation of familiarity, though I couldn’t recognise the street, couldn’t ever remember going there whenever Martin and I had visited—


Britain Crackdown


Was that where he was now, Britain? I’d always assumed he’d gone back to Europe, or maybe stayed here and tried to lay low, but—


My hands were shaking. Somehow my Contacts list had got itself open, right in the middle of the M’s. Mar’s mobile number was staring at me.


My sinuses throbbed. He couldn’t be there. He hated London. And besides….


I should delete him, I thought. No good hanging on to things that don’t belong to you. Get rid of it. One tap and—


A sudden crackle of static. I froze. The TV fizzed, cut back to Tom and Jerry. Music exploded through the walls; the Wolfe Tones, a rebel classic, courtesy of the Traveller family next door. My chest was hurting again, worse than before. Outside, something flickered. Was someone standing there, near the crossing at the corner? No. Just the light. A breeze had cracked open the clouds above the rooftops, sending a shaft of sunshine down onto the black armour of my neighbour’s 4x4.


A momentary blank; old and familiar as my own bones. Then—


Executive decision. But who was executing, I still don’t know.


I saw myself, as if from outside my own body. Saw a tall, auburn-haired, well-groomed woman in her mid-forties standing in a very tidy room, smartphone in one hand, remote in another. She seemed oddly paralysed, stuck. Then something gave and she pressed a button and I don’t think it was the right one because the pictures on the TV shrank to a point and died.


She moved. I wanted her to stop but she didn’t. She half-glanced at a pile of junk in front of a window, picked up something – a coat? – and made towards the door. I wanted to say, No, excuse me, please, leave that behind, that doesn’t belong to you—


But I was too sluggish that morning. Too groggy, too slow, too sleepy. Too Georgie. And the woman – me – was already picking up her keys and purse and punching in an alarm code and sweeping out of the house towards a waiting red Fiat, and me, I had no choice but to follow.


<save>




Lognote # 1


We start with a dinky little Object which occupies a rather special place in our collection; close to its heart, as it were. At eye-level, a book. A5 format. Bound in card, covered in green fabric. On the front and the spine is gold-embossed lettering in Gothic script.
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For protection, the Object wears a paper dust jacket that, according to some visitors’ feedback, has the texture of worn, fine velvet. Note: We advise visitors to refrain from handling this Curiosity, unless they feel compelled to by a neurochemical pull which indicates that they have a valid ‘connection’ (either ethnographic or empathic) with its content.


On the front of the jacket is a black-and-white photograph of a scenic Mittel-European village. On the back, a list of other titles by the publishers. Inside are one hundred and twenty pages; sewn, not glued. The pages have been thumbed but are not dog-eared. In our view, this is a book that someone has held open and gazed at, a book whose pages careful fingers have smoothed, as if stroking the window of a departing train.


The first seven pages are text. After this, each page contains one or more black-and-white photographs which, according to one of our earlier curators, pre-date the Object’s publication by at least two decades. There is a pearly, warm cast to the tones of all the photographs, and an elegant, modern, sans-serif cast to the typeface used inside the book, contrasting nicely with the Gothic type on the dust jacket. Each photograph is captioned and all captions include the name of the relevant district in bold type.


For an inanimate object, this Exhibit feels curiously warm to the touch. Alive, almost. Precious, like the body of a beloved pet, or a child’s much-played-with toy. It is possibly, though we don’t want to run the risk of being sentimental, a Thing that, like a dead lover’s letters, might even have been cried over.


Interpretation


Clearly, this Exhibit is the key to a storehouse. Witness the imagery: mountains, rivers and woods. Small towns. Snowy peaks. Cobbled streets. Spires. Elegant town squares, impressive boulevards. Statues, railway stations. Architecture, sweet as gingerbread. As the photographs are monochrome, visitors are encouraged to imagine the colours: red-tiled roofs, brown thatch, white gables, cream render, tawny sandstone. Patterned Byzantine mosaic. There are some traces of industry; factory and cottage. Women in traditional dress. Tilled lands. Blown glass. Lace and linen. The captions point to unseen mountain treasures; gold, silver, uranium. Cobalt, named for a local goblin.


Note: There are no photographs of graveyards, defaced or whole, in this Exhibit. Also, the town of Lidice – yes, that Lidice!2 – is not mentioned. A glaring omission, you might think? Is Lidice not considered to be part of the disputed region, i.e. the ‘lost homeland’ evoked by the Exhibit’s title? This raises further questions: What is a region? What is a homeland? And who, indeed, has ‘lost’ it? As a way of continuing the Wunderkammer experience, we suggest visitors pose these questions to each other, themselves and/or their children when – or, more accurately, if – they get home.


On the flyleaf you will see three inscriptions:


• An Fr. Anna Bauer. Mit herzlichen Dank, Ihren J.3 [undated]


• Für meine Tochter. Ein Schätzchen. Alles Liebe, Juni 19764


• The third dedication, as you can see, is impossible to make out, although some visitors have claimed to identify the shape of a shimmering upper-case ‘O’. In our opinion this dedication appears to be the trace-foretelling of a handover which has not yet happened but will, sooner or later, be on the cards.


Publication date is not given on the Exhibit itself. However, research indicates that it is probably around 1970, well after the purge has taken place.5


Most curious feature


If you put your nose to the pages and smell, you get this:


The bittersweet aroma of pyriodl, the region’s cherry jam. The golden warmth of straw. Sweat and secretions. Fear and longing. The metallic taste of rusting ploughshares. The acrid residue of artillery fire. The almond warning of nitroglycerine. The scent of shit. The trace of betrayal. The cheddar-sharp tang of a violated cunt.


Welcome, meine Damen und Herrn, to Bohemia!





1 Approx: ‘Beautiful Pictures of the lost Homeland’ (© Wunderkammer Inc.)


2 For starters, try http://www.outsideprague.com/lidice/lidice.html


3 ‘To Mrs Anna Bauer, with heartfelt thanks, your [formal] J.’


4 ‘For my daughter. A little treasure. All love, June 1976’


5 See Introduction: Man hat uns aus dem Land unserer Väter verjagt. Literal translation (courtesy Mutti-Kustosin/Mummycurator a.k.a. Anna B.): ‘One has us out of the land of our fathers hunted down.’




Mermaid
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Iris in. An in-camera edit, an old trick. A tiny dot of colour, shouldering away a mass of black. The dot starts pink, blood-and-spit-stained tissue paper, and as it grows takes in a face, hair, reflections, clothes, fingers, background. Scene.


A child is sitting in the back seat of a battered blue Ford Prefect, her cheek pressed against a cool window. A plug of folded tissue paper is in her mouth. Every so often, she takes it out, looks at the bloody wadding, folds it again, and sticks it back into the raw hole where her milk tooth used to be. The tooth itself is in a pocket of her navy corduroy jeans. On her lap is a travel chess set, its magnetic pieces laid out all wrong for a game, no matter how crazy the strategy, but completely right for a made-up story about kings and queens and princesses and knights.


In the front seat is a man, tall, fair, and fine-featured, wearing glasses and a worried expression.


The car is heading west along a narrow road beside a lough; they are skirting the border between Louth and Down, just about to enter the Wild West frontierstown that is Omeath. Ahead of them, past the crotch of the Lough, lies tangled, congested Newry; behind them Carlingford, with its oyster beds and historic castle and pretty harbour and medieval streets, and behind that, lonely Greenore and the grey expanse of the Irish Sea. To their right is Narrow Water and the Mournes, and the North; to their left the Mournes’ sisters, the Cooleys, still crowned with trees yet to be butchered in retaliation for the death of Captain Nairac. They’ve taken a roundabout route, staying in the Republic as long as possible, steering clear of Ravensdale and its roadblocks. The roads are bad, full of potholes. But so far the plan has worked. No soldiers – though once they get past Omeath, they’ll be stopped for sure.


For anyone who cares to look out the car window, there is plenty to see: boats chugging into the Lough; cars and armoured trucks speeding out of Warrenpoint, along the far bank of the invisible border that stretches like a humming wire through the water; the flash and whirr of British helicopters; the shining glints that are the Flagstaff towns, Warrenpoint, Rostrevor, Ringmackilroy and Ballymaconaghy; over to the east the golden ruin of Greencastle – castrum viridis in prostratum – where on a fine day there are plenty of mussels to be picked from the shore. And lurching up behind all that, the Mournes themselves, their woody flanks green-black like something from a German Märchen, bits of fog already beginning to steal out from the trees like wolves.


The two in the car, however, aren’t paying much heed to the view. The man is listening to a crackling radio broadcast, a mixture of chat and news. Every so often one of the news stories catches his attention, at which point he twiddles the knob, loses the band and swears under his breath. The child is oblivious. Her attention is torn between the clotting process going on in her mouth and the chess pieces on her board. She takes out the bloody wadding for the umpteenth time, inspects it, pokes inside her mouth, replaces the tissue. Then she sighs and lifts her White Queen. You are Lady Guinevere, she whispers into the Queen’s featureless face. You have to be quiet, otherwise the Black Knight will wake up and then there’ll be hell to pay. Her voice sounds funny to her own ears; lispy, because of the missing tooth. It is Holy Thursday, Easter 1974. Georgie Madden is so big for her age she looks like a nine-year-old. But she’s only seven, three weeks away from her First Holy Communion.


In the rearview, her father’s eyes flick away from the road, watch her, then flick back.


Granny and Granda Bell’s house is on Ameracam Lane in Cranfield, up from the caravan park and the second last house from the point. It’s on the beach, as close to the sea as you can get without actually being in it. It is a well-built old place, like most of the houses up North; two stories high with lovely views front and back. From the front you get the beach and the lighthouse and the Irish Sea, and, down along to the right, bits of the Republic’s coastline on the far side of the Lough. From the back, you get the jagged Mournes, where at night you can see cars making their darting way across the mountainy passes, mad Red Rooney from Silent Valley speeding the fastest of all, and, if you’re unlucky, you might also spot the strange, green, flickering Binion Light which lures travellers astray. Georgie hasn’t seen that yet.


You can’t actually view much of the sea from inside the house because of the lace curtains Granny Bell keeps over the windows. Looking at the sea, Granny tells Georgie, makes her feel lonely. That’s why she prefers to sit at the back, in the sitting-room where the telly is, and in the kitchen, her warm, fragrant territory.


When they get into Cranfield, it is still bright, in that late spring way just after the clocks have gone forward. A teenage couple are pressed against the seawall, hands everywhere, tongues lunging down each other’s throats, but when they see the Ford, they separate, patting their clothes and hair straight. Perhaps David notices this but Georgie has eyes only for the road, the gate, the open door. Granny Bell is already running down the path.


‘Come in, come in,’ she says as they unpack themselves from the car. ‘Are your feet on fire, Georgie? Pins and needles from— Oh my Lord, what happened to your wee face?’


Georgie looks up at her from under a tousled clump of hair. ‘I lost a tooth.’


‘Well now, isn’t that something? Come here and give your Granny an Eskimo kiss.’


Granny lowers her face, touches Georgie’s nose with her own, rubs. She smells lovely, of talc and rosewater.


The usual rituals follow. Upstairs first, to the big front bedroom where they leave their things. David doesn’t bother unpacking; he’ll be driving back to Dublin the next day, so he has just brought an overnight bag. Georgie folds her T-shirts and jumpers in the top drawer, hangs her extra pair of jeans in the wardrobe and places her book on the bedside table. It’s The Turf-Cutter’s Donkey by Patricia Lynch and is a present from her aunts in Clonmel. Georgie would have preferred to bring The Knights of the Round Table – an enormous hardback she’d borrowed from the children’s library with a lovely picture of a Lady in a Lake on the cover – but Aisling said it was too big and, besides, what would happen if she lost it?


Her bed looks empty without Rupert; she’s testing herself to see how she’ll do without him. Helen Woods in school says only babies bring their teddies on holidays with them.


In her pocket she can feel the small hardness of her fallen tooth. She wants to ask David if the Tooth Fairy will find it if she puts it under her pillow here or if it’s better to wait till she gets home. But he seems distracted, so she decides to leave it where it is. If the Tooth Fairy is any good at her job, she’ll know where to find it, jeans pocket or no.


Next stop is the bathroom where they ‘freshen up’, as Granny puts it. The bathroom is cramped and chilly; it smells of Glade and the toilet brush holder has a ruched skirt, like a ballet dancer. David pours a glass of water and puts some Dettol in it and gets Georgie to swish it around in her mouth. It’s painful and makes her gum start bleeding again, but That’s the job, old bean, says David. No smoke without fire, eh? which means she has to nod and act brave. Then they go downstairs for tea.


Aisling is Georgie’s mother. Her absence drifts over the house like the trace of old perfume. She is at a conference in the Mater Hospital; something very important she couldn’t get out of. This is not the first time Georgie has gone up North while her mother has stayed in Dublin. But there is something different about this visit which she can’t help noticing. Maybe it’s the fact that David has come too, or that Aisling didn’t talk much about the conference in the weeks leading up to it, even though it’s supposed to be such a big deal. When Granny says something about what a shame our wee girl isn’t here, the weather so lovely and all, David shrugs and smiles, in a way that doesn’t quite get rid of his distractedness, and says, Well, you know Ash, not so easy keeping her from something once she has her mind set on it.


For tea they have a salad, followed by apple tart and cream. It tastes nice even through the Dettol, and Georgie has second and third helpings of the salad. She would have more tart too except she’s too full. After tea they go into the good room at the front of the house. David sips a G&T and Georgie does some drawings while the grown-ups chat.


‘So, David, how are things proceeding with the money-lending business?’ asks Granda in a wry, jokey tone.


David flushes. ‘Oh, well. Not, eh, bad actually. Stops and starts, but you know yourself, sir—’


David’s way of calling Granda sir is meant as a joke, the same way he calls Georgie old bean or old chap, like they do in Dad’s Army – which Georgie doesn’t mind, mainly because it’s David.


‘Aye, well,’ says Granda. ‘That O Bocalla fellow, he still making enemies? Can’t move these days but his face is all over your newspapers.’


David laughs. ‘You keep yourself very well informed, sir.’


And they’re off, talking about Ó Buachalla, who isn’t David’s boss because he’s an architect, not an engineer, though he sort of is too – your Daddy’s hero, Aisling calls him, which annoys David, though Aisling doesn’t seem to notice – and Mr Lyons, who’s the head of all the engineers in David’s firm and is David’s Boss, and the Bank, which is David’s New Project.


Georgie has met Mr Lyons, who is neat and friendly and smells of tobacco and whose first name is Arthur, like the king. She hasn’t met Ó Buachalla – he never gets a ‘Mister’ in front of his name, probably because of his Ó – but because David has talked quite a bit about him and he’s always in news stories on the radio, she’s come up with her own image of what he looks like. This owes much to the illustrations in The Knights of the Round Table, especially the one of the Black Knight guarding the crossroads near Astolat. It’s unclear why Georgie has made this association; perhaps it’s all the talk of the enemies Ó Buachalla has. But there he is, in Georgie’s imagination, wearing dull armour the colour of stormclouds, sitting on top of a blinkered, ebony charger with steam coming out of its nostrils. In the book, you can see Astolat in the distance, a tower with sticking-out ledges which David says is called a ziggurat, and at the crossroads where the Black Knight is waiting, there’s a creepy-looking tree behind him, with the heads and legs and arms of his enemies dangling from its branches. In Georgie’s version, there are no dismembered body parts, but she has left Ó Buachalla with the tree – and a sword and shield, just in case.


Ó Buachalla is Irish but he went to Germany to design buildings and after that lived in America for nearly eight years before coming back to Dublin. He has a wife who looks inside children’s heads, Aisling says, and a little girl who’s almost exactly the same age as Georgie – though Aisling didn’t know that at first because she only met Ó Buachalla a couple of weeks ago, that night she got sick in the loo after going out to the party with David. Before that, Georgie had asked Aisling to ask David whether Ó Buachalla had any kids, but – surprise surprise – he didn’t know, so he had to ask Norma the receptionist and that was how they found out about the daughter. She and her mum are still in America, but they’ll be coming to Ireland as soon as Ó Buachalla has got a house for them. Georgie’s wish is that maybe she and the girl will become friends, but only if the girl is nice and Ó Buachalla isn’t too frightening in person. She hasn’t said this out loud, mostly because it sounds like something a baby would say, but also because she doesn’t want to annoy Aisling, who’s been cross lately. She did ask Aisling what Ó Buachalla was like at the party, but Aisling looked surprised, as if she’d forgotten she’d even met him. Then she laughed, very bright, and gave Georgie a big hug and said, Oh, fine. Which meant boring.


‘…what we’re trying is new, you know, eh, revolutionary, but a lot of people don’t want that in their backyard.’


‘Oh, I know. Not me, they say! How about that fellow over there? Try it on him!’


The men laugh.


‘People,’ says Granda, shaking his head. ‘Always so sure a wee bit of distance between themselves and a problem will work wonders—’


‘And it does,’ says Granny, coming in with a plate of coconut creams. ‘Now, can you two men take your complicated conversation out into the fresh air while someone I know fills me in on everything that’s going on in school?’ She winks at Georgie.


They drink milk and eat coconut creams, which are easier to eat with a gappy mouth than digestives. Granny asks Georgie about school, and how she likes her teachers, and Georgie says she doesn’t like Sister Germaine much because she slapped her hand with a ruler, but she loves art, and she shows Granny her drawings, and Granny says, ‘My goodness, what’s that?’ and Georgie tells her it’s a mermaid. Granny asks about Georgie’s friends, and Georgie tells her about Sinéad Cowen who is what you might call a best pal, and Anne Geraghty who lives two streets away and Helen Woods who only plays with them at lunchtime and the two boys, James and Liam, who are nice and sometimes join in. She doesn’t mention Alison O’Meara who lives on the Green and is sometimes mean because Aisling says the best way to treat people like that is ignore them, even though David always gets a bit annoyed if he hears because he thinks you should always stand up to a bully. Then Granny asks if Georgie is all set for the blessed sacrament of her Holy Communion and Georgie says, yes, except for the rosary beads. She doesn’t say David’s joke about the sacraments, two down, five to go, because Granny doesn’t find that sort of thing funny. And she doesn’t talk about the Dress, because she knows talking about the Dress is not encouraged and she has no answer for Who put that notion into your wee head? and she’s figured out by now it’s easier if she says nothing. Besides, dresses aren’t important, and nor are beads, not compared to other things, like having friends. Granny doesn’t ask Georgie if she’s looking forward to September, when she’ll be moving out of the nuns to big school. Georgie’s glad about that.


They watch the telly programme Granny’s picked out. It’s an adventure story on the BBC, about a boy and girl who find a secret passage behind a wall in a big house in the country. The passage reminds Georgie of the lane that runs down the back of the road she lives on in Dublin, in the way that it’s there all along but hard to get to. ‘Won’t this be a terrific way to send messages,’ says the girl in her English voice, ‘especially ones we don’t want the grown-ups to discover!’ Just as she says that, they meet another girl, dressed in old-fashioned clothes, who opens a door and beckons to them. Come over to my side, she says. The children take a step – and then the episode ends. At that, Georgie feels cheated. She’ll never find out what happens to those children; at home David and Aisling only have RTÉ, the Irish station, and there’s never anything good on that.


Upstairs, in the colder part of the house, there are four bedrooms. Granny and Granda have a room each, one at the front and one at the back. The big guest room is at the front, beside Granny’s bedroom; and, at the back beside Granda’s, looking out onto the mountains, is the lovely room that used to be Aisling’s. The Girl’s Room, this room was called when Aisling was still living in Cranfield, before she ‘flitted away’, as Granny puts it, for Dublin and Trinity College and her degree in Medicine and her marriage to David and, eventually, the birth of Georgie. Granny keeps this room beautifully. It’s full of pink things. Eiderdown, curtains, lampshades. Georgie usually prefers purple, but these pinks are comforting, and she likes the fact that she’s normally put sleeping there, even though it is no longer called the Girl’s Room.


Tonight, she’s sharing the front room with David. No point in wasting the heat, says Granny. And you’ll have the whole big space to yourself after your daddy goes back to Dublin. Won’t that be nice?


The double bed is for David and Granny has made up a camp bed for Georgie near the window. That way, she says, you can both get a better sleep. The camp bed is flat, oddly unstable and too close to the floor.


Granny has taken the edge off the chill by putting on a two-bar heater, so getting undressed isn’t too uncomfortable. David’s bed has an electric blanket – the EB, Aisling calls it – but because EBs aren’t safe for children, Georgie has a hot water bottle instead. She clasps it to her belly under the damp weight of the eiderdown and watches the beam of light from the lighthouse push in through the grey curtains and wash across the ceiling, lengthening as the lamp rotates, before disappearing and starting up all over again. There’s a rhythm to it, like a dance. Outside, she can hear the wind and the sea whispering to each other. On the bookshelf in the corner, filled with emerald-spined murder mysteries by Agatha Christie and Ngaio Marsh, ticks the pale green alarm clock.


Downstairs, they are laughing about something. The space where Georgie’s tooth used to be has started hurting again.


Later, the door opens. Georgie listens to her father pull off his clothes and get into his pyjamas. There is a creak as he sits on the bed. He takes off his glasses and sighs and across the room Georgie smells the minty scent of his toothpaste. Another creak as he gets into bed. A click as he switches off the EB.


‘Dad?’


‘Mmn?’


It’s a sound that says I’m tired, I don’t want to talk. Georgie gets out of her bed and walks over to his.


‘Dad?’ She pulls at his blanket.


David groans, a small crackling sound in the back of his throat, but moves over and raises the covers. Georgie crawls inside. The bed is toasty. David puts his arm around her shoulder and gives her a squeeze. Then he shifts away and curls over onto his side, facing the wall. She sticks her thumb in her mouth, making sure to avoid the gap, and listens to him breathe, aware of the warmth of his body inches away from hers. The dip in the middle of the bed, the legacy of thirty summers of visitors, feels comforting, as if she’s in a boat, rocking on the ocean.


In the morning, she feels in her cords pocket as soon as she wakes up, but there’s no penny there. The Tooth Fairy must prefer to find teeth under pillows. After they’ve dressed, Granny drives her to the Good Friday service in Massfort church, nestling at the crossroads on the way to Kilkeel. It’s not Mass, she tells Georgie. We don’t have Mass on Good Friday. We have service. As the priest drones on about Jesus dying on the cross so we have to live with the consequences of our actions, and Holy Communion and not until we face the glory of the Lord will our sins be forgiven blah blah blah, Georgie stares at the statues shrouded in purple and traces her finger along the names of the dead, engraved into the brass plate on the pew in front of her. Why, she wonders, are some letters always in red?


David hasn’t come to the church because he is still asleep. The poor man needs a lie-in with that big drive ahead of him, says Granny. I’m sure he can go to the service when he gets back up to Dublin.


But David won’t. David doesn’t like church. He always acts too jolly before it’s time to go to Mass, whistling under his breath, pretend-happy. Georgie knows it’s only pretend because when he whistles like that he makes Aisling’s shoulders tight.


Granda Bell never goes to Mass. That’s because he is a Protestant. Granny had to get permission from the Pope so she could marry him. Her family were fairly annoyed about it at first – Aisling says people can be funny about things like that – but when they met Granda, they were thrilled. That, Aisling says, was because he’s so nice. Granda comes from Derry, which he sometimes calls Londonderry, and Granny is from Annalong, farther north up the coast than Cranfield. They chose to live in Cranfield because it is pretty and beside the sea and reminds them of Newcastle where they met, when Granda was a young doctor staying in the Slieve Donard hotel and Granny was working as a maid there. And because, at the time they married, there were enough southern visitors coming to Cranfield to take the sea air that the town was able to cast a blind eye to a quietly spoken doctor; even if he was a Black Prod, even if he was from Derry and called it Londonderry, even if he was married to a Fenian, and a simple uneducated country Fenian at that.


The tale of how her parents met and married is a favourite of Aisling’s, trotted out at family get-togethers, usually after everyone has had too much to drink. Imagine, says Aisling, being so much in love with someone you wouldn’t let anything, not even religion or family, stop you from being together. At that she usually looks at David, just as Granny Bell looks at Granda when she tells the story. But unlike Granda, who always looks back at Granny, proud as anything, and keeps looking until the whole table laughs, David just smiles, embarrassed, and changes the subject. Something happens to Aisling’s mouth then, twisting it as if she’s swallowed a lemon. Blind as a Bat you are, Davey, she says later, in a voice that’s drunk and far too loud, when they’re in their bedroom and Georgie’s supposed to be asleep. Though sometimes Georgie wonders if it’s Aisling who’s the Bat, because only a Bat wouldn’t notice the way David looks at Aisling when there’s just the two of them in a room and nobody to be proud in front of.


Breakfast is freshly squeezed orange juice, followed by cornflakes and milk, finishing with soft bread instead of toast, because of Georgie’s tooth, and a boiled egg that Granny has timed so it’s perfectly tacky – not too soft, not too hard; just right. David has an egg too but his is hard. He prefers them that way. There is an edge to him this morning. His jaw is tight and he’s whistling under his breath and his fingers drum out little tunes on the scarred yellow kitchen table. Granda reads his paper and, every so often, glances at David from under his bushy eyebrows.


‘Right, troops.’ David stands and the sudden movement jolts the table.


At the gate, they say goodbye. David hugs Georgie, hard. She can tell he’s trying to be comforting but he feels too jittery for that. He rumples her hair, then stretches out his hand to Granda Bell. ‘Goodbye, sir.’


‘Safe home, now,’ says Granda Bell. His big doctor’s hands, veiny and liver-spotted, engulf David’s.


David kisses Granny on her soft perfumed cheek. They stand and wave until the Prefect has disappeared around the corner of the road.


Georgie goes out onto the beach, but it’s not as warm as it looks and she gets bored being on her own, so she returns to the house and, after asking permission, sits at Granda’s desk in his surgery and draws more mermaids. After she got the Round Table book from the library, she started copying its illustrations, hoping she could find a way of bringing her mermaids into a different world, not just the grey sea they usually inhabit. So far she hasn’t managed it. The Round Table copies are fine, but every time she’s tried to put a mermaid in them, they look wrong. As for the mermaids, they don’t seem to want be anywhere but the sea, and they don’t seem to want anything else in the sea with them. Not knights, not castles, not poor lost ladies looking down from towers. Her pencil scratches; grey sea, grey body, grey tails, long grey hair.


Through the walls come thin threads of conversation.


don’t see why… come up all the way here… go off like that without saying what’s


now, George, don’t be


can’t ask his sisters to take care


George, hush, please


Georgie frowns and bites her lower lip. This mermaid is a scary one; she has long nails and sharp teeth.


Granny has made a special Good Friday lunch of fish and chips and Georgie eats everything. She’s getting used to working around her missing tooth; it’s almost easy now. There’s no dessert because it’s a holy day but she has two Mariettas soaked in milk so she doesn’t have to chew. After they’ve finished, Granny says, ‘So pet, why don’t you go find wee Adam and Judith? They’ve been plaguing us for weeks, asking when you’re coming.’


Wee Adam and Judith live on a farm – more like a couple of fields, says Granda – out past the caravan parks, near the old airfield that was used in the war that David always calls the Emergency as a joke. Their Daddy’s uncle owns most of the caravan parks round Cranfield and, says Granny, is on his way to being a very rich man. Granda Bell calls Judith and Adam a ‘real handful’. Only the year before he had to treat them both for the mumps and, Let me tell you, he said to Georgie, it was worse than trying to tie up a litter of kittens in a sack. Georgie didn’t like the idea of kittens being tied up in a sack but knew what he meant. Although Judith is two years older than Georgie, she’s very approachable. She doesn’t call Georgie names and she loves inventing games, not boring ones like hiding, but made-up stories, almost like plays, where everybody has a part and gets to act stuff out. Georgie likes those games, especially the way Judith turns everyday things into magical objects and places. For all his giving out, Granda Bell likes Judith too. She, he says, will ‘go far’.


Wee Adam, Judith’s brother, is okay.


The air smells of gorse, coconut-sweet and warm, dirt, rain and cow poo. Georgie’s wellies squelch through mud. The back of her neck is hot under her yellow mac. Brambles pull at her, blocking her path. She pushes her way through, shoving them out of the way with her elbows, trampling them underfoot where they snap like bones. She likes going along the back path, not just because it’s safer than the road, but because, with all the twists and turns and the brambles growing over, she never knows what she’s going to meet next. It’s like walking into an adventure. She likes it too that she can hear things through the hedgerows – tractors and dogs and sometimes even people chatting about the weather outside their caravans – though they don’t realise she’s there. It makes her feel as if she’s something magic, a sea-creature swimming under a ship with a one-way mirror for its floor.


‘Ho there, wee Georgie,’ says Judith’s dad as she reaches the gate. Judith’s dad talks funny, more like Granny Bell than Granda, all up and down and around. Mountainy men farmer-talk, Granda Bell calls it. They all talk like that in Down.


‘You looking for Adam?’


Georgie shrugs.


‘He’s over there yonder with Judith.’ He nods towards the back field behind the farmhouse.


Georgie makes her way over, cautious. She doesn’t mind the mud or the wet, but she’s afraid of the Conynghams’ sheepdog, Patch. He’s always jumping up at her and barking. In the near field, Judith is riding a pony that Georgie hasn’t seen before, while Adam swings himself off and on the gate. A grubby football lies on the ground beside him.


‘Ho, Georgie!’ Judith’s face lights up as she pulls the pony’s rope, wheeling him around. ‘See what my daddy got me! Isn’t he beautiful? His name’s Lightning.’


‘He’s mine too,’ shouts Adam.


‘Isn’t he adorable?’


Georgie draws closer. The pony is tiny and dirty, with a rough white coat and brown eyes yellow at the edges. He seems a bit miserable.


‘Georgie, Georgie—’ Adam jumps off the gate. A moustache of thick green snot is coating his upper lip. ‘Wanna play racing? I’ll race you to the end of the yard and back?’


‘Eh….’


Judith looks at Georgie.


Georgie shrugs. ‘Later?’


‘Okay.’ Adam wipes his nose with his sleeve. Some of the snot comes away, clumping like a baby slug to the ragged end of his jumper. The rest lingers on his lip, streaked with navy fibres. ‘I made a bow and arrow and we can shoot with that. And I got Subbuteo for Christmas. It’s magic. We can play—’


Judith snaps her fingers in Adam’s face. ‘Oh, go away, will you?’ He flinches. ‘You know Georgie detests football. Go, go. Shoo.’ Adam snuffles, hesitates, then picks up his football and begins to do keepy-uppys.


‘You want to say hello to the pony, Georgie?’ Judith brings the animal closer. ‘Go on, get up on the gate and give him a wee caress. That means rub.’


Georgie clambers up the rails. Her fingers brush coarse white-grey hair, a damp velvet muzzle. The pony ducks his head. His legs are trembling


‘See, Lightning, Georgie’s nice. Now, Georgie, bring your hand in really soft and just leave it there, he won’t—’


‘And – he – scores!’ There’s a thud as Adam’s ball bounces against the gate, unbalancing Georgie. Lightning jolts, jerking his head.


‘Oh for the dear Lord’s sake!’ Judith wheels around. ‘Can you not give me and my friend a moment’s respite?’ Re-spite.


‘Georgie’s my friend too! That pony’s shite.’


‘You are in so much trouble, Adam Conyngham! I’ll tell mummy you’re using bad language – and on Good Friday in front of Georgie which is a bad thing in their church – and she’ll wash your beak out with soap.’


‘Church is shite! And so are the Fenians, and Good Friday, worst of all! You want to play Subbuteo, Georgie? I bags Man United. I bags Bestie as my striker—’


‘Go away!’ Judith swipes again. Lightning paws the ground, tugs his head. ‘I told you. Georgie doesn’t want to play! Do you, Georgie?’


Adam’s mouth, slack and open. His eyes protruding, staring at her.


‘No,’ says Georgie.


Adam blinks. Then he bounces the ball hard at the gate again, and, with a grunt, runs off. Judith shakes her head and smiles. It’s a grown-up smile, wise and sad, and the fact it’s being shared with Georgie makes her feel quite important.


‘Do you want to ride him?’


Lightning’s tail twitches.


The wide back of the pony comes to meet her. The world tilts. Beneath her, everything is unstable. Georgie’s fingers scrabble, find the rope. Behind a haybarn, she can hear Adam playing, making shooting sounds – tuff tuff tuff – as he takes on a horde of imaginary Indians.


‘Magic!’ shouts Judith. ‘Just—’


Somehow, Georgie shifts her weight and the world rights itself.


‘Champion!’ Judith’s face is glowing. She twitches the rope and Lightning begins to walk. Beneath her, Georgie feels the world sway again.


‘Easy, boy. See, Georgie, that’s a walk, and it’s much slower than a trot. It’s real gentle so you just sit there. You don’t have to do anything, just give him a wee nudge now and then with the rope to show him who’s in charge. Think of him as your trusty steed, like the donkey wee baby Jesus met in the manger or – oh, I know—’ Judith’s eyes gleam ‘—you and him are joined together, you’re the magnificent Two-Headed Centaur, Ruler of the Crevasse, and I’m Scaramouche, your slave.’ She lifts her arm, saluting an imaginary crowd. ‘Behold, subjects! All hail the Centaur! Wave your arm, Georgie.’


Georgie waves.


‘No. More regal.’ Ree-jal. Judith stops, gasps. ‘Oh! See that scurvy vassal?’ She is staring at a twisted bush near the hedge. ‘That’s a foul traitor and he’s plotting mayhem.’


Georgie makes an appropriate grunt of dismay.


‘We must stop him. Should I smite him with my spear, Majesty?’


‘Yeah,’ says Georgie. ‘Or—’ remembering the Round Table ‘—your lance?’


‘Oh, aye. A lance. That’s good.’ Judith shakes her imaginary lance. ‘See, your Mightiness, how the coward flees!’


As the play continues, Judith weaves characters and places out of thin air; inventing hazards and obstacles, desperate maidens, threatening foes. Georgie’s role is to back up Judith and go along with everything she says – unless, of course, Judith has decided to play an enemy, in which case Georgie has to fire invisible missiles or cast curses, worded by Judith, until the enemy dies, usually horribly and loudly. It’s easier than Georgie had thought, to play the game on horseback, the world rocking around her, and as it progresses, a parallel story starts to form in her mind, the account of this adventure she’ll tell David when he comes to collect her on Sunday.


‘Judy! Judy!’ It’s Adam.


‘Quick!’ Judith pulls Lightning and Georgie behind a small tree. ‘Duck your head, Majesty!’


Georgie obeys. Her legs have melted into Lightning’s body. She can’t tell which of them is trembling more. Judith squashes in beside them, shoulders tense.


‘Judy, come here!’ Adam is starting to sound upset.


Georgie glances at Judith.


‘JUUUUU-DITH!’


‘Oh . . . sugar!’ Judith straightens and—


Phuttt! the make-believe world dissolves. Centaur, Scaramouche, all gone. Leaving only two children, one pony, a dirty field.


‘Sorry. I’ve got to go or he’ll plague us all afternoon. Be good now for Georgie, wee Lightning.’


Georgie, peering through the leaves, sees Judith racing across the field, Adam climbing over the gate.


‘Get away, you maggot! You’ll scare Lightning.’


‘Where’s Georgie?’


‘Gone. Says you’re too much of a baby to play with.’


Adam bangs the gate. ‘But you promised we’d— Where’s Lightning?’


‘I lent him to Georgie.’


Adam frowns. ‘Daddy said you shouldn’t—’


‘What do you want, you stupid wee pup?’


‘Mummy wants you to help her with …’ He looks around, gives up. ‘I’m not a baby. Georgie shouldn’t say—’


‘Shut up, you!’


Judith shoves Adam over the gate. As she climbs to the top, she glances around. Her mouth moves. For a second, Scaramouche is back. Careful, my liege. I will return.


Georgie nods in as Centaur-like a fashion as she can. The two children jump down from the gate and run across the yard, disappearing behind the barn.


Georgie waits. Around her hum the sounds of the farm. Her own breath. Lightning’s. The uneven thump of her heart. The bubbling of her blood in her veins. The pony’s light footfalls as he shifts under her weight. Farther off, the clamour of the Conynghams – Adam shooting make-believe Indians again, Judith arguing with her mother, their dad calling for Patch. Farther still, across the flat fields and towards the coast, a dull chugging which might be a ferry, the swoosh of cars heading towards the beach, the cries of seagulls, the low rackety buzz of a tractor. Behind her, in the small copse, the uneven cackling song of crows and thrushes.


Lightning takes a step.


‘Hush, now,’ says Georgie, copying Judith’s calm tones. The pony stops. ‘Good boy.’ Georgie bends to pat him. There is a cracking sound in the bushes behind her. Lightning jerks his head, knocking her off-centre. Her foot twitches, makes contact.


A bend. A crack. A kick. And he’s off.


Afterwards, Judith, running to the gate, will say it wasn’t her fault, that Lightning wasn’t galloping, he was only cantering and any fool could tell the difference and if Georgie had remembered what Judith had taught her, and tugged on the reins instead of yanking them, then he would have slowed down, and besides, it was Adam who’d started everything by frightening the poor beast. And Adam will say it wasn’t his fault, he was miles away from them and so what if he was in the field, he wasn’t trying to do anything wrong, he just wanted to check that the pony was okay, and anyway, it was Georgie who’d kicked Lightning in the ribs and made him go off like a rocket.


All Georgie will see is harsh greens and greys, shuddering and crashing around her, freeze-frames from a war photographer’s camera.


‘Good God!’ cries a man’s voice. ‘I told you, Judith Conyngham—’


Something flies past the pony’s ears. A ball, red striped yellow. Lightning stops, sending Georgie flying over his head. A second of strange, exhilarating freedom before the crash. Then a whir of navy. Judith, running. ‘Lightning, Lightning!’


As Judith grabs the rope and calms the animal, Georgie picks herself up. The world is still spinning. Her jeans are covered in muck, her bum is aching and her eyes are stinging. She orients herself and comes face to face with Adam. He looks scared and guilty and breathless all at the one time, and under that is a hot glint of some confused feeling that she doesn’t quite recognise.


‘No, no, no,’ says Judith’s mother, gripping Georgie’s arm. ‘There’s no question of you going back to your Granny in that state. You’re in shock, you poor wee thing.’ Judith’s mother used to be a nurse; that’s how she knows about shock. ‘And your poor tooth. That’s awful, what’ll your mummy say?’ Georgie opens her mouth to explain that her tooth has nothing to do with Lightning but Judith’s mother isn’t listening. ‘We’ll get you a fresh pair of trousers and sort out those grazes and then we’ll have some tea. Won’t we, Judy?’


Judith’s eyes slide away from Georgie and meet her brother’s. Adam makes a loud raspberry sound. The two children snigger.


‘That’s enough of that,’ says Judith’s mother. ‘Why don’t you take Georgie and Adam into the barn and have a wee feast there after I’ve got Georgie cleaned up?’


Judith makes a face.


‘Oh, go on. You can have some fun and make up your wee lovers’ tiff in peace, away from us grown-ups.’


Adam’s clothes are too small for Georgie, so their mother goes into the big bedroom while Georgie waits in Judith’s room, looking at the rows of dolls on the top of the wardrobe, the stacks of books beside the bed.


Elinor M. Brent-Dyer.


Enid Blyton.


Noel Streatfeild.


Frances Hodgson Burnett.


Ballet Shoes. Chalet School. First Term at St Clare’s. A Little Princess.


Inside Judith’s wardrobe hang her clothes. Jeans, blouses, skirts. A red tartan kilt. The lilac gleam of a flower-girl’s dress; dry-cleaned and covered with silky, see-through plastic.


The bed is full of stuffed toys. Beside the pillow lurks an ugly-looking doll in a nightie, the sort that has a hard plastic torso and softer plastic limbs and rubbery cheeks that push in if you squeeze them. Queen Bess, this thing is called. Judith adores her. I know she’s an odd-looking dolly, but she’s my favourite. I’d die if anything happened to her.


‘Oh,’ says Judith’s mother, coming in, surprising her. ‘Are you alright—’


‘Uh.’ Georgie turns, holding her mac to her chest.


Judith’s mother laughs. ‘Oh, no. Look at the poor sad wee face.’ She sits on the bed and pulls Georgie close. ‘Now between you and me, none of that palaver out there was any of your fault, so you’re not to take on. A lot of what my wee girl says is rubbish, so it is. I’d never forgive myself if your Granny thought coming here was making you sad. She’s an awful kind person and has never done anything bad on anyone round here, no matter what people say.’ She rumples Georgie’s hair, then stands up. ‘Look what I have for you.’


She’s brought out a pair of the dad’s jeans, turned up at the ends with a tie through the belt hooks so they won’t fall off. Georgie puts them on and looks at herself in the mirror. She looks ridiculous with her puffed-out face and red nose and gappy mouth; she looks like a silly fat clown from the circus, the one that’s always first to fall out of the broken-down car.


‘Aren’t you handsome, with your daddy’s lovely eyes? Now, go on with you. Put a smile on that sweet face and don’t take any more guff from my weans.’


The haybarn has a rusting corrugated roof and it’s nearly empty because almost all the straw has been used up feeding the animals. Judith has laid a check cloth over the remaining bales. On it she’s placed biscuits, cake, sandwiches and a flask full of hot sweet tea which, Judith’s mother says, is the very best thing for shock. Judith digs in her anorak pocket and takes out a packet of what looks like butter.


What’s that? Georgie wants to ask, but doesn’t.


Judith unwraps the package and a strange smell, oily and sweet, drifts up into Georgie’s nostrils.


‘Is that marzipan?’ says Adam.


Judith smiles sweetly. ‘Aye, wee boy.’


Adam’s tongue slips out, moistens his upper lip.


Judith lifts the bar to her mouth and nibbles a corner. ‘I adore marzipan, Adam. Don’t I? It’s my weakness. I could eat it for ever. Only then I’d be as fat as a house.’


Adam glances at Georgie and makes a rough snorting sound, halfway between a laugh and a sneeze.


Georgie looks at Judith, trying to work out whether an insult was intended. But Judith is still nibbling at the marzipan and doesn’t seem aware of what she’s said, so, unsure, Georgie helps herself to a fairy cake. She moves a little bit away from the Conynghams, but not so much as to make it obvious, and chews as slowly as she can, trying to imagine that she is on her own, far far away, with knees that aren’t hurting from a fall. She is in Astolat, with the lovely Lady Guinevere, in the upper storey of a ziggurat, and outside, at a creepy crossroads, the Black Knight Ó Buachalla is using his sword to fight enemies with the faces of Judith and Adam, a fight that has nothing whatsoever to do with her. Whoosh. A head falls. Whoosh. A leg. The enemies gasp and splutter, die horribly. She swallows the last of the fairy cake, helps herself to a second. Through the stiff fabric of her mac pocket, she feels plastic, some hard, some soft, rub against her leg with every movement she makes.


‘Adam!’ calls Judith. ‘Come up here beside me.’


Adam drops the pitchfork he’s been banging against the side of the barn and clambers up beside his sister. Georgie looks at the space between them and is not sure what she feels.


‘Okay.’ Judith touches the tip of her brother’s nose. ‘This is the story of the ghostly green Binion Light and where it came from.’


Georgie shifts her weight. Her belly aches; too many fairy cakes.


‘Now, you know the mountains past Silent Valley, near that big gap you can see from the back of our house where Mad Red Rooney goes speeding round late at night? Well, once upon a time there was this woman who lived there. She had a wee infant child who she loved more than anything else in the world. But one morning, she woke up to find it sick. What’ll I do? she said. The wee baby wasn’t baptised and the minister was away up in Kilkeel, so she was in mortal terror for its soul. She went around knocking on all the doors, begging the mountain people to help. One man told her to dip the baby crosswise under a donkey. Another told her to tie a red scarf around the infant’s neck and that would keep the plague away. But nobody let her indoors because they were terrified of the sickness. Then word came from the minister there was plague in Kilkeel too, so he wouldn’t be home for a week. So out of desperation thon woman came down out of the mountains, and the first place she got to was the Fenian Church at the Massfort crossroads. But the priest there wouldn’t let her in. Go to the sea, he said. Find your own kind there. She put the child on her back and came out here, to Cranfield, and one by one, knocked on the doors. Still nobody would help her; not her own kind, because they couldn’t, and not the Fenians, because they wouldn’t. Each night she slept in ditches, and out on the rocks on the beach, and the child tormented her with its crying, its voice getting softer and softer….’ Judith’s own voice lowers. ‘Until one night she crawled into a haybarn and slept there, and that night, the wee child didn’t cry at all. And when the woman woke the next morning, she found it lying dead, cold and blue beside her.’


Adam whimpers.


‘Ssh! It’s not over.’ Judith’s voice is a whisper now. ‘The poor woman cursed those who hadn’t helped, oh, she wished them ill, and the very next evening, she herself was found dead. In this very haybarn. Hanging from—’ Judith’s eyes scan the barn ‘—yon length of wood up there.’


Georgie glances at the thick beam across the roof. She knows it’s just a story, but she still can’t help feeling scared.


‘They say she chose this place to die in because it was the last farm where she’d sought help. When the farmer saw her hanging here, oh, how he yammered, oh, how he wished he hadn’t done that deed. He could feel that curse coming on him and his family and he knew he had to get it off him. So he took her body across the water to the South so she wouldn’t be able to curse this side of the Lough. And that night, he and his Fenian family buried her way up in the hills over Carlingford, in a ditch, and that’s why it’s called Long Woman’s Grave. But…’ Judith turns her gaze, green as the sea, on Georgie. ‘You know as well as I that you can’t get rid of things that easy. For just before she hanged herself, she’d buried the baby’s rattle right under this haybarn, and that’s why it’s here she continues to roam.’


‘That’s rubbish.’ Adam’s eyes are wide with fear. ‘There’s no ghosts in this barn.’


‘Unfortunately, there is.’ Judith’s gaze leaves Georgie. ‘The only reason I never told you, Adam, was because our mummy doesn’t want you wetting the bed.’


‘I don’t—’ starts Adam, outraged.


‘I take it back! I’m only joking!’ She grabs Adam and kisses the top of his head. ‘What about you?’ She doesn’t look at Georgie. ‘Do you think my story’s rubbish?’


Georgie shrugs.


‘What’s that mean?’ Before Georgie can answer, Judith laughs. ‘Och, don’t be such a baby, Georgie! It’s only a wee ghost doesn’t mean anyone any harm. A poor mummy who lost her child. Nothing to be scared of – cross my heart and hope to die. Anyway, she only haunts full Fenians, like thon farmer, but your granddaddy’s one of the saved, so you’ll be alright.’


Adam sniggers.


‘Get off me, you pest.’ Judith pushes him away and pats the straw beside her. ‘Come here, Georgie.’


‘But what about the Binion Light?’ Adam starts to whine. ‘You said—’


‘Shut up. That’s only a wee tale. Come on, Georgie.’


Georgie hesitates, then obeys. Judith picks up a piece of straw and breaks it in two. ‘Here. That’s a compact between us.’ Unsure, Georgie takes the straw. It feels strong and clean and dry. ‘When did you lose that tooth? You look adorable, so you do, with your wee gappy mouth. When are you going on your summer holidays?’


Adam bangs the side of the barn. ‘When are you going on—’


‘I said shut up!’ Judith picks up something hard and throws it, ignoring her brother’s yelp. ‘We’re going down South at the end of the month. To Monaghan, for my great-auntie’s birthday. She’s ninety.’


Georgie turns the straw in her hand. ‘Dad says we’re going to Greece. It’s a surprise for Mum. I had to promise not to tell. She has a friend there and—’


‘Gree-eece,’ sneers Adam. ‘Greasy, greasy—’


‘Shut up, Adam! Greece? Oh my dear goodness! That’s exciting. I’d love to go to Greece. I am going to Greece. I’ll go next year, so I will. I bet you my mummy has a friend there too.’ Judith turns over onto her front and props herself up on her elbows. ‘Can you eat marzipan with that tooth, Georgie?’


‘I want some—’ starts Adam.


‘Buzz off, you pest!’


Adam glares, then retreats, banging on the barn walls all the way down.


Georgie opens her mouth. She feels a grainy, crumbly texture land on her tongue; behind it the hard tips of Judith’s fingers.


‘Nice?’


The marzipan tastes like it smells. Sweaty, sweet and not in a good way. Georgie nods.


Judith’s finger slides along the top of Georgie’s teeth, stops at the gap. ‘Nice?’


Georgie’s throat tightens. She nods again.


The finger descends, touches the open wound. Saliva floods Georgie’s mouth.


‘Euw!’ Judith’s finger retracts. ‘Go on, swallow. I’ve a ton more here.’


Georgie swallows. And again, bit by sweet crumbling bit, as Judith feeds her marzipan, and somehow the spit and the sugar help her wound to clot, and Judith talks, about Greece and her great-auntie’s party and the secret hideaway which she and Georgie will build together on a Greek island, away from everyone else, because they’re best friends, and always will be, till the day they die, like the sisters in Little Women, and the rain starts to fall, drumming on the corrugated roof, and at some point they stop hearing Adam banging on the barn, and a wind blows up over the Lough, ripe with the scent of seaweed, and Georgie’s face grows red from eating too much fat and sugar and her belly tightens and her empty gum is throbbing and her nose burning with the cloying smell of almonds, but that’s alright, because she’s with Judith.


‘Ho, Judy,’ calls their dad from outside. ‘Need some help here.’


Judith scrambles up. ‘Coming! See you soon, Georgie!’


Georgie waits for a few minutes till she’s sure Judith’s gone. Then she lifts her leg and lets out a long, bubbling fart. It smells horrible. She zips up her mac and climbs down the haystack. As she jumps to the ground, there is a sudden shiver of light – lightning, somewhere off the coast – and she sees a dark silhouette at the edge of the barn. Fear sends her heart pounding. Thunder cracks. Her eyes settle. She’s looking at Adam. His nose is running, a fresh translucent stream, and in his eyes is the same spark she saw earlier, after the fall, but now it’s cold instead of hot, and no longer quite so confused.


‘You’re stupid,’ he says. ‘I’m never going to let you play with my Subbuteo or my bow and arrow ever again. You’re a stupid fat—’


Georgie stares.


Adam’s tongue darts, searching for the word. His fist twitches.


Georgie pulls up her hood and pushes past him, her face burning. Violence hums between them, a telephone wire of missed opportunity.


She goes home the short way, by the road. She’s not afraid or anything. It’s just it’ll be faster that way, the short way, by the road.


‘Oh, my, that’s a brute of a night,’ says Granny. ‘A bad one to be out on the boats.’


On the news, someone has been killed. Granda coughs and shakes his head. ‘The things people do. How can anyone put that behind them?’ Georgie’s gum is aching.


At nine, Granny makes Georgie cocoa; Fry’s, with the sugar added separately. She winks at Georgie. ‘Now, there’s a wee surprise in your suitcase that I think the Tooth Fairy might have had something to do with.’ Georgie feels suddenly sick.


‘Och, it’s nothing to be worried about, wee Georgie. She came by while you were out playing and told me she didn’t want to leave it under your pillow because it’s a special present to do with your Holy Communion and you’re not to look at it till you get back home.’


Georgie tries a smile. It seems to work because Granny laughs and tousles her hair before giving her an Eskimo kiss.
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