

[image: cover]













VINNY’S


WILDERNESS




[image: ]





Janet Shepperson









[image: ]





 






















To the children from all the schools I’ve worked in over the years. You are all adults now, but when you were kids, you taught me so much.
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MONDAY 15 JUNE





On the top deck of the bus, Vinny sits with the grey-mauve sky lulling her to sleep. A soft evening, as they say in the country: the promise of more rain.


Then her phone tings. A tiny, unsettling sound, a text or an e-mail. Pay attention to me, it says, I could be an emergency. Your daughter’s home alone isn’t she, for the first time ever? And you spent half the staff meeting worrying about her?


The phone is in her bag, underneath another bag full of stories to mark, all settled on the seat beside her. Why spend her last few minutes of peace and quiet ferreting about for what’ll only turn out to be some stupid e-mail about renewing her house insurance, or the contents of her garden, or some such nonsense? Besides, she’ll be home in five minutes, and Roisin’s nearly eleven; she’d said if there were any problems, she’d go next door.


But even while she’s thinking this, her hands are automatically shifting stuff about, and pulling out the phone. It’s a text. It’s incomprehensible. 




No more mess and muddle for Lavinia, whether or not it is ‘creative’.





There’s a number at the top that she doesn’t recognise. Who is this person, and how did he get her number? Because it’s definitely a he, there’s something faintly bossy, unmistakably masculine. And chilling. Is it some kind of threat? Or is it just a crank? Or some colleague from the school, playing some kind of weird joke? But who calls her Lavinia? That in itself seems quite threatening.


Her stomach is tying itself in a knot. The bus lurches to a halt, she struggles to her feet, she’s nearly missed her stop, she gathers her belongings in an awkward heap clutched against her chest, using her free arm to swing herself down the stairs.


Vinny’s heart always lifts when she gets off the bus. Because it all worked out so beautifully, when she was skint and didn’t want to take Rory’s money; everybody said, ‘You can get a really cheap house up in North Belfast, if you’re not too fussy about what sort of area you live in.’ But she was fussy, she held out until she found this place. Leafyland, the outer fringes of South Belfast, a mixed area, a modest but decent little terrace, no sectarian flags, and she and Roisin have the end house with all that lovely garden.


And here at the bus stop is Roisin, hair all ruffled, face as pink as a baby about to start bawling, tears, real tears streaking down.


‘What’s wrong, mo chara?’


‘Mum! Mum! It’s the garden!’


‘What’s in the garden?’


‘It’s gone, they’re taking it, they’re stealing it—’


‘Calm down, pet, tell me what happened, you should have phoned me—’


Roisin stamps her foot in exasperation.


‘I couldn’t! They were out there and I couldn’t find my phone and they were tearing the place to bits and I couldn’t phone you—’


Vinny takes hold of both shoulders and stares at her.


‘Now. Do you remember, I told you not to answer the door?’


Roisin glares at her.


‘It’s not my fault! They never came to the door, by the time I got home they were already out there, in the garden!’


Vinny grabs hold of her hand and they start walking fast, the bags of books bumping against Vinny’s free side.


‘Nobody said it was your fault, pet, now tell me—’


‘When I was coming up the street I could hear this roaring noise, and I went in the house and looked out the back window and there was a digger, actually a digger in the garden – and then I couldn’t find my phone—’


Yes, Vinny thinks. There’s no fence in the front, and it’s all open at the side, so yes, a digger could get round – but why on earth—


As soon as they turn into the street, she sees the skip. It’s enormous. It’s piled high with earth and what looks like rubble, this can’t be from her garden, there isn’t any rubble in her garden. It must be from someone else’s.


There’s vegetation poking out. All clogged up with earth. As they get nearer, she recognises it: sweet amber. Straggly, reddish twigs and little green leaves blushing to red, and red berries already turning black. She can smell its soft, fruity scent. It only gives off that scent if you touch or disturb it. How often has she sat on the raised stone terrace on a summer evening, drinking her coffee, watching Roisin and her friends playing hide-and-seek? And every time they brush against it, it gives off that marvellous scent.


She walks up to the skip, leans in, gathers the straggly twigs in the arms and buries her face in them. This is her sweet amber. She knows it is. Something appalling has happened.


She dumps her bags on the doorstep. She and Roisin go into the kitchen but they can only see half the back garden, because someone has turned the trampoline over on its side, and it is leaning up against the window, blocking the patio doors. So she can’t get out there, she’s trapped inside with the roaring and an indistinct view of figures disappearing and re-appearing on the other side of a large black circle. In the face of her mother’s helplessness, Roisin’s tears are welling up again.


Back out the front they go, ready to charge round the side into the garden, make that awful machine stop. But out here in the street there’s more noise: a lorry drawing up opposite. ‘21ST CENTURY LANDSCAPING’, is written in capitals across the side. Ice-green, Vinny thinks, if there is such a colour.


In the back, plants. These plants are not clogged with earth or squashed by rubble. They stand up proud, complacent and slightly ridiculous. The young trees, with their fragile branches and leaves clinging tentatively, they don’t look too bad, but the pampas grass, huge overblown white tassels that look like 1980s interior decoration gone mad, they look so incongruous … even in the middle of her shock and confusion, their pomposity makes Vinny want to laugh.


Two men jump down from the lorry. One starts unloading a pile of off-white paving stones, tossing them down as casually as if they were polystyrene. The other advances towards her with a folder.


‘Mrs Corcoran?’


‘Yes.’


‘These’re your plans, missis. It’s all in here, a wee map and care and maintenance instructions, and detailed costings. Nothing cheap. He’s ordered you the best of everything.’


‘He?’


‘Your husband.’


‘I don’t have a husband,’ she says weakly.


‘Aye, well, that’s nothing to do with us …’


‘I don’t know anything about this,’ she protests.


‘That’s right, he said he wanted to surprise you.


We gave him the estimate over the phone, he didn’t want to let on till the stuff was actually delivered. Oh, and he asked us to give you this.’


It’s an orchid, off-white, the same colour as the paving stones and the pampas grass, in a shiny pot, wrapped in polythene. Roisin, coming up behind her, says ‘That’s hideous’, and it’s true. This is the ugliest orchid Vinny has ever seen.


‘Roisin, go in and look for your phone again,’ she tells her firmly. ‘I’ll be in in five minutes, we’ll find it, I promise. I’ll just get this sorted out first.’


‘If you could maybe show us exactly where you want the flowering cherry trees …’ the man is saying, and she follows him, wordlessly, round into the back garden.


She cannot believe the extent of the devastation. It’s a wilderness of churned-up earth, churned up, but flat. All the little bumpy bits are gone, and what’s happened to the wee raised stone terrace? Is that what the rubble in the skip is – smashed up fragments of what’s served Roisin and her friends so often as a play house, a pretend school, a pirate ship, an aeroplane, a castle?


The digger has rumbled to a halt, but the man is still talking.


‘Shame really, you had a couple of nice standards, but he said all those apples falling on the lawn made it look messy, he said you wanted the whole thing done over …’


‘Who said?’


He looks baffled.


‘Isn’t there a name on the card?’


Vinny is still clutching the wretched orchid. She peels back the polythene and pulls out a small white card, with the ‘21ST CENTURY LANDSCAPING’ logo in one corner. She can’t believe it. The message is exactly the same as that text; but this time it’s signed.




No more mess or muddle for Lavinia, whether or not it is ‘creative’.




 





Derek Masterton





Derek. With his eyes grey and sharp as gravel. His cautious, giving-nothing-away expression. His perfectly groomed salt-and-pepper hair, his unobtrusively expensive jackets that always look fresh from the dry cleaners, his thinly striped shirts with cufflinks, actual cufflinks. Derek, who had surely never done a spontaneous thing in his life.


She tries to speak but nothing comes out. Finally the man notices.


‘Em … right. You look a wee bit stunned? Right enough it looks a mess now, but wait’ll you see … there’s lots of good stuff here …’


A light rain is beginning to fall. Vinny shivers.


‘It’s like the surface of the moon’


‘Ach it’ll be fine when it’s all planted up, you’ve lots of lovely heathers and ornamental shrubs, and you’ve white gravel round the flowering trees, it’ll be nice and bright …’


‘White gravel?’


‘And some artificial turf, that’ll never get muddy.’


‘Artificial turf?’


‘If you look at the plans …’


She puts down the wretched orchid, with its waspish little note, on a damp bit of stone that seems to have escaped the attention of the digger. It’s all that’s left of the crooked path that used to cross her wild lawn.


Wordlessly she takes the folder the man is offering her, but she doesn’t look at it. The rain is falling steadily now. Everything round her is turning to mud, gleaming with a sort of evil sheen. Fifty shades of brown. She realises it’s hardly rained for weeks; with all that’s been going on, she’s hardly had time to notice how dry and prickly everything’s been getting. She goes back into the house, where she can’t see the devastation. Closes her eyes, leans against a pillar. There’s a faint smell of lavender which she’d dried and hung up last summer, dusty and a bit cobwebby but still giving off a slight fragrance when you lean against it.


She tries to summon up images of what she’s lost, but here’s Roisin still gurning about her phone. She hands over her own mobile.


‘Ring your number.’


‘What?’


‘Ring it!’


The ringtone fizzing across the kitchen reveals Roisin’s phone underneath her homework notebook, on the kitchen table. Roisin snatches it up triumphantly. But then a text from her friend Zoe plunges her into further misery.


‘Mum, Zoe says can she bring her friend Tasha to my birthday? Mum, what about my birthday? It’s only two and a half weeks away and we were supposed to have a bouncy castle and do the high ropes course in the garden?’


Vinny hugs her. It’s meant to be a bracing hug, but it feels more like a desperate clutch.


‘Go upstairs. Turn on the computer. Look up Indianaland, Laser Quest, all those place your friends have had parties at.’


‘But I thought it was too expensive?’ 


‘Well, suddenly it isn’t. We can go up to £100. Find out how much they charge per head, write it all down for me, make a list of the different places so we can compare—’


Roisin hasn’t smiled since Vinny got off the bus. Now she gives a big, disbelieving grin and pounds off up the stairs. Vinny hears the musical sigh the computer makes when you switch it on. She closes her eyes again. Hears an embarrassed cough. Opens them. The man is standing in her front doorway, framed by the grey suburban rain, looking at her nervously. He must think she’s loopy, because what can she mean by saying she doesn’t have a husband? She must have a husband, or at least a fairly well-off partner, because otherwise who’s paying for all this?


He says, ‘We’re off now, missis.’


‘You’re leaving?’


‘Can’t do anything more till it stops raining. We’ll be back in the morning, half past eight. Providing the rain’s stopped. You should maybe take a look at those plans? If there’s anything you want done different, we can change it, you know? Maybe you should have a wee word with, er, him?’


‘Of course,’ Vinny says.


The man goes. She sits down at the table. A wee word. Him. The phone with its small black screen in front of her, hiding the baffling text. So smooth. So hostile. 


She tries to think clearly, but she’s overwhelmed by a jumble of remembered images. Brambles, buddleia, flowering currant. Silvery branches of the dead rowan tree, poking up from a mass of ivy, its glossy leaves like a forest, a waterfall, a spiky green wave. Places for cats to crouch and wrens to scold them. All that luxuriant growth and decay: anarchy, fecundity, creativity. Her wild garden where she used to sit gazing at the speckled wood butterflies, the bees pottering in and out of the foxgloves, right through from the chilly days of April to the last golden days of October. Gone. All of it. Gone.


She remembers Roisin, a chubby three year old when they first moved in, in full flight from a sour, failed marriage. Roisin, missing her daddy, but consoled by all the new things she could do in this wilderness: stalk the neighbours’ cats, feed her dolls on real blackberries, play hide-and-seek with her mum in the huge, straggly rhododendron. Usually Roisin was quite visible behind its convoluted branches, but Vinny was always good at pretending.


She can send away all that stupid stuff – the ornamental heathers, the ridiculous pampas grass, the white gravel. But she can never get back that ancient rhododendron. The apple tree, all covered in lichen, with its makeshift swing. The dead rowan swamped with ivy, leaves dark green and glossy all year round, wood pigeons pecking importantly at the berries, their ponderous pink-and-grey plumpness somehow reminding her of characters from the Beatrix Potter books she read to Roisin. ‘We don’t have Jemima Puddleduck,’ she used to say, ‘but we do have Jemima Pigeon, she’s nearly as big as a duck …’


She gets up and goes to the sink to fill the kettle and is transfixed all over again by the sight of a waste land of churned-up mud. It’s only June now. How many summer evenings is she going to have to stay indoors, ignoring the desolation? How will she cope in October, her thoughts full of the ghosts of tawny crumpled leaves and bird-pecked windfall apples and cat paths across the dewy autumn grass?


Her phone tings again. If this is another text from Derek, she’s going to hurl the damn thing into the bin. But it’s not. It’s a text from Alex. Her thumbnail photo gleams on Vinny’s phone, just as she always gleams for the camera, as if her life’s one long photo shoot.


No word from her all day yesterday, and now this.




Vinny I’m so, so sorry. I just honestly can’t believe it. Never thought he’d do a thing like that. It’s mental. Just had to get away, I’m up here in Portrush, skype soon, tell you everything. Xxx





Not a word about her wee fella’s tutoring session with Vinny, which is due to start – she checks her watch – in twenty minutes. What the hell is she doing up in Portrush?


And what is ‘everything’? Have she and that weaselly Derek been discussing her, and the wild chaotic garden, and what could be done, and did they cook up some awful plan together, involving ornamental heathers and white gravel?


It’s impossible, she thinks. Alex and Derek were barely speaking. In fact, they weren’t. Anyway, Alex knows I love that garden, mess and all, it’s the one place I have to retreat to when everything else goes wrong, Alex would never … Alex is my friend … Besides, the words ‘Alex’ and ‘Derek’ and ‘together’ don’t really belong in the same sentence. But how did Derek get my phone number?


With the rain lashing down outside and the upturned trampoline blocking most of the light from the windows, the kitchen is as dark as a winter’s day. She stirs her coffee; her mobile phone is a little point of light.


She scrolls back through Alex’s texts. Breathless little scraps of chat, jokes, arrangements, apologies … spelling pretty off the wall … cheerful, insouciant, shiny. She hadn’t realised how much they’d texted each other. Almost every day for the last two months. Reading this stuff, you’d think they were best friends, inseparable. And she’d forgotten how gushing Alex could be. Look at this one: ‘I guess you’re right, you always say such wise things.’ And, even a couple of weeks ago, ‘So glad I found you again.’


‘Oh, you’re glad, are you?’ Vinny snarls.


She realises she’s spoken aloud. Could Roisin hear her from upstairs? She listens. She can hear Roisin’s excited voice, then a pause, then more excited chatter. The words ‘Laser’ and ‘Paintball’. She shudders. Anyway, Roisin’s happy, for the moment, for half an hour at least, maybe even an hour. Roisin can talk to her friends for an interminability, if Vinny doesn’t cut her off by scolding about the expense.


She tips the undrunk coffee down the sink and pours herself a glass of wine from one of the bottles left over from her disastrous attempt at a party. It’s gone sour. Hell, she thinks, it doesn’t matter what it tastes like, I’m going to do an Alex here: I’m going to drink to slow down, to calm down, to make myself stay sitting down …


She goes across to the lounge area. She settles on the sofa, cross-legged, her back to the kitchen window so that she can’t see the hideous, rain-soaked gash in her life. She shivers. Takes the bright green throw off the back of the sofa and wraps it round her shoulders.


Her phone tings again. It has to be Alex, doesn’t it? The message simply says,




Skype now? X





This time she actually does throw the phone. Not into the bin, but into the empty fireplace. It clangs against the metal bars of the grate and comes to rest amongst the fir cones which she’d so carefully arranged the day before the party. Let it ting all it likes, she won’t answer it.


She will not speak to Alex, she wishes she’d never met Alex. This is all her fault. They were happy enough, her and Roisin, till Alex came along. She’s sick of worrying about Alex’s problems. Her and that smooth, tight-arsed weasel of a husband. Oh, she complains about him, and the struggles of her life, but really, hasn’t she got everything she always wanted? And if there’s anything she hasn’t got, he’ll buy it for her. Including tutoring for her gormless wee fella … or maybe, as a last resort, a boarding place at some posh school where the hoods and flag protesters can’t get in. And anything, anything can be bought. Except for Vinny’s wilderness, that was irreplaceable. She can never buy another one.


Her phone tings again. No, she thinks, I will not go on Skype and start screaming and shouting at her. I will not pace about the room and throw my mobile and punch the cushions. I will just sit here, me and my glass of sour wine, and I’ll do my grieving. That indwelling thing people do, when somebody dies. I’ll go over and over the garden in my mind, till the pictures start to fade. Maybe I’ll have a bit of a cry. Then I’ll let it go. 


She closes her eyes and waits for an image of the bright, tangled garden to swim up, maybe with some apples tumbled on the lawn, or Roisin on the swing? But her eyes keep popping open. It’s the front garden she sees: the only bit of garden that’s survived. Scrubby grass, primulas along the weed-grown path, this is spring she’s remembering, and Alex coming up to her open front door, stiffly poised, alert, a bit defiant.


She closes her eyes again. Buries her face in a cushion. In the warm, scratchy, sour-wine-smelling darkness, the last four months unroll like a film. She’s astonished at the vividness of her memories. She can almost smell the stew she was cooking when the doorbell rang, almost feel the brisk spring wind tugging at her hair as she stood on the doorstep. She can hear an ice-cream van in the distance, and a dog barking two doors down, and Alex’s silvery voice with its carefully constructed Malone Road accent, gushing nervously.

















MARCH





The first thing she said to me was, ‘My husband’s starting to get anxious. He says it’s high time we did something about him. Wee Denzil.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You’re the woman who phoned? Mrs Masterton?’


‘Oh, just call me Alex.’


‘Right. I’m Vinny Corcoran.’


‘I know,’ she said, in a slightly odd voice.


Then there was that whole shaking hands thing which I usually hate, because some parents expect it and some don’t, you can be left clutching limp fingers or a couple of bangles or even a bit of sleeve. But Alex – although she did have bangles, gleaming and expensive-looking, jangling together – gave me a firm, practised handshake. Just a little twist of her mouth, though, as if she’d bitten down on something unexpectedly sour. A bit of lemon, or an olive.


The kitchen was a tip, and with the whole thing being open plan, there was nowhere to hide the mess. So I brought her out into the garden, then realised what a shambles that must appear, seen through her eyes. With their fringe of beautifully groomed lashes, subtle eyeshadow shading from bronze to grey, elegantly arched eyebrows and carefully organised blonde-but-not-too-blonde hair. She couldn’t have been more different from wee Johnny McAfee’s mum – earnest and clumsy and sort of hopelessly ungroomed – she always put me in mind of one of those dogs that flop about advertising paint, so that I’ll forever think of her as a Dulux dog, only without the TV stylists; a bit unkempt, cuddly but rather defeated-looking. Whereas, Alex had that greyhound-straining-at-the-leash quality. Greyhound, because she was sleek and streamlined and not an ounce of spare flesh on her anywhere. Straining, because she seemed so on edge, like at any moment a hare would appear and she’d be expected to chase it, and not only that, beat all the others to it.


Even the stone terrace I led her out to seemed to have grown more moss and weeds since the last time I looked at it, and the tangled shrubbery behind it was a mess, and could those be brambles poking their ignorant snouts out of the wilderness, right across one of the garden chairs?


At least the chairs weren’t damp. I dragged them round to face the flowering currant, which was just coming into blossom, dark pink dangly flowers looking wild and charming, like a wee notelet card. She could sit and look at that while I got her a cup of tea.


‘No thanks,’ she said, ‘I haven’t got time.’


That probably wasn’t meant to sound as haughty as it did.


‘So,’ I began, ‘tell me about your wee fella.’


‘Denzil, well, he’s a good kid really, but he’s always struggled. He just finds it really hard to concentrate, not like the other two.’


She started telling me about them. Stewart who was at Queen’s and Chloe who was working really hard for her A levels, uncannily hard in fact, it was dizzying to watch her, and of course they were both going to be doctors, they’d always been so competitive, only two years between them, and of course it really helped them to focus … and when they were Denzil’s age, they had no eleven-plus coaching at all. All the others had coaching even though it was a prep school, but Stewart and Chloe were already top of their classes practically all the time, so what would have been the point?


And all the time she was sitting rigid, her back not touching the back of the plastic chair, and every time she said ‘Of course’ she gave one of her copper bangles a twist and it clashed against the other one.


‘Yes,’ I said firmly, ‘but tell me about Denzil, what sort of kid is he, what does he like doing?’ 


‘Well … he loves the Cubs. He’s mad keen about moving up to Scouts soon. He likes being outside, climbing things, running about, getting muddy, you know, regular wee boy … ach, he’s a wee dote, really.’


At this point, her back finally made contact with the chair back and her feet came forward and stretched out a bit, and her mouth relaxed with a little puff as if she’d finally spat out the lemon.


‘He’s done more than a dozen badges. He’s actually quite patient really, once he gets into something. He’s even done Birdwatcher, he had to make a list of all the birds that come into our back garden, he’d sit and watch them for ages. See that wee thing jooking about in the tree? He could probably tell you what sort of bird that is.’


‘It’s a blue tit.’


‘Oh. Well maybe he wouldn’t want to tell you that …’


‘So,’ I continued, ‘how does he feel about having a tutor?’


The mouth pursed up again and the feet snapped back under her.


‘Well to be honest, we did try an agency. And he just would not co-operate at all. The tutor was a very humourless, strict sort of man and he completely rubbed Denzil up the wrong way, anyway Denzil was apparently quite disruptive, which isn’t like him at all, he’s normally such a placid, dreamy wee soul.’ 


She let out an exasperated sound, halfway between a snort and a sigh. She stared at Roisin, who’d come out and started rhythmically whacking a tennis ball on the back wall of the house, ignoring us. Roisin had come to terms with me tutoring one kid for the eleven-plus, or at least I thought she had, but the onset of another one was unsettling for her. She wanted to know why it was so important for them to pass the eleven-plus, when she wasn’t even doing it? ‘Because you’re going to the integrated school,’ I kept explaining. ‘Well,’ she’d ask, ‘why don’t they go there too?’ ‘Because not everybody can go to the integrated school, Roisin.’


‘Also,’ Alex said, ‘he’s a June birthday. Isn’t that supposed to make it harder for them?’


‘Yes, if he found it hard to settle at school when he was only just four. Did he?’


‘Goodness, I can hardly remember. There was so much going on. Chloe was in first year at Methody, she needed an awful lot of input, and Stewart was choosing his GCSEs, and he didn’t want to do three sciences and my husband said he’d really need to, for medicine, there was a lot of conflict and I guess I didn’t pay much attention to wee Denzil … I was just glad he seemed to be having fun …’


Then she suddenly shrieked ‘Denzil!’ and there he was, standing in the kitchen doorway.


‘I told you to stay in the car,’ she scolded. 


‘I didn’t have anything to do,’ he explained calmly. ‘My Nintendo needs recharging.’


He was gazing around at the big rhododendron and the three dilapidated trees and I could see him thinking, Wow, an adventure playground!


So I just took charge, instructing Denzil to explore the garden, hustling Alex Masterton into the shambles of my kitchen, embarrassing and all as it was, while I made her some coffee. We agreed that he’d come every Tuesday after school for an hour, and every Saturday at ten for an hour, and that I’d start off very gently so as to build up his confidence after the bad experience with the tutoring agency. I had to keep shoo-ing Roisin out, and I said ‘You know, we really should have done all this on the phone,’ and Alex glanced round at the shabby furniture and the dishes in the sink and Roisin’s half-painted Viking ship made from cereal boxes and said in an almost neutral tone, ‘I just wanted to see where you live.’ There was something hovering in her voice and of course I couldn’t understand, then, what it was.


Another shriek: this time it was Roisin, bursting in to say Denzil was on the roof. We rushed out and of course he wasn’t on the house roof, just the roof of what the previous owners had grandly called the car port, actually a sheet of corrugated Perspex supported by a couple of iron poles, which you wouldn’t think any kid could possibly have climbed. But it turned out he’d climbed up the dead rowan tree, with its mass of ivy that overhangs the car port, and sort of scrambled across.


‘Denzil!’ his mum roared. ‘Get down this minute – watch what you’re doing – that tree’s not safe, them branches is ratten—’


Or did I just imagine that? A sudden twang of Belfast working class accent? Was she putting it on, trying to get a bit of humour out of the situation, or had the panic brought out something she usually kept well hidden?


Anyhow, she waded into the ivy, stood ready to catch him if he fell, and when he got safely down to the ground again, she brushed bits of greenery off him and he pretended to duck. I could see they had a rapport. I thought, Well, at least this pair have a good relationship. There’s nothing worse than tutoring a kid who’s at daggers drawn with both his parents.


Also, I really needed the money.


So I said ‘OK, Saturday mornings for an hour and Tuesdays after school for an hour, how about that Denzil, unless you’ve already got something after school on Tuesdays?’


You have to honour their commitments; it doesn’t help them relax and concentrate if they think that you think that the eleven-plus, or the AQA, as we’re supposed to call it now, is the most important thing in the entire universe. 


And he said, ‘They’re starting up extra rugby for P6 boys, I’m supposed to go to it, but I don’t like it.’


His mum laughed and ruffled his hair.


‘Hasn’t got a competitive bone in his body, have you, son?’


He shook his head and grinned at her. She turned to Roisin, who was standing with a protective hand on the ivy-clad tree trunk.


‘So, what’s it like having your mum as your teacher?’


‘Oh, she’s not my teacher,’ Roisin said stiffly. ‘She’s P7. And we’ve got two P7s and next year when I’m in P7, I’m going be in the other P7.’


‘Ah,’ said Alex, ‘that worked out well. So then, we’ll see you Tuesday, and thank you so much for taking on Denzil …’


She grasped my hand again, this time it was a less successful handshake, she actually got one of her rings caught on a bit of rough nail I hadn’t filed down. We both apologised awkwardly. Then Denzil obviously felt he ought to do the same thing, and he squeezed my fingers so tightly that I yelped, and we all laughed. Roisin looked daggers at his retreating back.


‘Actually I’ve got Zoe coming round after school on Tuesday.’


‘Well, you guys can stay in the garden. I won’t be tutoring him in the garden, will I?’ 


‘God forbid,’ she said, comically, self-mockingly, and it gave me a little twinge because that’s the way her dad always used to say it.


So on Tuesday, with Denzil looking longingly out into the back garden where Roisin and her friend Zoe were swinging in the apple tree, I dragged the kitchen table over to the small bay window in the living room area, that looked out into the street. The view of a sleepy row of houses couldn’t be that much more exciting than eleven-plus questions, surely?


Well, it was a close-run thing. I’d been told he liked making things – dens and bivouacs and tents – so I thought we’d start off with some geometry. He could understand all those parallel lines and adjacent angles and opposite angles reasonably well, when they were on a diagram of a tent. But after twenty minutes he gave a deep sigh, obviously hoping the hour was nearly over, and pointed out a dog scratching itself on the fence across the road. So I produced a few ad hoc mathematical problems about dogs and fences, and he struggled mightily to concentrate, and afterwards we were both exhausted.


And Roisin asked, ‘Why are you doing this?’


And I said, ‘Roisin, you want to go and see your cousins in Canada this summer, don’t you?’


‘I thought you said it was cheap because I’m still under twelve?’ 


‘No, mo chara, not cheap. Cheaper. We’re still looking at six hundred pounds for me and three hundred pounds for you, plus we need to pay our way when we’re out there, we can’t rely on Uncle Geoff and Auntie Cath for everything, we’ll need some spending money. So I want to raise fifteen hundred pounds by August, OK? And if I have two sessions a week with Denzil Masterton and two with Johnny McAfee, that should just about cover it …’


‘So you won’t be doing any more tutoring after August?’


‘I wish. But I can’t just dump them. I’ve got to see them through the eleven-plus, then after November there won’t be any more tutoring.’


‘Promise?’


‘I promise.’


On Saturday, Denzil and I did prime numbers, square numbers, converting fractions to percentages and – our greatest achievement so far – how much does a £75 tent cost if it’s reduced by twenty per cent? Of course he’d done all these things before. At his prep school. But his head just couldn’t keep all that information in. By the time we’d worked out that the tent was an absolute snip at £60, he’d completely forgotten which were prime numbers and which were square numbers.


He gazed despondently round the room.


‘Mrs Corcoran?’


‘Yes?’ 


‘Why d’you have pillars in your kitchen?’


‘Well, you see, it was two tiny rooms, the kitchen and the living room, so we knocked down the dividing wall to make it into one big room. But we needed to put in the pillars, to make sure the ceiling didn’t fall down!’


‘Oh.’ He grinned. ‘Why is your house so small, when your garden’s so big?’


‘Well, after the First World War, when the soldiers came back, they didn’t want to have to live in slums. So they got new houses, but they weren’t very big because the soldiers were quite poor. It was all countryside ’round here then, way outside Belfast and there was lots of space, so they gave them big gardens to grow food for their families: carrots and potatoes and currant bushes.’


‘When a soldier came back from the war, could he keep his horse in the garden?’


‘Horse?’


‘You know, like in War Horse, we went to see it in London last year.’


‘Um, no. I think he had to give the horse back.’


‘Oh. Why were the soldiers so poor?’


Before I knew it, we were in a discussion about class structure in Edwardian Ireland, and for someone who wasn’t yet ten, he was asking quite intelligent questions. I thought of Johnny McAfee, and Roisin and her wee friends: it would never have occurred to any of them to ask why the house was so small, and the garden so big. Trouble was, asking intelligent questions wasn’t going to help him pass the eleven-plus.


‘OK,’ I said, ‘back to square numbers?’


He sighed. ‘Back to square numbers.’


The sun poured down that week. The garden lost its spiky, bare, wintry look and became a place of fluttery green promise. All the buds were popping open on the bushes and next door’s cherry blossom was drifting across on to our grass, and we could hear the tsee tsee tsee of blue tits. I wondered if they were nesting somewhere. Roisin played outside a lot, sometimes with a couple of girls from school or from up the street, pointedly ignoring Denzil on Tuesday and Johnny McAfee on Wednesday and Thursday and Denzil again on Saturday. On the Sunday, I got a rather peculiar phone call from Denzil’s father.


‘Mrs Corcoran?’


‘Yes?’


‘How much experience do you have?’


He had the brisk, slightly pompous tones of a headmaster. I hadn’t asked Alex Masterton what her husband did, but he certainly sounded like he was used to having a lot of people answerable to him. I told him I’d been teaching P6 and P7 for eighteen years, and also taken little withdrawal groups for ‘extra support’ in maths, until the Board, in its infinite wisdom, decided to withdraw the funding for that particular post, because our kids weren’t deprived enough.
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