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				No one worth possessing
Can be quite possessed;
Lay that on your heart,
My young angry dear;
This truth, this hard and precious stone,
Lay it on your hot cheek,
Let it hide your tear.
Hold it like a crystal
When you are alone
And gaze in the depths of the icy stone.
Long, look long and you will be blessed:
No one worth possessing
Can be quite possessed.


				


				


				Sara Teasdale, ‘Advice to a Girl’
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				Nico


				A cooling breeze creeps up my skirt, tickling my thighs, as I climb to the highest branch of the highest tree in the forest. Puffs of cloud, like God’s breath, float all around. Some of the other fellows are yellowing and balding, but this old man holds on to his crown all year round. He smells of leather and Papa’s pipe. Lying back on his wrinkled bark, blotched with freckles, I scout the sky for shapes. With a slight squinting and blurring, a galloping filly appears just beyond my reach. I swing both legs either side of the branch and ride like the cowboys ride in the films Maria’s dad lets us watch. 


				‘Would you like a man like that?’ he’d say. ‘A man with bandy legs who spits on the ground?’ 


				Maria would laugh, and I would think: but what about the gun packed so close to his thigh? 


				When we’re alone, Maria says she dreams of those spitting men. 


				Luca has climbed up behind me and is shaking the branch I’m clinging to. ‘Hey, don’t be such a dumbass! I could fall.’ He starts to laugh, sounding as cruel as Sergiu. The dog is running round and round the base, making strange grunting sounds. 


				‘That stupid animal doesn’t know it’s a mutt,’ he says, and throws a baby-green fairy cap in its direction. He should know better. Mama says if they are pulled too soon, you can hear their cries on the wind.


				Luca hits the dog on its head, who yelps helplessly, looking towards the sky. It still hasn’t worked out where we go when we climb up the trunk of the tree; as far as it can see we disappear into the clouds. It’s been around as long as I have, which must make it very old in dog years. ‘Senile old nutter,’ Sergiu would say, as he’d give it its tenth whack of the day with his pointed boot. We’ve never given the old hound a name. My brothers all laugh when I suggest it. ‘It’s an animal, a creature, an “it”, and that’s that, silly sis’. Mama reckons the boys were knocked on their heads when they were little, or jostled about too much when they were growing inside her. I think it’s because they came out just like Papa, except for Luca, who is more like Mama and me, although he tries very hard not to be.


				‘Where is your little friend today, sis?’ As if he doesn’t know. He follows us to the river most days and hides behind a bush where he thinks we can’t see him. 


				‘Just who are you talking about, donkey?’ I’ve arranged to meet Maria later at the watering hole, at the same time we meet every day during the summer holidays. 


				‘Do you think she likes me?’ 


				He’s asking for it now. ‘She doesn’t even know you exist.’ 


				He shakes the branch in a fury so I’m on the edge of falling. 


				‘Stop, you castrated bull!’ 


				He laughs. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll catch you on the way down.’ The dog’s anxious grunting increases. ‘Stupid yoke,’ he says.


				Of the three boys, Luca has the bluest eyes, the thickest hair and the smoothest skin. Although he’s the youngest, he’s also the tallest, with wide shoulders, narrow hips and a taut body. The girls in school giggle when he’s around and wear high colour on their cheeks. Maria’s no different, although I’d never tell him this. ‘Come swimming with us today.’ The words are out of my mouth before I can pull them back. Maybe it’s because I know there are only five more days left before school starts, or maybe it’s because I want the shaking to stop. 


				‘Ok,’ he says, as if he doesn’t care. 


				An image of Maria and Luca alone together floats out of nowhere, gaining substance until it’s hard and solid, hitting me in the chest, leaving me breathless.


				‘I can see up your skirt,’ he shouts, conceding nothing. 


				There is a silence, until I realise he has started climbing back down. I let go of the branch I was clinging to and spread my arms wide. Look: no hands! The sky is piebald blue and white, and I am trotting, cantering, galloping along the plains. 


				I would much rather be one of those men than meet one, as a girl.


				‘Are you coming down?’ He’s in a desperate hurry to get to the river. 


				‘In a minute,’ I shout, as a strange and strong pain hits me in the stomach. It has been happening more often: this clutching feeling, which comes with no warning and leaves me with wet in my eyes. I lean forward and lay the length of my body down, pressing my stomach against the wood, resting my cheek on the rough bark. Waves of swimming lines float in the air. 


				‘Come on, sis, Maria might think you’re not coming.’ 


				I turn my head so the other cheek is rubbing against the old fellow’s gnarled skin. I press and I breathe. Almost as soon as it arrived it’s gone and I sit back up, swing my legs around and drop down into the centre of the tree, using legs and arms to root and dangle until the last swing lands me on my feet. 


				‘What took you so long?’ 


				‘Just thinking.’


				‘You do too much of that already. Look, sis …’ He holds out the palm of his hand and there’s a giant centipede marching up towards the soft part of his arm. 


				I won’t give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream. ‘Disgusting.’ 


				‘It’s what the stupid dog is snuffling around at.’ He points at the dog, its nose pressed deep into the earth, digging a frantic hole. ‘There must be some kind of a nest down there.’


				‘Those things don’t build nests.’


				‘A hive then?’


				The dog looks frantic. I don’t want to see. ‘Come on. Maria will be waiting.’


				‘Race you.’


				Without saying anything, I build up my speed inside, until I take the first step, pushing off the ball of my right foot. I run like the rabbits run when they know they are being hunted. Even though I’m smaller and my sandals are loose around my ankles, I’m still the fastest. ‘Swift as the foam bubbles dissolving on the river,’ Papa says. ‘Like a silver bullet,’ Luca says. The dog loves the speed of these bursts and the squeals that come from me as I push out past my brother. It runs ahead and then circles back, barking madly at the air. 


				When we arrive at the watering hole Maria is already there, lying on her back in her white dress with the yellow flowers. She has two dresses this summer: the other is light blue and has longer sleeves and hemline. I wish she was wearing that one now. Her legs are bent, feet lined up underneath her knees. 


				‘Hello you,’ she says. ‘What’s he doing here?’ 


				The veins on Luca’s neck swell, and he starts to back away. ‘Just passing. I’ll leave you two to it.’ 


				Maria rolls onto her elbow and sits upright. ‘Last one in is chicken-hearted,’ she says, as she rips off her dress and wades into the cold, murky water in her bra and pants. I had forgotten about this part. I don’t wear a bra and don’t want Luca to see my naked body, so I run in in my cream cotton dress. 


				‘What are you doing, you queer duck?’ she says. ‘You’re going to ruin your dress. It’s filthy in here.’ We’ve been warned all summer about the dangers of this polluted river with its tongues of yellow foam lapping against the banks. Plenty of others swim here, and no one I know has been ill, although there have been whisperings about the Tcaci sisters from the next village. Something about them becoming so sick that there was nothing left inside them, that they’d surely be left barren. The water becomes clearer the deeper you go, and anyway, it’s way too hot not to swim.


				I stick my head under and push my body down to the silty floor. The silk-like liquid covers my sticky body with cool, the dress billowing around me as I swim low. I kick my legs and open my arms in big circles, holding my breath for sixty-one seconds, hoping they’ll be impressed. When I come back up the other two are splashing each other and Maria is pushing Luca’s head beneath the surface. He’s making a big show of spluttering and waving his arms about, even though he’s one of the strongest swimmers in the school, and Maria knows this. The dog is running up and down along the banks of the river, howling.


				‘I was under for sixty-six seconds,’ I shout – hand in the air, clenched fist, victorious – thinking that number sounds more impressive. No one’s listening. I lie on my back and try to float. Although I’m light, the river won’t let me; my legs and feet keep sinking and then the rest of me goes down. Papa says it’s because it has no salt in it, unlike the Black Sea. He says you could lie for hours on your back on the inky, salty water, floating in the night sky. Mama would bite on her cheek as he’d tell me these stories, only letting herself speak later when he was out of earshot. ‘Don’t mind your father, Nico, he has never been to the sea.’


				I allow my feet to touch the bottom, which makes a sucking sound when you stand. My toes curl around the mud as I wade against the water, feeling strong as I press it away. The other two are shouting and laughing still. I shouldn’t have told Luca to come. I swim until my arms and legs are burning and my heart’s pounding in my ears, then I climb onto the bank, my wet dress sticking to me like another skin. The dog pushes its head against me, shaking, and I pat it between its eyes. 


				Maria comes out next and throws herself on the ground beside me. ‘You didn’t tell me you were bringing your brother.’ 


				‘You don’t seem to mind.’ 


				She smiles at me and rolls onto her front. I wish she would put her clothes back on. ‘Are you cold?’ she asks. I’m shaking and there are blue and yellow patches on my legs and arms. 


				‘I’m fine, but you must be …’ 


				She turns onto her back and stretches her arms long over her head, her toes pointing towards the ground, back arched. I see Luca staring over, and I cross my eyes and touch the tip of my tongue to my nose. He pokes his tongue through his teeth, narrowing it, before he too, touches his nose.


				‘Impressive,’ says Maria, deadpan.


				‘I bet you can’t do it,’ I say.


				‘Nope, and I wouldn’t even bother trying. It’s a Zanesti thing.’


				I feel a small shiver of victory.


				‘The clouds are moving about fast up there,’ Maria says. We both look up at the shifting shapes in the sky. ‘I’d love to get on an airplane and fly away from here.’ I ask her where she thinks she’d go. She tells me her older sister Alina met a man in the village who said he could get her a job as a waitress in Greece, and she could earn more money in a month than she would working in a factory in Chişinău for a year. 


				‘You’re too young,’ I tell her. 


				‘I heard Papa say I will make a good marriage, in time.’ We both lie silently, staring at the clouds as they skitter across the blue. I don’t want her to go away from me. I don’t want her knowing this. 


				‘What do you wish for, dreamer?’ I’ve never thought beyond this – beyond school terms and holidays and essay prizes and climbing trees and swimming in the river. ‘Are you writing in your notebook every day?’ she asks, looking at me closely. ‘You’re the best in school, everyone says so.’ That’s just because everyone else is so lazy. ‘You’ll win the essay competition again this year.’ I shrug, pretending that I don’t care. ‘You should be a teacher, like Miss Iliescu.’ I like this idea, for then I might not have to marry at all. ‘Ms Smith thought you were the cat’s miaow!’ 


				My heart hurts thinking of her open face, always kind, even when the stupid boys fell asleep in her class, or pulled our ponytails, or wrote filthy notes and flew them as paper airplanes, aiming their pointy noses at the back of the girl’s head in front. ‘You have a bright future, Nicoleta,’ she’d said on her last day, before she returned home to America after volunteering at our school for two whole years. ‘Students like you make doing what I do worthwhile.’ My face tingles recalling these words.


				Luca climbs out, his body strong and wet. He goes for a run, to warm up, the dog running alongside him. Maria laughs. ‘That dog is in love,’ she says.
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				Sammy


				Since it happened a year ago – I was a late developer, though I’ve wasted no time making up for lost time – the dog up the street won’t stop humping me, Mother looks like she wants to devour me, Dad looks (and goes) away, Brian and the lads want to do me, and men are craning their necks everywhere I go. The other day a taxi driver sped through a red light and almost caused a massive pile-up, horns honking furiously, as he kept his eyes fastened on me. That would be about right really, that I would be the cause of such commotion. ‘Havoc follows you wherever you go,’ Mother says. She seems to think I’m the reason she is the way she is – she wishes she’d pushed me back inside her the minute I slithered out, and demanded I be turned into a boy who would grow into a big strong man to worship the ground she walks on. Instead, she got this awful girl. Sometimes when I see her sitting on her fat ass, glugging her Chablis or her Sauvignon, or worst of all, her Chardonnay, I get the feeling she might open her greedy gob and suck me in, swallowing me whole. I can imagine Luce calling over and seeing my bony body pushing through her jelly belly, elbows and knees jutting through, my voice coming from far away. Luce would cut her open with a kitchen knife and free me. 


				I hear the doorbell ring: it is my saviour. Mother answers the door, and I can imagine her laser-beaming Lucy with her yellow eyes, her gaze working upwards from her ankles to beneath the hem of her skirt. ‘Hello, Lucy,’ I hear her say. ‘Samantha is having a strop, locked herself in her bedroom, making an awful racket. I’m at my wits end with that one.’ Even though she’s not one to pray, Luce thanks God or the tooth fairy or whatever entity has decided not to land her in this house. 


				‘Sam?’ I pretend not to hear her, allowing her to suffer the pleasure of Mother’s company a moment longer. Feel it, Luce? I’m hooked up to Eminem on my mobile, on a loop, over and over: Oh where’s Mama? She’s taking a little nap in the trunk. Eminem is the king. He does it better than any of the nubies out there. Mother hates the racket he makes: ‘Angry little man’. Really, Mother. I imagine her going into the kitchen to light a cigarette and suck on a glass of chilled plonk; she’s waving the cigarette towards the ceiling and the ‘strop’. ‘What did I do to deserve this little hussy?’ she says, all teary and bleary. Luce turns one of her special hate-filled stares on Mother, believing for a moment that maybe she possesses special powers and can turn the monster to stone. Instead, the full force of Mother’s toxic gaze is turned back on her and she withers. Poor ole Luce wants to wee and wants to run. She’s momentarily paralysed, standing at the base of the stairs. 


				‘Go on home now, and I’ll deal with the trollop later on.’


				This is it. Some power she never knew she had pours through her. ‘Where do you think you’re going, missy? I thought I told you to go home.’ Luce hears the voice behind her: a voice that is full of swaying and malice, a voice that is saturated with booze. She gets to the top of the stairs and bangs on my door. ‘It’s me, Lucy.’ 


				Mother is mounting the steps behind her and Luce wills herself not to look back, to hold her nerve, not to give up on her best friend. Louder now, ‘It’s Luce’, and the door opens a crack and my tear-stained face – blotchy, bloated and bright red, for full effect – peers around the gap. My arm pulls her in. Her breath is coming fast and shallow. Just from looking at me she seems as if she might faint. Luce hates to see anyone upset, most of all me. Even though I try not to let it in and I’m old enough to know the score, last night’s shenanigans were bad, even by this house’s standards (although I can’t be sure it really happened the way I think it happened, I was half asleep and I’m prone to nightmares and hyper-imaginings and lying, even to myself). Thing is, I don’t like her coming into my room in the middle of the night to stare, or whatever it is she’s doing, and I told her as much. I told her to fuck off and she said, ‘How dare you speak to your mother like that?’ in that haughty injured tone she has, and then I couldn’t sleep and my airwaves closed down and my head sped up and I lay there, rigid and tumbling inside. 


				 ‘Come on, Sam, let’s get out of here,’ Luce says. ‘Dad gave me this … so pizza?’ She holds out twenty quid. ‘Let’s get a movie and some grub.’ She notices that I’m wearing new high, high wedges and a short, black leather mini with a tight T-shirt. A present from Brian. ‘Where are you going dressed like that?’ she says. 


				‘Maximum exposure,’ I say, winking. She knows this particular one – it’s what I say when she asks me why I roll my uniform so high. ‘Don’t you start anyway, you sound like the aul wan below. Come on, let’s go.’ 


				‘Aren’t you going to put some clothes on? Seriously, it’s not that warm out there.’ Her voice is high. 


				‘Well,’ I say, ‘I’m hot, hot, hot.’ 


				Luce knows I have a reputation as being exactly that with the boys in the school. Right now she’s getting hot standing in my presence. Her cheeks are pulsating and I can tell her heart is hammering. I have her in my thrall. ‘Ready to run?’ I say, pinioning her with my stare. She nods and pushes open the door, and the two of us bolt it down the stairs, past Mother’s bulk as she tries to block the door but finds two hurtling teenagers too much for her. ‘Oh my poor heart,’ she says, gasping, grabbing at her humongous bosom as the two of us fly past, laughing so loudly it seems we might combust. ‘You’re my knight in shining armour,’ I say to Luce. I know she likes that one.


				We burst outside into the limp sunlight that does little to heat the expanse of my bare goose-pimply skin. We run fast, past all the other identikit white semi-Ds with their neatly tarmacked drives and their 4x4s, past the scrawny newly planted trees, past Spar and Murtagh’s pharmacy (purveyors of Xanax and Lexotan to the stressed-out mothers of terrible teenagers), past Café Zefferelli’s, past Butler’s Pantry, and further on – to the Holy Grail, the all-important booze emporium. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Luce says to my back as I disappear into the offy, where Mother has won ‘Customer of the Year Award’ the last five years straight. 


				Inside, the boy with the pimples who doesn’t look old enough to be serving alcohol looks me up and down, running his gaze over my legs. As if. I know this game. I pick a naggin of vodka off the shelf. 


				‘ID,’ the guy manages. The sound comes out all muffled. He’s having a hard time swallowing. 


				‘Do I look like I’m too young?’ I say. 


				‘Sorry, no can do. If the boss sees me selling booze to you I’m out of a job,’ he says, warming to his theme of power and guardianship. 


				‘Tell your boss to come on out here.’ The guy is silent. I didn’t think so. ‘Come on, just let us buy the booze and I’ll make it worth your while.’ I frown at him. The frown says more than a smile in this instance. It says: I will, you know, I’m serious. I’ll do anything you want me to do, if you’ll sell me this booze. 


				‘Come on, Sam, let’s go,’ Luce says. ‘I’m starving.’


				‘You go if you want to, I’ll follow you when I’m good and ready.’ I know she won’t leave me here. The guy is staring. I can hear the voices warring in his head. If he won’t sell it to me I’ll take it anyway. He knows it, I know it, Luce knows it. The boy crumbles, asks for my number. I smile and give him Luce’s. 


				‘Great. Now I’m going to have Creepo calling me all times of the day and night, obsessed.’ She knows what she’s talking about.


				We walk out of the shop with a bottle of clear liquid in a brown paper bag, and I turn to her. ‘Now, let’s go get off our heads.’ 


				‘I’m starving,’ she says. 


				‘Good, good. It’s better that way. Works faster, burns the fuck out of your stomach and swims into the blood stream directly.’ She’s probably wondering why I’d want to be like Mother. Sometimes I ask myself this question and it’s complicated, cos obviously I don’t want to be … but … sometimes … getting off your head is the only response: it’s like sleeping without the nightmares. I need to numb now, and quick. 


				‘I’m getting us some pizza first,’ she says. 


				‘Knock yourself out.’ She goes into a Spar that serves heated pizza slices. She must have some other money her dad gave her. He’s always giving her spondoolas. She comes back with two slices of margherita, another with mushrooms and ham, and a bottle of water. Go Luce. I’m sitting on a high wall opposite, swinging my legs, wedges dangling around my ankles. 


				‘Are you ok?’ she asks. ‘Your eyes look all bruised underneath.’ 


				‘It’s only that shit new Maybelline mascara. It runs like hell,’ I tell her. ‘Come on, Luce, race ya,’ and I jump off the wall, wincing as one of my ankles turns sideways. I take off the shoes and leg it. 


				Her breath is close behind me, both of us running like loopers until we reach the gates of the convent garden. Heels dangling in one hand, the brown paper bag in the other, I scramble over the top of the spiked gate, landing in a tangled heap on the other side, screeching. 


				‘You sound like a demented baby hyena.’ That’s pretty original, coming from her. She hands the bag with the pizzas and the water through the bars and starts to climb. She’s terrified of falling on a spike, impaling herself there. I grab her on the other side and we roll, limbs entangled, breath shared and caught, hysterical. She falls onto her back and I sit on top of her, pinning her arms to the ground. ‘Now swallow,’ I say, pushing the bottle of vodka to her lips. She has no ability to say no to me, ever. 


				The burning liquid gushes down her throat and bloats her stomach. I can see it blowing up in front of my eyes, like a little helium balloon. She’s not hungry now, either. She has no desire to do anything except lie here, me astride her, the cloudy sky above us. I glug, like a greedy baby with a bottle of formula. 


				‘Hey,’ she says, ‘slow down.’ 


				I collapse onto the grass beside her and we both stare up at the sky. 


				‘Look at that cloud. It’s like a great big cock.’ Luce doesn’t see what I see. I bet all she sees are grey billowy things. The whole sky is different shades of grey. ‘Hey, lezzer, I know you want to. Why not?’ And I do what she dreams of me doing: I grab her tight, push my mouth onto hers. She tries to stop me, to stop herself, to be my protector, yet here she is, no better than any of the others. I can hear her thoughts clearer than I hear my own. 


				She pushes me off her eventually. ‘What if a nun sees us?’ 


				I laugh. ‘They’re at it every night of the week anyway.’ 


				We lie on our backs on the damp yellowing grass. 


				‘Back to school in five days,’ she says. 


				‘I’m not going back.’


				‘Don’t be such an eejit, of course you are. What else would you do?’


				‘I have to get a job.’


				‘Who’s going to give you a job? You’re only fifteen.’


				‘Would you stay in that house?’


				‘You don’t have to. Come home with me.’


				‘Your mother can’t stand me.’


				‘Not all mothers are psycho like yours.’


				I turn my back on her. 


				‘Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Sam. I didn’t mean that.’ 


				That’s for me to say, not you, Luce. It’s getting cold. She takes off her hoodie and lays it over me. I roll onto my back, staring up at the almost-night sky, snuggled deep under her fleece. My eyes close. I know she’s watching the rise and fall of my chest; I know she wants to lay her head there. She doesn’t move. I allow myself to go under, my guardian angel watching over me, but then I feel a shadow crossing my body and I raise my spikes. The machine is going to flatten me, but still I don my armour. It’s futile, gonna happen anyway. I can smell her boozy breath. I push her off me. No. No. No. No. No. 


				‘Sammy, it’s ok,’ a voice whispers. I open my eyes and flow back down inside my body. The sky above is navy-black now and pricked with tiny stars. I’m on the grass, with my friend beside me, and although we are far from that house, the reverberations are still inside me: maximum exposure. I look down at my long, stick-like legs and red, scuffed knees. 


				‘Come on, let’s get you home,’ she says.


				‘Are you insane? Insane in the membrane?’ I’m singing and wide awake now. ‘I told you I wouldn’t spend another night under that stinking roof.’ 


				‘I know. I know. I meant my home. Let’s get you back there.’ 


				‘Your parents will be furious, and they’ll blame me.’ I give her my phone. ‘Look, it’s one in the morning and not a call. Mine probably don’t even notice. Check yours, I bet there’s zillions of missed calls. I bet they’ll have called out the cavalry.’ 


				I’m stomping on the damp grass in my bare feet. ‘Do you honestly think we can just go on back there now and get hugs and food and warm beds and snuggle up close to each other and have sweet dreams?’


				‘No way I’m leaving you here alone.’


				‘No way I’m going back to your gaff with you now. We both stink of booze.’


				‘No way I’m going without you.’


				This is the moment inspiration hits. Heat rises in me and the hair on my arms spikes upwards. I start riffing on a theme, feeling like I’m Ireland’s answer to the King of Beatboys: Guys and girls and damage done/ Guys hurt girls/ Hurt girls = concerned parents = attention diverted from pissed wayward friend. This is genius. This is why I get As in English, when I pretty much fail everything else. ‘You have a powerful imagination,’ Miss White would say as she’d hand me back my pages topped with a gold star. ‘Powerful.’ And now the ideas are coming, in a torrent, like what I imagine King Em experiences as he floods the pages with his scorching rage. I can see the picture forming: me dripping in blood, clothes torn, sobbing, distraught, in need of care and medical attention. I’ve always liked the fact that Luce’s dad is a doc, some top-notch consultant saving lives, whereas mine is some guy with a suit and a briefcase, selling stuff. So, there I am – hurt, really hurt, and Luce’s parents are too concerned to be angry, even though I’m well aware of what they think of me. Particularly Mrs O’D. She practically wrinkles her nose every time she sees me. ‘That girl has trouble written all over her’. Well, tonight, Mrs O’D, I’m going to prove you spectacularly right. 


				‘What’s going through your mind?’ Luce says, crashing in on my buzz.


				‘We could do it to ourselves.’ I point to the bottle. ‘We can do a lot of damage with that.’ 


				‘Don’t be such an idiot. My parents are not going to go mental if we go home now. We can tell them the truth, tell them about your awful row with your mother and you needing to get out of the house and needing air and head-space.’


				‘Do we also tell them about their daughter comforting me?’


				‘Sammy … don’t,’ she says.


				Pacing, my heart is pounding and the blood pulsing faster than it’s ever done. I can feel it thumping in my ears. This is like the time I took poppers and couldn’t stop dancing and couldn’t slow my heart down for days after. This is like that time, and then some. The train has left the station now, Lucy Lou, and you laying yourself out on the tracks ain’t going to stop it, so you better just get out of its way. I can hear her twittering on, telling me to ‘calm down’ and ‘think clearly’, but I’m not listening with the force and speed of the thoughts tumbling around in here. I lift the empty bottle and suck down the last few dregs, then sit back on the grass, and watch.


				I witness my hand moving of its own accord, or according to the yank of some giant puppet master in the sky. Whatever; I have no control over the hand that places the bottle between my legs, and pushes it hard, ramming it, so I tear. Luce screams, then goes quiet, whispering, ‘Oh, Sammy, Sammy’, over and over. She sounds muffled, as if we are both underwater. 


				A voice comes out of me, high and giddy. ‘It’s not like it wasn’t broken before.’ Lucy’s whispers taper off, and she falls silent. The silence envelops the moment, stilling it, distilling it. We are both captured in a perfect freeze-frame. I’m calm, hyper, shocked, elated by this thing that my hand has done. I’m sore, and that feels right. The demented ventriloquist speaks though me, ‘Now I’m all smashed up. Now someone might take notice.’ My body spasms with horror and ecstasy at what I have done, or what it has done. Yep, Mother, I’m a crazy possessed child all right.


				


			


		


	

		

			

				3


				Nico


				When I stretch my arms to their widest span my fingertips hit against slimy moss-covered walls. The freezing water is at my chest and creeping its way higher. I hold my breath while telling myself that no one really dies in their dreams. Even when I open my eyes, pinch myself and let the bedside lamp cast its glare around the room, I feel as though I’m deep down under and there is a cover blocking out all the light. I did not meet a white rabbit, nor did I tumble – I was pushed, by Sergiu and Victor, with Papa looking on. Mama taught me to twist the skin on my arm, hard, to scatter the ghosts that have entered my imagination. My forearm is mottled pink and purple, my lungs filled with well water.


				Maria likes to tell me of her dreams, which involve boys, and those spitting men. I bet Luca is in some of them. I tell her about the ones where I’m climbing trees, or swimming in a river, or sometimes in a sea that is like swimming in the sky, or about winning first prize in the essay competition. I don’t mention any of the other visitations that have Mama running to my bed and slapping me, pinching me hard. I never remember these after, just the sense of having been invaded. This is different. I hit myself on both cheeks to shake the memory, which is as alive as this moment I am living. 


				Outside, a strange bird sounds. I think back to nature class and try to remember – jay, song thrush, blackbird, woodlark? Placing my feet on the patch of worn carpet beside my bed, I stand and stretch, pull back the tattered lace window-dressings, turn off the light and allow my eyes to adjust to the darkness outside. Through the grimy glass, I can make out the shape of the small tree with its carpet of shed helicopters, the rusted wire of the sleeping chicken coops, and the silhouette of the dog, tethered to a post, curled in on itself, its body rising and falling. I want to go outside and bring it back to my bed but Papa would never allow it: ‘Filthy flea-ridden thing’. I listen to the sound, which is thin and distant. Maybe it’s not a bird at all. Maybe it’s the cry of a baby acorn being taken too soon. Red squirrels live in the forests around here, although nobody I know has ever seen one, except Papa, who claims they are like ‘giant rats with fluffy tails and razor-sharp teeth.’ 


				When I turn back towards the bed I see a staining on the sheets: berry-red and glistening. Did this happen in my dream? Was I hurt when I fell into the well? I look down at my body and there is blood between my legs. The water should have washed me clean. Maybe I punctured myself climbing the tree. The Virgin Mary, in her gilded picture frame above my bed, glints at me and smiles. I want to go to Mama but am too afraid to wake Papa, who was late coming back from the village for dinner and had taken too much Rachiu. His eyes were shining over-brightly and two spots of purple appeared high on his cheeks, criss-crossed with veins, like bruised plums. I could feel his gaze on me. Mama and I were careful not to get too close, not to look at him directly and not to say anything that might make him laugh, or cry, or swear, or punch a hole in the wall. 


				‘You two are much too silent,’ he said. ‘What are you plotting?’ 


				When we assured him, ‘Nothing, nothing at all,’ he kicked at the already unsteady leg of the stool, buckling it. He roared and bucked, declaring it was all our fault, all our fault, all of it, before he slumped back on his armchair, falling unconscious immediately, making soothing snoring sounds that signalled it was safe to lift him into bed. 


				I pull the sheets off my bed, go to the kitchen to fetch the bucket with the well water, and submerge the stain into the cold clear water, which turns pink as I scrub. I don’t dare put the water on to boil. I scrub, rubbing my knuckles against each other until they are red and raw. Mama would not want me to use the soap for this purpose. The staining won’t disappear; it changes from red to rust to brown. I must get to Mama first thing in the morning, before Papa or my brothers hear that I have hurt myself climbing trees. 


				After I’ve cleaned myself, changed my clothes, padded my underwear with tissue and hid the bucket under the bed, I sit on the sill of my bedroom window and open it wide. Hues of dawn are leaking into the corners of the black screen of night. I wonder if the Sandman could still appear. Papa always said that if you didn’t close your eyes late at night a man would come and fill them with sand. When I was tiny I asked Papa what this would feel like. ‘Stingy like salt, dirty like grit from the back yard, and sore like an attack by stinging flies,’ he said. Although I didn’t really believe him, I made sure to close my eyes after midnight. So, we will see, Papa. No wonder Mama throws her eyes towards heaven when he speaks, or sometimes she blesses herself when she thinks no one’s looking. 


				My body feels charged with electric energy, so sleep will not come. I take out my notepad: My Summer Holidays, by Nicoleta Zanesti. I write about strange images of spiky branches that pierce me and the river running red as I swim through it. I want to wash myself clean, from the inside out. My cheeks are blushing at what has just happened. My body feels like it doesn’t belong to me; there is a dragging sensation deep inside. I’m not sure who is writing this thing that seems to whisper and cackle in my ear, flowing to my hand, the pen, the page. Miss Iliescu would not recognise these words, these secret words of shame, as mine. 


				Mama rises with the first cockerel’s cries coming from the Petran’s farm next door. Our own died a long time ago. We do not expect a replacement. I am careful to dress in long trousers and brush my hair and tidy it back in a ponytail before I go to her. ‘Mama?’ I say to her back as she bustles about the kitchen. 


				‘Nico, we must go to the well straight away. The water’s gone.’ She turns to look at me and sees the bundle under my arms. ‘It means you are a woman now.’ A fiery heat blasts through my body. She points at the sheets. ‘Quick, before the others wake. We’ll boil those. Go get the bucket.’


				‘But the water is stained.’


				‘Just do it.’


				I return with the rose-coloured water, which Mama pours into the pot over the fire. She stirs it impatiently. 


				‘Mama?’ 


				Her body stiffens. ‘Just what I said, young lady.’ 


				I want to ask if this has happened to her; I want to run to Maria to find out if she’s also a woman now, but I know not to ask Mama any more questions when her face is set like this. I think of the whisperings of the older girls in school, which would stop any time I came near. Irina would say, ‘Definitely not, she doesn’t even have to wear a bra,’ and Petra and the rest of them would laugh and the skin on my face and chest would become hot and blotchy.


				Mama pours the boiling pink water back into the bucket, submerges the sheet into bleach, and we take it to the shed where it’s left hidden for the morning. I untie the dog, whose tail thumps loudly on the ground when it sees us, and we walk single-file on the narrow path through the yellowed grass to the well, one empty container in each hand. The pale sun is creeping steadily higher, irritating my already hot skin. My insides feels twisted and raw. Mama expects me to gather the water as I normally would, but when I lean over the wall I feel as if I might fall into the black mouth, which looks like it will swallow me whole. Mama waits, saying nothing, then stretches over and fills both pails, scooping the water sideways, which makes a greedy glugging sound as it rushes in. I want to tell her about my dream, but my throat narrows and stops my voice. The thing I want to say gets pushed back down and lodges in my stomach like a stone. We walk, the only sound the water sloshing about inside the buckets, the metal brushing against our bare legs.


				When we get home, Luca is in the yard feeding what’s left of the chickens, and the others are still in bed. ‘Race you?’ Luca says when he sees me. 


				‘Your sister will not be climbing trees today, Luca. She needs to rest.’ I feel like running and climbing and swimming, but maybe Mama knows more than I do about what it means to be a woman. ‘You go on, Luca,’ Mama says. ‘Did you eat your breakfast?’ 


				Luca nods and looks from me to her. ‘Are you ok, sis?’ Mama tells him to go find some boys of his own age to climb trees with. 


				‘Can I just go and sit in the shade of the tree?’ I ask. 


				‘No, Nico. Today you will stay with me in the house.’ 


				Luca scuffs his shoe, then bends to tie his laces. ‘Off you go,’ Mama says, shooing him with her hand. He shrugs, sticks his hands in his pockets and walks slowly down the lane, sneaking a backwards look when he thinks Mama has gone inside. She is standing there still, one hand gripping my shoulder, narrowing her eyes at her youngest son. The dog doesn’t know what to do. It chases Luca, then comes back to me, barking. ‘Come on,’ it’s saying, ‘it is time to run.’ I look at it and turn the palms of my hands towards the sky, as if to say there’s nothing to be done, dog – today is a new day, with a new set of rules, and I am as much in the dark as you are. Mama tells it to shush, and she looks at me like she might hit me or hug me. 


				Papa has a sore head when he wakes and does not pay much attention to me, although Sergiu and Victor are sniffing around. ‘What is wrong with her?’ they ask Mama and each other, with sly smiles. ‘Get out of here you good for nothing layabouts,’ Mama says. I have never heard her speak this way. I’m not sure what is expected of me today. She told Luca I was to stay in the house and rest, but I have never seen her sit for more than the length of time it takes her to gulp back a steaming mug of tea. How she does not scald herself I do not know. Am I meant to sit and watch her as she sweeps and chops and dusts, and serves the men of the house their lunch of pickled cabbage soup and dark bread? 


				‘Here,’ she says as she passes me the ladle to dole out the broth to the boys.


				After lunch, Sergiu and Victor scratch their full bellies and belch. Do they hang around Mama all day? As soon as it’s late enough to be served alcohol they wander slowly up the lane towards the village, where Papa had gone to do ‘business’ with a man from another village just after breakfast. I could see Mama bite down on her cheek as he informed her of his day’s plans. What would his new venture entail? Would it be scrawny chickens that arrived with a disease, or a rotting tomato plant that had no hothouse in which to grow, or a goat that frothed at the mouth if you walked anywhere near it? 


				When the boys have disappeared from the lane, Mama and I breathe out at the same time, and without saying anything we go to the shed to check up on the sheets. They have washed clean. We hang them on the line under the high blue sky, where they flap gently in the breeze, the dog growling at them from the shade. It did not go with Luca, without me. 


				Just as I wonder if Maria and Luca are swimming in the river, I see her running down the path towards the house. I have to stop myself from sprinting to her and throwing myself into her arms. The strange energy that visited me in the night charges me with restlessness and tears. Perhaps the Sandman did come after all; my eyes are scratchy and my skin sore to the touch. Mama is watching me carefully, so I smooth back my hair and nod at Maria coolly. 


				‘Are you ok?’ She is breathless. ‘Luca said you were sick.’ 


				Mama asks her if she would like some compote. I look at her, surprised. The last time we had this treat was my twelfth birthday, almost a year ago. ‘You two sit down out here under the tree and I’ll bring you some juice.’ 


				‘Thank you, Mama Zanesti. I can’t stay long. Papa will be worried.’ When Mama can no longer hear us, Maria tells me her papa has forbidden her to come to my home. It is not a safe house for a young woman; it is a house of too many men.


				‘But you have two brothers,’ I say.


				She shrugs. ‘Not the Zanesti brothers.’


				I have heard this whispered in the school yard before.


				‘Did you go swimming with Luca?’


				She shakes her head. ‘I was too worried about you.’ 


				Mama comes outside with a jug of water mixed with apples, sour cherries and sugar. She leaves it on the crooked wall beside us and goes back into the house. I catch the jug before it topples and pour the sweet, cloudy liquid into the chipped glasses. I want to tell Maria about the dream and the sheets and the bleeding, but she is strangely quiet today and looks off into the distance, as if she would rather be anywhere but here. She jumps up suddenly, ‘Gross.’ There is a battalion of tiny black ants marching across her hand. 


				I laugh. ‘They don’t bite.’ 


				She stands and brushes them off her skirt. ‘Ugh, where did they think they were going?’ We both giggle as she flicks a few fellows intent on climbing up her inner thigh.


				‘I better go, Nico. I don’t want Papa finding out I came here.’ 


				‘Will you come again tomorrow?’


				‘I’d better not …’ 


				A long silence stretches between us, and then, as she goes to leave, she whispers, ‘I know what has happened to you, Nico. Maybe now your papa will start to look for a husband for you too.’ She is looking at the sheets drying in the hot sun. ‘Now you’re like all the other girls in class.’ 


				I double over. It’s as if the stone in my stomach has splintered into tiny shards that catch in my throat. ‘I’m too young.’ 


				She squeezes me quickly. ‘I know, dreamer. Don’t worry – our papas are only starting to look. We all have to finish school first, and anyway, you’re our star pupil!’ She blows a kiss as she hurries away down the lane. I look upwards and notice that I can’t see any shapes in the clouds. They are just streaks of dirt across a hard, polished blue surface.
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				Sammy


				I am right: Mr and Mrs O’D have called in the cavalry and the troops are swarming the gaff, devising a plan, every light on inside so it’s lit up like the White House. The garden is flood-lit, sprinklers on full blast, the spray caught in the beams, dancing. I fucking love this house. Luce rings on the discreet sing-song bell, and her mum, Mr O’D, her auntie Bryony and uncle Bob crowd behind the door, all red-wine boozy, goblets of the stuff gripped in their hands. The remnants of a dinner party are sitting on the dining-room table; the smell of garlic, onions and oozy steak makes me want to heave. 


				‘What the hell?’ says her mum when she sees me in Luce’s arms. ‘I should have known it had something to do with this girl.’ 


				Right on cue, Mrs O’D. 


				And then her dad’s voice, calmer, soothing, ‘Is she all right, Lucy? What happened? Are you all right? Come in, come in.’ 


				As we step into the brightly lit hallway, I can see blood trickling down my legs, which is a good move as far as this pantomime is concerned. 


				They all take a step back and I’m sure I can hear a shared intake of breath. Mrs O’D will be sorry now for what she said. She looks pretty pale and takes a big, comforting glug from her chalice, checking to see that the carpets are ok. Mr O’D is the first to speak. He orders Mrs O’D to get blankets and hot drinks for both of us, then he puts his arm around me and tells me to lean on him. Bryony is suddenly full of the questions. ‘Are you ok, dear? What happened? What happened?’ 


				I can’t speak. Tears cascade down my cheeks, although I’m not sure if they’re real or for show. 


				‘Did anything happen to you?’ Mrs O’D asks Luce as she bundles her in a blanket and leads her to the couch as if she’s one of her priceless porcelain figurines. Byrony rushes back in with two steaming cups of microwaved milk with grey old person’s skin on the surface. I gag. 


				Mrs O’D leans in closer and sniffs like a blooded hound on the scent. ‘There was booze involved, right? Were there men?’ 


				Luce nods. So, she’s going along with it. 


				Mrs O’D’s voice is rising to hysteria. ‘How many? Did they touch you?’ 


				Luce shakes her head. 


				Mrs O’D looks at her brother and sister and whispers, audibly, ‘Jesus, I always said that girl has trouble with a capital T written all over her.’ 


				I can’t believe she’d take that line with me standing there all smashed up. Bryony is outraged (although she doesn’t know what Mrs O’D knows about me: the cutting and the cannabis, and that’s only half of it, and I’m pretty sure Mrs O’D knows this too). ‘You can’t go blaming the girl, Katherine, she’s still only a child. No one asks for that kind of trouble.’ 


				Mrs O’D stands up straight and rubs her back, staring at me, her words tumbling out and tripping over themselves. ‘Oh, I know, I know, but I guarantee you, this would not have happened if Lucy had been hanging out with any of her other friends.’ 


				She’s right there, but she’s kinda making a tit out of herself, spittle spraying in my direction. It seems she can’t control herself; it seems I have that maddening effect on her, like with my own mother. Bryony and Bob look incredulously at each other, and I realise she’s playing right into my ploy for the sympathy vote. 


				She continues like a mad hag, her voice scratchy, ‘Were you attacked by strangers, or someone you know?’ 


				I mumble that I don’t know. I couldn’t see clearly in the dark. 


				‘Why were you dressed like that, Samantha? What were you doing drinking spirits outside in the dark, dressed like that?’ 


				In answer, Luce pukes the hot milk all over her blanket.


				‘That’s enough, Kate,’ Mr O’D says to his wife. ‘Samantha may need stitches. I’m taking her to the hospital.’


				‘What about the police? Shouldn’t we call them straight away?’ good ole Uncle Bob chimes in.


				Mrs and Mr O’D exchange a knowing glance, like maybe the police wouldn’t be the best idea right now. Thank fuck.


				‘Let’s get the girls sorted first, have a chat, before we involve the police. That procedure can be invasive and quite traumatic. I’ll take her to the hospital first.’


				‘What about Lucy?’ Mrs O’D asks, hovering over her like a giant hippo protecting her baby from a predator, like maybe a lion, or a cheetah, or a fully grown hyena. 


				‘Come here, love.’ He extends an arm towards his daughter. ‘Did anyone touch you?


				She shakes her head. 


				‘Did you see what happened?’ 


				Luce looks to me for prompting and I nod. She mirrors me. 


				‘Kate, you stay with Lucy while she has some rest,’ he says, in a stop-with-your-nonsense-wife voice. 


				I wish Dad would pull that tone on Mother once in a while, instead of his wheedling Mr Nice Guy act, which usually ends with her shouting at him, him giving her money for her supplies, and then leaving. 


				‘Samantha needs to be looked at,’ Mr O’D continues in that commanding way that makes my knees shake.


				‘What about her parents? Won’t they be worried?’ Mrs O’D says, not looking at me, trying to put on a veneer of concern. 


				‘My parents don’t care.’ 


				There is a silence, and then Mr O’D cuts through it. ‘I’m sure that’s not true. You’re overwrought.’ 


				‘Well go on then, try ringing them.’ I hand him my mobile, challenging him, which I bet no one in this house does, and which I think he’s enjoying, maybe just as much as me. ‘You could ring and ring and no one will pick up, they don’t even know I’m not there.’ 


				He calls, and sure enough no one answers. He gives up after three tries and leaves a message. ‘This is Dr O’Donoghue. We have Sam here with us. She is going to be admitted to hospital following an incident. Don’t worry, she’s going to be fine. Call me as soon as you get this message.’ 


				‘Incident’ – that’s a funny one. And ‘worry’ – that’s even funnier.


				‘I’m not letting Sam go alone,’ Luce says. 


				‘I’m fine. I’m not alone, I’m with your dad.’ The doc extraordinaire.


				I lean in closer to him and my boob rubs accidentally against his arm. I can feel Mrs O’D’s hyper-focused gaze on me. 


				‘It’s ok, love, you get some rest. The police might want to question you later, but first let’s get Sam sorted,’ Doc O’D says to his daughter in his professional medicine-man voice as he ushers me out the door. I wonder if he will be the one to stop the bleeding.


				I realise I’m pretty pissed in the back of the speeding car. Wouldn’t do to dirty the pristine interior of his latest BMW. I imagine Mrs O’D staring sternly at me, warning me off causing any more ‘trouble’, so I swallow back the stuff that is threatening to erupt. 


				‘You all right back there?’ 


				I mumble something, pretending to be further gone than I really am, deciding on a course of hazy unconsciousness to stave off the questions. Luce and I really need to get our story straight, and anyway, I’m way too traumatised by the events of the night to face any kind of interrogation. 


				‘Don’t worry about a thing. You’ll be right as rain in no time …’ 


				Kind of disappointing, that response, under the circumstances. That’s the kind of platitude my ineffectual dad spews and it achieves precisely NOTHING. I lie back against the cream leather interior, inhaling the smell of wax and musky aftershave. 


				The vodka really kicks in when we get inside. Doc O’D switches into high-commanding mode, corralling me through the endless maze of corridors, greeting the nurses with their clipboards clutched tightly to their heaving bosoms. The intense bright lights pierce my eyelids and the stench of antiseptic gets stuck in my craw, tickling, threatening tears and a violent eruption. Hands steer me into a cubicle, and as soon as a nurse arrives with a kidney-shaped dish, I let it all out. I congratulate myself on my self-control until that point. Then Doc O’D’s voice, indistinct, blurry, ‘… check for the level of damage first before we go down that route … my daughter’s friend, might have been an accident … not sure what happened, fairly intoxicated …’ I think I’m being saved from some pretty bad shit. ‘She has hurt herself before …’


				I’m wheeled on a trolley into an even brighter room, more voices mumble, ‘Local or general?’ 


				Oh just knock me out, please … 


				‘Too much booze … risky … stitches.’ 


				Then I hear a soft female voice say, ‘Open your legs. This won’t take long.’ 


				It doesn’t hurt, just a sting, then a swab, then a tugging sensation. They did a good job of numbing me first. Ok, really. It’s ok. Worth it? Was it worth it, Mrs O’D? You seem to still think all of this is my own fault. I’m not to blame. I’m not the one to blame.


				I’m steered back into a cubicle where curtains are drawn around me and I fall into a deep and woozy sleep, like a blackout without the nightmares. 


				When I wake, Doc O’D is standing over me, gently prodding me. ‘All over now, Sam. You’re coming home with me.’ He winks, like the two of us are in this thing together. My tongue has swollen to twice its size. I don’t even bother asking him if my parents have called. A nurse has brought a glass of water and my clothes. Doc O’D holds the glass to my lips. ‘Little sips.’


				He bundles up my clothes and tells me I can stay in the gown, then wraps a blanket around my shoulders and holds me under my arm, supporting me. I feel so loose and floppy I lean right into him, so he’s forced to kind of carry me. I want to curl up in his arms. The car is right outside the entrance with its flashers on; one of the perks of being a hot-shot consultant. He helps me into the back, the gown flapping open so bits of my tummy and thigh are exposed. I lie down flat as he pulls the gown tight around me, and I drift off to the notes of musk and leather, and the sound of a purring engine and a deep voice, humming. Lucky Luce with a dad like this.


				When we get back to the house, there’s no sign of the troops; the lights are off and the washing-up done, the smell of lemon Fairy Liquid floating in the air. Lucy Lou is sitting at the kitchen table in the dark. 


				‘Jesus Lucy. What are you doing up? It’s almost six o’clock,’ Mr O’D says as he switches on the overhead light, plunging the marble-topped, island-in-the-middle, high-tech kitchen into startling brightness. 


				‘Couldn’t sleep.’ 


				She looks like a panda with her white face and black-ringed eyes, which almost starts me off. 


				‘How is she?’ she says to her dad, who seems pretty pissed to see her. And then to me, ‘How are you, Sammy?’ 


				She’s wearing that look of concern that I’ve seen so many times before: when she caught me behind the bicycle sheds smoking dope, or when she couldn’t stop me stealing the Lycra pants in Topshop, or when I told her I had gone all the way with David, and Stu, and Brian (though not the others, not that). Poor old Luce. 


				‘How many stitches, Dad?’ 


				Mr O’D rubs his forehead and stares out the window at the silhouettes of spiky branches in the night sky, making me think of the shadow-finger games I used to play with Dad on the bedroom wall. 


				‘Not many. It wasn’t me that did them, obviously.’ 


				I can see Luce is relieved by this. 


				‘Now, you two better get some sleep. It’s almost dawn. We may have to make a statement to the police about the nature of this attack tomorrow.’ 


				By the way he says the word I can tell he doesn’t really believe it either. Do they think I’d do this to myself? Do they really think I’m that kind of girl? 


				Then Luce says something mad. ‘Surely we should go straight to the police station now so we can report the crime and make sure those bastards are caught?’ 


				Jesus, she’s really getting caught up in this. 


				Her dad starts scratching the back of his neck over and over. ‘The hospital tests showed it didn’t conclusively look like an attack by a male,’ he says, almost in a whisper, almost apologetically, not wanting to admit that I’m a pathological liar. 


				‘That’s cos they used a bottle.’ Luce is shouting now, high on her lies. 


				‘Ok, ok.’ Mr O’D seems out of his depth with this new hysterical version of his usually calm daughter. ‘We’ll discuss it in the morning. You’re both exhausted … come on …’ 


				She starts to sob and Mr O’D goes to rub her back, then pulls away as she convulses. He stares incomprehensibly at all this teenage angst. Stop, Luce, it’s only a game. It’s worked … look … your dad was lovely to me, and I’m allowed stay the night. This is what we wanted. I suddenly feel stone-cold sober. 


				‘Bastards,’ she says, shaking her head, ‘bastards.’ This is not like her. 


				Maybe I pushed it all a bit too far. Shit, Luce, I’m sorry. I have a weird desire to get down on my knees and confess it all. Mother is standing over me, kissing the top of my head. ‘It’s ok, Darling,’ she’s saying. ‘It’s ok. Don’t worry about a thing. I love you no matter what, you know that.’ I shake my head to stop the tears from falling, and this time they’re real. I look at Mr O’D, who looks grey and suddenly old, and has started scratching that spot on the back of his neck again. I want to reach out and take his hand and tell him everything. Dear Confessor. But I can’t risk it, can’t risk his hatred too. Look at how he’s looking at his daughter; he’s worried for her. He’s right to be, with a friend like me.
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