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‘When you’re young and moving in somewhat limited circles, it’s not as though you have a world of choice. The people you meet are just the people you happen to meet and the rest all follows.’


Tracey Thorn, Bedsit Disco Queen
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From ever he could remember Craig had had the feeling that his life was somehow being watched and weighed. Nothing happened by chance. That woman who sat down across the aisle from you on the bus and started talking to your mum about the holidays and were you getting away anywhere nice yourself was not a random stranger but a spy. The conductor too: ‘How old is the wee lad? Over five? That’s a half then.’


When people he did not know turned up at the door – and there being no phone in the house in those years people had a habit of just turning up: second cousins once removed, old neighbours of his parents, returned from Canada or Australia, or so they said – Craig would hide in his room, sometimes under his bed.


‘He’s a wee bit shy,’ his mum said and he was happy to let her think it.


There was a programme on the TV, the Christmas after he turned seven, bigger boys and girls talking about school and pocket money and what they wanted to be when they were older, all stuff like that. It showed them too when they were the same age as him and it was strange that some of the things they said back then seemed to know the teenagers they would turn out to be, almost like the second bit had come before the first.


It was hard to explain.


Craig’s mum tutted. His dad put down the paper. ‘What?’


‘Listen to those voices.’


‘What’s wrong with them?’


‘What’s wrong with them?’ That was the way his mum and dad talked: one said something and the other said it back and added something of their own. ‘They’re all English.’


‘So?’


‘So you’d think sometimes we didn’t exist. No one ever comes near us.’


‘Do they not?’ His dad said it like he knew the answer and it wasn’t one his mum thought.


His mum tutted. Craig wondered. About women on buses and second cousins once removed and whether one day it would be him sitting there in the box in the corner of the living room, bigger and uglier as his granddad would say, plucking at his trousers, trying to account for himself.


‘Quiet boy,’ his teacher wrote on his end-of-year report. ‘You would hardly know he was there.’




*





Maxine Neill’s teachers vied with one another year on year to sing her praises. ‘A joy to teach . . . sets the standard for others to aspire to.’


Mr Jackson who had her in P5 and who had taught Victor and Tommy before her told her, between him her and the gatepost, that it was easy to see who had got the brains in the family.


The headmaster had had to cane Tommy one time in front of the whole school for writing a bad word on the door of a cubicle in the boys’ toilets. Tommy said it wasn’t him, swear on the Holy Bible, but nobody believed him. Nobody ever believed Tommy. He had one of those faces.


Maxine was only in P1 then. She wasn’t able to see because of the heads in front of her, but she heard the swish of the cane – one, two, three, four, five, six times.


Tommy came into the box room that night after she had had her tuck-in and told her she wasn’t to listen to what anybody said, he didn’t cry. All right?


He didn’t cry.


Maxine looked out from under the covers into that face of his. Said nothing.




*





As soon as he had worked out the catches on the side of his cot St John’s brother Paddy would turn up in St John’s room at night. The first few times it happened St John took him back along the landing to his own room, gave him Teddy Arbuthnot, put up the side of the cot, secured the catch, and ten minutes later there was Paddy once more, standing by the bed, two inches from St John’s face, smiling. Paddy was still in night nappies. St John didn’t want him honking up the bed. The ninth or tenth time it happened he bundled together spare blankets from the box on the landing and laid them on the floor between the bed and the wall. A nest, he said. Paddy clambered in, cooing his delight. St John fell at last into a deep sleep. Deep, deep, deep . . .
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St John’s mother woke him and Paddy at 4 a.m. to tell them that their father would not be coming back.


‘Is he dead?’ asked Paddy from the nest, thinking not unreasonably (Paddy was six now) of Rory, the red setter who had not come back from a trip to the vet the summer before last.


‘No, he’s not dead.’ St John’s mother made it sound as though a gesture that a poor dumb animal was capable of would be beyond that man. Moonlight leaked in around the bedroom curtains tipping her hair silver. She wound a strand around her fingers, trailed it across her lips. It must have tickled. She laughed. ‘He just won’t be coming back,’ she said and went to break the news to Sibyl and Bea.


‘Brandy,’ whispered St John, sniffing the air she left in her wake.


They found her when they came down for breakfast stretched out on the kitchen floor. The wall-phone dangled off the hook, straining out the time at ten-second intervals: at the third stroke it will be eight-twelve and twenty seconds . . . at the third stroke it will be eight-twelve and thirty . . . eight-twelve and forty . . . fifty . . .


‘Mo!’ said St John. Mo was what Sibyl had called her when she was little, whether from falling short of ‘Mummy’ or from hearing other people call her Mrs Nimmo no one knew, and, it being Sibyl, no one corrected. ‘Mo, wake up! We’ve got to be in school in half an hour.’


‘At the third stroke it will be eight-thirteen precisely.’


‘I think she’s dead,’ Paddy said.
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Craig knew that the late arrival in the outsize blazer was headed for him even before the form teacher had found his name in the register.


‘Nimmo, Nimmo, Nimmo, Nimmo . . . Saint John?’


‘Sinjin,’ the boy said, and thirty pupils burst out laughing, relieved to have found a focus for some of their own feelings of strangeness and discomfort.


 ‘I beg your pardon, Sinjin,’ the form teacher said and was rewarded with another thirty laughs, all the louder for being licensed. ‘You may sit there for now.’ The form teacher indicated the desk beside Craig who alone of the class had remained silent, though not out of any fellow feeling. Quite the reverse. It was a ridiculous name and he was dumbly furious that the boy should bring it anywhere near him. Having successfully negotiated the first half hour of his first day of First Year he was now to be lumped with the freak.


He faced the front as the big blazer fitted itself into its allocated space, every movement accompanied by an effort from somewhere in the room to keep the laughter going.


When the bell rang for the start of the next period he squeezed through the gap between the desks before St John Nimmo had a chance to stand.


Bad luck stuck if you let it.


He was fucked if he was going to.




*





Five miles away right-handed Maxine Neill was writing her name on the cover of her homework diary left-handed, an arsy-versy declaration that the school needn’t think for a minute it was getting the real her. She wrote her form, 1K, for Kilroy (Mrs), and on the first page the date, 1 September 1974. She calculated – in her head, note – the days to her release date, 30 June 1979: one thousand seven hundred and sixty-four, including the leap year.


She would count each and every one of them.


Anybody with half a brain could see that she should not have been here, that her Eleven Plus result had been an aberration. She had had eighties and nineties, for God sake, in the past papers they had practised on. In the final one before the tests themselves she had got all but three answers right.


Her parents said sure not to worry, she had done her best, that was all anyone could ask for. And the secondary school hadn’t done Victor or Tommy or any of her cousins a bit of harm. It hadn’t done them a whole lot of good either that Maxine could see, and she saw plenty. There was hardly a sweetie shop or a chippy in the neighbourhood that didn’t have someone belonging to her ringing up the cigarettes and strawberry bonbons or spreading the sheets of newspaper ready for the teatime rush.


Never mind the days, she was going to count the hours.


(Forty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-six.)
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The last thing St John needed at the end of that day was to come round the bend of the driveway and see Mo about to launch herself off a stepladder in front of the drawing room’s big bay window.


He tore up the front steps and in the door.


The bedroom curtains were in a heap at the foot of the stairs, sun-spotted velvets, dusty damasks, racing cars, for those nights when Paddy could be persuaded to keep to his own room.


The word that flashed through St John’s mind was round-up. The urgency left him. He stood in the drawing-room doorway. The stepladder was as old as the house itself, one of the rope stays had been replaced with twine. Not so much a ladder as a prop from a public information film: Stop! Before you set foot on that . . .


Mo, on tiptoes on the very last tread, was wielding a poker, trying to dislodge the curtain pole from its fittings.


‘What’s happening?’


‘From now on,’ she said without turning her head, ‘we will observe natural rhythms, sleep when it is dark and rise when it is light.’


Bea shouted from the first-floor bathroom. ‘You might have left us a blind in here.’


The lower pane of the bathroom sash had been broken by a tennis ball two summers ago and replaced ‘temporarily’ with plain glass.


‘Oh, Bea, grow up,’ Mo shouted back. ‘Who on earth is going to see you?’


Sibyl appeared at the banister in knickers and over-the-knee socks. ‘Let me think . . . Dr Lennox?’


‘He’s at least fifty yards away, over a hedge. And he’s a doctor.’


‘He’s a dirty old fucker,’ Sibyl said under her breath and disappeared again.


Mo grunted. One end of the pole thumped against the floorboards and the curtains slid off it with a rattle of rings.


‘Is anybody going to help me here?’ she asked. ‘Don’t all rush!’


It was light next morning at twenty past six.


Sibyl, St John, Bea and Paddy gathered bleary-eyed in the kitchen. The milk had been left out on the sideboard overnight and had gone off. The breadbin was empty. They waited the best part of an hour then Sibyl said, right, that’s it: she was going to go and wake her.


She was back within the minute.


‘She’s not there,’ she said at the same moment as Mo let herself in at the back door wearing their father’s sheepskin coat, a tie-dyed scarf round her head.


She set a basket on the table. ‘Eggs.’


‘Eggs?’ said St John. There wasn’t a shop in Belfast open at that hour.


‘That’s right.’ (Paddy and Bea were lifting them out, small and large, brown and white.) ‘Hens lay them.’


There was not either, that St John knew, a farm within five miles. Mo was putting on an apron over the sheepskin coat. She set a cast-iron pan on the stovetop and put a thick slice of lard into it.


‘How many do you think you could eat?’


‘All of them!’ Bea and Paddy shouted together and Sibyl yanked open the cutlery drawer.


St John was late for school again: late, but beautifully replete.
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The freak fell asleep in the middle of the second period, Geography, face down on the atlas that had only a minute before been set in front of him. Uprichard, the beardy geography teacher, came and hunkered down by the desk. He cocked his ear, letting on to be entranced by the snores. They were a right cast of comedians the teachers in this school . . . n’t. Then he took hold of the corners of the atlas and pulled. The freak’s forehead bounced off the desk. He scrabbled for his pen in the groove beside the inkwell and blinked at the blackboard, which was as blank at that moment as his own expression.


‘Welcome back from the Land of Nod,’ Uprichard said, making his pitch for Opportunity Knocks. ‘For tomorrow you can bring me four sides of foolscap expanding on your explorations: flora, fauna, average annual rainfall’ – each item on the list emphasised by a tap on the bap with the atlas and greeted with a thirty-throated guffaw – ‘highest mountain, longest river, cash crops and staples, et cetera, et cetera.’


Craig, at the rear of the room, shook his head. You stupid, stupid bastard, you deserve all you get and more.


He made an extra special effort of avoidance in the corridor afterwards. Despite being forced to sit beside him for roll call in the form room indeed he gave the freak a wide berth almost the whole of that first term. Went in, did his work, went home, as straight as he was let, worked more. He doubted that more than a handful of people in the class could remember his name, unlike St John Nimmo’s, but that was all right. Craig was bedding down, taking the long view.
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Wednesday was games day – the choice for girls was netball or netball – and between the messing around on the court and the messing around in the changing rooms afterwards Maxine was generally a half hour later getting out, which meant she would often be passing the country-bound bus-stop when the one boy in her primary school to have got the Eleven Plus was arriving home from town. (She would like to know what he got in his practice papers. She couldn’t even remember seeing him, much less hearing about him.) Unfortunately for him the boys from her new school would often be passing too on the way back from their games. (Football or football.) Sometimes if his bus was running a little late they would wait for him, passing the time decorating the shelter with their nicknames and their anatomically exaggerated artwork. Her brother Tommy would be there, even though Tommy had left school at the first available opportunity the Easter before. He was helping out the bread server a couple of days a week, but he was usually finished up well before lunchtime, which suited him right down to the ground that he never stood straight on if there was a wall to slouch against.


Maxine tried hard not to take pleasure in the chasings that inevitably resulted from the coincidence of the boy on the bus and the boys loitering at the stop. (There was a word for taking pleasure that way. Maxine had read it but never heard it spoken.) It was part of the contract. As soon as he opened the letter saying congratulations you have passed he became a fruit and a snob, in the same way that, Maxine feared, the letter she had got saying bad luck you didn’t carried an unwritten ‘milly’ tag.


Anyway she was pretty sure that if Tommy and the others had wanted to do him real harm they could have caught him easy enough. She would follow in their wake and always before she had reached the turn-off to the estate Tommy and the rest of the pack would come sauntering back towards her, Tommy every now and then breaking into a limp-wristed, knock-kneed run, the others falling about laughing at the impression.


It was right there in the letter: a fruit and a snob.


One afternoon, taking a shortcut across the waste ground that had used to be the Spar, she found an empty pencil case with a key ring on the zip showing the grammar-school crest – she recognised it from his blazer – and the initials CR printed on the inside in purple felt pen. Something Robinson she thought it was you called him.


Felt-tips in other colours lay scattered about, pencils, biros, a perspex protractor, splintered. It put her in mind of the days immediately after the Spar was bombed, the packets of Penguins and Club biscuits they scavenged but were afraid to eat in case there was glass in them.


She gathered up what she could fit back in and still get the zip to close – the universal law of pencil cases: once emptied they never could hold half of what was in there to begin with. For a couple of weeks she carried it around in her bag, rehearsing her lines for when she came to hand it back – ‘I don’t suppose this belongs to you . . . I don’t suppose you belong to this . . .’ – but the only time she saw him was after games on a Wednesday and even when the boys from her school were distracted by fighting with one another or putting the finishing inverted-teardrop touches to another enormous dick, he always hit the footpath at such a run that she hadn’t a hope in hell of catching him.
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Craig needed a compass. His own – straightened into a dart that had narrowly missed his ear – he had last seen embedded in a lino tile at the end of what had until eighteen months ago been the Spar’s household and cleaning aisle. He had stooped to pluck it out as he ran past, but nearly cowped right over, and the boy who had chucked it – a boy he remembered from his P1 year, getting the cane in front of the whole school – was closing on him fast, so he left the thing there, a mark of just how far their antipathy extended, along with all the other pens and pencils and bits of plastic that together with the compass had made up his Helix Oxford Set of Mathematical Instruments.


He hadn’t said a word to his parents, not about that chasing, nor any of the chasings that had gone before it. The less he let on to anyone about what was happening the sooner it was all likely to stop. He would have to replace what he had lost out of his pocket money – they called it pay at home, all 75p of it – item by item, week by week. With any luck, and taking into account other necessary expenditure, he would have the entire pencil case’s worth, if not the pencil case itself, for the start of the new term.


In the meantime he was on the final question of a snap maths test, which required him to draw a circle with a radius of 2.5 cm.


Peter Long, who normally sat next to him in Maths, had been sent home at break with gastroenteritis. Craig glanced over his shoulder. The two Jills were leaning forward as they worked, faces obscured by curtains of hair, auburn to the left of him, dirty fair to the right. No way in.


‘Three more minutes, class,’ Mrs Gascoigne shouted from her perch on the radiator in the corner by the window; she was sucking a confiscated brandy ball, which she moved now with an indiscreet clack off her teeth, from the right side of her mouth to the left, ‘then pass your exercise books to the front for collection.’


Craig faced about. Across the aisle at a diagonal the outsize blazer was as rigid as a scaffold. He reached out his hand and touched the shoulder. In the chess club, which he had started to attend (spectator only) in the lunch break, Tuesdays and Thursdays, they would have dismissed the move as a cheap pawn that left him vulnerable to counter-attack. But that was chess and this was Maths and all around him exercise books were already being closed, ballpoint pens clicked and retracted.


‘Lend us your compass there, will you?’ he whispered.


St John Nimmo turned, tortoise-slow. His skin was as smooth as waxed wood. He looked down at Craig’s palm, open and waiting, then just as Craig was about to tell him to forget it, felt behind him on the desk and handed the compass over. The spike was bent inwards and possibly backwards.


‘That’s just flipping great,’ Craig said.


St John Nimmo performed a complicated manoeuvre with his mouth that Craig finally recognised as a smile. (There was something in there that he was trying to hide, or maybe something not in there that ought to have been.) ‘You just have to knock the other leg a half a centimetre to the side each time. Trust me.’


Which was the start of the counter-attack.
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‘What I want to know,’ St John said, ‘is what happened to seven, eight and nine.’


The Break-time Tobacco Appreciation Society was today considering the merits of Player’s No. 10. The Society tended, given the brevity of the break and the constraints of its members’ finances, to stick to the shorter and therefore cheaper brands: Sterling, Sovereign, Gold Bond, Embassy Regal, Embassy Red, Three Fives, Craven ‘A’, Player’s No. 6.


‘Can’t help you with eight, but seven was transferred to Piccadilly and I think Black Cat got number nine.’


The Break-time Tobacco Appreciation Society was in its third term and had grown out of the Crafty Fag Club, which itself had begun meeting on an ad-hoc basis in the spring of the second year. Crafty fags and tobacco appreciation had from the outset been a potential weak point in Craig’s strategy of anonymity, but having got the taste at the age of ten when he found a packet of his granddad’s Rothmans down the back of the sofa, he had been resigned to trying to adapt his habit to his grammar-school life. If anything, that life had ingrained the habit. What better way to settle the nerves after a three-hundred-yard dash from the bus-stop pursued by shouts of ‘bum-boy’?


St John, who had had his first puff shortly after his twelfth birthday (didn’t like it), his first complete cigarette just before his thirteenth (nearly puked), was in comparison a novice.


The Society’s regular meeting place was between two industrial-size waste bins at the back of the refectory, which, caught as they were at that quarter hour of the day between having been emptied and being refilled, did not smell too overpowering, although high enough to neutralise even a Capstan Full Strength. As for actual smoke, it was, ahead of the uneaten custard and imperfectly mashed potato, the refectory’s principal by-product. The Society could have swollen to ten times the size and its exhalations would have gone undetected by even the most suspicious eye. As it was it had a core membership of two.


‘That’ – St John crushed the cigarette against the wall, rubbed the black smudge with his thumb, his thumb against his trouser seam – ‘was not one of my favourites. I would go so far as to say it was high on my list of cigarettes not to smoke again as long as I live.’


‘Like scrapings from the Devil’s hooves,’ Craig said and dropped his cigarette down a drain: pssht. ‘What have you after this?’


‘Two Physics then French. What’s yours, History?’


‘Correct-o.’ This coinciding and perhaps inflected by the production from his inside pocket of a packet of Polo, its first two-thirds now a twist of foil as dull as ash. ‘History, Maths, Maths.’


Their paths had diverged at the end of the first year when St John jumped at the opportunity to drop Latin, taking him into the single-language stream. Craig had kept Latin on, in fact had opted to add Spanish. St John would have jumped at Spanish too, but the rule was no second language no third. (In the language peculiar to the school both the rule and the hypothetical question that gave rise to it made perfect sense.) All of which disguised the fact that they would in all likelihood have been separated anyway. Craig had by sheer hard work kept up with – or at least kept sight of – the year’s high fliers. St John had by sheer coincidence scored one per cent either side of the class average in all but two of his summer exams. (Divinity thirty-six per cent, Latin – inevitably – twenty-one per cent, thirty-three below the average, nineteen below the second worst score.) The occasional bomb scare aside, when the streams re-converged into one broad third-year river tumbling towards the all-weather tennis courts in the shadow of the Biology block, the Tobacco Appreciation Society was the only chance they had to meet between ten to nine and twenty to four; actually given the journey Craig had to get there in the morning, the speed with which he left in the afternoon, often their only chance to meet at all.


St John took a Polo, inserted the tip of his tongue into the hole, at the same time craning his neck to see around the bins. ‘All clear,’ he said, or as it came out, ‘Aw clia.’


The bell for the end of break was ringing as they emerged. A teacher traversing the open space between the Maths block and Modern Languages caught sight of them and frowned, but there were so many pupils on the move, one very small one – ‘You boy!’ – finding himself perhaps at the opposite end of the school from where he needed to be – at something a little above a fast walk – ‘No running!’ – that the danger passed.


‘Any thoughts yet about tomorrow?’ Craig asked.


‘My sister has some Gitanes.’


‘Sibyl?’ Craig had yet to meet either of them, but already St John’s sisters loomed large in his imagination.


‘Bea,’ said St John. Bea was thirteen to their fourteen, Sibyl was two years older again: almost off the scale. ‘I found the packet when I was looking for my Zeppelin IV, shoved away down behind her pillow.’


Whatever St John had thought Zeppelin IV would be doing down there. (Craig was an only child, the ways of siblings and sisters in particular were beyond him.)


‘Will she not miss them?’


‘Probably, but who is she going to tell?’


‘Point,’ said Craig, and peeled off left, taking with him the same faint whiff of low-grade tobacco and yesterday’s steak-and-kidney pie overlaid with peppermint that St John carried straight on, across the quad, to the temporary Physics labs.
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St John walked home for lunch most days. No: walked home most days with his lunch – an unvarying meat paste (Mo’s great ‘discovery’) on sliced pan – in his blazer pocket. He would eat it sometimes as he walked. Sometimes he threw it over a wall into the grounds of an old people’s home. Not infrequently he would have a wank the moment the front door was closed, although that was not the main attraction over staying in school. (For there were places there too, of course there were.) He liked having the house to himself, the absolute stillness of it, even for the bare dozen minutes that the walk left him (ten minutes walk and wank) before he had to set out on the return leg. He couldn’t have told you where he drifted to in those minutes, or how he knew without having to set an alarm or even check his watch that it was time to come back to the here and now.


Today he had the added incentive of Gitanes. Strike while the iron was hot and Bea was out. There was a lot of house, but Bea when she was in it these days was disinclined to quit the one hundred and twenty square feet of it that contained her unruly bed with its shifting coverlet of Just Seventeens and Jackies: ‘Tampax comics’, in Sibyl’s withering judgement, never mind that until as late as last summer her own room had been virtually carpeted with them.


He pulled up from under his shirt the string necklace with the key on the end of it. They all wore them, even Paddy, for those occasions when it slipped Mo’s mind that she was to collect him. St John was never entirely sure how to characterise what it was that Mo did that kept her out of the house all day. When forms were to be filled in at school, under ‘occupation of parent/guardian’, he wrote ‘projects’. Typically a project involved a big house somewhere down the country, whose owner, a friend of a friend, was at his or her wit’s end with this or that room. For weeks at a time there would be talk, and thought, of little else. Swatches of fabric took over the kitchen table. Drawings annotated with Mo’s eccentric spelling wafted to the floor every time a door was opened. The phone never stopped.


And then suddenly it did.


‘There’s no point trying with some people,’ was as much as would be said, although not before Paddy had been obliged to make his own way home from school a couple more times and drag the key up from under his shirt.


Paddy of course was not in the least put out. He stood on an upturned flowerpot to reach the lock and once inside helped himself to bowl after bowl of Rice Krispies, with or without milk (the supply was still unreliable), until the others arrived, an appetite for Rice Krispies, St John supposed, being what eight-year-olds had instead of hormones.


St John’s own hormones were at a low ebb this particular lunchtime. Two periods of Physics followed by French subjunctives would, he reassured himself, stem the sap of any man or boy. His zip remained determinedly up as he closed the door and crossed the hall to the stairs.


The curtains had come back, after a mostly muslin fashion: large, unhemmed bolts stitched together and fastened to the window frame with drawing pins. Light diffusion was the new idea. It had gone together with unobstructed air circulation until an opportunistic burglar threw his leg over the sill of the open drawing-room window, while Mo, St John, his sisters and brother were who knows where in the house, and helped himself to the TV. The downstairs windows were now nailed shut.


Upstairs, where the sashes still worked, windows faced one another at either end of the long east–west-aligned first landing and the least sunlight, early or late, turned the air between them a hazy amber.


Halfway along the left-hand wall, as the stairs returned you to face the front of the house again, stood an old blanket box to which at some point a rectangular cushion had been glued. It was the sort of thing that Mo might do, although the depleted stuffing, the sheen that the cretonne cover had acquired (do not dream of calling it chintz in her hearing), bore out her claim that it had been like that when she had picked it up at auction with the Pair of Persian Rugs.


Emphasis on ‘she’: the past since that morning Mo had woken them with the news that their father would not be coming back had undergone a singular revision. For all that he was mentioned now he might never have been a part of it at all.


The blanket box was St John’s favourite place in the house to sit and it was to the blanket box – as enticing in that amber light as a fresh-baked loaf – that his feet now unconsciously tended, so that he was side-on to Bea’s room rather than on the point of entering it when a door opened at the far end of the landing and Mo herself appeared, wrapped in her Japanese-print dressing gown.


‘Oh,’ said St John.


‘What are you doing home from school?’


Her face was flushed, her hair untidy.


‘It’s lunchtime.’ He patted the blazer pocket where his sandwich wasn’t. ‘I just thought . . . for a bit of a change.’


She nodded. She had not moved from in front of the bedroom door. For a moment he thought of charging straight at her, catching her off guard, to find out what, or who, she was protecting. But only for a moment.


‘Well, I’d better get back,’ he said.


‘Yes.’


He faced about, his footsteps as he walked away from her heavy, as though he was walking through true amber, which would harden before he reached the stairs, preserving the awkwardness of the moment for all eternity. He turned with his hand on the banister. She was still watching him.


‘Is everything all right?’


‘Of course.’


A large rhododendron grew to one side of the driveway, just short of where it met the street, and hard up against the wooden fence, or what remained of it, between their garden and the house next door’s. This was where St John without a further backward glance proceeded to hide, perched on the stump of another shrub that had succumbed like the major part of the fence to rhododendron sprawl.


He was not the only recent visitor. Two Gitanes butts were conspicuous among the brittle brown leaves that made up Planet Rhododendron’s floor. There were sweet wrappers too, a Tudor Crisps packet shrivelled by careful application of a match or a lighter to a miniature simulacrum of itself.


He could not see the upper part of the house at all, but without disturbing the branches too much – he might have been a bird foraging, encouraged by the unexpected bounty of the old-people’s-home shrubbery – he was able to work himself a pretty good angle on the steps leading up to the front porch. He watched them for an hour or more – for the remainder that is of lunch and most of the seventh period – reckoning that whoever was in there would leave well before Paddy’s finishing time at three.


Mo had never made a secret of her boyfriends. The only mystery to St John was where in a city as closed up as Belfast she found them. One guy, Jan, a very blond and according to Sibyl much too young Dutchman, had even come to live with them for a few weeks last summer. There had, it’s true, been an element of subterfuge there, Paddy who was particularly fond of him asked that Jan be given the room next to his. (It would have been a maid’s room once upon a time.) Jan walked into it every evening when Paddy was going to bed and walked out of it again the following morning, having managed in the meantime not to crease a sheet or dent a pillow.


Perhaps it was just being caught out in the middle of the day that had embarrassed her, the unexpectedness of St John’s appearing on the landing like that . . . God forbid she would think he was sneaking up on her . . . spying. He pressed down a branch. Nothing was stirring. He rested his head a moment on the back of his hand.


A bang. He opened his eyes. He was in a wooden cage . . . No, a bush: the rhododendron, and the bang just now was the front door closing.


Footsteps, in a hurry, crunched on the gravel. A man passed less than a yard from the verge, visible only from the waist down. St John slipped sideways off the stump on to the leaves, his landing drowned by the footsteps as they carried on down the driveway and on to the street. He scrabbled to get clear of the rhododendron’s branches, no care now for the noise he made, coming out head and hands first on to the gravel. He looked left down the street towards the junction with the main road. No one. He looked right. A moment later and he would have missed Dr Lennox turning into the mews that joined St John’s street to his.


Dirty old fucker.


The Break-time Tobacco Appreciation Society reconvened the following day with a stalwart pack of ten Sovereign.


‘What happened to the Gitanes?’ asked Craig.


‘She must have smoked them all herself,’ St John said.


‘Right.’ Craig let go a jet of smoke. ‘You do know you have a bit of leaf stuck to the back of your collar?’
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Maxine did not carry on with her counting beyond Valentine’s Day 1975. The five-barred tally gates on the back of her first-year homework diary terminated in an ornate ‘Woody’ in another hand, the girls in her class having decided that year to send each other cards from their favourite Bay City Roller. Maxine didn’t care for any of them particularly – you could find boys decked out in the same gear on any street corner round her way (there were no Marc Bolans, no David Bowies, more’s the pity) – but after turning up her nose at Alan, Derek, Eric and Les, in alphabetical order, the choice was made for her.


‘I knew she was a Woody girl . . .’


The verses on the Valentines were still quite tame – ‘I love you, I love you, I love you almighty, I wish my pyjamas were next to your nightie. Don’t be mistaken, don’t be misled, I mean on the clothes line not on the bed.’ The girls were none of them over the age of twelve, only a handful had yet been inducted into the Dr White’s Club, a name that had done nothing to prepare Maxine, the newest member, for the associated mess and emotional mayhem. It almost went without saying that her mum had done nothing to prepare her either, aside from supplying the aforementioned sanitary towels and reminding her where the Disprin were to be found, although Maxine would probably have died of embarrassment – for her mum as much as herself – had she tried to say anything more. Both Maxine’s parents subscribed to the view that life was a series of challenges to be overcome with the least amount of upset. Their rare meals out together as a family were rounded off with a sigh of relief and the expression that that had ‘seemed to go off all right’. Granted, in recent years hotels, restaurants, cafés and all such places of public resort had become bomb magnets, but Maxine had memories from before that whole carry-on even began of her dad gunning the car home at the end of a day at the seaside, of the speed with which her mum rinsed out the flasks and the Tupperware before they threw themselves into their chairs either side of the TV: ‘There!’


Woody and Dr White’s lore had their limitations, but at least with her school friends there could be laughter as well as bewilderment and dread at the changes they were experiencing. The fact was that Maxine had made friends with ease. The teachers’ expectations were in general not high and by aiming just a little higher she was able to shine and still keep plenty in reserve. She was the class’s plaiter-in-chief, the fabricator of complex folded-paper fortune-tellers.


She coasted through that year and the next. She might have coasted through the three remaining years and out the other side had the police not turned up at the house early one morning and battered down the front door. Maxine was too afraid even to leave her bedroom. She heard them, though – six of them, she thought – charge up the stairs and into the boys’ room next door. She heard the shouts and curses, the upsetting of lamps and photographs, the sound, unmistakable even on this the first time of hearing, of hard boots connecting with soft body parts.


It could only be Tommy. Victor had got a job on the rigs just a few weeks before, but even if he had been at home it could still only be Tommy.


They kicked him all the way down the stairs and out the gate to the Land Rover. Maxine, bending a slat of the venetian blind with her forefinger saw, bright against the turgid morning light, his yellow Adidas shorts, which were all that he slept in, his skinny white legs striped red by the boots and batons as the policemen pinioning his arms shoved him – a crack on the knuckles of the hand that tried in desperation to cling to the frame – through the rear doors.


Afterwards the thing that struck her was that she had not once in the three or four minutes between the police arriving and roaring off again heard a peep from either of her parents. She found them in the front room, in nightdress and pyjamas, staring out of habit towards the corner where the TV sat, although they had pulled the plug themselves when they were going to bed the night before. There was glass on the carpet tramped in from the hall, a Hummel chimney sweep lying broken on the hearth, dislodged from the mantelpiece by the thundering of the feet on the stairs. But otherwise, she half expected one or other of them to say, it had seemed to go off all right.


Maxine sat on the sofa separating their armchairs.


‘What did he do?’ she asked.


‘We have no idea,’ her dad said at last. A tear ran down her mum’s cheek and dripped on to the ruff of her housecoat; a moment later a tear ran down the other cheek. She had cried the same way at the end of Love Story. ‘No idea at all.’


‘Here, is it true your brother was lifted for making guns?’ This before Maxine was through the school gate. She had fondly hoped that no one else had witnessed that morning’s events. There had been no open doors, no lights even, at the windows (another place there might have been whistles and bin lids), but there had obviously been fingers, like hers, pressing down on the slats of the blinds, other fingers in phone dials, tongues working overtime.


Boys crowded round her in the corridor wanting to know did Tommy really split one of the peelers’ eyes open. The girls from her class linked her arms and dragged her down to the toilets – ‘Can yous not see she’s upset? She doesn’t want to talk’ – then bombarded her with a whole load of questions of their own. Did her brother have a kind of uniform that he wore, a balaclava? Which one of them was it he was in, the UVF, the UDA? She didn’t have to answer if she didn’t want to, but, like, had he any mates they hadn’t met . . . ?


Even the teachers had got wind of it. Her head of year called her in and asked if she wanted to sit out PE, maybe go home early. Maxine said yes to the first (who wouldn’t?), but could think of nothing worse than the second. If instead he had handed her an hour’s detention she would have thanked him: thanked him doubly for two hours’. When the last bell rang she hung back for as long as she possibly could – until the caretaker chased her – then dawdled out the gate to find her friends still waiting for her. With Maxine at their centre they forged again a chain of schoolgirl solidarity that sprawled across the footpath, breaking for no woman or man, and definitely not for a simp in a grammar-school blazer getting off his bus.


Maxine hadn’t seen him in she didn’t know how long. Perhaps he had eventually worked out that he could save himself a lot of grief by catching a later bus on her school’s games days, although it was part of the contract that the contract itself was finite, the chasings and name-calling terminating eventually with a collective shrug. Ach, let him alone.


Today, though, was different. Karen Thompson on the end of the chain nearest the bus-stop asked him where the fuck he thought he was going.


‘Home,’ he said. He looked like he had grown about a foot and a half since the days when Tommy had hunted him for sport.


‘Not on our footpath you’re not,’ Karen said. ‘Go and find your own.’


He thought about it for a moment.


Heather Nixon – Knickers – two girls to Maxine’s left stamped her foot, ‘Boo!’


He actually jumped. Of course they wet themselves.


Maxine was about to say she didn’t care what footpath he walked on, but before she could get a single word of it out he had stepped down on to the road, and the girls cheered.


They walked her to the front door, which had not only been replaced since she left for school but had had a first coat of paint applied, then carried on down the road singing to the world about being Belfast girls who wore their hair in curls and wore the skinners to their knees.


The chimney sweep had been glued and set back on the mantelpiece. If Maxine had not seen it herself this morning lying on the hearth she could almost have been persuaded it had never been broken at all.


It was when the police released Tommy without charge the evening of the following day that the problems started, for Maxine as well as her brother.


There were only two ways you walked away from an arrest like that without at least going through the courts. One was to refuse to speak no matter what was said or done to you – and no one, least of all Maxine, would have credited Tommy with such fortitude; the other was to give the cops all they asked of you and more.


Maxine saw the graffiti on the gable end of a house directly facing her own when she left for school on the morning after his release. ‘Tommy the Tout.’ A couple of mornings later it was joined by a crudely drawn fist, face-on, and a black circle above it representing the barrel of the gun he was now staring down: ‘Bye-bye Tommy.’


Tommy himself lay low, literally – stretched out on the sofa from the day’s beginning to its end. He wouldn’t get up to answer the door; he was afraid even to pick up the telephone. Somebody, though, must have phoned Victor, because he arrived home from the rigs at the end of that week, a fortnight earlier than expected. He said he would have a word with a few boys he knew, see if he could work something out. It took him the best part of two days going from one drinking club to another. Maxine was not invited into the front room to hear the news he brought back. She listened at the top of the stairs with her ear to the wall. (Four long hairs, roots and all, were caught on the head of a screw in the banister.) Victor’s voice was pitched too low, but she heard Tommy echoing his brother’s words, turning his statements into questions.


‘I go or the whole family goes? Forty-eight hours?’ And then a statement and a question of his own: ‘I never told them nothing. Why doesn’t anyone believe me?’


When the police returned for him a second time before the forty-eight hours was up it was by arrangement, for his own protection.


Maxine’s mum and dad waited for a call or a letter – even just a line that let them know how he was, where he was – but no call or letter came, no line.


As for Maxine, she spent the first few weeks of her brother’s exile in Coventry. Not a single person in her class would speak to her. The teachers too seemed to think it politic to ignore her. Only the summer holidays came to her rescue: sixty-two days that could not have passed slowly enough.
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It was the summer of the Silver Jubilee. The red helicopter carrying the Queen and Prince Philip from the Royal Yacht to Hillsborough Castle passed right over St John’s house from whose attic window Mo played the Sex Pistols at full volume, ‘God save the Queen, the fascist regime . . .’: ‘a horrible noise, but a sweet sentiment.’


She had migrated to the attic at some point during the night, having been drinking since early evening, a dinner party to which somebody significant had been invited and at which he proved himself to be not so very significant or even very interested in her at all.


Sibyl had climbed the attic stairs around lunchtime to try to talk her down and had wound up drinking with her. Sibyl it was who provided the record and ran the extension lead for the record player up from the landing. Of the three remaining Nimmos Paddy was nominated to answer the door to the neighbours who came to complain, or rather, since they didn’t like to think of themselves as complaining types, to reason. ‘Look, a lot of people find this whole Jubilee business a bit crass,’ Paddy reported their words verbatim and apparently without irony, ‘but – a lovely summer’s day – if you could just, you know, keep it a little bit quieter . . .’


‘I don’t see what she’s got against the woman anyway,’ said Bea, who tended to like or dislike things in inverse proportion to other people’s liking or disliking them, a stance that often left her in a minority in her own house and a majority in the world at large. ‘It’s not like she asked to be born a princess.’


‘Any more than you asked to be born a pain in the hole,’ St John said. St John was in bad form. Craig had been meant to come over – the first time since he was about six that St John had invited anybody to the house – but an hour after he was due to arrive he had phoned to say he was giving up and going back home: the buses were all up the left with the extra security. (The phone boxes were permanently up the left, which was why it had taken him an hour to ring.) The part of St John that was relieved his friend hadn’t after all witnessed the madness in the attic had been wrestling with the part that wanted to know why he hadn’t been able to find some way around the irregular timetables and the roadblocks.


It was this latter part, when they were arranging where to rendezvous a few days afterwards to compare Jubilee-visit notes (St John was already editing his), that decided to withhold the offer of the house the second time.


They met instead in the Wimpy on Wellington Place. Craig was all antsy, fiddling with napkins, flicking the big red plastic tomato with his fingernail, tapping his feet, tapping his feet, tapping his feet . . .


‘You’ll never guess what happened to me after I phoned you the other day?’ he said.


‘Give up.’


‘I met a girl.’


‘You’re not serious.’


‘I think I might be.’
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Maxine had been in the house by herself a little after half past ten that morning of the royal visit when there was a knock at the door. From force of habit she put her eye to the tiny spyglass that Victor had insisted her parents had fitted in the new front door. Its fisheye ballooned the head of the person doing the knocking, made a tuber of the nose.


‘Knickers,’ she said under her breath. She wiped toast crumbs off her pyjamas, which were otherwise clean and presentable and turned the lock. ‘Hiya.’


‘Hiya,’ said Heather Nixon. ‘It’s a wick summer, isn’t it?’


Maxine had been mourning the passing of each and every day, but, yeah, she said, I know what you mean. Heather looked up and down the street. No one there. Maxine suspected that this was not so much the opportunity as the motivation: all her other friends had gone away.


‘Fancy coming in?’ she said.


They spent what was left of the morning painting their nails – finger and toe – and listening to the radio. (Heather guessed the ‘Golden Hour’ year was 1973 after the first four notes of ‘Whiskey in the Jar’.) They were distantly aware of the sound of a helicopter, tonally different from the helicopters that provided the soundtrack to the city’s days and nights, traversing the sky from north to south. Each tilted her head a little towards the window, left a word momentarily hanging between them . . . ‘What was that you were saying?’ ‘No, you go.’ ‘I forget.’


Only once did Maxine ask herself was this wise, when Heather, passing the boys’ room on the way into Maxine’s, paused for a second to read their names, which Tommy had stencilled there donkey’s years before. ‘You’re lucky there’s just you now,’ was all she said, though, then launched into this whole thing about her wee sister and a missing necklace, which Heather knew rightly had been sitting on her side of the chest of drawers when she went out the day before.


At a certain point Heather suggested that they walk down to the Spar. (It had reopened the year before, half the size of the old one and everything in it twice the price.) She didn’t budge from the edge of the bed when Maxine said she had better get dressed, but neither did she let up in her chat. You would have to be some kind of perv yourself, she seemed to be saying, to let me sitting here bother you.


Before they opened the front door Heather pulled out a little tube and applied a slick of lip gloss to both their mouths.


‘The fellas don’t stand a chance,’ she said.


Across the street the gun-barrel farewell to Tommy had been painted over with news of some more recent offence: SP + DK = House breakers NO MORE WARNINGS.


A neighbour’s little girl played two-ball against it, spinning round after every third throw, lifting one leg to let the balls bounce under it before she caught them and threw again. A bit further on two boys lay on the footpath pushing stones down a drain with lollipop sticks.


They saw no one over the age of eight until they rounded the last corner before the Spar. ‘Oh, God, look who it is,’ Heather said then.


Maxine didn’t recognise him straight off without the uniform.


‘Here, give us one of your fags,’ Heather shouted before Maxine could stop her. Heather had asthma. She didn’t even smoke. He hesitated on the kerb opposite, as though still mindful of past injunctions about where he could and could not walk; but only for a moment. Heather squeezed Maxine’s arm. ‘Oh, frig, he’s coming over.’


He produced a ten-deck of some obscure brand from his jean-jacket pocket and shook a filtered-tip out towards Heather. ‘Nah, you’re all right,’ she said, as blatant as you like. ‘I just put one out.’


‘Me too,’ said Maxine, since he didn’t ask. His eyes, which were three different shades of green, barely took her in at all, but flicked like a down-and-up switch between the top of Heather’s blouse and the glossed lips of her fast-moving mouth.
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‘Heather Nixon,’ said Craig in response to St John’s asking him what this girl was called. The next question – ‘What’s she like?’ – was harder to come at. ‘She’s funny’ – he nearly said loud – ‘and she has’ – he and St John had very rarely talked about girls; he shied away from the first thing that came into his head – ‘a nice mouth.’


‘I’ll recognise her when I see her then,’ St John said, and paused. ‘When will I get to see her then?’


Craig shrugged. ‘I don’t know, some time, maybe, soon. I’ll bring her down here.’


But Heather did not like going into town: too dangerous. Even the bus was dodgy, taking you past areas where you knew you were not welcome. (Bricks, admittedly, were sometimes thrown to reinforce this point, bottles, bags of dog shit.) Craig, in truth, soon ceased to care. She had a pretty one-tracked mind, had Heather. If they never quite went all the way that summer they went pretty far pretty often pretty much anywhere they could lean or lie unseen for five or ten minutes. Some days, they went round to Heather’s friend Maxine’s, since there was never anyone there but her during the day. Always at some stage Heather would remind Maxine of a message she was supposed to have said she had to do – ‘Oh, yeah, right’ – and off Maxine would go for half an hour and leave them at it on the living-room sofa. (It was on that living-room sofa in fact that they got as close to all the way as they were ever to get, as close as any two people could get without going there.) A couple of times Craig asked Heather if she thought her friend minded. ‘Of course she doesn’t. I would do the same for her if it was my house that was empty. Mind you, she’d have to find a fella willing to have her first.’ She bit her lip. ‘I’m a bad bitch sometimes, amn’t I?’


‘You are,’ Craig said and she squirmed with the pleasure of hearing it confirmed. ‘You really, really are.’


They were all sitting in Maxine’s back garden one afternoon, Maxine in one deckchair, Craig in another, Heather sideways across his lap, when Heather sprang to her feet. ‘I need to run round to the house and set the timer on the oven,’ she said. ‘Our Alison’s too dense to remember.’


Craig, taking this as some novel reversal of their normal routine, went to get up. ‘No, I mean it,’ she said. ‘Wait here. I’m only going to be a minute.’ But ten minutes passed then fifteen and still she didn’t come back. Craig and Maxine barely exchanged a word. Craig was annoyed that Heather hadn’t taken him with her. Maxine, he felt sure, was annoyed that Heather had left him behind for – God – twenty minutes now.


She stood up suddenly and strode down the back garden to the door.


‘Sorry,’ she said. She had her hand to her mouth. He thought she might have been laughing. He looked down at his shirt. The second and third buttons were open where Heather had had her hand. He did them up again and glanced up at the house in time to see Maxine turn away from the back-bedroom window.


She came out a couple of minutes later with two plastic tumblers pinched together between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand.


‘Here,’ she said and he took one of the tumblers from her. He looked inside. Ribena.


‘Thanks.’


She had something in her other hand that she tucked under her arm as she walked to the free chair. He lost her for a moment in the sun’s glare. He sat up shielding his eyes.


‘I don’t think it was fair,’ he said. ‘Heather going off like that and leaving you stuck with me.’


Her eyebrows, over the rim of the plastic tumbler, shrugged.


‘Actually I don’t think it’s fair us always coming round here to . . .’


‘To?’ asked Maxine half into her Ribena.


‘Get in your way,’ he said feebly.


They sipped their drinks.


‘Are you going to show me,’ he said at length.


‘Show you what?’


‘That other thing that you brought out with you there now.’


Her hand reached down to the blind side of the deckchair. ‘How do you know I brought it out to show you?’


‘The way you were hiding it.’


They both laughed at the illogicality of what he had just said and because they were glad to have banished the silence laughed more, flopped back against the canvas. Which is how Heather found them when she came up the alley, giving out about her sister . . . She stopped.


‘What’s so funny?’ She threw herself into Craig’s lap. There was no weight in her, but her momentum tested the frame to its limits. His bum practically touched the ground. ‘Did you miss me?’ she said and at that precise moment it would have been very hard indeed for him to say no.


Maxine launched the last of her Ribena towards the flowerbed.


The Monday after that they went back to their schools.
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‘What, dumped you just like that?’ St John asked.


‘Her exact words were, “I can’t really be arsed with this any more,”’ Craig said.


They were back behind the refectory. New shirts, new ties, St John in the blazer he had finally grown into in the middle of last year and had ever since been growing out of, a pack of Chesterfields they had clubbed together for to get the new term off to a good start.


‘She sounds like a bit of a mad woman.’


The bell rang for the end of break. Craig took a last drag. ‘I’m not fussed to tell you the truth. O levels coming up.’


‘In about eighteen months’ time.’


‘Yeah, but you’ve got to get the head down early.’






OEBPS/9780571305247_cover_epub.jpg
GLENN .- 4
PATTERSO“@
~ The Rest
Just Foﬂo‘fﬂf‘s






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





