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CHAPTER 1


A few years ago when Matt, Kitty and I were kids, I got stuck in Violet Fitzsimons’s garden. It had been a still evening in late spring and already the air had sweet hints of summer. In the back yard of The Flats, we had spent hours, huddled together, working on our plan. By the time I climbed over the wall and jumped down into that strange, unknown place next door, it had grown dark. And when I realised that I might not be able to get back, I started to feel a bit frightened. But I didn’t grasp the full seriousness of the situation until Kitty began to scream.


The early part of the plan had gone quite well.


‘You’re going to need a torch,’ whispered Matt at the beginning of the evening, when we were getting ready for our mission.


‘Where will we get one of those?’ asked Kitty, running to keep up across the cracked ground.


‘Will you two relax?’ I said. ‘Look, I’ve got my gloves, and my phone for light, and my backpack for carrying.’ I checked my equipment, and lifted the bag over my shoulder.


‘What do you need gloves for?’


‘Kitty, be quiet,’ I answered.


‘Why?’ she asked.


‘Because that’s actually the most important part of this entire plan.’


‘What is?’


‘Being quiet.’


‘Oh,’ said Kitty, and she and Matt nodded all wise and serious, as if they’d never dream of being anything else.


The night before, Matt and Kitty had been playing around in the back with Kitty’s new Frisbee. Matt was the one who’d spun it in the air in the completely wrong direction, which is why it ended up going over the wall. He hadn’t done it on purpose or anything. It’s just he sometimes had an accidental awkward way about him.


From the expression on Kitty’s face we’d known immediately we were going to have to get it back. It wasn’t that she cared too badly about the Frisbee. It was just that her mother was easy to annoy, especially when it came to anything new getting lost.


They reckoned it was going to be no problem, which was easy for them to say, since I was the idiot who was going over the wall after it.


‘You’re the lightest of the three of us,’ Matt explained.


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ I asked.


‘And the calmest,’ said Kitty.


The plan was this: I was going to climb on to Matt’s shoulders, and he was going to push me up, and from there I would jump down easily and retrieve the Frisbee with a swiftness and stealth that apparently only I was capable of.


‘But how will I get back?’


Kitty and Matt’s faces looked at me all blank.


I made us do some searching among the rubble and the old rusty paint tins in the junk room by the back door where we found a length of thin blue rope.


‘Right, listen,’ I told them. ‘You’ll take this rope and hold one end and then you’ll fling the other end over the wall so I can grab on to it. Once I’ve found the Frisbee, I won’t risk trying to throw it over. I’ll just put it in my bag. All you two need to do is keep hanging on to the rope from your side, and I’ll climb back. Got it?’


‘Got it!’ said Kitty.


‘This mission’s highly dangerous,’ Matt announced.


‘Maybe, but we still have to go through with it,’ said Kitty.


‘OK for you to say,’ said Matt. ‘You’re not taking any of the risk.’


‘OK for you to say – you don’t have a mother who’s going to murder you.’


‘Not my fault your mother’s got anger issues.’


‘Not my fault the Frisbee’s in Violet Fitzsimons’s garden.’


‘Stop it, both of you,’ I said. ‘It’s going to be fine as long as the two of you stop arguing. Kitty’s mam will never even know it’s been lost. Now let’s get on with this before I change my mind.’


‘OK, sorry,’ Kitty said.


‘Just be very careful,’ added Matt. ‘And watch out for the traps.’


Before this, the closest any of us had ever been to Violet Fitzsimons’s property was when we sprinted past her front gate, worried that we might catch even the smallest glimpse of her.


Now Matt was crouching low with his hands flat on the wall between her house and our yard, and Kitty was helping me up on to his back.


I knelt unsteadily. Matt rose to his full height while I stood, wobbling, a foot on each shoulder. He grabbed my ankles for a moment, to steady me. From there I clambered on to the top of the wall.


‘Can you see it?’ hissed Kitty. I dangled my legs over into Violet Fitzsimons’s side and leaned forward, peering into the night air.


I couldn’t see anything. I was going to have to jump down, and just like Matt said, I was going to have to be extremely careful on account of all the mantraps – waiting silently in the darkness to snap shut at the slightest touch.


Squinting into the shadows, I could feel the hugeness of the place – the way my breath echoed, the way the breeze swished around, the weird, complicated tangle of smells I’d only ever had a hint of before: flowers and herbs and onions.


I pushed myself off the wall and jumped.


‘Oh Jesus,’ said Kitty.


‘Be quiet,’ I replied, finding my feet, my face brushing against something feathery, a plant maybe, or the branch of a tree.


I felt a tickle in my nose. I gulped back three half-smothered sneezes.


‘What’s happening, Penny?’ asked Kitty.


‘Are you choking or what?’ asked Matt.


‘Have you been caught in one of the traps?’ asked Kitty again.


‘No, I’m just sneezing,’ I tried to explain. My eyes adapted to the darkness a little. I could see the outlines of trees and borders of flowers and patches of grass, and things glinting in the blackness, metal things maybe. No point in panicking. Might as well do what I came here to do. It didn’t take long. I spotted Kitty’s Frisbee, quite near, a glowing redness half hidden inside a low, glossy bush. There was gravel underfoot. It made a crumbly kind of noise. I walked slowly, looking down at my feet, trying not to think about the menacing things all around.


I picked up the Frisbee, shoved it into my bag and turned towards the wall. The rope appeared just as we had planned, toppling reassuringly over, and dangling comfortingly within reach. I grabbed the end and tugged on it.


‘Hold on!’ Kitty said, sounding like she was trying to be quiet, but actually being very loud.


‘Shut up!’ I hissed back.


It turns out the rope was the useless slippery nylon kind. As my hands slid down along it, it burned my palms, sending me back to the cold ground.


‘Penny! CAN YOU HEAR US?’


Of course I could hear them.


‘Please be quiet, Kitty.’


‘DO YOU HAVE THE ROPE?’


‘I can’t get a proper grip of it.’


This was when Kitty’s screams began.


‘OH JESUS. OH NO!’


Matt joined in. ‘LOOK, PENNY, LOOK!’


‘What? Look at what?’


‘Up there!’


I looked up at the trees. I looked up at the wall, and then I turned to the great black shadow of Violet Fitzsimons’s house. There in the middle of it – glowing and blurred at the edges – was a rectangle of yellow light.


We had done it. We had woken the exact person it was extremely important we did not wake. She was probably staring down at us right now from that suddenly-brightly-lit window, with her narrow murderous eyes and her horrible meat-hook hands.


I scrabbled then as the full load of my terror set in, and still I couldn’t get a grip. Three times I made it halfway up and three times I slid back. My friends grew silent. There was nothing in the air now except my own jagged breathing.


Then there was a small click – a tiny noise that held a warning about what was to come. Another light was on now, this time on the ground floor, and there was the proper haunted sound of creaking.


A hunched, hooded shadow appeared, framed by the doorway. Slowly, the figure began to move towards me.


I plunged my shaking hands into my bag, suddenly remembering my gloves, and groped blindly around until I found them and put them on. I got a better hold on the rope as Violet Fitzsimons’s shadowy figure kept getting nearer.


I didn’t turn around to look but I could hear a rattly sort of wheeze, very close. I hauled myself along the rope, clawing, scratching, kicking my way up the wall.


I made it to the top and leapt down on to the scrubby splintered ground of our yard and rolled over a few times, the way you see in movies.


Kitty and Matt legged it over to me.


I pointed to the wall. ‘She’s right there,’ I mouthed.


I struggled to stand up. And the three of us waited, frozen, and Matt pointed a horrified finger at the rope. It still hung limply over the wall but it was being pulled from the other side, inching upwards, the frayed end jolting and skipping and then flipping at the top as it disappeared.


We looked at each other and ran, over the scrub and stone, along the old path of The Flats’ back yard, up the leaning steps, through the back door and along the darkened hallway to Kitty’s flat. We lay on the floor outside her door. Matt started to laugh, and then so did I. This time it was Kitty who told us to quiet down.


I pulled off my gloves, took the Frisbee out and handed it to her.


‘Hope it was worth it. Thought I was dead,’ I panted.


‘Did you really see her?’ asked Kitty.


‘Only her shadow,’ I said, shuddering at the memory of it.


‘Did you spot any of the mantraps?’ asked Matt.


‘There were definitely things shining in the garden.’


‘That must have been them,’ Matt said.


Kitty gave me a high five.


‘The best friend anyone could ever have, seriously,’ she said, speaking unusually slowly, putting the emphasis on every second word like she was making a speech.


‘Nah, I’m not,’ I said.


And then Matt and I headed off and up the stairs.


‘Penny, seriously, you are so brave,’ he said.


‘Not brave,’ I shrugged, ‘just crazy.’


When I put my key in the lock and pushed my shoulder against the door I could hear my mam’s snores buzzing softly in the air. I breathed out. She must have missed it all, which was basically a miracle considering the noise we’d made. I hoped all the other grown-ups in The Flats had missed it too. Unlikely though, I thought, sitting up for a while at the kitchen counter, looking through the window into the back yard where no light shone.


The sound of Violet Fitzsimons wheezing was still rattling in my head when I slipped under my duvet and lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, waiting for my breath to slow.


‘PS, I’m never listening to the two of you ever again,’ I texted them.


‘You never listen to us anyway,’ Matt texted back.


‘I’m so glad Violet didn’t get you. But, god, my nerves,’ Kitty wrote.


‘Your nerves,’ I replied and a peculiar wave crashed over me then, full of the enormity of what we had done. I pulled the covers over me and the next thing the birds were singing and the thin morning light of another wet Saturday was dribbling into my room. Another text bleeped on my phone.


‘We in v bad trouble.’ It was from Kitty. ‘Come to Matt’s place asap.’









CHAPTER 2


When Matt’s granddad opened the door and saw me there, he smiled widely.


‘Ah, Penny, love. How are you?’


There was a tea towel draped over his shoulder. It didn’t feel like anyone was in trouble.


‘Come on in! You’ll have a cup of tea?’


‘No thanks, Tony,’ I said, looking inquiringly at my two friends who were sitting on the sofa, serious and silent.


‘What’s the story?’ I mouthed, but they said nothing.


‘Kitty, Matt, you’ll have tea?’


‘Love one, Tony,’ said Kitty. Matt said nothing, only sank deeper into the sofa like he was trying to disappear altogether.


I remember how Matt’s gran, Breda, plunged into the room just then, like someone jumping from a height, and grabbed the tea towel from her husband’s shoulder while I squeezed in between my two friends. ‘Tea? Tony, for goodness’ sake! Don’t be offering tea to these gangsters.’


She twisted the tea towel into a thick rope, and glared at us, fierce and frowning.


‘Nobody’s getting anything.’


‘We’re being interrogated for a crime,’ explained Matt.


‘What kind of guttersnipes are you at all?’


A note had been sent to Michael Graves, the caretaker. Breda said it had been hand delivered by Violet Fitzsimons herself, late the night before, and the three of us shuddered at the thought of the Fitzsimons hands and all we’d heard about them. The note had complained about how children from The Flats had trespassed on to her land and how a great deal of noise had been made in the middle of the night.


‘It was nine in the evening!’ Matt corrected.


‘It’s my fault, Breda,’ said Kitty. ‘It was my Frisbee. It went floating over the wall and we had to get it back or the mother would have been raging.’


‘And did you not think of knocking on her door like any other half-normal human beings?’


‘Gran, come on! Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Matt, as if explaining an important thing to a very small child. ‘This is Violet Fitzsimons we’re talking about. No one has ever survived a close-up meeting with her.’


‘It was awful,’ Kitty elaborated, her chin all puckered and wobbly. ‘To tell you the truth we’re all a bit traumatised.’


‘Traumatised?’ said Breda. ‘I’ll give you traumatised.’


‘Seriously, Gran,’ said Matt. ‘There was a while last night when we thought Penny mightn’t make it back at all.’


‘And why was it Penny who was sent over? What were the two of you doing while she was risking life and limb?’


‘Staying alert and vigilant and ready to act,’ said Matt.


‘Yes,’ nodded Kitty. ‘You know, in case Violet grabbed Penny by those meat-hook hands and hauled her away.’


Tony handed me a teacup and Breda glared and tutted but then poured tea for everyone and started passing it around. ‘Biscuit, love? Or chocolate bar?’


‘Did you get a look at her?’ Tony asked me.


‘Not properly. Only her shadow coming towards me.’


‘No more nonsense talk about Violet Fitzsimons, please,’ said Breda.


‘Gran. It’s not nonsense talk. It’s fact. Think about the ugliest person you’ve ever seen.’ Matt paused to let the image sink in. ‘Well, old Fitzsimons is ten times uglier.’ He rolled his eyes so only the whites were showing and Kitty did a disconnected stare – a trance of private, invisible horror.


‘My cousin knows a guy whose sister went into Lavender House garden and never came out again,’ she said, still staring. ‘People say there’s a literal dungeon in that house and the girl is still in there – a prisoner in Fitzsimons’s basement.’


Matt’s gran blessed herself and looked at Tony. ‘What’ll we do with them, prowling around at night and screeching like a pack of hyenas?’


She turned back to us. ‘These are The Flats. Do you not understand how hard it is to keep a good name around here, how easy it is to lose it?’


And even though none of us answered, we all knew what she meant.


Even then, young as we were, we knew what people thought of The Flats. Whenever we told someone where we lived, their eyes would change shape, or they’d glance at their phones, or hold their bags a bit tighter against their bodies, or look at our shoes and then back up at our faces again with a new expression, or finish the conversation abruptly and rush off as if they’d urgently remembered they were supposed to be somewhere else.


People said The Flats were full of rats, and Michael Graves was an ex-convict, and Violet Fitzsimons next door was a witch.


The Flats were once a big house with massive gardens at the front and at the back. Since then, thin partitions had been put up inside the building to divide it into units and bedsits and apartments, and it was full of dark, sour-green corridors, and all the paint on the walls was caked and pocked and peeling, and the yard at the back grew wild with stringy grass and if there had ever been flowers growing there, they were all dead now.


Me and my mam’s flat was small and the water pressure was weak, and there were cracks nobody ever fixed in the windows and in the high ceilings, and the lights in the hallways didn’t work, and the rent always had to be paid on time and if it wasn’t, Michael Graves would come around and hammer on the door with his fist.


The rat thing was true. A couple of years later, when Mam said I was old enough to do our shopping, I spotted one scurrying along the big stairway when I was bringing up the bags. A few days after that I saw one sprinting, startled, towards the wild yard when I opened the front door.


I once heard Rebecca Allinson at school saying The Flats were full of criminals and bed bugs. She said it in a loud voice by the lockers, in front of all her friends.


I’d never seen evidence of bed bugs. And I don’t have access to people’s criminal records so I can’t comment. But I suppose it wasn’t hard to imagine Michael Graves having a dodgy past, what with his thousand-yard stare and his complete indifference to human suffering. Apart from him and Kitty’s mam though, most of the adults here were nice and kind and generous to each other, and to us.


The rumours about Violet Fitzsimons stayed in our heads. By the time the three of us had grown older and should have known better, the stories and descriptions had got even worse. She looked like a monster and she was easily a hundred years old, maybe more. She never went outside during daylight hours so it was possible, said the rumours, she was actually a vampire and whether she was or not, her intentions were wicked and foul.


My friends and I still sped up when we passed the front gates of her house. Instead of calming us down or reassuring us that Violet would never come near us, Kitty’s mother told us if we didn’t do what we were told, Violet Fitzsimons would get us. We hated being treated like babies, but old beliefs take a long time to die.


If we were being too loud out in the back, Kitty’s mother would noisily open the window and lean out, her fist a white-knuckled knot, jabbing at us.


‘IF I’VE TO COME DOWN TO YOU I SWEAR, I’LL THROW YOU LOT OVER THAT WALL MYSELF!’ she’d shout.


It was said Violet went out in the dead of night to check the traps with her monstrous hands, stopping at each one to make sure they were well-oiled, ready to be the mechanical captors of invaders who, once caught, would writhe for hours until they were weak and depleted and unable to call for help, and then she’d pull them inside the house and push them down into the dungeon and they’d never be seen again.


Long after the Frisbee rescue, all one of us had to do was say her name and it would be enough to make us scatter back to our own flats, screaming and diving into our beds. We’d text each other then from under our duvets, with trembling fingers. ‘Did anyone see her?’ Kitty would write, and the glow of my phone screen would light this small pocket of my frightened world, greening my hands and face.


Before they were called The Flats, they used to be called The Rosemary House Apartments and before then they were just Rosemary House.


Rosemary House used to be exactly the same as Lavender House next door. Two smart, identical mansions standing side by side, built by a rich man, one each for his twin daughters. Matt’s grandmother told us Captain Fitzsimons was his name. He had been to every country in the world and then settled here in Blackrock and made a fortune in herbs and honey and fruit farming. I used to scrunch up my eyes and try to imagine what our building had been like back then – how our dark, musty halls and stairs and bile-green walls might once have glittered and shone with clean, buttery light.


Me and my mam’s apartment was on the second floor. It used to be one big room, but now it was two bedrooms and a kitchen and a small living area. The exterior wall was thick, cold stone and the newer partitions inside had gaps and draughts around the picture rails up near the ceiling, and rough-edged holes at the skirting boards along the floor.


Ours was called a galley kitchen, named after the kind of kitchen you find in boats where space is scarce. We chopped and cooked and ate there, and sometimes I did my homework on the counter. Our cooker was white and unsteady with little creases of rust dotted all over it like black pepper. Occasionally the frying pan or saucepans would slide off and fall on to the floor. The kitchen’s sash window was painted shut, but it let in a good bit of light, looking out over the west side of the untidy back yard.


My room had enough space for a bed and a locker and I was just about able to open my window. From there I could get a glimpse of Violet Fitzsimons’s garden, but the wall between our buildings was high and I couldn’t see much. Mam’s room was towards the front and had no windows. She preferred it that way.


The hall lights in The Flats had push-button timers – big grubby white plastic knobs inside the front door and at the top of each run of stairs. Mostly they didn’t work. Plus the one on the ground floor was cracked. Half of it was gone and there were wires sticking out wrapped up in grey masking tape. Vlad – who was one of our favourite grown-ups – had accidentally bashed the leg of his ladder straight into it. He’d done his best to fix it up and was still searching the internet for a replacement switch, but he couldn’t find the right match and there was no one else to ask. Michael the caretaker never took care of anything.


On the ground floor in the corner of the cold hallway was a dented metal door. It was scarred with black blotches and covered in yellow tape. It used to be a lift. None of us was allowed to go near it on account of it being a death trap. We could only use the stairwells, which were almost always dark and would have been hard to navigate unless you knew them off by heart like we did. We knew where the broken steps were. We skipped the gaps without breaking our stride, without even needing to look down.


I think it had been Kitty’s idea first, to go exploring, even though Mam always told me never to go down to the lower floor on account of the stairs being damaged and on account of how I would definitely break my neck. Matt was enthusiastic, as he often was about Kitty’s proposals. He even brought a torch for what he began to call the ‘journey below’.


By the time we climbed down the steps and into the belly of our old building we were positive we were going to find great treasures that would be worth a fortune at the very least. Matt’s torchlight slid across the dark, dripping spaces, showing speckled mountains – mouldy sheets covering bulky, uneven shapes. We pulled off the covers and coughed and spluttered in the dusty air and we were excited and full of a weird sort of hope. But the things underneath were not treasures at all. Just a load of broken, filthy stuff. Lampshades and car parts and sacks of cement that the damp had got into and were caked on to the buckled floor.


I remember Matt had picked up an old gardening fork then and pretended it was his hand and said, ‘I am Violet Fitzsimons and I am coming to get yooooooou,’ and started chasing us around the place and we screamed as we often did, and ran upstairs again to number twelve, where Matt’s gran was frying sausages.


‘Settle down,’ she said with a smile as we tumbled through the door. ‘What’s all this high jinks for?’


‘I am Violet Fitzsimons and I am coming to get yoooou,’ growled Matt again, but in his grandparents’ cosy flat those words lost their power to frighten, and everyone just laughed.


I remember how Matt’s gran had tutted at us. ‘Honestly,’ she said. ‘The poor woman. Those stupid stories.’


For a long time it never occurred to me that the things people said about Violet Fitzsimons might not actually be true. But as I got older, I started to have doubts. Nothing bad had happened to me the night I’d retrieved Kitty’s Frisbee even though Matt and Kitty had said if we woke her, I was sure to be toast. We had woken her, but she’d only come out of her house and into the garden to see what was the cause of all the commotion. Not exactly the action of a monster, I began to reckon. Just the kind of thing any grown-up would do. And the note she sent to Michael Graves: no one could really blame her. I mean, OK, we’d only been kids at the time, but for all she knew we could have been vandals or robbers.


Most of what we’d heard about her came from the things Kitty’s mother said, but a lot of things Kitty’s mother said weren’t strictly true, especially if it was late in the evening and she’d been at the sherry.


By the time we’d all left primary school and started in Midgrey secondary, I’d begun to change my mind about Violet, and when I passed her front gates, instead of speeding up, I started to slow down. One day for no particular reason, I stood still and peered into her front garden, wrapping my fingers around the bars of the gate, leaning my forehead against its metal coolness.


The distance between the gate and Violet’s front door was long but the light was good that day, and the air was clear. The garden was spangled with bright wildflowers. A fat green candle burned and flickered in a bay window. On the top step leading to the front door, a gold-rimmed saucer glimmered and there was a bench and a golden triangle shape on a table. A white cat appeared from behind the bench and stood, half looking at me, with its nose in the air.


A few mornings later there was a newspaper poking through Violet Fitzsimons’s letterbox and later the same day when I stopped again, the white cat was there, weaving majestically in and out of the shrubs and tiptoeing across the gravel path. Big bumblebees hovered jerkily among the flowers. And the newspaper was gone.


Everyone in The Flats could hear everyone else’s business on account of the thin walls and the badly insulated ceilings. Matt lived on the same corridor as us, and each morning at six o’clock his gran turned on the radio. Exactly half an hour later, her warm, cheerful voice announced tea was ready.


Next, Matt’s granddad would get up with a cough like sand and glue. His gran would scold him for it, like he was doing it on purpose, saying, ‘You’ll wake the child!’ The child she was referring to was Matt, who by now was thirteen and the height of a grown man. Twenty minutes later there’d be creaks and thumps and bangs sounding like someone trying to demolish a large object – but it was actually only Matt, finally getting out of bed.


Kitty’s mother shouted at her late at night, her words coming out in slurred, angry streams. She told Kitty she was ‘useless’ and ‘no good’, and one particular night we heard her roaring that she wished Kitty had never been born. Sometimes we could hear Kitty answering her mother but we could never hear the exact things she said – only a mumble, like she was trying to sing a gentle song. And normally, after a while, Kitty’s mam would calm right down again.


In our own roundabout ways we tried to make up for the insults we’d heard by telling her how great she was, by praising her a lot, by not teasing her as much as we teased each other. I never knew whether our compliments made things worse or better. All Kitty would do was shrug her shoulders and smile and seem a bit embarrassed.


Looking back, I think we should have talked to Kitty about the terrible things her mother said. We shouldn’t have ignored it as completely as we did. But we were powerless to do anything about the situation and at the time not talking about it didn’t feel like denial or disregard. It felt more like a kind of respect.









CHAPTER 3


Kitty and Matt and I used to have a lot of friends at school, but over the years their numbers decreased and then one day it was obvious we didn’t have anyone at Midgrey except each other. People stopped inviting us over and we didn’t get to hear about any of the events and parties being organised. ‘It’s because we intimidate them with our brilliance, we’re too cool for them, it makes them nervous,’ Matt claimed, but we all knew they weren’t the reasons.


The last party we’d been at was Grace Grantham’s fourteenth. She had floaty balloons and a brilliant, tall cylinder of a cake with a disc of pink chocolate on the top, crowded with sugar flowers and macarons. Timmy Ward brought her a voucher valid for every shop in Dundrum, and Karina Farley brought her a huge leather bag, and David Mack brought her ear-buds, and all the presents were wrapped in shiny paper and tied with complicated bows and everyone clapped and jumped up and down when she opened them and held them up for people to see properly.


I had knitted her a scarf. When I saw what everyone else brought, I told her I’d forgotten to bring anything. Kitty had actually forgotten, and Matt’s present was a framed picture he had taken of Grace without her permission or even her knowledge so he too was having serious doubts about whether he should give it to her. In the end he decided against it. Also Matt’s grandparents had sent a bowlful of sausages for him to bring so he produced them quite proudly, but when he did, Grace coldly reminded him she was a vegan and left the bowl in the hall where her dog ate a ton of them and then puked on the carpet.


The dog recovered but still, at school the week after, Grace brushed by us at assembly with three of her friends who all glared wordlessly in our direction. The best way to confront passive aggression is to call it out, so I waited at her locker after double maths. ‘Hey Grace, why are you ghosting us? We’re still going to bring presents. We haven’t forgotten.’


‘It’s got nothing to do with the presents, Penny,’ she explained, swinging open her locker and acting like she was in a hurry. ‘I don’t care about those kinds of things. I’m not shallow. I don’t need a present off you.’


‘OK, so why are you ignoring me and staring me down?’


She claimed she wasn’t doing either of those things. She said she had no interest in me whatsoever any more.


‘Why?’ I said, and I could feel a mortifying break in my voice.


‘Firstly, I’m only friends with people who are prepared to make an effort. It wouldn’t have killed you to give me something, even something small. The week after my birthday is not my birthday, Penny.’


‘I thought you said it had nothing to do with the presents.’


But Grace had no interest in the logic or consistency of her argument.


‘And also you’re the one who should have told Matt not to bring those sausages. You’re the one who knows I’ve been committed to a strict vegan diet since the beginning of February. A proper friend would have remembered that.’


For the record, Grace had never once told me she was a vegan. In fact the last time I’d hung out with her, her dad had given us money and we’d gone to the takeaway on the seafront where she’d had the steak sandwich. I knew there was no point in reminding her. Grace was a shape shifter. When she was in first year, she changed her name to Taylor and made the whole school call her it, including the teachers. It only lasted for three weeks, when Mr Galloway forgot and then so did everyone else. At the beginning of second year her online profile said she was a ‘yogini’ and this year it said she was the CEO of a Harry Styles fan club. By then, Grace was beyond our reach, and we knew it. I could have made all the effort in the world and it wouldn’t have mattered.


A few of her friends arrived and huddled around her as she closed her locker. They all stood looking at me too, as if they were part of an organised plan.


‘The trouble with you is you don’t have any class, Penny, and neither do your friends. Like, sorry if it sounds mean but it is what it is.’ This was her public way of terminating our friendship.


‘Please don’t stop being my friend, Grace,’ I’d said before I realised how pathetic and weak it made me sound. Grace and her friends all had the same smile – tight and cruel. And the only thing I could think of was to turn away and walk off.


Actually, if you looked carefully, you could still see some traces of class in The Flats from a long time ago – like the row of bells in the dripping basement. They still gleamed behind a black-edged glass display case on the wall. They used to be for servants, Matt told me. They were connected to the rooms upstairs and depending on which one rang, the servants waiting below would know where they were needed. In my room, there was a little round porcelain handle with a brass circle at the bottom, which was connected to the bell-ringing system. When I first noticed it, it was covered in many layers of paint and I had to gouge around it with my compass until I was able to pull it. I sent Kitty down to the basement and asked her to report back and see if the bells still worked. Kitty made a video of the little bell juddering away and we were both thrilled. Our Flats might have been crap and leaky and broken, but little scraps of old grandness were all around if only you looked out for them.


In the basement there were also candlesticks and torn, framed pictures and great copper dishes and old broken bicycles and tennis rackets with the mesh snapped and curling, and shoes, battered but made of leather and hand-stitched, and empty wine bottles, and big warped books with their pages fused together by damp so no one could read them any more, and boxes full of files.


Matt’s gran told me the front door of The Flats was once spectacular and that long ago the downstairs hallway – instead of the dark cave it was now – would have twinkled with thousands of splinters of golden light from a massive chandelier that once hung there. There was nothing like that any more, just flickering blue strip lights hooked up to a timer. Even when they did work they went out much sooner than I could make it upstairs.


I used to sprint up the dark stairs, never having to feel my way along the wall or turn on a torch the way most people had to. It made me feel powerful and strong. It might have been a broken-down old place, but it was our place, and we had the run of it, and we were sort of proud of it I guess – its history and its bigness.


I stopped feeling strong or proud about anything after Grace rejected me in front of all her friends. Her words began to bounce around my head like hyperactive metal pellets in a pinball machine. The trouble with you is you don’t have any class.


It wouldn’t have hurt so much if it hadn’t been true.


Now Grace had pointed it out in public, it began to torment me and erode the things that used to make me happy – taking all my certainties away. All my bravery.


The black patch on my wall started out looking like a tiny mouse, with a pointed nose and a stringy tail. But it ended up looking like an enormous map of Ireland. Mam never came into my room any more and I argued with myself about whether to tell her. She was often unpredictable about stuff like that. If I did tell her, maybe she’d nosedive into one of her silent, gloomy moods. She might say I was somehow to blame. You could never be sure.


For a long time, I decided to say nothing, but eventually it would have been weird not to mention it, considering how big it had grown.


‘Mam, there’s a stain on the wall in my room, quite big,’ I’d said carefully, looking at her from my end of the kitchen counter.


‘Oh yes,’ she said, light and airy. ‘I know all about that.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve seen it.’


‘Have you seen it’s now like a huge map of Ireland?’


She nodded. ‘You should make the most of it – to learn your rivers and your counties and your provinces.’


I’d forgotten Mam’s other occasional reaction – this strange, random ability to see the stupidly bright side of things.


I entered into the spirit of her suggestion for a while, using the white eraser on the back of my pencil to drag lines across the stain in the shape of the Shannon, Lough Derg, the Barrow, the Corrib. But within a couple of days, the marks were gone, filled in again by the growing blackness, and the stain was bigger than ever.


I googled ‘black stain on bedroom wall’ and found disturbing things like how it can lead to depression and lung disease and other badnesses. And I remembered about Tony’s awful cough and how – from what I could hear through the walls – it seemed to be getting worse.


‘We should probably ask Michael to look at it,’ I suggested and Mam said, ‘Yeah, fat lot of good that will do.’


I tried to cover up the stain myself with tin foil and Sellotape, but the Sellotape didn’t stick properly and after a short while, the foil just slid off the wall. I wanted to open the window every night to let fresh air in but Mam said it was much too dangerous, in case of rats.


‘Mam, we’re on the second floor.’


‘Rats can climb up vertical walls in the blink of an eye. They love it. It’s their traditional way of getting indoors,’ she replied, looking as worried as I’d ever seen her.


Grace decided to talk to me again but it was only because my clothes had started to smell funny. Somebody had to point it out to me, she explained. I didn’t notice it myself at first. Nose-blindness, Grace called it.


‘What’s the weird stink?’ she said one lunch break. Her nose crinkled. She sniffed the air five or six times then grabbed my arm and shoved her face on to my sleeve.


‘Oh. My. Gaaaaaawd. What IS that?’ she said, standing back from me like I was contagious.


‘I don’t know,’ I said, sniffing my sleeve.


‘Well whatever it is, it’s disgusting and you should do something about it. Seriously. It’s awful. You smell like a zoo. A wet zoo!’ Grace swooned backwards into her chair.


Turns out, I wasn’t the only source of it. It was the three of us. Matt and Kitty and me. We all smelled the same, apparently. Damp from The Flats. My black, Ireland-map-shaped mould was just one of the signs. Fungus started growing in the back room – biscuit-coloured, trumpet-shaped mushrooms on the carpet – and the clammy, musty smell was getting into everything.


In a way it was a relief to find out I wasn’t the only one with the problem. The damp was spreading through the building, creeping into all the flats, appearing on everyone’s walls in different shapes. Vlad’s was a ghost in his kitchen, and Kitty’s was a cloud in her bathroom. And Matt’s was a massive rabbit on the ceiling of his grandparents’ living area. Tony tried to paint over it three times, but it kept on coming back.


Soon the smell was in our hair and I came to feel as if it was inside us, in our bones and under our skin, and I clenched my teeth together when the crowds at school gathered to make their pitiless accusations about this thing that was out of our control.


Whole clusters of Midgrey students backed away when they saw us coming. And I think it might have been OK, I mean, I mightn’t have felt so bad if it hadn’t been for the strange, thin smile Kitty put on – her heartbreakingly weak defence against the vicious taunts.


It was official now. We were outcasts – reeking and rotten.


‘Rule number one,’ said Matt. ‘Act like you don’t care. Even better, act like you’re enjoying the insults. Drives them crazy.’


But I could not pretend such a thing, even if Matt was able to, and even though Kitty bravely did her best. ‘Try to imagine we are heroes,’ whispered Matt as we walked through the school and crowds parted. ‘Like we’re astronauts or alien-hunters or crime-fighters. Imagine they’re not jeering. Imagine they are the grateful rescued, paying homage to us as we pass in slow motion, set apart from them because of our exceptional brilliance, not our smell.’


Matt’s imagination had always been much better than mine.


‘Shut up, Matt,’ I said.


It was relentless though, and I was not strong. The day Josh Kilmartin and Sadie Green held their noses when they were put near me in class, I just got up and ran out of school. I suppose I’d had enough. I didn’t care about what the teachers would say. I didn’t care about the trouble I might get into. I didn’t think about anything like that. I just skated on my board all the way to Dún Laoghaire pier and stood at the end for ages looking into the snotgreen sea. I wanted to get out of Midgrey and I wanted to get away from The Flats and away from the damp and the rats, and away from not having any class. I wanted a different life, a nicer life. And then I wanted to do a huge dramatic thing, like jump into the water or shout at the sky or at least grab my skateboard and maybe fling it in. But in the end, all I did was sit on the cold granite stone, listening to the squawking of seagulls and the ding ding ding of the boat bells. And just as I was picking up my board and getting ready to head home, they came to find me. Two little dots at first, gliding along the pale glowing stone of the long pier, their shapes sharpening and clarifying as they got closer.
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