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One


Jane

Slut, slag, bitch, cunt, shitbag.

That’s the word I hate the most: shitbag. And Daddy always says it after all the others. And then Mammy screams back at him. Madman, weakling, piece of shit. Selfish, self-centred, waste of space.

But at least in here I can’t hear the words. I can hear their voices still, shouting at each other, but not the words, and I squeeze my eyes shut tight and wish I could do the same with my ears. Squeeze them closed when I don’t want to hear stuff. Now the voices are louder, in the hallway and the words come. I look in the bathroom mirror. I’m not crying and I’m glad about that. And then I look at the blade, shiny new silver in my damp hand. I pull up the sleeve of my shirt, it’s my favourite, red-check American Eagle, and I slice into my arm slowly, watching the first drops of blood on white skin.

Their voices are really loud now and I slice again, right under the first cut and then the pain comes, fast and silver like the blade and it makes me weak and happy and my ears pound with it. Pound so hard that now I can’t hear anything. Nothing except me breathing. I watch the blood as it slides down my arm. It looks pretty and this makes me smile. Makes me giddy. And I know now they’ll let me stay at Leah’s. If you ever want anything, wait until the fight is over to ask. But you need to wait a while, until they’ve calmed down and stuff. I smile at myself in the mirror.

The front door bangs. Daddy’s gone. I wipe my arm with toilet paper and hold it tight against me until the blood stops. I sit on the loo and hold my arm up like a junkie I saw once in a movie after injecting himself. I roll down my shirtsleeve, but I can still feel my arm throbbing where I cut it. Throbbing like a lovely little secret, covered up now. My secret.

I close my eyes as another lovely wave of pain comes and I’m glad now that I didn’t tell Leah in school yesterday about the cuts on my arm. We’re in the loo after PE and I forget, stupid me, and take off my sweatshirt and she’s like, ohmygod, Jane what are those criss-crossy marks on your arm? and I’m, oh those – my nana’s mad cat did that, and Leah narrows her eyes and I nearly tell her and then Shona Henderson comes in …

I hear footsteps on the stairs. The knob on the bathroom door turns and then there’s a soft knock.

‘Jane? Janie, are you in there?’

There’s a spider above the door. A big black guy with a fat hairy body. His web looks broken. Some of it is hanging down.

‘Jane, open the door, honey.’

She’s crying. I can hear her sniffling.

‘Look, I’m sorry you had to … I didn’t mean to argue, it just …’

I watch the spider and try to remember what I was thinking about before she came. The pain comes again and I hold my arm tighter against my chest. Leah and secrets. That’s it.

Leah wouldn’t drop the arm thing so when we’re walking home from school out of the blue she says best friends shouldn’t have secrets. They should tell each other everything. No holds barred. This is what she says to me and I don’t answer but in my head I’m thinking everybody has secrets. She definitely has because she never talks about Jack, never mentions his name at all. It’s like he never existed. So I ask her straight out does she miss him and can she still remember his face – I mean it’s months ago now. She looks at me as if I slapped her and she gets like really quiet and stuff …

‘Please open the door, Jane. Let’s talk.’

Mammy is still crying. I can hear her soft sobs, exactly like Ben’s. She cries like a little boy. I wish I could shut my ears again and I won’t listen to her talking to me. Telling me how sorry she is, how it’s Daddy’s fault, how upset she is. I won’t listen to any of it so I tune out her words so it all sounds like a drone, like a really boring teacher. I think instead about Leah and how she saw a shrink, all of them did, the whole family. She didn’t tell me about that either, and goes all silent every time I hint at it. I mean I’d love to see a shrink and lie on a couch and tell him secrets all day. I’d make up some really good ones so he’d think I was the maddest person in the world. That’d be so cool.

‘Are you hungry? I’ll order in pizza, how’s that? Ben says he’d love some. How about you?’

The spider above the door is dead. Or else he’s hibernating, but I don’t think spiders hibernate. The toilet paper around my arm is pink with blood. It’s throbbing now but I don’t feel pain, just kind of numb.

 ‘I’m just going to sit here until you answer me.’

I don’t tell Leah my secrets either. Sometimes I really want to, they gnaw inside me and swell up until I feel like my head is going to burst and I want to tell her so badly but I swallow them back down and tell her little things instead. Like Daddy’s house and how I so hate going there. I hate it, hate it, hate it and still I have to go. It’s not fair because I’m nearly a teenager and I’ve got rights and stuff and it’s so not fair to make me go, but Mammy won’t listen about hating his house. She’ll listen to the other things I say about Daddy but not about going to his house. That’s like a rule that can’t be broken. I tell Leah how my stupid brother Ben doesn’t complain about going either. I mean if he complained as well then we might have some chance but I think he’s only saying he likes it to stay well in with the two of them. I tell Leah that but not other stuff, not the black stuff in my head that you can’t find the words to tell, even if you wanted to.

Mammy gives up and goes downstairs and my arm is grand now, the toilet paper’s still white, with just a tiny piece of pink in it, and I wink as I’m passing the mirror and I’m glad they had a fight because this weekend is Daddy’s and I’m like all psyched up for a shit time and now if I play it right I won’t have to go.

I start to pack my bag before I even ask. I just know I’ll be allowed now and I can’t wait. I haven’t slept in Leah’s since the thing with Jack, and her dad says we can get pizza and he’s going to take us swimming on Sunday and it’ll be so cool. As I hunt for my new pink top I decide to ring Daddy myself. I won’t ask her to do it because he’ll scream at her again and rant and rave about his rights. And how he only sees us every fourteen days and how the time is so ‘precious’ to him and that it’s his absolute right to see his children. Sometimes I want to say to him, Daddy, what about my rights, do I have any? Every second weekend my life has to stop so that our dad can see us. I have to stay in his small cold flat and share a room with Ben. I mean how gross is that?

I sit on my bed facing the brand-new poster of Zac Efron looking straight at me and I then I see it, as clear as day. They shouldn’t have split up. They should have stayed together and they could still have their fights and not these really huge ones that build up and up until they burst out and make you think anything can happen. The everyday fighting is something you get used to and you can nearly tell when it is going to be bad and stuff. Daddy’d come from work and Mammy would be in the kitchen and they’d start in low tight voices and bang things and stuff and you just knew it was going to start and get bad and then be over. I mean it’s easy. Go up to your room and play CDs really loud and then it’s over. Except ages ago, when we were still all living together, they did it in front of Leah. In front of my best friend. I was so mortified over that.

We’re like sitting at the kitchen table doing our homework when Daddy comes in. Mammy has lovely new boots on. I remember that because Leah says how cool they are. I don’t look up when he comes in, I just say hi and keep writing Irish verbs.

Mammy’s making pasta at the cooker and Daddy stands beside her and asks her what time she came home the night before, in a voice just louder than a whisper. I pick up a silver gel pen and ask Leah does she want a loan of it but she’s looking at Mammy’s back. Daddy’s voice gets louder and he shouts slut, slag, slut, and bangs the kitchen table with his fist and my Irish verbs shake and the writing blurs because tears drip down before I can stop them.

And then he says shitbag and the tears really come and Leah’s staring at me and Mammy puts her arm around me and  I try to push her away and she says it’s fine Janie, Daddy’s just tired that’s all, why don’t you and Leah play in your room and finish your homework later? Leah pretends nothing has happened and this makes me feel worse and I’m like raging because I have to stuff all the fighting into a tiny part of my head and now I have to put part of Leah there too and I shouldn’t because she’s separate and my best friend. And there isn’t enough room.

The fighting back then was like my nana’s radio. It was always there, sometimes loud, sometimes soft, sometimes barely there at all. But always there and just like the radio, I got used to it and I didn’t mind much. Except for the time of the rope, but that mightn’t really have happened because I was crying and my leg was bleeding. Ben says it didn’t happen and I made it all up and when I try to tell him what I think I saw he scrunches his eyes shut and blocks his ears with his hands and says shutupshutupshutup. But the picture of that day is always fuzzy in my head, like part of a movie you’re trying to remember and you can see blurry outlines but not faces or voices or stuff. Sometimes I think it happened and other times I think I dreamt it or saw it on telly or something. Like a secret that you forgot. Maybe I’m wrong about them living together after all. How could I have forgotten the rope thing?

Ben walks into my room, doesn’t even knock on the door.

‘Get out,’ I shout, glaring at him.

‘Are we going to Daddy’s?’ he asks.

‘How should I know? And by the way, knock before you come into my room,’ I say, throwing a pink, heart-shaped cushion at him.

The minute he’s gone I feel bad. Poor Ben. I’ll make him popcorn later. I jump off my bed and start to tidy my room, folding all the clothes and laying them in the wardrobe and I’m thinking all the time, weighing in my head which is better – Daddy here or Daddy gone?

Daddy here, definitely. I mean at least fighting is a kind of talking. Now they don’t talk at all. He collects us on a Friday by beeping the horn outside our house and he drops us back home the same way. They never even say hello how are you, which is hard to believe because they must have been in love once. I can’t imagine being in love and then not talking at all and I swear when I get married I’ll never be like that. Sometimes Daddy sends Mammy texts and I know they’re from him because of her face. Her mouth goes into a dead straight line and she punches out an answer on the phone really hard.

The texting is like silent fighting and sometimes I want to say that to Mammy. I mean it’s so not mature to be doing that stuff and I can’t understand why they don’t just sit down and talk it out. We learnt all about that in Religion – how you can solve things by talking and listening.

So I wait a couple of hours and then I send him a text and just ask straight out. I’ve nothing to lose and he can’t be mad with me in a text. And I can’t see his mouth going into a hard line, and his eyes full of hurt, like Ben’s. But straight away he answers and says yes! It works every time. I text Leah then to tell her and she rings me back and says ohmygod, we’re going to have the best time, and she has High School Musical taped and it’s been like months since we had a sleepover.

Ben has a big sulky head on him the next morning.

‘Why aren’t you going to Daddy’s?’ he says, his eyes big and round and always so sad-looking. When he looks at me like that I want to thump him, I want to shake him and thump him and tell him it’s not my fault. None of it.

 ‘Cos you’re a douche,’ I say, smiling.

‘Jane! Don’t speak to Ben like that,’ says Mammy, but she’s talking and giggling on the phone and doesn’t really mean it.

Ben drops his head so low I think he’s going to end up in his bowl of Cheerios. He gives me the puppy look again and I smile my best smile. Then there’s a honk outside and we both know what it means.

‘Bye Ben, have fun,’ I call out as he leaves the kitchen. He turns back and glares at me.

Mammy drives me to Leah’s and I’m so excited I can’t stop talking. I tell her all about Leah’s dad and how he’s a mad laugh and how Leah is the best friend I’ve ever had.

Mammy laughs as we pull up outside Leah’s house. ‘You like it so much there I’m afraid you’ll want to stay for ever,’ she says, looking at me.

‘Don’t be silly, Mammy. That’s just stupid.’

She smiles at me, a glad smile, as if she’s asked me a question, and I’ve given the right answer. I touch my arm, feel the raw, sore lines under my T-shirt and smile back, but I’m thinking how not stupid it is at all, how I wouldn’t have to share a room with my horrible whingy little brother and I won’t have to listen to Daddy or answer his questions about Mammy. Or answer her questions about him.

Leah comes flying down the path and I jump out of the car and we kiss and hug and scream as if we haven’t seen each other for years and our mams talk and smile at us.

But I see Mam looking at Mrs Collins, at her long thin body in black loose trousers and cream jumper. I bet Mrs Collins was really pretty when she was young. She has brown hair like Leah’s and dark brown eyes, the exact same colour as Ashton Kutcher’s, and she’s so skinny. I know Mam is shocked when she sees her. I see Mam examining her with questions in her eyes but she doesn’t say anything to her. Just touches her on the arm and calls goodbye to us and drives away.

In the kitchen we make hot chocolate and talk about Darren Tierney – a boy at school that Leah likes. Then Mrs Collins comes in and of course I change the subject. She stands at the worktop smiling at us but saying nothing. I smile back but I wish she’d go away. She always makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong. Even before Jack died she made me feel like that. But it’s worse now. She doesn’t like me and I know it and she knows I know.

‘Jane, how are you?’ she says eventually.

I smile at her. My nana says I have a great smile. That the whole room lights up when I smile. ‘I’m fine, thank you, Mrs Collins.’

She keeps looking at me and makes me feel like I’m lying. I sprinkle chocolate flakes into my drink and my hand shakes for no reason.

‘Hurry, Janie, Lizzie McGuire is starting in like two minutes,’ Leah says and we head towards the living room with our hot drinks.

I love Leah’s house. It’s like one of those houses for sale in the Irish Times, all cream and beige and stainless steel. I always read the property part of the paper and look at the pictures of mansions in Dublin. I imagine living there and going to Grafton Street every Saturday with my friends. Leah’s house could be in the paper. It’s always tidy, everything, I mean absolutely everything, has a place. In my Mam’s house we dump stuff everywhere, Ben and me. She tries to make us clean up and sometimes we do but only if she makes us. And Dad’s – his flat is just the pits. Gross. I’d never bring Leah there. But there’s something different about Leah’s tonight. There are newspapers thrown on the couch – I have to move some to find a place to sit down – and the wooden floor is sticky like somebody spilt juice on it.

We meet Daddy the next day in the swimming pool. We’re having a ball – Leah’s dad is so funny and he throws us across the pool and then swims under our legs and puts us on his shoulders and tosses us away. Mrs Collins sits in the viewing gallery with a newspaper on her lap. But she doesn’t read it, she just watches our every move and I watch her back and she sees me looking.

And then Dad arrives with Ben and ruins it all. I feel colour flood my face and I sink underwater to try to cool down and the two dads talk, knee deep in water, arms folded across their chests. I keep ducking my head under the surface but I can hear my dad talking louder and louder. I can see the glint of his earring and that annoys me more than his voice. I mean for God’s sake, he’s old – only gay men do things like that. Wear earrings and listen to the Scissor Sisters and talk about themselves all the time. Mam’s friend Anna says that about him.

Leah is racing Ben and her little brother Pete and I follow them and pretend I don’t hear Dad calling me. I bet he wants to bring me home with them. He wants me to sit in his dirty flat and watch the portable telly flicker and crackle. Then he’ll say let’s turn off the TV and play a board game. And he’ll smile, his teeth and earring glinting, and he’ll make me feel bad because I don’t want to play stupid board games. I don’t want to be there at all.

But Mr Collins insists on bringing me back to their house for dinner, he tells Dad that dinner is ready and Jane’s overnight bag is still at home and that the arrangement with Mam is that he’d drop me home. Ben has his head down as they talk and he glances up at me, straight into my eyes, and I get that urge to thump him again, it’s like he’s blaming me for something and I don’t know what it is, and then when he looks down at the ground I want to put my arms around him and hug and tell him I’ll see him later. But I don’t say anything, just watch him and Daddy leave – they’re going to McDonalds for their dinner. It’s raining and I watch them climb into the car and I think for the first time that Ben has no friends. I mean he never goes to anybody’s house to play, he quit rugby and wants to quit karate, and karate’s just the coolest thing. Everybody loves karate and Leah and I are going for our Brown Belts in a few weeks.

The Travellers have set up camp up the road from Leah’s house and after dinner we walk past them, just for a nose. There’s a boy of about fourteen and he’s kind of good-looking – for a Traveller I mean. No freckles or dirty-coloured hair. This boy is dark and he holds a tiny kitten in his arms outside a small caravan. Leah giggles as we pass and I smile at him. A dazzler of a smile.

‘Can I rub your kitten?’ I ask. Leah laughs.

He looks at us suspiciously and then gives a tiny nod and returns my smile. I look at him, into his eyes, and then I know. He’s not normal, not the full shilling, as Nana says. His eyes are flat, they have no questions in them.

I stroke the little kitten’s small warm head. I can see into the caravan. It looks brand new, there’s plastic still on the seats. And loads of children and the smell of something cooking, stew I think. There are about six caravans and a horse and a kind of trap thing that you fix to the horse. Some of Leah’s neighbours are out at their gates, huddled in knots watching the Travellers. We walk on and I think they’ve picked the best spot to camp. There’s a wood beside them that leads right down to the riverbank and they’re facing the big green with all the lovely shrubs that a landscape gardener from Dublin planted. I tell this to Leah.

She shakes her head. ‘All of the neighbours are going mad – they don’t want them here.’

‘Why?’ I ask. We’re going into the wood and I can smell the pine trees and feel the soft carpet of needles under my feet. I like the woods. It’s dark but cosy – like a comfy room with the lights turned off.

She looks at me, her brown eyes smiling. Her hair is tied up in a ponytail and swings as she walks. It looks lovely.

‘Come on, Janie. Would you like them beside you? They’re dirty for one thing and they’re robbers and you’ll never sell your house if you have them on your doorstep.’

I think about this and the property pages of the Irish Times and I laugh out loud. The caravans would never be in the pictures.

‘Why? Are you selling your house?’ I ask. We stop near a big oak tree. We always stop here and sit on the lowest branch and try to make it move.

Leah climbs up beside me. The branch creaks. ‘No, of course not. Which one of us has put on weight? It didn’t ever creak before.’

‘Yeah, that was last year, when we were like way younger. So what does it matter then?’ I pick at my nails and remind myself to ask Mam to paint them.

‘I don’t want to be a fat lump.’ We both laugh.

‘You know what I mean. If you’re not selling your house then it doesn’t matter about them. It doesn’t matter one bit.’

She shrugs. ‘Hey, did I tell you? Dad might be taking us skiing at Christmas.’ Her eyes are round with excitement. A knot of jealousy burns in my throat.

‘Cool. You and Pete?’

She nods eagerly. ‘I don’t know if Mam will go. She’s … she doesn’t want to leave the country at Christmas, the crowds … I don’t know. Anyway I can’t wait to buy cool skiing gear. You’ll have to help me.’

I nod and pick a perfect oak leaf from the branch and inspect it closely.

‘Hey, Janie, I have like the best idea – why don’t you come with us?’

I laugh. ‘I’d never be allowed. Dad has us for a full week and he’d never allow it.’

‘He might, you never know until you try. I’ll say it to my lot and you do the same. Come on, Janie, think of all the cute little French boys just waiting to meet us.’

I grin. ‘Cuter than Darren Tierney?’

She narrows her eyes and smiles back at me. ‘Maybe.’ She shakes her head. ‘Never.’ We laugh and the branch creaks and we laugh more and I push her and we tumble on to the soft, piney earth.

‘He’s joining karate. Him and a couple of the other boys.’

‘No way – how did you hear that?’ I sit up and dust needles from my jeans.

She tips her nose and smiles slyly. ‘I have my ways.’

The boy calls us on our way back.

‘I’m sellin’ dem,’ he says and points to a wooden crate at his feet. A small girl in a halter top and shorts sits cross-legged next to the crate. She strokes a tangle of kittens, all soft fur and pink noses and cute miaows.

‘Selling them? How much?’ I say. Leah giggles again and it’s annoying.

The small girl smiles up at me. Her hair is a mass of tiny brown springy curls and she’s really pretty. She wears tiny gold studs in her ears. ‘I’m Charlotte and it’s my birthday,’ she says and smiles a smile that Nana would love. I smile back.

‘Five euro. Five euro.’ The boy bends down and picks up a gorgeous one the colour of yellow sand. Suddenly I want him more than anything in the world. More than ski trips or ski clothes or HMV vouchers or a new picture phone.

‘I’ll buy him – can you keep him for a week and I’ll come back next Sunday? Please?’ I smile at him.

‘How many days is Sunday?’ he holds up both hands to me and I take a step backwards. He hasn’t a clue what I’m saying. The little girl stands in front of him and, holding his hand, she counts out seven fingers.

He nods. ‘Five euro.’ He holds out the kitten and I take him and he licks my face with a tiny pink tongue. Leah pulls at my arm. My sore arm and I almost groan out loud.

‘They won’t let you. Remember you asked last year?’ she whispers but I shake my head.

‘They’ll let me. I want the sandy one and that’s what I’ll call him – Sandy.’

Mrs Collins drives me home to Mam’s. It’s raining now and the wipers swish the windscreen clean. A tiny bobble-head dog nods at me from the dashboard.

I hope she doesn’t talk to me but I know in my heart she will.

‘How’s school?’ she asks after a while.

‘Fine, Mrs Collins,’ I say, staring straight ahead. I try to guess the next question. Something about karate or Leah. Always the same.

‘It’s great that you and Leah are such good friends.’

I smile at her as she drives.

‘Does she ever talk to you?’

This is a new question. A question I don’t like.

I smile again. ‘All the time. We talk about everything.’

She pulls up at traffic lights behind a bright yellow mini. She looks at me, her brows knitted together like she’s puzzled or something. I smile at her again and look away.

‘Does she ever talk about … about Jack … about what happened?’

Her eyes are boring into me and I want to cry. ‘No,’ I say in a quiet voice, ‘she doesn’t.’

Mrs Collins keeps looking at me as if I’d just told a huge whopper of a lie. I pinch the inside of my arm, the sore part, through my Nike top. I think about the pain and it stops the tears.

‘It must be hard for you, Jane.’ The traffic lights go green and we move and I say nothing. ‘When people break up it’s always hard.’

I nod my head at the bobble dog. I imagine my mam and dad actually breaking up – you know – like somebody smashes them against a wall and they shatter and fall to the ground. Like eggshells. Smashed-up broken eggshells. This makes me smile – breaking up is such a dumb thing to say.

‘If you ever want to talk to me about anything … anything at all …’

I bite my lip and look out the window.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she says then, completely out of the blue.

‘Sure.’

‘It’s just … well … last night, do you remember anything about last night?’

‘Yeah. We had pizza and we watched The X Factor and then …’

‘No, Jane. After that. After you went to bed? Did you wake up at all during the night?’

‘No,’ I say. I have no idea what she is talking about but I feel I’ve done something wrong anyway.

‘It’s just that … it’s nothing really. Anyway, you’re always welcome at our house, you know that don’t you?’

I nod again and am delighted when I see our road ahead. Dad’s car is parked in the drive. Mam’s car is gone.

We pull up outside and I thank Mrs Collins and I jump out of the car and hope she doesn’t get out too. But she’s over straight away. Dad rolls down the window to talk to her and I climb into the front seat.

‘Hi, sorry I’m a bit late. The traffic is chaotic even though it’s Sunday.’

Daddy smiles up at her. ‘Not to worry. There’s no sign of their mother yet,’ he says and laughs. My stomach is in a knot because I don’t know what he’ll say next. I hear Ben in the back seat playing his Game Boy.

‘She’s always like this, you know. And if I’m late I’m the worst in the world.’ He laughs again, a high laugh like a girl’s.

Mrs Collins smiles at me. ‘She’ll be along soon. I bet she’s caught in traffic too. Take care Jane, see you Ben,’ she calls and goes back to her car.

Daddy turns up the CD he’s playing and doesn’t speak to me. Doesn’t even look at me. He drums his fingers against the steering wheel in time to the music. After a few minutes he checks his watch.

‘Bitch,’ he says, his fingers drumming hard. I look out the window at our house, at the rain dripping down the glass on the porch. At the plant in the big blue pot that Nana gave us in the summer. I look up at my room. The window is slightly open and the blind moves in the wind. I wonder if it’s wet.

‘Fucking bitch – that’s all she is,’ Daddy says.

I hold my breath for a second, then let it out slowly.

‘A shitbag.’ He checks in the rear-view mirror. Then I feel his eyes on me so I look at him.

‘Jane – I have you every second weekend. That’s all. Two days out of fourteen. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go off on sleepovers. It really isn’t fair.’ His voice is cold and strange.

‘You said it was all right and Leah asked me and …’

‘I wasn’t in the mood for your sulking this weekend. In future I don’t care if the Queen of Sheba asks you, have the sleepovers on your mother’s time.’

Just then I hear Mammy’s car pulling up beside us. The knot in my stomach relaxes. Ben turns off his Game Boy.

‘I told you she doesn’t care about you. She couldn’t give a damn,’ he says, loud enough for Mam to hear.

She glares at him. ‘Come on, kids, we’ll miss the start of ER,’ she says and walks to the front door. Her boots make a crunching noise on the drive and her handbag swings on her shoulder. Daddy beeps goodbye, doesn’t even say it. Just beeps it instead.

Mam’s friend Anna calls later, just as ER is over. Mam’s been crying because someone died in the episode – she always does that and Ben and I laugh – so does Anna now when she sees her wiping away tears with the back of her hand. They open wine and smoke out the patio doors and talk and talk. They remind me of Leah and myself, talking about clothes and shoes and make-up. And boys. It’s weird listening to Mammy talking about boys but she does it with Anna and they giggle and whisper and say ohmygodohmygod. Just like us. I kiss Mam goodnight and go upstairs to bed. Then I remember that I didn’t put my swimming gear into my schoolbag and I know I’ll forget it in the morning. I go back downstairs. I can hear their voices and I know that they’re not talking about shoes or boys. They’re talking about Daddy.

I listen outside the door and a tiny part of my brain is telling me I shouldn’t.

‘I think he has a girl,’ Mam says.

‘No way. He must be paying her,’ says Anna and they both laugh.

‘What makes you think he has?’ says Anna.

‘Well, remember the huge fight we had a few months ago when he decided he wasn’t taking the lads every weekend? That he wanted some weekends to himself?’

‘Yeah,’ says Anna.

‘Well, it’s that and there’s other little things too. He wants to swap weekends on the twenty-fourth, and he has – I don’t know – a kind of smirk on his face – I know him well – it’s a kind of “I’ve one up on you” smirk …’

‘Do you care?’

Mam laughs. ‘You must be joking. I care about the way he messes the kids around though – you know – fits them in with his plans – drops them when it suits him – like the whole world revolves around him.’

‘How fucking selfish can you get?’ says Anna.

‘Tell me something I don’t know. I can’t even look at him now, Anna, never mind talk to him. He makes me physically sick, just the sight of him alone.’

‘You’re well rid of him.’

Mam laughs again. ‘The thing is I’ll never be rid of him. He’s their father so I’ll never be rid of him. Will I open another bottle?’

‘Absolutely. Fuck him – mad bastard,’ says Anna.

‘Fuck him is right – do you know something, though? It’s only since he left that I realise how bad things were – how tense I was all the time and how difficult he was to live with. Jesus – he does my head in.’

‘He’s a bit of a psycho all right – I was scared to call to the house sometimes.’

Mam laughs. ‘It didn’t stop you though – he knew if I was going out on the town with you I might actually enjoy myself.’

I shut my eyes tight and try to block out their voices. Then I pinch my arm hard – the inside white part that’s really sore now – I pinch until the pain fills my ears and I can’t hear words anymore. I pinch so hard that blood comes again. I go back to bed and shut my eyes tight. I want to go downstairs and tell them they’re wrong. Tell them that he’s just Daddy, not mad and psycho and all the stuff they’re saying about him because Mam doesn’t love him anymore. And most of all I want to tell them that they’re right, Daddy has a girl and it’s me. My arm throbs and I rub it where it’s cut. I rub it hard.

The next day Leah flies over to me as soon as the bell rings for first break. Everybody in our class swarms out to the yard, the whole place a live, talking sea of navy-blue uniforms.

‘Guess what?’ she says, ‘I asked Mam and Dad about the ski trip, about you coming with us.’

‘Did you?’ I say as I bite into an apple. It has just rained and water swirls on the tarmac. Some of it has rainbow colours in it.

She looks at me. ‘Dad is going to say something to your mother.’

I take another bite of my apple and stick my toe in the rivulets of water.

‘So? What do you think?’ she says. She opens a bottle of juice and takes a long drink and smiles at me with Ashton Kutcher eyes.

I shrug. I don’t know what to think. I don’t know who or how to ask for things anymore. Not when I have to do it twice. And not when I have to decide who to ask first.

‘You do want to go?’ she says.

‘Of course.’

‘Because if you don’t want to then that’s fine.’ Leah turns her head away and takes another drink.

I know it’s not fine. I know Leah and her moods and I know it’s not fine at all. The bell goes then.

My aunt Sarah takes me shopping after school on Thursday. Just her and me, girls only, and we go to the Crescent. I like Sarah, she’s fun and sometimes she acts really childish even though she’s like an accountant or something and I have to tell her to grow up and cop on. She buys me a cool pair of jeans in Penneys and a lovely pair of Ugg boots.

We’re just coming out of Topshop and I really need to go to the loo. She says she’ll meet me in Awear and I run through the crowded shopping centre. I see Mrs Collins just as I come out of the loo. I’m about to stop and say hello but there’s something about her that’s … wrong. Something really weird. It’s like she’s following somebody, stopping and starting and ducking behind a pillar. So without thinking about it I follow her.

She’s wearing a wine fitted jacket and black pants and I struggle to keep up with her, with all the darting and stopping, but then I get the hang of it. It’s fun and I’m bursting with curiosity. What is she doing? She slips into a shop doorway, and scans the crowd in front of her. My eyes follow hers and rest on a tall man holding a little girl’s hand. I know instantly that he’s the one she’s following. He walks away and Mrs Collins follows and so do I.

I feel like those private detectives on telly or one of the Spy Kids, looking for clues and unravelling mysteries.

The man stops outside a toy shop and the little girl pleads with him to go in. She pulls his arm and he laughs down at her. He has a nice face. Mrs Collins is in front of me, I see the side of her face, her dark hair, poker-straight. She so looks like Leah I can’t believe it. Again I wonder what she’s doing following a man around the Crescent and I think maybe she’s having an affair with him. That’d be lousy on Mr Collins. I mean he’s such a laugh but it’s kind of romantic too. Maybe that’s why she doesn’t want to go skiing, maybe she has other plans. The little girl finally gets her way and she drags the man into the toy shop.

Then I hear my name over the intercom.

‘Could Jane Harris please come to Customer Services at Tesco, Jane Harris please,’ a tinny woman’s voice says. I look over at Mrs Collins. Straight into her eyes.



Two


Alison

‘I miss you, Jack.’

He smiles at me. There’s a crop of pimples on his forehead and his eyes are dark and brown and crinkled at the corners.

‘I’m here now, aren’t I?’

‘Are you?’

He laughs and the familiar sound of it makes me laugh too.

‘Don’t go away again, Jack.’

‘I will if you get all weird on me, Mam.’

We’re sitting on the beach in Lahinch but it’s not summer. It’s autumn – I know by the smell. The beach is deserted except
for a group of surfers having lessons on dry land. The tide is so far out it seems miles away.

‘How’s Dad?’ Jack runs his hand through his hair. There’s a smudge of sand on his cheek.

‘He’s fine.’

‘That’s all you ever say about him. He’s fine, is he? Doesn’t miss me at all – doesn’t care?’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Isn’t it? Same fucking answer every time, Mam. He’s fine. Fuck’s sake.’

‘Watch your language, Jack.’

‘Or what? You’ll ground me? Stop my allowance? You won’t get me credit for my phone?’

‘Please stop.’

The pain in my chest tightens like an elastic band and the air is almost gone. I reach out to touch him but he inches away
from me. I can feel his anger and I want to quell it, to placate him.

‘I’m going. Fucking hell.’ He stands up and brushes sand from his jeans and begins to walk away down the beach. He has no
shoes on.

‘Jack, please, just stay for another few minutes, five minutes,’ I call after him. But Jack is a tiny stick person by now,
miles away and I shut my eyes and open them again and scream …

I sit bolt upright and look straight into her face. I don’t know where I am but I can feel tears running down my cheeks and I have an unbearable pain in my chest.

‘What are you doing? What’s wrong?’ I whisper, but Jane just stares at me. She stands at the edge of my bed in pink pyjamas exactly like Leah’s and stares at me. The street light outside throws a circle of light into the room and it makes her look orange. Then she stretches out a hand and touches my shoulder and then turns and walks away. I watch and the pain eases and Brian’s voice next to me makes me jump.

‘I’ll get her, Ali, she’s sleepwalking.’ He swings out of the bed and switches on a reading lamp. I watch as he pads out of the room. He takes a long time to return but I’m happy lying in bed, savouring Jack and the sound of his voice again and his smile and his dark chocolately eyes. Open. Seeing.

‘Are you OK?’ Brian says, as he climbs into bed. He reaches out a hand and lets it lie lightly across my body. I turn on my side, my back to him, and he pulls his arm back.

‘I’m fine. Is Jane all right?’

Brian takes a while to answer. ‘I guided her back into bed, her mother told me what to do if it happened so …’

‘When?’

‘When what?’

‘When did she tell you?’

Brian yawns. ‘She rang while you were out walking. We had a long chat.’

‘Oh. She said nothing to me when she dropped Jane off. Nothing at all about sleepwalking.’

‘Poor Jane.’

‘Mmmn,’ I answer as I push my body to the edge of the bed and close my eyes. I know I’ll sleep now because Jack came. It was so good to hear his voice. So good I’m almost happy.

‘Ali?’

I don’t answer.

Jesus Christ! Jane’s father is actually really handsome. He has those classical good looks – regular features, all in proportion, strong jawline, thick luxurious hair. He smiles up at me from his car and I can barely hear what he’s saying I’m so taken with his face. Why hadn’t I ever noticed that before? He’s saying something about his wife, or ex-wife, and how she’s late and I can hear a Game Boy but I am transfixed by his mouth. I struggle to remember his name. Something with a D, and I almost put a hand out to trace his mouth with my fingers, but stop myself just in time and play with my locket instead. A tiny, cheap Argos one that Jack bought me for Christmas one year. I fiddle with its little heart shape, empty of photos since the day I put it around my neck. I smile at Jane’s dad, again, smile at his mouth and decide I have to get away before I do something stupid.

‘I have to run, goodbye. Bye kids,’ I say hurriedly at the first opportunity.

My hands shake as I sit into my car and reverse out of the drive. Fuck it, I’m losing the plot, I’m seriously losing it I think as I drive away, barely able to see the road. But excitement or adrenalin or both course through my body and then I laugh and almost miss a red light. I’m still laughing as I pull up at the woods near our house. I can just make out the glint of river and I can’t resist and run the few hundred metres towards it. I’m not frightened. I spend so much of my time here that it feels like home and home is never a scary place.

Blood pounds in my ears as I stop at the riverbank. The water is still and a huge cartoon moon throws a path of light in front of me. I hug myself tight and start laughing all over again and then something strikes me. This is how I feel when I follow him. This exact feeling. So if I stop following him and just gaze instead at Jane’s dad’s mouth everything will be fine. I burst out laughing again and then I remember his name. Dermot. Dermot Harris. Architect, ex-addict of some description – alcohol, I think – and ex-husband. And did I hear some rumour that he is an ex-architect too? I know very little about him, I’ve always dealt with Evelyn, Jane’s mam. I know that his family were wealthy once. That they lived in Scotland for a while. That his marriage split up last year. That he didn’t want to but that she forced him out. That was his story according to her and her story was that the marriage was over due to mutual lack of interest. That she merely did the decent thing and put it out of its misery.
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