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For Brian and Ella – with all my love




All I know is a door into the dark.


Outside, old axles and iron hoops rusting;


Inside, the hammered anvil’s short-pitched ring, 


The unpredictable fantail of sparks – 


 


Seamus Heaney




CHAPTER 1


Jenny


A Good Day


by Jennifer Augustt


‘Would ya ever come out from in under the stairs and go round to your sister’s or go out for a walk or do somethin’ else for God’s sake?’ Da says. 


Silence. Ma’s in under the stairs again.


Ma cries and prays a lot when she’s in under the stairs. She cries and prays a lot when she’s not in under the stairs, too. She says, ‘Jesus Christ’ all the time but Da says Holy God doesn’t give a F-word about us and Ma tells him to watch his feckin’ language and does he want Jacob’s first word to be a F-word? 


Da says he doesn’t care so long as Jacob has a first word and Ma scrapes the muck off the plates and slams the dishes in the sink and Da tells her that her brother Uncle Patrick was always weird and that there’s none a that kind a thing in his family. Then Ma says stuff about Da’s cousin Mickey who ended up in jail for refusing to speak at all to the judge who found him guilty a not talking. Then Da tells Ma her sister, Auntie Eleanor, is for the birds completely and that her nephew, the one with the tyre marks still on his back and his head after a bin lorry drove over him in the back lane, definitely has something serious wrong with him too. 


Then Da goes down the pub with Uncle Michael for a drink which must be a big one coz it takes him four and a half hours to drink it. I think Uncle Michael must be on the spectrum too because every time I see him he asks me how old I am and what class I’m in now and I see him once or twice every week when he comes to take Da down the pub. 


Sometimes Ma goes mental when Da goes down the pub and sometimes she doesn’t even know he’s missing at all. When she does notice he’s not watching Neighbours or not out in the shed, fixing things that aren’t even broken with other bits a broken things that need fixing, she says, ‘Where’s your daddy?’ 


But if you say nothing sometimes she forgets. Sometimes she doesn’t though. And then the next day Ma and Da don’t speak for ages and the quiet gets real big and Jacob sits staring at his fingers which are always moving even when they don’t need to be moving and he’s there with his moving fingers thinking about nothing and he sometimes sits like that forever coz he doesn’t know time like when he wakes up in the middle a the night and he doesn’t know it’s not day he only knows Peppa Pig isn’t on the telly and neither is Thomas the Tank Engine and then we think there’s going to be even more trouble but then we remember The Simpsons must be on some channel somewhere coz The Simpsons is always on some channel somewhere, even if it is the middle of the night. 


I think Da might be on the spectrum too coz Da doesn’t know time either when he tells Ma he’ll be back in an hour but he doesn’t come back for four and a half hours and he says, ‘Sure it got too late for comin’ home early.’


‘Autism’s a disorder,’ Ma says.


‘Autism’s a bastard,’ Da says.


Autism came to live in our house one Wednesday in February when Jacob was still just a baby. Ma says he got in through the kitchen window we’d left open for the cat and he took Jacob away. Granny and Da thought Jacob was deaf coz he didn’t smile when you sang ‘Hickory Dickory’ or when you played Peep and he didn’t look at you when you called his name and Ma started to cry when the nurse in the clinic said she thought Jacob was definitely deaf. Ma told her Jacob wasn’t deaf. She knew he could hear. It wasn’t that. Then Ma cried again when the doctor the clinic nurse sent her to see told her he thought that Jacob was deaf too. Ma said he should stop telling her about all the things Jacob would never be able to do and that he wouldn’t have to go to a special school in Dublin on a special bus. And Ma was right all along. Jacob wasn’t deaf. 


Autism could have come for me but Ma says autism prefers boy babies.


‘That’s a pile a shite,’ Da says. 


‘Look at the stats,’ Ma says.


Da says there was no such thing as autism in his day. Then Ma says words like ‘epidemic’ and Da says words even worse than F-off. Then Ma storms out of the room and Da shouts that she should have a medical degree by now and if she put as much time into looking after herself as she does into chasing causes and cures then we’d all be better off and it’s like they’re two people talking different languages like when Granny shouts at the French students she keeps in the summer coz she thinks they’re stupid and deaf not just foreign and French and they don’t understand each other at all. 


Jacob puts his hands over his ears and rocks backwards and forwards or he walks round in circles. Jacob doesn’t like shouting or storming out of rooms. Words and shouting get very confusing for Jacob. It’s kinda like the different words tumble and jumble when they join together to become shouting and it’s like Jacob’s thoughts tumble and jumble into sticky scrambled things that get stuck in his hair and then in his brain and then he gets frightened and starts tapping the walls or scratching the telly. His eyes roll round in his head and he makes funny noises that don’t sound like words, they just sound like funny noises, and then it’s like everything in the whole universe is happening at once. This is called a ‘meltdown’.


‘Da, I’m starving!’


‘Right, kiddo. Get your coat. We’re goin’ to Luigi’s,’ Da says out real loud. ‘Your Ma can just stay in under the stairs.’ 


So, I get me yellow anorak and stand in the hall and Da wrestles with Jacob coz he won’t put his coat on. 


‘Ah now, don’t get upset, it’s freezin’ outside,’ Da says. 


So, I tell Da, Jacob will only wear his Spiderman coat this week so there’s no point trying to put that green jacket on him. Da grabs Jacob’s Spiderman coat and bundles Jacob inside and then we think we’re ready except Da forgot to put Jacob’s gloves, the blue ones on the string, inside one arm then round the back of his head and down the other arm and Jacob knows they’re missing so he looks up into the sleeve of his Spiderman coat to see if he can find his blue gloves that are missing but I know he won’t find them and Da knows he won’t find them coz they’re hanging on the end of the stairs. 


‘Ah sure, it’s not cold enough for gloves,’ Da says.


Me and Da and Jacob go round the corner and past the Pizza Hut and cross the zebra crossing and past the playground to Luigi’s. 


We haven’t been to the playground for ages. The last time we were there it was full of people and when we came home I heard Ma telling Da that the playground’s the loneliest place in the whole wide world coz in the playground there’s lots of children the same age as Jacob and that makes it harder for her to pretend to herself that Jacob’s fine and not different and not special and you feel even worse, Ma said, when you see the other mothers playing with their children and sometimes she wishes it was their child who was different or special or silent and not her own child and she said she knows it’s wrong to think like that about anybody and you wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy even though she loves Jacob so much her heart hurts and then her head hurts to think that maybe she’ll be the only one to ever love him like that and what if she wasn’t there to love him? Who’d love him then?


‘Sure, I would a course,’ Da says. ‘Do ya want a cuppa tea?’


But Ma didn’t want any tea. She just kept going on about how sometimes she even hates those other mothers for having painted nails and nice arching eyebrows and for having time to have their hair coloured or to get a false tan or for having the energy to go to Zumba or yoga or even the energy to smile or for having perfect children or for being happy all the time but sometimes she can’t help it and she hates herself for hating them like that and for even thinking like that about anybody else and the more she thinks about it the more she wants to rip their stupid eyes out with their stupid painted nails or smash their stupid smiley faces off the swings or crush their stupid tanned legs in the see-saw or mangle their stupid highlighted heads in the roundabout and then Ma said the more time she spends in the playground the more angry and jealous and bitter and sad she becomes. So we don’t go to the playground anymore. 


I think Ma must be on the spectrum too coz she doesn’t like going anywhere, anymore, and she doesn’t like people anymore either. She doesn’t like hugs or kisses except if she’s teaching Jacob Huggie-Kissy-Bye-Bye on one of her ‘good’ days. But even on her good days she looks sad and she doesn’t see that a real grey skinny face has slipped down over her lovely happy old face like one a them Halloween masks in the Two Euro shop with the worn-out elastic that doesn’t even keep the mask up on your head. And she doesn’t tell us stories or even read any of the books I get from the library in school with me on one of her ‘bad’ days and sometimes I even have to bring the books back to school even though I don’t even know the story inside them coz reading on your own isn’t the same as reading with Ma when she does her fairy-tale voice and tells me and Jacob about how stories are the thing we need more than anything else in the whole wide world coz we remember each other through stories. And I think Ma is right because I think that’s what I miss most of all on the bad days coz Ma’s stories always make everything better again, no matter what.


Sometimes Ma screams about her lost baby boy, even on one of her ‘good’ days, but then I tell her Jacob isn’t really lost, he’s just somewhere where we can’t find him or hear him or tell him how much we all love him even when he’s just sitting over there on the couch. Ma goes mental then and goes back in under the stairs. This is called a ‘meltdown’ too.


Luigi’s shiny and sweaty in his white vest and scary tattoos and his big hairy belly hangs out over his pants and he looks like he eats more chips than he sells and he doesn’t speak very good English. He forgets words and sometimes says the wrong words or he looks under the counter like he’s trying to find the words he needs to say a sentence or he looks up in the air waving his arms about hoping that the words will fall out of the sky and into his mouth. 


‘Ah sure, he’s not the full shillin’,’ Da says. 


Da sat beside Luigi in school when they were little, when Luigi’s name wasn’t Luigi, when it was just Tommy Doyle.


I sit beside Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth in school. She was my best friend in the whole wide world till last Tuesday at twelve o’clock when she told Kylie Murphy that Jacob’s a ‘spa’. So I told Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth that she’s a ‘spa’ and then I stabbed her in the arm with me pencil and she started to cry like a cry-baby and then she told Teacher and Teacher gave out and said I was a disgrace and that we don’t allow behaviour like that in our classroom, now do we? Then Teacher told me to go see Sr Mary Assumpta up in the office.


Sr Mary Assumpta up in the office is the boss nun. Da says she’s like 159 years old in Nun Years. Nun Years are different from human years. Da says nuns live longer than people do. It’s like when they’re born they look like they are about thirty but then everything slows down, so they never really look older than sixty-eight no matter what age they are. Every Nun Year is equal to about twelve human years or something like that. Da says there’s even a Nun Year Converter online to work out the age of a nun. 


I think Sr Mary Assumpta looks like Marvel out of The Untouchables. And she is untouchable too coz no one ever heard of anyone ever touching a nun or stealing one either and I think even that if she was moving at 800 miles an hour and suddenly hit a wall that wasn’t there a minute ago she still wouldn’t be hurt coz she’d be protected from the bang by her big holy force field and she’d just bounce back and be fine and she knows everything about you like Holy God knows everything about you but she’s not friendly or all forgetting like Holy God is. Sr Mary Assumpta forgets nothing. 


When I went into the office it was like there were these big dark clouds inside in me head and I couldn’t think through them. Then something happened to me breathing and I forgot how to do it. My arms and throat started shaking, my hair started leaking and my tongue got stuck to the top of me mouth. I tried to remember if breathing is in through your nose and out through your mouth or if it’s in through your mouth and out through your nose. But I couldn’t remember. So I just kinda pushed all the air in and out through all the holes in me face all at the same time which doesn’t really work coz I still couldn’t catch my breath and when it got into me mouth it just fell straight back out again and me nose didn’t even know the breath was even in there in the first place. 


Sr Mary Assumpta was sitting behind her desk with her ‘I know what you did’ face that she puts on whenever you’re in trouble and I have to tell her what I did even though she says she already knows what I did anyway. Then she says I’m a disgrace and we don’t allow behaviour like that in our school, now do we? 


Then I said, ‘Why can’t Jacob come to school here?’ 


Sr Mary Assumpta starts looking at the wall behind me like there’s a picture of some faraway place she wants to go to on it, even though there isn’t, and she says school isn’t the place for little boys who won’t speak and there’s no room for him here anyway and I wonder how she knows Jacob can’t speak and why there’s no room for him. He’s not very big. 


Then I tell her he’s really good on the computer, and she says, ‘Lovely. But remember we have a cake sale and a coffee morning and we sell ribbons and collect phones for Autism Ireland every September and we do shoe boxes and hampers at Christmas and Trócaire boxes at Lent and sponsored walks and minutes’ silences for all the other unfortunates in the world and we should feel good about that, Jennifer, now shouldn’t we?’


Da sits me up on Luigi’s tall steely cold-on-the-bum counter so I can see all the food pictures lit up on the wall behind Luigi’s humungous head and then Da bends down to get Jacob but he’s too busy looking up the sleeves of his Spiderman coat for his missing blue gloves that are hanging on the end of the stairs at home. I tell Da it’s okay coz I know what Jacob wants for his dinner. I get chips and a jumbo sausage in batter and Da gets a batter burger and chips. Jacob gets chips and chicken finger balls even though he’s not allowed chips or chicken finger balls or chocolate or sugar or yogurts or nuts or strawberries or ice cream coz he always gets sick when Ma knows he’s had anything like that but he never gets sick when me or Da sneak him nice things and Ma doesn’t know. 


The smell of chips is everywhere and it’s the loveliest smell in the whole wide world. It’s warm and salty-hot and cosy and it gets into your tongue and your teeth and into your eyes and up into your nose. It even gets into your hair and your socks and then your mouth waters coz you think you’re really starving even if you’re not really starving at all and you only just had your dinner about an hour ago coz the smell of chips always makes you feel like you are starving and like you haven’t eaten for about 100 years and it seems like you’ve been thinking about the chips and waiting for the chips for about 100 years too and then you think you’re going to die a the hunger if you don’t get some chips right away. And Luigi’s chips can only be eaten outta soggy brown-paper bags, shiny with greasy see-through ripped-open sides, on one of Luigi’s sticky-top tables with loads and loads a salt and as much vinegar as you can squeeze out of the bottle and before you put the first one inside in your mouth you blow softly on it like you’re telling it to Ssssh and then you look at the great big-fat-lovely-yellow chip like it’s the first chip you’ve ever seen in your whole life and it’s warm and it’s thick and it’s the loveliest taste in world. The chip is crunchy and big between your finger and thumb and sometimes it’s so hot it burns your finger and your thumb but you don’t mind coz it’s the loveliest taste in the world. 


And the hungry rumbles inside in your tummy wait for the first bite and then your whole mouth feels like the luckiest mouth in the world. And the three of us just sit and look at our chips and it’s like Luigi made these chips only for us and nobody else and there’s nowhere else in the whole wide world that we’d rather be except here coz this is what it’s like to be happy even if we’re just happy for as long as it takes us to eat chips. 


We eat real slow and when the last chip is gone we lick our fingers, one at a time, trying to make the taste last forever but we know it can’t last forever. Then Da goes back to thinking about Ma and I go back to thinking about Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth and Jacob goes back to thinking about his favourite missing blue gloves that really aren’t missing coz they’re at home hanging on the end of the stairs.


Then we remember it’s Tuesday. 


Granny comes every Tuesday and squints up her eyes and looks at Jacob like he’s something that just fell off the side of the moon and landed right there in our kitchen and she says things like, ‘Musha, some a them grow out of it,’ or ‘Ya wouldn’t think to look at him now, would ya?’ or ‘Mrs Murphy down the road was tellin’ me her sister’s son is handicapped, too.’ 


Then Ma throws her eyes nearly up into her hair and sighs out real loud and chews her bottom lip like she’s starving and tells Granny she just doesn’t understand. But Granny says she reared five all on her own, so she thinks she knows a thing or two about children and then she reminds us all how lucky we are coz we’re not starving or Protestant or living in Africa or up above there in Butlins. Then Granny tells us all about Posh Spice and who’s dead and about the weather. Ma gets even more angry and bites even harder on her lip but Granny pretends not to notice. And Da says a curse word even worse than the F-word and Granny pretends not to hear. I’m really, really sure Granny’s on the spectrum coz she’s always pretending not to notice or hear like the time she said she was having a special Mass said in the Holy Rosary Church, up the road, for Jacob, and would we come and Da was standing behind her shaking his head and sticking his fingers down his neck like he was getting sick and Granny could see him in the mirror on the back wall but she looked away anyway. 


Ma says, ‘Of course we will,’ and then Granny says she offered up a novena to St Anthony that morning coz it was a Tuesday and that’s the only day of the week that he works and coz St Anthony’s the saint of lost things she thought he might be able to help Jacob find his lost voice. Da laughed out real loud and Granny says she doesn’t know why he’s laughing coz there’s more chance of Jacob finding his voice than there is of Da finding a job and then Da says F-off with his mouth but not with his voice and he thought Granny didn’t notice, but she did. Then Granny said that Posh Spice did have a boob job and Mary Fitzpatrick died and that there’s plenty a work out there for anyone willing to get up off their fat arse and that we’re in for a cold spell for the rest of the week but that the weekend will be milder.


So, we just sit in Luigi’s looking out the window and we wait till seven o’clock till the coast is clear and Granny’s gone off to bingo.


When we get home the house is all dark and there’s only Ma sitting there on her own, in the kitchen, talking to Lonely. Lonely’s our fish. Not our dog. We got him instead of a dog. 


I can remember one day before last year Ma says to Da, ‘Autism speaks loudest when Jacob’s most silent.’ 


‘That’s a pile a shite,’ Da says back to Ma. ‘Let’s get him a dog.’ 


Ma says over her dead body are we getting a dog and does Da not remember the cocker spaniel who ate the little girl’s head off on Sky News? 


Da says, ‘That’s ridiculous, cocker spaniels don’t eat little girls’ heads off,’ and Ma says Da’s ridiculous if he thinks he’s going to bring some flea-bitten mongrel into this house but you could see Da was already training the dog in his head – making him sit and stay and roll over and be good for Jacob. 


So, Da went out and bought us a goldfish instead of the dog Ma wouldn’t let us get and we named him Lonely. 


I think Lonely’s on the spectrum too coz he doesn’t ever notice our flat noses pressed against the plastic bowl or the smell of fish fingers in the kitchen coz he’s too busy swimming round and round in circles and he doesn’t come back or look at you when you call him. Ma says that’s coz he likes the peace of his underwater world and that the water stops your voice from travelling and so his ears don’t hear and that’s why he’s silent forever but Da says, ‘That’s a pile a shite. Lonely doesn’t hear ya coz he’s a fish and fish don’t have any F-word ears.’ 


Sometimes I think Jacob’s like Lonely in his own underwater world of silence with no voice and no friends and no one to talk to except Super Mario and Baby Luma. Baby Luma first finds Mario sleeping in the planet that houses the Gateway to the Starry Sky after he’s blasted outta Mushroom World and then he helps Mario save Princess Peach from Bowser with the Spin move he uses to break crystals and attack enemies and further his jumps. In the end Baby Luma dies saving the universe from a black hole and you never have to look him straight in the eye coz his eyes are at the side of his head. Jacob likes eyes at the sides of heads coz then he doesn’t have to do the eye contact thing Ma makes him do even though he hates it. Jacob doesn’t like looking in eyes. I hope someday Jacob can find his way out of the Starry Sky and come back to the sitting room where we’ll be waiting for him on the couch and I hope that when he comes back we’ll understand him a little bit more and help him a little bit more so he doesn’t always have to try learning things all on his own and he’ll see just how much we all love him. Da says he’d gladly swap places with Jacob and save him from that big F-word black hole called autism.


Ma blames herself and the injection for the measles. Da blames ‘those fuckers up in Dail Eireann with their big flashy cars and their big budget cuts’. 


Ma goes to healers and magic-card-readers and people with crystals hanging outta their heads, wearing sandals with socks instead a shoes. Da says they’re all money-grabbing bastards and goes out to the shed or goes down the pub with Uncle Michael.


Da gives Ma a bag a chips, puts on the lights and the telly and Jacob goes up to his room to get his Nintendo. I hear Jacob coming back downstairs and I know he’s already playing Super Mario coz I can hear Mario running and swimming in the Sparkling Waters of the Fourth World but then I hear a thump a bang and a thud thud thud and a crash and a smash and a falling falling falling like the falling’s never going to stop. And it’s like we all stop breathing. We’re all real still and not moving in the frozen kitchen coz we’re all too afraid to go out to the hall. Then suddenly the silence stops and the music on the telly starts blaring again. The microwave beeps. The clock tick-tocks. Da’s can splish-sploshes on the floor. Ma’s chip falls under the table. And then like the house is on fire we all move all at the same time and we’re all screaming at the same time, too. We all push past each other out to the hall. My leg goes before Da’s but Da’s arm goes before mine and we get stuck in the door. Then Ma’s whole body shoves us both outta the way and it’s like she shapeshifts out to the hall. Then we see him. Jacob’s Nintendo’s broken into millions of pieces right at our feet.


‘Fuck!’ Jacob says from the top of the stairs.


Ma’s eyes fill up with tears, but she doesn’t cry. Da’s mouth fills up with words but he doesn’t speak and then Ma looks at Da and Da looks at Ma and then for the first time in ages they smile at each other and then they smile at Jacob and me.


Jenny stands in front of Mrs Nicholson’s desk looking at all the red marks on her upside-down copy. There’s big red X’s and circles; deep, angry-looking red lines; red words float over blue words, spilling out between the margins; red arrows joining red circles and ugly exclamation marks, straight up and cutting, announcing themselves with the disgust of being forgotten, making silent little screams on the page. 


‘Where do I start?’ Mrs Nicholson nods hopelessly, her red pen hovering over Jenny’s best handwriting, all joined up and slanting slightly forward, the way it’s supposed to. ‘Just look at this. We never say I would a, now do we?’ The red pen marks are so deeply cut into Jenny’s copy that their naked impression is minted into the next page and the one after that. There’s more red now than blue; big-searching question marks having upside-down meltdowns. ‘We don’t want it too long, now do we? Shorter is better. It was only supposed to be two pages. We have rules about homework, now don’t we?’


Jenny watches Mrs Nicholson finger-lick through her story. She doesn’t know why there’s so much tut-tutting and head shaking going on. Jenny thinks it is a good story and she liked writing it. In fact, Jenny is sure this is the kind of story that would win in a story writing competition. She might even win a bike, for first prize, or enough money maybe to buy a bike. 


But Mrs Nicholson keeps on tut-tutting in time with the side-to-side shaking of her head and she looks like she’s going to burst into flames any minute. Jenny imagines her exploding and then splatting all over the walls, sticking to the ceiling and dribbling back down again to make more hellish little squiggles before she seeps into the floor and disappears forever. 


‘Oh, now, I don’t think a granny would Ever say that, now do You?’ Mrs Nicholson’s finger falls on Granny’s arse. Jenny hopes she didn’t notice Da’s shite. She thinks about Granny and what she’d say to Mrs Nicholson about red pens if they ever met. ‘Your sentences are far too long, though I do like the bit about the chips.’


Jenny stands up slightly taller. She thinks she might smile.


‘But this is all wrong here.’


The half-smile falls off the bottom of Jenny’s face.


‘Where?’


‘This bit. Who is telling the story? How would You know what your father is thinking, here, in the café, or the little boy either?’


‘Coz, I just know. That’s my little brother Jacob.’


‘Coz! There’s no such word. Nor is outta a word or kinda for that matter either!’ 


She looks like she’s decided not to burst into flames after all, but to set fire to Jenny instead. Jenny smells herself smouldering. The burning in her neck shoots up into her face.


‘We need to work on full stops, now don’t we?’ She scribbles more upside-down red words on top of Jenny’s upside-down blue words. Mrs Nicholson slams Jenny’s copy shut with a slap and a bang. ‘Maybe we should try to listen a bit more and follow my instructions!’


Now shouldn’t we? Jenny says inside her own head. Jenny picks up her copy.


Mrs Nicholson brushes imaginary crumbs off her blouse. 


‘Now, Jane-Anne, this Really is Wonderful. The Day You Saved the Kitten. Lovely. Just Lovely.’ Mrs Nicholson makes all the capital letter sounds in her voice sing across the room. 


Jane-Anne smiles sweetly at Jenny as they pass, between desks. 


‘Definitely one for the Winner’s Pile!’ Mrs Nicholson chirps. 


Jane-Anne opens her eyes real wide like she can’t believe all the good capitals in the air. ‘SPA!’ she whispers to the back of Jenny’s head.


Iliona Reszczynski, the little Polish girl with the biggest eyes Jenny has ever seen, shares an understanding little half-smile with Jenny as Jenny moves closer to their shared desk. Jenny, quietly and without being noticed, places her copy upside down in the square metal bin at the back of the room and then sits back down on her chair. 


‘GOOD IDEA!’ she imagines Grammar Girl saying to Punctuation Panda up there on the wall. But then she remembers what Mrs Nicholson said about Not Knowing.




CHAPTER 2


Annette


Big flakes of cold night fall through the air, settling on the gate of number six in the middle of the row. It’s a tired gate, useless really. The latch is old, sitting on years of coloured paint hardened into flat bubbled patterns. No longer white nor grey or cream. No-colour gate, it drags over concrete, eating further into the half-circle fossilised into the path. It stops along the midline of the half-circle. It doesn’t open. It doesn’t close.


Together they pass through the gap, leaving the sleeping house behind. The house getting smaller with each step they take. Then it is gone.


It is a habit now to stop at every tree, reach out little fingers to feel warm wrinkled bark beneath threaded ivy, spongy silver-green moss. Annette leans in beside him. A gentle pull and tug underneath works a piece away from the base. The damp earthy smell sticks to her fingers, darkening her nails.


‘Moss grows on the side away from the sun. Moss likes the dark.’


They walk on into the night. A small sprinkling of light crystallises in one small corner of the sky. A small wind blows under the white of a new moon. Annette looks up into the stars.


‘The night sky is really just a very big shadow,’ she tells Jacob. ‘Don’t ever let it make you afraid. The darkness comes when we turn our backs on the sun. So really, we block the sun’s light ourselves. We make our own darkness each night.’ 


She doesn’t know how she knows this or why she’s telling Jacob. But she does and she is.


Like the moss, Mammy? she almost hears him say.


Yes, baby. Just like the moss, she almost says back.


Hand in hand they feel their way along the path, blue-black lonely shapes in cold winter hats.


‘Estrella is the Spanish word for star.’ She tries to roll the e off her tongue. But she can’t. Too short and crispy, it stays stuck behind her teeth, silenced and diminished by the louder a that widens her mouth into a bigger capital shape. Then she thinks maybe it’s the r she should be forcing her tongue to roll out, like all the rolling-Spanish Sesame Street tongues and brown eyes. ‘Entrada means entrance.’ 


Yes. It’s definitely the r pushing her mouth open – widening, raising, reshaping her tongue – making it flick off the back line of her top teeth. But still the broad as, bigger than they should be, swallow up the lesser r. Her lips pull apart like an old wound, the word pulsing in red beats behind her eyes. 


‘Salida is exit.’ 


Salida is green. A is the most important shape there – louder than all the other shapes, taller than all other sounds. It’s always the a, no matter how small. A always feels too big for her mouth, too loud, like it needs to be shouted out into the dark. Just to get it out. Get it gone. Annette would have liked to have learned Spanish, liked to have taught it to her children. Looking up into the night, she wonders what’s the Spanish word for moon?


There’s a gathering of thick-branched naked trees all round the sentinel red railings beginning and ending in another gate, a pointy multi-coloured gate. Closed fast and padlocked. A watching cat folds itself deeper into the darkness. Tinfoil eyes stealing the last coloured light. Grimy scraps of withered leaves stick to the soles of their boots, making everything tacky and wet. The ground rots away under their feet. 


But Jacob knows where the secret place is, the space that buckles open like an invisible split, just wide enough for shoulders and a head and careful little feet. He looks up. 


She looks down.


Are the trees very sick, Mammy?


No, they’re not sick, baby. Just waiting.


For leaves?


Yes, sweetheart. For leaves.


They pause, waiting for each other. They have learned patience and silence. Annette hums a tune inside her head. There’s a basket shackled to a tree, a little wind blowing. Somewhere a cradle is rocking, a bough breaking. It’s just a song she remembers about a swinging baby, falling into the night.


Then with one step Jacob slips further inside the darkness, like he’s being unborn. Annette, holding a bar in each hand, breathes in through her nose, out through her mouth, scrunching her belly button back in line with her ribs. There’s a tingling in her spine, a faint little shudder like a distant memory of falling from a great height. Flexing fingers, grinding teeth, she remembers again his perfect little face the first time she saw it on a cold October morning five winters ago; the smell of his little baby head resting in the palm of her hand or in the space under her chin. His first smile. His first tooth. His first step. Ten fingers. Ten toes. Each one counted, re-counted, recorded. His locked tight little jaw. She looks away feeling again the tears that gathered at the back of her eyes, the wobble of her chin. There’s a pull in the soft, fleshy space between her thumb and her forefinger. She feels a widening gash, though she can’t see it, a trickle of blood. Tongue and lips work together cleaning it, kissing it away. Breathing herself taller she turns to the side, making herself fit.


The silence inside is fierce, washing the playground like a flood. It gushes through the bars, settling in corners, behind the tower, under the swings. She can hear it roaring in the trees reaching over, in the empty slide bearing down. It drips out of the sky on to the soft playground floor, growing in the darkness, like a shadow eclipsed. It’s in the swings and the shape of the roundabout and in the grass. She can taste it. Annette breathes it into her lungs and feels it might drown her. It runs down into all the empty places inside her, like rainwater. It settles in her hair and on the trees and takes her shape and their shape and all the earth is wet with it. Like an endless black dampness creeping up endless black walls. And silence has a smell like the inside of a press, locked and musty, stale-tasting rank moisture; the air is thick with it. And when it hits her it feels like the slice and cut of a knife across and deep into her stomach, ripping her away from herself. It’s the loneliest pain in the world. There’s no beginning and no end to it. It just is. Twisting and tightening, like thick clothes-line rope stitching her back up again and again and again. And no one is there to say sorry for causing it or to ask if she’s okay. No one wants to look at it and tell her that it’s not her fault, she’s done the best that she can and that he will be okay, that he will, one day, say Mammy, in a voice of his own. No one’s there to hear him.


Annette releases her stomach. Muscles push up-ways and out. She winces silently, rubbing the dimples that pucker her back. The air is cold. Each breath dusted in white. 


She looks for her shadow in the darkness. It’s beside her, watching up from the ground, elongated and thinner, her head a new distended alien shape. 


‘Centre yourself. Breathe. Feel your attachment to the earth,’ the Chinese acupuncturist, with the smallest hands she’s ever seen, had said in the free one-off special she’d queued for in the shopping centre last Thursday.


She closes her eyes. Breathes in slowly. Waits. And breathes out. She feels her mind beginning.


The night’s silence shakes into little pieces and falls into the ground. All around them the round-up noises of the day squeezing in through the bars chase the silence away. Doors click-clack shut, tight against the dark and the morning and the drill of more waking hours. A car alarm screeches from somewhere and nowhere at the same time. A lonely bark, not like anything really, falls into the yellow-orange of a faraway light. Bottles rattle in a crate. The homeless man on the steps of the broken-down cinema on the corner rustles through yesterday’s news, reading stories to keep him warm in the dark. 


He comes here every night after a day of nowhere walking. Annette knows the shuffle of his tired feet. Taking off somebody else’s shoes, he rubs sunken eyes, settles into the ground. Annette thinks of her own father now and slowly through the gloam she sees him again standing beside her on the other side of the road. Her hand reaches towards him, fingers stretching through the darkness, as though to touch him once more before he is gone. He has October-coloured teeth, a chain-smoker’s squint. Annette can hear his knees cracking. His knees always crack when he stands up or sits down. And she is there too, smaller, holding his hand, his old bike between them. 


The bike was blue. She remembers now. The day was hot. Too hot. They pushed the bike over the tracks into an evening of sand dunes and sunshine; shiny wheels turning rhythmically, a ting-a-ling bell and magic looping pedals; the tide on its way out washes all trace of their footprints and tyre tracks from the sand; a song without any words is hummed behind the call of a cuckoo. Her father opens a bag of Scots’ Clan, offers her the bag; a creamy chewy chocolate dressed up in two tones – the taste of a memory melts into her mouth, and she smiles at the thought of another. Then he’d lifted her up and together they’d made the bike move seamlessly, like oarsmen treading the sea.


A single swing squeak creaks back to life. 


Jacob pushes his little legs out for ups, pulls them back in for downs. Falling up-ways then down-ways again. Falling, flailing, flying, grabbing at stars. Little Moon Boy. But nobody’s there to see. No one watches the shadows of tinkling chains, the swish-whish of air. Annette thinks of all the pulled curtains and flattened blinds in all the dark sleeping homes on the street, missing the little-smiling sounds swinging into the night. And she hears all the unspoken sounds between them. They have a quiet way of coming and meeting each other in their own wordless way. They don’t have to talk to know.


I love you, Mammy.


I know you do, baby.


Annette counts to ten, only getting to five because ten is too far away so six becomes only four to go, seven only three, eight only two and nine means there’s only one more before she gets back to one again. Then she’ll be there. It’s quicker that way. It’s cleaner. Easier to manage. Her mind likes to know she’ll get back down to one again before she ever gets to ten. Then she can begin over. Ten is the end. 


‘If he doesn’t speak by the time he is ten,’ the doctor had said. 


Ten is the end. There’s nothing after ten – only more silence, more silent ghost-screaming into the dark. Time will tell.


‘Jacob, promise me that if you ever get lost or if ever you can’t find Mammy that you will come here. Come here to the playground. Somebody will find you here.’ 


All about them the daylight sounds of running hopscotching feet jump and gurgle with laughter waiting to be heard, tomorrow. Morning buggies and bums will stop for pause, a moment’s rest. Chatting mothers hush crying babies back into a sleep that has not yet happened. Little legs and scraped knees clamber up climbing ladders; toes push down and up see-saws, now standing silent; runners rub against slides in head-first bursts of yellow hats and freezing fingers. Jacob’s feet will run with other running feet, tomorrow; arms outstretched in twirling-whirling circles, he’ll win the game of tomorrow-playground chase. Tomorrow he’ll be first to the top of the ladder. There’ll be no pouting mouths, no pointing fingers, no throaty coughs, no pity under their faces. Annette will call Jacob over and tell him to take off his gloves and to be kind to the silent little looking-down boy over in the corner.


‘Go and ask that little boy if he’d like to play,’ she will say.


‘Okay, Mammy.’ 


His words will rise like balloons. And he will make his way over to the forgotten little boy in the Spiderman coat. He will take him by the hand. He will swing him on the swings, pushing him gently in the small of his little silent back. They will be dizzy from the twirling roundabouts and swinging swings but he will hold that little boy up straight, squaring his shoulders, until the world settles back down again. Then the little boy will smile a silent thank you. And Annette will smile over at Spiderman’s mother, alone on the bench, and she’ll feel that woman’s pain in her own heart and in her own head just as if it is her own.




CHAPTER 3


Jacob


Mammy says there’s nothing in the house. Not even a loaf. Loaf is another word for bread like jacket is another word for coat. Jacob knows lots of words inside in his head. Nothing in the house means it is Tesco time now. 


Daddy says he’ll go but Mammy shakes her head and gets up and gets dressed. 


‘I’ll take the kids with me. Won’t be long,’ Mammy says.


Jacob looks out the back window of the car. There’s the church with the coloured-y window and the big angel with the white-crying face that looks like he’s going to jump off the roof and into the ditch any minute and there’s the field where the sometimes horses sometimes stand looking out over the wall and the garage that used to sell petrol and cars but now it only sells coal and gerbils and Christmas trees at Christmas. Jacob likes seeing all the things outside the glass. And then they are there.


Jacob loves the red of the word Tesco. The way the redness reddens against the deep purple-blue of the night. Big letters floating over blue dashes. Tesco looks better in the dark. The big windows are yellow like butter. But the sign isn’t red and shiny like it should be. It is harder for Jacob to trace with his finger. Something is wrong. The sky is too blue, cut across with too many wires. The wires aren’t there at night. 


The car stops. Jenny opens her seat belt. Jenny reaches over and clicks Jacob free. Mammy counts to five, then backwards again. This is a rule. A rule is the same as a law. Jacob presses his face against the glass, cupping his hands round his eyes to stop his own reflection looking back in at him. He’s looking for the darkness that should be falling down out of the sky. But it is not coming. The letters are all stuck on sticks – all ups and acrosses like the lollipop roof on the second little pig’s house. 


I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down. 


Jacob likes the way Jenny leaves all the spaces for big breaths when she’s pretending to be the wolf.


Mammy usually takes him at night, when Jacob gets up and there’s nothing to see on the telly. Most times they are the only ones there. Holding hands. Being okay. Saying nothing. Mammy lets a big breath out of her mouth. She takes a band off her wrist and ties her hair up in a knot at the back of her head.


‘You ready to get out of the car, Jacob?’


Jacob tap-taps his knees.


Mammy opens her door stepping into the picture outside. Mammy smiles in at Jacob through the window. She sticks out her tongue. Jacob’s eyes fix on her forehead. Mammy says foreheads are as good as eyes if you don’t want to look into eyes. 


Mammy opens the door and takes Jacob’s moving fingers into her own. Jenny goes to pick out a trolley. It’s a long path to Tesco. There are lots of shoes. Black shoes. Brown shoes. Red click-clacking high shoes. There’s even a pair of wellies. Two trainers push pedals round and round turning silver circles over the grey on the ground. A pigeon picks at a stone, his sideways eyes rolling. Jacob spots a twiddle stick. A tiny bit of lost tree. Darting forward his middle finger jumps up and down on his thumb. Little enough jumps, just tiny spaces apart. A foot stops and stumbles. Another foot presses down on his hand.


‘Jesus Christ!’ falls out of the mouth way up high in the air. ‘You okay? Jesus. I’m sorry.’ 


‘It’s okay. Don’t worry. He’s fine.’ Mammy grabs Jacob, brushing down his clothes with her hand.


Jacob straightens up, the little bit of twig rolling between his fingers. Mammy closes her hand around Jacob’s. They stay on the path. Mammy says the left and right words like she always does when they have to cross from one path over to another.


‘Yes, Ma. We know, Ma.’ Jacob hears Jenny behind the trolley. 


They wait till the wheels of a green car roll past. Jacob can only see two wheels though he knows there are two more on the other side. He’d be able to see them if he were already standing on the path over there near the crisp bag that’s all scrunched-up reds and yellows. Jacob looks for his toes. They’re inside his runners. He’s wearing his Sunday socks. And his Sunday underpants. It’s Sunday today. No bus today. Today is a car day.


The smiling man inside the door nods at Mammy. Jacob knows the man’s face and the man’s boots with all the laces, but he doesn’t know the man. 


‘Should be okay. Quiet enough today.’ The man’s half looking at the little screen under his belly, half looking at Mammy.


‘Thanks, Tom.’ Mammy checks the pink square in her hand. It has a sticky line across the top at the back. That’s for sticking it up on the fridge. ‘Right so. Lettuce.’


Jacob knows where the lettuce is. But it’s too high up. Mammy checks the numbers on the front of the packet and puts the bag down on the bottom shelf. Jacob reaches over and puts it into the nearest corner of the trolley.


‘One avocado. Four bananas.’


Avocados are under pears. Jacob loves avocados. Jenny loves ice cream. Jacob’s not allowed ice cream. Jacob can pick up the avocado without any help, but Mammy needs to squeeze it first. Mammy likes pressing things with her fingers. This is important like a rule or a law is important. 


‘Perfect.’ 


Jacob places it at the other end of the trolley. Jenny counts to four and points to the bananas. Jacob puts them in opposite the lettuce. There has to be enough empty space between them. This is also important.


‘Oh, and bread. Don’t let me forget the bread. I didn’t put it on the list. But there’s not so much as a crust in the house.’


Crust is like loaf. It is another word for bread. But they are not near the bread. This place is cold and humming and sharp. It’s very white. Something is wrong. The bread is way over there. Past the noise. The noise is growing now, getting bigger. It was grey and far. Now it’s white. Bright, blinding white. Moving closer. Jacob drops his twiddle stick moving his arms up and down through the noise. Breaking it up. Making it smaller. The lights up in the sky start flicking and buzzing. Buzz. Buzz. Flick. The buzzing and flicking stick to his fingers. Jacob drags them along the cold shelves. Mammy says now she wants yogurts and butter in this cold place. 


But bread is next, Mammy. Bread is next. 


Mammy’s face is in front of Jacob’s. Mammy holds the two sides of Jacob’s head. 


Bread, Mammy. Bread. Bread. Bread, Jacob wants to scream, but the words are like shadows. Jacob cannot catch them. The noise is too big, and his voice is too small and nobody is listening. 


‘Everything’s goin’ to be okay, sweetheart. Mammy’s here. Don’t worry, baby. Don’t worry.’


Mammy takes her hands away from Jacob’s head. She rubs his shoulders. Her knees make a big crack. Mammy gets taller. Mammy’s face gets smaller. Further away. There’s a squeaking wheel behind him. A mobile phone screeching. Jacob reaches out, but everything falls through his fingers like water. There’s a pain, even bigger than himself, growing inside all the noise; it’s in his toes and his elbows, inside and outside his head all at the same time. There’s more noise now. Burning noise all over the air. 


Mammy, I’m on fire, someone is shouting.


Jacob pulls at his jeans. Little fingers ripping the burning away. The shouts are inside him, pushing at his belly, trying to get out through his skin. He takes a thousand pictures all at once. He’s going to burst. He falls to the floor beside the humming fridges curling himself into a ball. His little body lies between the cheese and the milk trying to stop the everywhere shouting that’s coming from him, coming for him. Mammy’s hand rubs the back of Jacob’s neck. Mammy smells closer. ‘Come on, sweetheart. Up. It’s okay. Itsokay. Isokay.’


The squeaking wheels are coming. Stop. Turn around. Go away. Feet step to the side, getting faster.


‘Ma, let’s go home.’ Jenny’s words come from somewhere over Jacob’s head.


‘No. This is good for him, ya know.’ 


More words stick into other words. 


‘Jacob, I can’t remember where the bread is. Can you find the bread, Jacob? Show Mammy where the bread is?’


Mammy wants bread. There isn’t a crust in the house. Crust is another word for bread.


Jenny gets yogurts and butter. 


Bread is next. Bread is next. He knows, he knows where the bread is.


Jacob’s eyes close on the colours. The yellow-pink is still there inside his lids. Jacob feels the burning again. Burning colours eating his eyes. Mammy stands him back up, dusts the marks from his knees, kisses his head. 


Bread is next.


Jacob opens his eyes. He sees the metal music playing all over the air. The sounds in the sky. Beeping scanners. Rustles moving along on a belt. Squawking children. Stomping-shouting-running feet. Clicking doors. Scratching bags. Laughing mouths. All the noises fall down into him, melting together, scorching his skin, sticking to his scalp. With twisting fingers, he holds on real tight to his hair like he’s afraid his brain’s going to fall out on the floor or his ears are going to fall off the side of his head.


‘Ma? Please, Ma?’ 


‘Stop it, Jenny. This is good for him. He needs to know where everything is.’


‘He does know. He knows, Ma. This isn’t “good” for him! Please, Ma, please.’


‘It is!’


‘Ma, look at him.’ 


‘Jennifer, please.’


‘But, Ma—’


‘I said stop it! What if he needs to go shoppin’ himself? One day, when he’s bigger.’


‘What?’


‘I won’t always be here, you know. He needs to be able to do this himself.’


‘Ma, he’ll never be able to do this himself. How would he even get here?’


‘Don’t you ever say that again! Do ya hear me? Don’t you ever let me hear you say that again!’ Mammy bites down on her lip like she’s starving. Starving is like hungry only starving is worse. Mammy holds Jacob’s hand real tight leading him along past all the boxes and bottles and crackers and broken-down packets into more noise, red-coloured noise full of loud-shrieking shapes. Then Mammy stops. ‘Here we are, sweetheart. Will you get the bread?’


There’s a coin on the floor and little piles of white growing taller under a shelf where the sugar bags lie down looking at the bits of themselves they’re leaving behind on the tiles. Mammy squeezes the bread with one hand but uses her two hands to give it to Jacob. Jacob looks for the place where it should go but the middle of the trolley is blocked. Jacob holds the bread in the air. Jacob doesn’t know what to do. Jenny takes the yogurts and butter out and holds them up so Jacob can see. He lets the bread sit in their place. Jenny carries the yogurts in one hand, the butter in the other.


‘We need eggs.’ 


Jacob takes the sound and smashes it down into a single noise, trying better to hear it. 


Mammy, I know. I know where the eggs are. Mammy, I know. I know, Mammy.


Mammy looks up in the air for a sign. Jacob roots behind the back of his eyes: Rice Krispies, Coco Pops, smiling monkeys, Sugar Puff monsters, green frogs and a tiger. Then eggs. Eggs are next. He doesn’t remember this place with new things in red bottles. All the colours fall out of strange corners, hissing lights. Triangles split open into lines. Circles dance around squares. Squares stick into the corners of Jacob’s eyes, like needles.


‘Over here.’ Jenny’s head peeps through the shapes. 


Mammy pours him like water against the slow creeping dark. ‘Here we go, sweetheart.’


Out of the corner of tired eyes Jacob hears the dimples on the green boxes. Little clumps of green noise. A big yellow-brown smell sticks to his face, sliding into his ears. Jacob scratches it off. Claws it away. Scratch. Scratch. The big eggy-fish smell creeping towards him slips into his mouth slicing his tongue. 


Mammy, get it off. Cut it out with the big knife on the man’s stripy apron. Mammy. Mammy. Mammy.


Tongue flicks against teeth. Head banging on air. Bang. Bang. Bang.


Eggs. 


Falling, falling.


Split. Splat. Plop.


Mammy. Mammy. Mammy.


Jacob bites down hard. Mammy cries out, closing her eyes. Holding her wrist, she counts to five, then backwards again. Jacob’s body is gone. Washed away like the little girl on the telly. Mammy falls on to her knees. There’s a tear behind Mammy’s eye. Jacob tastes its salty falling.


Split. Splat. Plop.


Thump. Thud. Thump. Thud. 


Black boots get bigger. They’re coming. Laces in V-shaped criss-crosses grow upwards from shiny silver holes. Two big arms with square fingers lift Jacob up into the sky.


‘It’s okay. Hush now. Hush.’ 


The burning stops. Mammy looks up from the floor. Jacob looks down from the sky.


‘Let’s get you all home.’ 


‘Thanks, Tom.’


Jacob looks over Tom’s shoulder as the trolley gets smaller and smaller. Mammy holds Jenny’s hand. When they turn the corner, the trolley is gone. The big doors swish open like magic. The air outside is quiet.




CHAPTER 4


Annette


March brings a new freshness to the morning light, sharpening the shapes and colours of things. Ten o’clock tingles a cold yellow-white; the breeze sharp-blue, and too cutting. It looks like summer at the bottom of the garden but the roof casts a long, lonely shadow of dark purple-grey, throwing a chilly apex on the ground, splitting the morning into light and half-light, nearer the house. 


Everything still belongs to winter, though the worst of it is over, it’s still all confused, so confused, so confusing, she thinks to herself. 


The air, unfriendly and cold, adds muscle to the iron-rod, ice-cream pain, behind her left eye; a sudden screaming stabbing between pockets of wind. She pulls her shoulders up around her ears, sinks her head down into the neck of her jacket. 


The spring will bring shorter nights, longer days. Maybe even a word.


She wanders down the garden and stops. Left or right? This way or that? Does it really matter? Won’t she end up in the same place anyway? Doesn’t she always? To the right, the cherry-blossom fingers reach for pink, stretching themselves into the light and the promise of fleeting-papery flowers. She knows the lonely-loveliness of watching it, watching itself fall, like pink snow, through the kitchen window. 


But everything is as it should be, apparently. Karma. That’s what it’s called. She revisits her free, on-line Tarot reading. She had typed in her name and her question and picked three cards from the stretched-out digital line. The Past card hadn’t revealed itself. She was asking about the future. The other two, The King of Swords and The Hanged Man, both upside down, had told her that nothing in this world happens to you that you do not for some reason or other deserve. It could be from a past life, they had even inserted her name – Annette, you are responsible for your own happiness and your own misery. It’s a bit like an inheritance you leave to yourself, really. It’s all about balance – apparently. Left and right.


Half of her stands in the brightness pouring down from the sky. The other half stands in the cold shadow of the roof. A dark stripe splits her body into yellow and black. 


She looks at the border of daffodils along the back fence, half remembering a poem about tossing heads and fluttering breezes, dancing victorious proud trumpets and stars in a never-ending line.


She remembers the daffs at her father’s funeral, though she doesn’t remember him dying. She only remembers him dead, in a coffin in the parlour, where he was laid out in his best Sunday-blue suit. Not that he had ever worn it on a Sunday or any other day, as far as she can remember. But it was the only suit he had and that’s what it was called. The blinds were fully closed; the curtains pulled tight; the dark-holy smell of candles congealing the air, serving it up in heavy slices. All the saints with their unmoving-moving eyes and the pulsing Sacred Heart, with his finger of warning and his head to the side, watched over him from the wall. John Paul tick-tocked from his clock in the corner. All the sounds of time counting down.


People came in and out of the room, capturing in their ramble all the mystery and silence of death. How could he have been here yesterday? Out in the garden digging and dying? Not here today? Here and not here all at once? The space he had filled before empty now except for the box. And where were his feet? His shoes?


But the stillness in the room is stronger than their moving and mumbling. Their awkward sympathies, murmured little silvery sounds, seem to fall away and vanish beneath the flowery rug and painted skirting under the weight of the deathly silence and the biggest pile of sandwiches she’s ever seen. Before or since.


She can still see the yellow skin, stretched like parchment over his face. It is the colour of wallpaper; dirty, smoky dead wallpaper that needs to be ripped from the walls; his fingers are too long; his dough-white hands, shackled in rosary beads, are still puffy; his eyelids glisten under the big black metal Christ, held fast forever by his hands, on the studded crucifix nailed to the wall. Mrs Murphy, next door, brings vol-au-vents and egg and onion sandwiches made into triangles, with the crusts cut off. She’s sure it was Mrs Murphy – no one else on the row had ever even heard of vol-au-vents. But Mrs Murphy was different. They hadn’t liked different back then. 


She thinks of the girl she used to sit beside in school. The girl with no hair. It must be thirty-five years ago now. Fiona Byrne. The girl with the hat. That was her. Fiona Byrne. Sr Mary Rose had really hated her. Annette still feels like scratching when she thinks about Fiona Byrne and her no hair under her hat. She scratches the back of her neck, her shoulders shiver. She does little head shakes. The hat was woolly with stripes. And Fiona wore that hat for a whole year. Then the hat came off the following September and she had hair once again, but she would always be bald as far as Sr Mary Rose and the girls in the class were concerned. She would always be poor and dirty and different. She would never sing in the choir or be picked to go on messages. 


They still don’t like different, she supposes. Different then meant being apart, meant having notions. Different means something else now. Something different yet the same. Mrs Murphy had been different. Annette doesn’t know why but there had been something other in Mrs Murphy. Rolling eyes, knowing glances and cutting sneers were exchanged when her and who does that one think she is fancy vol-a-vents, on a proper Willow pattern plate, had appeared in the kitchen.


She remembers the Willow Tale her father told her every time he drank tea, cast forever in blue and white delft, kiln-baked in Annette’s earliest memories. The glazed little legend was one of his favourites. It was the only Willow cup in the house. He’d show her the little blue man and the little blue woman running away over the little blue bridge, shaded by the wavy overhang of the big bendy-blue willow tree. Tracing their shapes with a delicate finger she’d strained to hear their running blue feet, to feel the wind flowing whitely beneath their curling motionless flight, way up there, far away from the yard, enclosed by the big blue-crookedy fence. Then she’d touch the cold shiny-blue feathers of the lovers soaring way up high over the blue apple tree Annette knew would never lose its apples. And he smiled every time he told her the story, wrapped around the little blue cup in his hand, hardened by fire and set into shape. 


Mrs Byrne, from number three, brings tea bracks and fairy buns and even more sandwiches, cheese and onion ones with brown sauce. There’s no threat in that. Nothing different. Brown sauce doesn’t have notions. It seemed like everyone calling brings sandwiches, just to feed all the other people bringing sandwiches, on plates all smelling of cling film. And they all stand around saying what a beautiful corpse he is and how he would have loved all the sandwiches and the cakes and the fuss and some of the men standing beside the wilted-yellow wallpaper roses or hovering around the good-front-room door tell her they are sorry for her trouble and some of the women standing beside the coffin say the rosary behind clacking beads and bent heads. And some of them cry. 


Then later on after plenty of whiskey and sandwiches and tea Jackie Doyle or the Bull Redmond, she can’t remember which one, calls on her father to give them a song – forgetting he was dead – but then remembering again makes the sign of the cross and slips out to the kitchen for a fag, where her mother, very busy being very busy, is boiling the kettle and cutting the crusts off the sandwiches with crusts and giving orders about milk and sugar and going over the arrangements.


‘There’ll be a piper, of course,’ she said.


Annette had never understood why and she’d never asked either. The sound of bagpipes has always made her want to cry. 


‘March is the month for daffs and pipes,’ her father used to say. 


He had always filled up too, though she had never actually seen him cry, at the St Patrick’s Day Parade just as soon as the long call of the pipes came marching down over the hill. She hears it again now wrapped inside the big brooding silence of the garden. Though she can’t see them, yet she sees that same sorrowful sound, lonely and beautiful all at once, flow over the fence and gather around her feet. There’s a primal drone resonating in the grass, the broken pots, the cherry-blossom tree. There’s that one same note staying constant behind all of the other notes and it is unlike any other sound.


On her left stands the clothes line, brilliant in blue-white flapping sheets. Annette moves straight ahead. It’s easier that way. 


On hands and knees, she picks at the bits of winter still left on the ground. Her hand is cold, drooping downwards. She straightens her back, sits her bum on the backs of her folded-up legs, stretches her fingers, rubs her wrist straight and looks up into the sky. Squinting into the light through dark-flicking lashes, Annette sees flitting and darting at the side of her eyes.


Pins and needles tickle her feet.


The swallows are back, growing their nest. They’re early this year. Their half-finished mud bunker sticks to the wall, just under the eaves of the half-triangle of the roof. Grand Designs, she thinks to herself and smiles up at the emerging cup of the nest. The robin appears from nowhere again – little black eyes, like bullets, watching her from the side. He bobs and taps around the garden. He is always alone. Annette rubs the sides of her head, the bridge of her nose. One swallow flies off as the other flies back, each taking its turn kneading, shaping, filling in cracks. They will do this all day, all summer. Then they too will be gone.
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