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For my mam;
 a glimpse.




Prologue


It begins with our bodies. Skin on skin. My body burst from yours. Safe together in the violet dark and yet already there are spaces beginning to open between us. I am wet and glistening like a beetroot pulsing in soil. Gasping and gulping. There are wounds in your belly and welts around your nipples, puffy and purpling. They came from me, just like I came from you. We are connected through molten rivers like the lava that runs beneath the earth’s crust. Shifting. Oil trapped beneath the sea. Precious liquid seeping through cracks. This love is heavy; salty and viscous, stinking of seaweed and yeast. Sweat is nourishing and so is that tangy vagina smell that later men will tell me tastes like battery acid. But there are not any men, not yet. For now our secrets are only ours. You press me to your chest and I am you and I am not you and we will not always belong to each other but for now it is us and here it is quiet. I rise and fall with your breath in this bed. We are safe in the pink together. 




Part One





 


 


1


My first dead body was my grandfather’s. My mother and I sat in the funeral home at his wake in Ireland for two days while people I had never met came to pay their respects. I moved to the back of the room because I thought the blue in his eyelids might pierce my skin if I sat too close for too long. 


The last time I saw him alive, he was in hospital. I kissed him goodbye and left the imprint of my lips lingering on his cheek. I wore bright red lipstick and it made his skin look grey. I tried to rub it away with my sleeve and he said, ‘Oh, leave it. I’ll keep it there, ’til you come back.’ I reached for his cold hand, fluttering on top of smooth sheets. 


2


Before I came to Ireland, I was living in London. I was seduced by coloured lights hitting the river in the middle of the night and throngs of cool girls in chunky sandals who promised a future of tote bags and house plants. I thought that was the kind of life I was supposed to want. I worked in a bar every night while I figured out how to get there. 


3


I never did go back to the hospital. 


During my grandfather’s wake, I looked for the trace of my kiss on his skin. 


I could not find it. 


4


London is built on money and ambition and I didn’t have enough of either of those things. I felt as though the tangle of wires and telephone lines strung through the city were strings in a fishing net filled with bankers and nondescript creatives, shimmering in banknotes and holographic backpacks. I was something small and weak and undesirable. I was slipping through the holes and down into the deep underbelly of the ocean. I watched these people from my vantage point behind the bar. I noted the colour of their fingernails and the smell of their perfume and how many times they went to the toilet in one night. They did not notice me. 


5


I am just another impossibility. Colourless. Unformed. You cannot imagine anything as fiercely small, as fiercely hungry as me. There is a splitting that has not happened yet. This is you before me. You are a daughter and not a mother. Not yet. And yet; there are invisible things drawing us close, even here. Fall into those molten afternoons, his hands all over your body. Spill towards me.


6


My grandfather was born in Glasgow. He and his brothers and sisters were small and soft beneath the tenement buildings. Their father went to the pub one day and never came back. Their mother died soon afterwards, ‘Of a broken heart,’ people tutted, shaking their heads and supping the tragedy from fingerprinted pint glasses. The children were shipped this way and that by strangers and well-meaning relatives. They ended up in an orphanage, where priests cupped and kissed them in terrible places.


They had an Auntie Kitty who lived in a small fishing port on the west coast of Ireland. She sent for them and they stayed with her and slept in the hay with her animals, warm dung sticking sweetly to their clothes and matting their hair. They walked along the dirt roads to school with bare feet and broke in wild horses while they were light enough to cling to their backs without being thrown off. They raced through long grasses and swam in the rough sea and learned to light fires by rolling oily twists of newspaper and drying out kindling in the sun. 


Auntie Kitty rationed the hot water and made anyone who entered the house throw holy sand over their left shoulder, To Keep Away The Devil. Her husband was a major in the IRA and they housed members of Sinn Fein in their attic. In the springtime she marched around the garden with a pair of scissors, snipping the heads from any flowers that dared to bloom orange.


‘Just off out on me horse!’ she called as she wheeled her rusty bicycle down the hallway. She was a self-educated woman, and she taught my grandfather how to write and to read constellations in the salty night sky.


As my grandfather grew he worked as a gardener, pruning rhubarb and thatching roofs and occasionally mending leaky plumbing. When he was old enough, he travelled to England on the boat with the rest of the boys, looking for labouring work. He helped to build the Tyne Tunnel, spending his days deep beneath the ocean, installing lights so that strangers could see in the dark.


He found himself in Sunderland, among the crashing and clanking of the shipyards. He lived in a boarding house run by a gentle woman and her sharp and gorgeous daughter. He befriended Toni from Italy, who ate cocaine for breakfast and dreamed of running a café, and he shared a room with Harry from Londonderry, who played the spoons and had a crucifix tattooed across his chest.


He liked Johnny Cash, horse racing and Jameson’s whiskey. He always wore a suit and carried a packet of Fruit Polos in his inside pocket. He was at home by the water with the rust and the metal.


7


I am living in Burtonport, a tiny fishing port in County Donegal, on the north-west coast of Ireland. In order to get here, you have to travel through the Blue Stack Mountains. Time alters as you drive into them. They are brown and reassuring but appear blue in the shifting light, dripping navy and indigo into the valleys.


When I was a child, my mother, brother and I spent dusky Augusts in Donegal. We felt safe when we had passed the mountains, cut off from the tumult of our lives at home. As soon as we arrived, my mother turned off her Nokia and put it in the glove compartment of her car. She didn’t switch it on until summer was over and we were back on the motorway.


As a teenager I ran from solidity and stasis and shades of brown. I wanted things that flashed and fizzled. Now that I am here, beneath the peat smoke and the penny-coloured skies, brown seems like a safe place. I can crawl into it and swallow fistfuls of soil.


8


When my grandfather died I called the pub.


‘I’m really sorry, Deborah, but I can’t come in today.’


‘You what, babe?’


‘I think I need to go away for a bit.’


‘Speak up, will you? Line’s breaking up.’


‘I have to go to Ireland for a funeral. I don’t know when I’ll be back.’


‘Who is this?’


‘I’ll come in and see you when I’m back in town.’ 


I saw a chance and I grasped it. I texted my landlord and told him to keep my deposit. I put my books into boxes and gave all of my clothes away. I took the train north to my mother’s house, then we boarded an aeroplane and hired a car and now here I am.


9


I am creeping. The future unspooling. I am forming slowly inside you. Barely even an idea. There are so many ways in which you do not know yourself yet, blue-black and heavy like reams of crushed velvet. All the broken objects of our lives are stretched in front of us, gorgeous and unknowable.


10


My mother and I have inherited my grandfather’s small stone cottage, through the Blue Stack Mountains by the sea. It is tucked into a nook crammed with giant rhubarb and purple hydrangeas. There are wild potatoes and mangy kittens and clumps of shamrock clustered in the corners. The garden is very overgrown but if I climb onto the kitchen roof I can see the sea.


We arrived to find that colonies of mould and specks of damp thrived in my grandfather’s absence. They were splattered across the walls and ceilings like a sludgy Pollock painting. Tiny worms and mites had burrowed holes in the wooden furniture. The drawers and cupboards were crusty with rust and the fridge stank of sour milk. The mattresses were crawling with bugs. 


In the months before my grandfather’s death, something between my mother and me was fractured. Her presence in my life had been solid and gold, then suddenly she was not there any more. I felt her pulling away from me. It hurt inside of my body, my intestines stretched and sore. I felt confused by love; the way it could simultaneously trap you and set you free. How it could bring people impossibly close and then push them far away. How people who loved you could leave you when you needed them most.


We talked about practical things when she called me in London; when the funeral would be and how I would get there. We listened to the radio during the drive from the airport and at the wake we chatted to my grandfather’s neighbours and friends. It wasn’t until he had been buried and everyone had gone home to their brandies that we were alone together in the silent cottage. The distance glinted between us, sharp and dangerous. We sat on a sheet of newspaper on the floor and looked around.


‘What are we going to do?’ I asked her.


‘Burn it,’ she said, blowing on a cup of tea. 


‘You what?’ 


‘We’re going to have to burn everything.’


‘Burn it where?’ She paused. 


‘In the garden.’


‘Everything?’ 


‘It’s the only way.’ 


She gave me a look. I knew she was trying to teach me something, but I didn’t know if I wanted to learn it. I knew she wanted me to let go of things that did not belong to me, but I could not work out which things were mine. I did not know how much of my story I was entitled to take, and how much of the past I was allowed to leave behind.


We lit a bonfire and it burned for three days. We fed it everything: the mattresses, the bed frames, the chairs, the rugs, the chest of drawers, the dishcloths, the wardrobe. Scraps of paper scribbled with his handwriting, pink betting slips, old photographs, boxes of tablets and thick-rimmed glasses, his spare set of teeth. I reread musty letters I had sent him and found forgotten Christmas cards lodged between radiators and walls. 


We shuddered as the duvet went up in a flash and took hammers to the dining room table. We emptied bin liners filled with socks and underpants into the flames. I liked watching the sofa best. The upholstery burned in jagged shapes, leaving the wooden skeleton standing on its own for a moment, naked and shy. 


Plasticky smoke gathered in the trees.


‘Are we allowed to do this?’ I asked my mother. 


‘Probably not,’ she replied. ‘It feels good though, doesn’t it?’ She squeezed my hand. Our faces were hot from the flames. 


We cleaned the house as the fire razed the garden, clearing the cupboards and scrubbing the sinks. We sang along to the Shangri-Las and the Ronettes, bleaching the kitchen counters until they were bright white and dazzling. I covered my mouth with a scarf, trying not to breathe in black smoke. I didn’t want tiny pieces of my granddad’s clothes and furniture to settle in the back of my throat.


‘Let’s get some taties on this fire, eh, Luce?’ she joked, stoking the embers with my grandfather’s walking stick. I looked at her. She had mud streaked across her forehead. I felt the sharpness between us soften a little, as though the edges had been rubbed smooth. She laughed. 


‘Don’t look at me like that. It’s only stuff, you know.’ 


11


The debris of my grandfather’s life landed on our clothes and in our hair. It coated our skin. I learned that the drifting bits of ash are called ‘fire angels’. After a house fire, they are considered to be very dangerous because they can reignite the blaze. They are small and fragile, but they are still smouldering. 


12


When I was a toddler, my mother, my father and I went on holiday to Tenerife. We stayed in a hotel for non-Spanish-speaking tourists, whose name translated to ‘Hotel Dead Donkey’. There was a cockroach infestation and they climbed up the walls as we slept, their hard bodies glittering in the moonlight. 


Days passed in a haze of hair braids and Mini Milk ice lollies, cold and smooth against my sunburned lips. I loved the rubbery smell of my inflatable crocodile and the bitter taste of sun on my skin. We went to the beach one day and I paddled in the sea in my white T-shirt, while my mother and father watched from gritty beach towels on the shore. I waded in up to my waist and squinted in the sunlight. I watched the waves dapple my arms and legs and shrieked as the droplets caught the light. I heard an angry noise and turned towards a small motorboat filled with strong, tanned men in fisherman’s caps moving steadily towards me. I froze in fear and turned to see my father’s arms making big white arcs in the water. He scooped me up.


‘My kid!’ he shouted at the men. They laughed and waved their arms nonchalantly. 


‘No problem.’ They smiled. ‘No problem.’ Their teeth were so white against the blue sky. I lay wrapped in the beach towel for the rest of the day, savouring my escape.


13


My mother left Ireland after the burning. Things were still not right between us. I knew she was trying to teach me something important, about how to be in my life, but I was too angry with her to listen. 


I am not going back to London. Once I craved the speed and proximity to a centre, the sense that something was always about to happen, just out of reach. The city was a shape that could not be classified, shifting and moving, infinite possibilities hanging from the streets like fruit. Now, when I think of the city, it is in rectangles and squares; impenetrable shapes with fierce elbows, shutting me out. 


I have been dreaming of tube tunnels, smoky and choking. I am feeling my way through them, touching the walls. I am straining my eyes for a glimpse of my father, who is lost somewhere in the darkness, always just out of reach. I am calling for my mother and my voice echoes along the tracks.


14


Redness cracking. Fissures forming. You are falling towards us, rich and syrup-soft. Flesh roiling. Bones shifting. Tongues over bellies and fingers in wet places. Salt stains the mattress; seeps into places where hands cannot reach. Tissues twisting and saline dripping into something new. Sink into the thick of us. The peach pit slick of us. 


15


My mother is beautiful. At twenty years old she had long, dark hair and something untamed about her. She wore floral jeans with leather belts and men’s shirts knotted at the waist. She played her Marc Bolan record with the leopard-print label over and over as she hairsprayed her perm to go out at the weekends. She drank lager and lime and sat with her elbows on pub tables, dimpling her cheeks at the local boys and smuggling secrets in her eyes through the smoke.


16


There were moments when London felt like it belonged to me. Lying in the dew on the top of Telegraph Hill after a party, apricot leaking across the skyline. Cycling through traffic in the summer wearing a thin dress, one hand on my handlebars and the other trailing through the air, clutching invisible threads. Dancing in a dirty warehouse with sweat dripping between my breasts like syrup and my friends twirling shapes around me. 


I think perhaps that is the allure. London pushes you further and further to the edges and when you feel like you are about to fall it lets you know, just for a moment, that you have found a place where you belong. 


It is a city of constant renewal and in the clamour of pop-ups and shut-downs I began to lose sight of who I wanted to be. I lay in bed watching the sun melt into streetlights and back again, tracing my fingers through the patterns the shade made on my skin. 


17


When she was sixteen, my grandmother found a job on the fish stall in Jacky White’s Indoor Market. She spent the next thirty years gutting mackerel and slicing salmon, scrubbing surfaces with bitter chemicals until she could see the pale shape of her face in the counter. There was a record stall opposite and she twisted her hips to the music, sliding around on the slimy lino and laughing.


‘It’s tearin’ apart my blue, blue heart,’ she sang along with Neil Diamond as she set up the stall, her gold rings skittering across surfaces and an Embassy Regal cigarette dangling from her fingers. In the evenings she delivered fresh fish to the boarding house, wrapped up in newspaper and carried in red and white striped plastic bags.


Everything about her was silver; her voice as she sang along to the radio in the mornings, the shiny fish scales caught on her tabard at the end of the day and the hole that she left in our lives when she died, edged like a fifty-pence piece.


18


I spent invisible days watching strands of sky get trapped in the windows of office blocks. I walked past the mobile phone men playing music from plastic booths and ran my fingers over fruit and vegetables rotting in the daylight, filmy with dirt from passing buses. I wandered hungry through markets bristling with raw meat and vinegar, the smell of hops bulging from pubs. I craved grimy light on sun-starved shoulders and the thrill of that hot Hackney jerk chicken tang in the summer months. 


19


My auntie trained to be a beauty therapist and went to work in a salon in Yorkshire. From Monday to Friday she waxed eyebrows and plucked ingrown hairs from the creases between ladies’ thighs in an attempt to make them feel like they were in control of something.


My mother went to nursing school and lived at home. She kept my auntie’s gold slingbacks under the radiator in the hallway because it made her feel safe, as though my auntie had just come in and kicked them off by the front door.


On Friday afternoons, my grandmother wandered around Jacky White’s on her lunch break. It was the eighties and the clothes in the market crackled with static. She sighed over Madonna blouses with bloated shoulder pads and fingered pastel legwarmers wrapped in plastic. She didn’t have much money, but everyone knew her so they gave her special discounts.


As soon as my grandmother came home, my mother laid the treasure out on my auntie’s bed. She positioned blouses or dresses over jeans and tights and picked out colour-coordinated bras and knickers with lipstick to match, a pair of high heels propped on the pillow. She called her sister from the phone box at the end of their road.


‘What time will you be back?’ She twirled the cord around her fingers. My auntie raised her voice above hairdryers. 


‘I’m on the six o’clock train.’ 


After she had swept up the dead hair and turned off the sunbeds, my auntie rushed home, drank a vodka tonic and put on whatever clothes were waiting for her. They watched bands play at the Borough and danced to Orange Juice and Depeche Mode. They woke in the mornings with curry sauce and chip grease smeared across their bedsheets.


‘Get up, you lazy beggars!’ The stench of my grandfather’s kippers wafted up the stairs and sneaked under their blankets.


20


When I was a child, there was a council estate behind our house that was evicted and demolished in order to make way for a new development of identical Wimpey show-homes for different kinds of people. The clapped-out cars and broken bicycles disappeared to make way for diggers and breeze blocks. There was a couple who refused to move and their house stood alone in the rubble, their windows boarded up and a St George’s flag floating resolutely from their front door. 


My dad took me out riding on his motorbike, flying over football fields and turning circles around the abandoned estate. I slotted onto the leather seat and wrapped my arms around him, breathing in smoke and oil laced with Midget Gems. 


‘Hold on tight,’ he warned as he started the engine. ‘Whatever you do, don’t let go.’ 


I loved the way the wind tore my hair from my skull and it bobbed out around us like dandelion fluff. We got home full of the sting of it, dirt-piles and goalposts rippling under our skin. My mother breathed through her nose as she dished up potato smiley faces and beans for tea.


‘I don’t want to know about it,’ she said, soaking her cracked hands in the kitchen sink.


21


I am trying to work out why my mother did not stay with me in London when the sky was cracking. Why she boarded a train and left me to look for my father alone. I think it is about taking the things that are yours and not holding back for the sake of other people. I think it is to do with letting things go.
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Burtonport is full of multitudes. There are traces of my past here, in the damp that permeates my grandfather’s house and the flashes of places that hold the secrets of my childhood. The curly ferns and the rough, mottled rocks stretch backwards through the years, away from my adult life here now, towards a smaller version of myself. 


I hated it sometimes as a child, when rain fell relentlessly and the beaches seemed to stretch on forever, vast and unchanging. I sat in the corners of pubs while the adults sipped away the days and I sucked the salt from soggy crisps and slurped Cavern Cola, feeling the weight of the afternoons, heavy in the back of my skull.


Summer is ending and autumn is creeping in. I have a different sense of this place, one I could not detect before. There is something fast beneath the earth, brown and dirty. It is charred and dangerous, like whiskey and bonfires. I can sense a dark shape just outside of my grasp, calling to the reckless parts of me. 
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When my mother was twenty-one, her boyfriend took her on a trip to Paris. They spent twelve hours on a coach to walk along the Seine in trench coats. She has a Polaroid picture taken under the Eiffel Tower. She stood at the top of the steps by the Sacré-Coeur, looking out across the rooftops, and wished that her sister was there. 


On the last night of their trip, they went for a meal in a tiny French restaurant. They both chose pasta because they didn’t know how to pronounce anything else on the menu. Over complimentary crème brûlée, her boyfriend took a ring out of his pocket and pushed it across the table. He looked at her for a long time.


‘Will you?’ 


‘Oh, God. Yes?’ She shuddered as she picked up her spoon to crack the sugar crystals.


When she arrived home, she told the story to my grandmother with salt-speckled cheeks.


‘I don’t want to marry him, Mam,’ she choked. ‘I didn’t know what else to say.’


‘For God’s sake, Susie. We’d better call your Auntie Doris. She’ll know what to do.’ Doris was believed to be an expert on matters of the heart, having been married and divorced three times. She came round reeking of tobacco and cheap perfume. She heaped three sugars into her tea and fixed her niece with a lipsticked smile.


‘You’re just gonna have to tell him it’s off, Susie pet. Why on earth did you say yes in the first place?’ My mother shrugged and fiddled with her hair. Doris’s big gold earrings glittered through the cigarette smoke.


‘Shame, like.’ She picked up the ring and attempted to jam it onto her swollen finger. ‘Proper pretty piece of metal. Must’ve cost him a bloody fortune.’ 


When my mother told her boyfriend that she didn’t want to marry him, he threw the ring over a cemetery wall in a fit of rage. 


24


A few years later, an Asda superstore was built backing onto the cemetery. My mother liked to imagine that the ring was mixed into the cement and those tiny French sapphires were buried under stacks of Kellogg’s Cornflakes and jumbo bottles of Fairy Liquid.
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My grandparents went dancing, drinking and to the cinema. He wandered around the market when she was at work, pretending that he didn’t know her.


‘I’ll have ten prawns, six mussels, four crab claws and a kiss later.’ He winked, adding and subtracting whelks while she rolled her eyes and a queue built up behind him, snaking past jars of strawberry bonbons and piles of lacy underwear.


‘We haven’t got all day, pet,’ someone wheezed in the background.


One day as he passed her some coins to pay for a cod, he slipped a shy diamond ring into her palm. She gasped and dropped it under the counter, where it sank into the shaved ice. She had to wait until the end of her shift to retrieve it, when they packed up the fish and drained the day away. She boiled it to get rid of the smell of seawater.


They moved into a council house in Pennywell. They steamed the dirty carpets and repapered the walls with delicate roses. Her mother gave them the mismatched crockery from the boarding house and my grandfather bought a knock-off electric blanket, ‘To keep us warm in the winter, doll.’


Their next-door neighbours fought and swore and screamed sex through the walls but my grandparents just turned their radio up, giggling and smoking their way through the dark nights.


On Wednesdays she finished work early and went to meet him by the docks. Oily men in overalls with thoughts of home smeared across their faces shouted to each other above the wind.


‘Alright, Linnie?’ They nodded to her, small beneath the cranes in her long coat. 


His face always softened when he saw her. Sometimes he welded bits of metal together to make birds and flowers that fit into the palm of his hand.


‘Got something for you.’ He kissed her gently and pressed his latest masterpiece onto her. They walked along the seafront and had fish and chips for tea. He licked the salt and vinegar from her fingers.


‘Gerroff!’ she squealed, pretending to bat him away with her handbag.


My grandmother gave birth to twins on the bathroom floor. One of the babies died instantly and my grandfather wrapped it up in a bedsheet and took it to the hospital, blood seeping through cotton as he hurried through the quiet streets.


A year later she had another daughter, fracturing her narrow pelvis with the effort. The baby turned blue and had to be resuscitated in front of the fire. My grandmother went to bed with two tiny people tucked up beside her. 


‘Brought you a tea, Linnie.’ My grandfather crept into the room and kissed his daughters on the soft tops of their heads. Their scalps smelled of milk and something deep and rich and dangerous he couldn’t understand.


26


My parents bought a bungalow in a cul-de-sac in a Sunderland suburb with an enormous hole in the sitting room floor. All the neighbours were old people, tottering to and from bus stops with their blue rinses, passing the days before it was their turn to die. My dad paced from room to room, knocking on the walls.


‘I’ll just do it up, and then we can sell it, like. We’ll get somewhere better in a few months.’


They went to work painting and stripping and knocked down the rotten porch with a rusty hammer. They papered the kitchen in fat brown hens and found a second-hand sofa in a mossy velour. My mother made her own curtains from Laura Ashley fabric, spending her evenings hand-sewing the hems because they didn’t have a sewing machine. She squinted to see in the dark because the electricity hadn’t been turned on yet. 


‘You’ll look at them stitches and remember me when I’m dead,’ she joked.


They had friends round and showed them before and after pictures of the giant hole.


‘You’ve done a lovely job.’ They clicked and tutted as they walked around the house, touching surfaces and sniffing potpourri.


‘It’s just for now, like. We’ll do it up and sell it, then we’ll get somewhere better. Somewhere in Durham, maybe. Isn’t that right, Tom?’ My father smiled vaguely from the doorway with his cigarette.


27


Years later my mother looked out of the window at the squat stone houses across the street and felt her youth had drained out of her. She rearranged her hand-stitched curtains with a panic-stricken look in her eyes. 


‘I feel like I’m going to be here forever,’ she said to me. I pulled cushions from the sofa to make icebergs for my teddy bears to float on.


‘I want to live here forever,’ I told her. ‘It’s our home.’


28


In Donegal, people are identified by the names of prominent members of their family. Auntie Kitty brought my grandfather up, so he was known as ‘Micky-Kitty.’ When my mother is here, she is known as ‘Susie-Micky-Kitty’. When I was younger I found this stifling, whereas now the transparency is comforting. I have been floating, without edges, waiting to be snagged on the next jagged thing. The names of my ancestors anchor the cottage to the ground like rope.


29


When I first moved to London, I didn’t have a smartphone. Every day before I unlocked my bike and set off, I tore a page from my notebook and copied a wobbly line map of my route from my laptop screen. My pockets were stuffed full of inky squiggles linking parks and libraries with landmarks that meant nothing to anyone but me. I Blu-tacked them to my wall so the lines matched up. They wriggled around my room like a heart monitor, mapping my pulse across the city.


30


Now that I am in Ireland, I am screaming on vast beaches when there is no one else around. I am swimming in the sea, spreading my body wide in the water, feeling my limbs and my lungs stretching as far as they can. I am lying in the grass in the cottage garden and watching the stars at night, letting my thoughts wander, limitless, without cutting them short, or backing them up, or squeezing them into too-small spaces.


31


There are traces of my grandfather in this house. A bottle of holy water. A plate with a painting of a pope on it. A china dish patterned with tulips. I walk from room to room touching objects. I like the way they are solid in my hands. They are my things now, and yet they do not seem like my things. This house is part of my history, yet it is so unconnected to my life in London. This is my story, and yet it is not my story. I water my peace lily with his holy water, just to see what will happen.


32


When my mother and her sister grew older, they started ice-skating. Their drainpipe jeans were so skintight they had to lie on their beds and pull them up with coat hangers. They bundled up in scarves and hats under my grandmother’s watchful eye, then stuffed them in the bush behind the bus stop, so they could pick them up and put them on again on their way home.


They skated forwards and backwards and spun in circles on one foot, moving so fast they left ice gathered on the surface of the rink like snow. They drank Coke from glass bottles through candy-striped straws, silver blades flashing as they swung their feet from fold-up seats.
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The council eventually knocked the ice rink down. They got rid of the leisure centre with the slide and the wave machine to create a cultural quarter that would regenerate the town. My mother and I walked through the empty space and she started to cry.


‘That ice rink saved us,’ she said.


‘From what?’ I asked her.


‘Other things.’ She looked at the ground around her feet as though that time were a stray coin she could pick up and put back in her pocket, if only she could find it.
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By the endless sea, beneath the infinite sky, I am craving fat tower blocks. I want gutters filled with rubbish and streets lined with cigarette butts and broken shoes; neon lights and violent, man-made things. The canal filled with sludge and smog settling over the river and the stench from the back of the bus getting into my lungs and staying there. When you breathe in dust you can never expel it. Everything important contains its opposite.
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When my grandfather came home in a rage, my grandmother locked herself in the bathroom with her daughters. She ran a bath so the rumble of the back boiler and the gurgle of the water blocked out the shouting from downstairs. She sank into the hot suds and the girls rubbed Lifebuoy soap into her back, tracing their small fingers over the ridges of her spine. They stayed in the bathroom until their skin whorled and pruned. 
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My father is tall and gentle. When he was young, he bleached his curls with lemon juice and a bottle of Sun-In. He wore a gold hoop earring and wrinkled shirts rolled up at the cuffs. He had a home-made tattoo at the base of his left thumb and he liked David Bowie, walking on the beach and drinking lager. He wrote funny poems in capital letters with all of the words misspelled. He smoked Lambert & Butler cigarettes leaning against sticky nightclub walls in dank Sunderland basements, rolling his eyes in a midnight haze and smirking shyly through the dark, disco lights snagging the silver bangles he wore lightly around his wrists.


He lived with his parents in a house in Tunstall that had ivy blooming across the porch. He and his brother made their own surfboards from pieces of wood and went on holiday to Scotland to try them out, playing the Beach Boys in the car at top volume. They rescued an injured barn owl and it lived in their garage. There’s a newspaper cutting of them somewhere; my uncle with his dark, naughty eyes and my father so small under white-blond curls, curved talons digging into his arm.


He had a knack for fixing things. He could take anything broken and within minutes he would have pulled it apart and worked out what the problem was. He fused wires and fiddled switchboards and wound the electricity meter back so that we could sit in front of the electric fire for as long as we wanted without having to worry about the bills.
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I have noticed that many of the young men in Donegal have shaking hands. When they pass over change in the supermarket, or put salt and pepper on their food, or hold out their keys to unlock their cars, they are all trembling. In the pub after my grandfather’s funeral, I ask my mother what it is that makes them shake.


‘It’ll be the drink,’ she says, sagely.
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My parents blew all their wages on holidays in hot places and supped cold beers wearing imitation Ray-Bans. They slathered their skin in baby oil and played Talking Heads from a portable radio, collecting iridescent shells and leaving streaks of sand between their bedsheets.


They went to Florida and posed for pictures in front of the fairytale Disneyland castle. When I was born they bought me a plastic version. It had a button that made gold lights flicker above the turrets like fireworks. They drove through Miami with the car windows down and hired a motorbike to explore the beaches. They both wore denim shorts and big white T-shirts. My father got drunk one night and went to kiss my mother, but threw up in her mouth instead. 


They always spent Christmas at my uncle’s house. He had a dodgy car business and a fancy cottage panelled in dark wood with a Jacuzzi and a walk-in wardrobe. Everyone pulled crackers at the table, tingly with the promise of the future. 


‘Happy Christmas, pet.’ My nan kissed my mother on the cheek, her paper hat falling down over her eyes. ‘Tom thinks the world of you, I hope you know. We all do.’ 


They danced around the living room to ‘Fairytale of New York’, screaming, ‘You scumbag! You maggot!’ and clinking glasses of Asti. My father passed out on the faux sheepskin rug in the living room while everyone frolicked around him.
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How to make sense of soft shapes in the dark? The shiver of milk. Cold hands on my face. Hankering after softness. A pink jumper. The swell of a breast. I am fluent in the language of your body. Brown freckles in the raw of you. My dimpled knees. My fat, strange elbows. A dark, secret space of warm things and good things but he is a hard thing. Lurking around my edges. Fingers rough and smoky delicious. Cradling me like he doesn’t know how. My skin is not tough enough. My unlearned fingers cannot hold. So quick there is a space in me, where other things should be.
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