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For Grace









Especially in a broken home like ours


Where broken doors and windows feed the cold,


Each generation has a sacred task:


To tell a better story than it was told.


Damian Gorman


(From ‘If I Was Us, I Wouldn’t Start From Here’, commissioned by the Poetry Jukebox)









Chapter 1


TARA
Derry, 15 August 2019


Everything holy in our house is in the attic, under a layer of dust. Nan says it’s the same for the whole country, thanks be to God. Still, she’s the one who sent me into the roof space on a mission to recover the lost Child of Prague statue she wants to give to the neighbours. Their daughter is for getting married tomorrow and is dreading rain. Nan swears putting their faith in a battered ornament of the baby Jesus will bring blazing sunshine. Since my ex, Oran, got shot in the leg, I’m done believing. I flash the torch into the eaves. I can’t remember the last time I was up here. Years. Nothing’s changed except the dust is thicker and, as I straighten, I realize with a thud that my head now hits the roof. I rub my temple. The true miracle is that we even own a Child of Prague or that I can be arsed looking for it. My family only wheel out religion for special occasions. Weddings. Funerals. First Holy Communions. My first Holy Communion was my last Holy Communion which, judging by my mates, is fast becoming a new Irish tradition.


‘It’s in a box,’ calls Nan from the landing below.


‘I could be a while,’ I say, looking at the boxes piled everywhere. They must breed up here. I sneeze and wrinkle my nose.


‘I’ll stick the kettle on,’ says Nan. It’s her universal solution. ‘Shout if you need my help.’


As if she’s going to swing herself through the ceiling with no ladder when she’s wheezing with the exertion of walking down the stairs. I sneeze again as my eyes adjust to the light. If I wasn’t grounded, I wouldn’t be in the house, never mind hunting religious icons. I glance about, wondering where to start. Where do baby Jesus statues in red robes and gold crowns hang out? Shoeboxes? Old suitcases? With pound-shop Christmas decorations?


I hunker down by a pile of leftover carpet bits and start rummaging under lids and pulling at knotted string round boxes. One corner is infested with ancient crockery, wrapped in yellowing Derry Journal papers from last century. Books and magazines are jammed in old sports bags. The titles are all student medical stuff. Was Mam a wannabe brainbox one time? No one needs learning for wiping bums in a care home on minimum wage. There are ring binders too, with paperwork and handwritten scrawls. Hardback notebooks. Faded file blocks with curled edges and blurred blue ink. But no Child of Prague.


Crawling across uneven planks, I stir dust. A red suitcase with copper fastenings catches my attention. A spider scuttles as I make my way over. The suitcase looks old enough to be Nan’s. Certainly ain’t mine. Furthest I’ve ever been from Derry was a wet weekend in Bundoran for slot machines and candyfloss. Budget airlines are beyond our budget. No chance of a flight to Glasgow to see Oran, even if Mam would let me, not that my fake ID would cut it anyway. Bits of rusted metal from the clasps flake away on my fingers as I twist them. Click. The lid is stubborn at first, like time has glued it in place, then it unsticks. Shining the torch in, I gasp. White lace. A wedding dress. Last thing I expected to find in our attic. Neither Nan nor Mam ever married. Nan has hardly left the house this millennium, except for her blue rinse community club, and, when it comes to men’s bits, Mam’s too busy cleaning them in nursing homes to have time for their higher purpose. We’re women’s lib central. Three generations of Connollys. No posh double-barrelled surnames. No wedding rings. All Ms no Mrs. I drop the lid and lean back against an old deckchair. So why have we a wedding dress?


I juggle the torch from hand to hand, thinking. In primary school, Father’s Day was torture. Teachers would think they were all politically correct saying, ‘Sure make a card for your granda or your uncle.’ But I didn’t have them neither. The last time I bothered to ask Mam about Da was after the Love for Life talk in first year secondary. ‘You’re the love of my life,’ she’d said. ‘End of. As for the birds and the bees? Bees come with a sting. Work on being an independent woman first, right? Us Connollys and men – it never works out. It’s a family curse.’


As I stare at the white lace, I mind the mortification of turning sixteen in April. Mam produced a banana and a pack of condoms in the kitchen. Nan laughing in the rocker. They made sure even if my face was ketchup, I knew which way was up. The thought stirs warmth low in my stomach. Oran hasn’t messaged as much recently. I bury my face in his hoodie. Ma’s raging I still wear it and that I hide it from the wash. It smells of his deodorant. I haven’t had call to apply the banana lesson yet but maybe, maybe if he’s allowed back from Scotland . . . Not that I’m supposed to be in contact with him at all. He was kicked out of the city by the New IRA. Mam says he’s trouble. Says I deserve better. What Mam doesn’t know doesn’t harm her.


I chew my lip and twirl the torch. The beam hits the rafters in the far corner and shines on a heap of scrapbooks and junk. On top is a grey cowboy hat. Mam used to love country music. Laced with a few gins, she goes all soprano. Ducking under the lowest beams and worming round cardboard mountains, I grab the hat. My fingers leave marks on the felt. Banging it with my palm induces a sneezing fit. The hat turns from grey to black. Perfect. It’ll match my entire wardrobe. The fit of it’s a bit on the large side, but it works at an angle. Finders keepers. I focus back on my mission. The light beam swings behind the red suitcase and there, peering out from newspaper, tucked inside a shoebox, is the Child of Prague statue. I grin, recognizing my ticket to freedom. The grounding this time was for smoking. Mam didn’t buy the rationale that technically, due to Nan’s emphysema, nicking her fags was an act of charity.


Removing baby Jesus from his blanket of newspaper, I kiss his porcelain cheeks. With this statue, Nan will go soft and, since Mam is on night shift, my prayers will be answered. Tonight is the August bonfire. I don’t even know why we do bonfires – something political or religious. Either way, it’s an Us and Them thing. I. Am. Going. I’ll even live feed it from my phone for Oran cos he’ll be mad at missing it. Unless he’s wasted. Again. Glasgow is parties 24/7 he says. The guns did him a favour. I wonder.


‘Nan?’ At my holler from the attic, she sticks her head round the kitchen door. ‘You sure this statue needs to be broke to bring sunshine?’


‘Aye,’ she shouts. Then dissolves into coughing from the effort.


I take a last look at the immaculate Child of Prague with his wee gold crown and red cape, then drop him down onto our landing below. As he hits the wooden floor, his head snaps, a clean crack. The momentum bounces the severed head down our stairs.


‘Perfect,’ says Nan, when she catches her breath. ‘I’ll get the glue.’


Me and my mate Lena drape ourselves over the city walls. Below us, the weans from the good families are messing with community workers, slipping down the banking on plastic and Fairy-liquid slides and kicking about at cage football. Other kids in white runners and shorts are sorting through piles of planks and junk under the green, white and yellow bunting across the street at the back of the Meenan shops, helping older lads with the finishing touches. The bonfire is three storeys high – jammed with British Army Para flags, Union Jacks and a massive ‘F**k Soldier F’ sign. I’m not up on alphabet soldiers. Something to do with the Troubles. In a few hours, they’ll light it with petrol bombs and hopefully someone will have a few cans to share. Once the cans are empty and we’re full, we’ll join the alcohol-free community gig in the Gasyard. We’re wise to them. They can make you empty your pockets but not your stomach. Unless you puke.


A banner wraps the low railings where a couple of men stand smoking: ‘Free Derry says no to state terrorism’. Watching them watching us, I find my nails digging into my palms. They’re the kinda ones that pull more than punches. Self-appointed vigilantes. Think they rule the place. I might not understand much but, trial by jury? Innocent until proven guilty? No torture? When we first did about rights in primary school, our teacher sounded out ‘U-ni-ver-sal’. Meaning, like, for everywhere. Guess we’re off the map. Out of this world. Somehow, here it’s OK to shoot teenagers in the knees. That stuff, everyone understands. So much for peace.


‘Least they’re only burning wood this year. They took the tyres out of the bonfire,’ says Lena. ‘Two hundred and thirty of them. Was in the Journal and all.’


‘Where’d they even get two hundred tyres?’


She shrugs. ‘Businesses fly-tipping on the sly to avoid recycling.’


Oran had different ways of burning tyres. Scorching black circles with cars on the roads round the city at 3 a.m. Sometimes it was a bit mad being with him. I’ll never admit it, but Mam is probably right. He’s bad news but he swears he’s gonna change. I’m like the only person left in the world who still believes him and maybe that’s why we’re still meant for each other, because hardly anyone believes in me any more either, except him. All the rest are like ‘You got potential, Tara, but you gotta start using it’. My phone pings an alert and my heart flips. It’s him.


Luv ya. Don’t be missing me too much.


I read his text five times. Not like him to be going all cheese. Another alert springs up. Oran’s on live feed from Glasgow, driving, one hand on the steering wheel, the phone in the other. I hug my phone. So maybe it’s not a call just for me, but at least he texted and now I’m seeing him. I clasp the mobile to my chest and lean against a tree on Grand Parade to watch in private.


‘You going to record it to watch again under your duvet tonight?’ Lena laughs.


I grin and give her the finger, but when I look back at the screen my smile fades as the scenario sinks in. Something’s wrong. Oran’s a definite headcase – but this is crazy. He doesn’t own a car so it must be stolen, and he sure as hell shouldn’t be driving and streaming. On both counts, he’s framing himself with clear evidence. The footage is bumpy as he drives round some industrial estate, taking corners with drift and handbrake turns, the speedometer gradually picking up and engine noise rising above the music blaring from the radio. I can’t make out everything he’s saying, but as he flicks the camera view back to himself, clearly identifiable, he’s mid-spiel going on about the New IRA. Lambasting the ones who kneecapped him for joyriding and anti-social behaviour. Just cos not everyone trusts the police shouldn’t mean self-appointed men in balaclavas should dole out street justice. He spits his words. ‘What gives them the right to say I can never see my mam again in Derry? I’d have better rights if I was in prison doing time.’ One by one he names them. Gives their home addresses. ‘Carry this on your conscience every time you see my ma walking your streets.’


I pale. Like WTF? Everyone knows who pulled the trigger but naming them? On social media? Either he’s deliberately burning his bridges, or drugs and forced exile have melted every last viable brain cell. He’ll never set foot in Derry again.


I straighten up, livid, and start shouting at the phone, as if he’ll hear me across the airwaves. As he careers round side roads and alleys, Oran’s eyes are rolling in his head. He’s spaced. This footage is seriously incriminating. And dangerous. He’s not even wearing a seatbelt. Either he doesn’t realize, doesn’t care or he’s doing this on purpose. I flick out of the live stream and pull up his number on speed dial. Twice it rings out as I pace about. Minutes later, screaming in frustration, I flick back to the video.


The camera is now flipped to street view, the engine screeching and the car racing past grey industrial walls in a blur. For an instant, he switches the view back to himself. The tears are tripping him; his I’m-alright mask replaced with a vacant hopelessness. Then it’s back to street view. Dead ahead, at the end of a long straight, is a low concrete wall. Beyond it, a yard of rubble and junk. I’m thinking that Oran’s playing chicken. At the last second, he’ll pull the handbrake and spin. Then I hear him say one last word: ‘Bye.’ And as the car speeds on, the penny drops.


I can’t not watch. What I see sears my brain. Glass smashing, metal grating, buckling, the mobile tossed from his hand and ricocheting, bashed from ceiling to floor, still live-streaming the chaos, from blue sky to black tarmac, windshield and wipers, white clouds to grey brick, as the car hits the wall, flips, somersaults, slides and crumples. A strangled cry sticks in my throat. I can’t let it out because if I do, this will be real.


Lena runs to me as I collapse onto the cobbles. Silence. Stillness. The final screen view is of blue sky beyond a broken windscreen. I paw at the phone as if I can reach Oran. Save him. But all I can hear is silence. No radio or commentary. Stillness. Nothing. Not even breathing. And all I can think of is the snapped head of the Child of Prague.


Nothing will fix this. Not glue. Not even miracles.









Chapter 2


TARA
Derry, 24 August 2019


Oran is dead. My Oran. And this last week or so, something inside me is wired bad. Broke. Like inside broke. Not money broke. Like the scream’s still strangled and can’t escape.


It never even made the news but because he’s dead, the suits, some do-gooders from Belfast, are paying for our youth club to go on holiday. Cos we knew him. And so we don’t riot. Or joyride. Or lose it completely. That’s the bones of it once you filter through the jargon of ‘diversionary cross-community peace-building residential’. It’s August and pissing like October. I draw RIP in the condensation on the bus window and watch it drip away into nothing. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be anywhere. Maybe they’re right, and getting away from it all will help.


‘Why do we have to link up with Protestants?’


Lena asks the question we’ve all been swallowing in case it sounds screwed. She gets away with it on a technicality – her being Polish, even though she’s pure Derry.


‘Funding requirement,’ says our youth leader, Emer, as we pull out of the estate.


Aka we’re not worth the money if it’s just us. But since we couldn’t afford it otherwise, we’ll all sing ‘Kumbaya’ till it goes viral and fake smile for the group photo. Ma says I’ve got to move on from moping round the house, like I’m supposed to be over this already. If it wasn’t for Lena, and the fact there’s nothing much else to do in the last week before back to school, I wouldn’t even be on this trip. I’ve already bought art pencils. Ma’s scoured the free uniform shop for second-hand blue shirts. Last year’s skirt’s shorter. Oran would’ve liked that.


I jam my runners flat against the seat in front and stuff in my earphones.


As the bus weaves through the Glen streets, I see all our old hang-outs. Alleys. Lamp-posts. Street corners. It’s been the longest ten days of my life. Oran was seventeen, one year older than me, but he looked fifteen in his coffin. Innocent. Angelic. Like he should’ve topped the Christmas tree instead of himself. My arse. He never denied being off the rails, but he was my boyfriend even if we were supposed to be split since April. Even before the hormone fest, since primary school, he was a friend. A kick-about mucker for street football, a share-your-last-Rolo, lemme-copy-your-homework kind of friend. A mad chancer who chanced his arm once too often. I wasn’t for saying that at his wake. I wasn’t for saying anything at his wake. Not now. Not ever. It’s pointless. Nothing changes.


People shouted crap loud enough on Facebook. Like folk get their kicks from joining a hate fest over his dead body. He didn’t get shot in the first place for saying his prayers. Had it coming to him. No smoke without fire. Should’ve wised up sooner if he couldn’t handle getting sent away. So what if he wasn’t a saint? Weren’t the bigger sinners the ones who dragged him away from half-ate Easter eggs to shoot him in the leg and kick him out of the city?


Lying awake each night this week I could still hear the whispers from the wake. Decades of the rosary mixed with adults nodding intelligent and pronouncing it serious like ‘Anti-Community behaviour’. Acting like it makes sense Oran got shot in the first place. ‘Went lenient. Spared him the lucky six’ – two in the thighs and two in the ankles for bonus. ‘Not the proper kneecapping. Only a flesh wound to wise him up.’ As if blowing a hole through a teenager’s leg and evicting him to Glasgow solves everything. I crank up the volume in my earphones, like beats will silence voices.


Our bus passes the bookies. White paint on the roof still says, ‘Death-drivers will be shot.’ They’re PC enough to replace ‘joyriding’ with ‘death-driving’ yet they’ll pull a trigger instead of giving someone a fair trial? The guns are Troubles zombies – refusing to work with the cops cos they represent the ‘state’ yet still thinking shooting solves shite. No one puts up signs saying, ‘Addicts will be helped’ or ‘Wanna job? Come on in’. I’d paint them kinda signs if I was in charge. Instead, the guns give themselves names, the New IRA, Dissidents, and they lord about defending their community. Oran was still sixteen when they did him. They called it a punishment attack. Nan called it child abuse and she hugged my head tight into her chest until I stopped sobbing. Mam said we wouldn’t talk about it again. ‘Don’t give it any headspace.’ It was for the best to let go and forget about it.


As the bus crosses the Foyle Bridge, I twirl my hair around my finger. If Oran had kept his gob shut, if he hadn’t done himself in, would our youth club still have been funded? Jammed into this bus for outdoor pursuits? Obviously meeting Protestants will blow our minds and we’ll be model citizens. Aye, right. I can’t help thinking the whole set-up is just so the suits will feel righteous for investing their spare change. Apparently, this is the peace process and we’re living the dream. I wipe the bus window with my sleeve. Harder task wiping memories.


Out of Derry, misty fields zip past. Emer twists round in her seat, watching me and Lena with that leader look. It’s wrote all over her – this trip’s a tin-opener move to prise me open. I blank her and take an interest in scenery. ‘Sudden death,’ the parish priest called it. Catholic holy-speak for the obvious. In the coffin Oran was dressed fancy in a shirt and tie, the lower half of the coffin closed to hide his injuries. Make-up to disguise the worst of the bruising. Blue lips. Cold hands. I shiver. No more vampire movies. His funeral had fifty mourners. Before they pulled it, I screenshot the 9,537 views on his Facebook Live goodbye.


I glance at Emer, already halfway up the bloody bus with her mind-reader skills.


‘How’re you holding up?’ she says, commandeering the seat in front.


‘What’s it matter?’


‘Matters if you want to talk,’ she says.


I shrug and mess with my phone. Nope. Nan says talking’s for touts – snitches grassing on their own communities. And for politicians. Where would I start talking anyway? The time he mooned me in primary school? Our first drunken snog at an alcohol-free disco? First time we shared highs off tabs? First time I rode shotgun as he drew doughnuts with car tyres on Racecourse Road? Every good memory is bad. Yet it wasn’t . . .


I sigh. Talking will just earn me lectures that’ll make me feel more screwed. Why am I the problem? I’m no more screwed than street justice. Steal a car. Get caught. Do time. Normal. Steal a car. Get summoned by the New IRA? Told to turn up at a specific time and place to be shot? Get brought there and handed over by your ma? Like WTF? Grown-ups only want to talk when they think they have answers.


Emer’s still staring at me like I’ll utter something prophetic. I’ve no words. Everything’s messed. My head, brain, heart and fists are on different planets, fighting separate wars. How am I supposed to process that, a week after Oran topped himself, the suits fund our club? And some other club from Armagh, because Emer says that’s how it works in the north of Ireland. If they fund one side of the fence, they’ve gotta fund the other. Twisted equality. Emer’s still staring. She’s clearly not for budging till I say something.


‘Why didn’t they fund us before he died?’ I sigh.


‘Good question,’ she says. ‘Ask the politicians.’


There’s chewing gum stuck to the back of the seat. Blackened gunge. Lena elbows me as we pass the protest sign in the Sperrins. ‘Say no to gold mining. No to cyanide in our water.’ Greta Thunberg is Lena’s middle name. Ten-years-to-save-the-planet mantra. Ten weeks and we’re screwed by Brexit, my nan says. Road spray spatters the windows.


‘If politicians can’t give a shit, why should we?’ I say. ‘Nan says there’s been no government here for like two years and they’re still getting paid. Is that true?’


‘Two and a half,’ says Emer. ‘Mad world. None of the rest of us earns a living staying in bed.’


‘Nan does,’ I say. ‘She’s on disability.’


‘That’s different. Besides, world peace and prosperity are a bit beyond my remit, but I am trying to wake you two up to your potential.’


‘Who cares?’ I say, folding my arms.


Lena elbows me like don’t push it.


I used to care. Used to plague my teachers with questions like a proper swot before I wised up. Used to think you could change stuff. Then I watched Mam slogging her guts out to pay red bills. Watched Nan coughing her lungs out waiting years on hospital appointments. No one’s looking out for ordinary people. No one can explain why. So why care?


Emer interrupts my thoughts as she stands to head back up the bus. ‘Look, the weekend’s not about having to talk,’ she says, ‘but if you want to, you know I’m here.’


I chew my finger.


Our bus pulls in at a filling station for a pee break and half of us disappear round to the wheelie bins at the back instead for smokes, vapes or snogs. I pick nicotine. The youth workers fake selective blindness and head for cappuccinos. I drag on a cigarette nicked from Nan.


‘Weren’t you for giving up?’ says Lena.


‘On what?’ I say.


She rolls her eyes. I flick ash and stump out the butt with my runner.


‘Maybe I just did,’ I say. ‘My head’s fried.’


‘Oran or more?’


‘Everything. Oran . . . School . . . as if anything we do’s gonna change our future. Why bother making an effort? I don’t really want to do sixth-form A levels and stuff. Except art. Obviously.’


‘So why go back?’


‘What’s there to go forward to? Can you see me on the Tesco tills? I’d be fired on day one. Ma’s like, “You are so lucky school took ye back and these are your best years . . . Don’t make the same mistakes I did.” . . . Like HELLO. I am her mistake.’


‘Your mam still say nothing about your da?’


‘Zipped. Maybe she doesn’t know who he is.’


Lena rolls her eyes. ‘Can’t imagine your mam like that.’


‘Maybe Oran was right. Best to go mad, enjoy it and die young.’


‘You need a bloody couch,’ she says. ‘And therapy.’


‘I know.’ I laugh. ‘Seems like Emer reckons that too. Wanna be my shrink?’


‘Aye.’ She wags her finger, all melodrama. ‘Stuff the back story, Tara Connolly, and get on your game face. You’re a fighter. Not a quitter.’


I give her the middle finger.


She grins. ‘Cheer up. Seriously. Residentials are mad craic. We’ve a stash of tequila and there could be talent on the other bus. Who knows?’ She elbows me in the ribs as the youth leaders holler from out front that the bus is leaving.


Back in our seats, Lena digs in her bag and fires me a Twix and some salt-and-vinegar Tayto. ‘Would you go with a Protestant anyways?’ she asks.


I shrug and lick chocolate from my fingers. ‘Not now. Dunno. Maybe if he was well fit.’ I pick at my nail. My words feel like betrayal. Catholic guilt, Nan would say. If I meant so little to Oran that he’d top himself, why does the thought of fancying someone else punch so heavy?


Another hour trundling along with the head torture of the younger teens giving lilty to 57 billion green bottles, and we pull into some outdoor pursuits place with wee cabins and boats stacked outside on trailers. Middle of nowhere. Mountains and, somewhere close, the whisper of waves. I take a photo on my phone of the bus tyre treads reflecting in the puddle. Everyone’s all ‘I hate this place’, ‘There’s no 4G’, ‘Christ, is there even WiFi?’ Then there’s a race for dorms but the leaders are a step ahead. The Protestant crew aren’t here yet but our lads are siphoned away from the girls and they’ve names listed on the doors. They’re force mixing us. At least Megan Carey’s in a different dorm from me. It’s like she gets her kicks out of being on my case. Miss ever-popular-totally-perfect. Last thing I need on holiday. It’s bad enough at school.


‘It’s about trying to make new friends,’ says Emer, ‘but no boys in the girls’ dorms and no girls sneaking in with the boys. When I count you onto the bus home, I want the same number I came with. No less and definitely no more.’


Giggles and fake puking sounds. I get it, but the ache of missing Oran hits the same way as always, when I’m not expecting it. It wasn’t that we’d even got that serious yet but he’s the only boy I’ve dated steady. What is it with my family? Never mind Mam, Nan was a single parent before it was even a thing. She never talks about that stuff – she’s just all ‘us women gotta be strong, Tara’. Mam puts it simpler – ‘We don’t need men. We’re grand as we are.’


In their feminist garb they’re all ‘individuality is our best card. We’re our own women’. Sometimes I listen. Their mantras were a perfect back-at-ye argument for the two helix piercings at the top of my ear and the neon blue streak dyed into my hair. They go well with my new cowboy hat. When she first saw me in it, Mam paled, then muttered ‘No matter,’ and went back to peeling carrots. Megan has slagged me sick all week over it. I blank her. Show the real underneath story and you’re dead. Teenage rules are pick your vibe and go with it. I choose individual. Arty with a mix of goth and a shedload of attitude. Black suits my mood.


I bag a top bunk and apply filters to the tyre photo as Lena reads the list off the door. The four names we don’t know are them. Bethany, Hannah, Grace, Faith. They sound shit holy.


I’m lamenting my sleeping bag – bright orange with flowers, like Nan salvaged it from the 1960s – and Lena and the others are touching up eyeliner, when we hear the second bus trundle across the cattle grid. We jam our noses against the dorm window, our breath misting the glass. Teenagers in jeans, hoodies and trackie bottoms mill about waiting for bags.


‘They look kinda like us,’ says Lena.


‘Expecting martians, were ye?’ I say. She kicks me in the ankle and I lean down to rub it.


‘O-M-G.’ She spells out the letters slow and low and I squish further along to look, knowing it means serious eye-candy. Except I’m wrong. Way wrong. It takes a moment to really sink in. A weird out-of-body feeling. Like holy mother of . . . The air is sucked from my lungs and now my friends are staring at me and back to the window like ping-pong, and I can’t breathe, tranced out watching a girl step off the bus and she. She. SHE. Looks just like me. The same wavy black hair. Same fair skin. Same nose. Cheek bones. Stance. Everything. The exact same as me, only airbrushed posh instead of goth. If individual is all I’ve got, now I’m nothing. The burning floods from my stomach, rising to my ears. Anger. Hot and frightened.


‘Talking of looking like us . . .’ says Lena.


‘Shut it,’ I say, slapping my hand flat on the wall. ‘Like sweet Jesus. Seriously?’


‘I know she’s a Prod, but you have to be related. She’s your clone, Tara. You sure your mam didn’t have twins split at birth? Your one there does make-up way better, though.’


I shove Lena. Her eyes go wide as she lands on a bunk. Something is so wrong and my head can’t get it. How? Just how? Is she something to me? Banter and footsteps sound down the corridor, coming towards our dorm and then she’s there. Right there. Flaunting it.


‘Hi. I’m Faith,’ she says. Then, as she sees me, she drops her bag. Puts her hand to her mouth. Takes a step back. Three other girls jostle in through the door frame and then the whole room goes eerily still. As they freeze, I lunge. I don’t even realize I’m doing it until – thwack – I punch her in the chest and she staggers as I barge past. Running. Fleeing. Up the corridor. I hear Emer shouting ‘Tara, stop!’ But I don’t care. Out the door. Past the buses. Through the gate. And on and on. Gravel. Puddles. Hedges. Gates. Trees. Mud. Fields. Up and on, over and through, until my muscles burn and I fall on my knees, coughing. No way am I for crying. Bitch. I don’t care about anything or anyone or any of this. All I can see in my head is a girl who looks just like me, only upgraded.


Bog water is soaking through the knees of my jeans. Hit and run. The look on her face was like a sick selfie when I punched her. I shiver in the dusk. Am I victim or villain? Sure doesn’t feel like I’m in the driver’s seat. Feels like my life’s the car crash.









Chapter 3


FAITH
County Down, 24 August 2019


I’d been hoping that this weekend maybe I could tell Jack how I’m feeling. Or even a youth leader – one who wouldn’t go all religious on me. Just to get the words out of my head. Now? I can’t think straight.


My head is cold against the hostel bathroom tiles. I splash icy water on my face. Live a lie long enough and it becomes the truth. I’ve tried that. Now it’s looking like my parents have been living one too. I need answers. Maybe this girl can give me some.


That’s what I was thinking, right before she punched me.


I’ve my foot jammed against the door but my friends are whispering outside. Course they are. They saw her too. My double. After a series of ‘You alright?’s and door knocks, they go to find a leader. Only Bethany remains. I move my foot and click the door open before I get in bother. She’s hugging the walls, unsure what to say.


I grab loo roll from a cubicle and wipe away black bits on my cheeks where the mascara has run. As I concentrate on the mirror, I study my eyes again. Emerald green with distinctive flecks of brown. Pretty rare, even for Ireland. The type of green is really bright, too. Mum’s eyes are blue. Dad’s too. A simple chart of dominant and recessive genes in GCSE science plus a closer examination of extended family photos had planted a small doubt two years ago, but I’d dismissed it. Blue-eyed parents with a green-eyed kid. Not impossible. Not likely, either. No sign of it in my wider family. My question mark from that day is still scratched by compass point into the varnish on the school lab bench. Jagged and jammed with dirt. I have a mole on my neck, just like Mum. Freckles too. And she still has the umbilical clip and wristband from when I was born. But what about Dad? Since that biology lesson, I’m obsessed with people’s eyes – friends, uncles, the tenor section in the church choir, men buying the papers in the village shop. No one. Not one soul has eyes like mine. Until now. I rub my ribs and visualize the moment again. When she thumped me, I saw her eyes clearly – they are just like mine. All of her is like me. Exactly. Only she’s more confident. And aggressive.


‘Got a comb?’ I try to act normal. Pretence comes scarily easy. I’ve been doing it a while.


Bethany hands me one from her bag. ‘You OK?’ she says. ‘I saw her hit you. They’ll send her home for sure.’


I stare at her. It dawns. She’s right. For a second, the real me shows up. ‘No!’ I say, dragging my fingers through my hair. ‘They can’t. I want . . .’


Bethany hugs me, plastering me with reassurances, reading it all wrong. The stress is fizzing but I bite my tongue. I must talk to Tara. ‘Where’s Jack? Can you get Jack?’


Bethany goes quiet, avoiding my eyes. ‘Jack’s gone,’ she says. ‘He ran after her. I think he mistook her for you.’


I groan. Even Jack couldn’t tell us apart? My youth leader bustles up the corridor, all facts and forms. What? When? Who? Am I bruised? Upset? Do I want to call home? I look down, gasp, then grip my fingers tight round Bethany’s comb before stuffing it into my pocket. My youth leader’s eyes follow the movement and then she looks at the side of my head.


‘So, she pulled your hair, this other girl?’


‘I . . . uh . . .’


Already she’s scribbling.


Did Tara yank my hair? There’s no pain there. It wasn’t like a catfight – she just punched me in the chest and ran. I’ve zero memory of any hair-pulling. What’s blatantly clear though is that there’s another girl on this planet who looks so like me she could virtually be my twin. To get rid of my youth leader, I spill the facts of the incident dutifully. Compared to my questions, hers are easy answered. It’s obvious she hasn’t clapped eyes on my stunt double yet. Probably thinks the lookalike bit is just girlie hysteria.


‘Anything else I can do?’ she asks.


From the confusion, I have one clear thought. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Please don’t send her home. But . . . could I get a different room?’


She nods. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


I smile. My everything’s-fine mask is well-rehearsed. Sometimes even I can’t tell the difference. Once she’s gone, I lock myself in the toilet cubicle. It’s a bit rank. Not the best place for taking deep breaths but the only place I feel safe. I look at the comb. It’s netted with a clump of my hair. Far more than normal. Long. Black. Wavy. I pull it from the comb and chuck it in the loo, watching the fronds sink in the water. Weird. I genuinely don’t think Tara pulled my hair, but if she didn’t, what caused this? I’ve enough on my mind already without needing another problem. Instinct draws my fingertips to my head, tracing their way across my scalp until I freeze, feeling the smooth patch. Was that what my youth leader had noticed?


Willing my sense of touch to be wrong, I go for the visual and reach for my mobile. After minutes of staring, unblinking, at a contorted angle into my phone camera, I throw up.









Chapter 4


TARA
County Down, 24 August 2019


As my anger and the night temperatures cool, it dawns on me – I’m lost. My phone’s on 4 per cent. No reception. Not exactly Google Maps territory. Arsehole of nowhere with sloping mountain fields and wiry plant stuff that tangles my feet. My runners squelch with bog water. The field is clattered with seaweed. Like WTF? Seaweed? I plonk myself onto a stone wall and look around.


Not a bloody street light for miles. Someone should introduce them to tarmac. The moon’s already up, gawping in and out behind clouds like some two-star horror flick. On my phone camera, I take a slo-mo. Something about the tones of grey trailing across the brightness. Trancing out to it gets me thinking. I’m in the shit. Again. Emer’ll give me a bollocking. Ma’ll rage. I’ll be grounded. Megan will slag me to hell. It’s all patterns. Patterns I’m stuck in. Always repeating. Screw up. Get grounded. Act sorry. Be good. Get angry. Screw up. I don’t know why I do this shit. It just happens. Especially these last two weeks. Who am I kidding? These last two years.


I kick my heels against the wall. Apart from sheep bleating some place, it’s mad quiet. No cars. No drunks padding the streets after pub closing. Not that there’s even streets. I try to think what way I came but it’s a blur. All I know is it was uphill and that something in me just kept running. Running like when I used to be on the team. Fast. Before I quit. Now I don’t know my way back. Even if I find it, I’ll have to face her and they’ll make me say sorry and when I think on it, that’s not even the scary bit. Scary bit would be just seeing her. Like seeing a selfie I never took of me in a pastel blue sweater. Posh. Sorted. Faith. I say her name over and over in rhythm with my kicking heels. Do I want to see her? I can’t suss it. Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t. If Nan and Mam won’t tell me about Da, could Faith help solve my mystery? Is her da my da? Bloody hell, is my da a Prod? Is that why Ma won’t spill? Lena’s right – Faith and I look so similar, it can’t just be fluke, can it? Are we related? Sisters? Half-sisters? Twins? My head’s a blender.


I don’t know how long I sit there. Soggy. Cold. Messed up. I know it’s getting dark though and I couldn’t fill a fart with everything I know about outdoor survival.


I pull my knees up to my chest for warmth. I can’t even stick some dubstep on my phone for company cos the battery’s died. Mizzling rain is soaking everything. My hat’s dripping. If I was her, someone would be out scouring the hillside. If I was her, it’d matter that I was missing. Everyone would be out searching. Like even from her clothes, she’s in the ‘in’ crowd. Centre of attention. She’s going steady with the best boyfriend, aces school, even maths, and has family dinners every Sunday. With dessert. Everybody loves her. She never screws up. Never loses it, sees red or throws punches. Plus, she’s going to be an astrophysicist and if she was here, she’d float to our hostel guided by starlight, never once stepping in cow shite.


I gawp about me. Feck. I really am lost. I do have a cigarette left though and no Lena to bollock me about it. I dig my lighter from my pocket and suck in deep, holding the flame to the tip until it glows orange.


A thin line of dot-to-dot light below traces bits of wiggly coast. Squares here and there of yellow windows. Some in clumps. One of them’s gotta be the hostel. A smaller light is bobbing much closer. Crawling uphill in zigzags. I stare at it as I blow smoke and stub out my cigarette butt on the wall. The light stops moving. A shout. ‘Faith? That you?’ A male voice carries in my direction on the wind. It doesn’t sound Derry. My eyes can make out a shadowy outline. He tries again. ‘Faith? It’s only me.’


I cough. The light bobs more quickly uphill, its line straighter. Edging towards me. As it gets closer, I can see it’s a teenager. He’s about my age but taller with short hair, joggers and a hoodie.


‘What happened?’ he says as he picks his way across muck to the wall. ‘Thought you were for the Olympics the way you hoofed it up that hill. Impressive.’


‘I’m not Faith,’ I say.


He stops mid-stride about four metres away and swings his phone-torch beam onto me. ‘Aye right,’ he says. Then goes real still. There’s just enough backlight catching his eyes for me to see him study me. Slow. My hat. Face. Hoodie. Jeans. Runners. Back to my face. His own eyes narrowing in concentration.


‘Say something,’ he says.


‘Feck off.’


‘Jesus,’ he says, dropping to his hunkers, sitting on his boot heels. ‘You’re not Faith. But you look . . . ’ He sucks in a whistle. ‘Who are you?’


‘Tara,’ I say. ‘How’d you know I wasn’t her? Who are you?’


‘I’m Jack,’ he says. ‘And it’s obvious from the attitude on you. Plus, the accent. Hat. Piercings. The fag.’ He nods at the cigarette butt. ‘Wouldn’t have found you, apart from that glowing.’


‘Right Sherlock, aren’t ye?’


He stands and walks closer, right up to me, staring like I’m a ghost.


‘Regulation check on perfume?’ I jump from the wall. ‘Back off, alright? I’m not your bloody girlfriend.’


He rubs his eyebrow and steps back. ‘Too weird. You look . . . Where’s Faith? What happened?’


A sick feeling churns in my stomach. Yer man’s probably my best ticket back to the hostel, but tell him the truth and I’ll be lost out here all night. They’ll pull me shivering from a bog of sheep piss in the morning. I can’t not answer. He’s glancing about the hillside and back at me. The model boyfriend, charging up mountains like a knight in bloody shining armour to rescue his distressed damsel. She was worth it. None of our crew found me. I drop my shoulders and nudge a globe of rabbit poo with my runner.


‘I hit her,’ I say.


‘You what?’ He steps close so quick I feel his breathing on my face, see him squaring his shoulders, eyebrows narrowed.


I clench my fists. I could hit out. Kick even. Or spit. With luck, the shock might stall him enough for me to leg it but he’s tall and athletic. Strikes me, he’s pretty alright for a Prod. He speaks kinda country, though. Some guys I would fight. Not him. He’s the sort of lad built for Gaelic or, given that he’s one of them, rugby. I tilt my chin and stare defiant into his eyes. For a moment the turquoise of them catches me and I drop my gaze to his boots, hesitating. Camping out without a tent isn’t my style and the cold’s drilling into my bones. ‘Look, don’t be mad,’ I say. And for once, I spill the truth. ‘It was like a bullet seeing her. I freaked.’


Jack steps back like it’s him I just caught with an uppercut. He walks a slow circle round the top half of the field, clasping his hands behind his head and glancing my way every so often like he’s checking me out in some kind of risk assessment. As he knocks flat some yellow weed things on stalks, I’m kicking myself over picking the wrong time for bloody honesty. I will die here. Froze and mummified in sheep shite, to be resurrected in five centuries and pinned with some mournful history saga of warring tribes.


Finally, he makes his way back to me, hands stuffed deep into his pockets. As he looks up from his boots, I’m caught again by his eyes and find myself tongue-tied between saying something streetwise feminist and coming over all Disney princess. The silence sits awkward while we study each other.


‘It’s bloody foundering for August,’ he says eventually, arms hugged tight across his chest for warmth. ‘Do you come here often?’


It takes a second, then we both bust nervous laughing because the whole thing is absurd. ‘All the time,’ I say. ‘Never leave the place. Turns out but someone’s nicked the signpost back to the youth hostel.’


‘City folk, no doubt,’ he says. ‘Happens I was for heading back that direction.’ With his head, he gestures downhill. ‘Wanna walk together?’


In the fading light, we squidge and squelch our way down the mountain. Our breathing goes in fits and bursts with the exertion but, once beyond the fields, our footsteps pick up a rhythm, a steady scrunch, sliding on the mosses and wet gravel of a narrow backroad. Cars here must be size zero. Apart from an occasional inhaled comment on the madness of this, Jack says almost nothing until we turn a corner and, in the distance, see the glow of the hostel windows. I’m several metres ahead of him before I realize the crunch of his boots has stopped. When I turn, I can just about make him out in the blackness, stood with his head cocked to the side, eyeing me.


‘What’s the story?’ I say.


‘Exactly what I was wondering,’ he says. ‘How we gonna play this?’


I screw my face up in the dark as it dawns on me again that facing my youth leader, facing everybody, facing her, might be an occasion well shy of a picnic. Something inside me also lifts though about how Jack said it. There’s a we in this. Like I’m not on my own, even though it’s all my fault.


‘It’s just me in bother,’ I say.


‘You think our leaders won’t be mad we both disappeared for a couple of hours? Or that Faith won’t be off her rocker about me mixing you up with her?’


‘Yeah, but truth is I threw a punch.’


He shuffles.


‘You wanna go ahead on your own?’ I say. ‘I could mosey about. Follow in a bit. There’s no call for you to take the fall.’ I bite my lip. ‘You don’t have to have anything to do with me . . .’


Real slow, he walks up to me. Reaches out. Rubs the fabric of my sleeve between his fingers.


‘You’re soaked through,’ he says.


‘To my fecking knickers.’


Jack slaps his hand to his face and shakes his head. ‘You are so not Faith. This is surreal on steroids.’ He folds his arms.


Shivering, I take my hat off to comb my fingers through tangled hair. Even though it was under the hat, it’s sodden. The prospect of pissing about in the rain even another ten minutes is as appealing as a brick in the face. The prospect of facing my youth leader, worse. My shoulders sag.


Jack’s studying the hat. ‘You ever watch old cowboy movies?’


I shrug. ‘Wet Sundays. With Nan.’


‘Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The blaze of glory bit at the end where they both know they’re dead but they face it together?’


We don’t even make it past the buses. I’m still steeling up my defences, readying for the shots when there’s drumming on windows from the dorms. A shout. Megan-bloody-Carey. She’d grass on her granny for a Happy Meal. By the time we’re sucked into the blazing lights of the corridors and main hall, my muscles are tight, my brain racing to spit obscenities and kick out about the shite of everything and how-would-you-be-if-your-whole-identity-got-stole-by-an-impostor and who-gives-a-toss and the-whole-world-can-go-jump because why-should-I-care-anyway?


The youth leaders leap from a huddle of conspiracy over steaming mugs in a corner, and three men decked out all super-hero-meets-mountaineer in high-vis wet gear with head torches and maps surround us like we’re refugees. I’m about to launch into get-the-feck-off-my-case when Jack lets rip, only different. Like a pro, he’s blazing guns of apology, concern for the tormented youth leaders, the hassle we’ve caused, so sorry, and ‘Where’s Faith? I need to see Faith’. It’s like he aced GCSEs in adult manipulation and deflection.


Gawping in silence, dripping, I find myself bear-hugged by Emer, tight as a strait jacket, her sentences alternating between foghorn loud and supportive whispers and what-in-hell-Taras and thank-God-you’re-OKs. Then Jack’s shipped off to the boys’ dorms and I’m in the kitchen towelling my hair and Emer’s making me hot chocolate like I’m all prodigal at the same time as she’s chewing my ear off about ‘totally unacceptable behaviour’ and me dousing the club with shame and oh-my-god am I really-the-feck-OK cos she’d nearly had to call my mam. And. And. And. And I’m quiet. And peeling off wet socks and wondering if Faith paints her toenails black too and how the world, or even tomorrow, could ever feel the right way up again, and thinking that if Oran were here he’d give me a tab and the world might feel saner and how Nan’s 1960s psychedelic sleeping bag will feel like I’ve won the lottery and what-in-under-Jesus is a kayak anyway because apparently we’re for them first thing.









Chapter 5


FAITH
County Down, 25 August 2019


Faded life-jackets every shade of orange. Black wetsuits. We’re a troop of human slugs traipsing the kayaks off the beach into the breakers. The rig-outs give us a kind of uniformity, though everyone’s sticking in their own youth group huddles. Armagh and Londonderry. We were hardly off the bus last night before our crew discovered we could rile them just by saying ‘Londonderry’. They spit back ‘Derry’. Stirring each other’s heads seems like a game we’re expected to play. Northern Irish rules. Protestants and Catholics. Catholics and Protestants. The whole ‘love your enemy’ thing gets glossed over. So much for all the ‘get to know you’ cross-community ice-breakers our youth leaders roped us into last night.
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