

        

            

                

            

        


    





When the Toughest Fight is to Be Yourself


 


Birdy Flynn fights harder than any boy at school. And Birdy Flynn carries secrets. There is the secret of Birdy’s dead grandmother’s cat. How the boys tortured her and Birdy Flynn had to drown her in the river to stop her suffering. There’s the secret of Mrs. Cope, the popular teacher, who took advantage of Birdy. And the secret of Gypsy Girl at school who Birdy likes, but can’t mention. Because Birdy’s greatest secret could change everything . . .
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For my mum










Chapter 1


Innocence Drowned


I am not vicious. Was not my idea, the whole cat murder. Kicking a cat half to death is wrong, out of order. Proper disturbed behaviour. Hammer House of Horror. But all for one, and all that stuff. Boys stick together. We always stuck together. Dad blamed it on hormones, the changing of the blood. Boys’ bodies growing so fast their brains can’t keep up.


I held the cat’s collar between my finger and thumb. The scruffy, manky, dirty cat with eyes that looked shiny in the evening sun. She was black and white, with bright green eyes the colour of Nan’s brooch. The one she found on the strand as a girl, when life was all laughter and the fun was superb.


The cat should have gone home.


When I reached for her name tag she shook me off. Please yourself then, I thought.


The boys laughed, so did I, but I didn’t know why.


‘Get lost then,’ I said and I stepped away.


She followed me. She recognised me, smelt my clothes.


Martin threw a stick at her.


‘Please go home,’ I knelt down and said.


I thought that cats were clever, but she just tilted her head.


Every day after school we stood on that bridge, staring at the brook, looking for fish. A pound note was promised to whoever spotted life, but nothing in there was ever found alive. The water stank and had a grumpy, stuttery flow. If you were lucky, the oil on the surface sometimes made a rainbow.


When we were little we played pooh sticks on that bridge, back and forth, back and forth. We loved it. But the road got dead busy and the reeds got too thick. We played every day and we never hurt a thing. The only bad we did was a little bit of nicking. Easy pickings: open car windows, catalogue deliveries sitting on doorsteps. Joe did Woolworths because his dad worked there. For Mum’s birthday he got me a UB40 cassette and a stack of Tupperware.


‘There’ll be milk at home,’ I said to the cat. ‘Creamy milk. Go on, off you go.’


But she looked straight at me, like I was doing her wrong.


Martin threw a stone.


I looked at Liam, but he looked away.


‘Go home. I know where you’re from.’ I spoke to her like a teacher. ‘Go home where you belong.’


‘Come on.’ Liam started walking. ‘That cat don’t look normal.’


‘What?’


‘Yeah,’ Joe laughed, ‘it’s diseased and disgusting.’


‘Liam,’ I shouted.


‘It stinks,’ he said, and then he was gone.


They climbed under the rusty railings and jumped down from the bridge. For a second I couldn’t see them, so I climbed down quick. I landed in soft, soggy mud. The cat did too. It stuck to my ankles like fluff on a broom.


‘You please yourself,’ I shouted, ‘you mad moggie idiot.’


The boys looked around and laughed like baboons.


We squelched and slapped along the boggy edge of the brook. Above us, the air was dry and warm and still. ‘A bloody drought,’ Dad called it that lunchtime when I’d gone home to check on Mum. He was in the garden, chatting with his wilting vegetables. Inside, all the curtains were closed to keep out the sun. At school all the windows were open, wedged with old books, so the taste of the motorway coated the back of my throat. I wore my short-sleeved shirt, tank top and did my best Windsor knot. Dad said I looked like a prison guard. He didn’t mean to, but that cheered me up.


In our heads, me and the boys were soldiers on patrol, marking our territory, ready to fight, to save the world. The cat strutted along like she was guarding us, like a dog. Then, zoom, she darted up the bank. Martin went after her. We all followed, from wet mud to the crusty pathway at the top. The cat walked on. We marched behind her. The cat stopped to lick its paws. We stopped to watch.


‘My dad got a medal from the army,’ Martin said.


Four of us stood watching the cat.


‘Did you hear?’ he went on.


We looked up. That was Martin’s hobby, bigging up his dad. We let him do it whenever he wanted – his dad was a ferocious man. His dad would look at you with two fingers shaped like a gun. Even though I wasn’t a relative, he said, ‘Bang bang, you’re dead, my son.’ He was barred from every pub, even Dad’s ones. Mum gave Martin my brother Noely’s blue Farahs, the ones that I was after. Plus some socks, denim shirts, polo-neck sweaters, boxer shorts and a jumper that was fake Lyle and Scott. I couldn’t stop being jealous, until his dad set fire to the lot. My sister Eileen said there were rats in Martin’s house, druggies and hippies, and it was like a gypsy camp. I told her to get lost. I told her that one day me and Martin were going to run a pub. She said no way was I clever enough. I said I was.


‘He showed me the medal last night,’ Martin said.


I tried to look him in the eye, but orange sunbeams were slicing like lasers through the thick trees and burnt into my sight. It was daytime turning to dark. Fuzzy air and echoey sounds, like you get in the gardens behind pubs. The buzzing from insects you never get to see. The coo of pigeons that Dad said were doves.


Martin dipped his hand in his pocket and bent down. ‘Here you go,’ he said, holding out his palm with dusty biscuit crumbs.


The cat flicked her tongue. It was swirly red, like an aniseed twist, and Martin’s shoulders twitched and turned like he was fighting off a tickle. He stroked her dirty chin and smoothed down her messy fur.


‘You turned soft?’ I said to him.


‘I’m going to kill it,’ he said, without looking up.


‘Anyone for fishing?’ I asked. I wanted Martin to shut up.


‘Yeah, fishing,’ Joe said, and Liam tried to laugh.


Martin stood up.


The cat scratched herself.


Somewhere a Flymo whirred up.


‘Beetles are real clever,’ Joe said. ‘I like them a lot.’


We watched one digging in the dust. I remembered the dead stag beetle under my bed, wrapped in cotton wool in one of Mum’s old Nivea pots.


‘My dad’s got a new job,’ Martin said, staring at the cat.


We looked at him.


The cat watched him.


‘He’s going to be a bodyguard.’


‘Cool,’ Liam said with a huge smile.


‘Brilliant.’ Joe punched the air like he’d won a new bike.


‘For who?’ I said.


‘The Pope.’


‘What?’


‘The Pope.’


‘You’re joking us.’


‘He’s coming to London.’ Joe pulled at my arm. ‘He is – my mum said he is.’


‘It’s the truth, Birdy,’ Martin said to me. In the dirt he used his foot to mark a cross.


‘Your dad’s going to work up London?’ I said.


‘Yes.’


‘Kiss these.’ I gave him two fingers.


‘He is.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ I didn’t like his dad working when mine couldn’t get a job. Joe started swinging a stick at weeds like he was cutting down crops.


‘He is,’ Martin carried on.


‘OK.’ I put my hands up.


Joe whacked dandelion heads into the air.


‘Stop it,’ I snapped, ‘or you’ll get a wallop.’


‘You and whose army?’ He poked me.


‘I’ll break it round your neck.’ My fists clenched in my pockets.


‘Dream on, you little Irish leper.’


‘It’s leprechaun, you berk.’


‘Oh God,’ Liam interrupted us. He was looking at the cat, trying to get more words out.


‘Shut up,’ Martin shouted.


The Flymo stopped.


‘He has,’ Martin spat the words at us. ‘He has got a job.’


‘OK, mate,’ I said and stood in surrender, my arms stretched out like Jesus on the cross.


Martin stepped towards me. He took each of my arms. First my left and then my right. He folded each one down, flat against my sides, like closing the blades on a Swiss army knife.


‘He has,’ he repeated and his eyes got bigger.


‘We know,’ I said. I wanted the cat to run off.


‘What do you know?’ Martin spurted.


I looked up at the sky.


‘Bloody Catholics.’ Martin went inside his thoughts. ‘That’s what Dad says.’


Joe muttered something under his breath that made Martin shout louder.


‘What do you know, Worzel?’ Martin tapped his finger on his head like he was hammering in a nail.


Liam pretended he found it funny.


Do something, I begged Liam inside my head.


Joe’s leg began to shake.


The cat licked her paws.


Martin jabbed her with his toe. ‘Let’s kill it, now.’


‘What?’ I said. ‘No.’


‘Or frighten its head off.’ He turned and grabbed Joe by the throat. Then after letting him go, Martin looked up to the clouds and let out a roar that was half laugh, half burp.


Joe held his own throat, forcing out a cough to make it seem worse.


‘Leave it, Martin,’ I said.


He turned his hand into a gun and pointed it towards my eyes.


‘Don’t,’ I said.


Martin looked confused. Like he’d forgotten his own name. His face was greasy but speckled with brown dust and one of his cheekbones was still bruisey yellow.


‘Don’t what?’ he said.


‘I’m going home.’ I waved my hand at the cat, hoping she would come.


‘Don’t what?’ Martin repeated.


‘You going?’ Liam asked me.


‘Got to.’


‘I’ve gotta shoot too.’ Liam grabbed my arm.


‘What you looking at?’ Martin said to the cat, and we froze.


Her crystally eyes looked up.


‘What you smiling at?’ Martin leant down, like a giant standing over her.


Shut it, Martin, I thought. Every word was getting to me. He sounded like Dad tanked up.


‘Leave it, Mart,’ I said and looked at Joe. He was looking at the cat.


I looked at Liam and he looked at me.


‘What you looking at?’ Martin repeated, slowly and surely. He crouched down to her. ‘You staring at me?’


The cat didn’t move. Martin took his right hand out of his pocket and reached for her. I thought he might lift her for a hold and a stroke, but he snatched at her collar, yanking her up. He held her like a scrag of meat on a hook, letting her legs dangle and flap. Her little mouth fell open, trying to get air. She had teeth as white as Tic Tacs, but the green of her eyes was gone, rolled back inside her head. Martin stepped down the bank towards the brook. He swung the cat over the water like a hypnotist swings a watch.


‘Martin, cats don’t like water,’ I said. ‘They can’t swim.’ I thought he’d stop.


‘Aren’t they meant to be clever?’ He dunked the cat under.


My heart began to thump. The cat squealed a high-pitch sound, like a frightened child.


‘Come on, Mart.’


He carried on, holding the cat in the water longer. ‘Not so clever now,’ he said. ‘Not such pretty eyes.’


The cat looked like an oily rag, and twisted and squealed and squirmed and spun her legs and paws, trying to punch him with her claws.


I went down the slope, careful not to fall.


Martin’s face screwed up as he held on, not letting go. The cat fought and struggled and let out screeches in bursts.


‘Come on,’ I said, but Martin didn’t stop.


My right foot slipped but I steadied myself.


‘You can’t swim,’ Liam said.


‘Shut up, you div.’


I stepped forward and tugged Martin’s sleeve. I couldn’t pull any harder. It was nearly me dunked under. Martin looked around as if he’d only just noticed me. I smiled. He stepped back from the water’s edge and, holding the gasping cat in mid-air like an animal he had hunted, he walked back up to the path.


I looked at the boys for superhero applause. They stood with their hands in their pockets, looking like dumb waxworks.


I climbed back to the top, grabbing bunches of reeds to pull myself up.


Martin held the cat out with his arm locked straight. Both Joe and Liam laughed.


The cat cried and tried to wrestle free. Martin nodded and smiled. Then he let go of her. He opened his hand, let go of the collar and, as the cat fell, with perfect timing, he put his foot right through her.


The squelchy thump was like a boot kicking a flat wet football. A gush of air pelted out of the cat’s mouth with a yelpy noise I’d never heard before. She landed half on her legs, half on her belly, flopped into a wet clumpy lump. Cries whistled out of her.


‘Hilarious,’ Joe laughed.


‘Hilarious?’ I turned to him.


I waited for Liam’s reaction, but he stood like a statue, looking down, kicking dirt.


Martin squinted with impatience. Like he wanted the cat to jump up and settle the score. Like a boxer admiring his knockout. I wanted her to turn into a tiger and tear his throat out. But she lay there shaking, like a trodden-on wasp.


‘All right, Martin,’ I said. ‘Come on, leave it, mate.’ My head felt giddy and I thought I would throw up.


Martin ignored me. He looked down at the cat.


‘Leave it, Martin,’ I said.


I needed the toilet. I clenched my bum-cheeks together and crossed my legs.


Joe and Liam stood watching.


Then, like he was lining up the most spectacular free kick, Martin pulled back his left foot in slow motion.


‘Oh, God. Don’t,’ I said.


His boot swung back down. I jerked my head away and felt wee pistol down my leg. I saw Joe and Liam watch full on and I heard a crack. I turned back and saw the cat’s head nearly ripped from her neck. Her mouth was open far too wide, filled with dark red syrup. Her jaw was in two pieces, twisted. My head started to pound; my pants were warm and wet. Her sticky dark blood was mixing into the dusty ground.


‘He asked for it,’ Martin said.


‘It’s a girl cat,’ I said.


‘Even better,’ Martin laughed.


‘Even better?’ I couldn’t get what he was saying.


‘Silly bitch ain’t even dead yet,’ Joe said, and my whole body froze.


I thought I must be somewhere else – in a dream, an unreal world. My brain was empty. I loosened my tie, but my skin was stuck to my shirt.


‘Don’t cry, you mong,’ Martin said to me. ‘Cats think they’re so clever,’ he carried on. ‘But they’re not as clever as dogs, or as strong. You got to show them who’s boss.’


Blood oozed out of her ear and got stuck on her fur.


I could not speak. I couldn’t breathe. I thought that my heart was going to burst.


‘Come on, Martin,’ Joe said.


And they went, Martin and Joe.


Liam waited. He looked at me then followed in their footsteps.


Martin turned and, instead of his two-finger pistol, he faked the noise of a hundred bullets as he pointed an invisible machine gun at the cat.


‘You coming, Birdy?’ Liam squeaked, but didn’t wait for my answer.


They got smaller as they got further away. They shouted again and waved, but I let them cross the road and fade out of sight.


I was shivering like the cat. The sun had hidden behind the railway track.


I knelt down and put my hand on her belly.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


I took her silver name tag off her tartan collar. It still had Nan’s address on it. I put it in my pocket.


My shivering turned to shaking and the birds in the trees started shouting at me, cheeping and chirping and telling me to do something.


Her little belly moved up and down in tiny pulses. I couldn’t leave her there, almost dead, in the dirt. But I couldn’t take her home, or hurt her even more. Dad would strangle her or finish her off with a stick – the humane thing to do, he would say, with stories of his grandad’s farm in Limerick. With two arms I scooped her body up.


‘Come on, Murphy,’ I said.


I held her floppy neck and head. I held down my sick. She needed a hug but I couldn’t risk getting blood on my coat. So I carried her, slowly and gently.


‘I’m sorry, Murphy,’ I said in the kindest way I could. ‘You’ll go to Cat Heaven. You’ll like it a lot – it’ll be good.’


I got to the edge of the bank and I slipped and nearly fell. I took her gradually down the slope.


‘Shh, don’t worry, Murphy,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, little one.’


The brook gurgled below as I knelt close to the edge. I held her for a moment and then lowered her carefully down. The water felt stronger. I laid her in as much water as would cover her. I could wash her, I thought. And she might come back to living. But she flitted and flicked and red bubbles rose to the surface and I had to keep going.


‘Please, Murphy, stop fighting,’ I begged her.


With my tired arms I held her down and kept the water from taking her off. Then she stopped moving and the bubbles stopped rising and I couldn’t get my breath so I had to stand up.


I closed my eyes and did a prayer for her. For her safe delivery to be with Nan in Heaven, for the boys to rot in Hell and for me to be forgiven. It was the first prayer I made up myself.


I crouched down to fetch her body out. I thought I could bury her under the blackberry bushes and get some twigs to make a cross. But, when I put my hands in, she was gone. I felt around in the water. Some mud gave way and my leg slipped and I got a sharp slice across my ankle bone. I thought I would be dragged along with all the floating litter, through the sewage tunnels, into the dark, and I would drown and rot and never be found and that would finish Mum off. But I heaved my foot free, sucking it out of the mud, and I fell on my hands and knees.


Long grass tickled my face as I pulled away and dragged myself up, and I saw Liam standing at the top.


He was blubbering, shaking his head. ‘How could you?’ he said.


‘Liam –’ I tried to say, but he turned away and ran.


I put my hand to my ankle and felt my own blood. I straightened up. When I put my right foot down, my nerve ends flashed with a sharp painful shock.


I ran through the pain. To my right was the army firing range, a wire fence taller than a horse with miles of twisted barbed wire. I hobbled and stumbled as fast as I could. There were overgrown brambles and nettles and on the fence were yellow signs shouting, Danger of Death and MoD property and KEEP OUT. Bits of broken glass crunched under my foot and I begged them not to slice through my monkey boots.


When I got to the end of the fence I grabbed at my breath, but before I could breathe I was sick. All my tubes got confused and sick got sucked up and blew out my nose. My throat burnt. I had sick on my fingers; I wiped them on the grass. I dug deep to find my hanky and rubbed my lips hard. With my sleeves I wiped my eyes. I slapped myself and without thinking I kept on hitting. My face got sore and my nose, but again and again I hit, and harder, and then the pain went and it felt good, so I kept going like I was boxing myself and I cheered myself on, until blood started dripping and my nose started throbbing, and when I looked down at my torn clothes, I thought, Oh jeepers, my mum is going to explode.










Chapter 2


 


I felt thrown into outer space. With no spaceship or rope, and no gravity and no planet where I could go.


I was on a street I didn’t know – which was wrong, because I knew every street in the town I was from. Curtains were being closed. Porch lights were flickering. Mum would be worrying. Her nerves would be gone.


I turned into a road of bungalows, Chaucer Close. The breath in my chest was hot as a kettle, my ankle skin scorched, so I slowed. I looked back. I walked forward. Little fake people with little fake wheelbarrows looked up at me from shiny green lawns that had fake windmills and fake mice and birds. I limped into a road that was curved, with houses that were apart and gravel-covered driveways and nice-looking cars.


I felt lost. My foot screamed at me to stop. But my brain said I could not.


I walked through a gap and across a proper busy road. The King’s Head was in front of me, the pub where my uncles drank Guinness and Mild. Two pink-haired glue sniffers leant against a wall. National Front was sprayed in white paint behind them. Their heads were buried in white plastic bags and they didn’t look up.


The road got flat so I tried to run. I untucked my shirt and pulled off my tie.


Up ahead I saw my Aunty Margaret coming out of Londis. I spun around. More pain. I ran through the Wellington Estate. I went after an invisible target, certain that something was following me, chasing me, just about to catch me. I weaved through blocks of little square houses connected together like mine, in lines like Lego, and I found an alleyway that I recognised. It twisted left and right and came out to a low flat building with thumping music and multicoloured beams flashing off parked cars. It was the Churchill Army Social Club.


My head was full of dirty swirling water and Liam’s eyes and Murphy’s yelping, so although I heard someone shout, ‘Oi oi’, it didn’t seem like my sister Eileen’s voice.


‘How’s my favourite weirdo?’ she carried on. ‘You gone quiet, Birdy?’ she shouted louder, as if I hadn’t heard.


I closed my eyes.


‘I’m talking to you.’ She staggered towards me in her yellow pointy shoes and her stacked-up-high hair that sparkled in the green light pumping through the window. Her lips were drastic red, like she’d been snogging a postbox with a fresh coat of paint. Her breath smelt plastic from her drinking.


‘Leave me alone,’ I said as I tried to walk on.


‘Where you been?’ She stood in front of me. Her mate Clare stood back from her, chewing like a horse, rolling her eyes.


‘Nowhere.’


‘It’s selfish, Birdy, that’s all I’m saying. It’s like you don’t care.’


‘Care about what?’


‘You should be home more.’ She prodded me. ‘Helping out.’ She took some of my jacket in her hand. ‘Jesus, Birdy, have you got Dad’s aftershave on?’


‘No,’ I lied. She made me lie. That was when the lies took off.


‘Are you wearing Brut?’ She sniffed around my neck. ‘That is Dad’s Brut.’


‘Get off.’ I pushed her. I tried to walk past. She put her arm in my way.


‘You can’t stay like that for ever, Birdy. You do know that?’ She waited. ‘Birdy, hello?’


I said nothing.


‘Look at you. Aren’t you embarrassed?’ Since she’d left school she was drinking loads and was always showing off. ‘No way are you coming to my party.’


‘Great.’


‘The state of you! No wonder Mum’s losing weight.’


‘She isn’t –’


‘A pipe cleaner has more fat,’ Eileen cut in, her face twisted and angry.


Clare tugged at her arm and grunted some words.


‘I wash up,’ I said, ‘and carry her bags home from work.’


Eileen shook her head as she stepped around me. I stared back at her. She looked me up and down. I looked down at the mud and blood on my shoes and she walked off in her clip-cloppy moves.


‘You shouldn’t lie to Mum,’ she shouted from the doorway of the club.


I looked up. She stood still. Behind the smoke from Clare’s cigarette, Eileen looked like something from Doctor Who.


‘You shouldn’t lie to her, Birdy.’


I haven’t, I thought. I wouldn’t do that to Mum. Then I tried to remember everything I’d ever said, and everything that I had done.


 


Every Friday, Uncle Timmy came round for his tea and to make our house smell, so I closed my eyes when I turned into our road. I wished his rubbish bike away, but there it was, leaning against the wobbly wall built by Dad and me. There were two bikes, one with a basket. Double trouble, that would be – him and Aunty Peggy. She once told me, ‘You have a sensitive wee sniffer, so you do.’ I could easily sniff out them two.


Our back door was always stuck; I used my shoulder to barge it open.


‘Hello, darling,’ Mum shouted. ‘Will you kick that bloody door shut.’


I did, and the pain was so bad I covered my mouth to make my scream stop. The dirty swirling tobacco smoke crackled my eyes like they were dipped in Space Dust. I flapped my hands to clear the air and Mum thought I was waving, so she flapped her yellow gloves back.


She was matchstick thin, I saw it then. But she didn’t look forty-five. She had no double chins and although her skin was grey, none of it was sagging. She was standing at the oven, boiling vests and pants. I loved the soapy fog that came off the silver pot when Mum was doing washing. I stood by her side. She was her usual busy. Her eyes were watery. I looked close. They were happy watery and she smiled.


‘Look at you,’ Aunty Peggy said. ‘You’re as cute as a choirboy with that hair.’


‘We all blossom in time,’ Mum said, stirring the vests so hard that her face dripped with sweat. The lady from the Sugar Shack was called Blossom. A big woman with massive boobs and blue permed hair. Her brown-toothed smile came into my head and I didn’t want it there.


‘Has the cat got your tongue?’ Aunty Peggy said, and my belly sucked my insides up.


‘What cat?’ I said.


‘There’s no cat.’ Aunty Peggy frowned.


‘I know.’


‘Pardon?’


‘Where’s my dad?’ I turned to Mum.


‘Not a clue.’ She reached to turn Dolly Parton down. ‘What time is this to be home?’ Mum said, but in a calm and not-yelling way. Not telling me I might have been kidnapped or mass-murdered or dumped in a bush by the side of the motorway.


‘Well now,’ Uncle Timmy mumbled while licking a ciggy and dribbling spit down his chin. His hands were too big for making roll-ups – they were made for carrying bricks.


I looked at him and his snaky, see-through skin; I found flakes of it everywhere. He always mumbled. I once asked Mum why Uncle Timmy could sing in sentences but only talk in riddles. She said he had a fine voice. I asked if he’d been in the war. Mum said, ‘Oh, he has all right.’ But when I asked which one, she told me not to pry.


‘What time is this?’ Mum asked again.


‘It’s . . .’ I looked at the clock.


‘I know what time it is.’ She stood back with her hands on her hips. ‘What time do you call it to be in?’ Then her eyes caught proper sight of me. ‘Jesus wept, Birdy, look at you. For Heaven’s sake, you’re soaking and you have mud all over you.’


‘Mum.’


‘Have you been in that brook again? Have you?’ Her eyes looked worn-out worried. ‘For the love of God, your jumper is actually torn there. Birdy, what is that? You’ve even scratches across your face, child. Jesus, what is wrong with you? And your shoes! Is that blood on your shoes?’


Aunty Peggy leant over to get a peek.


‘Have you been fighting again?’ Mum looked me up and down.


I scraped inside my head for a story that wasn’t proper lying.


‘Sweet Jesus, I don’t know what any other mother would do. Take them off, Birdy. Have you blood on your socks?’ She lifted my leg up. ‘Good God, you have too.’


‘I fell out of a tree,’ I said.


Aunty Peggy laughed.


Mum drilled her serious eyes into me. ‘Was Liam not with you?’


‘Why? Would he catch me?’


‘Are you having me on?’ Mum’s face turned angry. ‘Go get yourself clean.’


‘Were you playing football?’ Aunty Peggy asked.


‘Yes.’ The word came out before I knew it.


‘Did you win?’


‘Yes,’ I said while pulling my jumper off. ‘I mean no. Yes, we lost.’


‘Oh dear.’


‘It was 16–4,’ I said, and Uncle Timmy burst into laughter.


‘I need the loo.’ I backed away; my ankle skin ripped again. I knew they were watching while I tried to walk upstairs in a normal way.


 


Our bathroom was always still. It was the place that everyone went to be on their own.


It smelt of fake lemon and pine because Mum cleaned it every day. She hoovered the toilet-seat cover, bleached the plugholes, wiped the soap dishes, polished the taps, changed the towels, adjusted the rugs, stood the toothbrushes up and made sure the bathroom cabinet was ‘as straight as an army locker’. The bottles were lined up like a family photo – tall bubble baths at the back, baby brown bottles of tablets along the front row.


I climbed into the bath in my pants. Under my fingernails was dirt and grass and dried blood. My knees and shins were grey and brown and purple from old fighting bruises. The bruises Mum told me to keep hidden, or I’d be taken away and she would go to prison.


The blood around my ankle had turned to a crust. It looked like my foot had gone rusty and seized up but, under the cold tap, it started to soften. I looked down at it, biting my lip through the stinging, my ankle bone almost pushing out. I needed Mum to see it – the size of the cut and the skin flopping off and the blood that was leaking. I reached for toilet paper and pressed hard against the flow. Tissue stuck to the flesh and I couldn’t look as I rinsed it more and it sparked off shots of pain. I got the bottle of TCP from the windowsill and held in my screams while I poured it on and it burnt my flesh like acid. This was bad trouble. Worse than making fires in the woods, or smashing the windows of the old barracks. It was worse than watching Martin’s dad’s videos or drinking his home-brew gin. Doing them things made us all laugh. Doing those things was fun. It was the worst trouble the boys had got me into and I never wanted to see them again.


In the corner of the bath was Noely’s shaving kit. His sixteenth birthday present that he forgot to take with him. A real silver razor, a shaving brush made from horse’s hair, a tiny bottle of aftershave and a metal comb. Whenever I could, I sat on the side of the bath and got his razor out and practised shaving. My skin tingled from its sharp cold blade as I pressed it against my cheeks and slowly down my neck.


 


My return to the kitchen was like a homecoming.


‘You’ve changed.’ Mum smiled. ‘Much smarter.’


‘Thanks.’ I only had my pyjamas on.


‘Jeepers, have you been splashing on the TCP?’


‘I got a graze.’


‘How big a graze?’ she said. While I wondered what size to tell her, she butted in and said, ‘Sit down, anyway.’


So I sat and I stared at my aunty and uncle, who ate our food and relaxed in our house but weren’t real relatives of ours. They were people from Ireland. Nan had a long list of people we should take care of, no matter what happens to the world. It was Sellotaped to the fridge and new people were added every day. But I wished Peggy and Timmy away, back to their flat and its smell of old teabags and cabbage.


Mum fetched over plates of pork pies and tomato quarters and red potatoes. The plates wobbled in her hands so I reached across to help them land. ‘Now, Tim. I’ve cut ham in the fridge for you,’ she said. That was his reward, just for being a man. Bread was placed on the table, then hard-boiled eggs and kippers.


‘This is summer food,’ I said, and Mum clipped the back of my head.


‘Be grateful,’ she said. ‘It is May anyway.’


Uncle Timmy looked at his watch.


‘Sure a starving African would lap that up,’ Mum went on, tucking the tea towel into her apron’s waistband.


‘It’s hot where they live.’


‘Just eat.’ Mum shifted the plate closer to me.


Uncle Timmy shook the jar of mustard over his potatoes. Mum took it off him and handed him the salt.


I nibbled on pork pie. Aunty Peggy hummed an Irish song, Uncle Timmy tapped his fingers and Mum started singing along. Mum sounded more Irish when we had visitors and I wanted to as well, so I could be like them and properly belong. But I always decided not to try, in case I got it wrong.


When our outside light flickered, trying to switch on, Mum pulled across the net curtain. ‘That’ll be the Pools man.’ But then she said, ‘No, no, it’s your pal.’ She gave me a prod.


My eyes flicked towards the window and saw Edna shuffling along. They waved at her, like people on the deck of a ship, sailing away for ever.


‘She’s blind,’ I reminded them, and they all tutted and muttered and told themselves off.


Mum gave me the look to get up and open the door.


Edna was over from Ireland as well. Her home was Ennis in County Clare. ‘Ennis is Irish for island,’ she told me many times, every time thinking it was pure hilarious. ‘You know, it’s where Cassius Clay is from.’


When I was little she would tell me the story of how, one minute, her father was working and shouting his head off down the market, the next Edna and her brothers and sisters were packed up on a train, heading for a big ship near Dublin. She moved to our town from Earls Court in London because she wanted fresh air and to be away from all the shouting. She never had her own husband or children, so Nan looked out for her. She gave her Murphy for company. Nan’s precious, special cat. Nan told Edna the cat would bring her luck, then Nan died two weeks after that.


Edna loved telling me magical stories and teaching me rebel songs. As I got older, they got more fierce and wild and her language got more strong. Fearsome stories of the banshee, the pookas, the faeries and the real Black and Tans. They were the fiercest stories and all true, Edna said. An undeniable part of history that we should never forget, no matter what anyone says. Nan agreed because when she was a baby they tipped her from her crib into bog water, set her house on fire and left them all for dead. Would anyone forgive and forget that? ‘No,’ Edna said, ‘’twas pure wrong.’ I wanted to go to Ireland and explore that world and see what was in it. Edna told me to get a bag ready. Nan said she’d buy me the ticket.


I liked Edna. I loved her, I suppose. Not like I loved my nan, but still loads. But, as I opened the door, the pork pie in my mouth turned to dust and I begged in my head that she would not come in, that she was only dropping off rock cakes or offering us some spare boiled bacon.


She knew it was me. She hugged me so tight it was hard to breathe.


‘Hello, Edna, love,’ Mum shouted.


Mum would usually say, ‘Sure you don’t need to knock – use the back door. Come in, come in. Have you had your tea?’ Then Edna would say, ‘Oh, but I couldn’t – you know how I am, Martha.’ And she would sit down and eat everything, even stuff saved for treats. But this time she didn’t. Edna spoke first, stumbling into the kitchen.


‘Oh, Martha,’ she said, like a lost little girl.


‘Whatever’s wrong?’ Mum put her arm around her, sat her down and wiped her eyes with the tea towel.


‘Oh, Ma,’ Edna said more tuney, as if starting a sad song.


I stood back and leant against the oven. Then there was crying. Real bawling. Mum held Edna’s hands.


Aunty Peggy looked like she was enjoying a good film. Uncle Timmy brushed crumbs from his lap and muttered slurry words.


‘Would you like a cup of tea, Edna?’ I said, but no one heard. I moved to leave the room but Mum pointed to the kettle, so I returned.


‘It’s . . .’


‘Has there been more trouble?’ Mum said. ‘I’ve no news on today. Was there another bomb?’


‘It’s the cat, lovey.’


The kettle dropped from my fingers; tap water drenched my sleeves.


‘The cat?’ Mum said.


I went to turn the tap down but turned it up.


‘She’s gone.’


Edna’s crying got louder as the kettle began to roar and in my head was Murphy’s little body, floating along.


‘She’s gone where?’ Mum said, as if Murphy was off to a disco without asking permission. She sat back and released Edna’s hands. My right leg got a quivering spasm that I couldn’t shake off.


‘She got in a fight with that Jack Russell.’


‘Again?’


‘Then she ran off and she’s not come home for her tea and she never misses a feed.’


‘She’ll maybe be lost?’ Aunty Peggy said. ‘The poor wee thing.’


‘Lost? How would she be?’ Edna snapped. ‘She knows her home, doesn’t she?’


‘Well she does.’


‘And she likes her food, all right.’ Mum shook her head and fixed her eyes for Peggy to be quiet.


I stirred sugar into mugs of tea.


‘You OK, Birdy?’ Edna turned to me.


I wanted to tell her everything. The words were so close to being out loud, I thought my jaw would erupt. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell them that I didn’t protect Murphy. How she’d looked all messy and wanted a cuddle and help getting home. I didn’t save her. And nor did my cousin Liam. How Martin kicked her like a football. Our family cat that everyone treasured. That Edna loved like a baby. I drowned her. With my own hands.


‘You didn’t see her on your adventures, did you, lovey?’ Edna said to me, and the world stopped, like a videotape on pause.


‘Pardon?’ I said. Then, before anyone replied, ‘No. I can’t remember. Sorry. No. I didn’t. I definitely didn’t see her.’


‘It’s my fault.’ Edna’s head dropped.


I delivered her tea as gently as I could.


‘What would your mother have thought?’ she said to Mum. ‘God rest her soul.’


‘God rest her soul,’ Mum, Peggy and Timmy repeated. They crossed themselves. Without thinking, I did as well. I would try anything to keep me out of Hell. They lowered their heads. I looked to the floor. Mum started sniffing and I prayed that she would stop.


‘Biscuits, Birdy.’ Mum banged the table as she looked up. ‘The good ones.’


Then, apart from tea-drinking and biscuit-crunching – and inside my head, a million thoughts spinning – the kitchen became still for a moment.


‘It’s the Devil’s work.’ Aunty Peggy broke the silence. ‘So soon after your mother.’ She looked at Mum, who had no expression. ‘Only the Devil let this happen. Pure Devil so –’


‘We mustn’t give up hope, Edna,’ Mum said. ‘I’d wage a bet she’ll be back where she belongs.’


‘I’ll find her,’ I said.


They looked at me.


‘We’ll have a massive search,’ I said. ‘In the morning, I’ll go searching. I’ll do postcards and posters.’


No one said a word.


‘She’s probably up a tree.’ I faked a laugh.


They kept staring.


My other leg started trembling. ‘Or in a shed, or –’


‘You can get the boys to help.’ Mum’s smile opened up and I nodded to keep her pleased.


Edna’s eyes widened.


Aunty Peggy tilted her head to get a different angle of me.


‘Leave it to me,’ I said.


‘Oh, Birdy.’ Edna got up and squeezed me.


Mum reached across and held my hand. I took deep breaths.


They all began to breathe easy. Edna put her hands in the praying position, like a kung fu warrior about to salute me.


‘Where’s my jacket, Mum?’


‘It’s filthy.’


‘I need it.’


‘In there.’ She pointed to the washing machine. I reached in and dug inside my pocket, feeling them watching me. I found what I wanted and held it tightly.


‘Goodnight.’ I smiled.


‘Oh, goodnight. God bless,’ Mum said.


‘God bless,’ Edna said. ‘Sleep well now.’


‘Where’s my kiss?’ Aunty Peggy asked.


I wanted to cuddle Mum so much, but I knew I had to go.










Chapter 3


 


The next morning I woke up and tried to remember what was real and what was not. I hadn’t slept, but I’d dreamt. Mad dreams I had. Huge ugly antelopes leaping our garden fence, pinning me down, attacking me with teeth like gravestones. And fires. Our fence was on fire, Dad’s shed was on fire. All his best tools were gone. My ankles were in flames, but all I did was watch, letting them burn and blister and bubble up.


I’d woken up in the night-time dark with damp pyjamas, feeling cold but hot as well. I could hear the distant army tanks practising in the fenced-off woods that the MoD made out of bounds.


In the morning the house smelt of Saturdays, and downstairs the kettle was kept busy and roared through boil after boil. Our front gate opened; the letter box flapped. Mum hoovered for hours and outside, somewhere in the distance, lots of people mowed their grass. I hid my head under my pillow, but that made it worse. I sang songs to myself, but I got on my nerves.


As I did every morning, I reached under my bed to check my special tin was still there. It was a Quality Street tin that hid my most precious things. My collection. The items it felt good to hold, to sometimes talk to. Although I knew that wasn’t normal. When I pulled off the lid, Murphy’s name tag looked up.


I buried it under my table tennis certificate to keep it out of sight. I won that certificate when I was seven or eight. It made me think of the funny times we had, when we all went down the rec and Noely and me always beat our dad. Also in the tin was a penknife, red and silver and not real Swiss but near enough. Rattling around the bottom were tiny ball bearings from bike wheels that we found in the woods, a beady necklace that I stole so I could be a Holy child as well and a chain sent by Aunty Sadie from Malta. There were tiny plastic soldiers that I made fight battles. Then there were fishing hooks from when Dad took us fishing, a medal for school cross-country, and shells and pebbles that I saved from the brilliant day at the beach in 1978. At the bottom was a beer mat with Guinness stains and a picture of Toucan, a fake passport that I drew myself, a made-up membership card for the Fonzies (which for a while was the name of our gang), and a rusty silver badge of a cannon from Uncle Pat, who lived up London in a really tall tower. An old bandage from one of Noely’s football injuries was wrapped around a pair of purple paisley Y-fronts that I stole from his drawer. And there were lots of folded-up letters that I’d never sent. Mostly to pretend people, but also Blue Peter and Swap Shop.


I took three photos from my tin. Tea stains had changed their colour and they curled at the edges. They were rescued photos that never made it to an album. I held them in my finger and thumb and studied every bit of them. One was a family gathering with Nan talking to my dad. He hated parties, but his face in this photo looked happy and calm. ‘Oh, it’s grand,’ I imagined Nan saying, leaning in to make her wild Irish voice heard. She’d have spoken in a slow, definite way with a rattly sound in her throat. Dad called her the Connemara Cat. He used to make lots of jokes like that. He wished that my nan was his mum, I thought. Although Nan couldn’t get his Liverpool accent, they always had long laughy talks.


The party was for Dessie Boy’s eighteenth birthday. The ‘now man’ sat at the head of the table, watched by a load of women of Nan’s size with rosy eyes. Edna was there – it was before her eyesight was gone. You can see in the gaze of the women that Dessie Boy was like one of the saints that they worshipped at church. Liam’s there with me. It was a family party so Martin and Joe weren’t allowed. Me and Liam are in the background carrying dishes and clearing tables. It was women’s work, but Liam loved it because he’d collect the glasses and drink leftover lager. I hated it with all my heart. I was grinning though. In the picture, I had a beaming smile. I was in my world and in my own thoughts. Mum had let me wear jeans that day and under those I was wearing Noely’s boxer shorts.


I’d stolen them boxer shorts as well. Noely had left them in the washing basket, the time he packed his Puma holdall and made his new start. I’d washed them with soap, dried them on the radiator in my bedroom and put them, wrapped in newspaper, in my underwear drawer.


The second photo was a Polaroid of Mum and Eileen. They were in our kitchen and Mum was concentrating on sewing something, her neck bent over and her glasses on the edge of her nose. A mug of tea was parked next to her ashtray, which was giving off smoke, and in the bottom corner of the photo you can just see Noely’s toes. My sister was stood upright with her rucksack on her shoulders and a purse hanging down like a giant necklace. That purse had her English money in it. Around her waist was a brown bumbag where she kept her francs. Her face glowed. She was off on a school trip, on a coach, then a ferry, and I thought she was so brave to go. Her ears were specially pierced, she had blusher on and a new perm from Mum. It was me that took the photo, in case she didn’t come back. I caught her mood just right. ‘Quick,’ she shouted at me, ‘take the flipping thing before these curls fall out.’


The third picture has me in our garden when I was seven or eight. I’m in the cowboy outfit that Edna gave me and I’m smiling from ear to ear, with my hands on my hips, ready to grab my proper silver pistols and shoot whoever is the enemy. I had the whole outfit: hat, waistcoat, holster, the red hanky that you wear around your neck, a gold sheriff’s badge. All the boys did. In the photo Martin has his arm around my shoulder and Liam is stood at my other side.


I placed the photos back carefully, tucked under the pile of letters to give them extra protection.


 


‘Good morning, darling,’ Mum said when I sat at the kitchen table. ‘Did you sleep well?’


‘Yes.’ I smiled and felt a bruise stretch from under my right eye.


‘Grand.’ She smiled. ‘With nice dreams?’ She looked at me closely, but then turned back to her cooker.


I waited.


‘Kind of,’ I said when she looked up, wanting my answer. ‘Where’s Dad?’


‘In the garden.’


The house smelt of scouring pads mixed in with fried bacon. Mum stopped, emptied the bucket of grey water and came over to the table.


‘Here,’ she said, handing me a pen with the end chewed off. She was red as rhubarb. ‘I found you some blank postcards.’


‘Oh. Brilliant.’


‘And scrap paper for the posters.’


‘Great.’


‘We’ll take a walk later – I’ll help you put them about.’


‘No,’ I said, and Mum wasn’t expecting that. ‘I can do it on my own.’


‘Sure you can,’ she said, ‘but I want to help.’


She ripped off her rubber gloves, used her apron to wipe her face and clicked the grill on. I wanted her to stand still. To look at me properly, to see what I really wanted to say without me saying a word.


‘I’ll have this smart for your trip,’ she carried on, fussing, inspecting my jacket that was soaking in the sink.


‘I’m not going. You know I hate trips.’ I talked down to the table.


‘You’ve woken up awful maudlin, love.’ Mum stood over me after putting a glass of milk down. ‘Don’t worry about the postcards. I’ll walk into town. See what the police know.’


‘No.’ I snatched at the pen and took a postcard. ‘I am going to find her, Mum.’


She didn’t move but went into thoughts behind her eyes and her red cheeks softened and in slow motion her teeth appeared through a wide but worried smile.


‘The Lord loves a trier,’ she said with a deep breath and I got a tickle in my belly from seeing her so proud.


I gripped the pen as strong as I could and scrawled the beginning of a word.


‘I’m away for a bath,’ Mum whispered as she handed me some toast. She kissed me on the top of my head. ‘What would I do without my clever little trooper?’


The taps upstairs went on full, then slowed down. The fridge started humming, like when Uncle Timmy builds up to his singing.


Three postcards were wasted and torn up while I tried to get the words the right way around. I concentrated hard to get the fourth one right, underlining important words like black and cat and green eyes and tartan collar. I wrote MISSING CAT in double-thick capital letters. I kissed each card. Murphy is missing, I told myself. She was missing because I didn’t know where she was.


On the scrap paper I wrote out Missing Cat posters and I used the same words but with more description. Like the bits of white fur under her chin and on her toes and the speck of red she had on her nose. I wrote that she sometimes walked with a limp and never looked before she crossed a road. I kept writing until the pen ran out. Then I ate my toast.


The ticking of the cooker clock was the loudest sound. The house stood still.


Dad’s tool belt was on the table. I felt the thick buckle and the smooth shiny surface where the leather was worn. I wanted a job where a belt like that was the uniform. I took it, stood up and held it wrapped around my hips. It felt heavy and solid and I knew I could be anything from a welder to a painter or a market-stall seller. ‘Apples and bananas!’ I shouted inside my head. My mind bagged up invisible fruit and veg, twirled brown paper bags shut, winked at housewives and wished them good luck.
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