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For Anthony





The Killing Jar





one




Some people’d say I was destined for all this killing when Uncle Frank came into my life but it goes back further than that. To when my brother was born.


Jon came out wailing like a banshee and didn’t stop for months. It were Mam’s fault, that. Her bad habits got him hooked on smack and coke before he was even born, poor bogger. She didn’t care much that he was screaming. She slept and slept after he was born, and let the nurses feed him from a bottle.


“Your mam’s very tired,” one of them told me.


I shrugged. Mam’d always slept a lot and I’d never thought much of it. I looked at the baby, his mouth open and tongue wriggling as he screamed. I noticed he used his whole body to cry with. Looking back now, I wonder why the nurses didn’t give him a bit of methadone or summat to help him out but they let him go cold turkey instead. What a way to come into the world. Never stood a chance, our Jon. I walked over to the cot and put my hand on his cheek. He tried to suck my thumb but the nurse told me not to let him cause of the germs, so I tickled his hand instead, and he grabbed my finger, clung to it with his fist. Can’t imagine that no more, Jon’s hand fitting tight round my finger, but it used to. I fell in love.


“In’t he clever already?” I said to the nurse.


“Don’t get carried away. All babies do that. It’s a reflex,” she told me.


But I stood there, letting him squeeze my finger as if his life depended on it. I looked up at the nurse.


“Is he brown cause my mam shoots brown?” I asked her.


She clamped her hand over her mouth as if the bad words’d been summat she’d said. I didn’t have a clue what were up with her, didn’t understand what I’d said. It were just summat I’d heard in a row with a neighbour.


The lady next door, Mrs. Ivanovich, was the only reason I wasn’t put into care. Mam’d left me at home when she went into labour and walked to the hospital, off her head. Mrs. Ivanovich found me sitting in the garden at two in the morning and I ended up stopping at hers. She took me on a bus to visit when the baby’d come and the people at the hospital could tell she was a good sort, thought she’d keep an eye on me. They weren’t to know. Anyway, I was glad I was staying with her. I wanted to stay at her house forever cause even if it were only next door, being at Mrs. Ivanovich’s was more interesting than being stuck in our house.


She was foreign, and everyone thought she was a bit of a nutter, avoided her. She came across like that cause she was old and had her ways, like how she kept butterflies. She had a cage in her back garden made out of a rabbit hutch, the wire replaced with this white gauzy stuff, same as she’d folded into a net on the end of a cane to catch them with. When we moved in I watched her through the hedge and saw how she struggled to get the butterflies out the net. Her fingers were all twisted and mangled.


“Can I help?” I asked. Not exactly out the kindness of my heart, but cause I was into the butterflies. She smiled and gestured at me to come into her garden. She showed me how to take the butterflies out the net without touching their wings.


“You can damage the scales, you see, and then they have trouble flying properly. Aerodynamics,” she told me.


She spoke English perfect, but was hard to understand down to her strong accent. It made that last word, aerodynamics, stretch and vibrate so’s I asked her to say it again. I just looked at her, all snot and open mouth. She leaned over and whispered in my ear.


“They’re covered in fairy dust. You brush it off and they can’t fly anymore. But I can’t say it too loud because butterflies don’t believe in fairies and if they heard me they’d never take off again,” she said.


I wiped away the snot with the back of my hand and Mrs. Ivanovich magicked up a tissue, showed me how to blow my nose.


Ever since then, she let me help her. She gave me the net so I could try and catch butterflies but I never did. I’d run till I fell over knackered, waving the net round and trampling down the tall weeds at the back of her garden, but I still didn’t catch one. I asked how come she got so many, when she had to use a stick to walk and couldn’t hardly move her hands. She said I needed to be more “stealthy.” That was the exact word she used, cause she wrote it down for me in this notebook thing what she let me keep. She wasn’t happy at all when she heard my mam wasn’t sending me to school, and started to teach me stuff her-sen.


I used to love to sit with her in the garden, watching the butterflies stutter and hop between the plants and twigs she’d arranged in the cage. She showed me how to use a magnifying glass so’s it didn’t catch the sun and burn them, but helped me watch them dead close while they fed. Watch their bubble eyes and the suckers they pushed into the flowers so’s they could get out the juice. Aliens in the flowerbed, and fucked-up scary ones at that. Mrs. Ivanovich had stories about bigger monsters, though, from trips she’d took. She told me she’d worked all over, but was from Russia in the first place. Had come here for her husband’s job, then he’d gone and died on her. He’d left her with nowt cept savings back home what she wasn’t allowed to touch down to summat legal. Her eyes went all watery and red when she told me that. The Amazon basin was her favourite place, she’d said, and I imagined a massive sink full of the great big insects she described. She told me she used to be an entomologist, another word I made her write down, which was a kind of scientist who studied how insects worked. But it wasn’t till I went to stay with her I realised what this meant. When I found her killing jar.


It were the middle of summer, a good few weeks after Jon’d been born. Mrs. Ivanovich was in the garden catching “specimens,” as she used to say, and told me to go inside in case I moved too sudden and scared the bugs away. I heard her swear, then she shouted in she needed her other net, and it were under the sink somewhere. I was searching for it when I caught a glint of summat shiny. Kids’ eyes are always turned by things what sparkle, especially them as belong to the sorts who’ve never had owt. I grabbed at the glittery thing and pulled it into the air where I could see it.


The glass was so thick its contents were magnified and distorted. At first glance I thought it were shredded newspaper inside. I looked closer and saw big blank eyes and furry bodies, washed-out velvet wings. Moths. Dead ones, sitting on a layer of plaster. I screamed and dropped the jar. The glass was too heavy to shatter, but it cracked round the base and the top section fell on its side. I sat on the floor looking at what I’d done. There was this smell, not very strong, not nice but not rank, only just there so I could of believed I’d imagined it. Mrs. Ivanovich walked in to see what was keeping me. She threw the back door wide open and grabbed me, pushed me outside. I saw her sprinkle summat what looked like salt all over what’d spilled.


Mrs. Ivanovich made me go through the jitty and in through the front garden. It took her ages to unlock the door, and while she was doing it, Piercey came, his van throwing out a mangled “Lara’s Theme” what made my mouth water for ice cream. Mrs. Ivanovich went to the van and got me a 99 with two Flakes and that red sauce and everything. That was a big treat for me back then. She took me through to the living room and sat me down.


“Kerrie-Ann, sweetheart, you have to stay in here now for the rest of the day. Those chemicals are strong, and if you breathe them they could kill you,” she told me. I crunched through a Flake, making sure the crumbs dropped back onto the ice cream.


“Is that why them moths was dead?” I asked her through a mouthful of chocolate. She didn’t tell me not to talk with my mouth full like she usually did so I knew summat serious had happened.


She sighed. “How to explain to a five-year-old?” she said, to her-sen, I think. She walked over and sat down next to me, put her hand on my arm. “Some things have to be sacrificed so you can do more or know more,” she said. I nodded. “Those moths,” she said. “If I can find out what goes on inside them, it helps everyone understand the world better. Like we wouldn’t know how to make helicopters if it wasn’t for dragonflies. And maybe I’ll realise something as important from the inside of a moth.”


“The inside?” I said.


Mrs. Ivanovich walked over to the wall unit behind the telly. She pulled out a book and brought it over to me. It were full of dead butterflies and moths, and other insects too. Beetles, ants, teeny creatures called aphids. The little ones were stuck to card and glued down, but the bigger insects were skewered to the page with pins. Then she showed me a wooden box. There was a moth inside. She used a tiny knife and a magnifier to cut it into pieces and showed me its different parts. The heart, the air sacs, what she told me were called spiracles, the nerve cord running right down its back. The exoskeleton. That meant bones on the outside.


“Do you understand now? Why some things have to die?” she asked.


I nodded again, but she must of been able to tell I didn’t cause she carried on talking.


“Death is part of life, Kerrie-Ann. A very clever man told me that once. A shaman, which is kind of an Indian doctor.”


“Did he wear feathers on his head?” I asked her.


“He wore feathers all over the place,” she said. She stroked my hair and I snuggled up against her. I could feel her ribs dig through her jumper. “You’ve got to remember that,” she said. “Death is part of life, not a bad thing. You must remember it and be strong because I’m going to die soon.”


I bit into my ice cream and pain stabbed through my gum and jaw.


I didn’t sleep well that night. I turned over and over in my bed so’s the blankets wrapped me up like layers on a Swiss roll. I dreamed of dead butterflies, and beetles as big as me standing at the end of my bed, goggle-eyed, rolling out their suckers into my stomach. I dreamed of Mrs. Ivanovich, dead and in the bottom of a jar. I couldn’t get the smell from the kitchen out my nose.





Jon got better in the end, and Mam brought him home. I don’t know how long it took, it all feels like forever when you’re little. It must of been a while, though, cause by the time they came back to the close nowt ever wiped the dopey smile off his face. It made me think they might of swapped the baby, and looking back I wonder if Mam’d started putting summat more interesting than sugar on his dummy. The good weather had gone on and on that year, an Indian summer, they called it, but it wasn’t so sunny then and there wasn’t many butterflies around. Mrs. Ivanovich was cutting up ants, and it were delicate work so she needed my help more than ever. She swore loads as she tried to get her mangled hands round the tiny knife she used. She had a bath twice a day, and used to send me down the Co-op to get that Radox stuff for her and let me keep the change. Sometimes it took her all her time to stand up or sit down, and I’d stay all day bringing her cups of tea. Mam never asked where I’d been. Mrs. Ivanovich told me I was a good gell, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to cope with another winter, not with her sore old bones. I should of seen it coming.


It were her daughter what found her, one afternoon. She didn’t visit very often, and I reckon her mam knew she was coming, set it up that way deliberate. All’s I knew was the woman coming out the front screaming, falling on her hands and knees with a screwed-up face and shouting “Mam!” using all the air in her lungs. By the time I got out the house, she was lying on the grass with her head in her hands and wouldn’t speak to me. I knew what’d happened. The smell was in the air, kind of nutty, almost not there. Mrs. Ivanovich’s killing-jar chemical.


When you’re young and don’t know no better, you’re fascinated by everything. Apart from insects, the only dead thing I’d ever seen was a bird I found in the hedge, a sparrow or summat. Its beak was jammed open with a bright red rowanberry in it. I knew them berries were poison cause we had a rowan tree in our back garden and I’d been told never to touch them. I couldn’t work out if that was why the bird’d died, or if it’d choked. I couldn’t understand why God made owt so red and juicy when they’d kill you if you ate them. God was supposed to be good, but that was a mean trick. I’d never seen a dead person, though, not even someone pretending on the telly. Mam’d sold ourn in the middle of the night when I was three, and Mrs. Ivanovich used to let me watch hers but was well strict about what kind of programmes.


I put my hand over my nose to try and block out the lethal fumes and walked through Mrs. Ivanovich’s front door. Inside, the place had been set up like one huge killing jar. Bowls all over, on the shelves, the gram, everywhere, with that chemical shit inside. The fumes’d filled the room, then Mrs. I.’s lungs, then each one of the cells inside her. Pop. Pop-te-pop, pop, pop.


She was sat on the sofa with one eye open and one eye closed, like she was winking at me. The eye what was open freaked me out so I walked over and closed it. The skin on her eyelid felt like cold fish. With her eyes closed she looked better, like she was having a quick nap. I noticed she had summat in her arms then, was hugging it to her like a doll. I pulled it out from under her elbow. It were a butterfly in a smart glass case. Framed to go on the wall, like a picture. Not one like you’d see in the garden, with green-white leafy wings, or even them red velvety boggers you’d see if you waited long enough. This was shiny. Its wings were blue and black and looked like metal. A pin skewered through its body and held it fast against a bit of card, and underneath there was some writing. I didn’t feel proud of me-sen but I couldn’t leave it there for Mrs. Ivanovich’s daughter to find. She wouldn’t know what it were. Wouldn’t care. So I tucked it in the waistband of my skirt and pulled my T-shirt down over it, was careful how I walked.


I went through to the kitchen and kicked open the back door before the stuff got to me too. I went out and shoved my find under the hedge. I had a thought then, and ran back into the kitchen. Under the sink was a big bottle, the leftover cyanide. I took it, though Christ knows what all I can of thought I’d need it for. I hid it in the same spot of privet as the dead butterfly. I heard noises in the house and backed away from the hedge quick as. I could see the butterfly cage from where I was stood and knew it wouldn’t take much of them gases to do for the delicate boggers. I walked over and looked at them one last time. Then I opened the cage and let them go.


There wasn’t many butterflies left in the cage, and a couple were dead already. But them as could fluttered straight off. They wouldn’t have long, I knew that. Summer was over.








two




Morpho peleides, that butterfly was called. It said so on the paper underneath where it were pinned. It said it’d been collected from the Peruvian rainforest by Dr. T. Ivanovich in 1965. I didn’t know whether that was my dead neighbour or her dead husband, cause she’d told me ladies could be doctors too. I called the butterfly Morph for short, like the Plasticene man on the telly who changed from shape to shape. I knew the butterfly had as well. Mrs. Ivanovich’d showed it me, let me touch a caterpillar and a pupa. Not a butterfly, though, you couldn’t touch them or they’d crumble in your hand. “They dry out, see,” she told me. I couldn’t believe this when I looked at Morph. He glistened. He looked like summat you could use to cut skin. He was my lifeline. Whenever I felt crap or worried I’d look at Morph and feel better, remember there was other places away from my house on the close.


It wasn’t that long after Mrs. I. had died when another old woman turned up at our door. Well, she did have grey hair and false teeth, but looking back she couldn’t of been much more than forty. People aged much quicker back then, I reckon. She was my mommar, Mam told me, which meant she was her mam. Mam made me kiss this lady I didn’t really know and told me that Mommar used to take me for drives when I was little, to get me off to sleep, before Jon was born. And it came back to me a bit, the darkness outside, the chugger-chug of an old engine, the constant pattern of streetlamps as we passed them, beating a lullaby against my half-closed eyes. I could remember the car too, this bright thing my mam called the Orange on account of its colour. I looked behind the old lady expecting to see it, and she laughed.


“Yer mam put paid to the car, ducky,” she said. And I don’t know to this day if that meant she crashed it or sold it to fund her habit or what all happened. I could remember a big row, voices raised loud and slamming doors, and I guessed it were all connected to why Mommar’d been away. She was back now, though, and that was definitely a good thing.


Things were all right for a while after that. Mommar was strict as owt, made me sit at the table for my dinner and eat with my mouth closed and say “Mam and I” instead of “Mam and me.” But I adored her all the same. I loved Mam more, course. But I didn’t know her, not really, knew nowt about what kind of person she was. Having Mommar round to help look after us brought Mam back to life somehow. She was only about twenty-one, and now she had time to look after her-sen she looked like summat off the telly, with all this long blond hair and smudged brown make-up round her eyes. She wore clothes what shimmered in the wildest colours: vivid fuchsia and emerald and this blood-and-gore red what I loved the most. She flitted round the house, and in and out my life, like she was a butterfly. She used to go down to London. She’d be gone for what seemed forever, and come back with new clothes and perfume so’s she smelled of flowers. And these fags what she rolled up. When she smoked them they smelled sweet as the perfume and made me feel happy, cept my mommar used to shout, and flap round at the smoke, shooing me out the room with the other hand. My mommar took care of me, but my mam, well, she took my breath away.


My mommar was a lovechild, as she was fond of telling people when she got the chance. My great-gran’s carelessness with contraception set the tone for my family history. There isn’t one gell related to me, at least what I know of, who hasn’t got pregnant by accident. Course, when I was little I didn’t have a clue what it all meant. When I asked her what a lovechild was she smirked and said it meant her dad loved her mam a little bit too much. She said we were two of a kind, me and her, I was a lovechild too. But I couldn’t work it out. If my dad loved my mam more than he should of, how comes he wasn’t round no more? How comes whenever I asked anyone owt about him they shushed me and changed the subject?


My mommar’s face puckered up when she took out her teeth, and she had to suck on bars of chocolate to eat them. I’d watch when she did this, fascinated with how she could manage not to wolf the whole bar down the way I would of. She was from Eastwood, mining country, and had a broader accent than my mam or me. She wore tan tights, and squeezed bread before she bought it to check it were fresh. And she was tough. I saw her take on lads twice her own size, more than once. There’s that saying about not suffering fools gladly, but my mommar didn’t suffer them at all. I guess I take after her that way, cept she never would of harmed a fly, and that’s a big difference. She was the kind of woman who, if she got asked the time in the street, would say summat like, “It’s about nar, if yer got a watch, but seen as you an’t you wun’t know, wud yer?” All this was great, when she was on your side. But it were terrifying to be a kid round her when you knew you’d done summat wrong. And my mam, she was always getting done by Mommar over one thing or another. Taking a fiver out her purse without asking. Being out all night. And summat else. I didn’t know what, not back then, cause when it came up in their rows Mommar backed off, and said she wouldn’t talk about “that thing” in front of “the babies,” which was me and Jon, of course.


Mommar took a dislike to this young couple what moved in next-door-but-one cause she thought they were a bit up themselves. It were the way they acted when they moved in set her against them. They came in this huge van, and I was fascinated, the way you are at that age. I stood and watched with my mouth hung open as they brought in these big leather sofas and polished-up wardrobes and chests of drawers and stuff like that. It wasn’t owt like the furniture we had in our house. But the woman came out and shooed me off, like I was a dog making a nuisance of me-sen. My mommar wasn’t having none of that. She’d been watching me from the window, the way she often did, and came flying out and down the stuck-up cow’s garden path. She knocked dead loud on the front door. No one came at first, so she knocked again. “Come ere, Kerrie-Ann,” she called over. I didn’t want to do no such thing, but knew better than to cross my mommar. She grabbed me by the hand and yanked me to her side. The door opened with a jerk, as if whoever was behind it was mad someone’d had the cheek to knock. The woman appeared.


“What?” she spat at us. She was seventeen, maybes eighteen, just a gell, really. No match for someone like my mommar.


“See this here?” Mommar said, pointing at me. The woman stared all gormless at the pair on us. “This here’s a lickle gell, not some stray what’s weeing on yer lawn. She’s called Kerrie-Ann and I’d appreciate it if yer could remember that.”


“I were just—”


“You were just nothink. I see yer do owt like that again and I’ll tan yer hide, I don’t care how big yer are.”


With that, my mommar turned and pulled me after her. I watched the woman as I was dragged off down the path. She looked like she was about to bust into tears. I tried to smile at her but she pushed the door hard shut.


We had our little rituals like every bogger else. My life was quite normal back then, see, you wouldn’t of expected it’d go the way it did. Thursday was Giro day, and we’d all go down the shops at Coleby like a lot of the families on our estate. Some of them made these huge long lines down the road, a great queue of similar-looking people, and I used to get a clout for staring at them. There was just the four on us, sometimes three on the days when my mam was away or couldn’t be arsed to come. I stood on this strip of plastic at the front of the pram. My brother would giggle at me all the way, blowing bubbles out his chubby lips. He was a happy, smiley sod by then, had this cheeky wet grin plastered on his face the whole time.


When we got there, we always went to the same shops in the same order. The post office first, to cash the Giros. The supermarket was next door, and we’d nip in and get bread and milk. There was these giraffe and elephant things outside, them rides what you put money in, and I’d nearly always whinge and moan for a go on one and once in a while I’d get my way. The giraffe was my favourite cause I could grab hold of its neck as it moved back and forward. They never did go as fast as I would of liked, though. Then we’d go in the baker’s, where the adults had a sausage roll each and I got an iced bun if I’d been good and wanted one. More often, though, I wanted to go next door to the sweet shop to get a 10p mix, or a lucky bag, or one of them Kayli tubes with a liquorice stick. I’d chew and dawdle all the way home, while the two women nagged at me to walk faster or climb up on the buggy board. I couldn’t of been happier.





It were that year I started school. I should of started a year before but my mam hadn’t got round to organising it. My mommar wasn’t having none of that, though, and got me enrolled at the Catholic school down the road. She was Catholic, see, and said St. Teresa’s was a better place to go than anywhere else. All’s I really knew about it were when she dressed me up in this brown pinafore and made me eat cereal one morning. I didn’t want to get up cause Mam was still in bed, and I pulled a right mardy when she tried to get me out the door. But, like I said, my mommar wasn’t one to be messed with. She gave me a right clout and dragged me off through the estate and onto Aspley Lane.


It were autumn and there was brown leaves all round where they’d fell off the big trees. I wouldn’t look at my mommar cause she’d took me away from my mam, so I crunched my way through, looking at my feet. I noticed my shoes and tights were the same colour as the leaves and soon that had me so interested I stopped being in a mardy and was talking to my mommar about what’d happen when I got to school.


I got there to find this place where the chairs and tables, even the toilets, were all built at just the right height for me. I walked round fascinated. There was water and sand and a Wendy house to play in, with a toy iron and cooker and all that kind of thing. I was well impressed. There was this woman there, tall as a witch and with this silver hair in a mist round her head. She spoke to my mommar, and I heard her going on about how much time I’d missed and the catching up I’d have to do.


Then Mommar left me there. I wasn’t impressed about that, not one bit. I curled up in a ball on the carpet and wouldn’t move nowhere. The teacher kept trying to come near me and I just screamed my head off. When she tried grabbing me I bit her on the hand. They couldn’t ring my mam or my mommar ner nowt cause we didn’t have a phone them days, so they just put me in this room on my own till I calmed down.


By then I was dying to play in the sand or the water. But when I was allowed back in, the teacher said I had to do some writing. She asked me if I could read and write, and I said yes, cause Mrs. Ivanovich’d taught me all about letters and words and that, going on about it being a “crying shame” that my mam hadn’t sorted out school. She asked me to write a sentence, “My name is Kerrie-Ann,” and I showed her, printing each letter separate and neat as I could. She took one look at what I’d wrote and took it off the table, ripped it into bits.


“That isn’t right, my dear,” she said, and then said summat about printing and joining up, and how I’d done it the wrong way.


This was proper confusing for me. Mrs. Ivanovich, who knew everything in the world, she’d told me this was how to write, and now this woman what I didn’t know from Adam was telling me it were wrong. I stood up, pushed over my chair, and screamed and shook my leg, and didn’t stop till they sent someone to get me out the room. They went and got my mommar then, and she took me away, but not without giving the teacher earache about what’d gone off.


“Our Kerrie-Ann’s no bad kid,” she told the woman with the posh voice and the cloud of hair. “It must of been summat what you did.” That was the great thing about my mommar, always on my side, no matter what. Even if it did feel like she might pull my arm out the socket on the way back to our house.


After that I went to the local school on Beechdale Road, where most of the kids from the estate went. I liked that cause I made a load of friends who lived near where I did, and we’d call for each other to play. There was these gells called Trace and Jaqui what I was best friends with, and they’d often come round to mine cause there was this park in the middle of the close with swings and a slide, and this bit of grass to play football. It were a good place to live that way.


It wasn’t long after that when Uncle Dave started coming over regular to see my mam. He’d bring sweets for me and Jon, and take my mam upstairs for what he called “a special cuddle.” My mommar couldn’t stand him, wouldn’t be in the same room as he was and went out visiting or to bingo when he came over. She kept telling me “He’s a bad un” and “This’ll all end in tears” and other stuff like that, but Mam seemed happy enough and Dave was all right to us as well.


It were the hottest summer in the world and the grass’d charred with the sun. There’d been this plague of ladybirds, landing all over you and flipping from place to place that way they do. It looks more like they’re jumping than flying, but if you look careful it’s wings they use, hidden under that red-and-black armour what they have. Kids got all funny when the bugs landed on them, said the boggers stung, but I’ve never known a ladybird bite no one. There was this one day there was so many it were like a red carpet on the pavement. All summer I played on the park and made daisy chains with my friends. And when it finally rained we all ran outside for a shower, let it soak us right through. It were warm rain, and we stood there till our hair stuck to our faces and our clothes were sodden. My mommar told me off, reckoned I’d catch my death of cold but my mam just laughed at her. “It’s eighty degrees in the shade,” she said. Then my lovely, smiley mam gave me this huge great hug and I clung to her, clamped me-sen on. She spun me round and round, and I thought I’d explode with the happiness.


Then one day my mommar left us, just as quick as she’d come into our lives. Said she was going out to the shops, but she’d been gone ages. I went outside to look for her and waited till it got dark, but there were no sign at all.


I ran back to the house and through the door. My mam was sat on the sofa. I tried to climb up and cuddle her. “Yer hurting me, Kez,” she said, pushing me off.


My mommar didn’t come back the next day. Or the next day, or the one after that. I missed her a bit but I loved my mam, so it were all right. You don’t understand that stuff when you’re a kid. My mam said she’d gone to a nice place where it were sunny all the time, which might make you wonder if she’d died, but I know now she hadn’t. I don’t blame her for running off, not given what my mam was on with, but what I don’t get is why she never took us. How could she leave us babies when she knew what my mam was like?


As soon as Mommar was gone, Uncle Dave moved in. He sat in the front room most of the time, drinking beer from a can and watching this portable telly he’d brought with him. He didn’t care much what me and Jon did so long as we didn’t disturb his programmes. Jon was up and walking by then, and saying a load of cute things the way toddlers do. I loved playing with him. This was a good job an all cause my mam lost interest in both on us. Just sat there with Dave, or up in her room, eyes misted over and zombified.


Dave was the first in a long line of uncles what came to stay with us. He wasn’t the worst, by any means. Course, he wasn’t really my mam’s brother or owt like that. None of them were. I guess she was knocking them off, but that wasn’t the main role they played in her life neither.


My mam only had one love by then, and it came out of blood-red flowers what grow where it’s hot.








three




After everything what I’ve took over the years, my head’s a mess, and sometimes it’s hard to put stuff in order the way it happened. It helps to have Jon to measure it against cause I knew him since he was born. When I look back, I often think, “Well, that was when Jon was just walking” or “When Jon started school” and stuff like that. But the best times I remember about Jon are them years when he changed from a baby to a boy.


He was clever, was Jon, I’d been right about that when I saw him first born. He was only a bit more than one when he started to be able to say stuff what made sense, and you could have little conversations with him. Find out what he wanted. Tell him what was good and naughty and check he got it. That kind of thing. I used to help him paint. I could of sat with him all day and night helping him make pictures and listening to him explaining what the different bits were. But my mam’d never let me. She always moaned about the mess we made and told me to clear off from under her feet. I wasn’t allowed to take Jon to play out cause he was too little, so Mam just shoved him in front of the telly for a few hours while I was gone and ignored the poor bogger.


When she chucked me out I’d go and call for my mates from school, Jaqui and Trace. They both lived on my estate, and it wasn’t that far to walk to their houses, though I did have to cross a few roads on the way, and I couldn’t help remembering about this gell what’d got knocked down. I remember Trace’s mam being really shocked I was allowed out all the way to Bradfield Road on my own, but the truth was my mam wouldn’t of cared if I’d boggered off out the estate just so long as I wasn’t round to make a mess and bother her. Jaqui’s mam was more like mine, out all the time and not that bothered what Jaqui got up to, so she was allowed to call for me too. When Trace’s big sister was around and could be arsed to take her, Trace was allowed round my end too. These were my favourite times. Me and Trace and Jaqui on the park.


They taught me a load of stuff. Like how to put buttercups under your chin to see if you liked butter or not, and not to pick dandelions cause they made you wet your bed. Though you were allowed to pick them later, when they were clocks, and blow and blow till you knew what the time was. Course we made daisy chains, getting the gap under our nails all filled with green as we punched holes in the stems to thread them together. I loved the way it made my hands smell. Jaqui had this idea one day about making perfume, and we got hold of a load of bottles from people’s bins and picked flowers off the park. Then we filled them with water and waited for them to change, cause that was how you made perfume, Jaqui reckoned. But we left them in Trace’s house, and she had a mam who gave a shit, so that was a mistake. Her mam found them and went on about how it were poison and we could hurt our-sen and threw them all away. It made me laugh, that. A few flowers and some water, poison. She should of seen what I’d took from under Mrs. Ivanovich’s sink. We never made that mistake again. Whenever we did owt after that we made sure it were at mine or Jaqui’s, where our mams wouldn’t care.


Course, I did show Jaqui and Trace the poison I’d got. And Morph, my beautiful, fabulous friend. I told them the truth about how I got hold of the butterfly too. Jaqui thought that was well cool, but Trace was all funny about it at first and threatened to tell her mam, who would of gone to the police even though it’d happened ages before when I was just a little gell. But stuff like that’s easy to handle when you’re that age. Me and Jaqui just said we wouldn’t talk to her again if she did, and that was enough to make her shut her mouth.


Uncle Dave left eventually, and we soon had this other uncle whose name was Bob. He was all right too, didn’t ever do owt nasty to me anyway. And it were quite funny to be able to say “Bob’s my uncle.” He would tickle me for ages till I screamed my head off and my mam told us both to shut up the racket. He didn’t last ever so long, though. Must of run out of supplies of the stuff my mam was shooting up, I reckon, though I’m only guessing cause I never saw owt like that until a couple of years later.


There were a few more uncles after Bob. I got so used to the men coming in and out of my mam’s bed that I started to hardly notice what their names were. I noticed when they changed, and what sort of stuff each one did. Like Bob, he liked to go down the bookie’s and put a few quid on the horses every Friday when he got his Giro. He’d always come back and put the race on the telly and tell us which horse, and we’d watch with him. If he won it were all ace, and he kissed us and jumped up and down and my mam went hyper. But if he lost, his face just sagged and he looked older, and Mam had a go at him for wasting good money after crap horses all the time.


Course, the uncles whose habits I really noticed were the ones who I needed to watch out for. You know, heroin addicts are not that bad, not in terms of how they’d treat you anyway. It’s them what’s into coke or drink you have to watch for. There was one what always smelled of booze, and I caught him this one time with a tenner and some white powder in my mam’s room. It were the first time I’d seen anyone taking drugs and I was too young to know what was going off. But I could tell by the look on his face that what he was on with was summat I wasn’t supposed to see. He turned and chased me out the room and into mine. I hid in the wardrobe, but course that was about the first place he looked. He dragged me out by the hair and gave me a right belting. Warned me if I even thought about telling anyone what I’d seen he’d knock me into next week. And he would of. Course, I didn’t really know what I’d seen anyway, though I spose I could of described it to a teacher or summat and we might of got took into care. Why that bothered anyone, God only knows, cause my mam never showed no signs of caring about me now. Maybes I’m being harsh on her there. All mams love their kids, even smackhead ones who can’t do much down to their sad little habits.


Them times weren’t so bad, with the uncles coming and going. It were before our lives really went to shit. If I did get miserable, there was always Morph to look at so’s I could cheer me-sen up, but I didn’t resort to staring at him that often. The time I remember needing him was after Mrs. Jenkins stopped teaching us and we got Mr. Doland.


Mrs. Jenkins was the nicest teacher in the world ever, I swear it’s true. She was the kind of person what all teachers should be like. She was nice to you if you fell and grazed your knee, and made you feel special when you did good stuff. She made me feel special a lot. She told me I had a high reading age, and explained that meant I could read more complicated books than most children in my class. Cause of the stuff Mrs. Ivanovich taught me, I was well into science, and Mrs. Jenkins helped me learn more and more. She brought in special books she’d took out the library and helped me do topics on trees and the weather and that kind of shit. I reckon I learned more in that class than in the rest of my whole school life, if you don’t count the time I spent with Mrs. Ivanovich, which wasn’t at no school. But, like I said, it didn’t last forever, and then we had Mr. Doland.


Mr. Doland was the one they sent kids to when they’d been naughty, cause he could shout really loud and scare the life out of you. I was never naughty when I was in Mrs. Jenkins’s class, so I wasn’t never sent to see him. When we started in his class, though, he had us all lined up outside and screamed his head off at all on us, even though we hadn’t even had time that day to do owt wrong. Jaqui cried a bit, and I held her hand and squeezed so’s she wasn’t so scared. He clocked me.


“What’s your name?” he boomed at me. And I told him. My voice wasn’t steady, I’ll admit that, but when he asked Jaqui she started crying. That was the kind of voice he had. After he’d got our names he screamed at us that we were in the juniors now and not babies, and that we had to stop acting like babies and doing things like holding hands and putting fingers in our mouths. Then he looked at me again and brought his head up close to me. There was this look of disgust in his eyes as he looked real close at my hair, and picked bits up with his fingers.


“Kerrie-Ann Hill, your head is crawling with lice.”


The class was too scared to even tease me, but I went bright red as you can go. They wouldn’t be allowed to do stuff like that to you in school these days but back then the teachers could of done pretty well whatever they wanted. The class wasn’t so scared about teasing me on the playground at break and dinner for the next few days. Course, I wasn’t the type who was going to just stand for that shit, and I gave a couple of them a right pounding when they called me nithead. And when this happened, it were Mr. Doland what I got sent to. He screamed in my face and made me stand with my nose against the blackboard for three break-times running, and even rapped my knuckles with a ruler this one time. And yet the whole fucking thing was his fault. But that’s the kind of tossers what become teachers too. In my experience of school, there was more tossers than good ones like Mrs. Jenkins, but then I don’t know about schools all over. Just our estate. And who’d choose to work on our estate? They’d have to of had a heart of gold or be so crap they couldn’t of got a job anywhere else, I reckon.


Jon was growing up this whole time. By the time I was in Mr. Doland’s class he’d just turned three, and was bright as a button. He liked to run in a circle round the living room, and spin round and round and round till he fell over sick, that way only little kids do. He had this little-boy energy what never ran out and you ended up catching when you were with him. With Jon next to me I could run and run and play dobbie till I fell down knackered. I could play the same game over and over and not get bored of it cause of how much fun he was having. And the things he said. Stuff you wouldn’t of thought to say for yer-sen. Little kids have this no-bullshit take on the world you can’t never ever quite get back once you’ve grown a bit bigger.


I was growing up too, and so were Jaqui and Trace. We were getting into all sorts, like kids do on estates like ourn. There was these lads came on the park, only a few years older than us, and they’d got hold of some bottles of Thunderbird, nicked them from the offie on Bradfield. Looking back, I don’t know why they nicked the Thunderbird. I mean, you’d only buy it cause it’s cheap, and you’d nick summat better, but they were young so I guess they just didn’t know. They sold it on by the mouthful, underneath the climbing frame. Jaqui and me knew better than to ask our mams for money for owt, but Trace got pocket money. She didn’t want to spend it on the mouthfuls of Thunderbird at first, but we said we wouldn’t talk to her if she didn’t, so she changed her mind.


Trace went first, cause it were her money and that. She coughed and spluttered all over, and said it burned. Jaqui did the same. When it were my turn, I stood there under the bottle and let the kid pour. I was determined not to cough or owt. As the liquid hit the back of my throat I understood what Jaqui was going on about. It tasted like summat you’d put under the sink. I didn’t cough, though, I’m stubborn like that. I just held it in and my face went all red and that. We kept coming back and getting more and more of the hot, nasty liquid.


All’s I remember about what happened next is feeling happy but a bit sick with it. I reckon you can tell when you drink that you’re taking in poison. I could, anyway, and I didn’t like the feeling, the sicky part on it anyways. We were high, though, running round the park playing dobbie and laughing our heads off. We went on the swings then, but that made me feel well queasy. Jaqui shouted that we should go on the witch’s hat, and I didn’t think owt on it so we all climbed on. This lad started pushing and pushing the roundabout. I realised I was going to puke my guts out but he was pushing it so hard that I couldn’t get off. I could see that Trace felt the same by the look on her face, but Jaqui seemed all right. Then Trace did chuck up, and the carrot soup what she spewed out flew all over, landing on my arm and in a big splodge at the top of my skirt. I couldn’t stand it no longer so I jumped off, even though the roundabout was going well fast.


I landed awkward and gave me-sen huge grazes on my arms and legs. I think I might of sparked out for a minute but I don’t know. I didn’t split my head open or owt like that, didn’t need the hospital, which was just as well cause my mam didn’t come running out the door to see what’d gone off. I felt even sicker when I got up, and threw up all over. I kept sicking up for hours and hours and the whole thing put me off drinking for good. It’s never been my thing, booze.


We’d seen lads and gells older than us sniffing glue on the park, and giggling their heads off, so we wanted to be grown up like what they were and do it our-sen. Jaqui got hold of some glue from her house and we found a shady spot in the park to have a go in. We’d seen kids with plastic bags over their heads doing it but Trace wouldn’t let us do it that way cause her mam’d always said you shouldn’t put a plastic bag over your head. I look back now and it makes me laugh how stupid we was, but at the same time it scares the shit out of me. Well, course, what Jaqui’d got hold of was some kind of Pritt Stick or water-based stuff, nowt what you could of got high on, and it must of been funny to watch us. I mean, we were sniffing at these glue-stick things, smelling glue, I guess you might of called it, and not even the right stuff.


Anyways, we gave up on the idea of glue after we met some real sniffers and found out what it could do to you. It wasn’t on the park on the close. We’d wandered off right up over to Strelley Rec. None on us was really allowed there, but we didn’t think we’d get caught up like we did. There was this bunch of lads sniffing near the parkie’s hut, and after we’d been on the swings for a bit they came over to talk to us. This one lad made a beeline for me. I remember he was wearing these real tight jeans what clung to his crotch, and I didn’t like it. It gave me the creeps. He sat on the swing next to me and started talking about dirty words and if I knew what they meant. I didn’t. I mean, I was only about nine, the pervy bastard.


The other two gells were getting all nervy, and I don’t blame them neither.


“We better go,” I said. But this lad grabbed hold of my arm.


“You better not,” he said.


I looked him in the eye and all’s I could see there were this cold thing. It scared me.


“Yer mates can clear off,” he said.


Trace and Jaqui didn’t need to be told twice. They was off quick as he gestured at the gate with his head.


I stayed sat on the swing, and the glued-up lad pushed it harder and harder. I talked with him, all gentle, and he told me he’d got a knife. I was scared shitless, I don’t mind telling you, but somehow I just talked and talked. I knew if it were Trace stuck like this, that sooner or later her dad’d come looking for her. She’d told me that’d happened once before when she was ten minutes late back for her tea. But I didn’t have a dad. My mam’d never of come looking for me, and it wasn’t like either of the gells could tell anyone I was in trouble without getting done themselves for being on the Rec.


Lucky for me this park keeper bloke came back to lock up and he wasn’t having none of it. He made the lad clear off, then walked me back to the edge of the estate.


“Yer too young, gell, to be walking off up here on yer own,” he said. He touched my arm and gave me this smile. One of them smiles what are all thoughtful and full of the weight of the world. I’d never thought before about what it would of been like to have a dad but it struck me then. I cried about it all the way home.


Things weren’t never the same with Jaqui and Trace after that. I couldn’t really forget that they’d left me on my own with that nob. I couldn’t get it out my head what could of happened if that parkie bloke hadn’t of come back. After that, whenever I had kiddie fantasies about having a dad, it were that parkie’s face what came into my head. He walked up to the door on the close to claim me and smiled that weight-of-the-world smile as he told me why he hadn’t been able to be round for me before. And I ran up and wrapped me-sen round him, clung on like a fucking limpet as he took me away. His lovechild.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
The Killing Jar

A NDVEL

Nicola Monaghan

SCRIBNER
New Yok Londons Tororto. Sydney






OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
The Killing Jar

A NODVEL

Nicola Maonaghan

SCRIBNER
New York Londor: Tororto Sydney






