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You Have to Make Your Own Fun Around Here


   AN IRISH TIMES, IRISH INDEPENDENT 
and SUNDAY INDEPENDENT 
‘TITLE TO LOOK OUT FOR IN 2020’

   ‘Frances Macken’s You Have to Make Your Own Fun Around Here charts the friendship of three small-town girls from their childhoods through to their early careers, exploring envy and self-belief with consistent, natural humour and spot-on observations.’ 

   Caoilinn Hughes, 
award-winning author of Orchid & the Wasp

   ‘A subtle, powerful debut novel. Quietly packing her emotional punches, never predictable, Macken’s prose is clear-eyed yet lyrical, and in Katie, she has created a truly touching (and at times very funny) protagonist. Macken’s account of Katie’s journey to womanhood is at once absolutely of its time and place (Ireland, a generation ago – superbly evoked) and for all time. A character to cherish, and a new voice in fiction to celebrate.’ 

   Anna Beer,
author of Patriot or Traitor

   ‘This exploration of the seething hinterland of growing up, with its often unspoken passions, unrequited longings and intense jealousies, is melancholy, funny, dark and affecting. Frances Macken is spot-on.’ 

   Deborah Kay Davies,
author of Reasons She Goes to the Woods, 
longlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction
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   This book is dedicated to those precious people
who help us to see who we can be.
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   Glenbruff is alive: there are fields and meadows, a valley with swaying grasses, gates to swing upon and hollows to hide in, and arched canopies of billowing trees set over narrow boreens.

   Myself and Evelyn and Maeve trek the overgrown railway track set deep in an incline, play at being tied to the sleepers and rescue each other in the nick of time. We go into the graveyard and visit the lichen-blotched graves of long-dead relatives, and ride bikes we’ve long outgrown over steep hills, swooping into the air before thudding onto the tar with a jaw-rattling jolt. We play in the disused quarry and sit in the old machinery left to rust, attempting to force the dusty gear stick and turn the gigantic steering wheel, its rubber coating bubbled with age and heat.

   The door of the church is always open, and we go in and gaze at holy statues, willing them to wink at us. We’re never chosen for apparitions, but it’s for the best; we might get too much of a fright, or we might be given a big job by God to carry out when all we want to do is play. Saint Jude is the saint of hopeless cases, and he stands inside the vestibule in a big maroon cloak with plaster folds, his forefinger pressed to a gold medallion. Maeve leaves flowers from the roadside at his chipped feet.

   We watch a group of older boys walking to school, spread out across the road, long legs striding. Black trousers made of cheap fabric flap in the wind, white socks garish beneath. The boys give chase, kicking plastic bottles that tipple into thick hedges.

   We girls hang back and knot ourselves together.
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   I adore Evelyn. I endure Maeve. I don’t like them being too close, or doing things without my being involved. Unfortunately for me, Evelyn and Maeve are cousins, and when you’re cousins it’s a given that you’re friends; it’s a bad sign if you can’t be friends with your own cousin, and even if the cousin is in the wrong, you stand by them. That’s the rule of being cousins.

   For Maeve, it’s a mixed blessing having Evelyn for a cousin. Evelyn is bold, and I know it, and the children at school know it, but the grown-ups don’t know it at all. Evelyn has a small, round face. She has hazel eyes that dart about, with violet shadows beneath. Her skin is sallow and her hair is long and dark, worn with a middle parting. She is thin and angular, with a curious sort of frame, the hips leading and the spine tilting backwards, her body appearing crooked from the side like a straw distorted in a clear glass of water. She gets away with things and that’s why I find her so interesting.

   Maeve has wispy hair that catches in the breeze, a small and compact barrelish body and a protruding tummy. She has large slate-grey eyes that droop at the outer corners, like a sad dog. Her teeth resemble little pegs, and she can carry a masterful whistle. She has wet bubbles in her nose in the winter that bring about weeping scabs, and a mysterious bald patch behind her left ear, and we whack anyone who asks her about it, but even me and Evelyn don’t know why it’s there.

   I can’t say for certain why the three of us are friends. Sure, who can answer a question like that. I suppose there aren’t many children along our road, so there isn’t much choice, and I don’t give it a lot of thought. We carry on as we are, and there’s plenty of fun to be had. That’s not to say that I couldn’t make nicer or better friends in another place, but how would I ever know the difference.
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   I hold my fingers in a frame, place them in front of my eyes and peer through to see what the photographs would look like. I even make a tsch! out of the corner of my mouth to mimic the mechanical sound of a shutter.

   The quarry fills up with water in the wintertime, but in the summer it’s abundant with unusual ferns, caterpillars pulsing along the fronds, miniature frogs and lizards blinking and bulging, and purple flowers sprouting from bristles. No one knows that we play in the quarry, and our parents would be disturbed if they were to find out. Evelyn’s brother, Mickey, is in the habit of following us, so we have to ensure that the coast is clear if we intend to play there.

   The council have put up a wire-mesh fence around the edge, but it’s easy for us to peel it from one side and clamber down onto the quarry’s floor. We are girl explorers, out in the unknown: the outback, the jungle, the desert, distant planets and kingdoms. I take a rope from the shed at home and we practise at bullwhip-flexing for a long afternoon, thwapping the rope off the ground until we can hardly see for dust.

   I might announce that I’ve discovered a dried clod of dinosaur dung, and we stand around and prod at the ground with twigs. ‘A herbivore. See the fibres. That’s a sign that this dinosaur feeds off grass and leaves.’

   ‘We’ll have to build a trap so we can catch him,’ Evelyn says, her chest puffed out and hands on her hips.

   ‘What’ll we use for a trap?’ says Maeve.

   ‘We’ll set out some bait. Then we can hide over there, and when the dinosaur comes, we’ll take pictures,’ I say, patting the invisible camera slung around my neck.

   We place our imaginary bait on the ground and huddle behind a set of skinny saplings, and then Evelyn exclaims, ‘Here he comes. Look at him!’

   Maeve and I gasp, and we gaze up high as though the creature has suddenly manifested from a prehistoric age, plodding before us as pterodactyls spin in the sky. Tsch. Tsch. Tsch. We stay in the quarry all day long until the hunger weakens us, and then we bolt home, leaving our imaginings behind to be picked up again the following day.

   Evelyn likes to play a game she calls ‘Cleopatra’. She sits on a boulder and commands that she be cooled by the wafting of ferns. Myself and Maeve stand either side of the boulder and do the wafting. We are commanded to set out on a quest to find diamonds, and we scuttle about, searching for a chunk of sparkling quartz before presenting it to her. Evelyn says that the largest diamond of all is hidden in the old rock crusher, and we are ordered to fetch it. ‘Bring it to me.’ I look to Maeve, and she looks to me, and we both look at the crusher. The old crushing machine is orange with rust and wrapped round with glossy green ivy. It resembles a tall chimney stack, close to twenty metres in height, with a great metal chamber at the bottom. A fierce wind has pushed the chute of the crusher into a slanted position so that the opening of the chute rests against the quarry’s edge. I don’t know the mechanism on the inside, but I imagine gargantuan teeth within the crushing chamber, and cogs and plates that spin around, whittling rocks into rubble.

   Hesitantly, myself and Maeve approach the crusher, and we slowly amble around it, looking to see if there’s a way of getting inside without going down the chute, but there isn’t. We glance back to Evelyn and her gaze is authoritative. Maeve steps onto the metal chamber and begins shunting herself up the outside of the chute, deftly clutching onto the ivy. She hauls herself to the lip of the chute and punches the air with her small fist. ‘You did it!’ I exclaim. I hadn’t thought she had it in her.

   ‘Don’t forget the diiiamonnnd,’ calls Evelyn, and Maeve promptly swings herself inside the chute. There’s an alarming scream, followed by a metallic clanking and an almighty bang, as Maeve tumbles down the chute and into the crushing chamber.

   I knock hard on the side. ‘Are you dead, Maeve?’ I press my ear to the chamber, and I can hear heaving and gasping, and then a long, anguished wailing sound carries out of the chute and across the fields.

   Evelyn leaps off the boulder. ‘Fuck,’ she says. You don’t use words like that, words that pierce the heart of God, unless the situation is very grave. She takes a stick and raps it off the side of the chamber. Maeve howls again, louder than before, like a sonic boom reverberating around the thickness of the quarry.

   ‘You’ll make her deaf. Stop it.’ I hope there aren’t teeth in the chamber, and I imagine Maeve impaled in the darkness. The wind rises up and the chute shudders, and a ghostly howl pitches into the air, the likes of which you might hear all over the county. Maeve is like Alice, falling down, down, down the rabbit hole. Maeve is like the Little Match Girl, delirious and dying in the dark.

   Myself and Evelyn scramble up the side of the quarry to the grassy landing and close to the top of the chute. ‘You’ll have to push your back against one side and your feet flat against the other side, and try and get out that way.’

   Evelyn cups her hands around her mouth and sings, ‘I’m the ghost of the quarry, and you’ll never escape.’ She can be a terror, but we’re well used to her.

   ‘Come on, Maeve. You can’t stay down there. We’ve to go home soon. Put your back against one side and your feet against the other side and wriggle up towards us. You can do it.’

   ‘Don’t worry. You won’t starve. We’ll come back tomorrow with slug sandwiches and throw them down at you,’ Evelyn jibes. She lays back against the grass, places her palms behind her neck and sighs impatiently.

   The wind picks up once more, and Maeve’s howling rolls out from deep within the chute and across the land beyond the quarry. I persist with the coaxing. We begin to hear small grunts interspersed with snivelling, and make out the sound of Maeve’s rubber plimsolls scuffing within the chute, and the prang and pop! of metal panels as her back shimmies upward. ‘Good girl, Maeve. I see you coming. Not long to go now.’

   ‘I’m going to fall. My legs hurt.’

   ‘I can see your head. You’re nearly there.’ Maeve is close enough now that myself and Evelyn can catch her under the arms and haul her out onto the grass. Maeve is like a feeble newborn foal, coated in a thick grey dust. Her small legs are trembling, her yellow shorts barely visible beneath the crud.

   ‘You look like someone sucked you up into a hoover,’ says Evelyn, offering Maeve an apple. Evelyn can give us strength, but she can steal it away from us too when she feels like it. Maeve takes the apple and tears her teeth into it. I’m hungry myself. It’s time for home.
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   We often meet Aidan Morley and his brother, Peadar, in the summertime, and we stop on the road and talk with them about what they’re up to, and more often than not we’ll all hit off together, the five of us, for the full day. ‘We were going to go up to the bridge and make wishes,’ I might say.

   ‘We were going to go up to the bog for a look,’ Aidan might say, and it’s something we wouldn’t have thought to do, to go up to the bog for a look. Aidan is ten, the same age as ourselves. He looks like a smiling boy on the side of a box of cheese, with sandy hair and a snub nose and hard white teeth. I think I might be in love with him, but it’s only when I’m anywhere near him. I saw him skipping happily along the road once, and it didn’t surprise me, knowing Aidan, though I later learned that skipping in such a way is a popular exercise for footballers. His brother Peadar is older than us by one year. He has a tan all year round, and straight black hair worn long at the front and clipped close at the back. His eyes are narrow and framed with dark eyelashes, and he has a sulky-looking mouth.

   It’s a hot day and the horizon shimmers before us. We come off the road and begin walking across the bog, and the peat is spongy with a crumbly surface, like a burned cake. Maeve shields her eyes from the sun with her hand. She refuses to take her cardigan off because she loses her things if she doesn’t keep them on her, and she’s been well warned at home not to do it again. ‘Do ye see there’s a man across the bog,’ she says. We turn and look but we don’t see a man. We see a line of black trees, and beyond the trees is more bog for miles and miles.

   ‘There’s no man there, Maeve,’ I say, disturbed.

   ‘There is. He’s waving at us.’ There isn’t a man at all. I think Maeve has had too much sun.

   ‘What’d happen if the bog went on fire?’ enquires Evelyn.

   I have a good imagination, and Evelyn and Maeve and Peadar and Aidan turn to me, awaiting my answer. ‘I suppose the fire engine would come from Adragule, and we’d have no turf for when the weather gets cold. We’d all have to stay in the community centre for the whole winter, the whole lot of us under a gigantic blanket. All the blankets in Glenbruff would be sewn together, and Father Christopher would have us praying morning, noon and night.’ We have a good laugh at the thoughts of it. Evelyn gives me a warm look, like she’s pleased with me for concocting the amusing story, and then she says she wants to look for bog bodies, so we all hold hands and walk across a good stretch of the bog.

   ‘This is how they find clues when people go missing,’ Evelyn says, and we creep along with half-steps, scanning the peat. At school we learned that bodies could be preserved in peat for thousands of years, and we’ve seen one ourselves in a glass case in a museum up in Dublin: a crinkled, small man with mahogany skin whose throat was slit as a sacrifice. I suspect that if we were to come across a bog man, we’d end up in the paper, or even on the news.

   ‘What are we looking for?’ Maeve scrunches her eyes together. It seems to me that her frispy hair is crackling in the sun.

   ‘Anything that looks like a sack or a piece of string. Or we might see a bit of a face looking up at us,’ Peadar says.

   I don’t want to see a leather face peeping out of the ground. It’s fine to look at one in a glass case in a museum, but I don’t want to trip over a bog man in my new Velcro sandals. There’s no sign of anything, thank God, and I quickly become bored, in addition to being overheated. I think of the cool kitchen at home and I feel like going there without further ado.

   ‘It’s too hot. I’m off home.’ I make to move, but Evelyn clutches me in the thin fat at the back of my arm.

   ‘Don’t.’

   ‘Let me go.’

   She watches me for a moment and draws back her hand. ‘Only babies run home in the middle of things, Katie.’

   ‘I’m not a baby. I can go if I want.’ There’s nothing worse than being compared to a baby, especially in front of the Morley brothers.

   I make my way back to the road. I’m walking along then, happy enough, until I think of the man Maeve claimed to have seen in the bog. I try to put him out of my mind, but it doesn’t work. I have a bad feeling that there’s someone following me along the lonely road. I imagine a bog body staggering in the rippled air, the deflated mahogany man with a sack over his shoulder and a dirty rope swinging from his neck. I pick up the pace until I’m scrambling down the road, slapping along, and the Velcro sandals are half falling off me. I’m frightened out of my wits, and projectile tears shoot out of my eyes.

   ‘You’re home early. Did something happen?’ Mammy asks, turning to me as I burst in the back door. Mammy makes us eat salad in the summer: hacked-up lettuce and a boiled egg and cubes of cheese. She is ‘taking a holiday from preparing dinners’, so we have to eat cold things and we’ve no choice.

   ‘I just got lonesome for you,’ I admit, but that’s only the half of it.

   ‘You’re a little dote.’ Mammy hands me a mandarin orange from a bowl. I’m high with relief. It’s only when I’m next to Mammy that I can think sensibly.

   At six o’clock, my small brother, Robert, careens into the backyard on his BMX bike, casting little stones in a shower. He lets out a roar. ‘The bog is on fire!’ Mammy rushes out the back door and I’m quick on her heels. We can hear the siren of the fire engine blaring, and see a grey blanket of smoke encroaching the sky. Daddy arrives home not long after that, and we all pile into the car to go and look at the bog on fire. Great whapping flames have ripped along the centre of the bog and are spreading fast. The churning smoke is thick and black. Four heavyset firemen trudge across the bog with two big hoses as thick as pythons, and all of the neighbours – the Morleys, the Lynches, the Cassidys and ourselves, the Devanes – are standing around and taking in the spectacle of it. The fire is put out in fifteen minutes, and the grown-ups say it’s not unlikely for a fire to catch with the dry heat and the peat being so flammable.

   The remainder of undamaged bog is harvested at the end of the summer, and Aidan and Peadar sit up on the high stack of turf on the back of their father’s tractor. That’s one of the most dangerous things you can do. If the tractor was to take a sharp turn, you could be flung off the turf and break your neck in a ditch. Still, I want to sit up on the turf and wave at everyone. I haven’t the courage, but Evelyn does. The tractor rolls away and Evelyn is cocked on top of it, waving like a queen at all of her subjects on the ground below. Maeve and myself watch enviously as they take off into the distance.
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   I’ve an awful fear of Johnny Grealish, who sits with his back against the obelisk monument in Glenbruff. He’s a horrible thing: a mound of crumpled brown clothing, and only the one ear and the one arm. He roars at everyone, no matter their age or circumstance, and furiously thrashes his stump in the air. He has a turkey’s neck and a swollen face with a maze of violet veins across the midst of it. His teeth are bonded with plaque. You have the sense that he has a sort of a wizened monkey’s body beneath his coat, all downy skin and bone. Evelyn says he shares a bed with his mother, and that he baits badgers and eats them, but there are a hundred and one rumours about him, and we don’t really know which of them is true. He’s often carted off in the evenings into the box at the back of a tractor. Daddy says he is a ‘dipsomaniac’, and I look it up in the dictionary and find out that ‘dipsomaniac’ is another word for ‘alcoholic’. Mammy says to pay no heed to Johnny Grealish, and to pray for him when I see him. She says he’s had a tragic life, and has every good reason for being a crackpot.
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   The way I understand it, ladies die in secret, in a hush, and men die making a big fuss. Louise Morley has died from cancer. She’s Mammy’s friend and she’s the mammy of Aidan and Peadar. I’m not allowed to go to funerals because I’m only ten, but Evelyn goes wherever she wants. Evelyn is allowed to go up to the Morleys’ house with her father for the wake, and she says there was Battenberg cake, and the coffin was open and she was able to reach in and touch Louise Morley’s hand, and she said it was warm. She said it looked as though she was only just gone asleep. She said Aidan was bawling and he’d put a handful of primroses from the back garden in beside his mammy, and Peadar was sitting beyond in a corner and wouldn’t budge, and then he went walking around in the fields on his own with Sheba the dog until eleven o’clock at night. There were neighbours out looking for him but he didn’t get in trouble. Evelyn says Peadar is to be kept back a year in school, and himself and Aidan will be in the same class from now on.

   The day after the wake, I’m lying on my tummy on the carpet in my bedroom with Evelyn, and we’re cutting ladies out of the slippery pages of magazines. We’re going to Sellotape them onto the bedroom wall. As I trim the ladies, I’m thinking about Louise Morley. I’m thinking she must be queuing up for a gauzy white gown and a halo and a pair of wings. ‘Mrs Morley must be up in heaven now. God will be meeting her at the gate and she’ll be let straight in.’

   Evelyn sits up on her heels. ‘There’s no such thing as God,’ she says nonchalantly.

   ‘How do you make that out?’ I ask, annoyed with her for saying such a mad, strange thing. You’d have to be soft to think there’s no God. Sure, who else made all the people and the animals and the sun and rain – only God.

   ‘You can’t see him, you can’t talk to him, you can’t even send him a letter. Sure, anyone with a spark of sense knows there’s no God. There’s no scientific proof.’

   ‘You don’t need to send God a letter. He can see into your head with his holy powers. It’s not like he’s a person like the rest of us.’

   ‘All the adults tell us he’s real because they want us to be good,’ she says. ‘But the truth is there’s no one watching. God is only made-up. So you can do whatever you want.’ She’s so casual about it, not forceful at all, that I’m struck with a magnificent terror, the likes of which I’ve never experienced before. If there’s no God, then there’s no heaven, and there’s no pattern to anything, and nothing makes sense.

   ‘I don’t think all the adults would gang up and tell us such a big lie.’ Who’s to say that Evelyn has all the answers, even if she does watch Sky Television.

   ‘Adults tell big lies all the time. Why do you think the newspapers are so heavy? They’re full of stories about adults telling lies.’ In my mind’s eye I see Peadar running through the fields, lit up by the moon. What if there’s no one out there minding us and keeping an eye on things? My eyeballs burn hot, and the tears rise up behind them, slipping down my cheeks and steaming my glasses. Evelyn quietens down after that and we busy ourselves with taping up the cut-out ladies. Every time we open or close the bedroom door, they rustle and dance on the wall.

   In the evening time, after Evelyn’s gone home, I ask Mammy if there’s any God. A God who made us all and looks after us. She has a long think about it – ‘Mmm, let me think about that now’ – and that alone makes me feel very anxious, and then she says God is inside a person, inside in a person’s heart, and that we all have a bit of God in us. It’s not a real answer. It’s not a lie, I don’t think, because Mammy wouldn’t tell me a lie, but it doesn’t answer the question, and after she’s said it she gives me a closed smile with no teeth.
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   When you talk to Maeve, it feels as though your words are falling into an infinite black hole. No matter what’s said to her, Maeve laughs, and she’s the sort of a girl who reminds the teacher when she forgets to give us homework. Maeve is an only child, and her adoptive parents, Tom and Mary Lynch, are bordering on elderly. Tom Lynch has a jaundiced-looking face and smells of wood smoke. His cows are miserable and hungry-looking. Mary Lynch is a biddy and wears a headscarf to Mass. She keeps spider plants in stained woollen crochet holders on all the window sills, and there’s a sticky fly catcher suspended above the dinner table, studded with fizzing black flies and long-legged creatures jerking towards a slow death.

   Evelyn’s parents have a holiday home in Lanzarote, and she goes there regularly with no warning to myself. In her absence, myself and Maeve are playing in Tom Lynch’s dilapidated timber shed. Tom Lynch’s shed is a scary place, full of milky animal medicines kept in old cough bottles, massive pills for cows and sheep, and glass ampoules strewn loose on the dirt. There’s even a metal bucket with stinking chicken feet sticking out of it. The crows ark-ark-ark in the pine trees beyond.

   Maeve’s toys are pure rubbish. Her jigsaw puzzle is soft with damp. Her xylophone has two of the bars missing from it, and her doll has a glued-on wig that rolls away from its forehead. Maeve hasn’t much to say, just whistles away by herself and rocks the doll in her arms. It’s a doll with blinking eyes, but one of the eyes is stuck closed. Maeve’s too old for rocking dolls. I can’t bear Maeve’s presence for too long without having Evelyn to balance things out. Evelyn says it’s fine to pal around with Maeve for now, but she can’t see her ever leaving Glenbruff. Maeve isn’t cut out for the kinds of lives we’re going to lead. She won’t be coming with us in the long run.

   ‘I’ve to go home, Maeve.’

   ‘I’ll give you a go of the doll,’ she says, holding it out to me.

   ‘No, thanks. We’ve visitors at home. I was told not to be gone for long.’ If she knows it’s a lie, she doesn’t let on.

   It’s a long stretch until Evelyn returns, as brown as a berry and with coloured embroidery thread wound around a slip of her hair. It’s awfully difficult not to envy her. The furthest I’ve been away is to a caravan park in Cork, where Robert contracted ringworm of the leg.

   Evelyn has a television combined with a VHS player in her bedroom, and she can watch television all night if she feels like it. There’s a SodaStream in the kitchen, and we make popcorn without supervision, and no one gives out if we burn the pot. Evelyn’s mother, Alma Cassidy, buys heaps of groceries sometimes, and at other times there’s nothing in the press at all. Alma is forever having a nap upstairs, or listening to her Enya tapes, or walking around with the cordless phone. Herself and Dan have a bad marriage. They married young and used second-hand wedding rings because they hadn’t any money, but they’ve plenty of money now. We always hear the beeep-beeep-beeep from the Cassidy Haulage lorries doing three-point turns in the yard before driving over to France. I often wonder what’d happen if I crept into one of the lorries and fell asleep. Would I end up awakening in an exotic, faraway place? I suppose I’d walk around for an hour and take it all in, and then go searching for a grown-up. I wouldn’t like to have Mammy and Daddy worried sick over my whereabouts.

   Evelyn’s younger brother Mickey didn’t talk until he was four, and from thereon out he never again shut his gob. He has a small gaunt face with a big red mouth, white-blond hair and eyes the colour of Connemara marble. He often follows us up and around Glenbruff, and he’s always looking for attention. He has no one to play with, and Alma is always tired, and Dan is always in the Portakabin office or in the courthouse in Adragule.

   ‘Let me come with ye,’ Mickey cries out of his big red mouth.

   ‘Go home, Mickey. We don’t want you. You’re haunting us,’ Evelyn shouts, but he’s undeterred. We often see his little white face and big red mouth peeping out of bushes at us. You’d want him around like a hole in the head. It’s fair to say that Mickey and Maeve have myself and Evelyn plagued with their presence.
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   Mammy works as an aide in Saint Fintan’s Psychiatric Hospital, and she cleans the church for twenty pounds a week. She has a bouncy blow dry and wears silk blouses with shoulder pads and Peter Pan collars and a pair of clip-on earrings resembling anchors. Mammy loves us all, but we are the runner-up prize. We represent the broken dream. The dream that has been broken is the pursuit of acting. Mammy had been up in Dublin when she was in her twenties and she’d been in several amateur stage productions: Playboy of the Western World, Dancing at Lughnasa and Juno and the Paycock. She met Daddy at a dance at Christmas time and got engaged to him, and then she had to come down to Glenbruff and close the door on the whole lot.

   It’s easy to know what life is like for Daddy. Daddy is happiest when he is fixing up a place and putting it in order. Daddy smells like turpentine and he has black and white hair like a sheepdog and when he’s at home he wears white sneakers stained green from mowing the lawn. He’s the maintenance man at Amperloc, an American pharmaceuticals company on the outskirts of the town, and he goes about planting deciduous shrubs, replacing the filters in air-conditioning units and patching the car park. As well as that, Daddy is the chairman of the Community Improvement Committee, and regularly telephones the county council enquiring about pothole repair, the faulty water scheme and the removal of lead pipes. Daddy believes he can revive Glenbruff, but it seems that each time he turns his back, there’s a stone wall falling down in one place or another. ‘There hasn’t been a house built in Glenbruff in over a year,’ he says, ‘but the graveyard is nearly full. What does that tell you.’ Daddy’s always speculating about Amperloc, fearing they’ll move to a cheaper manufacturing base in the likes of Eastern Europe or Asia. The maintenance budget has taken a hit of fifteen per cent, and according to Daddy, the first sign of a company in difficulty is a cut to the maintenance budget.

   Robert thinks he knows better than anyone. He has black hair and big black pupils in his brown eyes and a cleft chin. He has a creaking accordion, and a big book called Bridges of the World, and he uses parchment paper to trace the outlines of well-known bridges. The middle of the book has a pop-up bridge in it. When he’s grown-up, Robert says, he’ll design a special bridge carrying road and rail, and within its structure there’ll be residential and commercial units. This style of bridge, according to himself, will make him a millionaire many times over.

   ‘The real world isn’t as generous as Desmond Duignan is making out. The real world has hurdles and setbacks and all sorts of interference,’ Mammy tells him, but her words have little effect.

   ‘That’s what’s known as a “limiting belief”,’ Robert says, cracking his knuckles.

   ‘You’ve an answer for everything, is that it.’ Mammy worries that the liveliness has been leached out of Robert entirely. His rigid personality has been forged in Principal Duignan’s classroom. When Robert was due to enrol in primary school, the school in Glenbruff was at risk of closure due to insufficient numbers, and so my parents enrolled him at the primary school in Saint Malachy’s Parish, two miles beyond Glenbruff in the direction of Adragule. As Mammy and Daddy signed the enrolment forms, the principal of Saint Malachy’s National School, Mr Desmond Duignan, told them he had all his money made on the stock market. He said he was only teaching so he could give back, and pass on the secrets of success to subsequent generations.

   It’s said that Principal Duignan attends a summer-long conference in California every year without fail, the contents of which are a closely guarded secret. Robert says he keeps a chin-up bar in his classroom and raises himself up and down thousands of times a day as the children pore over their workbooks. He plays self-improvement cassette tapes, which they listen to intently, their foreheads pressed to the table. He assures the children that they can have anything they want and be anything they want to be, and advises them never to take no for an answer.

   Principal Duignan’s approach has divided parental opinion. Some of the children have been removed from the school, overwhelmed by the vigorous campaign of aspiration and industry. The remaining pupils, however, revere him completely, absorbing his every platitude with absolute willingness. These children get themselves ready for school, prepare their own lunch boxes, complete their homework without supervision and promptly put themselves to bed. Their parents speak of their approval, and remark on the significant maturity of their children in comparison to others of the same age. After a time, these parents come to a disturbing realisation: their offspring have little need for them at all.
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   It often feels as though myself and Evelyn were born friends. We’re always on the edge of things and looking on. It’s as though we’re the only people who’re truly alive, and the people around us aren’t real at all, existing merely for our own amusement.

   Evelyn has squeaky hair. She rubs her hair with her fingers and you can hear a faint squeak out of it. She says hair isn’t clean unless it’s squeaking. It was hard to get the knack of getting the squeak out of my own hair, but I manage it in the end. I’m very careful to keep my hair clean, as it’s the sort of thing Evelyn would notice as soon as she’d lay eyes on you.

   Maeve can’t get a squeak out of her hair. ‘Come here and I’ll give it a go,’ Evelyn says impatiently, and she rubs her index finger and thumb together over Maeve’s hair, but there’s no sound from it. ‘It doesn’t work if your hair is dirty.’

   ‘It isn’t dirty. I only washed it last night.’

   ‘Well, there’s no squeak out of it.’ Maeve hasn’t the same kind of hair as Evelyn or myself. She has coarse, dull hair.

   ‘I had a bath and washed my hair after.’

   ‘Did you dunk your head in the dirty bathwater?’ Evelyn says, laughing, and I clasp my sides with laughing too. I haven’t always the confidence to be kind to Maeve in Evelyn’s presence. ‘And did Tom and Mary have the bath before you as well? I’d say they did.’

   ‘They did not. I had a fresh bath,’ says Maeve with a shaking voice. We sit there hooting at her for several minutes, watching her grasp pieces of hair and rub at them furiously. I know that the squeaking hair is only a trick to make ourselves feel superior, but there’s fun to be had in getting a rise out of Maeve. There’s a pecking order, and we know our place in it. It’s Evelyn, then me, and after that it’s Maeve the Mope.
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   When myself and Evelyn and Maeve happen to meet Aidan and Peadar out on the road, I slip my glasses into my pocket as quick as a wink. I don’t think I’m ready for being seen and admired. I’m thirteen, and I haven’t yet decided if I’m ugly or otherwise, but slipping off the glasses makes me feel like a happy ghost in a hazy world.

   When we’re all together, the world revolves around Evelyn, and why wouldn’t it. Her long hair shimmers in the glare of high summer, sun-bleached at the temples. She has new things to wear: a peach sundress and sandals with leather butterflies sewn on the ankle straps. She’s full of herself in the lovely outfit, gaining great pleasure out of her own appearance. I see her glancing down at her sandals, fondling the hem of her dress and repositioning the thin straps over her tanned shoulders. I can almost feel the straps brushing my own shoulders. It must be great being Evelyn. ‘Any of ye see my dad in the paper?’ She’s walking backwards along the bog road, her arms thrust out for balance. ‘He’s in the courthouse in Adragule. They’ll never get him. The judge is my mother’s second cousin.’ I don’t like Dan Cassidy. He’s only an average-sized man but he seems far bigger than he is. He takes up a whole room when he’s in it, and he changes the feeling of it. Daddy says he sits up at the counter in Donovan’s Bar with his friends and he looks at people sideways when they’re coming in the door. Daddy says there’s always whispering between himself and his friends and you know they’re saying something cruel about the people coming and going.

   ‘Your father has the roads destroyed,’ Peadar taunts. ‘If he’d any decency at all he’d be going around filling in potholes after himself.’ There’s a bit of resentment for the Cassidy family locally because of the bad roads.

   ‘I could have your father fired if I wanted,’ she says, slanting her eyes. ‘I could just say the word.’ Peadar and Aidan’s father, Terence Morley, is a trucker. He works for Cassidy Haulage and drives around France, Germany and Spain delivering butter and cheeses.

   ‘You could in your arse have him fired,’ Peadar says gleefully. ‘How about I’ll bring you a shovel and you can get the job started yourself. We’ve a boiler suit up at the house you can put on. You’d be a fine girl going up and down the road filling up craters.’ Aidan and myself guffaw, while Maeve appears fearful, unsure of how Evelyn will react to the goading. Evelyn comes to a standstill on the road and gives Peadar a hard shove, and he’s only laughing harder at her.

   Aidan spins round to me. I am suddenly ashamed of my faded dungaree dress and striped T-shirt from two summers gone, the puffy lettering crumbling off the front of it from the washing machine. ‘Come on and I’ll race you to the bridge,’ he says before bolting ahead, his long legs beating off the tarmac. I run after him, though I haven’t a hope of winning the race. When I reach the humpback bridge, he’s already perched on top of it with his arms folded, and making a big show of looking at his Casio watch. I slow down to a patter and bend over, trying to catch my breath. My ribcage presses up and down and my heart pumps forcefully underneath. My brain tingles from the exertion, and pins and needles bloom in my fingers.

   ‘Why did you want a race?’

   ‘I didn’t really want a race. I only wanted peace and quiet.’ His face is bright and flushed, his tousled thick hair soaked with sweat. ‘I’d prefer it being just the two of us.’ The air around us is changing colour. There are forces at play beneath the surface. There are invisible filaments reaching out from me and sparking with the invisible filaments emanating from Aidan. I can feel the energy rolling off the trees and fields, and see prisms of light dancing on the river. I imagine myself hovering above my body and seeing the two of us, not even a metre from the other. And then we hear the shouts from far away, snapping us back into staidness, back to the old humpback bridge, the dull brown water, the oppressive warmth, the odour of hot tarmacadam. We peer over the road and Evelyn and Peadar are running towards us, and along comes Maeve, lagging behind, huffing and sucking her cheeks, and wearing the wrong shoes entirely for summer weather. I feel the interference as they make their way towards the bridge. Evelyn is marching now, the peach sundress twisted about her torso. I feel the biting twinge of inadequacy, the rise of frustration, because Evelyn has a hand in all I do.

   ‘What’re ye at here?’ she demands.

   ‘Nothing. We only had a race.’

   ‘We got bored of ye shitin’ on,’ musters Aidan.

   ‘Where are your glasses, Katie? Why aren’t you wearing them?’ Evelyn enquires, tilting her head and pursing her lips.

   ‘I have them in my pocket.’

   ‘What good are they doing you in your pocket?’

   ‘I don’t know.’

   ‘I bet you’re not wearing them because they’re for boys.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘They’ve a bar across the top of them. That means they’re for boys.’ You’d think she would have told me before now. I’ve been wearing boys’ glasses and didn’t know it.

   ‘It doesn’t bother me. I don’t care,’ I say, humiliated. I haven’t the right clothes, I’m no good at running, and to top it off, I’ve been wearing glasses for boys. Aidan won’t think much of me now, if he ever did at all, and as for Evelyn, I think she said what she said on purpose. I’m sure she was storing it up.
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