

[image: ]



[image: Illustration]













For no one


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Human beings are notoriously unreliable witnesses, but this book is my life, as witnessed by me. Names, places and descriptions have been changed, to protect the privacy of people who didn’t agree to be written about.

A further disclaimer: This is not a play-by-play of everything that has ever happened to me, but rather a story, of a father and a daughter. And I write this story as a twenty-nine-year-old woman, looking back, so the memories I write as fact may not actually be that. They are how I remember them, through the fuzzy lens of someone who has made it out the other side. When I think back, on my father and my destruction, I remember each moment principally through the emotions I felt, not always the specific details. As much as we want the clarity of things to be black and white, they exist as bookends, with the true story contained within.
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Somebody gets into trouble, then gets out of it again.
People love that story. They never get sick of it.

Kurt Vonnegut


ONE
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When I think back, to everything that happened before now, the memories that come easiest are all the firsts. I lay them out in front of me, like Post-its of my life, trying to decide which one is most important; which one I can point to and say, AHA, this is it! The first time my father broke my heart. That one is the clearest to me. It’s the one I’ve pulled off so many times that the sticky back has long since faded away. But this story starts before then. It starts when he just pulled at it a little bit; when nothing was broken, and everything could still be fixed. When this story begins, as I grew up in Dublin in the 1990s, I thought it would end somewhere else.

I am eight, and my dad comes into my bedroom early one Saturday morning. Well, early for him. It’s 10am and he rarely rises before noon. He is in a dressing gown and from the loose way he’s tied it I can see he doesn’t have anything on underneath. Gross. You know how much I love you, he coos at me, sitting much too close. I scoot away. Yea, Dad, sure. Please don’t hug me please don’t hug me. He does, and I feel his breath on my head. It’s smothering me. I won’t drink again, I promise you. Look at me. I hate looking at him. I swear on your life I won’t drink again; I love you too much. I nod, and reluctantly laugh. Okay, you win, Dad. I love you too. He raises his arms in celebration and I laugh again as he starts reciting, One small step for man… You know I met Buzz Aldrin, don’t you? Bought me a fish pie and we played blackjack.

I nod, because he’s told me a variation of this story a hundred times before. Sometimes it’s blackjack, sometimes it’s roulette, sometimes they leave the casino and go fishing. I’m eight years old, and I think my dad is the most interesting man to exist, even if the stories don’t always add up. Even if his drinking gives me the same feeling in my stomach as being on the top of a roller coaster, right before it drops. None of that matters now, though, because he’s quit for good this time. He loves me too much. He leaves my room and I bask in my value. I’m the reason he’s stopped drinking! My brother will be so jealous.

Downstairs, an hour later, I instinctively sniff the empty glass beside the kitchen sink. My heart drops. It’s vodka. I scrub the glass, rinsing it over and over again with Fairy liquid. If I can wash away the alcohol, it means it didn’t really exist in the first place. If I can erase the stain of this lie, it means my dad was telling the truth.

My father was an alcoholic. Not the type of alcoholic where you only realize it after the fact – I didn’t have to put together the jigsaw of addiction, slowly realizing what he was, piece by piece. It was presented to me clearly from a young age. Dad is an alcoholic. That’s why he doesn’t drink. He first went to rehab when he was twenty-seven, a year after he married my mum, and spent most of his life from then in sobriety. Alcoholism was just this adult word presented to me, more of an identity for my father than a thing I regularly experienced.

I knew it made him different to other dads. That he didn’t go down the pub every Friday night, or order a beer during dinner, instead asking for two Cokes in a pint glass. Addiction was something that only belonged to my father, that only existed within the four walls of our home, which is why we never talked about it to other people. I pretended to my friends that he drank. Oh yes, my dad drank beer and watched the big football match last week, oh yes, my normal dad does very normal dad stuff, thank you very much.

I dry off the glass and place it back in the cabinet. Oh yes, my dad has really quit drinking this time. Oh yes, my dad is back to normal dad, thank you very much.
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That night, he can’t get the keys in the door, so the loud banging wakes me up. From my bed I hear him stumble in the door. I get up and sit on the stairs, my head peering through the banisters at the dark hall beneath me, listening to him and my mum fighting in the kitchen. I don’t know what exactly is wrong. Just that something is wrong. There is a feeling in my stomach. Like butterflies, but bad butterflies. Moths. Trying to nibble away at my body, from the inside out. I think about running downstairs to warn my parents, in case the moths escape me and try to get inside them, but I am glued to the stairs. So I just sit here, listening to words I don’t understand, in tones that make the moths dance harder. My brother, who is four, comes out of the room we share, holding his favourite teddy bear, and I quickly bring him back to bed. I don’t want him to be around whatever this is. If I can just absorb it all, everything will be okay.

When I come home from school that Friday, my mum sits me down. Dad has gone away for a few months, she says. To a place that will make him better. It’s called rehab. She hands me a brand-new Barbie doll. I scream in excitement. This is my first Barbie of my very own. Let’s send Dad away every year, I tell my mum, stroking my Barbie’s hair. We go to visit him a month later. My brother and I sit on the sprawling lawn, playing with my Barbie, while my parents speak on a bench beside us. The sun is shining and the grass is so green. I’m pretty sure I could play on this lawn for the rest of my life.

Daddy is getting better, my mum tells me on the car ride home. Oh, I like the sound of that! I look out the window behind me as we drive away, sad to leave the nice lawn and my new, getting better dad. Why can’t we stay here too? I know the answer as soon as I ask. This isn’t a place for kids. Kids don’t need to get better.

When he was allowed back home, when he signed his release forms and was given back his wallet and the laces in his shoes, the clinic counsellors advised my father to attend a meeting a day for the first ninety days. He showed up to one, on day one, and didn’t stay until the end. My father didn’t believe in Alcoholics Anonymous. Not for me, he announced gleefully, whenever it was mentioned. The day I volunteer to go into a room full of men, to moan for an hour about alcohol, is the day I shoot my brains out! Some people need their hand held while getting off drink, and some of us aren’t little bitches. He was so proud of himself for doing it alone, like he was slaughtering a cow himself instead of buying packaged mince in Tesco. I never understood his aversion to meetings. There’s a reason so many people go to AA. They’re supposed to help you when you have the urge to drink, I would later try to reason with him. When I have the urge to drink, I’m already drinking, was his response. So, a week before my ninth birthday, he drank again.
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Our family, minus Dad, has spent the past five days with Mum’s relatives in Meath. My dad’s absence isn’t unusual. He is sporadic in his attendance of family events and school meetings and sports competitions. Family minus Dad is our typical RSVP. Working is the usual excuse we give, and I wonder how much work someone can do in bed, with the curtains drawn. When he did show up, he’d be so much fun to be around – making everyone laugh, the centre of attention – that any grudges would be quickly forgotten.

Still, I miss him when he’s not around. And I know he misses me. When you are away from me, I feel like a limb is missing, he once told me, that’s how much I love you. On the car ride home, I count down the minutes until we are back in our house, until I am back with him. Give the countdown a rest, my mother says, clearly agitated. Concentrate on the road, not me, I yell back. I imagine my father, sitting in our hallway, his foot hanging off his leg, waiting for my return. It feels like a race against time; we need to get back before he’s left with just a stump. Step on the gas, I shout, and my mother rolls her eyes. I hate a back-seat driver. Pipe down, and play I spy with your brother. I ignore her, and instead stare out the window, watching the rain drip down, trying to guess which drop will win. I make a pact with myself – if I pick the winner, it means Dad will be okay. I sigh, relieved, when I watch my raindrop cross the finish line.

Mum pulls into our driveway, and I jump out of the car before she’s turned off the ignition. I walk into a cold house, with my mother and brother trailing me, and call out for my dad. No answer. I sense a shift in Mum’s mood. As a rule, I don’t understand my mother, because she is quiet and distant and nothing like me, but sometimes I can feel her. She rushes upstairs, and I am right on her back, knowing some shit is about to go down. I am excited. I gear up to take my dad’s side. My brother is my mother’s child, but I belong to my father. Children are like parents: we love both equally, of course, but there’s always a favourite. We walk into the bedroom, and there he is, naked in bed, with vomit on the floor beside him. My excitement turns to nausea. Oh shit. I want to look away, but my eyes stay glued to him. The moths are back, stirring inside of me. I look to my mum, willing her to solve this. She is always the problem solver, especially when the problem is my dad. You fucking idiot, she says, spitting out the words at him, and he slurs back, eyes rolling to the back of his head. She walks out of the room. It’s just me and him now. I hate you! I’m surprised at my own words, at how easily they pour out of me, at how much I believe them to be true. He says nothing, rolling over to hang his head off the bed. Through the sheet I can see a small wet circle growing around his crotch.

I tell my dad I hate him, and take it back as soon as I am alone. In my bedroom, I get down on my knees and pray. Dear God, please take back what I said. I love him, I love him, I love him. Tears fall down my face. Something bad took over me when I looked at him, it might have been the devil, but please, God, please know I love him. I squeeze my hands together in prayer, hoping that means something; that God can see how serious I am. Please, God, please, just bring my normal dad back to me. I lean down and bite one praying hand, until it hurts, until there is a red jagged outline left on my skin, a physical sign so God knows I am serious. I know I am praying for both of us.

My mother comes into my bedroom, a burning cake outstretched in her hands. Happy birthday to you, she sings. Go away, I tell her. She ignores me, and keeps singing out of key. Oh my God, Mum, you can’t sing to save your life, I moan, and she continues to ignore me. Make a wish, she instructs, when she has stopped making my ears bleed. But make sure the wish is just for you. I begrudgingly close my eyes and blow out the candles. Hip, hip, hooray, she shouts. When I don’t respond, she sits down on the bed beside me. Look, I know this isn’t a good birthday. But you have a whole lifetime of birthdays ahead of you. And if this is the worst one, that means, for the rest of your life, it will only get better. I mull over her words. That’s a good point, actually. I didn’t think of it like that. She’s forgotten to bring any cutlery, so I stick my hand in the cake and bring it to my mouth. Come on, Marise, she yells, think of the duvet! I flick a piece of chocolate onto her blouse. Maybe that’s my birthday wish! You ever think of that? She looks at me, then grins. I watch her scoop up a piece, and smush it right into my sheets. I gasp, then laugh, and she laughs, and now we’re both laughing, staring at the chocolate stain on my bed.

He continues to drink for another two weeks, empty bottles of vodka collecting in the kitchen, as I avoid him, as he avoids me, until one day he retreats to his bedroom and stays there. That’s always how it goes with his drinking. He decides to take that first drink, and he decides to take the last. All that power, to destroy and rebuild, is contained within him. My only role is being a witness to it all.

He stays in his bedroom, sweating and screaming, until the following Saturday. During that week, his moans ring through the house, and I increase the volume on the TV when I hear them, until the Rugrats have drowned him out. Detoxing, Mum says, adding another word to my vocabulary that I don’t really understand. I slot it next to sober, addiction, alcoholism and rehab, then cover those words with a thick sheet. Just don’t bother him. Leave him alone. I nod, staring at the television, surprised that she thinks I need to be told that. Isn’t Angelica so funny? I flatly ask, without looking at her. My mum smiles. She sure is. She reminds me of you.

When he comes out, on day seven, he’s back to normal dad. He walks into the living room when I’m watching cartoons. He sits down on the couch, and I ignore the heat building up inside my body. I won’t ever drink again, he tells me softly. I reach over and grab his hand, not looking away from the TV. Even though I’ve heard those words countless times, I still believe them. I know he means it this time. I give his hand a squeeze. I’m right here, Dad. I’ve always been right here.
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Give a thing and take it back,

God will ask you where is that,

you will say you do not know,

and catch a chain and down you go.



I am sitting in class, hunched over a piece of paper, drawing six lines so I can make a cool-looking S, when my best friend Aoife says this to Rachel. Rachel had given her a pencil earlier that morning, and was now asking for it back. I look up, over at Rachel, and chime in. She’s right! You’ll go to Hell if you take it back! Rachel solemnly nods, letting Aoife keep the pencil. There are some facts you just can’t ignore. And Hell is number one on the list.

Because I go to a Catholic school, and live in a Catholic country, and am a Catholic, I know pretty much everything there is to know about God. He is the most powerful thing in the world. He lives in the sky, next door to Santa. When it rains, it means He’s taking a shower, or else you’ve killed an ant and He’s crying. God cries when any of His creations are murdered, and He doesn’t miss even an ant-killing because He’s always keeping an eye on us. From up there in the sky, He can see everything we do. He is always watching us, and can even listen to our thoughts. God loves me, because He loves everyone, but He’s deeply upset at all of us, because His only son had to die for us. He wanted us to do good, and instead we keep sinning, and He let his only son die for this? So, He’s a little bit angry at us, and is itching for a slice of revenge. His main punishment is Hell. I have nightmares about Hell on a regular basis. The devil is always poking me with a hot stick, and the only other people there are Hitler and serial killers and Protestants. I am starving hungry, but the only food available to eat is shepherd’s pie, which is maybe my least favourite food on the planet.

In the playground, we talk in whispered tones about Hell. You’re there for eternity, which I heard was one hundred years, Rachel says, and my eyes nearly explode from my head. That is so long! The gravity of the situation makes us drop our heads, staring at the gravel. We are all terrified of ending up there.

The only time Hell nightmares were replaced was last spring, when we found out about nuclear explosions, and that there was a nuclear plant over in England, and if there was an explosion and the wind was blowing west, we’d all die. We didn’t sleep for a week straight. I took to listening to the radio every night, waiting for an announcement of disaster. Aoife cried every time she saw a dark cloud in the sky. Around the same time, the government sent packets to every home, that consisted of an iodine tablet and a pamphlet on what to do if there was a nuclear explosion. That proved to me it wasn’t just childish fear; it was a very real and credible threat. If adults were scared too, it meant it was real.

I asked my dad for advice on what we should do when it happened. Well, he said, we’d probably have an hour or two from knowing about it until it kills us. I think I’d crack open a bottle, tell everyone I love that I love them, and call everyone I’ve fallen out with. He paused for effect, then finished, So I could die in peace. I was aghast. You wouldn’t try to save yourself? He laughed a knowing laugh. Kiddo, there’s no saving any of us when that happens. You die accepting it, or you die in denial. Either way you’re dead on the ground. I heard my mother giving out to him that evening as I cried in my bedroom, terrified of our impending doom.

I woke up the next morning, determined. I need an envelope and a stamp, I told my mother. I sat down at the kitchen table and wrote a letter to Tony Blair, using my brand-new gel pens. Each page got a different colour, and they were scented too! I was sure they would convey a sense of gravity to the British Prime Minister. In cherry red and grape purple, I gave an impassioned plea to close Sellafield plant. It is really not fair that you could kill people in a different country, just because of how the wind blows. His secretary responded a few weeks later, and my mother screamed in delight when the postman came. A letter for Miss Marise Gaughan, she shouted up the stairs, waving it in the air. A very important letter for a Miss Marise Gaughan.

I wanted to wait until Dad was home from work to open it, but I was afraid he’d get jealous. He might tell me, That’s weird, I just got off the phone with George Bush earlier, and he’d make my letter less important. I decided to open it without him. Only because it might be time sensitive, I told my mum, I shouldn’t keep Tony Blair waiting. My mum agreed with me. I think that’s smart; we’ll just tell your dad about it later. This is your letter, and your moment. I looked up at her when she said that, and dropped the letter on the table. I grabbed her waist and hugged her. Thank you, Mum. This is your idea, so you’ll tell Dad it was your idea? She nodded, and I sat back down at the table and tore the envelope open as my mother paced the kitchen. A letter from the Prime Minister of fecking Britain! I’ve never heard of someone getting such a letter. You are so smart and confident, she told me. Mum, stop it! You’re making me so nervous, I said, but secretly hoped she’d keep going. Read it out loud, she instructed. Thank you for taking the time to write to the Prime Minister. He appreciates hearing from you and will consider your thoughts. I placed the paper down on the table, in shock. Tears fell down my cheeks. I handed my mother the letter, so she could read it for herself. I’ve done it, Mum, I choked out, through my tears. He’s going to close Sellafield.

Now I have solved the threat of nuclear disaster, I just need to get my dad into Heaven, and then I’ll really be able to sleep at night. See, my dad is destined for Hell, and that worries me greatly. There are 950,000 reasons why you could go to Hell, and one of them is if you don’t go to mass. Family minus Dad goes every week. I scream in resistance each Sunday morning. But whhhhhhhyyyyy? I wail, shoving my feet into too-tight black shoes. Because God wants you to, Mum always tells me. He suffered for us; don’t you think you can suffer a bit back? When I ask her why Dad gets to stay home and I have to go, she mumbles something about him being exempt. He has a doctor’s note letting him off, she tells me, batting me away with a towel, applying her lipstick in the bathroom mirror. That explanation checks out. My father loves the doctor’s office more than any other place in the world. He visits Dr Roache religiously, and is on first-name basis with Gerry. Every time he sees him, he comes home with a new prescription, and I watch him popping all his different pills as he sits in his underwear in his bed. Pharmacy receipts line the top of the fridge, hundreds of them, and when I find them while searching for hidden sweets, I feel I’ve discovered a terrible secret, even though it’s a secret I already knew.

It still makes me jealous, seeing my dad asleep in bed while we trudge off every Sunday morning, wearing itchy trousers and too-polished shoes, because there’s nothing I hate more than mass. Mass goes on far too long, and the priests talk so low I can’t make out what they’re saying. Wouldn’t make much of a difference if I could, though, because they just repeat the same five things they do every Sunday. They’re not like the priests on TV shows, who tell interesting stories and bang their fists in passion, and everyone stands up and shakes their asses shouting HALLELUJAH. Those aren’t real priests, my mother says dismissively, that’s just Hollywood. Real priests don’t sing songs, but they do notice if you don’t show up to mass, and they pass that on to God. And you don’t want to make God mad, do you? I grudgingly shake my head.

My mother doesn’t seem to care that my dad is going to Hell, which strikes me as odd because she really, really cares about God. She blesses herself every time we pass by a church, and lights a candle when someone is sick. She keeps holy water in her purse, and splashes us with it when we go on long car rides. When one of us has been really bold, she goes to mass an extra time that week, praying for our troubled soul. She says stuff like It’s God’s plan; when your time is up, it’s up when someone dies unexpectedly. During mass, she knows exactly when to sit, and stand, and sit back down, and then kneel. She doesn’t have to look around her to copy everyone else, like I do. She just knows it. Like it’s written in her bones. I’ve been to mass approximately three thousand times, and the standing-sitting-kneeling dance is still as hard as the choreography to Steps’ ‘5, 6, 7, 8’ (I spent an afternoon trying to learn that dance with my friends, but gave up in a huff when my brain refused to remember all the different hip swaps).

I figure my mother is just more blessed than me, and when I tell her that she giggles in glee. I remember thinking the exact same about my mother, she says to me, and I bet your daughter will think the same about you. I make a face when she says that, disgusted at her train of thought. Her mother is the coldest woman I’ve ever met. When we show up to her house, she’s always baking some ham to oblivion, and never seems happy to see us. In the entire time I’ve known her, she’s never asked me a single question about myself. She stays with us for a week every year, and it’s my least favourite week of the year. I am forced to bring her to daily mass, and last year, during one of those never-ending seven days, some mix of love and duty filled my body as we walked home and I grabbed her hand. She pulled back so quickly it was like I was the devil himself, scorching her with his evil coal. What do you think you’re doing? she hissed at me.

I look up at my mum in the kitchen. I love her, sure, but I don’t want to belong to her heritage. I am not your daughter, though, not in that way. I belong to Dad. I point to the freckle on my nose, as confirmation. I know you both created me, but I am made from him. Mum rolls her eyes when I say this. Okay, you’re right, you know it all. You’re only your father’s daughter, I guess I don’t exist at all.
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Sarah Louise lives ten doors down from me, and she is a girl who is just changing into a woman. I know that because my mother has told me so. She doesn’t want to play your kid games anymore because she’s outgrown that girl phase, so please leave her alone. Last summer Sarah Louise played hopscotch with me, but now she has massive knockers, and every time I see her walk down the road, her schoolbag hanging off her shoulder, I take off towards her. I run myself into her chest, then theatrically bounce back. Your boozas are so big! I scream, holding my eye, like she has socked it with her juicy boobs, and she always gets embarrassed, quietly telling me to piss off, please. If Sarah Louise was just a girl, she’d be laughing with me. But she is now pretty much a woman, according to my mum, so she is ashamed by her own body, and unable to laugh at herself.

That’s what happens when you become a woman. You become mortified at the space you take up, and try to fold into yourself. I know this because I study my mum and her friends. They wear so much make-up I can’t make out what their faces really look like, and they cover their legs in the summer because they’re embarrassed by the veins that run through them. My mum has a long scar up her arm, from the wrist to the elbow, with twenty-two little scars against it, so it looks like she has loads of tiny Xs all down her arm. She got it in a car accident when she was a teenager, and never gives me more information than that. I am obsessed with her scar. I think it’s the coolest thing in the world. You’re so lucky, I tell her, to have something so badass on you. She always pulls down her sweater sleeves. Leave me alone. It’s not badass; it’s embarrassing. She has a perfect square scar on her left cheek, from the same car accident, and that one bothers her even more. When I lean over and trace my finger against it, she jumps up, away from me. Stop it! Stop looking at how ugly I am.

My mother is embarrassed about every part of her. I can’t make head nor tail of it. When I grab her boobs, out of jealousy, wanting desperately what she has, she moans at me, They are so saggy, I know. Get away from me. Stop making fun of me. I stare at her. The distance between us is so far it makes me think she’s from another planet. Are you kidding me? They’re amazing! Boobs are the coolest thing in the world to me, and I can’t wait to have my own. Sometimes I sellotape balls of toilet roll to my chest to feel like I have them. I pose in front of the mirror, my hands cupping my chest. You’re goooorgeous, I purr out.

I am nine years old, with no boobs and no embarrassment, so am certainly not a woman. Then I discover something else, something that surpasses even my desire for a bra. When I first find my clit, I think I am the Christopher Columbus of female pleasure, because I have never heard anyone talking about it, and if every girl has one surely they’d be shouting off the rooftops about how good it felt? As a prudent measure, I decide to keep my clit to myself. When no one is watching, I rub it against furniture to give myself a good feeling. I’ve seen my dog, Bingo, do something similar. Poor Bingo only has three legs, because two years ago a traveller’s dog attacked him on the local GAA football pitch and he had to get it chopped off. But his horniness wasn’t amputated with his back leg. If anything, the leg was just holding him back. Once free of that extra weight, he humped anything he could get his three paws around. I always screamed and hit him when he defiled my teddy bears, but now I understand. He knew that good feeling. In the beginning, I rub myself against any surface that is within my reach – the leg of the chair, the side of the couch, the corner of my bed, but I quickly learn the best way to feel really good is through my pillow. It’s soft enough not to hurt, but solid enough to grip and ride. I put the pillow between my legs and hump until that lovely feeling explodes within me, then fluff it back up and place it on my bed, running downstairs to watch ‘Rugrats’.

That secret special feeling is my favourite thing in the whole world, but my next favourite is reading. My mum brings me to the library every week and I take out as many books as I am allowed. Seven with a children’s library card. I have one finished by the time my mum parks our car in the driveway. I run up the stairs and get into my bed, opening a new one, flicking through each page until I am dizzy. My mother comes into my bedroom at nine o’clock each night to turn off my light. Tells me to go to sleep. The books will still be there in the morning. You get cranky when you’ve stayed up too late. Most nights I sneak my lamp back on once she goes downstairs. Each half an hour, I remove the pane of glass from the lamp and stick it to my condensed window to cool down. When my mum comes upstairs to go to sleep around eleven, she stops in at my room and touches the glass of my lamp to check if I’ve been reading. It’s cold, so she kisses my forehead and quietly leaves the room. I turn it back on and keep going. The next morning, she has to drag me out of bed for school.

I love almost all the books I check out. They’re all so brilliant, I earnestly tell the librarian when I return them. Do you have any more of Judy Blume, though? She just might be my favourite. I love the young women characters she creates, with complexities I didn’t know girls were even allowed to have. I really love the Americanness of her descriptions. Shopping malls! School dances! Sidewalks! Give me it all. The librarian smiles and checks her computer. You’re in luck! There’s a copy of ‘Iggie’s House’ we just got in.

One afternoon, my librarian accidentally lets me check out ‘Forever’, Judy Blume’s young-adult book. The difference between children’s books and young adults is usually either an eating disorder or sex. I get lucky with ‘Forever’. It’s not about a girl and her weighing scales. It’s about two eighteen-year-olds who fall in love, and have sex, and nothing bad happens to them for it. There’s one passage that describes the night they first do it. It’s three sentences. The words ‘breast’ and ‘thrust’ are contained in those three sentences.

The first time I read it, I feel like I have discovered the meaning of the universe. I see a rainbow above my head; an orchestra is playing, children are dancing. I dart my eyes around the living room, making sure no one has eyes on me, no one’s seen what I’ve just read, and slowly turn over the corner of the page, marking my place. I lunge up the stairs, taking two at a time, my heart ready to break through my chest. There is an excitement that is running through my bones as I slam my bedroom door closed. Oh my God, oh my God, ohmygodoh. I slide my wine cords down my legs in a quick shimmy and throw the Groovy Chick duvet off my bed. I open the book back up, my fingers shaking with adrenaline. I stick my wrecked pillow between my legs and reread those three lines over and over again, humping it until I come. Oh God, oh god, oh. I go back to those sentences so much over the next month that the page curls and the ink starts to smudge.

I decide one day to share it with my friends, by having a reading on my front lawn. I know I should keep it inside of me, but I can’t help myself – I am ready to burst with the weight of this superpower. I convince myself that I’m thinking altruistically; I want everyone to feel the magic I do when I read it. I am willing to sacrifice myself for the greater good. A girl on our street, Hannah, gave me a taste of her slush puppy a few months ago, and slush puppies are now my favourite drink, so I want to return the favour. I’m not sure how they’ll react, even though I’m hopeful for a positive response, so I feign half indifference. Isn’t this just…wild? I say with hesitation, looking up from the book and out to my friends. Ellen looks down at the ground, and Amy up at the sky, and Hannah is inspecting her palm so intently she might be predicting her future. Aisling is biting her nails and Niamh is sucking her thumb. The only one looking at me is my best friend, Aoife. Her eyes are wide, and she slides her hand across her neck quickly, telling me, Abort, abort!

I instantly realize what a massive mistake this has been. Save me, I frantically mouth to Aoife. She nods and clears her throat. Let’s play rounders? I feel the tension break as everyone quickly nods and disperses from my driveway. I throw my book under the rose bush and follow them up the road, my cheeks hot with shame. Maybe Judy Blume is too American for my friends to really understand? I think to myself as I hit the tennis ball across the green. Or maybe I’m a superhero? As I watch the ball fly over my friends, sailing across the field until it bounces onto the road, I realize what absolute horseshit that is. Girls can’t even be superheroes. I run across the field as hard as I can, passing one base and another, my breath thumping my chest. Or maybe I’m just a freak?

6

On the back pages of my mother’s newspaper, there are ads for sex hotlines. Girls with big lips, mouths gaping open, promising a good time, baby, if you call this number. I tear out my favourite girl and stare at her picture while I hump my pillow. One evening, I go into my parents’ bedroom. There is a telephone on a chest of drawers beside the bed. This is the private telephone. The one in the hall is for my mum to catch up with her friends, or organize playdates for me and my brother. The one in the bedroom is for her to call her sisters, in shushed tones, when my dad hasn’t come home that night. As much as I strain my ear against her door, I can never make out the words she is saying. It’s the private telephone, for conversations we don’t want other people to hear.

I dial the number on the page. My hands are shaking. Hello, sexy, I hear the other end breathe out, and I immediately hang up. That’s enough to make me come into oblivion for a while. I call back the number a few weeks later. I listen a little longer this time, and it’s an automated message. Press one if you want to talk to a girl, you bad boy. I never press one, instead listening to the introduction message over and over again, feeling a tingle in my body. Soon, I am calling the number every day. I will myself to press one.

On a rainy Tuesday, when the TV is playing a rerun of ‘Rugrats’ I’ve seen five times already, I sneak up to my parents’ bedroom and pick up the phone. When I hear the same girl repeat her speech, I count down from five, and press one. My heart is ready to burst through my chest, but I hold the phone close to my ear. I hear a honey voice, and believe it’s the girl from the picture. Hey, big boy, how are you today? she asks. I’m good, how are you? I answer back, my child voice high and uneven. Woah, what? she responds, and her voice isn’t like honey anymore. I quickly hang up, and don’t call back. I throw away that piece of paper so I can never be tempted again. I know I’ve pushed it too far. I can’t even admit to it during Confession that Sunday. God, forgive me for I have sinned. I have fought with my brother and taken the Lord’s name in vain.

Ten Hail Marys, the priest tells me.

Oh Mary, mother of God. I know God only really hires men, so you’re the only one who might understand. From one girl virgin to another, have you ever had urges that make you both alive and wishing you were dead at the same time? How do you make it go away? What if you don’t want it to leave?

A month later, my mother sits me down. She has a phone bill in her hand. Have you been calling…some numbers? she asks. There are charges here for £140. If I can’t confess to God, I’m certainly not confessing to her. I called a competition on Nickelodeon. The prize was tickets to Disney World, so I called a lot. I’m so sorry. My mum has no choice but to believe her nine-year-old daughter just wanted a trip to Disney World, even though she called the number herself to check. Sometimes you have to believe the words someone tells you, even if you know they are lying. You hope if you believe hard enough, you can will it into truth.

7

We visit my granny in Mayo four times a year. Even though she’s my father’s mother, he usually only joins us on one of the trips. For the rest of them, it is Family minus Dad. It’s much more fun when he’s with us, so I’m glad he’s sitting in the passenger seat for this one. As my mother drives out of our estate, he reaches around and grabs my ankle. Listen to this joke, his voice bellows. A three-legged dog walks into a Western bar. I scream and kick his hand away. No, I hate this joke. No, Dad, noooo. He takes off his seatbelt and turns around. And he says, I want to know the man who shot my paw! He makes a gun with his hands, and shoots me. I shriek with laughter. You know I hate that stupid joke! My mum theatrically sighs. Lower the energy please, I have a long drive ahead of me and I can’t deal with the two of you screeching. My dad ignores her. The man who shot my paw! Shot my paw! My paw!!! He bends over in laughter, slapping his knee, which makes me laugh even more.

It takes us five hours to get to granny’s house, and I get car sick before we’ve even left Dublin. My dad is already snoring, having rolled back his chair so much he’s basically horizontal, and my knees are crushed. My mother tut tut tuts as she turns onto the motorway. Typical Dad, leaving me to deal with you two by myself. I stick out my tongue, and then get queasy. My mother has a plastic bag in the glovebox, ready for my barfing. She shoves it in my lap when I start to spit on the car floor. Stop doing that, it’s disgusting! Use the bag. I yack in it, emptying up my stomach, and two hours later, when we stop for sandwiches in a hotel by the Shannon, I am famished. I horse the bread into my mouth. This tastes amazing! My mother snatches the packet of crisps from my hands. Pace yourself! We’ve another three hours to go. And I’ve run out of plastic bags. My dad dismisses her. Let her eat what she wants! He hands me his packet of crisps. You know I always have your back, he says, winking. I lean over to hug him. I’m so glad you’re here, I whisper, shoving the crisps into my mouth.

Granny Mary lives in a run-down cottage, right beside the Atlantic Ocean, and has a TV with only three channels, and none of those channels have cartoons. They have the news, and mass, and people speaking Irish. It’s the most boring TV I’ve ever encountered. When we pull up onto her driveway, me and my brother run from the car and bypass the house, heading straight through the overgrown grass to the water, throwing off all our clothes on the way down. We hear our dad scream at us in encouragement, his voice getting more distant with each step we take. That’s it, kids, be as free as the wind! We jump into the freezing cold waves, laughing.

In my granny’s kitchen, there is a framed photo of Jesus, nailed to the cross. Blood dripping from his wrists and his ankles. A crown of thorns atop his head. The image flickers as I move across the room. Jesus’s eyes follow me, as I sit at the table, and go to the fridge, and stand by the window. Me and my brother jump around the kitchen, laughing as the eyes never leave us. It’s magic. He is always watching us! We scream in excitement, clapping in applause, like it’s a Penn and Teller show in Vegas.

It feels less like magic when I am alone in the kitchen. It gives me the creeps. I spend less time there, to avoid Him. I eat my dinner in the living room, in front of the fire, yelling conversation at my deaf granny, trying to hide my annoyance as she asks, What? for the eighth time in a row. I grab yogurts from the fridge without pausing to check the flavour. I try to trick the trick, jumping as quick as I can across the room, hoping the mechanics of the picture can’t keep up with my lightning speed. He always follows me. Even when I leave the room, I feel His dying eyes burning through me, following me everywhere I go. Jesus, poor Jesus with His bloody head and wrists and ankles; poor Jesus who died for our horrible sins, can see every bad thing I do. But He died for this, I try and rationalize to myself, as I quietly hump my granny’s pillow. He knew how bad people really are. That’s why He’s sad and covered in blood. People have always been so bad, it’s human nature. He knew that.

And then I come.

8

After five days of boring TV, when my granny has slipped me and my brother a tenner each, I wave at her through the rear window of the car, her body becoming smaller and smaller, until there’s none of her left. Instead of the usual five-hour journey home, we drive across to Galway and check into a run-down motel. My parents insist on Irish holidays every year, and I don’t realize it’s because we’re broke, so I think there’s some patriotism at play. When all my friends spend two weeks in Majorca, coming home with tanned skins and braids in their hair, I smile and judge. We like to keep the
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