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      In memory of my brothers – John and Eamonn.
This one’s for you, lads.
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      One

      
      Results 2007

      
      They call it Bucky and it tastes exactly like Calpol and I can feel it now trying to come back up my throat. Can taste the
         cloying sweet gloop as it fights for daylight. Their faces float in front of me like bobble heads, their voices high and giggly
         like cartoon voices. I can’t think straight and I want to go home. I force myself to stand up, my legs wobbly and not connected.
      

      
      I wonder if I can speak. I practise my words in my head. “I’m off so, gotta be somewhere.”

      
      But it doesn’t come out like that at all. It’s a jumbly incoherent mumble. They look at me then and I can see the smirks in
         their eyes and mouths. Somebody takes a video with their phone. Sophie, I think, but she’s merging into Ciara so I can’t be
         sure. I can’t be sure of anything, actually, and if this is what drunk feels like they can fucking well have it. They can
         keep it and go out the bank every weekend and do it until they kill every brain cell in their already depleted stock. I shouldn’t
         have come.
      

      
      I wave and almost fall over, and then I walk away. My legs move faster and faster as I follow the path along the river. I
         breathe in air and make myself think logically. Clinically. OK. The alcohol has entered my bloodstream. It will make me feel
         a certain way for a certain length of time and then it will wear off and I will never do it again. The Bucky’s rising again
         so I stop and lean my head against a tall, ancient oak tree. I feel dizzy.
      

      
      “Are you OK, Maeve?”

      
      I scream, then see Jamie Burke’s face smiling at me. I don’t trust myself to speak so I nod, propped against the tree for
         support. I smile back at him but I know it’s a big goofy grin. Jamie Burke. Rugby star. Pin-up boy.
      

      
      “It’s shit, isn’t it?” He’s still smiling.

      
      I nod again, trying to work out what’s shit.

      
      “I never drink the stuff. I stick to cans.”

      
      Another profound nod from me.

      
      “You did brilliant, you know. You must be some brainbox.”

      
      I shrug this time. Just for variety.

      
      “Ten As. Fuck sake. That’s awesome.”

      
      “And a B. Ten As and a B in English.” My words sound like words this time. And the dizziness is gone. “I’m raging over the
         B.” I don’t know why I’m telling Jamie Burke this. It makes me sound like a right ungrateful bighead. But I’m fucking raging
         over the B. And in English. My best subject. My favourite.
      

      
      “I got a C on a pass paper. You’re lucky.” He smiles again and I can smell Lynx and beer and fags. And Bucky.

      
      “Are you going to the gig?” He leans towards me, putting a hand on the tree near my face. I can see a pale shadow of stubble
         on his upper lip and a little circle of pimples on his forehead, like a tiny solar system. There’s a big one in the middle
         and the others are in a ring around it.
      

      
      “Naw. I’m going to head home, I’ve …”

      
      
      He’s kissing me. Slowly at first and it’s actually quite nice and I feel my body responding, my nipples hardening underneath
         my silk top and the weirdest feeling in my stomach. Jamie Burke likes me. The hottest guy in school likes plain old Maeve
         Hogan. He stops suddenly, pulls back and looks at me. Then he holds my head in his hands and leans into me, his body pressed
         against me. I’m jammed up against the tree and I can feel its knobbly bark pushing into my spine. His mouth is on mine again
         but now it’s different. It’s like it’s disconnected from him completely, like it has a mind and a purpose all of its own.
         His tongue pokes my mouth open and invades me, drooling and wet and slobbery. I can feel his erection pressing against my
         hips, as urgent and purposeful as his tongue, and I can feel the Bucky returning now and I try to swallow it back but his
         fucking tongue is in the way and his hands are all over me, on my bum, pressing me against him, and up my top and under my
         bra, his fingers finding my nipples and rubbing them like he’s trying to erase them. My head is pounding and I’m trying to
         say stop, stop it, for fuck sake, and then he’s dropping to his knees and pulling up my skirt. Oh, God, Jamie Burke is trying
         to … Jesus …
      

      
      “Stop it,” I shout, but he’s oblivious. His hands have me pinned to the tree and now he’s sticking his finger – Oh, God, I
         hope it’s his finger, I mean, I hope it isn’t his … oh, fuck, it hurts …
      

      
      And then the Bucky saves me. I puke and it’s pink and it’s flowing down the top of Jamie Burke’s head, down his prettyboy
         face. He looks up at me, like he can’t believe what’s just happened.
      

      
      “I told you to stop,” I say. My skirt is up around my belly button. The smell of vomit is strong in the air and suddenly I
         burst out crying. Jamie’s still looking at the puke. Wiping it off his face and looking at it on his hands as if it’s going
         to make it go away. Pink lumps of it are stuck to the gel in his hair. “I said to stop.”
      

      
      He stands up. “You’re frigid.” He walks away then, still trying to clean himself up.

      
      “Fuck off,” I shout after him.

      
      He turns back and gives me the finger. “Go ride a book, Frigid.”

      
      “Hilarious, Jamie. I’d rather ride a book than hang out with a dumbass like you.”

      
      He turns suddenly, his face black and mean. He’s beside me in three strides and grabs my arm as I try to run away. “Miss Clever
         Clogs, how clever are you now?”
      

      
      I struggle to get away, the friction of his tight grip on my wrist causing a Chinese burn.

      
      “Well? How fucking clever are you now? How fucking clever?”

      
      I will myself not to cry and turn my face away from his.

      
      “I could have you now, if I wanted, do you know that, Frigid? I could fuck you stupid right this minute – but do you know
         something?”
      

      
      I squeeze back tears, but they escape anyway. Lots of them.

      
      “I couldn’t be bothered fucking an Iceberger. A Fat Frog.” He laughs and lets go my hand and I’m racing down the wooded path,
         following the snake of the river, knowing it’ll lead me home. I’m racing until my heart is pumping so hard I think it’ll burst
         and my legs are at full stretch, swallowing up the ground, and everything is a green blur I’m running so fast. And I think
         I can hear him coming after me, pounding the earth faster than me, nearer and nearer, but it’s the noise of my heart and my breathing and I run and run until I fall hard into the soft grassy bank of the river.
      

      
      I gulp in air. Huge lungfuls of warm September air, smelling of river and mud and the day’s heat. Fucking cretins. The world
         is full of dumbass cretins. I search my pocket for my phone and think about ringing Mam. Bad idea. Mark? No. He’d only laugh
         at me for going in the first place. He’d say, “Junior Cert Results Night – the kiddies’ night out.”
      

      
      I sit up, and my breathing is normal again. And my stomach feels grand now since I puked on top of Jamie’s head. Oh, fuck,
         did I really vomit on him while he was trying to …? I close my eyes and shake my head, trying to dislodge the pinktinged picture
         in my mind. And then I laugh, slow at first but then I laugh so much that tears come again. Oh fuck! Maeve Hogan has discovered
         a whole new way of giving head. If I had the guts to tell Mark what happened tonight even he’d think that was genius.
      

      
      And then I hear a voice. Low and deep and coming from the riverbank. My heart starts the pounding thing again and I lie very
         still in my springy bed. I hear it again now, soft and low, calling something, a dog, maybe. And then there’s another voice,
         higher pitch, foreign guttural sounds, Polish maybe or Russian. I sit up slowly and peer over the bushes. There are two people,
         men I think, on the edge of the riverbank, calling softly over the water, coaxing and cajoling. I can’t see who or what they’re
         calling so I stand up and move a little to the side, for cover. And then I see it. A swan. A beautiful female – I know she’s
         a female because of her smaller beak. She’s feet away from the two men, her silhouette reflected perfectly in the still water.
         She’s watching them as they throw bread at her, still murmuring encouragement. A few feet away another swan watches, her mate obviously. He’s so still he looks like an ornament.
      

      
      The female swan glides towards the men, her neck outstretched for bread. She finds a piece floating on the water and gobbles
         it. The men hold out more and the swan is confident now, edging closer and closer until she’s inches from the shore. Suddenly
         there’s a flurry of snow-white feathers and squawking, and one of the men has the swan by the neck, her huge wings flapping
         and her mate now screeching too. The other man shouts, waving his hands while the wings flap and flap. And then the man holding
         the swan just snaps her neck really quickly and the other guy laughs as the swan’s body falls to the ground, still jerking
         with the last remnants of life.
      

      
      I realise I’ve been holding my breath and let it out in a gasp. My head is swimming again and my stomach is swirling. The
         male swan is screeching and flapping, like he’s going to attack the men, but they ignore him. They’re bent over the dead swan
         and the taller guy, the swan-killer, has a long gleaming blade in his hand. He puts his other hand under the swan and lifts
         her breast towards him. Then he slices it off, one side at a time, quickly and deftly, like a butcher. I put my hand over
         my mouth to stop myself shouting, biting down hard on it. Now they’re laughing and wrapping the breast in tinfoil. Birds are
         singing in the trees near me and midges dance in a cluster over my head. The swan looks ravaged, lying still and broken, her
         breast a red raw wound, blood making her feathers pink. And that’s what does it to me, the pinky red mess. I start to puke
         again, trying not to make any noise and choking in the process. I drop to my knees, vomiting pink into the bushes, huge gobs
         of it coming in horrible waves. How much vomit before your stomach’s empty?
      

      
      At last it stops and I raise my head and see the men looking down at me. Their faces are wide and flat, eyes small and dark. I have a terrible urge to pee. The taller guy reaches out
         to me and I cringe away, almost toppling over. He speaks in Polish or Russian or whatever. I shake my head at him. “Leave
         me alone,” I say, my voice croaky.
      

      
      “You are OK? You want help you?”

      
      “Fuck off,” I say, stumbling to stand up. “Leave me alone,” I scream. “Leave me alone.”

      
      “Is OK, is OK,” the other guy says, backing away from me. They walk towards the riverbank and I start running. Running as
         fast as I can.
      

      
      It’s almost dark by the time I get home. The lights are on in the sitting room, and I can hear the soft drone of the telly
         as I fumble to open the front door. Mam comes rushing out of the kitchen, mouthing something to me.
      

      
      “What’s up?” I say, glancing at myself in the hall mirror. Jesus, I look wrecked. Like I’ve been dragged through a hedge and
         puked on.
      

      
      Mam doesn’t seem to notice. She’s pointing to the kitchen and miming something. I roll my eyes and march straight in. My older
         sister, and I use the term “older” loosely, Fiona, is sitting at the kitchen table, her doe eyes red from crying. She’s seventeen
         and claims to be dyslexic, but I think she’s just plain thick and my nickname for her is Attract-a-Knack. Fiona is like a
         heat missile where knackers are concerned. She’ll seek them out, make friends with them, adopt their accents and modes of
         dress as if by osmosis, and suddenly she’s talking in this barely comprehensible Limerick accent, wearing huge Rihanna-like
         hoop earrings and claiming to be in love with her latest scumbag boyfriend. Dad would turn somersaults in his grave.
      

      
      
      Sitting beside her tonight, the night of our joint Junior Cert results, is the wonderful Big. Big is called Big – and this
         is a real knacker Limerick thing to do – because he’s not big. In fact, he’s tiny. Think Frankie Dettori. Same kind of look
         too. Ferrety brown eyes in a long, sharp face. Shaved head but with the fringe intact. An eyebrow piercing and a whole host
         of tattoos. Every mother’s dream for her elder daughter.
      

      
      He gives me his standard salute – a kind of half-wink, halfnod. “How’s it going? Rough night?” He grins at me, his teeth an
         orthodontist’s nightmare.
      

      
      “Like your outfit,” I say. It’s the one he’s worn ever since his family moved into our cul-de-sac nine months ago. Our first
         “Regeneration” family. Things have gone downhill since – just as Mark predicted they would. Mark and I now call Limerick’s
         Regeneration Programme the Degeneration Programme. The way we figure it, they took the mess in the troubled areas and spread
         it around Limerick, like soft butter on hot toast. Anyway, Big’s wardrobe is invariably white wife-beater vest (summer only),
         white Adidas hoodie with black stripe on sleeves, white or black tracksuit bottoms (the stripe on the hoodie sleeve normally
         colour-coordinates with the bottoms) and Nike runners. Mark and I always wonder why the runners aren’t Adidas too – just for
         symmetry.
      

      
      “Oh, Big, here it comes again – oh, Jesus Mammy, I’m in agony …”

      
      Fiona stands up, her hugely pregnant belly swaying in her tight Playboy T-shirt.

      
      “Breathe, love, breathe,” says Big, and you know straight away it’s something he picked up from Casualty or ER. No antenatal classes for our Big.
      

      
      “Labour, I presume?” I say to my sister.

      
      
      Mam is standing behind her, rubbing her back. “There, now, you’ll be grand, just breathe through it. It’s always worse the
         first time.”
      

      
      I glare at my mother – the first time is enough. Fiona might like all this attention. We could be doing this every nine months.
         Before the pregnancy we had a Fiona drama every couple of days. Scumbags fighting with her at school, langers drunk and brought
         home in a squad car, shoplifting, anorexic, overweight, depressed: we’ve done the rounds with Fiona.
      

      
      The pain eases. Fiona sits down, her legs splayed in front of her like Humpty Dumpty’s. “Three days. I’ve had pains for three
         days.”
      

      
      Big is fidgety, dying-for-a-fag fidgety.

      
      “Braxton Hicks,” I say, filling the kettle to make tea. I’m suddenly starving, my stomach the emptiest it’s ever been. I throw
         bread into the toaster. I don’t want to risk anything heavier. Jesus, I couldn’t bear any more pink vomiting.
      

      
      “Who’s he?”

      
      “He, my dear sister, is them. They’re false labour pains, kind of like practice ones.”

      
      She looks at me, my big dumb sister, trying to work out if I’m playing her or not. “And so speaks Dr Maeve Hogan,” she says.
         Big laughs. Mam butters my toast and gives it to Fiona. She nibbles a corner and Big takes the other slice. I make one cup
         of tea, squeezing the teabag until it’s almost dry. I stir in a heaped spoon of sugar and it tastes lovely. Warm and soothing.
      

      
      “Who was out?” my sister asks, nibbling at the toast like a pregnant doe-eyed mouse.

      
      “All the usual cretins.” I root in the press for biscuits. Mam has gone off to phone the world about the imminent birth –
         I can hear the drone of her voice in the hallway and snatches of conversation: “Ten minutes apart … No, you’d be only hanging around out there for days … I’ll ring you straight away …”
      

      
      “I hear you’re a right genus.” Big grins at me.

      
      “Yep. A genus. We’re all a genus, actually.”

      
      Fiona gives me the puzzled look again, the are-you-joking-or-what look.

      
      “What you get anyway – a rake of As?”

      
      “Yep. A whole rake of them.”

      
      “I hope our fella has your brains. He’ll be fucked if he takes after me or her,” says Big. He laughs, and Fiona laughs with
         him, like he’s given her the nicest compliment in the world. “I didn’t even do no Junior Cert – no point. I went for a trade
         and then the fuckers let me go. Shower of cunts.” Big opens the back door and stands outside. I can hear his lighter flicking.
      

      
      “You look sick.” Fiona has finally noticed the state of me.

      
      I shrug and eat a chocolate-chip cookie in one bite.

      
      She smiles at me, stroking her belly. “You were drinking.”

      
      “Just trying to catch up with you.”

      
      She’s offended at that. “I haven’t had a drink in weeks.”

      
      “Mmm – let’s see, that could be because you’re pregnant, right?”

      
      “Oh, Dr Maeve again. Why didn’t you go to the gig? I was going to go only these pains started.”

      
      “Couldn’t be bothered. I watched a breast reduction instead – getting in some operating room practice.”

      
      Suddenly Fiona’s standing up, clutching the table. There’s water pouring down her legs, staining her jeans black at the crotch.
         “Oh, my God, oh, fucking hell, Big, help …”
      

   



      
      
      Two

      
      It’s like there’s a United Nations conference on in the Limerick Regional Maternity. There’s every nationality floating around,
         whole tribes of them. We have the biggest tribe, though. Big’s family have all turned out for the great occasion. This is
         the first time I’ve seen them close up and all together. I’ve often seen them hanging around outside their house, passing
         cans of beer on a fine evening, the mother sitting on a wrought-iron garden bench, smoking and laughing with a gaggle of teenagers
         and children. But much as I wanted to I couldn’t really hang over the garden gate and study them intently.
      

      
      We’re all in a waiting room and I have a pounding headache. Mam and Big are in the labour ward and I swear I can hear Fiona
         roaring. Big’s mother, Vonnie, is on her mobile, giving a blow-by-blow account of Fiona’s labour. Big’s sister, who’s around
         twelve and about three stone overweight, is drinking a bottle of Coke. Every so often she smiles at me and I smile back. Two
         of Big’s brothers – they look around ten or eleven – are flying up and down the corridor outside, shouting and laughing. I
         need my bed.
      

      
      “Very warm in here,” says Vonnie, to nobody in particular. She’s holding the phone out in her hand like she’s expecting it to answer her. I’m wishing Fiona would hurry up so we can
         go home. “I remember when I had my last one, my Chelsea. Jesus, she nearly killed me, eleven and a half pounds, I was walking
         like John Wayne for a month afterwards.” Vonnie laughs, her eyes crinkling at the corners, deep lines at the edges of her
         mouth. “Jesus, I’m melting with the heat. What age are you?”
      

      
      “Sixteen,” I say.

      
      “Same age as our Sonya. Do you know her?”

      
      Sonya Walsh. Expelled from the Comp last June. I don’t want to know her.

      
      “I know her to see,” I say.

      
      Suddenly my aunt Linda bursts into the room, all breathy and perfumy. For once I’m delighted to see her. “Maeve, did she have
         it yet? I couldn’t get a babysitter – Tom’s in Madrid – and I just had to be here. Poor Fiona.”
      

      
      “She’s in the labour ward.” Vonnie is smiling at me and Linda, looking from one to the other, waiting for an introduction.

      
      “Linda, this—”

      
      “Anyway, I’m glad I’m here now. Did the scumbag family show up yet? I told your mother, Maeve, I told her straight out, ‘Fiona
         will grow out this, she’ll shun him in a while and that type won’t be bothered with custody or maintenance …’” Linda stops
         as she finally notices the look on my face.
      

      
      I don’t know what to do. Introductions would be pretty dumb after that little faux pas. But Vonnie doesn’t wait around for niceties. She roots in her huge handbag and takes out a new pack of Marlboro Lights
         and a silver lighter with tiny jewels inset in it. Then she stands up slowly and looks directly at Linda.
      

      
      
      “Don’t you know me?”

      
      Linda colours underneath her expensive Mac makeup. She shakes her head.

      
      “Funny, cos I know you. I remember when you were a small skinny thing who always smelt of piss. Married a big shot and lost
         your memory?”
      

      
      I smile to myself. Then she walks out of the room, leaving her daughter to mind her bag. The girl drops her eyes, examining
         her nails, peeling bits of pink polish from them.
      

      
      “Oh-oh, silly me,” says Linda. “I can’t remember her at all – your mother does but she’s older than me. Why didn’t you warn
         me, Maeve?”
      

      
      Maybe because you’re a motormouth, Linda. “Tried to.” I nod at her and then at the girl.

      
      Linda looks puzzled and then the penny finally drops. She puts her hand over her mouth and her eyes are two Os. “Sorry,” she
         whispers.
      

      
      I shrug. It’s no skin off my nose.

      
      “Listen, I’ve got a huge surprise!”

      
      She waits expectantly for my enthusiastic response. I shrug again.

      
      “Don’t you want to know?”

      
      I’m thinking, bought a new outfit/house/appliance/beauty treatment. Something that involves swiping a credit card. “What is
         it?”
      

      
      “I booked us all on a holiday.” She smiles at me, my mother’s younger sister, my aunt. I feel years older than her.

      
      “That’s lovely for you, when are you going?”

      
      “For all of us, Maeve. The two families. Tom is taking time off work and the boys will be on mid-term – Hallowe’en in Lanzarote.
         Fiona’s baby will be nearly two months and …”
      

      
      
      “I can’t go – exams.”

      
      She gives me her puzzled look, wrinkling her forehead and shaking her sleek bobbed hair. “You just did exams, Maeve.”

      
      “I’ll have more – I skipped Transition Year so I’m straight into Fifth.”

      
      Linda giggles. “It’ll be great, Maeve. Your mother could do with the break. I’ve booked a villa for the lot of us. We’ll have
         a wonderful time.”
      

      
      The girl coughs and Linda walks over to sit beside her. “What’s your name?” she says, patting a chubby legging-clad thigh.

      
      “Nicole,” she says, barely above a whisper. She keeps picking at her nails.

      
      “Are you excited? You’re going to be an auntie.”

      
      She nods, still not looking at either of us. Still examining her nails.

      
      Linda gives up being nice and opens her snake-print handbag. “Ta-da,” she says, handing me a white envelope. “I have one for
         Fiona too but I’ll hold off now until the baby’s born.”
      

      
      That would be an excellent idea – inappropriate to hand somebody in the throes of labour a Junior Cert congrats card. “Good
         idea,” I say. “Thanks for the card.”
      

      
      “No problem. We’re so proud of you – best result in the country your mother said.”

      
      “Nope – some guy on the Aran Islands beat me.”

      
      “Your dad would be so proud,” she says, her eyes filling. Linda’s eyes fill at the least thing so it’s no reflection on her
         love for Dad. In fact, Dad and Linda had little or nothing to say to each other.
      

      
      “Yeah. How are the boys?” I say, deftly changing the subject.

      
      
      Linda doesn’t even notice. “Wonderful. Oisin takes after you, a clever clogs, and Andrew’s full of beans.”

      
      I almost laugh out loud at this. Andrew’s mad. A six-year-old walking tsunami. And Oisin is weird, like the kid in The Omen weird, and he doesn’t take after me at all.
      

      
      “Did your mother tell you that we’ve applied for Oisin to go to the school for gifted children next summer?”

      
      The school for gifted children. Genius school. The worst thing I ever did in my life. “Are you sending him there?” I ask.

      
      Suddenly Big rushes in, his face wet with tears. “She’s had him – he’s fucking lovely. Where’s my mother?”

      
      I stall outside her room, waiting for the crowds to disperse. How many people are there in Big’s family? I peek through the
         square glass on the door and there’s so many bunches of balloons tied to Fiona’s bed that I imagine it’ll float away, off
         out of the window and across the Shannon. A nurse comes in and orders people out. They pass me without seeing me, planning
         a trip to the pub to celebrate. Mam and Linda are the last to come out.
      

      
      “Why didn’t you go in?” asks Mam.

      
      “Too many in there,” I reply, but it’s not the truth. The truth is that it’s always Fiona. It always has to be Fiona surrounded
         by people, being fussed over, being discussed, being centre stage. My head tells me I’m being childish, a big baby, needy.
      

      
      Mam looks at me like she knows what I’m thinking. “Go in and see your nephew,” she says. “Did you ring Cian?”

      
      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her that Cian doesn’t want to know. That Cian is mortified that his sister is having
         a baby, mortified that he will now be related to the Degeneration Family. “I forgot.”
      

      
      
      “I’ll ring him, Marie,” says Linda. “How’s he doing in college? Physics, if you don’t mind – we’re so proud of him. Tom says
         physics is a great area.”
      

      
      Mam nods agreement. A great area, like the best side of town.

      
      “We’re going for a coffee, Maeve. We’ll wait for you outside.”

      
      I look in the little window again. It frames my sister like a photograph. She’s sitting up in the bed, the baby wrapped tightly
         – a bullet of blue in her arms. She looks about eight and a childhood memory steals its way into my head. It’s Christmas morning
         and she’s clutching a baby doll, the ones that could wet and cry real tears. Dad and I are on the floor with my brand-new
         Star Wars Lego set, totally engrossed in constructing it. Fiona’s trying to talk to Dad, trying to show him her doll. He doesn’t hear
         her, doesn’t even see her, and she keeps calling him, pulling his sleeve. She doesn’t understand Dad. When he’s doing something,
         concentrating hard, he can’t hear anybody. She doesn’t get that, but I do and I want her to go away. I give her one of my
         looks, a glare, really, and it works. Off she goes with her doll. Off to Mam.
      

      
      I take a deep breath and open the door. “Hi.”

      
      She looks up, smiling, and when she sees it’s me the smile fades. “Oh, hi.”

      
      “Jesus, thanks for the big welcome.”

      
      She sighs and looks down at the baby again. I stand a bit away, feeling awkward. What do you say to your seventeen-year-old
         dumb sister when she’s just had a baby with a dumb scumbag? “Congratulations” seems all wrong. “Congratulations.”
      

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      
      Her tone is sulky and I bite back a smart comment, swallow it and count to ten.

      
      “Am … what are you going call it?” I’m still standing about three feet from the bed. I can see the top of the baby’s head,
         the hair dark wet and matted. There’s a tiny streak of blood in it and it looks like it’s been highlighted.
      

      
      “We haven’t decided on a name for him. We’re thinking of Harvey or Levi.”

      
      I swallow another smart comment, harder this time. “Nice names.”

      
      “I knew you’d be smart, knew you’d have to have a go.”

      
      “Jesus, Fiona, all I said was that the names were nice …”

      
      “It’s the way you say things, Maeve. It’s the way you say them.”

      
      “Oh … like using words?”

      
      “There you go again.”

      
      Silence now. I can hear the baby snuffling. Hospital sounds in the corridor. A toilet being flushed.

      
      “Let’s see him anyway,” I say eventually. I move towards her and she holds out the bundle. I sit on the edge of the bed, pull
         the soft blue blanket down from his face. And then the strangest thing in the world happens. He opens his eyes, fat slits,
         and his fists box the air and he smiles at me. A big, gummy, goofy smile.
      

      
      “He’s smiling, look at him, Fiona, he’s smiling at me.”

      
      “Wind. That’s what the nurse says.”

      
      “Can I hold him?”

      
      She nods. I take him in my arms, and he has the nicest smell in the world. I wonder why they don’t make perfume that smells
         like him – they’d make a fortune. He’s still air-boxing. I carry him to the window, his slit eyes looking up at me like I’m
         the most important and interesting thing in the whole world. Fiona’s baby doll never felt like this. Never felt like a tiny
         ball of energy and life, never looked at you like you were a new discovery in a science lab, never smelt so incredible. I
         touch his cheek, soft and downy. “Oh, my God, you’re gorgeous,” I whisper. “You’re gorgeous.”
      

      
      He stares at me like a wise old man, a fat Buddha, a slug, a beautiful, perfect slug. I almost expect him to say something
         to me.
      

      
      I look at Fiona but she’s fallen asleep, snoring lightly. I take him over to the chair and sit down, loving the weight of
         him in my arms. I stroke his face again, enjoying the width of his nose, how far apart his eyes seem to be, his tiny little
         mouth. His eyelids begin to droop. I can see dark spidery lashes through the fat. My heart is pounding and there’s something
         in my head that’s just there for no reason. Something I know that has no logic. No theory. No reason. I love him. I know it,
         like I know how to breathe.
      

      
      So we sit, me and him, his breathing rhythmic, eyes scrunched closed. I want to sit there and hold him all night. My phone
         buzzes in my pocket and Baby gives a startled jump in my arms, opens his eyes for a second and then dozes off again – like
         he knows I’m there to protect him.
      

      
      I jump as the door opens. Big and two of his pals arrive in, talking loudly. He shushes them when he sees that Fiona’s asleep.
         His friends, a boy and a girl, are holding hands. She’s so skinny that her hip bones stick out and her skin-tight white jeans
         look like they’re going to fall down. Her hair is long and straight and unbelievably blonde. The boy is dressed in “the uniform”.
         Same as Big but different colours. He’s tall – although anyone is tall in comparison to Big.
      

      
      
      Big doesn’t bother with niceties like hellos and introductions. “Give him over here,” he says, in a loud whisper. He takes
         the baby from me. “Feel the weight of him, Jay – seven pounds nine. He’s fucking huge, isn’t he? Here, hold him, go on, hold
         him.” Big plonks the baby into Jay’s skinny arms. Anger bubbles inside me.
      

      
      “Jesus, man he’s a ton, a bruiser,” says Jay.

      
      “He’s average. The average weight of a newborn baby in Western Europe is seven pounds seven ounces, so he’s not huge.” I’d
         it said before I could stop myself.
      

      
      The three of them look at me like I’m speaking Chinese.

      
      “Here, let me hold him,” says Blondie. “Aw, look at him. He’s a dote – he looks like my Holly, doesn’t he, Jay?”

      
      Blondie looks about twelve and I’m presuming that Holly isn’t a dog, a cat or a stuffed toy. Blondie is a mammy too. I wonder
         if Jay is the daddy but I haven’t the nerve to ask.
      

      
      “He’s dotey – I’d love another one.” Blondie lifts the baby to her face and kisses him on the cheek. “I love that smell, when
         they’re just born – I love it. Smell him, Jay.”
      

      
      They all take a whiff of the baby.

      
      “You have to see this, Jay – wait till I show you.” Big takes the baby and lays him on the bottom of the bed. He unwraps the
         blanket and starts to pop the fasteners on the pale lemon Babygro. Then he peels back the tabs holding the nappy in place.
         “There. Look at that, Jay – the biggest shlong you ever saw.”
      

      
      They all stare, and Blondie giggles, and I’m so angry now that I want to thump Big right in his stupid dumb face.

      
      “Look at that for a weapon – he got that from me, didn’t you, fella?”

      
      “He hardly got it from Fiona,” says Jay, and they laugh like it’s the best joke ever.

      
      
      Fiona stirs and opens her eyes. Blondie runs over and hugs her. “Well?” says Blondie.

      
      “I’m fuckin’ wrecked, Carrie,” she says, in her best put-on knacker accent. “I won’t be able to walk for a month.”

      
      “You won’t be able to do nothin’ else either,” says Blondie. They laugh, and then Fiona notices me sitting on the chair.

      
      I look at her, straight at her, and then I look at Big and Jay, cooing over the baby. Then I look Blondie up and down, from
         the top of her too-blonde head to her high-heels and Frenchmanicured toes. I look back to Fiona again and she’s glaring at
         me.
      

      
      “Are you still here?” she says.

      
      “Obviously. I haven’t quite mastered bi-location but I’m working on it.”

      
      She rolls her eyes at Carrie. Big rolls his eyes at Jay. I know Fiona wants me to leave and I know I should but I sit there
         anyway.
      

      
      “Did you pick out your buggy? I saw a lovely Mamas and Papas one, a BabyBoo thing, you know – Gwyneth Paltrow has one and
         Myleene Klass. I didn’t like the colour, though – burnt orange. That’d go out of fashion very fast …” Carrie is perched on
         the edge of the bed, her long thin legs crossed. She’s found a hairbrush in her bag and starts to brush Fiona’s hair. The
         conversation continues between them, Blondie doing Fiona’s hair, stopping every now and again, hairbrush in the air, to laugh
         or exclaim. They look like sisters. They act like sisters. I leave. Nobody notices.
      

   



      
      
      Three

      
      Mr Hynes smiles at me and shakes his head. “It doesn’t work like that, Maeve, and that’s exactly what I mean when I say that
         sometimes you miss the point.”
      

      
      “The point is that I deserved an A and I want it rechecked.”

      
      Mr Hynes leans back in his chair, arms locked together behind his neck. He smiles at me again and it makes him look young,
         like one of the boys in my class. He’s handsome in a Mr Darcy kind of way – old-fashioned, really. The girls in my class go
         weak at the knees over him but I can’t see why. He’s no Russell Brand.
      

      
      “Maeve, you’re very bright, scarily so. You can probably do anything you want at college. If you sat your Leaving Cert in
         the morning, you’d get a bucket load of points – I’ve no doubt about that …” He pushes his hands out in front of him, steepling
         them together and cracking his knuckles all at once. My brother Cian does that. A male thing, definitely.
      

      
      “I feel a ‘but’ coming, Mr Hynes.”

      
      “But – there it is, Maeve – English isn’t like other subjects. It’s not something you can learn. The cleverest person in the
         world might not be good at English. You can’t measure it the way you can maths or science.”
      

      
      “I know I did two excellent papers.”

      
      “True. I’d say you did.”

      
      “So I want a recheck. I want my A.”

      
      His grey-blue eyes bore into me as he says, “One question.”

      
      “OK.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Why? Because I should have had an A in English. It’s my best subject. I want … I’m better than, say, Ciara Long and she got
         an A. She can’t spell.”
      

      
      “No, that’s not what I mean. Why do you want your A? Why?”

      
      “I told you already.”

      
      “No, you didn’t. This is a different question. Why do you want your A?”

      
      I look down at my hands and shrug.

      
      “Think about that, Maeve.”

      
      Another little shrug from me.

      
      “Will you do something for me?” His eyes seek my face for the answer.

      
      If he asked Sophie or Ciara the same question I know what they’d say.

      
      “Sure.”

      
      “I know you like to write. Some of your work is excellent, very well constructed. Beginning, middle, end. I want you to forget
         all that. Forget everything you’ve ever read about how to write – and I know you’ve done your research, Maeve, because that’s
         how you operate …”
      

      
      “Is that a bad thing?”

      
      “Most of the time it’s a good thing. But with English, with writing, you can over-think it. I want you to write from the heart – the first thing that comes into your head, just write
         it. Forget about structure or what genre it is or if it’s poetry or prose or a bloody blog. Just write without thinking. Do
         you think you could do that?”
      

      
      I want to tell him it’s a ridiculous idea. That it’s just drivel and anybody could do that, write a pile of unstructured shite.

      
      “Well?”

      
      “I’ll do it. It can’t be too hard. But I don’t see how it’ll help me.”

      
      He smiles. “Listen, you’re a very talented girl, you know that. You’re the best student we’ve ever had in this school. Try
         this. See what happens. Do it over a few weeks and I’ll read it.” He pushes back his chair as if to get up and I know he wants
         to go home. The last of the students are leaving the building and an eerie quiet settles.
      

      
      “Hey, how’s Fiona doing?”

      
      “Fine.” I’m mortified at the mention of her. I have been since this whole pregnant thing started. When your sister’s parading
         around your school, her belly huge in her schooluniform skirt, her scumbag boyfriend waiting outside in his souped-up Honda
         Civic, you’ll be mortified too. I could feel my classmates looking at me sometimes like being dumb and pregnant is catching
         or a family trait.
      

      
      “A little boy, wasn’t it?”

      
      I nod.

      
      “Is she home yet from the hospital? You must be excited.”

      
      “Thrilled.”

      
      He looks at me strangely, picking up on the tiny note of sarcasm in my voice. I try to make amends. “She’s coming home today.”

      
      
      “How do you feel about it?”

      
      I give the shrug answer. How do I feel about it? I feel my sister is the thickest person I ever met in my life. I feel my
         mother indulges her. I feel we should bar Big and all belonging to him from our house, and definitely I feel he shouldn’t
         be left within an ass’s roar of that little baby. These aren’t even “feels” – they’re facts. Any intelligent person would
         know these things. But I can’t say any of this out loud.
      

      
      He gives me the funny look again. “Any time you need a chat just come to me. I remember being your age – most confusing time
         of my life.”
      

      
      I nod agreement. He’s wrong, though. It’s not confusing. “Frustrating” is a better word. It’s easy to work stuff out, make
         sense of it all. It’s frustrating watching other people, particularly the ones you live with, stumble around in a confused
         daze.
      

      
      Mark is waiting for me by the main exit. “Mmm – cosying up with Barry Hynes. Bit of a cliché, though, Maevis, falling for
         the teacher.”
      

      
      “Shut up, you,” I say, punching his arm.

      
      Mark is my best friend. We’ve known each other since we were in playgroup together. We tell each other everything.

      
      “Saw you on YouTube.” He grins at me, his gelled blond hair a work of art. He’s got a great face but he’s a little too funky
         for the girls in our year. Skinny jeans, tight T-shirts, weird taste in music.
      

      
      “I heard about it. Didn’t bother to look. How bad is it?”

      
      “Not too bad – you’re swaying a bit and mumbling, and there’s a small amount of drool involved …”

      
      “Bastard.”

      
      
      “What possessed you anyway?”

      
      “Ciara and Sophie texted and I decided here goes …”

      
      “A night out with the cretins – Jesus, I’d rather bleed from the eyes. That swan thing was weird, though, Maeve. You must
         have been freaked.”
      

      
      “I Googled it last night. Apparently people in other countries consider swan a delicacy and there are claims that our swan
         stock – our fish and fowl stock too – has dropped considerably since EU accession in 2004.”
      

      
      Mark bursts out laughing.

      
      “What?”

      
      He laughs harder, dropping his Rip Curl schoolbag on the ground. He’s holding his sides and it’s infectious. I grin at him.
         “What’s so funny?”
      

      
      “Two …” He goes into another laughing fit. “Two things. One, you are such a little information Hoover – and the way you deliver
         it, exactly like Miriam O’Callaghan …” More laughing.
      

      
      I thump his arm. “Wanker.”

      
      “A teenage Miriam O’Callaghan. And two, we have another thing to beat the foreigners over the head with – first our jobs,
         then our women, and now our swans …”
      

      
      Both of us crack up. We’re holding each other laughing and then Jamie Burke is standing right in front of me. He’s with Colin
         Ryan, a quiet, studious type, and another guy from sixth year. I feel my face turning red and I wish there was a way to control
         blushing. I’d spent a whole night on the Internet once hunting for a blushing antidote. No luck.
      

      
      Jamie has to step over our bags, dumped right in the middle of the footpath.

      
      
      “Hi,” he says, avoiding my eyes. Good: the enemy is scared and on the defensive.

      
      “Hi, Jamie, haven’t seen you for a couple of days – sick?” I say, in a bright, friendly voice.

      
      He mumbles something incoherent.

      
      The other two lads are talking to Mark, laughing and joking with him. But I can see Colin half-listening to the exchange between
         myself and Jamie. My face starts to burn bright red again and I wonder what Jamie’s been saying about that night. Telling
         all his mates I’m a slut, just like my sister.
      

      
      I look at Jamie – well, at his hair, really. I imagine I see little bits of pink stuff in the spiky gelled-up creation but
         it could be the sunlight.
      

      
      He mumbles something.

      
      “Sorry – what did you say?” I ask, dragging my eyes from his hair. The blushing has stopped for the time being.

      
      “Sorry. About the other night. Sorry. I was a bit … out of my head …” He walks away and the others follow, calling goodbye
         to the two of us.
      

      
      “What was that about, Maevis Ravis?”

      
      “What was what about?”

      
      “The little tête-à-tête with Mr Burke, rugby stud?”

      
      “Nothing. And why were you spying on me?”

      
      Mark grins, his hair bouncy and shiny in the sun. “Touchy, Maeve. Methinks the fair lady likes the rugby stud.” I try to hit
         him but he ducks and grabs his bag from the ground. “Let’s go – I’m starving and there’s a Rustler in the fridge with my name
         on it.”
      

      
      Mark’s parents both work – no, they both have “careers”. He’s an only child – spoilt rotten but the food isn’t great.

      
      “Hey, Fiona’s coming home today.” We walk towards Dooradoyle, the Friday traffic beside us a continuous snake of noise.
      

      
      “I know.”

      
      “How do you know?”

      
      Mark slings his bag over his other shoulder. “That’d be telling you.”

      
      “How do you know?”

      
      “Big rang me last night – asked me to come wet the baby’s head. A nice glass of wine or a refreshing cocktail …”

      
      I snort with laughter. “Yeah, right – down by the canal. That lovely al fresco bar he frequents?”

      
      “I was talking to your brother.”

      
      “Cian doesn’t talk.”

      
      “On MSN, you eejit. And you’re wrong. Cian has a lot to say for himself.”

      
      “Not the Cian I know. So what were ye talking about? Physics? The Big Bang?”

      
      “Music mostly, and college and being an uncle.”

      
      “Jesus, we must try that at home – MSN with him instead of real conversation.”

      
      “Anyway, Brainbox, back to my original question. What were you discussing with Mr Hynes?”

      
      “Philosophy. Feelings. Pregnancy. Writing drivel – the usual boring old stuff.”

      
      Mark laughs.

      
      “So, are you calling over tonight?” I ask him.

      
      “Absolutely – wouldn’t miss it for the world. Did they give him a name yet?”

      
      We’re just turning into my avenue. I stop, drop my bag and grab his hands. His long-gelled fringe covers one side of his face and his lips are so red it looks like he’s wearing gloss. He smells of almonds.
      

      
      “Guess.” I grin at him.

      
      “You are one bitch, Brainbox. OK – Tyrone? Stevie G?”

      
      “Try harder, fool.”

      
      “Let’s see. Am … Joshua, Kelvin, Ronaldo, Richard …”

      
      “Richard? Be serious, Mark, please.”

      
      “Just tell me, Maevis. We could be here all night.”

      
      “Harvey Levi Gerard Hogan.”

      
      “Gerard?”

      
      “After my dad.”

      
      “Harvey Levi?”

      
      “No idea. Top names in Now magazine?”
      

      
      “What’s he like?” Mark takes a pack of cigarettes out of his trouser pocket and lights one up. I love the way Mark smokes.
         The way he tilts his head to the side as he holds the lighter to the cigarette, then dips it the other way. It’s graceful,
         like ballet. And I love the smell, but only off him. Fiona smokes and the smell turns my stomach. She smoked her way through
         her pregnancy, lying to Mam and me about it but the stink from her clothes would have knocked you. I’m surprised Harvey wasn’t
         born with emphysema.
      

      
      Mark holds the fag up to his lips and takes a long drag. “Well?”

      
      “He’s grand. He’s a baby – you know – wrinkly, baldy, pink.”

      
      “Imagine Fiona has a
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