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 One

Jennifer O’Connell led her brothers onto the
mud path which was their usual shortcut across the field. The
ground was dry and cracked from the sun, and the air smelled of cut
grass. Behind her, Martin, the older of her brothers, sneezed.

Jennifer turned and backhanded him across
the face.

After a month, she was sick of his hayfever.
This was the first year he’d had it and, as far as Jennifer was
concerned, it better be his last.

Martin touched his cheek and gave Jennifer a
dirty look, but said nothing.

Since turning eleven, he’d grown taller than
her, stretching every day. Even his brown hair had become long. But
at thirteen, Jennifer still had authority based on age.

Paul, the nine-year-old, traipsed silently
behind them like a little duckling.

They were all dressed in their secondhand
school uniforms. Grey trousers, grey jumpers, and white shirts.
Jennifer’s clothes didn’t even fit. Only her handbag, made of pink
canvas and brown leather, brought her any pleasure. And she’d had
to shoplift that.

She straightened her back, checked that her
dark ponytail was still tight, and continued across the field,
ignoring the roar of a ride-on-mower. The machine, on the other
side of the field, looked like a small tractor. Blue paint was
flaking off its body and she could see dirt caked around the
wheels.

The field was in the rough shape of a
diamond, bordered on all sides by walls at the back of suburban
gardens. There was nothing in the field but grass and a few
sad-looking birch trees growing close to the wall. A concrete path
meandered pointlessly along one side of the field. Hence the
shortcut.

Jennifer could see her bedroom window from
here but they couldn’t get into the house from the back. They had
to pass down a lane between two houses, then walk up Elm Drive to
reach the front.

The mower turned and began to move towards
the children. Jennifer caught sight of the driver. He was a big,
meaty guy with earmuffs that sank into his hair. A cigarette stuck
out of his beard.

“He’s coming this way,” Martin said, and
snorted snot up his nose. “We should move.”

Jennifer shielded her eyes from the sun.
“Are you kidding me?”

Her brother was such a chicken. Just a big,
lanky chicken.

Jennifer took out her packet of gum and
folded a stick into her mouth. Sometimes gum helped take the edge
off her hunger. There had been times when she thought she’d go mad
from thinking about food. These days, if she got really hungry, she
stole something to eat.

The mower got closer.

“We should step aside,” Martin said.

Even over the engine noise, Jennifer could
hear the fear in his voice. It made her want to hit him again.

Paul didn’t say a word.

The mower had nearly reached them.
Jennifer’s eardrums felt like they were about to explode. She could
hardly see a thing with the sun in her eyes.

“Get out of the way, you little bastards!”
the man on the mower roared.

The cigarette flapped up and down when he
spoke.

Jennifer ignored him.

She kept walking.

Inside her itchy polyester trousers, her
legs were thin as sticks. The mower could crush her so easily. The
driver wouldn’t even feel a bump if he hit her.

Martin jogged towards the path while Paul’s
gaze shifted uncertainly between his brother and his sister.

Jennifer chewed her gum and kept
walking.

The mower kept coming.

The engine roar grew louder. At the last
second, the driver veered to the side.

“Stupid brats,” he shouted.

Jennifer showed him her middle finger. He
stared at it like he’d never seen one before. Then he brought his
machine to a halt and jumped down to the ground. His belly wobbled
as he stormed over to her.

“What was that?” he shouted.

Jennifer said nothing. She saw a woman
emerge from the lane between the houses. She was pushing a buggy
and juggling a coffee and a phone.

Mower Man said, “You kids get off the
grass.”

“Up yours,” Jennifer said.

The guy’s face turned a shade pinker. “The
hell did you just say to me?”

He stepped closer, grabbed Jennifer by her
shoulder, his fingers digging into her flesh.

Jennifer screamed as loud as she could. A
high-pitched shriek that she reserved for moments like this. Mower
Man let go of her at once and took a step back. He glanced at the
lady across the field. She was staring at him hard.

Mower Man muttered something which sounded a
lot like, Fuck you all anyway, then walked back to his
machine and got on. He drove away without looking back.

Jennifer continued walking. Paul followed.
Martin fell in behind them. He sneezed again and this time he shot
his sister a wary look.
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At the moment, home was a two-storey house,
its walls covered in white plaster, its roof covered in blood-red
tiles. It had a room for their mother, Val, one for Jennifer, and
another for the boys. There was a patch of dead grass at the front
and a thriving weed-garden at the back. It was the nicest place
they’d lived all year.

Val was passed out on the leather couch in
the sitting room. An episode of some soap opera played silently on
the TV. A half-empty glass of white wine sat on the table next to
the couch. A five-litre wine box sat on the carpet, making refills
easy.

This was pretty much typical of how Val had
been since Dad went to prison. Jennifer called him Dad, but
Val was never Mom. Now Val was all they had. Pity. Jennifer
always preferred her father.

“I’m hungry,” Paul whispered.

Jennifer led him and Martin into the
kitchen. This place had a big fridge-freezer. She found a pepperoni
pizza in there – which was a minor miracle – and put it in the
oven.

Bob, the guy who owned the place, had a
fiancé but he liked to come by and see Val at the weekend. She
didn’t have much to do the rest of the week, though she said she
was looking for a job. Jennifer wouldn’t have trusted Val to clean
a toilet, so she wasn’t holding her breath that anyone else would
either. In any case, Bob seemed happy enough letting them stay in
the house for now.

The three O’Connell kids were silent while
they waited for the oven to heat.

Jennifer decided they’d go back to the field
later, and she’d stuff grass into Martin’s mouth and nose. Then
he’d think twice before making her look bad in front of anyone ever
again.
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Val woke up while the kids were eating
dinner around the kitchen table. Jennifer heard her yawn and
stretch in the sitting room. Maybe the pepperoni smell of the pizza
had wafted to the next room. Jennifer started chewing faster. It
would be just like Val to want a slice.

Jennifer had divided the pizza in six. She’d
kept two slices for herself, given Paul two, and let Martin have
one. She’d dropped Martin’s second slice into the bin while he
watched. Would he be hungry enough to eat it from the bin? That
kind of question had always fascinated her.

And Martin did. He pulled the pizza slice
out of the bin, gave it a quick wipe with the back of his hand, and
then devoured it greedily.

“I’m still starving,” Martin said after
swallowing it.

“You can have some of mine,” Paul said. He
always ate slowly.

Jennifer shook her head. “No, he can’t.
Martin made his choice in the field. He chose to run away.”

Martin scowled.

Once she was an adult, Jennifer would earn a
lot of money, and be able to eat as many pizzas as she wanted, and
she’d never share with anyone again.

“I hate you,” Martin said, just as Val
appeared in the doorway. Her dressing gown hung open, showing a
peach-coloured camisole underneath.

“Hey,” Val said. “When did you all get
home?”

“Could you put your tits away?” Jennifer
said.

Val glared at her. “Don’t be a
smartass.”

“I suppose Bob is coming tonight?” Jennifer
said.

It was a Friday, and that was his usual
evening. His fiancé was a waitress and she always worked a late
shift on Fridays.

“Oh, shit. That’s right. I need to have a
shower. You guys make yourself scarce when Bob gets here. The last
time, he said you guys were too noisy.”

Jennifer remembered. They’d been making a
racket because they couldn’t stand the dying-pig sound of Val and
Bob having sex.

“Don’t worry.” Jennifer said. “We’ll go
out.”
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