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Dedication

For Marianne who moves so silently but causes a right clatter.

For my readers thank you for trusting me.
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CHAPTER ONE
Field of Buds

They say a story loses something with each telling. If that is the case, this story has lost nothing, for its the first time its been told.

This story is one for which some people will have to suspend their disbelief. If I wasnt me and this wasnt happening to me, I would be one of those people.

Many wont struggle to believe it, though, for their minds have been opened; unlocked by whatever kind of key causes people to believe. Those people are either born that way or, as babies, when their minds are like little buds, they are nurtured until their petals slowly open and prepare for the very nature of life to feed them. As the rain falls and the sun shines, they grow, grow, grow; minds so open, they go through life aware and accepting, seeing light where theres dark, seeing possibility in dead ends, tasting victory as others spit out failure, questioning when others accept. Just a little less jaded, a little less cynical. A little less likely to throw in the towel. Some peoples minds open later in life, through tragedy or triumph. Either thing acting as the key to unlatch and lift the lid on that know-it-all box, to  accept the unknown, to say goodbye to pragmatism and straight lines.

But then there are those whose minds are merely a bouquet of stalks, which bud as they learn new informationa new bud for a new factbut yet they never open, never flourish. They are the people of capital letters and full stops, but never of question marks and ellipses

My parents were those kinds of people. The know-it-all kind. The if its not in a book or I havent heard it anywhere before then dont be ridiculous kind. Straight thinkers with heads filled with the most beautifully coloured buds, so neatly manicured and so sweetly scented but which never opened, were never light or dainty enough to dance in the breeze; upright and rigid, so matter-of-fact, they were buds till the day they died.

Well, my mother isnt dead.

Not yet. Not medically, but if she is not dead, she is certainly not living. Shes like a walking corpse that hums every once in a while as though testing herself to see if shes still alive. From far away youd think shes fine. But up close and you can see that the bright pink lipstick is a touch uneven, her eyes are tired and soulless, like one of those TV show houses on studio lotsall façade, nothing of substance behind. She moves around the house, drifting from room to room in a dressing gown with loosely flapping bell sleeves, as though shes a southern belle on a mansion ranch in Gone with the Wind, worrying about worrying about it all tomorrow. Despite her graceful swanlike room-to-room drifts, shes kicking furiously beneath the surface, thrashing around trying to keep her head up, flashing us the occasional panicked smile to let us know shes still here, though it does nothing to convince us.

Oh, I dont blame her. What a luxury it must be to disappear  as she has, leaving everyone else to sweep up the mess and salvage whatever fragments of life are left.

I havent told you a thing yet, you must be very confused.

My name is Tamara Goodwin. Goodwin. One of those awful phrases I despise. Its either a win or its not. Like bad loss, hot sun, or very dead. Two words that come together unnecessarily to say whatever could be said solely by the second. Sometimes when telling people my name I drop a syllable: Tamara Good, which is ironic as Ive never been anything of the sort, or Tamara Win, which mockingly suggests good luck that just isnt so.

Im sixteen years old, or so they tell me. I question my age now because I feel twice it. At fourteen, I felt fourteen. I acted eleven and wanted to be eighteen. But in the past few months Ive aged a few years. Is that possible? Closed buds would shake their heads no, opened minds would say possibly. Anything is possible, they would say. Well, its not. Anything is not.

It is not possible to bring my dad back to life. I tried, when I found him lying dead on the floor of his officevery dead, in factblue in the face, with an empty pill container by his side and an empty bottle of whisky on the desk. I didnt know what I was doing but I pressed my lips to his regardless, and pumped up and down on his chest furiously. That didnt work.

Nor did it work when my mother dived on his coffin at the graveyard during his burial and started howling and clawing at the varnished wood as he was lowered into the groundwhich, by the way, was rather patronisingly covered by fake green grass as though trying to fool us it wasnt the maggoty soil he was being lowered into for the rest of eternity. Though I admire Mum for trying, her breakdown at the grave didnt bring him back.

Nor did the endless stories about my dad that were shared  at the do afterwards during the Who Knows George Best storytelling competition, where friends and family had their fingers on the buzzers, ready to jump in with, You think thats funny, wait till you hear this One time George and I, Ill never forget the time George said All were so eager, they ended up talking over one another, and spilling tears and red wine on Mums new Persian rug. They tried their best, you could tell, and in a way he was almost in the room, but their stories didnt bring him back.

Nor did it work when Mum discovered Dads personal finances were about as healthy as he. He was bankrupt; the bank had already put in place the repossession of our house and all the other properties he owned, which left Mum to sell everythingeverythingthat we owned to pay back the debts. He didnt come back to help us then either. So I knew then that he was gone. He was really gone. I figured if he was going to let us go through all of that on our ownlet me blow air into his dead body, let Mum scratch at his coffin in front of everybody, and then watch us be stripped of everything wed ever owned, I was pretty sure he was gone for good.

It was good thinking on his part not to stick around for it all. It was all as awful and as humiliating as Im sure he feared.

If my parents had flowering buds, then maybe, just maybe, they could have avoided all that. But they didnt. There was no light at the end of that tunnel, and if ever there was, it was an oncoming train. There were no other possibilities, no other ways of doing things. They were practical, and there was no practical solution. Only faith and hope and some sort of belief could have seen my father through it. But he didnt have any of that, and so when he did what he did, he effectively pulled us all into that grave with him.

It intrigues me how death, so dark and final, can shine a  light on the character of a person. The lovely stories I heard about Dad during those weeks were endless and touching. They were comforting and I liked getting lost in those tales, but to be perfectly honest, I doubted if they were true. Dad wasnt a nice man. I loved him, of course, but I know he wasnt a good man. He and I rarely spoke and when we did, it was to argue over something, or he was giving me money to get rid of me. He was prickly, snapped often, had a temper that flared easily, he forced his opinions on others and was rather arrogant. He made people feel uncomfortable, inferior, and he enjoyed that. He would send his steak back three or four times in a restaurant just to watch the waiter sweat. He would order the most expensive bottle of wine and then claim it was corked just to annoy the restaurateur. He would complain to the police about noise levels of house parties on our street that we couldnt even hear, and hed have them shut down just because we werent invited.

I didnt say any of this at his funeral or at the little party at our house afterwards. In fact, I didnt say anything at all. I drank a bottle of red wine all by myself and ended up vomiting on the floor by Dads desk where hed died. Mum found me there and slapped me across the face. She said Id ruined it. I wasnt sure if she meant the rug or Dads memory, but either way I was pretty sure that hed fucked both of them up all by himself.

Im not just heaping all the hate on my dad here. I was a horrible person. I was the worst possible daughter. They gave me everything and I rarely said thank you. Or if I said it, I dont think I ever meant it. I dont actually think that I knew what it meant. Thank you is a sign of appreciation. Mum and Dad continually told me about the starving babies in Africa, as if that was a way to make me appreciate anything. Looking back on it, I realise the best way to  make me appreciate anything was probably not to have given me everything.

We lived in a seven thousand square foot, six-bedroom contemporary mansion with a swimming pool and tennis court and a private beach in Killiney, County Dublin, in Ireland. My room was on the opposite side of the house to my parents and it had a balcony overlooking the beach that I dont think I ever looked out at. It had an en suite with a shower and Jacuzzi bath, with a plasma TVTileVision, to be precisein the wall above the bath. Id a wardrobe full of designer handbags, a computer, a PlayStation and a four-poster bed. Lucky me.

Now another truth: I was a nightmare daughter. I was rude, I answered back, I expected everything and, even worse, I thought I deserved everything just because everybody else I knew had them. It didnt occur to me for one moment that they didnt particularly deserve them either.

I figured out a way to escape my bedroom at night and sneak outside to meet with my friends; a climb from my bedroom balcony and down the piping, onto the roof of the swimming pool, then a few easy steps to the ground. There was an area on our private beach where my friends and I went drinking. The girls mostly drank Dolly Mixtures: the contents of our parents drinks cabinets all in one plastic bottle. That way if we took a few inches from each bottle they wouldnt suspect anything. The guys drank whatever cider they could get their hands on. They also had whichever girl they could get their hands on. That person was mostly me. There was a boy, Fiachrá, who I stole from my best friend Zoey, whose dad was a famous actor and soIll be honestjust because of that I used to let him put his hand up my skirt for about a half-hour every night. I figured that one day Id get to meet his dad. But I never did.

My parents felt it was important for me to see the world and how other people live. They kept telling me how fortunate I was living in my big house by the sea, and so to help me appreciate the world, we spent our summers in our villa in Marbella, Christmas in our Verbier chalet and Easter in the New York Ritz, on a shopping trip. There was a pink convertible Mini Cooper with my name on it waiting for me for my seventeenth birthday, and a friend of my dads, who had a recording studio, was waiting to hear me sing and possibly sign me up. Though after I felt his hand on my arse, I never wanted to spend a moment alone in a room with him. Not even to be famous.

Mum and Dad attended charity functions throughout the year. Mum would spend more money on her dresses than the tables cost, and twice a year shed pass on the impulse buys she never wore to her sister-in-law, Rosaleen, who lived down in the countryin case Rosaleen ever felt the need to milk cows in a Pucci sundress.

I know nownow that were out of the world we once lived inthat we werent very nice people. I think somewhere beneath the nonresponsive surface of my mother that she knows it too. We werent evil people, we just werent nice. We didnt offer anything to anybody in the world but we took an awful lot.

But, we didnt deserve this.

Before, Id never think of tomorrow. I lived in the now. I wanted this now, I wanted that now. The last time I saw my father I shouted at him and told him I hated him and then I slammed the door in his face. I never took a step back, or a step outside of my little world to think about what on earth I was doing or saying, and how it was hurting anybody else. I told Dad I never wanted to see him again, and I never did. I never thought about the next day or about the possibility  that they would be my final words to him and that that would be my final moment with him. Thats a lot to have to deal with. I have a lot to forgive myself for. Its taking time.

But now, because of Dads death and because of the thing I have yet to share with you, I have no choice but to think of tomorrow and all the people that tomorrow affects. Now, Im glad when I wake up in the morning that there is one.

I lost my dad. He lost his tomorrows and I lost all the tomorrows with him. You could say that now, I appreciate them when they come. Now, I want to make them the best they can possibly be.





CHAPTER TWO
Two Bluebottles

In order for ants to find the safest route to food, one goes out on its own. When that lone ant has found the path, it leaves a chemical trail for the others to follow. When you stamp on a line of ants or, less psychotically, if you interfere in their chemical trail in any way, it drives them crazy. The ones that have been left behind crawl around frantically in panic, trying to regain the trail. I like watching them at first totally disoriented, running around bumping into one another while trying to figure out which way to go, then regrouping, reorganising, and eventually crossing the pathway back in their straight line as if nothing had ever happened.

Their panic reminds me of Mum and I. Somebody broke our line, took out our leader, ruined our trail and our lives descended into utter chaos. I thinkI hopethat with time, well find the right way to go again. It takes one to lead the rest. I think, seeing as Mum is sitting this one out, that its up to me to go out front alone.

I was watching a bluebottle yesterday. In an effort to escape the living room, he kept flying against the window, hitting his head against the glass over and over. Then he stopped  launching himself at it like a missile and stuck to one little windowpane, buzzing about like he was having a panic attack. It was frustrating to watch, especially because if hed just flown up a little bit higher towards the top of the window, hed have been free. But he just kept doing the same thing over and over again. I could imagine his frustration of being able to see the trees, the flowers, the sky, yet not being able to get to them. I tried to help him a few times, to guide him towards the open window, but he flew away from me around the room. Hed eventually come back to the same window and I could almost hear him: Well, this is the way I came in

I wonder if my watching him from the armchair is what its like to be God, if there is a God. He sits back and sees the big picture, just as I could see that if the bluebottle just moved up the window to the top, then hed be free. He wasnt really trapped at all, he was just looking in the wrong place. I wonder if God can see a way out for me and Mum. If I can see the open window for the fly, God can see the tomorrows for me and Mum. That idea brings me comfort. Well, it did, until I left the room and returned a few hours later to see a dead bluebottle on the windowsill. It may not have been him, but stillThen, to show you where my mind is right now, I started cryingThen I got mad at God because in my head the death of that bluebottle meant Mum and I might never find our way out of this mess. What good is it being so far back you can see everything and yet not do anything to help?

Then I realised that I was the god on this occasion. I had tried to help the bluebottle, but it wouldnt let me. And then I felt sorry for God because I understood his frustration. Sometimes when people offer a helping hand, it gets pushed away. People always want to help themselves first.

I never used to think about these things before; God, bluebottles, ants. Id rather have been caught dead than be seen sitting in an armchair with a book in my hand and staring at a dirty fly tapping against a window on a Saturday. Maybe thats what Dad had thought in his final moments: Id rather be caught dead here in my study than go through the humiliation of having everything taken from me.

My Saturdays used to be spent in Topshop with my friends, trying on absolutely everything and laughing nervously while Zoey stuffed as many accessories down her pants as she could manage before leaving the store. If we werent in Topshop wed spend the day sitting in Starbucks having a grande gingersnap latte and banana honey muffin. Im sure thats what theyre all doing now.

I havent heard from anyone since the first week I got here, except a text from Laura before my phone was cut off, filling me on all the gossip, the biggest of all being that Zoey and Fiachrá got back together and did it in Zoeys house when her parents were away in Monte Carlo for the weekend. Her dad has a gambling problem, which Zoey and the rest of us loved because it meant when we all stayed over at her house, her parents would come home much later than everybody elses. Anyway, apparently Zoey said that sex with Fiachrá hurt worse than the time the lesbian from the Sutton hockey team hit her between the legs with the stick, which was really bad, believe meI sawand she isnt in a rush to do it again. Meanwhile Laura told me not to tell anyone but she was meeting Fiachrá at the weekend to do it. She hopes I dont mind and please dont tell Zoey. As if I could tell anyone if I wanted to, where I am.

Where I am. I havent told you that yet, have I? Ive mentioned my mums sister-in-law, Rosaleen, already. Shes the one my mum used to empty her wardrobe of all her  unworn impulse buys for and send them down in black sacks with the tags still on. Rosaleens married to my uncle Arthur, who is my mums brother. They live in a gatehouse in the country in a place called Meath in the middle of nowhere with hardly anybody else around. We visited them only a few times in my life and I was always bored to death. It took us an hour and fifteen minutes to get there and the build-up was always a let down. I thought they were hicks in the middle of the sticks. I used to call them the Deliverance Duo. Thats the only time I remember Dad laughing at one of my jokes. He never came with us when we visited Rosaleen and Arthur. I dont think they ever had an argument or anything, but like penguins and polar bears, they were just too far apart ever to be able to spend any time near one another. Anyway, thats where we live now. In the gatehouse with the Deliverance Duo.

Its a sweet house, a quarter the size of our old one which is no bad thing, and it reminds me of the one in Hansel and Gretel. Its built from limestone and the wood around the windows and roof is painted olive green. There are three bedrooms upstairs and a kitchen and a living room downstairs. Mum has an en suite but Rosaleen, Arthur and I all share a bathroom on the second floor. Used to having my own bathroom, I think this is gross, particularly when I have to go in there after my uncle Arthur and his newspaper-reading session. Rosaleen is a neat freak, obsessively tidy; she never ever sits down. Shes always moving things, cleaning things, spraying chemicals in the air, and saying stuff about God and his will. I said to her once that I hoped Gods will was better than the one Dad left behind for us. She looked at me horrified and scuttled off to dust somewhere else.

Rosaleen has the depth of a shot glass. Everything she talks about is totally irrelevant, unnecessary. The weather. The sad  news about a poor person on the other side of the world. Her friend down the road who has broken her arm, or who has a father with two months to live, or somebodys daughter who married a dick who is leaving her with her second child. Everything is doom and gloom and followed by some sort of utterance about God, like, God love them, or God is gracious, or Let God be good to them. Not that I talk about anything important, but if I ever try to discuss those things in more detail, like get to the root of the problem, Rosaleen is totally incapable of carrying on. She only wants to talk about the sad problem, shes not interested in talking about why it happened, nor in the solution. She shushes me with her God phrases, makes me feel like Im speaking out of turn or as though Im so young I couldnt possibly take the reality. I think its the other way around. I think she brings things up so that she doesnt feel like shes avoiding them, and once theyre out of the way, she doesnt talk about them ever again.

I think Ive heard my uncle Arthur speak about five words in my life. Its as though Mum has gone through her life speaking for both of themnot that he would have shared her views on anything she said. Arthur speaks more than Mum these days. He has an entire language of his own, which Ive slowly but surely learned to decipher. He speaks in grunts, nods and snot-snorts; a kind of mucous inhale, which is something he does when he disagrees with something. A mere, Ah, and a throw back of the head means hes not bothered by something. For example, here is how a typical breakfast-time would go.

Arthur and I are sitting at the kitchen table and Rosaleen as usual is buzzing about the place with crockery piled with toast, and little dishes of home-made jam, honey and marmalade. The radio, as usual, is blaring so loudly I can hear every word the presenter is saying from my bedroom;  some annoying miserable man talking in monotone about the terrible things happening in the world. And so Rosaleen comes to the table with the teapot.

Tea, Arthur?

Arthur throws back his head like a horse trying to rid his mane of a fly. He wants tea.

And the man on the radio talks about how another factory in Ireland has closed and one hundred people are losing their jobs.

Arthur inhales and a load of mucus is sucked up through his nose and then down his throat. He doesnt like this.

Rosaleen appears at the table with another plate of toast piled high. Oh, isnt that terrible, God love their families. And the little ones now with their daddys out of work.

Their mothers too, you know, I say, taking a slice of toast.

Rosaleen watches me bite into the toast and her green eyes widen as I chew. She always watches me eat and it freaks me out. Its as though she is the witch from Hansel and Gretel, watching for me to become plump enough so that she can throw me into the Aga with my hands tied behind my back and an apple stuffed in my gob. I wouldnt mind an apple. It would be the fewest calories shed ever given me.

I swallow whats in my mouth and put the rest of my toast down on my plate.

She leaves again, disappointed.

On the news they talk about some new government tax increase and Arthur inhales more mucus. If he hears any more bad news, hell have no room for his breakfast with all that mucus. Hes only in his forties but he looks and acts older. From the shoulders up he reminds me of a king prawn, always bent over something, whether its his food or his work.

Rosaleen returns with a plate of Irish breakfast enough to  feed all the children of the one hundred factory workers who have just lost their jobs.

Arthur throws his head back again. Hes happy about this.

Rosaleen stands beside me and pours me tea. Id love nothing more than a gingersnap lattÉ but I tip the milk into the strong tea and sip it all the same. Her eyes watch me and dont look away till I swallow.

I dont know how old Rosaleen is exactly but Im guessing somewhere in her early-to-mid-forties, and if this makes sense, Im sure whatever age she really is, she looks ten years older. She looks like shes from the 1940s in her floral tea dresses buttoned down the middle, with a slip underneath. My mum never wore slips; she barely wore underwear. Rosaleen has mouse-brown hair, always worn down, parted sharply in the centre of her head, revealing grey roots, and its short, to her chin. She always tucks her hair behind both ears, pink little mouse ears peeping out. She never wears earrings. Or makeup. She always wears a gold crucifix on a thin gold chain around her neck. Shes the kind of woman that my friend Zoey would say looks like shes never had an orgasm in her life and I wonder, while cutting the fat off the bacon and as Rosaleens eyes widen at me doing this, if Zoey had an orgasm when she did it with Fiachrá. Then I visualised the damage the hockey stick did to her and I instantly doubted it.

Across the road from the gatehouse is a bungalow. I have no idea who lives in it but Rosaleen pops back and forth every day with little parcels of food. Two miles down the road is a post office, which is operated from somebodys house, and across the road from that is the smallest school Ive ever seen, which unlike my school at home, which has activities every hour throughout the year, is completely empty during the summer. I asked if there were any yoga classes or anything in it and Rosaleen told me shed show me how to make  yoghurt herself. She seemed so happy that I couldnt correct her. In the first week I watched her make strawberry yoghurt. In the second week, I was still eating it.

The gatehouse that is Arthur and Rosaleens house once protected the side entrance to Kilsaney Castle in the 1700s. The castles main entrance has a disused scary-looking gothic entrance that I imagine I see severed heads hanging out of every time we pass. The castle was built as a towered fortification of the Norman Palethat was the area with Norman and English control in the East of Ireland, established after Strongbow invadedsometime between 1100 and 1200, which, when you think about it, is a bit vague. Its the difference between me or my half-human, half-robot great-great-great-great-grandchildren building something. Anyway, it was built for a Norman warlord, so thats why I think of the severed heads, because they did that, didnt they?

The area its in is called County Meath. It used to be East Meath and, along with Westmeathsurprise surpriseit made up a separate and fifth province in Ireland, which was the territory of the High King. The former seat of the High Kings, the Hill of Tara, is only a few kilometres away. Its in the news all the time now because theyre building a motorway nearby. We had to debate it in school a few months ago. I was for the motorway being built because I thought the King would have liked to have one in his day, as it would have made it easier for him to get to his office instead of having to go through shitty fields. Imagine the filth on his sandals. I also said it would be more accessible for tourists. They could drive right up to it or take photographs from open-top buses going one hundred and twenty kilometres on the motorway. I was only taking the piss, but our substitute teacher went crazy, thinking I actually meant it, because she was on a  committee to try and prevent the motorway being built. Its so easy to give substitute teachers nervous breakdowns. Especially the ones who believe they can do some good for the students. I told you, I was nasty.

After the Norman psycho, various lords and ladies lived in the castle. They built on stables and outhouses around the place. Controversially one lord even converted to Catholicism after marrying a Catholic, and built a chapel as a treat for the family. Me and Mum got a swimming pool as our treat, but each to their own. The demesne is surrounded by a famine wall, which was a project to provide work for the starving during the potato famine. It runs right along Arthur and Rosaleens garden and house, and creeps me out every time I see it. If Rosaleen had ever visited our house for dinner shed probably have started building a wall around us, because none of us eats carbs. At least, we never used to eat carbs, now Im eating so much I could fuel all the factories theyre closing down.

Kilsaney descendants continued to live in the castle until the 1920s, when some arsonists didnt get the memo that the inhabitants were Catholic and they burned them out. After that they could only live in a small section of the castle because they couldnt afford to fix it up and heat it, and then they eventually moved out in the nineties. I dont know who owns it now but its fallen into disrepair: no roof, fallen-down walls, no stairs, you get the idea. Theres loads of stuff growing inside it and whatever else that scutters around. I learned all that while I was doing a project on it for school. Mum suggested I stay with Rosaleen and Arthur for the weekend and do some research. She and Dad had the biggest fight Id ever seen or heard that day, and Dad became even more crazy when she suggested I go away. The atmosphere was so bad that I was happy to leave them. Plus, Mum trying to get me  to leave the house really pissed Dad off, and so feeling it was my duty as a daughter to make his life hell, I merely obliged. But as soon as I got there, I wasnt really interested in snooping around and finding out the history of the place. I just about managed to stay with Rosaleen and Arthur for lunch, and then went to the toilet to call my Filipino nanny, Maewho weve since had to send back homeand made her collect me and bring me home. I told Rosaleen I had stomach cramps and tried not to laugh when she asked me if I thought it was the apple pie.

I ended up taking an essay about the castle from the internet. I was called to the principals office and she failed me for plagarism, which was ridiculous because Zoey did her project on Malahide Castle, stole everything from the internet, changed a few words and dates around, got the words and dates wrong to make it look like she didnt copy it, and she still got a higher score than me. Wheres the justice in that?

Surrounding the castle is one hundred acres of land. Arthur is the groundskeeper here and, with one hundred acres to look after, hes out first thing in the morning and back at five thirty on the button, as dirty as a coal miner. He never complains, he never groans about the weather, he just gets up, eats his breakfast while deafening himself with the radio, and then goes out to work. Rosaleen gives him a flask of tea and a few sandwiches to keep him going and he rarely comes back, except to get something from the garage that he forgot, or to go to the toilet. Hes a simple man only I dont really believe that. Nobody who says as little as he does, is as simple as youd think. It takes a lot to not say a lot, because when youre not talking, youre thinking, and he thinks a lot. My mum and dad talked all the time. Talkers dont think much; their words drown out any possibility of hearing their subconscious asking, Why did you say that? What do you really think?

I used to stay in bed for as long as possible on school mornings and on weekends until Mae dragged me out kicking and screaming. But here, I wake up early. Surrounded by so many gigantic trees, the place is swarming with birds. Theyre so loud and I just wake up without feeling tired. Im always up by seven, which is nothing short of miraculous for me. Mae would be so proud. The evenings here are long too, and so theres pressure having to keep myself busy during the daylight. Thats an awful lot of hours for an awful lot of nothing to do.

Dad decided hed had enough in May, right before my Junior Certificate exams, which was a little unfair as, up until then, I thought I was the one who was supposed to want to top myself. I did my exams anyway. I probably failed them, but I dont really care and I dont think anybody else does either. Ill find those results out in September. My entire class came to Dads funeral, which Im sure they loved because they got a day off school. With all that going on, can you believe I was actually embarrassed about crying in front of them. I did it anyway, which started off Zoey and then Laura. A girl in my class called Fiona, who nobody ever talked to, hugged me really tight and gave me a card from her family saying that they were all thinking of me. Fiona gave me her mobile number and her favourite book, and said shed be there for me if I ever needed somebody to talk to. At the time I thought it was a bit lame, her trying to get in with me at my dads funeral, but thinking about it afterwhich is something I do nowit was the kindest thing anybody did or said to me that day.

I started reading the book in the first week I moved to Meath. It was a kind of a ghost story about a girl who was invisible to everybody in the world, including her family and friends, even though they knew she existed. She was just born  invisible. I wont give away the rest but she eventually becomes friends with someone who does see her. I liked the idea and thought Fiona was trying to say something, but when I stayed overnight in Zoeys house and told her and Laura, they thought it was the weirdest thing theyd ever heard and that Fiona was even more of a freak. You know what, Im finding it increasingly hard to understand them.

During the first week that we moved here Arthur drove me to Dublin so that I could stay overnight in Zoeys house. The car journey was over an hour and we never spoke once. The only thing he said was, Radio? and then when I nodded he turned it on to one of those channels that just talk about the problems in the country and dont play music and he snot-snorted his way through it. But at least it was better than silence. After spending the night with Zoey and Lauraand bitching about him all nightI was feeling confident. Back to my old self. We all agreed that he and Rosaleen definitely lived up to being called the Deliverance Duo and that I shouldnt allow them to pull me into their weirdo existence. That meant that I should be able to listen to whatever the hell I wanted in the car. But the next day, when he picked me up in his filthy dirty Land Rover, which Zoey and Laura so obviously couldnt stop laughing at, I felt bad for Arthur. I felt really bad.

Having to go back to a house that wasnt mine, in a car that wasnt mine, to sleep in a room that wasnt mine, to try to talk to a mother that didnt feel like mine, made me want to hold on to at least one thing that was familiar. Who I used to be. It wasnt necessarily the right thing to hold on to, but it was something. I kicked up a fuss in the car and told Arthur that I wanted to listen to something else. He put my favourite radio station on for one song and then he got so frustrated listening to the Pussycat Dolls singing about wanting boobies,  he grumbled and changed it back to the talk channel. I stared out the window in a huff, hating him and hating myself both at the same time. For half an hour we listened to a woman crying down the phone to the presenter about how her husband had lost his job in a computer factory, couldnt find another and they had four children to look after. My hair was down across my face and all I could do was hope that Arthur didnt see me crying. Sad stuff really gets to me now. I heard about it before but I was kind of numb to it. It just didnt happen to me.

I dont know how long were going to live here. Nobody will answer that question for me. Arthur simply doesnt talk, my mum isnt communicating and Rosaleen isnt able to cope with a question of that magnitude.

My life is not going as I planned. Im sixteen and by now I should have had sex with Fiachrá. I should be in our villa in Marbella swimming every day, eating barbecued dinners, clubbing every night at Angels & Demons and finding guy number two to fancy and sleep with. If the first person I sleep with ends up being the man I marry, I think Ill die. Instead, Im living in hicksville, in a gatehouse with three crazy people, the nearest things to us being a bungalow housing people that Ive never seen, a post office thats practically in somebodys living room, an empty school, and a ruined castle. I have absolutely nothing to do with my life.

Or so I thought.

Im choosing to start the story from when I arrived here.





CHAPTER THREE
The Beginning Began

My mums best friend, Barbara, drove us to our new life in Meath. Mum didnt say a word the whole way. Not one word. Even when asked a question. Now thats a hard thing to do. I got so frustrated that I shouted at her in the car; this was back when I was trying to get her to respond.

It all happened because Barbara got lost. Her satellite navigation kit in her BMW X5 failed to recognise the address and so we just headed to the nearest town it could locate. When we got to the town, a place called Ratoath, Barbara had to rely on her own brain and not the equipment in her SUV. As it turns out, Barbaras not a thinker. After ten minutes spent driving down country roads with few houses and no signposts, I could tell Barbara was starting to get nervous. We were driving down roads which, according to the sat nav, didnt exist. I should have taken this as a sign. Used to going somewhere, and not down invisible roads, Barbara began to make mistakes, driving blindly through crossroads, veering dangerously on to the other side of the road. Id only been there a handful of times over the years and so I was no help, but the plan was this: for me to look on the left-hand side  for gatehouses and for Barbara to look on the right-hand side. She snapped at me at one stage for not concentrating, but really, I could see that there were no gates for at least a mile, so there was absolutely no point in looking. This, I shared with her. At breaking point she snapped that meant feck all, seeing as we were already driving down fecking roads that dont exist, so she couldnt see why there couldnt be a fecking house without a fecking gate. Hearing the word fecking come out of Barbaras mouth was a big deal considering her usual expression of annoyance was fiddlesticks!

Mum could have helped us but she just sat in the front seat smiling as she looked out the window. So, trying to help matters, I leaned forward andokay, it wasnt right and it wasnt clever, but it was what I did, regardlessI shouted in her ear, the loudest possible scream that I could summon up. Mum jumped with fright, blocked her ears and then when her shock had died down, with two hands she swatted me across the head over and over again as though I were a swarm of bees. It really hurt me too. She pulled at my hair, scratched me, slapped me and I couldnt escape her grip. Barbara got so upset she pulled the car over and had to pry Mums hands off me. Then she got out of the car and paced up and down the side of the road crying. I was crying too and my head was pounding from where Mum had pulled and scratched at it. Its fashionable where Im from to have a hairstyle like a haystack but Mum just ruined it; shed made me look like somebody from an insane asylum. We both left her in the car, sitting upright, looking straight ahead and angry.

Come here to me, sweetheart, Barbara said, between tears, and she reached her arms out to me.

I didnt need to be asked twice for a hug. I longed for a hug. Even when Mum was on form, she wasnt a hugger. She was bony, always dieting, had the same relationship with food  as she had with Dad; loved it but didnt want it most of the time because she felt it was bad for her. I know this because I overheard a conversation she had with a friend at two a.m. on returning from a ladies lunch. But regarding the hugging, I think she just felt awkward having somebody physically so close. She wasnt a comfortable person and so had no comfort to give anybody else. Its like words of advice; you cant give them unless you have them. I dont think it meant she didnt care. I never felt she didnt care. Well, okay, maybe I did, a few times.

Barbara and I stood on the side of the road embracing and crying while she apologised to me over and over again about how unfair this all was for me. When shed pulled over, shed left the cars arse sticking out on the road and so every car that came round the corner blasted us with its horn, but we ignored them.

The tension was released somewhat after that. You know the way storm clouds gather when theres going to be rainthats what had been happening with us all the way from Killiney. It was all building, and finally it exploded. So feeling like wed all had the chance to release at least a portion of our woes, we prepared ourselves for what lay ahead. Only we didnt have time because as soon as we rounded the next turn we were there. Home sweet home. On the right-hand side stood a gate, and just inside it on the left, was a house. Rosaleen and Arthur were standing by the little green gate of their Hansel and Gretel house and God knows how long theyd been waiting there. We were almost an hour late. If they were pretending not to look worried about the whole thing, then it must have been near impossible when they saw our faces. Not knowing we were so close to the house we hadnt enough time to compose ourselves. My and Barbaras eyes were red raw from crying, Mum was in the front seat  with a look of thunder on her face and my hair was high in tatterswell, more tattered than usual.

I never thought about how difficult that moment must have been for Arthur and Rosaleen. I was so busy thinking about myself and how much I didnt want to be there, I didnt once think about how they were opening their home to two people they had no relationship with. It must have been so unbelievably nerve-racking for them and I didnt thank them once.

Barbara and I got out of the car. She went to the boot to sort out the bags, and I assume give us all a moment to greet. That didnt quite happen. I stood there looking at Arthur and Rosaleen, who were still standing behind the little green swinging gate and I immediately wished Id dropped bread-crumbs all the way from Killiney so I could find my way home.

Rosaleen looked from one of us to another like a meerkat, trying to take in the SUV, Mum, me, Barbara, all at once. She clasped her hands at her front, but kept unlocking them to smooth down her dress as though she were at a Lovely Girl competition in a country feis. Mum finally opened the door and got out of the car. She stepped onto the gravel and looked up at the house. Then her anger disappeared and she smiled, revealing puce lipstick on her front teeth.

Arthur. She held out her arms as though she had just opened the door to her home and was welcoming him to a dinner party.

He snot-snorted, inhaling the mucusthe first time Id heard itwhich made my lip curl in disgust. He stepped towards Mum and she took his hands and looked at him, her head tilted, that strange smile still pulling at her lips like a bad face-lift. In an awkward movement she leaned forward and rested her forehead against his. Arthur stayed there a millisecond longer than I thought he would, then patted the  back of her neck and pulled away from her. He patted me hard on the head as if I was his faithful collie, which messed my hair even more, and then made his way to the boot to help Barbara with the bags. So that left me and Mum staring at Rosaleen, only Mum wasnt staring at her. She was inhaling the fresh air deeply, with her eyes closed, and smiling. Despite the depressing situation, I had a good feeling then that this could be good for Mum.

I wasnt as worried about her then as I am now. It had only been a month since Dads funeral and we were both feeling numb and unable really to say much to each other or to anybody else for that matter. People were so busy talking to us, saying nice things, tactless things, whatever things popped into their headsalmost looking for us to console them and not the other way aroundthat Mums behaviour wasnt noticeable so much. She was just sighing along with everybody else every now and again, and saying little words here and there. A funeral is like a little game, really. You have to just play along and say the right thing and behave the right way until its over. Be pleasant but dont smile too much; be sad but dont overdo it or the family will feel worse than they already do. Be hopeful but dont let your optimism be taken as a lack of empathy or an inability to deal with the reality. Because if anybody was to be truly honest there would be a lot of arguments, finger-pointing, tears, snot, and screaming.

I think there should be the Real Life Oscars. And Best Actress goes to Alison Flanagan! For walking down the main aisle of the supermarket just last Monday, face in full makeup, hair freshly blow-dried, despite feeling like wanting to die, smiling brightly to Sarah and Deirdre from the Parents Association and behaving as if her husband hadnt just left her and her three children. Come up here and get your award, Alison! Best Supporting Actress goes to the woman he left  her for, who was just two aisles away, and who subsequently quite hastily left the supermarket, missing two items of the makings of her new boyfriends favourite lasagne. Best Actor goes to Gregory Thomas for his performance at the funeral of his father, whom he hadnt spoken to for two years. Best Supporting Actor goes to Leo Mulcahy for playing the role of Best Man at a wedding celebrating the marriage of his best friend, Simon, to the only woman Leo has ever, and will ever, truly love. Come up and get the gong, Leo!

Thats what I thought Mum was doing, just playing along, being the good widow, but then afterwards when her behaviour didnt change, when it felt like she didnt actually know what was going on and she was using those same little words and sighs in every conversation, I wondered then if she was bluffing. Im still wondering how much of her is actually with us and how much shes pretending just so she doesnt have to deal with it. There was a crack in her, quite understandably, immediately after Dad died, but when people stopped looking at her and went back to their own lives, the crack kept growing, and it seemed like I was the only person who could see it.

It wasnt the Bank that were being exceptionally unreasonable by turfing us out on our ear. They had already given Dad the repossession date but, along with a Goodbye, it was just another message hed forgotten to pass on to us. So even though theyd let us all stay for much longer than theyd threatened, we had to leave at some stage. Mum and I stayed in the back of Barbaras house, in her Filipino nannys mews, for a week. Eventually we had to leave there too because Barbara had to go to their house in St Tropez for the summer and was obviously afraid wed steal the silver.

Though I said I wasnt as worried about Mum as when we first arrived at the gatehouse, it doesnt mean that I wasnt concerned at all. My suggestion before we arrived here was  that Mum go see a doctor, whereas now Im thinking she should check herself into one of those places where people wear white bumless smocks all day and rock back and forth in the hallways. It was to Barbara that I suggested Mum should visit the doctor. Barbara just patronisingly sat me down in her kitchen and told me that Mum was doing what is called grieving. At sixteen years old, you can imagine how delightful it was to learn that word for the first time. And then I settled down for a conversation about heavy petting. But she didnt go there. Instead, she asked if I minded sitting on her suitcase while she zipped it shut because Lulu, the glue that holds her life together, had taken the kids to their horse-riding lessons. As I sat on her bulging Louis Vuitton suitcase and she zipped in her zebra-print bikinis, gold thong sandals and ridiculous hats, I made a wish for it to burst open on the conveyer belt at the airport in St Tropez, and for her vibrator to fall out and buzz around for everybody to see.

So there we were, on the first day of the rest of my life, outside the gatehouse, Mum with her eyes closed, Rosaleen staring at me with excited wide green eyes and her little pink tongue licking her lips now and then, Arthur snot-snorting at Barbara, which meant he didnt want her to carry any bags, and Barbara watching him with bewilderment and probably trying not to gag at his snot-snorting, in her loose tracksuit, flip-flops and Oompa-Loompa orange face. Shed just had a spray tan that morning.

Jennifer, Rosaleen finally broke the silence over on our side.

Mum opened her eyes and smiled brightly and it seemed to me that she recognised Rosaleen and knew exactly what she was doing. If you hadnt spent every second of the last month with her as I had, youd think she was okay. She was bluffing rather well.

Welcome, Rosaleen smiled.

Yes. Thank you. Mum chose a correct response from her little words file.

Come in, come in, and well get you some tea, Rosaleen said with urgency in her voice, as though we were all going to die unless we had some tea.

I didnt want to follow them. I didnt want to go in because then that would mean that it all had to start. Reality, that is. No more in-betweenness of funeral arrangements or Barbaras mews. This was the new arrangement and it had to begin.

Arthur, the king prawn, rushed by me and up the garden path laden down with bags. He was stronger than he looked.

The car boot slammed and I spun round. Barbara was fidgeting with her car keys and shifting from one Louis Vuitton flip-flopped foot to the other. It was only then that I noticed she had cotton wool between her toes. She looked at me, awkwardly, in a heavy silence while she figured out how to tell me she was leaving me.

I didnt realise you had a pedicure done too, I said to fill the silence.

Yes. She looked down and wriggled her toes as if to confirm it. Jewels glistened from her big toes. And then she added, Danielles invited us to a drinks party on her yacht tomorrow evening.

Most people would think those two sentences were unrelated, but I understood. You cant wear shoes on Danielles yacht, therefore competition of the jewels and white tips would be fierce. Those women would find ways to accessorise their patellas if they were the only parts showing.

We stared at each other in silence. She was dying to go. I wanted to go with her. I too wanted to be shoeless on the Mediteranean coast while Danielle floated around the guests holding a martini glass daintily between her squared French tips, a plunging Cavalli dress revealing tits as pert as the  pimento-stuffed olive floating in her glass, and on her head a tilted sea captains hat, making her look like Captain Birdseye in drag. I wanted to be a part of that.

Youll be all right here, sweetheart, she said, and I sensed sincerity. With family.

I looked back uncertainly at the Hansel and Gretel house and wanted to cry again.

Oh, sweetheart, she said, sensing this, and came at me again with her arms held out. She was really good at hugging, she obviously felt comfortable with it. That, or her implants suitably assisted in cushioning my head. I squeezed her tightly again and closed my eyes, but she let go a little sooner than I wanted and I was plunged back into reality.

Okay, she inched her way towards the car and placed her hand on the door handle. I dont want to disturb them inside so please tell them

Come in, come in, Rosaleens voice sang out from the blackness of the hallway, stopping Barbara from climbing up into her jeep. Hello, there, Rosaleen appeared at the door. Wont you come in for a cup of tea? Im sorry I dont know your name, Jennifer didnt say.

Shed have to get used to that. There was a lot Jennifer wasnt going to say.

Barbara, Barbara replied, and I noticed her grip tightening on the door handle.

Barbara, Rosaleens green eyes glowed like a cats. A cup of tea before you hit the road, Barbara? Theres some fresh scones and home-made strawberry jam there too.

Barbaras face was frozen in a smile as she thought hard for an excuse.

She cant come in, I responded for her. Barbara looked at me, gratefully, and then guiltily.

Oh Rosaleens face fell, as though Id ruined her tea party.

She has to go home and wash her fake tan off, I added. I told you, Im a horrible, horrible person, and in my eyes, even though I was none of Barbaras business and she had a life of
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