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“I hold a beast, an angel and a madman in me.”
– Dylan Thomas.
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 1.

All
through his life my father believed he was cursed.

This
belief began with his mother’s cancer diagnosis when he was ten.
Dad made a promise to God that he’d join the priesthood if He saved
his mother from the vicious disease. She went into remission, and
Dad’s fate was sealed. However, when he was sixteen, he met my
mother and his promise fell by the wayside. The two of them were
head-over-heels in love, and a year later Mam became pregnant with
me. Nine months after that, she died from complications during
childbirth.

Then,
his mother’s cancer returned, and this time she didn’t win the
fight.

Both
deaths broke Dad’s heart, and he swore it was God’s punishment for
him not becoming a priest. Over the course of the next couple
years, the few family members he had left passed away, leaving him
alone in the world with a child to raise and protect. It was just
the two of us for a long time until he met and married Vee. I
gained a stepmother who tolerated my presence but was far from
loving.

The
tolerance turned to resentment when Dad’s curse finally came full
circle. Two years ago, he lost his life in a collision with a drunk
driver, leaving me a modern-day Cinderella, though I didn’t hold
out hope for a fairy godmother.

I did,
however, have a wicked stepmother.

“My brother is coming to visit,” Vee said as she sat by the
weathered kitchen table, smoking a cigarette in a holder like a
red-headed Cruella de Vil. “You’ll need to air out one of the guest
bedrooms and make it up for him.”

I was
stunned by what she’d just said. “You have a brother?”

She
pursed her lips before exhaling a plume of smoke. “Yes, a younger
brother. Sylvia had him late. He hasn’t been home in a long
time.”

Sylvia
was Vee’s mam, though she always called her by her first name.
Never Mam or Mammy, and not even the more formal Mother. It was a
little cold and distant if you asked me, but that was Vee for you.
A total ice queen. I felt bad for Sylvia who was left to live with
such an uncaring, cruel daughter.

Vee
treated me like an unwanted, ratty little servant girl at the best
of times, but at least it wasn’t going to be forever. In a few
months, I’d finish school and finally be able to break out from
under her tyranny.

“What’s his name?” I asked in a quiet voice, making sure to not
look her directly in the eye. Quite like a wild animal, she
sometimes saw that as a threat. I pulled some tinned soup, a bread
roll and a banana from the cupboard and set to work on my dinner. I
kept a stash of chocolate bars hidden under my mattress, mainly so
Vee wouldn’t find them and berate me for eating too much junk. My
stepmother wasn’t big on grocery shopping, or food in general. I
rarely saw her eat anything aside from the olives she sometimes put
in her martinis, so I usually had to fend for myself.

“What makes you think I’m in a mood to answer your questions
today, Estella?” she asked with cutting bluntness.

“Sorry,” I murmured, opening the tin and pouring the soup into
a pot to heat up on the stove. Some days I wished for a microwave,
but aside from the few items Dad and I brought when we moved in,
everything here was stuck in a previous century, dusty and old.
That was what you got when you lived in a big, creaky, creepy old
Victorian house on the coast.

Vee
continued smoking, watching me through her narrowed green
eyes.

“Your uniform is looking a little snug. Perhaps go to Foley’s
and have them take it out for you on the weekend.”

“Mm-hmm.” I bit my tongue to keep from snapping at her, running
my hands down my navy and forest green uniform with the Loreto
Convent crest over my left breast. The crest was made up of the
cross, an emblem of salvation, the heart of Jesus, to symbolize his
love for us, the pierced heart of Mary, to depict her courage in
guiding us, and lastly the anchor, a symbol to encourage us to
trust in God.

Vee knew
good and well I had no money to go to Foley’s. What little she gave
me barely covered food. And sure, I wasn’t the thinnest girl in the
world, but that wasn’t the reason my clothing was tight. It was
tight because I’d been wearing the same uniform for the last four
years.

A girl
didn’t have the same body at eighteen that she’d had at fourteen.
It embarrassed me because my appearance was so opposite to Vee’s.
Her chest was flat, her hips narrow. She had the body of a catwalk
model.

Once my
soup was heated, I took my things down the hallway and shut myself
in my room. It was on the ground floor, the smallest in the house,
and not really a bedroom at all. It was more like an old, unused
utility closet which Vee tried to pawn off as a bedroom. There was
barely a foot between the bed and the walls, and it only had a
small window above the bed.

Before
Dad died, I slept in a big room upstairs. However, several weeks
after he passed, Vee made up some story about mould in order to
move me into my current minuscule lodgings. I suspected the small
cruelties brought a tiny sliver of happiness to her black heart,
but I didn’t complain. I was biding my time.

I’d be
her whipping girl. For now.

Sitting
on the thin mattress, I ate my dinner while completing my Maths and
Geography homework, before settling into my favourite subject,
History. I loved learning everything about the past, but not for
the notable events or the wars. I liked to study how culture and
technology changed, but human behaviour rarely did.

Psychology had become something of an obsession of mine
lately, and the more I learned, the more I wanted to discover.
Maybe it was because Vee was my stepmother and trying to figure out
the reasons behind her actions would keep even the most qualified psychologist busy
scribbling down theories and notes.

Take her
hatred for me, for example. I’d never done anything to harm her,
but she hated me, nonetheless. There was also the way she treated
her mother, Sylvia, who was in her sixties and suffering from
multiple sclerosis. Her body was under attack by its own immune
system, and she was confined to a wheelchair. Her carer, Irene,
came every morning to help her through her daily routine, while Vee
more or less ignored her completely.

If my
dad were still alive and had an illness like Sylvia’s, I’d spend
every waking moment making sure he was cared for. I missed him so
much some days that I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I’d give
anything to have him back.

Dad
married Veronica when I was fourteen, so what little he had went to
her after he died. She also received a settlement from the car
accident, as well as his life insurance money. A modest sum was set
aside for me, but even though I turned eighteen last year, I
wouldn’t receive my inheritance until I finished school. That was
the stipulation set out in Dad’s will. It was frustrating because,
while legally an adult and well able to take care of myself,
without any form of income or place to live I had no other choice
but to remain with Vee for the time being.

I tried
to focus on the positives though. One day soon I’d finally be free
of this big house, where the ghosts of old horrors seemed to echo
in the night.

I didn’t know much about the history of Ard na Mara, except for its name
which in Irish meant a house on high overlooking the sea. It
sounded pretty, but aside from the view there was very little
pretty about this place. I could feel its corruption in my bones.
Horrible things had happened here. Dreadful things. The six-bedroom
Victorian residence sat close to the precipice of a cliff on the
east coast, overlooking the vast Irish Sea. Sometimes I dreamt of a
woman running from the house toward the cliff and jumping to her
watery death.

Was
death less scary than what she was running from? The thought made
me shiver. Other times I had nightmares of a man drowning. He
struggled for breath but was pushed down by strong, disembodied
hands.

I
wrenched my thoughts away from my frequent and disturbing dreams
and concentrated back on my homework. A few hours later, Vee
knocked on my door as she passed down the hallway, her voice
high-pitched and airy, like a ghostly banshee.

“Don’t forget about the guest bedroom, Estella,” she called,
and I grimaced, having forgotten. I’d been just about to fall
asleep, still in my uniform with a textbook resting beneath my
chin.


Grumpily, I got up, rubbed my eyes with my fingertips, and
went to gather some cleaning supplies. Upstairs, in the guest
bedroom at the far back of the house, I switched on the light,
illuminating the large room and high ceilings. The curtains were
open, revealing a dark view of the sea beyond. I remembered my
dream of a woman diving off the cliff, and a shiver trickled down
my spine.

It
smelled a little musty in here, like all the rooms in this house. I
opened the window and let the cold night air flow in, the sound of
waves crashing against the shore eerie amid the
quietness.

Sylvia’s
carer, Irene, would have tucked her up in bed hours ago, and Vee
would be locked away in the study, drinking herself into oblivion
like she did every night. Her alcoholism had always been apparent,
even when Dad was alive, but these days she didn’t even bother
trying to hide it.

Dad had
tried in little ways to help her, but he was taken before he
succeeded. He’d been such a kind, soft man. A hopeless romantic.
Ripe for the picking by the likes of Vee.

Still,
in a strange way I felt like she had loved him. What she didn’t
love was his daughter. It was tragically comic I was the one she’d
gotten stuck with in the end.

I
cleaned the guest room from top to bottom, hoovering every nook and
cranny and putting new sheets on the bed. As I worked, I thought
about Vee’s brother, and what he might be like. She said Sylvia had
him late. Did that mean he was a lot younger than Vee? I imagined a
male version of her and barely held back the shudder that crept
through me.

Yes, no
matter his age, I had a feeling I’d be keeping my distance from
Vee’s sibling.


***

“Eww, somebody’s on their period. I can smell period,” Sally
O’Hare crowed as I stepped inside the classroom for English the
following afternoon.

“The fact that you know what a period smells like indicates you
suffer the same monthly fate,” Sister Dorothy commented dryly, her
tortoiseshell glasses hanging off the tip of her nose. “So have a
little empathy for the girl who’s currently bleeding from the
womb.”

I
wrinkled my nose at her graphic description as I took my seat next
to my best friend, Aoife. Sister Dorothy had always been a straight
talker, especially for a nun, but I thought this time she might
have taken things a little too far. Sally looked like she was about
to vomit up the pickle sandwich she ate for lunch.

“The womb, Sister? Really? Are you trying to make me
ill?”

“If it means I don’t have to listen to your obnoxious
prattling, then yes, perhaps I am.”

A few
students chuckled. Sally O’Hare gaped at her.

“I’m reporting you to Principal Hawkins. You can’t talk to me
like that.”

“Yeah, you can’t talk to her like that,” Claire McBride added,
who was Sally’s best friend and constant sidekick.

“I’ll talk whatever way I like,” Sister Dorothy replied, and
she was right. She would and could talk whatever way she liked to
us students. The all-girls Loreto Convent school I attended was
probably one hundred years old, and I was sure Sister Dorothy had
been around for at least fifty of them. She was an institution in
her own right. Nobody was going to fire her, and if they did, I
imagined she’d sail on out of the place in a blaze of glory, her
arm hanging out the window of her red Ford Focus as she gave us all
the middle finger, a seventy-year-old bad arse.

“Now, everyone, please open your textbooks to page fifty. Today
we’re going to learn all about Medieval poetry.”

Several
groans sounded. Sister Dorothy’s lips curled at the edges, and I
wondered if she didn’t have a little bit of a sadistic
streak.

Later
that day, I walked home along the beach, collecting a few
interesting seashells that caught my eye. The shiny, pearlescent
ones were my favourite. Sometimes when I was bored, I’d make
jewellery and other knick-knacks from them. And given I was an
eighteen-year-old living in an almost two-hundred-year-old house
with no mobile phone and no internet, that was often. I had quite
an impressive array of creations.


Something else shiny glinted in the mild evening sun at the
front of the house, snagging my attention. Usually, I went in
through the back door, but today curiosity had me walking around to
the front. There, by the entrance, right next to Vee’s seldom used
blue sedan, was a shiny black motorbike. I took my time perusing
it, spotting the name Yamaha on the side.

Holding
onto the straps of my school bag, I turned to go inside and was
assaulted by a plume of smoke. A young man leaned against the
house, one booted foot resting on the brick as he watched
me.

I
swallowed and took him in. He was dressed head to toe in black,
which showcased his startlingly green eyes. His hair was dark, his
expression inscrutable. He was undoubtedly an interesting specimen
to appear in my world. I’d never been particularly confident around
boys, or men for that matter, and in that moment, I just about lost
the ability to speak. I was blushing, too, just because he was
looking at me.

“So, you’re the ward,” he said, lifting his cigarette to his
mouth and taking a drag.

I stared
at him for several seconds before finally finding some words. Well,
one word. “Ward?”

“My big sister’s little obligation,” he elaborated, and the
penny finally dropped.

“You’re Vee’s brother?”

He
laughed, but there was something missing from it. “Not what you
expected?”

“You don’t look alike.”

“I take after my dad,” he said flatly as he flicked the
cigarette butt to the ground and stubbed it out with his boot. Now
he looked at me again, but this time it was slower. His eyes
started at my feet and travelled all the way up until finally
arriving at my face.

I
quirked an eyebrow and repeated his own words back at him, only
mine were whispered, “Not what you expected?”

“No,” he answered before muttering something under his breath.
The only word I could pick out was ‘uniform’. Crap, was it really
that bad? I knew it had gotten tight, but I hoped it might last me
until the end of the year.

I was
still standing there, gripping the straps of my bag firmly, when a
taxi arrived, idling out on the road. The front door opened, and
Vee stepped out. Unlike most days, she’d actually made an effort to
dress up nicely. Her short, red hair was clean and washed, and she
wore a spangled dress that made her look like a flapper from the
1920s.

I hadn’t
seen her look so polished since Dad was alive.

“I see you’ve met Estella,” she said with a hint of disapproval
as her gaze landed on me. “We’re going out. Irene left early today,
so you’ll need to keep an eye on Sylvia. Her catheter needs
changing,” she said, and I nodded, internalising my grimace. “Oh,
and would you please clean the oven. You’ve left it so long the
grease is inches thick now.”

Vee’s
brother, whose name I still hadn’t been told, cast his gaze on me
curiously. Maybe he was wondering why I was taking orders from Vee
like a meek little mouse. He didn’t realise it was a survival
tactic, and as soon as I graduated, I’d be waving goodbye to Vee
and her orders. I might even give her a little piece of my mind
before I went.

“Nice to meet you, Estella,” he said, eyeing me again as Vee
strode toward the waiting taxi. “I’m Noah.”

“Like Noah and the Ark?” I asked. Ugh,
why did I say that?

He
laughed once more, and again there was something missing. “Yeah,
except I wouldn’t waste my time saving the animals.”

Vee
barked a laugh as she slid inside the car, like it was the most
hilarious thing she’d ever heard. I stood there, oblivious to the
joke, as Noah turned and joined her.


***

“Vee’s gone out. It’ll be nice to have the place to ourselves,”
I said to Sylvia while I removed her catheter strip and replaced it
with a new one. She stared at me with wise green eyes, the same
eyes both Vee and Noah had. She didn’t speak though. She rarely did
these days since it was hard for her to get the words out. Whole
sentences took her a lot longer than they did the average
person.

Once I
was done, I put some dinner on for both of us. I left mine in the
oven, feeding Sylvia first. As far as I knew, her MS had presented
in her fifties, and she’d slowly deteriorated since then. She had
bouts when her hands were extremely shaky, so sometimes it was hard
for her to eat without help. I always encouraged her to try though,
because there was something in her eyes that told me she found the
activity of being spoon-fed humiliating.

Since it looked like Vee and her brother would be gone for the
night, I took the opportunity to spend some time in the living
room. I didn’t want to force Sylvia to watch something without
having any say in the matter, so I held up DVDs until she saw one
she liked. Funnily enough, Buffy the
Vampire Slayer caught her eye, but I didn’t
complain. I’d always had a soft spot for Spike.

I took a
quick bath, since Vee’s en-suite was the only bathroom in the house
with a shower, and I was forbidden from using it. Once I finished
bathing, I got into my pyjamas and settled on the couch, hitting
play on the DVD. We were about four episodes in when I heard a key
turn in the lock.

I
tensed.

Laughter
drifted into the house, announcing Vee and Noah’s return. I glanced
at Sylvia, and strangely, she appeared to be just as uncomfortable
with them being back early as I was.

I was
wearing panda print pyjamas for Christ’s sake.

The
siblings practically tumbled into the living room, both
intoxicated. I tucked my legs under me and focused on the TV
screen. What I really wanted to do was flee to my bedroom, but I
was determined not to give Vee the satisfaction of knowing she
scared me.

“What tripe are you watching, Estella?” she asked as someone
sat down next to me on the sofa. Noah. He smelled like whiskey and
salty sea water. It sounded gross, but there was a weird appeal to
it. Like chili and chocolate. Or chicken nuggets and
ice-cream.

Perhaps
he was a merman who’d come to shore to masquerade as Vee’s younger
brother …

Turning
my head ever so slightly to the side, I glanced at him. His
penetrating eyes rested on my profile, and a flush crept across my
cheeks.

“Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” I answered
under my breath, shifting in place.

There
was something about Noah that made me feel skittish. I wasn’t sure
what age he was, but I guessed early to mid-twenties.

“Yes, well, turn it off. It’s past your bedtime.”

“It’s nine-thirty-five.”

“Don’t give me lip. Go to bed.”

“Let her stay, Vee,” Noah urged, and I bristled, again smelling
the alcohol on his breath.

“I should put Sylvia to bed anyway,” I whispered and
stood.

Noah finally quit looking at me and at the mention of his
mother, cast his attention to her. He didn’t say a word, but Sylvia
appeared distressed under his focused stare. She seemed almost …
frightened of him. What the hell?
I took hold of her wheelchair and began pushing it
from the room when Vee knocked my hands away, a cigarette dangling
out the side of her mouth.

“Leave her. I’ll do it later.”

“You’ll do it?” I questioned
dubiously. Not since I’d lived here had I ever seen Vee put her
mother to bed. It was always either me or Irene.

“Yes,” she spat. “Now fuck off. I’m sick of looking at your
stupid ugly face.”

Noah’s
eyebrows rose, like he was surprised by her venom. I didn’t know
what Vee was like when he lived here, but nowadays she wasn’t a
very nice person. My throat itched at her harsh tone, and I felt
tears prick at my eyes. Was I ugly? No, I wasn’t. Vee just wanted
to make me feel small because she was a poisonous bitch. I hated
her.

I placed
my hands back on the wheelchair, insistent. “Just let me do it,
Vee.”

“Don’t push me, Estella, I mean it. You don’t want to see me
snap.”

What I
didn’t want was to leave poor Sylvia at the mercy of these two, but
Vee had a look in her eyes like she wanted to fight, and I didn’t
have it in me to go up against her. With one final look at Noah,
who was watching me without expression, I turned and left the
room.


***

The
following morning, I got up with my alarm. I washed and dressed,
then wandered down the hall. I opened the front door, picked up the
newspaper and left it on the entry table for Vee like I always did.
When I passed by the living room, Sylvia was there in her
wheelchair, still sitting in the exact same spot where I’d left her
and still wearing the same clothes as yesterday. Outrage bubbled
within me.

That horrible, evil witch!

Vee had
absolutely no intention of putting Sylvia to bed. In fact, I’d bet
my last penny she set out to purposely leave her mother there all
night.

“I’ll kill her,” I said as I entered the living room and stared
into Sylvia’s pained eyes. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t
have left you with her.”

Sylvia
let out a huff of breath, her mouth set in a crooked line,
conveying her exhaustion and pain. “I’m … okay,” she answered in a
small voice, but I knew she was lying. She didn’t want to make a
fuss, despite the fact that what Vee did was beyond
reproach.

As I
took hold of her wheelchair in order to bring her to her bedroom,
the front door opened, and Irene stepped inside. I was almost on
the verge of tears when she looked at me.

“Estella, what’s going on?” she asked, clearly wondering why
Sylvia was up when normally she was the one to get her out of
bed.

“Vee left her in the living room all night, Irene. I tried
putting her to bed, but she forbade me from doing it, and then she
just bloody well left her here.”

“Oh honey,” she said, hurrying over to check on Sylvia. “You go
get yourself to school. I’ll see to poor Sylvie.”

I
nodded, placing my hands on my hips, still angry. “Usually she just
ignores her, but now she’s going out of her way to be cruel. If she
does it again, I’ll report her to the health authority
myself.”

“Will you now?” came a male voice, and I glanced up to see Noah
coming down the stairs. He wore black jeans and a black T-shirt;
his feet were bare, his hair messy like he just stepped out of
bed.

“Yes, I will,” I stood firm. “And you’re no better. How could
you do something so awful to your own mother? She’ll be in agony
for days after this, and her illness means she’s already in
constant pain.”

Noah
stared at me for the longest time, his eyes drifting momentarily to
Sylvia and then back to me. Something dark passed over his
features, but in a blink, it was gone. When he spoke, he completely
ignored my question and instead commented, “You’re spirited in the
morning.”

“And you’re awful. If you and your sister want to go out and
get drunk, that’s fine. Just don’t make other people suffer because
of it,” I said before stomping my way into the kitchen.

Never in
a million years would I speak to Vee the way I’d just spoken to
Noah. Perhaps because he was a stranger I felt brave. I popped some
bread in the toaster and grabbed the peanut butter from the
cupboard. I didn’t exactly have an appetite right then, but I
refused to let Vee’s behaviour mess with my head. As I put the
kettle on to make tea, Noah walked into the kitchen.

I heard
him pull a chair out to sit at the table, but I didn’t look at him.
I’d always known there was something missing in Vee, some vital
part of the human psyche, but I was now starting to think it ran in
the family.

“I’ll take milk, no sugar in mine, thanks,” Noah said, and I
wanted to lift the sugar bowl and throw it right in his face. But I
didn’t. Instead, I let my anger fester until my cheeks grew red and
a ball of tension turned my stomach into knots. I tried to calm
down, imagining Dad’s voice reciting a Bible verse in my
head.

The LORD is slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving
sin and rebellion. Yet he does not leave the guilty
unpunished…

Maybe it
wasn’t my place to be angry at Vee and Noah. Maybe God would see to
it that they were punished for treating Sylvia so poorly. Still, it
was hard to let go of my rage. I stood by the counter, angrily
eating my toast and making a point not to join Noah at the table.
He kicked his long legs out and sat back, resting his arms along
the tops of the chairs on either side of him.

“How old are you?” he asked, and I cast him a narrowed-eyed
look, not answering. He chuckled. “Not talking to me,
huh?”

“I don’t speak to people who derive pleasure from the pain of
others.”

“You definitely shouldn’t talk to me then.” Something about the
self-possessed, unflappable look in his eyes truly bothered
me.

I stared
him down, my expression incredulous. “You actually enjoy hurting
people?”

He
lifted his shoulder. “Only if they deserve it.”

Well,
that wasn’t at all disturbing. My eyebrows shot up. “Sylvia has
enough suffering in her life already. She certainly doesn’t deserve
more of it.”

When he
didn’t say anything, my gaze narrowed. “Why are you here anyway?
Why come home after all these years?”

He
tutted at me. “Answer my question, and I’ll answer
yours.”

I heaved
a sigh. I really should walk out of this room and ignore him, but
the angry part of me was also entirely too intrigued. I wanted to
know more about Vee’s brother, and I couldn’t for the life of me
explain why. “I’m eighteen.” I answered finally. “Though I don’t
see how that could be of any interest to you.”

Noah
laughed. “Call it morbid curiosity.”

I stared
at him, not getting whatever it was he found humorous. His grin
spread wide across his face, and his gaze remained glued to me.
There was something unnatural about his smile. It didn’t meet his
eyes. In the end, I lost the staring contest by glancing out the
window. His eyes made me all mixed up. I couldn’t decide if they
were beautiful or terrifying. His lashes were very dark, which only
served to highlight the unusual green of his irises. Vee, on the
other hand, had pale lashes and extremely pale, almost chalky,
white skin, so her eyes weren’t as striking.

“You haven’t answered my
question,” I said. “Why have you come
home?”

“Because it was about time,” he replied,
cryptically.

“Well, that tells me approximately nothing,” I said, deadpan,
and the curve to Noah’s lips again indicated his amusement. “What
do you do for a living?” I went on, hoping to put my misgivings to
rest. Honestly, he looked like a drug dealer. Or something equally
sinister.

One dark
eyebrow rose ever so slightly. “I’m a location scout for the
movies.”

I chewed
on a bite of toast. “Really?”

He
scoffed, like I was totally gullible. “No.” His eyes lowered to the
crest on my uniform. “Do you like Loreto?”

I
swallowed and looked away a moment. “Yes and no. I like learning,
but things can become a little claustrophobic when it’s all girls
all the time.” I hoped my tactic of opening up to him might
encourage him to do the same.

“I think I saw a movie by that title once,” he said
thoughtfully.

I rolled
my eyes. “Very funny. Where do you normally live?”

“Nowhere. I move around a lot.”

“Like a gypsy?”

He shook
his head. “I prefer hotels.”

“I’ve never stayed in a hotel,” I admitted. Whenever Dad had
taken me on holiday, we’d either stayed in B&Bs or rental
cottages. We were usually on a budget, and he also tended to prefer
a more laid-back setting.

“No?” he said, pulling a cigarette packet from his jeans and
lighting up. “I like it when they put those little mints on the
pillow. Makes me feel all special. Wait and see. One day, you’ll be
setting up for bed in a hotel, and you’ll see the tiny mint, and
you’ll say to yourself, Noah was right. I do feel
special.”

I stared
at him, one eyebrow arching. “You’re a bit weird, aren’t
you?”

He took
a drag and exhaled, the acrid smoke hitting my nostrils as he held
up his thumb and forefinger. “Just a bit.” The barest hint of a
smirk shaped his lips.

A moment of quiet passed while Noah went on smoking, and I
went on eating my breakfast. I heard stirrings of movement come
from Vee’s room above our heads and grimaced. The beast had awoken. Vee rarely
slept, maybe four or five hours a night max. It was why she always
had greyish bags under her eyes.

“You don’t like my sister much, do you?” Noah observed, and I
blinked at him.

I
hesitated on how to answer before deciding to go with honesty. “If
my life were a fairy tale, your sister would be the evil queen
hellbent on destroying my happiness.”

Noah
tilted his head, a flicker of curiosity in his gaze. I immediately
regretted my words. Would he tell Vee I’d said that?

“Don’t repeat that to Vee. If you do, she’ll make me do
something awful like clip her toenails or clean out the chimney,” I
pleaded, eyes wide.

Noah cocked his head to the side. “Don’t you do those things
anyway?” he asked with a hint of challenge. The rest of his
statement was inferred: You’re Vee’s
bitch. I’ve barely been here a day, and even I can see
it.

I didn’t
like the implication I was weak. Something deep within me recoiled
at the idea. But it was the truth. I was Vee’s lackey, and as long
as I was still at school and in need of a roof over my head, I had
no choice but to continue being one. I turned and dumped the last
of my tea in the sink.

“Just don’t tell her, okay? My life already sucks balls. It
doesn’t need to suck any more balls, thank you very
much.”

His eyes
followed me as I picked up my bag and walked to the back door.
“You’ve a mouth on you.”

I didn’t
reply to him. No doubt he’d come up with some bothersome retort if
I did. Instead I left, taking the beach route to school as per
usual. Noah’s amused laughter followed in my wake.



2.

 “My mam says Vee came to the bar
last night with some boy toy and spent nearly two hundred euros on
drinks,” Aoife said as we walked to Biology, her eyes as round as
saucers.

Aoife’s
mam managed O’Hare’s pub in town, which was owned by Matt O’Hare,
the loathsome Sally O’Hare’s father. I wasn’t surprised Vee had
spent that much though. Her taste in alcohol tended to veer toward
the top shelf, and she was well able to put it away.

“That wasn’t a boy toy. That was her brother. His name is
Noah.”

“I didn’t know she had a brother.”

I
shrugged. “Me neither. She dropped the bomb on me the other day.
He’s staying at the house. I, of course, was the one to clean the
spare bedroom and make it up for him.”

“You need to stop doing everything for her, Stells. It makes me
so angry how she treats you.”

“It makes me angry, too, but I’m not sure she even knows how to
be nice. It’s actually kind of fascinating. The woman probably came
out of the womb barking orders and scowling at everyone,” I joked
half-heartedly, and Aoife shot me a sympathetic look before
changing the subject.

“Anyway, what’s the brother like?”

“The jury’s still out. He’s a bit of a mystery,” I answered,
not mentioning the strange feeling he gave me deep in my belly. A
feeling I couldn’t quite decide was bad or good.

“What does he look like? Mam said he was handsome.”

“He is. He doesn’t look like Vee. The only thing that’s similar
is their eyes,” I replied just as Sally O’Hare and her group came
toward us.

The
moment she spotted me her eyes took on an eager, cruel gleam, and I
knew I was in for it. Swallowing thickly, I braced for whatever
insult she planned to throw at me. When none came, I was surprised,
but a second later it all made sense when I tripped and fell,
landing on my hands and knees on the cold linoleum. She’d thrown an
empty water bottle at my feet to trip me up. Her bestie, Claire
McBride, gave a delighted laugh as they continued down the
corridor. A lump formed in my throat as I fought the urge to cry.
Aoife helped pull me back to standing, a frown marring her
features.

“She’s the anti-Christ, I swear it.”

“Yeah, I wonder if she and Vee are somehow related,” I agreed
in a shaky voice, rubbing my knee where I was sure a bruise was
going to blossom.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Aoife said.

As we
entered the classroom, Sally and Claire snickered and whispered to
one another. I was distracted by Mr. Kennedy calling my
name.

“Estella, I’d like to congratulate you on getting the top mark
in last week’s test on photosynthesis,” he said, beaming at me. Mr.
Kennedy was a short man with light brown hair and glasses, and he
was my favourite teacher because he had a kind face and always had
a smile of encouragement for his students. In my life, kindness was
a rare commodity.

“Well done, Stells,” Aoife said, nudging me with her
elbow.

I
cleared my throat, still feeling the after-effects of the
humiliation from falling flat on my face in the
corridor.

“Thanks,” I smiled, mustering a grin.

Mr.
Kennedy handed me my paper, gave my shoulder a pat, then began
moving about the room, handing back papers to the rest of the
students. I took my usual seat next to Aoife, which just so
happened to be right in front of Sally’s desk.

“Kiss arse,” she sneered, but I didn’t turn around. Aoife shot
her an unfriendly look and told me to ignore her.

“Thinks she’s better than the rest of us,” Sally went on, not
giving up. “Fucking brainbox.”

I grit
my teeth and gripped my pencil tightly. She wasn’t worth my anger,
even if I was having visions of turning around and stabbing her in
the eye with my Stabilo. The name seemed apt.

But no,
there were more important things requiring my attention, like the
next chapter of the textbook I needed to study up on. Sally finally
gave up her taunting when she realised she wasn’t going to get a
reaction out of me, and I exhaled, glad she’d decided to shut her
vicious mouth for once.

After
school I walked home alone, preparing several speeches in my head
to confront Vee about what she’d done to Sylvia last night. Deep
down I knew I wouldn’t end up saying a word, but it made me feel
good to imagine telling her exactly what I thought of
her.

My life
was on too much of a precipice, and I had to blend in with the
furniture until I finished school. If I started kicking up a fuss
and challenging Vee on her actions, then I wouldn’t put it past her
to kick me out onto the street, rendering me homeless and
penniless.

Just the
thought made my stomach clench with anxiety.

Slotting
my key in the back door, I stepped inside the empty kitchen and
dropped my bag on the floor. I went to the sink for a glass of
water, thirsty after the long walk home. My knee was still sore
from my fall, so after downing the water I put my foot up on a
chair and hitched up my skirt to check the damage. A dark purple
bruise was forming on my left knee, and I had a few scrapes on my
palms as well.

“Somebody’s been through the wars,” came a voice, startling me.
I quickly pushed my skirt back down and stood up
straight.

Noah
stood in the doorway with his arms folded, an indecipherable
expression on his face. His eyes landed on mine for a moment before
wandering to the delicate gold chain around my neck. He seemed
intrigued as his gaze lowered to the small cross pendant that hung
on the end of it. It was a gift from Dad I rarely took off. The
intense way Noah studied it made the tiny hairs at the base of my
neck stand on end.

As he was studying me, I
took the opportunity to study him, realising just
how physically attractive he was. I’d noticed he was handsome
before, sure, but he really was unusually stunning, brooding and
intense. He was tall and broad shouldered, with a confidence that
seemed almost dangerous. Like he could handle himself in a
fight.

“Let me guess, today was P.E.?” Noah said.

I
frowned and shook my head, wondering why he cared. “No. A girl in
my class tripped me over.”

He
tilted his head. “Why?”

I
shrugged. “She’s always had a problem with me,” I paused, casting
him a quick glance. “She’s also a massive bitch.”

His lips
twitched, like he found my statement amusing. He came fully into
the room and leaned against the table. “How did you
retaliate?”

“I retaliated by ignoring her. She’s not worth my
time.”

“Coward.”

I
widened my eyes at him. “Excuse me?”

“You know what I would’ve done?” he went on, ignoring the
question. “I would’ve taken my maths compass, gotten her alone
somewhere and stuck her with it. She wouldn’t be tripping anyone up
after that.”

“You’re disturbed,” I said, casting him a wary look.

“I’m creative. And I’m not the one who’ll be dealing with a
bully for the rest of the school year. Do something to show her you
mean business, and she’ll back off. That’s the way things work with
those types of people.”

Pulling
out a chair, I sat down and thought about it. Perhaps I should do
something to scare Sally. Then again, knowing my luck I’d probably
get caught and expelled for it.

“Did you get bullied at school, too?”

Noah’s
gaze darkened. “Someone tried.”

“What happened?” I asked, leaning forward, strangely eager to
know.

He sat
on the tabletop, lifted his feet up onto a chair and looked down at
me. There was a wild, untamed quality to his eyes I was captivated
by. “This one boy tried spreading it around school I was in the
business of sucking cock for money,” he said, and my mouth fell
open.

I
blinked, my cheeks heating at what he said. “Were you?”

He
stared at me blandly, completely unoffended by the question.
“No.”

“So, what did you do?”

“You know the Bath Estate where they have all those ginnels
behind the houses?”

I
nodded. “They’re like a maze.”

Noah
almost smiled. “So, this boy, he used to walk through the ginnels
to get home. One night I followed him, got him in the dark and saw
to it he wouldn’t be spreading his lies ever again.”

“How?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper. It took a long time
for Noah to answer, and I thought maybe he was censoring his reply,
like the truth was too explicit for me to hear. But then, he didn’t
censor a thing.

“I threatened to sodomise him with the handle of a spear point
machete.”

I
gasped, my hand going to my mouth in shock. My stomach twisted as I
recoiled. “That’s horrific!”

“It worked,” Noah said, and I saw something in his expression
that made my gut twist. I wondered if he’d actually done that instead of only
threatening it. I instantly rejected the idea, because only a
psychopath could do such a thing, and I didn’t want to think I was
sleeping in the same house as a psychopath.

When I
spoke again, I wasn’t sure why I said what I did, only that the
need to be honest gripped me tight and wouldn’t let go. “I wanted
to stab Sally in the eye with my pencil,” I confessed, guilt
trickling in.

One dark
eyebrow arched slightly, like I’d surprised him. “Why didn’t
you?”

I
exhaled a harsh breath, repeating his earlier statement. “Because
I’m a coward.”

We
locked eyes, and the moment seemed to last forever. “I don’t think
that’s it,” Noah said finally.

“You don’t?”

“No. I think you didn’t hurt your bully because it’s not in
your nature to be violent, no matter how you might fantasise about
it.”

I was a
little bothered that he thought he could read me so easily. “You
don’t know my nature. You barely know me at all.”

“I see you, though,” he said, and something about the sincerity
in eyes made my breath catch. Thick silence hung between us. What
did he mean he saw me? A swarm of bees filled my stomach for no
apparent reason at all.

I was so
consumed by Noah’s statement I barely noticed when Vee entered the
room. She wore a flower print house coat over her pyjamas,
sheepskin slippers adorning her feet. Glancing between Noah and me,
she took her time narrowing her gaze. “I hope you’re not bothering
my brother, Estella.”

I
frowned and tensed, defending myself. “I’m not.”

“I was entertaining her with a story from my school days. Do
you remember Adam Fowler?” Noah said.

Vee
wrinkled her brow at his question, tightening the belt around her
house coat as she went to turn on the kettle. “Should I?” she
asked, disinterested.

Noah
blew out a breath. “Probably not. You weren’t around much
then.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve always been
around.”

Noah
eyed her meaningfully, his voice surprisingly softer. “Have you
though?”

Vee
looked perturbed, turning away from him and fussing with the
teacups. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A quiet
pause fell over the room before Noah stated blandly, “Estella’s
being bullied by a girl at her school.”

I stared
at him, aghast. I’d thought our conversation was confidential. More
fool me.

Vee
turned to glance at me, her ginger eyebrows drawing together. “Are
you?”

I nodded
but didn’t speak.

“By whom?”

I didn’t
see the point in refusing to answer. It wasn’t like Vee was going
to march down to the school in my defence and demand Principal
Hawkins punish Sally for how she treated me. In all honesty, I
wouldn’t be surprised if Vee sought her out and congratulated her
for a job well done. After all, her third greatest pleasure in life
was making me suffer. Her second greatest was making Sylvia suffer
and her first was drinking herself into a stupor night after
night.

“Sally O’Hare,” I said, noticing Noah’s eyes flare at the name.
Did he know her?

Vee
pursed her lips, eyeing me a moment. “And are you doing anything
about it?”

“What can I do? She has more friends than I do. It’s a losing
battle.”

“The O’Hare’s are a bunch of dim-witted Neanderthals. You have
your wits, Estella, and they far surpass those of Sally O’Hare. Use
words as your weapon, and you’ll win the war.”

I
blinked, unable to believe Vee had just given me a compliment, not
to mention advice verging on maternal. My mouth fell open slightly,
but I didn’t breathe a word. Vee opened the cupboard, swearing when
she discovered we were out of tea bags.

“Take some money from the drawer in the entryway, and run down
to the shop, Estella,” she ordered irritably, slamming the cupboard
shut. “Every time I want a cup of blasted tea in this house, we’re
either out of milk, tea bags, sugar or all three.”

Without
a word, I did as she asked and left the room in a hurry. I
hesitated in the hallway when I heard a bang, like someone slamming
their hand on the wooden surface of the table. The sound was so
loud and harsh the house practically shuddered. It had to be
Noah.

“Why don’t you go shopping if you’re always running out,
sister? You look like you
haven’t eaten a thing since 2008.”

I
quietly gasped at the way he spoke to her, my heart pounding as I
waited to see how Vee would respond to his challenge. I expected
her to shout at him, lash out, but she didn’t. Instead, her voice
grew watery and weak.

“I eat,” she stated. “You know the women in our family are
naturally thin.”

“You’re not thin, you’re skeletal. But dare I comment on it?
Dare I fuck. You go around acting like it’s perfectly normal. While
I’m here scared we’ll have to start feeding you those foil nutrient
packets they give to starving children in Africa.” What he said was
insulting and mean, but he also sounded angry at her for not taking
better care of herself.

“You have no right to talk to me like that,” Vee replied, a
quiver in her voice.

“We’re family. I have every right to tell you when you’re
making yourself suffer unnecessarily.”

Vee
didn’t reply. Instead she fled the room. I pressed my body to the
wall, hoping she didn’t notice me and take her emotions out on
me.

Instead,
she passed by, ran up the staircase, and slammed her bedroom door
shut with a loud thud. I chanced a peek into the kitchen. Noah
stood by the table; his posture slumped and his head in his hands,
clearly regretful for what he’d said to Vee. He must’ve sensed me
looking because he glanced up, his eyes locking with mine. My pulse
pounded as I instantly turned and grabbed the money from the
entryway, hurrying from the house.

***

About
five minutes away from the convent, there was a community school,
and that meant one very important thing.

Boys.

I’d
never really had friends who were boys, aside from Aoife’s
boyfriend, Jimmy, so it was safe to say I’d never had an actual
boyfriend either. Maybe that was why I was having all these
confusing feelings about Noah. Aside from Dad, I’d barely
interacted with the opposite sex in my life.


Sometimes, a few of the community school lads would come over
and hang out by the convent gates to leer at the girls as we headed
home for the day. Claire McBride was not only Sally’s evil
sidekick, but she was also annoyingly gorgeous, attracting lots of
attention from the boys. If there was a beauty contest going, she’d
be the winner, though I suspected in a bigger pond she’d simply be
considered “cute”.

That was
the problem with living in a small town. You never could tell if
you were extraordinary, or if everyone else was just very ordinary,
rendering any small talent unnecessarily amplified.

“Hey sexy!” one of them called as I ducked my head and hurried
through the gates as fast as I could. They weren’t talking to me.
They were talking to the girls behind me since Claire was among
them. It was a pity Aoife had basketball practice today. I’d feel
less anxious if she was here.

“Show us your tits,” another shouted, and I quickened my step.
I couldn’t help chancing a quick glance in their direction,
recognising Kean Riordan. He lived just down the street from Vee’s
house. But unlike Vee’s, his house was well-maintained. His parents
were wealthy, with his dad owning a local pipe factory.

We made brief eye contact, and he shot me a small smile before
I turned and continued walking. That was weird. Had he
really just smiled at me?
Kean was a hot commodity, and lots of girls in town fancied him. I
might’ve been more excited by his smile if it wasn’t for the fact
that my head was full of Noah. I couldn’t stop replaying his words
from yesterday over and over in my head.

I see you, though.

I wished
I could stop thinking about him, but it was a losing battle. When I
got home, I entered through the back door, and the house was quiet.
Like usual, I dropped my bag on the floor, pulled a glass from the
cupboard and filled it with water. I downed a gulp when I heard a
voice from the living room say, “There are two sides to every
story.”

“Be that as it may, your mother is a lovely woman, and she
doesn’t deserve to be spoken to that way.” This sounded like
Irene.

I
frowned and put the glass down. When I walked into the living room,
Irene sat next to Sylvia, who was in her wheelchair. Noah sat on
the armchair by the window, facing them both, a mocking slant to
his mouth as he leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. The TV
was off, so the room was completely silent. I looked from Noah to
Irene, the tension unmistakable.

“Ah, you’re home. Good. I’ve been waiting for you,” Noah said
as he stood and moved toward me.

Before I
could react, he took my hand and pulled me into the hallway. I
didn’t allow myself a single moment to contemplate the feel of his
palm against mine as I yanked my hand from his grasp. “What are you
doing?”

“Taking you out.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“You’d rather stick around here?”

“I’d rather you tell me what was going on in there between you
and Irene.”

“A difference of opinion. Nothing to concern yourself with.
Come with me.”

I
studied him a moment, suspicious. “Come with you where?”

“I need to see a man about a dog.”

I folded
my arms. “And why do you need me there?”

He
hesitated. “For appearances.”

I
frowned, not getting him at all. In fact, Noah said a lot of things
I didn’t get. “Fat chance. I have homework.”

When I
turned to walk back down the hall, he caught me by the elbow. “Now,
now, don’t be so hasty. What if I paid you?”

This was
getting weirder and weirder, but … well, money was something I was
always in need of. “How much?”

“A fiver.”

“Twenty.”

He
smirked at my highball offer. “Fifteen.”

I
sighed. “Okay. Just let me go change out of my uniform
first.”

I made
it one step before he pulled me back. “No. Keep it on.”

I was
about to tell him how odd he was being but instead shook my head
and played along. “Fine.”

When we
got outside, he pulled the keys to Veronica’s car from his
pocket.

“Vee will be mad when she sees you took her car.”

“My sister just finished polishing off a bottle of vodka.
She’ll be staring into the abyss for the next hour or two at
least,” he replied.

I eyed
him speculatively as he approached the passenger side, opened the
door and gestured for me to get in. I walked around him, lowered
myself into the seat, then asked, “Doesn’t it concern
you?”

“Doesn’t what concern me?”

“That your sister is a day drinker.”

He cast
me a quick side glance. “She’s a night drinker, too.” At this, he
slammed the door shut and walked around to the driver’s
side.

I
narrowed my gaze at him, my lips firming at he lowered himself into
the seat next to me. “You should be more worried about
her.”

“Who says I’m not?”

“You don’t seem like you are,” I said just as a memory of
yesterday entered my head. I remembered how he’d looked standing in
the kitchen after his argument with Vee about her weight. He’d
seemed sad, regretful of how he’d gone about things. Maybe I was
being too harsh on him. After all, it wasn’t like I’d done a whole
lot to stop Vee’s drinking either. She hadn’t done much to warrant
my help, sure, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t give it. After all,
the Bible taught me it was more blessed to give than to
receive.

Noah
cast me a side glance. “What are you thinking about?”

“I was just wondering why Vee never mentioned you. I didn’t
even know she had a brother until the day before you arrived,” I
said. It wasn’t what I’d been thinking, but I suspected Noah
wouldn’t appreciate me quoting the Bible at him.

His
hands flexed on the steering wheel. “That’s because I’m the dark
horse of the family.”

“I still think you would’ve gotten a mention. At least
once.”

“It’s easier to pretend I never existed,” he said, and I
frowned, watching as he slotted the key in, the engine humming to
life as he put it in first and pulled out of the driveway. The
house was on Bowery Street, which ran along the coast. There was an
old Victorian stairway that allowed you to bypass the road and go
directly to the other side, where you could climb down some stone
steps to the beach.

“Anyone ever tell you the story of Lady Maeve’s Staircase?”
Noah asked after a minute of quiet driving.

I
glanced at the stairway in the distance through the overhead
mirror, and a cold shiver trickled down the back of my neck. “Of
course. Everyone in this town knows that story.”

I hated
thinking about it though. The tale of a wealthy noble woman
throwing herself to her death was one that never failed to make my
stomach twist. I was pretty sure one of my recurring dreams was
about her, and I feared her ghost haunted the grounds around Vee’s
house.

The
story went that the noble woman was married to a cold and abusive
landowner, and the only place she could find solace was on the
private staircase that led to the beach beyond the grounds of their
castle. One night it all became too much, and she decided to end
her own life. Lots of people say that in the earlier hours of the
morning you could see her ghost running up the stairs and down to
the cliff where she threw herself into the sea.

The
castle still exists, but it’s been empty since before I was born,
having fallen into disrepair long ago. Sometimes teenagers broke
into it to drink and smoke.

“You look spooked,” Noah commented. “Don’t tell me you believe
in ghosts.”

I
glanced at him. “Don’t you?”

“Not particularly,” he answered. “There are plenty horrors in
the real world, there’s no need for invisible ones,
too.”

My palms
grew sweaty. “So, you don’t think Vee’s house is
haunted?”

“Technically, it’s Sylvia’s house. And yes, it’s haunted, but
not in the way you might think.”

“What does that mean?”

“Like I said, plenty horrors in the real world,” he
repeated.

A
silence fell before I continued my line of questioning. “What about
your dad? Sometimes I wonder if his ghost is still hanging
around.”

Noah
frowned, his expression perturbed. He didn’t answer my question,
and I felt guilty all of a sudden. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked him
that. After all, I knew the pain of losing a parent. Vee and Noah’s
dad, Victor, died of a heart condition years ago. I’d seen a few
old pictures of him. He was a jolly looking man with a bushy grey
beard and a dark complexion. Noah resembled him in that
regard.

“What were you and Irene talking about before I got home?” I
asked, bringing the conversation back around.

He cast
me a quick, silent glance before focusing back on the
road.

“You were mistreating Sylvia, weren’t you? You should be
ashamed of yourself,” I said, my anger building.

“Very high and mighty talk coming from the girl who fantasises
about stabbing her classmate in the eye with a pencil,” Noah shot
back, and I glared at him.

“I told you that in confidence.”

“And that was your first mistake,” Noah said before pulling the
car to a stop.

When I
looked out the window, I saw we’d arrived at my school. Confused, I
wondered why he’d brought me here. It was mostly empty, with just a
few students still hanging about for extra-curricular activities.
Noah parked close to the sports pitch, where the camogie team
practiced.

“Stay here,” he instructed.

I nodded
and watched quietly as he left the car and walked directly across
the sports pitch to the other side, where the caretaker’s shed was
located. Several girls stopped to eye him up and down, and for a
second, I saw him from their perspective. A hot twenty-something
year-old guy who had suddenly appeared in a school where the
student body was (often painfully) all female.

They
whispered and giggled, but he didn’t spare them a glance, instead
knocking on the door to the caretaker’s shed. A second later it
opened, and Noah disappeared inside. My brow furrowed as I tried to
figure out what he might be doing in there.

The
school’s caretaker was Sam Ryan, a local man from a big, well-known
family. He was old now, but the rumour was that he used to be a
member of the IRA back when the Troubles were still ongoing. So
even though he looked like a kindly old granddad, people tended to
be wary of him. The fact that he and Noah knew each other put me on
alert.

Fifteen
minutes went by, and I started to worry. I emerged from the car and
paced, wondering if I should go over and see what was taking so
long. Then, the door to the shed opened, and Noah and Sam emerged.
They shook hands, and I caught sight of Noah shoving a small
envelope inside his coat. He strode across the pitch again, but
this time he was approached by the sports coach, Mr.
Flynn.
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