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Chapter

The first time he ever encountered the mother and daughter was when
he pulled up behind them at a toll booth in Limerick while they were
having some kind of argument with the person in the hatch. That's what
he assumed was happening, anyway. He could barely make out the
females in the black Suzuki Swift from the wheel of his van.

A couple of times, he saw the mother's eyes in the side mirror and felt
she was looking at him, although knew she wasn't. That it was merely
the way her head pivoted as she talked and did whatever she was doing
- which may have been hunting for change.

It reminded him to look for change himself and although he quickly
found the EUR1.90 for cars, soon noticed the metal sign standing on the
cement strip listed EUR3.40 as the charge for vans. So he undid his
seatbelt, leant into the back and reached for his dark brown leather
satchel.

Now he could see a young blonde girl in the booth, whose face hadn't
been visible moments earlier. The girl had leant back, some kind of faded
pink rubber band around her neck and was clearly making an effort not
to get annoyed. The mother seemed upset, while the daughter's arms
looked folded. Simon got the impression she was actually throwing her
eyes to heaven.

The mother stuck her right arm outside the window, displaying a silk
shirt with fried egg designs all over it - perhaps flowers - and jabbed her
pointed finger at the girl in the booth.

Then, her arm disappeared again and the Suzuki began moving
forward.

The blonde girl in the booth swivelled in panic and the gate was
raised.

Within moments the little black car had driven away.

'Why not just let her crash into it?' Simon wondered aloud while



carefully cruising up to the booth and feeling around more in the satchel
that was now on his lap. 'They didn't want to pay?’

The girl in the hatch, good looking enough for him to straighten up,
was gazing in the direction of the runaway car.

'Lunatics,' she muttered while accepting his coins.

Soon he was moving again, unable to see the black car in the distance
and more or less forgetting about the whole thing.

The fog was plenty to be thinking about.

He hadn't been sure it was real, because he'd never seen a fog bank
before and it had only been visible for a moment or two. A roundabout
and village had deprived him of the sight almost immediately and made
him suspect it was smoke from some controlled fire. Yet there it was
again - distant now and dissipated.

Simon had been alive for thirty eight years and spent the last four in
Siberia. Was back home in Ireland because his mother was dying of
pancreatic cancer. It was killing him too. After all, he was supposed to be
able to cure anyone. Yet couldn't even cure his own mum - the woman
who had created him.

His brown hair and red beard seemed a reluctant sacrifice to his
nature and two old denim jackets kept him warm in the van.

Many saw the forthcoming solstice as the beginning of winter, but
Simon followed his own medicine wheel and had been in the depths of it
since November.

In the months since returning home he'd tried to continue his work,
telling himself he would stay with his father for a year after his mother
died. But there was little appreciation for the kind of thing he did in
Ireland. Absolutely no support from the government. Only middle class
kids in their late twenties trying to be cool even knew what he was.

He'd recently done performances in nightclubs where everybody was
on the wrong kind of drugs.

Occasionally, he met others in Ireland who claimed to do similar work.
Claimed to be his colleagues. Yet Simon discovered they wore many
hats. They also described themselves as hypnotherapists, reiki masters,
yoga teachers and a slew of other things. Did weekend courses. Posted
photocopied advertisements in coffeeshops or ads online. They didn't
know what they were doing. The male gurus tried to fuse machismo and
enlightenment, while the women plodded around like lost cherubs in
their lycra leggings.

'The blind leading the blind,' Simon said aloud in the van - because it
was something he thought about a lot.



And yet how different was he, really, from all these people he looked
down upon? Wasn't he flaunting his Siberian experience in the same way
they brandished their little Buddha idols? Hypocrisy that he tried to bob
and weave around while looking out the window.

He entered a land of factories, home stores and restaurants that
seemed designed for squabbling families.

After locking the van and walking across the tarmacadam he slowed,
went back and got his dark brown leather satchel. It only contained a
few notes but he couldn't get his head around leaving it alone when so
little else seemed to matter these days.

Indoors, the place was busy for a Thursday afternoon. A sea of shiny
dark brown tables and partitions with wooden troughs of plants along
the top. Weren't all these children supposed to be in school?

He sat into one of the leather-backed booths by a wall, peeled off his
two denim jackets, climbed out of his brown hoody and dumped his
satchel and everything else on the empty seat opposite before sheepishly
picking up a menu.

He looked a little younger and more liberated in his navy blue t-shirt,
the collars sticking up with a touch of dishevelment.

This trip was completely half-hearted for him. A client in Dublin was
going to pay EUR360 to be 'initiated’. It wasn't really something Simon
could do and yet he seemed to be doing it anyway. Kind of made him
feel guilty. But he needed the money.

He was frightened of the Beer Battered Haddock and so told the
young Polish waitress he would have Spaghetti Pollo Alla Pepperonati.

Then he tried to get comfortable, which meant sitting back into the
corner of the booth and letting one leg stretch out along the little couch.

In the two years since separating from his aid worker wife, Simon
hadn't yet been able to interest a girl he liked. Females didn't pay as
much attention to him anymore - yet he seemed to desire them more
than ever. He knew if only they became familiar with him, perhaps saw
the work he did, they would be interested. But he lacked a social circle.
Liked to spend time by himself. Doing his thing. So it was difficult for
him to connect with others. He was vain, on top of that. Searching for
someone not just beautiful and deep, but capable of hanging onto those
qualities as she aged. Someone as magnificent as him.

He knew the woman who hadn't paid the toll was sitting twenty feet
away. Because of her floweregg top. Yet it was one of those uncanny
revelations that first herald themselves as humourous thoughts and only
appear hired by reality moments later.



Just like he'd done for the girl in the booth, Simon straightened up.

Then joined the fingers of both hands together on top of his menu and
took a good look.

She appeared quintessentially Irish, with prematurely silver hair
meticulously parted in the middle and hanging down in a grown out
bob. Couldn't have been more than five feet tall and yet struck him as
elongated in a wretched way - like she'd spent her life in miniature,
climbing up her own body.

Nonetheless, there was also something foreign about her. Not exotic.
Merely somewhat removed. Out of place. Was it her posture, he
wondered? No, it wasn't.

Now her elbows were resting on the table, fingers interlocked in front
of her mouth, eyes constantly darting from side to side.

Her face seemed a record of the ebb and flow of serialised catastrophe.
Its expression was terribly guarded. The scaffolding of fear.

She wore jeans, pink hiking boots and there was also a pink Low
Alpine jacket strewn on the chair beside her. On top of the coat sat a
large fake leather bag which had the colour and texture of dried cherry
chewing gum. Its withered skin pinched and punched by gold handles
and buttons. There were other shopping bags too.

Naturally, she felt him looking and looked back.

Their eyes connected for a moment and hers proved fit in a way.

Yet so were his.

Simon had long given up looking away from women when they
checked his stare.

Things were quickly interrupted by the return of the woman's
daughter and a man.

Like her mother, the daughter seemed to transport a great vigilance
around with her, together with a deadpan demeanour.

Her mouth seemed a little tight and eyes certainly weren't revealing
much. She had shoulder-length brown hair that was pulled back under a
wide yellow hair band.

She wore a yellow hoody with shaded orange flowers all over, dirty
jeans and a pair of brown fleece boots.

Most noticeably, there was a scar travelling down the right of her
forehead from just under hairline to just over eyebrow.

There was something different about her too - although once again
Simon didn't know quite what it was.

He couldn't tell if she was extremely innocent or extremely



wise-looking, although that was something he found confusing about a
lot of young girls.

The man, meanwhile, was in some kind of agreement with his fifties,
wearing a pair of overpriced dark grey jeans and a shirt of blue maths
squares.

In his right ear was a phone clip and around his neck a wide red rub-
ber band that hung down and held a bronze oval taxi licence number.

The same black hair on his head could be seen on his fingers and arms.
So it could.

Simon pursed his lips, nodded and looked away humbly because they
were obviously a family.

He turned into the booth entirely as his spaghetti arrived, lifted his
fork off the red napkin beside his plate and asked the waitress for a jug
of water with one piece of ice.

Yet during the minutes that followed, he was unable to completely ig-
nore the other table.

He wasn't looking and wasn't close enough to be listening. Yet the
feeling he got was just like at the toll booth. There was a certain awk-
wardness about the trio twenty feet away. You couldn't help but know it.

After six or seven minutes a large family vacated another nearby table
and Simon was suddenly able to hear a little better.

He still couldn't listen to their conversation but would occasionally
catch snippets of what the mother, in particular, was saying because she
spoke in a loud and somewhat stilted voice.

'They were from the special branch,' she said at one point.

To Simon her words sounded cheeky and fresh, like they had been
washed in an upside down bell.

Her accent was definitely not Irish.

'Mum... ' the daughter said.

'Eat your vegetables!' her mother snapped.

It was English.

Her daughter's painted eyelashes shuddered in embarrassment. Those
lashes were constantly on show because she spent a lot of time staring
down at her fish and chips. Occasionally, she threw her head back and
laughed - revealing braces. Revealing what struck Simon as a sort of
scheduled pride. She chewed ice with vigour and at one point took a
huge bite of fish like she'd caught the cod herself and handed the rest to
her mother who immediately accepted it.

Simon's squinting eyes noticed that, as the meal progressed, the taxi-
man was becoming increasingly nervous.



Putting his hand in his pocket to partially remove his wallet. Tapping
at items on his tray like a shy keyboard player. Nodding at whatever the
mother was saying and almost biting his lip.

Simon began to suspect the mother and daughter had not actually met
him before. He also developed a hunch the daughter wanted the meeting
to take place a lot more than her mother. In any case, there was definitely
something strange about the group. Anyone could see that.

'Do I think the name Sean is a good one?' the mother asked loudly and
sort of rhetorically at one point while covering almost her entire face
with connected hands that she peered around. 'It doesn't rape me..."

Once they had more or less finished eating, the daughter reached into
her mother's cherry leather bag and pulled out two green packets of
Walker's Crisps, tossing one toward her mother and quickly opening the
other herself.

'‘What part of England are you from?' the taximan asked the daughter.

The daughter shook her head, said something that Simon couldn't hear
and shrugged.

The taximan appeared puzzled.

Then, without any warning, something really quite bizarre began to
happen.

The mother began smacking her lips and rolling her tongue against the
insides of her cheeks.

Once again, it was a moment or two before Simon realised it was even
occurring.

The woman was literally making sucking movements with her lips
and her eyes were darting around madly - although not looking at any-
thing in particular.

'Mum,' the daughter said in a very loud whisper and aggressively
threw her packet of crisps on the table. ' Mum!'

The taximan didn't know where to look.

'She'll be okay in a minute,' the daughter put a hand on his arm but
continued looking at her mother. 'Mum! Please stop it!'

Yet it was obviously the final straw for the guy because he slid easily
out of the table, made a sort of bowing movement, turned around and
walked away.

Simon watched very closely as the mother gradually became still,
tongue exiting mouth in tiny flicks.

Both females then appeared to be staring into nowhere.

A period of not just silence, but strange intimacy followed.



Not intimacy between mother and daughter, Simon reckoned. Intim-
acy between each of them and total solitude. They might have been to-
gether, sitting in a busy restaurant, but they were completely alone. In
fact, this particular mother and daughter struck him as more alone than
any other family he had ever seen in his life. He could safely say that.

The daughter promptly made a remark to the mother that Simon
couldn't hear, although he thought it might have been something to do
with not being able to go on.

At that point the two females rose from the table and began gathering
their stuff.

As he watched them make their way across the restaurant with eye-
catching efficiency, he began to feel something pulling at his stomach. It
was the impulse to follow them. Simon had a history of walking up to fe-
male strangers in the street when he thought it important. He could tell
they were in the market for a man. Sensed they were vulnerable.

Sure, the little girl was too young for him and the mother too crazy,
but he was still drawn to their femininity - in the same way he was re-
pelled by most things masculine.

Perhaps he was grasping at something real - in the hope of punctuat-
ing a life that in recent years had become quite unreal.

Whatever the reason, he mimed writing a cheque to the Polish wait-
ress and she immediately walked towards him.

As he anxiously strode out the front door of the restaurant, expecting
to see the mother and daughter already driving off in their Suzuki, he al-
most tripped over them on the wheelchair ramp of corrugated brown
tiles.

He could have introduced himself at that point, certainly, but the duo
were so totally self-absorbed that it didn't feel right and he instead
walked around them.

The daughter was folding clothes into their Penney's bag and having
some kind of disagreement with the mother about a coat.

'It's in the car mum...' she was saying wearily.

'‘Well,' the mother shrugged and brightened. 'Lets get it then, love!'

'In a minute,' the daughter picked up the mother's cherry leather bag
and motioned towards the adjoining Centra. 'We have to go in here first.'

'Why can't we use your phone?' the mother started moving in that
direction.

'It stopped working ages ago,' the daughter muttered and followed her
into the shop.



There was definitely something different about these two, Simon de-
cided. Could it be what he thought? He took a deep breath. Studied the
carpark for a moment or two and slowly walked down the ramp and in-
to Centra.

Indoors, he pretended to browse while listening to the daughter using
the payphone, bags at her feet.

'Hello?' she was saying. 'Yeah... you replied to our ad in The Limerick
Post?'

Simon carefully passed the mother who was busy trying out makeup
testers and using clips to hold that silver hair. Suddenly pulling them
out, letting her hair fall down and removing the make-up with a tissue
pulled from her pink jacket pocket. Starting all over again.

As he emerged from the aisle and found himself at the counter, he
came across the daughter again who now appeared to be looking
through the accommodation section of The Limerick Post. She returned
it to the pile and shook her head. Folded her arms and stared at the ci-
garettes behind the counter. Staring into nowhere, really. Weary and yet
determined looking.

'‘Come on mum,' she called out, like a parent.

Her mother followed obediently, like a child.

'Can I get a popcorn and Coke?' she asked.

"You've just eaten!' the daughter scolded.

Tm hungry again!'

'l don't have any money!'

'Get some!"

'I'm not doing that here!'

Simon breathed a little laugh.

They walked to their car, he walked to his.

It was starting to rain and now that he'd taken care of his hunger, it
was really time to get back on the road.

The threesome drove like a separated family through a land borne not
only of rain, but a threat of rain.

Large open air sheds with arching, corrugated purple roofs punctu-
ated the green fields. They seemed to crouch like the telephone poles,
bushes and trees. It was like everything wanted to huddle and wanted
Simon to huddle too.

After about nine minutes, the car and van reached an intersection and
he realised immediately the mother and daughter were turning left.

If he turned left too, he would be driving in the opposite direction of
his appointment and following two females he didn't know.
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Yet none of that seemed to matter as he made the decision to follow
the little black Suzuki.

In a book or film a character doing what he was doing would normally
be classed as strange - but this was real life and Simon didn't feel very
strange.

However, the winds in his mind shifted again when their little black
car left the motorway and entered a leafy suburban area. It was presum-
ably where they lived and he suddenly felt very relieved he hadn't intro-
duced himself. They came to a halt in front of a reasonably well-to-do
household while he continued driving further into the estate.

What had he been thinking?

He turned the van around and headed back the way he came, already
focusing his mind on the road to Dublin.

However, as he passed their car on the way back out, he noticed they
hadn't climbed out of it.

At the gilded entrance to the motorway he parked with some irrita-
tion, jumped out of his van and slowly started walking back into the
estate.

Perhaps he was weird, he decided.

They were parked near a corner.

Simon able to get within ten feet of their car without them knowing
and actually able to hear them talk - much more clearly now.

'Tam here mum,' the daughter's voice was saying. ' am stronger than
it is. I am not changing.'

'No, no, no... ' her mother's English accent was now a desperate
whisper.

'Listen to my voice mum,' the daughter sounded irritated but focused.
'Just my voice.'

'We have to go to another town!' her mother insisted. 'That taximan is
on to us. I know he is!'

'Bad man!' the daughter said. "You will not talk to mummy like that.
You scare her..."'

'It's too bright here Jo!" the mother said.

Simon peeked around the tree and saw the daughter pulling down
blinds inside the front and rear windows.

The blind closest to him declared SAY NO TO BEAR DANCING in big
chunky green letters and had the image of a bear with a rope through its
nose and metal clamping its jaw. He couldn't see the blind on the front
window very well, but suspected it might be one of those fantastical
paintings of deep blue mountains and forests.
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Just go to sleep,' the daughter said soothingly.

Simon sighed.

This wasn't where they lived at all!

After a few minutes, the sound of a door opening.

Simon watched the daughter get out, shut it behind her gently and
stare through the window for a moment - before straightening up, put-
ting both hands in her yellow hoody pockets and walking off down the
street.

He squinted and wondered some more.

After a few minutes decided to slowly approach the car.

Like the daughter had done, he peered inside.

On the back seat the mother was lying down. She wasn't asleep. Just
cursing, spitting and talking to nobody. He watched her for a whole
minute and with a lack of inhibition that surprised him. Tried to be sure
of what he was seeing.

She seemed either unaware of his presence or unconcerned with it.

Her eyes distant, like those of some extremely lost soul.

Simon felt someone watching and turned around.

On the grass verge leading up to the house, right beside a lavender
bush, was a sand and cream coloured rabbit.

It was moving its nose in and out - or perhaps up and down - and
when it did so its forehead and mouth moved along with it. Not to men-
tion all those white hairs. Whiskers, Simon assumed. They were jerking
about like crazy and he had the strangest feeling the rabbit knew him - or
knew the car.

He decided to smile at the little creature.

The rabbit suddenly brought a front leg to its mouth, as if eating, al-
though after a moment Simon realised it was just cleaning itself. Then
used the same foot to shake out an ear, like a cat. Promptly abandoned
both tasks, put its feet back on the ground and stared at him or the car
some more.

Simon walked around the car, idly crossed the road and stood under a
tree for ten minutes.

Waiting.

When the daughter returned, he noticed she was walking strangely.

Upon reaching the car, she opened the boot and for a moment it
looked almost like she was taking off her jeans.

Then she closed the boot and looked about to see if anyone was
watching.

Her eyes came to rest on him.

12



'Hello there!' he said.

She froze for a moment, then panicked - yanking open the passenger
seat door.

'N-no,' Simon started walking across the street. 'Wait... '

The daughter clambered inside, slammed the door shut and there was
immediately the sound of desperate argument from within. The mother
was climbing from the back into the driver's seat as Simon approached
the side of the vehicle and tried to calm them down. He even rapped on
the window once - before the car began lurching forward and stopping.

'It's okay,' Simon laughed, not very loudly.

He seemed to be locked into a completely different universe and could
hear the sound of his own breath.

Suddenly the car pulled away at great speed.

He jogged back to his van in the hope he wouldn't lose them.

Feeling more idiotic than strange.

He was out of breath and feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing
now, but also relieved to catch up with the familiar Suzuki within five
minutes.

Why so relieved, he wondered? He definitely wanted to break the ice
now. He was sure of that.

Before long, he was following them into another carpark on the far
side of the suburban sprawl and coming to a halt twenty feet behind
them in front of a Costa coffeeshop.

'Now is the time," he spelled out as he pulled the handbrake.

The Costa was square in shape and from the outside looked to have a
disused upper floor. The building beige and wine in colour and beside it
the early construction of something else that would be about twice the
size. Rubble and torn down signs littering the perimeter.

Simon got out of his van and without hesitation walked straight over
to the daughter who was wearily emerging from their car.

About six feet away, she saw him.

'Hi,' she said without recognising him. "You wanna buy a DVD
player?'

Simon came to a standstill in front of her as she quickly moved to the
boot, opened it and immediately produced one of those small portable
DVD players that had become popular a few years earlier.

He moved his eyes from daughter to mother, the latter studying him
with great suspicion and anxiety from the driver's seat.

Finally cleared his throat.
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'N-no,' he said. 'Listen. I was in the restaurant. Couldn't help overhear-
ing you both. Saw you in Centra too... '

Very slowly, without taking her eyes off him, the daughter lay the
portable DVD player back on the floor of the boot.

The mother continued staring at him like she had been, although now
started thumping her hand on the window and trying to get the atten-
tion of the daughter.

Just felt I had to talk to you,' Simon whispered.

The daughter was scrutinising him and he was finding it difficult.

'JOANNE! her mother rolled down the window aggressively and
breathlessly.

Joanne glanced at her and Simon noticed she looked younger all of a
sudden.

'Get back inside!" her mother whispered fiercely.

'There's nothing to be scared of!" Simon held up his hands and nearly
shook his head. Tjust...'

'GET IN THE CAR JO!" her mother screamed.

'Wait mum,' the daughter raised a hand. 'Just wait a second..."

Herself and Simon looked at one another for a moment.

The mother started muttering again and promptly rolled up the
window.

Curiosity clouded the daughter's face.

'‘What do you want?' she asked.

'Tdon't know,' Simon shrugged. 'Could I buy you and your mum a cup
of coffee?'

'‘Why?' she asked.

Simon shrugged again.

'Tdon't know,' he repeated. 'T'm curious about you two...'

The daughter cocked her nose slightly, tilting her head back.

'T'm different too,' he nodded and whispered - sounding no more con-
vincing than when he usually spoke to women.

Yet at that point, the daughter nodded.

Almost like this was a typical transaction in her experience.

'Okay,' she nodded simply. "You can buy me a tea.'

'Great,' Simon twirled in practicality. 'What does your mum want?"'

The daughter climbed back into the Suzuki.

'Coke,' she muttered.

Simon nodded and walked inside, where he bought a Coke and two
large teas.
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When he returned to the car two or three minutes later, he noticed the
mother had gone while the daughter remained in the passenger seat.

"Your mum okay?" he leant in the window.

'She's freaking out,' the daughter glanced at the tall teas. 'Don't mind
her. You can sit in the front if you want.’

Simon looked at the daughter and she smiled.

That a girl so young would ask a complete stranger to get into her car
startled him.

Perhaps he was in some kind of danger himself?

Maybe he should be hesitating, rather than nodding like an obedient
male and circling the bonnet, as he was doing.

It was so often women who told men what to do, he reflected, sitting
inside.

He handed one tea to her and peeled back the drinking lip on the
other.

Noticed the mother sitting over by the windows of Costa on a bollard.
Her arms folded. Talking to herself again. Terrified.

'Is she okay?' Simon asked slowly. Tdon't want to freak her out.
Maybe I should leave youse alone?'

'She'd be like that even if I wasn't talking to you,' the daughter said.
'Don't mind her. Once upon a time I'd be chasing her around the carpark.
We don't do that anymore. She can sit there for hours for all I care... "

Simon nodded.

He noticed the car was a little grubby, with torn stickers all over the
bumpy plastic and determined mould on the seats.

"You're not a guard,' the daughter looked at him slowly. 'Are you?'

'No,' Simon looked her in the eye. 'Why... you on the run?'

The daughter laughed and it reminded Simon just how young she
was.

'My name is Joanne,' she said.

'Simon,' he nodded.

She sipped and stared out at the illuminated Costa.

"You two having a hard time?' he asked weakly.

She didn't answer immediately, instead staring at her mother sitting
on the bollard and sneering at passing customers - every now and then
looking towards the Suzuki with beady eyes.

"Yeah... ' Joanne finally said. 'Limerick is even worse than Cork. It's a
bit like Dublin but... "

'‘Without the spirit,' Simon sighed. 'T know what you mean.'
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'l was only outside Centra on the main street for two minutes when
the manager told me to leave,' she said, swirling her teabag.

'What were you doing outside Centra?' he asked.

Joanne glanced at him.

'T'm really curious,' he shrugged again. 'I really want to know what
you and your mother are doin'. Thought I might be able to help you. You
are looking for help, aren't you? I saw you in the restaurant and heard
you on the phone.'

Joanne glanced at her mother again.

'If you'd come near us a few months ago,' she sighed. 'We woulda
flipped.’

"Yeah,' Simon said. 'T know that it might seem-'

'We used to think everyone was out to get us,' Joanne squinted. 'Oh
no!'

Simon looked out the window and saw an employee of Costa talking
to her mother.

'MUM!' Joanne stuck her head out the window. 'GET IN THE CAR!
NOW!'

She slid her head back in the window slowly, never taking her eyes off
her mother on the bollard.

Her mother staring back.

About twenty seconds passed, like that, while a second employee of
Costa walked to the window and peered through the glass.

Finally, Joanne's mother rose to her feet and walked towards the car.

'Lie in the back, mum,’ Joanne whispered urgently as she reached the
vehicle. 'For God's sake. Go to sleep.'

'T'm not sleeping with him here," her mother said, opening the back
door.

'Fine,' the daughter shrugged without turning around. 'Don't. Just be
quiet!’

Her mother lay down immediately and for a few minutes nobody in
the car spoke. Simon somehow finding the whole notion of their life
comforting. A ridiculous attitude, but all his. It was as if some strange
chemistry beckoned.

Himself and Joanne both gazed at the retail park that housed Argos
and Harvey Norman and listened to the Costa extractor fan.

Tjust... ' Simon sighed. 'Em...'

Joanne looked at him cynically and yet with a trace of wonder.

'What?' she asked.

' can't imagine what your story is," he laughed slightly.
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She leant back on the headrest a little.
Thought about what her 'story' was.
One thing she knew.

It had never felt Irish.
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i 2

Chapter

She always woke before her parents, lay in the dim and picked up the
scent of her books. Their worlds. Their adventures. The ideas contained
within. Cast her eyes about as everything became bathed in lenient light.
Her room was congested as an engineer's workshop. Designing camper
vans was important and so cushions and chairs and sheets were all over
the place. She spent a lot of time sitting in the little tents - her cheeks
heating as she speculated in the dyed, navy light.

A few minutes after opening her eyes it would be the window she was
wearily looking at. There was a frame of decorative white iron bars pro-
tecting it on the outside because her room was at the front of their Geor-
gian house and down in the basement too.

Her mother had once asked a finishing artist hired to design low fare
airline logos for her father to draw Santa on tracing paper the size of a
pane. Joanne had felt the man was being rash with the chest and stomach
area, as she watched his pen peck with shy success, but he explained his
Santa was having a hard time squeezing in the chimney. She proudly
stuck it on her window in the basement and left it there for a year to be
destroyed by condensation.

It still hung there now.

Slowly sitting up in her bed, Joanne heard the sounds of her mother
entering the kitchen down the hall and starting to make breakfast -
yawning demonstratively because she had been playing with Kila the
night before.

She had done that twice in ten years and lived for it. Studied the envir-
onment in college. Been on two exciting trips to Ecuador. Avoided the
word 'kid' because kids were baby goats.

Once she returned a patchwork quilt with pictures of what she called
violent fairy tales to her shocked mother-in-law.

Violence on television was unacceptable - but sex fine.
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'Very happy that our daughter is watching this kind of thing,' she
would say in her English accent. 'What about you, Seamus?'

'Tam,' Joanne's father would concur in his flat Dublin one.

Joanne's mother was not from England and had never visited the place
in her life.

However, ever since she had been a little girl and started speaking it
had been unignorable.

Her single working class mother, whose entire family and absent hus-
band all sprang from inner city Dublin, hadn't the slightest idea where
the bizarre voice came from and worked an extra job for five months to
pay for English Accent Reduction Lessons.

Tragically, the grinds had the opposite effect and Joanne's mother had
emerged speaking in a posher voice than ever.

The specialist claimed the child was 'taking the piss' out of her - and
Joanne's grandmother demanded a refund.

When she was five and began national school the children ate her
alive.

During her teens it severely alienated her from peers.

When she eventually married Seamus and moved into his posh,
English-looking house it was the final straw.

Everyone from Smithfields felt she had completed her transformation
into upper middle class British headcase.

A mix-up in the hospital, they laughed.

The only sympathetic person, bar Seamus, was her mother.

"You talk the way you want love,' she said. 'Be who you want to be... '

It was really Seamus, though, who made everything okay.

In Shay, Joanne's mother had found someone else alienated, not just
because he was gay which wasn't problematic in Dublin by the nineties -
but anti-social and highly focused on his work. Still in his thirties but
already developing a kyphotic hunch, sticking his head out when he
purported to be standing up straight, he clearly had too much affection
for the process of thinking. Or avoiding traditional types of thinking - as
Joanne's mother put it. He was great!

All Shay seemed to care about was getting a slice of Ryanair's cake.
He spent a considerable amount of time and money on that ambition
while still Dublin Sales Manager for Cuisine De France and despite being
unable to decide whether to call his enterprise Emerair or Emerisle - both

of which Joanne's mother felt sounded too Arabic.
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He'd already blown thousands having his mercurial logos emblazoned
on small model airplanes which littered Joanne's bedroom and drove her
mother to sing Randy Crawford in mock desperation.

One day I'll fly away
Leave all this to yesterday

In the middle of the square was a forest. In the middle of the forest, ten-
nis courts that were floodlit at night. Joanne used to love standing in
front of her basement bedroom window after dark and looking out at the
illuminated treetops. Especially when it rained. They all loved when it
rained.

As a family they were a touch inward and nuclear. It was only cruising
around small towns and suburban neighbourhoods with her mother all
those years later that Joanne caught a glimpse of the main street or hous-
ing estate theatre that played a central role in the lives of many. There
was no such communal quarter in her childhood. The square was quiet.
There weren't scores of children around and she never acknowledged
people when meandering through Ranelagh.

Her father would simply be at Cuisine De France, going over figures
in his office or lying next door in their master bedroom watching
Wimbledon or something.

Being a child, Joanne really wanted all those sweat bands the tennis
players wore on their wrists and all the kids running like mice after balls
to mean something. She wanted the clean green to mean but it didn't. It
was boring. She was idle. The sound of tennis balls on television, the
sound of tennis balls on the square. She could be standing in the garden
and the back door could be open. It could be sunny and there could be
shade under trees. What should she do, with time?

It was a question she asked Shay.

She didn't call him Dad or Daddy - just Shay.

'l don't have anything to do Shay,' she sighed.

'Honey?' he immediately asked her mother. 'When are you going to
start doing all those projects with Joanne?'

Her mother was always threatening to do various 'projects’ with her
but none ever seemed to materialise.

On the other hand, she would occasionally yank Joanne out of class for
surprise trips to Funderland or similar places.

'‘Come on, love,' she would call out confidently from the classroom
door as teachers stared blankly. 'We have an appointment!'
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Finally, one day, they made a dragon puppet.

It had a bright orange and yellow feather swish that was meant to be
fire.

The following weekend they made snow domes - drawing the little
backgrounds themselves and shaking them like crazy.

Joanne loved this.

Before long, they had gone from one extreme to the other and were do-
ing things all the time.

Making a pig by sticking short paper-cylinder legs onto a pink balloon.

Visiting a dog graveyard.

Making a puppet film with Shay's video camera.

Designing a homemade easter egg.

Sewing three little teddies called Scruff, Elliot and Target.

Making a chocolate snowman. Writing and illustrating festive pop-up
books. Arranging a small Newgrange model as faithfully as they could.
Making a denim bag. Well - they didn't make the actual bag, just stuck
plastic gems on it.

Sometimes Joanne's father accused her mother of being possessive,
though she denied it.

She wanted too much, she supposed!

'1just want him to show me things and reflect reality a little..." she
laughed.

Joanne didn't really understand that comment. Although certainly no-
ticed her mother was very talkative and her father extremely quiet. Often
he didn't react to her at all. Didn't respond or accept what her feelings
were on a particular issue. She could sense that herself. Without being
able to verbalise it.

Like whether to invest money in his business plan - more money.

During 1st class, the only thing Joanne knew as strange was that some-
times mummy seemed to spend a long time looking at her own hands.

Yet one bright and freezing summer's day everything changed when
she confided to Joanne that she had recently heard a voice.

'Tam going to kill you,' the voice had said.

Two days later, another.

"You're disgusting!' it said. 'You'll never come to anything. You're nev-
er going to get anywhere. This is it!'

Joanne's mother sometimes comforted her in bed at night so that she
wouldn't be scared of her dream about a tall wall.

'They're watching me,' she claimed one such night. People are bloody
watching me..."
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'Who?' Joanne asked, glancing at the forest.

Her mother took a deep breath.

'Bastards,' she muttered very faintly in a way that scared her daughter.

Neither of them said anything for a while.

Joanne slowly produced a book called Yellow Dress and watched her
mother stare for a long time at the first page.

'When we invented language,' she murmured. 'Nobody was prepared
for it to break down.'

They experimented with different species of tape. Made homemade
candles very simply, without any melting, simply by rolling up flat
sheets of wax. Went out to a museum where there was a huge wall paint-
ing of megaphones and crows and Joanne's mother took a photograph of
her standing beneath them all.

Erupted a small, experimental volcano by pouring in baking soda and
vinegar and letting it threaten a small village they had created.

Made a wooden giraffe puppet that failed to beat the dragon puppet.

Tried to make a chocolate castle from molds, but ended up calling it a
chocolate ruin.

Made flip-flops from paper.

At Halloween Joanne wanted to be a dinosaur. Her mother ordered
the suit over the internet and it fitted perfectly - but everbody on the
square thought she was a crocodile and that seemed to annoy her mother
a great deal.

'Bastards,' she hissed under her breath and squeezed Joanne's wrist so
tightly it hurt. 'Messing with our minds..."

Joanne didn't understand.

They made an impression of her hand in clay and when the clay dried
she coloured each finger a different colour. Tried face painting. Cut a
homemade jigsaw from cardboard - although it wasn't very good be-
cause the pieces were so different it just looked like smashed glass. Pain-
ted a little tea set. Messed around with coloured straws. Made a
homemade flowerpot from hardening clay, that hadn't dried enough
when they put the plants in and so cracked open. Made a little fella out
of connected spirals called Rinky-Dink. Photographed Joanne with a fake
spider hanging down over her. Bought a small set of garden tools that
came with paints to decorate them. Made a plastercine population. Per-
sonalised Egg Holders. Painted a chaotic canvas. Made colourful cotton
flies.

Joanne thought she had the best mother in the world.
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Until four months after the first voice, she was carrying her secret lab
downstairs to her bedroom very carefully when she discovered her
mother standing still in the basement corridor.

'] felt some part of myself slip down through the crack in the utility
room floor Jo," her mother said. 'Down to the underworld, y'’know?
While another part of me stayed here. I think it's like the Land of the
Dead the Egyptians used to talk about.’

Joanne placed her lab on the floor and looked carefully at her mother.

'This is happening really quickly Jo," her mother massaged her own
blonde hair. 'It's so beautiful but so scary.’

'Mum... ' Joanne began.

'T've known this was going to happen for years and read about it but
I'm not ready!" her mother moaned. 'T don't want to go there. It will des-
troy me. But it's like I can't resist it... "'

'‘But... ' Joanne asked. 'W-what's it all about?"

Her mother looked at her and suddenly realised how frightened she
was.

'There's just too much meaning in everything!' she pretended to laugh.
'And I feel so much more alive.'

'Is it nice?' Joanne asked carefully.

It's like... " her mother squinted slowly. T've gone back hundreds of
years. Like I'm an animal ghost!'

You might think Joanne was too young to understand what was hap-
pening. In fact, it was the other way around. She was young enough. Be-
cause her conscious personality structure was not yet fully formed, she
knew instinctively that her mother's was decaying.

'Tjust don't have the same goals and ideas as them,' her mother almost
shrieked at her father in the livingroom a few nights later when Joanne
was supposed to be asleep downstairs in the basement. 'I can't relate to
anyone around me. Not even you, you bastard! All I have these days is
Jo!'

'Honey,' she could hear her father saying. 'Come on..."

'l am fed up with people always asking me where I come from!' her
mother snapped. I can't get the job I want because of this accent.
Nobody takes me seriously!"

'Maybe you should take more elocution lessons," he laughed.

'Oh, thank you very much!' she cried. "You used to be more
sympathetic.'

'l am sympathetic,' he said reassuringly. 'But you can't let it worry ya
babe..."
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'It does!" she said breathlessly. T'm constantly worried about what
everyone thinks. I can't stop going over it in my mind. Over and over
and over. They all think I'm mad! I'm never going to grow out of this
Seamus!'

It made Joanne cry and made the dream about the tall wall
unavoidable.

'l don't think I can stand it anymore," her mother told her one night
while reading stories in bed. 'Every day I worry - shall I slip? Shall I slip
through!'

'Mummy!' Joanne started crying again. 'T'm scared... "

'Oh, I know you are,' her mother embraced her. 'Why wouldn't you
be?'

They went to an African Mask Workshop for children that was held in
Farmleigh House one day - although Joanne's mother was a little per-
turbed she had to wait outside.

Afterwards, Joanne held the mask up to her face and her mother got a
real shock.

'T've seen that face before!' she said.

'What do you mean?' Joanne asked.

They dumped it beside a bin.

Made an animal spirit box, the following day.

Traced things on a rudimentary children's lightbox which Joanne's
mother had bought.

Made a cast of Joanne's foot.

A spaceship.

This beautiful model horse called Wildfire.

Dolls.

Spoon People.

'Not gonna be bored,' Joanne's mother said, tongue lodged on lip in
concentration. 'We are never going to have nothing to do. Innit.'

Joanne laughed - knowing her mother was aiming for a working class
accent but still sounded English.

She was someone else, from somewhere else.

It was true.

Joanne's seventh birthday party took place on the day Saddam
Hussein's big statue was toppled in Iraq and as her friend's parents stood
watching it on her parent's widescreen television with glasses of Clos du
Val Zinfandel in their hands, her mother grew extremely still by the liv-
ingroom window and gazed out at the square.
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The faraway expression on her face was, by that point, very familiar to
Joanne and her father - but there seemed to be a fresh disconnection that
day.

She had spent so much time preparing - there were pitchfork people,
heart shaped cookies, robotics and fake cheese. Badges for everyone, lot
of games to play and dozens of nutritious party snacks.

Yet all of a sudden, looking out the window, a complete sense of
theatre assaulted her.

The street became larger and somehow disconnected from everything
around it.

It looked staged or faked or fantasised and after a moment she could
no longer see gardens or houses - just tarmacadam.

In complete terror she stepped backwards and almost fell against one
of their tables with an imitation Egyptian lamp on top.

Suddenly, everyone was staring at her.

'Are you alright love?' Joanne's father stepped forward meekly.

She shook her head, walked out and stumbled upstairs into bed.

Joanne and her father were startled by a horrified scream six hours
later.

From that day forward every word spoken in the house, item on the
Six One News, car using the square as a shortcut or Samara wing twirl-
ing down from the trees was impossible for her to take lightly.

It was all relevant.

Every little thing she experienced provided her with another piece in
the jigsaw of some grand plan.

It was all terrifying.

'For God's sake love!' Joanne's father would say when she waffled
about her paranoid fears. 'None of this means anything!'

Yet it wasn't long before he believed she was mentally ill and would
talk only in terms of addressing that mental illness. There was nothing
else, in his mind. No marriage. No mother. Just this problem. The answer
to which was Dr Kelly.

Joanne knew something had become dislocated, that something was
very wrong. She just wanted them all to be happy! For things to be the
way they had been. She didn't want this other stuff. It was scary. Only
she knew how scary.

'How can I go to Dr Kelly and tell him that I control everything in the
universe?' her mother shrieked at Shay.

"You're just... ' he stammered. "You're not here at all! Sometimes I don't
think you have any emotion...'
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'T've too much fucking emotion!" her mother screamed.

Joanne knew that was true.

Again, it was tragically clear to the little girl that her mother was in a
state of intense and inescapable empathy - because she herself was only
reaching a stage in life when such compassion was becoming diluted.

She was, to put it simply, climbing out of the very sensibility her
mother was sliding into.

Sometimes, of course, it wasn't clear at all - because her mother was
still her mother and the person who explained things to her. If she
claimed something extremely far-fetched, Joanne would believe it des-
pite often having dismissed a similar thought hours previously. Yet the
warmth and love she felt began to exist side by side a creeping sense of
betrayal. She knew what she'd had not long ago, what she was losing
quickly and could gauge the precise measure of shifts. It was awful.

There were days when her mother managed to trap her old self and
follow a routine.

Then, all of a sudden, Joanne would find her standing still.

Or slumped onto the floor, hands over her face.

'What is happening?' she would moan.

Joanne would provide a hug and her father prove unable to cry.

On three occasions Dr Kelly visited the house.

'She's experiencing extreme sensations of joy and fear," he said very
softly to Joanne's father in the hallway after dispensing of some sleeping
pills. 'How is your marriage?"

'It's fine,' Joanne watched him shrug, from her spot on the basement
steps. 'It's only this!"

She wanted to reach out to her mother so badly, because she loved and
understood her.

If her mother was standing in the garden and watching a baby bird
taking flight for the first time as happened one December morning or
seeing something good on the news or anything positive then extreme
joy would result.

Everything was great!

Peace for all humankind...

If, on the other hand, her mother caught wind of something negative -
it was a different world.

It felt like everyone else on the planet was living in an enlightened
state and that she was the only one denied it.

That everyone knew a secret language living under the belly of words
- of a sort of map they had decided she alone must be the navigator of!
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She became extremely fixated upon certain words and sounds. Started
thinking the 'bars' to the forest were 'bad’ or anything that began with ba
for that matter. It was all bad...

She explained everything in great detail to Joanne who, being so
young and having many such natural thoughts herself, became con-
vinced her mother was simply paying attention to important things oth-
ers ignored!

Her father was working during the day and shutting the office door
behind him at night. Listless on weekends. More determined than ever to
make his airline pitch work - as if everything else would fall into place
once that did. Everything else could simply marshal itself behind that
one endeavour. That was his attitude.

The fact that once upon a time he had walked into Grafton Street with
his newborn baby girl in a sling and bought Jeff Buckley in HMV or was
gay or owned a decent leather jacket was hardly going to stop him from
regressing an entire generation like so many Irish men did in the face of
serious difficulty. It was all he could do. All he knew.

It was extremely scary for Joanne's mother to feel she was losing her
mind.

A bit like waking up one morning and discovering your arm wouldn't
move - or the sky was water.

Her mind was desperately trying to compensate and that made it
worse. She didn't realise her mind was working for her - thought it was
working against her and so the whole thing grew more terrifying still.

They were barely a kilometre from the house one Saturday, strolling
past the ducks in Stephen's Green. Joanne turned to ask her mother for a
Fruit Pastille. Realised she was completely alone.

'Mum?' she called out. Mum!'

It seemed obvious her mother had slipped through the park and into
another world.

They had taken her!

A nice couple helped the eight year old find a guard and the guard
took her to Harcourt Terrace Garda Station where her father collected
her a few hours later.

Her mother had simply gone home.

It was one of the worst experiences of Joanne's young life.

Yet a couple of weeks later her mother went missing all over again.

The police found her in the park, sitting on the ground at very the
place she had abandoned Joanne and staring at three eggs on the grass.
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Nobody was sure where the eggs had come from. Nobody was sure
what they meant.

'Mum?' Joanne asked in bed. 'Why did you have eggs?’

Her family and friends, who had always found her very indulgent,
privately thought she was being selfish and silly.

In reality, she was desperately trying not to lose control.

Trying to sway gently, go with the flow, not be overwhelmed.

Most who witnessed her behaviour had the feeling she was a poor
mimic of crazy people in the movies - instead of realising such movies
poorly mimicked her.

'Jo," her father said when dropping her off to school. 'Don't be asking
your mother about the eggs or anything. Don't get her started. Okay?'

'Okay Shay,' Joanne nodded and kissed him on the cheek.

That night her mother spoke of a stainless steel river split open by a
black knife.

How the river itself terrified her, but when she saw the knife, she lost
control.

Joanne began to grapple with feelings of impending doom.

While the rows her parents had got worse and worse, most of the time
it was Joanne who encountered and dealt with her mother - meaning a
distance naturally developed between herself and her father and a cer-
tain, vacant kinship grew with her mum.

The more they all became aware of this, the worse it got.

Shay still managed to drag her mother to the mirror, though.

'Look at yourself,' he said. 'Tust look at that face!"

Her mother was terrified not only by her own face - but his.

From that point onward, she wouldn't go anywhere near him.

Remaining in their bedroom, while he worked and slept in his office.

It was all getting quite strange.

'He's part of it,' she whispered to Joanne one night. 'Seamus is part of
the plot!'

Joanne stared back at her.

'Are you sure?' she asked.

One evening, after her mother watched Saddam Hussein being dis-
covered by US forces hiding in what they called a spiderhole, her father
woke to find a pair of scissors in his face.

'Is it you?' Joanne's mother kept asking as her father crawled out of
bed backwards. 'Is it you?'

He moved out the following day.

28



The following month made a doomed application to the Irish Family
Court for custody of Joanne.

It was doomed for two reasons.

Firstly, because Joanne's mother was able to hold it together long
enough to convince Judge O'Faolain she was sufficiently competent and
Shay was a workaholic who completely neglected them. When he told
horror stories, the judge assumed he was being vindictive about the sep-
aration because he was gesticulating emotionally as he spoke, while the
woman he accused stood perfectly still.

This was compounded by the second factor, which was that under
Irish law a mother automatically became legal guardian of her child at
the moment of birth - while the father didn't.

Married men had very few rights but unmarried men like Shay had
none.
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e 3

Chapter

The mint pastel dome of a church had always hung in the sky of Joanne's
childhood on her shady corner of the square and shortly after her father
moved out she began to dream a man was up in the belfry. Green and
metal like the belfry and carrying an axe. She tried not to think about
him but it wasn't easy because her mother had stopped spending time
with her at night.

She waited for a conversation about what exactly had happened with
her father, but none ever took place.

The separation had further destabilized her mother's sense of self.
Days slipped into weeks following the court deciding in her favour
and she withdrew further and further. Remaining in her bedroom, cur-
tains closed and wrists covered in Joanne's plastic bracelets, pink toy

rings on her fingers.

Joanne knew instinctively it was her mother's armour against the rest
of the world - that she was suffocating somewhere inside it all.

Yet she clung to the idea things would get better, picked up the slack
and got used to living in a single parent household.

Once she heard crying, entered the bedroom and tried to comfort her
mother - but her mother turned away and left her with nothing to do ex-
cept collect the dirty plates, vitamin drink cartons and grimace at the
framed photographs of her father that had been taken off the wall and
placed in a neat pile.

Weeks became months. Her mother only came out of her room late at
night, when she paced around the house and talked to herself. Some-
times peeking through curtains. The few times Joanne suggested she go
back to bed it was like a switch had been flipped. She lashed out
verbally, sometimes almost physically.

'Are you going to turn on me too, Jo?' she cried. 'Like your father?’

Joanne didn't know what to say.
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Back in those early days friends and neighbours tried stepping in a
few times, but one by one Joanne's mother alienated everybody she had
even the vaguest connection with until they were all philosophical about
interference.

'Liz,' she whispered from behind the swiftly slammed front door. 'Get
the fuck off my steps or I will call the guards..."

What could anyone do?

One Saturday afternoon, having heard Molly's mum's voice, Joanne
ran downstairs in glee. Slowing when she found her mother muttering to
herself behind the closed door and continuously checking the keyhole.
She turned around and saw Joanne looking at her.

'STOP STARING AT ME!" she roared, red-eyed. 'STOP WATCHING
ME ALL THE TIME JO!'

It got to the stage where Joanne had no idea what would set her moth-
er off, because the rules seemed to change everyday - perhaps every
hour.

What infuriated her one moment, made her laugh the next. What
made her smile one morning sent her into a verbal and physical rage that
very afternoon. Her reactions might not have been subtle, but what
caused the reactions couldn't have been moreso.

Since Joanne's father had moved out, her mother's delusions and para-
noid behaviour had clearly gotten much worse and so too had her tem-
per. Yet in the absence of a sibling to corroborate her fears it wasn't clear
to Joanne at all. It was all becoming very confusing indeed. In fact, she
could hardly think straight.

All she could do was go to school and try to get on with things.

Karen's mum would pick her up in the morning and drop her back in
the afternoon - trying to lend a hand because she had been through a
separation herself.

'How's your mum Joanne?' she would always ask.

'Fine thanks,' Joanne would answer.

In reality, her mother would be sitting in the livingroom and watching
soccer or music videos on television.

Only half watching. More often staring into nowhere and chain
smoking. Fidgeting. Often mumbling to herself.

Joanne would walk through the door and find her in that trancelike
state and know the rest of the day was going to be the same.

It was almost better when her mother simply stayed in bed.
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Yet increasingly she was becoming preoccupied with issues on the
news or in documentaries - by the mistreatment of this group or that
person.

'There is no justice,' her English accent could be heard from the livin-
groom. 'No bloody justice!'

Sometimes she even felt that something she saw in a movie was hap-
pening to her personally.

Sound was a big issue.

The slightest noise could set her off. The distant rumble of a washing
machine in someone else's house. The creak of floorboards upstairs. The
telephone ringing had particular resonance - because it heralded the out-
side world trying to get in.

'Don't answer it!' she would immediately gasp.

She couldn't sleep at night.

"This house makes noises,' she would mutter.

When people strolled past their voices did echo inward. Joanne always
crept about as silently as possible when going to the toilet, terrified to
make a noise. But it wasn't long before she crept around at all times of
the day. Before the curtains were drawn around the clock.

Her mother didn't appreciate light, either.

In fact, Joanne soon realised it was outside stimulation of any kind that
riled her.

If someone like Mrs Gormley rang the doorbell, for instance, she
would immediately hold a finger to her lips.

'On the stairs!' she would jab a finger in that direction. 'Until she's
gone.'

Anywhere else, believed her mother, the bitch would be able to hear
them or see movement.

Mrs Gormley was in her late fifties, had dyed hair which was dead an-
imal brown and carried a black water-resistant handbag wherever she
went.

Joanne's mother said she was dangerous - so there was that, too.

They would sit quietly for several minutes on the stairs while Joanne's
mother mentally debated which window was safest to peek through.

If not Mrs Gormley, it might be Joanne's auntie, her mother's sister.

She had just turned forty, so was a little older than Joanne's mother
and her blonde hair was always tied back and pinned up. Her lips and
nose were bigger than she wanted them to be, as were the compromises
she made in life and she almost always wore felt tracksuits that were
washed too often.
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A good person who was trying, with some success, to haul youthful
glee into middle age.

Just like Mrs Gormley, she was considered the enemy primarily be-
cause her visits were unannounced.

Of course, visits couldn't be announced because whenever the phone
rang Joanne's mother would refuse to answer it.

After several minutes of trying to get some kind of a reaction from
within the house, looking at Joanne's mother's car parked outside and
gazing at the bedroom window Mrs Gormley or Joanne's auntie or
whomever would finally leave.

Yet even after they left, Joanne had to sit still with her mother on the
stairs for another five to ten minutes.

Just to make sure the coast was clear.

Joanne didn't dislike that, because it was time actually spent with her
mother.

In fact, she always listened with great interest when her mum told her
who it had been, what they'd been wearing, what car they were driving
etc.

'l wonder what they wanted?' her mother would finally go to the kit-
chen and make a cup of tea. 'What do you think, love?’

These were fleeting moments of solidarity and quite comforting.

'Maybe it was them calling earlier on?' Joanne suggested chirpily as
she sat up at the counter and squashed her hands underneath her legs.

'Probably,' her mother nodded thoughtfully. 'But what do they want?'

'Maybe they just want to say hello?' Joanne shrugged. 'To see if we're
okay, y'know?'

Joanne's mother stared at her.

'Poor baby,' she sighed. 'You're so bloody naive, aren't you?'

'What does naive mean?' Joanne asked.

'It means you're nine,' her mother replied.

'What?' Joanne pressed.

'It means you don't bloody understand!" her mother snapped and
dumped the mug of tea in the sink before walking off.

It wasn't long before Joanne learnt to say the right thing.

Unless she subscribed to her mother's point of view, it was taken she
was on 'their' side. The side all the callers were on. That meant hours of
interrogation.

'T'm not with them mum!' she would finally break down. T'm with
you!'

'Good,' her mother would nod or sigh with hard-done-by-pragmatism.
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One day, after Joanne came home from school, her mother explained
that her sisters had many years earlier won some money in the Lotto as
part of a syndicate in Dunnes when they worked there as teenagers but
pocketed her share because it had been a few weeks since she had turned
up.

Joanne nodded.

Another day, her mother was sitting on the steps and chatting to
passing schoolgirls about their boyfriends.

It made Joanne uncomfortable, jealous but also optimistic - perhaps it
was a sign of things to come?

She had to be hopeful. Had to look at things positively. It was a way of
providing safety for herself. Taking control. There really was no other
option. Not if she was going to continue growing and developing.

It was extremely difficult, though, because her mother only seemed to
get worse and worse.

One afternoon she arrived home to find her in tears and asking if
Joanne was the Blessed Virgin. Half an hour later, she was suddenly
kind and attentive. Then seeing the Blessed Virgin again. Joanne didn't
know what to think! It was like she couldn't rely on anything. So had no
choice but to be strong about it all. Clinging, inside, to a notion that her
mother was still that wonderful woman who had done all those projects
with her.

Joanne was no longer feeling everything.

She didn't have that option.

One day, her mother actually gave a party for the passing schoolgirls
in the livingroom.

It was bizarre.

The girls were in top form and her mother handing out cigarettes and
giving away toys belonging to Joanne which the girls were too old for
and snuck back to her later. There was lots of dancing and laughter.
Joanne enjoyed herself. Even if her mother's ecstatic face was unnerving.
Why that face? Why didn't she do stuff like this all the time?

One thing she never did was cook or clean.

She gave instructions to Joanne and sometimes made ice-cream at
night.

Didn't spend much of the Lone Parents Allowance or Child Mainten-
ance on food. Joanne would have to take money from her purse and visit
the supermarket herself. Make sure to get vegetables and fresh fruit.
Check the stove was off before she went to sleep at night. Do the ironing.
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Gone were the days when she had time to create and build and play in
her bedroom.

On the way back from the supermarket, she would cross the street
without looking, almost hoping to have an accident.

She began to get into trouble around Ranelagh too. Once she kicked a
wine bottle into the road like a football and it smashed and people
looked at her. She became known as the girl undisciplined by her moth-
er. A bit wild. Other parents didn't want their children playing with her.

Her mother wore mismatched clothes and increasingly made Joanne
dress a certain way too.

She was paranoid about dirt and sex and soon wouldn't allow her
daughter wear anything with brown or red in the design.

Joanne, slowly but surely, believed it all.

How could she not?

Yes, there was always a slight, niggling doubt at the back of her mind
but ultimately she tended to believe.

Although Joanne's father didn't know how bad things were, he ex-
pressed grave concern and during his access sometimes asked for evid-
ence to use against her mother in court.

'l know she's not well,' he crooned. 'Wouldn't you prefer to live with
me?'

It was, once again, a doomed strategy because it proved to Joanne her
mother was right about people plotting against her.

More and more, her mother's ideas convinced.

Nothing seemed familiar, nowadays.

All Joanne could rely upon was an eerie unpredictability.

Yet even though she trusted her mother, she was cautious too.

She always watched her very closely. Vibed her out, tried to figure out
what she was going to do. Tried, if she felt a particularly bad mood com-
ing on, to prevent or circumvent - at the very least hide!

Joanne, more than anything, became like a spy. Telling herself that if
she could recognise the signs, the pattern, life would be easier and she
would be safer. If only she could understand the conspiracy that con-
sumed her mother, they might finally be free. It was a grand paradox of
fantasy and sensibility.

Her mother was almost always tired, weary and disinterested in
eating.

Often she would still be in bed when Joanne got home from school.
Swearing, clenching her fists and gritting her teeth. Joanne would
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entertain herself. If she came home late, though, or tried to go out again -
her mother would confront her immediately.

'‘Why?' she would ask.

'Dunno,’ Joanne would say. Just thought I'd go for a walk.'

'Joanne," her mother would sigh. 'Don't be so silly.'

'Sorry..."' Joanne would grin sheepishly.

Sometimes when Joanne's father came to collect her, there was simply
no answer at the door.

Her mother would warn her to keep quiet until he drove away.

Then when he started phoning, they wouldn't pick up.

All the poor man could do was ask Joanne about it the following week
and he never got much of answer.

'I'm sorry Shay,' she would shrug. "There's nothing I can do..."

He sensed she didn't want to talk about it - in the same way Joanne
sensed her mother didn't.

Tm trying to get to see you more,' he would implore. 'But my solicitor
says there's nothing I can do without evidence..."

As time passed, Joanne slowly but surely became more afraid of things
her mother was afraid of than of her actual mother.

The neighbours might hear a row and call the police! Joanne could be
taken away! She would start to hear the voices too! 'They' would get her!
It reached the stage that when she wasn't afraid, she almost wanted

the fear back.

Once, Joanne dared bring three girls and one guy home.

The girls were all in their uniforms, like Joanne, and had that pubes-
cent mixture of certainty and uncertainty.

The guy was called Jeremy and sported a mop of spiky black hair,
green Billabong t-shirt and a grey hoody hanging open.

He didn't go to their school, but fancied Joanne.

Joanne thought he was friendly and good looking - kind of like a
teddy bear.

She hoped they could have a sort of party, like the one her mother
held for the older passing schoolgirls.

It was a complete disaster.

"You're all spying on me!' her mother kept hissing from upstairs.

It wasn't long before everyone left.

Afterwards, her mother insisted all her friend's parents were in a plot
against her - and that Joanne's friends were visiting the house because
they were spies.

'Really?' Joanne asked. 'Are you sure, mum?'
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The second time Jeremy came alone - and her mother ran through the
house naked.

He avoided Joanne after that.

Her friends didn't know what to think and neither did Joanne herself.
After all, they were very different. It sounded like they had few respons-
ibilities at home. Almost as if they came home and went straight back
out again. Whereas in Joanne's case, she was basically running the
house.

On the few occasions she was at friend's places she felt so calm it al-
most made her nervous. Strange not to be on guard every second. Per-
haps that was the reason her mother didn't want her going out? Because
she didn't want her making connections with the community. Yet it was
only a fleeting thought. One that quickly disappeared under a tidal wave
of fear.

Halloweens would see her trick or treating by herself on the square.
She would bring back nuts and sweets, only to throw them away be-
cause her mother insisted they were poisoned. Little things like that
happened all the time.

Her mother was incapable of testing reality.

Most of her delusions and hallucinations were perfectly logical inter-
pretations of what her brain was experiencing.

Strange only to outsiders.

To the woman herself - indeed to Joanne - they formed part of a logical
and coherent pattern.

Whenever Joanne resisted, even a little, her mother sensed it.

If quiet or reading or doing homework - her mother would come
crashing into her skull with powerful vibes.

She had to be nervous, had to be on guard, had to be fearful.

Otherwise her mother would become uncontrollable.

As the years passed, Joanne felt luckier and luckier to have a mother
who understood what the world was really like. A mother who truly
protected her. At the same time, she began to conceal things that were
special or that she knew her mother would throw away or waste - a
book she liked or 5 Euro.

Sometimes Joanne's mother seemed to have a modicum of respect for
her.

If she was talking to herself for hours on end, Joanne might call out
from her bedroom and ask who she was talking to.

'Sorry, love,' her mother would lie. T'm on the phone. I'll go to sleep
now... '
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Yet things only got worse.

Her mother regularly claimed Joanne was the devil's child.

"You're evil!' she would roar in her ten year old face. "You must die!'

Meanwhile, at school, other children were whispering behind Joanne's
back and calling her 'loony daughter' after hearing about the girl's visits.

Once her mother even destroyed all her text books and threw away all
her work. The guidance counsellor in school was excellent, though.
Helped her remedy the situation. Not that Joanne was going to admit her
mother was quite that cruel. It was easier to make up a story about her
bag being stolen.

Another time a neighbour called Phyllis became curious.

She had the toned face and short movements of someone who did
physical work, perhaps cleaning of some kind.

'Joanne?' she would reach out and touch her schoolbag. 'Are ya okay?'
Phyllis was a diplomat to children, animals and almost any kind of
adult - had probably been a very polite young woman and was building

on that.

'Yes,' Joanne would smile at her. 'Thanks.'

'Do you want to talk?' Phyllis asked.

'No thanks,' was always the response.

What could Phyllis do if Joanne wouldn't open up? At least, that was
what Phyllis told herself. What could she do?
About two years after Joanne's father left, her mother changed again.

It was only the slightest of changes, but Joanne felt it was very signific-
ant indeed.

Her mother began going on nightly walks.
Sometimes she wouldn't return until the following day and Joanne
would be worried sick.

From the time the front door closed behind her until the time she re-
turned it was nightmarish. Time almost stopped, as Joanne traipsed
around the house and went out of her mind staring at inanimate objects
or - worse yet - slightly fluid things like curtains. Everything in the house
felt like it was hovering and staring blankly back.

Where was her mother?

There was even a different sound, when she was alone. It was hard to
describe. Like a breath so long that it was silent.

She would often look out the window, watching for the shape of her
mother approaching.

Often worry she might start to hear voices too.

Once or twice wonder if she actually did.
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Sometimes open the door and stand on the steps with folded arms, as
if provoking her mother to return and scold Jo for straying past the
doorway.

During those times alone Joanne ate, read, watched television - but felt
a real emptiness. A coldness. There was just nothing there. Nothing in
the world.

Once her father telephoned when she was home alone, but Joanne felt
no different talking to him freely.

She felt like her mother and just wanted to get him off the phone.

When her mother returned Joanne would pretend to be asleep or - in-
creasingly - genuinely be asleep.

'Where you going mum?' she asked one night.

Her mother twirled, took an awkward hold of her chest and pinned
her up against the digital cuckoo clock.

'Don't ask me any more fucking questions!' she shouted.

Joanne burst into tears as her mother stormed out - leaving her alone
in the dark house once more.

There were good times, if over the top.

Dressing up, making lots of ice cream, house in a mess, dancing, even
tickling occasionally - as if her mother wanted to make up for lost time
and affection.

Of course, the higher she abseiled, the lower Joanne knew she would
surely and promptly drop.

One day, they noticed Joanne's father talking to Phyllis.

Watched from behind the livingroom curtains as the two talked for
forty minutes.

'Do you see what I mean, darling?' Joanne's mother whispered. 'Do
you see?’

'Yes,' Joanne reassured her.

It wasn't simply that her mother had no friends amongst the neigh-
bours or Joanne's schoolfriend's parents or their relatives or anywhere in
fact.

She genuinely believed everybody was talking about her, spying on
her, out to get her.

They certainly thought she was weird, there was no doubt about that
and very little contact ever occurred.

Joanne's mother strove to be strong and came across as such when
faced with people, yet cowered for weeks afterwards thinking about the
slightest exchange. Analysing the most trivial of interactions she had
with people on her front step. Every word said to her, even in greeting.
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The slightest detail or incident. Most of the time, she completely avoided
contact. It was simply too dangerous.

Joanne herself was pacing and peering out the windows more and
more, just like her mother.

She didn't want the neighbours to know anything about her either, be-
cause she was afraid of what it might lead to.

Agreed they were probably listening - particularly the ones on either
side.

'We live in the same house as them!" her mother shrugged. 'That's just
a wall... it's really the same house!'

Her mother claimed the neighbours did x and killed y. Bizarre stories
that she would recount while walking in and out of Joanne's room,
yelling, screaming, swearing, picking up sheets, tying them in knots and
talking out loud to people who weren't there.

Sometimes, if something smashed or some room became messy
Joanne's mother would go for her.

'Thate you and never want to see you again!' she would say while
chasing her. 'T want you out of my life!"

Joanne would eventually cower in a corner, filled with ambivalence -
fear and love, avoidance and attraction resting easily side by side.

This was it.

Life.

"You bitch... ." her mother muttering vehemently. "You little bitch..."

She would sometimes even wake her up in the middle of the night, ac-
cuse her of being 'the one', start hitting her and there were a couple of
days on which Joanne couldn't go to school because of bruises.

This was Joanne's life.

One Saturday, she was sitting on the front step while her mother was
asleep upstairs when an old woman wearing a long, black leather jacket
walked up to her.

The woman had dyed ginger hair and Joanne tightened her face, as-
suming it was another neighbour or somebody who could threaten their
existence - which, in a way, it was.

'Hello Joanne,' the woman nodded in a northside accent. T'm your
gran!'

Joanne squinted at her and got to her feet.

Her supposed grandmother was scrutinizing her clothes, which were
small and falling apart and shaking her head.

'‘Where do you live?' asked Joanne.
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'They moved us to Dorset Street,' the old woman looked back up at
her.

Then glanced a little higher, in the direction of Joanne's mother's
window.

Then down at Joanne once more.

Smiling again.

'Is it difficult living with my daughter?' she asked.

'No,' Joanne smiled. 'It's fine.'

Her grandmother nodded.

Toanne!' her mother's voice called from inside.

'Take care of yourself love... ' her grandmother murmured.

Then walked off.

Joanne returned inside, jogged upstairs and together with her mother
watched the old woman walk off down the road.

'Thaven't seen her since I was six months pregnant,' her mother said
tightly. 'Bitch suggested I wasn't fit to have a child.’

A week rarely passed without her mother making some new allega-
tions or talking in code or claiming they'd had a conversation which
Joanne couldn't remember.

Her mother didn't hear too well and Joanne wondered how she could
make out what someone on the other side of the square was saying when
sometimes she had to yell at her indoors to be heard.

Yet she never doubted the veracity of what she actually said.

It was only rarely Joanne wondered - is all this real?

After one extremely long summer break, she learnt to forget about it
all while in school.

Would almost be in a good mood walking out of the gates at 3.30pm.

Then it would hit.

She had to go back to her 'other' world.

It was then her stomach began tightening and she felt much older than
she really was.

Increasingly, whenever she spent time with her father or even spoke
with him on the telephone it made her mother unhappy.

'Why do you see him?' she would ask afterwards. 'I can't understand
why you two talk!

Joanne looked at the floor.

'Don't you know what he's done to us?' her mother asked. 'He left you!
He doesn't give a shit about you!'

Yet Joanne wasn't sure anymore and did begin telling her father a
thing or two.
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She didn't want to give him too much detail - still believing her
mother's fundamental claim that people were out to get them - but found
herself naturally opening up a little.

Once she started it wasn't easy to stop.

She told him about the voices. The rats. The hiding. The shopping. The
hitting. The punching. The screaming. The chasing.

The disappearance at night.

She had no idea that every word was being recorded.

Never imagined her father's solicitor was reading a transcript.

It was ironic, that after all of her mother's warnings, she failed to be
paranoid enough.

One autumn evening her father showed up at the door with Joanne's
auntie and two Gardai.

'Madam,' the guard said. 'We have a court order here that says you are
to be involuntarily committed to Dundrum Mental Hospital.'

For a moment, Joanne and her mother did nothing but stare.

The cold dim blue sky in the gaps of the trees seemed a cynical,
crouching air waiting to leap. Yet gorgeous, like some gypsy. Out there
was the world.

'We're leaving in five minutes love,' Joanne's auntie said to her. "You
need to pack a bag.'

"You do this to me,' Joanne's mother's voice shook. 'You might as well
kill me..."

'It's for your own good love,' Joanne's father replied. 'Come on
Joanne..."

Joanne did not move.

The guards did.

'NO!" her mother roared and tried to shut the door.

It took sixty seven minutes, two different straightjackets because the
first wouldn't fit and one ambulance to take her away.

Joanne, clinging to her father's waist, noticed one of the ambulance
women wasn't bothered by her mother's behaviour.

She was in her late thirties and had jet black hair and lines above her
lips. Moved with a very successful rhythm, unperturbed by each success-
ive outburst as Joanne's mother was slowly compelled down the steps
and towards the vehicle. Spitting and cursing all the way.

'Are you sleeping with your father?!' she gasped as they tied her down
inside the back of the ambulance. 'IS THAT IT?'

The neighbours were all on their steps, arms folded, sighing.

Joanne's father standing extremely still.
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Her mother staring directly at her as the doors of the ambulance
closed.

Joanne knew what the look said.

How could you let them do this to me?
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Chapter

The guilt that descended upon Joanne came from a realisation that her
mother had been right all along. All her fears, which Joanne had recently
begun to question ever so slightly, had been extremely well founded.
They were all out to get her! What's more, Joanne had helped them - just
like her mother had prophesised.

The night she was committed, Joanne moved in with her father and a
younger man he described as his boyfriend.

From the moment she walked into their apartment complex it was ob-
vious things were going to be completely different. There was a recep-
tionist on the ground floor, a foyer on each level and the entire building
was keyless. Joanne was handed a digital pebble for the communal doors
and a blank, white credit card for their own apartment which overlooked
a secret garden.

The fridge was packed with Marks & Spencers food, all dirty dishes
hidden away in the dishwasher and her clothes unpacked by her father's
boyfriend and neatly placed in the drawers of a lovely spare room.

At first, there was something comforting about it all.

For the first time in years, the world felt like a feasible place.

It dawned on Joanne, like never before, just how bad things had been
in the past.

During those first couple of days nobody talked much about her
mother.

All her father said was that some nurses had searched her bag and
person on arrival.

'Ten years ago I would have decided she had severe paranoid schizo-
phrenia,' the young doctor sighed while escorting him to her room
weeks later. 'But nowadays we try to be less sure of ourselves. Y'know?
She does have the symptoms. There's no doubt about that... "

The doctor had a brown bowler haircut with blonde streaks and
walked slowly with a straight back, pulling his lips in humbly and veer-
ing gently when encountering meandering patients.
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'Symptoms of severe paranoid schizophrenia?' Joanne's father asked.

"Yeah... ' the doctor sighed. "You could put it that way.'

'Put it what way?' Joanne's father squinted at him.

'‘Well,' the doctor stopped walking and lowered his voice. 'There's
plenty of psychiatrists working privately, plenty in this building who
would say so. She certainly fits the bill. I'm just not sure how much it
helps anymore to force people into these kind of categories. Y'know? If I
say she's a schizophrenic, I'm ending her life in a way.'

'What is schizophrenia anyway?' Joanne's father asked.

'Really just a social construction,' the doctor whispered dismissively.
'Created by society's concept of what constitutes normality and
abnormality.'

Joanne's father nodded in a progressive-looking way.

'Animals don't get it,' the doctor shrugged. 'Which makes it very hard
to do research. This is a disease of thoughts and emotions. So what any-
one says about it is very subjective. The only thing we know for sure is
that she's making suicidal threats, seems very withdrawn, is threatening
to harm em... family members.'

A patient was trying to walk past them - a wan old man with a copy of
The Irish Independent under his arm - and they both moved closer to the
wall.

'There's a great destructiveness,' the young doctor added. 'A lot of... .
shouting, swearing, irrational talk, refusing to co-operate... '

Joanne's father didn't enter her mother's room when he reached it that
day - just glanced in the door.

His wife looked at him from a great distance, despite lying on the bed
mere feet away and being in restraints.

Fury in her eyes.

'Get me out of this place!' she hissed. 'T don't belong here with these
crazy people..."

The only thing Joanne's father said when he picked his daughter up
from school that day was that he didn't think it was a manipulative thing
- more a breakdown of the mind.

Yet to Joanne it was not a breakdown of the mind.

To Joanne, it was now absolutely clear her mother's mind had been
working perfectly.

She would never forget how tough it had been living with her and yet
now subscribed more than ever before to all those persecutionary ideas.

Her mother had been right and Joanne really missed her.
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It wasn't like her entire childhood had been saved. On the contrary, it
seemed to have completely vanished. She was living in modulated tran-
quillity within her father's apartment. Starting to feel empty and afraid.

TWANT MY BABY!" her mother roared day and night.

Joanne could feel it.

More and more, she missed her mum.

Hated her father and his stupid boyfriend.

Yet it was others too.

Neighbours. Doctors. People in the street. They were all the enemy.
They had taken her mother! They had used Joanne to do it and now gone
back to their little lives without much thought. They wanted her to play
along with the deceit, but she wasn't going to.

She would never play along again.

Her mother had been the only one who had ever told her what was
really going on.

How she missed it!

She wondered, also, about other patients in the hospital she hadn't yet
been allowed visit.

Her mother had been unfairly labelled, so what about the rest of them?

Perhaps everyone was being fooled by a large conspiracy that only
herself and her mother and perhaps a very small number of other people
understood?

The notion released her from obligation. Meant she didn't have to ad-
just to the world outside her old home life. Made her dream about recre-
ating it, somehow.

True, it had been awful, but there was a sweetness too. A sweetness to
the pain. She spent hours thinking about making it work better next
time. About trusting her mother more. Making her proud. Nights feeling
so guilty that she couldn't sleep.

Mental hospitals were clearly for people who weren't liked.

'She doesn't like anything about it,' her father admitted in the car on
the way home from school. 'Doesn't like being locked up. Doesn't like the
routine. She's not used to institutional life, I suppose.'

'What is she really saying Shay?' Joanne pressed.

He sighed.

'There's nothing wrong with me,' he recited. 'T'm fine! These people
want to make you believe there is something wrong with me! They want

to stop me from feeling the things I feel and sensing the things I sense!
Blah, blah, blah..."
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Joanne looked away from her father and out the window at the tatty
flags of some cultural festival.

'There's always the threat of the needle,' her father sighed while wait-
ing for the red light to change. 'If she doesn't take her pills, she gets the
needle. That's what she says and I agree it's not ideal... '

Joanne turned and looked closely at her father - trying to tell whose
side he was on.

1 think it's a basic human right a person has,' he was lip-chewing. "To
control what goes in and out of their own body.'

'It's because she's not thinking how they want her to think,' Joanne
muttered to herself.

The light turned green and they began moving.

'Shay,' she glanced back at him with new confidence. 'T want to see her
at Christmas and give her a present myself.'

"You sure?' he asked.

"Yeah,' Joanne nodded.

As she walked nervously along the ward nine days later, holding her
father's hand and passing patients who were pacing and talking to them-
selves - others like statues - she almost regretted the decision.

Noticed how the lights above lived in little cages.

When they reached her mother's room, they found her sitting upright
in bed with arms folded, rocking gently back and forth and staring at
something in her mind. For some reason, her hair looked younger. Youn-
ger and longer.

'Hi mum... ' Joanne nodded.

No acknowledgement at first.

'Joanne's here to see you love,' her father said with exaggerated calm.

Joanne leant closer, noticing two of her mother's front teeth were
missing.

She glanced fleetingly at her father.

"Yeah,' he raised his eyebrows. "They say she works herself into quite a
state.'

Her mother was staring at her.

'The staff are stealing from me,' she whispered.

Joanne nodded.

She felt very uncomfortable because she wished so much to be on her
mother's side, yet the situation seemed to dictate a natural alliance
between herself and her father. Grelleisht. She swallowed and moved
further away from him in guilt.

'Thave to get out of here and take care of you,' her mother hissed.
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'Don't worry,' Joanne said. 'T'm staying with Shay for a while and
you'll be out soon anyway.'

'Twon't..." her mother lowered her voice even moreso. 'They'll never
let me go.'

Joanne's stomach knotted.

She had opened the window and they had stolen her mother's soul.
Why hadn't she listened more carefully to all her warnings? What kind
of a daughter was she? The reality of her life in the apartment struck her
anew and she began to cry. Began to fall apart.

Her mother too.

'It'll be alright,' Joanne's father wanted to raise his hands. 'It'll be al-
right. You just need some help. You'll be okay!"

"You've got to get me out of here,' she hissed and glanced. T don't be-
long here!'

Then looked back at Joanne.

'Don't let me stay here Jo?'

Joanne began closing her eyes, but her mother opened them with a
forefinger.

'Jo?' her mother gazed inward. 'Joanne? Please help me! Please don't
let them keep me here, love! Make them understand me?"

'I'm really sorry mum,' Joanne cried.

After a while, Joanne's father cleared his throat.

"Your daughter's very worried about you,' he said.

So uncanny, his words - yet within moments of being uttered they al-
ways won the atmosphere. Fucking men. They said it how it wasn't and
suddenly that was how it was.

'I'm afraid of the drugs,' Joanne's mother swallowed quietly. 'But
sometimes they help me... "

Joanne concentrated carefully on what her mother was saying.

Tjust don't... think... it's to my advantage to forget,' she added
speculatively.

Somewhere in the building there was commotion - something was be-
ing knocked over, a trolley or table perhaps.

Then quiet again.

'Thave two party dresses they gave me!' her mother suddenly
whipped off her sheets and got out of bed. T'll show you.'

She was naked from the waist down and Joanne's father threw his eyes
to heaven.

In the car, though, he cried.

Joanne was numb.
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Christmas might have been awful when she had lived with her moth-
er, but it was much worse that year in the apartment.

By late January she learnt her mother was spending some time in
group psychotherapy and that 'clinical improvement' was noted - the
young doctor made a point of saying she was talking a little about her
own mother.

'What happened with my granny, Shay?' Joanne asked.

'The family didn't like your mum, they didn't like me or even the idea
of you,' he sighed. 'They thought we were all bad news.'

Joanne looked at him and he looked right back.

It was at that point Joanne began secretly making notes. Writing down
anything she discovered that might be of importance. It made her feel
more in control. Like she was developing some kind of scheme. The de-
tails of which she didn't know yet. At the very least, it stopped her from
feeling so shit about everything. It did that.

The next time they visited her mother, she was actually in better form.

'l don't care what they do as long as it helps me,' she almost winked at
her daughter. 'Helps me to be a different person. Helps me to like people
more. Helps me get out of here!'

They all laughed enthusiastically.

Joanne, her father, father's boyfriend and auntie attended a family sup-
port group at the hospital where relatives sat in a circle.

One woman wore a Parka jacket with a furry grey collar intermingling
with oily dark black hair and looked very low.

'Think what my sister needs is a sort of live-in facility that's kinda easy
going,' she said. 'But there don't seem to be any.'

"You just need to look a little harder,' commented another woman in a
canary cardigan whose face was full of curiosity and joy. 'There are
places out there... '

'We considered home care,' the first woman shrugged. 'It's really good
- cause they just suss out what their needs are. Y'know? Things they can't
do for themselves. Like remembering to take meds or organize their day
or... or whatever. Y'know. They drop by the house and help with that
stuff, I think.'

'It's challenging finding a good home situation for schizophrenics,' the
young female student moderator conceded. 'The big question is the de-
gree to which their symptoms can be alleviated by medication and
whether they're able to remain medication-compliant by themselves.
Most people with a diagnosis of schizophrenia aren't. Not by
themselves... '
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Joanne was writing it all down with great suspicion.

Once her mother was released from hospital and began living with
Joanne's auntie a sort of power struggle naturally began - because Joanne
was more allied to her than ever before and yet nowadays her father had
custody.

It didn't help that Joanne, along with her mother, disliked her auntie -
now further into her forties and always wearing black felt tracksuits with
little flourishes like a grey scarf with pictures of tiny penguins scattered
over it.

Yet Joanne felt it was great her mother was at least out in the real
world because they could spend time together again.

Every day after the final buzzer sounded she would walk directly to
her auntie's apartment.

T'm not taking this medication any more,' her mother announced with-
in five days of living there. 'There's nothing wrong with me.'

'Tagree,' Joanne nodded slowly.

Her auntie stared.

'Joanne,' she whispered later. 'I need you to support me in this love. If
she doesn't take her meds, things will go back to the way they used to
be.'

"That's what I want,' Joanne blinked.

Her auntie stared some more.

Four hours later her father and his boyfriend arrived and while her
mother slept upstairs everyone discussed the situation in the kitchen.

'She has to take her medicine Joanne, her father said. 'Or things will go
back to the way they were. She'll be right back in the hospital! Is that
what you want?'

Joanne stared at the floor.

'Well?' her father asked. 'Is it, Joanne?'

'No,' Joanne said quietly. 'But I dunno how we're gonna do it. We can't
make her take them... '

' could grind them up and put them in her food,' Joanne's auntie
shrugged.

'No,' her father cleared his throat and took a business card from his
pocket. 'They're going to send a nurse around every week to give her an
injection. This is her mobile phone number. It's Clorizapol. A larger
amount and it'll work for longer. Apparently.'

'Suppose that might work,' Joanne's auntie chewed her lip.

'If we can get her to take the injection just once a week," her father's
boyfriend raised his hands. 'It'll be fine.'
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The first time the nurse visited Joanne's auntie's house, they couldn't
get her mother to open the bedroom door for two hours.

'Mum,' Joanne spoke through the door. 'It's only one shot! You won't
have another until next week. If you don't take it, they'll bring you back
to the hospital and give you loads of shots there. This is only one! Please
take it and then we can forget about it. Please. I know what you mean,
but it'll make everything easier... '

Finally, the door opened.

She allowed the nurse give her the weekly injections for about three
months.

In some ways, life was easier than in the past.

She was a lot calmer - at least on the outside.

'Joanne,' she eventually sighed one evening while they both watched
Big Brother. T'm not letting Haley give me the injection tomorrow. Are
you going to support me this time - or betray me again?'

Tl support you mum,' Joanne said without hesitation. 'I promise.'

It wasn't long before all the old behaviour returned.

Joanne's auntie was secretly delighted because she assumed her sister
would be committed again and she would get her own life back.

That didn't happen.

The hospital didn't want her.

They explained to her father's boyfriend that because she wasn't cur-
rently deemed a danger to society or herself they couldn't step in.

Although becoming somewhat mixed up about timeframes, her moth-
er was talking more and more about the conspiracy and how people
were trying to get her in a way that really made sense to Joanne.

'Wow, yeah, yeah... ' she would say, glancing at her auntie to see if she
agreed. 'l know what you mean, mum.'

She really did get it.

Her auntie would grimace.

'But she's right,' Joanne would whisper downstairs later. 'They did
lock her up and if she doesn't behave the way they want they will do it
again... can ya not see?’

'Thope they bloody do it again Joanne,' her auntie snapped. '‘Because I
can't live with a crazy Englishwoman!'

'Come on,' Joanne sighed. 'She's not that bad!'

Her auntie stared at her.

'It's the system,' Joanne smiled in a way that didn't seem natural for an
eleven year old. 'It's you and Shay and his stupid fuckin' boyfriend.
None of you want what's right for her. I'm the only one!'
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Increasingly, Joanne and her mother were spending time alone.

'They're trying to steal your spirit,' her mother would say very gently.
"You mustn't let them Joanne. Not again. I can't go through it again, love.'

'l know mum,' Joanne would say. "You won't.'

Then she would carefully write down exactly what her mother had
just said, pull the curtains aside a little and check the street.

Joanne's father sensed what was happening and warned Joanne not to
believe what her mother was saying.

'She can't help saying all that crap,’ he laughed. 'If she was in a correct
state of mind she would never say any of it, Joanne!'

It didn't matter what he said. Didn't matter one little bit. Joanne simply
wasn't going to be fooled twice.

'Instead of sending us all these letters,' her auntie frowned at docu-
mentation strewn across the kitchen table. 'It'd be better if someone came
and spoke to us about what's fucking going on!'

Joanne, her auntie, father and his boyfriend never really understood
what benefits they were entitled to - which did matter a great deal be-
cause nobody had much money, despite her father's lovely apartment.

It was a strange time, when it felt like almost anything could happen.

Joanne grew closer to her mother every day and yet their relationship,
a triumph of loyalty, remained profoundly superficial.

There would never be a real relationship between them again. Not
really. Yet deep down, she still dreamt it was possible her childhood
might be retrieved.

If I can make mum feel better - she seemed to think - maybe she will be
there for me.

'I need Joanne,' her mother was constantly saying. 'She's the only one
who knows what's going on... "

Her sister would always say that Joanne was close by and fine.

'At this stage,' Joanne's father reflected. 'I'm starting to feel she just re-
ceived treatment and was unresponsive and the system spat her out.'

'Well," his sister-in-law muttered. 'Won't be long before I spit her out..'

Joanne's father stared at her and found her staring right back.

Beneath her eyes, the same lines he remembered finding under his
daughter's when she lived alone with her mother - the very same ones.

Then, all of a sudden, something changed.

One afternoon Joanne's mother got out of bed, dressed in one of her
sister's suits and made a meal for her daughter after school.

'I'm going to turn our lives around!' she announced while licking her
fingers.
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Joanne and her auntie exchanged a glance.

That night her mother slept in the suit and the following morning in-
sisted on setting off, by herself, on foot.

She didn't return for five and a half hours and then went straight to
her room.

A week later, Joanne's father received a court summons by registered
post.

GUARDIANSHIP OF INFANTS ACT, 1964
NOTICE OF APPLICATION UNDER SECTION 11(1) 11(4) FOR THE
COURTS DIRECTION ON THE FOLLOWING QUESTION AFFECTION
THE WELFARE OF THE INFANTS (E.G. REGARDING CUSTODY,
ACCESS, MAINTENANCE OR ANY OTHER MATTER)

'She's going for custody!' her father laughed that night when Joanne fi-
nally came home from her auntie's. 'She wants you back!'

'And I want to go back Shay,' Joanne twirled a little.

Herself and her mother had been dancing to Snow Patrol.

'‘Well," her father shook his head in exasperation. 'Tjust don't think it
would be possible for me to make the same mistake twice, Joanne. I'm
sorry. Your mother is not capable. Your granny was right about that. I'm
afraid the answer is no.'

It was a short custody battle.

When the judge, social workers and everybody else asked Joanne
whom she wanted to live with, she always gave the same answer.

'l want to live with my mum,' she said. 'T don't like the idea of
someone else doing what I could be doing.'

When they asked her auntie, she took Joanne and her mother's side for
selfish reasons.

'They're happy together,' she shrugged. 'Why should any of us stand
in the way of that?'

However, this time everything else seemed to favour Joanne's father.

'It's true some people with these disorders can raise a child but
someone in her situation is utterly incapable,' his female solicitor told the
court. 'We have documentation from the hospital proving she is a schizo-
phrenic. She has repeatedly physically assaulted Joanne. She has neg-
lected her over a long period of time. She is a danger, judge and a negat-
ive influence. It's that simple. We trust the court will rule in the best in-
terests of the child.'
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The rotund male judge was an anti-man hero to some women, even-
handed to others.

"You are schizophrenic,' he literally said to Joanne's mother. "You can-
not have custody of your child. On the contrary, after listening to what
everyone has said, I am ruling that it's in the best interests of Joanne to
remain in her father's care.'

Joanne's mother immediately lost her temper.

"You don't understand what a mother is Judge!' she roared.

Two guards escorted her out of the courtroom and a third was needed
to get her into her sister's car.

Joanne didn't come out of her room for days, after that.

Her father's boyfriend brought Spaghetti Carbonara.

'Listen to me Joanne,' he said gently. "Your mother is sick and she will
never get well.'

Joanne looked at him.

'She will be like this for the rest of her life,' he said. 'That's the truth.
It's time to go back to school, love.'

Her mother couldn't be crazy, Joanne reasoned.

The only safety she had ever known was her world.

No matter how daunting a world it might be, it was hers.

In a quiet way, she was reminded of her old dream about the tall wall.

At times felt disgusted or weary and at others wanted to press on and
make sense of everything.

Simplistic and bulky concepts rushed past her psyche, like building
sites in the dark.

The pressure of what her mother said versus what the rest of the
world said was becoming pricklier.

Whenever she visited her aunt's, she found her mother talking to the
television and complaining 'they' were sending messages again - while
upstairs in her room lights and walls were covered with little labels be-
cause she claimed 'they' could hear her conversations otherwise.

Joanne believed it.

'"THERE IS NOTHING... FUCKING... . WRONG WITH ME!" her
mother kept shouting at her sister. TT'S THE REST OF YOU
FUCKERS...'

She continued fighting her injections and sometimes it took the nurse,
her sister, Joanne's father and his boyfriend to restrain her. One in four
injections was successful. The rest abandoned. But there was a fight
every time. Not just over the injection, but relatively innocuous pills like
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those for her thyroid. Over whether she would even be at home when
the nurse was coming. Everything.

Joanne would sit downstairs, sometimes crying but increasingly
seething.

Colours began to guide her mother's decision making a lot more. She
scratched her head to the point where she had an open sore and bald
spot. Would make a grocery list and plan several errands but only make
it about thirty feet before God ordered her home.

It was getting worse every day.

'l know how much you love her,' her father said. 'And I know you're
very loyal. I am proud of you. But you're growing up now, Joanne.
You're becoming a young woman. It's time to realise that what your
mother says - it simply doesn't make sense love!'

What confused everyone was that after a successful injection she
seemed worse.

'Does it take time to circulate in her system or something?' her auntie
asked the nurse in a whisper.

The nurse shook her head - not saying she didn't know, more that
nobody knew much about the condition and that prescribing medication
was like rolling dice.

It seemed there was no real answer.

'A lot of the time when schizophrenics improve it's because they de-
cide to themselves,' she murmured grimly. 'They start to accept the
voices, not fight them.'

Her father's boyfriend discovered Joanne standing outside the apart-
ment complex one afternoon, having mislaid her digital pebble and
blank credit card and in tears.

'It's okay Jo," he said. 'In a few years it will be so much easier.’

Late that night, she awoke to find her mother's hand over her mouth.

She had stolen her keys while Joanne had visited that afternoon.

'Darling,' she whispered excitedly. 'You're coming with me!'

Joanne pulled her mother's hand from her mouth and screamed.

It wasn't similar to the fear she had experienced all those years living
with her. It wasn't removed, like everything had been in recent months.
It was real. This was really happening!

Although to Joanne it seemed an eternity, within moments her father
and his boyfriend were in the room wearing their ridiculous light blue
striped pyjamas.

It didn't matter what the judge had said or that her mother lived
elsewhere.
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At that moment, Joanne was still her little girl and so she jumped on
her husband and started biting him - while Joanne herself screamed at
the top of her lungs and tears poured down her face.

The gardai were called and took Joanne's mother back to her sister's
house.

'A lot of the time she's right about things!' she insisted to her father
and his boyfriend at the counter over hot chocolate. "'To me she's the best
mother in the world...'

Yet the hospital still refused to commit her and her sister was talking
about moving back to London.

'Tjust think you're all weak,' Joanne shook her head at them. 'None of
you can take care of her like I can.’

'Joanne," her father raised his chin and looked melodramatically frail.
"That hurts, love.'

'Then why can't she live here?' Joanne asked. 'With us?'

'She needs to be in care," her father's boyfriend started holding up his
hands again. 'We need to find a... a halfway house or something. I don't
know!'

Joanne hated him.

'A true, natural woman like me cannot live without her child,' her
mother moaned to her sister. 'He wants my child because he wants my
power.'

Her sister shook her head slowly.

'My daughter cries out for me in the night!' she wailed. 'T hear it!

It happened on a sunny Wednesday afternoon - after a half day in
school.

Everybody knew Joanne and her mother weren't meant to be left
alone. That had been the problem in the first place, after all. Since the re-
cent kidnapping attempt it was even more taboo. Yet when Joanne ar-
rived back from school that day she found her auntie standing in the kit-
chen, wearing her New Balance coat and checking the time on her
phone.

'Thave to walk into the village for a few hours love,' she smiled.

The exhausted woman shouldered her bag, placed a hand under her
niece's chin for a moment and promptly strolled out the door.

She didn't even take the car.

It was like everyone stepped quietly out of the way.
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Chapter 5

They were finally constructing a second terminal at Dublin Airport and
the place was a building site. The already small and winding road to the
departure area clogged with orange cones and wire partition screens
weighted with concrete slabs. New green footbridges had been construc-
ted and were being crossed by labourers that day. The new terminal a
massive muddy white taco with eight or nine floors exposed to the ele-
ments where fluttering black plastic hadn't been taped. Four red cranes a
short distance away, pointing at their big church in the sun.

Joanne glanced out her window at the orange cones and saw delibera-
tion in the way they scurried past - quick enough for them to be moving
but slow enough for her to know it took real focus on her mother's part.

Not having driven in years, she was gripping the wheel like a
children's Christmas present and glancing at everything with suspicion.

'Bastards have been here before us,' she whispered and Joanne sud-
denly felt a shiver run down her spine. 'We're looking for the long term
carpark, sweetheart.’

'Okay... ' Joanne sat up slowly. 'There it is!'

'‘Good girl!" her mother laughed.

Actually, they were approaching the short term car park - though ad-
vertisements for the long term alternative were draped between the
floors on large grey flags.

Her mother began turning her head around irritably and slowing
down as Joanne wound down the window.

'Excuse me?' she asked a huge man in a musty blue fleece, who was
grasping a small and unopened pack of tissues. 'Where's the long term
carpark?’

'Well,' the man's fat fingers gripped the roof as he tried to arch his
neck with exasperation. 'There's a few. They're both outside the airport.
You'll have to turn around and drive out again!'
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There was a change of mood inside the car once he said that and after
Joanne had rolled up the window her mother sighed demonstratively.

'He's trying to trick us,' her voice wavered. 'They're trying to stop us!'

Joanne looked at her mother.

'Are we gonna make it?' she asked.

"You're damn fucking right we are!' her mother said.

It was only after six people including construction workers and pas-
sengers all directed them outward it finally seemed reasonable to take a
look in that direction.

'Fuckin' red carparks and green carparks,' Joanne embellished her frus-
tration. 'Ones that are open and ones that aren't open yet..."

She noticed the airport shared many depressing qualities with the
country it exited and yet had a breezy flippancy too - the swing doors to
new experience.

'l guess we're gonna be gone for a while,' she said in a tone five years
younger.

Yet there was tenderness in her tummy - like it was prepared to feel
good or bad.

Her mother didn't respond, just took in the trees and flags they were
passing, which threw her sister's car into shadows.

Before long, they were twisting and turning into a lake of vehicles be-
hind green wire fences.

'A, B, C and D zones mum,' Joanne murmured.

Just look for a space,’ her mother whispered and cut corners in her
steering and voice.

She was balanced somewhere between knowing she was free and fear-
ing she wasn't.

The long term carpark was almost full, but they were soon parked on
top of grass tufts and pebbles flattened by a million holidays.

Black cars were parked on either side of them and Joanne's mother
studied each for a respectable five seconds.

'Mum?' Joanne asked. 'Where are we going?'

Her mother took a deep breath as they both watched a plane climb.

'Run inside and get a brochure,' she nodded. 'Make sure it has differ-
ent European cities.'

Joanne squinted at her mother, then glanced at the airport.

Once inside the old terminal, Joanne discovered an airport is not a
great place to look for holiday brochures.
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There were none at the DAA desk. None in the Dublin Tourism shop
which only had material relating to Ireland. At ticket desk after ticket
desk, she could only swipe leaflets about frequent flyer programmes.

With a heavy heart she passed families on her way back out - terrified
her mother would be furious, maybe even hit her and they wouldn't be
able to go on holiday.

In reality, her mother was not particularly upset.

She simply folded one of the leaflets in half and placed it upright on
the speedometer glass.

'They're not gonna get me,' was all she said and that was more to
herself.

They got out of the car.

Joanne's mother took a bag from the boot, walked onto the strip of
grass that separated lines of cars and grasped a baby tree while
surveying.

Walking out of the carpark they spotted a few airport employees,
loitering in bright orange waistcoats, whom Joanne obediently followed
her mother in and out of cars in order to dodge.

The men certainly did appear to be looking in their direction strangely.

'Mum,' Joanne caught up to her excitedly. 'I saw on the way in here,
there's a shuttle bus that will bring us back!'

Her mother didn't respond, just solemnly pulled her bag on wheels by
the extended handle.

It mattered little to Joanne because having left the house and car be-
hind she felt everything was in the past now and that getting on a plane
meant a wonderful new beginning. She was also proud that, having been
inside the airport minutes earlier, she could guide the way. Yet did sort
of wonder, as they rested against a small red wheelie generator that
sprouted spotlights, why her mother seemed more focused on the short
term carpark and buses behind it.

'Nah,' her mother said sharply when Joanne began to veer left for the
old terminal. 'This way.'

They were instead turning right, walking through the short term car-
park mall and out the other side where the bus to Dunshaughlin was
preparing to depart.

Joanne gazing in utter disbelief, her mother immediately climbed on
board.

As the 109a wound out of the airport and she examined the new ter-
minal in sunlight now golden, she felt a small explosion had taken place
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in her stomach - like she was being flung away from a strangely fragile
office of the lucky.

There hadn't been time to feel different from other families in the old
terminal - she had secretly dared not to - but now it was clear there
would be plenty of opportunity for that.

Shortly after leaving the airport, they passed a rotating red and white
radar tower.

Her mother pointed and Joanne nodded.

It was 3pm and already starting to get dark.

After a while, Joanne stopped looking out the window and glanced at
her mother again.

She was sitting completely still, swaying only when the bus swayed
and studying the other passengers carefully.

The two young lovers sitting one row in front of theirs, behind the
emergency exit stairs. Or the young, ginger-blonde gent with letterbox
specs who looked quite serene in the sunlight. In particular, a passenger
in his sixties in a black raincoat and wearing a black cap with the name
JACK GLEESON printed on the back.

'Jack Gleeson,' her mother whispered with pursed lips and serious
eyes - then threw her a look.

Joanne put hope in a shrug.

When the muttering began, told herself it was just her mother relaxing.

Finally closed her eyes when she became upset by one road sign in
particular:

CONCENTRATE!
DON'T MEET PEOPLE BY ACCIDENT!

Still, the afternoon's events gave Joanne cause for optimism. She knew a
serious break had been made - or was being made - and once more there
was a sweetness to the pain. Something both liberating and damning
about it all. Almost like her mother was killing them both in order to stay
alive.

When they got off the bus in Dunshaughlin it was nearly dark and
Joanne's mother froze upon seeing yet another oak decorated with plain
bulbs nearby.

They were standing in front of an old corrugated gate sandwiched
between a Chinese takeaway and Home & Garden shop.
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Strolling down the main street, they noticed groups of teenage girls
standing around in the freezing dark outside places like Xtravision or the
local chemist.

There were old-style newsagents, favouring wooden shelves and do-
mestic freezers for icepops where Joanne asked about B&Bs while her
mother stood outside. There were no B&Bs in the town, it transpired.
The only place was half a mile back along the bus route.

'We'll get something to eat first,' her mother decided.

They found a pink, Polish, Italian-style chipper.

Joanne ordered American Breast & Chips while her mother had a
White Coffee and Snack Bar.

They ate in silence as Joanne looked enthusiastically at pictures of
Marilyn Monroe inside pink frames above little signs that read MIND
THE STEP because each booth was raised.

'Marilyn's beautiful,' smiled Joanne. 'Isn't she mum?'

"Yes," her mother burnt her lips. 'She is.'

Joanne knew her mother was making quite an effort.

The afternoon hadn't only required more energy than she had used in
years, but a different kind of energy and practicality.

It had been an incredible shock to a system so used to house 'n hospit-
al and she now struck Joanne as simply too tired to be afraid.

Although badly wanting to ask questions about their future, it felt im-
portant not to rock the boat.

"You did really well today mum,’ she nodded.

Her mother managed a distant smile, chewing biscuity chocolate.

A group of teenage girls entered the place and sat down, almost all of
them wearing white or pink tracksuits and some of them in hats and
gloves. The tall Polish man came out from behind the shiny metal
counter in his perfectly clean white chef's clothes and challenged them
about ordering.

'We're just making our minds up!' one of the young girls almost
shouted.

Chewing silently and looking around occasionally, Joanne began to
feel as if quaint details of Dunshaughlin were mocking her because she
had no proper life of her own.

Then wondered if that was simply what it felt like when things started
to go well.

'Mum?' she finally ventured.

'‘Mmm..'

'Why did we leave the car there?' she asked.
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Her mother seemed to be staring at what remained of her Cadbury Sn-
ack Bar. Half eaten, only the letters bury remained. Hooked on the trun-
cated word, she cocked her head left and examined layers. Chocolate,
biscuit, chocolate, biscuit, chocolate.

'Mum?' Joanne asked again.

'It's in your auntie's name,' her mother murmured. 'They'll contact her
eventually.'

That was all the explanation Joanne got and it was only gradually,
over the following year, she realised just how clever her mother had ac-
tually been.

Yet the same woman was now taking little bits of paper from her jack-
et and holding them against the half-eaten Snack bar.

Joanne saw the tall Polish guy glancing and felt embarrassment she
had shirked on the bus.

Ditferent to embarrassments of old, these ones, because they were out
in the open and Joanne realised that despite having spent years insulat-
ing herself from pain she was now extremely exposed. It was scary.
Again, her stomach was the place she felt it.

Briefly wondering if her mother should be in hospital after all, she
suddenly felt like the worst child in the world for even having such a
thought.

The B&B was up a small hill off the main road and Joanne and her
mother walked all the way there - her mother wheeling the bag behind
them.

It was a sizeable family home with a dark wooden table and chairs
outside on the grass that were surrounded by a special fence made from
the same dark lumber.

Her mother knocked on the porch door and stood rigidly in the cold,
while Joanne read a welcome sign.

'Come on mum,' she pushed open the porch door. 'It says to go in...'

It was less porch than conservatory, with wicker sofas and framed
poems about tourists and the welcoming of strangers.

Joanne rang a bell.

'Sit down mum,' she smiled - though her mother certainly didn't.

The door to what looked like a very spacious kitchen opened with one
inquisitive yank and a woman in her sixties appeared, scrutinizing the
visitors and wringing her hands.

Her hair was that of a good looking young man in the 1950s, except
dirty white and she wore a blue dress of poppies and daisies underneath
a baggy white cardigan.
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'Hello?' she asked quizzically.

Joanne's mother raised her chin.

'Room please,' was all she said.

'For how long?' the elderly woman asked.

'Just this evening,' Joanne's mother answered.

Thave a double,' the woman shrugged at Joanne.

'How much?' Joanne asked a little more warmly.

'Fifty Euro in advance please, the woman said.

She wouldn't bring them upstairs, because of her back.

'It says Michael's Room on the door,' she explained. 'If it's locked just
press Star R124.

'Star R124," Joanne nodded. 'Star R124. Come on, mum!'

Her mother was still staring at the woman. Contemplating the hidden
meaning of Star R124 and bury and other things. Yet soon turned and
followed.

At the top of the stairs was a portrait of Jesus with the sacred heart and
beneath him a petal-shaped bulb faintly illuminated by crucifix-shaped
filament.

There were seven rooms and each had a little sign on the door. David's
Room. Sean's Room. Derek's Room. Ciara's Room. Emma's Room. Brian's
Room. Michael's Room.

Michael's was unlocked, cream and small - not much larger than a
cream double bed.

There was a basin in the corner with towels hanging underneath and
what looked like a closet door that actually revealed an incredibly
cramped toilet and shower.

It was there Joanne and her mother attacked their hair with scissors,
elbowed each other and even laughed - making themselves more con-
spicuous, rather than less.

Afterwards they looked ill and condemned by their own extremity.

In her pyjamas, Joanne's mother grew uncomfortable.

'Can you hear it?' she asked.

Joanne stood and listened.

'That old woman," her mother's eyes were acclimatising. 'Fuckin' bitch!
That's why she didn't come upstairs!'

Joanne examined her pacing around the overheated little room in her
pyjamas and puppet's haircut, repeatedly peeking out the curtains.

It was a surreal sight.
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Then noticed there was a remote control on the windowsill that ran
alongside the bed and a television sitting precariously on top of the
wardrobe.

'Will we watch the news and see if we're on it?' she asked.

Her mother looked at her and nodded gravely.

The lead story on the Six One News was about unemployment figures
soaring. 291, 363 people were on the dole, which was a 71% increase over
the last twelve months. Apparently it was the greatest increase ever in
one year.

There was no mention of Joanne and her mother.

Forty minutes later they were lying in the dark, listening to the old
woman's television downstairs.

'What are we going to do, mum?' Joanne whispered.

'T don't know," her mother said.

'1 think we need a plan,' Joanne said.

'We'll wait a few days,' her mother replied. 'Then get a plan.’

Joanne thought about that for a while.

'They're watching us love,' her mother added.

'Tknow... ' Joanne conceded.

'Look out the window!" her mother suddenly whispered.

Joanne hesitated - the request and credibility battling in the dark.

Then sat up carefully.

'Anything?' her mother asked.

'There's a car,' Joanne said slowly.

'What kind?' her mother asked.

'l dunno,' Joanne said tentatively. 'Dark, kinda small?'

'Is there somebody inside?' her mother pressed.

'There's a man at the wheel,' Joanne shrugged. 'Em... h-he's talking but
I can't see who he's talking to..."

'What kind of man?' her mother said. "You're not describing it very
well!'

'Like an old teenager... ' Joanne said.

'Get down,' her mother snapped.

Joanne lay down and there was silence for a moment.

"The bastards have followed us,' her mother announced.

Sleeping side by side for the first time in years, Joanne wondered
whether it would always be this easy now they had run away. She had to
think it would be. That because of their new freedom, things would be
better.
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There was frost the following morning and the sliver of Dunshaughlin
seemed less lonely. The sun had won and the mood of people was defin-
itely more outward. There wasn't a cloud in the sky as a bus finally
pulled up and away with them on it.

Joanne was surprised to discover the kind of curving lake they passed
before coming into Virginia even existed in Ireland - with its great brown
beard, little piers and villages of nature.

Almost all the houses she saw out the window were beautiful to her
and because they stood alone amidst fields it was easy to pick out rooms,
cars, basketball hoops and sort of count how composed they were.

Compared to the previous evening, the bus was far busier and her
mother definitely edgier.

A young African woman and her child boarded in Kells and sat down
in the seat in front of them. One hand holding a phone to her ear, she
was struggling to untie a small plastic bag with little Petit Filous
yoghurts inside.

"Two hund fetteh yuro I said to her!" she was saying. 'I check PPS, they
say sorry, da money was noh there. Say I go to Cavan and come back.
Last week and this week togetha. It will be."

Joanne was studying her mother's decomposing face as it grew fixated
on the headrest in front of her. Overall, the seat design was mostly a grey
wool effect, like a zip-up fleece. The actual headrest, though, was ice-
blue with outlines of white tiles and in one or two areas those outlines
were briefly red or yellow - like someone had gone over them with col-
oured pens. Except, nobody had done that. It was the design.

Enough to drive Joanne's mother up the wall, although she did a very
good job of containing herself.

Meanwhile, Joanne herself began to indulge an old fantasy that she
could predict and manage her mother's moods by telling jokes.

'Why did the chicken cross the road?’

'Tdon't know, Joanne... '

'‘Because he thought it would make a good joke!"

However, once they arrived in Cavan everything seemed to fall apart.

Joanne found the larger stone town solid as its name, but could tell her
mother didn't.

Perhaps she had been only able to hold it together for their daring es-
cape, like her first court appearance all those years ago, or now had some
particular problem with Cavan itself - whatever the reason, the first seri-
ous difficulty developed five minutes after they climbed off the bus.
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They had entered a bakery café which seemed relatively empty.
Walked down the length of it slowly. Joanne's mother inspecting all the
tables and finally choosing one at the very back next to swing doors.

Sitting across the table from her, Joanne grinned with stubborn
enthusiasm.

'l want one of the gingerbread Christmas trees with Smarties on them,'
she smiled.

Her mother's eyes were moving over the customers slowly.

The balding, moustached man in his forties with a hands free device in
a sharp suit who was standing at a tall table and occasionally making
comments about internal politics to a seated foreman wearing a green
all-weather jacket despite being inside the overheated place.

The family of females at the second last table, every tracksuit grubby
except for the baby's.

The twenty year old fella sitting opposite, summoned from adoles-
cence by an aggressive jet-black beard, army bargain woolly black sweat-
er and Bill Bryson book.

Self-effacingly, two Eastern European waitresses wandered about
while fluorescent lights above made everything dim.

Joanne could sense what was coming and primed herself to actively
intercept or circumvent things that might set her mother off.

So determined to cling onto yesterday's calm, a time when she had
dared dream.

After a few minutes a woman in her late fifties approached with or-
ange hair and weightless hands.

"You two okay?' she allowed one alight on the edge of their table like a
butterfly.

Joanne's mother smiled up at the woman without saying anything and
for a moment it looked like she might return to being coldly reasonable
just like the day before - maybe that would be the relationship she would
have with this new world after all?

In reality, her smile was a type of cuteness.

'Are you part of it?' she slowly jutted her eyebrows at the woman.

'Part of what? the woman asked. 'Part of this place? [ am..."

'No," Joanne's mother sighed and looked down, then upwards again
with empathy. 'Are you part of it... "

The woman glanced at Joanne's mother's hands.

'Part of what?' she asked slowly and glanced at Joanne. 'Part of the
world?'
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The boy reading the book looked over, but stopped doing so the mo-
ment Joanne's mother caught him.

At that point, the orange-haired woman withdrew.

Another soon returned in her place.

This one a little younger, with darker hair and sort of gaunt.

'Hello," she said to them both unassumingly. 'Would you like to order
something?'

Joanne's mother looked at her and smiled gently, as if unimpressed by
the change of guard.

'T'm not ordering anything until I know if you're part of it,' she em-
phasized again.

"Yes,' the woman affirmed. 'We're both part of it.'

Joanne's mother stared at her.

"You admit it?' she smiled.

'‘Well... yes,' the woman nodded. 'We both work here.'

'No," Joanne's mother snapped. 'I mean, are you part of the
conspiracy?’

'No,' the woman said simply. "There's no conspiracy.'

Joanne and her mother exchanged a glance.

'‘What do you think?' her mother asked.

Joanne reflected for a moment.

She had once believed this woman was imagining a plot, only to watch
people drag her off into the night.

'Don't be stupid,’ Joanne looked at the employee. 'We already know
there's a conspiracy. We're just trying to figure out whether you're part
of it.'

'No,' the woman cleared her throat. 'T'm not part of it. Now, do you
want to order something?'

A moment or two passed while Joanne's mother stared proudly at her.

'‘Because,' the woman shrugged. "You need to order something or
leave.'

'I'm not ordering shite in this place... ' Joanne's mother muttered.

'Okay,' the woman moved away. T1l have to ask you to leave then.'

They stared at the woman's back as she stopped en route to the front
counter and shouted up a chute for scones.

Then rose from the table, together.

Joanne pausing at the front entrance, glancing at the four women be-
hind the counter and grinning.

'The cold's getting in," the orange-haired woman nodded. 'Could you
close the door?"'
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As they walked down the street Joanne's mother giggled to herself and
then began talking to herself.

They linked arms.

On the corner was a sculpture of two hands side by side and a third ly-
ing across the top - joining both traditions in peace and reconciliation.

Her mother's neck arched and stared at the hand above.

'Mum,' Joanne whispered. 'It's okay... "

When she began snarling at people, Joanne sat down on the fountain's
edge.

Knowing this was going to be difficult.

A homeless man in a blue woolly hat stared for a few seconds, as if
comparing woe and young boys in groups allowed themselves a silent
laugh because it was unacceptable to do any less in their world.

'Same to you,' one bearded pensioner nodded back curtly.

However, the vast majority of people did not react at all. One brief
glance was all they were willing to spare. They didn't even make a sharp
movement looking away. Would ration neither surprise nor judgement.

Crazy people exist, the Cavanheads seemed to comprehend, and you
simply didn't make any contact with them.

The only further exceptions were certain types of leering men who
wondered just how pliable these girls were.

One such character in a business suit approached Joanne and her
mother, nodding at them without inhibition and even a certain
expectation.

Joanne's mother held a hand up.

'Bye!" she said.

'l was just wonder-'

'Bye!' she repeated sharply. 'Bye!'

He walked off.

At intervals, Joanne would half-rub and half-tug her mother's arm but
most of the time she just sat there like someone waiting for something
she didn't want.

It wasn't embarrassment she felt, now, simply loneliness.

Slowly, it was dawning on her what had actually happened in recent
hours and days.

That her mother had succeeded in locking them permanently into her
own head.

Here was a woman so scared of the world, of every look and lamp-
post, that her mind reverted to some animalistic state in which it really
was best to growl. It was like she had regressed to a hunter-gatherer
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stage of evolution, that day, although it became ground down moreso
within minutes and she seemed like a strange radar creature, humming
or buzzing in defence - in some tribal trance.

Impossible for anyone passing to understand but not impossible for
Joanne.

Joanne remembered.

It was half an hour before she finally managed to spirit her off down
the street.

'Mum!' Joanne hissed. 'Where are we gonna stay tonight? Are we
gonna stay in Cavan?'

On a short street of slated roofs, a senator's office was neighboured by
an accommodation house with a large Shamrock between two upper
windows.

Joanne and her mother walked through the gate and in the column of
window by the door found a sign that read For All Accommodation En-
quiries Enter Adelphi Bar Next Door.

The bar was a dim triumph of dark wood, gleaming shelves climbing
the walls with mixers and fags and spirits way up top.

Joanne stared at a big old Gallaher's mirror in the middle of the wall
which she assumed was missing the letter g, a strung hound trumpet
and signed black and white of Clu Gulager - although she had no idea
who it was.

There was a colour photograph of a happy old woman, shelved fags
behind her, which seemed to act as precursor to an older version of the
same girl patting down carpeted stairs, through a gap and into the pub.

She was tiny and very smart-looking indeed in a white blazer with
gold links and a blue scarf exploding out of the neck, making the old
wool clothes in the photograph seem incongruous or vice versa.

When she came around the bar it transpired even Joanne was taller
than her.

'Howaya?' she gazed up at them both.

'A room?' Joanne's mother asked.

'Ehh... ' the woman blinked. 'There are seven or eight. Student doctors
have them booked. But not all of them might show. Y'know?'

Joanne's mother nodded contemptuously and found the door.

"Thanks,' said Joanne.

The woman designed her a smile.

In the end, they spent 135 Euro for a double room in The Considine
Hotel.
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'What are you staring at?' Joanne's mother abruptly asked the young
woman at the desk.

'What?' the woman asked.

'WHAT ARE YOU STARING AT?' her mother stepped backwards.
'STOP STARING AT ME!

The room was bigger this time.

A double bed and single bed with a little space between. Relatively
spacious bathroom, bedcovers and carpets that were ruby in colour, a
slightly larger and flat screen television which had a small LED clock
built into its right hand speaker, framed Masaccio print on the wall.

Joanne's mother lay on the single bed.

'Hey mum,' she yawned. 'It's nearly time for The Afternoon Show!'

There was a man on the show wearing a pink shirt and pinstripe black
slacks that were kind of funny - and his chest hair was showing.

Joanne and her mother lay side by side and watched him.

'Every part of our body is made up of energy," he was saying to
Sheana. 'Unless we confront our problems at that level, we're not going
to get better... '

Sheana stood up and the man started moving his hand over her head,
looking for blockages and talking about techniques that could stimulate
flow.

Joanne was soon looking in the drawer near the TV and finding a little
Failté Ireland booklet, other leaflets about tourist attractions in Cavan
and a plastic bag with LAUNDRY printed on it.

Her mother was watching the fashion show bit, which she always
liked. They were talking about bargains because of the recession. The
cooking part of the show came next. The muffin vs. the fairy cake -
which was better? Then a piece about people suffering from depression.

'Ah, we'll just change the channel here mum-'

'No-'

'No, mum, we will, we will,' Joanne insisted. 'We don't like that..."

Nor did Joanne feel the news would be a good idea, like the night
before.

They finally picked Blue Water High.

'Mum?' she asked. 'How much money do we have?'

Her mother didn't say anything, just kept watching the television.

A few minutes later, without taking her eyes off the screen, she
reached for her bag and emptied it onto the bed in front of them.

Piles and piles of EUR50 and EUR100 notes mixed together - quite a lot
of Disability Allowance.
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Chapter

The following morning Joanne's mother insisted on a bus that travelled
south forty miles beneath Cavan to a simple right angle of pubs and
grills called Edgeworthstown. The driver pulled away enthusiastically
and left them staring at dusty windows and empty shop floors strewn
with off-cuttings. Here was the kind of small Irish stretch where there
was nothing incongruous about a plastic ice-cream tub filled with grey
water sitting beside a sponge on the checkout in Supervalu.

'Ask those people if there's anywhere we can buy a car,' Joanne's
mother mouthed cheesy popcorn they had just purchased inside.

The couple she was referring to were sitting in their own car and prob-
ably somewhere in their late forties.

'Mum... ' Joanne dithered.

'Immediately, her mother said.

Joanne walked towards the window of the car and smiled at the man
in his padded blue raincoat and tweed cap.

He stared back at her through shiny dark brown glasses, a few days
growth on his face.

Sitting beyond him in the passenger seat was his wife, wearing a pink
shirt under a cream jumper.

Her face a jagged column of practicality and hair a short, thick, curly
convenience.

'Hiya,' Joanne smiled. 'Do ya know where we can buy a secondhand
car around here?’

The wife looked away.

Her husband nodded down the street.

Tock's Pub,' he said.

The exterior looked normal enough, apart from a complete lack of
windows, but inside they found neither bar nor lounge - rather what
looked like a passageway between stingy screens in some cheap old Irish
cinema.
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To the immediate right of the entrance was some kind of desk, with
net curtains half closed and a vase of artificial flowers in between.

Past a flight of stairs and around a little corner they found a nook with
leather armchairs, a leather couch and two knee-high bar tables on which
more fake flowers sat in little vases next to clean tissues and unused
barmats.

Sitting in one of the chairs was a rotund man inside dirty blue overalls,
a black bodywarming waistcoat and a mop of black and grey hair.

He was watching Matlock with the sound turned down.

'‘Are you Jock?' Joanne asked.

'Howaya... ' he nodded and smiled in expectation.

'Do you sell cars?' she asked.

'We sell everything!" he smiled.

'Do you have a car for us?' she asked.

"Yeah,' he exhaled without missing a beat. 'T have a black Suzuki Swift
out back that will do you nicely.'

'I shall need to test drive it,' Joanne's mother said.

'Of course,' Jock said. 'Brenda! Bring me the keys for the Suzuki!'

Joanne glanced at the Gents door and a coin operated jellybean ma-
chine on the wall.

'She won't be a minute,' Jock smiled. 'Sit down.'

They did so.

The sound of trickling water could be heard coming from the toilet.

'What year is she?' Joanne's mother folded her empty popcorn bag like
it was a letter.

'She's 02,' Jock said.

Joanne heard a dog behind his leather chair either growling or snoring.

'Do you want a 7up?' he asked.

'No thanks,' Joanne said.

"You ladies gonna come see Billie Joe?' Jock then patted his hands on
his legs a few times.

'Who?' Joanne's mother looked at him.

'Billie Joe,' he repeated.

'Who the bloody hell is Billie Joe?' Joanne's mother asked.

Jock stared at her for a moment.

'Billie Joe Spears," he said.

'Who the hell is Billie Joe Spears?' Joanne's mother repeated.

He stared at her for a moment longer and then gestured at a poster on
the wall.
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JW PROMOTIONS PRESENT

BILLIE JOE SPEARS
AND
PHILOMENA BEGLEY
Live in concert

With Special Guest
June McLoughlin
The Park House Hotel
Edgeworthstown

Saturday 14th February/Valentines Night

Compere: Joe Finnegan Shannonside/Northernsound
Tickets on sale here

After reading the poster, Joanne's mother slowly turned and looked at
her.

Jock's wife emerged - looking more like his twin sister - and handed
him some keys.

Behind the pub, two rain-blackened white buildings were starting to
get rained upon all over again.

One was a garage with two blue tractors parked outside. The other a
locked up, shadowy floor of motorised buggies with enflamed stickers
all over, children's motorbikes and plastic peddlejeeps. Parked outside,
four used vehicles that were clearly for sale because they were parked at
so identical an angle - one of them the black Suzuki Swift.

Joanne climbed in the back and noticed a lot of torn off stickers on the
plastic finish, while her mother climbed into the drivers seat and started
playing with the levers at her feet.

Jock himself climbed into the passenger seat, pulled his door closed
and handed her the keys.

Joanne's mother turned the ignition.

The engine came to life.

'Perfect!" Jock said.

'What's all this on the seats?' Joanne moved her hands over the mould.

Jock turned and looked at her.

'‘Ah, we'll give it a valet,' he said. 'Put it through a valet for ya.'
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'Would you do that today?' Joanne's mother asked, checking over her
shoulder before pulling out.

Joanne again felt a rush of joy at seeing her mother engaging in move-
ment and interaction so commonplace.

'We can,' Jock nodded. 'Yes.'

They headed off down the road.

'See?" he sighed. 'Perfect.’

'Mmmm,' Joanne's mother said. 'How much do you want for her?'

"Three thousand,' Jock said.

Joanne's mother circled a roundabout before heading back toward the
garage.

'Where are ya livin?' Jock asked. 'We can deliver it if ya like. Along
with the valet. All part of the price...'

Joanne's mother glanced at him.

'If we take it at all,' she said. 'We'll take it now.'

Joanne and her mother waited in the doorway of the garage and stared
at the high shelves of wheels down the back and the smashed dirty win-
dows on the side. There was a lot of junk lying around, from Bord na
Moéna firelogs to big sacks of multi-coloured dog meusli.

Jock returned with an older man in a grey woolly trenchcoat.

'Hello,' the older man extended his hand to Joanne's mother. 'How are
ya?'

She merely stared at him.

'l said we'd do a valet,' Jock told him.

'Ah we will,' the older man withdrew his unshook hand. 'How much
are ya givin it to her for?'

"Three thousand,' Jock nodded.

'Three thousand. We'll put a six month guarantee on it for ya too. Any
problem, come back to us. Y'see... we're dealers for these hoors. It's great
when ya need parts!'

He thrust his entire arm up an imaginary cow's hole.

'We can get in there fast... ' he jutted his eyebrows. "Ya know?'

'T'm not giving you three grand for that piece of shit,' Joanne's mother
said.

There was silence.

'‘Well," Jock said. 'How much will ya offer?’

'Two grand,' Joanne's mother said.

The men started laughing.

"Two grand!' the older one said. "You can have the valet and the guar-
antee and we'll keep the motor!'
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They howled nervously.

Tl give you two thousand,' she said. 'And not a bloody cent more.'

In their new vehicle they drove further south to Edenderry and parked
in front of its courthouse on the freezing bright square.

Gazed for a few minutes at the falling down old cinema once conver-
ted into a hardware store but now diligently boarded up. Its large blue
facade was higher than neighbouring slate roofs, higher than its own and
slanted quickly downward behind. So close to the sky and yet so utterly
bereft-looking.

The town was larger than Edgeworthstown and Dunshaughlin had
been, if smaller than Cavan. However, so many places were closed down
that it had a restless, almost eerie feel.

As usual, Joanne's mother felt she was being watched and spent a lot
of time staring at boarded up places that appeared to have been boarded
up very carefully.

They wanted to get their hair done, but the salon girls were
powerless.

'Are you going to take more off?' Joanne asked.

'No," one plucked her hair with cunning warmth. 'We'll just clean it up
a little and taper it at the back... '

They strolled into Mrs Quinn's Charity Shop with extremely short,
cleaned up haircuts and some highlights for Joanne.

Picked some CDs for the car, including The JAL Jetstream Orchestra
who performed songs like I wish, Some Enchanted Evening and Garota
De Ipanema and another called Tom Wilson's Tartan Techno.

They bought ham and cheese sandwiches in a pub in which three men
were warming themselves by standing in front of a roaring fire and
watching the racing on a flat screen hanging from the roof.

Drove slowly up a small residential slope with an old water tower up
top, behind the main street.

Parked about halfway up beside a small, dirty, red, yellow, blue,
private coach.

'We'll eat here,' Joanne's mother took a deep breath while taking the
cellophane off her sandwich.

Joanne looked through the windscreen at a wire gate inches from their
bonnet which protected a large yard.

Inside was a roof on dark red steel stilts with masses of rubble
underneath.

'It's a bit boring mum,' Joanne unwrapped her own sandwich. Isn't
it?'
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Her mother took another deep breath and brought her sandwich-hold-
ing hands close to her face for a moment - almost like it hurt to hear
Joanne speak.

'l wonder is Billie Joe Spears doing any gigs around here,' Joanne
snorted.

Her mother placed her sandwich back on its plastic, returned the
glance and belted her in the face.

It took less than a second for Joanne to do any crying - like the few
tears she was storing had been knocked out by force.

Yet she stared at her mother in a way she didn't normally, because of
hope she had associated with their escape.

Then realised she was breathing very heavily.

That she felt rage.

Needing to pee anyway, she climbed out of the car and walked up the
hill a little further, the sandwich in her left hand haemorrhaging grated
cheese and her cheekbone stinging.

'Fuckin' bitch,' she said to herself.

Promptly came across a small worn path rising over the grass mound
that ran along the pavement - so skipped over, took a few steps, un-
zipped her jeans and squatted.

It was at that point she saw the men.

They were about a hundred feet away, standing in the doorway of a
strange little castle with a conical tin roof and corrugated iron walls.

It looked to Joanne like they were doing some kind of deal - although
were now watching her.

She immediately stood into her jeans and strode back to the
pavement.

As she walked down toward the car, however, her mother started
blaring Tom Wilson's Tartan Techno and Joanne was suddenly overcome
by an incredible sense of lonliness.

How could she have forgotten how bad it was with this bitch?

She changed her mind again and turned back up the hill in the direc-
tion of the water tower.

A few dolled-up girls passed her, pushing buggies down and within
moments a portacabin came into view - two lads standing beside it and
once again seemingly involved in some kind of transaction.

That was how Joanne and her mother moved for weeks, idly passing
through forlorn little towns and getting to know the rhythm of life out-
side their own.
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They bought a map of Ireland, slept in the car and it was really differ-
ent because for years there had only been two people in the relationship
whereas now the road made them three.

It had been quite a while since the last Clorizapol injection and it was
noticeable to Joanne how utterly the drug had been expelled from their
universe. Her mother's demeanour recalled life before hospitalisation,
yet seemed tempered and terrified by all these new experiences. She was
talking constantly about the big conspiracy and guards being after them
- which seemed reasonable to Joanne.

Once they stopped on a forest road, opened all the doors and played
the music as loud as possible.

'Is everyone scary mum?' Joanne shouted over the music with sudden
incision.

'Tjust feel so ashamed!" her mother shouted back in her English accent.
'So bloody ashamed...'

Joanne noticed that she was becoming more and more fixated on the
meanings of different types of cars.

Upon seeing a BMW, she would swerve or if they were parked simply
duck.

'Get down!' she would gasp. 'It's the special branch!'

Joanne never hesitated - although wondered if, like their initial hair-
cuts, it drew attention more than anything.

One night she awoke to find her mother attacking the car stereo with a
hammer from the boot.

Joanne was constantly reassuring her.

Almost without realising it, mimicking her.

Within months, they shared moods.

Joanne handled fear and uncertainty just like she had done at home -
by asking little questions aloud.

'Right,' she would say. 'What are we gonna eat today?'

'How much petrol have we got in the tank?'

'It's laundry day, mum!'

They always squatted to pee - never used public toilets, because her
mother insisted they were too dangerous.

Usually, by late afternoon, practicalities would recede and they would
meet their unconscious at large.

It seemed like a whole twilight world awaited.

Eleven tall and almost identical trees, metres apart and leafless - hun-

dreds of small branches reaching upwards like the arms of wooden
babies.
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Late one night Joanne returned to the car to find her mother playing
with the sand and cream coloured rabbit.

Her first thought upon witnessing the little spectacle was that rabbits
must be courageous species. Who else dared come near her mother? Cer-
tainly not people. Cats usually gave her a wide berth and dogs regularly
growled. Yet here was this little rabbit sitting in her lap, ears pointing to
outer space, not intimidated in the slightest. It gave Joanne hope.

'Can we take him with us?' she asked her mother enthusiastically.

'Nope,' was the reply.

One rainy noon, she was unable to talk her mother out of pulling up in
front of the outer stone wall of Portlaoise Garda Station and staring
inward.

' feel like marching in there and telling the bastards we bloody well
know..." she whispered.

Fixing her eyes on the door beyond the red mechanical STOP pole and
staff cars.

'Does that mean I'll have to live with Shay again?' Joanne asked.

Her mother glanced at her.

'l don't see why it would make a difference,' she shrugged. "They know
our every move... been with us every step of the way.'

Joanne looked from her mother's face to the station doorway, which
glowed in the grim weather.

'They're watching us right now on CCTV love," her mother sighed.

There was silence, except for the sound of other vehicles slicing
through puddles behind them, before turning onto the main strip of
Portlaoise.

They both knew confronting the Garda Siochdna would be pushing
some kind of envelope.

T've got it!" Joanne said.

'‘What?' her mother looked at her.

'We shouldn't do anything,' she said. 'We should just sit here for a
while. They'll know we know.'

Her mother's eyes moved up slightly and suddenly she began shout-
ing so loudly that Joanne had to cover her ears.

'WE KNOW YOU KNOW!' she roared. " WE KNOW YOU'RE
FUCKING WATCHNG US, YOU FUCKING BASTARDS!

Then she opened her door and closed it, opened and closed it re-
peatedly - like she was banging a saucepan with a spoon.

'‘Come on,' she finally muttered and climbed out.
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Joanne didn't move, just stared at her mother until she slowly stuck
her head back inside.

'Get out of the car love,' she said.

Inside, a winding queue filled the tiny waiting area in front of the
glass.

There seemed to be people of every age and race.

A girl in her mid-teens was getting a motor form stamped.

"You're not paying tax from September?' the bookish guard in his six-
ties with a white moustache and glasses was asking.

'N-no,' the girl responded tentatively. 'T want to tax it from now.'

'Okay,' he said. 'Stick your last name there.'

'Sorry, she just told me not to-'

'No, you're doing grand,' the guard exhaled. "You're doing grand.’

He stamped and rotated the girl's form back to her.

'Now,' he glanced at the queue. 'That'll get you on the road!'

Another girl sought a passport for her child without the father's
consent.

'And he's not living with you?' the guard asked in a circumspect way.

'No,' the girl seemed embarrassed. 'He lives in Tullamore.'

'Right,’ the guard said pensively. 'It's the girl here in the pink?’

He was referring to a toddler in a shiny pink raincoat and white wel-
lies with little black hearts on them, who was tied to a buggy carrying an
infant with a Spiderman umbrella over it.

"Yeah,' said the girl.

'Oh bloody hell!" Joanne's mother said. 'This is ridiculous. I just want
you all to know we know.'

The guard looked at her.

'Okay everyone?' she held up her hands nonchalantly. 'We know you
know!'

With that, herself and Joanne walked proudly out the door.

The buzz lasted until they sat back into the car, at which point two
guards walked out of the station doorway, perhaps in pursuit.

Joanne's mother pulled into traffic very irresponsibly - causing another
car to break, skid and beep.

A while later, they parked in the narrow area in front of Papa John's
and her mother waited in the car while Joanne ran inside. That was al-
ways how they did it. She ordered a Meal for Two of Hawaiian Pizza
and Garlic Pizza Bread - and drinks, chips.

Waiting for the order, she strolled into Supermacs which was connec-
ted and looked at a community noticeboard on the wall.
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Two things on the board piqued her interest.

The Oliver Benny School of Motoring and a flat for rent on Bridge
Street for EUR600 a month.

Neither were real prospects for Joanne, but she liked thinking about
such things because it made her feel like she had a future.

She noticed a family sitting together at a table underneath all the
awards Supermacs Portlaoise had won. Two twin boys about eighteen
months old in matching Clone Wars tracksuits, a man with a half grown
beard and many layers for indoors - watched over by a sassy orange
haired woman chewing a large burger.

Joanne moved her eyes down and on the floor at their feet saw a DVD
recorder in its packaging and some Tesco bags.

Td love to watch a movie,' she smiled.

Then moved her eyes toward her mother sitting outside in the Suzuki.
'It just looks really nice inside the restaurant mum,' she said as they
undressed their food moments later. 'We don't have a home. All I'm ask-
ing is to go in there where it's nice and warm and sit on the soft seats for

a while and relax. You'll like the music.'

After many such speeches from Joanne they did finally eat inside a res-
taurant one day. In fact, doing so became one of their few pleasures. It
was something they did regularly and which Joanne had actually intro-
duced. It was great.

Once she snuck into the toilet, despite her mother's warnings, only to
grow extremely paranoid from reading all the codes and comments and
declarations in permanent marker - which seemed to confirm her worst
fears.

Again, her mother had been right!

Sometimes, her mother believed she would become sick if she ate or
drank anything at all.

'I'm eating it,' Joanne shrugged. ' feel fine.'

'l know," her mother smiled. 'But my mind is telling me that I'll get
sick.'

A lot depended on mood.

Once they hadn't eaten for days but she was too scared to say
anything.

When she finally did, her mother glared.

'‘What the fuck did you say?' she asked.

T'm hungry,' Joanne whimpered a second time.
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Her mother grabbed her head with both hands and struck it against
the dashboard, leaving her with a permanent scar from just under hair-
line to just over eyebrow.

That was it - for eleven days they ate Rice Crispies.

Her mother was growing more and more sensitive to light and they
began keeping their eyes open for blinds to cover the windows.

The additional stress of living on the road meant her teeth had also be-
come ground down moreso by that stage.

One afternoon, driving along the motorway, she suddenly began
screaming that she was going to kill herself.

' can't bloody take it anymore!' she roared. I can't take the bloody bas-
tards and all the bloody bullshit!'

'Not now mum,' Joanne had little vulnerability left. "'You'll kill me
too..."

Joanne always clung to a hope they might one day rediscover their re-
lationship from the early years. Giftwrapped the good times - although
no longer able to remember them. She merely remembered remembering
them and it was becoming increasingly difficult to do even that.

Unsurprisingly, they got bugs.

Experienced itching and scratching and little pink bumps on their
armes.

It drove Joanne's mother wild.

They threw away clothes that were infested, but it didn't solve the
problem.

Showering in a pool's changing rooms didn't help either - physically or
psychologically.

Joanne walked into a narrow chemist, where a young woman with red
hair stood off a stool and asked if she could help.

'We have bugs,' Joanne announced.

'‘Bugs?' the woman asked.

'‘Bugs,' Joanne said.

'What do you mean?' the girl folded her arms.

'They're in our clothes... ' Joanne sighed.

'Whose clothes?' the girl asked.

'Me and mum'’s... ' Joanne said.

She didn't mention that her mother believed the bugs had been sent by
the government as listening devices. She wasn't sure about that part. The
trouble was, there was always just enough truth in what her mother said
to prevent Joanne from completely dismissing it - even when it sounded
ridiculous.
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'Can you give us something to get rid of them?' she asked.

'Not really... ' the girl looked to the shelf beside her. 'I can give you an
anti-histamine to cool you down? Or maybe a cream?'

'Which is better?' Joanne asked.

'Here,' the girl took Joanne's arm and rolled up her sleeve. 'Let me
see...

Ran her painted fingers over Joanne's little pink bumps.

'Okay,' she bit her lip gently. 'T would suggest... Zirtek.'

She took a packet off the shelf.

'Take one of these a day,' she said.

'How much?' Joanne asked skeptically.

'Five forty five,' the girl replied.

Joanne nodded, turned and walked out of the chemist because they
didn't have that much left.
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Chapter

Joanne liked that someone cared enough about their horses to drape
them with coats in such cold weather and how colours they chose, al-
most pink and blue, seemed to fuse the real world with that of girl's
magazines. As they glided through Mountrath silently there was an un-
usual blend of pragmatism and irritation whisking the now familiar
mouldy air in the heated car because soon their petrol would be gone
forever. She doted on the frost. Appreciating the way it seemed to hon-
our the junk lying around a plastic-covered, tire-weighed hill of bails no
less than it did homes or farms.

She was definitely starting to find her disappointment and anger less
manageable - but didn't know whether to direct it towards her mother,
herself or the unseen conspirators.

She didn't know what to feel anymore.

'Spinologist?' her mother read on a doctor's office they drove past.
'What's that?'

'If you're spinning around too much,' Joanne sighed. 'He sorts ya out.'

Usually she was given a Euro. Sometimes a fiver. Rarely the forty cent
she requested. She rarely asked males, because females responded better.
The worst that would happen was people would decline.

'Excuse me?' she asked. 'Would you be able to spare forty cent?’

They would look her over and then look away and reach into their
pocket.

'Sorry to ask,' she would add while they fumbled. 'I'm just trying to get
some food together.'

'They really are terrible,' a woman referred to the wealthy as she gave
her a 2 Euro coin. 'They buy food and don't eat it - just throw it away
without finishing it.'

It soon became clear that standing outside a shop was the best pose if
she was planning to work for a few hours.
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In Nenagh there was a newsagents near a corner clothing store for
men. The facade painted the same cherry red as the wooden door beside
it and window ledges above.

That became Joanne's spot.

She stood in front of the glass, partially obscured from the owner's
view by a poster for the All Star Circus in Nenagh GAA.

Every time the door swung home she felt it because she was leaning
against the same frame.

She could still be seen from inside and after a while felt more comfort-
able moving over to the domestic cherry door where she was completely
out of sight - even though it meant she was no longer protected from the
drizzle.

'Excuse me?' she asked as people entered the shop. 'Would you be able
to spare forty cent?'

Her mantra.

Often they didn't respond at that point but gave her money on the way
back out - like she'd set up a curt little melodrama in their heads on their
way in, the happy ending of which was unwritten. Or hummed nine out
of ten cords, inspiring them to complete her tune upon exiting.

'What are ya gonna get for forty cent?' one pregnant woman asked.

'That's just what I ask for,' Joanne shrugged humbly. 'Tust whatever ya
can spare would be great..."

Some took her very literally - giving her exactly forty cent and staring
back all offended if they heard her ask anybody else.

She learnt to absorb it.

'Where are you from?' they would ask.

'Dublin,’ she pulled her lips in and glanced across the street.

'Where are you... living?’

'Thave a place,’' she nodded. 'Thank God. Just trying to keep my head
above water. Thanks a million. I really appreciate it.’

They would nod, unsure and walk off.

Panhandling was easy. Her mother claiming people giving them
money knew who they were, though. That was more complicated.

'Mum,' Joanne said gently. 'I don't think they know anything..."

'They know," her mother muttered. 'We're a fuckin' experiment.’

'Well,' Joanne said quickly. 'This is going to be one of the things you let
me do, okay?'

Her mother nodded, but when she saw Joanne actually chatting with
people who gave her money she became distraught - convinced they
were all in cahoots.
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It was around that time they found two sun screens in a charity shop.
SAY NO TO BEAR DANCING and a wolf's face in the night sky and
mountains. For the side windows, Joanne also managed to buy tinted
window films from a garage that sold car accessories on the edge of
town. They clung firmly to the glass with static and could be removed
and repositioned easily. Thank God. Although Joanne's mother spent a
lot of time doing that, to ensure nobody could see in. As always, her furt-
ive behaviour merely drew attention.

People in Nenagh soon became aware of the crazy woman in the car
and her daughter who stood outside the newsagents.

'T've been begging since I was your age,' one junkie counselled Joanne
in hushed, irritated tones a few weeks into the experiment. 'It's better to
say can ya spare some change for a hostel... "

One woman even put money in tissue and placed it on the ground -
rather than actually touch her.

Some were easier to address than others, but she asked them all. It
mattered not whether they were her type or warm or cold. Whether she
felt righteous the moment they passed or vulnerable as she sometimes
did.

There was the odd character who took her breath away with a certain
energy, who literally shut Joanne's mouth before she had a chance to re-
cite her mantra. Birdhouse heads they had, slopes on either side deflect-
ing anything. Not that she was immune to daydreaming and then failing
to look stricken quickly enough when the appropriate target shuffled to
a slow and turned into the shop.

Generally, she looked at the region of skin near their eye after briefly
looking them in the eye - because she learnt that if you looked some
people in the eye too much they felt intimidated.

She stamped her feet, chewed her lip and spent a long time looking at
her brown fleece boots. Got to know the section of pavement directly in
front of the shop intimately. A crack and four permanent chewing gum
circles, like white planets in a sparse solar system. Would always notice a
fresh cigarette butt, nodge of crisp or Lotto result slip.

When you stand in the same spot on a street for that long it begins to
look like a stage in a Broadway musical - it sort of resets you.

Joanne's interest jimmied its way into other realities. She was assum-
ing a role people found irrelevant and so was presented with little
secrets. When people think only children are watching, particularly some
homeless girl, they are less guarded and allow little ejaculations of mean-
ing go uncorrected.
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It seemed Joanne's life and story had ground to a halt.

Nothing was happening anymore.

It wasn't like in books or films.

Nothing was occurring.

Yet over time customers, passerby and even the staff got to know her
quite well.

George was one of around six people working in the newsagent. She
was stout, wore baggy woolly sweaters and had a dyed red bob. A
lovely woman. Would talk to Joanne while outside having a smoke.
Three times she gave her a 5 Euro note. She was fighting her ex-husband
over custody of their teenage son and seeing a lovely Iranian man who
sometimes met her out of work.

The owner, however, took longer to come around. A wiry guy who
constantly walked in and out holding metal shopping baskets of plastic
bottled drinks and once even told her to leave or he would call the
guards.

'The people who work in this shop treat me with respect and so should
you,' Joanne followed her pointed finger into the shop after him defi-
antly. "You don't know my story!"

He never bothered her again and George explained she'd had a word
with him.

'Thanks George,' Joanne smiled.

At least someone cared.

There was competition between Joanne and other beggars.

She didn't mind overlapping shifts with older Romanian men or wo-
men because they were so passive. Simply producing small, green, fold-
out camping chairs and sitting at the far end of the shop window. Tens-
ing their polystyrene cup audibly and making slight, affable moans
whenever someone passed.

No, it was the younger ones who made it hard. Some played battery
operated keyboards, which made it difficult for people to hear Joanne's
plea and one or two of the girls were quite good looking.

'Excuse me?' she raised her voice. 'Would you be able to spare forty
cent?'

She learnt never to budge when others turned up, however - nor bat
an eyelid if they were already there when she arrived.

Other days she would find someone sitting behind a small wooden
table and collecting for charity. Tended to be some cancer organisation
selling scratch cards, but occasionally represented the homeless. When
such collectors planted themselves outside the shop they usually did so
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before Joanne showed up and when she appeared found it offensive
once she started assertively asking people for forty cent while they were
trying to draw attention to themselves.

Once a tall Dutch male homeless worker called Rowan actually gave
out to her.

"You can't say you're helping the homeless,' Joanne laughed robustly.
'Then go around beatin' up on us..."

'T'm not beating up on you," he said.

"Ya are fuckin' beatin' up on me,' she looked away from him. 'Better
leave me alone before I call that number on the letterhead sellotaped to
yer table. Excuse me? Would you be able to spare forty cent?’

Those charity types didn't only have difficulty with Joanne and the Ro-
manians. They fought amongst themselves. An old woman from The
Irish Lung Foundation was constantly bullying The Irish Cancer Society
guy - accusing him of being illegitimate.

'T'm calling your number,' she would say and start punching the num-
bers from his ID card into her Nokia. 'You're not the real deal at all.’

On rare occasions passerby would give out to Joanne - and it became a
path to her residual anger.

"You don't know my story!' she shouted.

A few times lost her temper.

Once following a haughty woman who had scolded her into a tiny,
tacky casino down the street.

"YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO LOOK DOWN ON ME! Joanne followed
her into the yellow and red corridor. 'YOU DON'T KNOW MY STORY!
It being 11:15am, there hadn't been any bouncers outside, nor were
there any inside the Roulette Room - which was really just a clatter of

fruit machines and one unmanned digital roulette table.

"You don't know my story either,' the woman squinted back at Joanne
as she sat down on a high stool in front of a Mystery Jackpot machine.

'T'm not commentin' on your story!' Joanne shouted at her.

Two women in their late twenties who were sitting at poker machines
with paper coffee cups and handbags sitting on top both turned their
heads.

'Excuse me?' the Polish manager of the casino stepped from behind a
gammy coffee counter in her pastel blue sweater and flared jeans. 'Can
you please stop shouting at these customers?'

"Tell her not to look down on me!' Joanne said and turned back to the
woman. "You have no right to do that!'
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'Why are you shouting?' the woman turned on her stool and looked at
Joanne anew.

"You have no right to do that!' Joanne was nearly crying.

'‘Why are you shouting?' the woman asked again.

'‘Because you're not listening!' she said and stormed off.

Sometimes, people asked about her story.

'It's long,' Joanne said.
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Chapter 8

Kilkenny town was even more forgiving thanks to a network of stepped
stone alleyways and a certain economic reliance on outsiders. There were
even more Romanians asking people for money and once again Joanne
instantly developed a non-verbal relationship with them. Her favourite
an old man in clean moss cords, a navy felt cap and black jacket who had
a growth in one corner of his nose and a greying beard with a prominent
moustache. He carried a paper slushee.com cup with a little change in-
side and had a habit of vibrating two fingers in front of his lips when he
crept past people with raised eyebrows, suggesting he would settle for a
smoke. Always had a smile for Joanne. It made her sad to see him tug-
ging his orange crutch, different to grey ones dispensed by Irish hospit-
als and clutching that yellow plastic bag with an eroded block of yellow-
ish foam inside. His pillow or show pillow - depending on what you
believed.

He usually loitered on High Street under the roof and between the pil-
lars in front of Kilkenny Borough Council.

"You look like a teddy bear," Joanne smiled.

'Polis," was his only reply. 'Polis... '

Joanne didn't think he was talking about the police. Or the Polish. It
must have meant something completely different in Romanian.

His grandaughter worked the wheelchair ramp at Ulster Bank, only
budging when the army arrived to supervise a Brinks delivery.

She was in her twenties, always wore jeans below a flowery green
hoody and didn't smile as much at Joanne.

Her ten year old brother friendlier.

Crewcuts rejected by his skull, which retaliated by shooting missiles of
dark richness in every direction, before the razor struck again.

Joanne grinned at him and his round face grinned back.

One day he handed her a Marlboro, very quickly, almost with sleight
of hand. There was a precision and cohesion in the way he did
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everything. Joanne noticed this. She tried to smoke. She noticed she
found it hard to try and smoke.

Yet was delighted to be interacting with somebody.

'Where you from?' she coughed as they ignored Kilkenny people mak-
ing short cuts through the moist, arched alleyway.

'Romany,' he nodded and blew smoke flagrantly.

'How long you been here?' she asked.

He didn't seem to be aware she was asking a question.

'How long here?' she asked again, raised her eyebrows, a bit of
empathy.

He fingered the corners of his mouth.

Joanne noticed his hoody wasn't so much dirty as musty and it made
her feel more comfortable.

'Maybe I'll get a job in Kilkenny... ' she sighed.

Tob?' he asked.

She looked at him and nodded and then decided to smile.

"You are woman!' he grimaced. 'You no work... "

His mama was huge, had gold teeth, a red scarf in her hair and picked
cigarettes up off the ground.

She sat in a level alleyway, faded green coat covering felt brown dress.
At her shins a hem of lace filigree. Holding a Supermacs cup that pulsed
as she moaned. Giving out to her son for hanging around with Joanne.
That much was clear. That much was audible.

One day, Joanne and her mother were eating in a family restaurant
they liked.

Walking out the door her mother took some child's coat off the hanger
and held it out for Joanne to put her arms through.

'That's not my coat!' Joanne squinted.

'Shhhhh!" her mother said. 'You need one... '

Joanne knew there would be less commotion if she went along with it
and only back in the car breathed a sigh of relief.

'They have enough money to buy a hundred coats... ' her mother
muttered.

There were plenty of homeless people in Kilkenny who weren't Ro-
manian. Yet Joanne didn't have the same rapport with them because her
mother wouldn't allow it. She didn't like her daughter communicating
properly with anyone. There was, however, one exception. Mick.

He was probably about sixteen years old, wore a really smart black
hoody with red lines down the arms and looked like an intellectual from
a foster home.
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She learnt he disliked eating, was quite hidden under his clothes. Al-
most looked good because of how focused he was, although there was a
cut across the upper centre of his nose - a small, brown, purple, healed
gash precisely where the rim of his glasses sat.

She had no idea why her mother wasn't bothered by him or if she actu-
ally liked him, but this free pass made her treasure their acquaintance.

They spent a lot of time in the grounds of a nearby leisure centre. Were
in there almost every night. Mick knew the old Simplex five button all-
mechanical combination lock code to get into the squash courts and spot-
less dark bar. There was no reception and infrequent customers nodded
at them respectfully. People knew the homeless kids of Kilkenny played
in the forest and playing in the forest was akin to playing in the grounds
of the centre - you couldn't split those shadows. They would be thrown
out only once or twice a year.

Joanne gazed at the guts of closely associated trees as they traipsed.
Scowling to herself about her mother. Yet realising it wasn't only her
mother she found terrifying. It was the world!

This new fear wasn't intense, like her old dream about the tall wall. It
was the calmer kind. She was pondering her place in the world. Wonder-
ing yet again whether it was different to what her mother had said. Or
whether it was the same.

One night it had snowed and herself and Mick were sliding and skid-
ding on the tennis courts under the bright lights and listening to Poker
Face by Lady GaGa on his ghetto blaster.

He was giving out about the man behind the Texaco window at 3am
who had refused him wine, the woman in the bank, the construction
company who were taking too long to complete a nearby public path-
way, the bus driver. Nobody was safe. They were all the enemy. It re-
minded Joanne of her mother. It was comforting.

'Look Joanne,' he breathed like a baby and scooped from his pockets.
'Tust got these today..."

The metal emblems from seven cars - he had a penchant for
procurement.

'Tlove the design,' Joanne said, running her hands over them. 'Do you
like drawing?'

Mick was taken aback.

'T'm an excellent artist!" he retorted. 'Shoulda seen one picture I did of
Chloe.'

He'd gone out with a girl called Chloe Colcannon for hundreds of
years. Chloe was a ride. They'd had sex.
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'l was thinking about selling them to your man... ' he chewed his lip.

He explained there was a bike repair shop on their edge of Kilkenny
and how, once, he'd gone to collect his repaired bike just before the old
prick closed up. The guy had refused to give Mick his bike - saying it
was too far behind others and that it would have to be tomorrow. Mick
glanced in. He could see the bike. The guy said no. Mick got his black
widow, found a good vantage point across the road and targeted the old
man very successfully and painfully in the ass.

He quickly put the emblems back in his jeans as a car pulled up at the
grass edge and waved them both over.

They slowly approached.

It was a moustached man in his thirties.

'Do ya know where the nearest garage is?' he asked in a Northern
accent.

Mick gave him directions.

The man seemed frustrated.

'Will ya just get in the car and ya can show me?' he asked.

'No," said Joanne. 'But we'll follow you around.’

The man sighed a lot, driving as the two of them walked beside him.

'Will ya not get in the car?' he kept saying. 'For God's sake... "

They both shook their heads.

Once they reached the garage, the man went inside and talked to the
owner. But the owner was on the phone so the man came out, loitered
and urinated against a wall. The owner put down the phone, apologised
to the man, spoke with him for a while before the man drove off again.

'He took a leak on your wall there,' Mick said.

"Yeah,' the owner appeared slightly uncertain about something. 'Where
did you meet him?'

One night they staked out some roadworks on the outside of Kilkenny
and robbed five portable electronic warning lights.

Another day, they bunked into the entrance assessment for Kilkenny
Comprehensive School.

On the first page of the assessment was a drawing of a gigantic dog
and three kennels. A gigantic kennel, a medium-sized kennel and a tiny
kennel. A question in bold black type underneath. Which kennel does
the dog sleep in? Joanne even managed the long division, it was so basic.
Mick was confused by that part, but that part alone.

This was not an entrance exam, they assured the children.

Their places were already secure. These results would never be pub-
lished on a noticeboard or taken into account - even known about by
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most teachers. It was simply an anonymous way the multi-denomina-
tional comprehensive secondary school endeavoured to sprinkle
aptitudes evenly across forms in imminent 1st Year...

Joanne blew air from her mouth and glanced about nervously.
Wondered if she could actually attend. These kids would be her peers.
These grounds her new home during the day. It was so tempting!

No collection of old buildings, rather a modern and slightly dull com-
plex. Energised by bushes and small trees and then sapped of the same
energy by characterless carpets. A modern aesthetic that, blank as it was,
insinuated the comfort of the future. Thin, tall windows cowering. Long
metal roofs that appeared to have been efficiently clicked into place.

No, Joanne sighed to herself. It would never work. She could never be
gone from her mother for more than a few hours. Never.

Late one night they both snuck into St. Luke's hospital.

Mick put Joanne in a wheelchair and wheeled her into dark, unused
sections of the place. She egged him on and he raced her down corridors
with surfaces wonderful for wheels, skidding and smashing. It was
really great.

Another night they watched a small crowd outside Nero's.

'Theard that once,' Mick smiled. 'A boy and girl in braces were snog-
ging and got attached to each other!'

Joanne laughed, eating his chips.

'Dey were probably slagged about it even if it didn't happen,' she
murmured.

Mick often stood outside the off licence and asked various passerby to
buy vodka for him. He pointed the bottle at Joanne but she wasn't inter-
ested. She stayed with him, though, while he drank on the grass behind
Supervalu and explained to her that whenever his life was going to fall
apart, the balmy black usually available when he closed his eyes would
curdle or decompose.

'Really?' Joanne said. Mmmmm..."

'l used to work in there,' he swigged.

She looked at the teenage boy with a crewcut who was working in the
carpark that night - marshalling trolleys and entertaining masses of card-
board boxes and cockeyed wrap that came out back.

They both watched as he crushed everything in the compactor.

'Do ya know what you'd be brilliant at doin' Joanne?' Mick asked.
'‘Because you're so bleedin' tiny?'

'What?' Joanne looked at him.

'Houses,' he said.
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Chapter

Every night Joanne and her mother went through a difficult ritual that
began around midnight and lasted for hours. It comprised of Joanne sug-
gesting that sleeping was the safest and most pleasant thing to do and
her mother denying and debating this at length. Whenever it seemed like
they agreed on a point or had established common ground, the entire
thing would fall apart and they would have to start from the beginning
all over again. Joanne didn't let herself get upset about it. There was no
way to win an argument with her mother. It was simply a question of tir-
ing her out.

Around 3am, her mother finally asleep in the Cathedral Square car
park, she usually found Mick drinking Bulmers on the council steps.

'Have you ever done it?' she asked with a Johnny Blue in her mouth,
leaning into his lighter.

' do it all the time Joanne,' he said coolly.

"Tell me,' she sat down beside him.

'Tell ya what?' he teased.

'About doin' houses,' she laughed.

He swigged, he smoked.

'‘Well,' he said. 'Ya gotta be careful. Houses up here can look empty
but there's usually someone inside. Ya ring the doorbell. But that doesn't
guarantee it, like. One time I rang the bell and nobody answered. Went
round the back. Got inside. Found this old bitch sleeping in her
armchair... "'

'What did ya do?' Joanne stared at him.

'Tjust left," he shrugged humbly.

Joanne nodded.

'‘Come on,' he stood. T'll show ya.'

They walked over to the old bridge by The Black Cat Pub where Mick
stopped and placed his Bulmers flagan on the big grey stone bricks of the
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wall. It took a moment to get the flagan to stand on the bumpy surface.
Moss drooling from in between bricks.

'There..." he nodded at the sky while taking out two fresh Johnny
Blues.

Joanne gazed across the bridge where the river nudged some grass
and goal posts and a basketball hoop and where, beyond more rising
grass, the suburbia of Kilkenny lay.

Mick handed her a lit cigarette and she took it.

'Have a drink Joanne,' he passed the flagan.

She did so, then turned around and looked at the river on their side of
the bridge as it snaked its way toward the town inside old walls. Dark
grey smoke rising and shifting to the right, into the night. She took a
swig and hated the taste and turned to look at suburbia once more.

'Go on,’' she said, staring at the leafless trees masking what looked like
modern homes.

'Well, he said. 'Some houses have a sign saying THIS HOME IS
PROTECTED BY O'DONNELL SECURITY or whatever. Don't go near
them. They have alarms. There's other signs that are bullshit. THIS
HOUSE IS PROTECTED BY AN ELECTRONIC ALARM SYSTEM. That's
bollocks. They're in the 2 Euro shop on Meant Street.’

Joanne nodded.

Suddenly it all seemed so straightforward. Nobody cared. Nobody
cared about people like Joanne and her mother and Mick and the Ro-
manians. The alcohol was taking effect.

'Might do it sometime,' she almost whispered.

Mick slowly leant towards her and kissed her deeply on the mouth -
while holding his cigarette away in the other hand.

Joanne was completely shocked and while letting him do it, held both
her arms out and away from him, almost comically.

The flagan slipped out of her hand and shot down into the water
below.

Mick stopped kissing her and stared down at the white curls.

'What you do that for?' he shouted, smiled.

She looked at him.

"Ye feckin' eejit!" he laughed.

Threw his cigarette away and started the kissing again.

After a moment, sliding his hand into her jeans.

It was the wrong angle.

'Mick,' she sighed. 'Stop it.'

He stopped and stared.
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'Thave to go check on her,' she unhooked her jeans from his hand.

Six hours later herself and her mother were back near the bridge, sit-
ting in their car and staring up at the houses.

'Okay,' Joanne finally murmured. 'Drive up.'

'No," her mother shook her head with sobriety.

'Mum,' Joanne's tone indicated this was something she really wanted.

Her mother was still for a moment and then started the engine.

They cruised past abandoned homes and a shop on their right and a
verge with various bushes and a few palm trees on their left - entering
the estates.

Within a minute they were lost. The homes weren't modern at all, it
turned out. They were very tacky-looking. Joanne suddenly found her-
self smiling, realising security and comfort were things people forged.
Glance at them sideways and you could see right through. Yeah.

'Okay... ' she murmured. 'Pull in here, maybe.'

'Pull in here, maybe," her mother repeated obtusely.

'Pull in here,' Joanne said.

Her mother parked on a street of grey boxes and trees that were defin-
itely not dying.

'‘What are we doing Jo?' she asked impatiently.

'We gotta case the place first, mum,' Joanne explained.

'What are you looking for?' her mother pressed.

'T'm looking for... ' Joanne fumbled among dog-eared copies of Heat
magazine for her Sprite bottle. "You know... when they come and go and
how many people live there. Does it look like they'd have anything
good?'

Her mother thought about it, glanced out the window.

That first morning they spent hours simply observing.

Who would suspect a mother and daughter?

The following day, they returned. Both intrigued, neither admitting to
it. Within days they knew the schedules of almost everyone on the street.
What time they left in the morning and returned at night - not to men-
tion who stayed home.

However, it was one thing sitting there and looking. It would be quite
another actually entering a house. Joanne returned to Mick and consul-
ted him again.

'It's dogs I'm scared of,' she nearly cried. 'There's loads of them around
here..."'

'They're tiny," he said. 'But neighbours will hear them. Stay away from
little doggies. Go for the big ones.'
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'What?' she asked.

'Big dogs don't bark much,' Mick shrugged.

Joanne began getting out of the car and walking around. Again,
nobody suspected her. In fact, one day a tall but very old woman who
went on a forty minute walk daily even invited her inside and gave her
some Diet Coke.

The woman never stopped talking and Joanne couldn't believe it when
she brought up the topic of her silverware collection.

It occurred to her, fleetingly, this was all a big joke and her father
would suddenly pop out with the police.

Yet it was no joke.

The old woman literally took her into the livingroom and showed off
her pride and joy.

'T'm a bit worried someone will steal it,’ she actually said.

While she was in the toilet, Joanne settled for her keys.

It was too easy.

The following day they parked two streets away and waited for the
woman to amble by on her walk.

She was a little late that day, perhaps finding spare keys, but material-
ised like always and padded off down the road.

Joanne got out of the car, strolled directly to her house and let herself
inside.

It was that easy.

Felt completely banal.

Just like when she had been welcomed, just like it was her own home!

She walked straight into the front room and stared out the net
curtains.

Not checking to see if the old woman was coming back, checking on
her mother!

Beyond net, old window, fussy garden and Suzuki windscreen sat the
woman she lived with.

Staring at her still form, instead of being an industrious burglar,
Joanne was struck by how little she understood her.

She really was a complete stranger.

Irish ghost, English accent.

Entering the kitchen, reeking with confidence, she kept her eyes open
for a plastic bag.

After some fumbling came across a collection of neatly folded ones in
a press at her knees.
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Went into the livingroom and poured all the silverware inside. Not
quite all of it. She left the creamer. Grinning as she left it.

Before long, she was outside and back in the car and her mother was
driving away and glancing sideways at the bag.

'What did ya get?' she asked.

'Silver mum,' Joanne said.

Joanne nearly lost her temper with Mick because it took him two
weeks to get a buyer. But he did. It meant 90 Euro which Joanne agreed
was a lot.

That was it. Just like with the panhandling. She was hooked.

A few days later she was walking about and pretending to be looking
at a For Sale signh when a man came outside.

She started to walk away but he invited both her and the woman sit-
ting in the car inside. For a better look? Hoping they were interested in
buying his house during a recession. Joanne and her mother got a really
good tour of the place and hit it the next day. This time Joanne climbed
onto the garage roof and through a tiny bathroom window.

Found a diamond wedding ring and scruffy iPod touch.

Yet Joanne had barely pocketed the few items when suddenly she felt
overwhelmed.

It was that sound again.

The one she had used to hear when her mother left her alone in the
house and went for late night walks.

A purr or rthythm so slow it wasn't audible - yet it was there.

Joanne stared at the part of the wall you saw when you walked down
the man's stairs. The yellow paint was looking back. Giggling at her. She
was assaulted by the life lived in that house. A life that could see her.

She ran into the bathroom, squeezed out the window and made it back
to the car with a shiver running up her spine.

'Don't be thinkin' things that will upset you,' Mick counselled when
paying. 'Be natural. Walk up to houses like you own them! Bein' nervous
is how ya get caught...’

'Lotta houses I'll never get into," she sighed. 'There's just no way in.'

"You can get into places I never could!" Mick beamed shy. 'Still, you
wouldn't be able to lift a sliding door off its rail... "

Joanne never went in the front, unless there was a porch that could
hide her.

The first thing she did when she got inside was go to the bedroom, be-
cause it was where most people kept jewellery or cash. Looked in the
presses, shoe boxes, the pockets of coats. People believed those were
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good places to hide things. She always looked in the bathroom. Most wo-
men kept their jewellery in the bathroom, so they could put it on easily
in the morning. Sometimes it was in a jewellery box and sometimes just
lying right there on the counter.

Sitting in the dusty, mouldy Suzuki for hours on those housing estates
a token calmness descended upon them both.

Joanne's mother seemed more at ease with her disappearing into
houses and returning with valuables than she ever had with the whole
panhandling thing.

Perhaps it was because she didn't have to watch Joanne interact with
people and quietly trusted she was not doing so at all.

She was entering a new phase, anyway.

Beginning to say strange things that Joanne still didn't understand but
which seemed more philosophical and which evoked the kind of college
student she must once have been.

'Women understand artifice better than men,' she muttered one after-
noon while Joanne studied an overgrown garden. 'Men are so busy creat-
ing artifice, so busy trying to sell it to women, they end up falling for it
themselves. They end up being the ones who believe it... "

'What's an artifice?' Joanne asked.

No answer.

One day, she became fixated on a particular house.

'No mum,' Joanne murmured. Twouldn't do that house by myself. I'd
get Mick to help me. Be too scared.’

Tl do it with you!" her mother almost shouted.

'No mum,' she almost chuckled. 'It's okay.'

Before long, she was selling to lots of people. There was a lady who
bought pant suits and another who always asked for meat. Once she sold
a microwave to a Lithuanian nine year old for 20 Euro.

She became known for selling stuff in Cathedral Square carpark - for
sitting in their infamous Suzuki between 11 and 11.30am every day and
taking all comers.

Joanne never stopped feeling intimidated by seven grey houses that
sat alongside the carpark in an overbearing row, but never saw move-
ment in them either.

Mostly the distractions were other people going to and from their cars.
They were welcome distractions. Families getting out of vans or lads re-
turning to the carpark, shouldering boxes of stuff from the High Street.
Grand.
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One morning it was snowing and business was slow and Joanne had a
look behind the grey wall at the school grass. Counted six melting snow-
men. Briefly glanced at the windows of the school building and felt a
pang.

Joanne's mother became paranoid the guards were watching the car
park so Joanne told everyone they would be parked in front of the little
graveyard near the omniplex in future. Became known for walking into
the pub and asking if anyone wanted to buy alcohol. People would ask
how much. She might only have Jack Daniels when they wanted
Smirnoff. They almost doted on her. She could offer a single pack of
smokes and nobody would be irritated. She was the little chancer and
they were the sympathetic elders. Often she walked right up to people
who looked like they might buy something. Asked them if they wanted
it. Cute.

It was important not to approach very comfortable-looking or old
people and unlike with panhandling she didn't ask many women.
Mostly went after young white lads who nodded back when she nodded
at them.

Dealing with her mother over the years had taught her to rehearse
things in her mind ahead of time.

One house had a padlock on the back door and no vehicles around.
Had really looked empty. Yet when she got inside the smell of smoke
was immediate. She opened the front room door and saw the fire going
and found a guy with his girl. The guy stared at her.

'‘What are you doing?' he blurted.

'Nothing,' she said sardonically. 'Don't mind me.'

Walked to the front door and let herself out.

They didn't even follow.

Joanne and her mother drove by fronts and backs, looking for alarms
that might go off. Her mother always stayed in the car as the getaway
driver and Joanne made sure to carry a red tennis ball in her pocket - in
case people arrived home while she was in their back garden or squeez-
ing through a crack. She never used it and that reminded her of the old
Romanian's block of yellow foam.

One day she was going through a bedside locker and noticed a plane
flying overhead.

'That you Shay?' she heard herself say.

Then stopped going through the locker and started gazing at the fam-
ily photos on the wall, clothes strewn and a family life she never had.

She was suddenly hypnotised for some reason.
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There had been so many years when home had seemed unchangeable.
Yet things certainly had changed. How could she mourn for something
she had never wanted?

She flopped back onto the bed groggily and stared up at the ceiling.

Glanced sideways at the locker and phone.

Picked it up and dialled her father's mobile.

'Hello?' he said wearily.

She couldn't speak.

'Hello?" he said again.

Then simply hung up.

There is no list of things a father who has lost his daughter is supposed
to do, thought Joanne. But if there were such a list, not hanging up ab-
ruptly might feature.

She had to announce her birthday.

'Ah love,' her mother moaned.

'It's okay,' Joanne said. 'Tjust wanted you to know..."

'Gimme some money,' her mother clicked her fingers.

'How much?' Joanne asked sceptically.

'Just gimme some bloody money Joanne,' her mother said. ' NOW!'

Joanne gave her 20 Euro and watched as she got out of the car and
wandered off.

Returning three and half hours later with blood running from an inch-
long gash in her shin.

'What happened mum?' she shrieked.

Her mother wouldn't say but was proudly carrying a Tea Time Ex-
press Coffee Layer and thirteen loose birthday candles.

'Aw mum,' Joanne said. 'It's lovely.'

'Happy Birthday to you... ' she began singing.

'Don't sing me Happy Birthday though-'

'Happy Birthday to you... Happy Birthday Dear Joa-aa-anne... Happy
Birthday to you!'

Then went about positioning the cake on the mouldy plastic shelf be-
neath the windscreen and stabbing it with candles.

Sometimes Joanne thought about killing her. It was pure fantasy, but
made her feel better. Thoughts of pushing her off a cliff brought a sense
of control. Just to imagine she had options. Imagine that.

On the one hand they were allies, so connected by the conspiracy and
robberies and practicalities of living and yet on the other simply did not
interact at all.

Ultimately, they were two bodies in the same car.
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'l wouldn't like anything to happen to you,' her mother said one night
as rain engulfed the windows and they played with fried chicken.

It took Joanne a moment to realise what her mother had actually said.

She looked at her.

'‘But I don't feel we're together," her mother sighed.

'No," Joanne licked a lip slowly. 'Neither do I’

That was it.

Joanne started spending some time in Ossory Youth.

It was a grand old pastel cream and green building.

Inside were black leather sofas, a varnished wooden floor, big plasma
screen, broken PS3 and five computers.

Joanne was allowed use the computers but didn't respond much when
other kids tried talking to her.

An attractive and intensely humble woman in a smart but elegant
black top tried also - but could never find the right words.

' see you around... ' she was almost mute with sincerity. 'Where's
your mum?'

Joanne shrugged and looked back at the screen.

On the wall posters for events like a Health & Body Image Workshop,
Clothes Swap and Video Recording session.

One afternoon, after off-loading what they had robbed miles out,
Joanne entered the omniplex with her mother who was immediately dis-
turbed by some kind of builder's drill coming from within its bowels.

It was clear she also found the ocean of carpet challenging. All those
golden computer petals on a red background.

The ticket desk was closed and a sign behind the glass read TICKETS
ON SALE IN SHOP.

In between the closed ticket desk and small shop, two teenagers were
kneeling and putting together a lengthy lighting system of some kind.

Joanne sighed, then scrutinized the six films showing and tried to de-
cide which would be least likely to upset her mother.

Star Trek?

Night At The Museum 2?

Hannah Montana: The Movie.

They saw Hannah.

Another day, after robbing ambient lights from a corner house, they
sat in the park beside the children's playground.

It was sunny and Joanne watched other young teens messing on the
climbing frames.

They seemed to have a carefree life.
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Laying there on the grass, Joanne noticed her mother had lost even
more weight. More connectedness. She looked like a completely different
person. A lot older. There were no streaks of blonde hair anymore. It was
all grey.

Joanne closed her eyes gently.

Terrified of being better than her mother.

They had fun in shops.

Her mother would ask inanely to look at different cigarette packs,
while Joanne slid stuff into her cotton Penney's bag.

One Friday they cruised past the graveyard and saw a Garda car
parked across the street, two Ban Gardas sitting inside.

Spent the day deconstructing it and that night elected, in their quiet
way, to leave Kilkenny altogether.

There was a strangely open mood in the car as they drove through
night for the first time in a while.

'What do you see, mum?' Joanne asked.

'Sometimes I see light,' her mother answered. 'Goes on forever. There's
no escape.'

'No escape from the light?' Joanne asked.

'No... " her mother shook her head. 'No escape from all the nothing. It's
not just things you're scared of. It's nothing. That's just as bad.’

'What do you mean?' Joanne sat up.

They sometimes seemed able to talk when things were changing, be-
cause practicality demanded her mother's wherewithal.

'Space, silence, stillness. They are things. They really are, Joanne!
They're things and they're very scary.’

Joanne laughed, almost understanding.

The car screeched to a halt.

'Get out,' her mother said.

Joanne looked at her.

'What?' she asked.

'Get the fuck out of the car!' her mother shouted. NOW!'

Joanne did so.

Immediately, her mother pulled away and within minutes Joanne
could no longer hear the car in the distance.

103



e 10

She glanced down at the black surface of the road, shivering. It seemed
so homemade, so unchartered-looking that it made her feel physically
harmed by what had just happened. Yet there was another feeling too.
The same rage she felt when her mother assaulted her.

Joanne began walking.

Within ten minutes it seemed she was approaching a village but as she
got closer realised it was merely a housing estate, with twenty houses
that were all somewhat different from one another.

She felt both reassured and mocked by the silent white edges and side
passage doors. There weren't any dogs barking or generators humming,
but she could sense the breath of life.

Stumbled through the village of Gowran and its ruins, past the Virgin
Mary too.

Saw trees being farmed - all the height of toddlers and leafy.

'What am I gonna fuckin' do now, you bitch?' she asked aloud. "You
want me to go to the police and let them take me back to Shay?'

The old dilemma had returned.

Did she subscribe to what the rest of the world said about her mother
or what her mother said about the rest of the world?

As she walked through another little village and past a bar called The
Ouncel House, she briefly indulged everyone else's opinion of them.

'All T have to do is knock on any door and say I'm lost,' she went on.
'T'm thirteen years old and I'm lost.’

She wondered what her mother was thinking. Whether she was still
driving. Might she even have turned back? To some extent, she expected
her to grow terrified all by herself but just couldn't be sure. Maybe she
would get arrested or end up in hospital and this would mark the end of
their adventure.

Yes, Joanne thought, that's probably what's going to happen.
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'Things were fine mum,' she went on. 'l was taking care of everything.
They had no idea where we were. Now we're fucked!'

She crashed in a graveyard beside Lidl.

Had she known Thomastown lay in front of her she might have
walked a little further.

She was so exhausted, though, it really felt like she had no choice. Just
felt completely uninhibited - although it took her some time to pick what
headstones she wanted to be near, because in the revolutionary light
from Lidl some were scary.

IN LOVING MEMORY OF
SHIRLEY ANN McGUIRK
DIED 22nd DEC 1970
AGED 13

Others reassuring.

IN LOVING MEMORY OF
JAMES (JEM) KIRWAN
DIED 30TH NOVEMBER 1951

She didn't sleep, exactly. Yet it was gratifying how willing her body was
to rest. At 7am she was back on the road and within moments a Mit-
subishi Pajero SUV was skidding to a halt when it saw her thumb.

'Thanks,' she smiled and climbed up into the passenger seat.

'No problem,' grinned the driver.

He looked like he was in his fifties, but gesticulated like a much
younger person and had blonde hair which would have been sort of
magnificent if it wasn't receding so intensely.

'Where ya going?' he gave her the grin again, pulling away from Lidl
with a certain ferocity.

'Eh,' Joanne stared at the road. T got separated from my friend. Just go-
ing straight ahead. Where you going?'

The man stared at her for a while after she finished speaking.

'‘Waterford,' he replied softly.

She was already keeping her eyes peeled for their car. Thought she
saw it parked outside a devastated little yellow restaurant called The
Night Cap. Then realised it was somebody else's thanks to some stickers
on the back window.

Where are you, mum?
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Despite not having slept, she felt a strange sense of vigour.

Couldn't quite put her finger on what it was. She felt good, though.
Could that be right?

There wasn't much time for her to enjoy the feeling before the man
brazenly reached over and placed his hand on her right thigh.

Joanne looked him straight in the eye.

He began to move his hand off her thigh, but it became another
squeeze.

'Are you sure?' he asked.

Then withdrew his hand and pulled over.

'T'm sorry,' he shrugged. 'T don't want any trouble.

Joanne continued staring at him as the huge vehicle purred.

'‘What are you doing?' she asked. 'Why have you stopped?’

'Please get out,' he breathed.

He looked more scared than scary.

'No fucking way,' she grimaced. 'I'm going in the direction of Water-
ford and so are you.'

The man slowly took a deep breath and cruised onward.

Sun belted down on them as they drove by the river into Waterford
town.

Something in Joanne was heartened by the sliced cliffs rising to their
left, which seemed to steal colour from pictures of American mountains
she had once seen. Someone had daubed rather than sprayed the chunky
word KID on the flat stone face which then receded, giving way to the
train station.

As she squinted across the glistening water at the riverside hotels,
pubs, B&Bs and rooftops beyond she thought - a new town, but alone
this time.

'Are you in there somewhere, mum?' she asked aloud.

The man glanced at her.

'Thanks,' she sighed. 'Just let me off over... em, over there.'

He dropped her in front of Dooley's Hotel and she strolled along the
path for a while, struck by the independence that lay in every little ges-
ture a stranger made - whether they were crossing the street or passively
studying a menu.

She knew it was important to look for her mother, but found no shame
in admitting that raising some money and having a meal first seemed
reasonable.

T'm hungry mum,' she looked over her shoulder at their imagined
parked car. 'There's money in the glove compartment. If you need it.'
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As she ducked past the tourist office and into the alleyways and
streets, she found this town quite different from others.

The buildings seemed taller and more imposing, which is not to say
they were modern in construction.

Before long she reached a recently cobbled thoroughfare and began
looking for a panhandling spot.

She didn't find one quickly. The wide pedestrian area was somewhat
bare in the dull glint. Its pseudo-cobblestones gave way to a different,
cobble-styled surface as the street narrowed. The road and cars returned
and she found herself on a strip of dilapidated takeaways with a Centra
ruling over them all. Stood outside the automatic doors for about twenty
minutes and made 15 Euro. Ducked into a place a few doors away called
K-Recipe Fried Chicken and ate ravenously.

There was a certain satisfaction to sitting there alone and eating a meal
she had created without reference to her mother. Yet no sooner was she
finished and staring at her red tray of scrunged napkins and sugary
sauce drips, that she began to feel guilty. Fear for her mother kicked in.
What might have happened?

It wasn't lost on Joanne that normally when a thirteen year old girl like
her was alone in the middle of nowhere it was the girl people would be
concerned about - not her mother.

Things always seemed backwards.

The street she was now walking down was really long and at one
point she passed what seemed like government buildings or council
buildings.

It looked as if there was a large park up ahead, but there wasn't and
before long she was back at the river's edge - staring at swans and a
castle amidst trees on the far shore.

'What am I supposed to fucking do?' she asked loud and clear, with a
consistency that marked a true break from her old submissiveness.

Something was happening to that submissiveness, by the river.

With every gentle lap of the water against the little clay beach, every
thud closed of the Tower Hotel doors on the corner and every gesture of
the bright green crane across the water.

Submissiveness was draining out of her.

'‘What can I do?' she asked her recently invisible mother. 'Can't go to
the police. Can't say who I am. Or who you are. Or give them a
description.’

She squinted in the cold and then frowned.

'If it's so dangerous,' she sighed. 'Why did you leave me?’
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In such a state, she wandered for hours.

Suddenly found herself staring at the car.

There it was, bulging with perfect weight in an alleyway of metal yard
doors graced by colourful graffiti.

The doors were locked.

Joanne pressed her hands lightly on the glass, as if trying to will her-
self through. Heat magazines on the passenger seat floor and her mum's
coat on the back seat. Then turned and looked upward at a church
steeple looking down on her. She sat on the bonnet for half an hour.

Then started wandering again. Onto the thoroughfare. Back past K-
Recipe...

She stood on a bridge over a little river and stared down the street that
ran alongside it, noticing a number of smaller bridges too close together.
Each bridge appeared made of metal. One rusty brown, one green and
one white.

Hearing voices, Joanne strolled along the river and towards the little
bridges in the new chill.

The first, green crossing was a driveway over the water into a large,
empty and gravelled carpark protected by a huge metal gate.

Twenty feet further, Joanne could see the rusty brown iron bridge was
a relic with a closed decorative metal door at middle, seagull sitting on
top and wooden floor full of holes.

On the third, white bridge about four or five people were sitting in a
group and making a lot of noise.

As Joanne got closer to the thick cement curve, she saw her mother sit-
ting on the moss and straw that grew from its surface, fighting over a
flagan of Bulmers with four men - one of whom was repeatedly trying to
put his hand under her sweater.

'Bye!" her mother was grabbing the hand. 'Bye!'

'Mum?' Joanne walked quickly around a lifeless tree beside the
bridge.

Its entrance was protected by a white metal gate that fanned out in dis-
couraging iron sticks.

'Mum!' Joanne said more sharply.

Her mother let go of the bottle and looked at her.

'Jo!" she said. 'Where have you been? Oh, honey! I've been so worried
about you. Are you alright? Everybody, this is my beautiful daughter
Joanne..."

The men looked over.
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'Come on mum,' Joanne looked back in the direction of K-Recipe. 'We
have to go now.'

'Climb over, love,' one of the men said and another laughed.

Joanne stepped up to the bars and took a closer look.

They were very drunk. Forgotten fish and chips smudging their coats.
Between the zig zag iron supports, smoky bubbles of grey flowers
cascading.

After a moment's thought, she climbed over.

'Mum,' she crouched and whispered. 'Come on, we're going!'

'Okay,' her mother said and stood up.

'No, no, no,' the man who had been trying to touch Joanne's mother
now pulled at the bottom of her sweater like a child.

'Leave her alone!' Joanne shouted and grasped her mother too.

'Wait,' the man pulling at the sweater said. 'Wait, young lady, wait..."

'‘Come on, mum,' she said firmly. 'We're going now.'

'Where?' her mother asked.
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v 11

Chapter

Joanne was sitting in a chair and massaging the handle of a tall Vienna
coffee, while Simon sat back against the leather seating that was set into
the wall with a pot of ginger tea in front of him that he didn't like the
taste of. It had turned out there wasn't a second floor in the Costa cof-
feeshop after all. Just a very high ceiling. A warm cube of comfort in the
middle of nowhere.

At some point during the telling of Joanne's story they had moved in-
doors and found a table by the window - where it was possible to keep a
watchful eye on the car and her mother who was now fast asleep on the
back seat.

'Lately I've been finding it harder to communicate with her,' she
sighed. 'Think we've reached the end of our road.'

Simon nodded.

Joanne sat back a little, extremely tired.

"Y'know..." she said. 'Normally a girl is born and grows up and then
one day becomes a mother. That didn't happen with me. I've done the
mother thing first. We've been drifting for so long. Just drifting...

Simon looked around.

It was starting to get late.

He looked back at Joanne slowly.

'Do you believe all those people had good reason to laugh at your
mum?" he asked.

Joanne looked down.

'Do you think the doctors were right when they said she was sick?' he
asked.

Joanne was - at long last - overcome by a deep breath.

'Tdon't know,' she smiled.

Simon nodded again.

'What do you think?' she sat up slightly. 'Do you think they're right?'

'No,' he said evenly. Tdon't.’
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Joanne smiled.

"You're nice,' she muttered. 'But what if you turn out to be just like all
the rest?'

Simon smiled, leant forward and lowered his voice slightly.

'Do you know, Joanne, that nobody really understands what goes on
inside our heads?' he asked. 'There's a hundred billion cells, each with
between a thousand and ten thousand synapses and basically nobody
has a clue!'

Joanne nodded slowly.

'The neocortex - the centre of our higher mental functions - is capable
of making a hundred trillion connections. Scientists don't even know
how those billions of neurons make up... consciousness... control our
everyday behaviour like buying this tea. They don't understand the
brain's electrochemistry at all!'

'T've missed a lot of school,' Joanne said tentatively.

Simon smiled.

"You're saying that nobody knows how our minds work?' she asked.

'Tam,' Simon said. 'All they know is, it's like plastercine up here. You
try to fix one thing and something else changes. It's organic. It's alive,
obviously..."

Two women sitting at a nearby table glanced.

Probably in their mid-forties, housewives freshened for the coffeeshop
- one with sunglasses on top of her head and another losing her red
brown hair along the parting.

'All we know is that some parts of the brain are involved in some
things,' Simon sat back a little. "That's about it.’

Joanne glanced out the window at their Suzuki.

The only clue to her mother a jeans knee - her leg drawn in while she
slept.

Looked back at Simon.

"You a doctor?' she asked.

Simon grimaced.

'No," he slowly looked down at his ginger tea. 'I don't think being a
doctor would have made me happy.'

'Why not?' Joanne asked.

'Just don't think it's the right way to approach things," he shrugged
gently.

'What are you then?' she asked.

Tm a shaman,' he answered.
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