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To Ella Risbridger, ‘for the agreeable fact of her continuing presence which in twenty years I have never presumed to expect’
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PART ONE


As sad misfortune came over me

Which caused me to stray from the land

Far away from me friends and relations

Betrayed by the black velvet band

‘The Black Velvet Band’,

TRADITIONAL IRISH FOLK SONG
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‘Connor Cronin was a pudgy boy,’ he muses. ‘And he made for a pudgy corpse.’

My father’s voice is tinny coming out of the cheap speaker, made worse because the batteries are almost gone. His voice is still good, though, his Kerry accent joyful and compact as a grape.

‘Boy’ is pronounced ‘biy’. ‘Corpse’ is pronounced ‘karps’.

‘Are you sure you want to say that, Dad?’

‘Say what?’

‘Do you want to go on the record, calling a little dead boy “fat”?’

‘I said “pudgy”. It’s a story detail, Charlie. Stories need details. Otherwise it’s just a big long list of things that happened.’

The Dictaphone picks up my long outward sigh. I hate myself for sighing. For being so vividly exasperated by my own father, who was just trying to answer a question, after all.

I should have been nicer. I should be nicer. I press my ear closer to the tiny speaker as though it were a seashell or a stringed-up tin can.

‘I just don’t think it’s very . . . ’

‘What? Politically correct?’

‘Don’t say it like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like there’s something weak about not wanting to hurt people.’

I click down the big plastic ‘stop’ button on my old Dictaphone. I bought it the year I turned twenty-five, when Laura went travelling and I had moved home. I was supposed to have gone with her, but my dad’s cancer – which, we had been promised, would be zapped quickly by chemotherapy, and be in the rear-view mirror of our lives before we knew it – came back.

The cancer and I have spent the last four years boomeranging to my father’s bedside. I have been tailing this disease like an undercover cop, furiously taking notes on its progress and letting my twenties slip by in the process. I’ve tried to be productive. It’s what you do. ‘Life is what happens when you’re making other plans.’ People love telling me this, particularly as they are making other plans.

I used the time at home to write scripts, and to interrogate my dad in daily interviews about his childhood in Clipim, a small island off the west coast of Ireland. Interviews that made him feel famous, and me feel like there was a point to me being home in the first place. I thought, as the creative one in the family, it was my job to be my father’s biographer. To preserve the official record of his unusual and tragic life story. Soon, the two activities started to bleed into one another. What was the point of me writing endless, never-to-be-commissioned screenplays, when there was a real story sitting right in front of me?

By the time Laura was back from her year abroad, I had both the script and the grant funding to make the movie that would eventually become It Takes a Village.

It took two years. Two years of sharing everything, from the microwave-ready meals to cigarettes to the mildewed, queen-sized bed that we were half-certain had bed bugs.

If I had known it would end so quickly, I would have treasured it more.

Now, Laura’s gone again. Lost in the undertow of heterosexual commitment and surprise weekends in Belgium; leaving me to mope around our old bedsit like a ghost. I still seem to spend most of my time in Essex, hanging around my parents’ house, listening to old recordings of my dad telling me about his early years and trying to believe that it is possible to beat cancer for a third time.

I have memorised my father’s childhood so well that my own feels like tracing paper over a much stronger image. His earliest memories are ones of drama, death and destruction. My earliest memories are of hearing about it.

Pudgy. What a word to use. Festive and jolly and sweet.

I press ‘play’ again. I can hear my dad – sounding rudely, obnoxiously healthy, despite it being his second bite of the cancer cherry – tutting me under his breath.

‘Charlie, my love,’ he says, a little song in his voice, the song that always creeps back in when he’s convinced of his own moral fortitude and wants to be playful about it, ‘if you think you can get through a story like this without upsetting people, then . . . ’

The little light on the Dictaphone fades from traffic-light red to a dull cherry, and then to grey. The battery finally runs out, and I don’t get to hear what happens when you think you can’t upset people.

There’s noise downstairs. Mum is home. She always forgets to take bags to the supermarket and never wants to buy them when she’s there, so she ends up stacking tins of beans and packets of ravioli into her arms, then releasing it all on to the kitchen table like a jewel thief emptying a pillowcase.

‘Charlie!’ she calls.

I peep through the door of my old bedroom. I listen to her movements and creep out as light-footed as I can, judging her mood by her voice.

‘Charlie, are you up there? Come on, there’s a load of shopping.’

I come down, comfortable that this is about food and not about Dad.

‘Hey,’ I say, ‘you weren’t gone long.’

My mum is short, like me, and blonde, not like me. She moves around the kitchen, hunched and defensive as an armadillo, not really registering my presence. I start packing Greek yogurt and raw chicken into the fridge, then scooping out the rotting bananas in the fruit bowl to replace them with fresh ones.

‘Keep them,’ she instructs.

‘But they’re vile.’

‘Banana bread.’

‘I have never once seen you make banana bread.’

‘Dad loves it. We can make it tonight and bring it up to him tomorrow.’

I start packing Fruit n’ Nut into the long cupboard where the dry things are kept. I say nothing.

‘I’m heading up in a minute. You’re coming, aren’t you?’

‘Of course I’m coming.’

The words come out of my mouth like thumbtacks.

‘I just need to shower first.’

She looks me up and down for the first time today. ‘It’s almost two, you know.’

‘I was up late working last night.’

‘Working? On what?’

‘Film stuff.’

‘You might be better off looking for something closer to an actual job.’

‘This is my actual job.’

She raises her eyebrows, that being the dignity of her answer.

‘Are you coming or aren’t you? You can’t come looking like that.’

‘I’ll be super quick. I promise.’

I’m not super quick, though. I get out of the shower and sit on the edge of my bed, tapping out messages to Laura.

Do we have any more festivals coming up?xx

‘Charlie!’ Mum calls up the stairs. ‘Are you coming or not?’

‘Two seconds!’ I yell back from behind the door, conscious that she’ll see me in my towel and know that it won’t be two seconds.

‘Make your bed, tidy your room.’

‘Well, do you want me to come quickly or do you want me to make my bed and tidy my room?’

‘WHAT?’

‘I said, do you want me to—’

‘I CAN’T HEAR YOU; I’LL BE IN THE CAR.’

Laura texts back.

Brighton Brave in September, Cornwall Film Fest in Nov xx

September. Five months away. I can feel the time stretching out like hot tar in front of me. What am I supposed to do with myself?

Since Laura moved out of our flat to live with Mike, our time together has become sporadic. At first the distance felt like it could be good for our friendship. She would habitually return to West Norwood, fling herself back on our queen-size bed, and take long drags on her cigarette while complaining that Mike wouldn’t let her smoke indoors. I learned to love this version of us. There was no choice but to. It was like Laura was the child of some phantom divorce. That I was the fun, Saturday parent she thought about all week.

I let her use anything as an ashtray: jars, mugs, a cereal bowl that I hadn’t sipped the milk out of yet. Then one day, eight weeks after she moved out, she walked into our old room and didn’t immediately fall backwards on to the unmade bed. She picked up a mug on my nightstand.

‘You know there’s a cigarette butt in this, right?’

Now, we only seem to see each other when it’s about the film. We had a rash of festival appearances back in November, all at least an hour outside of London, all introduced by the organiser as ‘the third annual Somerset Shine Film Festival’ with an air of genuine amazement that they had managed to put on a festival not just once but three times.

Mum’s sounding her ‘hurry the fuck on’ beep: three short beeps and two really, really, long ones. I pull on a T-shirt and run out to the car, my hair wet and hanging in stunted clumps around my neck.

‘Charlie,’ my mum says, in a tone she found when she started taking me to mass and hasn’t stopped using since, ‘you’re almost thirty. Do I really have to tell you to wear a bra to the hospital?’

‘I only just turned twenty-nine, and I’m like . . . half an A-cup. Bras are purely ornamental for me.’

‘And the hair, Charlie. Really. Do you want all Dad’s pals to think you’re some kind of . . . skag head?’

‘I’m sure they’re probably too focused on their own cancer to think about it, honestly,’ I reply, wondering where she learned the phrase ‘skag head’.

We go quiet then, because I said cancer, and Mum prefers to be euphemistic with this kind of thing. ‘The C Word’ is preferable, but ‘Dad’s trouble’ is what she uses herself.

I clear my throat. ‘I was thinking,’ I eventually volunteer, ‘maybe I could load up my old iPod for Dad. Give him something to listen to when he’s in there.’

‘That sounds like a good idea,’ she says, indifferent and apolitical as a UN summit.

‘Yeah,’ I say awkwardly. ‘I’ll put on all the old Irish showbands he loves so much. Joe Dolan. Luke Kelly. The Dubliners. All that.’

Her mouth goes tight.

‘Now you don’t want to depress him, Charlie.’

‘Why would that depress him? He loves that stuff.’

She presses her lips together like she is trying to even out her lipstick, but doesn’t say anything.

It’s a funny thing, the Irishness in our house. Growing up, it pervaded everything emotionally but it touched nothing physically. Dad’s mum had been a widow, and when she died before I was born, he lost all reason to go to Ireland. He had no old friends, no surviving playmates: just the gruesome honour of being the last boy of his generation to survive the disaster in the old schoolhouse.

‘Maybe Frank Sinatra?’ she says finally.

When we get to the hospital, he’s asleep, but not deeply. This is the thing with people in hospitals. It’s almost impossible for them to get a full, unbroken night of sleep. They’re woken up either by nurses’ checks or by their room-mates, resulting in a perpetual, day-long doze that is interrupted by meals, visitors and habitual prodding by whoever’s on call.

His eyes are closed and his lips are slightly parted, mouthing out a low, quiet snore. He has a pyjama shirt on but the buttons aren’t done up, so I can see tufts of his chest hair. I sit on the edge of the bed, lowering my weight on to it carefully, as if there are delicate china figurines under the duvet. He wakes up, smiles at me, and takes my hand into both of his.

‘My love,’ he says, and his voice is hoarse with tenderness and phlegm.

‘Hi, Dad. How are you feeling?’

‘I’m all right, pet. Another awful night.’

‘Did Corned Beef keep you up?’

He gives a long, purposeful side-eye to the bed next to him, a look that is utterly lost as the curtain is drawn around it.

‘You’re feckin’ right he did. All this moaning and groaning and waking up and calling the nurse. Appalling behaviour.’

Corned Beef is an eighty-something man who has been sharing a room with Dad for about a week now. He refuses to eat anything the hospital provides, instead asking his grown-up kids to bring in packets and packets of the stuff. He has loud nightmares, which Dad resents him for. My dad resents anyone who gives evidence of having a subconscious. Unless they are suffering from PTSD – and even then, the PTSD must be gained specifically from having fought in a war – they are, according to him, taking the piss. He is a big fan of that Freud quote about how the Irish are impervious to psychoanalysis, and brings it up a lot, usually in conjunction with: ‘Well, Charlie, I never needed any therapy, and think about what happened to me . . . ’

When he is finished giving the plastic curtain a filthy look, he asks me how I am, and how work is at the cafe, and whether there’s any news about the film.

‘We’re still waiting to hear back from a bunch of festivals,’ I say, my voice falsely chipper. ‘But we’re getting a really good response so far.’

‘Is Laura doing any more of them panels?’

I feel my ears go red. ‘I don’t know.’

‘She should. She was so good at the last one. Wasn’t she, Sharon?’

Mum walks in with food from the Tesco Express down the road and starts unloading plastic containers of pesto pasta salad and Walkers Sensations crisps. My mum is the kind of person who is still very impressed by Sensations crisps, believing they can elevate any kind of situation to the status of informal dinner party among close friends.

‘Who’s this? Laura?’ Mum asks, shuffling the crisps into a bowl. ‘Is she still working at Channel 4?’

Address isn’t the only thing that’s changed with Laura recently. It isn’t that Laura is necessarily better than me, it’s just that her skill set is more marketable. In the hopeful window of time after Uni but before cancer, we were both working as runners on movie sets. They were jobs set up by our University to prove to other applicants that over 90 per cent of graduates really did go on to have careers in the entertainment industry. The reality, however, was that we were just warm bodies, barely trusted to knock on dressing-room doors to remind actors of their call times.

Laura was good at it, though. She came back from travelling and was remembered fondly by everyone, sailing right into a job as a camera assistant. Now she’s making great money at a production company, working the camera for the kind of reality shows you see on Channel 5 in the middle of the day.

I am making lattes in The Blue Door, a cafe a hundred yards from our old flat.

‘She is,’ I answer, even though she doesn’t work at Channel 4. I stuff five crisps into my mouth.

‘Do you think she could get you a job, then?’

To tell the truth, I’ve sort of wondered that myself. I had assumed that as Laura started getting jobs, she’d naturally find one for me. We are co-creators, after all.

I could tell my parents this – that I am as confused by my lack of employment prospects as they are – and maybe I would if it was just me and Dad. But to tell Mum that I have hurt feelings would give her fuel for a grudge, and there’s nothing she loves more than a grudge.

I pretend not to hear and start looking around the room for inspiration. I don’t usually have a problem talking to my dad but there’s something about coming to see a sick person in hospital that mutes you. You can’t be too glum, or ask too many questions about cancer, because it brings the whole mood down. You can’t be too up either, though. Last time, I chatted happily to Dad for an hour about a film I’d seen at The Prince Charles, and then got a hissed lecture in the car home about reminding him of things he wasn’t able to do.

‘He gets it into his head that he’s well enough to go to the pictures with you,’ she said. ‘And then he gets himself all worked up asking the doctors to let him sign out.’

So, we live in the neutral. How soft his new pyjamas are. How good the Tesco own-brand stuff has become. How useful Spotify is. It gets difficult. I have never been an especially good small-talk person, but small-talk in a hospital is the shit worst.

I spy a book next to his bed and grab it, delighted by the familiar cover. It’s Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. I pick up the dog-eared old copy that he brought from home and see CHARLOTTE REGAN written at the front in light pencil. It’s like running into an old friend in a foreign country.

‘I can’t believe you’re rereading this!’

‘Comfort reading,’ he says, grinning. ‘To get me through the night with Corned Beef. I’ve decided to reread the whole series while I’m in here. The first one’s still brilliant but Chamber of Secrets is a bit shite.’

My dad was one of those grown-ups that read Harry Potter when it first came out, even before all the newspapers were saying how weird it was. We used to queue up for the midnight releases at Waterstones; we saw all the films together. His favourite was Goblet of Fire because it opens with Ireland in the finals of the Quidditch World Cup.

‘I remember us reading the first one together,’ he says, as I thumb through the old copy. ‘Do you remember the first page, Charlie? Of the first book?’

‘Uh . . . ’

‘The Boy Who Lived,’ he says, before I have a chance to come up with an answer. ‘And I thought, That’s a bit like me, isn’t it?’

He laughs then, a thin yellow throaty laugh.

‘Or, it was.’

I hear the hollow click of Mum sucking her teeth, the signal of a forthcoming talking-to in the car home.

I now have to re-address Harry Potter as a neutral topic, because ultimately, Harry Potter is a story about a magical boy who survives something tragic for no good reason. That is why my father likes it. Because he survived tragedy for no good reason, and then went through life dazed by the blow. Yet touched – yes, touched does feel like the right word – with a certain sense of destiny. An understanding that whatever planet governs supreme misfortune had cycled out of his orbit, and he had been spared. Unblemished. Alive.

My father is dying, and I don’t know what to do about it.
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They say that carbon monoxide poisoning is directly responsible for at least half of Victorian ghost sightings.

The symptoms of poisoning include pressure on your chest, hallucinations, drowsiness, amnesia and dread. Carbon monoxide is ghost juice. It creates everything that the human body needs to genuinely believe that it is surrounded by supernatural ill will. You might throw all your hats into the bath, and then wake up fifteen hours later with the solution that the ghost must have done it. If you catch the poison early enough, it becomes a ghost story. If you don’t, you become the ghost.

The oil burner in Clipim schoolhouse had been installed in the early fifties, a hand-me-down from the local Big House who had been using it to heat their stables. This is an image that one journalist reporting for a November 1963 edition of The Munster Express seemed particularly captured by. ‘What was good enough for English horses was good enough for Irish children,’ the copy read.

This statement was republished in article after article, essay after essay, leading to the eventual folk myth that the young people of Clipim were educated in a stable. This is something my father comes back to a lot in our recordings. The eighteen children of Clipim died in a schoolhouse, a proper one, and not a stable. It’s the burner that was the issue. The English ex-pats had simply donated it with no concern for how old it was, how loose the pipes already were, how a single knock of a child’s foot could have turned a one-room cottage into a kind of Lilliputian graveyard. It was a carelessness, my dad said, that was typical of the English aristocrats living in Ireland during the time.

‘But, Dad,’ I interrupt, ‘okay, the English didn’t check the burner was safe before donating it, but . . . the people running the school didn’t check, either? Wasn’t it just as much their responsibility?’

Dad sniffed. ‘Ah, now. They wouldn’t have had that kind of know-how at all. We were deliberately kept ignorant, Charlie. Pig ignorant.’

‘Sure, but I don’t know if that completely erases . . . ’

‘Think of the Famine, pet. They hooked us on the spuds. And then, when the spuds were gone, there was nothing, and they made us into criminals. It was like crack in America in the 1980s.’

It was not the first time my father compared the Famine to the war on drugs, nor would it be the last.

The faulty burner ate through the oxygen in the room in big, greedy gulps, and because the chimney was stuffed up with newspaper from the previous winter, there was no space for new air to dilute the atmosphere. Dad had been called home before lunch to help his mother on her smallholding, and by the end of the day Emma Casey and her eighteen students were dead.

My dad has the ghost story. His classmates are the ghosts.

By the time the news had reached The Irish Times, half of the children had already been buried. Clipim was an inward little place, where not much was reported to the mainland, and so it was the undertakers who noticed first.

The island is off the coast of Kerry, as west of Ireland as you can possibly get, and was not big enough to have more than one funeral home or more than one graveyard. This made the tragedy of 11 November 1963 an administrative one as well as an emotional one. Father Matthew, the parish priest, gently encouraged the parents to send their dead to other places where they had family. Many of the bodies ended up in Waterford, and some settled in Cork, but the undertakers were a surprisingly communicative profession – most funeral homes being family-run businesses, and many being related by blood or marriage – and they talked. Eventually, the papers became involved. After that, most people moved away. It seemed the best way to deal with things.

The few newspaper clippings my dad still has are pasted into an autograph book he once got free with a copy of the Sun. The cover is blue and says ‘Guess Who I Met?’ and inside are articles about him Pritt-Sticked on to stiff card. The journalists who wrote about the story did so with disgust, astonishment and a cranky resentment towards Clipim itself. How uncivilised was this town, to have one schoolhouse and a chimney stuffed with newspaper? Just who were these cowboys, who allowed eighteen children to die slowly over the course of a school day? Clipim became an emblem of rural Ireland at its most disturbing. Clip was careless, backward, stuck in the past, and it was primarily populated by Kerrymen who didn’t have the good sense to educate their children in safety. It helped bolster a stereotype about Kerry that already existed, and like so many stereotypes, it became very hard to let go of.

And the teacher. Well, she was another matter entirely.

Emma Casey, a plain-looking girl from the mainland who had to be brought over because they had no one literate enough on the island to teach in the first place. She had been ill for weeks before the accident, sick with a lung infection she had supposedly got from teaching in the damp old building to begin with. My dad’s memories of her are patchy. ‘Pale thing,’ he says. ‘Bit of a drip.’

Every article, every TV item, every snippet of story seems to pose the same question: just who are these people?

No one ever really got to find out, because before the country was even done mourning, and before the journalists had finished gathering information on it, John F. Kennedy was assassinated, and everything and everyone in Ireland stopped.

When I wrote the script, I tried to find a way to get around the JFK thing. To just not mention it, if I could. It seemed so obvious. The last thing I wanted was a load of pretend Irish people dabbing their eyes and whispering about how Kennedy, their Kennedy, a Catholic president, an Irish Catholic president, had been shot down before their very eyes, in the prime of his life, at the height of his presidency. He had just visited, after all, back in June. Including it would pull focus from the main story, the same way it pulled focus from Clipim back in 1963.

‘You don’t understand, Charlie,’ Dad had said, when I showed him the first draft. ‘He was our Obama. Bigger than Obama, even, because at least Obama had JFK to be compared to. But JFK paved the way for JFK. There is no story without JFK.’

Of course there is a story without JFK. But in my dad’s eyes, the film is about himself, and to him, there is no ‘him’ without JFK. In his head, their fates are bound so tightly that he is not sure when one begins and the other ends. In my father’s brain, the story goes: ‘I survived a tragedy, so John F. Kennedy was shot in the head’, not: ‘I survived a tragedy, and John F. Kennedy was shot in the head’.

But there was no getting around it, in the end. Ireland was on the turn of something in 1963. Kennedy visited. The Beatles visited. George Harrison was on the news, talking about his Irish cousins. There was hot energy coming out of the country, a firing away from the Church and towards some undecided mid-point on the horizon. It felt best not to dwell on things, and so the country moved on from the Clipim tragedy. How much sadness can one place take? There was a silent, national pact between the people of Ireland: Let’s not ruin the momentum.

We manage to skim over the ‘boy who lived’ awkwardness and on to easier areas. I read him some Harry Potter, and eventually we managed to drift back into our old dynamic, losing ourselves in myths and stories grander than our own. We go from Harry Potter to Lord of the Rings, from Peter Jackson to Steven Spielberg, from ET to The Color Purple. When Dad eventually gets tired of animated conversation, he lies back on his pillow, insisting that he is only resting his eyes and not sleeping.

‘Whoopi Goldberg,’ he says.

‘Gary Cooper,’ I respond.

‘Christoph Waltz.’

‘William Wyler.’

He furrows his brow. ‘You have me stuck on W’s now.’

Mum gets bored of The Initial Game quickly. She wanders around the ward, making chit-chat with the wives of other sick people, curious to see how forthcoming they will be about the details of how cancer has ruined their lives. Eventually, she leaves the room to make a phone call. She comes back an hour later with another shopping bag from Tesco, having compulsively purchased all the items that have been marked down because they expire tomorrow. This is how my mother relaxes.

My dad has started to ask about film festivals again. He generally asks about how It Takes a Village is doing at least three or four times per visit. The drugs aren’t doing anything to his memory. He just likes hearing about himself.

‘Have you talked to any movie types? Producers? Directors? Best boys?’

‘Uh, a few.’

‘And is there any interest from America? They love the Irish over there. I think it would do really well in America.’

My father is obsessed with America. He is convinced the feeling is mutual. He is constantly telling me how much Americans love and want to be Irish, apparently to the point where they are willing to abandon all logic and reason and give me ten million pounds for my film.

‘It doesn’t really work that way, Dad.’

‘Did you give anyone your business card?’

‘I don’t have a business card.’

‘Well, there’s your problem then.’

It’s hard not to hold this against him. It’s not that It Takes a Village is doing badly: by the standard of most no-budget independent cinema, it’s doing pretty well. We’ve even sold out a couple of festival screenings. If he would just let me tell the story, he could be impressed by it, instead of disappointed that it doesn’t fulfil the picture of success he has in his head.

‘One woman cried when she saw it,’ I try again. ‘She said it was a mature, quiet film. Remarkable. Her word. Remarkable.’

Dad perks up again. ‘Who was she? Another industry type?’

‘No. She was just a person.’

‘Well. She’s right. It is remarkable, isn’t it? Isn’t it, Sharon?’ He gestures to Mum, who is getting twitchy.

‘Well, at the very least, it has been an adventure, hasn’t it?’ says Mum. She has started stuffing the empty crisp packets into one another, indicating that it’s time to go. ‘And even if it comes to nothing, you’ve still had a lovely time with all of it.’

‘I mean, the adventure is just starting,’ I say, making no attempt to hide my peevishness. ‘We still have more festivals.’

She scrunches up the rubbish loudly and stuffs it into plastic bags, and I raise my voice to meet it.

‘And there are still festivals we haven’t even heard back from yet.’

‘Of course.’

Her face is fixed to a false mildness. She looks at me with a detached, lipless smile. A ‘let’s finish this in the car’ smile.

‘Honestly,’ I go on, ‘I might have to quit working at The Blue Door this summer; I’m going to be spending so much time on the road.’

The lie tastes sour on my tongue, like under-ripe blackberries. We have nothing until September, but she doesn’t know that.

‘Not really, though, Charlie?’

‘Why not? It’s just a cafe.’

‘It’s steady work.’

‘I’ll have steady work soon. In an industry that’s actually relevant.’

She gives an exaggerated shrug, one intended for some invisible audience she always seems to be playing to when she’s frustrated with me.

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I just don’t want to be ten years into my retirement and still worrying about you.’

Alone. That’s what she’s not saying. She doesn’t want to have to worry about me alone. Worrying about a child with your husband of thirty years is one thing; worrying about your child as a widow is something else entirely.

We’re silent in the car home. Silent all evening. I make a tuna sandwich for dinner and eat it in my old bedroom, and she eats a yellow-sticker pot of red pepper hummus while watching a True Movie about a woman who donates her kidney to her son and then he dies anyway. She loves this kind of thing. She will not watch an actual film but she will inhale three of these in one sitting. Presumably it’s why she married my father, The Tragedy Man.

We have never quite learned how to relax around each other. There’s a density to our silences, one that fills the whole house with a tropical dread. Once she asks me if I want tea; once I ask her if she wants tea. We are both thinking the same thing: This is what it will be like when he is gone.

I suspect we had mutually assumed that our strained relationship was a result of my teenage years and her menopause, which had dovetailed around the same time. But when Dad first got sick and I moved up from London to play the dutiful daughter, the atmosphere between us was even worse than when I was fifteen and she was having hot flushes. Which is really saying something.

In my room I start adding people in the film industry on LinkedIn. Most of them are connected to Laura, none of whom has the slightest clue who I am, but I add them anyway in the hopes that a producer will mistake me for someone who is well connected. I Google myself. I Google my film. I Google Laura. I watch YouTube interviews with Mike Leigh.

I log in and out of my online banking. I have £21.05. I flush, even though there’s no one else in the room. I spend a lot of time trying to remind myself that being poor is synonymous with being young (or, young-ish) and creative. It’s a part of my story, or it will be when I’m successful. I picture myself in the future, regaling a table of ethnically and sexually diverse artists about how I used to find bristles in my mouth because I didn’t have the money for a new toothbrush. It makes me feel better. Some of the time.

When I get my next cup of tea, I notice that Mum has fallen asleep in front of the TV, so I take her cup and rinse it. I turn the volume down slightly, but not enough so her ears will register the difference. The huge blue light of the screen bounces off her highlights, and for a moment, she looks soft. I almost feel like touching her. She was always the oldest mum at the school gates, something I wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t gone to such pains to conceal it from everyone. Her fiftieth birthday passed unremarked upon; her sixtieth must have passed already. I know that her younger sister, Aunt Eleanor, is fifty-five, because Aunt Eleanor has birthday parties like a normal person.

Satisfied that she’s asleep, I open my laptop again. I log out of CharlieReganDirector@gmail.com and into LottieMinxxx@yahoo.co.uk. There’s only one email waiting for me, even though I haven’t checked it in a week.

Hey baby girl . . . loved the video you made me. So fucking hottt, but could you be sucking on something for the next one? Love those tiny little tits xxxxx could do $200 for a new video or $50 for a photo set? 4–6 high res imgs would be fine xxx

They’re always like this. When I temped in an office last year, someone told me that managers learn to give criticism by using the ‘shit sandwich’ method. You say one nice thing, one piece of critique, and then end on a nice thing. The few men I make videos for all have a thing for girls with small boobs and skinny hips, so that’s what they compliment me on. They think we’ve come together over a shared appreciation of my deficiencies, as if I were an unusual hobby. A ship built inside a bottle.

I unzip my bag to see if my camera is charged. It is.

Could do a set for you right now. $170. Xx

He’s emailing from somewhere in America so won’t respond right away. I know the answer will be yes, though. It always is.

I didn’t bring my make-up bag with me, so I wander into Mum and Dad’s room. Mum’s selection is nowhere near as good as Laura’s but it does the job when it has to. Crusty Max Factor concealer, lipstick the colour of rotting plums, blush that goes on like dust from a chalk board. I remember how Laura and I used to obsess over creating the perfect ‘smoky eye’, watching YouTube tutorials before big nights out.

‘You have a face that’s good for make-up,’ she used to say, while soft brushes flickered on my face, the bridge of her hand resting warmly on my cheek.

‘Are you saying I’d make a good “before and after” picture?’

‘Yes, Charlie, that’s exactly what I’m saying.’

She always said that I should learn to take a compliment. Instead, I learned something else: how to apply make-up in such a way that you don’t feel like yourself any more.

I find an old eyeshadow palette, all blues and navies, and top it off with some liquid liner I had in my bag. I comb my brows into place, colouring them with a soft, nutty brown lip-liner that I’m pretty sure hasn’t been opened since the nineties. I turn my camera on, and look around for something to suck. There’s a Mitchum deodorant bottle that might do the trick. I test it around my newly glossy mouth. Fine.

Maybe I can use the money to buy me and Laura a big boozy lunch. She doesn’t know about any of this. The porn, I mean. Laura’s parents are so rich that she never thinks to question why a person might have no money one week and a windfall the next.

When we were at Uni, there was a real explosion in selling your tits online for cash, particularly among the few women on our filmmaking course. These were girls who knew their way around a camera, and it was generally accepted that if you kept your face out of the pictures, no harm could really come of it. I never bothered participating, partly for feminist reasons, but mostly because there’s not a lot of money in being anonymous and flat-chested.

Eventually, the bubble burst. The bottom fell out of the top, as it were. Too many girls were doing it and pretty soon a picture of your breasts (nipples uncovered) with your face cropped out couldn’t buy you a pint and a sandwich. Nipples covered wouldn’t get you a bag of crisps.

But faces. Faces is where the money is. And my face – even though it’s a flat, muddy-eyed, sloppy-mouthed face – netted me some quick cash when Dad was first in and out of hospital and I had to keep cancelling job interviews to grab the train home. Plus, it felt transgressive and rebellious to create a porn studio in my bedroom while my mother asked me pointed questions about what I was going to ‘do’ with my degree. And why else do you get a film degree, if not to feel transgressive and rebellious?

I text Laura.

You around Saturday? xx
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