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For survivors, the diaspora, and my friends and family.





The truth was dawning on me of how terrifying it was not to be numb, but to be aware, to have facts, retain facts, be adult.

 Anna Burns, Milkman
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Chapter 1

It happens just as it did every weekend, more or less, since I hit puberty. The sun is beginning to dip below the horizon for the night, transforming the sky to a deep purple. Our car turns the corner onto Donegall Square North, with the back of City Hall looming large. Saturday night traffic moves slowly, as if each of the drivers is in awe of the architecture. Its grandness sharp against the gummed footpath beneath. Red brake lights shine on our faces, as taxi drivers pull into the tight space in front of our car. Ma says nothing, happy to let them out in the hope that by that time I will change my mind and make the return journey home with her, to hot chocolates and matching jammies on the sofa, spooning melted marshmallows around big, bowled mugs. This is her fantasy. We don’t even speak when we’re in the gaff. No chance of change now though; my stomach has already begun to feel that nervy flutter, the ripple moves up from the seat to my belly. I try my best to ignore the sensation, hoping that it’s not a bout of the runs after the feed of Chinese food I shovelled into me earlier. Swear, lining my stomach never does any actual good; it is inevitable that the girls will get a visual of my dinner as it makes its second coming into some pish-splashed bog at 2 a.m.

In my hands, the papery foil of Wrigley’s Extra unwraps easily from its wee silvery jacket. Like Eucharist, the gum is placed into my mouth to avoid disturbing my freshly Juicy-Tubed lips. I move my arm to extend the packet across the car. Ma shakes her head. It’ll put her off her dinner, she tells me.

—And have you your taxi booked? Ma asks into the silence.

—I’ll book one when my free calls come through tonight. I’ll be grand. Aisling will have minutes on her phone anyway.

—Will you be sure to call me if you have any trouble getting home?

A light flickers on, bringing a yellow glow to my face. Blue glitter on my eyelids glints like a disco ball. I lean towards it, pushing my chin to my chest to assess the hastily streaked eyeliner, before adding another confident swoop of deep black kohl to the waterline. The visor bangs shut, like an oyster slamming its shell together in escape of some nearby danger. Swivelling to fully turn in my seat, I watch my ma’s face as she drives through the city, her hands at ten and two, her back straight as a board. After a moment or so, I test my luck.

—No, sure, I thought I’d take my chances sitting around City Hall until the buses start.

She doesn’t even let her eyes twitch in recognition.

—Fine, yes, I’ll text you.

—Call me. My phone will be on loud.

—OK, I said yes already!

Ma doesn’t say a word. It falls on deaf ears.

Finally, I admit defeat and say, —Will you ever just give over? I’ll be alright.

—And are you wearing socks, love?

—Excuse me?

—Socks, she said, giving me that infuriating look, where she tilts her jaw into herself and does a wee smile. —So, your feet aren’t all exposed to those rental gutties. Lord knows whose trotters have been in there first.

Aye, right enough, I did tell her we’re for the bowling alley. I can barely keep on top of the story we’re all running with for our mas these days. There’s no real reason to be spoofing at this stage, it’s our big blow out after our exams finishing earlier in the week. As if she thinks we’re shaking off our school years in a bowling alley. Rubbery skids from our borrowed shoes up and down the lanes. I’d honestly rather die. But I’m not ready to tell her any different, out of habit more than anything else.

Headlights pass by in the opposite direction, away from town, striping the inside of the car. Her eyes narrow, while her lips dance around the words she wants to say but will not come. I can’t look at her when she’s like this, so I pull the magnet hidden under a black patent bow on my handbag, tipping out high street make-up, a provisional driving licence that has seen better days, and finally my phone into my lap. There are no new messages, so I shove it into the depths of my bag again. The atmosphere feels heavy with the quiet between us.

Belfast is a small enough city that everybody knows somebody who knows who you are after. It’s one of those places. But for all its size, travelling across the city feels crawling. The silence inside the car only seems to move things slower, so when I see where I’m for, I’m half out of the door before the car has stopped.

—Will you wait in the car until you can see them? Fiadh? Did you hear me?

—Don’t wait up, I shout, as the door slams.

The car doesn’t move at first, but as I’m making my way towards the bowling alley, I peer over my shoulder. When our wee car turns the corner, I double back on myself. The screen of my phone lights up: ‘Aisling.’ A shriek slices through the street before I can answer.

—FEE-AH!

The sound of it could make glass shatter. Danielle’s holding the second syllable like her life depends on it. She is tottering towards me at high speed, wobbling from foot to foot, each step a marvel of nature and science. When she reaches me, her arms latch to my neck, slightly overshooting the mark, pulling me along with her. A stream of giggles and the acrid smell of vodka lingers on my kissed cheek.

—Where have you been?! I’ve been waiting on you!

Before I can tell her that I’ve just been dropped off, she shouts, —Come on already, I’m busting for a pint.

While I was lining my stomach with a chow mein, Danielle opted for a half bottle of Glen’s vodka with her older sister. Passed down like a family heirloom, ‘Eating’s cheating’ is her night out mantra. Together we walk up towards the Dublin Road, swapping gossip from the days before: who was said to be riding who; who was dumped by her boy in public; did you hear who was fingered on a bin? Aisling rings again. This time I answer. She doesn’t get a word in.

—We’re on our way past the cinema now. We’ll not be long, love.

Snapping the phone shut, I roll my eyes, —Worse than my ma, swear!

After a brief stop at the shop for fegs, the two of us light up outside, stilling our nerves for the final, albeit small, ascent up the road to the summit, Lavery’s backbar.

—Who all’s out thenight, then? I ask.

—If you’re asking if your boy is coming, it’ll be a bit later on he says.

After a minute of silent walking, she crumbles, —Ah for fuck’s sake, when’ll you and him just get together? It’s been forever. You must know he likes you.

—Ah, I don’t know about that.

I crush the spent feg end under my platform, kicking the ground to unstick it from my shoe.

—We’re just mates. Sure, I’ve known him since I had the tits of a wee boy.

—Aye, but you’re a ride now, love.

—Stop that now. Mon, we get ourselves in for a pint before you start asking when I’ll see you too.

The bouncers on the door know us. They’d seen us regularly most Saturday nights since we were fifteen, and in some instances, during the week too when we were after a hassle-free weekday entry to the nightclub upstairs. Now that we were all of legal drinking age and free from the shackles of exams, we approached the doors with the confidence of a Victoria’s Secret model heading down the runway in those giant wings: assured in the knowledge that absolutely everybody thought we were rides. In the early years of us heading out out, Danielle was one of those girls co-opted into showing the bouncers her tits in lieu of ID. Approaching the entrance, the doorman stands feet spread wide, getting a good look of her; his eyes scanning up and down, committing the outline to memory.

—Bout ye, girls? Yous having a good night? he says as we get near him.

—All the better for seeing you, love, Danielle flirts as we sail past and into the bar.

Once the door swings shut between us, she sticks her tongue out and gags, —He’s a fuckin’ rotter. Boke.

Like Russian dolls, Lavery’s opens out from bar to bar, always revealing a smaller more compact version of itself the further you descend. Opening the doors to the back bar, I am overwhelmed by a cacophony of chat, the slight vibration of those attempting to get a dance going, and huddles of people putting wrongs to right around small tables filled with empty pint glasses. An arm juts out of the crowd, high in the air, waving and jumping, as Aisling signals our arrival. Literally everybody from school is out, but because we’ve planned to be out together, The Girls, it doesn’t really matter.

Sure, we wouldn’t know half of these people’s names in a month. It was only the other week when we’d been sat in the exam room, a bitter coldness to the sports hall on that last morning. It’s the type of chill which long distance drivers welcome in the car window as they’re heading down the motorway. Pastel coloured papers piled on each desk, text facing downward. Everybody was exchanging raised eyebrows and taut smiles, not quite well wishes. Nerves swelled up in my stomach. At the side of the room, Aisling was stuffing her bag with colour-coded revision notes, milking every single second. She would kill us if we ever touted on her, that she had spent months tucked in an alcove in the music section of Belfast Central Library drawing miniature diagrams of the heart onto those cards. Testing and retesting her recall by sketching out the ventricles again and again and again. She made a beeline for her desk, just in time for the head examiner to announce the start.

—The time is now nine-thirty. You may begin.

A flutter of pages. Silence. The examiners’ feet echoed up and down the hall as they paced like guards. I opened the first page: What is a prokaryote? My eyes glazed over with tiredness. Trying to recall anything from the substitute Biology teacher’s class. All I could remember is Danielle turning to me mid-class and saying she’s ‘pro-carry out’. Over at her desk, she was writing furiously.

A steady stream of my classmates began to hand in their papers early. Bouncing out the room with a kick of freedom in their step. Just as I was conjuring the last answers to write into the booklet, one of the invigilators told the room that no more early hand ins would be accepted. We were too near the end. Each minute eked out, stretched beyond its limit, snapping the fabric of time from the room. Old socks haunted the hall, wafting with every movement. I could see myself and Danielle skiving off in the corner, while Aisling did the beep test, racing up and down the room. The P.E. teacher Ms Finley shouting Go. Faster and faster. Shoes squeaking up the polished floors. Go. Two girls neck and neck, running against each other. Everything else fading around them. The whole gym fell away as we focused on the pair of them. Go. Aisling’s shoes didn’t quite touch the line before she turned. The other clocked it, barrelling straight into her. Hair was torn on the floor. Ms Finley was over between them like a bolt. Pulling the two apart. All she said was Go.

Aisling’s enthusiasm for cheap and nasty drinks brings me back.

She pulls Danielle’s arm to the bar.

I follow close behind, squishing between the two to hear what’s happening. They face forward, leaning across the deep wooden bar slicked with remnants of tequila and sambuca, the smell pungent and uninviting.

—THREE TEQUILAS PLEASE, Aisling screams across to the barman, who winces at the volume, loud with sheer proximity.

Salt and lemon are set out without ceremony to all but us three. The additional tools needed to take our shots gave us a joy which is only experienced by the inexperienced. We throw the golden liquid down our gullets, wince, and gag. Aisling screams across the bar for three Carlsbergs to wash the taste of regrets away.

Crossing back towards the crowd, we huddle together to convene a plan of action for the night: dancing or sitting listening to self-indulgent blokes debate the intricacies of things which are in equal parts eye-wateringly boring and irrelevant. With a knowing look between us, then back over the pack of boys, we turn on our heels and head back through the maze of bar rooms towards the stairs at the front. The pervert bouncer greets Danielle with a Cheshire cat grin.

—Alright, sexy? Couldn’t resist?

Turning the corner on the stairs, Danielle leans into us.

—The Brook should have that on tap. Best contraception out there.

I answer, —My vagina would up and leave.

—Aye, the band would have to split up due to creative differences, Aisling laughs.

At the top of the stairs, we can feel the music vibrating out from the club and up through our legs to our stomachs. A tired-looking girl is staring through the window down to the street below. One arm perched on a table, a lonely pint and a metal petty-cash box are all that’s in front of her. With half-opened eyes, she takes in the sight of us.

—Having a good night, girls?

Soon as we’ve parted ways with our fivers, she’s slapped the three bands on our wrists. It’s as if we were never there. She’s back to looking out the window, down onto the street, a pint held close to her lips.

We make our way inside the nightclub, red beams bouncing around the room, momentarily lighting up the couples hidden in dark corners, converging bodies melting into one shining orb.

 

The uncovered bulbs had been buried by the darkness, but now they shine into life, bringing an interrogative brightness to the room, shining on all our sins we hoped to hide. The bar clears quickly, with the bouncers marching between the tables shouting, —Drink up! That’s it! On you go home!

And for those already on their feet and making their way to the exit, a firm hand appears at their back to usher them out. Like herded cattle, we push out the back door, and emerge in the alley behind, where people gather in groups, indiscreetly concealing pint glasses filled with amber-gold liquids. In the recesses, men lean against the walls, holding themselves or another, it’s often hard to tell which.

On Bradbury Place, we take it in turns to call what feels like the only two taxi companies serving the whole city.

—Sorry, nothing for forty minutes, love. Ring back then, we are told over and over.

—Fuck, I’m starving.

—Mon, says Danielle, leading the way to Bright’s chippy just up from the bar.

The green and gold sign gives a regal air, often amiss in other late-night chippies, but truth be told, the inside is like a military operation. People and chips made sloppy by a feed of drink are dripped around the walls of the takeaway. A formidable woman behind the counter shouts order numbers out to the crowd, and then again with an increasingly admonishing tone with every time she repeats the number.

—Nai, one of yous ordered a curry chip, number SEVENTY-SIX! NUMBER SEVENTY-SIX. SEVEN-SIX.

When the person eventually approaches the counter, she asks —Were you asleep, love? Her tone now much softer, while sliding a warm paper package, wrapped like a newborn, across to him. He accepts it like a gift from God. Staggering away, across the tiled floor, he pushes him and his bounty out the door and into the night.

—Will you get me a cheesy curry chip, if I get the taxi? Danielle asks me.

—I’m not ordering that. You can have cheesy or curry. Both is madness.

—Swear you’re ordering a half and half? At least my combo isn’t two carbs.

—Right enough, Aisling says, as if she’s emerging for the first time from her beer-fog.

When I get to the counter, I order the cheesy curry chip and two half-and-halfs, while the other two grab a table laden with old wrappers and spilt Fanta. I don’t leave the counter until I’ve arms full of polystyrene boxes filled to the brim with the cure.

—Andy’s texted that he’s in the new pizza place down the street.

—Boke.

—Is he going back with you? Danielle says, as she shovels chips covered in globs of curry and cheese into her mouth.

Reared on rom-coms, Danielle and Aisling let their minds run riot when it comes to Andy. I have known him for what feels like forever; we have been friends since we were little. When the girls see him, worlds of possibilities unfurl before their eyes. He has come out with us in the past, and Aisling can’t help herself, alternating between nauseating flirting and trying to play matchmaker. I often think she does the latter to force him into admitting undying love for her, mind. I keep the two distinct, especially during these sacred Girls’ Nights.

—Nah, love. Just me and the cat thenight. You know, preppin’ for my life of singledom forever.

I laugh, but it sounds more like an inward sniff, convincing nobody.

Aisling’s phone drills against the table. An automated voice lets us know your taxi has arrived.

The street outside the chippy is a warzone: there is a girl sat on the kerb, her heels piled beside her. Her bodycon skirt is rolled up on her hips. Bare arse on kerb stone. She’s none the wiser though, her head is between her legs as she spews. One person is scooping her hair from her face, while another rubs her back. Beyond, a fella stumbles in the opposite direction, wide-legged like a cowboy. In the distance, the sound of chanting what is probably a rendition of ‘Wonderwall’.

Aisling’s judiciously scanning the number plates of all the parked cars. Her eyes darting back from phone to car every few seconds. Once a match has been confirmed, she yells over to Danielle and I, —Mon, yous.

We bundle our chips into our coats, pressed up against our tits.

—I fuckin’ see that. Drop it and yous will be paying for a clean.

—No flies on you! Danielle slurs.

—Fuck up or you’re going nowhere, wee love.

The car juts off towards North Belfast. Roads blur past, as rain slicked tarmac reflects the streetlights. Danielle is holding in either a laugh or a boke. It’s hard to tell at this time of the evening, so I keep the chat with the taxi man going until we are near enough to home.
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