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Beshrew me but I love her heartily;

For she is wise, if I can judge of her,

And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true.

And true she is, as she hath proved herself,

And therefore, like herself, wise, fair and true,

Shall she be placed in my constant soul.

 

The Merchant of Venice Act II, Scene VI
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Nightmare

People are always saying things are a nightmare. The traffic is a nightmare. There are three people ahead of them in a queue, and it’s a nightmare. The ATM only gives fifties, and it’s a nightmare. They can’t open their shoelace because it’s knotted too tightly and they’ve cut their fingernails and that’s a nightmare too. They don’t really know much if that is their idea of a nightmare.

See, it is all green and wavy in my nightmare, like the fronds of some deep-sea ferns that are trying to entangle me. Even when I wake up, the nightmare still brushes at my ankles, because even though I know I’m not underwater now, there are worse things than ferns and weeds and drowning: there’s being awake, there’s having to get up and get dressed and go to school and deal with the Keith Butlers of this world, and the Toady Clarkes. And there are these black spaces in my head where I mustn’t ever, ever, ever go, because they are quicksand, and they will suck me down, and I will never be able to get free again, to live my life. I know that if I go there, I will spend the rest of eternity rolling in the blackness, hardly able to breathe.

But I want to breathe; I know I need to. So I sit on the side of the bed and I make myself draw long, slow breaths, expand my lungs, release the air, until the suffocating feeling goes away, until I can stand up and my legs don’t tremble, and I can start putting on my dressing gown.

I couldn’t tell Dr Thing about my nightmare. I couldn’t describe it, because it’s just a feeling. Nothing actually happens. I’d say head doctors love it if you can tell them about being chased by an axe-murderer in your dreams, or being on the bus and discovering you are naked or you open a window and somebody hands in a dead baby to you, wrapped in a sack. Having frondy feelings around your ankles and thinking you are a bit of an octopus is probably not very easy for them to work out what it means.

That is how it has been all my life. Or as long as I can remember, and I have got very good at it, at the long, slow breaths that draw me back from the nightmare, from the abyss, in the mornings.

But I should go back to the beginning. Or one of the beginnings, because where does anything start anyway? I suppose I mean, the point where everything started to go hell-shaped.
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Hell-shaped

Nobody answered when I rang the doorbell, and I didn’t have a key. (No-key is my middle name.) There was a flyer for a takeaway pizza place jammed in the letterbox. It made the house seem deserted, as if nobody lived here, which was ridiculous.

I needed to go to the toilet. Now that I couldn’t get in, this vague need had suddenly developed into a towering necessity. I looked around desperately at the neighbours’ houses. Not a sinner. Not as much as a dog. Not a sound either. No garbled TV conversations from behind sealed windows, no children screeching, not a sign of a car or a bicycle on the road. I felt as if I was in an episode of The Twilight Zone, the last girl on a planet laid waste by some silent killer.

It was that dead time of afternoon. Maybe it’s always like this, I thought, when we’re all at school. Maybe the whole estate goes into a kind of short-term hibernation, two hours of stupor, like in a Mediterranean country where they do that siesta thing.

Braiding my legs around each other – no mean feat when you are standing up – I banged on the knocker. Stupid. I’d heard the doorbell ding-donging. The house sounded hollow, as if … well, I said it already, as if nobody lived here. As if there wasn’t even any furniture in it. That was ridiculous too.

Keeping my legs well knotted, I yanked the pizza flyer out of the sprung jaw of the letterbox and bent forward from the waist to squint through the slot. I don’t know what I expected to see, because I knew there wouldn’t be anything except the hall table and the stairs. Right enough, there wasn’t anything to see apart from the familiar rickety table with the phone on it – one of those old-fashioned creamy-white ones with a receiver you could club a small child to death with – the hall was empty, dead, no sign of life. The faded picture of a duck-pond hanging above the phone table looked more faded than ever, the ducks gone all pondweed-green.

Now what was I going to do?

A bird twittered from a hedge and I jumped. At least it was a sign of life. It turned a beady look on me and gave a little two-legged hop and disappeared into the undergrowth. I wished I could be a wee bird and pee in a hedgerow.

I stood back from the door and looked at the house as if I’d never seen it before, like someone casing the joint, looking for a weak point to exploit. I shifted my weight rhythmically from one foot to the other. The front-room curtains were closed, I noticed, which was odd at this time of day.

I went to the window, to see if I could find a crack to peer through, though I don’t know why I thought that would be of any help. The curtains turned their sad beige lining to the front garden and there was a tear I’d never noticed before, a gob of lining hanging down, where a worn place had finally disintegrated. My heart gave a little lurch, my stomach clenched, and I leaked slightly into my pants. Oh, God. I leaned my forehead against the windowpane, to feel the calming cool of it. A bluebottle was trapped between the curtains and the windowpane. I couldn’t hear the buzz through the glass, but I knew from its frantically pulsating wings that it was making a racket like a tiny helicopter.

I went around the back. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Force of habit, I suppose. The back door hasn’t been used for years, not since that cupboard went in that was slightly too big and it blocked the way to the door, unless you are a stick insect. There was a doormat on the back step, all the same. One of those rubbery ones with gaps, and the gaps had all filled with dirt so that if you lifted the mat, there’d be a chequered pattern on the step.

But – hurray! – the bathroom window was open. It looked so inviting, I didn’t think twice. There’s a coal shed that is built right up against the house, a shed with a flat roof. I reckoned that if I could shin up onto the roof of the coal shed, maybe I could swing on to the bathroom windowsill and squeeze in that way. I have never fancied myself as Spiderwoman or She-Ra or any of those super-fit, super-agile, super-female super-heroes with super bladder control, but I managed it anyway. I grazed my shin and ruined the toes of my school shoes (pity, that!) on the climb up, but once I was on the roof of the shed, it was no bother to swing up and in the bathroom window. It shouldn’t have been left open. Anyone could break in.

The bathroom was a mess, towels flung on the floor, over the side of the bath, loo paper unrolled in untidy streamers everywhere, as if there’d been a small storm in here, but to me it gave out blissful signals. I whipped my jeans down, jammed myself onto the loo and groaned with relief.

After I’d finished and washed my hands, I picked up the loo roll, rolled it back loosely on itself and fixed it into its holder. Then I folded the damp and knotted towels over the rail above the radiator and stepped out into the house. It was just as quiet inside as it had been outside. Silent as the grave. Even the air seemed to be holding its breath. And there was this weird sweetish smell, a bit like cider, which didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

I thought of the bluebottle trapped behind the curtains downstairs. It would be daft to say my heart went out to it, but I did somehow feel I ought to open the curtains, open the window and let it out. Ladybird, Ladybird, Fly away home, though of course a bluebottle is much more repulsive than a ladybird, which isn’t repulsive at all.

If the stairs hadn’t been carpeted, my footsteps would have echoed all the way down to the hall, but they were, so they didn’t. I was being melodramatic now, I knew.

Who the hell had left the bathroom in that state? I suddenly thought to ask myself.

The house was freezing. It’s amazing how cold it can get indoors when it’s February and grizzly outside. It felt as if the heating hadn’t been on for weeks. I started towards the kitchen, to check on the boiler, but then I remembered I’d been on my way to the sitting room to release that stupid fly.

When I opened the door to the front room, a blast of stinking heat hit me. The electric fire was blaring away, as if there was no tomorrow, and there was a hulking shape on the floor. I could just make it out in the grey light that filtered through the curtains and the red gleam of the electric element. What the … ?

I tiptoed closer. This could not possibly be happening. Not to me. Not again. Of all people, I could not be seeing what I was seeing. How could there possibly be a person passed out, or worse, on the living-room floor? In the middle of the afternoon. (As if the time of day could make a thing more or less likely. Not very logical thinking, I know.) Or maybe she was just asleep, on the floor, with a rug thrown over her, as if someone had found her there and thought she might get cold. Cold! The heat was like a thing you could touch.

My head started to swirl and the room started to shelve away from me, as if I were up too high, on the top of the Eiffel Tower or the Empire State Building. The bottom half of my body seemed to buckle back on itself, as if it was made of some malleable substance, like Fimo or Plasticine. I concentrated on not collapsing, but the effort made me feel sick. I put a hand out for support and leaned for a moment on the upright of the sofa. The velvet fabric of the upholstery felt slippery under my fingers, as if the very furniture was repulsing me. I could hear the muffled whirring of the bluebottle now, from behind the curtains, and my knees finally gave way under me and I folded to the floor.

I started to scream.

“Mammy!” I screamed. “Maaaaaaaaaaammy!”

I heard myself screaming, and I knew my mouth was open, but it didn’t feel as if I was doing the screaming.

It was, though. I know because my throat was sore and raw the next day, as if an army of elves had spent all night working on it with sandpaper and Brillo pads.

I hear those screams in my dreams. I scream those screams in my nightmares – or try to, but as soon as I open my mouth, someone spreads a blanket over me and my airways fill with fabric. I’m breathing stuff, and my lungs turn to kapok.

So now you know.
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