
[image: Image Missing]


About the Author

Eleanor O’Reilly is a teacher of English and Classical Studies who has just completed an MA in Creative Writing at Manchester Metropolitan University. Having first started writing five years ago, she has received several literary prizes, including the 2015 RTE Francis McManus Radio Short Story Award and the 2013 William Trevor International Short Story Award, and has been shortlisted for several others, including the 2016 Colm Tóibín Literary Award. She lives in Ireland with her husband Brian Kelly, their daughter Ella Kelly, and a whole menagerie of pets. M for Mammy is her debut novel.


Praise for
 M for Mammy

'Strong and taut'

Anne Griffin




‘Heart-breaking, heart-warming and hilarious’ 

Ruth Hogan

‘I really enjoyed this, Eleanor is a lovely writer’ 

Sheila O'Flanagan

‘Lovely, sharp, compassionate, well-observed writing'
Felicity Hayes-McCoy

‘Channelling the warm heart and good cheer of Marian Keyes’

Irish Independent

‘A rambunctious novel'

 Irish Times 

'A heartfelt debut about love, understanding and the complicated ties of family'
Prima

‘A cracking good read … more characters like the formidable, feisty Granny please!’

The Book Scoop

'Utterly heartwarming'
Image

'A gloriously funny, bittersweet debut'
Ireland of the Welcomes

'O'Reilly writes with a deep sense of compassion and understanding'
Sunday Business Post


[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]

www.tworoadsbooks.com


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Two Roads

An Imprint of John Murray Press

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Eleanor O’Reilly 2019

The right of Eleanor O’Reilly to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 9781473672383

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.tworoadsbooks.com


For Brian and Ella – with all my love


All I know is a door into the dark.

Outside, old axles and iron hoops rusting;

Inside, the hammered anvil’s short-pitched ring, 

The unpredictable fantail of sparks – 

 

Seamus Heaney
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CHAPTER 1

Jenny

A Good Day

by Jennifer Augustt

‘Would ya ever come out from in under the stairs and go round to your sister’s or go out for a walk or do somethin’ else for God’s sake?’ Da says. 

Silence. Ma’s in under the stairs again.

Ma cries and prays a lot when she’s in under the stairs. She cries and prays a lot when she’s not in under the stairs, too. She says, ‘Jesus Christ’ all the time but Da says Holy God doesn’t give a F-word about us and Ma tells him to watch his feckin’ language and does he want Jacob’s first word to be a F-word? 

Da says he doesn’t care so long as Jacob has a first word and Ma scrapes the muck off the plates and slams the dishes in the sink and Da tells her that her brother Uncle Patrick was always weird and that there’s none a that kind a thing in his family. Then Ma says stuff about Da’s cousin Mickey who ended up in jail for refusing to speak at all to the judge who found him guilty a not talking. Then Da tells Ma her sister, Auntie Eleanor, is for the birds completely and that her nephew, the one with the tyre marks still on his back and his head after a bin lorry drove over him in the back lane, definitely has something serious wrong with him too. 

Then Da goes down the pub with Uncle Michael for a drink which must be a big one coz it takes him four and a half hours to drink it. I think Uncle Michael must be on the spectrum too because every time I see him he asks me how old I am and what class I’m in now and I see him once or twice every week when he comes to take Da down the pub. 

Sometimes Ma goes mental when Da goes down the pub and sometimes she doesn’t even know he’s missing at all. When she does notice he’s not watching Neighbours or not out in the shed, fixing things that aren’t even broken with other bits a broken things that need fixing, she says, ‘Where’s your daddy?’ 

But if you say nothing sometimes she forgets. Sometimes she doesn’t though. And then the next day Ma and Da don’t speak for ages and the quiet gets real big and Jacob sits staring at his fingers which are always moving even when they don’t need to be moving and he’s there with his moving fingers thinking about nothing and he sometimes sits like that forever coz he doesn’t know time like when he wakes up in the middle a the night and he doesn’t know it’s not day he only knows Peppa Pig isn’t on the telly and neither is Thomas the Tank Engine and then we think there’s going to be even more trouble but then we remember The Simpsons must be on some channel somewhere coz The Simpsons is always on some channel somewhere, even if it is the middle of the night. 

I think Da might be on the spectrum too coz Da doesn’t know time either when he tells Ma he’ll be back in an hour but he doesn’t come back for four and a half hours and he says, ‘Sure it got too late for comin’ home early.’

‘Autism’s a disorder,’ Ma says.

‘Autism’s a bastard,’ Da says.

Autism came to live in our house one Wednesday in February when Jacob was still just a baby. Ma says he got in through the kitchen window we’d left open for the cat and he took Jacob away. Granny and Da thought Jacob was deaf coz he didn’t smile when you sang ‘Hickory Dickory’ or when you played Peep and he didn’t look at you when you called his name and Ma started to cry when the nurse in the clinic said she thought Jacob was definitely deaf. Ma told her Jacob wasn’t deaf. She knew he could hear. It wasn’t that. Then Ma cried again when the doctor the clinic nurse sent her to see told her he thought that Jacob was deaf too. Ma said he should stop telling her about all the things Jacob would never be able to do and that he wouldn’t have to go to a special school in Dublin on a special bus. And Ma was right all along. Jacob wasn’t deaf. 

Autism could have come for me but Ma says autism prefers boy babies.

‘That’s a pile a shite,’ Da says. 

‘Look at the stats,’ Ma says.

Da says there was no such thing as autism in his day. Then Ma says words like ‘epidemic’ and Da says words even worse than F-off. Then Ma storms out of the room and Da shouts that she should have a medical degree by now and if she put as much time into looking after herself as she does into chasing causes and cures then we’d all be better off and it’s like they’re two people talking different languages like when Granny shouts at the French students she keeps in the summer coz she thinks they’re stupid and deaf not just foreign and French and they don’t understand each other at all. 

Jacob puts his hands over his ears and rocks backwards and forwards or he walks round in circles. Jacob doesn’t like shouting or storming out of rooms. Words and shouting get very confusing for Jacob. It’s kinda like the different words tumble and jumble when they join together to become shouting and it’s like Jacob’s thoughts tumble and jumble into sticky scrambled things that get stuck in his hair and then in his brain and then he gets frightened and starts tapping the walls or scratching the telly. His eyes roll round in his head and he makes funny noises that don’t sound like words, they just sound like funny noises, and then it’s like everything in the whole universe is happening at once. This is called a ‘meltdown’.

‘Da, I’m starving!’

‘Right, kiddo. Get your coat. We’re goin’ to Luigi’s,’ Da says out real loud. ‘Your Ma can just stay in under the stairs.’ 

So, I get me yellow anorak and stand in the hall and Da wrestles with Jacob coz he won’t put his coat on. 

‘Ah now, don’t get upset, it’s freezin’ outside,’ Da says. 

So, I tell Da, Jacob will only wear his Spiderman coat this week so there’s no point trying to put that green jacket on him. Da grabs Jacob’s Spiderman coat and bundles Jacob inside and then we think we’re ready except Da forgot to put Jacob’s gloves, the blue ones on the string, inside one arm then round the back of his head and down the other arm and Jacob knows they’re missing so he looks up into the sleeve of his Spiderman coat to see if he can find his blue gloves that are missing but I know he won’t find them and Da knows he won’t find them coz they’re hanging on the end of the stairs. 

‘Ah sure, it’s not cold enough for gloves,’ Da says.

Me and Da and Jacob go round the corner and past the Pizza Hut and cross the zebra crossing and past the playground to Luigi’s. 

We haven’t been to the playground for ages. The last time we were there it was full of people and when we came home I heard Ma telling Da that the playground’s the loneliest place in the whole wide world coz in the playground there’s lots of children the same age as Jacob and that makes it harder for her to pretend to herself that Jacob’s fine and not different and not special and you feel even worse, Ma said, when you see the other mothers playing with their children and sometimes she wishes it was their child who was different or special or silent and not her own child and she said she knows it’s wrong to think like that about anybody and you wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy even though she loves Jacob so much her heart hurts and then her head hurts to think that maybe she’ll be the only one to ever love him like that and what if she wasn’t there to love him? Who’d love him then?

‘Sure, I would a course,’ Da says. ‘Do ya want a cuppa tea?’

But Ma didn’t want any tea. She just kept going on about how sometimes she even hates those other mothers for having painted nails and nice arching eyebrows and for having time to have their hair coloured or to get a false tan or for having the energy to go to Zumba or yoga or even the energy to smile or for having perfect children or for being happy all the time but sometimes she can’t help it and she hates herself for hating them like that and for even thinking like that about anybody else and the more she thinks about it the more she wants to rip their stupid eyes out with their stupid painted nails or smash their stupid smiley faces off the swings or crush their stupid tanned legs in the see-saw or mangle their stupid highlighted heads in the roundabout and then Ma said the more time she spends in the playground the more angry and jealous and bitter and sad she becomes. So we don’t go to the playground anymore. 

I think Ma must be on the spectrum too coz she doesn’t like going anywhere, anymore, and she doesn’t like people anymore either. She doesn’t like hugs or kisses except if she’s teaching Jacob Huggie-Kissy-Bye-Bye on one of her ‘good’ days. But even on her good days she looks sad and she doesn’t see that a real grey skinny face has slipped down over her lovely happy old face like one a them Halloween masks in the Two Euro shop with the worn-out elastic that doesn’t even keep the mask up on your head. And she doesn’t tell us stories or even read any of the books I get from the library in school with me on one of her ‘bad’ days and sometimes I even have to bring the books back to school even though I don’t even know the story inside them coz reading on your own isn’t the same as reading with Ma when she does her fairy-tale voice and tells me and Jacob about how stories are the thing we need more than anything else in the whole wide world coz we remember each other through stories. And I think Ma is right because I think that’s what I miss most of all on the bad days coz Ma’s stories always make everything better again, no matter what.

Sometimes Ma screams about her lost baby boy, even on one of her ‘good’ days, but then I tell her Jacob isn’t really lost, he’s just somewhere where we can’t find him or hear him or tell him how much we all love him even when he’s just sitting over there on the couch. Ma goes mental then and goes back in under the stairs. This is called a ‘meltdown’ too.

Luigi’s shiny and sweaty in his white vest and scary tattoos and his big hairy belly hangs out over his pants and he looks like he eats more chips than he sells and he doesn’t speak very good English. He forgets words and sometimes says the wrong words or he looks under the counter like he’s trying to find the words he needs to say a sentence or he looks up in the air waving his arms about hoping that the words will fall out of the sky and into his mouth. 

‘Ah sure, he’s not the full shillin’,’ Da says. 

Da sat beside Luigi in school when they were little, when Luigi’s name wasn’t Luigi, when it was just Tommy Doyle.

I sit beside Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth in school. She was my best friend in the whole wide world till last Tuesday at twelve o’clock when she told Kylie Murphy that Jacob’s a ‘spa’. So I told Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth that she’s a ‘spa’ and then I stabbed her in the arm with me pencil and she started to cry like a cry-baby and then she told Teacher and Teacher gave out and said I was a disgrace and that we don’t allow behaviour like that in our classroom, now do we? Then Teacher told me to go see Sr Mary Assumpta up in the office.

Sr Mary Assumpta up in the office is the boss nun. Da says she’s like 159 years old in Nun Years. Nun Years are different from human years. Da says nuns live longer than people do. It’s like when they’re born they look like they are about thirty but then everything slows down, so they never really look older than sixty-eight no matter what age they are. Every Nun Year is equal to about twelve human years or something like that. Da says there’s even a Nun Year Converter online to work out the age of a nun. 

I think Sr Mary Assumpta looks like Marvel out of The Untouchables. And she is untouchable too coz no one ever heard of anyone ever touching a nun or stealing one either and I think even that if she was moving at 800 miles an hour and suddenly hit a wall that wasn’t there a minute ago she still wouldn’t be hurt coz she’d be protected from the bang by her big holy force field and she’d just bounce back and be fine and she knows everything about you like Holy God knows everything about you but she’s not friendly or all forgetting like Holy God is. Sr Mary Assumpta forgets nothing. 

When I went into the office it was like there were these big dark clouds inside in me head and I couldn’t think through them. Then something happened to me breathing and I forgot how to do it. My arms and throat started shaking, my hair started leaking and my tongue got stuck to the top of me mouth. I tried to remember if breathing is in through your nose and out through your mouth or if it’s in through your mouth and out through your nose. But I couldn’t remember. So I just kinda pushed all the air in and out through all the holes in me face all at the same time which doesn’t really work coz I still couldn’t catch my breath and when it got into me mouth it just fell straight back out again and me nose didn’t even know the breath was even in there in the first place. 

Sr Mary Assumpta was sitting behind her desk with her ‘I know what you did’ face that she puts on whenever you’re in trouble and I have to tell her what I did even though she says she already knows what I did anyway. Then she says I’m a disgrace and we don’t allow behaviour like that in our school, now do we? 

Then I said, ‘Why can’t Jacob come to school here?’ 

Sr Mary Assumpta starts looking at the wall behind me like there’s a picture of some faraway place she wants to go to on it, even though there isn’t, and she says school isn’t the place for little boys who won’t speak and there’s no room for him here anyway and I wonder how she knows Jacob can’t speak and why there’s no room for him. He’s not very big. 

Then I tell her he’s really good on the computer, and she says, ‘Lovely. But remember we have a cake sale and a coffee morning and we sell ribbons and collect phones for Autism Ireland every September and we do shoe boxes and hampers at Christmas and Trócaire boxes at Lent and sponsored walks and minutes’ silences for all the other unfortunates in the world and we should feel good about that, Jennifer, now shouldn’t we?’

Da sits me up on Luigi’s tall steely cold-on-the-bum counter so I can see all the food pictures lit up on the wall behind Luigi’s humungous head and then Da bends down to get Jacob but he’s too busy looking up the sleeves of his Spiderman coat for his missing blue gloves that are hanging on the end of the stairs at home. I tell Da it’s okay coz I know what Jacob wants for his dinner. I get chips and a jumbo sausage in batter and Da gets a batter burger and chips. Jacob gets chips and chicken finger balls even though he’s not allowed chips or chicken finger balls or chocolate or sugar or yogurts or nuts or strawberries or ice cream coz he always gets sick when Ma knows he’s had anything like that but he never gets sick when me or Da sneak him nice things and Ma doesn’t know. 

The smell of chips is everywhere and it’s the loveliest smell in the whole wide world. It’s warm and salty-hot and cosy and it gets into your tongue and your teeth and into your eyes and up into your nose. It even gets into your hair and your socks and then your mouth waters coz you think you’re really starving even if you’re not really starving at all and you only just had your dinner about an hour ago coz the smell of chips always makes you feel like you are starving and like you haven’t eaten for about 100 years and it seems like you’ve been thinking about the chips and waiting for the chips for about 100 years too and then you think you’re going to die a the hunger if you don’t get some chips right away. And Luigi’s chips can only be eaten outta soggy brown-paper bags, shiny with greasy see-through ripped-open sides, on one of Luigi’s sticky-top tables with loads and loads a salt and as much vinegar as you can squeeze out of the bottle and before you put the first one inside in your mouth you blow softly on it like you’re telling it to Ssssh and then you look at the great big-fat-lovely-yellow chip like it’s the first chip you’ve ever seen in your whole life and it’s warm and it’s thick and it’s the loveliest taste in world. The chip is crunchy and big between your finger and thumb and sometimes it’s so hot it burns your finger and your thumb but you don’t mind coz it’s the loveliest taste in the world. 

And the hungry rumbles inside in your tummy wait for the first bite and then your whole mouth feels like the luckiest mouth in the world. And the three of us just sit and look at our chips and it’s like Luigi made these chips only for us and nobody else and there’s nowhere else in the whole wide world that we’d rather be except here coz this is what it’s like to be happy even if we’re just happy for as long as it takes us to eat chips. 

We eat real slow and when the last chip is gone we lick our fingers, one at a time, trying to make the taste last forever but we know it can’t last forever. Then Da goes back to thinking about Ma and I go back to thinking about Jane-Anne Comerford Smyth and Jacob goes back to thinking about his favourite missing blue gloves that really aren’t missing coz they’re at home hanging on the end of the stairs.

Then we remember it’s Tuesday. 

Granny comes every Tuesday and squints up her eyes and looks at Jacob like he’s something that just fell off the side of the moon and landed right there in our kitchen and she says things like, ‘Musha, some a them grow out of it,’ or ‘Ya wouldn’t think to look at him now, would ya?’ or ‘Mrs Murphy down the road was tellin’ me her sister’s son is handicapped, too.’ 

Then Ma throws her eyes nearly up into her hair and sighs out real loud and chews her bottom lip like she’s starving and tells Granny she just doesn’t understand. But Granny says she reared five all on her own, so she thinks she knows a thing or two about children and then she reminds us all how lucky we are coz we’re not starving or Protestant or living in Africa or up above there in Butlins. Then Granny tells us all about Posh Spice and who’s dead and about the weather. Ma gets even more angry and bites even harder on her lip but Granny pretends not to notice. And Da says a curse word even worse than the F-word and Granny pretends not to hear. I’m really, really sure Granny’s on the spectrum coz she’s always pretending not to notice or hear like the time she said she was having a special Mass said in the Holy Rosary Church, up the road, for Jacob, and would we come and Da was standing behind her shaking his head and sticking his fingers down his neck like he was getting sick and Granny could see him in the mirror on the back wall but she looked away anyway. 

Ma says, ‘Of course we will,’ and then Granny says she offered up a novena to St Anthony that morning coz it was a Tuesday and that’s the only day of the week that he works and coz St Anthony’s the saint of lost things she thought he might be able to help Jacob find his lost voice. Da laughed out real loud and Granny says she doesn’t know why he’s laughing coz there’s more chance of Jacob finding his voice than there is of Da finding a job and then Da says F-off with his mouth but not with his voice and he thought Granny didn’t notice, but she did. Then Granny said that Posh Spice did have a boob job and Mary Fitzpatrick died and that there’s plenty a work out there for anyone willing to get up off their fat arse and that we’re in for a cold spell for the rest of the week but that the weekend will be milder.

So, we just sit in Luigi’s looking out the window and we wait till seven o’clock till the coast is clear and Granny’s gone off to bingo.

When we get home the house is all dark and there’s only Ma sitting there on her own, in the kitchen, talking to Lonely. Lonely’s our fish. Not our dog. We got him instead of a dog. 

I can remember one day before last year Ma says to Da, ‘Autism speaks loudest when Jacob’s most silent.’ 

‘That’s a pile a shite,’ Da says back to Ma. ‘Let’s get him a dog.’ 

Ma says over her dead body are we getting a dog and does Da not remember the cocker spaniel who ate the little girl’s head off on Sky News? 

Da says, ‘That’s ridiculous, cocker spaniels don’t eat little girls’ heads off,’ and Ma says Da’s ridiculous if he thinks he’s going to bring some flea-bitten mongrel into this house but you could see Da was already training the dog in his head – making him sit and stay and roll over and be good for Jacob. 

So, Da went out and bought us a goldfish instead of the dog Ma wouldn’t let us get and we named him Lonely. 

I think Lonely’s on the spectrum too coz he doesn’t ever notice our flat noses pressed against the plastic bowl or the smell of fish fingers in the kitchen coz he’s too busy swimming round and round in circles and he doesn’t come back or look at you when you call him. Ma says that’s coz he likes the peace of his underwater world and that the water stops your voice from travelling and so his ears don’t hear and that’s why he’s silent forever but Da says, ‘That’s a pile a shite. Lonely doesn’t hear ya coz he’s a fish and fish don’t have any F-word ears.’ 

Sometimes I think Jacob’s like Lonely in his own underwater world of silence with no voice and no friends and no one to talk to except Super Mario and Baby Luma. Baby Luma first finds Mario sleeping in the planet that houses the Gateway to the Starry Sky after he’s blasted outta Mushroom World and then he helps Mario save Princess Peach from Bowser with the Spin move he uses to break crystals and attack enemies and further his jumps. In the end Baby Luma dies saving the universe from a black hole and you never have to look him straight in the eye coz his eyes are at the side of his head. Jacob likes eyes at the sides of heads coz then he doesn’t have to do the eye contact thing Ma makes him do even though he hates it. Jacob doesn’t like looking in eyes. I hope someday Jacob can find his way out of the Starry Sky and come back to the sitting room where we’ll be waiting for him on the couch and I hope that when he comes back we’ll understand him a little bit more and help him a little bit more so he doesn’t always have to try learning things all on his own and he’ll see just how much we all love him. Da says he’d gladly swap places with Jacob and save him from that big F-word black hole called autism.

Ma blames herself and the injection for the measles. Da blames ‘those fuckers up in Dail Eireann with their big flashy cars and their big budget cuts’. 

Ma goes to healers and magic-card-readers and people with crystals hanging outta their heads, wearing sandals with socks instead a shoes. Da says they’re all money-grabbing bastards and goes out to the shed or goes down the pub with Uncle Michael.

Da gives Ma a bag a chips, puts on the lights and the telly and Jacob goes up to his room to get his Nintendo. I hear Jacob coming back downstairs and I know he’s already playing Super Mario coz I can hear Mario running and swimming in the Sparkling Waters of the Fourth World but then I hear a thump a bang and a thud thud thud and a crash and a smash and a falling falling falling like the falling’s never going to stop. And it’s like we all stop breathing. We’re all real still and not moving in the frozen kitchen coz we’re all too afraid to go out to the hall. Then suddenly the silence stops and the music on the telly starts blaring again. The microwave beeps. The clock tick-tocks. Da’s can splish-sploshes on the floor. Ma’s chip falls under the table. And then like the house is on fire we all move all at the same time and we’re all screaming at the same time, too. We all push past each other out to the hall. My leg goes before Da’s but Da’s arm goes before mine and we get stuck in the door. Then Ma’s whole body shoves us both outta the way and it’s like she shapeshifts out to the hall. Then we see him. Jacob’s Nintendo’s broken into millions of pieces right at our feet.

‘Fuck!’ Jacob says from the top of the stairs.

Ma’s eyes fill up with tears, but she doesn’t cry. Da’s mouth fills up with words but he doesn’t speak and then Ma looks at Da and Da looks at Ma and then for the first time in ages they smile at each other and then they smile at Jacob and me.

Jenny stands in front of Mrs Nicholson’s desk looking at all the red marks on her upside-down copy. There’s big red X’s and circles; deep, angry-looking red lines; red words float over blue words, spilling out between the margins; red arrows joining red circles and ugly exclamation marks, straight up and cutting, announcing themselves with the disgust of being forgotten, making silent little screams on the page. 

‘Where do I start?’ Mrs Nicholson nods hopelessly, her red pen hovering over Jenny’s best handwriting, all joined up and slanting slightly forward, the way it’s supposed to. ‘Just look at this. We never say I would a, now do we?’ The red pen marks are so deeply cut into Jenny’s copy that their naked impression is minted into the next page and the one after that. There’s more red now than blue; big-searching question marks having upside-down meltdowns. ‘We don’t want it too long, now do we? Shorter is better. It was only supposed to be two pages. We have rules about homework, now don’t we?’

Jenny watches Mrs Nicholson finger-lick through her story. She doesn’t know why there’s so much tut-tutting and head shaking going on. Jenny thinks it is a good story and she liked writing it. In fact, Jenny is sure this is the kind of story that would win in a story writing competition. She might even win a bike, for first prize, or enough money maybe to buy a bike. 

But Mrs Nicholson keeps on tut-tutting in time with the side-to-side shaking of her head and she looks like she’s going to burst into flames any minute. Jenny imagines her exploding and then splatting all over the walls, sticking to the ceiling and dribbling back down again to make more hellish little squiggles before she seeps into the floor and disappears forever. 

‘Oh, now, I don’t think a granny would Ever say that, now do You?’ Mrs Nicholson’s finger falls on Granny’s arse. Jenny hopes she didn’t notice Da’s shite. She thinks about Granny and what she’d say to Mrs Nicholson about red pens if they ever met. ‘Your sentences are far too long, though I do like the bit about the chips.’

Jenny stands up slightly taller. She thinks she might smile.

‘But this is all wrong here.’

The half-smile falls off the bottom of Jenny’s face.

‘Where?’

‘This bit. Who is telling the story? How would You know what your father is thinking, here, in the café, or the little boy either?’

‘Coz, I just know. That’s my little brother Jacob.’

‘Coz! There’s no such word. Nor is outta a word or kinda for that matter either!’ 

She looks like she’s decided not to burst into flames after all, but to set fire to Jenny instead. Jenny smells herself smouldering. The burning in her neck shoots up into her face.

‘We need to work on full stops, now don’t we?’ She scribbles more upside-down red words on top of Jenny’s upside-down blue words. Mrs Nicholson slams Jenny’s copy shut with a slap and a bang. ‘Maybe we should try to listen a bit more and follow my instructions!’

Now shouldn’t we? Jenny says inside her own head. Jenny picks up her copy.

Mrs Nicholson brushes imaginary crumbs off her blouse. 

‘Now, Jane-Anne, this Really is Wonderful. The Day You Saved the Kitten. Lovely. Just Lovely.’ Mrs Nicholson makes all the capital letter sounds in her voice sing across the room. 

Jane-Anne smiles sweetly at Jenny as they pass, between desks. 

‘Definitely one for the Winner’s Pile!’ Mrs Nicholson chirps. 

Jane-Anne opens her eyes real wide like she can’t believe all the good capitals in the air. ‘SPA!’ she whispers to the back of Jenny’s head.

Iliona Reszczynski, the little Polish girl with the biggest eyes Jenny has ever seen, shares an understanding little half-smile with Jenny as Jenny moves closer to their shared desk. Jenny, quietly and without being noticed, places her copy upside down in the square metal bin at the back of the room and then sits back down on her chair. 

‘GOOD IDEA!’ she imagines Grammar Girl saying to Punctuation Panda up there on the wall. But then she remembers what Mrs Nicholson said about Not Knowing.
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