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Prologue

Dara Flood always said that the most interesting thing about her happened before she was born.

It was a Tuesday. Mr Flood drove down the road in his beaten-up old Ford at six o’clock, the way he always did. He parked the van, rolled down the window and leaned out, a cigarette dangling precariously from the corner of his mouth. He winked at her mother, who stood at the front door waiting for him, the way she always did.

‘It’s well you’re looking, Mrs Flood,’ he said. His usual greeting.

She smiled, the palms of her hands pressed against the enormous swell of her belly.

‘The cot was delivered today,’ she told him. ‘It’s in a box in the hall.’

He got out of the van and rubbed the dust of the day off his trousers. ‘Grand,’ he said. ‘I’m just going up the road to get a pack of fags.’

She nodded and began her slow walk back inside. She remembers turning, just before she reached the front door. She doesn’t know why she did that. And there he was. Halfway up the road. Just standing there. Looking back at her. He raised his arm in a sort of a wave and his mouth moved, although she couldn’t make out what he was saying. She waved back, even though this was not part of their usual routine. He turned then and she stood for a while, pretending to worry at a bit of dirt on the front room window but really, watching him. The broad line of his shoulders and the pitch black of his hair, tossing with that cocky gait he had. She watched him until he disappeared around the curve of the road.

She stepped into the house and squeezed herself past the bulky box, into the tiny kitchen where two chops spat under the grill.

She turned them, poked at the potatoes with a fork and opened a tin of peas. She checked on Angel, still asleep in her pram, and smiled when she felt Dara kick, low down in her belly.

Then Mrs Flood sat down and waited for Mr Flood to come home.

But he never did.

And she never saw him again.





PART ONE





Chapter 1

The phone rang at two o’clock in the morning.

Dara Flood was sleepwalking at the time. She never went far, mostly down the stairs, then a slow lap of the ground floor that didn’t take long and back upstairs, careful to avoid the second step from the top that creaked on contact. She knew she did this because Angel – her sister – sometimes followed her, just to make sure she didn’t trip over the loose piece of carpet in the hallway or wake up in the middle of a dream about dying and then keel over with the shock of it. Mrs Flood had heard of that happening to somebody. Or maybe she read about it in one of those magazines she liked with those kinds of stories. The ‘I gave birth to TWINS on my 67th birthday!’ kind of thing. According to Angel, Dara always checked the front door and the back door, pulling at their handles, making sure they were locked. She also checked the windows in the front room and the back room. If the top window was open even a crack – as it sometimes was on rare hot nights – Dara closed it and moved along to the next window. She never woke up. ‘Thank God,’ said Mrs Flood, blessing herself.

Dara was lifting her foot over the second step from the top when the phone rang. She froze, her foot suspended over the offending step, and woke with such a start that, had she not been gripping the banister – or had she been dreaming about death instead of Kimberley, the latest addition at the dog pound where she worked – she would surely have met a troublesome end at the bottom of the stairs. Instead, she brought her foot down with force on that notorious step, and the noise of it, coupled with the shrill insistence of the phone, was enough to chase away the torpor of sleep and jolt her into an adequate state of alertness. She turned and ran down the stairs.

Mrs Flood heard the telephone from her bedroom. She woke with the start of a person who hadn’t realised they were asleep. The remote was still in her hand, the telly tuned to the Shopping Channel. Now they were selling a round-cut, blue topaz solitaire pendant for €15. Worth €80, according to the presenter, tapping the stone with her French manicure. Sterling silver, she said, her voice a breathy whisper, as if she didn’t want anyone else to know. With her wide smile and her small teeth, she reminded Mrs Flood of a crocodile. She swung her legs off the bed. They still ached. Saturday was the busiest day for her mobile hairdressing company, Bobs Away. She ignored the pain and ran for the door of her room.

But it was Angel who got to the phone first. She was in the kitchen when Dara passed by with her arms outstretched, like a proper sleepwalker that you’d see in a cartoon. Angel had smiled at her sister, careful not to make any noise and wake her. Of course she didn’t believe Mrs Flood’s theory about waking a sleepwalker, with the supporting anecdotal evidence. But there was no point tempting fate, was there? Angel was the type of person who went to bed late and got up early. If life was a dishcloth – and let’s face it, sometimes it was: a threadbare, smelly one – Angel was determined to wring it out. Make the best of it. Every day. Until it was bone dry. Tonight, she’d been to the theatre and then a late supper with Joe, her firefighting and generally all-round-fabulous boyfriend. She was setting the alarm on her mobile phone to go off at 7 a.m. the following morning – climbing Lugnaquilla in Wicklow – when she heard the phone ring in the hall. She didn’t allow herself to hope or even to think. She just dropped her mobile and ran.

‘Hello?’ It came out like a question and she held her breath, waiting for the answer. Dara and her mother ran down the short length of the hall and skidded to a halt behind her.

Nobody spoke. Angel stood there, clutching the receiver, nodding her head. Up and down, up and down. Dara tried to catch her eye but the hallway was dark, the only light offered by a narrow sliver of moon glancing through the mottled glass pane of the front door. Besides, Angel’s eyes were squeezed shut. Dara looked at her mother, who did not look back. She concentrated instead on Angel. Dara could tell by the way her lips were moving that she was saying a prayer.

When Angel finally spoke, it was in a high, breathless voice, as if she’d run a long way. ‘Yes, I will. Thank you. I’ll be in as soon as I can. Thank you. Thank you so much,’ she said. She replaced the receiver before turning around to face her sister and her mother. They knew what she was going to say before she said it but they waited anyway. Beside her, Dara could hear her mother holding her breath. Just for a moment, Dara thought about taking her mother’s hand and squeezing it. Tight enough to leave red lines across her fingers when she finally let it go. But she didn’t do that. Instead, she concentrated on Angel and waited.

Angel stood and looked at them. The pearly light of the moon pooled and shimmered against the sallow skin of her face, giving her a ghostly appearance. Dara shivered.

‘They’ve got one,’ Angel finally said, throwing the words up, releasing them like confetti on the wind.

‘Oh Jesus,’ said Mrs Flood and she sank on to the bottom step of the stairs and buried her head in her hands. ‘Oh thank you, Jesus, thank you, thank you.’ She rocked her heavy body back and forth as she said the words and for a moment she seemed unaware of her daughters, standing in the hall in front of her. It was Angel who knelt beside her, then held her hands, pulling them gently from her mother’s face.

‘It’s all right, Mam,’ she whispered, and Mrs Flood glanced up and spread her arms wide and pulled Angel against the soft swell of her chest and rocked her, just as she had done when Angel was a baby. Dara stood beside them and tried to think of something to say. A feeling widened inside her, pushing itself against the narrow cavity of her chest until she felt she might burst with it.

Happiness.

That’s what it was.

Dara was shocked at how physical it was, this feeling. The force of it. Strong. Almost painful. When she spoke, she expected her voice to strain against the size of it. But it sounded as it always did. Hoarse. Gravelly. Worried.

‘We should go,’ she said.

When Mrs Flood looked at Dara, her expression was one of puzzlement, as if she was trying to place her youngest daughter. As if, in fact, she had forgotten Dara was there at all. She released Angel and stood up. She looked down at herself. ‘I’m already dressed,’ she said, surprised and pleased.

‘I’m going to grab my hospital bag’, said Angel, taking the stairs two at a time.

Dara was the only one who wasn’t dressed. She wore pyjamas. Men’s ones. Only because they were warmer than their female counterparts. Also, she preferred the colours. She dragged her duffel out of the cloakroom under the stairs, clamped a hat on her head and tucked the bottoms of her pyjamas into her Doc Martens. ‘I’m ready,’ she said.

That Mrs Flood did not comment on Dara’s appearance was a measure of the moment. When you spend five years waiting for something to happen, and then it does, acerbic comments about the unsuitability or otherwise of attire are brushed away. There is no space for them, in among the happiness.

Mrs Flood ran into the kitchen to get her glasses, as Angel leaped down the stairs. She skidded to a halt beside Dara, her hands covering her mouth.

‘We got the call,’ she whispered, the words muffled against her fingers. ‘I knew we’d get the call.’

Dara smiled and nodded, even though she had known no such thing. She looked at Angel. Her big sister. Although there was barely twelve months between them. Twelve months and a world of difference. Angel’s real name was Angela, but everyone called her Angel. Even now, at twenty-eight, there was something ethereal about Angel, with her fine blond hair and her impossibly blue eyes, wide with the attributes that Angel treasured. Things like faith. And hope. Dara found these things difficult to come by.

‘Come on, we’d better go,’ she said, removing from the corner of Angel’s mouth a strand of the fine blond hair that she tended to chew when she was nervous or excited.

‘Could you ring Joe?’ Angel’s voice was a whisper. ‘I promised I’d ring him when I got the call. He wants to be there. At the hospital, I mean. But I . . .’ She trailed off, and Dara could nearly feel the anticipation in the air between them, bristling like electricity.

‘I’ll ring him,’ she said, running upstairs to grab her mobile.

End-stage renal failure. It sounded so final when you said it like that. But that was what Angel had. That was what the professionals called it. Dara had read everything there was to read on the subject, and that was the expression used in all the literature, usually in capitals and bold lettering, often with a picture of an exhausted-looking kidney slumped against the words.

Her fingers shook as she punched Joe’s number into the phone. She couldn’t find his name in her contacts, even though it was there. She knew it though, as it was a jumbled combination of Angel’s date of birth and her lucky number – six. That was the way she remembered numbers. In patterns. Still, she had to dial it three times before she got it right and she cursed herself and the way she crumbled under pressure.

‘Dara? What’s wrong?’

‘Joe? It’s Dara.’ She cursed herself for telling people things they already knew, another symptom of her crumbling under pressure. ‘Don’t worry. Nothing’s wrong.’

‘Is Angel OK?’ Joe said the words quickly and Dara heard him holding his breath when he got to the end of the question.

She hurried to tell him. ‘She’s fine. We got the call. Just now. From the hospital, I mean.’

‘They’ve got a kidney?’

‘They’ve got a kidney.’ Dara had to sit down when she said that. After five years of waiting, five years of dreaming and hoping and praying to a God she didn’t really believe in, five years of disappointment every time the phone rang, it now seemed to Dara an impossible thing to be saying out loud. For a moment she wondered if she was having one of those daydreams she sometimes had when she ate too much cheese, where the world is golden and bright and everything works out better than you supposed. But there was Mrs Flood, running down the stairs, clutching the bag she called her ‘hair bag’ in one hand (‘because you just never know, do you?’) and punching the air with her fist with the other in a way that was, at the very least, out of character. It must be true.

‘We’re on our way to the hospital now,’ Dara told Joe.

‘I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes,’ he said and hung up.

Dara grabbed Angel’s car keys, her bag and coat, her sister and mother and herded them out the front door.

‘You can’t drive, Dara,’ Mrs Flood said, looking fearfully at the keys in Dara’s hand. ‘We want to get to the hospital in one piece.’

‘I’ll drive’ said Angel quickly, stepping between them, even now. ‘You’re still on your provisional and—’

‘You can’t drive yourself to the hospital,’ Dara told her.

‘But we need to go as quickly as possible and . . .’ Angel tapered off, and Dara knew that she was torn between not wishing to be unkind and desperately needing to get to Beaumont as soon as she could. Since Dara had started learning, she had acquired the tedious habit of driving like a little old lady: slow and anxious. Also, her parking technique needed work, given that her spatial awareness was not what it should be, resulting in a tendency to graze the wing mirrors against inanimate objects, such as walls and other people’s cars.

‘I’ll drive like the clappers,’ she promised, sending up a silent prayer to St Jude, the patron saint of hopeless causes, to save her family – and other road users – from harm.

Mrs Flood said nothing. Her pursed lips said it all. She reached for the font of holy water at the front door, below the little statue of Our Lady. She dipped her index finger into the water and blessed herself, leaving droplets of water like puddles in the deep furrows of her forehead. She wet her finger again in the font and pushed it against her daughters’ foreheads.

‘Bless yourselves, girls,’ she said, as she always did.

From their house on the Raheny Road, it was only a ten-minute drive to the hospital and Dara surprised herself by getting there in just under eight. Mrs Flood held Angel’s hand all the way. Dara gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles straining white against her skin. There was one hairy moment when she approached an amber light at the junction of Tonlegee road.

‘Go for it,’ yelled Angel from the back seat. Mrs Flood said nothing. Just clamped one hand over her eyes, while the other hand tightened around Angel’s arm. Dara pressed hard on the accelerator and roared through the junction, possibly even closing her eyes as she did so, although she couldn’t be certain of this. It seemed a desperately reckless thing to do in the circumstances, but with Angel’s encouragement from the back seat, she felt like she could make it and she gunned it and almost smiled when she cleared the junction with her family intact.



Looking back, Dara found that she couldn’t remember much about the journey. She thinks she skidded to a halt at the main entrance to the hospital. She remembers a man in a dressing gown with an oxygen tank looking up from his cigarette as Angel and her mother raced out of the car. She drove to the car park, where she stopped too far away from the ticket machine and had to get out of the car and walk across the divide between the car and the machine to press the button. The car behind her beeped and she dropped the ticket under the car and had to get on all fours to reach it. She remembers that.

As for the hospital bit, it was impossible not to remember every single detail, however hard she tried not to.

The usual lights: impossibly bright and hot. Ideal for growing tomatoes, Dara often thought.

The nurses. The night-shifters. Different from the daytimers in a way that was hard to put your finger on. But with the same brisk uniforms and slow smiles and gentle hands. Dara decided she could never be a nurse. She cried any time one of her customers had to be put down. And lots of people couldn’t understand how the passing of mangy strays and unwanted dogs could move you to tears. ‘You must be used to it by now,’ they told Dara in cheerful voices, and she nodded without saying anything.

Angel submitted to the usual tests and the usual waiting in her usual uncomplaining way. Joe sat beside her, holding her hand. Attracting the usual looks from passing women and even a couple of men, full of longing and the kind of wishing that never gets anyone anywhere. Joe was the type of man that people coveted, especially when he was in his ‘firefighter’s costume’, as Mrs Flood called it.

It was Dara who saw Dr Templeton first. She saw him through the narrow slits in the venetian blinds and she knew immediately. It was the walk that gave him away: not the sprightly gait of someone bearing good news, but with a heaviness of step that betrayed the bad. Dara looked behind her, into the room where they waited. First at her sister, with her impossibly blue eyes, wide with the things she held dear. Things like faith. And hope. Sitting on the edge of the bed with her long legs dangling, as if nothing terrible was going to happen. And at her mother. Mrs Flood. She sat in an armchair, knitting with the resigned air of someone who was very good at waiting. In fact, she was much better at waiting than she was at knitting. She could only knit scarves and she used only two stitches (plain and purl), because they were the only ones she knew. But she liked to do it. She said it relaxed her. For as long as Dara and her sister could remember, Mrs Flood had knitted them scarves every Christmas and they were always a motley crew of colours and at least two metres long.

For one ridiculous moment, Dara thought about pulling the blinds shut, slamming the door and bracing her body against it so Dr Templeton couldn’t get in. But then what possible explanation could she offer Angel and Mrs Flood and Joe? And was she strong enough to withstand the might of Dr Templeton – a solidly made man – and his team, as they stormed the door?

But of course Dara didn’t do anything like that. In fact, she didn’t move at all and in no time at all, Dr Templeton – despite the heaviness of his step – was inside the room, clearing his throat and not quite catching their eyes as he opened his mouth to speak.

It seemed to Dara that he said a lot of things and that it took him a long time to say all of those things. But really, he only had one thing to say. That Angel was not a match for the kidney. Or the kidney was not a match for Angel. Dara couldn’t remember exactly how he phrased it. Even after he’d said it – this one thing that he came to say – he didn’t stop talking. He was the same that time he told Dara that her kidney was not a match. And when he told Mrs Flood. Full of the same explanations then as he was now. It was Mrs Flood who made him stop eventually. She stood up. ‘Thank you, Dr Templeton,’ she said, wrapping the beginnings of a scarf around her fingers and pushing the sharp ends of the knitting needles into a huge ball of hairy wool. It made Dara’s neck itch, just looking at it.

Angel stood up too. She let go of Joe’s hand. She moved towards the door.

‘I’ll come home with you,’ said Joe, already at the door beside her. He reached out a hand to touch her, but Angel stepped away. She said nothing. Instead, she shook her head, not looking at any of them, and walked out the door and down the corridor. Joe turned to face Mrs Flood and Dara. His face was a question but they had no answers to give him. Not today.

The drive home felt a lot longer than the one to the hospital. Much longer. Dara did her best. She chatted about anything at all that came into her head. Even though her driving instructor had strictly forbidden her to speak at all when she was behind the wheel. This was on account of Dara’s tendency to look at the person she was speaking to, instead of at the road or in the rearview mirror or at the speedometer. Now, she concentrated on driving and chatting at the same time. About anything at all. Ridiculous things. Things like Kimberley and the way Tintin called her ‘Pick ’n’ Mix’ because she wasn’t one breed or another but a hotchpotch of several, which lent her an air of haughty indifference, belying the nature of her that was marshmallow-soft.

When Dara ran out of things to say, she was grateful to Mrs Flood, who took up the reins of the conversation, speaking at length about poor Mrs Butcher. She always called Mrs Butcher poor Mrs Butcher, even though the woman was, it seemed to Dara, quite well-off, living in a lovely home with one husband, three children, two dogs and a guinea pig. Dara thought the title might have something to do with Mrs Butcher’s hair, which tended towards frizzy.

This frenzy of conversation dribbled away like a burst ball somewhere around the Tonlegee road. It was only then that Dara and Mrs Flood heard it. The sound of Angel crying. It was a hard-to-hear cry. A barely-there cry. An under-your-breath kind of cry. That made it worse. That, and the fact that Angel never cried. Not ever. Not when she was a baby, according to Mrs Flood. Not when she found out she’d been born with only one kidney. Not when she’d been told about the end-stage renal failure. Not when she started on dialysis. Not when Dr Templeton told her that neither Dara’s nor her mother’s kidneys were a match for her, because of their blood types, which were common, unlike Angel’s, which was a frustratingly rare one.

Because Angel believed in things. Things like guardian angels. And Fate and Destiny. And things happening for a reason. She was an optimist. A glass-half-full kind of a person.

Except she wasn’t any more. She cried like a person whose glass is not even half-empty. It’s just empty. A glass with nothing in it at all.

Mrs Flood wrapped her arms around her eldest daughter and told her to, ‘Hush now, hush now, alanna, everything will be all right.’ In her voice were equal measures of pain and love. Dara heard them both, as if they were two voices. She gripped the wheel in both hands and twisted the rearview mirror so Angel’s reflection disappeared from view. She concentrated on driving.

Neither Mrs Flood’s words, filled with equal measures of pain and love, nor Dara’s careful concentration on the road made any difference.

Angel cried all the way home.





Chapter 2

Angel hadn’t always been sick. In fact, whenever Dara thought about it – which she often did – she had to concede that it was her and not Angel who, during their formative years, had succumbed to the usual childhood coughs and colds, infections and upsets.

Mrs Flood attributed this to the fact that her first daughter had been born in the caul, perfectly encapsulated in the protective bubble of her amniotic sac. There was a moment, just before the midwife punctured the membrane and reached inside to pick the baby up. A vivid moment, when Mrs Flood saw Angel for the first time, lying between her legs, perfectly visible through the clear pane of the sac. She remembers Angel’s eyes, the trusting blue of them, full – even then – of the things that Angel held dear. Things like faith. And hope. The midwife told Mrs Flood not to worry, as she set about releasing Angel from the bubble. But Mrs Flood wasn’t worried. She felt – for maybe the first and last time in her life – a kind of peace that was close to perfect. A feeling that nothing could go wrong. That everything was just the way it should be. She remembers how the noise of the delivery suite fell away as she and Angel looked at each other, as if they shared a delicious secret that nobody else knew and – just for a moment – Mrs Flood felt that anything was possible. She insists that, even when the nurse fished Angel out of the sac and cut the umbilical cord as if it were a string of sausages, Angel did not cry.

Later, people told Mrs Flood that being born in a caul is rare. Fewer than one in a thousand babies are born in this way. Some people believed that it was a symbol of good fortune. Mrs Flood never doubted it.

Dara had heard her own birth story many times and it wasn’t nearly as pretty. Born by emergency C-section after a hefty twenty-six-hour labour that involved awful things like forceps and ventouse and bright lights and panic-riddled voices and green surgical gowns and one plaintive cry from Mrs Flood – near the end – for a husband who had walked up the road thirteen days before for a packet of cigarettes and never returned.

The birth was followed by a worrying period in an incubator – Dara was jaundiced, underweight and anxious. She refused to suckle. She squirmed in Mrs Flood’s arms, as if she were afraid her mother might drop her. It took a week for Mrs Flood to realise that her daughter’s eyes were navy blue, just like her father’s. A week for Dara Flood to stop squeezing those navy blue eyes shut when she cried, which was all she did, that first week, in between brief bouts of fitful sleep. After that first week, when Dara opened her careful navy blue eyes and took the weight of the world in, Mrs Flood steeled herself against the stark similarity between this baby and her recently departed husband. She vowed never to think on this similarity – or on her vanishing act of a husband – again. It was a promise she would not be able to keep.

At the six-week check-up, Mrs Flood admitted to feeling a little . . . detached from the baby. There seemed to be some kind of distance between her and Dara that she wasn’t able to cross. The nurse reached for Dara, crying in her carry-cot, and laid her in the crook of her arm. Dara stopped crying. Then she fell asleep.

‘She never does that for me,’ Mrs Flood said.

‘She will. You just need to spend a little more time with her, maybe.’

‘Don’t I spend every day and night with her?’ Mrs Flood said, exasperated.

‘No, I mean, maybe just hold her a bit more. Just sit with her and hold her. Some babies are more anxious than others. They need more attention.’

‘I don’t have time to pander to her any more than I already do. I have Angel to worry about as well.’ She nodded to Angel and the nurse looked at her, sitting on the floor, quiet as a mouse, reading a book. Without realising it, they both smiled, the nurse and Mrs Flood. Like they couldn’t help it. That was what happened to people when they looked at Angel. Mrs Flood sighed and looked at Dara. ‘I know this is going to sound a bit, well, odd, I suppose, but . . .’

‘Go on,’ the nurse told her, in a voice that suggested she’d heard it all before.

‘I don’t think she likes me. Dara, I mean.’

‘Of course she likes you. You’re her mother. You just need time to get used to each other.’

‘No.’ Mrs Flood was adamant. ‘It’s not that. It’s something else.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I didn’t feel like this with Angel.’

The nurse reached for the telephone.

At first, the doctor called Mrs Flood’s depression ‘the baby blues’. He told her this was normal. Advised her to wait it out. She would feel differently soon. When she didn’t, he prescribed a course of antidepressants.

‘How long will I need to take these for?’ she asked the doctor.

‘As long as it takes,’ the doctor told her, with the cheery manner of someone who was certain that his children liked him.

Twenty-seven years later, Mrs Flood was still taking them.





Chapter 3

The house on the Raheny road looked the same as it always did, but everything was different now.

Angel was different.

In a way, it felt to Dara that Angel was already gone. There was a stranger where Angel used to be. A stranger who didn’t speak. Who didn’t eat. Who didn’t go out. A stranger in her sister’s room. Through the locked door, Dara could hear the muffled sounds of cries against a pillow.

‘But nothing’s changed,’ Dara told her through the door. ‘We’re still waiting, aren’t we? Waiting for the call. Just like we were before.’

To this, there was no response.

Dara left plates of Angel’s favourite food outside the door. A plate of flapjacks, chewy ones, just the way she liked them. A dish of fruit, peeled and cored and chopped up into bite-size chunks. Careful measures of juice and water. A bowl of steak and kidney pie: ironically, her favourite dinner. A slice of the carrot cake Dara had made earlier. Carrot cake was at the frontline of comfort food, in Dara’s opinion. Maybe because of its name. Maybe people felt better about eating a cake called after a vegetable.

Later, Dara removed the dishes and cups and glasses and bowls and even the carrot cake, everything untouched.

‘Joe’s on the phone for you,’ she called through the door. This was the third time he had rung. ‘He says he’s coming over,’ she told her.

No answer.

Mrs Flood had also taken to her bed, complaining of a migraine. Dara moved into her mother’s room, setting tablets and a glass of water on the bedside locker. The room was an exercise in a lopsided sort of symmetry. One enormous double bed divided it down the middle, the left side where Mrs Flood slept, the right side pristine with the bedclothes pulled taut, as if Mr Flood had never slept there. A bedside locker on either side, the left one cluttered with books and magazines and curlers and dryers and straighteners, the right one empty, apart from a thick coating of dust and a set of cuff links, tarnished now with the years. Two wardrobes on opposite sides of the room, one so full the doors hadn’t closed properly in years. The other contained one suit – the one Mr Flood had called his funeral suit – one pair of trousers, three shirts, a pair of runners with no laces, two ailing boots and one green jumper with a hole in the elbow. When Dara moved towards it to press the door shut, the empty hangers bumped softly against each other in an eerie sort of melody.

Dara poked her head around the door an hour later. Mrs Flood’s eyes were closed, but Dara did not think she was asleep. Her mother still wore her Bobs Away uniform. Her hair – her best advertisement, she often said – lay neglected on top of her head, devoid of its usual billboard shine and bounce. Dara could hardly bear to look at it.



When Angel didn’t come out of her room the following day, fear wound its long, bony fingers around Dara’s heart and squeezed tight.

She recognised the fear from before.

Twice before.

Once when she had first found out about Angel’s end-stage renal failure.

The other time – the first time – was years before, when Dara was in primary school. Sixth class. Twelve years old, scrawny and small, all angles and bones. Worried navy eyes. Dyslexic, although nobody knew that yet. Everyone just assumed she wasn’t all that bright, the way she read so slowly with her finger moving under each word as she navigated a sentence in a book. Her large, loopy writing, the phonetic way she spelled words that she should have known. One teacher told Mrs Flood that Dara was ‘practically illiterate’. That was in third class. Dara wasn’t sure what illiterate meant when Mrs Flood accused her of it that evening, but the way her mother said it, it didn’t sound like a good thing to be. In fact, her dyslexia went unnoticed for years. Until she got a new maths teacher in sixth year in secondary school. Mr Horan. Mr Horn, some of the girls called him, sniggering in that high-pitched way that schoolgirls have. Mr Horan had dark, close-cut hair, sallow skin, big brown eyes, a wide silver ring on his little finger with curious markings engraved on it that spoke of some mysterious tribe somewhere in a mountainous region far, far away, and a tattoo just above his right wrist that he never tried to conceal, despite the principal’s attitude towards all manner of body art. There was endless speculation about what the tattoo said – lines of tiny writing – and even though Dara knew (on account of all the time Mr Horan spent squatting at her desk, explaining things), she never told them. She felt that he was entitled to his privacy, such as it was, as one of only two male teachers in the vast tide of females, ebbing and flowing within the confines of the all-girls’ school.

Mr Horan clocked the dyslexia straight away.

‘You’re just dyslexic,’ he told her cheerfully, smiling in that way he had that nearly made Dara smile back.

‘Can you fix it?’ Dara asked, not entirely sure what being dyslexic involved.

‘We can work around it,’ he told her with a smile and a wink.

But that all happened when Dara Flood was eighteen.

When Damien Butler arrived into Dara’s sixth class in primary school, nobody knew about Dara’s dyslexia. Everyone – Mrs Flood, Dara’s teachers and especially Dara herself – had settled on the explanation that Dara was a little slow.

‘Big D’, everyone called him. The term was used reverentially by most, and with studied informality by the handpicked few who were allowed to call Big D their friend.

Dara kept out of his way. Kept to herself as she had done most of the way through her schooling, not being as able as Angel to withstand the naked curiosity of her peers as to the whereabouts of Mr Flood. Of course, she wished she could be more like her sister, who laughed at the questions and told people to ‘mind their beeswax’, while still managing to be the most popular kid of every class she was ever in. But that was like the puppy she wished for every Christmas. There was no point to it.

Dara’s clothes were Angel’s hand-me-downs and never fit her. How could they, when Angel was tall and sturdy and Dara so small and skinny? Also the pale colours – so pretty on Angel, with her blond hair and sallow skin – seemed out of place on Dara, with her pale face and dark hair.

Big D didn’t have to separate Dara from the herd. She was already alone and perfect for him in every way.

It happened every day on her way home from school. Dara walked home alone since Angel had graduated to the secondary school on the other side of Raheny. Big D would lie in wait for her. Up a tree, behind a car, down a lane.

At first, the bullying was only verbal. The usual crass remarks about Mr Flood and the speculation as to why he left.

‘You know why your daddy left, doncha? Cos he saw your ugly face comin’ outta yer ma’s hole.’

‘Whatcha get your daddy for Father’s Day? Directions to your house?’

Once he spat in her face. She didn’t wipe it, letting it slide instead down the length of her face until it hung from her jaw in a wet slippery itch.

She tried everything.

She stood at the top of the line, the first kid out of the traps when the bell rang for the end of school. She streaked through the gates, not even stopping when her lunchbox slipped from her sweaty grip, landing with an empty bang in the gutter running alongside the pavement.

Big D caught up with her.

Mostly he took things. Her lunch. Her pencil case. The itchy woolly hats her mother made for her. The few coins Mrs Flood left for her on the kitchen table on a Friday morning.

It didn’t take long for Big D to realise that Dara Flood was not going to tell. He began to hurt her. Tight pinches that left fingertips of bruises along the skin of her arms that she hid under her school jumper. Careful shoves in the yard, with his posse drawn in a ring around them so that no one else could see. Dara waited til she got home before she picked the tiny stones out of the cuts on her knees.

Every morning, she walked to school, forcing one leg in front of the other. She was often late. Her schoolwork, never exemplary, worsened. She fell asleep in class. A note was sent home. Her mother called to the school. Angry words in the kitchen. Dara promised to try harder.

It was Angel who worked it out.

‘How did you get that cut on your leg?’

‘I fell in the yard.’

‘Again?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a new bruise on your arm.’

‘I banged it against the wall.’

‘Dara?’

‘I did, I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

Dara knew that this would never happen to her big sister. She would not allow it. That was why she didn’t tell her. She was ashamed. Of herself. Her weakness. She kept going.

On Friday, she ran home from school, Big D a streak of navy behind her. In fairness, Dara could run very fast, although not for very long. If there had been a hundred-metre sprint team at the school instead of a cross-country team, things might have been different for Dara Flood. She had just passed the line of shops when Big D caught up with her. He pulled her by the hood down the lane between the butcher’s and the vegetable shop. The hood came away from the back of Dara’s coat and he threw it on the ground, using it as a mat to wipe his feet on. Despite the months that had passed, Dara still struggled against him, and even though she cut such a slight little figure against the fleshy heaviness of Big D, she sometimes managed to slip out of his grasp, being wiry if not very strong. He pushed her against the pebbledash of the wall. This was one of the worst places to get caught. The hard pebbles bit into her head like glass.

‘Let her go.’ The voice took Dara as much by surprise as it did Big D, who stepped back, releasing his hands from their grip around Dara’s neck.

‘Angel,’ said Dara, not moving.

‘Are you all right?’ Angel glanced at her sister as she moved with purpose up the lane, towards Big D. Dara nodded and looked at Damien. He seemed smaller now. Fat rather than muscly. There was a gathering of spots – red and wet – on his forehead that she hadn’t noticed before.

Angel kept walking until she reached him. He stayed where he was, holding his ground. After all, Angel was only a girl. Not quite as tall as him. With her blond hair and her wide baby-blue eyes, she did not present much of a threat. This is what Big D must have thought, as he stood there, swaggering. He was wrong.

Angel gripped the lapels of his jacket with both hands curled into fists. She hooked her foot around the back of his leg and pushed. He went down slow and heavy, like a sack of potatoes. She swung her leg back and kicked him. Hard. In the ribs. There was no need to do it again, because Big D began to cry. His cry was high and furious, like a baby with wind. He made fists of his hands and clamped them against his eyes, but the tears leaked through anyway. Angel squatted beside him. She didn’t have to pin him down. He made no move to get up.

‘If. You. Ever. Hurt. Dara. Again. I. Will. Kill. You. Do? You? Understand?’ The words were delivered in a slow staccato, so quiet they were nearly a whisper. When Damien did not answer, Angel pushed her knee against his neck and pressed down. Hard. He screamed then, a long, thin squeal, like a stuck pig.

‘Do? You? Understand?’ she asked again, leaning towards his face.

He nodded his head quickly. Angel released him, wiping her hands on her school coat with a look of disgust she made sure he could see. She picked up Dara’s hood, her school bag, her hat and her scarf. She nodded to Dara, who began to walk, back up the lane, towards home.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be at school?’ Dara asked.

‘I mitched off,’ Angel told her. Dara looked at her sister. There was nothing Angel couldn’t do. This is what Dara thought at that moment. She smiled at her and slipped her hand into Angel’s. Angel squeezed it tight before she let go.

‘Why didn’t you say something?’ Angel asked when they got home. Mrs Flood was at work.

‘I didn’t want to worry you. I thought he’d stop.’

Angel shook her head as she picked bits of pebbledash out of Dara’s hair.

‘Promise me you’ll tell me? If it happens again?’

But it never happened again. It had lasted three months, two weeks and four days. For those three months, two weeks and four days, Dara had felt it. The fear. It twisted inside her like snakes. It made food taste like nothing. It blotted out the light and made the nights darker. Longer. It left her mouth dry and her heart hammering inside her chest, hard enough to hurt.



Dara felt that same fear now. But this time, she didn’t have Angel standing square in her corner. This time, Dara was on her own.

Even though Angel was still here, it felt like she was already gone, and there was nothing Dara could do but look at the space where Angel used to be and wish that things were different.
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