


Penn	Station,	New	York	
23rd	April	1999	

4:14	a.m.

Dear	Mum,

It’s	a	 long	 time	since	 I	wrote	 to	you—since	 I	even	wrote	 the	word	“Mum.”
Over	 here,	 everyone	 says	 “Mom”	 and	 I	 nearly	 wrote	 that	 by	 mistake,	 but
when	I	used	to	write	 to	you	on	those	Friday	nights	with	Dad,	 it	was	always
“Dear	Mum.”

Do	you	know	how	long	it’s	been	since	my	last	letter?

I	 hate	 Penn	 Station	 at	 night	 and	 I	 hate	 this	 café.	 I	 hate	 that	when	 I	was
paying	for	my	coffee,	 the	guy	who	works	here	had	a	porno	magazine	open,
right	there	on	the	counter.

I	hate	that	Sergei	is	so	late.	He’s	never	this	late.

The	last	time	I	wrote	to	you	was	nearly	eleven	years	ago.	I	remember	that,
because	 it	 was	 the	 summer	 Aunt	 Ruth	 came	 over,	 the	 summer	 before	 the
accident.	 Before	 that,	 we	 used	 to	 write	 to	 you	 every	 Friday	 night,	 me	 and
Dad,	when	we	cleared	up	after	tea.	He’d	sit	in	his	seat	near	the	back	door	and
I’d	bring	my	chair	up	next	to	his,	so	close	that	sometimes	our	elbows	bumped.
My	letters	were	in	crayon	and	I	drew	you	pictures	as	well—I	filled	loads	of
pages.	He	took	ages	writing	his,	printing	out	the	words	in	black	ink,	his	face
concentrating.	His	letters	looked	nothing	like	the	way	he	talked—they	didn’t
match	him	at	all.

Sometimes,	 I	 read	mine	out	 to	him,	 even	 though	he	 said	 it	was	okay	 if	 I
didn’t	want	to	because	they	were	private.	He	never	read	his	out	to	me.	When
we	were	finished,	he’d	seal	them	in	a	narrow	blue	airmail	envelope	and	he	let
me	write	your	name	on	the	front,	before	he’d	fold	it	in	two	and	put	it	 in	his
cardigan	 pocket	 and	 say	 that	 he’d	make	 sure	 you	 got	 it.	 And	 even	 though
afterwards	I	was	allowed	to	have	a	Double	Decker	and	a	Coke	when	he	had
his	bottle	of	Guinness,	I	always	felt	sad	seeing	that,	the	bulge	of	letter	against
the	wool,	because	there	was	a	whole	week	to	go	before	we	could	write	again.

I’m	 seven	 the	 summer	 we	 stop	 writing	 and	 at	 first	 I	 think	 Dad’s	 only
messing.	 It’s	 the	Friday	 after	Aunt	Ruth	 leaves	 and	 I	 get	 the	 paper	 and	 the
envelope	 from	 the	 sideboard	 in	 the	back	 room	 like	 I	 always	do,	but	when	 I



come	into	the	kitchen,	Dad	is	sitting	there	with	his	Guinness	already	open.	He
shakes	his	head	and	says	we’re	not	doing	that	anymore,	that	it’s	a	stupid	thing
to	be	doing,	writing	to	someone	who’s	dead.	I	think	he’ll	change	his	mind	and
I	get	the	paper	and	envelope	the	next	Friday	too,	but	he	gets	annoyed	and	says
he	was	an	eejit	for	ever	starting	it,	and	I	hate	Fridays	after	that.

The	porno	man	is	walking	around	now,	straightening	chairs	and	cleaning	up
coffee	cups,	and	I’m	glad	there	is	a	lid	on	my	cup	so	he	can’t	see	it’s	empty.
There’s	a	glass	cabinet	up	by	 the	counter	 that	has	 loads	of	cakes	 in	 it	and	 I
wish	 I	had	money	 to	buy	a	muffin	or	a	black	and	white	cookie,	but	 they’re
$2.95	and	I	can	get	two	pizza	slices	for	that.	I’ve	already	spent	$2.50	on	this
notepad,	which	was	a	total	rip-off,	and,	anyway,	Sergei	will	be	here	soon.

I	always	knew	you	were	dead,	by	the	way.	I	always	knew	Dad	didn’t	post
the	letters.	He’d	already	told	me	you	were	in	Heaven,	just	like	he	told	me	that
you	 were	 from	America,	 from	 a	 place	 called	 New	York,	 and	 that	 one	 day
we’d	go	over	and	visit	together	and	see	all	the	places	where	you’d	lived	as	a
little	girl.	Before	we	stopped	writing	the	letters,	he	used	to	say	things	like	that
all	 the	 time,	 he	 used	 to	 talk	 about	 you	 all	 the	 time.	 But	 once	 we	 stopped
writing,	he	stopped	talking	too.

Before	then,	his	favourite	story	was	about	the	night	you	met,	when	he	was
playing	in	the	Meeting	Place.	It	was	a	Sunday	night	and	he’d	thought	about
not	going	because	 it	was	 lashing	and	he’d	nearly	stayed	on	 in	 the	Drop	Inn
instead	 of	 going	 into	 town.	 The	 whole	 way	 through	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the
session,	all	he	could	think	about	was	his	trousers	sticking	to	him,	still	soaking
from	the	rain,	and	that’s	what	he	was	doing	when	you	came	over	at	the	break
—lifting	the	damp	material	away	from	his	skin.	When	he	looked	up,	you	were
standing	 there	saying	something	about	a	drum,	and	he	couldn’t	 follow	what
you	were	talking	about	at	all,	until	he	realised	you	meant	his	bodhrán.

He	always	 tells	 the	story	 the	same	way,	about	how	you	were	smiling	and
talking	the	whole	time	and	he	felt	like	all	he	could	do	was	listen,	as	if	he	was
transfixed	by	you	or	something,	and	how,	suddenly,	it	was	time	for	the	second
half	of	 the	session	and	he	hadn’t	been	to	 the	 loo	or	 to	 the	bar	 to	get	a	fresh
pint	or	anything.	He	always	 laughs	at	 that	part	when	he	 remembers	how	he
was	bursting	so	hard	for	a	piss,	it	was	hard	to	concentrate	on	the	music,	and
that	between	that	and	trying	to	spot	you	in	the	crowd	to	make	sure	you	hadn’t
gone	home,	he	missed	his	cue	twice.



You	hadn’t	gone	home.	You	stayed	till	the	end	and	afterwards	you	sat	at	the
bar	 together	and	he	bought	you	a	fizzy	orange	and	you	talked	for	ages	until
your	friend	came	over	and	said	you	had	to	go.	You	kissed	him	on	the	cheek
when	you	said	goodbye	and	it	was	only	after	you	left	that	he	thought	that	he
should	 have	 asked	 you	 your	 last	 name	 or	 for	 your	 phone	 number	 or
something.	All	he	knew	was	that	you	were	from	New	York	and	that	you	liked
Irish	music	and	that	 that	was	why	you’d	come	to	Ireland	to	study	in	Trinity
for	a	year.

That’s	the	part	of	the	story	where	he	always	pauses—used	to	pause—to	get
a	fresh	Guinness	maybe,	or	to	light	a	cigarette.	And	then	he	tells	me	how	he
couldn’t	get	you	out	of	his	head,	that	the	whole	next	day	he	thought	about	the
next	Sunday	and	if	you’d	come	again,	even	as	he	was	telling	himself	a	young
one	like	you	would	never	be	interested	in	an	auld	fella	like	him.

But	he	didn’t	need	to	wait	until	the	next	Sunday,	did	he	Mum?	I’m	getting
to	 his	 favourite	 part	 of	 the	 story	 now,	 the	 Tuesday	 afternoon	 when	 he’s
wrapping	 up	Mrs.	Hannon’s	 three	 quarters	 of	 round	 steak	mince,	when	 the
bell	 tinkles	 and	 he	 looks	 up	 and	 you’re	 standing	 there	 behind	 her,	 bold	 as
brass,	smiling	that	smile.

I	 used	 to	 love	 that	 story.	 I’d	make	 him	 tell	 it	 over	 and	 over	 and	 the	 part
after,	 about	 how	 he	 closed	 the	 shop	 early	 and	 took	 you	 for	 a	 walk	 on	 the
beach	and	you	got	fish	and	chips	from	Joe’s.	I	loved	that	the	door	in	the	shop
was	the	same	door	you	touched,	that	the	tinkle	of	the	bell	sounded	the	same,
even	Mrs.	Hannon	with	her	mince	was	 the	same.	But	 I	was	a	kid	 then,	and
kids	 love	 stories.	 Now	 I’m	 seventeen—in	 two	 weeks	 and	 five	 days	 I’ll	 be
eighteen—and	I’m	old	enough	 to	know	that	stories	are	only	stories	and	 that
happy	beginnings	don’t	mean	happy	endings	and	that	when	people	are	dead,
they’re	just	dead.

And	 I’m	sure	Sergei’s	 fine.	He’s	probably	 fine,	 there’s	no	 reason	 to	 think
he’s	 not	 fine.	 It’s	 just	 that	 it’s	 4:42	 a.m.	 and	we	were	 supposed	 to	meet	 by
2:30	 at	 the	 latest,	 and	 the	 bars	 close	 at	 four	 and	he	 never,	 ever,	 goes	 home
with	any	of	them,	that’s	his	golden	rule.	And	even	if	something	has	happened,
it’s	not	like	writing	to	you	is	going	to	do	anything	about	it,	 it’s	not	going	to
change	it,	but	maybe	it	makes	me	feel	better	to	have	something	to	do,	maybe
filling	up	this	page	with	words	makes	it	easier	to	ignore	the	porno	man	staring
at	me	from	behind	the	counter	and	the	guy	outside	in	the	hallway	talking	to



himself	and	beating	 the	wall	with	one	hand	with	a	bandage	around	 it	 and	a
stain	that	could	be	blood.

If	you	were	here,	what	would	you	get	from	the	cabinet?	Would	you	choose
a	muffin	or	a	piece	of	coffee	cake	or	one	of	the	cinnamon	swirls?	Or	would
you	prefer	a	cookie?	The	cookies	are	huge,	much	bigger	than	in	Ireland,	and
even	bigger	than	they	are	in	Florida.	They’d	probably	take	longer	to	eat	than
the	muffin	would.	Would	you	get	halfway	through	and	push	it	away	and	say
you	were	 full?	Or	 finish	every	 last	bit	and	 lick	 the	crumbs	off	your	 fingers,
the	 way	 I	 always	 do?	 Did	 you	 miss	 New	 York	 food	 in	 Ireland	 the	 way	 I
missed	Irish	food	in	Florida?	Did	you	already	know	that	Tuesday	you	walked
into	Dad’s	shop	that	you	might	stay?	That	you	might	marry	him?	That	you’d
never	come	back	here	again?

These	are	the	small	things	and	the	big	things	that	I	want	to	know.

Rhea



Columbia	University,	New	York	
23rd	April	1999	

5:46	p.m.

Dear	Mum,

I	 only	 noticed	when	 I	wrote	 the	 date	 on	 this	 letter	 that	 it’s	 been	 over	 three
weeks	since	the	university	results	were	all	sent	out.	Three	whole	weeks.	After
all	this	waiting,	it’s	fifty	kinds	of	crazy	that	there	could	have	been	an	envelope
from	 Columbia	 University	 with	 my	 name	 on	 it	 on	 the	 hall	 table	 in	 Coral
Springs	for	the	past	 three	weeks.	I	wonder	if	Aunt	Ruth	has	opened	it.	I	bet
she	has.	She	knows	my	future	before	 I	do—not	 that	 it’s	my	future	anymore
anyway,	so	I	suppose	it	doesn’t	matter.

Sergei	finally	showed	up	last	night,	by	the	way,	with	a	roll	of	dollars	he	lifts
out	of	his	pocket	like	someone	from	a	gangster	movie.	When	I	ask	him	where
the	hell	he’d	been	and	what	he	 thought	he	was	doing	 leaving	me	all	on	my
own,	he	smiles	his	perfect	smile	and	says	he’d	been	“swept	up	by	some	yank”
and	that	he’ll	buy	me	McDonald’s.

I	don’t	say	much	while	we	eat	our	Big	Macs,	so	he	knows	I’m	annoyed.	To
make	it	up	to	me,	he	pays	for	a	room	in	some	hotel	on	Eighth	Avenue.	It’s	a
dump—the	hotel—but	 they	only	charge	us	half	price	because	 it’s	nearly	six
o’clock	 by	 then,	 and	 I’m	 so	 tired	 I	 don’t	 even	 care	 about	 the	 stain	 on	 the
bedspread	 or	 the	 dip	 in	 the	 mattress	 that	 means	 we	 keep	 rolling	 into	 each
other.

When	the	chambermaid	shouts	through	the	door	at	half	eleven,	it	feels	like
the	middle	of	 the	night	 and	Sergei	 shouts	back	 at	 her	 in	Polish.	She	 shouts
something	 back	 in	 another	 language	 and	Sergei	 starts	 cracking	 up	 and	 I	 do
too.	He’s	like	Dad—when	he’s	in	a	good	mood,	it’s	hard	to	stay	mad	with	him
for	long.

We	met	at	the	Y,	Sergei	and	me,	not	even	three	weeks	ago	but	it	feels	like
we’ve	 always	 known	 each	 other.	 And	 in	 case	 you’re	 thinking	 he’s	 my
boyfriend	or	something,	he’s	not.	He’s	gay,	you’d	know	as	soon	as	you	saw
him.	That’s	how	we	met,	some	big	black	guy	was	giving	him	hassle	outside
the	 bathroom	 at	 the	 Y—he	 had	 him	 up	 against	 the	 wall,	 saying	 he	 wasn’t
going	to	share	the	shower	with	some	faggot—and	I	went	over	and	tapped	the
guy	on	the	back.



It’s	not	 like	 I’m	 really	brave	or	anything.	Aunt	Ruth	 is	 always	 telling	me
not	to	get	involved	in	other	people’s	business,	but	sometimes	I	can’t	help	it.
You	should	have	seen	his	face,	the	black	guy,	when	he	turns	around	and	sees
it’s	only	a	girl—a	short	girl,	with	only	one	arm	instead	of	two.	He	stares	at	the
place	my	arm	should	be	and	 I	want	 to	cup	my	stump,	but	 I	don’t.	 Instead	 I
stand	up	 taller	 and	 tell	 him	 to	get	his	hands	off	my	 friend.	Sergei’s	not	my
friend	yet,	but	the	guy	doesn’t	know	that.	He’s	not	scared	of	me	or	anything,
but	 he	 doesn’t	 know	what	 to	 do	with	 a	 girl	 involved	 so	 he	 just	 laughs	 and
gives	Sergei	a	final	shove	before	he	walks	away.

Sergei	smiles	and	blows	his	hair	out	of	his	eyes	and	I	see	that	they’re	dark
brown—like	your	eyes—and	they’re	shiny,	like	he	might	have	been	going	to
cry.

“Thank	you,”	he	goes,	all	formal,	with	a	little	bow.

“No	problem.”

“What	happened	to	your	arm?”

He	asks	straightaway.	Most	people	don’t	ask.	That’s	one	of	the	things	I	like
about	Sergei,	how	he	always	says	what’s	on	his	mind.

“I	lost	it	in	’Nam,”	I	go.	“Dirty	war.”

He	laughs	and	asks	me	if	I	want	to	go	for	a	beer	with	him,	so	I	do.

It’s	 nice	 having	 someone	 to	 talk	 to,	 even	 though	 he	 does	 most	 of	 the
talking,	which	 is	 fine	 by	me.	That	 night	 he	 tells	me	 that	 he’s	 been	 in	New
York	since	January,	that	he	came	here	from	Warsaw.	He	says	he’s	twenty-one,
but	I	don’t	know	if	I	believe	him	because	the	barman	doesn’t	ID	either	of	us.
He	tells	me	he	can’t	get	a	proper	job	because	he	has	no	visa,	but	I	don’t	know
if	I	believe	that	either	because	a	few	days	later,	we’re	passing	this	restaurant
near	Grand	Central	and	he	says	he	had	a	job	there	waiting	tables	for	a	week
before	they	fired	him	for	being	late	two	days	in	a	row.

I	hate	that	he	tells	me	that,	because	then	I	know	the	visa	thing	is	a	lie,	and
because	I’d	love	a	job	in	a	restaurant	like	that	and	if	I	got	one	I	wouldn’t	be
late,	even	by	one	minute.	No	one	will	give	me	a	job	because	they	don’t	think
I’ll	be	able	to	wait	tables,	to	serve	customers,	to	do	anything	with	only	a	left
arm.	 I’ve	 tried	 everywhere,	 every	 restaurant,	 every	 bar,	 even	 a	 butcher’s	 I
found	on	a	scummy	block	on	Ninth	Avenue,	but	they	all	look	at	me	like	I’m



fifty	kinds	of	crazy	that	I	think	they	might	hire	me.	I	tell	them	that	I	worked	in
Cooper’s	 restaurant,	but	 this	 is	New	York	and	 they	don’t	care	about	Florida
and	no	one	has	ever	heard	of	Coral	Springs.	No	one	listens	long	enough	for
me	to	tell	them	I	was	the	quickest	busser	in	the	place,	how	I	had	tables	cleared
down	 and	 set	 up	 again	while	 the	 other	 lazy	 asses	were	 hanging	 out	 by	 the
waitress	station	talking	about	what	to	spend	their	 tips	on	before	they’d	even
made	any.

At	times	like	that	I	wish	I’d	brought	the	stupid	prosthetic	with	me,	instead
of	leaving	it	on	the	floor	of	my	room	in	some	“up	yours”	gesture	to	Aunt	Ruth
and	Cooper.	Don’t	get	me	wrong,	I	don’t	miss	all	 those	stupid	straps,	and	it
would	make	working	way	harder,	but	maybe	someone	wouldn’t	notice	until	it
was	too	late	and	they’d	offer	me	a	job.

It	was	Sergei’s	 idea	 that	we	should	move	out	and	live	on	the	street.	What
was	 it	 he	 said?	 “Pitch	 our	 wits	 against	 the	 city.”	 Something	 like	 that.	 My
money	was	 running	 really	 low	anyway,	 I	wouldn’t	have	been	able	 to	afford
another	 week	 at	 the	 Y.	 And	 he	 made	 it	 sound	 like	 fun,	 like	 it	 was	 an
adventure,	 a	game	 that	we	could	be	 in	 together—which	we	are	most	of	 the
time,	except	when	we’re	not.

We	do	our	own	thing	during	the	day	sometimes,	even	when	he’s	not	in	the
bars.	We’re	not	joined	at	the	hip	or	anything.	My	favourite	thing	to	do	is	to	go
on	the	subway.	The	first	day	I	got	the	map,	it	was	horrible	because	it	wasn’t
the	 same	 as	 the	 one	 on	my	 bedroom	wall,	 the	 one	 that	 used	 to	 be	 yours.	 I
wished	I’d	taken	it	with	me,	even	though	it	was	tearing	really	badly	along	the
folds	 and	 the	 sun	 had	 faded	 the	 top	 half.	 Two	 of	 my	 favourite	 lines	 have
changed—the	AA	is	 just	 the	A	and	the	RR	is	 just	 the	R—but	I’m	used	to	 it
now,	the	new	map.	It’s	not	that	different	really.

I	 can	 spend	 hours	 on	 the	 subway,	 once	 I	was	 on	 it	 nearly	 all	 day.	 Sergei
came	with	me	one	time	last	week,	but	he	was	bored	after	twenty	minutes	so
now	I	go	on	my	own.	I	like	it	on	my	own.

These	are	the	things	I	like	about	going	on	the	subway:

1.	For	$1.50	you	can	ride	it	all	day	and	go	anywhere	in	New	York.
2.	You	can	sleep	and	no	one	cares.	The	E	train	is	the	best	for	sleeping	and	if

you	get	one	of	the	corner	seats,	like	I	did	today,	you	can	sleep	for	a
couple	of	hours	sometimes	with	no	one	bothering	you.



3.	One	of	my	favourite	things	is	when	you	see	another	train	in	the	tunnel,	a
whole	carriage	of	other	people	next	to	you,	or	sometimes	the	front	of	the
train	with	the	letter	lit	up—a	big	yellow	Q	floating	out	of	the	dark,	like
Sesame	Street.

4.	 I	like	watching	the	people	in	the	carriage—the	books	they’re	reading	and
what	they	wear.	I	imagine	them	getting	up	in	their	apartments	all	over
New	York,	taking	those	clothes	from	hangers	and	drawers	and	putting
them	on,	not	knowing	they	would	end	up	here	with	all	these	other	people,
just	for	a	few	minutes,	a	group	that	will	never	be	the	same	again.

5.	Most	of	all,	the	thing	I	like	best	about	the	subway	is	that	I	get	to	play	my
game	in	real	life.	I	made	up	the	game	when	I	was	ten,	using	your	map.
It’s	easy,	you	just	have	to	choose	two	stops	with	your	eyes	closed,	and
when	you	roll	the	dice	that’s	the	most	transfers	you	can	make	to	get	from
the	first	stop	to	the	second	one.	Lisa	never	liked	playing,	she	said	it	was
boring,	and	then	when	I	changed	it	so	you	got	more	points	for	using	more
lines,	she	said	that	wasn’t	fair	because	you	couldn’t	see	half	the	stations
anymore	and	I	had	an	advantage	because	I	remembered	them	all.	After
that	we	didn’t	play	much	but	I	played	on	my	own	sometimes,	at	night
when	Dad	was	out,	and	sometimes	I	played	it	in	bed,	even	when	the
lights	were	off,	even	when	I	could	only	see	the	map	in	my	head.	I	bet	if
Lisa	was	here	now,	she’d	get	it,	I	bet	she	wouldn’t	think	it	was	boring
anymore.

Do	you	like	making	lists?	I	do.	Lists	are	like	the	subway—you	can’t	get	lost
in	a	list.

Today,	I	got	out	at	116th	Street,	on	the	1	Line.	You	know	where	that	goes.
That’s	where	 I’m	writing	 from—Columbia	University.	 It’s	not	my	first	 time
here—I	 came	 on	 Wednesday,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 come	 inside	 the	 gate.	 I	 don’t
know	why—I	 got	 off	 the	 train,	 like	 normal,	 go	 up	 the	 steps	with	 everyone
else,	just	like	normal,	but	when	I	get	to	the	top,	right	outside	the	gate,	I	stop.	I
just	stand	there	on	the	sidewalk,	watching	people	go	in	and	out	the	gate,	down
the	main	 path	 or	 along	 the	 red-brick	 ones	 on	 either	 side,	 up	 the	 steps	 into
buildings	 that	 I’ve	 read	 about	 in	 their	 brochure.	 I	 stand	 there	 and	 I	 try	 and
move	but	it’s	like	my	body	won’t	let	me	move	any	closer,	so	after	twenty-five
minutes	I	get	back	on	the	train	to	go	and	meet	Sergei.



Today,	 I	walked	 through	 the	 gate.	 I	made	 a	 kind	 of	 run	 at	 it	 and	walked
really	 fast	 looking	 straight	 ahead	 so	 I	 wouldn’t	 have	 to	 think	 about	 it.	 I
walked	past	J-School	and	Hamilton	Hall	like	they’re	any	old	buildings.	And
now	I’m	sitting	on	a	bench	outside	the	Butler	Library	where	your	book	Will
You	Please	Be	Quiet,	Please?	 is	now	 twenty	years,	 five	months,	and	 fifteen
days	 overdue.	 Right	 now,	 it’s	 in	 my	 backpack	 next	 to	me,	 along	 with	 two
pairs	 of	 jeans,	 my	 navy	 Champion	 hoody,	 three	 T-shirts,	 five	 pairs	 of
knickers,	 four	 pairs	 of	 socks,	 one	 bra,	 and	 my	 sketchpad,	 which	 I	 haven’t
looked	 at	 since	 I	 left	 Florida.	 Fifty	 thousand	 times	 a	 day	 I	 kick	myself	 for
taking	that	and	forgetting	my	Discman	and	my	CDs.

The	book	is	one	of	the	only	clues	I	have,	along	with	the	subway	map	and
the	two	photos	of	you	that	Dad	gave	me.	Not	that	it’s	much	of	a	clue.	There
are	no	notes	inside,	no	turned-down	pages.	Did	you	even	read	it?	And	if	you
did,	which	 of	 the	 twenty-one	 stories	was	 your	 favourite?	Did	 you	mean	 to
steal	 it	 or	 did	 it	 come	 to	 Ireland	 with	 you	 by	 accident,	 hidden	 in	 your
luggage?	I’ve	read	them	over	and	over,	those	stories,	and	I	want	to	love	them
but	I	don’t	 love	them.	If	you	want	to	know	the	truth,	I	don’t	even	like	them
really.	I	don’t	get	most	of	them—nothing	happens,	no	beginning,	no	middle,
no	end.	They’re	kind	of	like	life,	not	like	stories	at	all.

Do	you	want	to	know	about	the	two	photos	I	have?

1.	The	first	one	is	of	you	taken	here.	I	know	it	was	taken	here	because	it	says
“Columbia,	1978”	on	the	back	in	loopy	writing	in	blue	pen	that	Dad	says
was	your	writing.	The	ink	is	faded	now	and	I	keep	it	in	a	Ziploc	bag,
inside	the	Raymond	Carver	book,	so	I	won’t	wear	away	any	more	of	it.

If	it	wasn’t	for	the	writing,	I	wouldn’t	know	where	it	was	taken—it’s
just	a	close-up	of	your	face,	you	can’t	see	the	background.	You’re	very
pretty,	smiling	and	young-looking.	I	wish	I	knew	when	in	1978	it	was
taken.	It	looks	like	the	autumn	or	winter.	You	were	born	on	23rd
November	1959,	so	if	it	was	before	that	you	are	eighteen	and	if	it	was
after	that	you	are	nineteen.	I	think	you	are	eighteen.	I’m	nearly	eighteen
but	you	look	nothing	like	I	look.	Our	hair	is	the	same	colour,	but	yours	is
straight	and	brown	and	clips	your	chin	and	mine	is	only	stubble	since
Sergei	shaved	the	rest	of	it	off	except	for	the	long	part	at	the	front.	And
your	eyes	are	brown,	like	Aunt	Ruth’s	eyes,	and	mine	are	blue,	like
Dad’s.	You	have	this	amazing	smile,	it’s	a	really	real	smile,	almost	a



laugh.	Your	mouth	is	a	bit	open.	It’s	not	a	fake	camera	smile.	You	are
wearing	a	polo	neck	in	the	photo	and	something	with	a	cream	collar.	I
decided	that	it’s	a	trench	coat,	am	I	right?	Did	it	have	those	funny	things
on	the	shoulders?	Did	it	have	a	belt?	Who	took	the	photo?	Who	made
you	laugh?

2.	 I	can	never	decide	which	photo	I	prefer.	I	love	the	Columbia	one	because
you’re	happy	in	it.	I	like	the	second	one	because	we’re	both	in	it,	like	it’s
proof	that	we	were	on	the	same	planet	together	for	a	while,	even	though
it	wasn’t	all	that	long.	But	I	wish	it	was	taken	somewhere	else	instead	of
on	the	beach	in	Rush.	Dad	probably	took	it	and	he	must	have	had	shaky
hands	because	it’s	a	bit	blurry,	but	you	can	make	us	out,	just	about.
You’re	wearing	a	black	bikini	and	your	skin	looks	really	white.	Your	hair
is	longer	than	in	the	Columbia	photo—down	to	the	top	of	your	bikini
straps—and	your	sunglasses	are	huge,	blocking	most	of	your	face.	I’ve
got	a	bucket	in	one	hand,	a	spade	in	the	other,	and	I’m	wearing	a	huge
red	sunhat	so	you	can’t	see	my	face	properly	either.

Did	you	have	other	photos	that	Dad	got	rid	of	afterwards?	I	think	you	must
have	 had	 some	 of	 your	 family	 or	 friends	 or	 something,	 but	 the	 only	 other
photo	 I	 have	 is	 part	 of	 a	 newspaper	 clipping	 of	 your	 dad	 and	 his	 business
partner	at	that	awards	ceremony.	Your	dad	doesn’t	look	like	you,	at	least	not
in	this	photo—he’s	not	properly	smiling,	only	a	half-smile,	and	he	looks	very
serious,	standing	there	holding	the	plaque	they	won.	At	first,	I	thought	it	was
weird	 that	 the	other	man	was	sitting	down	while	your	dad	was	standing	up,
until	I	noticed	he	was	in	a	wheelchair.	You’d	only	know	it	was	a	wheelchair
because	your	dad’s	hand	that’s	not	holding	the	plaque	is	resting	on	the	handle
at	the	back.	The	wheelchair	man	has	a	bigger	smile	than	your	dad—it’s	a	kind
smile	and	he	looks	happy	to	have	won	the	award.	He	must	have	been	looking
right	into	the	camera	because	it’s	like	his	eyes	can	look	out	and	see	me,	right
from	the	photo.	The	caption	says:	“Commercial	property	partners	Cal	Owens
and	 Jerry	 Davis	 are	 recognised	 for	 their	 role	 in	 redeveloping	 Upper
Manhattan.”	Underneath,	it	talks	all	about	these	new	buildings	that	are	zoned
and	planned	and	 it	has	a	quotation	 from	Mr.	Owens	but	not	 from	your	dad.
You	must	have	been	proud	of	your	dad,	for	you	to	have	kept	that.

I	thought	there	were	more	photos.	I	was	sure	I	remembered	a	blue	packet	of
them—square	 ones	 with	 white	 borders.	 I	 was	 sure	 I’d	 find	 them	 when	 I
cleared	out	the	top	part	of	Dad’s	wardrobe,	which	is	why	I	insisted	on	doing



it,	even	though	Aunt	Ruth	offered	a	million	times.	But	I	didn’t	find	anything
at	all.	Apart	 from	his	winter	 jumpers,	 there	was	only	a	Hendrix	 tape	with	a
broken	 case,	 three	 plastic	 combs,	 and	 an	 out-of-date	 driving	 licence.	 I	 was
throwing	them	all	in	a	black	plastic	bag,	along	with	his	trousers	and	shoes	and
the	Homer	Simpson	tie	I	got	him	one	Christmas,	when	Aunt	Ruth	came	in	and
asked	me	again	if	she	could	take	over.	When	I	said	no,	she	sat	on	the	bed	and
said	she	knew	it	was	an	upsetting	thing	to	do,	which	just	shows	that	she	didn’t
know	me	at	all,	because	I	wasn’t	upset.	I	was	fine.

It’s	 funny	how	it	seems	like	forever	ago—clearing	out	 the	house	 in	Rush,
putting	 it	up	 for	 sale—when	 it’s	not	even	 two	years	yet.	Would	you	 think	 I
was	fifty	kinds	of	crazy	if	I	told	you	that	sometimes	I	forget	that	Dad	is	dead?
That	sometimes	I	think	he’s	still	back	there,	in	Rush,	which	I	suppose	he	is,
except	he’s	in	Whitestown	Cemetery	next	to	Nana	and	Granddad	Farrell	who
I	never	met,	and	his	little	brother	who	died	when	he	was	only	four.

Did	you	get	the	train	to	Rush	that	Tuesday	or	did	you	take	the	bus?	I	think
you	took	the	train.	Sometimes	I	imagine	you,	Mum,	walking	down	that	road
from	 the	 station,	 all	 the	way	 into	 the	 town.	 It’s	 a	 long	walk.	What	 kind	 of
shoes	had	you	on?	Did	your	feet	hurt?	Were	you	nervous?

You	 would	 have	 walked	 past	 Whitestown	 and	 I	 wonder	 if	 you’d	 have
stopped	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 gravestones	 and	made	 up	 stories	 about	 the	 dead
people’s	 lives—but	maybe	 it’s	 only	me	who	 does	 things	 like	 that.	 If	 you’d
been	buried	there	too,	if	you	had	a	dash	in	between	23rd	November	1959	and
some	date	 in	 June	1984,	 I	might	 have	gone	 there	 to	make	up	 a	 story	 about
your	 life	 too.	 It	 might	 have	 been	 nice,	 something	 to	 do	 after	 we	 stopped
writing	to	you,	but	you	didn’t	have	a	dash	because	you	weren’t	buried	there.
You’re	not	buried	anywhere—because	they	never	found	your	body.

This	bench	is	cold,	I	can	feel	it	through	my	jeans.	And	the	lights	just	flicked
on,	which	means	 it	won’t	 be	 long	before	 the	 rats	 are	out.	This	 is	 the	part	 I
hate,	when	 it’s	dark	enough	 for	 them	 to	come	out	 and	bright	 enough	 to	 see
them.	It	was	around	this	 time	last	week	in	Central	Park	when	this	huge	one
ran	out	from	under	a	bench,	right	in	front	of	me,	its	long	tail	slinking	across
nearly	the	whole	path.

I’m	not	going	to	call	Aunt	Ruth,	I’m	never	going	to	call	her,	but	seeing	a	rat
like	that	would	make	you	think	about	it,	just	for	a	second.



If	I	called	now,	Laurie	might	answer.	She’d	be	home	from	soccer	practice
by	 now.	That’s	 if	 she’s	 back	 at	 soccer,	 but	why	wouldn’t	 she	 be?	Cooper’s
hardly	going	to	make	her	stay	home	from	school	and	everything.	He’ll	want
life	to	get	back	to	normal	as	soon	as	it	can,	like	it	was	before	I	came.

I’m	meeting	 Sergei	 at	 the	 pizza	 place	 at	 Port	Authority.	 Slices	 are	 $1.50
everywhere	but	 this	 is	 the	best	place	because	 the	 slices	 are	bigger	 and	 they
give	 us	 pepperoni	 for	 the	 same	 price	 as	 plain.	 One	 time,	 this	 guy,	 some
tourist,	bought	me	and	Sergei	an	extra	slice	each,	and	Sergei	ate	his	 in	 four
seconds	but	I	wanted	to	save	mine.	Sergei	laughed	at	me	smushing	the	pizza
up	into	my	pocket	in	a	napkin,	just	like	he	laughed	at	me	the	time	I	suggested
saving	our	money	and	going	to	a	soup	kitchen	instead.	But	later,	on	my	own
in	Penn	Station,	I	was	glad	I	had	that	pizza,	smushed	up	or	not.

I’ll	write	more	later.	Or	tomorrow.	Maybe	I	will.	The	problem	about	writing
is	that	I	start	to	remember	things	I	want	to	tell	you.	And	sometimes	the	things
I	remember	are	the	same	as	the	things	I	want	to	forget.

Your	daughter,	
Rhea



King	Street,	New	York	
24th	April	1999	

11:52	p.m.

Dear	Mum,

We	have	an	apartment!	Me	and	Sergei!	Well,	it’s	not	really	our	apartment,	it
belongs	 to	Michael—this	Wall	 Street	 guy	 Sergei	 was	with	 two	 nights	 ago.
Last	night,	he	asked	Sergei	to	stay,	and	Sergei	said	he’d	only	stay	if	I	could
stay,	so	we	did.	Michael	lives	somewhere	else	on	the	weekends,	and	we	were
meant	to	leave	this	morning	when	he	was,	only	it’s	raining	and	Sergei	starts
bitching	about	having	nowhere	to	go,	so,	eventually,	Michael	takes	a	key	off
his	key	 ring	and	 tosses	 it	 at	him	and	says	 that	everything	had	better	be	 just
like	he	left	it	when	he	gets	back.

We	 don’t	 leave	 all	 day	 and	 it’s	 brilliant—both	 of	 us	 on	 the	 black	 leather
couch,	 clicking	 through	 the	 channels,	 eating	 fried	 rice	 and	 pork	 dumplings
that	Sergei	ordered	and	blueberry	Pop-Tarts	we	found	in	the	freezer	as	a	kind
of	 dessert.	 A	 Law	 &	 Order	marathon	 is	 on	 and	 Sergei	 loves	 it	 too,	 even
though	he’s	never	seen	it	before.	Everything	is	perfect,	until	we	hear	the	key
in	 the	 door	 and	 then	Michael’s	 standing	 there,	 with	 his	 hands	 in	 the	 back
pockets	of	his	jeans,	saying	he’s	decided	to	stay	in	the	city	after	all.

This	couch	is	okay	for	a	couch	but	shit	for	a	bed	and	I	don’t	have	a	blanket
or	anything.	Law	&	Order	is	still	on,	I’ve	turned	it	up	so	I	won’t	hear	Michael
and	Sergei	in	the	bedroom,	but	it’s	one	I’ve	seen	before	and	I	can’t	get	into	it.
Olivia’s	comforting	this	woman	whose	daughter	was	murdered	and	she’s	been
crying	in	every	scene	in	the	episode.

Aunt	Ruth	was	always	on	about	crying,	after	Dad	died.	It	seemed	like	those
first	few	weeks	in	Rush,	she	was	always	manipulating	it	into	the	conversation
—all	 this	 stuff	 about	 crying	 and	 grieving.	 She	 tries	 to	 be	 subtle,	 as	 if	 it’s
general	 chitchat,	 as	 if	 I’m	 stupid	 and	 don’t	 know	 she’s	 talking	 about	me.	 I
don’t	really	say	anything	back	and	it’s	a	couple	of	days	before	we’re	due	to
leave	when	she	finally	comes	out	straight	and	says	it.	I’m	on	the	floor	in	my
room,	sketching	one	of	 the	stones	 I’ve	picked	up	 from	the	beach,	when	she
comes	up	to	my	door	and	knocks	on	it,	even	though	it’s	already	open.

“Hey	there,”	she	goes.	“What	are	you	doing?”



It’s	pretty	obvious	what	 I’m	doing,	so	I	don’t	answer	her,	 I	don’t	 look	up
even,	just	keep	adding	in	shading	on	the	underside	of	the	stone.

“You	want	anything	to	eat?”	she	goes.

“No	thanks.”

“Cookies	and	milk?	Some	toast	maybe?”

My	eyes	flick	between	the	stone	and	my	drawing.	“I’m	grand.”

I	hear	her	move	and	I	think	she’s	going	to	leave	but	when	I	glance	up	she’s
only	rearranged	herself	against	the	door	frame,	her	arms	folded.

“How	are	you	doing,	Rhea?	You	know	…	about	your	dad?	You’ve	hardly
said	a	word	about	what	happened.	I	haven’t	seen	you	cry	once.”

There’s	a	pause,	no	sound.	My	pencil	moving	on	the	paper,	a	dog	barking
outside.

“You	know	you	can	always	talk	to	me	about	him	…	if	you	want	to.”

That’s	 when	 I	 look	 up	 properly.	 One	 hand	 is	 still	 across	 her	middle,	 the
other	is	pulling	down	her	fringe.

“Why	would	I	want	to	talk	to	you	about	him?	You	two	hated	each	other.”

Her	eyes	go	big.	“Why	would	you	say	that?	I	didn’t	hate	your	father,	honey.
You	know	that’s	not	true.”

“Honey.”	It	sounds	so	fake,	just	like	those	cards	she	used	to	send	with	the
fakest	messages	inside.	The	messages	that	sounded	hilarious	when	Dad	put	on
his	ridiculous	American	accent	and	read	them	out.

“Maybe	you	didn’t	hate	him—but	he	hated	you.”

She	makes	 that	 face	 then,	 you	know	 the	 one	with	 the	 twist	 in	 her	mouth
when	she’s	 trying	not	 to	cry?	I	 feel	guilty	for	a	second,	until	she	makes	her
face	hard	again	and	rolls	her	eyes.

“I	don’t	know	why	I	bother,	Rhea,	I	really	don’t,”	she	says,	and	shakes	her
head.	 I	 go	 back	 to	my	 drawing	 and	when	 I	 look	 up	 again,	 the	 doorway	 is
empty	and	I	can	hear	the	sitting-room	door	slam.

Sometimes	I	wonder	what	would	have	happened	if	I	hadn’t	said	that,	things
like	that,	but	I	couldn’t	help	it.	Lisa	said	I	was	mean	to	her,	but	it	was	okay	for
Lisa.	Her	biggest	problems	were	liver	for	dinner	on	a	Monday	night	and	how



to	 sneak	 her	 sister’s	 jeans	 into	 the	 wash	 without	 her	 noticing	 she’d	 worn
them.	She	annoyed	me	then,	Lisa,	she	was	supposed	to	be	my	best	friend	but
those	few	weeks	she	was	always	sucking	up	to	Aunt	Ruth—bringing	her	over
a	lemon	for	her	tea	and	asking	her	to	show	her	how	the	breakables	should	be
wrapped	for	the	shipping	company.	Not	that	much	got	shipped,	most	of	it	was
sold	or	thrown	away.	It	was	funny	how	quickly	the	house	changed.	You	think
a	house	is	permanent,	a	home,	but	it’s	not.	It	only	takes	a	couple	of	weeks	to
clear	 it	 all	 out	 so	 there’s	 only	 carpet	 and	 bare	 walls	 left	 and	 it’s	 ready	 for
someone	else’s	life.

The	couple	next	door	are	fighting	now.	Screaming.

She	screams	first:	“You	never	loved	me	the	way	you	loved	her!”

Then	him:	“Fuck	you!”	Louder.	“Fuck	you!”

Something	smashes.

Fighting	 or	 fucking,	 that’s	 all	 people	 seem	 to	 do	 in	New	York.	You	 hear
them,	all	over	the	place,	having	rows	on	the	subway	and	in	the	street	and	in
McDonald’s.	They’ll	cry	anywhere	too,	they	don’t	care	who	sees.	At	least	in
Ireland	we	only	have	rows	at	home.

I	didn’t	want	to	fight	with	Lisa	on	that	last	night.	I’m	not	even	sure	why	we
were	fighting,	except	that	she	kept	going	on	about	how	her	mum	could	drive
me	 and	Aunt	 Ruth	 to	 the	 airport	 instead	 of	 us	 getting	 a	 taxi.	 She	went	 on
about	 it	 for	 the	 whole	 walk	 down	 to	 the	 harbour	 and	 back	 around	 by	 the
beach.	She	didn’t	get	that	I	didn’t	want	any	more	time	to	say	goodbye,	that	I
wanted	to	skip	to	the	part	where	I	was	already	gone.

On	the	plane,	I’m	really	quiet.	Aunt	Ruth	doesn’t	know	I’ve	never	been	on
one	before	and	I	don’t	tell	her.	It’s	not	as	if	I’m	scared	or	anything,	I	always
used	to	want	to	fly	back	to	America	with	her	when	she	visited,	until	I	didn’t
anymore.	As	 soon	 as	we	 sit	 down,	 I	 put	my	headphones	 on	 and	 pretend	 to
sleep	 and	when	 I	 open	my	 eyes	 she’s	 sleeping	 too.	 She	 sleeps	 through	 the
meal	so	I	eat	hers	as	well	as	my	own	and	fall	asleep	properly	then,	so	it’s	not
until	we	get	to	Orlando	and	take	the	second	flight	to	Fort	Lauderdale	that	we
have	 to	 talk	 at	 all.	 In	 the	 taxi	 to	 Coral	 Springs,	 she	 fills	 up	 the	 space	 by
chatting	a	mile	a	minute	about	Cooper	and	Laurie	and	how	they’re	dying	to
meet	 me,	 and	 how	 we’re	 all	 going	 to	 go	 for	 lunch	 tomorrow	 to	 one	 of
Cooper’s	 restaurants.	 She	 talks	 so	 fast	 there	 is	 no	 room	 for	 me	 to	 say



anything,	so	I	just	sit	there	as	the	taxi	driver	leaps	from	one	lane	to	another,
his	driving	as	jerky	as	all	her	talking.

When	we	pull	in	through	the	gate,	the	house	is	just	like	I	pictured
—low	and	white	with	a	semicircle	driveway.	The	front	door	is	open	already
and	there’s	Laurie,	standing	on	the	porch	steps	in	bare	feet,	one	on	top	of	the
other.	 Cooper	 is	 behind	 her,	 both	 hands	 on	 her	 shoulders.	 The	 first	 thing	 I
notice	 about	 him	 is	 his	 slicked-back	 hair.	 He’s	 smiling,	 Laurie’s	 not.	 Her
blonde	hair	covers	one	of	her	eyes	and	she’s	sucking	a	strand	of	it	 in	a	way
that	makes	her	look	really	babyish,	and	I	wonder	then	if	I	got	her	age	wrong
and	she’s	not	fifteen	at	all.

“Here	we	are,	honey.	Home	sweet	home,”	Ruth	goes,	her	voice	shrill.	She
brushes	her	fringe	down	before	she	opens	the	car	door.	I	feel	a	blast	of	heat.
“Coop!	Laur!	Look	who’s	here!”

I	 reach	 over	 to	 open	 my	 door,	 get	 out.	 The	 sun	 reflects	 off	 everything,
making	me	squint.	It	feels	like	it	is	seeping	into	my	black	Hendrix	T-shirt,	my
Docs,	like	they	have	no	place	here.	Like	they	will	be	the	only	black	items	in
their	white	home.

Aunt	Ruth	is	paying	the	taxi	driver.	Before	I	can	get	my	backpack	from	the
boot,	Cooper	is	already	there,	still	smiling.

“I	got	that,”	he	says,	lifting	it	from	me	easily	with	big	hands.	He	gives	me	a
quick	half	hug	with	the	arm	not	holding	the	backpack.	A	strand	of	his	slicked-
back	hair	comes	loose.

“Laurie!”	he	calls.	“Laurie,	come	and	meet	your	new	sister!”	He	says	that,
actually	says	that,	I	swear	I’m	not	making	it	up.	At	first	I	think	it’s	a	joke,	that
he’s	being	ironic,	but	his	smile	hasn’t	changed,	it’s	still	the	same,	fixed.	You
can’t	 smile	 for	 that	 long	and	have	 it	be	 real.	Laurie	 comes	over	 slowly,	her
feet	in	flip-flops	now	that	she	slides	across	the	grass.	She’s	still	chewing	her
hair,	holding	it	with	one	hand,	the	other	making	a	visor	on	her	forehead.	Even
through	the	shadow	on	her	face,	I	see	her	eyes	are	a	piercing	blue.

“Hi,”	she	says	 in	a	 flat	 tone,	 so	 I	know	she’s	bored	with	me	already.	She
drops	the	hand	holding	her	hair	and	reaches	it	out	formally	for	me	to	shake.
Too	late,	she	realises	her	mistake	and	her	expression	changes—the	two	blue
eyes	widen,	two	white	teeth	press	down	on	her	lips.



I	know	what	to	do—I’ve	been	doing	it	all	my	life.	I	take	it	with	my	left	and
shake	it,	even	though	we’re	not	really	shaking,	more	like	holding	hands.	Right
before	she	lets	go,	I	notice	how	cold	her	fingers	are.

“I’m	Rhea.”

She	nods.

“I	 guess	 you	 knew	 that,”	 I	 say.	 “I	 suppose	 not	 too	 many	 Irish	 strangers
show	up	at	your	house	on	a	Saturday	morning.	And	the	ones	that	do	probably
have	two	arms.”

As	soon	as	I	say	it,	I	hate	myself.	She	doesn’t	crack	a	smile	and	then	I	hate
her	more.	I	hate	the	way	she	looks	at	me	for	a	second	before	she	turns	away.	I
hate	 her	 shoulders,	 bony	 through	 her	white	 T-shirt.	 I	 hate	 the	 slap	 her	 feet
make	against	her	flip-flops	as	she	slouches	back	towards	the	porch.

Cooper	and	Aunt	Ruth	are	watching	us	 from	 the	doorway,	 the	 rest	of	 the
luggage	 stacked	 up	 on	 the	 porch	 next	 to	 them.	The	 taxi	 drives	 towards	 the
gate,	indicates,	slows.	The	back	door	is	inches	away	from	me.	I	could	reach
out,	open	it,	throw	myself	in	and	lock	it.	But	there	is	nowhere	I	can	ask	him	to
take	me.

“Come	on	in	out	of	the	heat,”	Aunt	Ruth	calls,	“Cooper’s	made	brunch!”

If	 you’d	 asked	 me	 then,	 Mum,	 what	 I	 thought	 of	 Laurie,	 I’d	 have	 been
definite.	I’d	have	said	I	hated	her.	Maybe	I	was	right	to	hate	her.	Maybe	the
first	 time	 you	 see	 a	 person	 is	 how	 they	 really	 are,	 and	 maybe	 everything
afterwards	is	all	just	pretend.

That’s	the	kind	of	thing	I’d	ask	you	about,	if	you	were	really	here.

Rhea



King	Street,	New	York	
25th	April	1999	

5:02	p.m.

Dear	Mum,

Michael	 left	 this	morning,	early.	He	said	his	sister	was	having	a	christening
party	and	he	had	 to	go.	Sergei	 thought	he	was	 joking,	 that	he	was	going	 to
come	back	and	surprise	us	with	breakfast,	but	I	didn’t	care	when	he	didn’t.

I’m	just	happy	to	have	the	bed	for	a	while,	even	if	I	have	to	share	it	with
Sergei.

Sergei’s	asleep	again.	It’s	funny	how	someone’s	face	looks	different	when
they’re	 sleeping.	 His	 looks	 younger,	 like	 he	 could	 be	 seventeen	 or	 even
sixteen,	and	he	looks	like	a	girl	with	his	long	eyelashes	and	the	shape	of	his
lips.	 There’s	 no	way	 he’s	 twenty-one.	 I	 don’t	 believe	 that	 any	more	 than	 I
believe	 his	 parents	 are	 going	 to	 come	 over	 and	 visit	 once	 he’s	 settled	 in	 a
place	of	his	own.

We	had	our	first	fight	earlier—nearly	a	fight—but	I	 think	it’s	okay	now.	I
didn’t	want	to	snoop	through	Michael’s	drawers	in	the	first	place.	Everything
was	 so	 tidy—his	 shirts	 and	 T-shirts	 and	 boxer	 shorts—and	 Sergei	 wasn’t
putting	things	back	properly,	even	though	he	thought	he	was.

We	find	the	money	in	the	middle	drawer—a	clip	of	it,	folded	tight,	 inside
the	hood	of	a	grey	sweatshirt	 that	says	“Florida	State”	on	the	front.	I	find	it
and	Sergei	snatches	it	from	my	hand.

He	whistles,	like	someone	in	a	film.	“How	much	do	you	think	is	here?”	he
goes.

“I	don’t	know.”

“Come	on,	Irish	bullhead—guess!”

He’s	been	calling	me	that	for	a	few	days,	since	I	wouldn’t	let	him	help	me
lace	up	my	Docs.

“I’ve	no	idea.	Five	hundred	dollars?”

He	 lays	 it	 out	 on	 the	 bed,	 like	 Monopoly,	 only	 real.	 There	 are	 eight
hundreds,	four	fifties,	nine	twenties	and	one	five.	One	thousand,	one	hundred



and	eighty-five	dollars.	Sergei	whistles	again.	“What	would	you	spend	all	that
on?”	he	goes.

I’ve	only	ever	seen	that	much	money	in	Cooper’s	restaurant	at	night,	when
he’s	cashing	out	the	till.

“I	don’t	know.”

“Come	 on,	 Rhea—a	 thousand	 dollars,	 you	 must	 have	 some	 idea?	 An
airplane	ticket	to	Ireland?”

“No!”	I	blurt	that	out	and	I	sound	really	definite,	more	definite	than	I	knew
I	was.

“Why	not?”

There	are	loads	of	reasons	why	not.	Fifty	reasons,	more	than	fifty.	There	is
nothing	here,	but	there	is	less	there.	Less	than	nothing.	I	shrug.

Sergei’s	 not	 waiting	 for	 an	 answer	 anyway.	 He’s	 lying	 back	 on	 the	 bed,
staring	at	 the	ceiling.	“I’d	buy	a	skateboard—a	Birdhouse.	And	a	surfboard,
I’d	learn	to	surf.	And	a	jet	ski!	I’ve	always	wanted	to	jet	ski!”

That	 would	 all	 come	 to	 way	 more	 than	 one	 thousand	 one	 hundred	 and
eighty-five	dollars	but	he	is	rolling	over	now,	on	the	bed	on	top	of	the	money,
and	he	looks	so	excited	I	don’t	want	to	be	the	one	to	stop	him.

“I	know,”	 I	go.	“I’d	get	a	new	Discman.	And	CDs.	All	my	Hendrix	ones
again,	and	Eminem.	I’m	going	crazy	without	music.”

“Come	on,	Rhea.”	He	keeps	rolling	till	he	gets	to	the	edge	of	the	bed.	One
of	 the	hundreds	 falls	on	 the	 floor.	 “A	 thousand	dollars’	worth	of	CDs?	You
can	 do	 better	 than	 that!	 There’s	 got	 to	 be	 something	 awesome—something
you’ve	always	wanted.”

Sergei	 sounds	 funny	when	he	 says	American	words	 like	 “awesome.”	My
brain	is	thinking	that	but	my	mouth	says	something	different.

“I’d	pay	for	a	private	detective	to	find	where	my	mother	lived.”

He	stops	mid-roll	and	pushes	himself	up	on	his	elbows.	I’ve	never	talked	to
him	 about	 you	 before.	 He	 claps	 his	 hands.	 “I	 knew	 it!	 I	 knew	 you	 had
something.	A	secret!”

“Come	on,	let’s	put	the	money	away.”
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