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Three Flowers







Part 1


Chapter 1




For a long time, I’ve wanted to get away. Tomorrow, we go to London, Fitz and me. He came to the house earlier today, to meet Milla and Alice. It wasn’t awful; he made it not awful.

We’d agreed four o’clock at the Turlough Parade stop. It’s a longer walk to the house from there, but Griffith Avenue is nice with the trees in full leaf and there were things we might’ve talked about. Catching sight of his brown suede jacket, his long legs stepping down from the bus, the half-smile that reminded me we’re in this together. Turning into Glandore Road, I saw the cul-de-sac of semis through his eyes: redbrick lower half; pebble-dashed upper half; squat bay windows; Milla’s Fiesta parked like a shiny black insect on the driveway. Turning the light on as we came into the hallway to reveal its flocked bottle green wallpaper and the heavy mahogany console table laden with silver trinkets.

In the living room, a tray was set out with the blue and white Wedgwood, a fruit cake with a few generous slices already cut and a plate of Ginger Snaps. It’s a cluttered room with ornaments and knick-knacks on every surface, mirrors, pictures and photographs on the walls. Alice stood by the window, back to the room, one hand flat against a pane of glass that reflected her greying hair and blank face.

Milla bustled in. ‘Hello, hello. I thought I’d heard you come in.’ Taking Fitz’s outstretched hand and pressing it between her palms. ‘Lovely to meet you—at long last.’ 

We sat and I saw Fitz watching Milla as she walked to the window and whispered to Alice, taking her arm and bringing her to sit with us. He smiled, reaching his hand across the coffee table to introduce himself to Alice, but she was doing that clicking thing with her tongue, her eyes darting from the tray to the window. It was awkward, but Milla kept things moving with the offer of tea and cake.

‘That’s lovely,’ Fitz said, pointing to a side table. ‘Is it the same engraver as the clock in the hallway?’ 

‘It could be. They were both my mother’s—Caitlin’s grandmother. She had a great eye for the craftsmanship and the quality, you know? I like to dabble, I potter around the antique shops and markets, go to the odd house auction, see what I can pick up. You can be lucky—that porcelain figurine up there, the girl with the yellow skirt.’ She nodded to the alcove. ‘That’s from the Dunmore House sale last year. There were some beautiful pieces, very high-end.’

‘You don’t see much of that these days.’

Milla’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you know much about antiques yourself?’

‘Not really, my mother collects too, porcelain and glass mostly.’ I followed his eyes to the narrow shelves in the alcove, remembering his parents’ front room and the floor-to-ceiling glass cabinets weighed with beautiful objects.

Milla snorted. ‘Ah now, I wouldn’t say I’m a collector.’ 

‘You seem to enjoy it, that’s what matters.’

She nodded.

I’d always assumed Milla bought those quaint, ornamental knick-knacks as a tithe to the house, because this was granny’s house, and now it’s Milla’s, because she never married, and it houses Alice and me since we moved here, because Gerry left, and Alice couldn’t look after me. I felt I needed to say this, to explain the clutter and oddness, but Fitz was oblivious, one hand draped across the carved back of the chair, the other nestling a cup and saucer snug on his lap. I was aware of the size and the length of him, the space he took up in this room of ornaments and women.

Milla’s hair like a black helmet, she must have done a Clairol rinse last night; it can take a few washes to soften. I was thinking this when Alice stood, pulling her cardigan across her chest, still making the sound with her teeth as she walked out. Milla gave us a tight smile.

‘Leave her go. She’s not herself today.’

To my mind, that was a complete result; there had been a slim chance Alice might’ve sat there calmly, but it was more likely she’d have had one of her vagaries and I didn’t want him to have to see that. Not now. As he chatted away to Milla, I thought how tomorrow he would probably say to me: Your aunt is lovely. He might even say: Your mother seems harmless enough.

Later, I was blushing as he landed a goodbye kiss full on my lips, in front of Milla. Then he kissed Milla on the cheek. ‘Don’t be worrying about her now, I’ll look after her. It’s going to be great.’ 




The late sun stretched across the back garden like a pink blade. Milla handed me a saucer to dry.

‘He seems like a good lad.’ Her cardigan sleeves rolled up and the yellow rubber gloves, always too big for her small hands, filling with air. ‘Nice of him to say that, about looking after you.’ She was nodding as she rinsed a teacup, then distractedly washed the same one again. ‘Would you say you’re in love with him?’ 

‘I’d say I am.’ 

‘You don’t sound so sure.’

‘No. I am. I’m sure of it—as sure as I’ve been about anything.’ 

‘In your whole life? All twenty-two years of it?’ She chuckled. After a few moments her hands stopped moving. ‘You don’t need to be sure you know—not yet. There’s not much in life you can be sure of anyway, that’s the truth of it.’ 

I took the teacup from her, feeling like I should be telling her I was sorry for something but not sure what.

When we had put away the dishes, she handed me an envelope with a wedge of banknotes inside.

‘Ah Milla, you didn’t need to do that.’

‘It’ll tide you over until you find your feet. I feel better knowing you have a bit of money with you. He’ll have his funds, I’d say. And now you have yours.’

I pressed my finger and thumb along the top of the envelope. It was generous of her; she’d already paid for my flight and the new clothes. ‘Thank you. I’ll head up and finish packing.’

‘Yes, you do that love.’

I was on my way out of the room when she said, ‘She’d approve—your mammy, I mean—if she was herself, I’d say she’d like him.’ 

I felt that mattered more to Milla than to me, but I nodded and gave her a smile anyway.

Jeans, t-shirts, a couple of black skirts and old white blouses, because it’ll be waitressing or temping work to begin. I’ve only used this suitcase once, Coláiste Chamuis, Carraroe, three weeks of full immersion in the Irish language. I was fifteen. I knew nothing, but I made sure I learned, watching the other students, listening to their chat. That’s when I decided I needed to get away, and now Fitz has made that easy for me. There might be other reasons for going to London, but he is the one that matters. I love him. I’m sure of that, I just didn’t know how to explain it to Milla. This isn’t some skittish, fleeting thing. It’s been eight months. I can talk to him; I tell him things. I’m braver because of him, because of us together. Brave enough to do the thing I most want to do: to leave here, to get myself away. How could I tell Milla that?

I first saw him in the library last October. It was a Wednesday morning, I’d been to O’Mahony’s critical theory tutorial, and when I got to the library someone else had taken the desk I favoured, ignoring the pile of books I’d left there overnight. Tucked into a corner on the second floor, the desk faced a large sash window so I could catch a moment of cloud, or blue, or rain, and block out the world behind me.

Oblivious to my glare, the guy stayed put. I had to take another desk that day, the one behind, and all day I was irritated by him, by his casual ease. Odd to think he was unknown to me then, a stranger. Taking in the lengthy lean of him, his languid yawns, the light touch of his fingertips to the page, as though he was trying to imbue something of himself to the text rather than the other way around.

I came in early the next day to claim my desk, but he was earlier, wafting tobacco and spearmint, a biology tome already fanned open. At regular intervals he took himself off for a smoke or coffee, unfolding himself like a carpenter’s ruler as he rose to leave. My eyes followed the line of his gangling walk, bashful and haughty. When he was gone, I imagined his friends, desert-booted lads like himself, and long-fringed girls called Izzy and Zoe in Doc Martens and black miniskirts, inhaling Silk Cut Blues reverently.

When he returned, he’d hold the back of the chair, as though to anchor himself. I’d imagine his inner battle then, fending off the diversions that vied for his attention, holding my breath until he sat, legs stretched and ankles crossed, torso remoulded to a hillock hunch. Then it was the same ritual every time, pens and pencils arranged in some private order, nudged upward with his thumb, downward with a touch of his index finger, the tome adjusted to accommodate elbows and pens, pens and elbows, until finally, he settled. It was like the wind dropping away; I could eye him properly then. I got no work done.

The following Monday morning, I was first past the issue desk. A fresh quiet in the air, different to the pulsing hum that hovered when the place was busy. I took back my desk, but it made no difference to my concentration, all morning I listened for the scratch of wood on wood behind me, and once I heard it, I looked around, despite myself. He gave me a pained grin like he’d stubbed his toe. It was enough. When he left the library later, I followed, all the way to The Buttery.

‘Are you stalking me?’ His smile was teasing this time.

‘I’m getting a coffee.’ Patting my pockets, remembering my wallet, in my bag, in the library, I turned to rush back for it, but he placed his hand on my arm.

‘I’ll shout you, no worries. I’m Fitz by the way. Nicholas Fitzsimmons.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘But I go by Fitz.’

‘Thanks. I’ll pay you back. I’m Caitlin. What is it you’re studying so hard for?’

‘Medicine. Third year. I’m repeating the year because I enjoyed it so much the first-time round. You?’

‘English Lit. Doing my finals.’

He tapped his cigarette pack before offering me one. I accepted because there were only so many coffee breaks you could take, but you could have a smoke every hour, and there was something about the way I’d seen him tuck his hair behind his ears and place a cigarette there.

‘Why English?’ 

‘I like novels and poems, and learning about the people who write them—and there was nothing else I really wanted to study so…’ 

‘Do you write yourself?’ 

‘No.’

‘Must be nice to be studying something you enjoy.’ 

‘I can’t imagine spending four years doing something I didn’t enjoy.’

‘No.’ He pushed the sleeves of his cardigan up and leant forward, his forearms on the table. I had a strong urge to lower my head and press my lips to the dark hairs on his pale skin.

Are you in love with him, do you think?

I still have that urge to reach for him, to touch him, to pull him to me and feel his arms around me. In a bar. Across a room. On the other side of the bed. The way he half-closes his eyes when he’s concentrating. And when he stretches, the long line of his torso, the soft skin of his stomach where his t-shirt rides up. This is how we are together. Bug-eyed and fascinated, unsated.

He loves me. The first time he said it, I was confused by how I felt; it was almost painful to hear him say those words, I wanted to pull away, to leave, but at the same time I could have punched the air, my heart felt as though it was filling. Now he says it all the time, like he’s telling me the sun has come out, or that he’ll be having jam on his toast today. For me though, there’s still that rawness, that sweet pain. What Milla said sounded like something else entirely, something transient that blows in and out.

When we were leaving the Buttery that first time, he said: ‘Can I see you tomorrow?’ Can, like a plea. And when we met the next day, he asked me about the desk, whether I had proprietary notions towards it. At first, I let on I didn’t know what he was talking about.

‘Admit it, you were fuming, weren’t you?’ 

‘No.’

‘I was hoping you’d say something, give me the boot, tell me to bugger off—anything. You were hovering over, I could feel your breath firing.’ 

‘I’m not a feckin’ dragon.’

‘You were annoyed though, right? And you didn’t say anything.’ I could give him that much. ‘Well, it worked, you noticed me.’ He lowered his voice, grinning. ‘And I couldn’t take my eyes off you.’ I didn’t know where to look. Words stripped bare, laid down. Naked words. I realised then I wanted something to happen between us. I kiss you and the world begins to fade. God knows why Yeats came to me.

For another two weeks, we danced this dance. Me waiting for the scratch of his chair and his breath on my ear: Coffee? Smoke? Hours spent together in the Buttery, him sitting so close to me that his hand would brush mine and I’d think: he will, he won’t. I should, I shouldn’t. Doing my best to match his easy manner but feeling taut inside like a greyhound in the starting traps. I woke up for him. I dressed for him. The day started when I saw him.

On the fourteenth of November, we were walking across Front Square, the cobblestones slick with dampness, the sky, dense and heavy, as he hummed a tune and smiled to himself, he stopped, took his hands from his pockets and pulled me towards him. He wrapped his arms around me, pausing to look at me with that half-smile as he bent his head and pressed his lips to mine.

The world shrank to that spot where we stood and something started rising in me: pure joy, that he wanted this too, that it was happening finally, that this was him kissing me. The feeling of him all around me like the air on my skin. Like I was caught. And hoping to stay caught. His beat, his smell, his heat, his breath. Every bit of me was awake to him. All my fly-away parts, held in by him. Never let this end. Let the rain come, let the rain go, just hold me. And another feeling too, but barely formed, blinking, tucked in alongside, sitting quietly next to the joy: a small sliver of sadness that I’d never known this feeling before.

I opened my eyes to the smile on his lips, to the smokey sky and shifting layers of cloud. Laughing aloud, because really, none of us knows a thing, we’re all waiting and guessing and hoping.

‘What’s so funny?’ he said.

‘Eh, that maybe?’

‘Yeah. That. I guess.’ 

Fine droplets on his shoulders, on his dark hair, shining. A lecturer walked by, mumbling under his umbrella. A girl from my tutorial group gave me a quick wave as she passed.

It was the end of waiting and the start of something, of being wanted and held. Whatever kisses had come before were just faces planted together, mine and whoever’s, lips and tongues connecting, in a pub, a club, on a sofa. This was different. Did it feel different for him? I wondered and worried about that; I still do.

 ‘Are you good? Are you okay? It’s chilly, right?’ He took my hand and placed it into his jacket pocket.

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.’ 

‘Will you come with me somewhere? It’s not far. There’s something I want to show you.’

I followed him. Down Pearse Street, past the stacks outside Johnston’s bookshop, the fogged-up windows of Season’s café, the barber’s red and white swirl. The reflections of my flushed face, my bedraggled hair, frizzing from the rain. We took a left into a terraced road that ran down towards the Liffey, away from busy streets and into the still air that hung over half-derelict houses until we came to a laneway and a warehouse door. Inside, he pressed me against the door, his lips on mine, the metal cold on my back. Catching his belt hoop and pulling him closer, but he was off up the stairs.

A small square landing with a roof light, another door unlocked and pushed open, a light switch flicked. The room was wide but not deep, there were only a few steps to double-height windows that framed the river. A sharp smell of turpentine layered with cigarettes, the drip of a tap, the ordered chaos of palettes and soaking brushes and drying rags. An artist’s studio, his friend’s perhaps, borrowed so we could be together. I reached for him, but he stepped aside, as though to give me a better view.

Beneath the light bulb hanging from the rafters, a canvas was stacked on a wooden easel, a portrait of an old man in a tweed cap, arm resting on a fence. Shadow and light danced across the crevices of the man’s weathered face.

‘Where are we? What is this place?’

‘My studio.’

‘Yours?’ 

Hands stuffed in his jean pockets, he nodded.

I laughed, then covered my mouth.

Canvases were stacked against the wall, beneath the windowsill, behind the door. Sketch sheets stuck to the window and books piled high on the ledge. He was an artist? It made sense, the way he noticed things: the sun shooting through the stained-glass windows of McDaid’s and hitting his pint; the changing leaves of cadmium, filigree gold, yellow ochre, colours I’d never heard of; the shades of a winter sky that had seemed uniform to me but for him held both winter white and graphite. It was in his fingers, too; the way he moved his hands and the way he touched me.

He scuffed his shoe against the floorboard and asked if I liked his painting. I told him that I did, I liked it a lot.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, it’s beautiful. It captures something—the light.’ I needed better words. That Gertrude Stein book, what was it she said about viewing art? ‘It makes me think of the land, the hardship of the land, and something lost, maybe. A way of life. Nostalgia for that. It’s the man’s story, his toil and the toll that’s taken, but there’s the bigger story too.’

He smiled then.

I was flicking through his sketchbook, perhaps later that afternoon, or another afternoon, turning the pages while the kettle boiled, seeing his pencil sketches, page after page of a single leaf, then pages of the human form: a closed fist; an open palm; an eye socket; an ageing mouth. Then me. A pencil drawing of me, in profile, with strands of hair across my brow and a frown line of concentration. Dash marks across my cheekbone where the lead had been softened by his fingertips.

Like me. I have been softened too.


Chapter 2




Milla stands at my bedroom door nodding towards the suitcase on the bed.

‘Are you all set so? Did you pack enough light clothes? It’s always a good few degrees warmer over there in summer—and it’ll be colder in the winter, much colder. Will you bring your winter stuff?’

There’s a question underneath her words: How long will you be gone? She’s asked me this once but we avoid it now because it leads to the other questions that trouble me, and her too presumably: Is it because of Alice that I’m leaving? Or is it something separate, to do with needing independence and growing up? Either way, is it an awful selfish thing of me to do, to leave my incapacitated mother in the care of her sister, or is that the prerogative of a twenty-two-year-old? And all this being in love, is it real or a ruse to justify me leaving? 

‘Will you be wanting this with you?’ She holds up my denim jacket. ‘I put it out on the line this morning. Be sure to air your clothes properly in London, won’t you?’

‘We’ll probably use a launderette.’

Milla grimaces. ‘In that case, get the clothes folded as soon as they’re out of the dryer. If you smooth and fold them in nice sharp lines, it’s almost as good as ironing.’

She comes to sit on the end of the bed. ‘You’re not packing all these books, are you? There are libraries and bookshops in London you know.’

O’Brien; Shelley; Faulkner; Woolf. These books have been friends to me. The Country Girls has to come to London, the trilogy. And Elizabeth Bowen. I love re-reading The Heat of the Day but The Death of the Heart is more devastating. Maybe Alice B. Toklas; I should read Stein again. I’ll bring Light a Penny Candle too, for the comfort of it.

Milla thumbs the corner of the envelope that protrudes from her apron pocket. She takes it out, looks at it, and puts it back in her pocket. It was in June last year the letter came saying Our Lady’s was shutting down, that they would be closed by the end of August.

‘We’ll look after her,’ Milla had said, nodding and pressing her hands. ‘She’ll come home to us, and we’ll look after her.’ All this expressed in a gush of relief, as though she’d been waiting a long time to say it, as though it was something she owed Alice and could finally make good on. I was eleven when Alice went away. A decade is a long time; I felt more owed than owing.

Now, she puts her hand back into her apron pocket.

‘What’s in the letter Milla?’ 

‘Oh, nothing. I don’t want to be bothering you with it.’

‘Give it here, let me have a read.’ The health board is offering Alice a place at a new care home, St Brigid’s. ‘That could work, couldn’t it? Dundalk isn’t so far.’

‘It’s an hour in the car.’

I give the letter back to her. ‘Well, you know what I think.’ 

She purses her lips. ‘Have you got bedlinen with you? Two sets?’

‘I’m sure Fitz’s cousin left the beds made up before he went away.’

‘Does he have a name at all, this cousin whose place you’ll be staying at?’

‘Sam.’

‘Well, Sam might not want you using his bedlinen.’

‘He won’t be there. He’s in New York—I’ve told you all this.’

A little later, I hear her in Alice’s bedroom. ‘Come on now, take them—please. If you have them with the warm milk, they go down easier.’

‘I don’t like them.’

‘But they’re the same ones as always.’

‘You’re trying to poison me. That’s what you’re trying to do.’

‘Alice, you know that’s not true.’

What does Alice know? Does she know this house, does she recognise her room as her childhood bedroom? Would it matter if she didn’t take her tablets? For years she was gone and now that she’s back, I’m leaving. I can’t wait to get away from the sounds and the smells of her, from the reality of having her here in the house all the time, because it’s easier to forget someone when they’re not around, to tell yourself that they don’t care, or matter.

Alice roars now. ‘Not the blue one.’

‘That’s to help you sleep. You know you feel better when you’ve had a good night’s sleep.’

Every night it’s the same.

It was one evening last September, a few weeks after Alice had come back to live with us, that Milla asked me to watch her for the evening. She sat there, glued to the television, mouth moving with shadow words, speckles of spit on her chin. I had to look away because she made me feel sick and I was ashamed of myself for that.

Make sure you get the tablets into her. Thorazine and lithium were the names I remembered from when I was young, but it was a different cocktail these days.

Waiting at the bathroom door as she washed her face and teeth, the knobbly curve of her spine as she bent over the sink. Faded pink flowers on her nightdress, down to pale bony ankles. Toenails cut neatly; did Milla do that for her these days? A memory came to me then of the bathroom in Belton Park Road, a bottle of Mary Quant, Bloody Mary sitting on the shelf, lid half-unscrewed. It had sat there for months. Every morning before school, washing my teeth to the waft of nail polish, wondering if I should twist it closed.

She worked the toothbrush around her mouth, rinsed, rinsed again, then she dampened a flannel and with closed eyes rubbed it across her forehead, nose, cheeks, chin, down her neck and behind each ear. Milla said she wasn’t to be left alone, not for a moment, only when she was asleep could I leave her. She drew a towel across her face and dropped it from her hand as she walked past me.

Do you see me, Alice? Do you know who I am? 

She sat on the edge of the bed. The hair at her temples was still damp. ‘What about my hot water bottle?’

I patted the bedspread. ‘It’s in there.’

‘It’s not too hot?’

‘No, it’s how you like it.’

‘I don’t want a burn. I don’t want a burn on my skin.’

‘Yeah. No, I know. We don’t want that. Don’t worry, I’ve checked.’ It was the most we’d said to each other since she came home.

‘Goodnight.’ I flicked the light switch by the door.

‘Nighty-night. Sleep tight.’ She waited for the reply Milla gives her, a ditty from their childhood.

‘Don’t let the bed-bugs bite.’ I said, the floorboards creaked as I left the room.

‘My Feis Maitiú medal—where is it? Is it in the drawer? I got the bus to town that day all on my own. Beaumont Road to Church Street. You were doing your Leaving Cert. Remember?’

I was quiet. It was Milla she was talking to.

‘Collinswood, Celtic Park Road, Donneycarney Church, Mount Temple School, Griffith Avenue…’ 

What did it matter if she could remember things from when she was a child, it didn’t mean she could remember the things I remember.

Walking from the bus stop yesterday, he was smiling at me and swinging my arm.

‘What’s up with you?’

‘I’m thinking about the first time we… you know. Do you remember?’

‘Course I remember. What made you think of that?’

‘I have a lead on a studio in London and I was thinking I’ll have to get us a mattress.’

‘Fitz, we’ll be living together, we won’t need to do it on the floor in your studio, we’ll have a bed. Our own bed.’ 

‘You know me though, always keen. A mattress at the studio could be useful…’




The first time we were together was three days after that kiss in Front Square, we were at his studio again, his mouth on mine with a fresh urgency, his tongue pressing and eager.

‘Do you have something, you know, for us to use?’

He nodded, striding to the cupboard, and pulling out what looked like a sleeping bag. Unrolled, I saw it was a mattress, tufted, navy and white striped ticking, flung onto the floor like a picnic rug.

‘You sleep here?’ 

‘Yeah, sometimes.’ 

We shimmied off our boots and socks, his hand went to the button on my jeans. Jesus. We were going to have sex here, on the floor, in the middle of the cold bright day. I had goosebumps all over as I pulled the jumper over my head, black bra, brand new and worn in hope for the past few days, unclipped, shrugged off. I had imagined this moment, I wanted it.

‘Come here, I’ll warm you up.’ He held me against him, to the warmth of his chest and breath. A blanket from somewhere was wrapped around us, wool with a musty, appley smell. He took his time then, with his hands and words. ‘Is this okay?’, ‘Do you like this?’ And the answer was yes, from every part of me, yes. The line between us blurred as fingers and tongues touched and explored. He paused, lingered, and I ached for him to be inside me. Weeks I had waited for this. A box of condoms pulled from the drawer next to the sink. ‘Put it on for me, will you?’ Oh God. I hadn’t done that before. ‘You just hold here, at the top. See?’ His hand there. And my hand on him. A smile, each.

Lying back and pulling him to me until he was inside me, finally. 

‘Hang on a sec…’ I winced. ‘That’s a bit sore, could you…’ 

‘Sorry, should I…’

He pulled his hips back and I shifted myself underneath him more. ‘Yeah. That’s fine. It’s good now.’

‘You sure?’

Feeling his eyes on me, the room bright and open all around, and his face right there, above me, his breath on mine. There was nowhere to hide; somehow that was okay.

Afterwards, lying on the mattress with the sunlight shining in on us, on our cold feet. Maybe this was what it was meant to be like, sex as something that intensified what you already had with a person, not just the inevitable end to a drunken night with a lad you might fancy, or not. An altogether different thing to the awkward fumbling I’d known before.

He lit a cigarette and lay back, exhaling smoke loops. ‘You good?’

‘I’m grand.’ I smiled, turning onto my stomach and leaning on my elbows to look around the room, the tall windows, the flaking paint on the ceiling high above. ‘Do you ever paint models? Like do people ever come here and pose for you?’ 

‘No, not so much. I’d paint you though.’

‘That’s a great line—I bet you use that on all the girls.’ I worried then if this was true, if the mattress had seen a fair bit of action.

He shrugged.

‘How come you have this place?’ 

‘My mother’s idea. She gets why I need to do this. My old man doesn’t; he thinks it’s a hobby.’

‘He wants you to be a doctor?’

‘Yep.’ He stubbed out the cigarette butt and flicked it towards the wastepaper basket, missing, but only just. ‘It’s not a hobby though, not something I can take or leave.’ He exhaled. ‘It’s hard to explain.’

 I pulled the blanket over me and was quiet a moment. ‘I’ve no clue what I want to do when I graduate. Teaching maybe. I reckon I could be an academic.’

‘What do your folks think?’

‘I told you, they’re not around. My father died a few years ago, from a heart attack. He’d walked out when I was eleven and he’d been working abroad for years before that. Alice has been sick a long time, since before he left—since before I was born, I think.’ 

Cold air rushed in as Fitz lifted the blanket and tucked it around me. ‘That sounds rough.’

‘It was fine. There was a time when I was nine or ten when it was a bit hairy—he was away and she was going off the rails. I didn’t have anyone… you know, looking after me. He left for good and it got worse, then we moved in with Milla.’ I picked a woollen thread at the edge of the blanket. ‘A few bad things happened around then. Alice needed help.’

‘Why do you call her Alice?’

‘It’s what she wants to be called.’

He put his hand on my stomach and left it there, warm against my skin, rising and falling as I inhaled and exhaled. As the sunlight came and went behind clouds, I found my breath slowed to match the gentle shunting of white puffs. ‘I read this book a while ago, by Gertrude Stein, it’s a memoir of her lover’s life. They were these two wealthy American women living in Paris at the turn of the century, patrons to the likes of Picasso and Matisse. I’m going to read it again, but for the art this time, to understand that part better.’

He gave me a curious smile.

The next day he bought Jansen’s History of Art for me, the hardback, eight hundred pages. The binding squeaked; the ink smelt sharp and fresh.

‘Thank you. I’ll pay you back for it.’

‘Why would you do that? It’s a gift.’

I frowned. ‘I’d prefer to give you the money for it.’

‘Surely I can buy my girlfriend a gift when I want to?’

His girlfriend. Humming inside then with happiness. I opened the book to the index page and frowned. ‘What’s the best way to approach this? Read the whole thing through, or dip in and out by topic?’

‘Start at the beginning maybe?’ Shaking his head, grinning at me. ‘You like to make things difficult for yourself, don’t you?’

Sitting on my bed now, with my clothes and books neatly packed into the suitcase, Alice’s whine comes through the bedroom wall, and then Milla’s voice in a low murmur.

I rub a palm down the length of wallpaper behind the bedhead searching for a lifted edge. I used to like finding a small tear along here. I’d pull a little, and then a little more, pale pink roses tearing to expose an arc of cream paint. Inching thin strips of paper away and worrying them between my fingers. Wide-eyed nights and stretching mornings, feeling along the wall for the fray, catching it between finger and thumb. Searching, catching, pulling. Sometimes, by the light of day, I was appalled by the damage I had done. The only thing that comforted me was to read a few pages of Pride and Prejudice or Emma, both of which Milla had given me. I had read and reread them.

The room has been repapered since but I can see a loose corner there by the skirting board. It would pull away neatly. I could move the bedside table a little to the right and no one would notice.

Fitz asked me why I call her Alice but I’ve never told him.

I was eleven. It was an Easter weekend, and we were meant to be visiting her at Our Lady’s. She’d been in there a few months by then and I’d only been to see her once. Milla had bought a Battenberg cake to take with us. Just before we left, there was a call to say they were short-staffed and could we possibly take Alice home with us for a couple of days instead. In the car, Alice had an odd smile, like she was watching the St Patrick’s Day parade. Once home, everything fascinated her: the net curtains; the armrest covers; even the canister of furniture polish I’d accidentally left on the mantelpiece.

She moved slowly around the living room, her chalk-stick arms folded across her chest like she had to protect herself from something. Did she not remember the house? It was only later when I was eating a slice of the cake, a finicky task because I didn’t like marzipan or pink sponge, I realised what people mean when they say someone isn’t all there. On the outside, Alice looked the same: her cardigan hung off her shoulders, but it was the same cardigan; her hair was pulled back in the same way; she was wearing the same lipstick, but there were bits missing, I could tell. She had a marzipan outline and pink sponge inside, but other parts were gone. She wasn’t all there. And when I said Mam and tapped her arm to get her attention, she looked at me and said, I’m Alice. My name is Alice.

Milla said to go along with it, that it was less confusing for her. I tried calling her Mam a few times again after that, but she never responded, she didn’t even look up. It was because of the electro-therapy and the new drugs that didn’t agree with her.


Chapter 3




I’m searching through my bedside drawer for the passport photos of Liv and me. There we are, in the photo booth pulling faces, she’s wearing her knitted blue beanie. I remember her crouching to look in the little mirror, arranging the hat and fixing her hair around her face. She says I’m to take these with me and use them as a bookmark so I don't forget her. As if.

Milla will be busy with Alice a while yet, so I go downstairs and dial Liv’s flat. Sitting on the bottom stair, hoping she picks up.

‘I thought you’d be busy packing?’

‘It’s a small suitcase.’

‘I’d say that’s killing you.’

‘It is. I’ll have to get my winter wardrobe shipped over separately,’ I say in a posh voice.

‘Ha! I bet you’ve packed a load of books though, haven’t you? You’re such a nerd Bailey.’

When I started at secondary, Liv would wait for me at the corner of Glandore Road and we’d walk to school, she said it was because her mother made her, why else would she be seen hanging out with me?

Even when I started at Trinity, I’d be sitting in the library, staring out the window and wondering if Liv was running late for her shift at Tinto’s, rushing the greasy pavement with a plastic shopping bag held over her hair, tying an apron, fixing herself an espresso. More than once, I thought about going there to catch her on her break, knowing she’d be standing under the corrugated lean-to out back, dragging on a Marlboro Light, strands of hair catching her lip gloss. When I was fifteen, and she was seventeen, seeing Nail polish + Perfume scrawled on the back of her hand, and being so impressed, imagining her heading to the chemist after school, testing new shades of Rimmel and pestering the woman behind the counter for samples of Poison.

Milla comes down the stairs now, lips pursed, arms folded. I mouth Liv’s name and point to the phone. She nods and closes the living room door behind her.

‘How was it with Fitz at yours this afternoon?’ Liv asks.

‘Better than I thought it’d be. He was good with them.’

‘Course he was. I'd say he's delighted to have you going over to London with him.’

‘He says he is but…’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?

‘I don’t know. I forgot to do that thing last night, you know, drinking the pint of water before bed and I’ve been feeling odd all day. I’m not sure if it’s a hangover or nerves.’ The clock on the wall ticks loudly.

‘Look, you’ll be grand—London is like Dublin, just bigger.’

How does she know? ‘I bet you there’ll be no jobs and I’ll be back here by September, applying to Galway for that teacher training course.’ Down the telephone wire, I hear her tap a pack of ciggies, flick her lighter, inhale deeply, then exhale.

‘I just can’t get my head around the idea of you leaving me here.’

‘You know why I’m going.’

‘I know you want to get away from home, but you could’ve moved in with me. Or we could’ve gone to London together.’

‘You’re only saying that. You don’t want to go to London. You said you’ll never live anywhere other than Dublin—there are witnesses to that statement, including your mother.’ I rest my head against the wall. She doesn’t mean any of this. ‘You’ll visit me, won’t you?’

‘I might.’ 

‘We’ll go to that vintage shop on High Street Ken, the one you read about. And you’ll need somewhere to stay, so you better be nice to me. You better stay in touch.’

‘I’m always nice to you.’

We’re quiet then.

‘I’ll miss you Liv.’

‘Stop that now.’

‘When I was packing, I was thinking about school—I wouldn’t have coped without you. I wouldn’t have got this far.’

‘You always had your head in a book Bailey. Remember beating Lily O’Riordan to the exam prize in second year? Dramatic tactics nonetheless.’

I laugh. ‘It was her own fault, silly cow, she didn’t believe me when I told her I was in charge of feeding the bees.’ The Fondabee in the Tupperware box on the top shelf in the shed smelled like candy floss. Milla said there was an art to it, cutting off just the right amount to place on the crown board. ‘So I told her to come see for herself.’

‘She was a right jade, that one.’

‘She should’ve believed me, and she should’ve listened when I told her to stand back and stay still.’ I can still picture Lily marching to the hives, ponytail swinging, squeezing against the rhododendrons so she could get a better look. ‘She freaked out when the bees started flying around, flaying her arms and screaming. All I was thinking was: Milla will skin me for this. She will literally skin me.’

Liv is laughing now, her wonderful, infectious laugh.

‘Next thing Lily was legging it down the side passageway and I knew I was in for it.’

Milla’s face, like she couldn’t believe what I had done or what she was having to say to me.

‘And do you remember…’ Liv is still laughing, ‘the next day Lily’s hands were wrapped in massive bandages, and there was a trail of minions running after her, carrying her school bag, her games bag, opening doors for her. We used to take bets on who was wiping her backside.’

‘It wasn’t me, that’s for sure.’

‘You didn’t think to invite her along last night?’

‘Very funny.’ I pause. ‘I’ll call you Liv. From London. It’ll be like this. We’ll speak on the phone every week.’

‘We will.’

It is past midnight, the eighth of June, the date printed on my Aer Lingus ticket.

Under the bed there’s a shoebox. Lines mark the carpet where the vacuum has been pushed under. I used to have a thing for hiding under beds, this one, and before that, my small bed in the back room at Belton Park Road. There was no valance on that; I had to scoot in close to the wall and shut my ears to the shouting, to the silence. This bed used to have a flowery pink valance that was enough to separate me from the world. The dark quiet, a book and a torch.

When my father left, Alice tried to burn his things. I was worried he’d have nothing to wear when he came back to see me because over there he only wore short-sleeved shirts and light trousers; he never brought his there things here or here things there. Milla said it was mad to burn perfectly good clothes and books and records, so they put everything into black bin liners for the charity shop. I kept his jumper, a navy wool one he bought on holiday in Rosslare when the weather kept changing.

Inside the box is a pile of thin blue airmail envelopes. Mostly he wrote about the very hot weather, how awful the air-conditioning was, how it dried out his eyes. Are you keeping up with your schoolwork? Every letter seemed the same, the same words in the same order. The thought of having to write back was a niggling voice in my head and after a few months, I stopped listening.

He came to Dublin to see me. Things were different by then: it was Milla and me living together in granny’s house; she was looking after me now. One day she said we were going to meet him at The Skylon Hotel on the airport road. It was the first time I’d seen him since he left and I was excited to be going to a hotel, but when I saw him, I remember thinking there was less of him, less around his belly and cheeks, and that he seemed shorter too. How could that be? Less of her and of him, my shrinking parents. He tried to wrap his arm around my shoulder and tuck me in against him like he used to, but I didn’t fit. There was an offering: a box of chocolates and large bag of wine gums. The waitress brought food: a plate of finger sandwiches; some dead-fly scones; a tiered stand of iced fairy cakes. He said he had wanted to explain things before he left, but it was all very complicated. Too complicated.

All that food. I tried to listen and not to be too quick to reach for another sandwich, another cake. He told me how hard it was when Alice lost the baby boy before me, how she wasn’t well afterwards and wouldn’t take her tablets. I took a second slice of Victoria sponge, forcing my eyes to meet his. I was surprised he called her Alice, but then, she’d probably always been Alice to him. He hoped I enjoyed getting his letters.

Those flimsy pieces of paper? His word scratchings?

He wanted to be sure that I understood about Alice. That he was paying for the best treatment and he would always make sure she was looked after. There was a chemical imbalance in her brain, it meant she could have had a breakdown any time. It wasn’t because of him leaving and, no matter what the doctors said, it wasn’t to do with having babies. No one was to blame. The sickly sugar taste of pink icing rose in my throat as I nodded and smiled.

I take the letters downstairs. Red digits glow on the oven clock. Leaning against the counter, listening to the kettle boil. Milky tea in the stillness. A clear night, a huge, bright moon. Bare feet on damp grass as I head down to the end of the garden. I tear the letters into petal pieces, scattering them onto to the compost heap. When the rain comes, they’ll soak into the garden cuttings and the food scrapings. Fluttering down now, landing wherever the soft air carries them. I have a notion that I should be feeling more of something. More angry. Or more sad maybe.
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