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“We sit and talk,
quietly, with long lapses of silence
and I am aware of the stream
that has no language, coursing
beneath the quiet heaven of
your eyes




― William Carlos Williams, Paterson. 


1.

Maggie

Anyone who’s lived in a busy city has, at one time or another, witnessed someone walking down the street crying their eyes out.


I saw them frequently, these poor strangers, often while I stared out the window of the bus I took to work each day. I’d wonder what had happened to cause such a public display of emotion, walking the streets with stress and grief written all over their faces. I wanted to ask them what went wrong because I sympathised with them, but I didn’t truly understand their plight until I was the person crying as I walked down the street.



I needed to clean myself up before I reached the bus stop; otherwise, he might notice. The man I saw each day, who I thought about often. He was a stranger I knew nothing about, a stranger who always watched me. I didn’t want him to think I was a blubbering mess who let her boss drive her to tears, but that was exactly what I was.


Normally, I could tolerate Mrs Reynolds’ meanness, letting her cruel and stinging words wash right over me, but today was different. Today, those words managed to penetrate my armour.

I cleaned houses for a living, and I liked most of my clients well enough, but she was a different story. By all accounts, Mrs Reynolds had the perfect life: a successful husband, three healthy children, and a large house on Shrewsbury Road, one of the wealthiest neighbourhoods in Dublin.

Despite all this, she still found it necessary to make life harder for the woman who kept her home spotless. That woman being me, Maggie Lydon, the thirty-one-year-old who lived alone in a studio flat and whose picture would never grace the society pages of glossy magazines or news websites like Sariah Reynolds’ picture did.

I was nobody, a scraping-by quiet type who didn’t bother anyone and didn’t blame others for my minuscule lot in life. But that didn’t matter to Mrs Reynolds.


It hadn’t always been this way with her. The first few weeks I worked for her, she was reserved but polite towards me. Then slowly over time, her mask came off, and the needling set in. Her criticisms were never personal, at least. They were always about my performance as her cleaner, but because none of my other clients complained as she did I soon realised I wasn’t the problem. No matter who cleaned her house, Mrs Reynolds would find a way to criticize that person, even if they were nothing but a loyal, conscientious worker for her. Sometimes, I’d wonder why she was like that, but perhaps the answer to that question was simple.


She enjoyed the power.


She found things to critique about the way I cleaned—like spots of non-existent dust I missed or how the end of the toilet rolls I folded weren’t quite sharp and pointy enough. How the couch was a millimetre off when I pushed it back in after pulling it out to vacuum behind it.


I’d come to consider her commentary part and parcel of the job. Mrs Reynolds liked to complain, and I was more than certain she found a perverse sort of release in laying those complaints at my doorstep. I tolerated her because not everyone was lucky enough to have a nice boss. And besides, I didn’t have to deal with her every day because I only cleaned for her once a week.

I used to work for an agency but made the change to self-employed a few years back. It was better in a way because I got to set my own schedule and not work such gruelling hours for less pay, but it also meant I had to keep the people I worked for happy. I no longer had an agency to find me a new gig if someone decided to drop me.

As established, Mrs Reynolds was the toughest client to keep happy. Normally, I was very good at persevering through her tirades. I’d mastered the art of stoicism, taking her passive aggressiveness on the chin, but today was more than I could handle.

I was in the kitchen, kneeling on the floor as I cleaned the oven, when I heard her arrive home with the kids. She had twin ten-year-old boys, Tadhg and Ben, and a seven-year-old girl named Marla. I didn’t interact with the children much, and they typically ignored me, which was fine, but today, I’d neglected to put enough kitchen roll on the floor to catch the brown, watery liquid that dripped from the oven as I cleaned it. I hadn’t expected anyone to come into the kitchen, but then one of the twins appeared and stepped in some of the oven juice.

I know, it’s a disgusting term, but how else was I to describe it?

The boy wore his sports gear for his after-school training, and the brown liquid stained the toe of his white rugby boot.

“Eww! What’s that?” he asked, a grim expression on his face as he held his foot up to inspect it.

“Oh my goodness. I’m so sorry,” I said, wincing when I heard Mrs Reynolds’ heels clipping towards the kitchen.

“Maggie,” she interrupted as she entered the room. “What have you done to Tadhg’s new boots?”

I hastily grabbed some kitchen roll and tried to mop up the mess. “My apologies. I didn’t see the lad come in. If he wants to take off the boots, I can pop them in the washing machine, and they’ll be good as new.”

Mrs Reynolds pursed her lips, a glower gracing her dewy face. The dewy aspect came from regular trips to a cosmetic clinic, though it was so well done and subtle you’d barely notice her youthful glow wasn’t natural.

“No, not the washing machine. That’ll only damage them. You’ll need to scrub them by hand. Tadhg, take off your boots and give them to Maggie. Maggie, please apologise to my son for ruining his boots with this sloppy mess you’ve left all over the floor. I thought I paid you to keep the house clean, not make it dirtier.”

I stared at her, my eyebrows rising slowly in disbelief. “I’m in the middle of cleaning the oven. I planned to mop the floor before I finished. It’s not like I was going to leave it like this.”

“I can’t believe you’re making excuses,” Mrs Reynolds scoffed. “Tadhg’s lucky he didn’t slip and injure himself in all that grease. I should dock your pay for this. Now, apologise to him immediately.”

My stomach roiled, and a sense of defiance filled me. She was trying to humiliate me, in front of her son no less, and even though I was kneeling on the floor, I wasn’t going to bow down to her. I at least had enough pride to keep my head held high, despite my current position.

“I already told Tadhg I was sorry before you came in,” I said, voice tight.

“Do it again.”

Another burst of defiance shot through me. “No. You’re making far too big a deal out of this.”

The corner of her eye twitched. “Excuse me?”

“Mammy, it’s fine,” Tadhg interrupted, sensing the tension, but she shushed him.

“Take off your shoes, and go get your other pair from the closet.”

“Okay,” her son replied with a sigh as he slipped off his boots and left the kitchen.

Mrs Reynolds turned her attention back to me, eyes narrowed, and I saw a flash of venom as she folded her arms. “You’re aware I could have you fired from all the houses you clean in this neighbourhood with just a few short phone calls?”

Her words rattled me, a feeling of sickness rolling in. I didn’t doubt she’d follow through with her threat. It was one of the reasons I still worked for her, the fear of being blacklisted if I quit. Cleaning houses was my livelihood, and Mrs Reynolds had influence. As I’d said, I didn’t work for an agency anymore and needed to keep my clients happy. So, although I disliked Mrs Reynolds greatly, I had to tolerate her. Pissing her off could lead to me becoming unemployed, especially because my education was limited, and my only experience was cleaning. I wasn’t exactly a glowing candidate for potential employers. I also couldn’t afford to go back to minimum wage because it wouldn’t cover my rent.

“Listen,” I relented, “if you want me to apologise to Tadhg again, I will.”

I saw the triumph in her eyes. She had me under foot, exactly where she liked me. I felt like crying and being sick all at once. So much for my sense of pride. It currently mingled on the floor with the oven juice. I wondered what it must feel like to be so powerful and rich no one dared disrespect you. That would never be me. Not only had I started two feet below the bottom rung of the ladder, but I also lacked the ruthless ambition to climb higher.

Mrs Reynolds unfolded her arms and moved away from the kitchen island. “No need. Just finish up with the oven and get going. I’m not paying you overtime. Oh, and don’t forget to clean Tadhg’s boots.”

With that, she left, and I deflated. I felt like the smallest person in the world at that moment. I managed to hold it together long enough to finish cleaning the oven, mop the floor and scrub clean Tadhg’s boots, but by the time I left the house and was walking down the dark, lamp lit street to the bus stop, my tears erupted. I couldn’t hold them back any longer.

And that was how I became just another of those people crying as they walked down the street.

I felt invisible. Unimportant. My tears were more from frustration and anger than true sadness. I was stuck in an untenable position with Mrs Reynolds, trapped working for her. She had this way of making me feel lesser, like I was a pointless human barely fit to lick her boots.

A part of me just wished I’d let loose and told her exactly what I thought of her. I wished I’d told her where she could shove her job.

But no. A moment of righteous indignation wasn’t in the cards for me, sadly.

I couldn’t afford one.

I dug some tissues from my bag and dabbed away the tears. There wasn’t much I could do about the redness, but hopefully, no one would notice.


I especially hoped he wouldn’t notice.



Unlike how Mrs Reynolds made me feel, I never felt invisible when I was around him.


My stranger from the bus. We’d never spoken, but one day, I caught him watching me, and now, I was always aware of him. He was the bright spot of my week. When Mrs Reynolds was in a particularly critical mood, I always looked forward to seeing his face. He seemed to be around my age, early thirties, and he must’ve lived nearby because we both got off at the same stop.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. The bloke could be a serial killer, but that wasn’t the vibe I got from him, and I had experience with bad people, thanks to my mother and the chaotic childhood she put me through.

The man on the bus, I couldn’t imagine him being anything like Mam or the string of boyfriends who’d lived with us. He had an interesting face, a time traveller’s face, I liked to think. It was the sort of face you saw in old, black-and-white photos from the turn of the century. The face of a soldier who’d fought in World War I. Or someone’s great-great-grandfather who worked in a factory long since shut down that made commodities the world no longer had need for.

He reminded me of a young Richard Burton back when he was just a working-class Welsh lad before that acting teacher swept him away from his humble beginnings, gave him a new name and turned him into a star.

My upstairs neighbour, Siobhan, and I watched a documentary about Burton a few months ago, and I hadn’t been able to forget how much he reminded me of the man from the bus. Well, except the man on the bus was much larger and taller than Burton. In fact, he was large in a way that was slightly intimidating. People rarely took the seat next to him, not unless the bus was jam packed and there were no other options.

We took the same route to work every morning and the same one home in the evening. He dressed plainly in black pants, a black shirt and a grey jacket, his clothes inexpensive and well-worn. I sensed that whatever he did for a living wasn’t fancy. He always looked bone tired at the end of the day, just as I did.

He was a scraping by quiet type, too, it seemed.


Perhaps that was why he looked at me that first day. He sensed a kinship. The way he stared at me was strangely intense, but the only discomfort I felt was my inability to break the wall of silence to ask, Who are you?


I wanted to know why he always looked at me. Did he wonder if we were the same?


There were lots of other people waiting at the bus stop when I arrived. I spotted him standing behind two older men chatting amiably as they waited. One had a newspaper tucked under his arm, and the other wore clothes stained with dust and debris, a construction labourer. His eyes remained steady on the middle distance as rush hour traffic went by sluggishly on the road. My attention ran over his short, dark hair and his eyes. I still couldn’t quite tell what colour they were. Sometimes they looked green, other times grey.


I stood next to a smartly dressed woman, one of the city’s many office types, keeping my head down so as not to draw attention to my red, puffy eyes. My pride still smarted after the dressing down I’d received from Mrs Reynolds, and I really didn’t feel like being looked at.

I heard the rumble of the bus and smelled the overpowering odour of diesel from the engine as it rolled to a stop.


Finally, I thought, I’m one step closer to curling up in my pyjamas and settling in with my latest audiobook. I certainly needed a cosy, relaxing night after the day I’d had.



I glanced up for just a second, the back of my neck prickling as I sensed someone’s attention. He was looking at me.


My heart skipped a beat, and air filled my lungs. There was something so penetrating about his stare. He held my gaze longer than usual. Normally, our eyes met for a second, maybe two, but never a prolonged moment like this one. It was jarring. There was a small change in his expression, his brows knitting together and his jaw tensing. His attention was on my face, in particular the redness around my eyes.

Was he … concerned?

Time seemed to stand still. For some inexplicable reason, I couldn’t look away from him. I was vaguely aware of others moving by us to board the bus, but I was mostly held captive by his eyes. Now I saw they were neither grey nor green. They were a mesmerising combination of both.

A swarm of butterflies swept through my stomach until I realised it was just the two of us standing on the damp, leaf covered pavement.


Some intangible thread seemed to string us together until I tore my gaze away from his and quickly boarded the bus. I swiped my travel card and took my usual seat, three rows from the front, next to the window. I kept my eyes down as I sensed him pass, the final person to board before the driver pulled away from the stop and merged with traffic.



I was weirdly attuned to his presence. I always knew if he was close. A faint tingling at the back of my neck usually alerted me. I didn’t have to look to know he sat two rows behind me. He never took the window seat, instead preferring the aisle. I couldn’t tell if it were because he liked the freedom to exit without anyone having to stand up for him or, as I often wondered with a strange fluttery sensation in my stomach, because the position allowed him a better view of where I was sitting?


Normally, I enjoyed his attention. It was pathetically one of the most exciting parts of my day to be so watched by a virtual stranger. But not today. Today, I’d been torn apart by Mrs Reynolds, and I simply wished to disappear until I could sew back together the pieces of my shredded confidence.

I stared out the window as the bus travelled from the south side of the city, through the busy centre, and across to the other side. I lived in Phibsborough, on the north side of Dublin, not too far from where I grew up. It was a vibrant community, originally working class but a little bit gentrified now.


The trip took close to forty minutes, and the entire time, I wondered if he were still watching me. It started to rain, condensation building on the window and casting the city in a hazy glow behind the glass.


Being late Autumn, it was beginning to get darker in the evenings, which I wasn’t a fan of. I disliked waiting around in the dark for the bus, even if there were other people about.


Soon, we reached my stop. Well, our stop. I knew he’d be getting off just behind me. It was probably the most electrifying part of the journey, feeling his presence as we alighted. Then, when we were on the street, I’d turn left, heading to my flat, and he’d turn right, going in the direction of some place unknown to me.



He always stayed a good distance behind me, but not today. I rose from my seat and made my way down the aisle to the exit, zipping up my coat and fixing my scarf. The faintest scent of aftershave hit my nose. Something fresh and citrusy, with a hint of ocean spray. Tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I shifted my gaze a fraction to the side. Air caught in my lungs. He was right there, barely an inch behind me. I could practically feel the warmth of him. When he exhaled a sigh of breath, I felt it hit the back of my neck, stirring a few loose strands of my hair. My palms grew clammy as I held onto the cool metal bar, and my pulse quickened.


I was so aware of him, his heat, his closeness. Everything. My insides thrummed, my mind going haywire. I quickly faced forward as the bus came to a stop. It felt like I was moving in slow motion as I stepped off, and then, almost like I imagined it, his arm brushed briefly against mine.


My heart hammered, but I was too full of nerves to look back. I turned left, just as I always did, in the direction of home. In the few minutes it took me to reach my flat, my thoughts raced. Forgotten were my tears caused by Mrs Reynolds. Now, my mind was consumed by him.


Why had he brushed his arm against mine? Was it an accident, or was he trying to communicate something? Some sign he saw I’d been upset and wanted me to know he cared?

It was a little over six months ago I first noticed him looking at me. I couldn’t recall if I’d ever seen him on the bus before then. He could’ve been getting on that same bus for years, or it could’ve been his first time. Either way, I’ve been aware of him on every journey since then.

I thought about him often, wondering what kind of life he lived. Did he have a girlfriend? Married with kids? Single? Was he happy or sad? Somewhere in between? Something in my gut told me he was a little bit lonely.

There was a hint of it in his eyes, a certain longing.

I, too, was lonely but not miserable. I was content enough with my life, mainly because the chaos and uncertainty of my childhood and adolescence had passed, and now, I had a reasonably solid roof over my head. I had the peace of mind knowing the rug wasn’t going to be pulled out from under me like it so often had been when I was young.

I waved hello to my neighbour, Siobhan, who was sitting on our other neighbour, Bob’s, front stoop. The two of them were sharing a cigarette and a cup of tea. Siobhan was in her sixties and Bob in his seventies. As far as I knew, they’d been friends and neighbours for a long time. They both waved back, and I slotted my key in the door before letting myself in.

I’d warmed to Siobhan almost immediately because, although we were decades apart in age, she was an upfront, no-nonsense sort of person. She could be grouchy at times, but under the surface, she had a kind, charitable heart. She lived upstairs, and I lived downstairs in the two-storey nineteenth century artisan dwelling split into two separate flats.

Sure, it was small and dated. There was a minor mould problem, and the plumbing could be better, but still, it was my sanctuary away from the world. My entire life, I’d wanted a place of my own, and now I had one, even if it was only rented and even if it was far from perfect.

I slipped off my shoes and headed into the kitchenette to put something on for dinner. I scanned the contents of my freezer and decided on a lasagne. I quickly threw together some salad for the side before I changed into pyjamas and turned on the latest audiobook I was listening to. I was currently on a big Nordic Noir kick and couldn’t get enough of those moody Scandinavian detectives and the gruesome, disturbing crimes they had to solve.


When the microwave pinged, signalling my dinner was ready, I quickly pulled the curtains, turned on the lamp, lit my lavender candle and settled in on the couch for a cosy listen while I ate. I wasn’t as engrossed in the story as I normally was, and that was because my mind kept drifting back to my bus journey home. How he’d looked at me, how close he’d been standing behind me, closer than he’d ever gotten before.


It seemed like he was concerned, but maybe that was just my wishful mind playing tricks. I sighed and pressed pause on the book. My chest was still full of butterflies at the memory of his arm brushing mine. It was such a small thing—tiny, really—but in my quiet world, it was monumental. Was he trying to provide some kind of comfort? A small connection to show he cared?

Probably not.

I was obviously getting way ahead of myself.

He only looked at me like he did because we got the same bus every day, and I was a familiar face to rest his eyes upon. I didn’t want that to be the case because although I was mostly content, a deep part of me wanted someone to love. I’d spent years suppressing it. The problem was that part, though small, grew bigger all the time, and I was scared it might grow to consume me one day.

Wanting love was a scary prospect. When I was little, I wanted to be loved more than anything, but I never got what I wanted. I’d loved my mother, she was my entire world, but all I’d gotten in return was her disdain. In her eyes, I was the anchor dragging her down, and after a while, I’d grown a hard shell. I decided I wouldn’t try to love or be loved because loving led to pain and rejection.

No, it was far better to be self-contained. To rely only on myself and not seek comfort or acceptance elsewhere. This method had been working well for me for a long time. I’ve been able to keep to myself and avoid the possibility of the same kind of heartache my mother made me feel.


Until him.


Until he looked at me and opened a yearning I was ill-equipped to dispel.


2.

Maggie


The following day, my alarm went off at six-thirty. I quickly turned off the beeping and grabbed my things to take a shower. By eight, I was at the bus stop waiting in my coat, hat and woolly scarf. It was a chilly but bright morning, a little bit windy. There were a few other people there, but he hadn’t arrived yet, and my heart sank a little.


After yesterday, I was eager to see him, to find some sign he’d stood close to me on purpose, some sign he’d stared at me for that prolonged moment before boarding the bus because he was curious about me, just as I was curious about him.


I was tracing the lines in the pavement when I sensed a change in the atmosphere. A scuffed boot entered my field of vision. Him. I cast my gaze up and towards the direction the bus would be coming, trying to avoid the fact he was standing right next to me. I was too nervous to look at or acknowledge him; however, I was aware of how his boot almost kissed the side of my shoe. His tall frame felt like a shield, blocking the cold wind.


A bundle of barely restrained energy sat low in my belly. It only took another minute or two for the bus to arrive, but it felt like an eternity.

I sat in my usual seat, and he sat in his, though I sensed an extra layer of tension between us. Perhaps it was all my imagination. My brain had turned him into a silent friend because I was so starved for companionship. Sometimes, I’d imagine what he might say to me if we ever had a conversation. Would he ask me my name? Comment on the weather? Perhaps question what it was that upset me yesterday?

A part of me wanted him to talk to me, but the other part was apprehensive, mainly because I found friendship tough. Siobhan was probably the person I was closest to, and that was because one night we’d stayed up late talking. She told me about her son who’d died as an infant, and I’d told her all about my mother. I tended to avoid making new friends because, sooner or later, I’d have to tell them about myself, my family, my childhood, and I was too scared they’d no longer want to be around me once they knew the truth.

Thankfully, Siobhan was old and wise enough to accept me, despite my past. I found with some people, once they discovered you were homeless at any point in your life, you became tarnished in their eyes. Like you’d brought it upon yourself somehow.


But him, well, he was someone I saw each day, and I could take solace in his nearness without there ever being any incentive for us to talk. In a way, it was the perfect friendship. We could orbit around one another, share an occasional glance and for a brief time feel like we weren’t completely alone. We never had to get close enough for rejection to become a possibility.


The trip to work that morning was uneventful. We arrived at our stop and alighted, each going our separate ways. I often wondered where he worked, but there were lots of businesses around—restaurants and shops and hotels. It was too tough to make a guess.

Mild rays of autumn sun shone through the trees that had turned brown and red and gold as I made the short walk to work. My shoes crunched on some of the fallen leaves, and I inhaled the fresh morning air. Today, I was cleaning for Mr Luttrell and Mr Cole, an older couple who lived around the corner from Mrs Reynolds. It was a much smaller house, but I enjoyed working for them because they were kind and respectful, and they never acted like they were better than me, not like Mrs Reynolds.

Mr Luttrell had made his money in publishing, while Mr Cole was a highly acclaimed artist whose paintings regularly sold for hefty sums.

I grabbed the spare key from its hiding spot under one of the many potted plants by their front door and let myself in, smiling when I was greeted by the enthusiastic bark of their Labradoodle, Noddy. He was the friendliest dog I’d ever met, always happy to receive guests. Other houses I’d worked in over the years had dogs that simply barked and growled at me the entire time. But not Noddy.


I’d always wanted a dog of my own, but my landlord had a strict No Pets rule. Siobhan tended to agree with him, citing she’d spent enough years raising kids back when her husband was still alive, and she didn’t need any dog babies hanging around needing to be cared for. I’d told her the dog would stay in my flat and wouldn’t be a bother to her, but she’d countered with the fact I worked all day, and it was only a matter of time before the dog came scratching at her door, laying its sad brown eyes on her and making her fall in love with it.


She wasn’t wrong. As I said, Siobhan was one of those women who was tough on the outside but soft as marshmallow on the inside. A dog would have her eating out of the palm of its paws in no time.

The house was empty, aside from the dog. Mr Luttrell would be at work, and Mr Cole normally spent his days painting in the studio pod at the end of their garden. I usually kept out of his way; though, sometimes, we shared a cup of coffee and a chat mid-morning. I always found it endearing how he talked to me like he would a neighbour or a friend. I was just the cleaner, but he didn’t act like that made any difference. He treated me like an equal. We talked about the news, the weather, the latest pop culture gossip.

With Noddy hot on my heels, I headed for the utility room to grab the cleaning supplies. I always started with the bathrooms, then the bedrooms, before finishing with the kitchen and living area. As I said, this house wasn’t particularly large, but given its location, I estimated it cost close to a million euros. The couple had decorated it in a style referred to as Dark Academia, with navy, grey and forest green panelled walls, antique furniture and plenty of bookshelves I was required to dust on a weekly basis.

Noddy lost interest in me after a while and scarpered off, probably to Mr Cole’s studio to pester him for attention. A dog walker normally arrived around midday, a girl in her twenties named Marie. She’d take Noddy off for a long walk before bringing him home where he’d promptly situate himself on the sofa for a nap.

“Maggie? Are you up there?” Mr Cole called when I’d just finished scrubbing out the en suite.

“Yes, I’m here,” I called back.

“Care for a coffee break, love?”

“Sure, I’ll be down now.”

There was a fresh cup of coffee on the counter waiting for me when I arrived downstairs, the fancy frothy kind that came from a machine. Mr Cole’s shoulder length grey hair was tied back in a ponytail, his shirt stained with blue and black paint, as were his fingers.

“Thank you, Mr Cole,” I said as I sat down on a stool. “How’s the painting been going this morning?”

He gave a huff. “The muse hasn’t been kind enough to visit me this week, I’m afraid. I still paint, even when she’s being a frosty bitch, but it’s all crap. And how many times do I have to tell you? Call me Alan.”

I smiled shyly. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

He came and sat across from me, lifting his coffee and bringing it to his lips as he studied me. There was a prolonged moment as his eyes traced my features, and I grew somewhat self-conscious while he surveyed me.

“You are a rather stunning creature, aren’t you,” he said, and I blinked, the compliment unexpected.

“Um … thank you,” I said, though I didn’t believe him. Mr Cole was an artist. Calling people stunning creatures was just the way he spoke.

“That gorgeous Julia Roberts hair and those cerulean eyes. And don’t even get me started on your cheekbones. You’d make a fascinating subject. I think I’d like to paint you one day, if you’ll allow it.”

Was that truly how he saw me? I flushed in both pleasure and self-consciousness. “Oh, no. I couldn’t sit for a painting,” I declined shyly.

Mr Cole frowned. “Why not?”

I glanced down at my hands. “I just wouldn’t be comfortable. I barely like being in photographs.”

At that, he fell silent, still studying me. Finally, he said, “There are ghosts in your eyes. I think that’s what makes you so captivating.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said and lifted my coffee for a sip.

He smiled softly. “It’s good you don’t believe me. People who believe that sort of thing about themselves can be quite insufferable.”

At that, I gave a soft laugh. “Very true.”

“And why don’t you like having your picture taken?” he queried further.


I shrugged. “I just don’t. Not sure why.” It was a lie, of course. I didn’t enjoy looking at myself, mainly because I looked so much like her. The auburn hair, the blue eyes, the smattering of freckles across the cheeks. My mother seemed so normal, harmless, but on the inside lay a monster.


“You’re shy. Self-conscious. Is that why you chose to clean houses? It’s quite a solitary job. Well,” he allowed with a self-deprecating chuckle, “When your sad old employer isn’t forcing you to have coffee and chats with him, that is.”

“You don’t force me. I like having coffee with you. You’re by far the nicest person I work for. And to answer your question, yes, I enjoy working alone, but that’s not why I do this job. I didn’t get a very good education, so my choices were limited.”

“But you’re so smart. What happened? Didn’t you like school? I wasn’t a fan myself.”

He seemed genuinely curious about me, and I realised we were in serious danger of becoming friends. I needed to pull back; otherwise, he’d learn too much, and then I was certain he’d no longer see me as a stunning creature. Far from it.

“I’m smart when it comes to the practical stuff, but I was never book smart,” I paused, a sharp pain striking my chest. The fact I never truly grappled with my dyslexia was a shame I dealt with privately. “My mother and I moved a lot, too.” I drank the last of my coffee and stood from the counter. “Anyway, I’d better get back to work. You don’t pay me to sit around chatting.”

Something clouded in Mr Cole’s eyes like he sensed my discomfort at the topic. “No, of course. I should get back out to the studio. Perhaps the muse will take pity on me and pay a visit.”

I mustered a smile. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”

The rest of the day passed quietly. I cleaned the house until it was spotless. Mr Cole didn’t emerge from his studio again, and I said a quick goodbye to Noddy before heading for the bus.

On the walk, I checked the food saving app I’d installed on my phone. It allowed me to purchase bags of produce from shops and restaurants that were about to go out of date. I used it because it was a cheap way of buying a treat for myself, but it also meant food wasn’t just being thrown out at the end of the day.

I grinned when I saw my favourite Greek takeaway had a few bags left to be claimed, and I quickly snagged one, a spring in my step. Tonight, I’d cosy up on my couch and watch my favourite TV shows with some gyros and perhaps a slice of baklava if I were lucky.


Again, he was waiting when I arrived at the bus stop. I was struck by the sight of him, the headlamps of cars driving past illuminating his tall frame and handsome profile. His dark hair was short, so it always looked neat, his olive skin highlighting his unusual grey-green eyes. Most evenings, there were a few others who waited at this bus stop also, but today, it was just the two of us. I couldn’t recall if there was ever a time when it was just us before, and my tummy did a somersault. I was alone with him. Our gazes met for a fraction of a second before I glanced away.


Several minutes passed, and I checked my watch. I was certain the bus should’ve arrived by now.


Must’ve been delayed, I thought, blowing out a tired breath.



Turning to glance his way, I found him checking the time on his phone. I wasn’t sure what possessed me when I said to him, “I think it’s been delayed by a few minutes.”


He glanced at me briefly, frowned strangely, then turned away and remained silent.

Just like that, my heart felt like it plopped right out of my chest and splattered onto the damp path.

He acted like I hadn’t even spoken. Embarrassment settled in. Clearly, whatever thing I’d imagined was between us was all in my head. He pretended not to hear me because he wasn’t interested in knowing me.

A brick settled in the pit of my stomach.

The minutes ticked by, and feeling hurt by him ignoring me, I chanced a peek and found him staring into the middle distance as he normally did, his eyes resting on the building across the street. He must’ve sensed my attention because he lifted his head. His eyes ran over me, and I was acutely aware of every place he looked before he turned to stare straight ahead again. Okay, that was weird. I didn’t understand why he’d ignore me, then look at me in such an intense way. It didn’t make sense.

A moment later, I spotted the bus approaching, and I was relieved the embarrassing moment was finally over. I wasn’t going to try to talk to him again; that was for sure. The lights of the bus blinded me for a second as it pulled to a stop in front of us. The doors slid open, and we boarded. He kept a few feet behind me, not getting close as he had yesterday. I felt upset by that, too, worried I’d broken some unspoken rule by talking to him.

Then he went to the seat two rows behind me, just as he always did, and sat.


3.

Maggie

“Something smells good,” Siobhan commented as I walked up to the front door. She and our neighbour, Bob, were sitting outside sharing a cigarette and a cup of tea again, just as they did every day when the weather allowed. If it were raining or too cold, they’d retreat to Bob’s kitchen and have their tea inside instead.

I stopped by the Greek takeaway as planned on my way home to collect my food bag. Unfortunately, I didn’t get any baklava, but I did get some chicken gyros and a slice of syrupy custard pie I was looking forward to trying. My stomach rumbled thinking about the food. I was always starving right after I finished work, my stomach rumbling all through the bus journey home.

I was hungry a lot. If I wasn’t actively eating, then I was planning what I was going to eat later. It made sense it would preoccupy me so much. There was a time in my life when I didn’t know where the next meal was coming from.

“It does smell good, doesn’t it?” I replied cheekily as I slotted my key in the door and stepped inside, hearing Bob and Siobhan’s amused laughter in my wake. Smiling to myself, I turned on the television, then went into the kitchen to plate up my food. Thursday was my TV night. I recorded episodes of my favourite shows during the week, then binged them all as a treat on a Thursday.


I was sufficiently stuffed by the time I’d finished eating, but like last night, it was hard to get into the shows I was watching. I had difficulty focusing. My thoughts kept returning to him, how he’d ignored me when I spoke. But why? He could’ve at least acknowledged me with a nod or something.


I lost myself in wondering about him again. What was he doing right now? Was he spending the night with someone, or was he alone? Did he think about me as I thought of him?

Probably not, given the way he ignored me when I spoke to him.

There was a bit of a commotion outside, distracting me from my wandering thoughts, so I went to the window and peered through the curtains. A group of drunk people were making a nuisance of themselves. They looked like professional types, too, and from what I could hear, they’d been attending a retirement party for one of their colleagues. I decided they’d probably move on in a few minutes, but then five minutes turned to ten, ten to fifteen, and soon enough, they’d been out there making a racket for almost half an hour. I returned to my window, considering how I might gently encourage them to move along, when Siobhan’s window creaked open from above.

“Don’t you lot have homes to go to?!” my neighbour shouted down at them in annoyance.

“Sir, it’s only nine o’clock,” a man replied, and his friends snickered.

“There are elderly people living in this neighbourhood, I’ll have you know, and nine is too late to be making a racket.”

“Jaysus, relax ya old biddy,” the man responded, a cruel slant to his mouth, and I was instantly furious. Yes, he was drunk, but there was no need to be so rude, first calling Siobhan a “sir” and then referring to her as an “old biddy.” Something in his eyes told me he was a mean sort. He wore a suit, his tie loosened and his shirt unbuttoned at the top.

I could just imagine Siobhan blessing herself and praying to God for patience. The entire exchange was muted on my end because I hadn’t opened my window yet. I was considering coming to her defence when suddenly Bob’s front door flew open, our seventy-year-old neighbour wielding a walking stick as he marched towards the group. Most of them spotted him and quickly scarpered, but that one guy who’d been giving Siobhan cheek remained.

“Come on, then. Take your best shot, old man,” he taunted, and my blood began to boil. The guy thought it was okay to intimidate elderly people outside their homes? What a piece of work.

Bob swung at him, but the drunk guy easily dodged being hit. Without thinking, I was already slipping on my shoes, phone in hand as I automatically dialled 999. By the time I got out the front door, the drunk had somehow managed to take the walking stick from Bob and was making a joke out of swinging it at him.

“Drop the stick and get going,” I ordered, forcing authority into my voice I didn’t feel. “I’ve called the Gards, and they’ll be here any minute.”

The man had the audacity to scoff as he looked me up and down. “Sure, they will, love. You’ll be waiting ‘til Christmas for those lazy bastards to show their faces.”

Oh, he had the gall to call me “love.” Now, I really was fuming. “What the hell is wrong with you? Does it make you feel good to terrorize people outside their homes?”

He grinned. “Yeah, it kind of does.”

“You’re a scumbag.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. I had a lot of experience dealing with people who were drunk or high off their faces, mainly my mother and her boyfriends. With people like that, there was often a level of self-hatred going on, which might be the case with this guy. Did he just not care? Well, it appeared he cared a little because a siren sounded in the distance, and he suddenly dropped Bob’s walking stick and hurried away. I picked it up and returned it to my neighbour.

“Are you okay?” I asked, checking him over. He looked a little pale.

“I’m fine, Maggie. I’ve lived on this street for forty years. It’s nothing I haven’t dealt with before.”

The sound of clapping came from above. “That was marvellous!” Siobhan bellowed. “You really stuck it to him.”

I chuckled. “I’m not so sure about that. He heard the sirens and ran.”

At that, a Garda car sped by, still blaring its sirens. It hadn’t been coming to our rescue at all but headed to another incident. I quickly called back to inform them the disturbance was over, and their assistance was no longer needed.

“You were brave coming out to face him,” I told Bob as I walked him to his house. “But next time, promise me you’ll stay inside and call for help instead. It’s not safe to confront unpredictable drunks. He could’ve attacked you.”

“If he did, I would’ve gone down fighting,” Bob declared, and I shot him a fond smile before heading back to my place. Siobhan had closed her window, and the lights were off in her flat, so I assumed she’d gone to bed.

After all the drama, I was ready for an early night, too. I cleaned up the few dishes I’d left in the kitchen, locked up, then hit the hay. The incident with the drunk man stuck in my head, the look of emptiness in his eyes. Grabbing my headphones, I put on my sleep meditation and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to reach a place where my mind was completely empty, and I wasn’t thinking about anything at all.

***

On Fridays, I cleaned for the Connollys, a large family with four children, two dogs, a cat and a menagerie of exotic birds. Thankfully, I wasn’t required to clean up after the animals.

The family lived in a large period house, but no matter how large it was, it never seemed big enough to contain the raucous Connolly clan.

Mr and Mrs Connolly worked demanding jobs, and they were rarely home, which was why they had a full-time nanny, a cook, plus me, the cleaner. Both the nanny and the cook did little bits of cleaning here and there, while I came once a week to take care of the bigger jobs.

Personally, I felt like they could do with me coming more than once a week because three out of four of their kids, though lovely, were incredibly messy. The eldest teenaged girl, Imogen, was the only tidy one. The other three lived like tornadoes. I swear I had dreams about taking all the clutter in their rooms and simply dumping it into a giant bonfire.


The bus to work that morning was packed. I made brief eye contact with him before taking my seat, awareness prickling at the back of my neck. There were few constants in my life, and him being on the bus each day was one of them. I sometimes had a fear about arriving one morning to find him gone. He’d moved away or gotten a different job that required him to take another bus route.


I didn’t even know him. It shouldn’t be such a big fear of mine, and yet pathetically, it was. If he randomly disappeared, I would be unnecessarily heartbroken.

What was I saying? I was already unnecessarily heartbroken over the fact he’d ignored the one and only time I’d found the courage to broach a conversation. Clearly, whatever was between us, if there was anything at all, he wasn’t interested in talking to me. I should be glad for this. It meant I didn’t need to open myself up to possible pain. Even so, I couldn’t stop the disappointment from creating an aching hole in my gut.

I needed to get a hold over this silly obsession because it wasn’t healthy. I kept latching onto to random hopeful thoughts, like maybe he was just incredibly shy, or perhaps he was recovering from a throat infection, and it was painful to speak.

I was also still irritated over what happened with that drunk arsehole last night. Incidents like that tended to stay with me for a while, mainly because they reminded me of my childhood when I’d had to deal with my mother and whoever she was spending time around.


I wondered how he might’ve dealt with the drunk guy. A large man like him only had to look at someone a certain way, and they got the message to back off. He seemed like the kind of person even idiotic, self-hating drunks wouldn’t dare try to mess with, and they certainly wouldn’t be so blasé about making a racket outside his flat at night.


When I arrived at the Connolly house, I said a quick hello to the nanny, Helena, a reserved woman of few words. She was enjoying the quiet hours while the kids were at school. I then said hello to Marco, the chef, who I was friendly with. He always left a sandwich in the fridge for my lunch. Marco knew there was very little I wouldn’t eat, and I always looked forward to seeing what delicious sandwich he left for me each week.

I started cleaning out the kids’ rooms, putting in a load of laundry before laying clean sheets on their beds. As always, Imogen’s room was spotless. All I needed to do was vacuum and replace her bedding.

While changing her sheets, my eyes were drawn to the collage of photos on the wall by her bed. They showed Imogen and her friends on trips and days out. Imogen was seventeen, and evidently her friends were the most important thing in her life. She was a good student, too; her mother often spoke about how she was working hard and wanted to study psychology in college.

It felt pathetic, but a part of me was jealous of this seventeen-year-old girl. She had the life I wished I could’ve had at her age. Doting parents, good grades, a close-knit friend group.

I didn’t have many friends when I was growing up, not because I was mean or unkind, but because I was unkempt and dirty. I was the child other children avoided because they didn’t want to be associated with the girl who smelled. I quickly taught myself how to use the washing machine and how to run myself a bath, but by that time, it was too late. I’d already gotten a name for myself as the stinky girl, and no matter how hard I scrubbed, the reputation stuck.

A chill swept over me as I shook myself from the recollection. That wasn’t me anymore. My life was better now. Still lonely, but better.


I finished cleaning the upstairs of the house by lunch time. The kitchen was quiet when I came downstairs. Something bubbled on a low heat over on the stove. I checked the fridge and found a wrap with cheese, steak and fried onions covered in cling film. There was a sticky note on top that said, Microwave for two minutes, but I was too hungry for that. I tore off the cling film and took a big bite. Even cold, it was still delicious.


The back door was open, and I spotted Marco sitting on the bench at the end of the garden smoking his vape. I grabbed a glass of water and headed out to join him.

“Did you even bother to heat that up?” he asked, gesturing to the wrap. I’d already scarfed down half of it. As I said, I was hungry a lot.

“It still tastes great,” I said, waving off his comment.

“Philistine,” he grumped and took a drag from the vape. It smelled overwhelmingly of cloves, and I could never understand how someone who was so obsessed with taste buds and aromas tolerated such a strong and overpowering scent.

“What’s cooking in there? It smells amazing.”

“Beef stew. Mr Connolly’s favourite,” Marco replied and nudged me with his elbow. “It’s where the steak came from for your wrap.”

Helena appeared at the sliding glass door. She cast us an irritated glance, then slid the door over. “What’s wrong with her?” Marco wondered aloud.

“It’s probably your vape,” I said, gesturing to the slim contraption. “She doesn’t like the smell.”

“She’s always so cranky. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe because her job involves raising other people’s crazy children,” I supplied, and he chuckled.

“They can be a handful, all right,” Marco agreed. “But they’re good people.”

“Yeah, they are,” I noted. “Helena’s nice, though. She’s just a little bit uptight.” I fell quiet for a moment before casting Marco a glance. “I think she might have a bit of a thing for you, but you never talk to her.”

Bringing his vape to his mouth, he arched a sceptical eyebrow. “A thing for me? Are you high?”

I chuckled. “Not high. I’ve never done drugs in my life.”

He sucked in an inhale. “Okay, we’re definitely gonna circle back to that. But first, what makes you think she likes me?”

“What’s not to like? You’re handsome, an excellent chef and a very nice man who makes lunches for the lowly cleaner, even though he doesn’t have to.”

“You forgot twenty-five pounds overweight. Addicted to video games. Too many ill-conceived tattoos, including one on my neck.”

“Don’t be so self-deprecating. Your tattoos make you look hip and cool, especially the one on the neck, and I’d describe you as more husky than overweight. Contrary to popular belief, lots of women are into husky men. Plus, we all have our vices.”

He seemed curious. “Oh yeah, what’s yours, then?”

I furrowed my brow, taking a moment to think about it. “Solitude.”

“You’re addicted to solitude?”

“A little bit, yes. Solitude is predictable and safe. I’m addicted to a boring life.”

“Is that a bad thing, though?”

“A part of me feels like it’s selfish. I deny people the chance to know me, so I can live a frictionless existence.”

“I don’t know about that. I feel like I know you pretty well.”


No, you really don’t. “You know me a little. We talk to each other for ten minutes once a week. That’s not enough time to know someone.”


“You’re right. You should come for a drink with me tonight to remedy that.”

I smiled. “I don’t drink.”

His eyebrows rose. “You don’t?”

I shook my head. “Never have.”

“So, you don’t drink, and you’ve never taken drugs. Woman, you need to start living.”

“I like the way I’m living just fine,” I replied before continuing. “You should ask Helena out for a drink. I bet she’d say yes.”

He gave a laugh. “No, she wouldn’t. She’d scrunch her face up in that way she does and tell me she’d rather consume a bowl of sick.”

“What a lovely thing to say to someone when they’re trying to eat their lunch,” I joked, and he grinned.

“Okay. I apologise. But seriously, what makes you think she likes me?”

“Have I not already paid you enough compliments?” He shrugged, and I exhaled a sigh. “Okay, it’s mainly one thing. I’ve caught her smiling at you when you interact and joke around with the kids. She looks at you with this expression on her face like she’s thinking about what a great father you’ll make one day.”

Marco’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “That’s … okay, that’s interesting.”

“Some food for thought,” I replied before eating the final bite of my wrap. “Speaking of food, this was delicious. Thanks again for cooking for me.”

“I’m a feeder. Can’t help it.”

“You picked the perfect career, then,” I said and rose, dusting off my glass of water before heading back inside the house. Helena was in the kitchen studying the colour-coded timetable that displayed each of the kid’s daily routines. She didn’t acknowledge me, so I left her to it and got back to cleaning.


4.

Maggie

I was completely exhausted by the end of the day. Cleaning the Connolly house was my most labour-intensive job of the week, so I was always wrecked afterwards. It was also a Friday, which meant the bus journey home would be packed. Yay!

When I arrived at the bus stop, a group of men were being loud. They’d clearly had a few drinks, perhaps over a business dinner, and were making their presence known to everyone within hearing distance. After the encounter with the guy outside my flat the other night, it seemed I couldn’t get away from those types lately.


Hearing them make rude comments about several of the women waiting for the bus, I tried my best to stay off their radar. He wasn’t there yet, and I knew I would’ve felt less on edge about the tipsy businessmen if he were close by. There was something reassuring about his presence, like nothing bad could happen while he was near.



He arrived just as I spotted the bus approaching. I got on board, swiped my card and sat in my usual seat. The businessmen were still being loud but at least they went upstairs to the upper deck to continue their offensive banter. I noticed him watching them as they ascended, a frown marring his features. His eyes flicked to mine, and my heart raced when he gave a small nod.


Wait, did he actually just acknowledge me?

That was the most interaction I’d ever gotten from him, and it made my heart race. I managed to compose myself enough to nod back, and he moved by me to sit two rows behind as usual.

Laughter and hoots of enjoyment sounded from the top deck. There was barely a seat empty on the entire bus, and anyone I made eye contact with looked just as put out by the noise as I was. There was nothing worse than working hard all day and then having to endure loud drunks on the journey home.


We were nearing a stop when a woman came down from the top deck looking harassed and upset. She walked to the front of the bus, raked a hand through her hair, then quickly alighted once the bus came to a halt. More people got on, and I glanced momentarily behind me to see him allowing an older woman to take his seat. My heart melted just a little as I watched him take hold of the railing to balance himself.


Just like that, he was forgiven for ignoring me yesterday. People who gave up their seats for those who needed them more were becoming a rare commodity these days.

His dark eyes flicked to mine and held. I didn’t know what to do. I was locked in his stare, and I couldn’t look away until my phone vibrated in my bag, distracting me. I pulled it out and saw my little sister, Vivi, was calling.
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