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Praise for Her Last Words


‘Her Last Words is an assured, complex and highly readable debut, combining stylish prose with a truly gripping plot. “Literary Crime” can be a hard genre to get right but E. V. Kelly’s work will be a welcome addition to the Irish crime scene’


Sinéad Crowley


‘The characters jump off the page in this tense, claustrophobic and absolutely absorbing thriller. An assured debut from an impressive new voice’


Sam Blake


‘Her Last Words was an excellent, though chilling and disturbing read at times. It reminded me of Ruth Rendell’s writing. The mystery is so well plotted that I was second guessing everything and every character. The book has a lyrical tone and it was like I was being carried along on the wave of a symphony . . . A chilling though magical read’


Patricia Gibney


‘Compelling, clever and chilling. Her Last Words is not only a satisfying thriller but it’s also a tender story about family secrets. In Cass Hogan we have a woman determined to unlock the truth about those she loves no matter what. A powerful debut which keeps you guessing right to the very end’


Michèle Forbes


‘Kelly is a stunning writer. She treats her characters with such humanity and insight that the suspense is heightened by a terrible concern for everyone involved. A fascinating novel that plays on the reader’s assumptions and forces you to question your own story-making. The twists and turns of this narrative will have you feeling as anxious, suspicious, and culpable as its characters’


Elske Rahill


‘Her Last Words is truly surprising. It starts one place and ends up somewhere else entirely, in a way that is original and demands reader attention. I loved the writing too, and the characters who were compelling and appealing. There’s a lingering quality, a thoughtfulness, that I’m very taken with’


Emily Hourican


‘With Her Last Words E. V. Kelly has crafted a novel in which the mundane aspects of day-to-day life are infused with a sinister dread. Her characters are drawn with confidence and the story is breathtakingly paced. The plot is layered, complex and tense while remaining frighteningly plausible, leading to a final reveal that is deeply satisfying. E. V. Kelly is a writer to watch, and Her Last Words is a triumphant debut’


S. A. Dunphy









E. V. Kelly holds a PhD in sociology from UCD. Her short stories have been broadcast on RTÉ and published in Crannóg, while her winning stories have appeared in The Irish Times, an anthology and online. She has been shortlisted for various awards including the Francis MacManus Short Story Award, the Hennessy Literary Awards and the SBP/Penguin Ireland Award. She was nominated for The Pushcart Prize 2021. Her Last Words is her first novel.
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Tuesday


Cassandra


It’s a cold, crisp April morning, not long after sunrise. We are parked above the beach, looking out across the expansive bay with its cushioning arms either end. Dalkey Island to the left and Bray Head to the right, holding the deep blue in front of us. This is our version of the Amalfi coast, and it’s every bit as stunning on a good day. In the distance, Sorrento Terrace brightens and winks at us, welcoming the day. A smattering of slate grey and pink-tinged cloud interrupts the sky.


Ted climbs into the front seat beside me and he looks out through his yellow binoculars. Ten steps below us and off down at the shore, Jeff prepares for his daily ritual swim, folding his clothes and leaving them on top of his shoes. Red swim shorts today. He hobbles to the water’s edge, crunching through damp cold stones and he keeps going, straight in, as if he doesn’t feel the sting of it. He walks out to his midriff, makes a triangle with his arms and dives under. Jeff’s the only swimmer. It’s too early even for the dog walkers. He emerges, shaking his head to remove the hair from his eyes, droplets spraying in a halo around him. He cuts a strong front crawl and then swivels, stops for a breath and takes off again on his back. On the days that I wait, it’s this bit that I like to watch most of all. His face up to the sky and his arms shooting straight up out of the water, then pivoting back behind him. He stops to float. The relief he must feel. His bad leg buoyant, supported by the sea. Right now he looks just the same as anyone else. What does he think about as he lies back looking up at the clouds? I like to guess. Today I decide that he’s thinking about how we will celebrate the third edition of his Critical Introduction to Film Theory. He’s disappointed not to have found a publisher for his latest book and doesn’t feel like making a fuss about a revised edition of a much older book coming out. I told him we’re doing it anyway. It’s a super achievement to have written this seminal text. Important for Ted too, I argued, to see us celebrating this. Role modelling. A lesson in resilience and not succumbing to disappointment. That’s what turned it for him. Anything for Ted.


A burst of hailstones pummels off the windscreen and for a moment Jeff is obliterated.


‘Can I get out? I want to feel them, Mum.’ Ted has the door open and is out before I can answer. He stands beside the car, arms outstretched like a scarecrow, laughing as the hail hits him, stinging his face. I turn the key in the ignition and set the wipers to work. As they clear the screen, I see Jeff swimming towards the shore. Ted jumps back in behind me. I turn to look at him. His thick, wavy hair is sodden, darkening the blond to a dull brown. His navy puffer jacket glistens with the wet.


‘They were huge,’ he says, his eyes gleaming with delight.


‘You’re very brave. There’s no way I would’ve got out in that.’


I turn back and watch the hail melt away, the sun shining down as if the shower never happened. Jeff hobbles out of the sea to his pile of clothes and his stick. He’s cut the swim short. I watch as he pulls his black towel around him. He stands there, looking out across the bay and as he does, I have that thought again. If it wasn’t for the stick, he’d pass for a fit man, not yet forty. He snaps his head suddenly to the right and turns to look down the beach. He raises his stick up. The windscreen begins to fog. I open my window a little to let it clear.


‘Wrap the picnic rug around you to dry off and warm up,’ I say to Ted, and I turn to look at him putting the red tartan rug around his head first and then wrapping it around the rest of himself.


‘Snug as a bug in a rug,’ I say to him and he giggles. I pick up his binoculars from the seat beside me and use them to look back down at Jeff. He has turned to face the length of the beach, towards Bray Head. He’s dropped his towel and he’s no longer getting dressed. He seems to be shivering. I look to my right to see what has stopped him in his tracks. A girl runs towards him, removing her white shirt, throwing it off. I look back at Jeff. He doesn’t move. He knows her.


‘Can I get in the front again, Mum?’


‘No, sweetheart. Have a little lie down there, you seem tired,’ I say as I watch her speed up, her turquoise skirt flapping in the wind. When she reaches Jeff, she leaps up on him. He doesn’t falter. He lets go of his stick.


‘Please, Mum.’ I flick my head to check. He’s lying down.


‘No. Stay where you are, good boy.’ I put the binoculars back up and look down at the beach. The girl’s legs are wrapped around Jeff’s waist, her arms around his neck, skin to skin. Her head tilts backwards and her long, curly hair dances in the wind. She’s laughing.


‘But I love sitting in the front waiting for Dad.’


‘I know. But today why don’t we surprise him instead. You hide there. Down on the floor would be even better. Then when he gets back you can jump up and give him a big fright.’


Jeff puts his hands on her tiny waist and his head moves from side to side.


‘Yeuch,’ Ted calls out. He must be sitting up now, watching too. My mouth goes dry. There’s nothing I can do.


Jeff’s left hand goes up to greet hers around his neck and his right arm cups her back. Her hold loosens and their hands move down together. They stay for a moment like this, hands grasped just underneath her small right breast, her left arm around his back now.


‘There’s a rotten apple core under your seat, Mum. I’ll throw it out the window.’


He hasn’t seen.


‘No, leave it. Just lie there, very still. Otherwise he won’t get a fright.’


She’s talking a lot, but I can’t hear what she’s saying. I fiddle with the focus knob on the binoculars, turning it until I can see a little more clearly. Both of his hands are back on her waist. He’s lifting her down. She stands on the stones looking up at him, talking still, but then her chatter changes into something else, a groan which accelerates quickly into something louder. Like a caterwaul.


‘What’s that?’ Ted calls out.


‘Just another swimmer screaming about the cold water.’


‘Dad never does that.’


‘No.’


I watch Jeff put his right hand over her face, and his left hand holds her head which is tilted back slightly. Her arms rise up towards his, but then flail down by her side. He’s talking to her. The binoculars begin to cloud with my breath. I wipe them quickly on my top.


‘Dad’s brave like me,’ Ted calls from behind.


I put the binoculars back up and see her fall to her knees and then keel onto her side. I focus in further. She’s completely still. I stare at her chest. It’s not moving. Something glints at me, caught in the sun. I focus again and catch it. Jeff steps backwards. He’s backing away from her.


‘Remember the time he trod on the fish hook, and it was stuck in his foot and he didn’t even cry?’


‘I do.’


I turn to check he’s still lying on the floor. I look back down on the beach.


Jeff throws his clothes on and steps into his shoes without bothering with his socks. He doesn’t tie the shoelaces either. He’s coming towards us, more quickly than I’d think he was able to. I put the binoculars under my seat and close the window. Within seconds he’s up the steps and back in the car beside me.


‘Boo,’ Ted shouts out, jumping up from the floor.


‘Quiet now,’ Jeff says. He doesn’t turn to look at Ted and he doesn’t look at me. His head tilts to the left instead, staring out at Sorrento Terrace. I can feel Ted’s disappointment as I hear his seat belt click. I can’t look at him either. I turn the keys in the ignition, press on the clutch, slip the gears into reverse and turn the car around as fast as I can.


I glance in the rear-view mirror. She is still there, a crumpled heap on the stones. Her long, curly hair straggles beside her, blending her in with the russet and black seaweed that surrounds her. The waves crash inches from her and then retreat leaving a frothy residue for a moment before that too disappears. She is alone. Her white shirt which she shed just minutes ago is being buffeted away from her. A seagull circles above her, shrieking into the wind.


In the car nobody says a word.


*


A steep exit tunnel takes us up and away from the beach. In the darkness the shock of it kicks in and I hold onto my scream. A train clatters overhead. Out of the tunnel, blinking into the sudden strong light I drive straight onto the road. A cyclist swerves to avoid being struck. I slam on the brakes and the cyclist mouths something at me. I wave an apology.


‘Bloody cyclists, what’s he doing out so early anyway?’ Jeff says, looking straight ahead.


‘Bad word, Dad.’


‘Sorry, Ted.’


I don’t know if he knows that I saw. He’s not looking at me. Not catching my eye. But that’s pretty normal for him. This is all so normal. We do this every morning. His doctors prescribed swimming to strengthen the nerve damage. He’s no longer supposed to drive himself. Some days we drop him off and collect him when he’s finished. Other days we wait. Next we go home and have breakfast. Then I drive Ted to school and Jeff into college and come back to prepare for my appointments.


What the hell just happened? I want to shout out, but I can’t. Not with Ted in the car.


I squeeze my grip tighter on the wheel.


‘Did you bring the flask of tea?’ Jeff asks as we snake around Vico Road.


This is what I do every day. Give him his tea after the swim. Warm him back up.


‘It was ice cold today,’ he says, clutching the top of his walking stick. His knuckles have a blueish tinge to them. Seawater patches seep through his cream chinos. He hasn’t dried off properly.


I point to the glove compartment. Normally I get the flask out as he comes back up the steps and hand it straight to him when he gets into the car.


He fidgets with the lid and takes a slurp.


‘Ah, lovely,’ he says, as he does each morning, and keeps drinking, as if everything is just the same. If Ted wasn’t with us, would he tell me? Would I want him to tell me? If he says anything, I’ll have to react. Join him in whatever this is. If he says nothing . . .


‘I’m going to drive you straight in to college and then bring Ted to school,’ I say. He screws the lid back onto the flask so tight that it squeaks.


‘Shouldn’t we have some breakfast first, like we usually do?’


Usually.


He’s telling me to carry on as if nothing just happened.


‘No. I haven’t time this morning. My mother needs a few groceries so I’ll do that before my first appointment.’


He stares out the window. The lush green verge is peppered with pink valerian, catching his eye.


‘The glories of springtime,’ he says, and when I look to search his face for something, some little hint that he’s unsettled, I don’t see it. His bottom lip curls into a smile.


‘Freezing hailstones you mean?’ Ted joins in, laughing. ‘Did they hurt you?’


‘No, little man, not at all. I love getting caught in hailstones as a matter of fact. They wake me up.’


‘They hurt me. Well, just my face and hands really.’


‘What, you were here for them?’ He says this quickly, slightly high pitched.


‘Yep,’ Ted says, sounding proud of himself.


‘And you got out in them? You mad thing,’ Jeff says and he looks behind him, at Ted in his seat.


I keep my eyes on the road. We’re so high up. A little veer could have us plunging into the sea. One of my nightmares. My worst nightmare, until now. What would I do if we were plunged into the sea? Open the door or the window? Who would I try to save first? What the hell would I do?


‘Did you see the waves and the spray today?’ Jeff asks, unravelling his socks. Tiny pebbles fall out of them onto his lap. He bends forwards to pull the socks on. He wants to know if I saw.


‘No, I was sending emails. My caseload is mental at the moment.’


‘Pity,’ he says slowly, tying his laces, pulling them tight. ‘They were spectacular.’


A shiver runs through me.


Spectacular?


I saw something spectacular all right, I want to roar.


‘I forgot to learn my six-plus tables for homework,’ Ted says from behind me.


‘Don’t worry about it, pal. All that learn-by-rote stuff. It’s no good for you,’ Jeff says.


‘But there’s a classroom game we play. King of the tables, and I’m always coming last.’


‘You see what it’s doing to him, Cass?’ Jeff whispers to me. ‘How it’s skewing him, turning him into a little automaton. Making him feel inadequate. Is this really what you want for him?’


‘I’m never quick enough,’ Ted says.


‘See?’


‘Six plus four?’ I ask, tired of this argument and not quite believing that he’s doing this right now. How? How could he do this right now?


‘Ten.’


‘Great boy. Six plus seven?’


Ted counts out loud, using his fingers. I quiz him all the way into the campus. Stops me from having to talk to Jeff. I pull into the admin car park. Jeff opens the door and gets out slowly, stick first, tiny beach pebbles left scattered on the seat behind him.


‘Hang on a minute, what about my briefcase?’ he says, leaning back into the car.


I forgot about that. It’s in the cottage. He gets it each morning after breakfast.


‘You’ll have to do without it for today,’ I say and he presses his lips together in the way that he does when he’s thinking. As if he’s spreading lipstick evenly around them. He hobbles off, his bad foot slapping the paving. When he turns around and waves his stick at us I don’t wave back.


‘Bye, Dad,’ Ted calls after him.


I drop my head onto the steering wheel for a moment. Then I accelerate off, jerking Ted sideways.


‘Sorry, sweetheart.’


‘Go, Mum! Go, Mum! Go, Mum!’ Ted chants, as if it’s a race we’re in. Which is exactly how it feels. The smell of cold sea from Jeff’s togs is nauseating me. I open the window and let the air rush through.


Back along the dual carriageway what I witnessed at the beach flashes before me, as if I’m fast forwarding a film to get to certain bits. Then pausing on them. On one in particular. The image of her left breast in close focus. The dark brown areola ring on a small, firm handful of translucent white flesh. On what’s missing from it. Like an iris without a pupil. To what’s there instead. A barbell piercing, glinting in the cold morning sun.









October


Nina


It’s close to dawn and Nina silences her alarm before it has a chance to get going. She crawls out of bed and makes her way to the kitchenette. Flicking the kettle on, she sends coffee granules tinkling into the bottom of a glass cup and she reaches for the folder in her bag. She feels a dizzying emptiness like she used to on exam mornings. A hunger accompanied by an inability to eat, while knowing that eating is all important to get through it. For now a cup of black coffee will have to do. She sips at it, the sharp bitterness jolting her towards the task ahead.


Running through the copy of her proposal she decides that Professor Hogan will have no time for it. A month and a half of work has gone into it, but it looks mediocre in front of her now. The work of an undergraduate who doesn’t deserve to be enrolled for a PhD. Derivative. Not fresh enough. He’ll see straight through it. Big flaws will wave at him and when he points them out to her today at ten o’clock she will nod and smile and she will accept that she has been punching above her weight. The dream of landing Professor Hogan as a supervisor will be over.


She packs the proposal back in her bag and runs a bath. It’s not about to get any better by staring at it and a bath might just help her carry off a detached look when he tears her work to shreds. She tips lime salts into the bath and climbs in, sinking herself under, immersing her head, even though she has run it too hot. Under here she holds her breath and visualizes the moment when Professor Hogan tells her she’d be better off with another supervisor. Or better off taking time out and travelling for a year. She’ll go for the latter option, she decides now. Spend a year in Positano with her Nonna, work in the café, binge watch Fellini boxsets, hone her topic. Then she’ll resurrect herself and hit him hard with an excellent proposal. Something that will resonate deeply with him. Some angle he has not managed to probe for himself.


She lures herself out of the water and is thankful that the mirrors have steamed up. There is nothing worse than catching sight of her child-like asymmetrical body, reddened. Tipping her head forwards she wraps a towel into a turban around her hair. She slips into her dressing gown and ties the belt tighter than usual, to remind herself. This is the day where she is to remain taut, no matter what is said. This is the day that will decide her future.


Nina plucks a pomegranate from her stash. Early October is her favourite time of the year, when they appear in the shops again. She would like to be able to eat fresh pomegranate all year round. She splices her sharp knife into the tough outer layer, cutting the fruit and releasing its blood-red jewels. Halved, this one looks to her like the four chambers of a heart, and she stares at it for a moment before digging a teaspoon into one chamber and dropping the little gems into her mouth. She bites down on them and sucks hard as they release their juice into her. This will be enough to get her through the meeting. She plucks and picks away at the rest of the beads and puts them into a freezer bag, as she did yesterday. For each half fruit eaten the other half is stored. This is her way of stretching out the pomegranate season.


She has chosen her clothes for the meeting. A black polo neck over faded Diesel jeans and silver Converse runners. The jacket worries her though. The biker’s marine-blue leather or the cream linen one? She tries both. The biker’s gives off a nonchalance that she likes but fears she won’t carry off. The linen is more the thing, more capable-looking somehow. The rumpled material gives off a respectful casualness. Before leaving the flat she tips the freezer bag to her mouth and chomps hard on the half-frozen pomegranate beads. She is ready to face Professor Hogan now.









Tuesday


Cassandra


I dump Jeff’s togs and towel in the washing machine, heap the powder into the drawer and turn on a sixty-degree cycle. For whites, even though they’re not. I think that by washing them extra hot it will help somehow. I watch the water rise up around the red and black items, huddled together, alone. I watch them churn. The foam forms quickly, subsuming them. They disappear into the suds. Good.


The groan that came from the girl. A low-pitched guttural wave at first, building and building. Then the silence. I’ve no way to interpret it. I’ve never heard anything like it. It spins in me and spins in me as I watch the foam swirl round and round. I run to the loo and throw up.


My phone rings in my bag. Jeff’s tone but it sounds different.


I can’t answer it.


I’m not ready to speak to him.


If I speak to him now, without Ted in earshot to buffer us, I’ll just come straight out with it. Who the hell was the girl on the beach? What in god’s name did you do to her? There’s no going back then. No matter what he says. Once I ask him, I am part of it.


‘Do I have to go to school today, Mum?’ Ted is in the kitchen with me now, dressed in his green gym gear. He’s a little pale.


‘Yes. I’ll put some toast on for you.’


‘But I’m so tired.’


‘You had a little rest when we were at the beach.’


‘Not really.’


‘No? Who was that curled up under the picnic rug, then?’


‘Not me.’


‘Ah, it must’ve been the dog. But I didn’t think we brought Tuppence with us today.’ Ted giggles. His little world is still the same. I want to keep it just like this.


‘Can we walk this morning and bring her with us?’ Ted asks.


‘I thought you were tired, you scamp.’ His chocolate eyes twinkle with his smile.


‘Yes, of course we can bring her with us.’


Anything that’ll make you happy little man.


Before.


After.


We are still at before.


Before everything changes.


Before you know your world has been shattered.


I need to hold onto this.


The toast pops up, the noise of it startling me, and a small gasp escapes.


‘I’m not hungry, Mum. I’ll just have the orange juice.’


He’s unsettled this morning. He’s like that sometimes. Otherwise I’d be worried that he saw something too. He takes a gulp of the orange juice and his eyes widen. He runs to the sink and spits it out.


‘You gave me the one with bits in it.’


I check the bottle. He’s right; I’ve given him Jeff’s one. He can only drink the smooth.


‘Sorry, sweetheart.’


‘That’s okay,’ he says, and he goes to the back door to get the dog’s lead.


We’re on our way and Ted is bristling, proud as punch with Tuppence trotting along beside him. A little bit of colour returns to his cheeks as he walks.


I haven’t thought it through though.


Tuppence is a magnet.


A Shetland sheepdog.


Cute as hell.


As we get close to the school, hordes of little kids and mothers surround us. Forcing me into inane banter.


Yes, she’s lovely.


Four and a half.


A bit neurotic, but hey, who isn’t? I’m over-smiling, like some cheerful American. Acing the banter. Until Susie steps forwards, bends down and starts stroking Tuppence.


‘How are you?’ she says, glancing up at me.


My eyes sting.


‘Good, thanks.’ My cheeks begin to tingle too.


‘Time for a coffee before your first appointment?’ she asks, standing again.


I shake my head. My wide smile gone.


‘Nine-thirty,’ I manage to say.


Her pale blue tranquil eyes lock with mine. Almost calming me. I drop my gaze back down on the dog. Susie Donovan. The most real person I think I’ve ever met. Congruent. That’s the psych term for her. I didn’t need to bump into her today.


‘How about Thursday?’


‘Yes. Yes, Thursday is good,’ I say.


‘Yeah?’


It’s as if she knows already that I’ll be cancelling.


‘Yes.’ I yank the lead to go. Ted walks up the slope towards the main door. He turns to wave. Tuppence lets out a yelp and Ted doubles up. He runs back down to me.


‘Forgot your hug,’ he says, squeezing my waist.


‘See you later, Tups.’ He pats the top of her head.


Before.


*


Walking home I decide what I am to do. For the next hour that is. Before my first appointment. That’s how it is going to be. Dividing this day up into little chunks. Continuing as normal for as long as I can. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I wrench it out. Mum. Oh god.


‘Cass? Jeff’s been on wondering if you’re here. He’s tried your phone but can’t get you. He says you’re coming over to me with some groceries?’


‘I thought I might, yes. What do you need?’ My voice wobbles.


‘Nothing, darling – you brought me everything I need yesterday, remember? Come over anyway. I’d love to see you.’


‘I think I’d better prepare for my ten o’clock, then. It’s a tricky one. A teenage girl, cutting herself. Her mother’s at her wits’ end, poor thing. Maybe tomorrow.’


‘Okay, darling – whatever suits you. I’ll be here.’


The tears are backing up now. I smile to bat them away.


‘See you.’


‘Cass? Is everything all right? Jeff rarely phones me and . . .’


‘Everything’s fine.’ I hang up.


Her world too.


*


The caterwaul rings in me as I open the front door. It’s beginning to remind me of something. The building heave of it. Inside the cottage, alone now, I’m looking around as if it isn’t my place. Our place. It feels different. It looks different. I survey it at a remove. The floorboards that I sanded and varnished myself seem to belong to someone else. The burnt-red leather couch that we were sitting on together last night. Wine glasses with dregs left on the mantelpiece. The smell of an old fire. The spiral staircase up to the dual office where the light floods in. The reason we chose this cottage above the others. A sanctuary for Jeff to work in when not in college. A place for me to see my clients. Now I climb that staircase to search his section.


Who is she?


How does she know you?


What have you been doing with her?


Why was she at the beach?


What did you do?


The questions that I should be putting to him. Entering us into that after-space.


Sitting in the middle of his desk is his latest manuscript. Joycean Influences in Modern Italian Film. Rejection letters are dotted around it. He’s highlighted the punchlines in neon yellow – too theoretical for our list; doesn’t live up to the promise of the title; too much Rossellini and Scorsese, while missing the critical influences in Fellini; more literary criticism than necessary for a book such as this; publishing a similar book in September.


Five years of work and here it sits. Just as he said he knew it would. His ticket out of assistant professorship and up to Associate on hold, once more. I rifle through his desk drawers, pull everything out and spread it all in front of me.


Old draft chapters of his book.


His blue marbled fountain pen. He will only write with a Shakespeare fountain pen.


A pink highlighter.


Student thesis proposals written all over in his hand.


But one of them, oddly, has just one word: Supremo.


Someone’s hammering on the door below. I check the clock. My appointment is here. Shit. I haven’t even showered. I’m still in my leggings and runners from first thing this morning. I sweep all Jeff’s papers up and plonk them back in the drawer. I run down the stairs. The hammering gets louder.


‘Just a second,’ I call out and bang into our bedroom to change. The curtains are drawn still, thankfully, otherwise they’d see straight in here. The navy trouser suit and cream blouse I wore yesterday are in a ball on the floor. I throw them on. There’s no sign of my shoes.


I go to answer the door and it strikes me.


What if it isn’t my appointment? What if the urgent knocking is to do with the beach?


A wave of nausea rises in me.


‘Who is it?’


A man’s voice booms out. ‘Ian Kennedy.’


I’m not expecting a man. I begin to tremble. I don’t want to open the door.


‘Sheena’s dad,’ he calls out. Sheena. But she’s Sheena Ryan and her mum brings her.


I open the door. Ian Kennedy looks me straight in the eye. My height, broad shoulders, slim. He holds Sheena by the arm, as if he’s dragged her here. She won’t look at me. Instead, she tilts her head in the direction of our bedroom window. Her long, straight, mousy brown hair hasn’t been brushed and it’s laced with grease. I haven’t seen her like this before. Ian Kennedy puts out his free hand to introduce himself.


‘Do I have the wrong time? Alice said it was ten, but we seem to have taken you by surprise.’


‘No, no, Alice is right. Sorry about the delay,’ I say, without offering any excuse for it. Ian Kennedy does not look like the type of man who would tolerate excuses. His slate-grey eyes are cold. Uncompromising.


‘Sheena, can you show your dad where to go, please. I’ll be up in a minute.’ She doesn’t answer but brushes past me, both her arms tucked into the front pouch of her dust-pink hoodie. Ian Kennedy follows, dwarfing the staircase, making it seem toy-like. As I’m sure I do too. I hunt through the sitting room for my shoes. I’m on my knees looking under the couch when I hear a loud roar. Followed by my name. He’s calling me.


I sprint up the stairs.


Sheena is sitting in my chair holding Jeff’s fountain pen to her wrist. The golden nib sparkles in the light.


‘l told you I didn’t want to come with you, but you made me,’ she says to her father.


‘So now you know what I’m going to have to do.’ She digs the nib into herself. Little staccato jabs. Ian Kennedy looks imploringly at me. He shakes his head while quiet tears stream down his face.


‘Sheena, why do you think your dad has brought you here today?’


She keeps jabbing the nib into her wrist, my question not enough to divert her.


‘Don’t know. I only like coming with Mum.’


I focus on her face and not at what she’s doing with the pen. I don’t even mention it.


‘But your mother couldn’t be here, Sheena, and your father has brought you. Why do you think that is?’


‘No clue.’


‘Have a guess. Or would you like me to?’


‘You.’ She casts her gaze towards the skylight, in a prolonged eye roll. She stops jabbing the nib into herself. Black ink spots bleed into one another. It’s difficult to see the damage.


‘My guess is that your father has brought you here today because he is very concerned about you.’ Sheena drops her gaze, settles it at my bare feet, which are cool and clammy now. I feel as if I’m on the verge of shivering. I rub my hands along my trousers to stave it off. Sheena follows the movements.


‘You okay?’ she asks, not expecting an answer. Clearly glad of the opportunity to take the heat off herself for a moment.


‘In fact, he’s so concerned about you that it’s upsetting him,’ I continue.


A grin breaks across her face when she looks up at him.


‘Are you crying? What would they think of that down at the station?’


I glance his way and take it all in. His navy trousers with a neat crease straight down the middle. His light blue collar with navy tie, half hidden under a beige jumper. His boots. Thick-soled, shiny black toecaps. My heart thuds in my neck. Without the jacket I’d never have guessed.


‘And the lowlifes. They’d love to see this.’ She’s fake laughing now, forcing it out.


‘Inspector Kennedy. The big wuss.’


All the air goes out of my lungs and I don’t seem to be able to get any back in. I try small, shallow breaths while Sheena offers him a mock snort, underlining her disdain.


He nods in my direction, as if to say cheers. Cheers. Nice one. Now she hates me even more. My cheeks tingle and must be red. He averts his gaze. He thinks he’s embarrassed me. If only it were that simple. I need to get this back on track. Get the session over. Get them out of here.


‘I’d like my chair back, Sheena, and my pen. You can sit beside your dad.’


She gets up, pulls a tissue from my box and hands me the pen. She waves the tissue at her father. He takes it. Then she walks back to my desk and reefs another one out. She sits down beside him and dabs the tissue on her wrist. Faded black ink soaks into it. There’s no sign of red. The nib wasn’t sharp enough to draw blood.


‘Would you like to tell your daughter what brought you here today?’ His eyes narrow slightly. He’d rather not do this, it seems. But then he begins, tripping over his words at first, stopping and starting like an anxious runner, bouncing about, waiting for the sound of the gun to get out of the blocks. He’s off now, a smooth stream. I sit back and breathe deeply again. I zone out from this big, vulnerable policeman pouring out his love for his daughter.


Supremo.


That single word scrawled onto the document in the drawer just here.


I’ve never seen Jeff write just a one-word comment, and in Italian. It’s taunting me.


Sheena blows her nose loudly into the tissue, bringing me back into the room. Ian Kennedy slips his hand into his trouser pocket and pulls out a mobile phone. It’s vibrating.


‘Excuse me for a minute, I need to take this.’ He steps outside.


I ask Sheena to tell me what she thinks about what her father has just said, and as she speaks I listen. Not to her. To her father. It’s indiscernible. Monosyllabic. Could be anything at all.


‘Will do,’ he says and pushes the door again.


‘Sorry about that.’ He doesn’t sit back down. ‘I’ll have to make a move.’


There’s an ashen hue to his face now. He’s heard something bad.


‘We need to finish up first. Sheena can you tell your dad what you were telling me just now?’


‘If he sits down I will.’


He perches on the edge of the seat and pretends to listen. She’s punishing him for something that I don’t know about. He nods. I nod. He presses the home button on his phone, checking the time. He needs to go. I need him to stay now. When she stops I ask him what he thinks about what she has just said. A further stalling. A little finger in the dam.


His brow furrows as he stands back up.


‘I hear what you’re saying, Sheena, but I really have to get to work. Can we pick this up next time?’ He’s addressing me, but it’s a statement more than a question. A statement that doesn’t deserve to be answered. Not that I can answer it anyway. Will there be a next time? If his urgent work call is anything to do with this morning, there won’t be.


‘What do you think, Sheena?’ I say instead.


‘I think this is the same bullshit as always. Even with the tears. Nothing’s changed. Nothing ever will.’ She gets up, flounces past him and hammers down the spiral staircase.









October


Nina


Nina takes the cycle lane along the coast road, bypassing the traffic jams, oblivious to the frustrated drivers beeping their horns. Cycling relaxes her, clears her head. Cutting up from Booterstown towards the campus, she becomes aware of all the young students who drive in. She wonders about this. How it’s possible for so many of them to have cars. Whether it should be possible. Eighteen-year-olds tootle past her with an indifference which makes her uneasy. On another day she might take this on, allow it to smoulder, and then to build into something else. Not today. She pushes it down as she spins across the bridge and through the college gates, pumping hard on the pedals, passing the cars now as they get clogged up, looking for spaces in which to park. She spins on past the lake, still and glassy in the morning autumnal light, the fountains not yet in motion as they were when she was last here. A handful of students dot the steps to the water. Later on she knows they will be thronged. This is the best part of the day. She locks her bike outside the library and checks the time on her phone. Nine-thirty. She has time to grab a coffee and do some deep breathing before heading up the stairs for her meeting.


At one minute to ten she is outside Professor Hogan’s office door on the third floor. Her heart pounds. She raises her hand to his nameplate and is just about to knock when she hears voices in the stairwell. It is his voice, along with a woman’s, and then loud laughter at something he has said. Like the bark of a seal. Nina could duck around the corner and reappear in a minute or two, but their voices are upon her, she’d be seen. She stays put, trying to look interested in the noticeboard on the wall.


‘Ah, this must be Nina Ruzza,’ Professor Hogan’s voice rings out, pronouncing her surname beautifully, the perfect rolling R an unexpected treat. He puts out his hand. His warm fingers clasp hers so hard that the long silver spiral ring on her middle finger digs into her knuckle. She feels a mapping start on her neck, under her polo. For six months now she has been getting to know Jeffrey Hogan, in her own way. Six months since she sat for the first time in one of his lectures. Just to watch.


‘I knew you’d be here already,’ he says, the familiarity in his words a surprise to her. It’s as if he’s letting her know that he recognizes her.


‘Come in, come on in.’ He slots his key in the door and waves to the woman who Nina knows is the Head of School from her picture on the website. She’s a little older in real life, early sixties perhaps. Nina smiles at her, while twisting the ring around on her finger to relieve the pain. The door opens and it is clear to her that he hasn’t been in his room yet today. The venetian blinds are closed. He must’ve been working late last night. He places his briefcase on his desk and makes over to the window to fiddle with the blind. At the back of his head a patch of black hair, the size of a small hand, stands out among the silver. It’s as if a child has dipped their hand in black gloss paint and dabbed it on. The silver hair has a gentle wave to it. The contrasting black patch is straight. Is that part of his head made of something different, or is some separate biological process taking place at the nape of his neck?


‘That’s better,’ he says, turning around as the light tilts into the room through the slanted blinds.


‘Sit down, sit down, anywhere at all.’


He motions to the circular table in the middle of the floor with six chairs around it and Nina freezes. She’d prefer to sit at his desk. This is a conference table. Where should she sit? Opposite him? Beside him? Beside him but one? He gives her no indication as to where he will choose, so she plumps for the seat nearest to her, closes her eyes and waits. When she opens them again he is sitting directly across from her, his elbows on her proposal and his fingers laced together, as if in prayer.


‘I’m terribly sorry, Nina,’ he begins and pauses. She pinches her wrist under the table to keep herself poised. To ready herself for the let-down.


The phone on his desk rings. She watches him rise up to answer it, rolling his eyes to her, saying he’d have to get it.


‘I thought it might be you,’ he says, his voice low and soft. Melodic.


‘No, I’m just with a student at the moment. Ten minutes? Great.’


Ten minutes.


That’s all the time he’s allowing before he tells her to sling her hook. He makes his way back to her, smiling to himself.


‘Now, where were we?’ he says, his eyes twinkling after the call. ‘Ah, yes, Nina – I’m terribly sorry but I haven’t got round to reading your proposal yet. I meant to email you earlier to cancel this, but then I got called to a meeting.’ As he speaks he gazes at her mouth. She expects this. She has a little turquoise stud in the centre of her bottom lip.


‘Now I’m sure it’s excellent, given that you’re a First Class Honours student. Just give me another day, will you? We can discuss it properly tomorrow morning at, say, nine? How does that sound?’


Nina hasn’t yet uttered a syllable. That she’s here with him, at last, rendered her mute in the first place. Now she’s not sure what it is that’s stopping her from speaking. The fact that he hasn’t read it or the fact that he’s just complimented her. She must say something, quickly, or Professor Hogan might draw the conclusion that she’s not really up to this. When she does speak she finds herself echoing his matter-of-fact tone.


‘You know what, Professor Hogan, I’d prefer if you didn’t read it yet. I think it needs more work. Another week or so.’


His mouth hangs slightly open and his eyes seem to bulge. Like a goldfish staring out from a bowl. This encourages Nina to continue with the same tone.


‘I’ll email the final version to you by, say, Monday, give you plenty of time to read it before we meet, say, next Thursday? How does that sound?’


Nina gets up to leave Professor Hogan’s room well within the ten minutes he has allocated her. She is pleased with herself, mimicking him, putting things off as if they don’t matter a jot.


‘Hang on a second, Nina.’ He’s pointing his forefinger at her mouth.


‘I wasn’t sure at first, but now I think you might be bleeding.’


Nina’s hand reaches to where he points. She knows what it is. The wretched stain of pomegranate juice.









Tuesday


Cassandra


I give Ian Kennedy an appointment card for next week. Same time, same day, same place. Consistency. That’s what they need. What we all need.


‘Thank you.’ He puts his large right hand out in front of me. I don’t want to have to do it. Shaking hands would seal the guilt of what I’ve seen and what I won’t tell. What he’s off to face now. I pretend not to notice his hand. I focus on Sheena instead. She stands beside the front door, the light shining through the stained-glass panel refracting red onto her dull hair. The splash of freckles across her nose and cheeks seems more defined today, her skin tighter, with an added pallor. Even though she stormed out, annoyed with her father, she didn’t leave altogether. She looks more at ease now than when she arrived. Perhaps something shifted in the session, after all.


‘I’m not sure if it’ll be myself or Alice next time with her.’ His weak smile is at odds with his strong face. They’re separated. His wedding ring is stubbornly embedded on his left hand. Alice has shed hers.


‘Both of you, if possible,’ I say, automatically.


He stops smiling.


‘It would be best if you could all attend together.’ It’s true, to get each person in the system is the most powerful session. But why I’m pushing this now I don’t know, especially with him. He’s not just a parent, after all.


‘Whatever you can manage, though – no worries if you can’t make it.’


His brow scrunches for a moment, registering his confusion. He’d like a clearer message.


‘I can see Sheena for her one-to-one session as well. I’ll send out the appointment to Alice.’


He doesn’t respond.


‘Yes,’ Sheena says. ‘Send the appointment out to Mum.’ She opens the front door and walks down the path. From behind, her waif-like stature makes her seem younger than her fifteen years. More vulnerable. From behind, she looks more like a ten-year-old kid. Then she glances back around to check if her father is coming and you see it all clearly. The face of a preoccupied teen. Unsure of herself. Unsure of the world. She raises her hand in a half wave to me. He follows her down the path. She opens our little blue gate and holds it for him. Something she wouldn’t have done on the way in.


Back inside, I collapse down on the couch. Onto something hard. I reach underneath me and pull out one of my shoes, and then the other. Snippets from last night flash before me. Jeff slipping my shoes off, pulling my legs onto his lap and digging his thumb into the sole of my aching right foot. The log fire crackling and scenting the room. Ted in his Spiderman pyjamas brushing Tuppence. The silence. The Rioja, a Gran Reserva, uncorked, breathing on the mantelpiece, waiting for Ted to go to bed.


A stale smell interrupts my thoughts. I sniff at my underarms. Oniony. Yesterday’s suit and polyester blouse. I need to shower and change but I feel leaden. Stuck. Pinned down.


His words from last night swirl in me.


*


It’s nice to be able to do something for you for a change.


He massages my right foot and I sink further down towards him, willing him to go on.


To put his damn book down and use both hands.


To give me his full attention.


But that’s something about Jeff that I’ve learned to live with lately. Not quite having his full attention. Part of his mind is elsewhere. Mulling over some minute academic detail. Inaccessible. He’s with me and he’s not. A one-handed foot massage is as good as it gets.


He laughs as he reads, his stomach juddering as he tries to keep the laughter in. He could let it out, share it, but he doesn’t. I’ve read it too. Zeno’s Conscience by Italo Svevo. One of the earliest novels about psychoanalysis. Right up my street. I devoured it. A man’s search for his identity. You see things less clearly when you open your eyes too wide. Jeff’s copy is a second edition in Italian. Mine is a translation. Another little void in our relationship. His love of Italian and Italy since his primary degree. My relative ignorance. He massages and judders and I try to imagine which part he’s reading now. I feel absurdly close to him with the sole of my foot in his hand as he reads. I move my left foot in towards his crotch and rub gently waiting for him to react. Nothing.


*


I pull myself towards the bathroom. It’s as if I was doing some heavy lifting yesterday and the muscle pain kicks in all over me. I turn the shower on to maximum heat and pressure and step in. As I rotate myself, allowing the heavy pulsing water to get at every bit of me, I decide what to do. For now. For this moment. For this day. I do it right here in the shower. The technique I’ve taught my clients on occasion. I make myself re-experience it. Every little bit through my own eyes again. The range of confused feelings flood me.


The shock of seeing that he knows her.


That he waves his stick at her in the familiar way he does to me.


She runs towards him.


She beams at him and she’s laughing.


I can’t see his expression. He is side on to me. But he doesn’t move. He doesn’t back away.


She pulls at her shirt.


Dizzy. I feel dizzy watching.


She throws her shirt behind her.


She is naked to the waist.


He doesn’t flinch.


He looks straight at her.


She is beautiful.


Devastatingly beautiful. Natural. Long, dark ringlets. Wide eyes. Pale skin. Tiny.


Her turquoise skirt flaps in the wind.


She’s barefoot. If she was walking out of the sea towards him she would look like a mermaid. But she is not.


She leaps onto him, wrapping her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck.


Nausea. I feel sick.


I feel that I should call out and stop this now. But I do not. I watch. I listen.


He holds her by the waist.


Then one arm on her back.


His hand on hers up at his neck, moving down by her breasts.


He lifts her down.


She is talking but I cannot hear what she says.


She makes a noise. Light at first, a light groan, but it builds and builds, a heaving, gnawing groan, a crescendo, as if she is trying to rid herself of something, and she is shaking, and it gets louder still, and I think that I should run down to them.


But I do not.


He raises his right hand and places it over her face. He holds the back of her head with his left hand. He says something to her.


She looks up at him.


She lifts her arms up towards him but then they flop down.


The noise stops. Her arms dangle now, loose along her body. It seems like forever that they stand there like this.


She falls to her knees.


She keels onto her side.


She is still.


My gaze is drawn to her bare chest. Her left breast. Something screeches inside me.


*


Now I imagine that I can step back out of that place. That I can see myself observing as if on a screen. It is a film I am watching. I can push what I saw away from me, further and further. It moves into the distance. Off towards the horizon. The colours fade away. Sepia creeps in. The details become a blur.


I push and I push it far, far away.


The shower has run cold. I wash my hair anyway. I dry off quickly and dress myself. Cream linen shirt over black jeggings. My flats. I go up to the office to check my afternoon appointments. Just the one. Ben. A teenager suffering from social anxiety. I phone his mother and cancel. I go back into the bathroom. I scrape my hair up into a ponytail and put on some tinted moisturizer, a dash of copper lipstick, some black mascara. I am ready to go to collect Ted. We are going to have the afternoon of our dreams. Before a line is drawn in the sand.


*


I park outside the school and stay in the car until the very last second. I watch the other mums and a smattering of dads. The smiles. The forced banter. The little circles forming. Dads with their arms folded, defensive against the tidal wave of chattering mothers. It’s trickier for them. They seek one another out. Or they look down, pretending to be distracted by their phones. They cannot be too friendly with the mothers in case they are deemed to be flirting. They’re not invited on the parents’ evenings out because parent translates as mother. If I had the time, I’d research it. The school-gate dad. The primary carer, excluded from the main group. Assumptions made about you; being left out. Although right now I’d prefer to be one of them. No one quizzing me about how I am. Any news?
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