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For Cal and Rosa




MONDAY, 7 APRIL 2014


She was doing lists way before Mr Whatshisname ever told her to. The cheek of him, speaking to her like she was an eejit. And him no older than her own son, Raymond. He had the brains to be a consultant too, if he had wanted to. Well, a GP. Maybe. Or a dentist. Raymond was sure to have got the points for dentistry if he’d only bothered himself with his Leaving Cert. For the life of her, Mags will never understand why her son – a boy with brains to burn, as every single one of his teachers had told her at one time or another – was content to waste his life. Working in a library, of all things! Cork, of all places! He had barely put his eyes to a book as a child. And before the library, what about those years he’d wasted on that television soap? To be fair, he had earned good money from the acting. For the first few years anyway. At least he’d never been in one of those awful medical dramas, where every time a new character appears you wonder is something terrible about to happen, and the wards are full of people flouncing through doors, tugging their drips behind them.


Mags frowns, rooting around in her bag for today’s list. She doesn’t like to dwell too long on Raymond.


If a list doesn’t seem long enough she’ll often include a couple of extra little errands, or maybe write something down that she secretly doesn’t intend to do, so that she’ll have the next day’s list already under way. Her notebook has a picture of a baby panda slap-bang in the centre of each page, and the best lists are the ones that obscure his fat little tummy, stretching down as far as his furry toes. Rebecca dates the pages for her, weeks into the future at a time. She’s a lovely granddaughter, Rebecca. Such a kind girl. Thoughtful. Anita was the same at her age, though the kindness in her has dissipated, watered down like cheap milk. Anita is a good daughter to Mags, it’s true, but since Jack … Something about her doesn’t ring true any more. Mags feels as though Anita is self-consciously assisting her, that helping her with anything, from a lift to the shops to buying something on the computer (the day Tesco delivered twenty kilos of red onions and ten jars of pickles, Mags decided shopping on the internet wasn’t for her, after all), is a task to be borne stoically; another testament to life’s mean trials.


When the girls were young she bought them comics every week: Mandy for Anita and – no matter that she was ten years younger and couldn’t read yet – Twinkle for Elin. The back covers always had illustrations of women and a selection of clothes, dotted lines printed around the lot. (‘Remember, readers! Ask Mum before using scissors!’) The same Germolene-pink bodies and plain white underwear each week, but different outfits and hairstyles. Paper shoes and handbags too, but they were fiddly and would rip; they had Elin in tears within minutes. These days, Anita reminds Mags of those flimsy paper dolls, what with the lovely rig-outs and the jewellery and always being so immaculately turned out, even though she’s got a bit of weight on her, despite forever talking about being on the SimpleSlim. But behind them is only an outline of a woman, her expression frozen, standing alone in her underwear. Poor Anita.


There’s the page! Wasn’t it sitting waiting for her on the table all this time. An otherwise-blank Monday, 7 April sheet awaits her command.


Small milk, she writes.


Paper.


That’s two things. But she gets them pretty much every day, so they’re no more interesting than the thin lines of the page. She forgot them towards the end of last week, though, or must have, because when she went to the fridge on Saturday what was left of the milk was gone off and there was no spare.


Dog food. She gets a tin once or twice a week so that she’ll have something for next-door’s terrier when he comes calling. Poor little scrap is left to fend for himself all day long. She gets bread every other day, and yesterday was Sunday so today is a bread day. She’d never buy bread on a Sunday as it would be Saturday’s loaf.


Bread.


Rebecca had given her a fancy notebook called Shopping in a New York Minute for Christmas. It had all the lists you could ever want already printed out! You just had to tick next to the thing and tear off the page and pop it in your purse. She’d enjoyed being the person who might require such exotic shopping: chilli beef, zucchini, lemon thyme. She’d imagined herself – young and busy, casually beautiful and decidedly taller, with a pot-luck chilli the envy of her friends – living in an apartment overlooking Central Park. She wasn’t exactly too sure what Central Park would look like from that apartment, but it was sure to be a vast space in a huggle of high buildings. A place where slices of watermelon-green grass flickered through trees thick with orange and red leaves. Her living room would fill to bursting with the smells of candles and happiness, and from her window – no, better than that, her balcony! – the treetops would glow like sugar on fire in the autumn sun.


She’d ticked a few things in Rebecca’s notebook just for the hell of it – water chestnuts, radicchio, molasses – but she’d never have bought them. That would have been taking the thing too far. One morning she’d asked the greengrocer for lemon thyme. He sucked his teeth, shook his head. When he repeated it back to her, it became lemontime. Ah, sure wasn’t that a boom-time herb, he told her. No call for it any more. Pity. She liked the ginny, cocktail sound of lemontime.


She’d kept Shopping in a New York Minute in her bag for a while, but it just wasn’t the same as her little recycled-paper notebooks with the chubby panda cub. She likes the date written in by hand and the wire across the top to tuck her pen into and her own writing that she can cross off when it’s done. Ticks are fiddly little things anyway. Mags Jensen likes nothing more than a good fat biro line put through it when a job is done.


Done and dusted.


‘Keep a record of your daily activities,’ was what that consultant told her, not interested that she’s always lived life to her lists. ‘So you can refer back.’ Refer back to what exactly? she’d wondered silently. Back to myself?


Yet she has more lists these days. Has had them for a while. Secret ones – not even Rebecca knows about them. (And the doctor certainly doesn’t.) She writes a new list in bed at night in a notebook that she keeps tucked away at the back of the locker under a box of tissues because Anita’s not above a quick gander around upstairs, she’s sure of it. She writes the day and date at the top of the page and on this list she writes everything that troubled her during the day: the things she forgot and how she was reminded of them, or what happened by her not remembering. She tries to think of her pen as a fishing rod and the notebook her net, but some days it’s no good: she still can’t reel the thoughts in. These lists – her roll of shame – frighten her some days. They make her feel that there’s a black hole in her life somewhere and she’s going to fall down it one day, completely without warning. And what’s worse is that she doesn’t know if it’s in the past or the future.


Last night’s roll of shame reads: Sunday, 6 April. Toast in toaster at lunchtime. Earrings in cutlery drawer. J card. Raymond? Mags had reread this list again first thing this morning. What about Raymond? What was it she hadn’t remembered to remember? Don’t focus on one thing too hard: isn’t that what she was told? Stop worrying and let it come back by itself. The doctor had been right about that much: trying to get the thought back when she’s in this mood is no better than tugging at a stuck lid. Even if she were eventually to pull it open, the box would be completely empty, with not even a crumb or a wrapper inside and no clue as to what was ever kept in it.


She pops her notebook into her bag: milk, paper, bread, dog food, post office. She has a charity letter to post: she’ll need a stamp for it as well as one for the card. It annoys her the way charities do that, and she dislikes herself for feeling irritated by it. No matter how big a cheque she’s put in the envelope, or what she may be denying herself so that she can help out someone else, when she licks the envelope shut, there it is on the front next to a photo of a little boy, all ribs and huge brown eyes: No stamp necessary but using one will save us money. And then all the good she might have felt about herself, all the connectedness to the flesh and blood of strangers and their lives, their homes and hopes, drains away if she doesn’t go and buy a stamp to stick on the wretched thing. She gets loads of these charity letters, she doesn’t know why. Tortured young men, abandoned animals, children dying for want of a cup of clean water, entire villages gone blind … A new appeal arrives on her doormat (‘Cap in hand,’ Anita calls it) pretty much every week. Mags reads every one, though she’s sure she never filled out any form asking for them all to write to her.


‘You’re on a list,’ Raymond told her, when she asked him had he any idea of the cost to train a guide dog. Charities buy lists of people who are known to donate. He had sighed down the phone from Cork. ‘Your data, Mags. You’re being bought and sold.’ His words had a you-should-know-better-at-your-age tone to them, but then his accent always sounded more Cork on the phone than in person. She wants to reply to all the letters, to send everyone something, but how can she? It feels like a tide coming in the front door. Waves of sadness and misery – those starved orphans trapped under a burning sun sure to die without her to save them! – rising higher and higher in her front room until all the pain in the world will be caught there, pushing her tight, trapping her against her own ceiling.


‘Oh, get a grip, woman.’ She puts the envelope in her bag, ashamed that she ever begrudged the little lad his stamp. And, anyway, seeing as how she has to go to the post office, she might as well get the new TV licence while she’s at it, no matter that it’s a week early.


Good, all done. Her pen speared a great catch this morning. Mags realises she’s hungry. She mustn’t have had her breakfast, after all. She switches on the kettle and turns up the radio again. She always has the radio on if she’s in the kitchen or pottering around the house, and it’s been sputtering away quietly in the background since she put it on to catch the morning news. The headlines had see-sawed same as always, one person shouting bad to another’s good. There was a report about a minister who hid in St Patrick’s Cathedral in order to dodge a group of pensioners protesting at the withdrawal of their medical cards. Mags felt embarrassed for him. The fool. After that there had been a piece about three army men caught joking on tape about molesting two colleagues and how they’d get away with it too, because the women would know better than to make a complaint. The officers are innocent of any crime, it’s been decided. She wondered were those women in their homes, listening to the same news bulletin as herself. She’d imagined them gripping the edges of their kitchen tables and breathing hard to steady themselves while this further undeserved humiliation was told to people quietly chewing their cornflakes. She’d thought of the women – she hadn’t caught their names – and remembered how she had once gripped this same table but in a different kitchen. That memory was clear as day, she could smell as well as see it: burned toast and the teapot stewing on the Aga. That awful White Musk perfume Anita wore night and day. The earthy stench from the mud on Raymond’s rugby boots, dumped just inside the back door as usual. That long-ago morning she had clasped the wooden table so hard she’d thought her fingers would snap. She’d had no choice. It had been either that or lift every single piece of crockery off the table, pull Elin’s cereal bowl out of her little hands, everything, and hurl them at the shut window, screaming the entire while.


There are situations in life when sanity can be a choice, she has always believed that. She had tried to explain it to Anita once, during that awful time after Jack died and Anita was falling apart, barely eating. But Anita looked at her like she was stupid – worse, as though she was a stupid, interfering stranger – and walked out of the room. Pain is the devil’s own liar and you have to fight back, was all she had been trying to explain to her daughter. Pain tries to trick you, to make you believe that it has taken up residence in you for ever. That it will own you. And look at the way Anita is now, with little Cuan. So uptight about his well-being that she can barely enjoy his company. When he’s not in the room she’s always asking where he is, or discussing his health or whatever, as though the fact of his existence is the important thing, not the living, breathing, flesh-and-bone messy parcel of him.


Do people still keep tiers of wedding cake for the first child’s baptism, she wonders. She had kept an entire layer of her own – they’d had it at Anita’s christening. How long would she have hung on to it if she’d had no children? When do you give up and throw it out, mouldy and sunken? Cuan is being minded like he was a precious layer of cake. Being saved for the future, no matter what that is doing to the present. Poor lamb.


Mags had turned the volume down midway during the break in the news when one of those ‘Save time when you book online’ ads came on. They’re all the same, she thinks, those websites with names that are meant to sound all friendly, so you’ll forget it’s computers you’re dealing with rather than real people. The nation’s obsession with saving time drives her mad. She’d like to squander it. Wash herself in it. It’s all she has some days: time.


Her favourite talk show is about to start, so it’s safe to turn the radio back up again: ‘… and with Easter nearly upon us,’ Pat Kenny is saying, ‘for parents all round the country the Communion season must be well under way. And I’m sure we all thought the excesses of the Celtic Tiger were firmly behind us by now, but …’ He pauses here, like a horse before a fence. It irritates her when presenters do this. It’s your show, she thinks. Don’t be waiting for me to finish making your point just so’s you can steam in and prove me wrong. As if he’s read her thought, Pat canters to the end of his sentence: ‘… it looks like there’s some spending we’re not prepared to let go.’ There are no communicants in the family this year, thankfully. Anita’s twins, Rebecca and Ailish, are well past all that – they’ll be doing the Leaving Cert next year – and at six Cuan is too young still.


A minute later there’s a woman on the phone-in. ‘Over a hundred just for the dress,’ she complains, ‘and that’s before the veil or anything. And the tears when I said no to a bouncy castle!’


‘Have we learned nothing from ourselves?’ Pat asks.


‘Not around here they’ve not.’ She sounds unsurprised, a woman comfortable inhabiting the failures of others.


Mags sits at the table and finishes her toast and tea. Pat and his callers aside, her kitchen is quiet. She has the curtains pulled as far back as they can go and the room is bright. Peaceful. The fabric has a pattern of wine bottles, fruit, and long, sandy-coloured French loaves. Anita claims her mother must be the last woman in Ireland with curtains on her kitchen window. But so what if they’re twenty years old? When did it become mandatory to change your kitchen curtains every five minutes? They do as good a job here as they did in the old house in Shankill. So what if the painted bunches of grapes are too big and the vin du table bottles are faded the colour of old radishes? Raymond, too, had been in the room the day Anita told her she should change them, and he’d looked up, smirked – unusual for him to pick up on anything his big sister said, he normally didn’t bother – and added, ‘Those French sticks are well stale,’ which had made them all laugh.


A starling dab-dabs the crumbs Mags left out on the windowsill, the iridescent flare of his feathers flickering in the light. She looks past the bird to the long, narrow garden and its high, elephant-grey stone walls. At the bottom of the garden is the vast oak Cuan loves to climb when his mother isn’t looking. Mags’s back garden can be so silent sometimes it’s hard to believe that, only a hundred yards away, at the bottom of Booterstown Avenue, there are four lanes of traffic. During rush hour beleaguered cars hurtle down the avenue eager to get to the Rock Road at the bottom, and to work; eight, nine hours later they reappear, just as keen to do the whole thing in reverse.


On the far side of the Rock Road there is a salt marsh nature reserve. Just beyond it lies the thin line of the DART track; and beyond that again, the curling, sealy-blue waves of Dublin Bay. It has always seemed peculiar to her that a nature reserve can be boundaried by a dual carriageway on one side and a train line on the other. Not very natural, is it? During winter she has spotted geese come all the way from Canada, teal from Russia, and those lovely redshanks, stopping by on their journey from Iceland to Africa. She’s stood near the entrance to the DART station and watched them until her hands were gone numb inside her gloves. What amazing creatures! Free in the air but controlled by a destiny outside themselves, an instinct that propels them across frozen continents to this small, grubby stretch beside a busy road in a busy city. She’ll have a good look today, she decides. See if she can’t spot a few new ones.


There’s a muddily sort of walk, part proper path, part coastline, that goes two miles from the nature reserve and into Blackrock village, then past the ruins of the old swimming pool – a disgrace, the council letting all the old baths go to rack and ruin like that – and a few miles further, as far as Dún Laoghaire. These are places she knows well from a life spent in Shankill, five miles further again on the far side of Dún Laoghaire. It must be twenty years since she’s done that walk. There was a time when they’d tramp this full stretch of coast in summer, the kids playing in rock pools along the edges of the sea, stopping for picnics whenever they fancied, and everyone with pinked-up shoulders by the end of the day, all crinkly and overheated and panting for an ice-cream cornet in Teddy’s on the way home.


At night there is still just enough life slipping up and down the avenue to make her feel connected to the world. She listens to it when she can’t sleep, when she’s staring into the dark wondering is she alive at all. Wondering which night will she close her eyes never to open them again. There was a prayer they were all taught as children: Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray to God my soul to take. The ‘if I should die’ part had terrified her six-year-old self, her hands clasped piously together as she knelt on the scuffed, oxtail-brown boards of her bedroom floor, her dolly jammed under her arm. Until she’d heard that prayer it had never occurred to her there was the slightest chance she might die in her sleep. The faith she once had is long since spilled, her God kneaded into nothing by the hands of those meant to be doing his work, yet she recalls that prayer often. When she finds herself thinking of the words ‘if I should die’, she pauses. It’s the when of death, not if, she thinks. Understanding that, being content with that: that is the impossible trick. We all become fallen soldiers one day. Her lists do the job of religion for her now. Faith, delivered by repetition.


At night she lies there and listens to the sounds of the avenue outside, hoping to hear happy voices from people walking down from Hennessys pub, or the crunch of shoes heading up from The Magpie at the bottom. She concentrates so hard that she can hear past the tipsy messing. Past the chatter and down the road and across the dual carriageway until, through the salty air, she hears the faint, rolling whispers of the sea calling to her, telling her it’s time to go home. She lies quietly in her half of her half-empty bed and listens.


Listens hard, and tries to remember.


She is in the hall now and stops by the phone table. What did she come out here for again? ‘Oh, hurry up, Mags,’ she chides herself. ‘Stop your foostering around.’ She has a lovely bag she uses for shopping, black leather with a coloured tapestry panel on the front, only she can’t put her hand to it now. Never mind. The one Raymond sent her last birthday is hanging up on the peg by the door; it’ll do. It has long handles and the words I’m a canvas bag in big letters down the front. The height of nonsense, she’d thought. Of course it’s a canvas bag. She’d imagined for a moment if everyone had to declare themselves so clearly, to have a slogan of themselves on display. She’d have ‘I’m 69, not invisible’ embroidered all down the back of her coat. What slogans would her children have? The daughters who no longer speak to each other, her son who doesn’t seem that bothered with any of them. Little Elin, the child she rarely sees and doesn’t hear from as much as she’d like, and her only over in Scotland. On the odd times Elin phones she ends her calls with ‘I’m always thinking of you, Mum,’ so maybe that should be her slogan. When Raymond calls it’s usually a couple of minutes before Coronation Street starts. Does he think she’s so dumb she doesn’t know what he’s up to? Putting her on a leash like that. She always answers the phone, though. How could she not, and him her own son? There’s never much sense to be got out of Raymond about his life, and Jean, and his job in the library, so maybe his slogan should be I’m not an open book.


‘Well done, Mags,’ she says out loud. ‘That’s a good one.’ And Anita? Who’s to know what slogan Anita would have? She’s not even sure Anita would know herself. There’s a phrase seems to be everywhere these days: Keep Calm and … Oh, something or other, she can’t think of it. Anita said, Keep calm, to her over and over when they were in the consultant’s office that time, when Mags had got a bit upset and distracted and forgotten herself. Right out of the blue when they had been talking about nothing more than the trouble Anita had finding a parking space near the clinic, the consultant said, ‘And tell me, what age are you, Margaret?’ and she had no idea, just none. She didn’t even understand what he meant by it, what sort of information he was trying to get out of her. For a minute – no, less, only a few seconds! – he might as well have been speaking another language, one in which she had no translation for the word age. She pictured her brain as one of those old grey filing cabinets, and her as the secretary she once was standing in front of it. She could hear the clunking sounds it made as she yanked the drawers out in turn, desperately trying to find the right piece of paper in time to answer the man’s question, but it wasn’t there.


For all her GP had said about it being a good idea to ‘have a chat’ with a neurologist, Mags had gone into Mr Cooney’s office assuming the problem was her thyroid. It had played up a few times as she’d got older, and she’d get all out of kilter, over-tired and a bit bothered and fuzzy, until her medication was adjusted. But that didn’t seem to be the issue this time, because then he was saying, ‘We’ll monitor it for now and schedule a few more tests,’ but she had got upset and that had made it harder to follow what he was talking about. Doctors do that, they confuse people. Ask anyone.


‘Keep calm and breathe, Mum,’ Anita kept saying.


Keep calm and breathe. That must be it. Maybe Anita had seen it on an inhaler.


Back in the kitchen the teapot’s in its proper place and the taste in her mouth tells her she’s had her morning tea but she puts a fingertip to the ceramic spout just in case. It’s barely warm. That’s grand. She’s had her tea for sure, so she’ll have a coffee later on. She has Anita’s old coffee machine – Derek got Anita the newer model for Christmas. Mags has taken to leaving the machine with a fresh pellet ready inside. Sometimes it’s happened that even before she’s put the milk on the ring to heat she’s forgotten if there’s a pellet inside or not, and has to check. She must be wasting loads that way. Enough, she chides herself. Let that be a problem for later. Something to look forward to, she thinks drily.


There’s the post! She loves the slither of a letter dropping onto the hall floor. It’s an invite to a wedding – how nice. Her friend Maeve’s only granddaughter, Eleanor Reynolds-Hayman, is engaged to a chap called Thomas Murray-O’Donnell. She turns the pearly white card over in her hands. It’s packed full of surnames. Don’t they realise how silly it seems? Words like ivy, to choke them at the altar. Mrs Margaret Mary Veronica Bernadette Burns Jensen will be so kind as to accept your so-kind invitation. Mags imagines the children this couple will have. Babies with all four surnames bolted onto them for life, pulled down by the rusty anchors of their parents’, and grandparents’ affectations. And then what happens if they marry someone whose parents were as daft? On and on it would go, spun out of all control. She’s glad Anita hadn’t gone in for such nonsense. She pops the card into her bag. Mags loves a wedding.


Shopping bag, handbag, coat, scarf. It’s mild, a lovely bright morning, but she slips her umbrella in too, because the one thing you can tell about Irish weather is that you never can tell. Mags enjoys the routine of her stroll down Booterstown Avenue and on to Blackrock, though she always gets the bus back because of the shopping. The name ‘Booterstown’ comes from ‘town of the road’ in Irish, which is a silly something-and-nothing sort of a name, really. One of those letting-on ones. There’s nothing towny about the avenue – it’s only the two long strings of houses, the church, two pubs and a struggling clutch of shops that seem to be forever changing hands and rarely make it past a year. Best Buds is her favourite of the current crop. Liz, the owner, is lovely. Chatty, but not in a did-you-see-EastEnders way. She asks proper questions, offers opinions. She pauses before she answers, her head tilted to one side. Her big brown eyes remind Mags of a poster Anita used to have tacked to her wall as a teenager: a puppy, all huge eyes and fur the colour of Cadbury’s Buttons. Not that she’d ever tell Liz that, of course. Liz slips in a few extra stems whenever Mags buys flowers. She drops bunches up the odd time too, old ones that are on the turn or whatever. Just last Friday she appeared at the door, her hands full of daffodils. She said they’d not last the weekend and Mags would be doing her a favour to take them. They’re still blooming away happily, though, and Mags wonders did Liz make a mistake but doesn’t want to ask her in case she sounds rude, telling Liz how to run her business. She hopes Best Buds survives. It’s a pity the country can’t grow more shopkeepers like Liz.


Blackrock is different. It’s a big, overgrown village so people know each other in that towny way. Conversations are rehearsed exchanges, a push-and-pull answer and reply system. People don’t like it if you respond to ‘How are you?’ with anything other than ‘Grand, thanks, and you?’


‘I’m rubbish, to be honest,’ she said one day to the butcher in the Frascati Centre as an experiment, and added, ‘I’m particularly out of sorts today,’ and the man went as red as the lamb chop in his hand before shaking his head and spluttering something that might have been ‘oh dear’ or maybe ‘old dear’. She wasn’t sure and suddenly didn’t have the courage to query. The chemist generated better results, but he wanted a list of symptoms and before she knew it she had wasted nearly twenty euro on a packet of senna tablets and a box of fancy-looking sachets of powdered fibre. She doubted she’d ever need them, but her purse was certainly lighter for the experience. Experiment concluded, she decided.


There’s a note in Anita’s neat script pinned to the mirror in the hall: Will collect u at 2 p.m. Monday – dentist.


She had forgotten, it’s true. Mags opens up her little notebook and writes Anita dentist 2. She’d better leave the table set for her lunch in that case, to save time when she gets back. As she passes the open door to the sitting room, Liz’s daffodils bob their heads in greeting from the mantelpiece. They are in the Belleek vase that was a wedding gift to her own parents and hasn’t a single chip or crack in it seventy-five years later. She never tires of that vase. She’s been tracing its intricate patterns all her life. She smiles back at the pert yellow heads, bobbing like meerkats above the buttercream porcelain. Lilies trapped in porcelain, for ever open, their stigmas and stamens exposed. Alive and dead, all at once. She can see the same vase full of roses instead of daffodils on the mantelpiece in the good sitting room of the house in Shankill. Her mother had a great way with roses; she could make flowers bloom in a desert, Dad used to say. During the day the scent was delicate, exotic. In the evening, the smell disappeared as the room filled with the sulphurous crackles of the coal fire.


Laying the table doesn’t take long: plate, cutlery, butter dish but not the tub of spread, cup in the saucer and what else? She looks around. Where’s that … thingy? She has no idea what she’s looking for but can’t give up on herself. She has a hand raised to the press over the table so she must have been after something. She takes a two-finger KitKat from the shelf and puts it next to the saucer. She knows it’s not really what she was looking for, but this way she’s remembered something so, by her accounting system, it can be considered almost a finished job. A half-remember. A thin line through the list.


She stands in front of the hall mirror. The eyes that look back are pale and tired, threaded through with red. They are no longer the blue of a summer’s day but more its thin reflection, captured in a tired sea. She puts on her beret and adds a spray of cologne to her wrists and neck. A few weeks before she had caught Anita’s reflection in the mirror as she did this. A curious look had crossed Anita’s face, as though she couldn’t understand why her mother was bothering to make herself smell nice, there was no need for it. That’s Anita to a T right there, Mags thinks: a woman who wears perfume only for others.


A million years before, when Mags and Per were first courting and wouldn’t be able to see each other much during the week, he would telephone her at home every evening from his digs. For ages, she would never answer it herself, just to keep him waiting, even though she always knew it would be him.


‘You’re looking lovely today,’ he would say, when she came to the phone, and then something like, ‘That colour, it suits you,’ or ‘Is that cardigan new?’ and it always made her laugh, every time. She smiles now, thinking of it. For a long time she couldn’t think of anything about their life together without that awful white-hot anger seizing the memory, mauling it. But not any more. She has no fury left for a dead man. He made his mistakes. They both did. If only Anita could lose her anger. It’s as if she has taken her rage about Jack’s death so far within herself that it can’t find a way out: she has consumed it more than been consumed by it.


‘Are you ready at last?’ she mutters to herself, as she takes out her lipstick. ‘I am indeed,’ she answers, and carefully paints her mouth, blots, then does it again. ‘You’re looking lovely today,’ she says, suddenly needing to hear the words aloud again, threadbare echoes from almost fifty years before.


The old woman in the mirror stares back, doesn’t reply.


The front door squeaks, a thin sound that she pictures as a mouse pushing a chair. Anita’s always at her to oil it, but she never does. The squeak, the thunk of the door’s wooden lip lifting up from the step, the satisfying thud when she pulls it to behind her: these are the sounds that introduce her to the street and the world beyond. They are the soft tap-tap on the shoulder that shakes her gently awake from the solitary Rip Van Winkle life of home.


And with this thought in her head, Margaret Jensen locks her front door behind her and takes herself away.


Cross, cranky, snappy, snarky: call it what you will, it’s what she was. Anita was to think back often on that day, and every time she did she would hate herself for how cross she had been. Cross that her mother had gone out without letting her know what her plans were for the morning, cross that she was late coming back. Cross at the nerve of her, wasting Anita’s time like that. Anita had sat at home in the lounge (Derek always referred to it as the ‘back room’, which sounded just terrible to Anita, and though she gave out about it, it never stopped him) and looked out at her long, neat garden and tapped her feet. Honestly, Mum really would get your goat. She had dialled her mother’s number. She was to collect her for the dentist at two and wanted to remind her to be ready on time because the rest of Anita’s carefully scheduled afternoon would fall apart if they ran late. No answer. Mobile the same, though she hardly ever answered it, so nothing new there. Hadn’t she left Anita sitting waiting for hours just a few weeks before, when Anita had come to collect her for a day trip into town? She’d forgotten and headed in on the bus herself, was all she’d had to say, which wasn’t much of an apology in Anita’s world.


Anita sat and, at first, fumed. Mum is never on time; she is one of those people. Dad used to hate the way he’d be kept waiting for her. That woman would be late for her own funeral, he’d mutter. In his Norwegian accent the words had sounded so gloomy. It was true, though: she’s the type who’d keep you hanging around waiting, then make a big entrance in a scatter of scarves and umbrellas, armed with some story about a bus taking a wrong turn, or getting delayed by a tourist who was lost and needed directions, and sure isn’t it as easy to just bring them to wherever as direct them? (‘It’s always you they stop and ask,’ Anita said once, her patience at an end. ‘Always you, no matter what country you’re in. Funny, that.’)


But Mum was becoming more than one of those people now; she knew that. The consultant had told them so. Mr Cooney had turned his iPhone over and over in his hand the entire time they’d been in his office, and was talking into it before they were out of his door. Barely bothering to lift his eyes from his notes, he had spoken about symptoms of cognitive impairment this, and the complexity of memory-related conditions that, and the need for early-dementia-monitoring the other. And, of course, that – my God, that word! That horrible word! – was a shocking thing to hear, and her mother had been upset and Anita had been upset, but the reality of the situation (a favourite expression of Derek’s) was that Mum hadn’t seemed any different from usual since. Anita had begun to wonder if the whole episode wasn’t just a blip, and the GP had overreacted. She’s had some funny turns in the past with her thyroid, after all. It had come as a surprise to Anita that the GP even suggested they see the consultant in the first place. A surprise to Mum too; Anita was sure of it. It can be a slow process, he’d told them. Complex. For some. We’ll monitor the situation, of course, he’d said. We’ll speak again soon, he’d said, and told them his secretary would be in touch about the additional tests he wanted to run. He wouldn’t prescribe any medication just yet, he’d told them, when Anita asked why he wasn’t giving them a script. ‘Diagnoses are a complex business,’ he said, looking down at the dark screen in his hand.


She’d left the consultant’s office in silence. Mum had said very little on the drive home, just sat there with her handbag clutched tight as an injured pet on her lap. Was it possible the doctor had been right? Maybe her mother was more out of it than she had thought; maybe she couldn’t take it all in. They were nearly back at Booterstown when Mum said, her voice almost a whisper, ‘But isn’t everything in the world memory-related? Isn’t memory another word for life?’


And in the long days and weeks and months that on that day were yet to come, Anita was to look back at the morning she sat in her lounge and wonder why she wasn’t immediately worried, didn’t get panicked. Why she hadn’t immediately searched for clues that could have been hidden in her mother’s behaviour, ready to be picked out like Hansel and Gretel’s trail of breadcrumbs through the forest in Cuan’s book of fairy tales. And she would always wonder did that say more about her, Anita, than about her mother? Could that be possible? Because for years Anita had believed that she was the only one who cared. Raymond couldn’t give a fiddler’s, and as for Elin … Well, Anita tries never to think about Elin. No, it’s always been Anita. She was the one who was nearby, who wanted the best, tried to mind their mother and help her with everything.


But in those long days and weeks and months that were to follow, she would have time to wonder if that really was the case. Up until now she had told herself that the reason she didn’t notice any significant difference in her mother was because there was no difference to spot. How can you ignore nothing? But could it be true – as Raymond was yet to accuse her, but he would, he would – that what she was doing was trying to deny Mags the right to grow old? Refusing her the messy humanity of ageing, is how he will phrase it, though neither of them knows it yet. Anita was like a child, he would hiss at her, a child with her hands clamped over her eyes, cawing, You can’t see me. During the horrible week that on this afternoon hadn’t even begun, Raymond was to shout that she was trying to capture their mother.


To trap her: a butterfly fixed with a pin.


But for now, on this Monday lunchtime, all Anita can do is to redial. No answer. Mum’s pulled too hard at the hoover cable and unplugged the phone by accident. God knows that’s happened before. Anita drums her fingers against her mug. She’s enough to do already without this. She has to pick up the twins after school and bring them into Leeson Street for their grinds – English and maths for Rebecca, and Irish for the pair of them, not that it’ll do them any good afterwards, terrible waste of money – and Cuan will have to be collected from his playdate before five, and then she’ll have to turn around and head back into town with him to collect the twins for half past.


At two on the dot Anita lets herself in. Jesus, the noise of that door! She’ll have to find the oil and do it herself – it’s not like somebody else has any intention of getting around to it. Her own neat note is pinned to the mirror. She shouts up the stairs even though the stillness of the hall tells her there’s no one home. Dust motes float in a stream of sun through the fanlight and distractedly she watches them flutter and twirl, tiny warm flakes fading before they hit the floor.


‘Muuum?’


Anita walks down the passage to the kitchen. The table is shipshape and set for one. There’s even a fun-size KitKat patiently waiting next to the empty teacup. Didn’t know she liked them, Anita thinks. The sugar bowl is missing from its place next to the empty milk jug on the table so she fetches it down from the press.


Mags buys boxes of sugar sachets now rather than a big bag, and the thin paper packets with SUGAR written across one side remind Anita of the time she was in hospital with her blood pressure when she was pregnant with the twins. The private rooms were all full – a disgrace, considering the cost of their health plan – and she’d been unceremoniously plonked in the middle of an overheated public ward.


‘Public is right.’ Derek tugged at the curtains around the bed, but they had no more stretch in them than a J-Cloth. The ward was full to bursting, as were its occupants. Ten women in the beds, twelve babies in the women. Anita, exhausted and hormonal, had cried at this: her life sounded like the start of a bad riddle. The girl in the bed next to her was five months pregnant and anaemic. She looked no more than sixteen and didn’t get a single visitor the three days they were side by side in the ward. The girl lay on the covers, her curtains open, and stared at the TV that hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room. When the TV was off, she drew in a colouring book. Every meal arrived on a tray. The first time the trays arrived the girl had held up two sachets and asked Anita which was sugar and which was salt. At first Anita thought it was a joke, a wind-up, and pointed at the packet of sugar. The third time it happened she said, ‘S-U-G-A-R: the one with more letters is sugar.’ Immediately she began to fret that she had sounded sarcastic or just mean in the indefinable way that having knowledge can confer, so she smiled and added brightly, ‘Though nothing could make this food taste better!’ The girl, lipsticked with grease from the dinnertime fry already half gulped down, had looked puzzled. Anita blushed. More proof, if she really needed it, that she was a terrible teacher.


The sachet has ripped from her fiddling. Her old Nespresso machine has a capsule ready to go so she makes herself a coffee, sits down at the table and stares out at the garden. She’s hardly ever here alone. The clock in the hall ticks neatly, and beyond it she hears the faint rumble of buses from the Rock Road. The house is tired-looking, bits of paint peeling here and there on the woodwork. Those silly curtains and the furniture brought from the house in Shankill, which Anita always thought was a mistake. It’s all too big for this small place, too old-fashioned and heavy. Anita’s offered to help her change it, to freshen the place up and give it some personality, as the interiors magazines say, but ‘It’s grand as it is for me. I like my bits and bobs,’ is all the response she ever gets for her trouble.


The old house is in a terrible state – she took a detour past the place only a few months before. When they had owned Eastcliff House (she used to love saying the name as a child, delighted that where she lived was a cut above any of her friends’ homes, which began with a number), it was set apart from everything around it, like a storybook castle hidden behind an ivy-covered wall, but now it is exposed and raw and sad. The council had bought almost the entire back garden under compulsory purchase to widen a road, and the little that was left made the house look unbalanced, in shock. The place had never really recovered. Then a developer had bought it and what was left of the garden from Mags with the intention of converting it to apartments, only to scuttle off to New York not long afterwards, declaring himself bankrupt. The house was left to rot, tied up in legal knots and unwanted by anyone. For a while Anita would occasionally make a detour past when she was on her way to the mobile home at Brittas but she doesn’t any more. It looked tattier each time, more and more faded. The council put a wooden hoarding around it a while back so, some day, it will just be gone, she thinks, disappeared behind the plywood curtain, a misty morning dissolving the bricks like an acid bath.


The vast oak in Mags’s back garden is in leaf, soft green nubs beginning to cover the rough brown. Anita doesn’t like bare branches, those dark exposed skeletons. Cuan thinks the tree is the best adventure and his grandmother encourages him to climb it, which Anita hates. Jack used to love that tree too. He’d be up and into the branches, like a monkey, and he never got stuck, never once. She tries to remember Jack scrambling up the trunk: now, out there, as if he was in the garden. As if he was living, breathing, panting. Grabbing onto the rough bark, the handholds just out of reach but grabbing, grabbing until he got what he wanted. Some days she frets that it is becoming harder to picture him. Her memories are taking on the over-coloured quality of an old movie, which is ridiculous because it’s only been seven years, four months and twenty-seven days. He’d be thirteen now, in his first year of secondary school. There are solitary moments when his face is as clear to her as if he had just that second left the room and rushed out into the garden with his football. Other times she struggles to picture him and can single out only isolated features: the big new teeth in his gappy mouth that made the remaining baby teeth look soft and small as pearls; his freckles; those dark, watchful eyes. Often she imagines him and realises she is picturing a photograph or video still of him – a capturing of him that is both him and not him all at once.


In these moments it amazes her that she ever lets Cuan and the girls out of her sight for a heartbeat, even to go to school.


Jack Jennings was a good name, she thinks. Solid. Honest but friendly with it. When she was pregnant with the twins she did wonder if they shouldn’t give the children both surnames, but Derek thought Jensen Jennings sounded ridiculous, more like a firm of ambulance-chasing solicitors than a family. Mags had agreed with him. Anita wasn’t that bothered; she’d been glad to drop her own Jensen when she got married, fed up of all that No, no, not Johnson: J-E-N-S-E-N … No, Norwegian.


The hall clock hitting the quarter past jolts her back. She didn’t even notice she’d done it, but the little KitKat is gone. Christ, not again. She’ll not make her target this week either, which will be three weeks in a row.


Anita redials Mags’s mobile only to hear it ringing upstairs this time. She finds it in the pocket of her mother’s dressing gown, bundled up with some old tissues and a half-packet of Polos. She checks her watch again. Twenty past two. She’d better call the dentist first, she supposes, sighing at the prospect of an earful from his snooty receptionist.


4.40 p.m. His mobile is switched off so she Googles the library number. You’d think they’d have proper hold music on the library phone system, or even an audio book, but there’s nothing, just a crack as the phone is thumped down on the desk. She can hear Raymond’s voice muffled in the background and tries to picture what his library looks like, but can’t. All she can summon up is her own branch in Blackrock, with a surprised-looking Raymond beamed down behind the issues desk.


Out of nowhere Anita has a memory – clear, sharp as glass – of being twelve and hearing their phone. It used to make a tiny sound before the first ring, a wheezy inhalation she was always tuned in for. She remembers running downstairs. The phone books, her mother’s flip-top address book and a notepad for messages all lived on a spindly table near the front door. The idea of a phone being anywhere other than the ankle-nipping cold of the hall was impossibly exotic, like something out of Charlie’s Angels.


Elin appeared, toddling at such speed down the hall that Anita had to push her out of the way in case she’d reach up and grab the phone first. She recited the number, proud of her phone manners. ‘May I help you?’ It was her father, calling from her grandparents’ house in Oslo. She held the phone to her chest and shouted, ‘Muuum,’ up the stairs, and when she put the handset back to her ear her father had said, his voice clear and deep and warm over the long-distance hum and static, ‘I could hear your heart beat.’


Another harsh crackle, then a familiar voice: ‘Raymond Jensen.’


‘Raymond? It’s me. Anita?’


‘Oh, hi … Hang on a second,’ he replies. ‘Murder?’ he says and it takes Anita a second to realise he’s speaking to someone else. ‘You want Crime, General.’ He sounds bored.


‘Bloody crime.’ His voice is clearer, he must be talking to her again. ‘Crime and fantasy, that’s all anyone wants. It’s been a while Anita, how’s things?’


Jesus, is Raymond’s first reaction. She said her own name like it was a question. Does she think me that bad that I wouldn’t recognise my own sister?


‘Have you spoken to Mum today?’ she says. ‘We arranged I’d bring her to the dentist, but she wasn’t here when I called for her and she hasn’t come back yet. I waited as long as I could, then had to go and collect the twins for their grinds. Has she phoned you?’


‘No, I’ve not spoken to her yet this week.’ It’s not untrue, he thinks. He hasn’t. But he mightn’t have spoken to her last week either. Raymond loves his mother, he would say so without hesitation if asked, but over the years that love has become an abstract, calcified into an uneasy-but-dedicated admiration. It lies somewhere above his respect for indie music, below his love for Guinness and Krzysztof Kieślowski films. Yet as a child he had adored his mother. With a fierce, possessive passion, he’d believed the two of them to be inseparable; that he was as vital an appendage to her as her own leg or arm. (He has often wondered since why she encouraged him in such fervour. Or, at the very least, not discouraged it.)
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