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      This book is for Finn Claude Donoghue Roulston,
with a big wet kiss.

   
      
      
babies


   
      
      touchy subjects

      
      Sarah’s eyes were as dry as paper. Jet lag always made her feel ten years older. She stared past the blonde chignon of the
         receptionist in Finbar’s Hotel. Twenty to one, according to the clock on the right. One take away eight was minus seven. No,
         try again. Thirteen take away eight was five. Twenty to five, Seattle time. Morning or evening? Wednesday or Thursday?
      

      
      She shut her eyes and told herself not to panic. A day either way would make no difference. Please let it not make any difference.

      
      ‘Ms Lord?’ The Germanic receptionist was holding out the key.

      
      Sarah took it and tried to smile. There were four different clocks behind the desk, she realized now. The one she’d been reading
         was New York, not Dublin. So here the time was a quarter to six, but according to her body clock it was …
      

      
      Forget it.

      
      Bag in hand, she stumbled across the marble floor towards the lifts.

      
      A young assistant porter in Edwardian stripes brought up her double espresso ten minutes later. Sarah felt better as soon
         as she smelt it. She even flirted with the boy a little. Just a matter of ‘That was quick,’ and a tilt of the eyebrows, just to shake herself awake. He answered very perkily.
      

      
      Even if, to a boy like that, thirty-eight probably seemed like ninety. Every little hormone helps.

      
      Her heart thudded as the caffeine hit home. She dragged the chair over to the window; sunlight was the best cure for jet lag.
         Not that there was ever much sunlight to catch in Ireland, but at least it was a clear evening. Her eyes rested on the long
         glitter of the river as she drained her espresso. Time was you couldn’t even have got a filter coffee in Dublin; this town
         had certainly come on. You could probably get anything you needed now if you paid enough. She winced at the thought: too close
         to home.
      

      
      Knotted into the starchy robe, she flexed her feet on the pale red-and-black carpet and considered the dress spread out on
         the bed. She knew it was comical, but she couldn’t decide what to wear. This was a big night, most definitely, but not the
         kind of occasion covered in the book on manners her mother gave her for her eighteenth birthday. (Sarah still kept it on her
         cookery-book shelf in Seattle; guests found it hilarious.) Whatever she wore tonight had to be comfortable, but with a bit
         of glamour to keep her spirits up. Back home, this sleeveless dress in cream linen had seemed perfect, but now it was creased
         in twenty places. Like her face.
      

      
      Sarah was tempted to keep on the dressing gown, but it might frighten Padraic. She wished she knew him better. Why hadn’t
         she paid him a bit more attention at all those Christmas do’s? She was sure there was a chapter on that in her etiquette manual:
         Take the trouble to talk to everyone in the room. Last year her entire corporation had undergone a weekend’s training in power networking, which boiled down to the same thing,
         with motives bared. Work the party. You never know when someone might turn out to be useful.

      
      Was she using Padraic? Was that what it all amounted to?
      

      
      No more bloody ethical qualms, Sarah reminded herself. This was the only way to get what she wanted. What she needed. What
         she deserved, as much as the next woman, anyway.
      

      
      The dress was impossible; it would make her look like cracked china. She pulled the purple suit she’d travelled in back on;
         now she was herself again. Cross-legged on the bed, she waited for her heartbeat to slow down. Six twenty. That was OK; Padraic
         was only five minutes late. All she wanted was to lie down, but a nap would be fatal.
      

      
      There was that report on internal communications she was meant to be reading, but in this condition she wouldn’t make any
         sense of it. She stretched for the remote and flicked through the channels. How artistic the ads were, compared with back
         home in Seattle. Sarah paused at some sort of mad chat show hosted by a computer. Was that Irish the children were talking?
         How very odd.
      

      
      Please let him not be very late.

      
      The Irish were always bloody late.

      
      Padraic was relieved that Finbar’s Hotel was way down on the quays opposite Heuston Station, where he was unlikely to bump
         into anyone he knew. He stood outside for a minute and gawked up at the glistening balconies. He remembered it when there
         was only a peeling facade, before that Dutch rock star and his Irish wife had bought it up. What would it cost, a night in
         one of those tastefully refurbished rooms? It was a shame all the yuppies had to look down on was the Liffey.
      

      
      The first things he noticed when the doors slid open were the white sofas, lined up like a set of teeth. Ludicrous – they’d
         be black in a month. Padraic grinned to himself now to relax his jaw. Greg in marketing had this theory about all tension and pain originating in the back teeth.
      

      
      Padraic was the kind of man who always wore his wedding ring, and it hadn’t occurred to him to take it off. But as he stood
         at the desk and asked the receptionist whether Ms Lord had checked in yet, he thought he saw her eyes flicker to his hand.
         He almost gave in to a silly impulse to put it behind his back. Instead, he tugged at the neck of the Breton fisherman’s jumper
         he had changed into after work.
      

      
      The receptionist had the phone pressed to her ear now. She sounded foreign, but he couldn’t tell from where. What was keeping
         Sarah? What possible hitch could there be?
      

      
      Poor woman, he thought, for the twentieth time. To have to stoop to this.

      
      ‘Padraic?’

      
      He leapt. He felt his whole spine lock into a straight line. Then he turned. ‘Máire, how are you! You look stunning! I don’t think I’ve seen you since Granny’s funeral. Didn’t I hear you were in England?’ The words
         were exploding from his mouth like crumbs.
      

      
      His cousin gave him a Continental-style peck on the cheek. ‘I’m only back a month.’

      
      Her badge said MÁIRE DERMOTT, RECEPTION MANAGER. He jabbed a finger at it. ‘You’re doing well for yourself.’ If he kept talking, his cousin couldn’t ask him what he was doing
         here.
      

      
      ‘Oh, early days,’ she said.

      
      ‘It all looks fabulous, anyway,’ he said, wheeling round and waving at the snowy couches, the bright paintings, the rows of
         tiny lamps hanging like daggers overhead. He edged away from the desk, where the receptionist had got Sarah on the phone at
         last.
      

      
      ‘So how’s Carmel?’ asked Máire. ‘And the boys?’

      
      Padraic was about to give a full report on his respectable family life when the receptionist leaned over the desk. ‘Excuse
         me, Mr Dermott. If you’d be so good as to go up now, the room is 101. And please tell Ms Lord that the champagne is on its
         way.’
      

      
      He offered Máire a ghastly smile. ‘Friend of Carmel’s.’

      
      His cousin’s face had suddenly shut down. She looked as snotty as when they were children doing Christmas pantomimes and she
         always made him play the ox.
      

      
      Padraic gave a merry little wave of the fingers. ‘Catch you later,’ he said, backing away.

      
      On the way to the lifts Padraic glanced into the establishment designated as the Irish Bar, which looked just like the one
         he and Carmel had stumbled across in Athens. He pressed repeatedly on the lift button, then put his hand against his hot face.
         It was god’s own truth, what he’d told his cousin about Sarah being a friend of Carmel’s. But it was also, under the circumstances,
         the worst possible thing to say. His father’s side of the family were notorious gossips. Once again, Padraic Dermott had dug
         himself a pit with his own big mouth.
      

      
      Sarah was standing in the door of room 101, her heart ticking like a clock. When she saw him coming down the long corridor
         she felt a rush of something like love. ‘Hi!’ she called, too loudly.
      

      
      ‘Hey there!’

      
      They kissed, as if at a cocktail party. Padraic’s cheek was a little bristly.

      
      ‘Come in, come in! I’m thrilled to bits to see you!’ She knew she sounded stage-Irish; she was overcompensating. She didn’t
         want him to think she was some transatlantic ice queen who’d forgotten how to travel by bus.
      

      
      Thank god there were armchairs, so they didn’t have to sit on the bed. Padraic hunched over a little, hands on his knees,
         as if ready for action. She tried to remember if they’d ever been alone in a room together before.
      

      
      ‘How was your flight?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know.’ Sarah yawned and shrugged. ‘How’s business these days?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘not bad at all.’ She could see his shoulders relax a little into the satin-finish chair. ‘We’re diversifying
         a good bit. Lots of opportunities.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll bet,’ she assured him.

      
      ‘And yourself?’

      
      ‘Well, I got that promotion.’ She added a little rueful smile. Not that he would have any idea which promotion she meant.

      
      ‘Of course you did!’

      
      Did she detect a touch of irony? Surely not. ‘And the lads?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Doing great,’ he told her. ‘Fiachra’s in the senior school this year.’

      
      Sarah nodded enthusiastically. ‘I brought them some stuff …’ Her voice trailed off as she nodded at the heap of presents
         on the sideboard. She didn’t mean to play the rich Yank, buying herself a welcome.
      

      
      ‘Ah, you’re very good.’ Padraic was craning over his chair to see the presents.

      
      Then a silence flickered in the air between them.

      
      ‘D’you ever see anything of Eamonn these days?’ His tone was ostentatiously light.

      
      ‘Not really,’ said Sarah. ‘He’s in Boston.’

      
      ‘Mmm. I just thought—’

      
      ‘That’s nearly as far from Seattle as from Dublin.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      Padraic was looking as if he wished he hadn’t mentioned Eamonn’s name. She hadn’t sounded touchy, had she? She hadn’t meant
         to, if she had. It was just the general twitchiness of the occasion. Padraic just sat there, looking around at the furnishings.
         And then, thank Christ and all his saints, a knock on the door.
      

      
      The boy in stripes brought in the champagne on a tray. Was that a hint of a smirk on his face? Sarah squirmed, but just a
         little. In her twenty years away from Ireland she had taught herself not to give a shit what anybody thought.
      

      
      Five minutes later, Padraic’s hands were still straining at the wire around the cork. Sarah thought for an awful moment that
         she’d have to ring down and ask for the boy to be sent back up.
      

      
      ‘Excellent!’ she said, when the pop came, very loud in the quiet room. The foam dripped onto the table. ‘Ooh, doesn’t it make
         a mess!’
      

      
      And then she realized she sounded just like that nurse in the Carry On films, and the laughter started in her throat, deep and uncouth.
      

      
      Padraic looked at her, owl-eyed, then started laughing, too. His face was red. He filled both glasses to the brim.

      
      ‘I swear, I didn’t mean—’ she began.

      
      ‘I know you didn’t.’

      
      ‘It was just—’

      
      ‘It was,’ he said, knocking back half the glass and wiping one eye.

      
      Sarah felt a bit better after that little icebreaker. She offered to refill his glass.

      
      ‘Better not,’ said Padraic, all business now. ‘You know what Shakespeare said.’

      
      She tried to think of all the things Shakespeare ever said.

      
      ‘“Drink,”’ he explained. ‘“It makes a man and then mars him … provokes the desire, but takes away the performance.”’
      

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      Padraic added, ‘It’s the only quote I ever remember.’

      
      Sarah nodded. Privately she was sure Shakespeare had never said any such thing; it sounded more like Morecambe and Wise. It
         was time she took charge of this conversation. ‘Listen,’ she began in the voice she used at meetings. Was she imagining it,
         or did Padraic sit up straighter? ‘Listen,’ she tried again, more gently, ‘are you sure you’re OK about this?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ said Padraic.

      
      ‘No, but really, you’ve only to say.’ She let the pause stretch. ‘It’s a lot to ask.’

      
      ‘No bother.’

      
      Typical bloody Irishmen, can’t handle any conversation more intimate than buying a paper. Sarah pressed her fingertips together hard and tried again. Her voice was beginning to shake. ‘I hope you know I wouldn’t
         be here if there was any other way.’
      

      
      ‘I know that, sure.’

      
      ‘I can’t tell you how grateful I’ll be – I mean, I am, already.’ She stumbled on. ‘The only thing is, I get the feeling Carmel
         kind of talked you into this?’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense,’ he said, too heartily. ‘I’m more than happy. Glad to be of use.’

      
      She winced at the word.

      
      ‘Well now.’ Padraic got up and straightened the sleeves of the shirt he wore beneath that ridiculous striped jersey. ‘I suppose
         I should get down to business.’ From his jacket pocket he produced a small empty jar that said HEINZ PEAS & CARROTS FOR BABY.
      

      
      Sarah stared at it. ‘How suitable.’ Her throat was dry.

      
      He peered at the ripped label. ‘Would you look at that! I grabbed the first clean jar I could find that wasn’t too big,’ he added a little sheepishly.
      

      
      Compassion swept over her like water. ‘It’s perfect.’

      
      They stood around as if waiting for divine intervention. Then Sarah took a few light steps towards the bathroom. ‘Why don’t
         I wait—’
      

      
      ‘Not at all,’ he said, walking past her. ‘You stay in here and have a bit of a nap.’

      
      She heard the key turn in the bathroom door.

      
      A nap? Did he seriously think she could sleep through what might turn out to be the hinge of her whole life?

      
      Padraic knew he was being paranoid, but just in case. Sarah might think of some further instructions and burst in on him in
         that scary suit with the pointed lapels. Anyway, he’d never been able to relax in a bathroom without locking the door.
      

      
      The jar looked harmless, standing beside the miniature elder-flower soap. He tried perching on the edge of the bath, but it
         was too low; he feared he might fall backwards and damage his back. Dublin Businessman Found Committing Lewd Act in Luxury Hotel. All right for the likes of George Michael, maybe, but not recommended for a career in middle management. And his cousin Máire
         would never forgive him for the publicity.
      

      
      He tried sitting on the toilet – with the lid down, so it would feel less squalid, more like a chair. He leaned back, a knob
         poked him between the shoulderblades, and the flush started up like Niagara. He stood up till the sound died down. Sarah would
         think he was wasting time. Sarah would think him a complete moron, but then, he’d always suspected she thought that anyway.
      

      
      Now, these weren’t the sort of thoughts to be having, were they? Relaxing thoughts were what were needed; warm thoughts, sexy thoughts. Beaches and open fires and hammocks and … no, not babies. Would it look like him, he wondered
         for the first time, this hypothetical West Coast child?
      

      
      He hadn’t been letting himself think that far ahead. All week he’d been determined to do this thing, as a favour to Carmel,
         really, though Carmel thought he was doing it for her best friend. He’d been rather flattered to be asked, especially by someone
         as high-powered as Sarah Lord. He couldn’t think of any reason to refuse. It wasn’t your everyday procedure, and he wasn’t
         planning to mention it to his mother, but really, where was the harm? As Carmel put it the other night, ‘It’s not like you’re
         short of the stuff, sweetie.’
      

      
      Still, he preferred not to dwell on the long-term consequences. The thought of his brief pleasure being the direct cause of
         a baby was still somehow appalling to Padraic, even though he had three sons and loved them so much it made his chest feel
         tight. He still remembered that day in Third Year when the priest drew a diagram on the blackboard. The Lone Ranger sperm;
         the engulfing egg. He didn’t quite believe it. It sounded like one of those stories adults made up when they couldn’t be bothered
         to explain the complicated truth.
      

      
      Padraic sat up straighter on the glossy toilet seat. He did ten complete body breaths. It was all he remembered from that
         stress training his company had shelled out for last year. Three hundred euro a head, and the office was still full of squabbles
         and cold coffee.
      

      
      He unzipped his trousers to start getting in the mood. Nothing stirring yet. All Very Quiet on the Western Front. Well, Sarah
         couldn’t expect some sort of McDonald’s-style service, could she? Ready in Five Minutes or Your Money Back. She wasn’t paying for this, Padraic reminded himself. He was doing her a great big favour. At least, he was trying to.
      

      
      He zipped up his trousers again; he didn’t like feeling watched. If he could only relax there would be no problem. There never
         was any problem. Well, never usually. Hardly ever. No more than the next man. And Carmel had such a knack …
      

      
      He wouldn’t think about Carmel. It was too weird. She was his wife, and here he was sitting on a very expensive toilet preparing
         to hand her best friend a jar of his semen. At the sheer perversity of the thought, he felt a little spark of life. Good, good, keep it up, man. You’re about to have a wank, he told himself salaciously, in the all-new, design-award-winning Finbar’s Hotel. This is very postmodern altogether. That woman out there has flown halfway
            round the world for the Holy Grail of your little jarful. Think what the pope would say to that!

      
      This last taboo was almost too much for Padraic; he felt his confidence begin to drain away at the thought of the pontiff
         peering in the bathroom window.
      

      
      Dirty, think honest-to-god dirty thoughts. Suddenly he couldn’t remember any. What did he used to think about when he was seventeen? It seemed an aeon ago.
      

      
      He knew he should have come armed. An hour ago he was standing at the Easons magazine counter, where the cashier had looked
         about twelve, and he’d lost his nerve and handed her an Irish Independent instead. Much good the Irish Independent would be to him in this hour of need. He’d flicked through it already and the most titillating thing in it was a picture
         of the president signing a memorial.
      

      
      This was ridiculous. You’re not some Neanderthal; you were born in 1961. Surely he didn’t need some airbrushed airhead to slaver over? Surely he could rely on the power of imagination?
      

      
      The door opened abruptly. Sarah, who had turned her armchair to face the window so as not to seem to be hovering in a predatory way, grinned over her shoulder. ‘That was quick!’
      

      
      Then she cursed herself for speaking too soon because Padraic was shaking his head as if he had something stuck in his ear.
         ‘Actually,’ he muttered, ‘I’m just going to stretch my legs. Won’t be a minute.’
      

      
      ‘Sure, sure, take your time.’

      
      His legs? Sarah sat there in the empty room and wondered what his legs had to do with anything. Blood flow to the pelvis?
         Or was it a euphemism for a panic attack? She peered into the bathroom; the jar was still on the sink, bone-dry.
      

      
      Five minutes later, it occurred to her that he had run home to Carmel.

      
      The phone rang eight times before her friend picked it up. ‘Sarah, my love! What country are you in?’

      
      ‘This one.’

      
      ‘Is my worser half with you?’

      
      ‘Well, he was. But he’s gone out.’

      
      ‘Out where?’

      
      Curled up on the duvet, Sarah shrugged off her heels. ‘I don’t know. Listen, if he turns up at home—’

      
      ‘Padraic wouldn’t do that to you.’

      
      There was a little silence. In the background, she could hear the Holby City theme on the television, and one of the boys chanting something, over and over. ‘Listen, Carmel, how did he seem this morning?’
      

      
      Her friend let out a short laugh. ‘How he always seems.’

      
      ‘No, but was he nervous? I mean, I’m nervous, and it’s worse for him.’

      
      ‘Maybe he was a bit,’ said Carmel consideringly. ‘But, I mean, how hard can it be?’

      
      Who started giggling first? ‘Today is just one long double entendre,’ said Sarah eventually.
      

      
      ‘How long?’

      
      ‘Long enough!’

      
      And then they were serious again. ‘Did you bully him into it, though, Carmel, really?’

      
      ‘Am I the kind of woman who bullies anyone?’

      
      This wasn’t the time for that discussion. ‘All I mean is, I know you want to help.’

      
      ‘We both do. Me and Padraic both.’

      
      ‘But you most of all, you’ve been through the whole thing with me, you know what it’s been like, with the clinic … And
         I swear I wouldn’t have asked if I had anyone else.’ Sarah was all at once on the brink of tears. She stopped and tried to
         open her throat.
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ After a minute, Carmel went on more professionally. ‘How’s your mucus?’

      
      ‘Sticky as maple syrup.’

      
      ‘Good stuff. It’s going to happen, you know.’

      
      ‘Is it?’ Sarah knew she sounded like a child.

      
      ‘It is.’

      
      All at once she couldn’t believe what she was planning. To wake up pregnant one day and somehow find the nerve to go on with
         it, that was one thing, but to do it deliberately … For cold-blooded and selfish reasons, as the tabloids always put it. In fantastical hope, as Sarah thought of it. In fear and trembling.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you can’t come over for a little visit?’ asked Carmel.

      
      ‘I really can’t. I’ve a meeting in Brussels tomorrow morning, before I head back to the States.’

      
      ‘Ah well. Next time.’

      
      *

      
      Padraic was leaning on the senior porter’s desk, which was more like a lectern. He spoke in a murmur, as if at confession.
      

      
      ‘Our library on the third floor has all the papers as well as a range of contemporary Irish literature, sir,’ muttered the
         slightly stooped porter, as if reading from a script.
      

      
      ‘No, but magazines,’ said Padraic meaningfully.

      
      ‘We stock Private Eye, Magill, Time …’
      

      
      ‘Not that kind.’ Padraic’s words sounded sticky. ‘Men’s magazines.’

      
      The old man screwed up his eyes. ‘I think they might have one on cars …’

      
      ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ he said under his breath.

      
      Then, at his elbow, just the woman he could do without. ‘Are you all right there, Padraic?’

      
      ‘Máire.’ He gave her a wild look. She was just trying to catch him out at this stage. Was she following him all over the hotel
         to examine the state of his trousers? Just as well he didn’t have the bloody erection he’d spent the last fifteen minutes
         trying to achieve. She’d probably photograph it for her files.
      

      
      ‘This gentleman—,’ began the porter in his wavering voice.

      
      ‘I’m grand, actually.’ And Padraic walked off without another word.

      
      What did it matter if they thought he was rude? Máire had clearly made up her mind that he was cheating on Carmel with his
         wife’s best friend. When the fact was he would never, never, never. He wasn’t that type of guy. He had his faults, Padraic
         admitted to himself as he punched at the lift button, but not that one. He was a very ordinary man who loved his family. There
         was nothing experimental about him; he didn’t even wear coloured shirts.
      

      
      Then what the fuck am I doing here?

      
      He didn’t have a key to room 101; he had to knock. Sarah let him in, talking all the while on a cordless phone. Her smile didn’t quite cover her irritation. ‘Cream,’ she said into
         the phone. ‘Cream linen. But it didn’t travel well.’ He gave her a thumbs-up and headed into the bathroom.
      

      
      Now he was well and truly fucked. Tired out, without so much as a picture of Sharon Stone to rely on. Funny how it seemed
         so easy to produce the goods when they weren’t wanted. He considered the gallons of the stuff he’d wasted as an adolescent
         when he locked himself into the bathroom on a daily basis. He thought of all the condoms he’d bought since he and Carmel got
         married. And tonight, when all that was required was a couple of spoonfuls …
      

      
      He sat on the toilet and rested his head on his fists. What on earth had induced him to agree to this mad scheme? It just
         wasn’t him. He knew Irish society was meant to be modernizing at a rate of knots, but this was ridiculous. It was like something
         off one of those American soaps with their convoluted plots, where no one knows who their father is until they do a blood
         test.
      

      
      Sarah was still on the phone; he could hear her muted voice. Who was she talking to? She was probably complaining about him,
         his lack of jizz, so to speak. Padraic stared round him for inspiration. A less sexy room had never been devised. Sanitary,
         soothing. The only hint of colour was Sarah’s leopard-skin toilet bag.
      

      
      Reckless now, he unzipped it and rifled through. Pervert, he told himself encouragingly. Looking through his wife’s friend’s private things … her spot concealer, her super-plus
         tampons. He felt something stirring in his trousers. He sat down again and reached in. He clung to this unlikely image of
         himself as a lecherous burglar, an invader of female privacies. A man who could carry a crowbar, who might disturb a woman
         who was having her bath, some independent single businesswoman with sultry lips, a woman like Sarah …
      

      
      Oh my god. If she only knew what he was thinking, barely ten feet away—
      

      
      Never mind that. Hold on to the fantasy. The crowbar. No, chuck the crowbar, he couldn’t stoop to that. He would simply surprise … some beautiful, fearful woman and seize
         her in his bare hands and—
      

      
      If Carmel knew he had rape fantasies she’d give him hell.

      
      Never mind. Do what you have to do. Keep at it. Nearly there now. Evil, smutty, wicked thoughts. The gorgeous luscious open-mouthed
            businesswoman … bent over the sink … her eyes in the mirror …
      

      
      By now he had forgotten all about the jar. His eye fell on it at the last possible minute.

      
      Now wouldn’t that have been ironic, Padraic told himself as he screwed the lid back on with shaking hands.
      

      
      It didn’t look like very much, it occurred to him. He should have brought a smaller jar. A test tube, even.

      
      He gave himself a devilish grin in the mirror. Endorphins rushed through his veins. Now what he’d love was a little snooze,
         but no, he had a delivery to make.
      

      
      Sarah was reading some spiral-bound document, but she leapt up when he opened the door, and the pages slid to the floor. ‘Wonderful!’
         she said, all fluttery, as he handed over the warm jar. Her cheeks were pink. She really was quite a good-looking woman.
      

      
      ‘Hope it’s enough,’ he joked

      
      ‘It’s grand, loads!’

      
      It struck him for the first time that she might need some help with getting it in. Oh god, please let her not upend herself and expect me to … But he was too much of a gentleman to run away. He hovered. Sarah, acting like she did this every day, produced a syringe.
      

      
      ‘Wow,’ said Padraic. ‘I hope they didn’t search your bag at customs.’

      
      ‘No, but it did show up on the X-ray screen.’ She gave a breathless little laugh.

      
      ‘Wow,’ he said again. Then, ‘It might have been easier to do it the old-fashioned way!’

      
      It was a very cold look she gave him. Surely she couldn’t think he meant it? A touchy subject, clearly. (Weren’t they all,
         these days?) Padraic knew he should never make jokes when he was nervous. He felt heat rise up his throat.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get out of your way, then, will I? Treat myself to a whiskey. Maybe you’ll come down and join me after?’

      
      He couldn’t stop talking. Sarah smiled and nodded and opened the door for him.

      
      She tried lying on the bed with her bare legs in the air, but it was hard to keep them up there. Hurry, hurry, she told herself; the jar was cooling fast. How long was it they lived? Was it true that boy sperm moved faster but girl
         sperm lived longer? Or was it vice versa? Not that she gave a damn. She’d take whatever God sent her, if he was willing to
         use this form of special delivery. Please just let this work.

      
      Finally, she ended up lying on the carpet with her feet up on the bed. She felt almost comfortable. It was crucial to feel
         happy at the moment of conception, someone at work had told her. Awkwardly, leaning up on one elbow, she unscrewed the lid
         of the jar and began to fill the syringe. It was certainly easier at the clinic, where all she had to do was shut her eyes,
         but it felt a lot better to be doing this herself without anyone peering or poking. Just her and a little warm jar full of
         magic from a nice Dublinman with a name. Nothing frozen, nothing anonymous.
      

      
      There, now, she had got a good grip on the plunger. She would just lay her head back and take a few relaxing breaths …

      
      The knock came so loud that her hand clenched.

      
      ‘No thank you,’ she called in the direction of the door.

      
      No answer. She took one huge breath and pressed the plunger.

      
      Afterwards, she could never remember hearing the door opening. All she knew was that the assistant porter was standing there
         staring, in his ludicrous striped jacket, like something out of Feydeau. And she was on her feet, with her skirt caught up
         around her hips. ‘Get out,’ she bawled. She tugged at the cloth and heard a seam rip. There was wetness all down her legs.
      

      
      The boy started to say something about turning down the sheets.

      
      ‘Get out of my room!’

      
      The door crashed shut behind him.

      
      Afterwards, when she had mopped herself up, Sarah scrubbed at the carpet with a damp facecloth. The mark was milky, unmistakable
         against the square of red wool. They’d think she and Padraic had done it right here on the floor.
      

      
      She wanted to go down the corridor and find that porter. She longed to spit at another human being for the first time in her
         life. ‘Look, boyo,’ she would scream in his ear, ‘if I can make myself pregnant, I’m sure I can turn down my own sheets.’
      

      
      But she hadn’t, had she? All she’d done was stained the carpet.

      
      The funny thing was, now he’d started, the dirty thoughts wouldn’t stop coming. They raced merrily through his head. All the
         way down in the lift Padraic watched the other passenger  in the mirrored wall. She was fifteen years too old for the red dress and black leather, but still, not bad at all. A hooker,
         or just somebody’s bit on the side? This hotel was a stranger place than it looked from the outside; behind all that fresh
         paint you’d never know what was going on. He shook his head to clear it as the lift glided to a stop. He let the woman get
         out first.
      

      
      The Irish Bar was stuffed with people, singing rebel songs Padraic hadn’t heard in years; it seemed to be some sort of wake.
         After two whiskeys he felt superb. Relief and alcohol danced through his body together, while his hormones played ‘It Had
         to Be You’.
      

      
      Tonight had demanded his all, and his all was what he had given. With a bit of luck, one lonely frustrated woman’s life would
         be transformed, and a little bit of his DNA would grow up next door to the Pacific Ocean. With a light tan and rollerblades
         …
      

      
      There was his cousin, consulting a clipboard and talking to the barman. He shouldn’t have got so het up earlier; she was only
         taking an interest. He’d been in a bit of a state, he could admit that now. When he’d finished his third whiskey, Padraic
         gave a little wave, but Máire didn’t seem to see. He squeezed his way over and waited for a break in the conversation, then
         put his hand on her arm.
      

      
      ‘Hello again,’ she said.

      
      ‘It’s not what you think,’ he announced satirically.

      
      ‘Right.’ She seemed to be speaking to her clipboard.

      
      ‘No, really. I mean, yes, I’m here to meet a woman, obviously, but it’s about a hundred and eighty degrees opposite to what
         you’re obviously thinking.’
      

      
      Máire looked up, and her eyes were hard. ‘Listen, Padraic, it’s none of my business.’

      
      ‘But the thing is, Carmel knows I’m here,’ he assured her, tugging at her sleeve. ‘Old school friend. Carmel set the whole thing up, in fact.’
      

      
      His cousin looked slightly revolted, and he was just about to explain, when he remembered that he had promised both Carmel
         and Sarah never to tell a soul about their little arrangement. So he had to let go of Máire’s sleeve. She was out the door
         like a shot.
      

      
      Knees against the bar, he idled over his next drink, planning how to describe the evening to his wife. Oh, we got the business over with in the first ten minutes – nothing to it. But he mustn’t make it sound like too much fun, either. Carmel was being remarkably kind to her friend, when you came to
         think about it – lending out her husband like a sort of pedigree stud. He savoured the image.
      

      
      Funny, he thought. That old porter’s paging another Mr Dermott. Then two things occurred to Padraic: that it was him who was
         being paged, and that he was very nearly pissed. He’d only had a few, but then he’d forgotten to have dinner.
      

      
      ‘The lady upstairs would like to know when you’re coming back, sir,’ said the porter. A little too loudly and pointedly, Padraic
         thought.
      

      
      He was up in room 101 in three minutes.

      
      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Sarah stuttered. ‘I can’t believe—’

      
      He acted like a gentleman. He assured her it could happen to anyone. (Anyone, he mentally added, who made a habit of inseminating
         herself in hotel bedrooms.) He swore the stain would hoover out: ‘These people are professionals.’ (He could just imagine
         the chambermaid telling Máire that her cousin had spurted all over the carpet.) He grabbed the empty jar and headed back into
         the bathroom.
      

      
      This time, Sarah said to herself, she’d stay calm. This time she’d lock the door. This time she’d get it right. And then tomorrow
         she’d be on her way back to Seattle, and … Maybe. You never know. Carmel said it would happen. This was still the right day. Her chances were pretty good.
      

      
      Padraic popped his head out of the bathroom. Only now did she notice how dark red his face had gone. ‘I might be a little
         while.’
      

      
      ‘How many have you had?’ She didn’t mean it to sound quite so cutting, but she thought she had a right to know.

      
      He leant on the doorjamb. All the softness went out of his voice. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      
      She shrugged.

      
      ‘I thought my shift was over, you know,’ he went on acidly. ‘As far as I knew you’d got what you wanted, you were finished
         with me, and I had the right to a drink.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve had more than one,’ she pointed out neutrally.

      
      ‘And if you’ll give me a minute,’ he shouted, ‘I can still fucking well get it up.’

      
      They avoided each other’s eyes.

      
      ‘Jesus,’ he added, ‘no wonder …’

      
      He turned to go back into the bathroom, but Sarah was on her feet. There was nothing she hated more than unfinished sentences.
         ‘No wonder what?’
      

      
      ‘No wonder you have to resort to this sort of carry-on.’

      
      Her eyes stood out in her face. ‘You mean because no man would have me? Is that what you think?’

      
      ‘I never said that.’ Padraic was leaning his head against the doorjamb now. ‘It’s just, you must admit, you come on a bit
         strong.’
      

      
      ‘That’s because this is my last chance,’ she bawled at him.

      
      He shifted on the spot. ‘Don’t say that. Sure, a fine-looking woman—’

      
      ‘Getting a man is easy,’ she spat.

      
      He was taken aback. The pity in his eyes faded.
      

      
      ‘It’s having children with one that’s turned out to be impossible,’ she said between her teeth.

      
      ‘Why didn’t you and Eamonn—’

      
      ‘Because we were divorced by the time we were thirty. Then the guy I was with for six years after that didn’t happen to like
         children. You’re welcome to all the details.’ Sarah’s voice was shaking like a rope. ‘I’m thirty-eight years old. I’ve been
         paying a clinic thousands of dollars a month for fertility drugs that make me sick and frozen sperm that doesn’t work. What
         else do you suggest I do?’
      

      
      He considered the carpet. ‘I was just … I suppose I was wondering why you left it so late.’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t give me that. Just don’t you dare.’ She felt breathless with rage. ‘How was I meant to know what I wanted at twenty-five?
         Men have no fucking idea. You’ll still be able to make a woman pregnant when you’re seventy!’
      

      
      Padraic flinched at the thought.

      
      After a minute, very quietly, he asked, ‘But sure … why me? Couldn’t you just have gone out one night and picked up a
         stranger?’
      

      
      Sarah sat on the edge of the bed and wept. Her elbows dug into her thighs.

      
      ‘I didn’t want the child of some pickup,’ she said at last, very slowly, the words emerging like pebbles. ‘Quite apart from
         what else I might pick up from him.’ She waited till her voice had steadied enough for her to go on. ‘I wanted the child of
         a nice man, and all the nice men were taken.’
      

      
      After a long minute, she felt the bed bounce as Padraic sat down beside her. ‘Not all, surely,’ he said after a minute. He
         sounded like a child who’d just been told the truth about Santa Claus.
      

      
      Her smile came out a bit twisted. She turned her head. ‘Don’t worry about it, Padraic,’ she drawled. ‘I get by just fine without
         the husband and the SUV and the house in the suburbs.’
      

      
      He didn’t know how to take that. She watched him staring at his shoes.

      
      ‘All I want is a child.’ Sarah said it softly. She was never so sure of anything in her life.

      
      ‘OK,’ he said after a minute. ‘I’ll have another bash.’ He stood up. ‘You haven’t seen me at my best tonight,’ he added hoarsely.

      
      She gave a little sniff of amusement and wiped her eyes. ‘I suppose not.’

      
      ‘You try getting an erection in a toilet without so much as a copy of Playboy. I’m not seventeen any more, you know.’
      

      
      Sarah giggled and blew her nose. ‘Sorry.’ Go on, she told herself. Make the offer. ‘Shall we just call the whole thing off, then?’
      

      
      She could tell he was tempted. Just for a minute. Until he thought of what Carmel would say.

      
      ‘Not at all,’ said Padraic. He stood up. ‘A man’s gotta do.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘I’m going back in there,’ he declared, ‘and I’m not coming back out empty-handed. You just lie down and think of Ireland.’

      
      ‘No,’ she said, jumping up, ‘I’ll go in the bathroom. You could do with a change of scenery.’

      
      She handed him out his jar, then locked the door. She looked herself in the eye, then turned on the cold tap and washed the
         salt off her face.
      

      
      Padraic stood before the wardrobe mirror and stared down into his trousers. Not an enticing sight. Visibly tired, old before
         its time. He eyed his face and counted his wrinkles. Salmon couldn’t eat after they mated, he remembered; they just shrivelled
         away. What was there left for him in this life, now he had served his time, genetically speaking?
      

      
      But tonight’s job wasn’t quite over yet.

      
      He felt utterly exhausted. Nerves, alcohol, and a fight to round it all off. But he had to rise to the occasion now. Noblesse oblige. He thought of Carmel’s last birthday. He’d been knackered from work, and half a bottle of champagne hadn’t helped, but he
         knew she wanted to be ravished, he could almost smell it off her. So he had claimed to be full of beans, and though it took
         an enormous effort, it was all right in the end. He’d known it would work. It always worked in the end, him and Carmel.
      

      
      Padraic lay down on the bed. He wanted to be home in her arms.

      
      This room had no more resources than the bathroom, really. He flicked through the TV channels (with the sound down, so Sarah
         wouldn’t think he was time wasting). Not a drop of titillation. After five minutes of Dirty Dancing, he realized he was finding Patrick Swayze far more appealing than the girl, and that raised such disturbance in the back
         of his head that he switched off the telly.
      

      
      He lay down again and scanned the room. The prints were garish abstracts; nothing doing there. There was the phone, of course.
         If only he had memorized a number for one of those chat lines. He’d rung one once, in a hotel room much nastier than this
         one, somewhere in the North of England. All he remembered was that the woman on the line had a terribly royal-family accent,
         and spoke very, very slowly to bump up his bill.
      

      
      If he rang downstairs and asked for the number of a chat line, he was sure to get Máire. She’d tell her mother. She’d probably tell his mother.
      

      
      Padraic shut his eyes and tried out a couple of trusty old fantasies. Only they weren’t working any more. He wondered whether
         one traumatic evening had rendered him permanently impotent. He felt exhausted. Somehow the idea of having a voluntary sexual
         impulse seemed like a remnant of his youth. Maybe that was it, his lot.
      

      
      All at once he knew what number to ring.

      
      ‘Hello there,’ said Carmel, and her voice was so warm he thought he could slip right into it and sleep. ‘Are you coming home
         soon?’
      

      
      ‘Any minute now. I just need a bit of help,’ he admitted.

      
      ‘Are you still at it?’

      
      ‘She spilt the first lot.’

      
      Carmel let out a roar of laughter. ‘I should have warned you,’ she said. ‘When we shared a flat, Sarah was always knocking
         over cups of tea.’
      

      
      ‘Are you comparing my precious seed to a beverage, woman?’

      
      ‘The comparison is entirely in your favour.’ Her voice changed for a minute; her mouth moved away from the phone and he heard
         her say, ‘You go and brush your teeth, love. I’ll be up as soon as I’ve finished talking to Daddy.’
      

      
      He wanted to tell her to say good night from him, but he wasn’t meant to be thinking like a daddy now.

      
      Carmel’s voice was all his again now, going low like only she could do. For a respectable wife and mother she could sound
         like a shocking wee slut. ‘Are you ready for round two, big boy?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think I can.’

      
      ‘Can’t means won’t,’ she said in her best schoolmistress voice.
      

      
      He laughed into the phone, very softly.

      
      ‘All right now,’ she crooned. ‘Enough of this nonsense. Shut your eyes.’

      
      ‘I just want to come home.’

      
      ‘You are home.’

      
      ‘I am?’

      
      ‘You’re home in your bed with me. Nothing fancy.’

      
      ‘Not a seedy motel?’

      
      ‘Not Finbar’s Hotel, either. We could never afford it. You’re home in bed with me and the kids are fast asleep and you’re
         flat on your back, with your hands above your head.’
      

      
      ‘Surrendering, like?’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      Carmel, he thought a few minutes later with the part of his mind that was overseeing the rest, should consider a career move.
         She could make a mint on one of those chat lines. And to think of all this lewdness being saved up for a big eejit like him.
         He kept his eyes squeezed shut and pretended his hands were hers. She always knew what to do. She was working him into a lather.
         She was going to make it all right.
      

      
      Sarah was leaning against the sink, praying. It had been so long, she hardly remembered what to say. She got the words of
         the Hail Mary all arseways, she knew that much. Blessed is the fruit? Mostly what she said was please.
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