
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]
      

      
   
      
      Yvonne Cassidy was born in Dublin in 1974. She studied English and Economics in University College Dublin and has worked in
         London, Australia and New York, specialising in the field of marketing communications. Yvonne currently lives in Dublin. The Other Boy is her first book.
      

      
      Visit Yvonne on her website www.yvonnecassidy.com

      
   
Copyright

First published in Ireland in 2010 by Hachette Books Ireland

First published in paperback in 2011 by Hachette Books Ireland

A Hachette UK company

Copyright © Yvonne Cassidy 2010

The right of Yvonne Cassidy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

‘Eleanor Rigby’ Lyrics by John Lennon/Paul McCartney © Northern Songs/Sony/ATV Music Publishing. All Rights Reserved. Used by permission.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1 444 72555 1

Hachette Books Ireland 

8 Castlecourt Centre 

Castleknock 

Dublin 15

www.hachette.ie

A division of Hachette UK, 338 Euston Road, London, NW1 3BH


      
      For Mum and Dad
      

      
   

      PROLOGUE

      
      England, 2010
      

      
      The box of tissues in the Doc’s office is mansize. The black and red colours are supposed to make it look macho, so you won’t
         feel stupid reaching for the flimsy girly contents inside. I’ve spent a lot of time staring at that box, directing my words
         at it rather than him. Focusing on the coloured cardboard makes it easier to ignore the frenzied notes he sometimes writes
         in his foolscap pad and the way his eyebrows crease into a frown behind his glasses. Each session lasts an hour and I probably
         spend at least half of it concentrating on that box of tissues. But I’ve never had to use one.
      

      
      The other day I showed him a photograph. I don’t know why, really. I just felt like it. I brought the one with the curling
         corners where we’re at the fairground, Dad and Mam and Dessie and me. Dad’s leaning down, his chin resting on my head. It
         must be windy because Mam’s hair is blowing across her face, catching in her smile. Dessie is the only one not looking into
         the camera: he’s facing it, along with the rest of us, but his eyes are swivelled away, looking past the white rim of the
         edge.
      

      
      As soon as I took it out to show the Doc I wished I hadn’t. He started to ask too many questions about why I’d brought it,
         short, open-ended questions that were meant to catch me out. I knew how to handle him, though, so I told him other things.
         How the candyfloss had left my mouth sticky and sweet. About the smell of petrol and sugar in the air that was so strong it
         even crept inside the tent where Mam and I went to see the fortune-teller. I even told him about the stripy T-shirt I was
         wearing, and that it had been Dessie’s before it was mine.
      

      
      We’ve talked a lot about Dessie, the Doc and I. About Dessie always being older than me, stronger than me. How Dessie could
         always make people see things his way. I tried to explain what it was like never to be the first to do anything, or be able
         to find out something that he didn’t already know. The Doc nodded when I said that and he made another note but I don’t think
         he understood at all.
      

      
      You know that moment between sleep and waking? When your mind jump-starts before your body? I read somewhere that the first
         thing that comes into your head is what you desire or fear the most. I don’t know if that’s fully right, though, or if there’s
         another reason, because for years when I opened my eyes I used to think of Mark. That’s stopped now, of course, but I still
         haven’t told the Doc about it. It’s not that I don’t want to, I will tell him, it’s just hard sometimes to understand what
         it means, let alone put it into words.
      

      
      I told him about ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds’. About how, when I was seven or eight, it was my favourite Beatles song and after tea Dad would put it on and I’d close my eyes, listening to the scratch of the needle on vinyl, waiting
         for it to find the music. I tried to describe how John Lennon’s voice would start, asking me to imagine myself on a boat on
         the river where there were tangerine trees and skies the colour of marmalade. It was before I knew that the song was supposed
         to be about drugs, before I’d heard of LSD, even before I knew that John was much cooler than Paul. I told him how I’d sit
         cross-legged, humming along, making my own pictures that sat alongside John’s. The Doc says that I’m very visual, the way
         I remember things. He asked me what happens if I can’t see the whole picture and I said I didn’t know. It was only afterwards
         I thought that maybe sometimes I use my imagination to colour in the bits around the edges and I wondered if that was what
         he was getting at all along.
      

      
      I didn’t tell him about the time Mrs Burke asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up and how the other boys all laughed
         when I answered, “My dad.” I still remember how she tried to hide her own smile as she explained to the class that what I
         meant was I wanted to be a plumber, like my dad. But that wasn’t what I meant at all. I meant I wanted to actually be him,
         to grow into him. I had it right the first time. If I told the Doc about that, he’d start to ask about Katie and Abbey and
         whether I felt I’d lived up to what I wanted to be. Which would be a completely stupid question, because we both know the
         answer to that one.
      

      
      I didn’t tell him about Revolver either — there was no point in getting into all that. Instead, I brought him back to ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds’. I told him about the girl who had eyes like kaleidoscopes, that I could never figure out
         what that meant but now I thought I could. I spent one whole session on my theory that the past is like the picture at the
         centre of a kaleidoscope. The picture stays the same, it’s the kaleidoscope’s mirrors that change it, and the past can change
         too, depending on where you see it from. I talked on and on that day, trying to explain it, but he didn’t say a lot. He didn’t
         even write much down, he just kept looking at me. I don’t think he got it at all.
      

      
      I’ve been seeing the Doc for a while now. Long enough that the dark branches tipping the window have a fuzz of green and the
         square of white-grey sky has patches of blue. There are days when I wonder if this endless stream of oneway words is making
         any difference at all, when it feels as if there’s more point in an hour of silence. There are days when I don’t want to be
         here and the anger pulls taut inside and snaps out like elastic. Those are the days when I’m the one asking the questions,
         like the one I asked him yesterday.
      

      
      “What’s the fuckin’ point in all this? It’s all over now. Ancient history. It’s not like I could have changed anything, could
         I?”
      

      
      He sat back in his chair and held his hands in an arc, tapping his index fingers together. Even before he opened his mouth
         I knew he wasn’t going to answer me.
      

      
      “That’s an interesting question. What do you think, John-Paul?”

      
      He always insists on calling me John-Paul, even though he knows full well my fuckin’ name is JP.

   
      
      ONE

      
      
      
      London, 2005
      

      
      We were on the highest part of the Heath. Stretched out below, the city looked like a whole other world, the squares and rectangles
         that made up its shape black against the darkening sky. Behind us, the father and son we’d passed on the climb up were trying
         to get their kite to fly. I turned to watch as they ran down the hill, the red and blue and yellow streamers trailing just
         above the grass, the last thing to disappear out of sight. For a few seconds their voices hung in the smoky October air and
         then there was silence. Just me and Katie.
      

      
      “Look at St Paul’s. It’s like an egg in an eggcup,” Katie said.

      
      My eyes followed where she was pointing. “It does, I’ve always thought that too.” I smiled as I said it and squeezed her gloved
         fingers.
      

      
      “You know, I can’t believe I’d never been up here before you took me,” she said. “It’s so peaceful, I love it.”

      
      “It’s my favourite place in London.” I thought of all the days I’d stood in this spot, days when the sky over the city was
         a bright dome of blue or a blur of rain or a wash of orangey-grey, like today. From the top of one of the office buildings a red light flashed on and off. On and off.
      

      
      “Come on,” Katie said, “I’m getting cold. It’s time for the Oak’s famous bangers and mash.”

      
      “Or we could skip it and go home?”

      
      It was six weeks since she’d moved in, and living together still felt like a permanent holiday.

      
      “No way, JP! We’ve been in the flat nearly all weekend. You promised me bangers and mash and I’m not going home until I get
         them.”
      

      
      “OK, OK,” I said, touching the smudges of red the cold made on her cheeks. “Come on, then.” I took her hand and turned to
         walk down the hill. In the few minutes we’d been up there the last light of the day had ebbed away.
      

      
      “It gets dark so quickly at this time of year,” she said. “You can barely see in front of us now.”

      
      “I love the autumn, though,” I said.

      
      “I like it too. But I’d like it more if it didn’t mean the end of summer.”

      
      Turning off the main path, we took the shortcut through the trees that came out at the lake on the other side. I glanced at
         her and she was looking at the ground, picking her steps carefully. “What?” she said.
      

      
      “Nothing. I was just thinking that this is the first autumn we’re spending together,” I said. “And that I’m liking autumn
         with you.” I let my words hang in the air with the clouds of our breath. I wondered what she’d say next.
      

      
      “I’m liking everything more with you, JP,” she said, stopping, so I stopped too. “It’s weird to think of life before you. It almost seems like we’ve always been together or something.”
      

      
      I smiled into the dark. “I can’t really remember what things were like before you, Katie.” I leaned down to kiss her, my hand
         finding that warm place on her neck.
      

      
      “Hey! You’re freezing!” She laughed, and pulled away. “Come on, you can do that in the Oak where it’s warm.”

      
      As we walked on, our feet scuffing through piles of crinkled leaves, I realised that what I’d said wasn’t true, that I remembered
         all too well what life had been like before her. Even here, on these paths, I could see a shadow of myself running alongside
         us, alone. Those Saturdays weren’t so long ago, the Christmas days jogging past the lit-up windows of the red-brick houses
         until I got to the Heath, where I could crunch across the frosty grass, just me, my feet and my breath.
      

      
      I turned to Katie then because I wanted to see her, as well as feel her, to know that she was really, really there. I didn’t
         want to remember my life before her — that was what I’d meant to say, but I could never say that. I could never tell her how
         walking these same paths together was like erasing all those other times, creating something new. I gripped her hand tighter.
      

      
      “I’m rethinking the bangers-and-mash decision,” she said.

      
      “Let me guess. Even though you’ve been planning on bangers and mash all day, now you’re not sure if cottage pie is a better
         option?”
      

      
      “How did you know?”

      
      “I pay attention. I want to know everything there is to know about you, Katie Wright.”

      
      As we walked out of the forest and back onto the main path I thought about how true that was, that every single detail she
         told me was logged somewhere in my mind, that I never really forgot anything.
      

      
      “And do I know everything about you, JP Whelan?” “You do indeed, my love. You know everything that matters.”

      
      ***

      
      Walking along Downshire Hill, we played the game I always played. It was more fun playing it with Katie.

      
      “I’d like to live in that one,” Katie said. “That’s my favourite.”

      
      The house she pointed at was sandblasted brick and had a big bay window with ferns spilling from a terracotta plant box.

      
      “It’s not the one you picked last time.”

      
      “Didn’t I?”

      
      “No, you said this one.”

      
      We stopped outside the house with creeper the colour of holly and a shiny black door with a silver knocker. Today it was half
         open, so we could see a child’s red welly lying on the wooden floor of the hall. This house had always been my favourite of
         them all.
      

      
      “Oh,” Katie said, pushing me to move on as we heard the family’s voices getting louder from inside, “I like them all and they’re
         all so different. That’s what makes it so hard to choose.”
      

      
      She was right and that was what I loved about the road too, that each house had something to like all of its own. We passed
         the bright white one with the new glass front that had taken nearly all of last year to renovate. Next to it was the cream one that looked more like a cottage, with its bright blue
         door and matching window frames.
      

      
      “Oh … I’d forgotten about this one. It’s so cute, maybe this is my favourite,” Kate said. “I can’t make up my mind.”

      
      “You have to pick,” I said. “That’s the whole point.”

      
      “Why? It’s not like we’re about to buy one.”

      
      A thought flicked across my mind, something my boss Peter had mentioned about a possibility of a restructure next year, how
         it might mean the potential of a promotion for someone on the team. It was a long shot, way too early to say anything about
         it.
      

      
      “Not today, Katie, but some day, maybe.”

      
      She was looking away from me, towards one of the houses, and for a second I wondered if she’d heard the seriousness in my
         voice and if it had scared her. When she turned back to me, she was smiling. “Well, in that case,” she said, “I’d better start
         making up my mind.”
      

      
      I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. I had that feeling again, the one I still wasn’t used to, like a
         wave of something warm filling me that, even after it was gone, seemed to cling to my insides. “OK, then, but wait,” I said.
         “You like the one on the corner as well. Don’t make up your mind until we get to it.”
      

      
      “It’s funny,” she said, “the way you remember them all. It’s like there’s a blueprint in your head or something.”

      
      She didn’t know how right she was, how on the nights when sleep didn’t come it was these houses I’d count. I hadn’t told her
         that knowing this street was here, and always would be, made everything better somehow. I wondered what she’d think if I tried to tell her, if she’d understand.
      

      
      “What was the road like in Dublin where you grew up?”

      
      I hadn’t seen the question coming. The flush of only a few seconds ago vanished and the October air felt cold as a pane of
         glass. We were nearly at the pub. I looked down at my runners, making slow steps on the flagstones, and started to walk a
         little faster. “Pretty standard Dublin suburbia,” I said. “Your typical street — you know?”
      

      
      “No, I don’t,” she said. “You’ll have to take me some day. Are the houses two-storey?”

      
      “Yup.”

      
      “Detached? Or not?”

      
      I thought of her parents’ house in its own grounds in Cheshire. “No, semi-detached.”

      
      “Was it a big road? How many houses?”

      
      I hated when she got like this, but I knew that answering was a quicker way out than trying to avoid it. “Em …” I scrunched
         my face up, trying to remember. It surprised me how easy it was to picture the houses, the way the names of the families jumped
         so quickly into my mind after all this time. “OK, let’s think — the McDonnells, the Joyces, us, the O’Briens, the Smiths,
         the Fogartys, the O’Tooles—” I broke off. I didn’t want to think about the O’Tooles.
      

      
      We were standing in the empty beer garden, Katie counting on her gloved fingers. “The Fogartys!” She laughed. “I love the
         sound of them — like one of those traditional Irish bands. OK, that’s seven? Who was after the O’Tooles?”
      

      
      She looked so pretty and happy, smiling and holding up her hands in stripy gloves, that I felt something tighten in my chest,
         somewhere around where my heart was. “I don’t know, I forget,” I said. “Three more houses, probably. Now, come on, let’s get
         inside before I freeze to death.”
      

      
      ***

      
      The heat in the pub was too much and we stripped off our layers quickly. Katie blew on her fingers, warming them, and then
         jumped up from the wooden bench. “Back in a second, I still can’t make up my mind. You decide for me.”
      

      
      Watching her walk towards the loo, I thought about the first time I’d seen her in the office, laughing into the phone. Her
         free hand was making a comb of her fingers, lifting her dark hair up, then letting it fall again, back down onto her shoulders.
         She did it over and over and I remember being mesmerised by the movement, my eyes on her instead of the notes I should’ve
         been reading as I waited outside Peter’s office. It was my third interview, the job tantalisingly close, but instead of focusing
         on it I was wondering how I’d missed seeing her during the first two and how I was going to get to talk to her.
      

      
      Katie loved that story — that I’d noticed her even then. Whenever anyone asked how we got together, that was the story she
         liked to tell, that she’d managed to distract me from my interview and anyone who knew me would know what a big deal that
         was. After everything she’d been through, the split from her ex-husband Toby, it was as if that story was some kind of proof
         about me that I was everything he wasn’t.
      

      
      I took a deep breath and let my eyes hang on the football game on the telly by the window. There was something I wanted to
         ask her, something that had been in my mind for a while now, since before she’d moved in. These past couple of weeks it was
         even bigger, the size of Mount Everest, it seemed, and I couldn’t ignore it any more. But just thinking about what I was going
         to say made my stomach drop in fear, my heartbeat uneven. I had no idea how she would react and I wondered if I really knew
         her at all.
      

      
      “You ready?”

      
      The waitress was in front of me and I realised under my hand I was jiggling my knee, my leg bouncing through the ball of my
         foot. I held my thigh steady, placed both feet on the floor. “Yes, I’ll have two of the bangers and mash, a glass of Merlot
         and a pint of Guinness. Oh, and some of the cheesy potato skins to start.”
      

      
      I smiled at her but she took the menus without looking at me. Katie was on her way back now, curling her hair behind her ear
         and pushing in next to me on the bench.
      

      
      “I decided you were in a bangers and mash frame of mind,” I told her.

      
      “Good — you getting the same?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Copycat!”

      
      “And we’re sharing some potato skins first.”

      
      “Oh, my God, JP, you and potatoes! I’ve been putting on weight ever since we moved in together. This has to stop!” She flattened
         her top across her middle to show me. She had put on a little weight but I quite liked it. Lying in bed the other night, sliding my hands around her belly, I wondered what it would feel like to hold her if she was pregnant.
      

      
      “What are you thinking?” Katie said. Her freshly applied lipgloss was shiny pink and I kissed her lightly.

      
      “Nothing — except that I felt like kissing you.”

      
      “I hope you always feel like kissing me.”

      
      “I do, especially in the office when I can’t.”

      
      I was filling in words then, saying something to hold the space instead of what I really wanted to say. This kind of conversation
         was easy, the kind of conversation we could fill a weekend with, flirty teases and jokes, but today I wanted to talk about
         something more.
      

      
      “Actually, I wanted to ask you a question,” I said, before I could stop myself.

      
      “Oh, really, what’s that?”

      
      I could tell she thought I was still joking with her but before I could say any more the waitress was back with the drinks.
         She put them on the table, slopping the Guinness down the side of the pint glass.
      

      
      I took a sip and wiped my hand on my jeans. I slid the other along the back of the bench, behind Katie. I glanced at the TV
         — the team in blue had scored. Next to me, Katie tasted her wine. “Mm, this is nice — you want to try it?”
      

      
      “No, thanks.”

      
      “Sorry, JP, you were saying something. What was it?”

      
      Now I had her attention I didn’t want it. I twisted the pint glass on the beer mat. The goal was being replayed on the TV.
         I had a sudden urge to pee. I took a gulp of Guinness and forced myself to swallow slowly, licked the creamy froth from my top lip. I turned to look at her and forced the words out over the knocking of my heart. “I was just wondering what
         it would be like if we had a baby.”
      

      
      ***

      
      Katie was lying diagonally in the bed, pushing me in towards the wall. Her breath was heavy, interspersed with tiny snores.
         As I climbed out over her, she paused for a second, then her rhythm was back. Creaking down the stairs and into the living
         room, I knew I didn’t need to worry about waking her: the red wine would see she slept soundly. I walked into the kitchen
         and turned on the kettle.
      

      
      When I pulled back the curtain it was still dark outside, not even the first traces of light yet, although officially it was
         a new day. I hoisted myself onto the kitchen counter, balancing my bare feet on the window-ledge. I smiled at my reflection
         in the glass and realised, for the first time, that what had happened was real.
      

      
      The kettle gurgled behind me and clicked itself off but I didn’t want tea. That wasn’t the reason I’d got up, not really.
         I wanted to run what had happened through my mind again, replay it, make sure I hadn’t forgotten any bits, that I’d got it
         right.
      

      
      After I’d managed to get those words out Katie had looked terrified. Even though I was too, I kept talking on and on and on.
         It was the only way to make her see what I meant, to fill the space so there’d be no room for her to say what I was so afraid
         she’d say. By the time the waitress was back with the potato skins Katie was smiling and she hadn’t said no. We let them go
         cold as we talked about why it was a crazy idea, why it was too soon, why there was no rush, but even as we did we seemed to be edging closer together, my leg squashing against
         hers on the bench, her fingers wrapping tighter around mine.
      

      
      We never ate the potato skins, and when the bangers and mash arrived Katie’s “maybe” was hovering on a “yes” and I asked the
         waitress if she had any champagne. She looked at us as if we were crazy and asked whether the food was all right, and Katie
         got a fit of the giggles and I did too, giggles that were worse once we’d popped the cork on the dusty bottle: we drank from
         little wine glasses that reminded me of some we’d had at home in Sallynoggin years before.
      

      
      I jumped down from the counter, found a teabag and filled a mug with water. Katie and I were going to have a family. I opened
         the fridge and poured the milk. We were going to have a baby together. I plucked the teabag from the cup and dropped it into
         the sink. Katie had said there was no one in the world she would rather have as father to her child.
      

      
      It didn’t matter how many different ways I said it, I couldn’t seem to believe it, to make the words stick. We’d talked it
         over and over and said we’d talk about it again tomorrow, but we’d both agreed it was what we wanted, maybe not today or next
         month, but soon, definitely soon. Leaning against the counter with the tiles cold under my feet and the mug warm in my hands,
         I fast-forwarded in my head to a house in Hampstead, pulling into the drive with Katie and a little baby in the back. I could
         picture it so easily: Katie, beautiful and smiling, the baby, a girl, pretty like her mum. It was so close I could taste it.
      

      
      I wondered what Katie meant by “soon”.

   
      
      TWO

      
      
      
      None of the books I’d read had prepared me for this. Katie’s face hardly looked like hers, so red and twisted in pain. I stroked
         her hair back from her forehead again even though I didn’t think it was helping — I didn’t think anything was helping. Earlier
         she’d been shouting, crying, roaring curses I hadn’t even known she knew. Now she was worn out and silent, panting as I held
         her hand and counted her breaths, like we’d practised, even though this was nothing like we’d practised.
      

      
      “Don’t push,” the midwife said. “You’re doing great, Katie. Just hang on. I know you want to push but hold on until the doctor
         gets here.”
      

      
      “Where is he?” I said.

      
      “He’s on his way, Mr Whelan.”

      
      Katie was Katie; I was Mr Whelan. The midwife had been saying the doctor was on his way for more than half an hour. I wanted
         to do something to help Katie — I wanted to do it for her — but all I could do was count.
      

      
      “You’re doing great, babe, just great.”

      
      When the doctor did arrive I didn’t like him. It was the way he barely said anything and pushed his way in, past me and the
         midwife, and started snapping out instructions. I was about to ask what was going on but suddenly Katie was being wheeled from the room. The midwife told the other nurse to get me a gown, that we were going to theatre, and I was running,
         following the trolley as it banged through endless sets of double doors, too shocked to be terrified.
      

      
      Outside the theatre, a nurse tied up the gown as I shoved my feet into some plastic white shoes, none of us talking. By the
         time I caught up, they were already getting started, a green curtain stretched across Katie’s stomach like some gruesome magic
         trick. Behind it, the doctors seemed only half human, passing tools between them that glinted in the overly bright light.
         Katie reached for my hand, panic soldering us together in a tight sweaty group. The doctors were talking in low words we didn’t
         understand and there was something about the fear in Katie’s eyes that made me stronger, as if all her strength had flowed
         into me. I stroked her hair and told her everything was going to be fine, that together we were invincible and there was no
         way anything bad was going to happen. Not to us. Never to us.
      

      
      I was looking at Katie when I heard the ragged scream. That’s why it took me a second to grasp that it was coming from the
         tiny thing in the doctor’s gloved hands, that the milky rope of flesh was the umbilical cord I’d read so much about and that
         this was it, this was her, this was Abbey, our brand new baby daughter. Katie was a beat ahead of me, pushing herself up on
         her elbows, as far as she could go, to take Abbey from the midwife before they could even wipe her clean. As she reached out
         she dropped my hand, leaving it dangling by my side so it felt cold and exposed. I shouldn’t have noticed that — it was a
         ridiculous thing to dwell on as our daughter was taking her first breaths — but somewhere the thought of how easily Katie could let me go bounced around my head and out again like a pinball.
      

      
      Looking down at Abbey for the first time, where she lay on Katie’s chest, this little crying thing with scrunched-up eyes
         and wrinkly hands, I waited to feel something change. I’d wanted her, wanted this, for so long, and now it was here it was
         almost too big to feel. It wasn’t until I felt the wetness on my face that I realised I was crying. Katie was crying too,
         quiet tears that leaked from the corners of her eyes and rolled into the brown tangle of her hair.
      

      
      The doctor had finished sewing her up and as he pulled off his glove to shake my hand I thought I might just love him too.
         “Thank you, Doctor, thank you. Thank you so much,” I said, shaking hard, hanging on.
      

      
      When I turned back to Katie I saw that she was whispering something to Abbey that had made her stop crying. As I looked at
         the two of them lying there, it hit me that this was real. They were so perfect, like something out of someone else’s life,
         only this time it was mine.
      

      
      Out of nowhere I thought of the obituaries in the back of the Evening Press that Dad used to buy. I was fascinated by them, how the tight, cramped newsprint summed up a person in only a few column
         inches. It seemed that you needed a web of people around you to make up a life — husbands, wives, fathers, sons, daughters:
         these were the definitions that counted in the end. Before today mine would have been blank. But not any more.
      

      
      I shook the image from my mind. Today was about beginnings, not endings.

      
      “She’s beautiful,” I said. “You’re both so beautiful.”
      

      
      In my head the words had sounded right, but out loud they were clichéd and I wanted new ones that would capture what was inside,
         words that this room hadn’t heard so many times before.
      

      
      “JP, look at her. Oh, my God, look at her little fingernails.”

      
      “She’s just tiny,” I said.

      
      I kissed Katie’s hair and tasted salt. When I stood up, she was getting ready to pass Abbey to me to hold. I wasn’t ready
         yet but I had to be. I leaned down to take her at an awkward angle so pain bit my knee. Our movements were jumbled up, me
         half bent down, Katie pushing herself up towards me. She gave a sniffly giggle and I felt laughter bubble inside me too, but
         before it could break out Abbey was in my arms, heavy and light and delicate and solid all at the same time.
      

      
      I was gazing at a bundle of fresh chances. She’d made no mistakes yet and she never would. I wanted to trace my finger on
         her face to feel her skin but I didn’t know how to hold her and do that at the same time and I was so afraid I might hurt
         her. She was so small, so new. Her eyes started to open a little and I waited for her to cry again but she didn’t. The watery
         pupils rolled back and forth, like marbles, stopping just for a second to focus on me. They were the bluest of blues, just
         like mine.
      

      
      “Hello, Abbey,” I said. “Daddy’s here.”

      
      ***

      
      Sitting in the Tube carriage, shuddering at speed through the black tunnels of the Northern Line, I replayed the moment when I’d held Abbey, looking at the picture of her and Katie on my phone’s screen. Across from me, a woman glanced up, then
         returned to the safety of her newspaper. For a crazy second I almost moved over to sit next to her, to show her the picture
         and tell her all about my baby girl, but I knew she wouldn’t care.
      

      
      I stretched my legs across the carriage and closed my eyes to relive the memory, me holding Abbey, Katie looking on. It was
         hard to separate how I felt from how I’d expected to feel. I think I felt conscious of my feet firm on the ground, connected
         to the earth below and to the universe, as if nothing could ever shake me, but maybe that was something I’d edited into the
         memory. Something I’d always expected I would feel. Opening my eyes, I saw black and orange patterned seats, a window of darkness,
         and I was back in the Tube carriage. Not for the first time I wondered if shaping the memory of something could make it even
         better second time around.
      

      
      Abbey. I smiled as I said her name in my head. I mouthed it on my lips, enjoying the feel of it. Abbey. It was the only name
         we’d both liked. I’d suggested Irish names like Aoife or Aisling but Katie said she didn’t want her daughter living her whole
         life with her name being pronounced the wrong way. We hadn’t decided that we would live in England for ever, but as Katie
         said it I realised it was true and the twinge of sadness I felt took me by surprise.
      

      
      We’d hit on Abbey by accident. There it was, always my favourite of the albums, up on the wall of record sleeves in the living
         room, between Yellow Submarine and Let It Be. Abbey Road sounded like somewhere special, where magic could happen. It was simple and melodic and pretty. It was perfect. As she was.
      

      
      The train stopped mid-tunnel; the thin strip of light blinked, its buzzing suddenly audible. Across from me the woman looked
         out of the window into her own reflection from the black wall beyond. I checked my watch. Eleven thirty. Katie was probably
         asleep by now, exhausted after the day, but then again maybe she was awake, breastfeeding Abbey, the way the nurse had shown
         her. I pictured them in the private room Philip had arranged for them, more like a hotel than a hospital. Katie was delighted
         and I was happy too, but I wanted to be the one sorting things out for my family now, not Philip.
      

      
      The driver’s voice through the intercom was a long crackle of words I couldn’t make out. Something about a delay and Liverpool
         Street. Surely not a security alert at this hour? Checking my watch again I made my sigh loud and long. In Switzerland, the
         men stayed with their wives in hospital, the new families together. They even brought in a champagne meal afterwards to celebrate.
         I’d read that in one of the books and when I told Katie she laughed and said that sounded crazy and the last thing she’d want
         after hours of labour was champagne. It wasn’t that part I’d liked, though: it was the idea of staying with them, not having
         to leave. I don’t think Katie got that at all because when I suggested booking in to the hotel near the hospital she said
         it was silly when the flat was only forty minutes away. She was probably right. In any case, they’d be home in a couple of
         days — but then again, she wasn’t the one sitting trapped in some sooty tunnel, miles under the ground on her own.
      

      
      ***

      
      Walking down the hill towards the flat, I passed a couple I recognised from the complex but we didn’t say hello. In the porter’s
         office the younger guy was there, reading the back page of the Evening Standard. He buzzed me in without looking up.
      

      
      “Thanks,” I said.

      
      I caught my reflection in the glass as I pushed through the gate, hair standing up in a spike, collar open, my tie lost somewhere
         in the midst of the day. It was hard to believe that it was still the same day — that I’d been in work this morning before
         I got Katie’s panicked phone call. This guy probably thought I was just another City boy on his way home from a quick half
         that had turned into one too many. Crunching across the gravel I heard the sounds of chinking glass and laughter wafting from
         the balcony of an upstairs flat. The music in the background had a heavy trumpet beat but I couldn’t fully make it out. It
         didn’t matter that it was only Wednesday: parties were a regular feature on any night of the week. Come to think of it, I’d
         never heard a baby crying.
      

      
      The flat was cold, the blinds up letting in the night from outside. On the kitchen table a pile of copper and silver spilled
         from the change jar — Katie must have raided it this morning when she called her taxi. As I scooped the coins back into the
         glass I saw the green light flicker on the answering-machine.
      

      
      “JP, it’s Rebecca. Philip and I are getting the early train down tomorrow. It leaves here at eight and it gets into Euston at— Philip, what time does the train get in? We arrive at Euston
         just after ten so we should be at the hospital by half past. We’re staying at the Marriott. Can you let Katie know? I didn’t
         want to call her in the room in case she was sleeping. See you tomorrow. Oh, and congratulations again. Looking forward to
         seeing you all. ’Bye.”
      

      
      The Marriott: only the best for the Wrights. Still, at least they weren’t the kind of parents who’d expect to camp here. They
         wouldn’t stay long. Philip would need to get back for work soon enough and Rebecca wouldn’t stick around without him. The
         conversation earlier had been to the point: Philip had dealt in facts — the weight, the length of the labour. Rebecca was
         more relieved than emotional, moving on quickly to the arrangements for tomorrow. Abbey was their fifth grandchild and Katie
         their second oldest daughter, so maybe this was how things went. Still, it had been nice to have them to call and Katie’s
         three sisters as well. Their voices were echoes of each other, full of love and excitement and questions, and already I could
         feel the safety net of family spin around me, just as I’d always hoped it would.
      

      
      I threw myself onto the couch and pulled off my shoes. I was exhausted but suddenly starving too — I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.
         There was no way I was cooking tonight so it would have to be pizza.
      

      
      The TV images washed over me, like warm water, as I waited for the food to arrive. I checked my emails for anything from Peter
         about the new assistant director job. Even though there wasn’t, I found myself drawn in, responding to other people about other things before I put my BlackBerry on the floor and out of sight. It didn’t feel right after everything
         that had happened to be back in the flat alone — checking email, eating pizza, it could have been any old day, not the first
         day of my daughter’s life and, in a way, the first day of my new life too. I took out my phone, but it was too late to call
         Katie. I started to write a text but halfway through I deleted it. She was exhausted when I left and I couldn’t risk waking
         her up.
      

      
      I flicked through the channels but there was nothing on. On the shelves by the TV were the books I’d bought to prepare us,
         books I’d read at night while Katie slept. The section in Borders had been mind-boggling. I’d bought too many and had had
         to pack away some of my Lennon biographies in a box to make room. It was funny how they were all for mothers, that us dads
         got only a small section at the back. On Amazon I found books meant for men with bloke-ish titles like My Boys Can Swim and Be Prepared. I’d skimmed those too but they weren’t what I wanted: they seemed to be aimed at reluctant guys who had been browbeaten into
         fatherhood. Sex was the main topic – how late in pregnancy it was safe to have it, what to do when it stopped and when it
         would start again. I’d given up reading after that, because it seemed like I must be the only guy in the world to persuade
         his partner to have a baby, to want one so badly I would’ve got down on my knees and begged her.
      

      
      I got up and walked around the small living room, taking it in as if for the first time. Despite Katie’s little touches —
         the stuff that I called clutter and she called character — the flat still had the feel of a bachelor pad. The cot in the spare room that would soon be Abbey’s left only a strip of floor
         that was barely big enough for the buggy. We hadn’t enough space for the stuff we’d been buying in the last couple of weeks,
         a pile of it still in bags under the window. We needed somewhere bigger and Katie had talked about finding somewhere else
         to rent, with a garden maybe, but I didn’t want to rent any more. I was sick of renting, living in other people’s lives. I
         wanted somewhere permanent.
      

      
      When I told Katie about the potential promotion I’d played it down, not wanting to get her hopes up. I didn’t tell her how
         Peter had pulled me aside on Monday and said things were nearly there with HR, that the official announcement about the job
         should be made within the week and to keep checking in with him, even while I was off. I wondered if that was why he’d told
         me or if he’d said it to the others as well. It was hard not to get carried away and only this morning I’d found myself online,
         checking the price of houses in Hampstead and Belsize Park, doing sums on yellow Post-its. Even if I got the promotion it
         would be a stretch, but it would be worth it. I could picture it clearly in my mind, the bay window, the creeper that was
         Christmassy green all year round. A house with a heavy knocker on a glossy black front door that, when it opened, would reveal
         the happy family that lived behind it.
      

      
      The buzzer rang. About time — I was starving. I ran to the intercom and held down the unlock button for the outer door. I
         fumbled for cash, remembering, too late, that I’d forgotten to take money out on the way home. I clambered up the wooden stairs to the bedroom and rummaged through jacket pockets. A fiver and some change, pound coins. Below me he was
         at the door now, knocking harder.
      

      
      “Hang on, I’m just coming!”

      
      Nine pounds, almost enough – I could raid the change jar for the rest. He knocked again.

      
      “I’m coming, I’m coming! There’s no need to wake up the whole block!”

      
      Jumping down the last two steps, I grabbed a fistful of change from the table, ran to the door and flung it open. The last
         thought I had before I saw him was of Abbey, and how when she cried she might wake up the whole block.
      

      
      At first I didn’t recognise him. I just registered that there was no pizza, that he wasn’t the delivery guy, that it was someone
         else. Later, when I thought about that, I was ashamed it wasn’t instant, that there wasn’t some sort of physical connection.
         But it had been a long time. His hair was shorter. Thinner. He’d never had stubble before — but this was too thick to be called
         stubble even, it was more of a beard. And he looked so much smaller, which was stupid: he couldn’t be. It was just that I
         had grown.
      

      
      I don’t know how long I stood there, a few seconds I suppose, long enough to feel my heart thumping like a basketball on concrete,
         echoing through my whole body. He couldn’t be here. He couldn’t. But he was. It was his voice that unlocked me.
      

      
      “John-Paul,” he said, reaching out his hand.

      
      “Dessie?” I’d been holding my breath. I stepped out into the hallway in my socks. “Jesus Christ. Dessie! I can’t believe it.” There were so many questions in my head, too many — they got stuck there so I couldn’t ask any.
      

      
      “Jaysus. Look at you in the suit. All grown-up, so you are. Christ, you look great — you’re the spit of the oul fella.”

      
      His accent was more Dublin than I remembered. He dropped the “t” off “great” and “grown” was two syllables.

      
      “Dessie. Wow! Jesus. What are you doing here? What’s going on?”

      
      “Would you listen to the accent on yer man?” He laughed, shaking his head. “Very posh altogether. It’s a long story — I’ll
         fill you in over a beer. Am I coming in or what?”
      

      
      He read my hesitation, the jump in the rhythm of conversation. I saw it in the way his eyes flicked away from me and back
         again, the way his shoulders straightened.
      

      
      “Yeah, sure,” I said, nodding too hard, standing back to let him in. Thank God Katie wasn’t here. Thank God. He picked up
         a bag I hadn’t seen and slung it over his shoulder, pushing past me into the flat.
      

      
      I closed the door and straight away there was another knock. Who was that? Had he brought someone with him? I opened the door
         slowly, but it was only the pizza guy, of course it was. Tiredness was making me jumpy. I handed him all the money in my hand,
         too exhausted to count it.
      

      
      When I followed Dessie into the sitting room his bag was already dumped in the middle of the floor. He was standing at the
         shelf, a picture of me and Katie in his hand. It was the one from our holiday in Portugal, a timer picture — we were laughing
         as I’d almost fallen, stumbling to get into it in time.
      

      
      “Jesus. Great fuckin’ set-up you have here,” he said. “Is this your bird?”
      

      
      “Yeah,” I said.

      
      “She’s a stunner. What’s her name?”

      
      “Katie.”

      
      “Katie? Very nice. Shit, I hope I didn’t wake her up?”

      
      “No, she’s not here. She’s … staying with friends tonight.”

      
      “Not to worry. We’ve a lot to catch up on anyway, haven’t we? I’m sure she’s heard all about me.” Winking, he traded the photo
         frame for the steaming pizza box that I was holding out in front of me and dropped it onto the table. He ripped off a slice,
         cupping his hand underneath to catch the strings of cheese. Watching him, my hunger vanished and all I wanted to do was lie
         down on the floor and sleep. He turned to me and I realised that I was frozen to the spot, staring at him, the photograph
         still dangling in my hand.
      

      
      “C’mon, John-Paul,” he said, through a mouthful of pizza. “You eating or what?”

   
      
      THREE

      
      
      
      I’m back in Sallynoggin. Me and Mark, in my house, running from room to room. First the kitchen, then the sitting room. All
         the rooms are empty, bare floorboards and dust. Up the stairs two at a time into Dad’s room, then Mam’s. Nobody there. When
         I turn around Mark’s gone too.
      

      
      And then I wake up.

      
      I blinked hard, focusing on the duvet cover, the blinds, the stripes of light they made on the wooden floor. My throat was
         dry but I’d forgotten to bring up any water. Slow breaths, in and out. I always woke up at the same point, my heart and head
         pounding. The trick was to let my mind relax, replace the half-formed images with the familiar surroundings of the flat, the
         safety of home. It was ages since I’d had the dream, I couldn’t remember the last time.
      

      
      From the sitting room below I could hear the cheery jaunt of morning TV. Shit, Dessie. For a second I’d hoped that was a dream
         too. I picked up the alarm clock: eight fifty-five. I jumped out of bed, grabbed a T-shirt from the drawer, a pair of jeans
         that was draped over the chair. I was late already — I could shower later.
      

      
      Downstairs, Dessie was sitting in the same spot I’d left him, blankets in a pool by his feet and a plate covered with crumbs.

      
      “Do you not have to work today?” he said. He plucked at a lock of his chest hair, twirling it between his fingers.
      

      
      “Yeah. No, I’m off.”

      
      “How come?”

      
      There was something in his voice — it was as if he knew, but he couldn’t know. The conversation last night had been sparse,
         Dessie claiming he was dead on his feet just like I was so we’d said we’d catch up this morning.
      

      
      “I’ve got some stuff to do.” I heard the evasiveness in my voice and I avoided his look, hiding behind the open fridge door.
         The orange-juice carton felt too light — it was empty. That fucker must have finished it.
      

      
      “What stuff, John-Paul?”

      
      I almost corrected him but I stopped myself in time. No one called me John-Paul any more. I hated its clumsy indecisive sound.
         That I was an echo of a pope and a religion I’d never even believed in.
      

      
      “I said, what stuff do you’ve to do?” he called, louder. “You wouldn’t be going to the fuckin’ hospital by any chance, would
         you?”
      

      
      My eyes darted to the answering-machine. The light was flashing. I mustn’t have heard it ring. Dessie was staring at me, all
         his laughter gone. Between his thumb and forefinger he twisted the loop of his chest hair, tighter and tighter, so it pulled
         at his translucent white skin.
      

      
      “Actually, yeah, I am. I meant to tell you but there was so much going on last night. Katie had — I mean we had — a baby yesterday.
         A girl.”
      

      
      The TV filled the gap of silence between us.

      
      “Yesterday?”
      

      
      I nodded.

      
      “Why the fuck didn’t you say anything?” He didn’t move his head but stared straight ahead at the television. Even though his
         body was slouched I could see the hardness in it, the line of his shoulders, the tendons in his neck.
      

      
      “Look, I should have but, like I said—”

      
      He snapped his head around. “Yeah, you should. I was wondering what the fuck was going on with the cot in the other room and
         then I heard your one’s message.” He stood up, stirred by his anger, kicking the blanket away. “You would’ve let me go this
         morning without sayin’ a fuckin’ thing.”
      

      
      “No! No, I wouldn’t, Dessie, I would’ve told you. I just …” Halfway through the excuse I ran out of words.

      
      With his back to me he grabbed a pair of jeans from his bag, hopped on one leg, then the other as he yanked them up. This
         was my chance, this was what I wanted — he was about to go so why was I trying to stop him?
      

      
      I took a deep breath. On the TV a woman was on a roof, looking out across the city, the morning sun reflected from the buildings
         behind her. In the background I could see the tip of the London Eye cutting into the square of blue sky. She was animated
         as she spoke, optimistic for another day of sunshine. I grabbed the remote and snapped her into silence.
      

      
      “Hang on a second, this is mad. Let’s be honest. No, I wasn’t going to say anything, Dessie. Why should I? I haven’t seen
         you in — what? Twelve years? You think you’d be top of my list to call with my news?”
      

      
      “How about Rita? Remember your aunt? Was she on the fuckin’ list?”
      

      
      The mention of Rita got me, as he’d known it would. He laughed. “Thought so.”

      
      He was distracting me as usual. This wasn’t about Rita, it was about him and me.

      
      “Look, Dessie, you show up here, unannounced, and expect me to be overjoyed? Kill the fatted fuckin’ calf? I’m sorry, mate,
         but I’ve a life here. I’ve a job and a girlfriend and a daughter and you’re not a part of that.”
      

      
      In the silence that followed my words I enjoyed the pounding of my heart, the freedom in the honesty. He found a shirt, pulled
         it on, letting my words hang between us. The short sleeve didn’t quite cover the inky blue Arsenal tattoo on his right arm.
         “Jesus. Would you ever listen to yourself? ‘Mate’? What the fuck is that about? I’m not your mate, John-Paul. We haven’t been
         mates for a long time.” He shook his head. “And I don’t think half a lousy pizza that I didn’t ask for qualifies as killing
         the fatted fuckin’ calf.” Laughing at his own joke he finished buttoning his shirt, pushing it into the top of his jeans.
      

      
      “Listen, I should’ve known what to expect from you. What not to expect. The only person you ever gave a shite about was yourself.
         Mam said that. She didn’t know how right she fuckin’ was, did she?”
      

      
      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      
      “You know right fuckin’ well what I mean.” He stood in front of me, hands on his skinny hips, daring me to say more. An image
         of Mam’s funeral skimmed the surface of my memory like a stone. “And by the way, those twelve years? Hardly my fault that I couldn’t come and visit, now, was it? You
         knew where I was.”
      

      
      “I wrote to you,” I said, suddenly remembering a sunny afternoon in Bristol writing a letter on a park bench. “I sent you
         a card for your twenty-first. You never wrote back.”
      

      
      “One poxy birthday card? In twelve years? What do you want, a fuckin’ medal?”

      
      Just like always: attack was the best defence. Don’t give an inch, never show a chink in the armour. He hadn’t changed a bit.

      
      “It was more than I got from you.”

      
      “I’m not the letter-writing type.” He shoved clothes into his bag and zipped it up, sat down and pulled his socks from last
         night back onto his feet.
      

      
      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I said.

      
      “You’ve said enough, John-Paul. You’ve made yourself very clear. Crystal. You’ve a great life and a wife and a kid and you
         want me to fuck off and not mess it up.”
      

      
      “She’s not my wife,” I said. Before he could respond my mobile vibrated in my pocket. I took it out and saw that it was Katie.
         “Hey,” I said, turning away from Dessie and walking towards the window. Pulling the curtain back, I looked into the manicured
         garden outside, full of sunlight and shade.
      

      
      “Hey yourself, Dad!”

      
      Katie’s voice was so welcome, so normal. This was my world, her and Abbey, not Dessie. “How are you both doing?”

      
      “We’re fine, aren’t we, Abbey? She was up for a couple of feeds during the night. It hurts like hell, I swear. I keep getting
         it wrong, JP, but the nurse says it’s normal and not to worry if I don’t want to stick with it. But they say it’s so much
         better for them. I’m just worried she won’t get enough food. At least I’m here for another night. Hopefully I’ll have got
         the hang of it by then. So, where are you? You nearly here.”
      

      
      “I’m just leaving now, on my way out the door.”

      
      “Only now? I thought you’d be here ages ago.”

      
      “I know, I’m sorry. I overslept.”

      
      “Mummy rang from the train. They’ll be here by about half past. You’ll be here before then, won’t you?”

      
      “I’ll be there really soon. I’m just leaving now.”

      
      Behind me Dessie laughed and I turned to see him smirk and shake his head.

      
      “What was that? Is someone with you?”

      
      “It’s just the TV. Look, I’d better go. The sooner I’m off the phone, the sooner I’m over there.”

      
      “OK. See you later, then. Love you.”

      
      “Me too. ’Bye.”

      
      When I turned back to Dessie his bag was hitched over his shoulder, ready to go.

      
      “So, what did you call her?”

      
      It took me a moment to work out what he was talking about.

      
      “Abbey.”

      
      “Abbey,” he repeated, the name sounding different in his accent. “That was always your favourite, wasn’t it?” He gestured to the wall with Beatles album covers making their own wallpaper. They butted against each other, a mosaic of music
         and memories. Winter Sunday afternoons and board games that I loved to win.
      

      
      “Yeah, it still is.”

      
      He nodded, his eyes scanning them. Side on I could see his forehead eating into where his hair had been. Just like Dad’s used
         to. Just like mine was starting to.
      

      
      “I was checking out your music collection earlier. I couldn’t figure out the order at first and then I realised it was by
         year of release. Just like the oul fella used to have his.”
      

      
      I shrugged, unsure if it was a question or a criticism.

      
      “But I was surprised to see you had that new Beatles one, though, the Love one. Wouldn’t have thought you’d be into messing around with the originals. You being such a purist and all.”
      

      
      “I haven’t listened to it much. It was a Christmas present.”

      
      That was a lie. I hadn’t listened to it at all, hated the idea of the mish-mash of songs out of the order they were intended.
         I didn’t tell him it was from Katie but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he had guessed. I looked away. Even after all this
         time there were parts of me he still knew better than she did. I hated that too.
      

      
      “So, where are you going?” I said.

      
      “Not sure yet. A lad I met inside lives in north London somewhere, a bit farther out. I might look him up.”

      
      I wondered had he seen Rita, if she’d let him stay with her, but I didn’t want to get into that conversation again. “Right,
         yeah. You should go and see the new Arsenal stadium. It’s not officially open yet but a guy I work with says you can see it from the road. It’s meant to be fantastic.
         Do you remember when we did the tour of Highbury that time with Mam and Rita?” I pictured him in his Arsenal jersey, like
         a skirt to his knees, the excitement in his face reflected in the glass-fronted pictures of the retired players on the walls.
         The tour seemed to go on forever. Even the gift shop was an ordeal — Dessie had taken ages fussing over which programme would
         be the best to buy as a souvenir for Dad.
      

      
      “Ah, I wouldn’t be bothered with Arsenal any more. The game’s all about the money now.”

      
      “I suppose.”

      
      “Jesus, remember that holiday, though? Tough enough spot where Rita lived. Remember those lads in the park?”

      
      I remembered a forgotten memory: the panic of being jumped, two boys older than me who came from behind. The heavy weight
         of a knee in my back as I squirmed on the ground. A sharp knock of pain in my forehead as my head hit the concrete. Voices
         laughing in my ear, calling me a thick Paddy. “Those little bastards.”
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