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SOMETHING WILD AND TERRIBLE

‘Are they asleep?’

His voice is a jolt in the car. Rachel realises that she has been dozing, her brain depleted by the afternoon with Tom’s parents; the languor brought on by food that is too heavy, and conversation that is almost painfully light.

She turns her head to peer into the darkness of the back seat. Yes, they are asleep, both of them in synchronicity for once; their heads tilted towards each other, one blond and glossy, the other dark and coarse, unruly like her own. She doesn’t know where the flaxen hair of their eldest came from, for Tom too is dark, his hair a deep, autumnal brown. Though indeed her mother has often told her that she herself was fair as a baby. It is just short of an hour, this drive back from his parents’ place up in the Wicklow mountains, but they are worn out by the afternoon of unceasing attention and the rafts of sugar, and Rachel wonders if there is any chance of being able to lift them straight from the car to their beds and avoiding for once the night-time story, the endless questions.

‘Your dad looks better.’ She turns back around in her seat. She has said it to reassure, and it is true that Joe had seemed a little brighter, his colour normal again for the first time since the pneumonia at Christmas. But there is a new frailness there, too, that Rachel thinks will probably never leave him.

Tom shrugs, but does not answer. His father’s illness had shaken him badly; he had been convinced that Joe would die, that the panicked ambulance ride on Christmas Eve would turn out to be his final journey. Tom had spent most of the day sitting in A&E with his mother, while Rachel peeled spuds at home and boiled the ham and tried to keep the children going with Christmas films and carefully rationed chocolate coins. It had been exhausting.

She gazes out the window. They are already past the last of the three little villages that mark the route from his parents’ home, and into the quiet stretch of country road before they hit the motorway. To the left, the ground drops away sharply, down to a deep ravine filled with trees; to the right, somewhere in the distance, is the sea. It is nearly dark now, the twilight that had surrounded them as they said goodbye in the garden of the bungalow sinking rapidly into night.

‘They’re definitely asleep?’

She glances at him, wondering; checks the back seat again. ‘Yes. I told you. They’re conked out.’

There is a pause then, a gap; six seconds, maybe seven. An eternity.

‘I’m sorry.’ And now his voice is not the same, it is something wild and terrible, and she whips her head around to look at him in alarm, but already he has pressed his foot to the floor and the car is speeding up. Up, up, up it goes to a stupid speed for this narrow road, and now he is wrenching the wheel and the car is flying – it is so quick, the whole thing – and all at once the sound of the car changes and the road under them is suddenly gone, the car riding on air now, but the air is nothing, it is the absence of everything, and the only way is down, down to where the earth is dark and silent and ready to embrace them all.

And then there is only black.





After

Three Weeks

You Could Be Anyone

There are spaces everywhere. By the door, where their coats used to hang; on the shoe rack under the shadow of the stairs. When the newspapers were pushing for a picture, somebody – Rachel does not know who, her sister perhaps – must have taken down the smaller canvas from the set in the living room, because where it used to hang there is only space now, and a darker square of the greenish paint, unbleached by the sun.

Their bedrooms are untouched. Nobody has dared to enter there, to pick their way through the litter of Lego bricks and dolls’ clothing to open the curtains. Even when her mother comes, daily still, to make soup that will go uneaten, to stand fretfully in the kitchen, wringing the tea towel between her hands – even she has not dared to touch the bedrooms. Rachel is the only one who goes in there. In her daughter’s room she stands in the centre of the rug and gazes first at the bed with its pile of soft toys, then at the line of little dresses hanging in the wardrobe. She checks to see that her smell is still there.

She has taken to sleeping in her son’s bed. It is too small, of course; it is only a toddler bed, the largest the boxroom could hold. They had talked about converting the attic someday, about getting a third proper bedroom and another bathroom perhaps; somewhere there are pencil sketches with angles and dimensions written in Tom’s careful hand. Rachel doesn’t remember their son ever sleeping a full night in this bed; invariably he would arrive in their room at three, four o’clock in the morning, and clamber into the bed beside her. Often Rachel would not even rouse but would find him there when she woke the next morning, his stubby legs flung across hers, her arm dead from the weight of him. But still the pillow on this too-small bed smells of him, and now she will never wash it.

Not that she really sleeps anyway, and never at night. She goes through the motions – switching off the lights downstairs, exchanging her clothes for pyjamas, brushing her teeth while she stares into the bathroom mirror as if at a stranger. But sleep refuses to come, no matter how long she lies curled up in the little bed, and eventually she gets up again and wanders ghost-like through the empty rooms of the house. Her tour is marked by pilot lights – the red dot of the television on standby, the green of the wireless router, the orange glow from the socket where the fridge plugs in. The light for the alarm system, which she rarely bothers to set any more, there being nothing left to ­protect – this light too winks at her as she prowls the house. When she gets cold enough she huddles into a corner of the couch, drawing a blanket over her, and waits for the first light to streak the sky; sometimes she will wake with a start and realise that she has been dozing, finally, her mouth furry with sleep. And then it is morning, and it all starts all over again, and oh God, this is torture, she cannot endure it.
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Her mother comes every day. Rachel resents the intrusion, and sighs with frustration when she hears the click of the garden gate and her mother’s slow footsteps on the gravel path; and yet if she is late, ever, if she has not arrived by the time Rachel has dressed and poured her second cup of coffee, she finds herself reaching for her phone to call her and ask querulously the ­reason for the delay.

Her father will not cross the threshold. Even when they brought her home that first day, the day after the funeral – her mother in tears that Rachel was coming back here at all, that she would not stay with them permanently, move back into her childhood bedroom and let them all pretend that none of this had happened – even then her father had stopped short at the end of the path, and shaken his head silently, and turned around to go back to the car. He cannot bear to see the places where the children used to be. Rachel knows this, and this too she resents, because she herself cannot bear it either, and yet she must.

Her mother has her own key, but she always rings the doorbell and waits to be let in. She hands Rachel a stack of envelopes.

‘I met your postman outside, he gave me these.’

Rachel tosses the pile onto the hall stand without looking at it. ‘He shouldn’t really do that. You could be anyone.’ And the pleasure she takes in the wounded look on her mother’s face is cruel, and cruelty is not like her, and yet she cannot help herself.

‘Well. Anyway.’ Her mother takes off her coat, and hangs it carefully on the rack, and glances into the hall mirror. She is a good-looking woman – ‘for my age’, she will caveat, whenever anyone offers this compliment, and Rachel always wants to shake her. She lifts a hand now, smoothing a strand of hair back from her forehead, and then seems to remember herself, and drops her hand quickly as if she has been caught at something frivolous. Rachel turns away and wanders back into the living room. Her mother doesn’t follow; instead she goes to the kitchen and begins to wash dishes, although precious few have collected since she washed them the day before. But it is part of the ritual, the one they have established between them over the last few weeks. Soon she will flick the switch on the kettle, and make some toast, and Rachel will come into the kitchen and sit on one of the high stools and accept a single slice, cut into four as if for a child. There will be an attempt at conversation.

‘It’s getting milder out.’

‘I still think it’s freezing.’ Rachel grips the mug with both hands, as if to prove her point. ‘I can’t get warm at all.’

‘You should try and open the windows every day, though. Just for a few minutes, even.’ Her mother has always been a great believer in the healing qualities of fresh air.

‘Yeah, OK.’ She tries not to sigh. She is reminded of her own teenage years, even the mildest parental interaction somehow an intolerable imposition.

‘Has Bernie been on to you?’ Margaret’s tone is casual, practised even, but there is a slight hitch in her breath before she speaks.

‘She phones, most days. I don’t answer.’

Rachel says this with a challenge in her voice, and barely waits for her mother’s silence in response.

‘What? You think I should be making her feel better?’

‘No. Of course not. Just – well, it’s very hard for her too.’

‘I’m aware of that, thank you.’

Her mother’s eyes fill with tears; nothing she says will ever be right.
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After lunch – she does not eat any lunch, but she sits and sips tea at the kitchen table while her mother eats a sandwich in small, tidy bites – Rachel goes to lie down for an hour. She can tolerate her own bedroom by day, just about; the ghosts are fewer then. She pulls back the duvet and lies down. She has not changed the bedding since, and it smells musty and unwashed; yet there is some reluctance in her to strip the sheet, to wrestle the pillows from the cases with their faint stains of saliva.

She cannot lie on her left side; it is still red and tender to the touch, the skin only starting now to grow back where it was scraped away by the broken window. So she must face the other way, and stare at the empty space where her husband used to sleep. She fancies she can see some sign of him, a dent in the mattress where he used to lie; but when she stretches out her hand and runs it over the spot, it does not feel in any way remarkable. She dozes like that, her hand adrift in Tom’s empty space.
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From downstairs, her mother’s voice comes low and fretful.

‘She’s asleep now, I think. No, barely anything. She’s looking very thin.’

A pause, and then her voice is higher, defensive.

‘Well, I know that, but what can I do?’

Rachel stands just out of sight at the top of the stairs; a child again, eavesdropping on adult things.

‘No. No, I know. We just have to give it time, Frank. All right. All right.’

There is no goodbye, just a soft sigh as her mother closes the cover on her phone again, and Rachel steps back into the shadows.
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Margaret leaves at five, having offered to spend the night and been refused, but Rachel hugs her for a long time before she leaves, and when she has shut the door behind her she stands in the hall for another long time, listening to the new silence of the house and wondering why it is so cold, even with the heating on. She goes to the kitchen and stares at the meal her mother has left her, and then she opens the fridge and takes out a piece of cheese and returns to the living room. The blinds are already closed, and now she pulls the curtains across and curls herself into the corner of the couch. The night ahead of her seems very long, and yet she cannot endure company; even the few hours with her mother seem to have sucked any remaining energy out of her.

She stares at the bookcase opposite, the untidy pile of cards stacked on one of its higher shelves. There have been so many cards, both the ones pushed into her reluctant hands at the funeral, and the trickle of them dropping through the letterbox each day since. She hasn’t known what to do with them; it seems odd, not to arrange them on the mantelpiece in a decorative flourish as she has done with all the other cards that have arrived at the house over the years, the ones featuring baby feet and birthday balloons and snowy landscapes. But these ones, surely, are not for display. She hasn’t even read most of them properly, her swollen eyes refusing to land on names that should be familiar but somehow are not.

There is a step on the path outside. Rachel waits, hoping it is some leaflet-dropper ignoring the No Junk Mail sign, as they always seem to do. But then the doorbell rings, and her heart seems to thunder in her chest, and she sinks further into the couch and pulls a blanket over herself as if she can somehow become invisible. The bell rings again, and then a thin, reedy voice is saying her name.

‘Rachel? It’s only me, love, it’s Bernie. Can I come in?’

The sickness crashes over her, and she is afraid for a moment that she will vomit there where she sits. She breathes deeply, through her nose, and waits for the feeling to subside. Outside, she hears her mother-in-law’s feet on the gravel, and then there is a rap on the window, only feet from where she sits on the couch, and she has to stifle a scream. She is afraid even to breathe now, for fear that she will be heard. She waits, and waits, and finally she hears the heavy steps going back down the path, and only then does Rachel sit up, and push the curtain aside, and slip her hand between two of the wooden blinds so she can peer out into the dusk. Her mother-in-law is sitting back into the driver’s seat of her car; she closes the door, catching the end of her long coat in it, and has to open it again. She sits for a long minute, looking down into her lap, and then she gives one final glance towards the house, and drives away.





Before

Ten Years

All Things Soft

‘My friend here thinks you’re stunning.’ He is short and compact, this guy, with reddish hair and a port-wine stain on one cheek, and as he leans in to Rachel’s ear she can feel the heat of the nightclub coming off him. The friend, around whose neck his arm is thrown, is taller and dark-haired, and is blushing.

Rachel takes another sip of her drink, bouncing on her toes. She wonders if he is a Garda, or a teacher, the usual Saturday-night clientele of this place; he doesn’t look like another nurse, and there are so few male ones that she tends to know them all anyway.

‘Now, I’m going to leave ye to it. You’re welcome, buddy.’ The red-haired guy slaps the taller one on the back and disappears into the crowd again. Rachel can see that the back of his shirt is damp with sweat.

‘Sorry about him.’ He has to stoop to get close enough to her ear to be heard. There is something old-fashioned – gentlemanly, even – about the motion, and Rachel is immediately interested.

‘No problem.’ She stirs the remaining pieces of ice with her straw, watching their rapid melt into the faint pink dregs of her cocktail.

‘I do think you’re stunning, to be fair. Can I get you another drink?’

They talk all night, going outside the club to the smoking bit behind, where at least you can chat without having to repeat every other word. It is a wet night and there aren’t many smokers out, but they lean in under the galvanised sheet that is serving as a roof of sorts, and as it gets colder he takes off his jacket and drapes it over her shoulders. The smell coming off it is the smell of him – sweat, and beer, and something else deep and earthy.

He is not a nurse, and not a teacher or a Garda either; instead he is an architect, just finished his postgraduate exams and working at a big commercial firm in town. But his long-term plan is to open his own business with a friend, a guy named Gavin from his course who is working in London now but has grand designs of his own, and the money to put behind them.

‘Johnny’s a teacher, though.’ He nods back towards the club, dark and heaving.

‘Your friend with the—?’ She lifts her hand to brush her cheek, and then drops it, mortified.

But he is laughing.

‘Yeah. We were at school together. He drags me here sometimes.’

‘Well. I’m glad he did.’ And then they are kissing in the drizzle and the pall of other people’s smoke, and she knows at once that this is different from anything that has gone before.
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He surprises her constantly; the fact that he surprises her is in itself unexpected, because at twenty-two she has by now had a succession of boyfriends who all seemed cut from the same mass-produced, slightly shiny cloth. An initial deluge of charm, mainly in the form of liberal quantities of drink being pressed on her as they huddled in corners of the same half-dozen bars and clubs around Stephen’s Green. A period then of relative tranquillity, her predominant emotion, were she to admit it to herself, more satisfaction with the idea of being in a relationship than excitement about the reality of it. And then the inevitable slow waning of manners, of effort, on both their parts. She could not, with any truthfulness, say that she had ever lost her heart.

Tom is different.

Their first date together – the club didn’t count, not officially, although he had walked her to the taxi rank and stood there with his hands in his pockets and that great slow smile on his face as she was carried away – she meets him in the Phoenix Park, at the bottom of the Pope’s Cross. It is ten in the morning, a warm day in June, and that smell is in the air for the first time this year – the fresh, grassy smell of summer in Dublin. He is waiting there when she arrives, and he gives a funny little half-bow, and laughs at himself as he does. She laughs too, it is impossible not to; the frankness of his eyes, their blue endless depths.

Together they walk the Fifteen Acres, and back around by the Ambassador’s Residence and past the cricket grounds. They walk for miles. At the Magazine Fort they stop and Tom produces from his backpack two bottles of beer, and half-baguettes wrapped up in foil, and crisps. They sit with their backs to the rough stone of the wall.

‘Did you come here a lot as a kid? It feels like we’re recreating some childhood odyssey.’ The crisps are sticking between her teeth, but she resists the urge to poke them out with a finger; not yet, not yet.

He snorts. ‘No. I grew up in the country, in Wicklow. But long walks up the mountain in the rain, yeah – lots of those in my early days.’

‘That sounds nice. Very wholesome, John-Boy.’ She sips her beer. She doesn’t like beer, not really, but she likes the image of herself she can picture, with the bottle to her lips; a cool girl. ‘Do you have a big family?’

‘No, there was only me. And my parents, obviously. But no siblings or anything.’

‘I’ve a sister, just.’

He plays with her fingers, studiedly casual. ‘What’s she like? Is she older or younger than you?’

‘She’s younger, only by a year or so.’ Rachel can feel the callus at the base of his ring finger, and the sharp scratch of a nail that has been torn roughly off. ‘She’s grand, most of the time. She’s much prettier than me, I’d better put that out there from the start. In case you want me to introduce you, like.’

He pauses before he answers, and she can feel the smile in his voice when he does. ‘I’m all right, actually.’

Rachel leans into him, lets her head rest on his shoulder. She feels him still, and then exhale deeply, and the press of his nose against her hair. She has kicked off her runners, and she sees now there is a hole in the toe of her sock. Through it one toenail is visible, pink and badly chipped.

‘So where do you live now? You don’t come in from ­Wicklow?’

‘God, no. No, I moved up for college, I never went back. I’ve a flat with Johnny in Ranelagh.’

‘Is it very fancy? What with you being an architect and all.’

He laughs; she loves the throaty bubble of his laugh, and the fact that she is able to draw it from him.

‘It’s about as fancy as you’d imagine a two-bedroom hovel with two blokes in it would be. But we got the literal mould in the bathroom sorted last year, so that’s something. What about you? You’re in Phibsboro.’

‘Yeah. With my friend Helen, we were at school together.’

‘Is she a nurse as well?’

‘No. No, she did a business degree. She works for – God, I can never remember the name of them. It’s some crowd off Marlboro Street, they do IT stuff for the banks. I don’t really understand what Helen does there, exactly, but she definitely makes more than I do.’

‘But you have that spiritual reward of knowing you’re saving lives every day. That’s priceless, that is.’

‘My landlord doesn’t accept spiritual reward for the rent, unfortunately. I did ask.’

That is when he kisses her, turning her face up to his with a jerk that is almost rough in its suddenness, but when his lips meet hers they are not rough at all, they are green moss, butter, and light, and all things soft. Her fingers find the back of his head and she pulls him to her. They kiss in the long grass for what feels like hours, and when he pulls back finally his face is flushed and the look in his eyes makes her feel more powerful than she has ever felt before.

[image: Image]

Other surprises – he speaks fairly fluent Spanish, the result of an Erasmus year spent wandering among Barcelona’s turrets and spires at the International University of Catalonia. He has never drunk red wine. When he was seven he inadvertently saw the first half of a seventies horror film after his father fell asleep in front of the TV, and it scared him so much that he refused to watch television – any television – for more than six months. This last one Rachel finds the hardest to believe; she herself feels she was partially raised by children’s TV, a sort of easy-going third parent in the corner of the living room. Although when she has children herself she will be rather strict about it, she thinks now.
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Unwise, she confides in her mother long before she should, and then there is no going back; each subsequent conversation is brimful of pointed questions, knowing looks and what Rachel supposes is meant to be the mildest sort of innuendo. She is dying to meet him, of course, Margaret, but this Rachel resists as long as possible. But she does relent and show her a photograph, on the little digital camera that had been her Christmas present; Tom, tall and dark and silly-faced, standing ramrod straight amongst the sand dunes at Dollymount. His hair is lifted by the breeze.

‘Oh now.’ Margaret puts on her glasses to peer at the little screen. ‘He’s very good-looking, isn’t he, Rachel?’ The surprise in her voice could almost be taken as an insult, if you were looking for it.

‘He’s all right, I suppose.’

‘Oh, he’s lovely.’ She is purring like a cat. Rachel cannot help but feel a little smug.

The glasses come off again, and Margaret looks at her daughter.

‘Is he the one, do you think?’

‘Jesus, Mam. Would you stop?’ She hears her father’s step on the stairs and takes the camera back quickly, unable for any more of this.
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But yes, is what she would have said, if she were able to be ­honest. Yes, yes, he is the one. She is not sure if she believes in any of it – soul mates, destiny, the one true love. Yet despite this she knows that, for her, Tom is it.





After

Six Weeks

Only a Madwoman

She has waited until nine o’clock to go, and surely this is late enough, there will be nobody to see her. Only a madwoman would be out grocery shopping at this time of night, and on a Sunday too. Still, she sits for a long minute after she has parked, looking at all the other cars – too many of them, what on earth are they doing here at this hour? – and making sure that there is none she recognises. It has started to rain, and she is grateful for the excuse to pull up the hood of her raincoat before getting out of the car, and to scurry quickly across to the big doors. A hot blast of air greets her as she steps through them, and then she is inside, and she starts to breathe a little easier.

She has forgotten the bags, she realises straight away, and she has to stop herself from turning and darting back to the car. She steels herself. She needs to do this – she is out of milk, for a start, and she cannot keep calling her mother to rescue her every time the well runs dry. Besides, she thinks she will probably lose her mind entirely if she spends another day without setting foot out of the house. She takes a basket and pulls down her hood, sodden now, and pushes the wet strands of hair back from her face. Milk, and coffee, and sliced meat of some sort; that will be enough, for today. No need to push it.

Nothing in the familiar shop has changed, and yet she finds it difficult to orientate herself, and must read the signs swaying high above the shelves in order to work out where she needs to go. It is a bit further from the house, this supermarket, but she has been coming here regularly for six months now, ever since they stopped being able to go to the nearer place – ever since that nightmarish, unreal weekend when she had knelt in the cereal aisle beside a sobbing Tom while her children stared wide-eyed from the trolley. No, this place is not that one, although once inside they all feel the same really, the familiar brands and the piped music, and she has never again been able to fully relax in any of them.

At least it is not, in truth, very busy, despite all the cars outside, which she realises now are probably for the cinema next door. She gets the coffee pods, and a box of tea as well, and remembers then that she is almost out of bread, and goes to find that too. She passes the aisle with all the drink, and wonders whether to pick up a bottle of wine, but decides against it in the end. She has not had a drink since it happened; it feels like a road that might prove far too easy to go down.

In the mirrored end of a freezer cabinet she catches sight of a woman, pale and large-eyed and haggard, her posture hunched and wary, like an animal that has been hurt. It is with a lurch of her stomach that she recognises herself, and turns quickly away. She realises she has been avoiding mirrors for weeks.

It is while she is standing in front of the open fridges, trying to remember today’s date as she stares stupidly at the packets of ham, that she becomes aware of somebody at the edge of her vision. She ignores them at first until she realises, her mouth suddenly dry, that whoever it is has not moved in some moments. Only then does Rachel turn and face the woman, who is standing six feet away and raising one hand slowly to her cheek.

‘You’re that poor lady.’

Rachel is frozen, her heart a silent, thundering train that at any moment will come tearing out of her chest. The woman’s hand is still at her face, and she closes her eyes and shakes her head silently as if there are no words for what she wants to say. She is older than Rachel, though younger than her mother; fifty-­five, maybe, or a good sixty, and the bottom few inches of her trousers are dark with rain.

‘I remember you from the news. Those poor little children.’ She blesses herself, her eyes closing for a fraction of a second.

Rachel finds that she is shaking, and she puts one hand on the edge of the fridge to steady herself. There is nobody else in sight. She wonders how long she is expected to stay here, an audience to this stranger’s vicarious flirt with grief.

‘Those poor, poor children.’ The woman is shaking her head again; she seems almost to be talking to herself. Everything she says is slow and heavy, as if laden with profundity.

Rachel clears her throat, looking to the shelves of cooked meat and sausages for inspiration. She is glad there is nobody else around; aside from anything else it is supremely embarrassing, this, and she finds herself angry that she has been drawn into it against her will.

The woman bends, finally, to pick up her basket from the floor. As she rises again – all her movements too are slow, as if she is affording them the appropriate gravitas – she nods to where Rachel’s hand is resting on the shelf.

‘You’re still wearing those. God almighty. I would have thrown them in his face.’

Rachel follows her gaze to see what she is talking about. She sees them then, as if for the first time – the slim platinum band with the two small diamonds; the slightly wider, unadorned one in its shadow. They are beautiful, her rings.

The woman leans over and pats Rachel’s arm in a way that is probably meant to be consoling.

‘I’d take them off, if I were you. Might give people the wrong idea, after everything.’

Rachel wonders what, exactly, the ‘wrong idea’ might be in this scenario. She is angry with herself, and with the woman, for the sudden shame that fills her now. She has never been somebody who sets much store by symbols, or ascribes meaning to objects beyond their practical or aesthetic use. Beautiful things she will keep, yes, but not the ones that are merely sentimental; after the obligatory day or two of admiration she used to, quite happily, direct all of her children’s artwork quietly to the ­recycling bin. The rings have never burdened her beyond their paltry weight in metal.

She had, quite simply, forgotten she was wearing them.

She opens her mouth, finally, to speak, although she has no sense of what words might be about to emerge. She feels dangerous, unleashed.

‘Excuse me.’ A man leans politely between them, tall and young and dark; thin white cords run from his ears to vanish into the depths of his duffel coat. He takes a packet of cooked chicken from the shelf and steps back again, his smile apologetic.

Very slowly, as if she is afraid any sudden movement will precipitate some greater emotional crisis in this blight of a woman, Rachel bends her knees and places her basket carefully on the floor. Then she turns around and walks quickly to the checkouts, and straight through them, and out the door.





Before

Nine Years

An Ordinary Room

Tom’s parents are older than her own. Tom has shown her a picture, and although the word ‘elderly’ would not truly apply, still there is something almost generationally different about them compared with her own mother, who at barely sixty still jogs a three-mile circuit most mornings. Rachel knows that they are sixty-eight and seventy-three respectively, for she has asked Tom questions with the doggedness of someone compiling a dossier, until eventually he had laughed at her.

‘You don’t need to be nervous. They’re grand, the pair of them.’

‘I’m not nervous.’ Rachel bristled, offended only because it was true.

‘Fair enough, so.’ He didn’t even attempt to make it sound like he believed her.

They were in bed, in Tom’s flat this time, Johnny’s absence for the weekend giving Rachel an unusual sense of freedom. She revelled in walking to the bathroom in just her underwear, in slipping on a T-shirt of Tom’s to investigate the fridge for breakfast possibilities. Now she rolled over and butted his shoulder with her head.

‘I just want them to like me. It’s not a crime.’

‘God, of course they’ll like you. I’m not worried about that in the slightest.’ He crushed her to him, his big hands roaming. ‘I’m more concerned about them doing something massively embarrassing. They’ve got form for it.’

‘Well, that I can probably handle.’

Now in the car, a nervous gnawing in the pit of her stomach as the dual carriageway gives way to countryside, Rachel does the maths; Tom is several years older than she, and yet even so they must have been old for new parents, pushing forty when he was born. She wonders what they are thinking, imagining them looking out the window for Tom’s car to appear at the turn of the road; if they are secretly waiting to compare her to some previous girlfriend of Tom’s they had grown attached to, and find her wanting. She knows there have been other girlfriends, although none, in the retelling, who merited more than a brief mention, a placemarker in the chronology of Tom’s life. She had not asked for more details.

At last Tom turns the car into a long and steep driveway, crunching over the gravel to pull in beside a faded blue Volvo. Rachel steps out of the car, her stomach roiling gently as it always does on country roads. The door of the bungalow opens, and Tom’s mother comes out, taking the step with the careful gait of one who knows that a stumble could be catastrophic. Behind her is a tall, slightly stooped man who stands with hands in pockets and a reluctant smile – Tom’s smile – spreading on his face.

‘There you are, love.’ Tom’s mother holds both hands up to him, the delight all over her face.

Tom stoops to kiss her. She turns then and takes Rachel’s hand in both her own.

‘And this is Rachel. It’s lovely to meet you, finally, Rachel. Come in, come in. I’ve the kettle on.’
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Oh, but they are kind, and so very welcoming. They love that she is a nurse; his mother uses the phrase ‘angels on this earth’ unironically, and Rachel has to stop an unforgivable snigger from escaping. Rachel can tell she is just the sort of girl they had hoped Tom would bring home one day. She hopes that this is not off-putting for him, that seeing herself through his parents’ eyes does not awaken in him some adolescent yen for rebellion. But no, today he seems happy, proud of her even, his arm snaking around her shoulders as they sit in the slightly gloomy living room of the bungalow and drink tea. His father keeps half an eye on the hurling on the silenced television in the corner, the ball almost invisible against a cloudless sky.

The dinner produced by his mother (Call me Bernie, Rachel, won’t you?) is monstrous, the plates piled high with steaming vegetables and great slabs of meat, but Rachel has never had any trouble putting away good food. And she can see that this, too, pleases them, another check mark on the invisible list; Joe even stirs himself to an admiring ‘Good girl yourself’ when she accepts the offer of another roast potato. After dinner there is an apple tart, and more tea – she would like coffee, but it does not seem to be on the menu – and then Bernie suggests that she show Rachel the garden, of which she is clearly proud. And it deserves pride, that garden; it is huge, meandering way back up the hillside, and filled with heathers and hydrangea bushes. As they walk Bernie takes her arm, and squeezes it for emphasis from time to time.

‘Would your parents have much of a garden, now? Up in Dublin?’

‘Not like this,’ Rachel answers, and can see that this has ­gratified her.

‘Ah well, sure. It’s different, isn’t it? And it’s nice to be close to things, all the same.’ Bernie’s speech is full of these half-finished thoughts, as if she and Rachel have a common shorthand stretching back years. It is flattering, if sometimes unintelligible.

‘Have you always lived here?’

‘We had a smaller house in the village, when we were first married. This one came up, then, when Tom was three or four. It was great for him, all the space to run around.’

‘Oh, it must have been.’

‘We thought we’d have more children, of course.’ She says this almost apologetically, then gives a little laugh. ‘Back at the beginning. But, sure. What will be will be, as they say.’

Rachel is not sure what to reply to this. They walk on. At the end of the garden is a fence of black wire, almost invisible among the bushes. Beyond it the mountainside stretches up and up, wilder now, the brightly coloured curation giving way to a patchwork of muted greens. Somewhere she can hear the gentle music of a stream, although she cannot see it.

‘It’s harder when they’re teenagers, of course. They’re a bit cut off from things, up here, always wanting lifts into Dublin. Though he’d friends in the village, of course, Tom, he always had lots of friends.’

Rachel smiles. ‘I’m sure he did.’ She is receiving each of these fragments of information like tiny gifts, storing them carefully away to be mulled over later in solitude. The luxury of seeing him through his mother’s eyes.

‘Still, it’s great for them, growing up in the country. You’d be a city girl, now, you wouldn’t know what I mean, but I tell you now – you can’t beat this sort of a place for kids.’

Rachel considers taking this remark for the criticism – or even warning – it could be read as, but decides against it. Already she can tell that Bernie simply lacks the filter that she finds so tiresome in her own mother, every sentence carefully selected and parsed before emerging, bowed under the weight of its own expectation, from her lipsticked mouth. No, Bernie will be an easy ally.

Rachel breathes in deep lungfuls of the mountain air, and imagines small children running ahead of them.
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Back in the kitchen, the kettle is on the boil again. Never has she drunk so much tea in one afternoon; she is afraid she will have to ask Tom to pull over at the side of the road on the way home. She sips at her cup while Bernie and Joe list off for Tom’s benefit the people from the locality who have suffered illness, or – most newsworthy of all – death, since his last visit.

Rachel excuses herself to go to the bathroom, which is at the other end of the wide, shallow house. Tom’s mother escorts her there in lieu of giving directions, but thankfully she does not ­linger outside, and soon Rachel can hear the hum of conversation from the kitchen again. Rachel sits for a moment longer than she needs to. It is a lot, this, for all that it is going well, and she feels physically drained.

On the way back to the kitchen she glances for a moment through the half-open door of a bedroom. The walls are painted in a pale blue, and she knows immediately that this is Tom’s room. There is just space to slip her head through the gap without opening the door any further – this feels vitally important, although she cannot say why – and she stands for just a moment to take in the small single bed, the chequered duvet, the football posters on the wall. There is a scouting bandana dangling from a nail on the wall by the window, and two model aeroplanes hang suspended in perpetual flight from the ceiling. Through the small window she can see a square of mountainside dotted with bushes of yellow gorse, and there too is the stream, the one she had been able to hear earlier. Tom’s view, the one he must have grown up with; the small patch of sky he would have woken up to each morning, and watched fade into darkness as night dropped over the mountain.

That is all; it is an ordinary room, containing nothing she could not have imagined, and yet somehow she feels she knows Tom now so much better than before.

She gets back to the kitchen in time to hear that that’s all the Conway brothers dead, now, and would you ever have believed that Jimmy would be the last one to hang on?
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When it is time to leave, laden with leftovers and a second apple tart that has not even been cut, Tom’s mother pulls her close, and for a moment her hand rests on the back of Rachel’s hair. It is curiously intimate, this gesture, and Rachel has to suppress the sudden urge to pull away. Bernie’s voice is very soft, and clearly intended only for her ears.

‘God bless you, now. We were waiting for someone like you to come along.’

There is no time for a reply, even if she could muster one, as Tom is pulling her away, and she manages only to wave and to shout incoherent thanks for the food, the bottomless tea, the effusiveness of the welcome. Rachel wonders if Bernie’s remark is something she will relay to Tom on the way home, and they will laugh about in the safety of the car, but she thinks, on reflection, not; it would seem disloyal, somehow. And already she likes the idea of a relationship with Tom’s mother, however slender, that is outside of what she has with Tom.

It makes her feel, as ludicrously premature as it is, like one of the family.
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