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Prologue


1 June 2011; Dublin


He knows he is driving too fast. Not over the speed limit. Never over the speed limit. But too fast for the way he feels. The tiredness. It’s in his bones. It has seeped into his blood. It’s in his fingers that are wrapped round the steering wheel of the truck. It’s in the weight of his head on his neck. He feels himself sagging. He straightens and slaps his face. He blinks, over and over, training his eyes on the road ahead.


He’ll be home soon. 


He turns on the radio and takes a long drink from the can of Red Bull on the dashboard. The sun has warmed it but he finishes it anyway. ‘A Pair of Brown Eyes’. He turns up the volume and thinks about Brigitta. 


The truck roars down the motorway. 


Later, he will deny that he fell asleep at the wheel. But afterwards, in the stillness of night, when he sits up in bed and wonders why he is shaking, he will concede that it’s possible – just possible – that he closed his eyes. Briefly. Just for a moment. A second. Perhaps two. Sometimes that’s all it takes.


He can’t remember how long he’d been driving when it happened. Too long. He should have pulled over. Climbed into the back of the cab for a rest. Splashed cold water on his face in a worn-out toilet cubicle at the back of a petrol station. He should have done a lot of things, he admits to himself when he sits up in bed in the middle of the night and wonders why he is shaking.


Instead, he drives on. The conditions are near perfect. The road is dry, the sun, a perfect circle of light against the innocent blue of the sky. It looks like a picture Ania draws for him with her crayons. She folds the pictures inside his lunchbox. ‘So you won’t miss us when you’re far away, Papa.’ A yellow sun. A blue sky. Four matchstick people.His face relaxes into a smile. He thinks perhaps this is when it happened. This is when he might have closed his eyes. Briefly. Just for a moment. A second. Perhaps two.


When he sees it, the deer is already in the middle of the road. 


Some things are cemented in his memory. He remembers the beauty of the thing, the sun glancing against its dappled side as it runs its last run. The fear in the liquid brown eyes. Human almost, the fear. He’s never seen a deer on the road before. He’s seen the signs. The warning signs. But this is the first time he’s seen one on the road. He knows he shouldn’t try to avoid it. Shouldn’t swerve. He wouldn’t have, if he hadn’t been so tired. He wouldn’t have, if he hadn’t taken on the extra shift. The Christmas-fund shift. He started it last January. Julija needs a new bike. And then Ania will want one. She always wants what her big sister has. 


He grabs the steering wheel and swerves, glancing in the mirror only afterwards to check the lane is clear. 


The lane is not clear. 


The thud as the front of the truck hits the animal. Hits it anyway. The sound of his brakes, screeching, the crash of the gears as he wrestles them down. He remembers the car. A bright yellow car. There’s a suitcase on the back seat. Held together with a leather belt. 


The truck gaining on the car. 


The sound when he hits it. 


The sound.


His body shoots forward but is wrenched back by the seatbelt. Later, there will be a line of bruises from his shoulder to his hip. The airbag explodes in his face and he will have to admit to the judge that he doesn’t know what happened next. 


The witness will know. He will describe how the car, the bright yellow car, is tossed in the air like a bag of feathers, rolling and turning until it lands in the shallow ditch the workmen have been excavating. 


The technical expert will know. He will talk about the truck. How it jackknives as it swerves, hitting two cars, causing one to roll and turn and end up in a ditch and embedding the other against the crash barrier, like a nut caught in the steely grip of pliers. The technical expert will present these facts with the calm monotone of a man who never wakes in the darkest part of the night and wonders why he is shaking. 


The judge will say it’s a miracle. That more people weren’t killed. That woman in the Mazda, for example. The thirty-nine-year-old woman. A hairline fracture on one rib after being cut out of the car embedded against the crash barrier. That she will live to tell another tale is nothing short of a miracle. That’s what the judge will say.


And Brigitta. His beautiful Brigitta. She will be in the courtroom. Somewhere behind him. She will have asked Petra to mind the children for the day. When they lead him away, he won’t look for her. His eyes, open now, will be trained on the floor.


He will be a long time getting home.










1 June 2011; Brighton


Mam says, ‘Milo, you gave me a fright. What are you doing up at this hour?’


I say, ‘I set my alarm.’


‘Ah love, you shouldn’t have. It’s five o’clock in the morning. You’ll be falling asleep in Miss Williams’s class.’


‘No way. We’re making papier-mâché masks. If everyone knows their spellings.’


‘And do you know your spellings?’


‘Course.’


‘Sorry for asking, Einstein.’


The kitchen is colder than usual. Probably because the sun’s not properly up yet. Mam stands at the counter, with her hands wrapped round the mug I got her last Christmas. It says ‘World’s Best Mum’. I tried to find one that said ‘Mam’ but I couldn’t. They probably sell them in Ireland, where Mam is from. Still, she drinks out of it all the time. She says she doesn’t mind about the Mum bit.


‘What time is the ferry?’


Mam looks at her watch. ‘I’d better go if I’m going to catch it.’ Her suitcase is on the floor beside the table. It’s still got Dad’s old leather belt tied round it. She was supposed to get a new case ages ago. She must have forgotton. The sticker on it says ‘Elizabeth McIntyre’ but everyone calls her Beth.


‘I’ll put your suitcase in the boot.’


She smiles. ‘Don’t worry, love, I’ll do it. Besides, the boot is full. I forgot to take out the boxes of flyers I got for the café the other day. I’ll put the case on the back seat. It’ll be grand.’


I hand her the car keys and look out the window. There have been a few car robberies lately but Mam’s car is still there. I don’t think anyone would steal it. We call it the bananamobile. It’s bright yellow. The writing is pink. Shocking pink, Mam calls it. It says ‘The Funky Banana’, which happens to be the name of Mam’s café.


‘So when are you coming home?’


‘I’ve told you a million times already. I’ll be home on Sunday.’


‘I wish I could come to Auntie May’s with you.’


‘There’s the small matter of school, remember. Anyway, you’ll have a great time with your sister.’


That’s true. Faith doesn’t know how to cook so we won’t have to eat vegetables and things like that. And Rob always gives me money to get DVDs and sweets when they have to go to Faith’s room to talk. They’re always going to Faith’s room to talk. 


Mam puts on her coat and hat. It’s a beret, which is a French word and that’s why you can’t pronounce the t at the end. Her lips are red on account of the lipstick. She doesn’t wear half as much make-up as Faith but she still looks nice. For an adult, I mean. She puts her hand on my head. ‘Don’t forget to brush that mop before you go to school, mister.’ 


I say, ‘I won’t,’ even though I probably will forget. 


‘And you’ve got lifesaving class after school today, remember?’


‘My bag’s in the hall.’ As if anyone would ever forget about that. I’m still in the beginners’ class but Coach says if I keep on doing well, she’ll move me up to intermediate next year.


‘OK, so, see ya Sunday.’


‘Yeah, see ya Sunday.’


‘Are you gettin’ too big to give yer auld mam a kiss?’


Mam’s mad about kissing. So is Damo. He says he’s done it loads of times with girls but I don’t believe him. I mean, he’s my best friend and everything, but sometimes he makes stuff up. His mam says she wouldn’t believe him if he told her the time. And last summer, he said he climbed Mount Everest but when I asked him where it was, he said it was in Spain. Near Santa Ponza.


Mam holds out her arms. Before I can duck, she squeezes me so tightly I can barely move. Her hair tickles my face. She smells like soap and toothpaste. She’ll probably tell me not to forget to brush my teeth. She kisses me on the cheek and I rub it away with the back of my hand.


‘Be good.’


‘I’ll try.’


‘I mean it, Milo. No messin’ with Damien Sullivan, OK?’


She’s only saying that because of what happened the last time she went to Ireland. And that was only an accident. Damo’s eyebrows have nearly grown back now.


‘And make sure you brush your teeth.’


‘I will.’


‘I’ll ring you tonight, OK?’


‘Promise?’


She presses the palm of her hand against her heart. ‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’ She picks up her suitcase with the leather belt wrapped round it and that’s when I have the idea. About buying her a new case for Christmas. I still have most of my First Holy Communion money in the post office. I’ll buy her a green one. Green is her favourite colour.


I stay at the window until she drives up the road and I can’t see her anymore.










2 June 2011; Dublin


‘She’s coming round.’


‘Thank Christ.’


‘Kat?’


‘Katherine?’


‘Can you hear me?’


‘Come on now. Wake up.’


‘Don’t crowd her.’


‘Kat?’


‘Easy now. Take it easy.’


‘Thomas?’ My voice sounds strange. Rusted. Like I haven’t used it in a long time. 


‘Give her some space.’


‘Am I in a hospital?’


‘Get her some water.’


‘What happened?’


‘It’s all right. You were in an accident but you’re all right. You’re all right now.’


‘Tell me what happened.’


‘Calm down, Kat. Take it easy.’


My breath is quick and shallow. Panic isn’t far away. I move my legs to see if I can move my legs. They move. I can move my legs. I try to calm down, to beat panic back with both hands.


Someone puts a hand under my head. Puts a glass against my mouth. I think it’s Thomas. ‘Here, take a drink of water.’ That’s definitely him. The soft, low voice. It would make you think of Wispa bars, whether you wanted to or not.


The water goes down, cold and pure. Panic falters. Takes a step back. Thomas’s hand is solid against the back of my head. I keep my eyes closed, in case he’s looking at me. In case he sees the panic. And the gratitude. I am weak with gratitude all of a sudden. 


When I open my eyes, I say, ‘I’m not forty yet, am I?’ so that we can have a laugh and everything can go back to normal. It works because everyone has a bit of a laugh and the atmosphere in the room slackens and there’s a chance that things can get back to normal.


Thomas says, ‘You’ve still a bit to go.’ 


The light grates against my eyes as I look around the room. The hospital room. I’m in a hospital. I hate hospitals. I haven’t been in a hospital bed since I was fifteen. 


I do a headcount. Four people. They look tired, like they haven’t slept, or, if they have, they’ve slept badly. My parents. My oldest friend, Minnie. And Thomas. Almost everyone.


I say, ‘Where’s Ed?’


My mother says, ‘I had to send him home. He was too emotional. You know how he gets.’ 


‘He’s not on his own, is he?’


Dad steps forward. ‘Your brother’s fine, Kat. Don’t worry. I brought him to Sophie’s house and Sophie’s parents are there. They’ll look after him. You need to worry about yourself for now.’


‘What’s wrong with me?’ I feel far away, like I have to shout to make them hear me. 


Dad says, ‘You got a bump on your head. The doctor says it’ll hurt for a while.’


Mum says, ‘And you’ve got a fractured rib. You either got it in the accident or afterwards, when they cut you out of the car.’


‘Jesus.’ I curl my hands into fists so no one can see the shake in them.


Minnie says, ‘It’s not even a proper fracture. It’s just a hairline one.’


Thomas says, ‘You were lucky, Kat.’


I don’t feel lucky. I feel far away.


Minnie looks at her watch. ‘Well, now that I know you’re not going to cark it, I suppose I should go back to work.’ She sounds annoyed but when I look at her, she’s got that pained expression on her face that she gets when she’s trying not to smile.


It’s only when Mum puts her hand on my forehead that I realise how hot I am. Her hand is cool and soft. I’d forgotten how soft her hands are. Her eyes are puffy, like she’s been crying. But she never cries. The last time I saw her crying was in 1989, when Samuel Beckett died.


She says, ‘We’ll go too. We’d better pick Edward up.’ She pulls at some strands of my hair that are caught in the corner of my mouth. I try to sit up but I’m like a dead weight so I stop trying and lie there and try to make sense of things. 


The room smells of heat and bleach. The sheets are stiff and make a scratching sound when I move. There’s a deep crack zigzagging along the ceiling. Like the whole place is going to come tumbling down. Right down on top of me. 


Dad says, ‘Get some rest, Kat. I’ll call you later, OK?’


‘Will you tell Ed I’m fine? Tell him I’ll see him soon. Tomorrow.’


‘Of course.’ Dad bends, kisses the corner of my eye. I’d say he was going for my forehead but he’s a little short-sighted.


Minnie says, ‘The next time you’re going to have a near-death experience, could you do it on a Friday? Get me out of the weekly meeting with the Pillock.’ Pillock is what Minnie calls her boss, and the funny thing is that they get on quite well. She picks up her handbag and coat and is gone in a cloud of Chanel Coco Mademoiselle.


Now it’s just Thomas and me and, all of a sudden, I feel sort of shy, like I’ve been doing the tango in my bedroom with an imaginary partner before noticing that the blinds are up and the neighbours are gawking. I grab the sharp edge of the sheet and pull it to my neck.


I say, ‘Shouldn’t you be spreading dung on some poor unfortunate turnips?’ If you ask Thomas what he does, he’ll say he’s a farmer, even though he’s a freelance journalist who happens to have inherited a smallholding in Monaghan where he grows impractical things like grapes that are never anything but sour, and sunflowers that, as soon as their heads poke above the earth, get eaten by his one goat, two pigs, three hens, a garrulous goose and a lamb-bearing ewe.


He doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, he sits on the edge of the bed. Carefully, like he’s afraid he might break something. I want to punch his arm and tell him he’s a big eejit but I can’t because of the wires attached to my wrist. I don’t think I can laugh out loud either. My head feels funny: heavy and dense. When I touch it, there’s a bandage, wrapped round and round. 


I say, ‘This is a bit Grey’s Anatomy, isn’t it?’ My voice sounds nearer now but there’s a shake in it. I clear my throat. 


He smiles but only briefly. Then he puts his hand on mine. His hands are huge. Like shovels, they are. I pull my hand away. ‘What?’


He says, ‘What do you mean?’


‘You look kind of . . . appalled. Is it my hair?’


He smiles a bit longer this time. 


He says, ‘I’m just . . . I’m glad you’re OK. When they said the car was a write-off, I thought . . .’


‘The car’s a write-off ?’


‘Yeah. Sorry.’


‘I love that Mazda.’


‘I know, but it’s replaceable.’ He looks at me when he says that. A really intense look like he’s cramming me for an exam. For a terrible moment, I think he’s going to say something horrendous. About me. Not being replaceable. Something heinous like that. 


But he doesn’t say that. Instead, he says this:


‘I thought you were dead.’


‘Jesus, this is actually cheesier than Grey’s Anatomy.’


‘Can’t you be serious for a moment?’


‘I’m as serious as a car crash.’


‘That’s not funny.’


‘It’s a little bit funny.’


Thomas nods, thank Christ. He’s not usually like this. He’s usually got quite a good SOH, as Minnie calls it. Even though she’s got Maurice and they’ve been smugly coupled up for years, she still reads the ads. For me, she says. I don’t know if she does it anymore. The Thomas situation has been going on a fair while now. Maybe a year and a half. 


Although I think Thomas said, ‘Twenty-two months, actually,’ when I mentioned it the other day.


Thomas says, ‘Do you remember the accident?’


I nod. ‘Sort of.’


‘What do you remember?’ He can be such a journalist sometimes.


‘There was a deer on the road.’ What the hell was a deer doing on the road? ‘There was a truck. It swerved. Really suddenly. And there was a car. In front of me, I think. A yellow one. Really bright yellow. Something about a banana written on it. Then the airbag exploded in my face and then . . . I don’t know . . . I don’t think I remember anything else.’


‘You could have died.’


‘Are you going to keep on saying that?’


‘That woman . . . the one in the yellow car. She . . . she died.’


‘You’re not going to cry, are you?’


‘No.’


‘Thank Christ.’


Thomas stands up. Walks to the door. Pauses. Looks back at me.


I say, ‘Can you get the doctor?’


‘Are you feeling OK?’ He looks worried, like maybe I’ve got a brain tumour or something.


‘I want to know when I can get out of here.’


‘I’m sure they’ll want to monitor you for another while. You’ve been out cold.’


‘I just want everything to get back to normal.’


He looks at me then. Says, ‘No.’ Like we’re in the middle of an argument.


‘What do you mean, no?’


‘I mean no. Things are different now. You could have died.’


‘Can you stop saying that?’


‘We’ve wasted enough time.’


I manage to prop myself up on my elbows. I ignore the pain in my head. My body. I need to nip this in the bud. I say, ‘Look, there’s no need for all this. I didn’t die. I’m fine.’


‘I don’t care.’ Thomas closes the door. Puts his back against it so no one can come in. There’s a feeling in my chest and I think it might be disquiet. ‘I’m just going to say it.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t.’


‘I know. But I’m going to say it anyway. I love you.’


‘Where are my clothes? I need to get out of here.’


‘I want to get married.’


‘Congratulations. Who’s the lucky lady?’


‘And I’d love to have a baby.’


‘Good for you. They’re making huge leaps in human biology these days so I’m thinking, any day now.’ 


‘Can you stop joking around, just for a minute?’


‘How about a peace settlement in the Middle East while we’re at it?’


He sighs then. ‘I’m going to get the doctor.’


‘Good idea. See how she’s getting on with that cure for pancreatic cancer.’


It’s only when Thomas leaves the room that I notice how quiet everything is. Quiet as a grave, Thomas would probably say in his current maudlin form. There’s pain down my right side. But other than that and the dull throb in my head, everything feels the same as usual. I’d love a cigarette. I don’t know where my bag is. I need my phone. I need to phone Ed – he’ll be worried – and tell him not to worry. Tell him that everything is the same as usual. 


Nothing has changed.


Even Thomas, when he returns, seems to have gone back to his usual self. He couldn’t find the doctor but he has somehow discovered that one of the nurses keeps hens in her back garden and they’ve been discussing feeds and eggs and coops and what have you.


It’s only when Thomas is leaving – I have to stay another night for ‘observation’– that he goes all funny again. He says, ‘I want you to think about what I’ve said.’


I say, ‘Can you put the telly on before you leave?’


Thomas hands me the remote. ‘Here.’ His tone is brusque but then he bends down from his great height and kisses me. Right on the mouth. As if I’m not lying defenceless in a hospital bed, with no access to a toothbrush or toothpaste or mouthwash or anything. He just kisses me like he always does. No lead-up. No warning. Just his mouth on top of mine. It always gets me. How soft his mouth is. He’s so big and farmer-ish, you’d be expecting dry, chapped lips from being out in all sorts of weather. He kisses me for longer than would be considered appropriate in a hospital visit sort of scenario. I don’t tell him to stop.


‘I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Take you home.’


I think the accident has had some effect on me after all because, all of a sudden, there’s a chance I might cry. I’d say it’s the medication they have me on. Because of the shattered ribs. Well, OK then, a hairline fracture on one rib. 


I nod and close my eyes as if I’m going to have a nap. 


When he leaves, I open my eyes and – this is the strange part – I do cry. Not loud enough for anyone to hear. But still. There are tears. I’m crying all right. They gave me something for the pain and they said it was strong. I’d say it’s that. I blow my nose and lie down and close my eyes. I want to go to sleep as quickly as I can so it’ll be tomorrow as soon as possible then I can go home and everything can get back to normal.










2 June 2011; Brighton


I’m sitting on my bed. 


The house is dead quiet even though Adrian is here. I know he’s here because, a while ago, he knocked on the door and poked his head in and said, ‘All right, Milo? You hungry, mate?’


He never knocks on the door.


Faith and Dad and Ant are gone to Ireland. I think they’re staying in Auntie May’s house. That’s where Mam is supposed to be. I don’t know where she is now. I hope it’s not a morgue. I saw a morgue on the telly once. They put people in drawers and it’s really cold. Mam hates the cold. Her hands turn blue when she’s cold.


Dad said I couldn’t go to Ireland with them. His jumper was inside out and his breath smelled like cigarettes, which is weird because he doesn’t even smoke anymore. Not since he went to Scotland to live with Celia.


Faith said, ‘Don’t worry,’ when she left. ‘We’ll be back tomorrow.’ Her eyes were all red and puffy and her skin was even whiter than usual so I didn’t want to ask, ‘What time tomorrow?’ I look at my watch again but it’s still only twenty past nine in the morning. I think Adrian is in the kitchen but I don’t want to go to the kitchen because that’s where Mam is supposed to be. When she’s not at the café, she’s in the kitchen, baking something. Or just sitting down, listening to the radio. Adrian is not supposed to be in the kitchen. He’s supposed to be at the university in London with Ant. And I’m supposed to be in Miss Williams’s class, probably writing some story, like My Plans for the Summer Holidays. Something boring like that. 


Everything is sort of back to front. Like breakfast. Me and Adrian ate slices of pizza, left over from last night. We drank Coke as well. Even if it was my birthday, Mam wouldn’t let me drink Coke for breakfast and my birthday is the same day as Christmas Day, which is sort of like two celebrations in one, I suppose. 


People keep knocking on the front door. Neighbours, mostly. Mrs Barber from across the road left a gigantic bowl with a lid on the top. She said it was beef casserole. There’s celery in it. I hate celery. I put it in the fridge. Mam would call it a terrible waste if I threw it in the bin.


The clothes I wore yesterday are on the floor. I’m supposed to put my socks and boxers into the linen basket every night. ‘There’re no skivvies in this house.’ That’s what Mam says. 


I’m going to have to remember to brush my teeth from now on. Every day. Otherwise they’ll rot in my head. Mrs Barber’s teeth look lovely and white and straight but that’s only because they’re not real. Her real teeth rotted in her head because she never took care of them. She told me that one day, when she was in the house and Mam was giving out because I hadn’t brushed my teeth. 


Damo didn’t call for me this morning. He always calls for me. Or else I call for him. Whoever’s ready first. Usually me, because of Damo and the way he stays in bed way after his mam tells him to get up. She says one of these days she won’t bother calling him. She’ll call Mr Pilkington, the head master, instead. But she hasn’t done that so far.


Here comes Adrian again. He knocks and pops his head round the door. He says, ‘You wanna go out, mate? We could go to the park? Or the cinema? I think the new Batman one is out.’


I look at my watch. It’s still twenty past nine. I say, ‘The cinema’s not open yet.’


‘We could go to the park first.’


‘Batman’s not out till next week. Mam said she’d take me. She said she’d be back on Sunday.’


Adrian walks towards me. He stands on my clothes but I don’t think he notices. He sits on my bed. He looks like he’s going to say something but then he doesn’t. 


I say, ‘Half four.’


Adrian looks at me. ‘What?’


‘She said she’d be back at half four if the ferry was on time, which it usually is at this time of the year on account of the weather being nice.’


Adrian looks at me like I’m talking some foreign language. Italian, maybe. He can’t speak Italian. He’s not too bad at French, though. 


We don’t say anything for ages and then I say, ‘Is today Thursday?’ If today is Thursday, that means that Mam left yesterday but it doesn’t feel like yesterday. It feels like ages ago. 


Adrian doesn’t say anything. He covers his face with his hands and, even though he doesn’t make a sound, I think he’s crying. His shoulders are sort of moving up and down.


Adrian never cries. Even when he was a kid and was always getting into tricky situations. Like nettles, for example. He was always falling into bunches of nettles. Getting stung by wasps. And bees. And horseflies. Except I don’t think horseflies sting. I think they bite. He even fractured his skull once. The time he cycled his bike along the back wall, pretending it was a tightrope. Mam said that was the last time she’d take him to the circus. He still has the scar on his forehead from the stitches. Mam said he could have supplied a blood bank for a week with the amount that poured out of his head. The doctor said he was very lucky. 


But he never cried. Not when he got the stings from the nettles or the wasps, or the bites from the horseflies or even the fracture in his skull. Everyone says that Adrian never cried.


He’s crying now.


I wish he’d stop.


I wish it were yesterday.


Wednesday. 


I wish it was Wednesday and the ferry got cancelled because the weather was really stormy. But it’s not Wednesday. It’s Thursday. And the ferry didn’t get cancelled because it’s June and the weather is lovely in June. Glorious. That’s what Mam says when the weather’s good. She says, ‘Isn’t it a glorious day?’ to the regulars at the Funky Banana. 


The phone rings and I run down the stairs and answer it. I don’t know why but I keep thinking it’ll be Mam, laughing her head off and saying she’s grand and there’s been a mix-up and she’s coming home and could I put the kettle on because she’s gasping for a mug of tea. She’s always gasping for mugs of tea.


I answer it and I say, ‘Hello? The McIntyre Residence,’ in a posh voice cos I know that’ll make Mam laugh, except it’s not Mam. It’s a woman and she wants to know what the arrangements are. I don’t know what the arrangements are. She says, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ I think she means Mam. 


I go into the kitchen and put the kettle on anyway. If it were Wednesday and the ferry got cancelled, Mam would be here and we wouldn’t be eating leftover pizza and drinking Coke for our breakfast and Adrian would be at the university in London learning about science and Damo would have called at the door and I’d be in school writing a boring story about what I’m going to do for the summer holidays or something like that.










11 June 2011; Dublin


I say, ‘Ouch.’


Thomas says, ‘You OK?’


‘You’re rushing me.’


‘I’m going at a snail’s pace. In fact, no. Look, there’s a snail, overtaking us.’


‘That’s a slug.’


‘He’s still pretty slow. Sluggish, you might say.’


‘I’m glad you think this is funny.’


‘You’re not, though, are you? You’re not glad.’


‘It’s an expression.’


‘Here’s another expression. Cheer up!’


‘I hate people who say, “Cheer up” . . .’


‘What am I supposed to say to you in your current form?’


‘. . . And “Relax”. That’s a horrible thing to say to anyone. Telling someone to relax never makes them relax. It makes them more tense. It’s a stupid thing to say.’


‘Here we are.’


We’re at the restaurant. Thomas invited me when we were at the garage, ordering the Mazda this morning. He still calls them dates. He says, ‘Do you want to go on a date tonight? Celebrate you ordering the new car?’ I wonder how many dates we’ve been on. A fair few by now.


Before Thomas, I was – strictly – a three-date woman. First date I called the ‘give it a go’ date. I only ever went after unmerciful pressure from Minnie. She said, ‘There’s a Maurice out there for everybody.’ Let’s hope that’s not true. 


The second date I liked to call the ‘benefit of the doubt’ date. Again, usually Minnie-induced.


The third and often final one was when I usually said, ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’ Even though it’s never me. Hardly ever.


On our third date, I said to Thomas, ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’ 


He said, ‘What do you mean?’


I said, ‘My life is a bit . . . complicated.’


Thomas said, ‘Isn’t it well for you?’ He used one of his gigantic hands to push his hair – long and grey and curly – out of his I’m-not-as-old-as-I-look face. 


‘No, I mean it’s too complicated for a . . . a relationship.’


‘A relationship?’ He looked amused at the word and – in fairness – in his Monaghan accent it did sound a little absurd. ‘I just asked you to come to the Galway Races with me. Do you want to?’


‘Well . . .’


‘Do you?’


‘I suppose I might be able to . . .’


‘Grand, so. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at ten.’


And I nodded and said OK and I went with him. To the Galway Races. It was hard to say why, exactly. He kissed me there. At the races. Our first kiss. Up till then he’d just dropped me home and said, ‘Goodnight now.’ Like I was a farmer from whom he’d bought a calf of good stock.


He took me by surprise in Galway. After yet another horse he’d backed came last, he tore up his betting slip and said, ‘Well, that’s that!’ and then, for no particular reason, he kissed me. 


There was no ceremony. No sweet talk, thank Christ. Nothing like that. He just put his face in front of mine and kissed me. There was no form. No style. It was . . . well, it was all right, to be honest. Nice, even. He had to bend, although I have never been described as small. 


That was our fourth date. The races. Then there were more. 


The Field at the Abbey Theatre. 


Climbing to the top of Bray Head. Thomas laughed when I called it a mountain. 


Farmers’ markets where the smell of the cheese would knock you off your feet. 


A boat trip to Ireland’s Eye. He rowed. I managed not to get seasick.


Minnie whistled and said, ‘Oh my,’ when Thomas went ahead and booked a mini-break at a cottage in the middle of nowhere. It actually wasn’t that bad. 


I followed it up with a disastrous night at the opera in Wexford. Thomas fell asleep and snored, loud enough for the usher to issue a stern ‘Shhhh’ towards our row of seats. He laughed that off like it was nothing and then proposed a day at the ploughing champions in Carlow, where he came second in a sheep-shearing competition.


‘Kat?’


I look up. I look at Thomas. He looks the same as he always does. Everything is fine. I have the car sorted. We’re out. Having our dinner. My rib is getting better. The doctor said I might have nightmares. About the accident. He said post-traumatic stress disorder was a possibility. I suppose I should be glad. That I haven’t had nightmares. And no sign of any disorders either. 


I think it’s Thomas the doctor should be worried about. He hasn’t been himself lately. It’s little things, I suppose. Like the apartment, for example. Since the accident, he’s stopped leaving his clothes on the floor and across the backs of various chairs and sofas. I look in his wardrobe and they’re all there, the clothes. Some of them are rolled in a ball on the floor of the wardrobe but they’re all in there. In the wardrobe. 


Minnie said, ‘So?’ when I told her. ‘Isn’t that good news?’


‘Yes, but he’s never done it before. Why now? Why is he doing it now?’


Minnie shook her head and said, ‘You’re some contrary hen.’ 


And last week, he went and put his name beside mine on the letterbox. Up until then it was just my name, scribbled on a scrap of paper in blue pen. He went and replaced it with a card that has both our names on it. Typed in some fancy font, in capital letters. He asked me first and I said, ‘Fine.’ But it’s a different story altogether when you come in from the shops one day and there it is. In plain black and white. No more scribbled blue biro on a scrap of paper. It’s as stark as an announcement in the paper.


He looks at me over the top of his menu. ‘You all right?’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘I don’t know. You’re quiet. And you haven’t given out yet.’


‘About what?’


‘About where we’re sitting.’


‘What’s wrong with where we’re sitting?’


‘There’s a draught.’


‘Is there?’


‘You hate draughts.’


‘Why do you always think you know every single thing about me?’ My tone is sharper than it should be but I don’t think Thomas notices because he smiles. 


He says, ‘I know a fair bit.’


I study the menu. 


‘I know that you’ll order the seabass.’


‘Is that so?’


‘But what you really want is the steak and mushrooms and the onions with chips and a dirty big dollop of tomato ketchup on the side.’


The waitress arrives and I snap the menu shut and say, ‘The beef stir-fry, please.’


Thomas orders the bacon and cabbage and potatoes, just as I knew he would. I take a long drink from my glass of wine and try to loosen myself out a bit. I’m as taut as a violin string. I’ve been like this since the accident. The bloody miracle. Stiff. 


After we order, Thomas sits back in his chair. He looks happy for some reason, like something good has happened. He says, ‘Why wouldn’t I be happy?’ when I mention it.


‘So,’ he adds. ‘Today was a productive day. You got the car ordered.’


I say, ‘Yes.’


‘The same make. Same model. Same colour. You’d think it was the same car.’


‘Just because I was in an accident doesn’t mean I should go and get myself a completely different car. There was nothing wrong with my old one. I liked it. I didn’t want to change it.’


Thomas shakes his head and smiles. He leans forward and his grey eyes lighten to green in the candlelight. He says, ‘I have a good idea.’


‘Another one?’ 


Last week he suggested that we buy a new bed. Said our one – which is really my one when you get around to thinking about it – creaks. I said, ‘It does not.’ He said, ‘It does. It creaks like the clappers.’


I said, ‘It only creaks when we’re . . . you know . . .’


‘Having sex?’


‘Yes.’


He said, ‘Which is as often as not.’ That happens to be true. You’d think by now we’d be bored with that caper. 


Our dinners arrive. The stir-fry is more noodles than beef and there’s way too much of it. I pick up my wine glass and empty it, then fill it to the top again. Thomas eats like he always does. As if he hasn’t had a square meal for several days. Then he says, ‘So. Do you want to hear my good idea or not?’ 


I shrug my shoulders. 


Thomas says, ‘Actually, it’s a great idea.’


I’m pretty convinced that there won’t be anything great about the idea. Although this is the man who introduced me to chocolate in chilli. Still, I say nothing.


‘You OK, Kat?’


‘I’m fine.’ 


The thing is, I’m not fine. But it’s difficult to say why not, exactly. It’s nothing really. It’s just . . . well, nothing’s been quite the same since he came to pick me up from the hospital in his beaten-up old Saab with the Get Well Soon balloons tied onto the roof rack. I wouldn’t get in until he’d taken them down. He put them on the back seat of the car but they floated up and covered the back window. They weren’t easy to burst. He had to stamp on them in the end. 


I went to open the passenger door but he got there first. Opened the door. I was about to get in when he stopped me. Put his hands on my shoulders. He said, ‘The apartment’s been fierce quiet without you.’ I came up to the pocket of his shirt. It was pale grey and happened to go very well with his black jeans, which were definitely new as well. No jacket, but, then, he hardly ever wore jackets. He was rarely cold enough. 


I said, ‘Did you go shopping?’


He is the only man I know who blushes. He said, ‘Yeah. Surprise!’


‘You never go shopping.’


‘I knew you’d be pleased.’ He put my overnight bag on the ground and gathered the lapels of my jacket in his hands and inched me towards him until I was close enough to see that curious ring of dark green round the grey of his eyes. 


And then he kissed me. Right there on my mouth. As if we were in my bedroom with the curtains pulled and the lights off, and not in the middle of a public car park in broad daylight with everyone gawking. 


I sift through the mound of noodles on my plate, trying to find a piece of beef. I wish I’d ordered the steak and mushrooms and the onions with chips and a dirty big dollop of tomato ketchup on the side. 


Thomas says, ‘So do you really not want to hear my idea?’


I think the wine has settled me a bit because I say, ‘Oh, go on.’


He says, ‘I think we should buy a place together.’


I put my glass on the table. ‘I have a place.’


‘I know. And I have my place. I just think it’s time we thought about getting a place together.’


‘I like my apartment.’


‘See? It’s your apartment. You just said it. But wouldn’t it be nice to have a place that’s both of ours? We don’t have to start looking straight away. We could leave it till the new year. Prices are still going down. It makes sense to wait.’


I think about my bedroom. My kitchen. My bathroom. Even the cupboard in the utility room where I keep the brush and pan seems dear to me now, in the light of Thomas’s latest idea.


‘No.’


‘No?’


‘I’m not moving. I like living in my apartment.’


‘And I like living there too. It’s not about that.’


‘What’s it about, then?’


‘It’s about you and me. Setting up shop together, you know. Being a proper couple.’


I push the noodles to one side and put my knife and fork on the plate. Cover the plate with my napkin. ‘Is it OK if we don’t order dessert?’


‘Are you OK?’


‘I’m a bit . . . uncomfortable . . . the rib . . .’ This isn’t true. But it will get me home and away from this conversation.


Thomas says, ‘Of course,’ and asks for the bill without even finishing his dinner, which makes me feel bad because he always clears his plate. Even Minnie says he’s a pleasure to cook for.


He guides me out of the restaurant like I’m a bomb that’s about to explode. He doesn’t mention the apartment again.


The weird thing is that, until the accident, everything had been going well. I mean, I wouldn’t go so far as to say fantastic or anything like that. Just, you know, quite well.


Like the writing. It was going really well. For ages, in fact. I suppose since Thomas moved in. I thought his moving in might have an adverse effect on the writing. I hate distractions and Thomas is a pretty big one. He moved in about a year ago, I’d say. Maybe even longer than that. I had just started writing the next book in the series. I can get a bit jittery when I’m at the start. Before I commit to it. Then Thomas sort of insisted on moving in and, six months later, the book was finished, and when I rang Brona, my editor, and told her, she thought I was joking, even though I don’t joke as a rule and I never joke about my job. There’d be no point, for starters, because nobody knows about my job. Well, nobody except Minnie. And Brona, obviously. And now Thomas. I told him one day. Ages ago. Even before he insisted on moving in. I didn’t intend to. It just happened. 


That book – the one I wrote after Thomas moved in – ended up being the most successful one in the entire Declan Darker series. Brona said it was because Thomas was ‘The One’. She was always saying crazy things, where Thomas was concerned. The day he moved into the apartment, for instance, she said, ‘This is a great day for spinsters everywhere.’ 


I suppose, officially, you could say that Thomas moved in sometime in the summer of 2010. There he was, in my apartment, surrounded by boxes and black bin-liners and two cabbages that still had the muck of one of his five fields clinging to their stalks. In fact, some of the muck fell onto the carpet. The cream carpet. The cream, wool carpet. I had to walk past him to get to the Hoover. He grabbed my arm and pressed me against the wall and he looked at me without saying anything but all the while his hand moved up my leg until it disappeared inside my skirt and kept on going until his fingers reached the edge of my knickers and then he stopped. He smiled and said, ‘You’re wearing your fancy pants.’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘You are. They’re those black ones with the lacy panel at the front. They’re your good knickers.’


‘I don’t have good knickers.’


‘You do. You wore them the first time I stayed over. I remember.’


‘I did not.’ Although I did.


He grinned. ‘You’re wearing your fancy pants because I’m moving in. Aren’t you?’


‘No.’


‘Admit it.’


‘I won’t.’


‘I won’t play Grey’s Anatomy if you don’t.’


His fingers slid down the lacy panel and disappeared between my legs. He was close enough to kiss. His grey eyes were green that day. Bright green.


I said, ‘OK, then.’


‘Say it.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Thomas.’


‘Say it.’


I sighed. Then I said, ‘Fine, then. I’m wearing my good knickers.’


‘Ha!’


‘Are you going to have sex with me or what?’ I made my voice sound bored out of my skull. 


Afterwards, he said, ‘You’re going to love living with me.’


And back then, lying on the living-room floor with my good knickers down round my ankles and my skirt hitched over my hips and my breath coming in fits and starts, I thought . . . just for a moment . . . I thought . . . yes, I am. 


And I did. I liked it. Not every day, obviously. But most days. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been. I liked it enough for people to notice. Like when Ed and I met Mrs Higginbotham in town about a month before the accident. We usually met once a month after Mrs Higginbotham retired from her job, which was minding me and Ed pretty much from the time we were babies. Ed used to get confused sometimes and call her ‘Mum’. 


Anyway, we met in town and Mrs Higginbotham commented on it. On how happy I seemed. She said, ‘Watch out, Katherine. If the wind changes, your face might just stay like that.’ I was smiling when she said it.


Even Mum noticed. She said, ‘I don’t know what’s got you so cheerful.’ That was shortly after she’d been nominated for the Kerry Group Irish Fiction Award. She’s not a big fan of literary prizes. She says, ‘It’s not a bloody beauty pageant,’ when the journalists ring and ask why she has demanded to be removed from various long lists and short lists. She’s cantankerous during the literary-prize season. 


So yeah, things were OK before the accident. Better than OK, really. Good, even. A lot of the time. Most of the time, in fact. 


Later, in bed, Thomas says, ‘Will you at least think about it?’


I say, ‘I don’t want to move. I like living in this apartment. I’ve lived here for years.’ 


‘You never say “home”.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You never call this place home. You never say, “I’ll see you at home”.’


‘I do.’


‘No, you don’t. You say, “I’ll see you at the apartment”.’


‘No, I don’t.’ Except I do. I do say that.


I switch off the light and bash my pillow a couple of times with my fist. I keep expecting Thomas to say something. Something terrible. About marriage, maybe. Or wanting to have a baby. We used to talk about all sorts. Politics and books and plays and music and, of course, other people. I adore talking about other people. Then along comes the bloody miracle and all of a sudden I’m holding my breath, waiting for him to say the terrible thing, and my eyes are open but they haven’t adjusted to the dark and it’s like I’m in a cave. Or a tomb, and the dark is pinning me down, like hands. 


But he doesn’t say anything. I hear him turn onto his side.


I turn onto my side.


I close my eyes.


Eventually, I fall asleep.










13 July 2011; Brighton


We have to go to mass. Again. This one is called a Month’s Mind or a Month’s Mine. Something like that and you have to have it one month after somebody dies. I don’t know why. This one is actually six weeks after because Faith didn’t book it in time. The church is freezing and has a gigantic statue of Jesus on the cross with blood coming out of his hands and his feet, because of the nails.


I tell Damo about the statue and he wants to come to the church to see it but Faith says, ‘No way.’ She says, ‘I’ve enough to be doing without making sure that fella doesn’t drink the altar wine.’


Dad and Celia come all the way down from Scotland. That’s what Celia says when Faith shouts at her later. ‘We came all the way down from Scotland. And this is the thanks we get.’


This time, there’s no coffin at the top of the church with a photograph of Mam on it, which I think is a bit better. I had to walk past it when I went up to get the Holy Communion and I was in a big long queue so it took ages. Some people touched it with their hands and some people blessed themselves when they walked past it but I didn’t do anything. I just walked past and I didn’t even look at it. I don’t know why.


Ant and Adrian are wearing the same suits they wore the last time. Dad keeps calling Ant, Adrian and Adrian, Ant. Adrian says, ‘Wrong again,’ and Dad says, ‘Story of my life.’


In the graveyard, you can hear the horns beeping and cars and buses whizzing past. That seems weird. Everything is just going on as usual. The priest is saying the rosary, which is like the Hail Mary about a hundred times, over and over and over. It’s really boring. Faith’s hands have gone blue because it’s so cold, even though it’s summertime. It’s wet too. And windy. Mam would call that a fret of a day. 


Back at the house, Celia asks where the bathroom is and I show her, and then she says, ‘Is there any toilet paper?’ and I go and get some from the cupboard under the stairs and then she says, ‘I wonder would there be a clean towel anywhere?’ and I go to the linen cupboard and get a beach towel because it’s the only towel I can reach. Instead of saying, ‘Thank you,’ she says, ‘Are you all right, Milo?’ like there’s something wrong with me, only there’s nothing wrong with me except that I’m a bit wet and a bit cold from standing in the graveyard. I’m hungry too. Faith says I’m always hungry, which is not one hundred per cent true. It might be about ninety-two per cent true.


If Mam were here, she’d say, ‘Get out of that gear before you catch your death.’ In the kitchen, everybody is sitting round the table drinking mugs of tea and eating the sandwiches and buns that Jack dropped off before we went to the church. Jack is running the Funky Banana now and he’s nearly as good as Mam at baking and cooking and coming up with new recipes with bananas in them. I take the banana and strawberry smoothie that Jack made me out of the fridge. My hands are too cold to hold the cup so I just put it on the counter and drink it through a straw. 


Celia comes into the kitchen and Dad says, ‘Ah, there she is,’ like everyone was going mad wondering where she’d got to. Dad stands up and puts his arm round Celia. When they stand beside each other like that, they look like a father and daughter instead of a . . . I don’t know . . . boyfriend and girlfriend, I suppose. 


Dad always coughs like he’s got something caught in his throat before he starts talking. ‘I – that is we’ he smiles at Celia, ‘– we have a little announcement to make.’


Ant says, ‘Be careful, Dad. Last time you made an announcement in this kitchen, Mam clattered you over the head with a frying pan.’ I don’t think that’s true because Faith, Ant and Adrian laugh as if Ant had made a joke. 


Celia says, ‘You should do this another time, Hamish.’ She whispers it but I hear her. 


Dad says, ‘Och no, m’love. We need to tell them now. Besides, we could all do with a bit of good news.’ He smiles at us. ‘Couldn’t we, gang?’ 


Nobody says anything. All you can hear is the tick and the tock of the clock on the wall; it’s in the shape of Ireland. Dad bought it for Mam years ago. I’ve never noticed how loud it is before. 


Then Dad says, ‘Celia and I are going to have a baby.’


Nobody has anything to say to that so Dad keeps right on talking. ‘The baby is due on the twenty-second of December and we’re really—’


I say, ‘That’s three days before my birthday.’


Dad looks at me. ‘Oh, yes . . . yes, son, it is indeed.’


Adrian stands up. He stands up so fast, his chair topples over. When he stands up, he’s taller than Dad. ‘Are you for real?’ He sounds just like Mam when he says that. She never said, ‘Are you serious?’


Faith says, ‘Calm down, Adrian.’


Ant sits at the table, eating the icing off the top of a bun, as if Dad hasn’t said anything about a baby coming three days before my birthday. As if Adrian isn’t standing in the middle of the kitchen, looking mad as hell.


Dad takes a step back so Celia has to take a step back too. ‘Your mother would have been happy for us, Adrian.’


Adrian walks right up to Dad, and when he speaks, his voice is really quiet. ‘Don’t even mention her name. I don’t even know what the hell you’re doing here. You and that girl.’ He doesn’t look at Celia when he says that but I’m pretty sure everyone knows who he means. 


Dad says, ‘Your mother would be glad I’m here.’


‘What the hell would you know about it?’ Adrian’s voice isn’t really quiet anymore. It’s more like a shout now.


Dad says, ‘I’m still your father. You should—’


‘I should what? Respect you? A man who abandons his family and shacks up with a girl half his age and gets her pregnant and expects us all to be delighted with the news?’ 


Adrian is shouting so loud you can hardly hear what he’s saying and that’s when Dad says, ‘You had better keep a civil tongue in your head, boy.’ And that’s when Adrian sort of lunges at him and grabs him by the collar of his shirt and he’s still shouting but I can’t make out what he’s saying. I can just see specks of spit landing on Dad’s face, and Dad is saying, ‘Get off me!’ and Faith is trying to step in between them and Celia picks up her handbag and hits Adrian with it a couple of times and shouts, ‘Let go of him!’ And that’s when Faith shouts at her. Something like, ‘Leave Adrian alone. He’s upset.’ And that’s when Celia says, ‘We came all the way down from Scotland. And this is the thanks we get.’


In the end it’s Ant who sorts it out. He gets up from the table and walks over to Adrian and grabs him by the jacket, then pulls and pulls until Adrian has to let go of Dad’s shirt, but he doesn’t stop shouting so Ant keeps pulling him until he manages to get him out of the kitchen and down the hall and out of the house. Everything is quiet enough now to hear Celia crying but not so quiet that you can hear the tick and the tock of the clock anymore.


Dad is standing by the sink, leaning on the worktop, puffing and panting like he’s just run a mile or something. Celia takes a tissue out of her bag and blows her nose really loudly. Faith sits down and puts her face in her hands. 


After a while she says, ‘I think you should go.’


Dad sighs and shakes his head. He picks up his jacket that’s hanging on the back of the chair. He says, ‘I just thought . . . you’d all like the idea. A new life. After everything that’s happened, you know?’


I nod and say, ‘A new baby will be nice, Dad.’ Even though I’m really hoping it doesn’t come late. Some babies come late. And if it came three days late, that would be my birthday and I’d prefer if it didn’t come on my birthday because then it wouldn’t really be my birthday anymore, would it? 


Dad drags his hand down his face. He looks pretty tired. His tie is crooked and a button of his jacket is hanging on by a thread. He nods and tucks his shirt back inside his trousers. He looks at Faith. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Faith nods. Dad says, ‘I’ll ring you when I get home.’ It still feels weird. When Dad says ‘home’ and he doesn’t mean here.


Faith picks up the chair that Adrian knocked over. Starts clearing the table. 


Dad says, ‘Your mother would be proud of you. Everything you’re doing.’ He nods towards me. ‘Come here, wee man. You’re not too old to give your dad a cuddle, are you?’ I am too old but I go over to him anyway. I feel a bit sorry for him. The way Adrian sort of hates him since he went to Scotland to live with Celia and the way Ant just kind of acts like he’s not here even when he is. 


I don’t think Adrian is right. I don’t think Mam hated him. She didn’t hate anyone as far as I know. She said hate was a tiring emotion and if you wanted to hate someone, you’d better get good and ready to put a lot of time and energy into it. 


Me and Faith walk Dad and Celia to their car. There’s no sign of Ant or Adrian, which is probably just as well. We wave and wave until they’re gone. That used to be Mam and Dad’s job. Waving and waving at visitors until they were gone. Once Ant and Adrian go back to the university in London, it’ll just be me and Faith. I hope nothing happens to Faith, I really do. Otherwise, it’ll just be me here, waving and waving until everybody is gone.










13 July 2011; Dublin


I am being driven insane. Insanity fuelled by Thomas’s care. His consideration. His gentleness. It’s on a loop: the care, the consideration, the gentleness. Like supermarket music. It’s driving me crazy. The nicer he is, the crazier I feel. 


And since he’s living in my apartment, we’re way past the third-date stage. The date when I get to say, ‘It’s not you. It’s me.’ Even though it’s never me. Hardly ever.


If I said that now, he’d ask, ‘What do you mean?’ and I’d have to have something to say, because if I didn’t, he’d say, ‘I’m entitled to an explanation at the very least.’ And he’s right. He’s right about everything. Except me. He said everybody is ready to settle down at some stage or another. But I’m not. I’m pretty sure I never will be. It’s not something I want.


Everything was fine before. Before the accident. The bloody miracle. Now he keeps saying how lucky we are and how nothing should be taken for granted and how we need to appreciate everything we have and . . . Christ, it’s enough to drive me to drink only I’m practically most of the way there already.


This evening takes the biscuit. Takes the biscuits, in fact. The lemon and ginger biscuits that Thomas has baked. From scratch. He has to buy most of the ingredients because there’s never any call for flour or baking powder or what have you in my apartment. He buys some weighing scales too. And a spatula and a mixing bowl. He doesn’t have to get a rolling pin. I have an empty wine bottle he can use.


I say, ‘I thought we were going out?’ when I come down from my office. I’d said I was writing but what I was really doing was playing Angry Birds on the iPad.


Thomas says, ‘We’re staying in!’


‘Why?’


‘Because we’re celebrating.’


‘What are we celebrating?’


‘The day we met.’


‘It’s not the anniversary. Is it?’


‘No.’


‘Then why are we celebrating it?’


Thomas hands me a glass of champagne. ‘It’s the only excuse I could come up with for drinking bubbly on a week night.’


I nod because that’s fair enough. We clink. Thomas says, ‘To Aer Lingus. Where romance takes off.’ And then he laughs because he happens to think that’s pretty funny. 


I only noticed Thomas after the pilot made the announcement. Something about the discovery of a ‘suspicious package’ in a cubicle of the mens’ toilets in Terminal Two. I was in the aisle seat. I always pick an aisle seat so I can get in and out without having to talk to anybody. 


We were sitting on the runway at Dublin airport. I lifted my head and looked out of the window for the first time since I’d boarded at Heathrow, and that’s when I saw him. In the window seat. I don’t know how I’d missed him before. The height of him. The top of his head nearly brushing against the call button. He was wearing a well-cut suit that suggested a banker or a broker but there were spatters of muck at the ends of the trousers. His tie had been yanked away from his neck, like it had been choking him. It was a sombre navy with tiny pink sheep dotted up and down it. His smile was superfluous, I felt, given our situation. His hair was long, curly ropes of grey, all different lengths, as if it had been cut with shears by someone who may not have been a qualified hairdresser. He had a thick fringe that fell to curious grey eyes. His face wasn’t just weather-beaten. It was much worse than that. It looked like it had been attacked by a gale-force wind. He had one of those ‘Irish’ noses: long and narrow. He had one of those ‘full’ mouths: wide and fleshy. The Farmers Journal was stuffed into his laptop bag and he was holding a copy of Dirty Little Secret, which happens to be the first of the Declan Darker books. A dart of something like electricity shot through me. I didn’t know why. I had seen lots of people reading my books over the years. 


That’s when he looked up and caught me staring. He smiled. He said, ‘Are you going to finish that?’ His voice was unexpected. The tone of it. It made me think about Wispa bars, for some reason. 


He nodded at the remains of the sandwich I had ordered from the steward earlier. 


I shook my head.


‘Would you mind if I have it? It’s just . . . they’ve stopped serving here and it’s past teatime and I’m maddened with the hunger. I had dinner at one o’clock.’


I looked at my watch. It was thirteen minutes past five in the evening. 


He said, ‘I’m sorry. I wouldn’t normally ask but there’s no telling when we’ll get off this bird, with the situation inside.’ He nodded towards the terminal building.


I handed him the box. I said, ‘It’s not very fresh but . . .’ 


The remains of the sandwich were gone in two bites. He took a bottle of wine out of his bag, unscrewed the cap and took a long swig from it. Then he offered it to me.


I said, ‘No thank you,’ in a voice that suggested I wouldn’t dream of drinking at such an ungodly hour.


He said, ‘Oh, hang on a second,’ and he rummaged around in his bag again. This time, he brought out a crumpled paper cup into which he poured a good measure of wine. He set it on my table top, thrust one of his enormous hands towards me and said, ‘Cunningham. Thomas Cunningham.’ His accent was midlands. Cavan, maybe. Or, worse, Monaghan. 


I said, ‘Kavanagh. Kat Kavanagh.’ Not even Katherine.


He said, ‘What decade are you on?’


‘I beg your pardon?’ Was this some new way of asking people their age? The cheek.


He said, ‘Of the rosary. There’re four of them. Or five. I was just wondering which one you were on.’ I had forgotten about the rosary beads threaded round my fingers. I do that sometimes. On planes. And trains. In queues. They’re a great deterrent.


‘Oh.’ I stuffed the beads into my handbag.


He said nothing then and I’d say that would have been that, which would have suited me fine. But then I said, ‘Is that one of those Declan Darker books?’ And, just like that, I turned into one of those people I have spent my life avoiding. People who strike up conversations with strangers on planes and trains and in queues.


He nodded and picked up the book. He said, ‘Have you read them?’


I nodded. He opened the book. Inside the jacket was a photograph of Killian Kobain. Well, a photograph of an actor posing as the reclusive Killian Kobain.


Thomas looked at the photograph. ‘It’s funny, you know . . .’


‘What?’


He shook his head and smiled. ‘I read this one years ago. A friend gave it to me. It didn’t have the author’s photograph on the jacket and I just read the book without really paying any attention to who wrote it and I just assumed that the book was written by a woman.’


‘Why?’ Nobody had ever questioned Killian Kobain’s gender. His sexuality, yes. Of course. You don’t get to have bone structure like Kobain’s without the occasional allusion to sides and which one you might be batting for.


Without skipping a beat, Cunningham-Thomas-Cunningham said, ‘Because of the hands.’


‘The hands?’


‘The way he describes people’s hands. He’s always at it. Men don’t describe hands. And certainly not fingers. Here, try me.’


He clamped the book over his eyes and said, ‘Go ahead.’


‘What?’


‘Go ahead and ask me.’


‘Ask you what?’


‘Ask me to describe your hands.’


It was obvious he wasn’t going to let up so I said, ‘Er, what do my hands look like?’


And he said, ‘No idea,’ and he lowered the book from his face. ‘See? Now it’s your turn.’


And there I was, sitting on a plane that was squatting on a runway at Dublin airport on a wet, dreary Friday evening in August, with my hand over my eyes and, beside me, a man I’d just met saying, ‘Go on, go on, give it a go, sure.’


I said, ‘Big. Hairy. Gold band on the little finger of the left hand. Long scar running down the palm of the right hand.’ I lowered my hand. 


He examined his hands. Then looked at me, shaking his head. ‘That’s un-bel-eeev-able,’ he said and I almost felt a sense of achievement, the way he said it. 


‘It’s not. It’s easy. Especially with your paws. No offence.’


He smiled. ‘None taken. Hands like shovels. That’s what the mammy says.’


He took out the wine bottle, refilled my cup. He said, ‘I mean, Kobain once described a man as having smokers’ nails.’


I remembered the character. Luka Brown. Second victim of Malcolm Beeston, a serial killer with a fondness for strangulation by washing line. If Malcolm hadn’t killed Luka, the fags would have got him. Sooner rather than later, I’d say. He was a two-pack-a-day man.


‘So . . . do you . . . ah . . . like the Declan Darker books?’ I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I never did this. 


He nodded and said, ‘Keep you guessing till the end. That’s what I like about them.’


When we were eventually allowed to disembark, there was a mad scramble for the exits. Cunningham-Thomas-Cunningham stayed in his seat. I stood up. I said, ‘We can get out now.’ 


He said, ‘I always wait till the crowd disperses.’


When Thomas smiled, his eyes lightened and I noticed the ring of green round the grey, except the grey wasn’t all that grey anymore. It was more like a pale blue. Like the sea when the cloud breaks and the sun filters through. 


He said, ‘It was nice meeting you, Kat.’


‘You too.’ The weird thing was, I meant it. That was strange. 


I moved into the queue of people standing in the aisle of the plane. Thomas said, ‘Goodbye now,’ before he settled himself in his seat, opened his book – my book – and began to read. As the queue of people inched forward, I wondered, for the first time, why I do this. Why do I stand up as soon as the plane doors open and join the queue instead of waiting till everyone gets off before collecting my belongings and ambling off the plane? I’ve never ambled. Not once. 


I looked back. Thomas was still there, still sitting down, still reading his book – my book. 


I inched my way to the front of the plane. Eventually, I disembarked.


Thomas rang the next day.


He said, ‘It’s me.’


I said, ‘Who?’ even though I knew immediately. Definitely Monaghan, I decided. 


He said, ‘Cunningham. Thomas Cunningham. We met on the plane yesterday, remember? I was reading Dirty Little Secret. You were pretending to say the rosary.’
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