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PROLOGUE


NICK

The day is clear and startlingly bright and it makes the view of Dublin from the top of Three Rock Mountain stretch out before us like a forever. On a day like today, that view doesn’t end, it just disappears into the horizon in a hodgepodge of browns, greens, yellows and blues.

‘It’s beautiful, Nick,’ Kate says, awestruck.

I think she’s beautiful. ‘Yeah, isn’t it?’ I point out various landmarks to her but she’s barely listening.

‘It’s like, we can see so far ahead here, we should be able to see into the future.’ She grins at me. ‘What do you think?’

I come behind her and wrap my arms around her. I let my chin rest on the top of her head. Kate is tiny, small-boned and delicate but a powerful runner. She beats me every time. She’s also an incurable romantic. ‘I think you’re right,’ I grin. ‘I can see into the future right now.’

‘Yeah?’ She stares ahead. ‘What can you see, then?’

‘Us.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Having hot sweaty sex in the next five minutes.’

Like I knew she would, she laughs and belts me. ‘You’ve a one-track mind, Nick Deegan,’ she scolds good-naturedly.

‘Just about you.’ I nibble her ear. Truth is, I wouldn’t be able for sex having just run seven miles, four of them up a mountain.

‘Well, you’ll be sad to know, I don’t see that in the future,’ she says. ‘But I can see us flying to Barcelona to do the marathon and rocking it.’ We’ve entered the Barcelona marathon. Kate convinced me but I’m dreading it.

‘But right now, in our future,’ Kate goes on as she brings her hands up to mine, ‘I can see us running home, getting rid of Larry, nice and all as he is, putting Emma to bed, and then me feeding you popcorn and seducing you in front of the telly.’

‘Keep talking,’ I say, with a small grin. ‘I like the sound of this future.’

‘I can see you unbuttoning my top and sliding your hands inside and—’ She stops. ‘Aw, maybe I’ll just show you.’ She wriggles out of my arms and starts to jog on the spot. ‘D’you want to start running into the future so I can show you?’

‘How does a four-minute mile sound to you?’

She laughs delightedly and I run after her and catch her up.

I wish we hadn’t run. I wish we’d just stayed in the present, my arms tightly about her. I wish the future had never come knocking on our door.


FOUR YEARS LATER


NICK

I watch from the table as Larry, my best mate, pauses in the doorway of the canteen. Looking around, he spots me and raises his hand in a half-wave. I smile back and he lopes across the room towards me.

‘Hey.’ He plants himself on the chair opposite and grins. ‘Tomorrow, eh?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘All packed?’

‘Uh-huh.’ In the two months I’ve been here, I haven’t really unpacked.

‘So things are good, then?’ Larry shifts on the chair and scratches his face. He has this unfortunate skin condition. When he’s nervous, his face breaks out.

I evade the question a little. ‘We’ll soon find out when I get home.’ Saying the word ‘home’ makes me nervous and incredibly happy all at the one time. I just want to be with Kate and the kids. Especially now. I swallow hard; I’m not going to think about it. Not yet. Not while she’s still hanging in there. ‘Any news yourself?’

‘I’ve a story that’ll make you laugh,’ Larry grins. ‘Just let me grab some food.’

Larry tells stories to make me laugh every week. They mostly revolve around his disastrous record with women. I watch him head towards the food counter. The food here is awful but Larry would eat anything and the hotter the better. He arrives back with some sort of red curry with extra chillies heaped on top. Forking it into his mouth, he chews in appreciation. ‘So, I’m at this work thing,’ he begins after a second, jabbing his fork in my direction, ‘and I meet this woman, about thirty or so, not bad-looking, and I tell her my name. I say, “I’m Larry Donaldson.” And you’ll never guess what happened.’

‘You got laid.’

Larry laughs and has to mop his mouth. ‘Nah. She grew all saucer-eyed and she pulled me away from the rest of the guests. I’m telling you, Nick, I really thought I was in there. Then she says …,’ Larry pauses for the punch line, “… How’s Donald?”’

‘What?’

‘That’s what I said. I said, “Donald who?” And she said, “You said you were his son. Larry.”’

I start to laugh. ‘Larry, Donald’s son?’

‘Yep. Not the brightest star in the sky.’

We’re still laughing when my phone rings. It’s not a number I recognise. ‘Hello?’

‘Nick,’ the person at the other end says, ‘it’s Marcy.’

Marcy. My heart flips. Marcy is my wife’s best friend but we’ve never got on. Now though, it’s the anxious tone in her voice that makes my heart beat a little faster. Something has happened, I know. Something awful. I block out the thought even as it forms. It can’t have. I was going home tomorrow. I had six months to prove to Kate that she could trust me. That the kids could trust me.

‘What’s wrong, Marcy?’

At the other end of the phone, Marcy swallows.

‘What?’ I ask, filling in the dead gap of silence.

‘It’s … it’s …’ She stops and gives an uncharacteristic sniff.

My whole world sort of crumbles at that sniff. It’s as if the walls of the canteen open up and things start to fall downward. Larry suddenly seems miles away. I press the phone harder to my ear. I can’t utter a word. I know what she’s going to say. Like a deer in rifle sights, I stand poised between one life and the next, unable to influence my fate one way or the other.

‘She wants to see you, Nick,’ Marcy says in a wobbly voice, ‘but I think you need to hurry.’

That’s not what I thought she’d say. My heart lifts a little. ‘Kate? Now? But I’m going home tomorrow.’

‘Please hurry,’ she says. Then adds, ‘We’re on our way to the hospital.’ She hangs up. I stare at the phone like I’ve never seen it before.

‘Nick?’ Larry asks, his voice shattering the shock. ‘Everything all right?’

Standing up, I gulp out, ‘I have to go. Kate—’ I can’t finish the sentence. They told me she had eight months. At least.

I grab my jacket and as I’m zipping it up, Larry asks carefully, ‘Is Kate OK?’

I shoot a glance at him. He’s scratching away on his face. I can’t say the words so I make for the door.

Larry grabs my sleeve. ‘Come on, I’ll drive you.’

I don’t want him to. I don’t know how long it will take before my calm slips and reality hits me. I hate reality; it’s like being waterboarded. ‘It’s cool, I can get a taxi.’ We both know I won’t. An hour later, I’ve been checked out of St Michael’s Psychiatric Unit and am on my way to the hospital.

Larry doesn’t say much on the way. He knows, I think, because he drives at speed as I mentally will him on. He passes out cars and earns annoyed ‘beeps’ from motorists. Finally, just before the turn in to the hospital, he says, ‘The kids’ll need you when …’ He lets the sentence hang. He sounds like Dr Phil. He shuffles about in his seat and sniffs and wipes his nose. Then, without saying any more, he turns in through the gates and I see the building looming up ahead.

I’ll be useless, I think. I’ve been in treatment for the past two months and for the last couple of weekends I’ve had supervised visits with my kids. But the plan was for me to go home and for Kate to be there to train me in. What will I do if she’s not there? But that won’t happen. This is a blip, I think. They gave her eight months two months ago. She can’t die. Not yet. I’m not ready. Not ready in all sorts of ways.

‘I know you think you’ll be crap,’ Larry says, ‘but I think you’ll be great.’ A pause. ‘You used to be great, and all Emma and Liam need is for you to be there.’

I can do that, I think. I can be there. I can take some more time off work in the garage, Danny won’t mind. I can be a full-time dad. I can do this.

‘And me and the guys are always at the end of a phone line,’ Larry adds. He means our poker-playing friends – Danny, Davy and Peter.

‘She’s not gone yet,’ I gulp out, and press my fingers hard into my eyeballs. I lay my head way back on the seat. I blink. But it’s no use. Kate is dying and I’ll be in charge. I can’t manage without her. I just can’t. I can live without her if she’s in the world but if she’s gone … A tear slides out and runs down my face.

Larry coughs some more and, hiking his arm around his head, he scratches his chin on the other side. He always does that when he feels awkward. Without saying anything more, he parks the car outside the hospital door and we both jump out.
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Marcy is in the foyer. It’s like she’s waiting for us. I come to a complete stop and watch with slight horror as she comes towards us. I know what she’s going to say and I can’t bear to hear it. She’s red-eyed and appears devastated. She stands in front of me and I know. I just know. I’m too late. Too late as always.

‘She’s gone,’ Marcy hiccups out.

And my head can’t take it in. So I say, ‘Gone where?’

Marcy says nothing more for a beat, then as if there is a wedge in her mouth that the words have to squeeze by, she says, ‘Gone to heaven, Nick.’ And then she is gasping and choking, big heaving sobs.

‘Oh, shit.’ Larry lays a hand on my shoulder.

Gone to heaven. It sounds so childish. So lovely. Much better than ‘she’s dead’. I can’t move. It’s like a moment suspended in time. I’d offered to move back home when I heard Kate was sick but she said no. Very gently. Very softly. She said that I had to get my head sorted before I moved back in. I had initially protested but she told me there was no way I’d get to keep the kids full time if I didn’t sort myself out. I’d been doing fine, I thought. To prove her wrong, I’d gone to the doctor and to my horror he had approved the admission to St Michael’s. I’d talked and talked, had nightmares but worked hard and I was to be checked out tomorrow. A new Nick. One she never got to see.

Marcy is still crying and I notice that she looks shorter than usual. I realise with a shock that she’s walking around in trainers. She normally wears six-inch-high stilettos which bring her to my nose and just under Larry’s chin. Funny how you notice these things in the midst of everything. I wonder next if she’ll hug me, but then think that she won’t. ‘Sorry,’ she says. Her blue eyes are red and puffy. She scrubs a hand over them and black trails in its wake, smearing over her cheek.

To my surprise, Larry enfolds her in a hug. She doesn’t resist, but instead she clings to him like a drowning woman.

‘How—?’ I falter.

Marcy looks at me, Larry’s arm still around her shoulder. ‘She just … she couldn’t breathe,’ she gulps out. ‘She wasn’t great this morning but she kept saying she was fine. You know the way she was. I took the day off to be with her, I didn’t think she was well. Then about an hour ago, she got really bad. I got her here as quick as I could. I really did and she kept asking for you, Nick, and—’

‘Hey.’ Larry hugs her tighter. ‘Come on. It’s OK.’

‘The kids?’ I ask.

‘Liam is asleep, a neighbour is with him, and Emma is on a sleepover, so you won’t have to tell them until morning. Kate …’ Her voice sounds strangled. ‘She’s … she’s upstairs in the room they took her to. Number three, St John’s .’ Her voice is soft, not the abrasive tone she normally reserves for me.

I don’t wait another second. I leave Larry with his arm still around her as I take the steps two at a time, looking for St John’s. I find it and am directed by a sympathetic-looking nurse to Room three. Once outside, I have no idea what to do. I’m not sure that I want to see Kate dead. Life has always pulsated from her, that to see her so still, that might destroy me. I can’t let it, though. Emma, my eight-year-old, and Liam, my two-year-old, need me. I drag a hand over my face and slowly push open the door. A lamp throws its soft light over everything. I take a step into the room and the smell of illness leaks into my mouth. I swallow hard and turn to look at Kate.

My Kate.

Her face is alabaster white, almost melding with the sheer white pillow. Her hair, dark, fans out on one side. And she is so still. Her eyes are closed, her hands, with her brilliant red nail varnish, are almost shocking to see. I go nearer. She looks so small, so frail, not the Kate I remember. Not even the Kate of two months ago when she’d ordered me to sort myself out. That Kate had been the Kate I knew. How could she have changed so much, so soon? The last time I saw her was back then and she promised me that if I worked hard, she’d be around when I came out of hospital. There was no urgency, she said, she’d be there. And my poor heart had lifted in the hope that I could undo all the damage I caused. I reach out and touch her cheek. It’s still warm and it cracks my heart. I kneel down beside her and lie my head alongside her and cup her head in my hands, wishing I could wrap myself up in this moment and never leave. Wishing she’d always be warm and that I’d be able to hold her.

‘I love you, Kate,’ I whisper, with such an intensity that I feel it could just bring her back. I hold my breath, waiting, but there is only the light and the stillness and the voices from the corridor. ‘I’m sorry about Jack,’ I go on, ‘and …’ Even now I can’t say it, so I just add miserably, ‘and all the rest of it.’ A tear slides out and I blink it back. ‘I failed you, I know, but I won’t fail the kids. I promise.’

Oh, God, the kids. I wish it was me that had died. They’d be so much better off with Kate. I am, it has to be said, a complete and utter deadbeat. Not in the drinking, wasting-his-life-away kind of deadbeat. But an emotional deadbeat. I wasn’t always like that, I was fun once. Or at least Kate thought I was and then I had a sort of breakdown, only it wasn’t the sort of breakdown where they cart you off to hospital and pump you full of drugs and talk to you and suddenly you can get on with your life. Nope, this was the sort that happens to a coastline where the sea erodes pieces away, bit by bit over time, and then hey, you look one day and everything has changed and there is no way to put it back. Ever. And so I had to go. I’ve spent the last two months trying to glue myself together for the kids’ sakes so that I could move in and take care of them because Kate was sick. Only she wasn’t meant to go just right now.

I stay, lying bedside Kate until Larry comes up. He knocks, then stands awkwardly in the doorway. His trousers are horrendous, I notice for the first time ever. Thick brown cords. A yellow shirt. Blue trainers. Larry scratches his face. ‘D’you want a cup of tea?’ he asks.

The absurdity of the question almost makes me laugh. ‘No, why would I want a cup of tea?’

‘Coffee?’

‘No!’

Larry flinches and I feel bad. ‘Sorry, Lar, it’s just …’ I don’t have the words to convey it. Instead I look at Kate. There are no words for the loss I feel. It’s the loss of her, of her life, of whatever plans we might have made. It all unfurls like a sheet in the wind, only to blow away. God, she’s beautiful. The first time I ever saw her in her luminous orange-and-green Docs, I wanted her.

Larry walks cautiously into the room. He stands at the end of the bed. His hands dangle uselessly, he heaves a great big sigh. Eventually he murmurs, ‘She looks peaceful.’

I can’t take it. The way he talks as if she’s dead. My shoulders start to shake and I bury my head in the crook of my elbow.

Larry’s hand patting my shoulder is a comfort.


EMMA

When your mammy dies it means that everyone feels sorry for you. Only they never say that, they just sort of look at me and Liam – that’s my little brother, he’s two and a half and the cutest baby brother in our class in school, everyone says so – and sort of shake their heads and say things like, ‘God help them’ or ‘They’ll miss their mother.’ Sometimes they crouch down and say, ‘How are you?’ in a high voice that is like they are talking to babies.

I’m eight. I’m not a baby so I just look at all those people and I tell them that I am fine, thank you very much. That’s what Mammy always told me to say when people ask, ‘How are you?’

Daddy says he will mind us now. I had been hoping that Marcy would mind us or maybe even Nana, but instead it’s Daddy. And after Mammy goes up to see Jesus and God he moves into our house with all his things and the night Mammy gets buried, I see him crying in front of the TV only he says he isn’t crying, he’s laughing at some funny thing on and what am I doing up? He doesn’t wait for me to tell him, he just lifts me up in his arms and asks me if I want something to eat. He feels like something to eat, he says. So I tell him I’d like pancakes. I said Mammy made us pancakes all the time on a Tuesday morning and I would like some now. It was a lie, which is not nice but I am making my first confession soon and all my lies will be wiped away. Daddy says he doesn’t know how to make pancakes but he could do me some French toast if I want. I say OK.

Then he makes me some French toast and finds some syrup in the fridge and the two of us sit at the island in the kitchen and eat and eat and he smiles at me and I smile back at him.

He is OK, I suppose.

Not as nice as Mammy, though.

I miss my mammy.


NICK

I lie awake and think about the last few weeks. The funeral, the burial, the flowers, cards and condolences all sort of blur. Bits stick out. Like telling the kids. Liam is only two, so he doesn’t really understand. He misses Kate without actually knowing what it is that’s gone. That’s worse than anything, I think. Emma just looked at me and asked if she was going to live with Marcy now. That hurt. There was a time Emma followed me around, chatting away about her day. Now she barely talks to me and when she does, it’s usually to tell me that I’m doing stuff wrong. I think she’s really mixed up, the poor kid. She hasn’t cried at all, though everyone says to leave it, that it’ll happen when it happens. She has bad dreams but she doesn’t want me to hold her or anything. She’s always been independent. Or wary of me, I’m not sure which.

Kate would have enjoyed her funeral. Larry had done one of the readings and said, ‘Peace be with you’ instead of ‘This is the word of the Lord.’ Peter had started to laugh and tried to make it look like he was crying. Larry had reddened up like a pepper. Then, at the end, Marcy, who had come with her boyfriend, a big weightlifter-type, insisting on singing ‘Wind Beneath my Wings’, completely oblivious to the fact that she was screeching. And Peter, who had only just stopped laughing over Larry, had started laughing all over again. Honestly, Marcy sounded like a cat being slaughtered as Kate’s coffin was carried out. I didn’t mind because Kate would have found it hilarious, and as I pictured her laughing, I swear my heart sort of broke. Poor Em tried so hard to be brave. Her little face was white and almost bruised-looking from the sheer effort of trying to keep it all in. I did wrap an arm around her and told her I’d mind her but she looked sort of doubtful and asked if Marcy could help. Her distrust stings like a whip, but I can’t blame her, I suppose. I did leave her and Liam, after all. And what was worse, Liam was only six months old. I barely remember him being born, I was that far gone, though I know in the first few months of his life, I tried like crazy to be the dad he needed. It lasted six months. I left them then and it was one of the biggest mistakes I ever made but I wasn’t thinking clearly. Hell, I wasn’t thinking at all. But eight-year-olds are too young to understand all that. So I nodded and said that yep, of course Marcy could mind her too. She ended up in Larry’s arms with Marcy rubbing her hair. I was grateful to them for being there; we chose Em’s godparents well.

I found myself standing alone at the grave. Then my parents came and stood beside me and my mother sniffed and snorted and clung on to my arm while my dad harrumphed and thumped her on the back. Em refused to come near the grave and instead remained with Marcy. Liam, in Larry’s arms, sucked a lollipop, and as for Kate’s family, her mother and father died years ago. Eventually, near the end, Larry, Danny, Peter and Davy stood beside me too. I was never so glad of them.

After the funeral, when people had gone home, there was only Marcy and Larry left. Marcy, tears sliding down her face, had handed me a large scrapbook. ‘Kate said to give it to you after her funeral.’

On the front, in Kate’s handwriting, was written: ‘Nick – The Things I Want You To Know’. All around the edges were pictures of Emma and Liam. Colourful tabs stuck out of the pages – a lot of tabs. Things like ‘Bedtimes’, ‘School Lunches’, ‘Recipes’, ‘Dinners’, ‘Bills’, ‘Garden’, ‘Stories’, ‘Parent and Toddler’, ‘Timetable’. There were photographs on some of the pages and little pockets with things inside. Loads and loads of information that Kate had put together to give me when I’d moved back in.

I waited until I was on my own before hastily flicking through it. But just looking at Kate’s writing, at the way she drew smiley faces over things, at the pictures she pasted in, cut me at the knees. I had to sit down and hold it and inhale its scent. But I haven’t been able to look at it. I will, though, I will. But for now, to keep the pain at bay, I prefer to muddle along a bit.

This all plays like a loop in my head until the alarm goes off at seven thirty. Time to get Emma ready for school. I roll out of bed.

‘Daddy?’ Liam, who has taken to climbing into my bed at horrendous hours of the morning, holds up his arms. I hoist him up and hold him close. He’s two and a half; I’ve missed out on most of his little life and if he wants to keep me awake all night so I can share time with him, then so be it. I love this boy, the warm uncomplicatedness of him. The fact that his hugs are hugs and his kisses are kisses and when he smiles it’s for me, not at me. Though Em is only eight, she scares me. It’s like she can see right into me, into the hopeless floundering dad that I am. She has the ability to crucify me with a look.

‘Come on, Liamo, let’s go make breakfast.’

I rap on Em’s door as I pass and tell her to get up. She mumbles something from inside. I hurry past Kate’s room, which used to be our room. I haven’t been in there yet.

Ten minutes later, Liam is in his high chair, banging on it with his spoon. I’m microwaving some pancakes for the kids. Apparently, Kate cooked the kids pancakes in the mornings. I don’t know how to cook them, so I buy the ready-made ones. Emma says they’re not as nice but she eats them all the same. I love to watch her slathering maple syrup all over them and getting all sticky and gooey. Emma slinks into the kitchen, her hair all scattered, wearing her yellow dressing gown with the teddy on the front. Looking at my kids always makes my heart ping. I find it hard sometimes to believe that Kate and I made them, that they are ours but yet themselves. It’s bloody amazing.

Emma plonks into a chair. ‘When are you buying my Communion dress, Daddy?’ She attacks her pancake with gusto, using her fingers to tear it apart.

‘Communion dress?’

Saucer brown eyes look up at me. ‘Yeah, I’m making it in May and Marcy said to make sure and remind you. The sooner the better, Marcy said.’

I hand her some kitchen paper to wipe her hands. ‘May?’ That’s weeks away, but I don’t want Marcy criticising me. ‘Well, I guess we’ll go on Saturday, if you like.’

‘I want a long one, with a veil and a bag and an umbrella and I want white pearly shoes. Amy Murphy has white pearly shoes and they’re lovely. She got them in a special Communion shop. Will we go to a special Communion shop?’

‘Of course we will. That’s where we’re going to get a special Communion dress, isn’t it?’ There are special shops for Communion dresses?

‘Uh-huh.’ She slides her head to one side. ‘Will you leave us again? I asked Marcy and she said no but that if you did, we could live with her.’

The directness of the question blindsides me. I sit in beside her and say with conviction, ‘I’m not going anywhere. And I didn’t really leave you, Ems, I just went to live somewhere else.’ I think of my dingy flat and wince.

‘Yeah, you lived with that smelly man called Jack.’

How does she remember? She was only just five. ‘He wasn’t smelly, honey, he just needed a bath and a place to stay.’

‘He was smelly. He smelt like chicken soup.’ She wrinkles up her dainty nose. ‘And he scared Liam because he yelled.’

‘He had a nightmare. You yell when you have bad dreams, don’t you?’

She shrugs. ‘I don’t scare people, though.’

I decide not to talk about Jack any more. ‘Well,’ I tousle her hair, ‘I’m not leaving and you won’t have to live with Marcy.’

‘Aw.’

I’m not sure how to take that. She pops the last of her pancake in her mouth and lightly dances out of the kitchen.

I heft Liam from the chair. He’s mushing up syrupy pancake between his fingers and I have to pry them loose, which makes him scream. Running his hands under the tap, I wash them clean and bring him upstairs to dress him.
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We walk to the school. It’s Emma’s second week back since the funeral and the teacher said she seems happy enough. I had wanted to keep her out longer but apparently it’s best for kids to have a routine. Em insists on dressing herself and she looks as cute as a button in her blue dress, which she tells me is called a pinafore. A white shirt buttoned up tight and a blue tie and cardigan complete her school uniform. She’s wearing a white furry jacket with a fluffy hood and her good shiny brown boots because we couldn’t find her school shoes this morning. Emma struts ahead of me like some kind of mini model.

I push Liam in his buggy. His look is not so successful. I’m still finding my way around his clothes and the best ways to dress him without him running off or wriggling away. He has very definite ideas on what he wants to wear too and I hate upsetting him. I catch him sometimes looking around and I think he’s looking for Kate. I wonder what he thinks happened to her. He knows she’s dead but he doesn’t know what dead is. I think he feels like me, that a part of him has gone, only he doesn’t know which part. Anyhow, tracksuit bottoms and jumpers seem to cause the least fuss and today he’s wearing blue tracksuit bottoms which unfortunately seems a bit small for him and a grey jumper which is too big. At least I’ve remembered a hat, which I forgot one day and he kept crying and putting his hand up to his ear. But if I’m not watching he sometimes yanks the hat off and it gets lost on the way and he cries with the cold anyway.

I try to get to the school gates early so that I can make as quick an exit as possible. Sometimes I feel that all the other parents, who are mostly women, are staring at me. I hate being stared at. I reckon they either pity me as the widower or hate me as the guy who left. Either way, it’s lose–lose. Up front, Em seems to have been joined by a little friend. Their heads bump as they discuss whatever it is eight-year-old girls discuss. She’s got the sunny disposition Kate had, drawing people to her quicker than a free holiday giveaway.

She is running back to me, pulling her friend along by the sleeve of her jacket. ‘Jane is my best friend ever. She wants me to come to her house today for dinner. Can I go? Can I go?’

‘Hi, Jane.’

Jane peers up at me. She’s got a squashed little face. ‘Is this your dad?’ She doesn’t sound that impressed.

‘Yep, I am. You want Em to go over to your house after school?’

‘Yes, she does. Can I go, Dad, please?’ Emma looks beseechingly at me. She’ll throw a wobbler if I refuse. She’s been doing that loads lately and I know it’s because her little life has been thrown up in the air.

‘Dad? Can I?’ she asks, her voice hitching up a notch.

Surely I should meet Jane’s mother to suss her out, though you can’t always tell what someone is like from a first meeting. But maybe it’s the responsible thing to do. And what are the travel arrangements? I’ve seen toddlers walking home from school on their own, which is downright mental.

‘Maybe we should talk to Jane’s mammy,’ I say.

‘She says it’s fine,’ Jane says firmly.

‘See?’ Emma’s voice has grown a little cross.

I feel I’m being press-ganged. ‘Well, …’

‘Daddy, this is what girls do,’ Emma says, her eyes narrowing.

Please don’t freak out, Emma, I mentally beg. I attempt a smile. ‘Well, …’

Just then a pretty blonde woman hurries up, also pushing a buggy. Her kid is asleep. He looks a lot cleaner than Liam. Her buggy looks like she just bought it from a catalogue. There are no banana stains or jam marks on that contraption. ‘Hello, you must be Nick.’ She places her hands on Jane’s shoulders.

‘Yes.’ I give the woman a smile of relief. ‘And you’re Jane’s mother?’

‘I am. Jane was wondering if Emma could come over today after school. I can drop her back.’

‘Please, please, please, Daddy.’ Emma clasps her hands and hops from foot to foot. Jane copies her. Jane’s mother laughs.

I find it quite manipulative but it works. ‘OK. What time will she be back? She goes to bed around ten.’

‘Oh, right.’ The woman looks taken aback. Maybe it’s rude to ask these things? The whole school gate etiquette is way over my head. ‘Well, we’ll probably have her back by seven, if that suits.’

‘Fine. Great. Thanks.’

She falls into step with me as we approach the gates. We watch the girls run in, Jane blowing a kiss to her mother while Emma just waves at me. I wave back and watch until I can’t see her any more.

‘And how’s Liam?’ The woman, whose name I don’t know and find I can’t ask now, crouches down and tickles Liam under the chin.

He giggles. I grin.

The woman stands up and touches my arm. ‘I’m sorry about Kate, she was such a lovely woman.’

I dip my head. This is why I hate the school gates.

‘She always brought Liam to the Mother and Toddler,’ the woman goes on. ‘In fact, Kate and I set it up. Will you be doing that?’

Mother and Toddler? I’d heard Kate mention it once or twice, seen some reference to it in the book she gave me but I still can’t bring myself to look at that book. Anyway, what happens at a Mother and Toddler session? ‘Eh, I dunno.’ I attempt humour: ‘I’m not a mother.’

‘Oh,’ she smiles, ‘that doesn’t matter. It should be called Parent and Toddler really. It’s on tomorrow morning, you should come. You’d be very welcome and it allows Liam to have fun too.’

‘I’ll see.’

‘You’d like to go, wouldn’t you, Precious?’

For a horrifying moment I think she’s talking to me, but obviously she isn’t, as Liam kicks his legs in glee. It’s like he’s saying that he does want to go.

‘It’s on in a room on the ground floor of the community centre at ten,’ the woman says. ‘Do come.’

I smile at her in a non-committal way and am kind of glad when she leaves.
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After I drop Em to school, if the weather is good, Liam and I take a walk. There’s a park and a playground and a motorway and quieter roads. I walk them all. It takes three hours. If it’s raining, I put Liam in his car seat and we drive. Sometimes we park at the sea and spend our time looking out. I suppose I do it to avoid going back to the house. I guess in time, the feeling that Kate will be there waiting as I walk in the door will abate, but at the moment, no matter where I am in that house, I think I see her, fleeting glimpses that are gone when I turn. I think I hear her. I go into the kitchen and I see us drinking wine over a takeout as Emma sleeps in her crib. I go into the front room and I see us watching box sets of CSI. Every room in the house was painted by Kate, the flowers in the garden were planted by her, she hung our wallpaper while I splattered her with paste. I was happiest in those early years before I made such a mess of everything. Liam was the result of desperate sex one night when everything was falling apart and both of us were powerless to stop the mess. It was up to me, but even now, I’m not sure if I could have stopped it. Neither of us was happy when we heard Kate was pregnant, but I wouldn’t change a thing now. The minute Liam appeared and opened his eyes, we were smitten.

At twelve, I arrive back at the house. The hours from twelve to two thirty I fill with lunch and washing and tidying. I take as long as I can over lunch. At two thirty, I go to pick Em up, but today I have hours to fill as she’s not coming home.

I give Liam some cheese and ham, and a banana for after. Emma says that’s what you give babies for lunch, and as Liam eats it, I’m not about to argue. I will have to find out what else I can feed him, though. My thoughts turn to the book that Kate left me. Maybe she wrote something in that. I get as far as pulling it from the kitchen drawer before the panic sets in and I shove it back. I close my eyes and take deep breaths. Part of me desperately wants to read it, to connect with Kate, but the other part does not want the grief that will follow. The next time I need to know something, I will use it, I promise myself as I lift Liam’s high chair into the television room and switch on the TV for him. Then I do what I always do to take my mind off the empty hours ahead. As he’s watching some dancing furry puppets, that quite frankly would scare me stupid, I pull out a packet of cards and begin to memorise them. I call them out as I go and after a bit, I notice that, as the cards flip, Liam is staring at them in wide-eyed fascination.

‘You like these, eh?’

He smiles.

So I put on a show for him. I rap out the cards and Liam’s smile widens. Then he laughs, and his laughter is like a babbling brook in the middle of the desert. I swim in it, I drink from it and it nourishes me.


EMMA

Jane thinks she is great because her mammy is still alive. She keeps saying all the time I am in her house, ‘My mammy got me a veil for Communion’ and ‘My mammy got me my Communion shoes.’ I tell her that my mammy got me those things too, even though she didn’t. She was too sick to get them. Sometimes I think Mammy didn’t want to stay alive enough. If she really wanted to, I think Jesus would have let her stay alive because he listens to our prayers and he is our friend. Only Mammy and Daddy never went to mass, so maybe Jesus didn’t know who they were and now he’s only meeting Mammy for the first time. I hope he likes her. Everyone else does.

Jane is showing me her dress and she says when we go to my house will I show her mine? I tell her that my dress is a big secret. Jane says that that isn’t fair and that I have to show her my dress and I say, ‘Actually I don’t.’ She gets a bit huffy then.

I wonder why my mammy got sick and Jane’s didn’t. My mammy had cancer. She found a little lump on her neck and they did tests and little bits of the lump had travelled all over her body, like it was going on holidays. Some of the lump was in her liver and even some went to her brain. I remember Mammy telling me she was going to be very sick but that it didn’t matter, that I was to still tell her all that was happening in my life. She pulled me up on the bed and kissed my face like she was tickling it and I laughed and Marcy laughed too.

I used to go up to Mammy’s room every day after school. And every morning before school. Molly, my friend Laura’s mammy, would collect me and bring me to school then. I used to be able to talk to my mammy and she was able to walk around and cook and bring us out like other mammies but then she got the lump and we just had to hug her.

But the hugs were very nice.

Anyway, after Jane mentions her mammy AGAIN, for about the five hundred and forty-third time, I tell her that she is just showing off having a mammy and she says she isn’t. I tell her that everyone loves me loads ’cause my mammy died. I say that the teacher loves me loads and never gives out to me any more and that my daddy lets me watch all the cool teenager programmes, and she says that I am a liar and I tell her that I will show her. And I say that Daddy gives us pancakes in the morning ’cause he loves us loads more and that my brother Liam can mess up the house and Daddy lets him. Then she says, ‘If my mammy died, would it be the same for me?’ and I say to her that maybe it would.

‘But I don’t want my mammy to die,’ she says.

That makes me mad, I don’t know why, so I hit her.


NICK

Emma comes back at a quarter to seven. I’ve just got Liam into his pyjamas, which he is desperately trying to get out of as he seems to have become obsessed with not wearing any clothes. Opening the door, Emma bounces in and laughs at her brother’s struggles. ‘Look, Jane, Liam hates the pyjamas my daddy put on him.’

Jane laughs too.

The girls rush on into the television room and I have no choice but to invite Jane’s mother, whose name I still don’t know, into the house.

‘She was an angel,’ the woman says. For a second I don’t know if she’s talking about Kate or Emma. Then the woman runs a big red fingernail along the hall table and smiles after the girls. We both try to ignore the big streak in the dust her finger has just made.

Emma comes out of the TV room holding a banana skin between thumb and forefinger. Her nose is wrinkled in disgust. ‘Ugh, Daddy, gross,’ she says. She disappears into the kitchen and I hear the lid of the bin slam shut. Reappearing again, she says in a scolding voice, which amuses me, ‘Jane says we should keep our house tidier.’

I laugh. ‘Well, if Jane wants to come clean it, she can. That was Liam’s banana for his supper.’

‘Sorry about that.’ Jane’s mother looks embarrassed. ‘Jane is a real little housewife. You should see her room, everything in its place.’

‘She sounds like a Stepford wife in the making.’

She doesn’t seem to take that as a joke. Instead she gives me a tight smile and calls her daughter. ‘So, will we see you tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Parent and Toddler?’

Liam has disappeared. I look around and see him pulling open a kitchen drawer. He starts flinging things all over the place. He’s laughing loudly. ‘Eh, I’m not sure.’ I run into the kitchen and pick Liam up. He yowls.

‘It’s good for the children,’ she says in a kind of no-nonsense way as I come back out, a wriggling Liam in my arms. ‘It helps them to socialise. After what Liam has been through, it might be good for him.’

I feel I’ve just been given a lecture.

‘Down!’ Liam orders and I have no option but to lower him to the ground, whereupon he runs back into the kitchen and starts doing the same thing again.

‘He’s gas.’ The woman smiles, though I think she doesn’t really mean it. Then she heads into the room and tells her daughter to hurry up.

I stop Liam one more time by handing him a lollipop from the drawer.

‘Daddy, can I watch Glee later?’ Emma asks from the hallway, having followed Jane and her mother out.

‘Is it over by ten?’

‘You ask that all the time. Yes, it is.’ Emma folds her arms and looks at me like a cross little madam.

‘OK, then.’

‘See?’ Emma turns to Jane and, sounding triumphant, says, ‘He does let me watch it.’

‘Wow!’ Jane is impressed, and I feel great about that. ‘My mammy says it’s not suitable, don’t you, Mammy?’

Is it not suitable? I glance at Emma, who looks at me sweetly. She’s gorgeous.

‘Come on, Jane, out to the car. It’s nearly past your bedtime.’ Her mother is annoyed now, which is weird.

‘Emma stays up until ten, why can’t I?’

‘Everyone has different rules.’ She smiles at me apologetically. ‘Let’s go.’

Jane seems a little weird. One minute, she’s all smiles and the next, she’s cross. She stomps out behind her mother as Emma happily waves her goodbye. When we close the door on them, Emma surprises me by cuddling my arm. ‘Sometimes Daddies have the best rules,’ she says.

I wish we could just stay like that.
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Both kids are in bed by ten thirty. I’d watched Glee with Emma and thought that maybe it was a bit advanced for her. But she told me she knew what gay and lesbian meant, that everyone knew and that if you didn’t know you were a dork. I felt like a dork under her gaze so I said nothing else. Now, provided they don’t get up, it’s chill-out time. I pop open a can of beer and flick through the TV channels. The late-night poker games are great but if they aren’t on, I normally head to bed. Larry calls over sometimes and we sit in silence. A good silence, though.

I’ve taken six months’ leave from my job in Danny’s garage to mind the kids and help them settle. When I was in the hospital, I managed to keep working some days, as I was let out. Anyway, six more months is as long as my savings will last. After the six months are up, I’ll get a minder for them.

I normally head to bed about one. Sleep takes a while to come, and even when it does, I get woken either by a nightmare, or by Liam climbing into my bed at around four in the morning. I hear him as he hops out of his cot bed and pushes open his bedroom door. I welcome the pitter-patter of his bare feet on the floorboards as he enters my room. Liam and I don’t talk, I just move over in the bed and open the bed covers. He hops in beside me with a giggle and I fall asleep to the rhythm of his breathing.

Another day successfully survived.
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A couple of days later, as I’m pulling the door behind us on the way to school, my parents arrive. They have a habit of landing in without any warning, like fighter jets on a war-torn country. Their effect on the kids is the same too. All the order I have tried so desperately to maintain scatters like shrapnel. The sight of my mother and my father send my kids into tailspins of excitement, mainly because they arrive bearing enough sweets to feed us for a year. This is their first visit in three weeks, and I guess for them to hold off so long shows admirable restraint.

My mother is the main attraction, she’s a bundle of fizzing energy. She’s on every committee, appears in the local weekly paper at least twice a month, knows absolutely everyone and has a passion for collecting just about anything that can be collected. Her house is a warren of ornaments and useless knick-knacks. In years to come, she swears they’ll be worth money.

Dad, on the other hand, plods along behind her, cigarette in hand, taking the world in and only talking when he absolutely has to.

‘Nana!’ Emma, her plaits flying behind her, throws herself into my mother’s arms. I wince as Emma’s hair comes loose. I’m not very good at that sort of thing and Emma, though she knows in theory how to make a plait, can’t do it either. When she was in bed one night, I studied it on YouTube and even practised on one of her dolls, but it didn’t make any difference. By the end of the day, Emma’s hair has come unravelled like threads from a badly made shirt.

‘Oh, darling, your hair!’ My mother’s laugh tinkles like spoon on spoon. ‘Come here and let Nana fix it for you.’

Emma puts a hand up to her head and giggles a little. ‘Daddy!’ she says, without rancour. ‘Look!’

I splay my hands helplessly. ‘There’s a brush on the kitchen table, Mam.’ I unlock the front door to let them back in before glancing at my watch. ‘But hurry or we’ll be late.’

‘Oh, Nicholas, you shouldn’t put brushes on the kitchen table,’ my mother admonishes with a smile, flapping her hands a little.

The minute she says it, I get a clear picture of just how bad our kitchen looks that morning. I’d have cleaned it when I got back with Liam later in the day, but Mam and Dad wouldn’t know that. All they’d see when they walked in would be bread crusts and spilt milk and half-eaten bowls of flakes. Also, Liam has thrown every box in the presses across the floor because we played a game of hide and seek that morning. I only let him play it when we’re really early. In an attempt to negate the damage, I stand in front of the kitchen door and offer to get the brush. ‘You don’t want to be brushing hair in the kitchen, eh?’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ Emma asks. ‘You do.’

I try to pretend she hasn’t said anything. ‘Go on out and I’ll get the brush.’

‘Come on, Ems.’ My mother gently ushers Emma from the house and, heaving a sigh of relief, I dash into the kitchen to retrieve the brush, which is sitting right beside the butter. I almost slip on a spilled puddle of milk which had been in Liam’s cup before he’d splattered it across the floor.

Back outside, I hand my mother the brush. ‘D’you know what?’ I say, trying to sound generous. ‘Why don’t you and Dad walk Emma to school this morning and I’ll have a cuppa on for you when you get back with Liam.’

‘Walk?’ My mother peers at her stilettos. ‘I couldn’t possibly walk in these, Nicholas.’

‘You can drive me, Nana,’ Emma says, beaming. ‘Daddy always makes us walk and I hate it. I much prefer the car.’

‘Well, Daddy is right to make you walk.’ My mother smiles at me over Emma’s head. ‘But all right, just for today, I’ll drive you.’

‘You can take my car,’ I say. I pull the keys from my pocket. ‘Their car seats are in it, make it easier for you.’

By the time I think of the state of the car it’s too late. Keeping things clean takes so much effort these days. I find it hard enough just to wash the kids and their clothes, never mind concentrate on the house. I can’t take back the offer of the keys now and my heart whumps as my mother takes them from me.

‘OK, I’ll do Emma’s hair and off we’ll go.’

‘Will you collect me from school too, Nana?’ Emma asks, and I desperately want to gag the child. It’s not that I don’t get on with my parents, I do. And they were great parents, they did all the stuff parents are meant to do: the stable home, the listening, the being there – and Larry, who lost his own parents early, adores them. But their ability to cope puts me to shame. When Kate and I split up, my mother and I had the most ferocious row, and while she apologised for interfering, things have never quite got back on track. They’ve never brought the subject up since but it lies between us, neither of us willing to dip our toes into it, much like dirty canal water.

I watch as my mother deftly arranges Emma’s hair into a neat, perfectly parted pair of plaits. As she finishes up the second one, her fingers stop just as she is about to tie the band. She lifts the plait to her nose, closes her eyes and inhales. I feel vindicated, as I washed the child’s hair last night. ‘You smell like your mammy did,’ she says, kissing the top of Emma’s head as, with a flick, she finishes off the plait.

‘Yum, ’cause Mammy always smelled soapy and flowery,’ Emma grins.

My mother smiles over at me. There is such a look of sorrow on her face that I have to avert my eyes. Kate was the daughter she never had. I used to joke that my parents liked me but that they loved Kate.

‘Now,’ my mother says, all business again, as she zips up Emma’s jacket. ‘Away we go. Henry, you drive.’

Dad sits in behind the wheel and adjusts the seat to fit his bulk. He’s a big man and it takes a while before he feels comfortable in moving off. Then with a ‘beep’ he pulls out of the garden, Emma and Liam waving wildly at me through the window. I try not to think of the dirt in the car, and once they are safely away, I get to work cleaning the place up a bit.
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By the time they arrive back, the house is tidy enough on the surface. Scratch below that however and the truth will be revealed. I can only keep my fingers crossed that they don’t attempt to open any presses as I’m not insured for concussion. I just can’t seem to get stuck in to cleaning right at this time. Maybe it’s a fear of what I’ll find when I do. Pieces of a marriage all over the house. Of a life that was sidetracked.

‘Kettle’s on,’ I say as they enter the hall, my mother carrying Liam. I take him from her. Dad deposits my keys on the hall table. ‘Go on into the kitchen, I’ll just switch on the TV for this guy.’

‘TV?’ Liam says. ‘Yay!’ He punches a fist in the air, which makes us smile. The poor little guy has started to screech a lot during our morning walks and even with the promise of an ice cream, he isn’t happy. I think he just likes to be around familiar things. He’s taken to curling up on the sofa and hugging a blanket when he watches TV now, like a protestor on a march who fears he’s about to be moved on. I hand him the remote control and show him how to work it. I’m not sure how much he understands but the very act of receiving something colourful with buttons on it fills him with glee. He immediately starts pushing buttons all over the place.

I leave the door to the room open so that Liam can join us if he likes.

‘So, how are you managing?’ Mam asks as I pour coffee into mugs.

‘Good,’ I say, glad that my back is to her.

‘I can see that,’ Dad says staunchly. ‘You’ve got the place looking lovely.’

‘Thanks.’ I deposit the coffee in front of them before sitting down. ‘Emma likes to help out when she’s in the mood. She polished the coffee table with Cif the other day.’

‘No!’ My mother covers her mouth. ‘She must have ruined it.’

‘She did,’ I say wryly. ‘It’s tie-dyed now.’

They laugh, though it was a pretty expensive table.

‘And on Saturday we’re shopping for Emma’s Communion dress.’ I’m so glad I can tell them that because it sounds good. It sounds like I have stuff under control, when in truth I feel as if everything is racing away from me. I guess when I was out working all day, Kate did loads with the kids that I barely knew about. I know she let them help her bake, but as I don’t know how to bake, I can’t do that with them. I know there are recipes in the book she left me and I’ll check them out. But one step at a time.

My mother manages a smile that doesn’t quite make her eyes. ‘That’s great. I know Kate was so looking forward to doing that with Emma. And to think …’

Dad catches her hand and they stay like that for a few minutes. I’m unsure what I’m supposed to do. If I acknowledge my mother’s pain, where will it end?
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