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For the coffee gang


When you leave Belford’s main street and turn down Miller’s Lane – the alley that runs between O’Brien’s Quality Meats and Kennedy’s Shoe Repairs and Key Cutting – there isn’t that much to see at first. A couple of smallish, grimy windows set high up in Kennedy’s graffti-covered blue side wall on your right; the steel back door of the butcher’s opposite; a huddle of recycling bins futher on with the usual dishevelment of crumpled boxes propped against them; and the odd skinny cat streaking away from the tap of your shoe on the worn cobbles.

About twenty-five steps beyond the bins, the path veers to the right, around by the back of Kennedy’s. No more cobbles now, only a raggedy-edged strip of tarmac, frilled with bobbing dandelions in the summer and bordered by a cement wall on one side, high enough to hide whatever’s behind it (as it happens, the long since boarded-up flour mill of Miller’s Lane), and tall green metal railings on the other.

Beyond the railings there’s a small park. A line of unremarkable trees, clumps of variously coloured bushes, a few randomly scattered dark red wooden benches and splashes of flowers here and there, depending on the season. A scrap of a children’s play area in the far corner – two swings, a slide, a seesaw, a boxed square of grainy sand. Lots of pale green, carelessly mown grass.

And then, at the end of the path, between a trio of thigh-high metal bollards, Miller’s Lane opens out and becomes Miller’s Avenue. And right across from the bollards stand three tall, narrow red-brick houses.

Now take the time to look a little more closely at these three joined-together houses, with their small front gardens and black wrought iron gates and railings. You might notice the brass numbers screwed into each of the three differently coloured front doors: seven on the first (deep blue), eight on the second (burgundy) and nine on the third (furze yellow).

And once you get that far, there really isn’t much to stop you from pushing open the gate of number seven and walking up the short path – three or four steps, no more – and pressing the small brass bell beside the dark blue door.
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NUMBER SEVEN


‘You don’t have to come with me.’ Yvonne O’Mahony lifted the bundles of milky-yellow freesias from the white basin in the sink and wrapped a paper towel around their dripping stems. The spicy scent of them wafted up to her. ‘If you’re tired, I mean. You’ve had a long day, and I don’t mind going on my own.’

Her daughter stood, brushing crumbs from the folds of her green top, pushing her dark blonde hair off her forehead. ‘Of course I’ll come. Don’t I always come?’ The heat often made Clara slightly cranky. ‘Here, give me those.’

She reached for Brian’s flowers and Yvonne, after a second, handed them over. Clara strode ahead of her, out the back door and down the long gravel path. Yvonne pulled the door closed behind her and glanced around the garden. No sign of Magoo – off on his travels again, sniffing around the apartment block, probably, where someone would be sure to throw him a bit of food.

In the neighbouring garden, a small grey cat sitting on the black bin in a corner of the patio lifted his head and gazed at her.

‘Hello, Picasso. Don’t suppose you’ve seen Magoo?’ The cat lowered his head on to his paws again and closed his eyes, and Yvonne followed Clara down the path.

‘God, the heat, still.’ Clara stood by the car, flapping her skirt. ‘At this hour.’

‘I know.’ Yvonne opened Clara’s door and walked around to the driver’s side. The car was like a furnace. She wound her window all the way down, turned the key in the red Micra’s ignition and reversed crookedly, curving into the corner of the lane.

As she straightened up and they began to bump gently down the lane to the road, she glanced at Clara – mouth set, shoulders hunched, flowers dangling in front of her knees – before giving in, as she’d been giving in all day, to thoughts of Brian.

His face when she’d told him she was pregnant all those years ago. Both of them eighteen, Brian nearly a year with the civil service, working behind the counter in the motor tax office. Yvonne about to start college, her place in UCG waiting for her finally, after two Leaving Cert attempts.

‘I’m pregnant.’ Her nails digging into her palms, her teeth gritted against whatever was coming. Sitting on the hard bench outside the library.

His face, turning towards her. The horrified expression that had made her want to smash her fist into it – unfairly, because hadn’t she been just as appalled when she’d found out?

‘What?’ The shocked look of him, the way his mouth twisted, as if she’d done something disgusting in front of him.

She couldn’t answer. Her hands stayed clenched in her lap. She turned away from his face and watched his shoes instead. A half-inch of the left lace was stained with something green.

‘Are you sure?’

She nodded, eyes still fixed on his shoes. They were brown nubbly suede and very round at the toes. There was a little dent in the dome of the left one. Yvonne wondered if it would spring out if she pushed it from inside. She bit into her cheek, as hard as she could bear.

‘Was it the night of the results?’

She nodded again. The one night they’d forgotten the condom. The library door swished open behind them and she turned to watch an elderly man coming out.

‘Fuck.’

She felt Brian’s foot kicking against the leg of the bench, the thump of it up through her.

She’d been so happy, enough points at last to get into the arts course she wanted, worth the extra year in school. They’d gone with a gang to the pub at half three, staggered out of it at nine, back to his room in the house he shared with two other civil servants.

It was only the fifth time they’d had sex. She didn’t remember it.

Brian reached over and pulled one of her clenched hands towards him. ‘No, it’s OK, really it is.’ His hand was cold, it offered no comfort. ‘It’s OK, it was just a shock, honest to God.’

She nodded, still unable to look at him.

‘Yvonne … love, it’s OK.’ He pressed her still clenched fingers. ‘We’ll be OK. We’ll manage.’ His other hand reached under her face and pulled her chin up gently. ‘I love you. We’ll be fine.’

She nodded again, watching his mouth, looking at the words coming out. He was smiling now, an awful forced smile. Worse, far worse, than before.

‘Yeah.’ She didn’t smile back. ‘We’ll manage.’

The ridiculous jacket he’d worn for the wedding, all lapels and unnecessary pockets, that she’d never seen before. The expression on his face as she’d walked up the aisle towards him – God, that walk had taken forever. The flash of an uncle’s camera, the smiles of her friends, some child crying and being immediately shushed, her mother in the front row in her green suit, smiling, wiping her eyes with a fluff of lace Yvonne had never seen before or since.

Brian’s mother in the opposite pew, looking at her son’s fiancée with a very different expression.

Yvonne’s second cousin Orla, standing inside the altar rails in a yellow dress and black hat, playing ‘Here Comes the Bride’ on a side flute, because she’d offered and they hadn’t had the heart to say no.

The expression on Brian’s face, when all Yvonne had wanted to do was turn and run back over the cracked maroon tiles, fly down the aisle through the thick wooden doors, and not stop until she had to.

His tears when Clara was born four months later, only the second time she’d ever seen him cry. The necklace he’d bought for Yvonne the following day, that she’d killed him for buying – ridiculous, what did she want with jewellery? What about the washing machine? How were they going to afford that now?

His awful singing, the songs he made up for Clara:



I’m a kitten from Great Britain,

I eat cabbages and carrots,

I eat mustard, I eat custard,

But my favourite food is parrots …





The night he drove their twelve-year-old Mini to the hospital, a raincoat over his pyjamas, going the wrong way down a street that he knew was one way, when Clara got a rash that turned out to be nothing.

The lemon cake he’d baked for Yvonne’s twentieth birthday, the beige gloop that oozed out when she cut into it.

The sprinkling of his brown shavings in the bathroom sink that she eventually gave up complaining about. His hair gel that smelled of rhubarb. The black scrap of a nail on his left little finger that he’d caught in a car door as a child. The raised mole just behind his right shoulder, the coarse hairs that sprouted from it that he refused to let her pluck. The way he read the newspaper back to front.

His mother’s face at the funeral, blotchy with angry grief. Yvonne holding Clara’s five-year-old hand, willing herself to feel, trying to push away the unspeakable relief.

The guilt that brought tears at last, when people told her they were sorry for her troubles, that he was taken from her much too young. All those hands, all that pink and brown and white and cold and warm and smooth and calloused flesh, squeezing hers: Sorry, so sorry for your loss.

At the cemetery, Yvonne pulled up behind a filthy dark blue van and switched off the engine. She waited until Clara had got out, then wound up both windows, locked the car and followed her daughter through the rusting turnstile and along the neat rows of graves.

The gold letters on his granite headstone read Brian O’Mahony, beloved only son of Jim and Peggy, husband of Yvonne, father of Clara, and listed the first and last years of his life, twenty-four apart. No sign of moss – Peggy made sure of that.

Clara bent and laid the freesias on the rectangle of gravel in front of the headstone. Their paper towel wrapping looked too casual now – why hadn’t she got some coloured tissue or a ribbon or something?

Brian had been just a year older than Clara was now, when the train he was travelling on, eighteen years ago today, had veered off the tracks and down a small embankment, killing him and an older man in the same carriage. Most of the twenty-nine other passengers had walked away; nobody else had been seriously injured. A miracle, the papers had called it.

A miracle. Yvonne’s navy and white skirt was lifted by a sudden whip of wind and she pushed it back down over her knees. She should pray, but they never did, just stood there for a while and then went home.

‘Here’s Gran and Gramps.’ Clara’s hand shielded her eyes from the low, late sun as she watched Brian’s parents walking towards them. Yvonne turned, forcing a smile onto her face.

Peggy walked ahead of Jim, as usual. She wore a grey coat and cradled a pot of dark yellow flowers. Far more appropriate than a few bunches of already wilting freesias. Of course.

‘How are you, Peggy?’

No handshake, certainly no embrace. Peggy nodded at a place somewhere to the left of Yvonne’s ear. ‘I’m as well as can be expected, I suppose.’ And turning to Clara, she smiled and leaned towards her granddaughter, so Clara could bend and kiss her cheek. ‘How are you, pet?’

Yvonne had long since learned to ignore the unspoken insults. After Brian’s death, Peggy had distanced herself from Yvonne as much as she could and they’d met mercifully few times since then: here at the graveside every now and again, of course, and at various occasions of Clara’s – communion, confirmation, twenty-first birthday – and sometimes in town, when it wasn’t possible to pretend they hadn’t seen each other.

And every Christmas morning – on Jim’s insistence, Yvonne was sure – she spent a tortuous hour or so with Clara in Jim and Peggy’s house, sipping drinks and making small talk with a scattering of their neighbours.

Brian’s mother looked pretty much the same as ever, apart from the hair that seemed to get blonder each time Yvonne saw it. Same pale blue eyes, the usual powdery lilac shadow above them, same narrow, pointed nose. Same too-dark lipstick bleeding slightly into the deep lines above her top lip.

She handed the flowerpot to Clara. ‘Will you put these down for me? There’s a good girl.’ They watched as Clara bent and placed the pot beside the freesias, and Yvonne wished again that her offering didn’t look so pathetic in comparison, so washed out against the much stronger yellow in the pot.

Jim limped slowly up to them. ‘Hello there, you two.’ He wore a navy sleeveless top over a white shirt and pale grey trousers. ‘Everything all right?’

He leaned heavily on the stick he’d been using since his knee operation. His severely cut white hair barely covered his blue-veined scalp. The round glasses perched, as usual, halfway down his nose. He had Brian’s, and Clara’s, brown eyes – or was it the other way around? A pale pink circle bloomed in the soft greyish folds of each cheek.

Yvonne bent to touch his cheek with her lips. ‘Hello, Jim. We’re grand – isn’t the weather amazing?’

Was he eighty yet? He was a few years older than Peggy, and she must be well into her seventies. After Brian’s funeral, back in their house, Jim had taken Clara onto his knee and read her Green Eggs and Ham while Peggy and Yvonne looked after the small crowd of mourners, refilling glasses, pouring tea, passing around sandwiches and trying not to be in the same room together.

And after Clara had been put to bed, when most of the callers had left, Yvonne had passed the half-open kitchen door and heard a peculiar snuffling noise. She’d peered in to see Jim hunched on a wooden chair, head bent, shoulders shaking under his charcoal jacket. She’d stood for a moment, watching him, and then she’d walked back into the sitting room, feeling completely unable to help.

Watching Jim now, standing over his only child’s grave, both hands curved tightly around his stick, Yvonne wondered how much longer the dinners could go on. How many more times would Jim be able to battle across town on the second Saturday of every month, simply to make a point of having dinner with his daughter-in-law and grandchild, to show that whatever might have happened in the past was forgotten and forgiven – by him, at least?

Jim bowed his head then and blessed himself, and the four of them stood in a silent semi-circle for a few minutes. Yvonne could feel the heat of the sun on the back of her neck. Imagine – almost eight o’clock and still so hot. The best May they’d had in years. A bead of sweat ran down her back and settled into the waistband of her skirt. Under her arms, her blouse felt unpleasantly damp; she couldn’t wait to peel it off when they got home. She thought longingly of a cool shower and hoped Clara wasn’t planning one of her extended sessions in the bathroom.

Eventually Peggy made the sign of the cross and turned to her husband. ‘Ready?’ She nodded once in the general direction of Yvonne’s shoulder – ‘We’ll be off then’ – and smiled again at Clara. ‘Come and see us soon, pet.’

She may as well have looked directly at Yvonne and said, ‘Not you. Don’t you come near my house.’

Jim blessed himself and put his free hand on Clara’s arm – ‘Take care, my dear’ – and smiled at Yvonne. ‘Bye now.’

‘Mind yourself, Jim.’

Of course they didn’t mention the next dinner, in just over two weeks’ time. Yvonne occasionally wondered if Jim was punished for those dinners. Did he get the silent treatment when he got home? Did Peggy rant at him before he went? Or did she just ignore the fact that her husband made regular visits to the enemy? Somehow that didn’t seem very likely, knowing Peggy.

Clara watched them walk away. ‘She’s such a cow.’

Yvonne frowned at the pot of flowers. They were the dark orangey-yellow of duck egg yolks. ‘Ah, don’t, love.’

‘Well, she is – you know she is. I hate the way she makes a point of treating you like dirt. Does she think I don’t notice?’ Clara’s pretty face twisted as she scowled in Peggy’s direction. ‘And Gramps is such a pet. I can’t understand how he puts up with her.’

Yvonne smiled. ‘For better or worse, I suppose.’ She bent and unwrapped the freesias, pulling away the damp paper. She tried to prop the little flowers against the headstone, but as soon as she let go, they tumbled apart in a green and pale yellow spatter.

No point in saying, again, that Peggy couldn’t help it, that she needed someone to blame for Brian’s death – and Yvonne, who, as far as Peggy was concerned, had already ruined his life by trapping him at eighteen, was the obvious choice. No point in trotting out those awful half-truths again – Clara had been fed them often enough.

She didn’t remember her father at all. She hadn’t a single memory of the made-up songs she’d refused to go to bed without, correcting him sternly if he got a line wrong, or the endless games of snakes and ladders or the sock-puppet shows he put on when she had measles and, later, chicken pox. Clara had no idea what a wonderful father she’d had for the first five years of her life.

And, naturally, she hadn’t a clue about how her mother had been planning to leave him, in the weeks and days before he died. And that was the problem, of course – Yvonne had no idea if Brian had said anything to his parents, if he’d confided in them about the awful little scene in the kitchen, late one night after Clara was in bed …

‘Peace at last – she’s gone off.’ He’d poured his can of Bulmers into the glass Yvonne insisted on and walked towards the television.

‘Hang on.’ Her mouth was painfully dry. She could still taste the sardines they’d had for dinner. ‘Don’t turn it on a minute.’

‘Match of the Day is—’

‘I know, but just a minute.’ She’d forgotten Match of the Day, the one programme he couldn’t live without. No matter – she’d started now. ‘I – need to talk to you.’

He perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘Go on so, if you’re quick. You have three minutes.’

She watched his throat move as the cider went down, heard the wet glugs of his swallows. What made a man’s Adam’s apple look so heartbreakingly vulnerable?

She waited until he’d lowered the drink, pushing her nails into the couch. She said, ‘It’s about us.’ Now. No going back now.

‘Us?’ He looked at her. His lips were wet. ‘What about us?’ He started to smile. ‘Is this one of those talks where you tell me I don’t spend enough time with you?’ He glanced towards the clock on the mantelpiece, a lightning movement she didn’t miss.

‘Brian …’ There was a small, almost perfectly round bruise on the back of his left hand. It was yellow and dark blue. ‘We … I think …’ All her practising, and she couldn’t think how to say it.

He looked more carefully at her and said, ‘What’s up? Tell me. Did I forget our anniversary or something?’

She’d had no idea it would be so hard. She hadn’t planned on crying – that hadn’t been part of it at all – yet her eyes filled suddenly with tears. ‘I – I— This isn’t working.’ She dipped her head and brushed away the tears before they had a chance to roll down her face. ‘We – us. We’re not working.’ There was salt at the back of her throat. She kept her eyes down, not daring to look at his face.

He laughed. The sound startled her into lifting her head. He was grinning at her. ‘You’re having me on, aren’t you? This is April fool or something.’ He slid down in to the sofa, reached for his glass again. ‘Jesus, you nearly had—’

‘Stop.’ She put a hand on his arm. ‘Brian, I mean it. I’m not joking.’ His skin felt cool against her fingers. ‘We’ve made a mistake. We should never have … We made a mistake, that’s all. Clara was coming and – we couldn’t see beyond that.’

His smile began to fade. ‘What are you talking about?’ He looked from her face to the hand that was still on his arm, and back to her face. He stared at her. ‘What are you saying?’

She struggled for the words again. ‘I’m trying – I don’t want …’ Tiny bubbles floated to the top of the cider and burst there. She imagined them hitting her skin with minuscule damp pops. ‘I don’t—’ She couldn’t say it. She waited for him.

‘Do you not love me any more?’

He’d whispered it. She could hardly hear him. Do you not love me any more? Because of course she’d loved him once. Hadn’t she?

She shook her head, scattering fresh tears. ‘I’m sorry.’ She started to reach for his hand and he pulled it away from her.

He lunged for his glass and drained it, gulping it down as if he’d die of thirst otherwise. Then he belched, deliberately loudly.

She closed her eyes, whispered ‘I’m sorry’ again. Her head began to ache.

‘Look.’ His voice was stronger. She heard the creak of the sofa as he turned towards her. She kept her eyes closed. ‘Look, you’re tired. You’re worn out with that job – I told you not to …’ He grabbed her hand, held onto it tightly. ‘You don’t know what—’

‘No.’ She shook her head again, forced herself to open her eyes and look at him. ‘I do. Please believe me. I mean what I say. It’s not tiredness, I’m not tired.’ A pulse of pain thumped gently in her head.

He searched her face, still holding tightly to her hand. ‘So what are you saying? What are you really saying?

‘It’s over.’ She had to push the words out. They felt too big to get past her lips. ‘We can’t stay together.’

His face crumpled. ‘No.’ He leaned towards her and pushed his face into her neck. ‘No, don’t say that. No, no, please—’ She felt the hot wetness of his tears, smelled the hair gel he’d refused to change, even for her. Smelled the apple tang of cider. ‘I love you, you know how much I—’ He slid his arms around her and pressed her against him. ‘I love you.’ He lowered his head until it nestled between her breasts. ‘Please.’ He pressed his lips to her skin, just above the V of her T-shirt. ‘I love you so much.’

She wanted to push him away, but his body shuddered with sobs and she couldn’t. She sat trapped in his arms, damp with his tears, until he lifted his head and ran a hand under his nose and said rapidly, ‘Look, just hang on – don’t rush into anything. I can take a few days off – I can do it next week, we can go someplace. I don’t know, we can get a B and B, my parents will mind Clara, or yours – and we can just talk about it.’ He pushed the heel of his hand into each of his eye sockets in turn. ‘Will you just do that, will you just … please? Will you?’

Yvonne looked at his wet eyelashes and his red, swollen eyes and his stupid, hopeful face and she knew that no amount of talk would change a thing, not if they talked until they were old. But she nodded and said ‘OK’ because he had a bruise on the back of his hand, and because she’d made him cry, and because she didn’t know how to say no.

And then, just two days later, he’d taken the train to Dublin for a meeting, and the next time she’d seen him had been in the hospital mortuary in Athlone.

His face was unfamiliar, they’d hidden the worst of the injuries under a thick layer of some tan-coloured cream, and his brown hair was parted on the wrong side. She had reached under the sheet, lifted his icy cold hand and turned the palm over. The bruise had almost completely faded. She could barely make it out.

When they got home from the cemetery, Magoo was waiting at the back gate. As soon as the car rounded the corner of the lane he stood, stretching each leg in turn. He darted between them while they were getting out, barking happily, then trotted ahead of them up the path and stood hopefully by his empty bowl, black tail swinging in a wide arc, wet tongue lolling from his panting mouth.

Yvonne picked up the bowl and refilled it from the outside tap. Magoo ducked his head and began to slurp loudly.

The phone began to ring as Clara was turning her key in the back-door lock. ‘I’ll get it.’

Yvonne stood in the fading light, reluctant now to leave this glorious day behind. The air was wonderfully heavy with the scent of someone’s freshly mown lawn. She listened to the slop-slop of Magoo’s eager lapping as her gaze drifted around the garden.

Clara reappeared. ‘Mum, it’s Greg. I’m off for a bath.’

Greg – she should have guessed. He never forgot Brian’s anniversary. Yvonne lifted the receiver, smelled the citrus body spray Clara had taken to using lately. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello there.’ Greg’s deep, slow voice. ‘Just thought I’d give a shout, see how you’re doing.’

‘We’re fine, Greg. You’re good to ring.’

Brian’s first cousin, and now one of Yvonne’s oldest friends. Like her, he’d been born in Belford and had lived there until he’d gone to a seminary in the midlands straight after school. He’d lasted just two years, before leaving for a sister of one of the other seminarians. When that relationship had ended, after little more than a year, Greg had moved to Dublin. He was still there, teaching music in a private – Yvonne assumed terribly exclusive – secondary school on the south side. As far as she knew, he’d never met anyone else in the years since the seminarian’s sister.

Greg was tall, fair and short-sighted, with delicate, almost feminine features and a surprisingly deep voice. He played a variety of instruments and his knowledge of classical music was encyclopedic. He was quiet by nature, good with children and animals, and utterly dependable.

Three or four times a year, sometimes more often, he made the trip back to Belford to visit his few remaining relatives – a married sister, a few cousins on the other side of the family, his Uncle Jim and Aunt Peggy – and on each of these visits, he called on Yvonne and Clara.

Greg had been Brian’s best man, had stood next to Brian watching Yvonne as she’d forced herself to walk up the aisle, heart sinking, in the awful frilly dress her mother had pleaded with her to wear because it would hide her figure from the busybody aunts, her father’s twin sisters.

‘When are you coming down again?’

‘Well, we’re getting holidays on Friday, and then I have a couple of weeks of summer school, but after that I was thinking of Belford for a few days.’ Greg rented the small top floor of a house owned by one of the school’s governors. ‘I’ll give you a shout.’

Yvonne smiled. ‘Do that.’ She was glad he’d kept in touch, glad that he hadn’t been put off by what must have seemed like rudeness on her part, when he’d called around to see her a few days after the funeral. When she’d sat silently and left most of the talking to him, feeling the air thick with what wasn’t being said.

Because he never once mentioned his cousin, never spoke about Brian at all. Instead, he’d told her about the other seminarians.

‘Simon can speak eight languages and he’s never been outside Ireland, imagine.’

‘Mmm.’ As if she cared about Simon or about any of them.

‘And Tim left school at sixteen and went straight to the States, worked on building sites in New York for twenty-one years, and then one morning he woke up and knew he wanted to be a priest. Says he was never so sure of anything in his life.’

‘Right.’ She’d wondered how much longer he was going to stay.

‘We have this cook called Teresa, she’s been there for years. One of her sons was going for the priesthood when he got meningitis. She still talks about him now and again. He loved her tomato soup.’

Tomato soup. She was being eaten up with guilt, she felt like the lowest form of life, and he was talking about tomato soup.

She’d sat across the living room from him and picked at the skin around her nails and wondered if Clara was behaving herself for Granny O’Mahony She tried not to look at her watch while he was talking.

He’d left, finally, and come back the following afternoon. And the one after that. He played with Clara and he drank tea and he talked to Yvonne about everything but Brian. And then one day, maybe a week later, maybe two, when she couldn’t bear it any more, Yvonne had interrupted him in the middle of the kitchen, in the middle of a sentence – something about a laundry mix-up – and said loudly, ‘It wasn’t like it seemed, you know, with me and Brian.’

The words had resonated in the room. Greg said nothing, didn’t look surprised, even. He watched her face through his thick glasses and said nothing.

‘It wasn’t like everyone thought.’

He waited, long legs crossed at the ankles. In the sitting room, they could hear Clara speaking to her dolls: ‘No, you can’t go to the shop, you’re too small. I’ll get you a Curly Wurly when I do the shopping, alright?’

Yvonne leant against the worktop and picked at a loose thread in the cuff of her jumper. ‘I just don’t want you to—’ She twisted the thread around her finger and pulled. It was surprisingly resistant. She unwrapped it and looked at the thin red line it had left on her skin. She lifted her head and glared at Greg. ‘I was going to leave him. I was planning to go. I told him, just a few days before.’

It was the first time she’d said it out loud to anyone except Brian.

‘We should never have got married, it was a mistake.’

She hadn’t even told her parents.

‘I didn’t love him.’

The words fell from her mouth and left her wonderfully empty, like she felt after vomiting. Empty. Purged.

Across the room from her, Greg sat calmly. After a few seconds, when Yvonne said nothing more, he nodded. ‘It happens.’

And in those two words she heard absolution. The relief was so enormous that she dropped her face into her hands and sobbed, big full tears that streamed out of her, and Greg walked over and gave her his hanky, then went into the sitting room to Clara, closing the door quietly behind him.

And even though he didn’t say much afterwards, and the subject rarely came up between them again, she knew he understood and didn’t blame her. And because of it, she could begin to stop blaming herself. It happens.

After she’d hung up, after Magoo was fed his supper and brought in for the night, after the kitchen was tidied, after she’d finished the paper and caught the news on the radio (a bomb in the Middle East, another politician in trouble, two more road deaths in the past twenty-four hours), Yvonne O’Mahony locked the back door and climbed the stairs.

No sign of Clara, no sound from her room. A soft murmuring from the pipes, the scent of lemons wafting damply from the empty bathroom and curling around the landing.

Yvonne left the light off in her bedroom, crossed to the window and looked out. It had begun to rain, a soft, heavy fall. The moon was up, almost full. She could see the wet, silvery outlines of the three long, narrow back gardens, separated from each other by the golden privet hedges that some long-gone residents had planted.

The knobbly shapes of the pair of apple trees next door, planted by Dan and Ali two years before. A ribbon of lawn, badly in need of a cut, running down to the trees, with a tilted rotary clothesline skewered through the middle of it. At the top of the garden a small patio, weeds pushing between the old paving slabs, shiny now in the rain. On the far side, a half-built brick barbecue topped with black plastic, a small round wrought-iron table and two matching chairs. A black wheelie bin in the corner.

Number nine’s back garden, furthest away, was easily the best kept of the three. Beyond the patio decking – gas barbecue, gas heater, wrought-iron furniture – a wide bed of perfectly behaved flowers led down to a collection of neatly pruned shrubs framing an immaculate rectangle of lawn.

At the bottom, a shed built in the same red brick as the house, full of Kathryn’s carefully cleaned tools, hanging in spirit-level-straight rows.

‘You’re so anal,’ Yvonne had told her. ‘Get a life.’

Kathryn had just smiled. ‘You’re so jealous. Your shed’s like a bomb hit it. At least I can find things.’

‘Exactly – if I can’t find the tools, I can’t weed.’

‘Oh dear – jealous and lazy. I don’t know why I hang around with you.’

Yvonne turned back to her own garden, looked out at the humped darkness of it. Just beyond the patio, her pathetic collection of herbs – a bush of woody rosemary, a little patch of struggling basil, some half-decent parsley, tilting chives, a few clumps of thyme and the mint that kept threatening to choke everything else. It was her least favourite herb – she loved the smell but hated the taste – and it was only there because Clara had insisted: ‘Mum, there is no way you can have roast lamb without mint sauce.’

Beyond the herbs the same strip of lawn as next door’s, only slightly less bedraggled here – and in need of a cut. She might do it tomorrow. A clothes line running down one side, strung between two poles. At the bottom, the weary-looking wooden shed, then between it and the back gate the two red gooseberry bushes that Greg had planted the week Yvonne and Clara had moved in. Hard to believe it was almost seventeen years ago now – no wonder the bushes were a bit straggly.

It had felt like a refuge, the first time she’d stepped into this red-brick house. On the far side of town from the tiny flat she and Brian had been renting. Cheap enough for the compensation money to cover most of the cost because of the state it had been in.

Walking behind the estate agent through the musty-smelling rooms, Yvonne had hardly noticed the peeling wallpaper, the dripping taps, the cracked tiles. Before they’d even gone upstairs, she’d decided to put in a bid. Tiles could be replaced. They’d deal with the damp. And anyone could paint a few walls.

She had a job, she was earning. After Clara was born she’d taught herself to type from a book, on the typewriter Brian had brought home for next to nothing when the office was having a facelift. Between the feeds and nappy changes, she’d tapped at the keys until she felt confident enough, when Clara was eight months old, to answer an ad for a typist in the local paper. When Brian died Yvonne was on her third job, as secretary to two architects, and able to afford the repayments on the small mortgage she’d taken out to buy and refurbish number seven Miller’s Avenue.

Just then, her neighbour’s back door opened and two figures stepped out on the patio, bringing with them the murmur of male voices. It was too dark to see them clearly but she recognised the shape of Dan, pointing down the garden. The other man seemed to be wearing a hat of some kind. She wondered if he was a relative, come to keep Dan company for a while maybe.

Poor Dan.

After a minute, she pulled the curtains, switched on the bedside lamp, started undressing – a shower, at last – and thought again about the ridiculous thing she was definitely not planning to do.

In her bedroom, Clara gently tissued off the honey face mask she’d applied in the bath. She soaked a cotton pad in toner and wiped away the residue. She unscrewed her jar of night cream, dipped her fingers in and stroked it slowly over her face.

When she’d finished, she stood and undid the belt of her dressing gown. It slid from her body and pooled on the floor. She looked into the long mirror on the wardrobe door, took in the full breasts, the flat stomach, the puff of dark blonde hair beneath it.

Dirty girl.

She flicked off the light, crossed in the darkness to her double bed, slid between the pale blue sheets and closed her eyes.



NUMBER EIGHT


‘… and there’s parking at the end there. You drive down the lane beside number seven and it swings around the back of these three houses.’ Dan O’Farrell waved in the general direction of the bottom of the garden, and as Kieran Delaney chewed his gum and pushed his hat up a bit further and pretended to see whatever was down there, a light switched on in an upstairs room next door threw a pale lemony patch onto the lawn. Something rustled in the hedge near them. Kieran wondered if it was a rat. They weren’t too far from the river here.

He thought of something. ‘Where’s one to six?’

‘Pardon?’

‘This house is number eight, isn’t it? And I’m assuming your neighbours are seven and nine. So where’s one to six?’

‘Oh.’ Dan paused. ‘I never really thought about it, I’m only here a couple of years myself. I suppose the apartment block down the way – maybe it replaced the original houses.’

Was there something slightly odd about this man, or was Dan imagining it? He’d seemed normal enough on the phone that afternoon, hadn’t asked too many questions, said he’d be around later to see the room. Dan hadn’t realised that later meant nearly eleven o’clock.

‘Oh, hello – Kieran Delaney. I rang earlier.’

Around Dan’s height. Biggish nose, small, even teeth, dark eyes just visible under a mustard-coloured cowboy hat. Older than he’d sounded on the phone – Dan’s first impression was fifty, at least. Wearing loose navy corduroy pants, brown shoes and a crumpled green T-shirt with ‘Kilkenny Cat Laughs 2002’ on the front. Hardly your average prospective tenant.

Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Dan stuck out his hand. ‘Dan O’Farrell, good to meet you. Let me show you around.’ Smell of mints and something else – shoe polish maybe.

They walked through the house. Kieran didn’t say very much. He didn’t comment on the sitting room, didn’t ask why two and a half walls were papered and the rest painted. He glanced briefly around the medium-sized bedroom on offer, nodding at the bed – bigger than a single, smaller than a double – against the far wall.

In the bathroom he walked straight to the window and pushed the net curtain aside to peer out. Only in the kitchen had he shown some curiosity, asking Dan if he did much cooking (no) and whether the oven was gas or electric (gas) and applauding the fact that Dan didn’t own a microwave.

After pointing out the parking, Dan turned back towards the house. ‘Will you have some tea?’

Kieran shook his head. ‘Never touch the stuff, thanks.’ He fished in his trouser pockets and transferred his gum into the strip of foil he pulled out. ‘But I’ll take a glass of water.’

In the kitchen Kieran took off his hat again and ran a hand through his still-there-but-very-white hair. He’d gone white in his early thirties. It hadn’t bothered him, although he’d have preferred his eyebrows to have changed colour too. He thought it looked a bit odd, them staying so black. A bit unnatural.

Dan held a glass under the tap. ‘I don’t have bottled water, sorry.’

Kieran smiled. ‘Never go near it. No idea how long those bottles have been sitting somewhere.’ He glanced around the kitchen, noticed the floor could do with a wash, the dried-up something on top of the cooker, the scatter of crumbs on the table.

He took the glass Dan held out. Maybe he should have left the hat in the car. He’d meant to, and then he’d forgotten. ‘Thanks.’

He liked the house, liked the feel of it, liked the idea of living in a place built with red bricks. And the gas cooker was a definite plus. He never fully trusted electricity to produce something he’d want to eat.

He thought he and Dan could get along, despite the age difference. Kieran generally got along with people, if it was up to him.

‘Biscuit?’ Dan was unscrewing the wrapper of a half-finished packet of ginger nuts that stood on the table.

‘Thanks.’ Kieran took a biscuit and dunked it in his glass and said, ‘Well, I’m happy with the place. It’s pretty much what I was looking for.’

Better just say it out, see the reaction it got. He bit into the wet ginger nut and waited.

Dan nodded, trying not to wonder why anyone would want to dunk a biscuit in cold water. No harm in it, just a bit odd.

‘Right.’ He stuck out his hand. ‘Fair enough, that’s fine with me.’ May as well go for it; he could do a lot worse. Couldn’t he?

So that was it. They shook hands and Kieran said, ‘You haven’t mentioned the rent.’

Dan stared blankly at him. He’d forgotten about the rent. It simply hadn’t occurred to him to fix on a figure, even though money was the only reason he was looking for a tenant.

‘Ah, right, let’s see …’ He hadn’t a clue what people were paying to rent a room in a house these days, hadn’t done any investigating. ‘Right

He seemed so at a loss that Kieran said, ‘Fifty euro a week would be about average. Including utilities.’

Dan nodded immediately. ‘That sounds fine to me. Fifty a week.’ He put the ginger nuts back on the table. ‘So, when were you thinking of moving in?’

Amazing. No questions about what work he did, or whether he even had a job. Not a word about references, no curiosity about where Kieran had come from or why a man of his age would be wanting someplace to rent. He might be a paedophile or a terrorist. He could have just got out of jail after serving twenty years for God knew what.

He felt like warning Dan about the dangers of taking someone you didn’t know into your house without vetting them properly. Maybe he could work it into a future conversation.

He considered. ‘How would Saturday suit?’

‘Saturday is fine.’ Dan nodded, thinking, Thank God that’s that. No more traipsing up and down the stairs with a succession of strangers, apologising for the state of the garden, pretending that the half-painted sitting room had only been half-painted for a couple of days, instead of six weeks. Having to keep the bathroom tolerably clean and remember to put his socks in the laundry basket.

Although, to be fair, three people was hardly a succession – two if you didn’t count Kieran. One man, mid-twenties, had followed Dan around silently, tapping on walls and flicking on light switches. When they got downstairs again, he’d mumbled ‘No thanks’ and opened the front door and let himself out.

A student nurse, Dan’s only other candidate, had been all chat until she’d looked out of an upstairs window and spotted Picasso in the garden. Then she’d said immediately, ‘Oh, God, is that your cat? No way, sorry – can’t bear them. They give me the creeps.’

Suddenly he thought he’d better let Kieran know about Picasso. ‘How d’you feel about cats?’ He should have mentioned it earlier. Hopefully he wouldn’t lose another possible tenant, have to go through all this palaver again.

But Kieran’s face brightened. ‘Cats? I’m partial, very partial. You have one?’

‘Well, it’s really—’ Dan stopped, then nodded. ‘I have, yeah. Lives in the garden, mostly. Sleeps outside. A grey tom.’

Kieran looked even more pleased. ‘Does he have a name?’

Far too happy about the cat for Dan’s liking. ‘Picasso.’ The moment it was out, Dan realised he could have made up any name and this man would never have known. He could have said Fred or Sooty or something normal. Anything but Picasso, really – such a poncy name for a cat.

‘Great name. Unusual. I look forward to meeting him.’ Kieran put his glass on the draining board. ‘Well, thanks a lot. I’ll be off now, let you get on.’

At the front door they shook hands again, and Kieran said, Around two on Saturday, that be alright?’

‘Fine. See you then.’ Dan watched him walking down the path, settling the hat on his head and rummaging in his baggy corduroy pockets, presumably for his car keys. He closed the front door softly.

It wasn’t until twenty minutes later, as he was finishing his supper of two rock-hard fried eggs and four ginger nuts, that Dan realised he had no contact number, no address for his new tenant. What if some emergency came up between now and Saturday, and Dan needed to get in touch?

On the other hand, what if Kieran didn’t show up on Saturday and didn’t ring to explain why? How long was Dan supposed to wait? A week? Longer? Kieran had signed nothing. They hadn’t talked about a lease. Was Dan supposed to suggest a trial period in case it turned out to be a disaster?

It struck him that he hadn’t asked for a deposit. He should definitely have looked for that, shouldn’t he? In case Kieran broke stuff or didn’t pay his rent or something.

Being a landlord had never been part of the plan. The plan was to stay married to Ali, till death them did part. The plan was to fill their house with children, not with men pretty much old enough to be Dan’s father, with black eyebrows and white hair, who wore cowboy hats and dunked biscuits in cold water instead of hot tea.

Dan wondered what else there was to know about Kieran. Maybe he should have asked a few more questions. He hadn’t a clue who he was letting into the house. Was Kieran Delaney even his real name? What if he played the drums all night or brought women – or men – home with him, or had a pet snake? Just because he hadn’t mentioned it didn’t mean he didn’t have one. Look how happy he’d been when he’d heard about Picasso; a real cat lover, by the sound of him.

What if he had his own cat, just turned up with it on Saturday? Dan could barely handle one.

He took his plate to the sink. He parted the blinds on the kitchen window and peered into the garden. Two small ovals of yellow light gazed at him from directly outside the window. He sighed heavily and opened the back door. Picasso jumped lightly down from the sill and glided in, brushing against Dan’s leg. His coat was dewed with rain.

‘You’re going out the minute it stops.’ Picasso mewed and twined around his legs. Dan poured milk into the empty plate and watched without interest as the cat lapped it daintily.

He didn’t like cats in a house, didn’t really like cats much at all. He especially didn’t like the cat he’d inherited when Ali had walked out on him, because the man she’d left him for was allergic.

Dan knew he was allergic because his mother had told him so. Because the man Ali had left him for was his mother’s younger brother, Dan’s Uncle Brendan.

Dan’s fifty-two-year-old Uncle Brendan, twenty years older than Ali. Dan wished it didn’t all sound like some embarrassingly bad joke.

Picasso finished the milk and stretched each pair of paws in turn. Then he sat on the floor and began to wash himself calmly. Dan bent and took the empty plate away.

Ali had insisted on the cat sleeping indoors, even in the middle of summer.

‘Darling, how can you even think about putting him out? Look how dark it is – and it might rain.’ And of course Dan had given in and Picasso had curled up on the padded window seat in the sitting room each night, leaving a tangle of grey hair behind him in the morning.

To be fair, though, he didn’t seem to hold it against Dan that he slept on the patio now, since Ali had left. He seemed happy enough in the half-built barbecue, especially since Dan had shoved an old cushion in there and put a plastic bin bag on top to keep out the rain.

And Picasso seemed to have forgotten about Dan trying to get rid of him.

Early one evening, about two weeks after Ali had gone, when the loneliness, frustration and rage had got the better of him, Dan had bundled Picasso into his cat carrier and driven several miles out of town, well past the last housing estates and petrol stations. He’d stopped by a gate into a field, lifted the carrier out onto the grass and pulled up the mesh door. ‘Shoo. Go on now, shoo. Clear off.’

Picasso stood and stretched his neck forward and sniffed a few times. Then he sat down again and looked at Dan.

‘Go on, shoo. Get out.’ Dan tilted the carrier and Picasso half jumped, half fell from it. He padded around, tail flicking, sniffing the ground. Dan got back into the car quickly, threw the empty carrier on the back seat and drove off.

It took him less than five minutes to turn the car around and double back, appalled at himself – he couldn’t take it out on the blasted cat, it wasn’t his fault – but in that short space of time, Picasso had disappeared.

Dan must have searched for nearly two hours in the fading light, calling the cat’s name over and over, poking into bushes, peering through hedges. At one stage, not knowing what else to do, he knocked on the door of a nearby farmhouse.
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