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Alice


IT WAS GOOD NEWS. NO, IT WAS BETTER THAN THAT. It was great news, marvellous news. Liz and Emmet were thrilled. She’d never seen them looking so happy. Middle of September, they’d told her, and this was the middle of March, so Liz was just three months gone. Married ten years, probably time for them to start a family. All good.


Well, mostly good.


The only tiny thing, and it really was of no consequence, was that Alice would have to find someplace else to live. Not that they’d said anything, not yet, but a baby would make them a family, and a tenant would become surplus to requirements. They’d been glad of her when she’d moved in, glad of the help with the mortgage repayments on their newly acquired house, but now, ten years later, Emmet had his own company, and Liz’s move to the bigger dental clinic would have helped too. They didn’t need Alice any more.


At her lunch break she rang Tina and told her. ‘I’ll have to find a new place to live.’


‘Or maybe you won’t,’ Tina said. ‘When is she due?’


‘September.’


‘There you go. You and Chris will be moved in somewhere by then.’


‘What?’ She laughed. ‘What are you on about?’ Waiting for more. Lapping it up. Letting on it hadn’t crossed her mind, despite the big obstacle.


‘You’ll be going out a year in September, won’t you? More than a year. Of course you’ll be living together. I’d say it’ll happen in the summer.’


‘You’re forgetting about his mother.’


‘Not for a second – but it’s time he cut those apron strings, Alice. He needs to live his own life.’


‘She can’t be left on her own, though. Not full-time, I mean.’


‘And that’s why they invented nursing homes.’


‘Ah, Tina, he couldn’t do that to her. She’s only in her sixties.’


‘Alice, have you actually met the woman yet?’


‘No …’


It was ridiculous. She knew it was. Six months without laying eyes on his mother or setting foot inside his family home. Give it another while, he’d say, anytime Alice hinted at a meeting. She’s going through a rough patch – so he and Alice had never spent a night there.


The other option was to bring him back to Liz and Emmet’s house, but Chris had vetoed that too. It would put you in an awkward position, he’d said, when Alice knew it wouldn’t, but he’d stood firm. Instead he’d told her about a pal with an apartment in the docklands, so they met there whenever the pal was out of town. It was, Alice supposed, furtively exciting, even if the place was shabby, and not very romantic.


But Tina was right; something had to change. The more she thought about it, as Friday afternoon crawled by, the more she resolved to move things along. She wouldn’t nag, she’d simply ask, firmly, to meet his mother, even if it was just briefly. She’d do it this weekend.


The thought of the weekend caused a happy leap inside her. Their first away together, Chris’s first time to have Saturday and Sunday off work since they’d started going out. A neighbour coaxed to keep an eye on Mother, everything in place. They were only going as far as Courtown in Wexford, because he’d spent holidays there as a child. He’d booked them into a little hotel; she felt another flare of excitement at the thought. Their first time waking up together, in a bed they could stay in all day if they wanted. Twenty past two, the clock on the wall told her. A couple of hours and she’d be off home to get ready.


And then her phone rang, and she saw his name on the screen, and instantly she felt a clutch of alarm. He knew better than to ring her at work unless it was urgent, particularly when they were meeting later. Please let his mother not have taken a turn. Please let him not be calling to cancel the weekend.


She swept a quick glance about the silent waiting room. Three out of four heads were bent towards their devices, everyone engrossed, except for David Ryan, seventy-two and prone to mouth ulcers, who was gazing off into space, arms folded.


She lifted her phone and pressed answer. ‘Hi,’ she said, in the undertone she used when she took a personal call at work. ‘All OK?’


‘Are you in a relationship with Chris Delaney?’


Unexpected. Not Chris, a female voice, the question snapped out, hostile-sounding. Was it his mother, using his phone to tell Alice to leave her son alone? No, the voice was surely too young, too healthy. And then another thought flashed into her head: something terrible had happened to Chris. This was a medic, or maybe one of his colleagues, ringing to break bad news to Chris’s girlfriend. Not hostile, just stressed.


She swivelled her chair to block out the patients. ‘Is something wrong?’


She heard a kind of snort, or maybe a throat clearing. ‘Is something wrong?’ Her question repeated, the voice now filled with what sounded like scornful incredulity. ‘You could say that. You could put it that way.’


Alice’s stomach clenched. This was no medic, or work colleague. This wasn’t that. She gripped the arm of her chair. The waiting room was far too quiet. She imagined ears pricked behind her. ‘What? What’s happened?’ And why the anger, from someone who must be a total stranger? What on earth had Alice done to deserve it?


And then it came.


‘What’s happened is Chris is married. He’s married to me. I’m his wife.’ Each final word snapped out, in that same tight, infuriated tone.


Alice frowned. What she was hearing made no sense. Of course it wasn’t true, she knew that – and then she twigged, and breathed out.


‘Tina – God, you had me fooled. Look, I have to go, there are people here. See you next week.’


‘Don’t hang up! Don’t you dare hang up!’


Louder. Shriller. On the point of disconnecting, Alice tensed again. ‘Tina? Seriously—’ She darted a glance around the back of her chair. No change in the postures, but she sensed the listening ears. ‘Cut it out, Tina,’ she murmured. ‘Joke over.’ But hang on – it couldn’t be Tina, not on his phone. What was happening? Was this real, or some nightmare? She couldn’t think straight.


‘I’m not Tina. My name is Janice Delaney. I’m married to Chris Delaney.’ Every word deliberate now, and all too clear. Every word causing Alice’s heart to set up a sudden unpleasant thumping around the back of her throat. ‘He’s a guard stationed in Store Street. We’ve been married for eight years. We have three children, and we live in Newbridge. I just found a text to you. Looks like he was about to take you away for a dirty weekend, after telling me he was going to be working double shifts. He’s in the shower right now, getting all clean for you.’


Not Tina. Not an ill-judged practical joke from her friend.


This was not happening. This could not be happening.


Alice ran a tongue over lips that had dried, searching for something, anything to say. Her fingers were cold, icy. Her shoulders ached. Behind her someone sneezed, making her start.


‘Well? Do you believe me now? Any more you need to hear?’


‘I—’ She stopped, breathed, began again. ‘I – I didn’t know.’


‘No, I dare say you didn’t. None of the others knew either, until I broke the news to them.’


She closed her eyes. Others. She was one of others. He was married, and she wasn’t even special enough to be the only one he’d been unfaithful with.


‘His … mother,’ she said.


‘What about her?’


‘He told me she’s sick. He – he said he lives with her.’ What did it matter now? ‘Look, forget it, I don’t know why—’


‘His mother is hale and hearty and living in Fermoy with his father. Anything else?’


His father, still alive. Chris had told Alice the man had died twenty years earlier of a heart attack, aged just forty-five. She didn’t bother mentioning the brother and sister who were supposedly living in Australia. They probably didn’t exist – or did, and lived in Galway.


All lies. Every single word a lie. Every ‘I love you’, every ‘You’re the one I’ve been waiting for.’ Just a joke to him, just a diversion from his wife and three children, safely situated thirty miles away in Newbridge.


Wife. Three children. She felt a sudden unpleasant, nauseous lurch. She might be sick, might throw up right there. She took a breath, willed her stomach to behave.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m … I don’t know what to say.’ What a fool she’d been to believe him. What a fool he’d made of her.


‘You just stay away from my husband! You hear me?’


‘Well, I … of course I—’


‘Right. Now go off and cry your eyes out, and find a single man for yourself.’ And abruptly, the call was ended. Alice sat unmoving, stunned, trying to take it in, her mind reeling with the impossible information she’d just been given. He was married. He was a father of three children. He was a married man. She’d just spoken with his wife.


His wife. He had a wife. It wouldn’t sink in. It couldn’t be true.


But she’d never met his friends, his work colleagues, any members of his family. He’d kept her out of his world entirely. I want you all to myself, he’d say, and of course she loved that, and put up no objection.


She looked at her phone screen, at the two of them in the little Greek restaurant he’d taken her to for her thirty-first birthday in October, six weeks after they’d met. For once she’d looked halfway decent in a snap – hair freshly cut and highlighted, blue dress she’d splashed out on, face bright with the excitement of a budding romance.


Next birthday I’ll take you to Greece, he’d promised that night – but he’d known it wouldn’t happen, couldn’t happen. His flings, his … affairs – God, the word made her cringe – had by their nature to have a short shelf life, before the duped woman started asking questions he couldn’t answer. By Alice’s next birthday he’d have moved on, having found a way to dump her in the meantime. He’d be bringing someone else to that grotty apartment, spinning them the same lies about sick mothers and dead fathers, and love that didn’t exist.


A door opened behind her. She dropped her phone onto her lap and swivelled to face the room as a patient emerged from one of the surgeries and made for her desk.


She greeted him with a voice whose forced jollity made her cringe. She felt as if she’d been picked up and shaken roughly, and set down again any old way. Her hands trembled as she called up his file and tapped her keyboard and handed over the card terminal, fake smile frozen in place. She doubted her legs would work if the need arose.


Dearbhla, assistant to Philip, appeared at the surgery door. ‘Now David,’ she said, and he got to his feet as Dearbhla threw a quick smile in Alice’s direction – and inexplicably seemed to notice nothing amiss.


For the remainder of the afternoon, time played tricks. Minutes became elastic, stretching out endlessly, taunting her with their snail-slow progress. How could a day possibly be this long? She felt numb, and yet also perilously close to tears as her traitorous mind insisted on replaying the short, impossible phone conversation.


Somehow she got through it. Somehow she took calls and made appointments, and spoke with patients and filled forms. All the tasks she’d been carrying out at the clinic for over a decade, the routines she usually didn’t have to think twice about, but which felt today like near-insurmountable challenges.


Each time she opened her mouth, she was afraid her voice would betray her. Every smile felt grotesque, pulling her mouth in a direction it didn’t want to go. A few people looked at her in mild puzzlement – or maybe she imagined it. Nobody commented, nobody remarked on the distraction that she felt must be obvious to them all.


Above all else, she wanted to talk to him. She needed to hear his voice, needed him to reassure her that it had been a joke that had gone wrong, that he was terribly sorry. But she was too afraid to call his phone, in case he wasn’t the one who answered.


Janice. My name is Janice Delaney. I’m married to Chris Delaney. How could it be, how could there be a wife when she, Alice, had imagined herself married to him, had planned their wedding and their honeymoon, had window-shopped for a going-away outfit, for Heaven’s sake? Far too soon to be thinking about marriage, but they got on so well. Right from the start, from the rainy September evening he’d stopped to change her flat tyre, they’d clicked. They’d been so easy together. ‘Driving around with a tyre like that is an arrestable offence,’ he’d said. ‘Lucky I’m a guard – hang on while I get the handcuffs out of the boot.’ The first of many times he’d made her laugh. Finally, she’d thought, he’d shown up. The one she’d been waiting for, the one she’d almost given up on.


Fool. Such a gullible, trusting, stupid fool she’d been. All the lies she’d swallowed without question, all the last-minute phone calls he’d made to cancel a date, blaming work or his mother, when in all likelihood it had been a sick child, or another family issue needing his attention.


The owner of the grotty apartment would surely have known of Alice’s existence, though. She imagined him and Chris sniggering about her, and she felt another stomach lurch.


She wondered how many women his wife had found out about, how many texts she’d intercepted. Shouldn’t a garda be smarter than that? Wouldn’t a man of any intelligence delete all incriminating texts? Unless – horrible thought – he wanted to be caught. Unless that was all part of the game for him. Maybe he got a kick out of the drama, the accusations, the apology, the promise never to do it again.


How could his wife still love him? How could she love someone she couldn’t trust, someone whose phone she had constantly to check, waiting for the next betrayal? Stayed with him because of the children maybe, or out of habit, or fear of being alone.


Or maybe – a fresh, equally unsavoury thought rose up – they had the kind of marriage where affairs were permitted, on both sides. Maybe they each made these phone calls, whenever one of them grew tired of their current dupe. Maybe they laughed together afterwards, replaying the conversations, detailing the innocent party’s shock and confusion. Alice’s head buzzed as she searched for answers only he could give her.


By twenty past four the waiting area had finally emptied out, with just one patient left to emerge. She carried out the usual end of day tasks: tallied the cash takings for Philip to bank on his way home, added the card payments to the relevant file, straightened the chairs and bundled the magazines and leaflets neatly on the low tables. Organised Alice, dependable Alice. Hoodwinked, deceived Alice.


‘Enjoy the weekend with lover boy,’ Dearbhla said, a few minutes later. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’


Alice thought of the small packed case that sat waiting at home, the weekend that wasn’t going to happen, lover boy who was no more. She said nothing: no way could she trust herself to go there. ‘Do you have any plans?’


Dearbhla made a face. ‘We haven’t a hope of getting out. Gary’s teething, so I couldn’t inflict him on a babysitter. Three nights of Netflix and popcorn, that’ll be the height of it. Conor’s offered to hold the fort if I want to go out with the girls, but I’d feel mean deserting him.’ She zipped up her jacket. ‘You OK, Alice? You look pale.’


‘I’m fine, just a bit tired. Didn’t sleep so well.’ That much was true, too wound-up about going to Courtown. Too excited about their first break together.


‘Oh dear. Make sure Chris pampers you all weekend.’ And then she was gone, home to spend three nights in with a man who almost certainly didn’t cheat on her, and a son who might be teething but who’d curled tiny fingers around Alice’s thumb only last week. Lucky Dearbhla.


Her laptop shut down, her coat and bag retrieved, her indoor soft-soled shoes exchanged for boots, Alice left the building. A sharp wind snapped at her coat hem: she hurried to her car, fishing out keys. As she got in, her phone rang. Her heart leapt. What if it was Chris? What if it was all some horrible sick joke?


She pulled it from her bag. It wasn’t him. She ignored the swoop of disappointment and pressed the answer key.


‘I’m glad I caught you,’ Kate said. ‘Just wanted to wish you well for the weekend. Are you out of work? You finish early on Friday, don’t you?’


Kate. She couldn’t speak. She was literally struck dumb.


‘Alice? Hello? Can you hear me?’


She thought again of her weekend case, packed with the clichéd lacy underwear and hold-up stockings, and the same blue dress she’d worn to the Greek restaurant, because he liked her in it. Matched her eyes, apparently.


‘Alice? Are you there?’


‘I’ll pick you up at six,’ he’d said, so her plan had been to hurry home and shower, scrub herself from top to toe, dress in specially washed jeans and new top. Make up her face, spray perfume.


‘Alice, I don’t know if you can hear me, but I’m getting nothing, so I’m going to hang up and—’


‘He’s married,’ she said. Blurted it out, just like that. ‘His wife phoned me at work today.’ The words, spoken aloud, turning it into reality. Causing her to squeeze her eyes shut, tighten her grip on the phone.


And Kate, marvellous Kate, didn’t miss a beat.


‘Bastard,’ she said calmly. ‘Come to me for the weekend.’


‘No, I can’t. Thanks, but—’


‘Why can’t you? Don’t think about it, just come.’


She couldn’t. All she wanted to do was go to bed and curl up in a ball, and stay there till Monday morning. The house blessedly empty, the other two gone for a weekend with Emmet’s father. ‘No, Kate.’ She searched for excuses. ‘You’ll be working.’


‘I can get cover. Come on, no point in staying at home and moping. You’ll be better off here.’


And suddenly her defences crumpled. She felt a wave of exhaustion – from shock, she thought. She tipped forward and laid her head wearily on the steering wheel, eyes still closed. ‘I can’t think,’ she said.


‘Where are you now?’


‘Just leaving work.’


‘Go home,’ Kate said. ‘Make yourself a cuppa, or have a lie-down. Let the traffic ease off, leave around six, or half past. You’ll be here in a couple of hours. I’ll have dinner ready.’


It would be better, wouldn’t it, to be with Kate? To be with anyone would be better than staying alone, with nothing to come between her and this horrible new situation.


‘OK,’ she said.


‘Drive carefully,’ Kate ordered. ‘Doesn’t matter if you’re late. Mind yourself, Alice.’


‘Thank you,’ she whispered, and hung up before she could fall to pieces. She drove to Liz and Emmet’s, car radio blaring. She let herself in and stood in the hall, thinking of how happy she’d been as she’d left for work, calling a cheery goodbye to the others, who’d just told her they were pregnant. It felt like a million years ago.


She imagined having to break the news to them – and she’d have to tell them the truth. She couldn’t lie and say he’d simply broken up with her: they’d see through that, or Liz at least would. They’d be shocked and sympathetic – and pitying. Their pity would be unbearable. She thought back to her conversation with Tina earlier, how both of them had assumed that she and Chris would be living together by the time Liz and Emmet’s baby arrived.


Tina. She’d have to tell Tina too, and Dearbhla, and others. She imagined people asking how the weekend had gone. A fresh wave of misery hit her – and then, about to climb the stairs, she stopped, struck by a new thought.


Maybe it wasn’t true. Maybe none of it was true. Why should she believe this woman, this complete stranger? Maybe she wasn’t his wife at all, maybe she was an ex-girlfriend, and jealous of Alice. Maybe she worked with him, and had managed to get hold of his phone, and checked his texts and found Alice’s, just like she’d claimed on the phone, but maybe she wasn’t married to him. Maybe it was all lies.


Alice could ring him now, and ask him outright. She took her phone from her pocket and found his number. Call him, she commanded silently. Ask him. You deserve to know.


But she couldn’t do it. She wasn’t brave enough. What if he really was married, and he admitted it? She didn’t think she could bear that. She’d wait till six, and see if he showed up.


She went upstairs, hope battling with despair. She opened the door of her room and saw her case, sitting by the window where she’d left it. She sank face down onto the bed and lay there, mind in turmoil. What to do, what to do, what to do.


Eventually she forced herself to sit up. She regarded the waiting clothes, folded neatly on her chair. She unzipped her boots and stepped out of them. She shed her work clothes quickly, letting them drop to the floor, her skin tightening as it met the unheated air of the room.


In the bathroom she stood beneath the hot water, shampooing, conditioning and soaping. Don’t think, she ordered. Don’t torture yourself with imaginings. All you have to do is wait.


By ten to six she was ready. Dressed, hair styled, face on, just as she’d planned. She sat huddled in her coat in the darkening sitting room, case at her feet, and watched the street through the half-closed venetian blinds.


Time passed. It occurred to her that he might have called while she was in the shower. She checked her phone and saw no missed call, no voicemail waiting to be heard, no unread text. She heard the chime of bells from the church on a nearby road announcing six o’clock, each peal seeming to mock her. Fool. Fool. Fool.


Five past six. A streetlight on the path outside flickered on. She watched passers-by move into and out of her field of vision. Ten past six. She flexed her calf muscles, pushed off her shoes to massage her feet. Again she found his name in her phone; again she ducked away from calling him. The dark shape of a car slowed outside, quickening her heartbeat, before the sweep of its headlights guided it into the driveway next door.


A quarter past six.


He wasn’t coming.


She stemmed the wave of despair. Get going; don’t think about it. She left the house and pulled the front door shut. She got into her car and turned the radio on again, loud. She drove out of the city, along with everyone else who was escaping for the weekend.


It began to rain as she approached the motorway exit for Naas, the first drops on the windscreen serving to release her tears. For the next ninety minutes the rain fell, as dusk turned to darkness and she cried all the way to Kate’s town.


At last, at last, her motorway exit appeared. She changed lanes and drove up the ramp to the roundabout at the top. Her eyes burnt from crying, and still she couldn’t stop. She dashed at the tears as she exited the roundabout and made for the town, whose streetlights she could see up ahead, putting out their orange rays.


And as she approached them, it happened.


A cyclist appeared suddenly, crossing right in front of her. She slammed on the brakes, heart leaping – and then time stopped, or seemed to stop as the car crawled towards him, second by excruciating second, and her foot pressed the brake to the floor, her whole leg rigid with the effort, but the car kept crawling, crawling, inching forward in slow motion, getting closer and closer to the cyclist, who turned his head slowly, slowly to look at her, and there was nothing at all she could do to avoid the impact, and when it happened she felt a thump, and heard a loud terrifying shout, and at the same instant there was what felt like an explosion as her airbag whooshed out from its compartment and slammed painfully into her chest, punching the breath from her and thrusting her back against the seat, her head slamming into the headrest. And still the car went on moving – how could it still be moving? How was it possible, with her foot pressed so hard to the floor? – and it took what felt like an eternity to come at last to a long, screeching halt, the cyclist left somewhere behind.


The radio blared on. She jabbed, fumbled for the off button, and when she found it the silence was immense. She sat there, rigid with shock. What had just happened? No cars passed, or came towards her. The air seemed hazy, cloudy – smoke? God, was it smoke? She sniffed, and smelt nothing but the rubbery deflating mass of the airbag. Why was there no sound from the cyclist? Had she killed him? She whimpered with fright. She had to move – she had to go back and see.


It took several attempts to release her seatbelt, her fingers clumsy and uncooperative, and to push the soft puddle of airbag out of her way. She wrenched the door open and half fell out, heart pounding, breath coming in short, loud, panicky bursts – and there on the road, fifty feet behind, more, a hundred feet, picking himself up slowly, thank God, thank God, thank God, was the cyclist.


She stumbled, lurched, wobbled her way back to him, barely able to remain upright in her fright. ‘Oh God, oh God,’ she gasped, as she approached, the words difficult to get out, so breathless with panic she felt. ‘Are you alright? Did I hurt you? I’m so sorry—’


He got to his feet, glaring at her. He was taller than her, but then so was everyone. He had a cut on his cheek; the blood that trickled from it looked black in the sodium light. ‘You idiot! You broke the lights!’ he snapped – and only then did she see the traffic lights that she’d driven straight through in her distress.


‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, fresh tears spurting. ‘I didn’t, I’m so — Are you OK?’


‘Of course I’m bloody not OK! You could have killed me!’ He half hopped, half hobbled across to his bicycle, lying at the far side of the road.


‘Oh, please let – please let me help—’


‘Stay away!’ he commanded. ‘You’ve done enough damage.’ He righted it, groaning with the effort, and she saw that its front wheel had been badly buckled by the impact. He turned to fix her with another fierce stare. ‘Just get lost, would you?’


‘But – you should get to a hospital, I can take you—’


‘I said get lost!’


‘Well, at least let me pay for the—’


‘Jesus!’ he yelled. ‘Do you want me to call the guards and have you arrested for dangerous driving?’


That silenced her. That would be all she’d need to make this the absolute worst day of her life. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whimpered again, and he made no response to this. She stood where she was and watched as he limped away, keeping his left foot clear of the ground, using his damaged bicycle for support. She wanted to ask his name, get his number so she could sort out whatever damage she’d caused to him and the bike, but she didn’t dare follow him.


She saw him pause, and lean against a garden wall. He must be weakening; he might have internal bleeding. He needed help. She must help him, whether he wanted it or not. As she took an uncertain step in his direction he pulled out a phone, and a few seconds later she heard the murmur of his voice. She held back, unsure of what to do: he hung up and spotted her, and immediately began limping off again.


She looked around to where she’d abandoned her car in the centre of the road, driver’s door open, lights still on. She tottered back to it, feeling fragile as a convalescent, still in danger of imminent collapse. Was she in shock, could she even drive? Would she have to ring for help, like he had?


As she got in and pulled her door closed, another car came towards her, the horn honking sharply as it passed, making her start violently. She stuffed the airbag back into its compartment as best she could. She rummaged shakily on the floor and found the steering wheel cover that had burst off, and managed somehow to tap it back on. Her hands wouldn’t stop trembling.


She started the car. She pulled in to the side of the road and turned off the engine. She rested her head on the steering wheel and forced herself to take deep, shuddering breaths until she felt a little steadier. The dashboard clock told her it was approaching half past eight. If she left it any longer, Kate would worry.


She clipped on her seatbelt, her movements slow and careful. She pulled out and drove slowly, knuckles white on the wheel, every sense on high alert, until she reached the road where Kate lived. She turned into the driveway and parked behind Kate’s old red Volvo.


In the dark silence she sat, unable to move, her mind spooling between the twin catastrophes of the day. She’d been deceived by one man and had almost killed another. She felt empty, disoriented, broken. She got out and walked stiffly around to the boot, a hand keeping contact with the side of the car in case her legs failed her, and retrieved her case.


Before she had a chance to ring the bell, the door was opened. ‘I saw you from the landing window,’ Kate said, placing hands on Alice’s shoulders. ‘You’re later than I expected – traffic must have been bad.’ She took up Alice’s case and brought it into the hall. ‘Throw off that coat,’ she said. ‘I’ve the fire lit.’


No questions. The hall was warm, the cream walls looking darker in the soft light. Alice draped her coat on the end of the banister and followed Kate silently into the familiar cluttered sitting room, and sank into one of the twin giant chairs that flanked the fire.


‘We’ll eat in here,’ Kate said, ‘but first a drink.’ Without asking Alice she took two glasses from a shelf and poured a measure of sherry into each from a waiting bottle. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘tell me.’


So Alice told her, through more tears, of the phone call from Chris’s wife, and also of the cyclist she’d just collided with.


‘Are you hurt?’


‘Not hurt, no. Just – shocked, I think. I can’t – I’m shaking, I can’t stop.’


‘And you think he was OK?’


‘Yes … at least, he left on his own. He was limping, but he wouldn’t let me help.’


Kate nodded. ‘Lucky,’ she said. ‘Let me throw on the pasta.’ She topped up Alice’s glass. ‘Sit tight. Deep breaths.’ She left the room, and Alice sat back wearily and listened to clattering from the kitchen. Kate’s cooking was miraculous: she could take the simplest ingredients and make a feast of them. Cooking was what had brought her and Alice’s uncle Aldo together; sadly, it hadn’t managed to keep them there.


Alice sipped her drink. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a sherry, but its sweetness and its burn were soothing. Gradually she calmed, and the tremors eased. The log fire crackled gently; she was rolling up the sleeves of her shirt as the door opened again.


And over bowls of bolognese, and accompanying crisp triangles of garlic flatbread, and glasses of oaky red wine, Kate spoke.


‘I have a proposition for you.’


‘What kind of proposition?’


‘Just listen. I think it might be what you need right now. It would involve a lot of change for you, so I don’t want you to say yes or no to it right away. I want you to give it serious thought. Will you do that?’


‘… I will.’


And that was how it started.









George


‘HOW DO I LOOK?’ SHE ASKED, DOING A LITTLE TWIRL, and he took in the pink suit that washed her out a bit, and the grey shoes and bag that didn’t quite match one another, and the rather odd purple feathery affair on her head, and the tentative smile underneath it.


‘You look beautiful,’ he said, and the smile wobbled, and she fished a pink lacy hanky from the grey bag and dabbed at her eyes.


‘You’ll have my mascara running,’ she said, and he promised to run after it if that happened, which prompted the laugh he was after. ‘You’re a tonic, George Murphy,’ she said. ‘Is it time to go yet?’


She was like a hen on a griddle. ‘Not unless you want to arrive before the groom,’ he told her, so she resumed her seat at the table, and he emptied cold tea from her cup and replaced it with hot, even though he knew she wouldn’t drink it in case she was short taken at the church.


She spoke then of her first wedding, thirty-eight years ago last month, and she looked beyond him, beyond the kitchen where they sat, as she described the rain that had fallen in sheets from early morning and stopped five minutes before she was due to leave for the church in her father’s car. ‘The sun came out,’ she said, ‘and shone like it had never shone before. The puddles were dry by the time we got to the church.’


George had heard it all before, more than once. He was well versed in the brightly shining sun that had followed the sheets of rain. He didn’t mind. She’d always enjoyed dipping into the past, rummaging around and pulling out stories of her childhood and early adulthood, and where was the harm in it?


She’d asked him, the evening before, to come with her to the graveyard. ‘I’d like a word with him,’ she’d said, so George had driven her across town and walked with her past headstones until they’d got to his father’s, and there they’d stood for a handful of minutes, until she’d finished saying whatever she needed to say.


George still missed him too. So many things could trigger a small stab of loss: the sound of piano notes drifting through an open window, or a certain burnt-toffee snatch of pipe tobacco caught on a breeze, or the sight of a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, or a bald spot on a man’s head in precisely the same location it had occupied on his father’s. They could come at him without warning, these little prods of sorrow, and cause him to stop what he was at while he gave them room, and then nudged them away.


Five years since his father had left them without warning, his car veering off the road and hitting at speed a sycamore tree on the outskirts of town, not half a mile from the street where they lived. It had been sunny that day too, his father returning to work after lunch on an unseasonably beautiful February day, early spring sunlight washing from a pale blue sky onto houses and gardens and sprawled cats, shining on clothes lines full of gently billowing white sheets, picking out pinpricks of light on a crumpled black Volkswagen Passat.


George had been informed of the accident in a phone call to the school, the secretary appearing at his classroom door to summon him to the office. It was ten minutes before the end of the school day, and his twenty-three students were taking down their homework from the whiteboard. ‘I’ll stand in,’ Irene had said, and George had hurried up the corridor, feeling uneasy. As he’d listened to the soft, careful, awful words delivered by a neighbour, he’d felt something dropping heavily through him, leaving him hollow and shaken.


The principal had driven him home, her eyes brimming with the tears George had yet to shed. His mother’s face looked as emptied-out as he felt. George, she whispered, reaching up to him from the couch where she sat, surrounded by silent neighbours and friends, her hair salon abandoned in the light of this about-turn their lives had taken.


A major heart attack was the cause, they were told in due course. In all likelihood, the doctor said, he was gone before the collision occurred. George wasn’t sure if this information was meant to console them. But of course life carried on, grief eventually blurring around its edges, and he and his mother went back to work and got on with things, and learnt how to manage without father and husband.


And today she was getting married again, and George, her only son, her only child, was walking her up the aisle. And the man who would be waiting at the top was John, a long-time family friend whose wife Miriam had died too, her death infinitely slower than George’s father’s, cancer attacking her repeatedly for over a decade before it had finally taken her.


And John had asked George, prior to his proposal, if George would be happy with that turn of events, which George had taken as a very good sign, and he’d said yes he would, and given John his blessing.


John was sixty-eight, George’s mother Evelyn sixty-six. She and Miriam had grown up together, friends since early schooldays, staying in touch through the years, through marriages and children and the rest. George had known the other couple all his life, had met their offspring on several occasions in his younger days, not so much since they’d all moved into adulthood and gone their separate ways. But this new union felt fitting, even if he was also conscious of the tiny disquiet it engendered.


‘I’m not replacing him,’ his mother said now, reading his mind, as she often could. ‘I’m just being practical, George. I’m thinking ahead.’


‘I know.’ But he didn’t know really. He wondered if romantic love came into it, for either or both of them. It wasn’t something you asked your mother. And was it so bad if it didn’t, if she was marrying her friend for company, and security, and whatever else she felt was needed in the years to come?


‘I wish you’d find someone though,’ she said. ‘I’d love you to be sorted, George.’


He had found someone, twelve years earlier. Her name was Claire, and she’d been twenty to his twenty-two, and right from the start he was consumed by her – and to his astonished delight, she saw beyond the shyness that normally crippled him when he fancied someone. She saw his attraction and coaxed him gently towards her, and made it plain that his feelings were returned. After painful years of missed chances and clumsy approaches that more often than not were rejected, she was his first proper girlfriend.


Within months, notwithstanding misgivings from both sets of parents, they found a tiny apartment whose rental they could just about afford, on his newly qualified teacher’s salary and her earnings from the bookshop job she’d gone straight into after school.


They were careful, but not careful enough. Six weeks before their first Christmas together she told him she was pregnant. No matter: they loved one another, they’d have had children eventually. The first flush had eased; the excitement they’d fired in each other had calmed, which was to be expected. They were still happy together; the love was still there.


They broke the news to their families, who accepted it with varying degrees of understanding. Your life is ruined, his mother wept, and flapped away George’s father when he attempted to comfort her. That woman has trapped him! she insisted, and both of them knew better than to argue, and George hoped silently that time would bring her around.


To his relief, Claire’s parents received the news with more equilibrium. Her father avoided eye contact with George, which he understood, and which was preferable to a display of anger. Her mother said that she’d have preferred if they’d waited a while, that they were tying themselves down very young, but throughout the pregnancy she kept Claire supplied with iron and folic acid tablets, and she slipped her an envelope of money each time they met.


The tiny apartment seemed to shrink in direct proportion to the swelling of Claire’s midsection. As the pregnancy advanced, irritations bloomed between her and George. Tempers frayed, rows grew more frequent. George began to dread returning home after work, wondering what new battle he’d have to fight. He still loved her, that hadn’t changed, but by the time Suzi was born in June they were barely on speaking terms.


For a while, she brought them back together. They were united in their fascination for her. George happily changed nappies and wheeled her out in her buggy, even when every one of his muscles screamed for sleep, and he kept Claire supplied with tea and KitKats during the night feeds.


And eight months after becoming a father, when he was beginning to think they’d got over the hump, Claire told him she was ending it.


We’re not right for each other, George, she said. I fell for you because you weren’t like the other guys I’d dated. I thought I’d been going for the wrong type – but now I realise we’re not a good fit either. We’re shaped differently – there’s too much space between us. All we have in common these days is Suzi.


It was a bombshell he hadn’t seen coming. What? No. What are you saying?


It’s over, George.


It’s not over, he insisted. I love you. We love each other. We have a child.


She made no reply.


He didn’t give up. He couldn’t lose her. Claire, we have Suzi. We can work it out. I can change.


George, we can’t work it out. She rubbed her eyes tiredly. I don’t love you any more. I don’t know how it happened, but it’s true. I’m sorry, really I am.


Claire, that’s just … Look, every relationship has its ups and downs. I know it was tough for a while, I’m not denying that, but now we’re over the worst. He reached for her hands; she drew them away.


No, George. I’m really sorry, but I can’t stay with you.


He had to ask. He couldn’t ask. He had to. Is there someone else?


She sighed. No, there’s nobody else. Look, my mind’s made up, George. Please let’s part as friends.


Part. He couldn’t bear it, couldn’t countenance it. He continued to protest, trying desperately to change her mind but she remained unmoving, until finally he had to accept the unthinkable. She and Suzi stayed on in the little apartment while he packed his bags and moved back home – and somehow he managed to struggle through the days and weeks that followed for Suzi’s sake, and to make do with being her mother’s friend instead of her lover. They shared parenting duties, he dropping by the apartment every other evening to see his daughter until they worked out an arrangement where Suzi spent every second weekend with her father and grandparents.


His parents rose to the occasion. They doted on Suzi, his mother in particular – but out of earshot of her little granddaughter, she left him in no doubt about her feelings for his ex. I hate her for what she’s done to you, she said. I hate her for breaking your heart, and for denying Suzi an upbringing with both parents.


George tried without success to convince her that Claire hadn’t intentionally hurt him: she would have none of it.


How can you defend her, George? And how can you be happy with having Suzi only every second weekend? That’s ridiculous – but it shows exactly what she’s like.


She didn’t relent, and Claire remained the wicked witch, and any occasion that forced them together – Suzi’s first communion, her school concert appearances – reminded George of the bad old days when Claire was pregnant, so frosty was the air between the two women. An eruption, he felt, was always imminent – but so far, to his vast relief, they’d avoided it, presumably for Suzi’s sake, or maybe for his.


And much to his surprise, Claire had been invited to the wedding. You won’t have time to look after Suzi, his mother had said by way of explanation, so her inclusion was practical rather than a preference, but it didn’t matter. After all these years, despite her rejection of him, George continued to enjoy the company of his ex. He was glad they’d had Suzi, glad there was that constant connection between them.


‘Suzi’s been practising her song,’ he said, the thought of her reminding him.


‘She’s not nervous?’


‘Not a bit of it. She can’t wait.’


By special request from bride and groom, both long-time Leonard Cohen fans, eleven-year-old Suzi was going to sing an unaccompanied solo version of ‘Hallelujah’ right after the vows. From her paternal grandfather she’d inherited a musical flair that had bypassed George, along with more confidence and courage in her small toe than her father had in his entire six-foot-two bulk. George avoided confrontations whenever possible; Suzi met them head-on, and stared them down. This quality in his daughter both awed and terrified him: what trouble might it land her in, some fine day?


His mother got to her feet. ‘Maybe we should go. I don’t want to be too late.’


She’d barely be late as it was: hopefully John would be there on time. George took her cup and poured its untouched contents into the sink. ‘By the way,’ he said, ‘I’ve had an idea.’


A week or so ago, on her insistence, they’d gone to the family solicitor and put the house into George’s name. He was still trying to decide how he felt about that. It seemed very final for her to be handing it over now, instead of years into the future when she was gone. He wasn’t entirely sure he was ready.


His mother’s new marital home was in suburban Galway, roughly forty minutes in a car from her old one. It would be George’s first time in his life to live alone, and he suspected it wouldn’t appeal to him. ‘I’m thinking,’ he said, ‘of taking in a tenant.’


‘A tenant?’ She stopped fussing with her headgear to stare at him. ‘Here?’


‘Of course here. Where else?’


‘Don’t be smart, George.’ She tweaked the feathery thing some more. ‘You’re talking about bringing a complete stranger into your home.’


‘Well, yes – but lots do it. And the place is too big for just me.’


‘You and Suzi.’


He didn’t respond to that. Any reminder that he saw too little of Suzi could send her off on another Claire tirade.


She pulled on the blue anorak she was wearing to get her to the church. ‘If you must do it, be careful who you let in – there are all sorts of weirdos out there. Make sure you get good references.’


‘I will.’


‘And start with a six-month lease – or even a shorter trial period, a month or two.’


He knew perfectly well why she was saying this. Whatever about her talk of weirdos, it wasn’t really that she was afraid of him inadvertently giving accommodation to an axe-murderer. She didn’t want him saddled with a tenant in case the woman of his dreams came along. She lit a candle every Thursday and prayed to some saint whose name George couldn’t recall – and she’d never said, and George had never asked, but he was reasonably certain that she was praying for a daughter-inlaw.


He could see her point. He was thirty-four, and he hadn’t managed a proper relationship since Claire. A few dates here and there, a few women who’d lasted beyond the first date, but they’d all fizzled out within a month or two. It wasn’t him, they each assured him in turn, it was that they needed space, or they were getting over someone else, or they weren’t ready to commit – but he didn’t believe them. He was reasonably sure that it was him, that he was to blame. However he’d managed it, he lacked what was needed to keep another person interested.


On the other hand, none of them attracted him like Claire had. None of them caused the fizz of excitement that the sight of her, even the mention of her name, had generated. He wondered if it only happened once, and if she had been his once.


Of course, his mother was having none of that. In her eyes he was a great catch. She’d list off his attractions: education, steady job, dependability, thoughtfulness, kindness. Look what a great father he was, she’d say, look how good a son – and while he liked to think he did indeed tick all of those boxes, he would have appreciated the sort of attributes that women in search of a mate might be more interested in.


Good-looking would be nice, but he was average at best in that department. Sexy he could live with, but instead he was possessed of a frame that was big and shambling, and he looked better in clothes than out of them. Charming would be good, but he sorely lacked the easy charisma that other men seemed to have been born with.


And even if he had all those qualities, where was he to display them? Work was a non-starter in terms of looking for love. He was one of just two males on a staff of twelve, but of the females, six were married, two were closer to his mother’s age and the other two were as indifferent to George as he was to them.


There were a few single mothers among the parents of his present class. One or two might be open to an approach, but making any moves in that direction seemed fraught with risk. What if he was turned down – or, worse, what if he started something that didn’t work out? They’d still have to meet regularly, until the end of the school year; how awkward would that be? Besides, any teacher–parent relationship outside the official one would most likely be frowned on by the principal.


His friends were all married, or in long-term situations. He was the spare, the misfit, the unaccompanied extra at their social gatherings. Most of the time it didn’t bother him. He played five-a-side soccer with a gang every Wednesday evening in the community sports hall; he also lifted weights and ran on a treadmill three times a week in the gym across the road, and sometimes he plodded around the neighbourhood too, or did a few laps at the nearby GAA grounds.


He wasn’t a natural athlete. He had to force himself across to the gym, or into the running gear, but the exercise kept him in shape for the soccer, which he enjoyed, and counteracted the Friday-morning cakes in the staffroom, and the rather large appetite he’d been blessed with.


He and Claire had a loose custody arrangement over the summer: Suzi was usually with her mother for the month of July and with George for August, unless holiday bookings necessitated some tweaking of dates on either side. He was happy, of course, to take his daughter whenever she was offered to him – and so far, she’d come willingly, but already he was bracing himself for a possible change in her teens.


He figured it could go either way: her father could turn into her biggest embarrassment, or become her closest confidant, or maybe they’d settle somewhere in between. Time would tell. In the meantime he was fairly content with his life as it was, even if it didn’t include romance, or a hint of it.


‘You OK?’ he asked his mother in the car. She was uncharacteristically quiet, the bunch of big colourful flowers she’d bought in Aldi the day before – giant daisies, he’d call them – resting in her lap.


‘I’m fine. Just …’ She brushed something from a sleeve. ‘Don’t forget to water the flowers in the planters.’


‘I won’t.’


He probably would. There was no garden to the front of the house, just two rectangular containers flanking the door that she looked after, filling them with bulbs in the autumn and seedlings in the spring. What was growing in them these days? He couldn’t say.


‘And keep the lawn cut, won’t you?’


‘I will.’


The medium-sized back garden had always been his father’s territory. He’d kept it neat, if a little lacking in imagination, with a row of shrubs marching down on the left side and a long narrow flowerbed running across the top. There was a shed halfway down on the right, with a small paved area outside it, home until last year to a slowly rusting metal table and four similarly deteriorating chairs, and a rotary clothes line beyond that. The rest was lawn, the grass patched, despite his father’s efforts, with moss and clover.


Since his death, George had taken over the cutting of the lawn, but the shrubs, for want of pruning, had long since grown straggled and unruly. For a while his mother had kept the weeds at bay in the flowerbed, but eventually she’d lost interest and gone back to her more civilised front planters. She and George had also given up sitting out on the patio: she’d eventually asked him to pack up the furniture and bring it to the local recycling centre.


‘You put my case in the boot, didn’t you?’


‘I did.’


Third time she’d asked him since breakfast. The newlyweds were going to Donegal for a five-day honeymoon. They’d booked into a small hotel that overlooked the sea. They were both walkers: he pictured them swaddled in coats and scarves, marching arm in arm along country roads, or across a windswept beach.


‘I forgot to tell you – I’ve asked Kate to keep you in eggs.’


‘Have you?’


Kate was one of her clients at the hair salon. She and George had never come face to face, but he knew of her because of the eggs. She ran a little Italian restaurant across town, close to his mother’s salon, and she kept hens in her back garden. For years, she and his mother had had a barter arrangement – six-weekly haircuts in exchange for a dozen free range eggs a week, which Kate brought each Saturday morning to the salon.


And you’d have to say that those eggs were things of beauty. Big and brown, downy fluff still clinging to shells, yolks a creamy orange shade. George’s usual Sunday breakfast was a couple of soft-boiled eggs, into whose gooey centres he’d push buttered strips of granary toast, and eggs featured during the week too – hard-boiled in his lunchtime sandwich, or whipped up into a dinnertime quiche, or fried to accompany a sausage.


But now that the salon was closing, and his mother was becoming a lady of leisure, George had assumed that Kate’s eggs, as he always thought of them, would become a thing of the past, and he’d have to look elsewhere for his pale orange yolks. Seemed he was wrong.


‘You needn’t have done that.’


‘I wanted to,’ she said. ‘And I’ve paid her too, so there.’


‘Mam, you don’t have to pay for my eggs.’


‘I know I don’t, but I want to.’


Something in her voice made him look at her – and he saw for the second time that morning the pink hanky coming to the rescue. He found her arm and squeezed it briefly.


‘I’ll just miss you,’ she said. ‘That’s all. I’ll miss having you near, George.’


‘You won’t have a chance to miss me. You’ll be too busy putting your own shape on John’s house – and Suzi and I will visit, as often as you want us. And you can come back anytime you have a row with John.’


She managed a smile. ‘George Murphy, you’re an awful joker.’ And then the church came into view, and both of them set aside the subject of eggs, and focused on the main task of the day.


And later, much later, after the vows and Suzi’s song and the confetti, after the prosecco and the buffet and the speeches – George’s shorter than a minute, John’s thankfully not much longer – after Suzi and her mother had departed, and the newly minted Mr and Mrs Stewart were waved off on their way to Donegal, George walked home alone through a light drizzle, having thought it more prudent to leave his car in the hotel grounds for the night.


He entered the house and closed the front door, and listened to the silence. He went into the kitchen and put the kettle on for tea, and turned it off again. He’d only ever had tea at night to keep his mother company.


She was Evelyn Stewart now, not Evelyn Murphy any more. He’d have to get used to it.


He climbed the stairs and entered the room that had been his since childhood, the second largest of the three bedrooms, his single bed exchanged for a double when he’d outgrown it in his teens. He supposed he should move into the room his parents had occupied, and offer this one to a tenant. Suzi would be content, he thought, to remain in the smallest bedroom on her visits. Last year, at her request, he’d painted over the magnolia walls with a sea-green shade, and the colour lent the room a fresh, open feel.


A few flakes of confetti – yellow, pink, white – drifted from his suit jacket as he took it off. In the bathroom he brushed his teeth. He washed his face and towelled it dry, and every small sound he made was magnified in the silence.


He got into bed and turned onto his side. He needed another person in the house. He needed to hear a cough, or a toilet flushing, or someone else’s phone ringing. He wanted evidence that he was not alone. He reached out and turned on the radio, and listened to a weather forecaster telling of high winds in the morning.


He hadn’t switched off the landing light. He imagined what his mother would say to that, but the rim of yellow around his bedroom door acted as a kind of detached sentinel, a vague reassurance, a comfort until he surrendered to sleep.


On Monday, Barb who taught third class announced in the staffroom at first break that her brother had been knocked off his bicycle on Friday night by a female driver who’d gone through a red light.


‘Is he OK?’ Vicky, Junior Infants.


‘He is. He sprained his ankle, and got some cuts and bruises. He was lucky, could have been much worse. His bike needs a new front wheel – you should see it.’


‘Isn’t he getting ready to open up?’


‘He is – or he was. Opening was this Friday, but he’s been told to stay off the ankle for a few weeks, so he’s had to postpone it. He’s not happy.’


‘I hope he got her insurance details.’ Dermot, fifth class. ‘She deserves a whopper of a bill.’


‘He didn’t. She did offer them, but he says he was too mad at her. He was probably in shock.’


George thought about the driver of the car who hadn’t stopped for a red light. He imagined the fright of a collision. A memory surfaced of a boy in the school some years back who’d been knocked off his bike by a lorry. He remembered the blotched, destroyed face of the boy’s mother at the funeral, the way she’d seemed not to see George when he’d taken her hand – cold, so cold – and offered his sympathies.


He wondered if the lorry driver had been at the funeral. How did you live with the knowledge that you’d cut another life short, however unintentionally? At least Barb’s brother was still alive, and the woman responsible for his injuries had offered help.


‘How was the wedding?’


Sheila from first class, cutting into his thoughts. ‘Good. It went fine.’


‘Any photos?’


He took out his phone and showed her the few he’d thought to snap: Suzi singing on the altar, the newlyweds emerging from the church, the cutting of the cake, the happy couple waving from the car as they left.


‘You’ll miss her,’ Sheila said, her eyes on the screen. ‘The house will be quiet.’


‘I’m thinking of looking for a tenant,’ he replied. ‘I’m wondering how to go about it. You let your house, didn’t you, when you got married?’


Not putting it out there to the room, just directing the question at Sheila – and still Dermot heard from across the table, and pounced. ‘Ah George – there are easier ways of finding a girlfriend,’ he said loudly. ‘Go down to the local pub, man.’


Heads turned in George’s direction. He felt himself getting hot. ‘I’m just letting out a room, Dermot.’


‘Ha – that’s what they all say!’


‘Shut up, Dermot,’ Sheila said calmly. ‘Ignore him, George. There are Facebook pages where you could advertise, or you could put it up on Daft – or just take out an ad in the local paper.’


‘What do I need to look out for?’


‘Well, make sure you have a lease. I googled something like “Irish tenancy lease” and picked the one that was written in the plainest English – some of them would need a barrister to translate them. I’ll email it to you if you like.’


‘Would you? That’d be great, thanks.’


‘Make it for six months,’ she said, and he was reminded of his mother’s similar advice. ‘You can always extend it if you’re happy with your tenant. And just go with your gut, I suppose, when you meet applicants. You could look for character references, but I didn’t bother – you’d have to be a bit of a Sherlock Holmes to find out if they’re genuine, or just written by pals. Be on the alert when you meet them, see if they’re acting a bit shifty, or too cocky. You’ll know yourself.’


But he wasn’t sure he’d know himself. He tended to take people he met on trust, and hope they didn’t disappoint him – and inevitably, the world being the way it was, some did.


He’d been conned out of money on the street once by a man who’d fed him a sob story about being robbed of his wallet and needing two euro to get a bus somewhere – when George had obliged, the man had snatched the coin without a word of thanks and run off. Another time he paid an online subscription for a magazine that never arrived. Every so often his trust was abused – but still he persevered. More good folk than bad out there.


He’d have to be careful though, with his choice of tenant. Someone sharing his house, free to poke about when George wasn’t home. He’d want to be as sure as he could that they were trustworthy. He’d just have to hope his instinct was up to it.


After school he went to the gym, where he worked his way doggedly through his weight-lifting routine and a twenty-minute treadmill run, his gaze fixed on the music videos that played non-stop and too loudly on several screens, his mind wandering about as it usually did in the gym, touching down on Suzi, and his mother, and Barb’s brother with his sprained ankle.


That evening, after a cheese on toast dinner – why bother cooking a proper meal for one? – he drifted around online house rental sites for a while, then set about composing his ad.




Person wanted to share house. Double room available. Must be non-smoker.





Could you specify a non-smoker? Were you infringing on someone’s right to pollute your air?




Person wanted to share house. Double room available. Non-smoker preferred.





Maybe he should give a bit more information.




Person wanted to share quiet house with owner. Double room available. Reasonable rent. Non-smoker preferred.





Should he mention that Suzi would be staying every so often? No – time enough for that when he was face to face. He went online and found the local paper’s website – and then he balked.


Maybe he was rushing into this. Maybe he should wait and see. Living alone might grow on him. Did he really want to share his home with a stranger?


He decided to sit on it for a while. He saved the ad and clicked out of it. As he was shutting down his computer, his phone pinged with a text.


Having a lovely time, his mother wrote. The hotel is beautiful. Hope you’re eating sensibly.


Eating fine, he replied. Glad you’re enjoying yourself. Hello to John.


It was still only eight o’clock. He flicked through the offerings on TV and found nothing of interest until the news at nine. On impulse, he phoned Suzi.


‘Hey, George. What’s up?’


‘Nothing much, just wanted to say hello. Any news?’


‘Nah … We went to see Bernie yesterday.’


‘Who’s Bernie?’


‘Rob’s sister. She lives in Tipperary, and she’s an artist, and she’s going to do a painting of me.’


‘Is she?’


‘Yeah. And she says I can call her Auntie Bernie if I want.’


Something coiled inside him. ‘She’s not your aunt though.’


‘I know that, George.’


She wasn’t Suzi’s aunt. She was Rob’s sister, and Rob was no relation. Rob was just the man who’d been seeing Claire for the past two years, and who’d moved her and Suzi into his house after Christmas. Rob was twenty-eight, six years younger than George, and four years younger than Claire, and a podiatrist. Rob was pleasant and polite when he and George encountered one another, and George was still working on not resenting him for being the man his daughter lived with most of the time.


At least there was no talk of her calling him Dad.


He switched direction. ‘The wedding was good, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah, it was really good. I loved that dessert so much. Mum gave me hers.’


‘I just got a text from Gran. They’re having a lovely time. We can visit them in John’s house when they get back.’


‘OK.’


He decided to run the tenant idea by her, see her reaction. ‘Hey, how would you feel about me getting someone to share this house, now that Gran’s moved out?’


Pause. ‘To share for how long?’


‘Probably six months to start with.’


‘Would you get a man or a woman?’


‘Hadn’t really thought about that.’ He hadn’t. Hadn’t thought it through at all, really. ‘What do you think? Who would you like to move in?’


‘Someone funny,’ she said immediately. ‘Wouldn’t matter really if it was a he or a she. And someone who wouldn’t steal stuff when you weren’t there.’


He laughed. Two pretty important considerations. ‘Well, I’m just thinking about it for now. See you Friday. Love you.’


‘Love you too, George.’


She was in sixth class, but she didn’t attend George’s co-ed school. Claire had wanted her to go where she’d gone herself, so Suzi was a convent girl. The decision had disappointed George – how much more he would have seen of her if she’d been just down the corridor from him every weekday; how much more contact he would have had if he’d taught her for a year – but characteristically, he hadn’t argued. Things might change when she started secondary in September: the school she was booked into was a lot closer to his.


He decided to move into the main bedroom, just in case the other was needed. In the wardrobe he found a blue shirt of his father’s, folded neatly on a shelf. He pressed it to his face, but any scent it might have had was gone from it. He hung it with his shirts, unable to contemplate anything else.


He lay in his parents’ bed later, in sheets he’d just taken from the hotpress, and watched the outline of yellow light around the door. He should assert himself more. His mother had often said as much, and he knew she was right.


He taught sixth class every year because nobody else wanted it. He let Claire dictate how much contact he had with their daughter. He was goalie for the five-a-side games more often than any of the others, even though he was no better or worse than them at stopping the ball. He endured all of Dermot’s digs at school, never seriously objecting.


You could say he was obliging and easy-going, but closer to the truth was that he was a pushover. He allowed people more leeway than they deserved; he didn’t protest or speak up when he should. It was just easier that way.
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