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Prologue


‘MS REID, CAN YOU TELL US HOW YOU CAME TO BE in possession of the video clip featuring your husband and former business partner, Adam Zelner? The contents of which, I should add, were intended to remain private.’ Adrian, the craggy sixty-something acting as Adam’s representative, paced before her.


Lindy sensed she needed to rearrange her facial expression if she was going to retain the sympathy of the judge – a neat man in his fifties over to the right, looking at her through tortoiseshell glasses. Bald disdain was not a great look when trying to convince people you weren’t a treacherous bitch out for revenge.


In a way, though, an unanticipated boon of her job was that she was actually perfectly prepped to stand up and be judged. In the last few years, everyone had an opinion. On the fact that she put her kid on the internet. On her family. But most especially on her. It was negligent; it was selling your child’s childhood. It was tantamount to abuse.


Luckily, it wasn’t illegal. Yet. And the wood-panelled room of judgement she was standing in was a commercial court and not a criminal one. Sued by her former business partner and current husband. Ooof.


As one internet commenter had put it: ‘Corporate litigation between husband and wife? Now that’s a shitshow.’


‘Who starts a business with literally NO contingency in place for how to dissolve it? Especially when there’s a child involved?’ another had added.


‘Do you need me to repeat the question, Ms Reid?’ Adrian levelled this in an exasperated tone, as if she was a petulant kid instead of the co-founder and one-time CEO of a million-euro online empire. She could feel herself glaring again. Stop it, Lindy.


She swallowed. ‘Not at all, sir.’ May as well keep it polite. ‘I discovered the video clip during the course of preparing a prospectus for a new business venture of mine called The Snag List.’


She left it at that, heeding the advice of her own solicitor, Elise Enyi-Amadi: ‘Let them do all of the heavy lifting. Only answer the questions they ask. Don’t volunteer anything.’


‘Riiiight.’ More exaggerated weary patience from her husband’s representative. ‘And what did that prospectus entail? How did it lead to the discovery of the video and all that followed? Explain to us, please, what this venture, The Snag List, is?’


‘The Snag List,’ Lindy aped the man’s patient tone, ‘is a discreet service that allows people to address their regrets. With the support of my service, my clients can return to the things in their lives that they left undone. The chances they didn’t take, the avenues left unexplored. With my help, they can tick them off the great snag list of their lives. For the last few months, I have been working with three individuals, trialling the service and gathering insights to present to potential investors. The client in this particular instance had voluntarily relinquished control of dozens of their social media accounts. And it was in one of these accounts that I found the clip. Believe me, I did not seek this frankly disgusting, not to mention hurtful and humiliating, material out.’


Over to Lindy’s right, Elise was looking delighted – no doubt thrilled at the inclusion of ‘hurtful and humiliating’.


‘You have to humanise “Lindy Reid” for the judge,’ she’d commanded that morning in the taxi on the way over as a nervy Lindy smoothed her dark blunt bob and dabbed concealer under her eyes. Sleep was in short supply the last few weeks, since her life had been laid out for public consumption.


‘I am a human,’ Lindy had said. Can’t be a good sign that I’m having to point that out. People mistake appearing detached with being detached. I wish I could be detached. ‘I am hurt and humiliated, Elise – more as every day passes and the internet continues to have a field day with this.’


‘Great,’ Elise pointed at her. ‘Be sure to get that in later during your testimony.’


‘It’s absolutely desperate,’ the taxi driver had thrown over his shoulder. ‘My missus was having a real go this morning, saying you deserve what you got given how you make your money and all. And I said, “No, Bridey! Not even Bezos himself deserves to have all that put out there.”’


Lindy had related this exchange to her Snag List WhatsApp group, the place where all this misery had begun – if they hadn’t gotten together and started comparing notes on their millennial life crises, none of this would’ve happened. At least it’ll give Ailbhe and Roe a bit of entertainment, she’d thought, watching their replies drop in.




ROE: On the plus side, the taxi lads are always a great barometer of public opinion. They’re out there on the front lines of the national gossip. If he’s defending you, that’s a great sign.


AILBHE: Roe’s really scraping the bottom of the Reassurance Barrel there.





Lindy had grinned in spite of the bleak destination. How am I driving to actual fucking court right now? If nothing else, she could count on Ailbhe for honesty and Roe for support. Thank God I still have them. They’d known each other less than six months, but communally decimating your lives really fast-tracks a friendship.


Her husband’s solicitor cleared his throat, bringing her back to the present unpleasant moment. He was sweeping his hands wide, as if to dispel any empathy her admission of pain and humiliation may have elicited from the judge. ‘Do you think it’s a good idea to meddle in people’s lives in this way?’


Lindy flashed on Ailbhe, Tom, Roe and Eddie all sitting in devastated silence around an abandoned dinner party. Across the table from her, Adam had looked livid.


Keep it simple, Linds: ‘Yep.’


‘Why do you think you’re qualified to do this work? To fix people’s lives?’


The question finally put words to the unformed dread that had lurked inside her in the weeks since that cursed dinner party. Why do I think I’m qualified to rid people of their regrets?


She tried to breathe deeply but it came shallow and did nothing to quell her anxiety. Her pretence at stoicism was becoming exhausting. She felt the judge looking at her – no doubt taking in her expensive silk shirt and tailored navy trousers. She looked rich, successful. Too aloof to be relatable, probably. He couldn’t know it was her armour.


‘I used to think I was qualified because I’ve gone after what I wanted in life. More or less. But now …’ She looked across the room to where Adam sat and tried to find his eyes, to bridge the fissure between them. He just stared at his hands clasped on the desk in front of him. It’s impossible, we’re both too ruined – there’s no blueprint, no script to follow for coming back from betrayals like these.


She placed her next words one after another carefully and deliberately. ‘Now, I think, I’m qualified because I can see that if our regrets remain unresolved, they trap us and define our lives. I’m qualified because I, myself, have so many regrets. So. Many.’


She breathed again and this time her lungs filled without effort. She felt a bit better because it was the truth. Pity the truth had ruined everything.
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5 months earlier …


‘HEY, GUYS, WELCOME … UH … WELCOME BACK TO my channel …’ Pale morning sun stretched languidly across Lindy’s bed, where she lay propped on pillows watching her favourite old video of her son on her phone – the date in the YouTube description read 26 March 2017.


‘Can it see me, Muma?’ the little six-year-old Max on screen was asking.


‘Of course it can – see the green light? That means it’s working.’ Her younger self was off to the33 side, out of shot.


‘OK. You go and I’ll call you when it’s ready,’ Little Max on screen instructed.


Lindy watched her younger self lean down into shot. ‘OK. Can I give you a kiss?’ The boy obliged and leaned slightly forward so she could kiss the back of his neck. It was a soft little stem of a neck and something of a special ritual between her and her son. Even now, five years later, if she asked to give him a kiss, he would do the exact same movement. On the screen, Max was talking to himself, acting out a story with tiny Lego figures and a Megatron toy so large only the legs were visible.


‘This video is so embarrassing!’ The now eleven-year-old, long-limbed Max lounged beside her. He had just brought her up a coffee because it was 26 March, her birthday – How am I thirty-six years old?! – and this coffee, along with watching this video, was their tradition.


She laughed at his disdainful face. ‘At least production values have improved since then!’


It was the first toy video Max had ever made that they’d put on YouTube. Little did they know this little Lego melodrama would become a multimillion-hit channel. Five years on, Maxxed Out operated exactly like a TV station powered by ad revenue and branded content. The difference was every ‘show’ was created by her husband, Adam, their son was the star, and Lindy helmed the entire business end of the Maxxed Out juggernaut.


It was a life they’d stumbled into. On her birthday, the year she turned thirty-one, six-year-old Max had demanded to know what present he was getting. She’d explained that on other people’s birthdays you got them presents. He announced that he wanted to make her a video like the ones on YouTube. Even though she could smell a kid agenda at thirty paces, she said she’d love that. Little did I fucking know.


Soon Adam was in on it too. They played together for the camera, and Adam would edit the videos and upload them to a YouTube account. The videos were unlisted – only people with the specific link could access them, and they only doled the link out to family and friends. It was a way to keep Adam’s parents and brother in America in the loop and make sure they didn’t miss out on Max growing up. It was also, Lindy suspected, an Adam-engineered opportunity for him to showcase his hyper-fun, super-engaged ‘dadding’ skills, for which he received lavish praise from the American contingent and a lukewarm, slightly baffled reception from Lindy’s family. After about a year, Max became obsessed with a kid YouTuber called Axel who hosted his own show on the platform and had more than a million subscribers. Even though he was young, Max soon cottoned on that his videos weren’t being seen by anyone other than family. He wanted to have a ‘real’ channel. Lindy was extremely wary. She’d sit beside her son as he watched Axel, and when Axel, who couldn’t have been more than nine himself, reminded his viewers to hit the ‘thumbs-up’ on the video, tiny Max unquestioningly obeyed. It was unnerving, like wholesome, peppy mind control.


Adam was very pro the idea, reasoning that all kids now would be online to an unprecedented degree and this could be a safe kind of on-ramping for Max. With Max pleading, and without Adam’s backup, Lindy’s resolve crumbled and she agreed to open up the Maxxed Out videos for public consumption. With hindsight, she felt the timing had a lot to do with it. Just weeks before they set Maxxed Out live, she’d lost a pregnancy. Lindy had been delivered the body blow of a silent sonogram on a Thursday morning, then gone back to her desk at the psychology practice, Heart Mind Solutions, where she had managed logistics, that afternoon. It had hit very hard. And because of the cack-handed way the world dealt with grief of this nature, she’d never taken compassionate leave from her job, never even told any of the actual therapists that she worked with, even though it would have surely helped immeasurably.


At home, Adam was as devastated as she was, and every moment with Max brought a two-pronged thrust of pain: he was a constant reminder of the child that wouldn’t be; and he was her baby, bewildered at the recent shift in the atmosphere of his previously safe and cosy home. The channel made Max happy, and at that moment, from the depths of her grief and guilt, she’d clung to that.


And then it had made them money.


Four years ago, she and Adam had both gone full-time on the channel, and two years in they’d been busy enough that they’d needed to hire the extremely commercially minded Jamie Bell, who was now managing director. Adam’s days were now spent literally playing with their son for their captivated fanbase. Hers were filled with sponsorship negotiation, financial negotiation and talent negotiation – tricky given the ‘talent’ was her husband and son. It had been four years of being the fun police in every single respect, from no to dessert on a Tuesday to a massive NO to a potentially lucrative collaboration with an alt-right YouTuber in Minnesota, no matter how big his audience was.


Adam’s background in advertising was an advantage in the new venture, and she enjoyed running the business, though she’d also vaguely hoped it would eventually leave space for her to resume her abandoned psychology training and perhaps embark on a venture of her own – wishful thinking of the highest order.


When the pandemic hit, her misgivings about both working with family and putting her son to ‘work’ on the internet were instantly drowned out by terror at the fact that they had put all their financial eggs in one basket. She couldn’t have known in early 2020 that, with everyone about to be under mandated house arrest and desperate for childcare in any form whatsoever, conditions were perfect for channels like theirs to thrive. Max and Adam were essentially babysitting swathes of children around the world while their parents clung to jobs.


And so she and Max rewatched this funny little video every year, and the coffee was historically bad but she was detecting an improvement with each birthday that passed.


‘You were only six, Max! You were so creative.’


‘I know, you’re sooo proud of me,’ he said, doing his bored pre-teenage voice.


‘You’re lucky you’re sick of me saying I’m proud of you – that’s a good sign, you know!’


‘OK, I know, Granny and Grandad never said it enough and now you have issues.’


Lindy laughed. ‘Oh, they said it! About as much as anyone’s parents did in the nineties.’


‘Can I go now, Mom? I’m setting up a safari video with Dad. Cannot wait for all the new kit we’ll have in the new house – Dad says a whole room just for my Lego – the Lego studio.’


‘Yes, amazing. Go! You’re dismissed. Thank you for humouring me.’


Lindy stretched out and sipped at the coffee before immediately dribbling it back into the cup, grimacing. By the time he’s seventeen, I’ll be drinking it, she calculated, placing the cup on the sagging shelf above her bed.


It was her last birthday in the house – a slightly ragged red-brick terraced cottage with a cherry blossom in the garden. They could be gone before it bloomed; they had just over two weeks left. She’d miss this tiny bedroom under the eaves. It had been the attic; they’d converted it when Max was six months old. Even before he was crawling, the house had felt like it was shrinking around them, but Lindy loved the sash windows and the bockety wooden floors, not to mention being able to walk into town or around to her parents’ house on the other side of the park. Lindy would have happily stayed, but she couldn’t deny that both their family and the business had long ago outgrown the place. It was time. The channel was doing well, and what was it all for if not to live well too? A text interrupted the rationalising that had become a round-the-clock refrain in the lead-up to this move. It was Fionnuala.




Don’t forget we moved your birthday brunch to 10.30.


You’re an old bitch now – don’t be a late bitch too.





Lindy texted back a single middle-finger emoji and hopped out of bed. The café was only ten minutes’ walk, but her sister was always so pass-remarkable about Lindy’s clothes that Lindy had to factor in at least ten minutes of agonising before probably still just pulling on the same bland shite she always wore since leaving her office job – jeans, vaguely nice top, expensive but boring khaki jacket.
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‘You’re jiggling again.’ An hour later, Lindy was watching her sister shifting around on her seat on the other side of their marble-topped table outside Egan’s, their favourite spot. Drumcondra was close to the city centre but still had a nice villagey feel. If someone could spot you in your school uniform having a cheeky smoke at the bus stop and report you to your mother, that had to be the definition of a village, no matter how close to the city you were.


She’d lived here her whole life and had indeed been spotted smoking at fifteen by Mrs Connelly. It was the best neighbourhood – all the families she’d grown up with were still around and cohabiting peacefully with the blow-ins, who could usually be identified by whether or not they’d had the windows done on their houses.


Finn’s jiggling was intensifying. ‘I can’t believe I need to wee. Again,’ she moaned. ‘I’m worse than you after Max decimated your bladder control. The new serum formula we’re trialling is throwing up some very random side-effects, but look, just look at my under-eye area.’ Fionnuala thrust her face at Lindy.


‘I’m not seeing anything.’ Lindy examined her older sister’s flawless, make-up-free, nearly-forty-four-year-old face.


‘Eh, fucking exactly, Lindy. No darkness, no discolouration, no … pouches,’ Finn pronounced with disgust. ‘Skin Love is going to completely overhaul the industry – I can feel it. We’ve all been relying on the “no make-up” make-up for too long. Skin Love is going to liberate us. I haven’t put on a scrap of base in months.’


‘Yah, but you’re an anomaly, a sideshow oddity,’ Lindy remarked dryly. ‘You’ve got the skin of an influencer’s child avec Paris filter. The rest of us need the bit of base. We like the bit of base. Don’t forget women use make-up for a lot of reasons. Be careful you’re not alienating clients with the messaging.’


‘Hmmm. Good point.’ Finn’s eyes narrowed, and Lindy instantly regretted wading any deeper into her sister’s business than her usual vague greats and well dones. Finn was constantly trying to tempt Lindy on to the Skin Love team. Finn shifted to jiggle in a different direction. ‘This is why I cannot understand your refusal to come on board, Lindy. You obviously have an interest. Our relationship to our skin is very rooted in our psychology. Having you on the team with your background would add a whole other dimension.’


‘What “background”, Finn? I didn’t even finish my degree. I’m not a psychologist.’ Lindy hated that she hadn’t finished her BA, but you had to let these things go. Back when she was working in Heart Mind Solutions she’d fully intended to get back to studying, but then Maxxed Out happened and, well, her work now wasn’t helping people in the way she’d once hoped, but that’s what happened when you started a family. Responsibilities and kids and obligations started hijacking ambitions. It happened to everyone to some extent. Or every woman anyway.


Finn powered on with her job pitch: ‘You are clearly better than me on the sensitive-approach side of things. You’re right. I’m an outlier, my skin is incredible – always has been. I’m not the Skin Love client. You are. A woman desperately in need of “skinprovement” and some self-esteem.’


‘Finn, I can’t believe you think your approach isn’t sensitive enough!’ Lindy laughed.


Fionnuala was eight years older and, since they were kids, she had playfully cultivated a sort of faux pity for the (according to her) totally forgotten youngest child, Lindy – Séamus, in the middle, was the only boy and, as such, doted on. Lindy was fully immune to Finn’s ridiculous narrative by this stage and mostly just entertained by it.


‘You could be so good,’ Finn bulldozed on. ‘You never do anything for yourself. You’ve sacrificed your best years working for a narcissist.’


‘Adam’s not a narcissist. And anyway, I don’t work for him.’


‘If you don’t get out now and go after your own goals you’ll be left pissed off and resentful.’


‘I’m fine with that – I’m not sure anyone alive doesn’t wind up pissed off and resentful,’ Lindy deadpanned.


‘You’re turning into Mum. A slave to her family and now a bitter old slag.’


‘She’s right there,’ Lindy indicated mildly.


‘I am.’ Jean Reid sniffed, feigning upset.


‘Of course you are, Mum. Always right there, judging and martyring away.’ Finn could joke like this because Jean was the least martyrish Irish mammy since time immemorial. She adored her three kids and her husband, Liam, but also had a healthy detachment, giving as much time to her teaching career – she specialised in adult literacy – as she did her family.


‘I wish I was a slag,’ Jean mused. ‘It sounds fun.’


‘Jean, don’t be giving me cheek!’ Finn was unstoppable. Does the woman even need oxygen? Lindy wondered. ‘Right, the pisser beckons. Mum? I presume you’re coming? She’s on the same new products as me,’ Fionnuala explained as she grabbed her mask and her mother and marched towards the loos at the back of the restaurant.


Where does she get her energy? Lindy stared after them. And her nerve? Don’t call my husband a narcissist – only I may do that.


As for calling Jean a slag? Jean would only take that from Finn – her devotion to her eldest never wavered. The Jean–Finn dynamic did sometimes leave Lindy feeling out in the cold. Her mother just didn’t quite get what Lindy did – ‘home videos but on the internet; all very strange but I suppose they’re trucking along’ – and she wasn’t featured in the social pages of the magazines in Jean’s hairdresser’s like Finn was, so it was like it didn’t count.


It was the problem with having a fairly recently invented job: you spent a lot of time at weddings, funerals and family gatherings explaining it and always leaving the conversation with a sense that your relatives were vaguely concerned about you.


Lindy picked up her phone to check in on things. Life admin is becoming more work than work is. She knew it wasn’t just her. If you gave people a chance to complain about how ‘behind’ they were on their WhatsApp groups, body maintenance and dentist appointments, they’d whip themselves up into a stress-frenzy within minutes.


Everyone’s favourite part of socialising now was the pockets of time when friends went to the loo and you could address some of the notifications stacking up in the phone, Lindy reckoned.


A text alerted her to a voicemail. What kind of tormenter would leave a voicemail in the year of our lord two thousand and twenty-two? She put the phone to her ear. It was a robotic voice confirming the ‘Let’s Get to Know You’ interview for this Tuesday, 14 April


‘Hello, future Monteray Valley citizen! A reminder to please send through an up-to-date CV ahead of your Monteray Valley life curator’s arrival,’ said the voice.


What is with the automated voice? Why do they have to make everything so weird? She guessed it was supposed to be more personal than an email, but it was coming off vaguely demented. She’d forgotten the interview – she’d need to move her nail appointment. Feck.


‘Brilliant, just brilliant,’ she muttered as Finn and Jean returned.


‘What’s brilliant?’ Finn quizzed, slipping into her seat.


Lindy quickly slapped on a smile. ‘Oh, just our new house!’ She was in permanent defensive mode since the plan to move to Monteray Valley had solidified. She couldn’t bear the opinions of others because for the most part she fully agreed with them.


‘Doesn’t it feel a little soulless out there?’


YES! Lindy wanted to shout.


‘It’s a bit isolated, isn’t it?’


It’s not ‘a bit’ isolated, it’s completely isolated, Lindy wailed silently. It was easily twenty miles from the nearest Penneys, which was as good a metric for distance as any these days.


‘I wouldn’t want to be so far away from everything.’


No one wants this, least of all me. The suburban exodus is like a tide taking me against my will. I’m married, in my mid-thirties and with a child so it’s the law that I must retreat to the confines of a gated town so my wealth can protect me from any unpleasant realities.


Most families moved away from the city for gardens and more space for their children, and it wasn’t that Lindy didn’t want those things. Her aversion to leaving the city was specific to Monteray Valley. At the open day, Esme, the Monteray social director, had emphasised ecstatically how self-contained Monteray Valley was. ‘No one ever needs to leave.’


The high gates kept residents in and the world out. Monteray was a ‘living experience’ that had originated in California and now had satellite towns around the world. Like a franchise. Monteray Valley was the first in Ireland.


‘That place sounds creepy.’ Finn drained her mimosa and performed a complicated gesture to the waiter, who then returned seconds later with another round.


‘It’s not creepy. It’s gorgeous – you’ll love it. We’ll have a dinner.’ Lindy smiled harder.


‘Linds, we won’t have the time to come out there. It’d be more convenient had you and Adam moved to another country. London is more accessible than the M50.’ Finn waved vaguely across Drumcondra village in the direction of the airport.


‘We have to move the Maxxed Out operation. We’ve completely run out of space in Orchard Avenue – I’ve told you this. Also, a free house is a free house.’ Though it wasn’t quite ‘free’ of course. They were now under contract to post Monteray Valley content until the end of time. But it was still an unbelievably good deal.


‘Is it really a free house, Linds?’ Jean looked concerned. ‘Are you and Adam stuck for money?’


‘Mum! No! We’re really successful. I keep trying to tell you.’


‘Finn, could you not give your sister a dig-out?’ Jean looked imploringly at her eldest.


‘Mum!’ Lindy waved a hand in front of her mother’s face. ‘I’m rich! I’m the wealthy one. I could dig Finn out. I’m a millionaire, like.’ Sort of. Lindy’s face burned with the mortification.


‘Hmmm, but is it all internet money, luvvie? I worry about you.’


‘Mum, Lindy could buy and sell me.’ Finn laughed. ‘Maxxed Out is a huge thing. Dunno how many more times we can explain this to you and Dad. Look.’ Finn unlocked her phone and brought up the Maxxed Out channel. ‘See that number: 1,845,453? That’s how many people have watched this video. Nearly two million people have watched Max and Adam play Minecraft Adventures Volume XVII. So even if a sponsor was only paying 0.01c per view, Lindy is still pocketing a nice chunk of change.’


‘What’s all the words down at the bottom?’ Jean pushed her glass out of the way and leaned in.


‘That’s the bottom half of the internet, Mum. Best not go there,’ Lindy cut in, glaring at Finn who hastily turned the phone away.


‘But I saw Lindy’s name. Show me again,’ Jean demanded.


‘It’s nothing, just weirdos being weird.’ Lindy tried to sound unconcerned. The bottom half of the internet – aka the comments section – was life admin she’d long ago stopped trying to engage with. Unlike the rest of her to-do list, there was no hope of ever getting on top of it. It was a shape-shifting, fathomless morass of opinion from hysterical proclamations of love to the most cutting of condemnations. Adam waded through it delighted with the praise and utterly unfazed by the detractors. Of course, it was easy for him to not care – they didn’t hate him.


‘Me and Lindy have to get moving, Mum.’ Finn stood and gathered her Chanel shopper and caramel-coloured, butter-soft leather jacket.


‘Of course, sweetheart.’ Jean leaned up to kiss first Finn then Lindy. ‘Love you girls. Thanks for the pre-noon boozing – I’ll be able to tolerate Dad for the rest of the day now!’


On the street, Lindy and Finn made their way through milling throngs enjoying the unexpected March sunshine and turned up towards Finn’s cottage, just around the corner from the house Adam and Lindy were in the process of dismantling.


‘I can’t believe you won’t be able to stroll over whenever you want any more.’ Finn could swing into sentimentality at the drop of a hat and it always made Lindy smile. ‘Remember when you’d just brought Max home from the Rotunda and you’d wheel him over to me?’


‘Yes.’ Lindy grinned, knowing what was coming next.


‘And then you’d say, “I just need a wee”, and after a while I’d discover you’d fucked off back out the front door to your own house. It was like a drive-by babying.’


‘I was very tired, and we didn’t have a minder yet.’ Lindy laughed.


It was the kind of thing you could only do to family. You couldn’t benignly abandon a baby on even the closest friends without them freaking out. She’d just needed the occasional breather. Lindy was in love with the baby in that all-consuming, disorientating way, but she also worried constantly. Motherhood had felt to her like a new world had been revealed – a world of infinite love and infinite terror. Finn could always bring her back out of the anxiety spiral. Having Finn around made everything feel lighter, more fun and less on the verge of disaster. This was another thing that made Lindy uneasy about Monteray Valley. She would have no family nearby. No neighbours around that she’d known, however vaguely, all her life.


Lindy and Finn slowed as they reached the little black gate to Finn’s pebble-dashed house with the pink door. ‘Hiya, Mrs Caughlan!’ her sister called to her neighbour as she pulled out her keys. ‘I’ll come over and do the bins for you later.’


When Lindy, Finn and Séamus were growing up, Jean and Liam would dispatch them on a weekly basis to knock in to the older neighbours who lived alone to see if they wanted anything from the shops or had any jobs that needed to be done. It was the kind of thing Lindy’d tried to get Max doing, but it’s hard to trick your famous-on-the-internet son into helping out in return for pocket money. And Adam didn’t back her up at all – he just didn’t get it.


‘We didn’t have old folks in Indiana,’ he’d say with a shrug. ‘Once they hit sixty in the States, they’re shipped to Florida.’


Finn gave Lindy a hug. ‘You sure you won’t come in? We could have tea or more booze?’


‘Nah, I should go home. Booze’ll just make me maudlin.’


‘Linds, you’re already maudlin. I feel like you’ve been maudlin for ages. Just look at what you’re wearing. This is a cry for help!’


‘Shut up! It’s my uniform – I got a style consultant.’ Lindy hated being read so easily. ‘It was a load of wank. She asked me who the different “Lindys” were.’


‘What did you say? Hassled mother? School-run devotee? Soon-to-be suburbanite spiralling emotionally?’ Finn cocked a mocking brow but there was concern in her expression too.


‘I said one Lindy was a supposedly successful CEO who never has to leave her house. One Lindy dislikes waistbands, and one Lindy is an occasional parent–teacher association attendee slash hostage.’


‘And she prescribed bootcut jeans? It’s an act of violence. And maybe a sign that you’re down. Getting someone to dress you? This doesn’t feel like you.’


‘I’m just very under it with work. The Monteray deal is a huge amount of additional content to be planned and, ugh, I dunno, I guess I’m getting … not cold feet but chilly feet? It’s hard seeing our entire home being stripped and shipped off. I feel like I’m being disassembled. I knew we’d have to move some time but not so fast. This house opportunity came up and I’d barely blinked before we signed. Adam’s now acting like our own house was this millstone. When he was the very one who carried me over the threshold when we went to the viewing. Adam told everyone there to take their pathetic offers elsewhere while I was still slung over his shoulder. He hit the estate agent’s face with my foot. It was pretty embarrassing.’


Lindy felt a pang at Early Lindy and Adam. There wasn’t much conspiratorial mischief between them nowadays. ‘Max was a baby in that house,’ she carried on. ‘I cleaned his puke out from between the floorboards with a toothbrush. His height is marked on the kitchen door frame.’ Lindy tried to keep a lid on her rising anguish. She was breaking all her own rules being this honest with Finn. Of everyone, Finn had been the least pro Lindy and Adam’s shotgun wedding and, as such, Lindy hated admitting when things were less than wonderful. ‘Look, I’d really better go. There’s still so much to pack.’


They hugged and Lindy hurried across the street and homeward.


Finn had been very vocal – too vocal – when Lindy had returned from Australia with a tan, Adam and an obsession with Tim Tams dipped in Vegemite that was not the affectation of a twenty-something backpacker but something much more serious …


‘Just because you’re pregnant, you don’t have to marry him, Linds. It’s not the fifties,’ she’d pleaded. ‘How did this happen?’


Another memory swept into Lindy’s mind. She was lying on Adam’s chest on the mattress in the back of the van, the rear doors were open to the still night, and the only sound was the distant crash of the sea. They’d just embarked on a road trip across Australia after the briefest of encounters in a Melbourne karaoke bar. The twenty-five-year-old Adam was explaining the hardships of being a nerd in an American high school.


‘Just like the movies, only worse.’


‘But you’re so ridey! Did that not count for something?’


‘You just think I’m hot compared to potato-faced Irish people.’


‘Adam, you will be stabbed in the face if you ever say that on Irish soil. I’ll be doing the stabbing.’


‘“I’ll be doooing the stahbbing.”’ He was already workshopping his extremely shite Irish accent. ‘I’m just fuckin’ with you. They’re not potato-faced. It’s more of a boiled-ham look.’


‘That’s cos you’re only meeting the Irish abroad right now. We’re not suited to being abroad. We don’t know how to handle ourselves in a dry heat. If you ever come to Ireland, you’ll see us in our natural environment – hair frizzing due to drizzle, souls destroyed by the infernal moistness.’


‘Yah,’ he’d drawled. ‘I geddit. So can I come to Ireland?’


‘Can you come to Eye-er-land? No. But you can come to Ireland, maybe. Some time.’


She had so not meant it at the time.


But Adam grows on a person. And then when a piss in a petrol-station loo miles from civilisation en route to Perth confirmed that a bit of Adam was now growing in her – well, it was a done deal.


And now, Lindy reminded herself as she turned left down the lane that led to Orchard Avenue, moving to Monteray Valley was a done deal.


It’ll be good for us. It will.
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‘STORAGE. STORAGE. THAT ONE’S STORAGE.’ AILBHE was walking Niall, the captain of the Walkinstown under-19s who’d been drafted in by her mother, Eileen, to help with the move, through the various boxes crowding the living room. ‘This one is … Hang on, let’s see. Box 4sbr008.’ Ailbhe slightly rearranged her tiny daughter, Tilly, who was sleeping on her shoulder, so she could consult the iPad. She paused to zoom in on the spreadsheet Tom’s assistant, Maia, had compiled to help with packing up his penthouse. Our penthouse, she corrected. She’d lived there for nearly a year but still hadn’t gotten used to it.


In fairness, it’d been a year like no other. Acquiring a husband, a baby and a penthouse in just twelve months had been hectic. Though more accurately she’d actually acquired a casual fling, a surprise slightly-late-in-the-day baby, a penthouse and then a husband. In that order. Tom wasn’t in Dublin all that much, which suited Ailbhe’s approach to relationships very well. When they’d first got together, he’d fly in for meetings, they’d go out for dinner, have a lot of fun and a lot of very hot sex, and everything was nice and low stakes. Then, of course, the shock baby grenade had landed in the middle of her perfect set-up.


How am I someone’s mam?! This time last year, she wouldn’t have believed it. She knew lots of people saw kids almost as something inevitable that they would move on to at some stage, like wide-fit shoes or starting to irrationally hate twenty-somethings. Not Ailbhe.


It wasn’t that she had never pictured having kids or a husband, but her last serious relationship had ended eight years ago when she was thirty-four – she cringed at the memory. She’d been on the precipice of a wedding. She’d been with Ruairí, her pal Áine’s cousin, for about two years at that stage. Ailbhe could still barely think about that time. She’d been so excited. With hindsight, she wondered if she’d ignored the signs because she hadn’t wanted to see them. They were tasting cakes and saving dates by the time Ruairí finally admitted he didn’t want to be ‘nailed down’ – his words. It’d caused ructions in their gang at the time – no one knew who to side with, and Ailbhe found the pitying looks and everyone asking ‘how are you?’ all the time unbearably humiliating. She put on a very convincing show of indifference and immediately stopped letting relationships with men go beyond a few dates.


‘Super-healthy approach to getting hurt, Ailbhe!’ Holly, her best friend and business partner, had been loving but relentlessly sarcastic.


Then Ailbhe had broken her keep-the-men-at-arm’s-length rule with Tom and things had majorly escalated – as evidenced by the brand new human on her shoulder! But things with Tom were different. She winced. Very different. Stop it, brain. She quickly shook off the twinge of uneasiness that so often flared when she thought of how Tilly came about and circled the boxes grouped in the middle of the living room of Tom’s extremely male apartment in Dublin’s fashionable docklands.


‘Seriously, the walls are brown leather! It is gak,’ she’d told Holly the first night she went there.


In the year since, she hadn’t bothered to do much with it, but she’d have full interior-decorating control in the new house in Monteray Valley, even if they wouldn’t be there for long. It was an investment property. How am I married to a man with investment property? Some stuff was coming with them to the house out there, but most would be shipped directly to California, where Tom was from and where they’d be moving full-time later in the summer, on the 4 July weekend. It was American independence day and Ailbhe independence day. Thank fuck. Ailbhe was sweating to get out of Dublin – regrets were crowding in on her here. One drunken misstep in the year she’d been with Tom and her life had gone into freefall. Stop that! Ailbhe silently admonished herself. Nothing is in freefall. We are solutions focused. A couple of more weeks and she’d be out in Monteray Valley. Everything would be fine. Tom would never find out. No one would ever find out. A fresh start was needed.


‘Ailbh, pet?’ Her mum, Eileen, leaning round the door mercifully interrupted her frantic mind spiral.


‘Hmmm?’ Ailbhe tucked her long red hair back over her shoulder.


‘Do you want anything from the shop?’


‘Ooooh, white wine, please! Holly’s on her way. She’s giving me the full spruce.’


‘Are you supposed to be drinking when you’re feeding, Ailbhe?’


‘A glass is grand, Mam.’


‘Right.’ Eileen carried on down the plushly carpeted hall and out the front door, which closed silently behind her. That is wealth, Ailbhe thought. No door-slamming for rich people. The doors in the colossal new house out in Monteray positively whispered to a close.


‘Maia’s got this down for shipping.’ She turned back to the brawny Niall. He stretched casually beside her and she caught a hint of maleness on the updraft. He is a ride. Old Ailbhe would’ve probably … never mind! That was old Ailbhe. Old Ailbhe had started this mess. Old Ailbhe has revoked her decision-making rights. Also he’s on the under-19s, you randy bitch. Anyway, her gee’d been recently savaged by the adorable Tilly.


Niall nodded, heaving the box over to another lot destined for shipping grouped beside Tom’s vintage jukebox just as Holly walked in, dragging her wheelie bag of kit.


‘Eilers let me in!’ Holly was here to give Ailbhe the full NCT. Since giving birth four weeks earlier, all Ailbhe’s energy for giving a crap had been redirected into Tilly, but it was time. Slobbing around with straggly hair was so not Ailbhe – she co-owned a salon, for God’s sake.


‘Oh my God, Ailbhe, your colour.’ Holly shielded her eyes. ‘It’s dulled so much, I can’t even look. You know redheads cannot take the foot off the pedal for even a second … Where will I set up?’ She shrugged off her silk red bomber jacket, revealing a faded denim shirtdress and orange Perspex earrings that looked gorgeous with her platinum afro. Her nails were fluoro-yellow and she had a streak of matching eyeliner on each eye. Beside her, Ailbhe felt like that weird white stuff that collects in the corners of your mouth when you’re dehydrated.


‘Thank God you’re here!’ Ailbhe flung her arms around her.


Ailbhe and Holly had started Beautify together nine years ago when the whole country was just beginning to recover from the recession. They were best friends from school; their first premises had ‘Holly and Ailbhe are sluts’ in icy-blue neon writing on the wall – a long-running joke dating back to secondary school when some jealous dope had scrawled this on the toilet wall. They’d expanded to three premises before Covid hit and killed everything. The pain of letting staff go and closing all bar one shop had been horrendous. Now, Ailbhe felt incredibly guilty. Moving to the States meant she’d no longer be involved in the day-to-day, although Holly was being very supportive. She really liked Tom, which was both great and terrible. ‘Great’ because if Holly didn’t like something she could be hilariously savage, but ‘terrible’ because she wouldn’t entertain Ailbhe anytime she tried to moan about him.


‘Want to set up on the sofa? We’re trying to decode the moving instructions,’ Ailbhe explained to Holly as she scrolled further down the document. ‘I don’t even know what half of this means – “Pacman arcade game, 5sbr2_001”. It’s gobbledegook.’


‘Yeah.’ Niall leaned in to take a look. ‘I can’t deal with spreadsheets at all. Your husband’s into it, I see.’


‘You should see the riding spreadsheet he made her!’ Holly gleefully deployed this characteristically blunt announcement as she set up her portable speakers and the foot spa by the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Dublin’s swish docklands.


‘Holly! Shut up, thank you.’


‘I’m not joking – he schedules sex,’ Holly hooted over at Niall. ‘Or rather his assistant, Maia, does. What does he call it, Ailbhe? Human docking procedure?’


‘Stop!’ Ailbhe yelped. ‘Niall doesn’t need that visual burned on his retinas.’


Niall awkwardly busied himself with a couple of coded boxes on the ground by the door, clearly desperate for the auld ones to stop talking about their dusty old-person sex lives. ‘I’m just going to check if that missing box is with the ones in the office.’ He slid swiftly out of the room and down the hall.


Ailbhe and Holly exchanged a grin.


‘He’s hot!’ Holly whispered. ‘I’d pencil him in on the spreadsheet.’


‘Shshhshh.’ Ailbhe giggled. ‘Can you just let the spreadsheet go? I should never have told you.’


Speaking of the spreadsheet, they were due for a session that very evening. Scheduling sex definitely sapped the spontaneity of the thing, and she rued the day she’d joked to Tom that they should have a ‘Sexcel spreadsheet’ given the extended periods that he was away. One had appeared in her inbox from Maia the very next day.


‘Please see attached’ was the only text contained in the email, and Ailbhe had wanted to die. Die. Morto. My dignity is over. The attached document had not been called ‘Human Docking Procedure’ as Holly had joked. But it wasn’t far off: ‘Intimacy Exchanges June– July 2021’. She would never, ever be revealing to Holly that there was a key for the document too. Enter IE-P, for example, and you’d be logging a penetrative intimacy exchange; IE-RS was remote sex. IE-ANL was … Well, let’s hope it never comes to that. Ailbhe winced.


Tom had been baffled at her embarrassment that Maia, a woman Ailbhe had never met, was privy to their sex life. All three of them had access to the spreadsheet, so Ailbhe got an alert every time an intimacy exchange was moved or cancelled due to Tom’s schedule. ‘Maia has made a change to your shared document’ chirped the notification.


‘What’s the problem?’ Tom had been confused. ‘Maia’s been married for three years and she thought it was an awesome idea. Her and Judd never do it, not even virtually! She said it was really great that I was taking pre-emptive action against the onset of the inevitable marital-sex lag. You have to keep sex on the agenda. Don’t worry, honey, Maia is very supportive,’ he had concluded, completely missing the point.


‘This is not about Maia being supportive. I just don’t want her involved. Look, just cos I rode you between floors in the Hilton International lifts the night we met doesn’t mean I’m grand with you broadcasting our sex life.’


‘Honey, Maia is my right hand – you’ll get used to her.’


‘You realise describing Maia as your right hand is particularly off-putting in the context of this conversation, right?’


‘Ha,’ Tom had barked a laugh.


Now Ailbhe eased gingerly onto the couch, careful not to disturb Tilly still lolling on her shoulder.


‘She is so gorgeous.’ Holly reached up and gently pinched the tiny pouch of peachy flesh under Tilly’s chin.


‘She is, but don’t you dare wake her – she sounds like a chainsaw when she gets going.’ Ailbhe grinned. ‘Eilers is getting the wine. I am in dire need!’


‘Ah, so I take it Tom’s gone back to California?’


‘God, yeah, he is not into me making White Russians with Tilly’s tit milk!’


‘I don’t think that’s just Tom, yanno – think it’s more a medical guidelines thing.’ Holly shook her head.


‘A glass or two is fine. I read a study on Facebook. It is definitely way more grand than people let on,’ Ailbhe argued, grinning. ‘And, anyway, when Tom’s around I am very good!’


When they were casual, Tom’s absences had suited Ailbhe. He’d fly in to see her and every weekend was an event. They’d go out for dinners or head away for luxury breaks. It was all very sparkly, with just the right level of commitment for Ailbhe – i.e. none at all. They’d met the previous year on the weekend of Valentine’s Day. Maia had contacted her and Holly to book out the salon for the entire day. It could only mean one thing: mystery celebrity client. Or recent Love Island contestant convinced they were a celebrity.


She and Holly had arrived early to prep, eager to discover who the client was. It turned out to be a somewhat disappointing tech entrepreneur who was in town to give a talk for Tom’s company. The guy was just coming off a twenty-one-day screaming retreat in Donegal and in need of intensive grooming – nothing could be done about the popped veins in his eyeballs, unfortunately, but Holly valiantly hacked away at his woolly beard for hours while politely nodding to his relentless monologue about the benefits of screaming for releasing negativity.


Meanwhile, Ailbhe had offered Tom a mani-pedi – more to pass the time than anything. Over his nails – which were no stranger to a cuticle remover – they chatted idly about his business, Optimise (‘A suite of personal betterment apps,’ he’d explained), what he thought of Ireland (‘Love your sexy Irish tax laws,’ he’d winked) and what he was up to that night (‘I have to entertain this guy,’ he’d whispered, making a face). Ailbhe had a finely tuned craic detector and, considering what he was paying to make this lad fit for public consumption, she sensed a night on the lash funded by Tom would be worth the potentially tedious small talk.


‘You should bring me and Holly with ye, make it up to us for the taxes we’re paying to cover your stingy multinational arse,’ she’d said, grinning, while massaging almond oil into his fingertips. And so he did. And they’d had a surprisingly good time.


Tom was a lot more upfront and no-bullshit than the lads she’d usually end up with. Perhaps it was because she’d grown up in Dublin that she’d tended to hook up with guys she’d known for years and with whom she could call all the shots. They’d all gone to school together. It was nice and familiar. During their twenties, they went to the same clubs and parties. In their thirties, she’d done the rounds of all of their weddings. And in their forties, she and Holly were now finding themselves on a spate of ‘fuck him’ divorce holidays, quietly congratulating themselves on bypassing the whole long-term monogamy fuck-show.


Then the dreaded emotional glomming-on began with Tom. The funny thing was, though, the emotional glomming when it came from him was kind of sweet. In every other relationship since her doomed engagement to Ruairí, if anyone tried to progress to more serious territory she would flee, but with Tom, she caught her thoughts occasionally drifting towards vague notions of future plans. It was massively un-her. Ailbhe didn’t like the thought of getting emotionally entangled with a man. Nothing wrecked a woman’s life more than allowing her happiness to become contingent on a man. Look at her own mother.


Eileen had started going out with Eamon when she was sixteen and he was twenty. At seventeen, she had Ailbhe, and for the next few years Eileen was tormented by Eamon. He’d started with the betting when he was eighteen and was always either flush or scrounging. He was in and out of their lives constantly. Anytime Eileen made any inroads into being free of him, he would suddenly reappear and reel her back in. He never committed but he kept Eileen on the hook. It wasn’t until the year Ailbhe was eleven that anything changed. He stole the money Eileen had put aside for Christmas and didn’t contact them again for five years. In that time, Eamon, in fairness to him, got a handle on his addiction and eventually made amends, but he was never going to be in their lives in any kind of normal way. Eileen was still very young but was left permanently affected by the ordeal of her first love.


Tom told Ailbhe he loved her on what he’d claimed was their four-and-a-half-month anniversary.


‘That’s not a thing!’ She had laughed. ‘And Tom …’ Ailbhe had trailed her arms over his broad shoulders and whispered into the dark curls at his ear. ‘You don’t love me. You just think you do. You’re thirty-two – you’ve just caught monogamy. Don’t worry, it’ll pass. You just have to wait it out.’ She was trying to keep things playful.


Then, in predictable fashion, she’d gone straight out and made the worst mistake of her life. Well, not the worst. She looked down at Tilly. She’s the best mistake of my life. But also the most complicated.


‘Right, get comfy.’ Holly had laid out some big fluffy white towels beside a little portable foot bath. She lit a lavender candle and was picking out some soothing music on her phone.


Eileen came in carrying a couple of glasses of white and set them down on the ledge at the base of the window.


‘Thank you!’ Ailbhe trilled. ‘I just need a straw for mine.’ She indicated her arms tied up with holding the baby. ‘Or an IV.’


‘It won’t come to that, I’ll pop her down in the Moses basket.’ Eileen eased her granddaughter into her arms and padded back out.


Ailbhe rolled her shoulders gratefully and scooped up her glass. She drained half and topped it back up, ignoring the flicker of Holly’s eyes. She gratefully settled back on the couch, recognising their Mellow playlist from Beautify drifting out of Holly’s speakers. This coupled with the scent of the various products instantly transported Ailbhe back to their salon and the day she’d found out she was pregnant.


It was the end of July the previous summer and they’d just closed. Ailbhe had announced she was late so Holly was fixing some fortifying G&Ts while Ailbhe stood in the little bathroom paralysed with shock. Positive. Of all the stupid shit she’d ever pulled, nothing had ever had permanent consequences. Not like this. Fuck. She could have had a termination, of course, but even amid the jittery panic she detected not a longing as such but maybe a flicker of curiosity. While she would never have set out to make this happen, once she was faced with the possibility, she became consumed with how she would feel if she didn’t just go for it. Would she regret not taking the chance when it was presented to her? Would she always wonder how it would have been?


‘FOMO is no reason to become a mother,’ Holly had said firmly.


‘Yeah, well, I can’t help thinking about it,’ she’d argued.


Thinking led to more thinking until she’d thought her way right into keeping the baby. And so it was more by dint of a double negative – not wanting to not have Tilly – that she’d had her.


Eileen was more reassuring on the method of Ailbhe’s decision-making. ‘Not wanting to not have them is probably how 90 per cent of babies happen,’ she’d said with a shrug.


Ailbhe wasn’t big on regrets. Her reasoning was: You made the decisions with the information you have to hand and that’s all you can do. The information Ailbhe’d had to hand was a positive pregnancy test and a man who was, let’s face it, a very solid bet. He loved her and she did really like him. They had fun. The fact that there was a slight timing issue regarding Tilly’s conception had to be put out of her mind. The other possibility didn’t bear thinking about. For a myriad of reasons, it was just better if Tom was the father. They’d go to America and start their new lives afresh and Ailbhe could leave the soiled feeling of guilt here in Dublin.


Tilly would have a completely different childhood to Ailbhe’s. Ponies and boats and holidays. Security. A mum and a dad. Really, it was all a lot simpler if she just put some distance, an ocean, between her and that niggling little doubt. And the doubt really was just a niggle. At night, she soothed the warm little body draped over her shoulder and she turned it over in her mind, interrogating the events. And each time, she’d eventually conclude that it really was way more likely that Tom was Tilly’s father. Waaaaay more likely. Pretty much nearly definitely – 99 per cent. Or 89 per cent, maybe. Look, OK, she wouldn’t bet Tilly’s life on it but she’d happily bet Eilers’ life on it. Eilers’d had a good life, she was a good age. Kind of. What more was she planning to do at fifty-nine?


‘Well, Siobhán is getting on great,’ Holly announced. ‘I honestly think she’s a good candidate to become manager now that you’re leaving for good.’ Holly’s support made Ailbhe feel even worse. She had worried Holly would think Ailbhe was abandoning her for an easy life with a wealthy husband. Holly didn’t know, couldn’t know, that Ailbhe had to do it. For herself, for her daughter.


She wished she could tell Holly the whole truth – how every time she looked at Tilly she felt an overriding panic as well as a rush of love – but even Eilers didn’t know. Ailbhe was alone in this one.


‘So how am I looking?’ She smiled as brightly as she could. ‘Are we talking hours or days to get me back on track?’


Holly, crouched down by Ailbhe’s former feet, now hooves, gave her an appraising look and picked up the left one. ‘These are in bits.’ She flicked at Ailbhe’s heel. ‘I should’ve brought the angle grinder!’


At that moment, Niall popped his head back in. ‘I have an angle grinder down in the van, if ya need?’


‘We’re grand, Niall, thanks.’


Niall headed back down the hall to the office to wrangle with yet more cryptic instructions and Ailbhe leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Bang of the Paul Mescals off him.’ She grinned at Holly. ‘TG he’s finishing up in the next few days – I need to get out of his sexy orbit.’


‘Don’t forget you’re resoundingly off the market. I know what you’re doing.’ Holly was vigorously filing Ailbhe’s toenails. ‘You’re trying to act like the old days. Like you’re still rounding up dick for your collection. You are married now, Ailbhe. I know this is a part of your “pattern” or whatever, but seriously, if you try and pull your usual Ailbhe crap on Tom, I will absolutely go off. You guys are so good together.’


‘I can still look!’


‘Oh really … And you’ve just been looking?’ Holly dropped Ailbhe’s foot, dried her hands and pulled her phone from her pocket with a flourish.


Ailbhe felt a tug of fear. She couldn’t possibly know. She couldn’t.


Ailbhe knew this was pure paranoia, but over the last ten months she’d come to learn what harbouring a massive, radioactive secret could do to a person’s ability to be rational.


Do not look like a person fighting a mild to medium panic attack, Ailbhe warned herself silently. Out loud, she said, ‘Can’t imagine what you’re getting at …’ trying to sound bored with a touch of amused.


Holly shook her head looking exasperated as she scrolled.


If she knew she’d look mad. Or maybe not mad. Disgusted? Horrified? It didn’t really bear thinking about.


‘Aha, got it.’ Holly swung her phone around and slapped it into Ailbhe’s hands. ‘Not you commenting on Aidan Murray’s stag weekend post at two in the morning then?’


Ailbhe’s hurtling thoughts immediately slowed: this she could handle. ‘LOL, shut up, Hol. That was ages ago. And a very innocent comment. “Nice pic” is hardly salacious.’


Holly fixed her with a stern glare. ‘A) it was not “ages ago”, it was Monday. B) two in the morning, Ailbhe? What’s that about, if not the lonely vagina of a new mother reminiscing about old hook-ups? And C) this is a historical post, Ailbhe, you absolute rookie. How long were you scrolling back on Aidan Murray’s account to unearth it? Him and Sheila are at the marriage-counselling stage by now.’


‘I actually never slept with Aidan.’


‘If you never slept with him, then he’s the only one on this Carrick trip you didn’t.’ Holly laughed. ‘Oh, and of course Seb Knox – how could I forget the Forever Near-Miss.’


Ugh, just his name sent a spasm of anxiety through Ailbhe’s chest. Not a near miss any fucking more. Ailbhe quickly swiped through Aidan’s page looking for something to distract Holly. She could really run with an idea, especially if it was bugging Ailbhe – the downside of their whole sisterly bond thing.


‘The marital rocky patch definitely suits Aidan,’ Ailbhe remarked, clicking into a more recent post and turning the phone back to Holly.


‘Oooooh, yes, brooding.’ Holly leaned in. ‘The eyes say “I’ve seen some shit” but the well-cut jeans and five o’clock shadow say “I’ve been upcycled by a previous woman – she’s done the work so you don’t have to”.’ Holly picked up Ailbhe’s foot again and started massaging her arches. Ailbhe rested her head on the back of the sofa to fully appreciate the sensation.


‘You should write that on his post,’ she murmured.


‘You know, I should.’ Holly rolled her knuckles up and down the soles of Ailbhe’s feet. ‘Second-hand men are the best – some other poor bitch has had to break them in.’


They lapsed into silence and Ailbhe was grateful to dodge any more of Holly’s commentary. This time next week, she would be out in Monteray. Then all she had to do was kill a couple of months and she’d be in America with an ocean between her and her Old Ailbhe Bullshit. She just needed to stay the hell off her socials.
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‘WE’VE BEEN LIVING HERE A WEEK AND I STILL DON’T get exactly where the hell Monteray Valley is.’ Roe fiddled with the radio trying not to sound like a petulant child especially as Eddie, her partner, was driving her all the way back into Dublin for her shift at work. It felt like they’d been gliding over mile after mile of grey dual carriageway for an age. It didn’t even feel like their city out here. ‘Are we still actually in Dublin, Ed? I’m not getting a signal at all.’


He shot her a look. ‘Don’t be like that. Of course it’s still Dublin – the westerly side of the compound tips the county border to the west. Also, so what if it’s not Dublin? You’re not even from Dublin.’


That could explain part of her aversion. These featureless, monotonous roads reminded her of going to her parents’ house in Kilshannagh. The anxious, jangly feeling in her arms that accompanied her infrequent trips home was the exact same.


Home. Why did she even still call her parents’ house that? Home was with Eddie. She reached over and brushed the soft auburn hair from the nape of his neck. Without taking his eyes off the road, he caught her hand and drew her fingers round to his mouth to gently kiss them.


‘You just hate change – don’t hold it against Monteray,’ Eddie said firmly, relinquishing Roe’s hand and changing lanes to take the exit for the south side of the city centre.


‘Everyone hates change,’ Roe persisted.


‘You didn’t want to move to Warren Street at first, and by the end you were desperate to stay, even though we were still having to cut through the toilet to get to the kitchen.’


‘Opening the fridge from the loo is convenience personified!’ Roe remarked. ‘With an upgrade, Warren Street would’ve been perfect.’


‘C’mon, babe! It was a pokey one-bed. Great location but remember we were hardly going to be out having brunch every weekend once you got pregnant. Monteray makes sense. It’ll be our forever home.’


Why does ‘forever home’ sound so terminal, Roe thought darkly. So stifling. Warren Street had always felt a bit like camping. It was safe in its lack of potential, its impermanence. The heating was temperamental. It had been too small to even get a dog, which suited Roe. She didn’t like the constricted feeling she got when anything, even a supposedly cute thing like a dog, threatened her familiar, secure routines.


‘We’ve been living on top of each other since college,’ Eddie carried on.


‘Maybe I like being on top of you – bawm chicka wowow …’ Roe wriggled playfully in her seat doing cheesy seventies porno music. ‘Also what about Liberatchi?’


The Warren Street yard was home not just to the patio furniture but a rat they’d christened Liberatchi, after Liberace, one of Roe’s many musical heroes.


‘The new owners won’t understand that he likes to summer there,’ Roe continued, only half-joking.


‘Getting sentimental about the rat, Roe? Really?’


She shrugged unhappily and stared out the window. The monotony had at last given way to the leafy canal on Dublin city’s south side. Their place. Their relationship could be mapped by the different landmarks they passed. Cans at the locks during summer evenings when they were younger. Strolling down Camden Street shopping for Friday night’s dinner – shelling out for one single cheese at the counter in the fancy food store before retreating to the Aldi up in Rathmines because, let’s face it, who could afford to do the full shop in Mayor’s. Of course in recent years their money situation had changed dramatically. Not only was Eddie in constant demand as a barrister but a judicious investment of his in an online events platform years before had catapulted them into major money just as the rest of the world was going to shit.
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