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Elise


They’re there again, the three women, sitting out of the baking heat under the weeping willow on a tartan picnic rug, a wicker basket between them. With their buggies, they form a tight circle and I wonder why one of them doesn’t have a buggy or a pram, but then I see that she’s one of those mums who ‘wears’ her baby all the time. The midwives said it was the best way to develop a bond with your baby, but I can’t, ever since I put my back out lifting a box from the car when we moved to our new house in Rathgar. Gray – he’s my hubby – told me to lift from the knees and not to strain my back, but would I listen? I’ve always been stubborn like that. Honestly, I felt so guilty about not being able to carry her around much, as if I was depriving her, which is why I chose the Silver Cross – in pink, of course, because Chloe’s a girl – call me old fashioned! Besides, pink’s my favourite colour.


I want to give Chloe the best of everything because she’s my world. I’ve totally fallen in love with her and, honestly, if you asked me to lie down in front of a train for her, I would. I can’t believe how fierce I am about her: like a lioness with her cub on one of those nature shows that Gray loves so much. They’d kill anyone who got between them and their baby, and so would I. I’m the luckiest girl in the world to have Chloe: she’s made my life complete. I suppose it’s the best thing about marriage, isn’t it, having a baby? At least, it is in my world. I’d never, ever say that to Gray of course. He might take it the wrong way.


The tall, tanned one is very striking, like something out of a Scandinavian TV drama, with her white-blonde hair and her strong features, like they’ve been chiselled out of granite. She has the kind of nose you might be tempted to fix, but it would look all wrong then, with those cheekbones. I wonder if she’s the leader because she’s waving her arms around, telling some story, and the other two are looking on, nodding, before they all laugh at whatever it is Scandi has said. The second one looks like a catalogue mum, with her pretty sundress and her highlighted hair, tied back in a ponytail, her delicate features all freshly scrubbed and as clean as a whistle. How I wish I looked like that without make-up. Honestly, I have to trowel it on these days, like ready-mix concrete: a big lump of concealer under each eye to hide the bags (that’s what staying up half the night feeding will do to you) and a ton of tinted moisturiser because it has an SPF, and I have very delicate skin. Gray says that it’s all the fake tan I use, and I have to laugh because of the amount he pinches when he’s got a show on: he’s a personal trainer and he’s into bodybuilding, so he really slaps it on. Honestly, he looks like a mahogany sideboard – we both get such a laugh out of it. I think laughter really holds a relationship together.


The third girl is a bit mousy, to be honest, with her pale skin and that dull brown hair, and it’s not helped by her baggy stripy T-shirt and leggings. God, she must be roasting in them. I’ve lived in shorts this summer and I plan to keep it that way. Denim cut-offs and a vest top when no one’s looking, and a linen pair with a shirt for when I have an audience – which isn’t often, I can tell you. Still, I’m determined not to be downhearted because I know that negative talk is a shortcut to feeling down.


I notice that the pretty catalogue mum is reaching into a wicker basket and pulling out a package wrapped in tinfoil, opening it and offering it around. So, she must be the organiser, I think. There’s always one in any group. Normally, it’s me because I like to have everything in order. What is it Ma used to say? ‘A place for everything and everything in its place.’ Well, that’s me!


Mousy – let’s call her that – says, ‘Oh, gorgeous,’ taking something from Pretty and I can’t help feeling that she’s trying too hard to be liked. I can see that because I was that soldier!


I really want to go over to them and find room in that little circle of theirs for me. To be honest, they look as if they don’t want company, but I think if I don’t talk to another adult human today, I’ll go out of my mind.


It’s not that I don’t like being a mum – I do – but, God, the loneliness. Gray says that it’ll get better when I find my feet in Rathgar, but quite honestly, I’m not sure. I thought we’d made it when we bought the place: never in my life would I have thought that I’d live there, in a big, solid red-brick with a gravel drive and a climbing rose above the front porch. If Ma and Da could see me now, I often think – even though they’re both long gone. When I think of all ten of us bursting out of that little house – it’s no wonder we can hardly stand the sight of each other now, when it was dog-eat-dog for so long, scrapping and squabbling over every little thing.


I don’t think I really fit in in Rathgar, though. I want to, but I stick out like a sore thumb. For a start, everyone else on the road is about eighty, and they don’t seem all that friendly. The elderly man next door is a reverend, and he gets very cross every time Gray parks the car on the path outside his house. If he’s even six inches across the reverend’s driveway, he gets yelled at about driving ‘bloody tractors’. Gray laughs, of course, because he’s really easy-going, but it drives me mad.


Anyway, there’s only so much of being on my own all day that I can take, in spite of the giant TV in the corner and the Sky, and Chloe of course – I could stare at her little face all day, but she’s not exactly chatty. So when I see the women, I want to cheer, to jump up and down and yell, ‘Be my friends!’ I’m not sure how to approach them, though, so I do another circuit on the grass, passing by the little group in the process. I have to tug Poppy’s lead to pull her along: she has to inspect every last inch of grass and, for a Maltese, she has a bark that would make your ears bleed, but she’s very sweet really – if you’re not another dog, a man with a bag or a hat, or an old lady with a walking stick. Gray calls her ‘Jaws’, but he loves her really.


Now, Mousy is saying something so softly, the others have to lean into hear her. Pretty puts a hand on her arm, nodding away, and Scandi tilts her head to one side, nodding too, a smile on her face. They look so … intimate, so close, and I feel a jolt in my heart when I see them. Then Scandi looks up and sees me, and I suddenly realise that all three of them are looking at me. I give a silly little wave, cursing myself, then Scandi gets up and comes towards me. For a second, I debate making a run for it, but then I remind myself that I haven’t done anything wrong, so I just wait, hand on the handle of the Silver Cross.


‘Hi,’ she says brightly.


‘Hi,’ I reply. I’m waiting for her to tell me that the grass is out of bounds or something, but instead, she bends down to pat Poppy, who gives a little growl. ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘She’s just a bit temperamental.’ That’s an understatement: I’ve seen her attach herself to a man’s trouser leg and refuse to let go, even when I emptied a bottle of water over her. I’m so embarrassed, but I needn’t have worried because Scandi leans back and gives a big laugh.


‘You have some growl for a dog of your size,’ she says to Poppy. ‘But you’re kinda cute.’


‘I’m really sorry,’ I say again. ‘She’s a total embarrassment.’ Then I remind myself not to begin a friendship by apologising. Gray says that I have the right to take up space on the planet and to stop constantly saying sorry, but it’s a habit at this stage – after so many years, it’s ingrained. ‘My husband bought her for me as an engagement present. I’d have been happy with a big, fat diamond, but …’ My voice trails away as I will myself to shut up – but to my relief, I see that she’s laughing again.


‘I love that,’ she says. ‘A killer dog for an engagement present. Very funny.’


I hadn’t realised that it was a joke – I really would have preferred a bigger engagement ring, but Gray was just getting his business going at that stage and he couldn’t afford it – but I laugh along with her.


‘So …’ she says. ‘I’ve seen you in the park a few times.’


‘Oh, yes, I love it here,’ I say. ‘It’s such an oasis. I’m new to the area and it’s the one place I can get to easily. Everything seems such a major expedition with a baby.’


‘I know,’ she says easily, peering into the pram. ‘It took me four hours to get out of the house this morning.’ Poppy gives another growl, but she ignores her completely. ‘Aww, look, Tommy, isn’t she cute?’ She dandles her own baby in front of Chloe and, to be honest, I’d rather she didn’t because the little one doesn’t look all that clean, but of course, I say, ‘Thanks, yours is lovely too.’ He isn’t lovely, really, with his mismatched T-shirt and shorts, his grubby little feet, but it’s funny how we all think our baby is the cutest, isn’t it? I love dressing Chloe up in her little pink dresses and matching headbands, even though the poor little thing is bald as a coot!


‘Thanks, they love a good compliment – don’t you, pet?’ And she pops a kiss on the baby’s head. Who’s ‘they’? I wonder. Then she says, ‘Would you like to join us? It’s nice and shady where we are.’


I look at her for a moment, wondering if she’s joking. I’ve been here before, making a fool of myself when I think someone’s invited me somewhere and getting all silly about it, before I realise that they didn’t mean it or they meant someone else – never me.


‘Are you sure?’ I say. ‘I mean, it’d be great because it’s so hot and I feel like I haven’t spoken to another adult in about a year—’ I stop dead then. For God’s sake, I chide myself, will you ever shut up?


But Scandi just laughs. ‘I know exactly what you mean. Come on over and have a glass of lemonade. Gracie’s made enough to slake the thirst of an army.’ She turns and walks over to the other two, me following behind, the wheels of the Silver Cross bumping across the grass. ‘Make a bit of room there, girls, will you?’ she says.


Mousy moves back, brushing the tartan picnic rug with her hand, giving me a small smile. She looks friendly enough, but Pretty’s face is closed and she’s sitting bolt upright, the way Poppy does when she’s about to strike. She doesn’t make an effort to move until Scandi says to her, ‘Push up, Gracie!’


In response, Gracie shifts about half an inch to the left and I go to sit down. Fake it till you make it, Elise, I think, as I extend a hand to Mousy. ‘Hi, I’m Elise.’


‘Jane,’ Mousy half-whispers, taking my hand in hers, then, after a hesitation that makes me say something quite rude in my head, Gracie offers me a limp handshake, which I respond to with a firm grip, the way Da taught me. A limp handshake is the sign of an untrustworthy character, he always said.


‘And I’m Lina,’ Scandi says, reaching out and squeezing my hand firmly with hers. I like Lina, I think. She’s straightforward.


‘I can’t believe my luck, finding you all like this,’ I say. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve needed some adult company over the past couple of months. Sometimes, I think I’m going a bit mad for lack of conversation!’ I hope they don’t think that means that I don’t love Chloe – she’s everything to me – but it’s true. When Gray comes home after a day at the gym or out in the park doing his personal training of celebs – because they like people to snap them working out, would you believe – I nearly talk the hind leg off him. He says he wouldn’t have it any other way, but sometimes I see him eyeing the telly, wondering if he can watch Man United in the Champions League to escape my nattering. Honestly, that man is like an open book.


Jane tilts her head to one side, smiling sadly. ‘I know what you mean. Sometimes I feel that there’s no one else in the world besides me and Owen, and he’s not exactly a conversationalist.’ Gracie gives her a curious look but says nothing, and I wonder what that’s about. Jane reaches into the pram and pats the little feet of her baby – a big bruiser of a boy who is kicking vigorously – as if she’s apologising to him, and she gives me that small, sad smile again.


‘I think the main thing is to get out and meet other mums for support and friendship. I find that they’re the only ones who really understand,’ I say.


‘I know,’ Lina agrees. ‘It’s like being part of some club. The thing is, the initiation rite involves at least twenty-four hours of excruciating pain, blood and guts, not to mention the tears and the begging for drugs. It’s not exactly the Masons or the local golf club. Imagine if you had to go through labour to join – wouldn’t that be funny?’


‘Some golf club,’ Jane says. ‘I’m not sure I’d want to be a member.’


‘Well, it’d be a great deal less exclusive than your average club,’ Lina says. ‘Maybe that’d be a good thing. No more rich old men in golfing jumpers.’ At this, she looks slyly at Gracie.


‘Golf clubs are exclusive for a reason,’ Gracie says.


‘And what’s that reason?’ Lina leans forward now, on the attack, and Gracie leans slightly back. Poppy starts growling again and I have to give her a little tap on the nose to shut her up.


‘The reason is, Lina, to make contacts and have a good social network,’ Gracie says frostily. ‘My dad found it very important for his business.’


‘Safe from the plebs – I get it.’ Lina is laughing, but I’ve a feeling she doesn’t think Gracie is very funny. I’ll bet these two fight all the time. They have the look of two women who want to dominate. But there can only be one alpha in the pack, I know.


There’s a moment’s deathly silence while Gracie fingers the tiny diamond on a chain around her neck and Jane looks dreamily into the distance. Lina has stopped laughing now and there’s a muscle working in her jaw. Uh-oh.


‘So, where did you all meet?’ I ask.


The tension is broken, as Jane says, ‘Antenatal classes,’ and gives a little eye-roll, while the others burst into laughter.


‘What is it? What did I say?’ I ask, mystified.


‘Ah, it’s nothing,’ Lina says, reaching over and patting me on the hand. ‘Excuse us, Elise, we’re not normally this rude. Allow me to elaborate. We all booked this private antenatal class because, Lord knows, the public ones weren’t good enough for us …’ Gracie clutches her necklace again at this, which must be her signal of disapproval. ‘They were run by this complete nutcase called Oona, who believed in shamanic rituals and herbal purges to purify the soul. I have no idea why she was certified to run antenatal classes, unless giving birth in a clearing in the jungle is your thing.’ There is laughter at this.


‘Do you remember the day she did childbirth?’ Gracie says.


‘OMG,’ Lina says. ‘Will I ever forget it? She had this plastic pelvis and a doll, and she re-enacted the whole process, from contractions to the birth, complete with moaning and groaning.’


‘I thought Jake would pass out.’ Gracie smiles. She eyes Jane when she says this, and Jane blushes and looks at the ground.


‘I know!’ Lina says. ‘I used to think I was missing something, not having an other half, but let me tell you, I was never so glad to be by myself. Do you remember Sandra’s partner, Dennis? He collapsed on the sofa and Oona had to revive him with one of her weird concoctions.’


‘That’s men for you,’ Gracie says. ‘No backbone whatsoever.’ She gives a little giggle to show she doesn’t really mean it, but I see the way she quickly squeezes Jane’s hand, and I wonder what the story is there.


‘Is Jake your husband?’ I ask Gracie.


There’s a moment’s hesitation and I curse myself inside for asking my usual nosey question, but Gracie says, ‘No,’ then, quietly, ‘we only met a year and a half ago and we were just going out for a few months when I fell pregnant. It all happened so quickly that we never really got around to it. We seem to be doing everything backwards,’ she adds ruefully.


Now, it’s Jane’s turn to squeeze Gracie’s hand. ‘I think that’s very sensible when you don’t know each other that well. Having a baby is stressful enough without a wedding on top of it. Sometimes, I wish I’d waited. It should be mandatory these days.’


I look around to see who is going to soothe Jane, reassure her that it’ll all be fine, but instead, there’s another embarrassed silence. Even chatty Lina is quiet. Meanwhile, my mind is spinning. I didn’t book antenatal classes privately – maybe I should have?


I have to say, I’m surprised that Gracie isn’t married, though. She looks like the type that would have the big splash with three days in some stately home in west Cork.


‘I got married in the Maldives,’ I say into the silence. ‘It was a great way of getting away from all the stress.’ The word ‘stress’ was an understatement. If I had a penny for all the rows it caused in my family. My two younger sisters, Siobhan and Margaret, nearly tore each other’s hair out in their fight to be bridesmaids and Paddy, the eldest boy, sulked for weeks when we didn’t ask him to be best man. Gray was right. It was the only thing to do, to get away from the whole lot of them and leave them to fight it out. The only person from my family who ended up coming was Sharon, but then, she’s always been above all of that stuff, stuck in her books, making something of herself. She’s a barrister now, which is a miracle, when the only place she had to study was a cubby-hole on the landing. She was my only bridesmaid, and Gray’s brother, Shaun, was his best man, and if we both felt a bit sad about that, we knew we were doing the right thing.


‘The Maldives,’ Jane says breathlessly. ‘What was it like?’


‘Oh, it was magical,’ I say. ‘Just so easy, you know? No shoes, just really casual, flowers in your hair, that kind of thing. We all went to this gorgeous restaurant after for a barbecue, and honestly, it was the nicest day I’ve ever had. No meringue dress, no endless posing for photos, no bagpipes or speeches. Look,’ I say, scrolling through my phone to show her a photo of Gray and me on the beach, holding hands, the blue sea behind us.


‘Oh, wow,’ Jane says quietly. ‘I kind of wish I’d gone for something like that – I did the whole meringue … it was for my mam and dad, really.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I didn’t mean to put my foot in it.’ Jane sits back and blinks, and Gracie gives me a dagger stare. How was I to know? I think, wanting the ground to open up and swallow me whole.


But then Lina looks at the photo and says, ‘Jeez, Elise, is that your husband? What a hunk!’ There’s more laughter then, as Lina demands to have another look and says she wants a copy so she can pin it on her wall and then she says she’s objectifying him, which makes them all roar. Honestly, Lina’s very funny.


When the laughter dies down, Lina says, ‘Well, I propose a toast. Has everyone got a full glass?’ She looks at me and I shrug. I haven’t been offered anything.


Gracie looks as if she’s swallowed something unpleasant, but she opens up her wicker hamper and takes out a pretty glass bottle with a china stopper in it and a plastic wine glass, which she hands to me, filling it with the cloudy, fizzy lemonade. It tastes lovely – tart and sweet at the same time – and I wonder how she had time to make it with a baby around.


‘It’s delicious,’ I say, lifting my glass to touch theirs. ‘I’d love the recipe if you have it.’


Her eyes fix on mine for a second, then she gives a smile. ‘Of course.’ But she doesn’t volunteer anything further. Well, be like that, I think.


‘Here’s to our newest arrival,’ Lina says, clinking her plastic glass against mine, her lovely, strong features creasing into a smile.


‘Yes, welcome, Elise,’ Jane adds, clinking her glass against mine in turn, and, after a hesitation that is so long it’s a bit obvious, eventually Gracie joins in.


‘Hear, hear,’ Lina says, taking a big swig. ‘Ah, that’s more like it. All it’s missing is a drop of vodka.’


‘I’ll remember to bring that next time.’ Gracie smiles.


‘Here’s to a summer to remember,’ Jane suddenly says, immediately putting a hand over her mouth, as if she’d said the wrong thing, but Gracie puts an arm around her and gives her a little hug.


‘It will be, Jane – one way or another,’ she adds.


I’m really not sure what she means by that, but I’ll ignore it. Overthinking is a bit of a weakness of mine: I read things into situations and I get myself tied up in all kinds of knots. This time will be different. I say, cheerfully, ‘I’ll drink to that!’ I raise my glass to theirs, the plastic giving a soft ‘thunk’ as I tap each of their glasses.


A summer to remember. Honestly, I can’t believe my luck.
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Lina


God, what are those two like? Lina thought, as she walked home from the park in the evening sun, Tommy in a sling in front of her, little head bobbing. Gracie was unbearable, with her silly statements, her certainties delivered with that bashful expression on her face, as if she didn’t really mean them, which she totally did. And the way she’d behaved when Lina had brought the new girl over to them to say hello – like a Victorian lady in need of smelling salts. Well, serve her right that they had a new member of the gang. It might teach her to be a bit more tolerant. And as for Jane … she was nice, Lina knew, but did she have to just go along with everything? Could she not speak up for herself once in a while? Conventional, that’s what her mother would have called them. There truly was nothing worse than conventionality to Mama. She used to make a game of it when Lina was little, pointing out the housewives with their dumpy skirts and sensible shoes, clomping up the streets of Enniscorthy, mouths tight with disapproval. One of these hated women would go by, scarf tucked under her chin, eyes darting sideways as she walked past as if they were both wild animals, and then Inge would point and say loudly, ‘See? That’s the kind of woman you must never, ever be. Their only expectation in life is to look after their stupid, lazy husbands.’


These women didn’t understand what Inge was saying, because she always insisted that she and Lina only spoke her native German to each other, even when they were in public – as if they didn’t stand out enough in that little town – but their shoulders would stiffen as they walked towards the butcher’s or Mr Gleeson’s fruit and veg shop, and Lina would look after them and wish that she belonged to some other, nicer mother. At the same time, she did feel sorry for them, with their string bags and their tightly belted coats. They couldn’t possibly be happy, she thought, with all of their ‘shopping and praying’, as Mama put it, but she couldn’t help wondering if they were lonely, like she and Mama were. She used to see them in her mind’s eye, sitting around the dinner table, Mum, Dad, all of those children they had, fighting over the last roast potato, and she’d feel a slight fluttering in her chest.


Mama and she would sit on either side of a cracked Formica-topped table and eat brown rice, which tasted of cardboard, that Mama had to order from a health food shop in Dublin, and they would talk about whatever topic had been selected for conversation that morning. Mama didn’t like shallow, easy stuff like telly: she preferred to talk about dismantling the patriarchy, beating the sexist Irish men at their own game, whatever that meant. Lina remembered not being sure about it because of the lack of sexist Irish men in their own lives. Or any men, for that matter. Lina’s dad was, Mama told her, a ‘sperm donor’ and not part of their lives. Maybe that’s why she’d gone the same way, she thought, selecting a sperm donor of her very own: Seamus, who spent his entire days monitoring other people’s depravity on the video-sharing website they both worked for but whom Lina had selected because he was reasonably intelligent, as a couple of conversations with him at the water cooler had informed her and a long chat at the Christmas party, the two of them the worse for Alan from accounts’ lethal Christmas cocktail. Seamus was ‘nice’, she supposed, but she’d really picked him because, even though he was a year older than her, he looked like a teenager, a bit unfocused, a bit easy-going, and she’d reckoned he’d be unlikely to protest when she told him about the results of their one-night stand.


She’d known that selecting a real, live man instead of an anonymous donor at a clinic could get complicated, but she’d wanted to be able to see what she was getting, so to speak, to be able to look her son or daughter in the eye eighteen years from now and tell them that, yes, their father had been, if not a fine human being, at least a recognisable one. Seamus had seemed to fit the bill perfectly – and he had the added bonus of being sane, in spite of his job, and he’d laughed at a couple of her jokes. Appearances could be deceptive though, Lina thought now as she wandered into Mr Abdallah’s corner shop, selecting two red onions and two bright-red peppers, wondering whether if she made a double helping of fried rice it might do her for tomorrow’s lunch as well. She hadn’t been expecting him to be quite so persistent.


As she selected a three-pack of tuna, because one came free, her phone buzzed. She sighed, debating whether or not to look at it: she couldn’t bear it if it was Gracie with one of her cheery messages. She always had to follow every meeting with a ‘you guys’ text, full of exclamation marks, telling them how much she valued their friendship, and if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d attach some stomach-churning bit of ‘mummy wisdom’ at the bottom. Sure enough, there it was: Sometimes the smallest things take up the most room in your heart. Yuck. Besides, all Gracie really wanted was to remind them who was in charge of their little group – still. Maybe it was no bad thing that the group had a new member – might shake things up a little, Lina thought, shoving the phone back in her trouser pocket. Perhaps Gracie was just jealous. Elise certainly looked glamorous: those smart linen shorts and that shirt that was clearly designer, not to mention the hair. Mind you, what about Elise’s bejewelled nails, Lina thought, trying to walk past a giant packet of Custard Creams that only cost sixty-five cent. No, she told herself, that sixty-five cent might come in handy. She still had five days to go before the best day of the week – when her maternity benefit would appear in her bank account. If she had any money left over after the rent and the six-to-twelve-month clothes that Tommy needed, as well as actual food for the week, she’d buy them as a treat. Thank God for the savings she’d somehow managed to squirrel away when she was working. Her boss, Jeff, in Download wasn’t exactly generous, but that’s what a dodgy contract got you. Welcome to the flexible economy, Lina thought grimly.


‘How is my favourite child today?’ Mr Abdallah seemed to lie in wait for Tommy, making sure that he was on the shop floor, stacking shelves with jars of spices and odd-looking crisps, so that he could pull himself into a standing position, groaning about his knees, and pretend to be astonished to see them both there. As if a day could pass without a trip to Mr Abdallah, Lina thought, as he pinched Tommy’s little cheeks and exclaimed that he’d never seen a more beautiful child. He would purse his lips and make funny noises and would be rewarded with a gummy smile. ‘A child sent from heaven,’ he would say, shuffling in his black plastic sandals behind the counter, barking something in Urdu at his son, who would be leaning against the cigarette display case, eyes glued to his phone.


Mr Abdallah was small, with a completely bald, round head, like a bowling ball, and deep lines, like the furrows in a field, etched into his forehead and extending from the outer corners of his eyes. His uniform of choice, a short-sleeved check shirt worn loose over khaki cargo pants, did not disguise his stomach, nor his shortness of stature. By contrast, his son was movie-star handsome, a tall greyhound of a man with a mane of thick, black hair and huge brown eyes. He seemed to be completely unaware of his good looks, regarding with bored disdain the local girls who would come in and cluster around the magazine rack, giggling.


Now, Mr Abdallah packaged up her peppers and onions and the cans of tuna, adding a couple of peaches and a large bar of chocolate into the paper bag at the end, almost as if it was an afterthought. How was it he knew that she’d want something exactly like that? she thought. Something chocolatey and sugary to console herself. He must be a mind-reader. But ever since he’d discovered, to his horror, that Lina had no husband, he considered it his mission to look after her – if she’d said she had leprosy, he could hardly have looked more alarmed. Lina smiled at the memory now, as she said thanks and made small talk, agreeing with him that it was indeed a hot summer. Of course, she’d never mentioned Seamus and his role in things – she had a feeling Mr Abdallah wouldn’t understand.


None of what Seamus was now doing was part of the plan, Lina thought, as the lights turned green and she shuffled across the road, and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. ‘But Tommy needs a dad,’ he’d said the last time they’d met at a café in town, four weeks before. He’d insisted on the meeting, calling and texting her every day since Tommy’s birth in March. It was a complete nuisance, particularly as she’d made it very clear to him, when she’d told him the ‘surprise’ news a little more than a year earlier, that his services were no longer required – but there was something about his tone, something plaintive, that had lifted him out of the ‘stalker’ class and into something else, which Lina couldn’t quite put her finger on.


They’d met at a hipster joint near the cathedral: a big lofty place with lots of exposed pipes and lightbulbs on bits of string. The staff had been nonchalant, placing piles of avocado on toast in front of them, then shuffling off in their board shorts and Hawaiian T-shirts to make more shakshouka or something equally trendy.


‘No, they don’t need a dad,’ Lina had said, nicely but firmly.


‘Who’s “they”?’ Seamus had asked. ‘Do I have another child lurking under the table that you haven’t told me about?’ With this, he had lifted the recycled paper tablecloth and made an exaggerated mime of looking under the table.


Lina had rolled her eyes to heaven. ‘I’m raising her – them – to be gender neutral.’


‘Right,’ Seamus had said, a small smile flickering on his face.


‘Is there something wrong with that?’ she’d snapped.


‘Nope. I think it’s admirable, actually.’


‘Oh.’ Lina had been wrong-footed for a moment.


‘Yeah, I’d say it takes guts,’ he’d added, ‘to break the gender mould like that, you know, so that she’s – they’re – not just doing what’s expected of them, but what they truly want, free of notions of whether something is what a man or a woman might do. It’s quite revolutionary, when you think about it.’


‘It is? I mean, it is,’ Lina had agreed, wondering how different Tommy’s life would be from hers if she truly lived it like that. What had been a bit of a whim when Tommy had been born suddenly seemed more complicated now, and Lina thought about what it might be like for her at school with the other boys and girls and how she might present herself to the world – and what the world might have to say about it.


‘Would you like to hold them?’ Lina had offered.


‘Can I?’ He’d looked so ecstatic that Lina had felt a bit sorry for him, before she’d reminded herself that this was all he would do, even if their child looked uncomfortably like him, with her dark-chocolate-coloured hair and eyes. Tommy was hers and she was just lending them to Seamus. She had unclipped the sling, which was a bit of a production given all of the loops and clips, and they had both looked at their daughter, curled up as if in a little walnut shell, knees up to her tummy.


‘She – they – suck their thumb,’ he’d said. ‘I used to suck my thumb.’


‘So did I,’ Lina had said pointedly. She hadn’t, as far as she could remember, but she’d wanted to make sure he got the message. He'd seemed to understand because he sat back on the uncomfortable wooden bench, exiting her personal space, hands resting on his knees, waiting.


Lina had lifted Tommy out of the sling, and as she did so, the baby’s eyes had opened wide in surprise. Her arms had shot outwards, her hands like starfish, fingers spread wide, as Lina had placed a hand under her little warm bottom and said, ‘Make a circle with your arms.’


‘I know,’ he’d said, ‘I have five brothers and sisters,’ and he’d taken Tommy gently, placing her bottom on his knee, cradling her with his left arm. They had both looked at her as she sat there for a moment, and Lina had waited for her face to screw up in distaste and for her to cry, but instead, she had kicked excitedly and shot out an arm, patting Seamus on the chest. Lina had felt as if she’d been betrayed.


‘Ouch, you’ll strangle me,’ he had said, as they’d grabbed hold of the silver chain around his neck. As his voice rumbled in her ear, Tommy had turned her head to look at him, her face splitting into a grin. She’d started to ‘talk’ to him then, in the cute little way she’d begun to do recently, a series of little moans and grumbles, and he had talked back, telling her that, yes, what she had to say was very interesting, very illuminating indeed.


Lina had watched them both and she’d wanted to pull Tommy back into her arms, to grab them and yell, ‘She’s mine!’ at the top of her voice. But instead, she had just sat there, immobile, letting this man talk to her child. His child.


Tommy had saved her then by suddenly letting out an ear-splitting roar, and she had reached out her arms, Seamus placing the wailing bundle gratefully into them. ‘They need a feed,’ Lina had said.


‘Oh, do you need to go somewhere …?’


‘No, unless you object to a woman breastfeeding in public.’


‘No, no …’ His voice had railed away at the challenge and he had examined a bit of exposed piping on the wall with unusual interest as she had opened the clasps on her bra and Tommy had latched on enthusiastically.


There had been a silence, broken only by the background clatter of cutlery and the hiss of the coffee machine. Then Lina had looked over at him and had seen that there were tears in his eyes. Oh, God. That was the problem with romantic connections, Mama had always told her: they get messy. It’s far better to avoid them, she’d said.


‘Look, I’m sorry you’re upset, but none of this was planned,’ she had lied, as he’d stirred a teaspoon sadly around and around in his coffee.


He could have challenged her, she knew, but instead he’d just nodded softly, looking like a beaten dog. ‘It’s just … I could have helped … or something. I can help.’


‘I’m fine on my own.’


‘I can see that,’ he’d said. ‘You’re a really good mum, I can tell.’


‘Thanks,’ Lina had said, softening. ‘I like it,’ she had added in a near-whisper, realising as she had said the words that they were true.


‘That’s good.’ He had tapped the spoon nervously against the side of his cup, clearing his throat and saying, ‘So, how was the birth?’


‘Fine,’ she’d snapped. Why did he want to know that – it was none of his business. But then she got the beaten-dog routine again, so she had muttered, ‘Terrible.’


‘Oh. How?’


‘Do you really want to know?’ Lina had said wryly.


In reply, he’d looked eager, boyish. ‘Of course I want to know. I’m—’ He’d shaken his head. ‘Shoot.’


Where would she even begin? Lina had thought. At the never-ending contractions stage, or with the cancellation of her independent midwife because Tommy was breech, and the flushing down the toilet of all the dreams she’d had of a home birth in the bath, just a few candles lighting the space as the midwife helped her to bring her baby into the world? Instead, she’d ended up lying on a trolley, the lights of the hospital corridor speeding by above her head, as she was hurled towards theatre. They’d crashed into another trolley halfway down the corridor, a high-speed explosion of jangling steel and swearing as one doctor had yelled at another and she’d clung to the trolley, a shaft of pain across her middle so sudden and intense it felt as if she’d been cut in two. ‘It was like the magic trick,’ she had found herself telling Seamus. ‘You know, where they saw the lady in half and her torso and head appear in one box and her legs in another.’


He had given a short laugh, looking at her as if he wasn’t sure if she was joking, so she had pretended to be entirely serious, but then he’d nodded and made a soft clucking noise of sympathy and she had found herself telling him the truth, no jokes this time – about going into theatre, about the blinding white lights and the bip-bip of the monitors and the clanging of instruments as they’d lifted her off the trolley, ‘nice and easy now’, and onto the table.


‘They put up this kind of curtain at my waist then,’ she’d told Seamus, ‘and there was a lot of sucking, as if they were squelching around in a bog.’ She’d had to smile at this bit. ‘And then, there she was.’ Lina had been so caught up in the memory that she forgot to use the correct pronoun.


‘There she was,’ he’d echoed. ‘What did she look like?’


‘A sort of bluey-purple colour, with a coating of cream.’ She’d laughed.


‘Oh, yeah,’ Seamus had said. ‘It’s the vernix. They’re covered with it in the womb.’ Then he had blushed, as if he’d been caught out saying the wrong thing.


‘No, that’s right,’ Lina had said. ‘And her little arms were up around her face, as if she was trying to shield it, and her eyes were closed tight. She didn’t open them for twenty-four hours and I was terrified that maybe she didn’t have any eyes.’ She’d smiled at the memory.


‘So, she was perfect then,’ Seamus had said. He had been doing that tapping thing against his cup again and she’d wanted to reach out and snatch the spoon out of his hand.


‘She was perfect,’ she’d agreed.


‘Who did you have as a birth partner?’ He hadn’t looked up from his cup as he asked the question, but had continued tapping.


‘Oh, I didn’t have one.’


‘You went through all of that alone?’ He’d looked at her incredulously.


‘Of course,’ Lina had said. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘Oh, no reason,’ Seamus had said.


He’d asked her then if he could be ‘part of Tommy’s life’. He could help, he’d said eagerly. He could give her a bottle every now and then, to which Lina had found herself barking, ‘They’re exclusively breastfed.’


‘Well, take them for walks then, so you could get some rest,’ he’d offered. ‘Or I could do the shopping with them, you know, you could show me how to operate that thing,’ and he’d nodded at the sling. They had both looked down as Tommy finished feeding, trying to lift her head to look at the fascinating stranger. She’d squinted at him, trying to focus, settling eventually on Seamus’s bright-red T-shirt with the pattern of rubber ducks on it, staring at it in fascination.


‘They like your T-shirt,’ Lina had said.


‘They have good taste.’ He’d smiled. ‘Mum still can’t believe I don’t wear a suit to work. “Sure, what kind of a job is that, Seamus, when you don’t wear a suit!”’


‘My mother would have said you were a tool of the capitalist patriarchy,’ Lina had said. ‘She said that suits were the ultimate sell-out, that they made us all subservient to the superstructure.’


‘Wow, and I thought it was just a suit.’ Seamus had laughed.


‘I know, she’s very dogmatic,’ Lina had said, not adding that she agreed with her. ‘Look, I’ll think about it, OK?’


‘That’s all I can ask,’ Seamus had said, hands held up in a gesture of surrender.


Now, Lina took the long way home, past the DIY store and the little off-licence on the corner, thinking about Seamus and that meeting, about the look of wonder on his face when he’d seen his daughter. She knew that legally he didn’t have any rights because they weren’t married, and even the thought of the word made Lina feel queasy, but she had to give it to him: he’d been subtle about it, not too pushy, so she might be more likely to give in.


The thought of going home made her feel suddenly depressed, as if all the air was being squeezed out of her. She hated her flat, above a locksmith’s on the main road, but it was cheap because the bathroom was on the landing. The landlady, Liz, who reeked of cigarette smoke and wore too much foundation, had told her that it was a ‘private bathroom’, for her use only, as if it were some kind of gift she was personally giving Lina. Bloody cheek, Lina thought now as she rounded the corner, the blast of fumes from a bus making her eyes water. And the oven didn’t work. Still, at least she could cook everything on the two-ring stove. She was very good at that because Mama had done the same thing, making a series of chickpea stews on one ring, brown rice on the other. Lina still liked chickpea stew, but brown rice made her stomach heave.


Her flat was a staging post, she’d told herself, between one life and another. It and her crappy job were just temporary, while she got her comedy career off the ground. And then the temporary had become permanent, which was entirely her choice, she thought now as she pressed the button on the pedestrian crossing, watching as a man in a grey tracksuit leapt out in front of the traffic to a blur of screeching tyres, horns and swearing. She’d wanted to have Tommy, after all, even though she’d been warned that it would signal the end of her comedy career, such as it was. Maybe that was life, Lina thought now, as she rummaged in her bag for the keys to her flat door: a series of temporary arrangements that gradually hardened around you, like a shell.


She pulled her key out of her bag, the little leprechaun keyring swinging in her hand, and turned in to the gate of the shabby Victorian terraced house that was home, kicking aside a pile of McDonald’s wrappers that the wind had blown into the dusty, broken path that led up to the front door, with its thick coating of dust and dirt. She didn’t look up until the last second because she was examining the faded black-and-white tiles, wondering if a maid had once cleaned them when this home was a grander place, but when she did, her hand shot to her throat and she dropped the paper bag onto the tiles, bending down then to fuss over it and pick the veg and chocolate bar up. ‘I’m sorry, I—’


Her mother stood there, waiting, while Lina scrabbled around on the ground until finally, she stood up, a mess of dirty paper and battered vegetables in her arms.


‘Aren’t you going to embrace your mother?’


Lina looked down at the baby, at her full arms, then leaned forward and tilted her head to one side, while her mother kissed that cheek, then the other, her mouth making a soft mwa sound as she did so. Lina inhaled a mix of beeswax and must, and her stomach flipped. She stood back and looked at her mother’s soft face, as round as a drop of water suspended from a tap and the same silvery colour. Her mother was short, with a puff of grey-blonde hair around her face, and small, brown eyes hidden behind red-tinted glasses, which made her look like an alien. She blinked at Lina now with that familiar expectant expression on her face and Lina felt her shoulders tense.


‘So!’ she said. ‘This is a surprise. Come on in!’ There was a pause, then Lina said, ‘Ehh, can you just help me with the key?’ It was jammed in between a pepper and a now-battered peach, and she tried to lean back while her mother pulled it out and held it up, examining the leprechaun sceptically. Lina opened her mouth to explain, but then shook her head. Her mother waited.


‘Can you open it?’ Lina said.


‘Ich werde sehen,’ her mother said solemnly and pushed the key into the door, wiggling it for a bit. ‘Etwa so?’ She turned it to the left.


‘Yes, that’s right,’ Lina said, ignoring the German. If she spoke German now, all hope would be lost. Her mother would gain the upper hand, just as she always had. ‘Great!’ she exclaimed as the door opened to reveal a dank hall carpet with a scatter of junk mail across it. ‘I’m at the top of the stairs on the left,’ she said, urging her mother upwards into the gloom while she closed the door, leaned against it and shut her eyes for a few moments. What the fuck are you doing here? she thought. I haven’t seen you in three years and, now, here you bloody well are.
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Jane


As she walked home from the park, Jane tried to hold onto the golden afternoon inside, to remember lthe hot sun on her back, to see the patterns of the willow leaves on the grass, to hear the laughter of the girls, the clucking and fussing over their babies. It was harder than usual, though, and she wondered if that was because of the new arrival. She was certainly something, with her big pink pram and those fierce eyebrows above the sunglasses, with their great big Versace printed on the bridge in silver letters, perched on top of her head. Though her fake tan had been badly applied so that it gathered around her wrists and ankles in dark-brown splodges, which was a bit odd considering the amount she evidently spent on her appearance. Any other time, Jane would have enjoyed mulling over what it all meant: Lina’s mischievous welcoming of the obvious cuckoo into their nest; Gracie’s clear distaste for the poor girl.


But Jane found that she couldn’t quite concentrate on any of it because she was focusing so hard on walking home as slowly as possible. She could have taken the bus, or even a taxi – she lived three miles away after all – but the drowsy walk through the hot city streets calmed her, prepared her for that feeling of tightness in her chest, of shortness of breath, that increased as she got closer to home, rounding the corner into the leafy cul-de-sac and to the pristine red-painted front door of her suburban home.


The first time Mark, her husband, had hit her, a month before, Jane hadn’t seen it coming. Literally – because she’d had her back turned, bending over the rose bushes with a set of pruning shears, trying to get at a tricky shoot near the bottom. She’d just caught it in between the pincers of the shears, registering a feeling of satisfaction as she’d pressed the blades together, when she’d felt it, like a shunt from a car: a sharp blow to the back of her head, propelling her forward onto the thorny, dry branches, one of them stabbing her in the chest as she’d fallen half onto the bush, half on the ground, with the label that she’d attached to her favourite rose inches from her eye. ‘English Miss’, it was called: a lovely soft pink with a heady scent.


I must have fallen, she’d thought, scrambling up to her knees, a long line of vivid red down her arm, but then she’d turned and he’d been standing over her. She’d smiled at him, had gone to say hello, her stupid brain still stuck in first gear, when he’d kicked her, this time in the soft flesh above her hip. He’d been wearing his office shoes, shiny black brogues that she polished every morning and put away every evening, pushing a wooden shoe tree into them before placing them underneath his chair in the bedroom, the next day’s suit laid out neatly on top.


That shoe needs a polish, she’d thought, as she’d lain on the dry, stony clay of her flower bed, Owen howling in his pram. I really must get around to it.


Ever since ‘the incident’, as he’d called it the next day, he’d been nice to her, so nice that she’d begun to wonder if it had all been a figment of her imagination. The whole thing had the quality of a dream, and she’d been so tired, after all. Owen had had a tummy bug while Mark had been away at a three-day conference in London, and she’d spent all of that time in a daze of fatigue, walking up and down the stairs to Owen’s nursery for yet another change of clothes, spending each night pacing the landing while Owen roared, thanking God that at least he wasn’t disturbing Mark’s sleep. She’d been so exhausted that she hadn’t had time to go to the organic supermarket to get the chicken breasts Mark liked and she’d got the farmed stuff instead. He’d noticed, of course. He noticed everything. The day after the incident, she’d gone early to the farmer’s market to get the best Connemara lamb, because it was tender, and had bought it and a big bunch of rosemary and some new potatoes. The bag had been heavy and she hadn’t been able to bend over to pick it up, so the man had had to come around the counter and lift it up for her, his face full of concern. ‘You all right, love?’


‘Oh, I’m fine,’ Jane had said. ‘Thank you. Just a tummy ache.’ It was a tummy ache, she’d supposed, as she’d lugged the bag in one hand and held Owen in the other arm – just not the kind caused by indigestion or food poisoning. This one had made her kidneys ache: a long, low pain that made her gasp every now and again.


She’d gone home and had lain on the bed, with Owen gurgling away beside her. She’d set her alarm for three o’clock in the afternoon, so she’d be sure to wake up in time to put on the dinner. Not that she’d felt like sleeping. She’d spent the days and weeks since Owen’s birth in a haze of fatigue, but then she’d felt wide awake, a sense of hyper-awareness filling her, pushing through every vein so she felt as if she’d been electrocuted. Wired and buzzing, she had looked around the bedroom at the magnolia paint, the brightly painted windowsills and the expensive blinds that she’d had made specially by some lady in Wicklow, and she’d thought how nice it all looked. A lovely home, with bay windows at the front and a view of the playing fields from the back bedroom window, through which she could hear the thock of tennis balls, the rumble of skateboards in the skate park, the barking of dogs. Owen loved to go to the park and look at the dogs. She’d put him on her knee and he’d wave his arms and legs in excitement as a dog came towards them. Once, one of them had licked him enthusiastically before Jane had had the time to whip her son away and he’d collapsed with laughter.


Such a nice home. Such a nice life, she’d thought. Maybe if she just concentrated on that, she’d be able to push all the rest of it away. After all, she was good at that kind of thing. And, she’d reasoned, Mark was what she deserved. What was it Dad used to say? ‘You’ve made your bed, now you’ll have to lie in it.’ Funny how his sayings stuck in Jane’s head, even though she’d only set eyes on her father twice in the last fifteen years.


She’d just been checking the lamb, when she’d sensed his heavy presence in the kitchen, the way the atmosphere seemed to thicken when he entered the room. Her shoulders had tensed, and she hadn’t turned around.


‘Jane?’ he’d said softly.


She’d closed her eyes tight and braced herself, wondering if she could defend herself with the wooden spoon in her hand – ‘hit him a belt’, as Mam had put it when she used to use the same implement on Jane and her sister. Mam had certainly been able to inflict some damage. Jane had wondered if she might be capable of the same herself.


‘Do you think you might turn around?’


Jane had gripped the wooden spoon in her hand and turned. She’d been folded in on herself, hunched over, as if waiting for the blow. Instead, she’d seen her husband hiding behind an enormous bouquet of red roses. Her heart had sunk.


‘They’re for you,’ he’d said unhelpfully.


‘I don’t want them,’ Jane had found herself saying.


‘I know, and I don’t blame you,’ he’d said, coming towards her. Jane had leaned back over the cooker. ‘It’s OK,’ he’d said as he put the bouquet down on the counter. ‘It’s fine. C’mere,’ and he’d pulled her towards him. He had smelled of expensive men’s fragrance and the medical soap he liked to use in the shower. Jane had stiffened as he’d stroked her hair and kissed her softly on the cheek. She had hoped he’d finish soon because she’d thought she might retch. The moment had seemed to go on forever, until eventually he’d said, ‘I owe you an apology. For the incident.’


‘“The incident”?’ Had he really called it that – like a garda taking a statement. It was so sanitised, so stripped of any real meaning.


‘Yes. I don’t know what came over me, Jane. I was tired and hungry, and I’d spent three days slaving at the conference, and when I came home, dinner wasn’t ready and you were out in the garden instead and I just—’


She couldn’t help it. ‘Men don’t hit their wives because they’ve spent too long at a conference, Mark.’ Her voice had sounded louder than usual, and sharp – Owen looked up from his little nest of cushions on the floor and his cloth book, his eyes moving from her to Mark and back again. He’d begun a fretful whine.


‘I know,’ Mark had said, a look of irritation flashing briefly across his features, as Owen’s cries had become more urgent, before he assembled them into something more suitable. ‘I know,’ he’d said again. ‘There’s no excuse for it – it was an aberration, pure and simple. It won’t happen again. I promise. Please, Jane,’ he had said then, looking at her imploringly. ‘Please say you’ll forgive me.’


Jane had felt the thoughts spinning through her head. If she walked away, what would she have? She had no job because Mark had suggested she give up her teaching post at St Attracta’s when Owen was born and she’d gone along with it, eager to spend as much time as possible with her baby, to give him everything she had. She had no money to call her own because they had a joint account and Mark kept a very careful eye on it. She’d be like one of those women she heard about on the radio all the time, who flees a bad marriage only to end up in a hotel room with three children and her entire life around her in bin bags. Was Jane that kind of woman? Was that who she was? Or was this the price she’d have to pay for this new life of hers – a life of respectability, a life that looked just right? If that was the case, she’d thought, as Mark had made his nightly gin and tonic and poured her a glass of chilled white wine, she’d pay it. She had no other choice. It wasn’t as if she could just run home to Mam and Dad. Not after the way she’d left, all those years before. She was all out of options.


‘Why don’t we go away some time?’ he’d said over dinner. They’d sat on either side of the dining-room table, the lamb between them, Owen in his baby chair beside Jane, and they’d talked about Mark’s job and the litigation course he’d be attending in two weeks and whether he might be up for promotion later in the autumn, and she had had that sense again of two separate worlds: the one that everyone could see, of a husband and wife and baby, sitting around a dining-room table, and the other world, filled with darkness.


She was stalling for time, Jane thought as she pushed the trolley around the supermarket now, along with everyone else in their shorts and T-shirts after the baking-hot afternoon. She did actually need things for dinner, but she also knew that it would delay her return by a blissful half an hour. It was one of the things she’d begun to do since ‘the incident’, that and the way she’d become a watcher, standing on the sidelines of conversations, alert to every twitch, every change in mood or tempo, anticipating trouble before it arrived, heading it off at the pass. She was good at it because she’d had a lot of practice, but now, she wondered what the girls would have made of the ‘old’ Jane. Once, a long time before, she’d been different: she’d begun to bloom, to become fully herself, but look where that had got her.


She’d ended up in a psychiatric hospital, sitting in a yellow-painted room every Tuesday with a nice lady called Phyllis, whom they were too polite to call a psychiatrist. She’d been a broken person, a toy without a head or an arm that you’d sweep up into the bin after an afternoon’s play. Trash, that’s what she’d been. ‘Unworthy of God’s love’ – that’s how Dad had put it. Jane and Phyllis had sat there in that room, picking over the pieces of her life – laying them out, examining them, picking them up and putting them back down again – until she’d emerged, six weeks later, with them reassembled into a different kind of whole, one that was no more true to her than the original had been, but which worked in a slightly different way, a way that got her through.


‘Are you being yourself, do you think?’ Phyllis had asked her once. ‘And if not, does that serve you well?’


Of course it does, Jane thought now, as she picked up a pack of hideously expensive sirloin steak. It serves me better now than ever – that’s how I met and married Mark, because of that ability; that’s how I managed to maintain the fiction of a relationship with Mam and Dad, by making them think that I was sorry, by pretending that everything that had happened was just a dream. That’s how I manage to keep things with Mark on an even keel, even though I think that sometimes the effort will kill me.


Which is why I can see it in that woman, Elise, Jane thought now as she queued at the till. She’s a watcher too, in her own way. And she’s better at it than I am, Jane thought, with a tinge of envy, handing the woman at the till the money for the food, putting the expensive items into her canvas shopper.


The woman counted the notes and coins that Jane gave her, clearing her throat before saying. ‘I think you’re fifty cent short.’


‘What? Oh, sorry,’ Jane said, patting her pockets, rummaging in the little tray at the bottom of Owen’s pram, even though she knew she didn’t have another cent. Mark gave her just enough to cover the shopping and not a penny more. ‘You can’t be trusted not to spend it,’ he’d said, his face splitting into what he obviously thought was a grin, but which looked more like a grimace. She looked at the package of shallots and wondered if she could buy loose ones and save fifty cent that way. She couldn’t go home without the steak, that was for sure. She looked over her shoulder and saw a big line of people behind her. A man with a red face stuck his head out and said, ‘Get a move on, love, there’s a queue.’


‘Yes, sorry,’ Jane said. She couldn’t move, paralysed by indecision. If she bought cheaper onions instead of shallots, would Mark notice? Or maybe she could nip a bit of rosemary out of Mrs Callaghan’s garden when she was passing – she had a lovely hedge of it just begging to be picked. Maybe she could do without a steak and have a couple of sausages instead. That was it, she thought. And then a hand reached out and put fifty cent into the cashier’s hand. The cashier looked at it doubtfully, then said, ‘Thank you,’ and put it into the drawer.


Jane coughed nervously. ‘Ehm, could I have the receipt?’


‘Jesus Christ!’ a loud voice said behind her as the girl handed Jane her receipt. Head bowed, Jane put the few items into her bag and only then did she turn to the person who’d given her the money. She was surprised to see that it was a young girl, tall, with pale skin and long, mid-brown hair, nodding her head in time to the music that must have been coming through her giant gold headphones.


‘Thanks,’ Jane said.


The girl took off the headphones and said, ‘What?’


‘Thanks – for the money. I don’t know why I was short. I thought I had it all worked out. You saved me,’ she added, giving a small smile.


‘’Sno bother.’ The girl shrugged. ‘Mum only sent me out for two tomatoes, and she never looks at the change.’


Lucky you, Jane wanted to say to her. My husband counts out every penny and checks it against the receipt. But I won’t tell you that because you don’t need to know that life can be like that – not yet anyway.


She checked her watch when she left the supermarket, the man with the red cheeks muttering behind her about getting a bloody move on, stupid cow. Shit. Almost six o’clock – she would have to hurry. Then her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was an elderly clamshell model, and the only thing it could do was send and receive texts because Jane had dropped it once and it had stopped taking calls. Mark had spent quite a lot of time debating whether to spend money on a new one, so that he could always ‘reach’ her, as he called his numerous check-ins during the day, or to simply text, which he didn’t like. In the end, he’d settled for keeping his money, and Jane hadn’t been able to suppress a shiver of glee. She’d decided not to tell him that she could still make calls; that would be her little secret.


Home late. Board meeting. Jane felt her stomach unclench, her breathing steady. She decided to take the long route home, feeling the sun on the back of her neck, enjoying a little bit of people-watching, wondering what it might be like to feel like this every day.


Later that night, she lay in bed beside her husband, listening to the foxes howl at the bottom of the garden. She tried to calm her mind, to tell herself that it would be fine and all would be well, but she couldn’t, so she did what she always did nowadays when she couldn’t sleep. She pictured Mark, tied to a chair, her best silk scarf in his mouth. His eyes were wide and he was making muffled sounds behind the scarf as she lifted the knife over his head, ready to plunge it in. It made her feel both elated and relaxed, and she generally drifted off afterwards. She knew that it was wrong, but so what? As Phyllis used to say, all those years ago, ‘They’re just impulses, Jane. They’re only dangerous if you act on them.’ She’d been nice enough not to say that acting on her impulses was what had helped Jane into St Dympna’s in the first place.
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‘A touching, enjoyable tale of friendship
in all of its complexities’ Anne Griffin





