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For my wonderful parents Kathleen and Finian, who taught me everything happens for a reason.









Synchronicity


(noun)


1. the experience of two or more events that are apparently causally unrelated or unlikely to occur together by chance, yet are experienced as occurring together in a meaningful manner.


(Carl Jung)


2. an inexplicable and profoundly meaningful coincidence that stirs the soul and offers a glimpse of one’s destiny.


(Phil Cousineau)









Chapter 1


‘Let’s go home,’ said Tara, feeling as if her life had just ended.


To her right, her husband Colin sat rigidly, trying to process the devastating news. Behind his desk, Dr White was explaining that the embryo transfer had been unsuccessful and that their third attempt at IVF had failed.


Time seemed to stand still for Tara in that moment. All she could hear was a strange ringing in her ears, as if a bomb had just been detonated. She couldn’t take in what Dr White was saying, just the piercing hum of defeat.


But Tara didn’t need to listen to know what was being said. She knew the spiel off by heart at this stage. She had known as soon as she saw the same tired, apologetic expression on Dr White’s face that her dream of motherhood would remain just that.


A dream.


‘Go home?’ Colin said, turning to her. ‘We literally just got here.’


‘I know you must be disappointed, Tara, but rest assured, there is still hope,’ Dr White said unconvincingly, as if reading from a teleprompter.


‘I’m sorry, doctor, but I can’t do this any more,’ Tara said, picking up her handbag. ‘I don’t mean to be rude but I just really want to go home.’


‘Tara, we need to know what our options are,’ Colin said, visibly frustrated by Tara’s eagerness to leave.


‘Colin, we know how this goes. This is the part where we start everything again from scratch. Back to square one.’


‘Well, many couples don’t have a successful IVF treatment until their fourth or sometimes fifth try. In fact, we had one couple who weren’t successful until their eighth round,’ Dr White explained.


Tara winced at the thought. She couldn’t bear the idea of going through the entire ordeal once more, let alone multiple times. She had retained a glimmer of hope after their first and second attempts failed but there was only so much disappointment she could take. Colin had kept telling her that the third time would be the charm. He had almost convinced her of it. Yet here she was, reliving the worst experience of her life for the third time in a row.


‘Doctor, I think it’s time we accepted that I’m not meant to be a mother,’ Tara said with a heavy heart.


‘Tara, stop that kind of talk,’ Colin said.


‘Oh come on, Colin, I’m almost thirty-seven. My eggs are basically tumbleweeds at this point.’


Dr White almost laughed, but Colin shot him a look of disapproval.


‘Tara, it’s only our third attempt. Come on, the fourth time’s the charm!’


‘You say that about every attempt, Colin. In a few years, you’ll be saying the fifteenth time lucky. We’ve spent thirty grand on this already. We need to stop throwing good money after bad,’ Tara said, still eyeing the door to leave. She felt smothered.


‘Well, maybe they have a loyalty card programme or something,’ Colin said, giving Dr White a hopeful glance.


‘Oh yeah, Colin, we’ll just get a stamp on our way out and our next one will be free. We’re talking about my eggs, not a cup of coffee,’ Tara said, rolling her eyes. ‘They don’t care about our loyalty anyway. They sold us all of those stupid add-ons that made absolutely no difference.’


‘Well, you did opt for the Premium Package,’ Dr White explained.


‘Yeah, and what do we have to show for it? I mean, for ten grand a pop, you could have thrown in a feckin’ tote bag. Or a top that says “I tried IVF and all I got was this lousy T-shirt”,’ Tara said, frustrated.


‘Tara, this is serious,’ Colin said, mortified.


Tara knew she was being ridiculous. But she also knew if she didn’t laugh, she would cry. And Tara was done crying. She had been through this rigmarole enough times to see how farcical it all was. She had every right to make jokes because that’s exactly what the whole ordeal felt like.


One big joke.


‘I completely understand your frustration, Tara,’ Dr White said. ‘But you can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.’


‘Well, I’m sorry, doctor, but I ordered my eggs fertilized, not scrambled,’ Tara said, standing up. ‘Now, I’m sorry but I really just want to go home.’ Tara turned and walked out of the room, her mind fully made up. Colin sighed and sluggishly got up off his chair.


‘I’m sure she’ll come around eventually,’ Dr White said to Colin.


‘You clearly don’t know my wife,’ Colin said, as he followed Tara to the car.
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On the drive back, Tara was trying to process the news in silence. She didn’t want to talk about it, she just wanted to go home. As she leaned against the window, twirling her ash-blonde hair, she noticed the sky was endlessly blue, teeming with pastel perfection. It annoyed her. Of course the sky would be clear on the one day she wanted rain. She wanted the sky to weep because she had no tears left. At least if there was a cloud, she could tell herself something about silver linings.


After the first IVF treatment didn’t take, Tara was an emotional wreck. Even though she had never actually got pregnant, Tara mourned the many million possibilities that would never come to be. The second failed attempt was similar, but those tears were from anger, not despair. This time felt different, however. She didn’t feel sad or angry. In fact, she didn’t feel anything. It was like there was a void in her chest, an overwhelming emptiness. She suddenly found herself questioning her entire belief system. Tara’s world view was complex at times, but if there was one belief that anchored her entire philosophy, it was her belief in destiny.


Tara truly believed there was a path for everyone and that one’s life was predetermined by fate. She refused to accept the scientific theory that life was just random chaos. In her opinion, such a world view made life completely meaningless. After all, the universe had begun with chaos yet somehow formed spontaneous order. That was all the proof she needed that there was some force out there greater than her. Her father Paddy Fitzsimons had been a devout Catholic up until he passed away, and her mother Shannon was a renowned psychic healer by trade. Tara was therefore an unusual mix of religious and spiritual. She believed in a higher power but she saw it more as energy flowing rather than a bearded man in the sky. She knew she didn’t have all the answers but she believed in belief. Whether one chose to call it fate, God’s plan, kismet, predestination or destiny, it all came back to what her mother always told her.


Everything happens for a reason.


But what was the reason for this? Why was the universe preventing her dream from coming true? There was only one reason Tara could think of. The universe was quite clearly telling her that being a mother was not her destiny and she had no choice but to listen. It was a difficult pill to swallow but Tara knew denying it wouldn’t get her anywhere. Trying IVF a fourth time would only be swimming against the currents of fate. She couldn’t put herself through the ordeal again. But even though she had told Colin from day one that she would only try three times, she knew he wouldn’t accept her decision.


Her mind began to reach backwards, to the night she first met Colin. She was a student at Trinity College Dublin at the time, but she always returned home to Galway to work weekends at O’Malley’s pub. One fateful November night, a young man walked into O’Malley’s while she was working and ordered a pint of Guinness. She expected to see a much older man, but when she turned around, there he was.


The man of her dreams.


Stupidly handsome, short brown hair, and ocean eyes deep enough to drown in.


That was the first time Tara experienced what she considered to be synchronicity, a strange gut feeling, like a mix of déjà vu and women’s intuition. She had butterflies in her stomach, goosebumps along her arms and a tingle on the back of her neck. She felt like she had tuned into the universe’s hidden frequency and was suddenly connected to the deeper vibrations of life. It was her spiritual compass that let her know she was on destiny’s right path. Like she was with the right person in the right place at the right time.


She fell for Colin there and then. By the time his Guinness had settled, she was already his. ‘Of all the pubs in all the towns in all of Ireland, you had to walk into mine,’ she had told him. Against all rationality, she had thrown caution to the wind and got on the back of his motorcycle to Nimmo’s Pier. When he kissed her in the shimmering moonlight, she began to melt in his arms and lost herself in sweet consensual surrender. She had snuck him into her bedroom later that night. Even though they had just met, she was ready to give herself to him completely, the way she would for the rest of her life. Her feelings weren’t logical at the time, but when Tara got her gut feeling, she knew it was fate whispering that she was on the right track.


But Tara had never once got her gut feeling during the entire IVF process. She knew in her soul it wasn’t meant to be. And even though Tara’s dream of being a mother was over, she knew she would pick herself back up and find a new dream. The entire experience of constant failure had sucked the life out of her. She needed a dream that brought her endless joy, not endless disappointment. It was time to turn the page on failure and begin a new chapter of infinite possibility.
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Colin turned on the radio, uncomfortable with the silence in the car. He tuned straight to Radio Nova, a vintage station that he listened to religiously. As if the radio was mocking him, Depeche Mode’s ‘Enjoy the Silence’ began to come through the speaker.


‘At least lighten the mood with some ABBA,’ Tara said.


‘Tara, can we please just discuss our options?’ Colin asked, turning the radio back off.


‘Here we go,’ Tara sighed as she straightened up in her seat.


‘It’s only our third try. Success is built on failure. We just have to fail better each time!’


‘Colin, I’m really not interested in sound bites from a self-help book.’


‘Well, that’s how things are achieved, Tara. Nobody ever got what they wanted by just giving up.’


‘I know your heart’s in the right place, Colin, but there’s a limit to how much failure a person can take. If you failed an exam once, sure, you would study and retake it. But don’t you think that failing it three times might be a sign from the universe that you weren’t supposed to study that particular subject?’ Tara said, trying to make him see her point of view.


‘Oh please don’t start with your signs from the universe mumbo jumbo, Tara.’


‘It’s not mumbo jumbo, Colin. If you have to struggle and suffer for something, it’s obviously not meant to be. If something is for you, it won’t pass you. Things are supposed to just fall into place.’


‘No, Tara, life is about fighting for what you want,’ Colin said, trying to inspire her. ‘It’s worth giving it one last shot.’


‘But it’s not one more shot, Colin. It’s dozens of shots, needles, hormone injections. The only shot I need is a shot of tequila.’


‘All that stuff will be worth it once it works.’


‘But then there’s the fertility pills that turn me into a madwoman. And swallowing twenty different vitamins every morning. It’s easy for you to say let’s try again when all you do is fill up a cup.’


‘Wow, so that’s my only contribution?’ Colin asked, offended. ‘Who’s the one who gives you the injections? Who has to deal with your mood swings when you’re on the hormones?’


‘Choose your next words very wisely . . .’ she said, giving him a chance to retreat.


‘I’m just saying that we are in this together. I’ve been with you every step of the way,’ he said, diffusing the situation.


‘Colin, I know that. But it’s different. It’s my body. I just can’t go through it all again. We’ve been slowly drifting apart ever since we started this journey. I want our life back. I want to go back to being Us,’ Tara explained.


‘Why can’t you see that it’ll all be worth it in the end? There’s still a fifteen per cent chance of success.’


‘Yeah, which is a seventy-five per cent chance of failure, Colin,’ Tara sighed.


Maths was never Tara’s strong suit but Colin knew correcting her would only strengthen the point she was trying to make against him. ‘Whatever the odds are, I know we can beat them,’ he said.


‘My uterus isn’t a slot machine, Colin. Every time we gamble ten grand on this pipe dream, we always lose and the house always wins.’


‘There are still so many options of improving our chances. Like if you were open to finding an egg donor—’


‘I told you from day one that I wanted to be the biological mother of my child.’


‘You’d be giving birth to the baby. That basically makes it yours. Who cares if it’s not your egg?’


‘Well, for the record, your swimmers aren’t exactly winning any Olympic medals either. I’ll agree to an egg donor if you agree to a sperm donor,’ Tara said, knowing full well Colin would rule out the idea.


‘You must be joking. Then I wouldn’t be the father!’ Colin snapped.


‘OK then, we’ll mix your sperm with two other donors. Then twenty years later, we’ll invite the three of you to the child’s wedding in Greece and figure out who the father is.’


‘I’m not stupid, Tara. I know that’s basically the plot of Mamma Mia! You’ve made me watch it enough feckin’ times,’ Colin said, annoyed. ‘I don’t know how you can talk about this in such a joking tone.’


‘Because all my tears have been used up, Colin. I want to laugh again. I’m done with failure. We can’t keep doing the same thing over and over expecting a different result. That’s the literal definition of insanity. I’m almost thirty-seven for God’s sake,’ she sighed.


‘Oh, don’t give me that excuse. Your mother had you at thirty-eight.’


‘That’s because it was her destiny. But it’s clearly not mine. The universe obviously has other plans for me. Maybe I’m supposed to get my master’s degree or start my own business or travel the world or—’


‘You’re supposed to be a mother,’ Colin said, interrupting her.


Tara saw red. It wasn’t so much what he said, but rather the way he said it. She was trying to reassure herself that she had a million different options for what to do with her life and now Colin was implying that she had some kind of womanly duty to give him a child. Whenever Colin made a comment like that, even by mistake, a switch flipped within her.


‘Oh, because that’s all women are supposed to do, is it? My only possible destiny is to bear my husband a child, is it?’ she said, with fury in her eyes.


‘I didn’t mean it like that. Jesus, there you go again, turning into a completely different person.’


‘I’m a Gemini, Colin. You knew you were getting a two-for-one deal when you married me.’


‘You can’t keep using star signs to justify everything, Tara,’ Colin sighed.


‘That’s such a Taurus thing to say,’ she said, rolling her eyes.


‘Why can’t we just discuss other—’


‘Colin, I know you want to keep talking about this,’ Tara interrupted. ‘But I’ve made my decision and I won’t be discussing it again.’


It was in that precise moment that Tara felt an invisible rift opened up between herself and Colin. They had been slowly growing apart for a long time, but now, without the shared goal of starting a family, she feared something had changed within the deeper workings of their marriage.


Silence returned to the car.
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As Colin drove home, he found himself deeply troubled by Tara’s point of view. He couldn’t understand why she had decided so quickly on both their behalf to stop trying for a child. He felt as if his right to have an opinion on the matter had been stripped from him, and yet her decision affected the rest of his life. Most of his savings had gone into IVF, and if they gave up now, it would all have been a complete waste. But as expensive as it was, it was a small price to pay for their dream. He couldn’t just stand idly by and let her give up on their shared goal based on some excuse about destiny.


Colin didn’t share Tara’s mysticism. He often joked that he was a ‘born-again atheist’, and that humans were just tiny specs of dust living on a rock floating through space. Many found his perspective quite cynical, but Colin actually found it quite inspiring. If life was meaningless, he figured the meaning of life was to give your life meaning. If there was any law that the universe followed, it was Murphy’s Law. Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong. There would always be obstacles to overcome, but that made winning all the more rewarding. Achieving your dreams meant nothing without some adversity.


That was what life was all about.


But starting a family was a team effort and his teammate had seemingly walked off the pitch just because they missed three shots. Life wasn’t about the goals you missed, it was about the ones you scored. And there was still plenty of time left in the match. Where was Tara’s fighting spirit, the one that he had fallen in love with?


Colin and Tara had always fought like cat and dog, that was nothing new. In fact, the running joke in their marriage was that Tara believed in love at first sight but Colin believed in love at first fight. After she had poured him that Guinness in O’Malley’s eighteen years ago, he immediately began arguing that the Guinness was much better in Dublin than it was in Galway. As she went on a long-winded rant about how much of a chancer he was, he was becoming enchanted by the fiery, emerald-eyed redhead. It was the first in a long history of fights over the stupidest things. But they were always tongue-in-cheek, always playful. For years, arguing was practically part of their foreplay. Colin sometimes found himself initiating a lovers’ quarrel over something silly just for the mind-blowing sex to which it would eventually lead.


But that sense of playfulness had slowly evaporated over the years. Sex had become a chore, a purely functional means to an end. It lacked any kind of emotion or spontaneity. Tara had her ovulation dates marked in her calendar and it made lovemaking so mechanical. The entire sexual experience had somehow become desexualized. It felt more like two mammals mating than two people making love. It was like they forgot to have sex during sex.


But now that Tara was talking about giving up on starting a family, he knew sex wouldn’t even serve a purpose any more. Her rash decision meant the light at the end of Colin’s tunnel had suddenly vanished. He knew the birth of their child would usher in a rebirth of their love. But if Tara gave up, how would they ever reignite that illusive spark?


He wondered what the rest of his life would look like without his ambition of becoming a dad ever coming to fruition. It was inconceivable to him. The life he had mapped out with Tara, gone in an instant. She wanted to let fate take the wheel, but he feared they were heading towards a cliff. Colin felt a chill in the car as he thought about the life he had built and the uncertainty of its future.
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When they arrived home, the day had already begun to fade. Tara sat back up straight as Colin pulled onto Hillcrest Grove, the picturesque cul-de-sac on Dublin’s well-to-do Southside where they lived. Hillcrest was the perfect neighbourhood. Too perfect. The lawns were always freshly cut, the Range Rovers were recently washed and the teeth were brightly bleached. Having been raised in the Galway countryside, Tara always felt like an outsider in Hillcrest. She found it so strange that the idea of ‘suburbia’ had crept into everyday Irish life. It all felt like an empty reference, a copy of something that never even existed in the first place. She was used to stone walls, not white picket fences. It was an uncanny veneer of perfection, a hyperreal curtain behind which lay nothing. But nonetheless, the show had to go on.


As they approached their driveway, Tara could see their neighbour Celine Loftus out on her front lawn, taking a selfie while gardening. Celine had ten thousand followers on social media and therefore considered herself to be an ‘influencer’. Tara knew a narcissist when she saw one and Celine was more full of herself than a Russian doll. She looked down on anyone who wasn’t a pure-bred Southsider and Tara had privately christened her the Wicked Witch of the South as a result of her snobbery.


Unfortunately, Celine did not have the appearance of a witch. On the contrary, she was sickeningly perfect. Bouncy blonde hair, high cheekbones and a pair of double D breasts that practically deserved their own Eircode. The women of Hillcrest worshipped the ground Celine walked on due to her number of followers, and they all worked as brand ambassadors for her vitamin company called Yummy Mummy. Although Tara couldn’t prove it, her gut told her that Celine’s business strategy was simply a pyramid scheme in disguise. Sadly, the Yummy Mummies were in far too deep to question their charismatic cult leader and so the pyramid continued to grow. Celine had tried to recruit Tara years ago but she had seen right through her cult-like tactics. As a result, Celine and Tara became instant frenemies, killing each other with kindness whenever they crossed paths.


Celine spotted Tara and Colin driving past her house and began waving them down frantically as if she had urgent news.


‘Oh God,’ Tara said to Colin. ‘Celine is calling us. I still can’t believe you told her we were doing IVF. She loves having that over me.’ Tara rolled down her window and put on a fake smile.


‘Well hello, you two, I was just out sowing some seeds. Tara, you look terrible, is everything OK?’ Celine said, leaning in to examine her face.


‘Oh yeah, I’m fine. We were just out shopping and I didn’t bother putting any make-up on,’ Tara lied. She didn’t want Celine gossiping yet again.


‘Well, good for you not caring what people think. I’ve always admired your confidence,’ Celine said.


The only thing worse than Celine’s insults were her compliments. Whenever she would say something flattering, it always had a malicious undertone. Her backhanded compliments were like a warm hug followed by a cold knife in the back.


‘Can we help you with something, Celine?’ Tara asked, cutting to the chase.


Celine leaned in closer to the car. ‘I just wanted to let you know before I announce it on social media tonight . . . I’M PREGNANT!’


Tara felt a sharp pain in her heart. Destiny was just rubbing salt in the wound at this stage.


‘Congrats, Celine,’ Colin said, leaning over.


‘Thank you both so much. Four months already if you can believe it! I really wanted to have a third child before I turned thirty-five. I could just hear my biological clock going tick-tock, tick-tock, every single night,’ she laughed.


Tara knew that this was a dig at her. Celine’s tactlessness was always intentional. She also knew exactly what the next question would be.


‘What about the two of you? A little bird told me you haven’t been having much luck with IVF,’ Celine said, feigning concern. ‘You know, the top fertility specialist in the country is a dear follower of mine.’


‘I think the phrase is “dear friend”,’ Tara muttered.


‘Well, he would do anything for me. He has a ninety per cent IVF success rate. Say the word and I’ll get you on his client list.’


Tara could see this coming a mile away. Like all cult leaders, Celine employed the rule of reciprocity. If she did something for you, she would one day come to collect. With Celine, there was always a price, and Tara wasn’t interested in making a deal with the devil, no matter how angelic she appeared.


‘That would be amazing, Celine,’ Colin butted in. Tara gave him a discreet elbow in the side.


‘No thank you, Celine,’ Tara said. ‘We’ll be fine.’


‘Of course, Tara. But please let me know if you change your mind. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for a fellow Girl Boss. And don’t listen to what people say. You are not past your prime,’ Celine said, with bright teeth and a dark smile.


Tara put up her window, relieved the conversation was over.


‘That IVF friend of hers sounds promising. She might be able to help us, Tara,’ Colin said, pulling into their driveway.


‘She doesn’t want to help us. She wants to own us. It’s all just a ploy to turn me into another Yummy Mummy, trapped in her pyramid scheme so she can feel like Cleopatra. Trust me, if you ask Celine for help, you’ll end up regretting it.’


‘She was trying to be nice, Tara,’ he sighed.


It never ceased to amaze her how little men knew about women. Then again, Celine had everyone fooled. Only Tara knew she was too sweet to be wholesome.


When she got out of the car, Tara looked up at 3 Hillcrest Grove. The setting sun was casting warm shades of blood orange onto the front of their house, like something out of an impressionist painting. It reminded Tara of when she first saw the home. Just like the moment she first saw Colin, Tara had experienced a synchronicity and she intuitively knew the house would one day be her own.


The stone-clad exterior walls looked like jagged little puzzle pieces that amounted to the home of Tara’s dreams. The farmhouse chic interior made it feel like the cottage she grew up in, albeit a lot bigger. It was a behemoth to behold but she knew she would fill it with life, laughter and love, although Colin had forbidden any décor that read ‘Live, Laugh, Love’. He did allow her, however, to get a plaque for above the front door with the Irish proverb ‘Is glas iad na cnoic i bhfad uainn’, which meant ‘Faraway hills are always greener’. It was supposed to remind her to appreciate what she had.


But now, as she opened the front door, the warm shades that lit up the front of the house were replaced by an icy chill of stark, blue reality. The size of the house meant that it was always cold, as if no amount of heat could feed the insatiable beast. She always thought the warmth of children would one day defrost its frozen hearth.


It seemed she had been wrong.


When she got into bed that night, Tara felt an overwhelming emptiness in her chest. At thirty-six years of age, with her dreams of motherhood shattered, she felt as if somewhere along the line, she had made some mistake, some kind of wrong turn that brought her away from her destiny.


Meeting Colin, finding her dream home, all of these things had just happened effortlessly. It was almost as if the more she wanted a child, the more unlikely it became. She felt like she was at a crossroads with no signposts to tell her which road led where and no spiritual compass to help her chose the path intuitively.


She had always believed that manifesting her future would lead her along her path to the life of her dreams. She still believed in destiny but she no longer felt it was on her side. She always felt as if the universe was rooting for her. Now, it felt like destiny had deserted her. Perhaps her fate wasn’t something she would relish but rather something she would simply have to accept. Eventually, she came to a stark realization.


Tara had lost faith in fate.


Fate, however, had not lost faith in Tara.









Chapter 2


SIX MONTHS LATER


On a mid-September morning, Tara awoke to a feeling of emptiness that had become all too familiar. She looked over at Colin who was still fast asleep and snoring with the subtlety of a chainsaw. Her 7 a.m. alarm was ringing in her ear and she considered hitting snooze. There were times recently where she considered jeopardizing her entire career for a few extra minutes in bed.


‘Turn off the alarm,’ Colin groaned, waking up.


Colin didn’t start work until 9.30 a.m., which gave him a thirty-minute lie-in every morning. She would have killed for that. But there was no use in complaining. The day had begun whether she wanted it to or not. She got out of bed and headed for a quick piping-hot shower. She knew her hair was due a wash but she couldn’t bear the thought of blow-drying it, so she opted for a spray of her trusty dry shampoo instead. Although she found herself using more and more of it each time she put off washing her hair. After that, Tara brushed her teeth, applied an invisible amount of make-up and got dressed into a white blouse and a grey pantsuit.


When she walked into the kitchen, she went to make herself a coffee but found there were no cups in the cupboard.


There were never any cups in the cupboard any more.


Tara had the household chore of loading the dirty dishes into the dishwasher every night while Colin had the role of emptying the clean dishes out every morning. The problem was that Colin hadn’t emptied it for three mornings in a row now. And when the dishwasher was full, she couldn’t load it up, resulting in an overflow of dirty dishes in the sink. She knew she could empty the dishwasher herself but she refused to do it on principle. This was her life now.


She sighed and took a clean cup out of the machine to brew herself a pick-me-up. Lord knew she needed one.


The previous six months had been draining. By now, she had made peace with the idea of not becoming a mother but Colin refused to let it go. He had tried to bring it up on several occasions but Tara knew there was nothing to discuss. She had made up her mind and she desperately needed him to accept that fact so they could go back to the way things used to be. She wanted the life she had before the IVF failed, striking the heart of her marriage and leaving an agonizing wound. Their relationship needed to heal but Colin kept trying to pick at the scab.


As the days faded into weeks and the weeks into months, the rift between them had become greater and greater until eventually an ocean divided them in bed each night. She understood his pain but she also resented the way he tried to make her feel guilty for something out of her control. It broke Tara’s heart that she couldn’t have a child – but what good was it to continue failing? She wanted to focus on all the things she could do, not the one thing she couldn’t. But Colin saw this decision as selfish. Heaven forbid a woman have a destiny other than bearing a child.


Colin came down the stairs in his morning robe, an item of clothing she had slowly grown to loathe. Without saying anything to her, he began to root around the freezer for something.


‘What are you looking for?’ she asked.


‘I think we have two rib-eye steaks in here somewhere,’ he replied. ‘I’m going to defrost them for dinner.’


‘On the top right shelf.’


‘Ah,’ Colin said, grabbing the steaks and putting them down on the counter. ‘We’ve been eating too many microwave dinners recently. Be nice to have a proper meal.’


Tara knew this was a dig at her. It was true, she had become rather reliant on microwaveable meals but when Colin refused to lift a finger, why should she go above and beyond?


‘Are you going to unload the dishwasher today?’ Tara asked.


‘Sure, I’ll unload it when you go to work,’ Colin said.


‘You can’t just unload it now? It’s been full since Friday.’


‘Do you need a cup?’


‘No, I got one myself.’


‘Oh perfect. I’ll unload it before I go to work then.’


Tara winced. Because she knew he wouldn’t. But she didn’t want to fight. She didn’t have the energy.


‘Grand,’ Tara said, picking up her handbag to leave. ‘See you this evening then.’


‘See you then.’
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Tara sat in the usual bumper-to-bumper traffic on her drive to work. It had been a cruel summer filled with inaccurate forecasts of sunshine followed by downpours of rain. But September was unusually warm this year, she noticed. As if summer’s heat had been delayed.


It was during her morning commute that Tara performed the daily ritual of thinking about her future. She had always been a daydreamer, and even though she hated her snail-paced drive to work in her blue Nissan Micra, she had mastered the art of forgetting her surroundings and getting lost in a daze of her own thoughts.


Her birthday had passed in June and she was officially thirty-seven years old, although she didn’t do anything to mark the occasion. As the big 4-0 got closer and closer, she felt as if birthdays were something to hide, not celebrate. But despite the fact that the IVF failing felt like a tragic ending to her lifelong ambition, Tara was determined to prove her life was just beginning.


The problem was, she still had no idea what she was meant to do with the rest of it. So many different roads stretched before her, yet here she was, trapped in the inertia of rush hour. If only she knew which lane would fast track her towards her fate. She had spent so many years waiting for another synchronicity, a sign from the universe that she was on the right path.


But no such sign came.


What she would have given to go back in time, to before her marriage began to tear at the seams. Tara didn’t mind that Colin hadn’t highlighted her thirty-seventh birthday. But it killed her that he seemed indifferent to their seventh wedding anniversary. Every year, he would get her a card, a bottle of wine, chocolates and a bouquet of flowers. This year, however, he had only produced a card. And not even a thoughtful, poignant card. A last-minute petrol station anniversary card with a short vacant message. It told her all she needed to know.


He just didn’t seem to care.


Tara’s mother had always told her that every relationship has a flower and a gardener. Colin had always tended to her, nourishing her needs without her even having to ask, but since her decision to give up IVF, the dynamics within their marriage had changed. Colin used to be sunshine in human form and she had always been drawn to his light. Now, it seemed as if life had dimmed his spark. She found herself wilting in the shadow of his love rather than basking in its glory. What should have been the summer of her life became a harsh winter of indifference. As he slowly accepted the reality that his flower would bear him no fruit, she felt his desire to garden fade over time.


Maybe she was unable to bear his fruit, but didn’t she still deserve to bloom?


As much as Tara hated to admit it, she did need a man to complete her. She wasn’t a desert wildflower that could survive in solitude. She was a delicate orchid that needed nourishment. She missed her husband, or at least the man he used to be. At times she wished he hated her. It was the indifference she couldn’t bear. Their old fiery repartee had been replaced with cold passive-aggression. Colin now just let her win every argument. ‘Fine, you’re right, I’m wrong,’ he would say submissively. But Tara didn’t want to be right, she didn’t want to win. She wanted him to grab her in his arms and shut her up with a kiss. She wanted him to take her like the wind, the way he had done that night on Nimmo’s Pier.


God, she missed that.


They had always been opposites – that was what once attracted them to one another. Now it seemed like some force had inverted the magnetism that once drew them close. They began pushing each other apart more and more, to the point where they forgot what it was that made them the perfect couple in the first place. It hadn’t happened over night of course, but in a way, that made it worse. It was like she was witnessing her marriage fall apart in slow motion. She feared what another six months would do to them. They used to be so good at communicating but now it seemed like the hardest thing in the world. It was beyond frustrating.


Maybe Colin simply wasn’t attracted to her any more. She didn’t exactly exude sex appeal, that much she knew. She felt like her libido’s battery had been on 1 per cent for years but Colin seemed to have zero interest in recharging it. He never went to any effort to make her feel desired and so her desire for him began to fade.


Her sexual drought wasn’t just metaphorical either, it was quite physical as well. At times, she felt dryer than the Sahara down there. Nobody had even told her that could happen. She had searched her symptoms on WebMD and convinced herself she had some kind of terminal illness. Tara had always been a hypochondriac and could turn a headache into a haemorrhage in just a few clicks. Her doctor reassured her, however, that what she was experiencing was a natural part of aging, especially for women who are no longer sexually active. But Tara wanted to be sexually active. She was only thirty-seven, for God’s sake. She didn’t ask for this dry spell. Her clouds were heavy.


She still desired desire.


She longed to be swept off her feet. Sure, she mused, most women like the idea of monogamy, but no woman likes the idea of monotony. Variety was the spice of life. Nothing would turn Tara on more than Colin taking some initiative. He used to be so hungry for new experiences. Like when he surprised her with Interrail passes in college and they had travelled around Europe, making love in a different city every night. Or when he would hear good things about a new restaurant and book them a table without her even needing to ask.


But now, if Tara wanted to do something, she would have to drip the idea into his mind over several weeks. Where had his spontaneity gone? She wasn’t a high-maintenance woman. Even a short road trip would be enough to get her blood pumping. Sitting in the passenger seat, listening to ABBA as Colin had one hand on the wheel and the other gently resting on her inner thigh.


ABBA had always been her favourite band, although most of their music was technically before her time. She’d always had vintage taste. The past just seemed simpler. She didn’t care much for the grunge of the 90s when she was growing up. The rhythm of the 70s spoke to her soul.


But her current life wasn’t worthy of an ABBA Gold score. Her inner soundtrack was a sad cacophony of melancholic minor notes. She wanted music in her life again. The void in her chest was growing, a black hole developing its own gravitational pull. She needed an antidote for the death she was living.


She needed to feel alive.


Tara heard a loud BEEP from the car behind her that jolted her out of her daydream musings and back into reality. The light in front of her was green and she accelerated towards the next section of bumper-to-bumper traffic.


She realized she was running late and momentarily considered driving in the bus lane and zipping past the traffic. But she knew she wouldn’t. Tara often flirted with the idea of doing something bad but she lacked the follow-through. At the end of the day, she always stayed in her lane. She relaxed and reminded herself that she was late every morning, so in a way, she was still on schedule.


With another forty minutes left on her journey, Tara leaned over and turned on the radio to prevent her mind from wandering again. She flicked through the stations until she heard a distraught woman on The Line, a morning chat show where people phoned in to discuss topical issues. The woman was mid-sentence when Tara began listening.


‘. . . I’m honestly sick to my stomach, Joe,’ she whined.


Tara was intrigued. Whatever had happened to this woman, it must have been bad.


‘That’s awful, Mary,’ Joe, the radio show’s host said. ‘And for anyone just joining us on their commute, we’re discussing the new cheating app called Fling, where married people can find discreet, anonymous affairs online.’


Tara’s curiosity was piqued and she turned up the volume, eager to hear the full story.


‘Joe, the fact that this app even exists is an absolute disgrace to the country. When I first heard about it, I nearly fell off my chair and broke my neck. I practically had whiplash from pure shock, Joe. And then to discover that my husband Jim was on it behind my back?’ Mary ranted.


Tara couldn’t help but laugh at Mary’s tone. She wasn’t trying to be funny but she was so distraught that it became unintentionally hilarious.


‘Mary, I’m reading here that thousands of people have downloaded Fling since it was launched last Friday. Why do you think there is such a demand for an app like this?’ Joe said.


‘Well, Joe, that just shows that Ireland has gone to the dogs. In my day, we had a little thing called shame, but it seems people today are completely and utterly shameless! I may get down on my knees and do a nine-day novena for the soul of this country. To think my Jim would make a fool of me after forty years of marriage,’ Mary continued, barely breathing between sentences.


‘We have another caller on the phone who is eager to share his side of the story,’ Joe interrupted. ‘Jim, you’re now on The Line.’


Tara turned up the radio even further, eager to hear the situation explode. She could even make out the show echoing in adjacent cars stuck in traffic. It was clear that she wasn’t the only person dying to hear what happened next.


‘Mary Muldoon, this is your husband, Jim, hang up this phone right now!’ Jim demanded.


‘JIM!’ Mary screamed, recognizing her husband’s voice. ‘You should be the one to hang up. Haven’t you embarrassed me enough?’


‘You’re the one making a show of us by airing our dirty laundry on The Line! Half the country listens to this show!’ Jim snapped.


Tara was in shock at what she was hearing. She always enjoyed the show, but this was spectacular entertainment.


‘You should have thought of that before you downloaded Fling!’ Mary screeched.


‘Well, you never told me our wedding vows were also a vow of celibacy! I might as well be a priest! Maybe if we actually had sex, I wouldn’t have wanted to download Fling!’ Jim yelled back.


‘I’d sooner take my grave than touch a snake like you ever again Jim Muldoon! Well, you reap what you sow because I’m going to fling you out of the house right this second!’ Mary exclaimed, hanging up the phone.


On Jim’s line, Tara could hear a yelp of pain followed by a door slamming. It seemed Jim had been kicked out of the house just before his line went dead.


‘Mary? Jim? We seem to have lost Mary and Jim Muldoon there. Whose side are you on? Is cheating ever justified? Are people driven to cheat? Public opinion is very divided on this Fling app, so we now have the entrepreneur who created it on the line. Richard Mulligan, you’re very welcome to the show,’ Joe said.


‘Thank you for having me, Joe,’ Richard said. His voice was strikingly deep and Tara wondered what he looked like in real life.


‘So, Richard, everyone is talking about your app Fling, and I believe you’ve had a very successful launch, is that right?’


‘You’re very right, Joe. We actually just hit a quarter million downloads,’ Richard said confidently.


‘Two hundred and fifty thousand people? That is a remarkable chunk of married people in this country. But I’m sure you’re well aware that public opinion is quite divided on the matter,’ Joe said, playing devil’s advocate.


‘Yes, I heard Mary and Jim on before me. I know many will side with Mary and many will side with Jim, but when two people are unhappy, infidelity is inevitable,’ he said, sounding sure of himself.


‘But what would you say to people who claim that you’re destroying the sanctity of marriage by enabling cheating and perhaps even profiting from ending relationships?’ Joe asked.


‘Well, Joe, we did an anonymous survey last year and asked married people if they had the means to have an affair without the risk of getting caught. Ninety-two per cent of people said they fantasized about having an affair and eighty-six per cent said they would have one if they knew they could get away with it. It all goes back to supply and demand, Joe. And with a quarter million downloads, the demand is certainly there,’ Richard said, his voice portraying a calm, masculine certainty.


Tara was shocked by how high the percentages were, but she herself had occasionally wondered what it would be like to sleep with someone other than Colin. The statistic made her feel a little less guilty. Like she was normal.


‘When people have needs and desires that aren’t being met, you can’t blame them for wanting something more,’ Richard continued. ‘So many people feel trapped in their own lives and want to escape, even just for a little while. Within every human being there is an impulse to do something bad. Just to see if we can get away with it. And those who don’t bend . . . break.’


Richard certainly had Tara’s attention. That was exactly how she felt. It was as if he was speaking to her directly.


‘Fling has been described by some as Tinder for married people. Do you think that’s a fair comparison?’ Joe asked.


‘Not necessarily, because the user experience is very different. Fling is completely anonymous so it’s totally discreet. No face pictures, no real names, no personal emails, nothing that can be traced back to you. Our algorithm finds you suitable matches not based on looks but rather on what you’re looking for,’ Richard explained.


‘But how safe is it to meet someone online when you don’t know who they really are?’ Joe said, concerned.


‘A valid question, Joe. One of Fling’s rules is to never meet in a private place for the first time. If things move from the app to in-person, meeting in a public place like a restaurant is essential.’


‘And you set up two perfect strangers for the perfect affair?’


‘Exactly.’


‘So you’re like an evil Cupid, in a way,’ Joe said, joking.


‘That’s one way of putting it. But evil spelled backwards is live. Most people these days are content with just surviving. Fling is for the people who want to feel alive.’


Tara felt her heart rate start to increase. Richard Mulligan certainly knew how to strike a chord.


‘I’m just going to read out some of the texts we’re getting in here, Richard. Paul from Donegal says, “I’m #TeamJim. If someone is unhappy, they will cheat, don’t blame the app” . Maureen from Meath says, “The government should take action and ban this app, it makes cheating too easy! #TeamMary”. And Cathy from Cork says, “Someone needs to give that Richard Mulligan fella the punch in the face he deserves”. Any response, Richard?’


‘I can see why people would want to blame me for their unhappy marriages. But blaming the app for an affair is a bit like blaming a balaclava for a bank robbery,’ Richard said smugly.


‘And are you worried at all about the backlash over the app?’ Joe asked.


‘Absolutely not. All publicity is good publicity. I haven’t even spent a cent on marketing yet. But I guarantee the people condemning this app are the ones who are using it the most. Hypocrisy is the backbone of society,’ Richard said.


‘And Richard, would you feel any guilt at all if your app led to a rise in divorces?’ Joe asked.


‘There’s only one single cause of divorce, Joe.’


‘And that is?’


‘Marriage.’


‘Richard, thank you so much for your time,’ Joe said politely.


‘My pleasure,’ Richard said before hanging up.


‘So what do you, our listeners, think about this Fling app? Would you have a discreet, anonymous affair if you could get away with it? Is it wrong or is monogamy a thing of the past? Let us know your opinion by using either #TeamMary or #TeamJim on social media,’ Joe said, wrapping up.


Tara was intrigued by what she had just heard. Poor Mary had certainly been made a fool of, but she did sound like an awful old prude. She felt bad for Jim being publicly humiliated on the radio, but he did try and cheat. Then again, Richard Mulligan had said a lot of things about marriage that really resonated with her. And with a quarter of a million downloads, he had obviously tapped into something deep within people. Not necessarily the desire to do the wrong thing, but rather the desire to get away with breaking the rules.


Tara poked her head out her window to see miles of backed-up traffic still ahead of her. In that moment, something came over Tara, or rather, she overcame something. She looked in her left wing-mirror to see that no buses were coming. She indicated and edged into the bus lane. She put her foot down on the accelerator and headed towards the city centre.









Chapter 3


Tara arrived to work on time for the first time in years.


Her palms were sweating, her heart was racing and, when she finally parked her car in the building’s underground car park, she felt an overwhelming rush. She had got away with it. She locked her car and stepped into the lift with a cheeky smile, ready for the week ahead.


She worked as a senior marketing consultant at a firm called Insight on Dublin’s Grand Canal Dock. It was one of those ultra-modern marketing agencies that were obsessed with phrases like ‘disruption’ and ‘growth-hacking’ and had job titles such as ‘data ninja’ and ‘brand rock star’. Tara found the jargon silly at times but the firm did have a good reputation for being innovative and creating campaigns that tended to go viral.


For all its innovation, however, Tara still found Insight to be a boys’ club. She had fought hard for her seat at the table and although her male colleagues never overtly disrespected her, she knew she wasn’t truly one of them, no matter how hard she tried. There was a subtle, trickle-down sexism that stemmed from the all-male board of directors. The kind of sexism that was invisible to the naked eye, hidden in plain sight.


Tara only ever got to work with clients looking to market female products. If the product was in any way feminine, it was considered ‘Tara’s territory’. It all came down to the same silly old adage. Blue is for boys and pink is for girls. She wished she could market more masculine products, just to prove she could. She made the same base salary as her male colleagues but they always snagged the big sports and alcohol accounts where the biggest commissions were.


She had made a conscious effort to defeminize herself in the office to overcome this hurdle. The dresses, pencil skirts and blouses she used to love wearing were gradually replaced with trousers and blazers. Even now, the grey pantsuit she was wearing made her look frumpy. It did absolutely nothing for her, but she hoped appearing androgynous would mean she wouldn’t be assigned clients and products solely based on her gender. But thus far, her strategy hadn’t been very effective.


She had been something of a rising star at the firm after her work for True U Cosmetics went viral. The campaign for their new make-up pallet centred around the idea of enhancing your natural beauty rather than changing how you looked. The creative featured women of all shapes and skin tones trying the pallet for the first time and capturing their genuine first impressions on camera. This led to a user-generated viral campaign with regular women sharing their initial impressions on social media. She had neatly tied the whole campaign together with a simple yet effective slogan and hashtag: #BecomeYourself.


Although the campaign was widely praised for being an intersectional feminist achievement, it made Tara feel like a fraud. She had championed the idea of female expression while suppressing her own. She had quite literally helped thousands of women become themselves but she lacked the confidence to practice what she preached. She was so jealous of the women that she herself had helped empower. She told herself it was a man’s world and she was merely playing the game to win. But after all these years, why did it feel like she was constantly losing?


Tara got out of the lift and strolled through the hustle and bustle of Monday morning at Insight. Admittedly, the office space was rather nicely decorated, but Tara never really bought into the whole quirky idea of having bean bags, video games and ping pong tables in the workplace. She was the oldest of the senior marketing consultants. Marketing was a young person’s game and staying alive at Insight meant having your finger on the pulse of the zeitgeist at all times. Although she was only thirty-seven, Tara often felt much older. On paper, she was a Millennial, but she was embarrassingly behind the times when it came to technology and pop culture. She had developed terrible imposter syndrome as a result, terrified someone was going to call her out for being a dinosaur.


She didn’t have a ‘boss’ in the traditional sense of the word, but when she reported to the board every quarter, they made it abundantly clear that she was long overdue to reel in another big fish. She was itching for an opportunity to prove she hadn’t lost her edge.


When she arrived at her office, Tara noticed her intern Emily had yet to arrive. Because Tara was always late, this was the first time Emily wasn’t there to greet her with her second morning coffee. Tara sat down at her desk and started up her computer. Her office was ultra-modern, perhaps theatrically so. She could never understand how it was somehow minimalist and flamboyant at the same time. It was like the glass and chrome design was screaming ‘LOOK HOW UNDERSTATED I AM!’, a bizarre oxymoron.


Still, she loved the office’s stunning view of where the River Liffey met the sea. She envied the river. It never stopped to question where or why it was flowing. It relied purely on natural instinct, its path fixed from beginning to end. Tara used to feel her life obeyed the same laws of nature. Now, her life felt like an ocean. She could swim in any direction but she didn’t know which way would lead to shore.


At exactly 9.05 a.m., Emily arrived with Tara’s coffee.
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