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  Batten down: to secure the hatches and loose objects on the deck and within the boat, especially before a storm




  ‘Mum, they’re here!’ Dan yells down from his bedroom-window look-out. ‘Batten down the hatches!’




  ‘Shush! They’ll hear you.’ I wipe my wet hands on the front of my jeans and walk out of the kitchen into the hall. I have about three minutes before Maureen and Joe, my sort of

  inlaws, descend upon us an hour earlier than expected. I scamper around the hall pushing Lily’s wonky-wheeled buggy against one wall, picking stray crisps off the deeply scuffed wooden floor

  and kicking Dan’s runners towards the shoe rack under the stairs.




  The doorbell shrills. I stand for a moment, take a deep breath and smooth back my hair, tucking any wispy ends behind my ears. I’ve been rushing around all day in preparation for the

  onslaught and I know my face is glowing as red as a lobster, but there isn’t much I can do about that now.




  As I go towards the door, Grasshopper, my brother’s idiot black puppy – half greyhound, half Labrador – flies out of the kitchen and throws herself against it with a thump, her

  tail thrashing around like an out of control garden hose. The doorbell rings again.




  ‘Just coming,’ I say loudly.




  Grasshopper jumps against the door again, spraying the floor with the special pee she reserves for visitors. She has a weak bladder and excitement sends her over the edge. Of course my brother

  didn’t tell me this until he was out of the country and had left her with us.




  I put my legs on either side of the dog, grab her by the collar and open the door a crack.




  Maureen puts her twiggy fingers on the door jamb and pushes the door open wider.




  ‘What’s going on in there?’ she demands. ‘Are you going to let us in, Meg? Fine welcome this is.’




  ‘Maureen.’ I hear Joe’s voice of reason in the background.




  ‘I’m just trying to deal with the dog and then I’ll be right with you,’ I trill in my best stressed-out-but-trying-not-to-let-it-get-to-me voice. ‘Don’t go

  away now.’ I close the door slowly so Maureen has a chance to extract her fingers.




  ‘Dan!’ I scream up the stairs. ‘I need you. Urgently!’




  He appears at the top of the stairs and looks down at me. Grasshopper yelps with delight. She loves Dan.




  ‘Take this stupid mutt outside.’




  ‘Did she piss on the floor again?’




  ‘Watch the language. You know what Maureen’s like.’




  ‘Sorry. Did she urinate on the floor again?’




  I stifle a smile. ‘Just do it!’




  He runs down the stairs, grabbing the newel post at the bottom and swinging himself halfway down the hall. The banisters shake ominously. Grasshopper barks loudly and tries to run towards Dan

  but I have a firm grip on her collar so, instead, her feet splay out like a cartoon dog as she skitters on the hard surface of the floor.




  ‘Dan, would you stop doing that? How many times do I have to tell you? You’ll break the banisters and Simon won’t be pleased.’




  ‘It was Murphy who taught me how to do it,’ Dan replies with a grin.




  ‘And don’t call him that. Maureen hates it. Call him Simon, OK?’




  ‘Sure.’ Dan takes Grasshopper from me and drags her towards the kitchen. ‘Will I put her outside?’




  ‘Yes.’




  I follow Dan into the kitchen, grab some disinfectant spray and a large handful of kitchen roll and then deal with Grasshopper’s mess in the hall.




  Finally I open the door. Maureen is standing on the doorstep, her arms folded in front of her, impatiently tapping one smartly loafered foot, with a face on her that would sour lemons.




  ‘What’s going on?’ she says, bustling past, enveloping me in a cloud of expensive perfume and looking around the hall. ‘What’s that smell?’




  ‘Dog,’ I say, leaving it at that. She’ll find out about Grasshopper’s bladder soon enough, I think rather wickedly. ‘Watch the floor,’ I add,

  ‘it’s wet.’




  Joe steps forward and gives me a kiss on the cheek, his woolly salt and pepper beard tickling my face. He’s a jolly man, originally from Newcastle, with rosy cheeks and a shock of white

  hair. the complete opposite of his tall, stick-insect, London born and bred wife, Maureen.




  ‘Hello, my dear, lovely to see you,’ Joe says, holding both my shoulders firmly and beaming at me. ‘I hope we haven’t inconvenienced you by arriving so early. We were

  going to grab a coffee first, but Maureen was dying to see Lily – you know what she’s like.’




  Maureen sniffs. ‘The afternoon ferry gets in at four. Always has, always will. You and Simon really should communicate better, Meg dear. Don’t you have some sort of wall planner or

  master diary for the house?’




  ‘No. Simon isn’t really the wall-planner type of guy, Maureen, as well you know.’




  She sniffs again. ‘I suppose not. But in my day the wife—’ She breaks off. ‘How silly of me. The wife indeed. What should I call you, Meg? The girlfriend, the

  partner?’




  Spare me, I think, not already! ‘Meg is just fine,’ I say through tight lips. She’s only been in the house two minutes but she’s already getting started. She hates the

  fact that Simon and I aren’t married. I’d redeemed myself a little in her eyes after giving birth to Lily, her first ‘proper’ grandchild, but our marriage, or lack of, is a

  subject she never seems to tire of, unfortunately.




  ‘Thanks for having us to stay again,’ Joe said, ignoring Maureen’s barb. ‘We just can’t keep away.’ He throws a look at his wife.




  ‘Yes, thanks for inviting us,’ she adds, distracted, her eyes peering into the kitchen. She’s looking for Lily.




  I bite my lip. I didn’t invite them. Simon didn’t invite them. Maureen invited herself and Joe largely does as he’s told. This is the third time they’ve been over since

  Christmas. As Joe says, Maureen just can’t stay away. It has nothing to do with me, Simon or Dan, and everything to do with Lily. Maureen is completely obsessed with Lily, who, at two, is

  largely oblivious to the attention. But if there was an adoration of Lily competition, my own parents or Joe wouldn’t get a look in: Maureen would win hands down. I’ve never seen

  anything like it.




  ‘Simon here yet?’ Joe asks as I lead them into the kitchen.




  ‘No. His flight’s delayed. He won’t be here until after seven. But don’t worry, he said to go ahead and eat without him. I know you like to eat before six,

  Maureen.’




  ‘Are you going to the airport to collect him?’ Maureen asks. ‘We can look after Lily.’




  ‘No, he’s getting a taxi.’




  Maureen clicks her tongue against her bottom teeth.




  I give her a forced smile. ‘If you’d like to drive to Dublin airport to collect him, be my guest. It’s about an hour’s drive there if the traffic’s good, and a good

  hour back again.’




  Joe puts his hand on his wife’s arm. ‘Simon spends his life in airports. He doesn’t expect to be collected any more.’




  ‘I see.’ Maureen shrugs his hand away. Clearly she doesn’t. Then she spots Lily out the kitchen window. ‘What’s Lily doing?’




  I look out the window too. Lily is trying to sit on Grasshopper. She has a brown patch down one leg of her best denims. I sigh.




  ‘Dan!’




  Dan looks up from his PlayStation.




  I smile at him. ‘Come over and say hello to Maureen and Joe. And then I have to wash Lily. She has dog poo on her leg.’




  ‘Yuck!’ Maureen wrinkles her nose. ‘How disgusting.’




  ‘Grasshopper’s always shitting,’ Dan says calmly. ‘Hi, Maureen.’




  ‘Nana Maureen,’ Maureen corrects him, ‘and I don’t think that’s fitting language for an eleven-year-old.’




  ‘Sorry. Pooing,’ Dan says, correcting himself. Undeterred by the ticking off, he throws his arms around Joe’s waist. ‘Hello, Joe,’ he says with an upward lilt in

  his voice.




  Joe gives him a warm hug and then ruffles his hair. ‘What have you been getting up to, young man?’




  Dan draws back. ‘Not much.’




  ‘How’s school?’




  Dan scowls. ‘Horrible.’




  ‘I have something for you.’ Joe reaches into his pocket and hands Dan a twenty euro note. ‘Buy yourself a CD or something.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Dan gives him another hug.




  ‘Joe! That’s far too much. He’s only a boy,’ Maureen says.




  ‘You’ve been shopping for Lily all month,’ he reminds her. ‘And sewing like a maniac.’




  My heart sinks. Not more of Maureen’s out of shape, one arm longer than the other cotton tunics. Why couldn’t she be a master knitter instead? I’d love some miniature jumpers

  or cardigans. I only put the damn tunics on Lily when Maureen is over, otherwise they’re in the back of the wardrobe with the weird Thanksgiving turkey suit my American cousins sent over last

  year and the tiny pink and white flowery wetsuit Simon bought for Lily in the Caribbean which I don’t have the heart to get rid of, even though she has long grown out of it.




  ‘I’ll bring you to town to get a new PlayStation game tomorrow, if that’s all right with your mother,’ Joe adds.




  I smile at him. ‘Of course. What do you say, Dan?’




  ‘Thanks! I know exactly what I want too.’ While Joe and Dan discuss games, I’m left with Maureen. She’s already out the back door on a rescue mission.




  ‘Let’s get Granny’s little angel out of those dirty, dirty clothes,’ she says to Lily. ‘And away from that filthy dog.’




  Lily looks up at Maureen and then back at Grasshopper. She hangs onto the dog’s coat for dear life while Maureen tries to extract her.




  ‘Come on, Lily,’ Maureen coaxes her, ‘come to Nana Maureen.’




  ‘No, Ganny,’ Lily says. ‘Doggie! Doggie!’




  I should step in to help but I’m rooted to the spot, trying not to laugh.




  ‘Come on, now,’ Maureen persists, ‘there’s a good little girl.’




  ‘No!’ Lily wails. ‘Doggie, doggie, doggie!’




  ‘Meg, for heaven’s sake don’t just stand there,’ Maureen says, ‘help me.’




  I prise open Lily’s tiny hands and Grasshopper runs away. Lily is the only one of us she’s scared of, and I don’t blame her.




  ‘Don’t pick Lily up . . .’ I begin, but it’s too late. Maureen is holding a soiled Lily to her bony chest.




  ‘Shit,’ Maureen says under her breath when she realizes what she’s done.




  ‘Shit!’ Lily repeats. ‘Shit, shit, shit!’




  A little later, Maureen and Lily are both spotlessly clean (Maureen excels at cleaning) and dressing dolls on the rug. Lily’s wearing a pair of her navy tights and a new

  navy tunic dress with old-fashioned smocking at the cuffs and neck, courtesy of Maureen. Joe and Dan are playing some sort of car-racing game on the PlayStation and I’m getting dinner ready.

  Unfortunately they’ve decided not to move to the living room, in spite of my gentle cajoling, so there’s no getting away from them all.




  I’ve been shopping, cleaning, making beds and cooking all day and I’m fit to drop. As I cut into a tomato, the phone rings. I wipe my hands on my by now very grubby jeans and pick it

  up.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2
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  Swamp: to fill with water, but not sink (yet)




  ‘Hi, doll face. Have my parentals arrived yet?’ It’s a cheery-sounding Simon on the other end of the phone.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Are they in the same room?’




  ‘Yes. Let me just move into the hall.’ I walk out of the room and close the door firmly behind me. ‘Where are you?’ I ask, trying to keep my voice calm. ‘Are you

  nearly home?’




  ‘Not quite. The flight’s been delayed. I’ll be another few hours I’m afraid.’




  I hear the clink of glasses and laughter in the background. ‘Where are you?’ I ask again.




  ‘In the airport bar.’




  ‘Which airport?’




  ‘Boston.’




  ‘You’re still in America?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Damn, damn, damn. ‘You won’t be home for hours.’




  ‘I know, that’s what I just said.’




  I sit down on the stairs and put my head in my hands, still holding onto the phone.




  ‘Meg? Meg?’




  ‘I’m still here. Just get home as quickly as you can, your mother’s already driving me demented.’




  ‘I’m sorry. Hey, we won.’




  ‘Great. Just get home, OK? Before I murder her.’




  ‘She’s not that bad.’




  I hear a scream from the kitchen. It sounds like Lily. ‘Listen, I have to go. I’ll see you later.’




  ‘Don’t wait up. It might be tomorrow by the time I get there.’




  ‘Have a safe flight.’




  ‘Thanks, and Meg?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘We won the regatta.’




  ‘Well done.’ Another scream. ‘I really have to go. Bye now.’




  I click off the phone.




  Simon really doesn’t get it sometimes. While he’s off fannying around on some swanky yacht, I’m left holding things together at home. I should explain: Simon is a professional

  sailor. It sounds glamorous, but it isn’t really. He spends his time flying all over the world to whichever hot and windy place the next regatta is being held, working for a bunch of rich

  yacht owners who wouldn’t know real life if it jumped up and bit them on the bum.




  Simon was born in London but studied yacht design in Southampton, before moving to Hamble, a few miles outside Southampton. Then he met me and moved to Dublin for good. Not that he spends much

  time in Dublin; we’re lucky if we see him eight days a month. He sometimes takes a week off in the winter if he can, but he has to work while he’s in demand, he says. He’s

  self-employed and can only sail at this level for another ten or so years. After that . . . who knows?




  It wasn’t exactly love at first sight for either of us. Simon was in Dublin for a sailing event called the Round Ireland and the auction house I worked for at the time, Hall’s, were

  part-sponsors of the event. A gang of us had been given tickets to the launch and the free champagne was a lure too hard to resist.




  Simon was holding up the busy bar and as I waited for a fresh glass of bubbly we got into a heated argument. The conversation started off innocuously enough. I asked him where he was from and he

  told me he was from ‘the mainland’, as if Ireland was some sort of island off its coast. I wasn’t going to let him get away with that. Even though I’m not usually much of a

  Nationalist, the remark got my blood boiling.




  ‘You’re lovely when you’re angry,’ Simon had said as I’d stormed off in a huff.




  Later that evening we bumped into each other again and he apologized, admitting that he’d only said it to wind me up. We ended up going out for a rather drunken dinner together and quickly

  realized how much we liked each other.




  When Simon met Dan for the first time, I knew he was someone special. Instead of fawning all over him, as some of my ex-boyfriends had done, or ignoring him, like other, more ignorant specimens,

  he treated Dan as a normal, active six-year-old boy. He took us both sailing around Dalkey Island on the huge, gleaming, white race yacht that he was crewing on at the time, and when Dan asked if

  he could fish off the back and produced the crab line that his grampa had given him, Simon said, ‘Of course, mate,’ and fished with him, fashioning a ‘line’ from some

  whipping thread and a bent safety pin I provided from my broken left bra strap. When I saw the look of contentment on Dan’s face as the two of them sat at the back of the super yacht,

  fishing, my lopsided boobs just didn’t matter. Dan’s real father, Sid, was a Big Mistake. In fact, before Simon, most of my boyfriends fell into the Big Mistake category.




  When I got pregnant, I thought my whole world was going to fall apart. It didn’t, I fell apart. I was twenty-two, in my first proper full-time job after college (a mediocre arts

  degree), and having a baby with my flaky boyfriend wasn’t exactly part of the master plan. But I managed with the help of my sister Hattie, and my dad, who were amazingly supportive once

  they’d got over the initial shock. Mum was another matter.




  Dan changed my life. I know all new mothers say this, but a twenty-two-year-old mother who goes from party girl to nappy changing in one fell swoop has even more right to the claim. Sid was

  pretty useless. He did offer to marry me and we were engaged for three weeks before I realized how nutty that was and broke it off. Sid was relieved. As a dad he’s not all bad, and Dan

  worships him, but as a boyfriend or husband . . . no, no, no. Simon was different. From the very start I knew he’d make a brilliant boyfriend. Husband . . . hum. That was a different matter.

  It was me who had cold feet when it came to getting married.




  When I got pregnant for the second time it wasn’t exactly planned either. Simon and I had talked about it in the abstract and had collectively decided ‘it would be lovely if it

  happened but let’s just wait and see’. And happen it did. But this time it was a nice kind of mistake, and Simon was thrilled. He’d always wanted a baby of his own. Our baby. He

  loved Dan but wanted another child because he’d missed Dan’s baby years. He thinks of Dan as his own, which is one of the reasons I love him so much.




  But when it comes to men, there’s always something. Simon has two major flaws: his job and his mother.




  I walk back into the kitchen. ‘Simon’s flight has been delayed. You won’t see him till the morning, I’m afraid.’




  Maureen gives a deep sigh which I choose to ignore.




  ‘Not to worry,’ Joe says cheerfully.




  Maureen is holding Lily on her knee, trying to read her The Cat in the Hat. Lily isn’t interested. She wants to play with Dan and Joe. She hits Maureen on the hand.




  ‘Lily, that’s not very nice.’ I lift her off Maureen’s knee and hold her tight. ‘No! No hitting.’




  Lily smacks me in the face. ‘No,’ I say again. ‘Bold Lily.’




  ‘You bold,’ Lily tells me. ‘Illy good.’




  ‘Lily bold,’ Dan says, looking up from his PlayStation. ‘She pulled the wires out of the back of the telly a minute ago.’




  ‘It’s time for Lily to go to bed,’ I decide.




  ‘Already?’ Maureen looks at her watch. ‘It’s only six and we haven’t given her her presents yet.’




  ‘OK,’ I concede, ‘but she can only stay up for a little while longer or she’ll get overtired. She missed her nap this afternoon.’




  ‘I’ll get them from the car,’ Joe says, standing up.




  Dan looks at me and I wink at him. ‘How lovely,’ I say.




  Minutes later the floor is covered with bright pink wrapping paper and Lily is eating a piece of plastic packaging.




  ‘Look, Lily,’ Maureen says holding up a chubby-cheeked Baby Born. ‘A new dolly.’




  ‘She already has a Tiny Tears,’ I point out. ‘You gave it to her at Christmas, remember?’




  ‘Ah, but this one poos and wees.’ Maureen undoes Baby Born’s vest and nappy and shows us the hole.




  ‘We have Grasshopper to do that,’ Dan says.




  I laugh but Maureen doesn’t seem amused. She holds up a dark green flowery dress made out of what looks like curtain material.




  ‘I think that’s a bit small for Lily,’ Dan says, staring at it.




  Maureen tuts. ‘It’s for the doll. And look, there’s a matching bonnet. Let’s dress the dolly, Lily.’




  Jeepers, what’s wrong with pink or yellow – dark green, is she mad? ‘How nice,’ I say. ‘But she really does need to go to bed now.’




  ‘I’ll give her a bath.’ Maureen stands up and eagerly holds out her hands to take Lily.




  ‘That’s OK, Maureen. She had one last night. She’ll do. I don’t have the energy.’




  ‘But I’ve offered to do it.’ Maureen’s hands are still outstretched.




  ‘Really, it’s OK.’ I hold Lily tightly to my side.




  ‘But Meg, the germs from the dog. Grasshopper has been licking—’




  ‘Maureen,’ Joe says in a warning tone of voice.




  ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes and then we can all have dinner in peace, how’s that?’ I say brightly.




  ‘I’d prefer to have dinner with my only grandchild at the table,’ Maureen retorts. ‘We’ve come the whole way from London. London, mind.’




  ‘Maureen,’ Joe says again.




  ‘Fine.’ Maureen crosses her arms over her chest huffily. ‘But don’t forget to do her little teeth, Meg. I know she’s only two, but you have to take care of her

  teeth.’




  It’s only as I walked up the stairs I realize what Maureen has just said. ‘My only grandchild.’ Poor Dan.




  In the early hours of the morning I wake up suddenly hearing the beep beep of the house alarm being set downstairs. I look at my bedside clock. Two thirty-four. I sigh and

  close my eyes again. A few minutes later Simon walks into the bedroom and sits down on my side of the bed.




  ‘Meg? Are you awake?’




  I open my eyes. The door is ajar and the light from the hall illuminates his tanned face.




  ‘Hi,’ I say groggily. ‘I am now.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘S’OK. How was the flight?’




  ‘Not too bad.’ He leans down to kiss me on the cheek.




  ‘You stink of booze,’ I complain.




  ‘Sorry. I have a present for you.’




  A present? That’s more like it. I sit up and switch on the bedside light. Simon hands me a small duty-free bag.




  ‘Here you go. I know you like it.’




  I open the bag and pull out the distinctive orange rectangular box. A bottle of Happy by Clinique. The same perfume he bought me on the last trip. The same perfume he buys me every trip. By now

  my whole family wears it as I’ve given away so many bottles. I haven’t the heart to tell him because it’s the only perfume he can remember the name of. And don’t get me

  wrong, I do like it, I just don’t need more than one bottle at a time.




  ‘Thanks, love.’




  ‘I have T-shirts for Dan and Lily.’




  I yawn.




  Simon smiles. ‘Long day?’




  I nod. ‘Very. And can you get Lily up in the morning? Please? I really need some sleep.’




  ‘Sure. And remind me to tell you about Spain.’




  ‘What about Spain?’




  ‘I’ve been asked to sail with the royal family during Barcelona race week. It’s a big honour.’




  ‘That’s great news, love. When is it?’




  ‘Next week.’




  Not so good news. ‘You promised you’d be here to entertain your parents.’




  ‘And I will be. I’m not flying out until Tuesday.’




  ‘But they’re here till Thursday.’




  ‘Lower your voice, they’ll hear you.’




  ‘Sorry, but it’s not fair. Why didn’t you just say no?’




  ‘To the Spanish royal family?’




  ‘Yes, to the Spanish royal bloody family. Are they more important than your own family?’




  ‘Of course not.’ Simon pats me on the arm. ‘You’re just tired. Go back to sleep. We’ll talk about this in the morning. I’m going to do my teeth.’




  ‘You do that.’ I switch off the light and huff back against the pillows. When Simon comes back in I pretend to be asleep. When his hand snakes across my stomach I groan.




  ‘I’m knackered, Simon. I just want to sleep.’




  He takes his hand away wordlessly. I lie there for ages, seething before finally falling into an exhausted slumber.




  ‘Did you enjoy your lie-in, Meg?’ Maureen says archly as I walk into the kitchen the following morning. It’s seven-thirty and I wasn’t expecting her to

  be up yet. I wrap my dressing gown around my body and tie it at the waist. I’m only wearing a T-shirt and knickers and I don’t want to bare my white legs to the world.




  ‘Hardly a lie-in, Maureen.’ Joe lifts his head out of yesterday’s newspaper. Bless him.




  ‘Simon’s been up since six with Lily,’ she says. ‘Haven’t you, Simon?’




  Simon, his mouth full of food, nods and winks at me.




  ‘Yes, well normally I’m up with Lily every morning, Maureen. So I don’t feel in the least bit guilty. And tomorrow morning I’m going to stay in bed until ten.

  Simon’s off to Spain on Tuesday, you see. A bit unexpectedly.’ I can’t resist getting a dig in.




  ‘Oh, Simon!’ Maureen wags a finger at him. ‘Naughty, naughty. You said you’d be here all week.’




  ‘I was asked to sail with the Spanish royal family,’ Simon says. ‘I could hardly say no.’




  Maureen beams. ‘Of course not. Imagine, my son fraternizing with royalty. Wait till I tell the girls.’




  Simon is sitting on the bench under the window with Dan on his far side; I squash in beside them. Simon is wearing a pair of navy sailing shorts and nothing else. He smells a little ripe.




  ‘You need a shower,’ I murmur to him.




  He grunts and smiles at me. I smile back, then look at his bare, toned chest. It’s nut-brown after a week in the Boston sun, lucky man. The sailors have to wear their T-shirts emblazoned

  with the boat’s name and sail number, the size of the lettering depending on the size of the owner’s ego during the race, but they strip off before and after races and on shore, hence

  the deep tan.




  Simon’s chest of drawers is chocka with once-worn sailing T-shirts, shorts, jackets, rash vests for wearing under wetsuits, caps – you name it. Each time he sails on a new boat he

  gets a whole new set of gear, from simple T-shirts to oilskins worth hundreds of euros. Simon doesn’t need wardrobe space; all he owns in the sartorial line is one ancient ‘good’

  navy suit which has seen better days, worn at every wedding we’re invited to, one reefer – a navy sailing blazer with gold buttons – one formal white shirt, and a primrose-yellow

  tie which looks bloody good with his perma-tanned face. Now and then I remove some of said sailing gear from his chest of drawers and either give it to my brother Paul (sailing gear is quite in at

  the moment, apparently) or dump it in the nearest cloth recycling bin. Simon never even notices. If I didn’t do this the house would be overflowing with the stuff, and I have enough trouble

  keeping it tidy as it is.




  Simon stretches his arms over his head and I get a whiff of stale armpit. ‘I’ll have a shower after breakfast,’ he says. ‘Mum brought over organic sausages from her local

  butcher. They’re delicious.’




  ‘And a big piece of cow,’ Dan adds. ‘It’s in the fridge.’




  ‘Beef,’ Maureen corrects him. ‘Organic beef.’




  ‘Mum calls it cow,’ Dan says.




  ‘Your mum’s a vegetarian.’




  ‘I’m not a vegetarian,’ I point out, ‘I just don’t eat red meat.’




  Simon puts his hand on my knee under the table.




  ‘Any more sausages, Mum?’ he asks.




  Maureen beams at him and rolls three more out of the fat they were swimming in and onto his plate, flicking grease all over the table and onto my dressing gown in the process.




  I wince but say nothing.




  ‘Would you like a sausage, Meg?’ she asks me.




  Simon grips my knee tightly.




  ‘No, thank you,’ I say politely.




  At that moment Grasshopper hurls herself against the window, giving us all a fright.




  ‘Jesus, that dog,’ Simon mutters. ‘When’s she going home, Meg?’




  ‘Paul’s collecting her this evening.’




  ‘I hope my granddaughter is getting enough protein, Meg,’ Maureen says, swinging the frying pan around rather dangerously. ‘She’s a growing girl you know. And only

  organic food of course, the rest’s muck.’




  I hold Simon’s hand under the table and squeeze tightly.




  Maureen carries on, oblivious. She turns to Lily, who is banging Dan on the head with her plastic spoon. ‘Lily want another sausie wausie?’ she asks.




  ‘Sausie,’ Lily says.




  ‘She’ll only throw it on the floor,’ I say.




  But Maureen ignores me. She runs a sausage under the kitchen tap to cool it, cuts it in half lengthways and after blowing on it ostentatiously, hands the two pieces to Lily.




  Lily takes a nibble from one then throws it on the floor. Maureen avoids my smug gaze.




  ‘So what’s the plan for today?’ Simon asks me.




  ‘I’m going to have a very exciting time at the supermarket. Mum and Dad are coming over for dinner, remember?’




  Simon looks at me blankly.




  ‘Well, they are,’ I continue. ‘At six. So I’ll be cooking this afternoon. And I’d be very grateful if you’d entertain Lily. Dan can come with me.’




  Dan groans. ‘Do I have to, Mum? I hate shopping.’




  ‘I’ll take you to the PlayStation shop,’ Joe kindly offers. ‘I promised you a new game, remember.’




  ‘Cool!’ Dan says.




  ‘But you’ve just said you hate shopping, Dan,’ I point out.




  ‘Mum!’




  ‘I’m only joking. That’s very kind of you, Joe, thanks. And, Simon, are you OK to keep an eye on Lily?’




  ‘I’ll help him,’ Maureen says before he has a chance to answer. ‘It’ll be my pleasure. My two favourite people in the whole world, isn’t that right, Lily

  Illy?’




  Lily throws her second piece of sausage at her. It lands on her cheek, leaving a greasy skid mark in her heavy pink powder.




  ‘Nice shot, Lily,’ Dan says.




  I stifle a smile. The sausage lands on Maureen’s lap and puts a greasy stain on her neat linen trousers. Even at this hour of the morning, she is immaculately dressed. Maureen is always

  immaculately dressed. She favours smart, casual, well-cut beige or navy trousers, white shirts, a single row of pearls, flat ballerina pumps, velvet Alice bands – you get the picture. Very

  Jackie O. I’ve never seen her in jeans or, God forbid, runners or a tracksuit. And I know exactly what she thinks of my dress sense as she’s told me on more that one occasion.




  ‘You’ll need to smarten up a little if you want to keep a man like my Simon,’ she said last time she was over. What a joke – as if he had any dress sense at all. I felt

  like saying Simon was only interested in what was under my clothes, but I buttoned my lip.




  ‘Dan!’ Simon chides. ‘It’s not funny.’ He shakes his finger at Lily, who blows a raspberry at him. ‘Bold Lily,’ he says. She giggles.




  But Simon is wrong. It is funny, very funny.




  Dan kicks me under the table and I give him a conspiratorial wink.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3
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  Fouled: something that is caught, jammed or entangled




  As I linger over the carrots in the supermarket (muddy organic versus nice clean non organic) my mobile rings. It’s my one and only sister, Hattie. Half-sister really we

  don’t share the same mum. My real mum, Celia, died when I was little. Dad married Julie fairly swiftly after that and then they had Hattie and, a few years later, Paul. So I’m the odd

  one out in our family. The black sheep, at least that’s what it feels like sometimes.




  ‘Can I come over for dinner this evening?’ she says, coming straight to the point.




  ‘Maureen and Joe are over,’ I say, tut tutting over the price of the organic carrots and pretending this is the reason I’m rejecting them. It’s really because I

  can’t be bothered to wash them. And yes, OK, because Maureen is an organic freak and I want to get up her nose.




  ‘I know,’ she says, ‘Mum told me. I presume you’re having a roast?’




  ‘Yes. They brought a huge bleeding hunk of organic meat with them.’




  ‘Great, what time?’




  ‘Hattie, you’re not invited. I’m already cooking for eight.’




  Hattie laughs. ‘Lily hardly counts. And Dan only eats meat and peas. What about if I bring dessert? Please?’




  ‘Are you on one of your diets again?’ Hattie’s always on some sort of fad diet. She rotates them – Atkins, GI, cabbage, soup, Atkins, GI, and so on. Sometimes she changes

  the order of the diets just to give herself a bit of variety. But she’s as lazy as hell in the kitchen, never goes food shopping except in the local convenience store – hence never has

  anything in her fridge – and always ends up in our kitchen by the weekend.




  ‘Yes, a new kind of Atkins one. Read about it in one of the Sunday papers. So I need meat. And Mum’s left nothing in the fridge.’ Surprise, surprise.




  ‘Here’s a radical idea – you could always go shopping.’




  ‘I’m going shopping, that’s the problem. I urgently need a new pair of shoes. I haven’t time for food shopping.’




  ‘Shoes? For what? You have hundreds of pairs of shoes.’ I move on to the potatoes and heft a large non-organic bag into the trolley. Joe and Simon like their spuds.




  ‘For the date with one of Simon’s eligible sailing friends.’




  ‘What date?’




  ‘The one you’re going to set up for me.’




  ‘In your dreams.’ I push the trolley towards the deli counter. ‘I’m not doing that again after the last time. Remember that poor Scottish boy? What was his

  name?’




  ‘He was Welsh. And his name was Ewan, like the actor.’




  ‘That’s right, Ewan. Simon says he still talks about you.’




  ‘He was boring. Never stopped droning on about boats and racing. Anyway, he was far too brainy for me. I’m not looking for brains at the moment, I need strong. Manly. Someone with a

  tan. Nothing serious. One of those grinding sailors.’




  I snort. ‘You’re so transparent. And I think you mean grinders.’ The grinders, or as Simon delightfully calls them ‘grunts’, are the muscle of the big boats. They

  work the huge winches that pull the sails in and out. And yes, they’re often built like bricks. Simon started as a grinder, but now he’s a sail trimmer, a couple of rungs up the ladder

  in the pecking order. And bloody good at his job from what I can make out.




  ‘Yep, grinders. I want someone physical, someone who isn’t afraid to get down and dirty. I need a good shag.’




  ‘Hattie, it’s ten o’clock in the morning. Please! I can’t take this.’




  ‘OK, OK. But ask Simon if he knows anyone, will you?’




  ‘Yes, yes.’




  ‘So I can come for dinner?’




  ‘Six o’clock. And don’t be late. You know what Maureen’s like about her stomach.’




  At twenty past six Simon, Maureen, Joe, my parents, Dan and Lily (in her high chair) are all sitting at the kitchen table waiting for Hattie. Lily is chomping on some cold meat

  left over from lunch and throwing slices of browning apple at Dan.




  Maureen glances at her watch and sighs deeply. ‘I’m going to have terrible indigestion this evening. I won’t be able to sleep. I’ll be up all night, mark my words. My

  stomach is on a very exact time clock . . .’




  ‘Let’s start without Hattie,’ I say quickly. I know exactly how long Maureen’s stomach time-clock speech is – I’ve heard it countless times before.




  ‘Good idea.’ Simon jumps to his feet and rubs his hands together.




  I start ladling out the vegetable soup. Simon puts the first bowl in front of his mother.




  ‘Oh, soup,’ she says, ‘that’s more of a winter starter, isn’t it, Meg? Are all the vegetables organic?’




  I bite my lip.




  ‘Meg’s soup’s lovely,’ Simon says. ‘And we’re having a roast, Mum. Which is hardly summer food either, is it?’




  ‘If it was warmer, Simon could cremate some food on the barbecue,’ Dan says.




  I laugh. Simon’s a dreadful cook.




  ‘I think you mean cook, Dan,’ Maureen frowns at him, ‘not cremate.’




  ‘Mum always says cremate, don’t you, Mum?’ Dan says, looking up at me.




  ‘Not always,’ I say mildly. ‘So who’s for soup?’




  Grasshopper barks in the garden. I tied her lead to the tree earlier and she’s not amused. The back door and the glass in the patio door are splattered with dirty paw marks and I refuse to

  clean them yet again.




  ‘What’s Grasshopper doing here?’ Mum asks.




  ‘Paul’s in Slovakia,’ I say without thinking. ‘He’ll be back this evening.’




  ‘Slovakia?’ Dad asks, suddenly sitting up. ‘What’s he doing in Slovakia?’




  Just then the doorbell rings. ‘Must be Hattie. Simon, will you serve the rest of the soup, please?’




  I walk into the hall and open the door. Hattie steps in and I lean towards her, banging my head gently against her shoulder. ‘Hattie, help. It’s horrible, horrible.’




  She laughs. ‘Enjoying the in-laws?’




  I raise my head and grin at her. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘Come on.’ She grabs my arm and pulls me towards the kitchen. ‘I’m starving.’




  ‘You’re also late.’




  ‘I know. Sorry.’




  We walk into the kitchen.




  ‘Hi, everyone.’ Hattie totters on her heels towards Maureen and throws her arms around her, clutching her to her Wonderbra-ed chest. Not that she actually needs a Wonderbra, lucky

  thing. ‘Maureen, how lovely to see you.’




  Maureen manages to compose herself. ‘Hello, Hattie.’




  Hattie kisses Joe on the cheek and he blushes. He has a bit of a thing for Hattie. ‘How’s my favourite curry eater?’ she asks him. ‘Still drinking that flat brown

  ale?’




  Joe laughs. ‘Still drinking it, Hattie.’




  She spots a chair beside Simon and sits down. It’s actually my chair, but I don’t mind. I sit beside Dan, in Hattie’s place. I know exactly what Hattie’s up to. Sussing

  out Simon’s single friends.




  ‘Let’s say grace,’ Dad says as soon as we’re all seated. Simon and Maureen, who have already started eating, put their spoons down.




  ‘Ah, Dad,’ Hattie says, ‘do we have to? It’s so embarrassing. And it’s not even your house. Maybe Meg doesn’t want. . .’




  Dad ignores her. He’s very set in his ways and a dinner isn’t a dinner without grace in his book. I give Hattie a grateful look. At least she tried.




  ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘Go ahead, Dad.’




  Dad clears his throat. ‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly grateful. Amen.’




  Maureen and Joe say ‘Amen’. Mum and Dad say ‘Armen’, the Church of Ireland way. I smile at Hattie and she smiles back. In a country full of Catholics, Simon managed to

  find a Protestant girl, me, much to Maureen’s disgust. She’s a staunch Catholic. She doesn’t actually go to Mass in London, but she always makes a point of going when she’s

  in Ireland. Joe isn’t bothered either way. He chauffeurs her there and sits in the car, listening to Radio 4 and reading the papers.




  ‘So, why’s Paul in Slovakia?’ Dad asks. It’s obviously still bothering him.




  ‘He’s got a new Slovakian girlfriend,’ Hattie says. ‘Her name’s Katia.’




  ‘And she’s a stunner,’ Simon says rather unhelpfully. ‘Gorgeous. Lucky Paul. A real looker.’ He’s practically drooling.




  ‘Thanks for that, Simon,’ I say. Sometimes he’s a total embarrassment.




  ‘It must be serious if he’s going over to meet her parents,’ Maureen points out.




  Mum and Dad gasp.




  I groan inwardly. Here we go.




  Mum and Dad stare at Hattie. ‘Is that what’s he’s doing?’ Dad demands. ‘Meeting her parents?’




  Hattie nods. ‘Yes. And I think they are quite serious, you know. They’re talking about buying a flat in town.’




  ‘What’s wrong with the flat they’re in?’ Dad asks.




  ‘It’s yours,’ I point out, ‘that’s what’s wrong with it. I think they want to start standing on their own two feet.’




  ‘Have I missed something?’ Mum asks. ‘Isn’t Paul living with a Katia? He told me she was just renting a room. Is it the same girl?’




  Hattie snorts. ‘Renting a room? And you believed him? Mum! Of course it’s the same girl. I’d say they’re at it like rabbits.’




  Maureen puts her hands over Lily’s ears.




  ‘Don’t fuss over that child,’ Mum says to Maureen, ‘you’ll put her off her food.’ Mum brushes her hair back off her face. Her face is red. ‘And we

  don’t all have smutty minds like yours, Hattie. You’re obsessed with sex.’




  ‘I am not!’ Hattie says indignantly. ‘There’s nothing wrong with a healthy interest in sex.’




  ‘Hello!’ I interrupt. ‘Dan’s at the table.’




  ‘I don’t mind.’ Dan smiles at Hattie. ‘I like it when Hattie tells me about her boyfriends and stuff.’




  ‘Hattie!’ I stare at her. ‘What have you been saying to him?’




  ‘Nothing that he shouldn’t already know. He’s eleven. He’s interested in girls. Nothing wrong with that.’




  ‘Are you?’ I ask Dan.




  ‘What?’ he asks.




  ‘Interested in girls?’




  He stares at the table. ‘Maybe.’ The tips of his ears turn pink.




  I’m gobsmacked. I can’t believe Hattie knows something about Dan that I don’t. We share everything me and Dan. Partners in crime.




  ‘Oh,’ I manage to say.




  ‘So how’s everyone’s soup?’ Simon asks.




  Later that evening, there’s a splatter of flying gravel and a screech of brakes outside.




  Hattie looks at me and smiles. ‘Paul,’ she says.




  I flick my damp teatowel at her. ‘Now be nice to him.’




  Hattie takes her hands out of the sink and peels off the yellow Marigolds. ‘Yeah, yeah. At least Mum and Dad are a few glasses of wine down. They’re fairly mellow.’




  I smile. ‘Mum’s a bit pissed. She’s useless. One sherry and she’s anyone’s.’




  Hattie laughs. ‘Do you think that’s why she married Dad? Access to good booze?’




  ‘You never know.’ Dad works as a rep in the wine trade and he’s always bringing home nice bottles of wine.




  ‘Do you think he’ll retire soon? He’s nearly sixty-six.’




  I shrug my shoulders. ‘Wouldn’t say so. It suits him. He has cut back a good bit though. And Mum isn’t exactly encouraging him to retire, is she?’




  ‘Can’t blame her. I wouldn’t want him moping around the house all day either.’




  ‘Hattie! He doesn’t mope.’




  ‘Oh yes he does. He’s a right moody bastard when he wants to be, I should know.’




  ‘Why don’t you move out? Get your own place?’




  ‘And pay out thousands of euros a year in rent when I can spend it on clothes and shoes? Get real!’




  ‘You must be saving some money towards a flat.’




  ‘On my salary? You’ve got to be joking. I work in a clothes shop, Meg. And the owner’s a scabby bitch.’




  ‘Hattie!’




  ‘Well she is.’




  ‘So why don’t you find another job?’




  ‘She may be a bitch but she’s got a great eye for labels. It’s a good place to work while I wait for my rich husband to come along and whisk me away from it all. Besides, I get

  a great discount on the clothes.’




  The worrying thing about Hattie and the rich husband thing is that it isn’t a joke.




  ‘How are my favourite sisters?’ Paul says sloping into the kitchen, his hands deep in his baggy jeans pockets. His hair is newly shaven and he looks much younger than his twenty-two

  years.




  ‘I can see your underwear.’ Hattie wrinkles her nose. ‘That look went out a long time ago.’




  He smiles lazily at her. ‘Looking good, Hattie,’ he retorts, leering at her cleavage.




  She’s not impressed. ‘Jesus, Paul, would you stop that? I’m your sister.’




  ‘Into a bit of the old Oedipus stuff myself.’




  ‘Paul!’ I say. ‘The pair of you are as bad as each other. Oedipus is a father-daughter thing, not brother-sister.’




  Grasshopper barks loudly from the garden. ‘So how was my angel?’ Paul asks, looking out the window. ‘Why is she tied to the tree, Meg?’




  ‘Because of Maureen and Joe,’ I explain. ‘And my windows,’ I add honestly. ‘I’m sick of cleaning them. And cleaning the pee off the floor.’




  He just laughs. He opens the back door, unties Grasshopper and follows her inside. The dog goes insane, jumping up and nearly knocking Paul off his feet.




  He takes her front paws in his hands and dances her around the kitchen.




  ‘What’s that on your left hand?’ I ask, noticing a large silver ring.




  ‘Me engagement ring. Katia’s pregnant. We’re getting hitched.’




  ‘For feck’s sake,’ Hattie spits out, ‘don’t say anything to Mum and Dad, they’re going to go ballistic. They haven’t even met Katia yet. Remember what

  they were like with Meg when she was up the pole?’




  ‘I’m hoping they won’t go so apeshit this time,’ Paul says, ‘what with Meg breaking the preggers ice and everything.’




  ‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ I say darkly.




  Telling Mum and Dad I was pregnant was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do in my life. Far worse than childbirth. The mental anguish was unbelievable. I still can’t think about it

  without feeling sick to the stomach: Dad’s disappointment, Mum’s judgemental attitude. It was a living nightmare. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Even Paul.




  ‘What have I missed?’ Mum asks, walking into the kitchen.




  ‘Nothing,’ Hattie and I chorus.




  ‘Nǐc,’ Paul says. ‘That’s Slovakian for nothing. Katia’s been teaching me her language.’




  ‘That’s not all Katia’s been teaching you,’ Hattie says under her breath. I dig her in the ribs.




  ‘Speak English,’ Mum says. ‘And stop kissing that dog on the lips. You’ll catch something.’




  Hattie giggles.




  Mum looks over at me and Hattie. ‘And what are you two whispering and giggling about? You’d think you were in your teens, not grown women in your thirties.’




  ‘I’m only twenty-three,’ Hattie says. ‘Remember?’




  ‘Hattie, you’ve been twenty-three for three years now,’ Paul says. ‘I’m catching up with you.’




  ‘Yeah, well, I’ll be twenty-three until I’m twenty-six,’ she says. ‘And that won’t be for a few years yet. And then, I warn you, I’ll be twenty-nine for

  a long time.’




  ‘Jeeze,’ Paul swears under his breath. ‘You’re as bad as Katia.’




  ‘Ah, yes, the famous Katia. I was about to come to that. When were you thinking of telling us about her? And what age is she exactly?’ Mum asks suspiciously.




  Paul shrugs his shoulders. ‘Dunno. About the same age as Hattie I think.’




  Mum looks fit to faint. ‘Hattie’s real age?’




  ‘Yeah, I guess.’




  Mum frowns. ‘Maybe you should find out before hitching your wagon to her.’




  ‘Too late now,’ Hattie whispers.




  ‘What was that?’ Mum demands. She’s having a sense of humour failure.




  ‘Nǐc, Mum,’ Hattie says, undaunted by mum’s mood. ‘Nǐc’




  I can’t help but grin widely. God, I love Hattie.




  

     

  




  Chapter 4
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  Aground: touching or stuck on the bottom, i.e. ‘Help! We’ve run aground!’




  On Tuesday Simon has a five a.m. flight to catch, so sex is out of the question. Well, to be honest, he’s up for it but I swat him away. It’s far too early in the

  morning for those kind of shenanigans.




  We’d tried to squeeze in some sex on Monday evening but we were both too tired. Besides, having Joe and Maureen in the next room isn’t exactly an aphrodisiac: Maureen’s

  high-pitched snoring would put anyone off his or her game.




  By Thursday afternoon when Maureen and Joe finally leave I’m a nervous wreck and need to get out of the house. I decide to call into my neighbour, Tina.




  I first met Tina at a mothers and babies group in the local community centre. Tina was the only sane woman in the room. The others were either yawningly boring or just plain odd. Tina was

  neither.




  I had been achingly lonely and desperate to make friends with other mothers. We’d just moved back to Dublin after traipsing around the world with Simon for four years – Europe,

  especially the Med, America, Hong Kong, you name it – if it had a sailing community with money, we were there. Sometimes we stayed for as long as three or four months, but mostly it was only

  for a few weeks.




  Simon and I are the joint owners of a house in Monkstown – a rickety old Victorian two-storey terraced house in Sea View Villas that had been split into three grotty studio flats before we

  bought it. Dad had spotted the sign and looked at it for us, saying it was a dump, but a dump in a nice location with a lot of potential. It hadn’t sold at auction and we’d managed to

  get it for a song when the owner had finally given up hope of shifting it. But we’d never actually lived there; Simon’s career had always got in the way.




  From the start, we’d fallen in love with the house’s character and the sense of space and, like Dad, we could see past the dark brown walls, rickety wooden floors and filthy windows

  and were itching to transform it back to its former glory, to create a real family home. We had part-renovated it (we’d run out of money before finishing it) and we’d rented it out to

  three young nurses who didn’t seem to mind the building-site state of the place because it was practically next door to the nursing home they all worked in. We’d always meant to live

  there permanently; Simon had promised me that as soon as I got bored following him around the sailing circuit, we’d come home. Settle.




  I finally realized during race week in Antigua that it just wasn’t going to happen: Simon would never settle in one place for long while he was still sailing.




  Antigua is a strange place; I didn’t really like it to be honest. One the one hand you have the grinding poverty of most of the local people, the shanty towns of the capital, St

  John’s, the goats running wild all over the island, the mangy dogs yapping at your car – if you’re lucky enough to own one. On the other hand you have English Harbour and all the

  glamour and big money of Antigua Sailing Week, a huge regatta that attracts the crème de la crème of the sailing world.




  I was sitting in the Beach Bar in English Harbour on the last night of the race week, Dan and Lily torturing ants in the dirty sand to the left of my feet, when I had an epiphany.




  Simon’s boat had won its class in the regatta. I watched the men congratulate each other and fawn over the owner, Dessie, a man who’d made his money in sewerage, and I suddenly

  realized I’d had enough. I didn’t want to do this any more. I didn’t want to be the smiling wife or girlfriend sitting on shore waiting, always waiting: for Simon’s boat to

  come in; for my half-cut man to drag himself away reluctantly from the crew in the evenings; for some time with him, some real time together without other sweaty men breathing down our necks.




  I was tired of the excess, the wasted champagne, the lobster dinners, the insincere wives who were always watching their backs for the younger, skinnier girls hovering around the men like wasps

  around a pint of cider, snapping at the wives’ heels, the bland hotel rooms, the cramped rented houses, the travel cots, the sweaty heat in some countries, the damp cold in others.




  It was time to go home.




  Tina lives three doors down from me on the terrace. Three doors but another world. Her house is much bigger and extended to the hilt. She and her husband Oliver paid top dollar

  for their house; we got ours for a song.




  Oliver (never Ollie) is the head of the Allied Celtic Bank in London, a tall man with a slim yet muscular frame, a shock of red hair that he likes to keep long and foppish, just off his collar,

  piercing dark blue eyes and clear, slightly freckled Irish skin. He has a penchant for charcoal-black Prada suits, teamed with coloured shirts and flamboyant ties and even has a personal stylist to

  keep him in check. He uses a dash of false tan in his moisturizer to keep his face glowing. I know all this because Tina told me. Like having my very own walking, talking Hello! magazine on

  tap; an in to the lives of the Monkstown rich and famous.




  Occasionally Tina is flown over to London for some important bank party, leaving her brood with an agency nanny, although the parties seem to have dried up recently.




  As well as their home on the terrace they also own an apartment in Chelsea, ‘Oliver’s bachelor pad’ as Tina calls it wryly. Oliver works in London from Monday to Friday, flying

  home most Friday evenings, making Tina your typical Dublin ‘work widow’.




  I’ve never really taken to Oliver. I find him a bit intimidating to be honest, but Tina’s a dote. I’ve only known her a short while but we’ve already become good

  friends.




  I stand outside her door on Thursday afternoon with Lily on my hip. It’s pouring and stupidly I haven’t grabbed a mac or umbrella on my way out. Lily is wriggling around, trying to

  reach the door bell which I’ve already pressed.




  Tina answers the door, her own one-year-old, Eric, on her hip. Her face breaks into a wide smile when she realizes it’s me.




  ‘Meg, come on in. How’s my little Lily?’




  Lily points to Eric and says, ‘Baba.’




  We both laugh.




  ‘Where’s Freddie?’ I ask. It’s suspiciously quiet. Freddie is a human wrecking ball of three.




  ‘With his granny, thank goodness. And Dan?’ she asks as I walk into her light and airy hall. It’s painted, as the entire house is, in Farrow and Ball. Bone, I seem to remember.

  Odd name for a paint. A huge mirror hangs over the antique mahogany hall table and a huge crystal vase of red tulips gives a splash of colour.




  ‘He’s at home watching some noisy American teen thing,’ I say. ‘I like the tulips.’




  ‘Aren’t they lovely? I’ll have to change them on Friday, of course.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Oliver only likes white flowers.’




  ‘Really?’




  She raises her eyebrows.




  ‘You know what he’s like.’




  I smile but say nothing. To be honest, I don’t really know Oliver at all. I rarely see Tina and Oliver together and I’ve only talked to him a handful of times.




  ‘How were the in-laws?’ She leads me into the kitchen.




  I make a face and she laughs.




  ‘Make yourself at home.’ She gestures at the kitchen table.




  I sit down. ‘Gone,’ I say.




  Tina plonks Eric onto the floor and I keep Lily on my knee, jigging her to keep her happy.




  ‘Illy play.’ Lily squirms. I put her down beside Eric and watch her for a few seconds to make sure she doesn’t push or hit him. When Lily’s settled, I look over at

  Tina.




  She’s leaning against the black granite counter top. ‘Tea? Or something stronger? I have a bottle of white wine in the fridge and I’m only looking for an excuse for a

  glass.’




  ‘It’s a bit early,’ I say, dithering, ‘but what the hell?’




  She grins. ‘Good.’ She takes out two large wine glasses, and opens the huge stainless-steel American larder fridge and takes out the bottle.




  Eric squeals and I look down. Lily is pulling a train out of his hands. He looks at her for a moment, deciding whether to cry or not. Tina hastily hands him a biscuit.




  ‘Illy biscuit,’ Lily says.




  ‘Here you go, Lily.’ Tina doles out another.




  ‘And how are you?’ I ask as Tina hands me a generous glass of wine.




  ‘Good.’ But her eyes don’t say good, they say tired and down. She takes a large gulp of her wine.




  I’m about to ask her what’s wrong when my mobile rings. I wiggle it out of my pocket and glance at the screen. ‘Sorry. It’s Dan. Better see what he wants.’




  ‘Dan, is everything OK?’ I ask.




  ‘Mum, I heard a noise upstairs.’




  ‘What kind of noise?’




  ‘A gurgling noise.’




  ‘What do you mean a gurgling noise? Have you been watching one of Simon’s science-fiction movies again?’




  ‘No! I’m serious. There’s another noise now. I think there’s someone upstairs!’




  ‘I’ll be right over.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I have to go.’ I jump up and grab Lily around the waist. She protests but I ignore her. ‘Dan thinks there’s someone in the house.’




  Tina grabs Eric, who gurgles with delight. ‘I’m coming with you. Will I ring the guards?’




  ‘Not yet.’




  When we approach the house, Dan’s standing outside, his hair dripping from the heavy rain, his eyes wide with fear. He’s nearly twelve, but an intruder in the house would scare even

  the bravest adult.




  ‘Are you OK?’ I ask him a little frantically.




  He nods. ‘There’s water running down the wall.’




  ‘Water? Where?’




  ‘In the hall.’




  I hand Lily to him. ‘Hold onto your sister. Stay with Tina.’




  Tina ruffles his hair. ‘It’ll be all right, Dan. I have my mobile and I’ll ring the guards if anything happens.’




  I peer in the open door. Dan’s right. There’s a steady stream of water running down the right-hand wall. I hear a loud crack and suddenly the stream becomes a torrent. I run upstairs

  and look into our bedroom. The wallpaper is bulging off the wall in large bubbles.




  ‘It’s OK,’ I yell downstairs. ‘There’s no one up here; it’s just water.’ I hear the front door slam, voices in the hall and the next minute Tina is

  beside me.




  ‘Bloody hell,’ she says. ‘I’ve never seen anything like that before. It’s like some sort of modern-art installation.’




  I groan and cover my face with my hands. I half hope when I take them away again that the whole nightmarish scene will have vanished, David Blaine style. Some hope!




  The previously plain cream wall to the left of the large (draughty) sash window looks like something out of Dr Who. It’s blistered with huge, head-sized bubbles of water trapped

  beneath the ancient layers of wallpaper. When Simon and I first started redecorating the house, over four years ago now, we’d discovered that if you stripped the wallpaper off, chunks of the

  original plaster came with it. So instead of stripping a wall we simply patched it up with new rolls of lining paper and slapped paint over the top – not exactly the most professional finish

  in the world, but it does the job.




  Several of these blisters have already burst, depositing their tea-coloured water all over the dark blue carpet and leaving sepia-coloured stains on the cream paint. No wonder water is dripping

  into the hall. Several of the bubbles look ominously pregnant. I rush into the bathroom, grab an armful of towels from the hot press and the hollow plastic step that Lily uses to reach the sink to

  wash her teeth and dash back into the bedroom.




  Tina is poking the largest of the bubbles with her finger, making it wobble ominously. ‘This is fascinating,’ she says with glee. ‘They don’t show you things like this on

  those house programmes, do they? Changing Rooms or the like.’




  ‘Here you go, Carole Smilie.’ I hand her a bunch of towels. ‘Although come to think of it, I think Changing Rooms went out with the ark. Pity, I rather liked it. Anyway,

  throw these down on the carpet under that bubble.’ I point at the blister she’s been poking. ‘And hold one under it to catch any water I miss. I’m going to burst it and try

  to collect the water in this.’ I nod at Lily’s step, now inverted.




  Tina looks at my hands a little dubiously. ‘OK. But maybe I should do the bursting. You don’t exactly have any fingernails.’




  She’s right, I’m a terrible nail biter.




  ‘I’ll manage.’




  ‘Can I do the next one?’ Her eyes glint with anticipation.




  ‘Tina! My house is flooding. This isn’t some sort of school science experiment. Concentrate!’ I stand with one shoulder against the wall, just beside the bubble, positioning

  Lily’s stool.




  ‘Sorry. But you must admit it is kind of funny.’




  I try to keep a straight face but fail miserably. Tina’s right, it is funny.




  I relent and give her a smile. ‘OK, you can do the next one.’




  ‘Cool!’




  ‘Right, are you ready with the towel?’




  She scuttles towards the wall, lays a bundle of towels under the bubble and another bundle against the wall under the stool. ‘Ready!’




  ‘On three. One, two, three.’ I press the half-nail of my bitten index finger into the blister at its lowest point and the water-soaked paper gives no resistance, it’s like

  pressing into the film on top of custard. Water whooshes out immediately. And more water. And more water. Tina mops up furiously as the step quickly fills.




  ‘Where’s it all coming from?’ she asks.




  ‘I guess the roof’s leaking.’ By now the water has subsided to a spluttery trickle. ‘Last time Matty had a look at it, he did warn us. Something about the flashing or was

  it the flushing? And the rendering. There’s a gap between them apparently. It’s quite serious.’




  ‘Matty?’




  ‘Our builder. He’s a doll.’




  ‘Cute?’




  ‘Tina!’




  ‘Only joking.’




  I think for a second. Matty’s tall and blond. And yes, cute enough, although a bit skinny for my taste. ‘Actually he is come to think of it. But he’s only twenty-six or -seven

  or something. Bit too young for you.’




  ‘Says who?’




  ‘Hey, gutter brain, back to my wall.’ The step is getting heavy in my arms. ‘I’ll empty this out and be back in a second.’




  ‘And I can do the next one?’ she asks eagerly.




  I laugh. ‘Yes, yes.’




  I empty the step into the bath with a satisfying slosh.




  ‘Which one next?’ she asks as I walked back in.




  ‘You can choose.’




  ‘That one.’ She points to the biggest one of all. ‘Isn’t this fun?’ She looks at me and I can’t help but smile. ‘Sorry, Meg. I know it’s a pain

  for you, but you know what I mean. It’s not something that happens every day, is it? A wall like this.’




  ‘Don’t get out much, do you?’




  She laughs and slaps me with the wet towel.




  ‘Hey!’ I flick my wet fingers at her.




  ‘Hello!’ Dan shouts from downstairs. ‘Can we come upstairs? Eric’s getting bored.’




  ‘No!’ I yell back.




  ‘Yes!’ Tina yells simultaneously.




  I look at her. ‘He’s going to get wet. And Lily. And Dan will want a go.’




  She shrugs. ‘So what? At least it will keep them entertained. It’s only water.’




  I jostle her with my shoulder. ‘You’re nuts.’




  Half an hour later, we’ve burst all the bubbles (with Dan’s help – as I’d suspected, he’d been only too delighted to join in) and I’ve tried

  to contact Simon but he’s not answering his mobile. No surprise there. He’s probably sunning himself with one of the Spanish princesses, drinking royal sangria and quaffing gourmet

  tapas on the deck of the royal super yacht.




  So I ring Matty myself. Our house was one of Matty’s first jobs as a contractor, and we took a bit of a leap of faith as he was only just nineteen at the time. He’s the nephew of one

  of Mum’s friends, which is how he got the job in the first place. But he proved himself more than able, and was charming to deal with.




  As we were travelling so much, Matty made a lot of the decisions himself, only ringing me or Simon when it was urgent. In the early days we’d been pretty much in weekly contact with Matty

  and he became a sort of surrogate landlord when we were renting our house to the nurses. They’d a never-ending list of complaints ranging from the serious (blocked drains) to the trivial

  (spiders in the bath) and anything in between (water shortages, ripped shower curtains, baby mouse in the kitchen).




  Matty comes around at seven, after his last job. He inspects the roof and the wall inside and out and by the expression on his face, I know it’s not good news. Simon eventually rings at

  eleven.




  ‘Hi, love. Where have you been?’ I sit down on the side of the bed. I’ve been kneeling on the floor, balling Dan’s and Lily’s socks together, a thrilling job. One

  of Lily’s cars digs into the side of my bottom and I remove it and throw it into the washing basket with the socks. ‘Why didn’t you ring back earlier?’




  ‘Sorry. We won the first race and had to stay for the prize-giving. And then everyone started to buy us drinks. You know how it is.’




  ‘Um,’ I murmur.




  ‘Is anything wrong? You sound a little tense.’




  ‘Tense? Aagh!’ I let out a muffled scream.




  ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘No, this stupid house is falling down around my ears. Lily was a nightmare all evening. Dan’s been giving me cheek, he’s in trouble in school, and he needs a new wetsuit for

  his bloody swimming test tomorrow afternoon, and our bedroom is like a swimming pool.’ I pause for breath. I know I’m ranting but I can’t help myself. ‘The carpet’s

  ruined and the walls . . . Oh, Simon.’ I can’t go on, it’s all too much for me. I swing my feet onto the bed and lean back against the wooden headboard.




  ‘It sounds like you had quite a day. Did a pipe burst? Why is the bedroom wet?’




  I tell him all about my afternoon’s escapades with Tina and the water bubbles.




  ‘At least Tina was there,’ Simon says. I know he feels useless and I’m not exactly helping matters.




  ‘I suppose. Matty called in this evening.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘He said the flashing’s had it. It has to be ripped out and replaced, along with most of the rendering underneath it.’




  ‘It’s fixable though, right?’




  ‘Yes. But it’s a big job.’




  ‘He did warn us.’




  ‘I know, but I thought we’d get a few more years out of it. Apparently if we don’t do it now the wall could be irreversibly damaged. It’s going to be

  expensive.’




  ‘How expensive?’ Simon asked.




  ‘Several thousand euro, minimum.’




  Simon whistles.




  ‘No kidding. But, Simon, we don’t have that kind of money. We’ve already dipped into our savings to pay for my car. There’s only a few hundred euro left. Matty says he

  can do it next week as one of his jobs has been cancelled. But if we don’t take that slot, it’ll be September before he’s free again. What do you think?’




  ‘I guess if Matty says it needs to be done—’ Simon stops for a moment – ‘listen, I’ll give him a ring tomorrow. Maybe he’ll let us pay in instalments or

  something.’




  ‘Would you? Thanks. That’d be great. I have to take Dan to his swimming test after school. Tina’s taking Lily for me.’




  ‘OK. I’ll ring him tomorrow. I promise. Are you all right now, Meg?’




  I sigh. ‘I just wish you were here to help. I hate all this building stuff.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. I’d be there if I could, but I’m working.’ He pauses for a moment. ‘I thought you wanted to be at home in Dublin

  with the kids so that Dan could go to school, make proper friends, so you could be near your family. Isn’t that what you wanted?’




  ‘Yes. But I didn’t know it would be like this.’




  ‘Like what?’




  Tears spring to my eyes. ‘I didn’t know it would be so damned lonely.’




  ‘You have Hattie nearby, don’t you?’




  He isn’t helping. All I really want is a bit of sympathy. For him to tell me I’m doing OK, that I’m a good mother, not a waste of space, like I’m feeling at this precise

  moment. That he loves me; misses me.




  ‘And you’ve got Tina now,’ he adds. ‘And you’ve only been back in Dublin a short while. Give it time.’




  ‘Yes, yes, I know all that. But I can’t help how I feel.’




  ‘Maybe you should take a part-time job, get out of the house a bit. That might help.’




  Simon always has an answer for everything.




  ‘I’m tired enough as it is. Now you want me to go out to work too?’ I worry at the skin to the side of my thumbnail.




  Silence.




  ‘Meg?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Is it your time of the month? Is that it? Hey, you’re not pregnant are you?’




  ‘No! I’ve just had a very bad day. Lily’s crying, I have to go. And by the way, you took the toothpaste again and I had to use Lily’s strawberry stuff. Stop taking the

  toothpaste! Bye.’ I practically slam down the receiver.




  Pregnant indeed. Can’t a girl have a bad day once in a while? I wait for him to ring back, to tell me that everything will be OK, but he doesn’t. He’s probably scared

  I’ll bite his head off again. Poor man, he doesn’t deserve it, but I have to take my moods out on someone. I slump back against the headboard. I hate feeling so sorry for myself.




  ‘And I love you, dammit,’ I whisper, not bothering to brush fresh tears away. ‘And I really miss you.’
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  Brightwork: highly varnished woodwork or polished metal




  The next day I wake up feeling tired and groggy. I’ve had a restless sleep, my mind flitting from flooded houses to pretty dark-skinned Spanish girls and back again. I

  have no reason to question Simon’s fidelity but I’ve seen all kinds of things in the sailing scene and our conversation last night worries me. I don’t want to drive him into

  someone else’s arms by moaning every time he rings.




  And maybe he’s right, maybe I should start looking for a job. With Matty’s bill on the horizon, we could do with the money. Just in the mornings, mind. I don’t want to be away

  from Lily for the whole day, she’s only two after all; and I want to be able to collect Dan from school and do his homework with him.




  When Dan was a baby I’d had to go back to full-time work. It was either that or rely on social welfare.




  I remember vividly handing the tiny two-month-old Dan to his minder, Diane, a very capable nurse who was taking a career break to stay at home with her own two youngsters. It nearly broke my

  heart. I cried all the way to Hall’s Auction House and most of my first day – luckily my colleagues were reasonably understanding. Interestingly enough it was the older men, parents or

  not, who were the most kind.




  Hall’s is part of Dublin’s history. It auctions everything from modern sofabeds, rickety, chipped tables and chairs, paintings and prints of all kinds right up to antique furniture,

  ornaments, ceramics and more esoteric items like ancient stuffed animals, human skeletons, old toys and books. It’s a haven for collectors, set dressers, and people looking for a bargain, and

  attracts customers from all over the country. The auctions are held on a Friday morning, and house clearances are a big part of their business.




  I started off in the office, a job I was lucky enough to get with only a stunningly average degree in English and History of Art behind me. I’d wanted to get into fine art auctioneering

  – Georgian silver teapots, Ming vases, Persian rugs – I had very highfalutin ideas. But in the early nineties there weren’t any jobs going in those higher-end establishments, so

  Hall’s it was. It wasn’t exactly my dream job, but it was either that or leave the country to look for work. Practically all my friends from college had emigrated to London, New York or

  Europe in those job-scarce days – no Celtic Tiger for us.




  So, encouraged by Dad, who saw Hall’s as a way into fine art auctioneering (which it would have been if I’d worked a bit harder and taken some evening classes and exams) I took the

  job. And during my time there I learnt a lot and found I had a fairly good eye for things. I was no Judith Miller, but I could tell a decent bit of furniture from a fake, a decent oil painting from

  a cheap, mass-produced one.




  I progressed from the office to helping in the auction rooms and eventually at house clearances, which I found both sad and fascinating. Some of the houses we dealt with were filthy from years

  of neglect and we had to wear industrial rubber gloves and overalls to protect ourselves. Once I was attacked by a huge tabby cat. It jumped down on me from the top of a cupboard, frightening the

  life out of me.




  Other houses were full of gems that their sadly deceased owners had obviously cherished and taken exceptional care of, but now their relatives wanted to get rid of everything – the dark

  bulky wooden furniture and ornate picture frames deemed too large and old-fashioned for their shiny new apartments and town houses.




  I’d left Hall’s for good when I was six months pregnant with Lily. They held a farewell dinner in my honour and gave me a very generous gift voucher for the Brown Thomas department

  store which I spent rather decadently on a fantastic pair of red wedge shoes. I’d gone to buy crockery, but the shoes had called to me as only super-expensive shoes can. At the dinner my boss

  Desmond Hall said there’d always be a place for me at Hall’s. I’d nodded and smiled at him, safe in the knowledge that I’d never have to go back. I had Simon and with a new

  baby on the way everything was going to change. Sometimes I miss Hall’s: the camaraderie, the drinks on Friday after work, the office gossip. I wouldn’t mind working there again. In

  fact, thinking about it, Simon’s right. A job’s exactly what I need. It’ll get me out of the house for a few hours a day and help pay Matty.




  I decide to ring Desmond and ask him for some part-time work. I’m pretty confident he’ll say yes straight away. And I’m quite looking forward to getting stuck into the house

  clearances again. Maybe this time I’ll find something really valuable which is everyone at Hall’s dream: a first edition James Joyce, a piece of Clarice Cliff pottery . . .




  Lily calls from her bedroom, interrupting my musings. ‘Mummee, mummeeeeee!’




  ‘Coming, Lily. Coming.’




  That afternoon I collect Dan from school and drive him to Dublin Bay Marine. The owner, a lively German in his early fifties called Hans, used to be a professional sailor

  – that’s how he knows Simon. But Hans gave it all up for love several years ago after meeting Hilda, a stunning Irish girl in her mid thirties. He settled in Dun Laoghaire and they

  quickly produced twin daughters, Heidi and Freya.




  ‘Megan, my flower. How are you?’ Hans booms from the back of the shop as soon as he spots me. He navigates the packed rails of sailing clothes and stands in front of me, arms

  outstretched.




  ‘Give me some love.’ He hugs me tight. I gasp and he draws back, unaware of his bear-like strength.




  ‘And Dan.’ Hans ruffles Dan’s hair. ‘Getting taller by the day. And how’s Simon? Still sailing?’




  ‘Still sailing.’




  Hans shakes his head. ‘Tell him when he grows out of it, there’ll always be a job for him here.’




  ‘Thanks. I will. Now I’m afraid we have to be quick. Dan has his swimming test for the sailing course right about,’ I look at my watch, ‘now. He urgently needs a new

  wetsuit and wetsuit boots.’




  Hans looks Dan up and down and nods. ‘No problem. Strip off in the changing room. I think I have one that will do the trick, but you’ll need to try it on to make sure.’




  Dan pulls a face at me. ‘Do I have to, Mum? I’m sure it’ll be OK.’




  ‘Yes. I’m not shelling out a small fortune on something that doesn’t fit properly.’




  ‘Fine.’ Dan folds his arms stiffly in front of his chest. I know he’s nervous about the swimming test, so I decide to let his rudeness slide.




  ‘Sorry,’ I mouth at Hans.




  He just smiles.




  A few minutes later Dan is standing in front of us in a new blue and black wetsuit with matching black wetsuit boots. It bulges a little around his slim waist and Hans has rolled back the

  over-long arms.




  ‘It’s tight around the neck,’ Dan complains, putting a finger between the neoprene and his skin and pulling outwards. ‘And the arms and legs are too long.’




  ‘The neck will always feel tight at first,’ Hans explains. ‘It’ll loosen up. And you need plenty of growing room in the arms and legs. That way you should get two years

  out of it if you’re lucky.’




  ‘Oh, no!’ Dan says. ‘I’m not falling for that one. I’m not getting a wetsuit I have to grow into. Please, Hans, can’t you find me a shortie?’ He looks

  at me. ‘All the kids will have shorties. Please?’




  I shrug. ‘This is Ireland. The sea is cold, much colder than the water you’ve been used to. Are you sure?’




  ‘Yes! I can put my oilies on top if it’s cold.’




  I look at my watch. We’re going to be seriously late if we don’t get a move on, so I cave in. Lily is with Tina, and I’m hoping to get back by five.




  Ten minutes later I’m standing at the side gate of the yacht club. Dan is beside me, still in his new black and red shortie wetsuit and wetsuit boots. At least this way he doesn’t

  have to waste time changing, although we do get some funny looks while crossing the road from Hans’s shop.
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