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CHAPTER ONE




Tuesday again.


He drives across the flyover and out of the city, onto wider roads. Parking up on the tarmac, scooping the flowers in their cellophane from the back seat, he passes through the wide double doors. Fighting, all the while, the droop of his shoulders.


He finds her in her usual spot, among the high-backed chairs in the pastel rec room. He searches her face for clues to today’s mood before she sees him.


‘All right?’ He bends to kiss her cheek, as usual. He puts the flowers down.


‘Look!’ She is alight today. Her eyes shine. Years fall away from her gentle, lined face. ‘I found this.’


He takes it, turns it over in his hands. ‘A photo album.’ It is the old-fashioned variety, stiff dark pages, the photographs held down by sticky white corners. It’s shoddily bound in dated brown and orange wallpaper. ‘Who does it belong to?’


‘I’ve asked around and nobody seems to know. That care assistant I like, Blondie, said I can keep it unless somebody turns up and objects.’


He reads the handwritten label on the front. ‘Sunnyside – a love story’.


‘But whose love story, eh?’ She blazes with curiosity.


This is unusual. She has been fading, like a dropped flower, for the past few weeks. ‘Shall we find out?’


‘I hoped you’d say that.’


‘First,’ he says. ‘The all-important cuppa.’


He knows just how she likes it, and he knows better than to bring it with anything other than a modest Stonehenge of Custard Creams. He sets them down within her reach, and begins, awkwardly, ‘Actually, there’s something I have to tell you.’ He has rehearsed. He didn’t expect to be derailed by a photograph album. ‘You may not like it, but just hear me out and—’


‘It’s like a biography,’ she says, caressing the album. ‘Of ordinary people.’


He gives up. He’ll tell her next time. ‘No such thing’, he says, ‘as ordinary people.’


‘How about we look at one photo each time you visit?’ She frowns, seized by a dark thought. ‘You will come again, won’t you?’


‘Yes.’ He is accustomed to this question. ‘Every week, regular as clockwork. Promise. Come on, let’s see the first snap.’


She holds the album open. Above a small, blurred black-and-white photograph, in the same expressive hand, someone has inscribed, ‘29 July 1970 – Happiest day of our lives!!!’


‘Almost fifty years ago,’ he murmurs, aware that she lives in a permanent now.


‘A right pair of giddy goats, they are. Is that a wedding dress? It’s so short. Not sure she has the legs for it. That must be their house. Just a plain little box, really. The chap looks proud as punch, though. Of her, do you think? Or of the house?’


‘Both?’ He hasn’t seen her so engaged for weeks. ‘Looks as if he hasn’t a clue what to do with either of them.’


‘He’s making a right hash of carrying the poor girl over the threshold. Oh, look, there’s a nameplate by the door. Can you make out what the funny little house is called?’


‘Sunnyside,’ he says.





29 July 1970


‘Sunnyside!’ giggled Marie. ‘The perfect name for our new nest.’ She bounced up and down, manhandled by her new husband as he tried to balance her in his arms and fumble the key into the door.


He dropped her, of course, and she was on her hands and knees on fresh concrete, her veil over her face. ‘Jaysus, Mac!’ She giggled some more as he hoisted her up into his arms again and dusted her down. ‘Don’t look so stricken.’ Her accent, warm and wicked, was as Irish as her fiery hair and her dot-to-dot freckles. ‘I’m grand, I’m grand.’ She kissed him, and they were both still.


This is it, thought Mac. This really is it. That morning they’d woken up as Ian Mactavish and Marie Neeson; now they were Mr and Mrs Mactavish. She’s mine, he thought, and the idea was like a balloon in his chest that would never stop inflating. And I’m hers.


Hardly anyone called Ian by his first name. He was Mac to all, and now he had a Mrs Mac. He swept her into his arms once more. ‘Got to carry you over the threshold, love.’


‘We should take a pic!’


‘Would you mind…’ Mac, bandy-legged with the effort of carrying Marie, held out his Kodak Brownie to the man who had emerged from the next house.


‘You the new people?’ Next Door – he was instantly christened and his name never changed – was small and sour, with the look of a well-squeezed lemon. ‘I watched them throw up those new houses. First puff of wind’ll take that down.’ He looked up at his own place, a holier-than-thou Victorian bristling with detail.


Staggering a little, Mac looked up at the house he had scrimped and saved to afford. It was a white cube, one of three Johnny-come-latelys added to the long terrace of handsome brick semis. The plain door was white. The narrow window frames were white. The garden was a grey slab with a crack here and there but no greenery. It lacked a gate. ‘We love it,’ he said defiantly.


As Next Door squinted through the camera’s viewfinder, he told them: ‘Marriage is a mug’s game.’


Marie hooted into her bouquet.


Mac fumed, but thought, How could this funny little fellow know that marriage will save my life? It was a bridge from the dark chill of Mac’s past to the bright stability of family life. The girl in his arms – his beautiful, sparkling wife – was the key to it all. She was a firework that exploded over and over across the night sky of his loneliness.


Next Door saw no firework; he saw what the rest of the world saw. A smallish, plumpish redhead; no beauty. And yet. Her eyes reeled him in. They were kind and they were shining and… he gave the camera back. He had more important things to do than stare at this nondescript couple. ‘You off on honeymoon I suppose?’


‘No,’ said Mac, just as Marie said, ‘Yes.’ They looked at each other and laughed. They did that a lot.


‘We’ve put it off until next year,’ said Marie. ‘We’re going on a cruise to the Isle of Man.’


‘That’s not a cruise,’ said Next Door. ‘That’s a boat trip.’


‘Well, nice to meet you,’ lied Mac. He had chosen the Isle of Man because of the puffin colony; he had what amounted to an obsession with the clowny little birds, and his ambition was to see them in the flesh. ‘But we should get on.’ This peppery little man was raining on Mac’s parade. He wanted to get inside his castle, and have his new wife to himself.


Just a few hours ago, his aunt had straightened his tie outside the church, confetti in their hair. ‘You’re off my hands now, Ian,’ she said. She always called him Ian. He’d experienced a sensation of freefall, until Marie slipped her hand into his and Mac landed, soft and secure, in the feather bed of new love.


There had been whoops from her family when they broke the news of the engagement. From his aunt there had been a tiny deepening of the lines between her eyebrows. ‘Are you sure?’ she’d asked. ‘It’s very quick.’


But it wasn’t quick at all. Mac had waited his whole life, twenty-five years, to find Marie. And now they would fill Sunnyside’s square rooms with light and noise. And people. Their own people; Mac was keen to be a father. The role would render him magnificently ordinary once and for all. Wipe away that otherness he felt.


He turned to Marie and said, vehemently, as if telling her off, ‘We’re going to be happy here!’


‘You bet your sweet bippy we are!’ she said, and then turned to Next Door, sticking her chubby hand over the hedge. ‘I’m Marie, darlin’, and this is Mac.’ She was undeterred when he ignored the hand; her good humour was unsinkable. ‘He works in the bank on the high street and I’m…’ She paused for effect. ‘I’m an apprentice hair stylist at Vidal Sassoon. You’ll have heard of them, of course.’ He clearly hadn’t, and didn’t appreciate what an achievement the job represented for a little terrier fresh off the ferry from Dublin. ‘One day I meet this boyo here and he’s down on one knee like something out of Shakespeare.’ Next Door’s carefully bored expression didn’t seem to register with Marie. ‘I says yes, and next thing you know his auntie lends him half the deposit! There’s not a spare penny in me own family, I can tell you, so I never expected to own a little mansion like this.’


When she drew breath – and Mac staggered some more, holding his bride like a sack of potatoes – Next Door asked, in his crab apple voice. ‘Are you planning to have children? You Irish are keen on big families.’


‘That’s just the pope, and he doesn’t have to give birth to them, does he?’ Marie shook her head. ‘I’m ambitious. No babies for me.’ Perhaps she felt Mac droop. She added, ‘I mean, not yet. Not for years. No babies for a few years, thank you very much.’










CHAPTER TWO




Tea for two, again.


He negotiates the forest of slippered feet and walking frames with the tray. She doesn’t wave at him; a bad sign. The staff warned him that she has been ‘uncooperative’. They don’t mind, they tell him, it just pains them to see her with her hair wild when she’s so particular with her appearance. Even Blondie has been unable to coax her into a fresh cardigan for his visit.


The album, however, has magical powers. He opens it in front of her and there is a sea-change in her eyes.


‘Read the caption to me.’


Obediently, he recites, ‘29 July 1971. Our first wedding anniversary and they said it wouldn’t last!!!’ He adds, ‘They like their exclamation marks, don’t they?’


‘The girl’s put on weight.’


‘Or is she pregnant?’ He phrases it as a question; she becomes upset and querulous when she misunderstands. She misunderstands so much. Very little makes sense to her on a bad day. And this could be a bad day.


He longs to stand on a chair and shout to the room, ‘You should’ve seen her twenty years ago! She was sharper than me!’


‘Well spotted,’ she says. ‘The girl’s expecting. Dear me, she doesn’t look happy about it. She’s just a beach ball on legs. The dog’s a bit of a character, jumping up like that. He’s just a blur.’


‘They’ve been busy.’ He points at the grainy image. ‘That’s a new porch. Bit wonky.’


‘The window boxes are magnificent. I do love a geranium. It looks as though they’ve painted the front door. Can’t make out what the colour is in black and white.’ She considers. ‘Could be light blue, maybe.’





29 July 1971


‘We should’ve gone for red woodwork,’ said Marie, surveying the house.


Mac kept his head down, busy with the geraniums. He loved the soft, seasidey blue. Their London suburb might be miles from the coast, but the blue lent the house a nautical air that pleased him. No need to say all that: pregnancy had made his wife volatile. No: more volatile. He hoped the GP was right when he put her behaviour down to ‘baby hormones’, but deep down Mac knew he’d simply married a livewire.


And I like it that way.


She had dodged the camera until he insisted that their anniversary photograph was a new tradition, the first one they’d created together. Mac was in favour of tradition, unlike his anarchic other half. ‘Just say cheese and it’ll go straight in the anniversary album.’


‘Exactly! So everyone can see, forever and forever, how fat I am.’


She gave in, though, as he knew she would, and posed ungraciously for the passer-by roped in to help.


‘You’re not fat, love, you’re preggers.’ Mac got back to the window boxes, watering, feeding, encouraging. He ignored the orders she gave, to deadhead this or feed that; it was Mac who had the family green thumb.


He longed to tell Marie how beautiful she looked with their baby in her belly, like a walking geranium. Fearful of sounding silly, he kept quiet, even though poetry welled up in him when he watched her doing the simplest things. Right now, his walking geranium was telling the dog he was ‘a little eejit’.


Heinz was, appropriately, full of beans. Battersea Dogs Home had warned he was ‘lively’ – a diplomatic way of warning he would destroy every slipper he found and wage war on the postcode’s cats. His complicated heritage inspired his name; Heinz had 57 varieties of dog in his DNA. Clothed in a wire-wool curly coat, he had long stiff legs, a blunt head and a magnificent moustache. If asked, Mac and Marie told people he was ‘part Airedale, part poodle, all bastard’.


When Mac had lain in bed as a child, imagining the family home he would one day have, it had always included a dog. Just not this dog.


Heinz was barking and jumping, and jumping and barking. Marie couldn’t stoop to pick him up; she was a beachball in her hated maternity dress. She had voted against buying a dog. She’d been wry, nudging Mac as they discussed it in their new double bed, bought on hire purchase, and their very favourite place.


‘It’ll be me who does all the work, boyo,’ she’d said, resembling, in Mac’s eyes, Sophia Loren in her nylon ruched nightie, even though Sophia Loren never had roaring red hair and a curler in her fringe.


‘I promise I’ll train it. I’ll walk it. I’ll feed it. A pooch’ll be company for you, now you’ve left Vidal Sassoon.’


In the moonlight, Marie had sighed at his clumsy reference to her setback. The salon had been reluctant to let her go, but let her go they must. Marie understood that new mothers must stay at home, devote themselves to the family. But it chafed.


Working for Sassoon was a cherished dream she’d sweated to make real. Arriving in London with no experience – apart from cutting Ma’s hair in the kitchen at home – she had begun as a junior. She swept the floor, replaced towels, made hot drinks and trotted out to buy stylists’ cigarettes and feed customers’ parking meters.


‘You’re just a drudge,’ her housemates would say when she crawled home to her freezing Notting Hill house-share, but Marie loved her job. Mary Quant came in. Twiggy complimented Marie’s shoes. One day, Marie would graduate to cutting the razor-sharp, asymmetric bob which was the Sassoon signature, so she put up with the pitiful pay; she lied to her parents about the squalor of the shared loo; she burned with independence.


Now, having fought off eighteen applicants to get her mitts on the apprenticeship, Marie was cast out. On hold, her aspirations grew bolder and stronger. ‘I don’t want company,’ she’d told Mac. ‘I want a job. I’m running back to Vidal Sassoon the moment I can, believe me.’


He believed her, and, eventually, after some kissing that knocked the curler out of her fringe, Marie gave in. ‘But you look after this mutt, got it?’


He got it.


Neither foresaw the immediate bond between woman and hound. Heinz hung on Marie’s every word; now there were two anarchists in the house and Mac didn’t stand a chance.





Turning the corner onto his street was Mac’s favourite moment of his walk home. After a dull day in a dull office swamped by dull ledgers, he saw Sunnyside and his heart lifted.


To the Mactavishes, Sunnyside was more than its parts. They saw past the unprepossessing frontage to the hope that held the bricks together better than any mortar could.


Mac’s aunt had warned them – how she loved to warn – that homeowning was a costly business, but the reality was even more than Mac had bargained for. Furnishing Sunnyside on his modest salary meant lots of credit, many payday sums on the back of an envelope. And now there was a nursery to furnish. Mac supposed he should be grateful for his firm foothold on the job ladder. I have a family to keep, he would remind himself whenever his manager dumped a file the size of a small car on his desk.


Mac’s strenuous kindness and need to connect simply weren’t nurtured at the bank. Only the cheque each Friday kept him going; he was the breadwinner, and his family deserved the best. He never mentioned the dissatisfaction and wondered if Marie noticed. She was so quick, that cheeky nose of hers in every corner of his life. If she ever brought it up, he would deny it.


Mustn’t worry her, not in her condition.


The doctor had a lot to say about Marie’s ‘condition’.


‘Plenty of rest, good diet, not too much… um…’


‘You mean sex?’ Marie had squawked.


‘Well, relations, yes.’ The old gent had turned maroon.


Marie was scandalized. ‘That’s the best part of me day,’ she’d harrumphed.


Mac had tried not to look smug. He really had.


Now, as he jogged up the short path, he shook off the bank and reminded himself of the spare ten-bob note in his wallet, ready to put into the jar on the shelf by the cooker.


The handwritten label read ‘Cruise!’ Coins were dropped in, joined by the occasional paper note. Marie would shake it every now and then, like maracas, and plague Mac with, ‘Guess how much we’ve saved! Go on, boyo! Guess!’


The jar was raided and replenished, but was redundant for the time being. That same GP had been intransigent: ‘No trips, young lady, not with your blood pressure.’


‘I don’t have any blood pressure!’ Marie had argued.


‘We’ll do the cruise next year, love.’ Mac had – with some effort – put away all thoughts of puffins.


‘With a baby in tow? Hardly.’ Marie had lifted her chin. ‘This gives us longer to save, so we can eventually go somewhere glamorous. Foreign.’ Inspiration struck her. ‘The Isle of Wight!’


Mac, who had been to the Isle of Wight, had nodded cagily.


He fished out his key, anticipating the habitual kissy welcome home from his wife.


The door swung open before he touched it.


‘Have you forgotten?’ barked Marie. ‘You’ve forgotten!’


‘I haven’t,’ said Mac. He endured his wife’s Medusa stare for ten seconds. ‘All right, I have.’


‘Your nostrils flare when you lie.’ Marie pointed a mop at him. Suds dripped on Heinz. ‘Me sister’s coming for dinner.’


‘Oh God.’ Mac loved Bernie. He really did. She was just a bit much after a day’s work. ‘Do I have to change my clothes?’


‘Is that a joke?’ Marie looked Mac’s smart work suit up and down as if it was a leprous rag. ‘Smart. But casual. Don’t you dare wear that jumper your auntie bought you.’ She paused. The mop lowered. ‘Maybe… the cravat?’


This was an old tussle. ‘Nope.’ Mac was not a cravat man. Just because Bernie’s husband was a cravat man didn’t mean Mac could be pushed or pulled into wearing one of those daft little scarves. ‘Absolutely and definitely not.’





‘Love the cravat, Mac,’ said Bernie.


‘Hmm,’ said Mac.


Marie winked at him.


‘Very distinguished.’ Bernie liked to disguise her Dublin accent; she aimed for upper-crust London but sometimes landed in Wales. Taller than her little sister, she was a Valkyrie. Wide-shouldered, big-bosomed, with hair piled on top of her head. She smelled great, and dressed expensively in satin, fur, leather. All of it was just slightly wrong. She tried; Bernie really did try; but her true self shone through in her walk. It was clumpy, enthusiastic, a carthorse on platform hooves.


Mac adored her, petty snobbery and all.


‘Cracking vol-au-vents,’ she said. Then, ‘Gerroff, Heinz!’


Mac dragged the dog outside, gave him a talking to and a biscuit.


‘We’re eating in the kitchen?’ Bernie drained her glass. ‘How cosy!’


Marie bristled. Bernie knew they ate in the kitchen because there was no dining room.


Out in Esher, Bernie and her Londoner husband George had a sunken dining area. Shag pile as far as the eye could see. All mod cons; Mac met his first bidet in Bernie’s house. He heard no malice in Bernie’s comment but Marie could be sensitive about the difference in the couples’ lifestyles.


‘How d’you like being a lady of leisure?’ George asked Marie.


‘Wouldn’t call it leisure,’ said Marie.


‘Personally, I don’t like the whole idea of my wife working.’ George put an arm around Bernie. ‘It implies I can’t afford to keep her.’


‘George, she’s a wife, not a pet,’ laughed Marie.


‘You’ll see,’ said Bernie, in the wiser-older-sibling voice that jumped straight onto Marie’s nerves. ‘You’ll love being a housewife when baby comes. You’ll forget you ever wanted to go out to work.’


‘Not me.’ Marie was adamant. About this, about everything. ‘I was built to be out in the world.’


‘She always comes back though.’ Mac said it aloud as much to reassure himself as anything. Sometimes, he felt he would have liked to marry a home-bird like himself, a little hen content to perch beside him in their Sunnyside coop.


‘Remember when you turned up at our door, Marie?’ Bernie smiled, nostalgic. ‘Fresh off the boat.’


‘You make me sound like a waif,’ said Marie. ‘I only stayed with you for a month or so.’


The sisters painted Marie’s decision to leave Ireland very differently. Bernie’s version had little Marie following in her pioneering footsteps; Marie described it as an adventure, the polar opposite of Bernie’s relocation from their parents’ house to George’s house.


‘I couldn’t believe the state of that dump she moved into.’ Bernie rolled her eyes. ‘I sez, are you mad? You’ll be cut into bits and left in a bin bag. But no, off she went.’


‘It was a pleasure having you at ours,’ said George. ‘You brightened up the place no end.’


‘Thanks, Georgie.’ Marie poked Bernie with her foot. ‘Aren’t you relieved I dodged all those Notting Hill murderers?’


‘You wanted to be in the thick of swinging London, and now look at you.’ Bernie spread her hands, the nails long and red. ‘Pregnant in a suburban two-up-two-down.’


Marie went still. Sometimes Bernie’s careless talk cut through. She looked down at her body as if noticing it for the first time in a long time. Nothing swings in Sunnyside, she thought. Except my tent dresses.


‘This is an adventure,’ said Mac, who sometimes felt as if he were tied to a sled careering down an Alp. ‘What could be more adventurous than building a family from scratch?’


‘I’ll buy the cot, no arguments,’ said Bernie. ‘Harrods. Only the best. And it can come and see me when it’s sad. I’ll give it cake and when it’s older I’ll let it smoke.’


‘Bern!’ laughed Mac, scandalized.


‘You bloody won’t,’ said Marie. ‘Let’s have dessert in the garden.’


They stood around in the late, pinky-blue light. Bernie peered at the new fence, its resin seeping out to spoil the blue paintwork. ‘You should build a rockery, Mac. Ours is gorgeous at night with all the lights on.’


‘It’s not Versailles, Bern,’ laughed Mac. ‘We’ve hardly room for the bins.’


Marie flashed him a look that parted his hair.





By midnight Mac and Marie were back in their moonlit winceyette nest, picking over their first dinner party.


The dessert hadn’t panned out.


Everyone was kind about it as they drifted back indoors. George was especially gallant about the runny lemon posset; Bernie’s husband was suave, no other word for it. Black polo-neck. Groomed moustache. Dark hair with a side parting just like those images in barbers’ windows. He referred to Marie and Bernie as ‘the little ladies’, and he liked to keep them happy.


One way to keep Marie happy was never to refer to her as a ‘little lady’, but Bernie didn’t mind; ‘He pays the bills, he can call me what he likes!’ she’d laugh.


‘Saw you having a lovely chat with George,’ said Marie, as she shoved Heinz off the bed. ‘Asking him how life was in plastics.’


‘I never know what to say.’ There was strict division in the sitting room after the meal, with the menfolk on one side of the room, the women on the other. All lit by the demonic glow of the new orange lamps, all sipping terrible coffee. ‘George only talks about manly stuff.’ Mac did a quick impression. It was fond – there was no harm in George – but Mac caught his bluff masculinity perfectly. ‘How’d you get here? Take the A308, did you?’


‘He’s good to my sister,’ said Marie, nestling down, finding her spot against Mac’s side. ‘Did you hear her crack about Sunnyside not having a dining room? She grew up the same as me, stuffed into our little house, no room to swing a kitten let alone a cat.’


Under the bed, Heinz’s ears pricked up; he was on constant lookout for those hairy hooligans.


‘This little house’, said Marie, her voice growing snoozy, ‘is a mansion, boyo. When I compare it to that grotty bedsit you rescued me from…’ She yawned. ‘I never had a bedroom to meself before this house.’


‘Well, not quite to yourself.’ Mac kissed the curler in her fringe.


‘You know what I mean.’ Marie was drifting into sleep, her baby bump a dark hill beneath the bedclothes. ‘I grew up in a house where we all lived on top of one another. I couldn’t breathe sometimes.’


Mac listened to her breathe now, heard her settle, fall into sleep. He stared at her profile, the up-turned nose, and knew she would be amazed to hear how he envied her.


His history was one of echoing rooms, of whispered conversations amid other people’s furniture. Mac was different; his childhood had marked him, whereas Marie had her chaotic, loving family. The Neesons were an open book, perennially short of money, but never lacking noise and laughter and the good-natured teasing common to all happy families.


Mac could not imagine teasing his aunt.


I’m different.


Like a boy grown in a laboratory, Mac keenly felt his otherness. Always, he looked for that moment in the eyes of the people he met – the moment when they realized he was not like them. That he craved their ordinary history. He felt a pang when Marie huffed and puffed about her folks getting on her nerves, wishing he had a family to take for granted.


She stirred a little and did that now, in a drowsy voice. ‘D’you hear Bernie banging on about her new car?’


‘Typical Bern.’


She had landed with a whump on the Dralon sofa that would take the Mactavishes a year to pay off at ninety pence a month, and eulogized about her personalized numberplate. ‘BERN1E. George insisted.’


Marie had said, wry, ‘My Mac insisted on me having a personalized numberplate until I reminded him we don’t have a car.’


They smiled at the memory. Mac said, ‘George was adamant that I’ll be disappointed if we have a girl. Couldn’t convince him otherwise.’


Marie parroted George. ‘You need a boy to carry on the family name.’


‘Nonsense.’ Mac hoped for a girl. A son might expect him to play football, or know about car engines. He had no template for fatherhood, unlike Marie and Bernie, who had grown up in the shade of their giant oak of a father.


Pat Neeson had high expectations of his four children. They must be solid, decent, reliable. In return he was all those things, and more. Six foot three of gentleness, with a ham-sized fist that could crush if it chose, but instead held his family gently. Again Mac’s thoughts turned to his side of the family tree; there was just him and his aunt sitting on their bare bough. Not too close to one another.


She was all he had.


The story of Mac’s parents had hardened into fable. All the details he would ever know he had already been given; his aunt found it difficult to talk about the day she lost both her only sister and her brother-in-law.


Only one photograph of his parents existed – their wartime wedding day. Ed Mactavish spick and span in his army khaki, hair greased, smile wide. A buttonhole carnation frilly on his collar.


And her. Marguerite. My mother. Warm dark eyes in a long face. Mac’s nose. Mac’s smile. His teeth, even. It always pleased him when he stole a look at the framed image to see their shared similarities. As a small child he had tried out names in a whisper as he stroked her flat, sepia cheek. ‘Mum,’ he’d say. ‘Mummy.’ He had never called her either. She had gone before he could talk. The man in the photo was also a stranger to his son. I can tell they loved each other, Mac would think, communing with the photograph. His father’s hand on his mother’s shoulder gave him a deep sensation that twinned love and loss.


He assumed they had, in turn, loved him. Everybody loves their children, thought Mac. Mac’s aunt didn’t furnish this level of detail. She was brisk, dealing with his childish questions the way a post office employee might discuss a missing postal order. He could sniff the unhappiness in her reticence.


Tatty can’t find the words to tell me the whole truth.


His toddler mispronunciation of ‘Auntie’, Tatty’s real name was lost to history, along with the mysterious truth that squatted between them on their leafless branch of the family tree.


This truth murmured to Mac. It reminded him that he was different. He had heard of babies being deprived of oxygen during birth and suffering afterwards. I was deprived of love. With no experience of being parented, would he fall at this vital hurdle?


He dreaded the day Marie would see him holding their child and notice how empty he was, how little he knew about family, how he needed L plates. And she would judge him. And a drop of that love which fuelled Mac through long days at the bank would evaporate.


Mac closed his eyes, but opened them again when he heard a small voice say, into the healing darkness, ‘Darlin’? I’m scared.’


‘My Marie? Scared? Never.’ Mac squeezed his wife, smelled her shampoo smell. ‘What’s scaring you?’


‘The birth.’ Marie shrank into him. ‘The pain.’


‘Why not talk to your mum about it?’ Mac leaned on one elbow, looking down at his wife. ‘Next time you ring her.’


Once a week Marie traipsed to the phone box on the corner with a pile of change. She would return laden with family gossip – colourful stuff that Mac lapped up: her brother had thrown a beetroot at a policeman; the dry cleaner had ruined a good coat; nobody could locate the cat.


‘No point asking Ma.’ Nora Neeson was old-school Catholic; her sex education consisted of vague metaphors. ‘When we got married she told me to grit my teeth on the wedding night. I hadn’t the heart to tell her I tore off your shirt not long after we met.’


Marie turned away, unaware how the gesture hurt Mac. She was standing alone on jagged rocks, unsure where to place her feet. ‘All I know is, it’ll hurt. I can’t face it.’ She felt him lean against her, hold her tight. ‘People say it’s worth it when you hold the baby,’ said Marie, her voice growing so small it was a mouse-squeak. ‘Do you think that’s true?’


‘I’m sure it is,’ said Mac, who wasn’t sure.


‘Easy for you to say,’ grumbled Marie. ‘You got the fun part.’


In the dark, Mac blushed. He had never been around a woman who relished sex so openly. Who ambushed him while he was clambering into his Y-fronts. The Mac reflected in Marie’s eyes was a sexy piece of work; Mac was still getting used to it. ‘If I could give birth for you, love, I would.’


She sat up then, all activity, her usual self. ‘You would, wouldn’t you? I actually believe you.’ Marie laid her hand along the side of his face and just stared at him. ‘Promise me things won’t change,’ she said.


‘Of course they’ll change. We’ll have a baby to look after.’


‘I know, yeah, I don’t mean that. Obviously. I mean, you, me.’ Marie kissed him. ‘This.’


‘Us, you mean? We’ll never change, my little love.’


‘Promise?’


It was the easiest promise Mac ever made.


They settled down again, closer than close. Just one month to their little girl’s arrival, and Mac would like Marie to spend that month swaddled in cotton wool. It was as if a lorry roared towards them.


A lorry, Mac reminded himself, that’ll deliver something wonderful. But a lorry all the same. He marvelled at her, at all women, for heading towards certain pain with courage and a cavalier swagger. As a man who still had nightmares about his ingrowing toenail, he had nothing but admiration for them all, every last tired, swollen-ankled one of them.





Some things in life are reliably unchanging. The prime minister will always over-promise and under-deliver. The British summer will be Arctic or Balearic. Next Door will never crack a smile.


He was a wet weekend made flesh. Mac had given up early on, but Marie persevered. A few weeks after their wedding anniversary, she invited Next Door and his wife in ‘for a cuppa’.


‘My wife?’ He had seemed shocked by the invitation.


‘Would be nice to meet her.’ Marie had seen a shadowy figure behind the neurotically bleached net curtains.


‘My wife is not available for tea.’ Next Door pronounced the word as if Marie had suggested an orgy. ‘And as you well know I never partake of hot drinks before 7pm. When are you due? That baby better not keep me up all night with its crying.’


‘This baby will be impeccably behaved,’ said Marie. ‘I’m not due for another…’ She bent double. She staggered. ‘Mac!’ she screamed.


He came running.





‘It’s a boy.’ The midwife held up a robotic blob, trying out its arms and legs for the first time.


‘It’s our boy,’ gasped Mac.


He was there for the birth; he’d had to argue and cajole, but he took a page from his wife’s book and wouldn’t take no for an answer. So he heard every grunt and saw all the gore, and his hand was squeezed bloodless by Marie.


Everything the midwife did to help seemed to hurt Marie more. She was the centre of the throbbing room, helpless, and powerful. She was too exhausted to hold the baby, the unexpected boy, so Mac held onto him, gobsmacked, terrified, high as a kite.





The boy grew, as boys will. The health visitor measured him weekly, weighed him, and fell victim to his charms, like everyone else.


At nine months old, Dan Mactavish was bonny and golden and happy. As Mac came in from the front garden, he could hear the boy clapping.


‘All right, son?’ he asked, going to the sink to wash the earth from his hands. ‘The wisteria’s taking its time,’ he said to Marie. ‘But that new container of marguerites will be a warm welcome for your family when they get here.’


‘Hmm,’ said Marie. She lowered Dan into the playpen on the lino. Heinz leapt in after him, and the two of them began one of their companionable, interminable games.


‘Lookee here, Marie!’ Mac took down the cruise jar and shook it. ‘Isle of Wight, here we come.’


She didn’t answer. She passed the playpen to open a cupboard, oblivious to Dan reaching up his chubby arms to her.


‘Steady, Heinz!’ laughed Mac as the dog leapt out of the playpen like a racehorse and dropped a squeaky toy at Marie’s feet. He waited, tail wagging, doggy bum in the air, for her to play.


Sighing, not finding what she was after, Marie turned from the cupboard, stepped over the toy and went out to collect the milk bottle on the doorstep.


Mac heard Next Door say a frigid hello; Marie closed the front door halfway through his greeting. The schluf-schluf of slippers on the stairs told Mac she was headed back to bed.





‘How long have we got?’ Bernie stood, jacket still on, hands on hips, looking around at the dishes in the sink, and the crumbs collecting in drifts on the lino.


‘They get here in two hours,’ said Mac. ‘I’ve tried, honest, but Dan needed his lunch and then Heinz had an accident on the carpet and—’


‘Right.’ Bernie rolled up her sleeves. ‘Marie’ll never forgive herself, when she gets back to normal, if the house isn’t shipshape for Ma and Da.’


They often talked of this mythical future when the curse would lift, when Marie would be back to normal.


Bewitched, Sunnyside slumbered under a wicked spell cast by some disgruntled fairy. Like Sleeping Beauty’s castle, the house was surrounded by thorny briars that blocked the sunlight. Within, the family levitated in a fog the colour of coal, which dulled even the misjudged pink of the nursery.


As yet, no prince had arrived to kiss Marie awake; she didn’t allow her husband to come close enough to try.


‘I’m bad at this,’ muttered Bernie, running the vacuum cleaner over Marie’s prized brown and orange carpeting. An army of cleaners dusted Bernie’s nooks and crannies out in Esher; only safeguarding her sister’s good name could make her pull on a pair of yellow Marigolds. ‘Has she been crying?’ she asked over the vacuum’s greedy roar.


‘A bit. Well, a lot. Every day.’


It was a secret, a vice; Marie would turn away, wretched, and shake off Mac’s hand.


‘This morning,’ he said, ‘she told me we were wrong to bring an innocent child into an evil world.’


‘Are you still keeping her away from the six o’clock news?’


‘God, yes. She feels every bit of bad news as if it’s happening to her.’


‘What about the doctor?’


‘The man’s useless,’ said Mac with feeling. ‘I went to see him on my own, like you suggested.’


‘And?’


‘And…’ Mac told Bernie about the GP’s surgery, a chilly room with the air of a headmaster’s office.


Looking over his glasses, the smell of whisky wafting from him, the doctor seemed surprised by the question. ‘You’re here to ask about your wife? Why’re you taking such an interest, Mr Mactavish? It’s women’s business; one can’t get too involved.’


‘Her business,’ said Mac, ‘is my business. I’m worried about her.’


‘Don’t upset yourself. Never heard of the baby blues? The ladies, bless them, can often feel a little down at this time. Giving birth is the crowning glory of their lives, of course, but it’s tiring too. And now she’s running around after your little chap. Bound to be glum now and then.’


‘This isn’t glumness. This isn’t feeling down. She’s depressed, doctor.’


‘She’ll snap out of it. Give her time. Maybe lend a hand around the house now and then, but do not mollycoddle her.’


Hearing this, Bernie’s mouth became a hen’s bottom of disgust. ‘You should have strangled him with his stethoscope.’


They scoured the sink; they scrubbed the table. ‘Getting the house Ma-ready,’ Bernie called it.


When it was time for Dan to eat, he gurgled and kicked in his highchair, anyone’s for a rusk. He was easy-going, one of those dream babies who sleep like a log and eat like a Viking. He was a big hit with the ladies, especially his besotted Auntie Bernie, who kept him supplied with a wardrobe of sailor suits and Harrods bootees. As George joked, Dan dressed like a minor royal from the 1920s.


As she wiped the boy’s chin, Bernie said, unhappily, ‘What frightens me, is how blank our Marie is. She’s always been so interested in everything, in people, and now she’s not even interested in this little fella.’


‘As if,’ said Mac, pausing as he dried a plate, ‘there’s nothing going on inside her at all.’





A floor above them, in the marital bed, a lot was going on inside Marie.


She was terrified.


Of the house, of the baby, of Mac. But most of all of herself.


I’m ruining my milk, she worried. That was today’s ugly thought; every day brought a fresh one. Yesterday she had been unable to take Dan to the Co-op because she kept visualizing a car mounting the pavement and hitting his pushchair. Moments ago, in the kitchen, she had imagined her faithful little Heinz sinking his teeth into the baby’s arm. No matter how she pushed at these thoughts, they got through.


I’m spoiling my milk with all this crying. Laid out flat as a corpse on the bed, tears pooled in Marie’s ears and the creases of her neck. When Mac dared to ask what was wrong, she had no answer. How can I tell him the truth? That I’m not up to this, that Dan deserves better, that the baby’s so-called mother is useless. Pathetic. Not worthy of being alive.


Marie berated herself in a way she would never do to another person. She had no sympathy for herself, only criticisms. Her sore, wobbly body felt like somebody else’s; I shouldn’t be here, she told herself as she listened to the people she loved most move about the kitchen, taking care of her house. They’d all be better off without me.


Bernie was at the bedroom door and Marie dried her tears, brutally, with a fist.


‘C’mon, sis, get dressed,’ said Bernie, with that fake jauntiness Marie had come to expect. ‘They’ll be here any minute.’


‘Nothing fits,’ said Marie. She and her body were estranged; it didn’t make sense to her. And it ached.


Downstairs, Mac put away the tea towel and caught Dan’s eye.


The child hooted.


‘C’mere, you.’ Mac bent to pick him up, and walked him, jiggling all the while, around the ground floor. ‘Wouldn’t Mummy laugh if she saw me in this frilly apron?’ Mac was fibbing to his son; the old version of Mummy would laugh, but there were no jokes in the cursed castle. No tellings off, either; Mac was free to put his mug directly on the glass coffee table and he hated it.


There was no delight in Marie for the home they had put together so carefully. She had barely registered the new wisteria, half-listening when Mac admitted that, yes, for now, it looked like a dead twig, but it would eventually grow into a chocolate box riot of purple, with blooms dripping from the boxy white front of Sunnyside.


‘These ornaments are your mummy’s pride and joy.’ Mac couldn’t see the appeal of the porcelain dancing ladies but Marie – the old Marie, Marie #1 – adored them. ‘Ooh, careful!’ Dan’s chubby fingers reached out and almost toppled a frame.


When Marie had realized Mac owned only one photograph of his parents, she bought an elaborate brass frame and set the wedding portrait front and centre on the mantelpiece over the gas fire.


‘That’s my mummy and daddy, so they’re your grandparents, Dan. They’ll never meet you but I happen to know they’d love you very much. Nearly as much as me and Mummy love you. Oh look, here’s Mummy now.’


Passing through in a shirtdress, its buttons straining and accessorised, as ever, with slippers, Marie barely glanced at them.


Returning to the photograph, Mac schooled his son. ‘See the uniform? Your granddad fought in the war, to keep us all safe. He was called Ed and she was Marguerite. Like the flowers outside.’ He searched daily in Dan’s face to find a resemblance to either of his parents, but Dan was a Neeson through and through. A rakish red-gold quiff bounced over bonny hamster cheeks pink with health, and his blue eyes shone like enamelled buttons.


They wandered to the kitchen, where the radio had been switched on. Loud. Marie stood, arms folded about herself like a straitjacket, gazing out at the garden with a cigarette dying between her fingers, as Michael Jackson, his young voice high and fluting, filled the room.


‘It’s time for Dan’s nap.’ Mac held him out to Marie, the child’s legs cycling in mid-air. ‘Want to…?’


Stubbing out the cigarette to take him, Marie put Dan down in the pink back room. Mac had formally apologized to the baby about the lack of blue when they brought him home from hospital. She tucked him in, smoothed Dan’s hair. Efficient. Careful. But mechanical.


Ever amenable, Dan the perfect baby – ‘Takes after me,’ Bernie liked to say – fell asleep without kerfuffle, mouth open, lashes a-tremble, spatchcocked in his Harrods cot.





The house was silent, Sunday-quiet and stagnant. That wicked fairy really knew her stuff. Mac could practically hear the briars creaking and growing.


But suddenly! Noise, movement, squeals of greeting, and the Neesons were there. A travelling block of Good Times. The doorbell made Marie shrink. The other Marie would belt through the house to greet a visitor, but this one felt the tight elastic band inside her pull even more taut. Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry, she whispered her desperate mantra. For some reason it was vital that nobody know about her agony; they’ll shun me, they’ll hate me, she thought. They could never, however hard they tried, match the hate Marie felt for herself.


She saw the drained woman reflected in the kitchen window and wondered who on earth it was.


I am you, it told her, and she could barely believe it.


Out in the hall, tiny, bird-like matriarch Nora kicked off her good shoes. ‘Me feet are killin’ me!’ she told Mac as she hugged him much harder than those sparrow arms would suggest. ‘Are you getting more handsome?’ she asked him as she pulled his cheek.


The rooms were suddenly full of humans. It was more of an invasion than a visit. The fridge was opened, cases set down anyhow. Mac was dazed, Heinz was ecstatic, and Marie’s torpor went unnoticed alongside the incomers’ abundance of energy.


‘You’ve shot up, Adrian!’ Mac told his wife’s brother. Twelve years old, he was a foal, all arms and legs. ‘And Bridget, good to see you.’ It wasn’t that good to see Bridget; she was the human equivalent of a bottle of vinegar.


The television was switched on – Are You Being Served? blared out – and the lava lamp was knocked over and tea was requested, nay begged for.


When will they notice? wondered Mac, as the Neesons milled in and out and around and about. When would they spot Marie as an impostor, a perfect facsimile with all the spirit sucked out?





Nora Neeson colonized the kitchen. Enormous amounts of food appeared from thin air. Mac sat back from his plate, full as a foie gras goose. Somehow, chairs were found – or approximated; Adrian sat on an upturned bucket – and space was made and they all fitted around the Formica-topped table.


‘Another baked apple, Tatty?’ Nora held up the dish and winked. ‘Sure, they’re small.’


‘I’ve had sufficient, thank you.’ Press-ganged into attending – the Neesons didn’t take no for an answer when it came to hospitality – Tatty laid her spoon across her plate. She ate sparingly, still trapped in wartime austerity. The teasing to-and-fro of the table baffled her, and Nora’s kind insistence that they include her was misguided; Tatty would rather be at home.


Pat was sitting back, dwarfing the spindly kitchen chair, as he gamely tried to engage Tatty in small talk. A big man with a leonine head of greying hair, his tum was testament to Nora’s ideas of nutrition. His voice was naturally loud but Mac had never heard it raised in anger. A real lady, that was how Pat described Tatty, and now the real lady hid her keenness to be away with a mantle of good manners.


Not so George, who was on his feet, jangling his keys.


Nora was disappointed. ‘Ah, no, you’re not going, Georgie?’


‘I bloody am, Nora,’ he said, and she cracked up with cheerful shock. ‘You lot drive me bonkers.’


Pat, putting the last baked apple out of its misery, said, ‘Yer man makes a good point.’


‘Pop up and say goodnight to little Dan,’ said Nora. ‘He went to sleep like a lamb, he did.’


‘But I see him all the time,’ said George.


‘He’s just a baby,’ groused Adrian. ‘He looks like every other baby.’


‘Whisht, you heathen,’ said Nora.


‘Any idea where that wifey of mine has got to?’ George said.


‘I’ll winkle her out.’ Mac was glad to escape the heat of the kitchen.


In the hall, he heard the twitter of sisterly gossip, and followed it upstairs. Through the crack in the door he saw the three Neeson girls – Marie, Bernie and Bridget – sitting close together on the side of the master bed, ruffling the Terylene valance.


Bridget was pious, old-fashioned; behind her back Bernie described her as ‘practically a nun’. Her navy twinset was a drab counterpoint to Bernie’s Lurex halterneck. They sat either side of Marie, who stared at the floorboards.


‘Snap out of it,’ Bridget was saying.


Mac flattened himself against the wall and heard Bernie, fiery and protective. ‘She would if she could, you massive eejit!’


‘Don’t you eejit me,’ said Bridget.


‘This isn’t a mood, Bridget. Marie is sick.’


‘Hmm.’


‘Take that hmm back. I know what your bloody hmms mean, Bridget Neeson!’


Nothing from Marie, noted Mac. As usual. He had hoped she might respond to her sisters. Once upon a time, he thought, we discussed every last little thing. It was only a few months ago, but it felt like a different life. He flinched at the fear that they had lost their rapport, that it wasn’t just dormant, but had melted completely away.


Bridget was pontificating. ‘Ma had four kids, and she never wallowed like this.’


Then Marie did say something. ‘But Ma’s…’


Say it, urged Mac, his back against the still-unpapered landing wall. Tell them your ma’s stronger than you, that you need help!


There was silence, broken by Bernie, both triumphant and annoyed. ‘Well done, Bridget. You’ve made her cry.’


Marie spoke. Tears clogged the words she released one at a time, reluctantly. ‘I need to sleep but I can’t sleep because I watch Dan all night – all night – in case he stops breathing.’


‘But he—’ began Bridget.


Marie carried on, in the same biting monotone. ‘I don’t know how to look after him. Mac does most of it. I’m so tired and I’m so… I’m a very bad person and I shouldn’t have all this.’


‘All what?’ asked Bernie.


‘This!’ Marie was struggling to make herself understood. ‘This this this! The house, the love, Mac, Dan! I don’t deserve it.’


‘You’re doing great.’ Bernie sounded strained.


‘To be honest,’ said Bridget, ‘she could do better.’


In Mac went, unable to take any more. He was hale and hearty. ‘Bernie, your chauffeur’s getting impatient, love.’


The trio was broken up. Bernie raced off on her stacked heels and Bridget padded away in her soft-soled slip-ons.


‘Marie…’ he said.


She bowed her head. ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Just don’t.’ Her language was fierce but she was not. She was listless, hollowed out. ‘You’d be better off without me. You know that.’


‘Don’t talk this way. Please.’ Mac felt as if one hand were tied behind his back. He knew, from recent history, that if he pressed her, she would begin to shake and cry.


‘I need…’ She lay back and closed her eyes. ‘I need to not be here, Mac.’


He closed the door on her, bewildered, impotent.


The Mercedes purred at the kerb. Mac shut the door on Bernie, who was settling herself on the butter-soft leather seating.


‘Mac, don’t you let our Bridget bully Marie. She’s always had a stick up her arse, that one.’


Wincing, George put the car into gear. ‘Good luck, mate. You’re a brave man to take on the Neesons en masse. Oh, hang about.’ The parking brake went on. ‘I almost forgot. Did you get that promotion you were so confident about?’


‘Nah.’ Mac rammed his hands into his pockets. He could feel Next Door’s eyes boring into his back through the net curtains.


‘Shame,’ said George. ‘Next time, eh?’


Mac waved them off, but stayed put, reliving the humiliation of being leapfrogged by a junior colleague.


The manager had been frank. ‘I’m surprised you even applied, Mactavish. You take all your annual leave in one go after your son is born, despite my protests. Then there’s sick leave here, and coming in late there…’


They both knew Mac was fit as a fiddle and never needed sick leave. There seemed no way for him to explain, in that airless office, about how he had to stay at home to ensure his baby boy was washed, fed, held.


‘Sometimes I suspect your heart’s not in the bank.’


Mac had protested, but secretly he wondered if anybody’s heart could be in mortgages and standing orders. My heart’s in Sunnyside, with Marie and Dan.


Oh, and puffins of course.


Marie, Dan, puffins.





When Mac dashed home in his lunch hour, Adrian had just left Sunnyside in Bridget’s care to ‘do’ the sights of London. Mac pitied him; the boy was excited to see Piccadilly Circus, but Mac knew Bridget’s itinerary was heavy on cathedrals.


From the kitchen, he heard Pat serenading Nora with ‘Danny Boy’, his party piece; every self-respecting Irish Da had a party piece. Mac stole a look at Dan in his cot. Just that morning he had seen a property developer look at a pile of cash the way he looked at Dan. As if he were treasure.


Downstairs, he got no greeting from Marie, who hid her silence in Nora’s non-stop chatter. He kissed the back of his wife’s head. She didn’t register it.





Don’t touch me, Marie was thinking. I’ll infect you. The gothic drama within her was at odds with the sunlit kitchen, the romper suits drying on the radiator. Sometimes she felt the paradox would blow her apart.


‘Sandwich, Mac?’ From Nora this was less of a question, more of an order. ‘I was just saying to Marie, good thing she gave up the ould hairdressing. She can’t work and take care of Dan.’


Marie spoke. ‘I didn’t give it up, Ma. It gave me up. I had morning sickness, day after day. I had to lie down out the back. I was useless. They had to let me go.’


Pat said, ‘Terrible shame, when you worked so hard to get that apprenticeship.’


‘She’s going back, though,’ said Mac. ‘Just as soon as we work out some childcare.’


Nora said nothing. But she said it very loudly.


Genial and optimistic as ever, Pat said, ‘Vital Sassoon might let you pick up where you left off.’


Marie picked at the corner of a table mat. ‘My manager rang last week. Offered me exactly that.’


Startled, Mac said, ‘Why didn’t you tell me, love? We’ll break out the Asti Spumante tonight.’


‘I turned it down.’ Marie’s eyes were dull, as if that wicked fairy had pulled some lever within her, and turned off the juice.


‘You didn’t!’ Mac regretted saying that so passionately; this post-natal Marie was fragile, peculiar. ‘Perhaps we can get back to him.’


‘I told him to stick it.’ Marie’s half-laugh was a horrible sound. She cocked her head. ‘Is that Dan crying?’ She left the room. Schluf-schluf.


Nora’s face closed up, and she tied a hangman’s knot in her headscarf. ‘We’re out of milk,’ she said, and left the house.


Pat laid a heavy paw on Mac’s shoulder. ‘My poor girl, Mac. She’s not herself, is she?’


The sympathy felt like honey to Mac. Honey, sunshine, velvet cat fur; all the good things. He got lonely in the enchanted castle. ‘Something’s gone awry, deep inside, but don’t worry, Pat, I’ll look after her.’


‘I know that, son.’


Nobody had ever called Mac that before. When he could speak again, he said, ‘If this were World War One, I’d carry her off the battlefield on my back. But I don’t know what to do, other than wait.’


Lowering his voice, Pat said, ‘Her ma was the same after our Bridget.’ He put a finger to his lips when Mac drew a sharp breath, and sent a paranoid glance at the door, as if Nora might burst through it with a machine gun. ‘Babies didn’t happen easily for us. She’ll never talk about it, but Nora was just like Marie. Dead inside. Thought I’d lost her. Then, one day, she turned a corner and started to swim back to me.’ Pat slapped Mac on the back, winding him. ‘So stick it out, Mac. Marie’s still in there somewhere.’ He rubbed his hands together in a signal Mac understood.


This man-to-man interlude is over.


‘I’ll walk you back to the bank,’ said Pat. ‘Might squeeze in a crafty half-pint on the way back, eh?’


They’d reached the corner when they heard the shrieks. They turned to see Marie on her knees, holding a bundle up over her head like a sacrifice.


‘Mother of God, is that the baby?’ Pat began to run.


‘He’s choking! He’s choking!’ Marie screamed like a banshee. ‘Help me! Help! He’s dying!’


Mac got to her just before she collapsed on the dirty pavement, her limbs puddling.


He snatched the bundle and scrabbled at the blanket over the baby’s face.


‘Is he breathing?’ Pat had caught up.


A passer-by stopped. The lady from the house opposite shouted that she’d dialled 999.


‘No, don’t, he’s fine.’ Mac held Dan’s face to his and heard him cough. ‘False alarm.’


Next Door lingered when the other onlookers went about their business. He and the myriad gnomes in his front garden watched Mac and Pat gently coax Marie up from the ground and support her indoors.


A few minutes later, he could be heard telling his fellow customers in the newsagents that ‘her from Sunnyside has gone doolally’.





The house was theirs again. No sudden renditions of ‘Danny Boy’. No sightings of Bridget in her curlers.


Mac felt the responsibility of his situation as he trudged home from work. He was once again alone at the helm.


His key in the door no longer brought Marie. It did bring Heinz, who had one of Mac’s shoes in his teeth.


‘Gee thanks,’ he muttered.


She was at the sink, turned away.


‘All right, love?’ he said cautiously, taking off his jacket, undoing his tie. Something about the set of her shoulders made him pause. They’re not up around her ears.


She turned. Perhaps it was the eye contact that gave him courage; Marie hadn’t looked him squarely in the eye for an age. It was a chink of daylight in the pitch-black of the briars.


‘Know what I was thinking about today?’ he said.


She shrugged.


But she’s still looking at me.


‘I was thinking about the night you and I met.’


Is that a smile?





Mac was no good at parties. For one thing, they tended to be full of women, and he was even worse at them.


Pleased with his psychedelic shirt when he left the house, it seemed to fall out of fashion the moment he reached the basement in Notting Hill. Grabbing a beer – he didn’t like beer – he began a tour of various walls. First, he stood against the kitchen wall, then graduated to the wall by the coat stand, ending up trapped in a corner of the sitting room. Just him and Che Guevara; the peeling poster hid a damp patch.


He had noticed her earlier and now he saw her again, dancing as if somebody had electrocuted her, in a ruffled minidress and shiny white boots. She’s so small, he thought. It was like watching a supernova erupt; her energy made its own energy. In the dim light Mac couldn’t even make out if the girl was pretty or not.


She doesn’t need to be. The little powerhouse made her own rules; he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He drank the beer. He was elbowed and trodden on. A man with a beard offered him a spliff. Mac declined; the man looked at him with pity.


Time to leave.


‘Oi,’ said the girl, who had snuck up on him somehow. ‘Do me a favour?’


An accent, he thought, at the same time as he thought, Oh Christ an actual woman is talking to me. ‘Yeah, sure, if I can.’


‘Me ex is here tonight and he’s a monster,’ said the girl. She talked fast, leaning in, looking up at him through spidery false lashes. ‘He’s desperate to get me back.’


‘Um, yeah, and?’


‘And if you pretend to be my date then he’ll get the message.’


Slightly anxious as to this boyfriend’s dimensions, Mac knew manna from Heaven when he saw it. ‘Sure.’ He smiled. ‘I’m Mac,’ he said.


‘I’m Marie,’ she said.


She made him dance with her. He discovered he could do it without hurting himself or anybody else. He discovered he enjoyed it. They both got tipsy. She sent her girl chum home. He wondered how to ask her for her number.


‘This boyfriend – did you break his heart?’


‘Me? Of course not.’ Marie winked and Mac felt his whole body tingle.


‘Oh God, he’s coming over.’ Marie stood on tiptoes; her breath smelled of wine. ‘Quick, kiss me and make it look good.’


Her hands were in his hair and suddenly his arms snaked tight around her. The party shrank to where their lips met. He picked her up and she squealed against his teeth. The kiss went on for quite some time.


‘Good enough?’ he panted.


‘I think it did the trick,’ she said.





‘Remember that kiss?’ Mac said to the same girl, only three years older but with all her internal lights switched off. ‘It was like coming home. I was excited, off my head, but calm at the same time. I fell in love with you right then, no ifs or buts, like falling off a cliff only to find the sea is made of mattresses. I can’t thank that ex-boyfriend enough; he made my life happen.’


Marie looked at him, studying him. Eventually she said – and the voice was Marie’s voice – ‘Jaysus, boyo, you don’t still believe he existed, do you?’


And then she laughed.





It wasn’t that simple; nothing is. But it was a start. Slowly the curse waned and the briars fell away and Marie slipped into clogs instead of slippers and she took pleasure in Dan and she click-clacked to the door the second she heard Mac’s key.


He didn’t know where she had been; he was just glad she was back. There would be no more babies, they said. Just in case.


Marie didn’t look behind her. Who would want to examine such a hard and stony road? She went, as was her habit, full pelt ahead, grateful for being grateful. She didn’t share her terror that she might be dumped on that road again. She put her best foot forward. In a clog.


She shook the jar and asked him to guess how much money was in it. ‘This time we’ll plan a proper cruise, with a fancy cabin and games on deck and all that sort of thing.’


The future was back, and they linked arms and stepped into it together, Dan in their arms.
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