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PROLOGUE

      
      

        
Shortly we will be landing at Los Angeles International Airport. Please ensure that your seat is in the upright position, that you weigh less than a hundred pounds, and that you have excellent teeth.


      








    

      

        
        
CHAPTER ONE

      


      

        

I'D ALWAYS LIVED a fairly blameless life. Up until the day I left my husband and then ran away to Hollywood, I'd hardly ever put a foot wrong. Not one that many people knew about, anyway. So when, out of the blue, everything just disintegrated like wet paper, I couldn't shake a wormy suspicion that this was long overdue. All that clean living simply isn't natural.

        
Of course, I didn't just wake up one morning and skip the country, leaving my poor sleepy fool of a husband wondering what that envelope on his pillow was. I'm making it sound much more dramatic than it actually was, which is strange because I never used to have a penchant for dramatics. Or a penchant for words like penchant, for that matter.

        
But ever since the business with the rabbits, and possibly even before that, things with Garv had been uncomfortable and weird. Then we'd suffered a couple of what we'd chosen to call setbacks. But instead of making our marriage strongeras always seemed to happen to the other luckier setback souls who popped up in my mother's women's magazinesour particular brand of setbacks performed exactly as advertised. They set us back. They wedged themselves between Garv and me and alienated us from each other. Though he never said anything, I knew Garv blamed me.

        
And that was okay, because I blamed me too.

        


        

          His name is actually Paul Garvan, but when I first got to know him we were both teenagers and nobody called anybody by their proper names. Micko and Macker and Toolser and You big shithead were some of the things our peers were known as. He was Garv, it's all I've ever known him as, and I only call him Paul when I'm extremely pissed off at him. Likewise, my name is Margaret but he calls me Maggie except when I borrow his car and scrape the side against the pillar in the multistory parking garage. (Something that occurs more regularly than you might think.)

        
I was twenty-four and he was twenty-five when we got married. He'd been my first boyfriend, as my poor mother never tires of telling people. She reckons it demonstrates what a nice girl I was, who never did any of that nasty sleeping-around business. (The only one of her five daughters who didn't, who could blame her for parading my suspected virtue?) But what she conveniently omits to mention when she's making her proud boast is that Garv might have been my first boyfriend but he wasn't my only one.

        
However.

        
We'd been married for nine years and it would be hard to say exactly when I'd started to fantasize about it ending. Not, let me tell you, because I wanted it to be over. But because I thought that if I imagined the worst possible scenario, it would somehow be insurance against its actually happening. However, instead of ensuring against it, it conjured the whole bloody thing into existence. Which just goes to show.

        
The end came with surprising suddenness. One minute my marriage was a going concerneven if I was doing strange stuff, like drinking my contact lensesthe next minute it was entirely finito. Which caught me badly off guard, as I'd always thought there was a regulation period of crockery-throwing and name-calling before the white flag could be waved. But everything caved in without a single cross word being exchanged, and I simply wasn't prepared for it.

        

          God knows, I should have been. A few nights previously, I'd woken in the darkness for a good worry. Something I often did, usually fretting about work and money. You know, the usual. Having too much of one and not enough of the other. But recentlyprobably longer than recently, actuallyI'd been worrying about me and Garv instead. Would things ever get better? Were they better already and I just wasn't seeing it?

        
Most nights I didn't come to any conclusions and lapsed back into an unreassured sleep. But this time I was afflicted with sudden, unwelcome X-ray vision. I could see straight through the padding of the daily routine, the private language and the shared past, right into the heart of me and Garv, into all that had happened over the last while. Everything was stripped away and I had a horrible, too-clear thought: We're in big trouble here.

        
It literally made me cold. All the little hairs on my skin lifted and a chill settled somewhere between my ribs. Terrified, I tried to cheer myself up by having a little fret about the amount of work I'd have to do the following day, but no dice. So then I reminded myself that my parents were getting older and that I'd be the one who'd have to take care of them, and tried to scare myself with that instead.

        
After a while I went back to sleep, scratched my right arm raw, ground my teeth with gusto, awoke to the familiar sensation of a mouth coated with bits of grit, and carried on as usual.

        


        
I was to remember that We're in big trouble here when it transpired that we actually were.

        
On the evening in question, we were supposed to be going out for dinner with Elaine and Liam, friends of Garv. And who knows, if Liam's new flat-screen television hadn't fallen off the wall and onto his foot, breaking his big toe in the process, so that I'd gone out instead of going home, maybe Garv and I would never have split up?

        
The irony is, I was praying that Elaine and Liam would cancel. The chances were goodthe last three times we were supposed to meet, it hadn't happened. The first time Garv and I had bowed out because we were getting our new kitchen table delivered. (No, of course it didn't come.) The next time, Elainewho's some bigwig in pensionshad to drive to Sligo to lay off a load of people. (The new Jag arrived just in time!) Then, the last time, I'd managed to come up with some spurious excuse that Garv had agreed with all too readily. This time it was their call.

        
Not that I didn't like them. Well, actually I didn't. Like I said, she's a bigwig in pensions and he's a stockbroker. They're good-looking, earn tons of money, and are unkind to waiters. They're the sort of people who always seem to be getting new cars and going on vacation.

        
Most of Garv's mates were lovely, but Liam was a glaring exception: the problem was that Garv was one of those types who went around seeing the good in peoplemost people, anyway. This is a great quality in theory, and I'd no objection to his seeing the good in people I liked myself, but it was a bit of a pain when he persisted with the ones I didn't. He and Liam had been friends since junior high school in the days when Liam had been a lot nicer and, even though Garv had tried very hard for my sake, he'd been unable to shake his residual affection for him.

        
But even Garv agreed that Elaine was terrifying. She-spokerealfast. Firingquestionsfromamachinemouth. How's-work? Whenareyougetting promoted? Her dynamic glamour reduced me to stammering inadequacy, and by the time I'd cobbled together an answer, she'd have lost interest and moved on.

        
But even if I had liked Liam and Elaine, I still wouldn't have wanted to go out that particular nightputting on a big fat happy head is that much harder if you've an audience. Also there was a pile of scary manila envelopes to be dealt with at home. (Plus two soaps eager to tend to my needs and a couch that couldn't do enough for me.) Time was too precious to waste an entire evening out enjoying myself.

        
And I was so tired. My worklike most people's, I would imaginewas very demanding. I guess the clue is in the word: work. Otherwise they might call it flat on your back on a beach chair or having a deep-tissue massage.

        
I worked in a legal firm that had a lot of dealings with the U.S. Specifically, entertainment law. (After we'd gotten married, Garv, on account of his general fabulousness, had been sent for five years to his company's Chicago office. I'd worked for one of the big legal firms there, so when we'd returned to Ireland three years ago, I'd claimed to be well versed in U.S. entertainment law. The kicker was that even though I'd done night classes and gotten some qualifications in Chicago, I wasn't a proper lawyer. Which meant I got tons of the work, most of the abuse, and only a fraction of the moola. I was more of an interpreter, I suppose; a clause that meant one thing in Ireland could mean something different in the states, so I translated U.S. contracts into Irish law and drafted contracts that shouldhopefullystand in both jurisdictions.)

        
I lived in vague but constant fear. Sometimes I had dreams that I'd left out a vital clause and my firm got sued for four trillion dollars, which they deducted from my wages at the rate of seven pounds fifty a week and I had to work there for all eternity paying it back. Sometimes, in those dreams, all my teeth fell out as well. Other times, I'm sitting in the office and I look down to find that I'm naked and that I need to get up and use the photocopier.

        


        
Anyway, the day the balloon went up, I was very busy. So busy that my new fitness regime had gone by the board. I'd recently realized that biting my nails was the only exercise I was getting, so I'd hatched a cunning plan: rather than call Sandra, my assistant, to come and collect my dictaphone tapes, I'd walk the twenty yards to her office and hand-deliver them instead. But no time for such self-indulgence that particular day. A deal with a film studio was about to fall apart, and if the contract wasn't finalized that week, the actor who'd attached himself to the project was going to walk.

        

          (For a minute there my job almost sounded glamorous. Take my word for it, it was as glamorous as a cold sore. Even the occasional business lunches at expensive restaurants weren't all that. I could never truly relax; the client always asked a question requiring a long and detailed answer just after I'd put a forkful of food into my mouth.)

        
The scriptwritermy clientwas desperate to get the contract all sorted out so that he could get his fee and his family could eat. (And his father might finally be proud of him, but I digress.) The U.S. lawyers had come to work at three in the morning, their time, in order to try and close the deal, and all day E-mails and phone calls zipped back and forth. Late in the day we dotted the final i and crossed the final t, and even though I was wrecked, I felt light and happy.

        
Then I remembered that we were supposed to be going out with Liam and Elaine that evening and a cloud passed over the sun. It wasn't so bad, I consoled myself; at least I'd get a nice dinner out of itthey were fond of fancy restaurants. But God, I was exhausted. If only it was our turn to cancel!

        
And then, just when it seemed that we were beyond all hope, the call came.

        
Liam's broken his toe, Garv said. His new flat-screen telly fell on it. (Liam and Elaine had every consumer durable known to manand I stress man, not woman. Give me a cell phone and a curling iron and I'm happy. But Garv, being a man, yearned after digital this and Bang & Olufsen that.) So tonight's off.

        
Great! I exclaimed. Then I remembered myself: Well, not great for him and his toe, but I've had a tough day and

        
It's okay, Garv said. I didn't want to go either. I was just about to call them and pretend our house had been burned down or something.

        
Dandy. Well, see you back at the ranch.

        
What'll we do about food? Should I pick up something?

        
No, you did it last night. I'll do it.

        

          I had launched into an orgy of switching stuff off when someone said, Going home, Maggie? It was my boss, Frances, and her already? might have been silent, but I still heard it.

        
That's right. Lest there be any confusion. Going home. Polite but firm. Trying to keep my prone-to-quaver-under-pressure voice free of telltale traces of fear.

        
Is that contract ready for tomorrow morning's meeting?

        
Yes, I said. No, actually it wasn't. She was talking about yet another contract, one I hadn't even started on. There was no point whining to Frances that all day I'd been frantically sewing up a great deal. She was an berachiever, well on her way to being made a partner, and she'd made hard work into a performance art. She rarely left the office, and popular opinion (not that she was popular, of course) had it that she slept under her desk and washedlike a bag ladyin the staff toilets.

        
Can I take a quick look?

        
It's not really laid out properly yet, I said awkwardly. I'd rather wait until it's all done before I show you.

        
She gave me a watchful, too-long look. Make sure it's on my desk by nine-thirty.

        
Right! But the good spirits engendered by being let off the hook for the evening had all leached away. As she hammered her heels back to her office I looked appraisingly at the computer I'd just switched off. Should I stay and do a couple of hours on it then and there? But I couldn't. I was all out. Of enthusiasm, of work ethic, of whatever. Instead I'd come in very early tomorrow and do it then.

        


        
I hadn't eaten much all day. At lunchtime, instead of stopping work, I'd foraged in my desk drawer for a half-eaten Mars bar that I'd vaguely remembered abandoning some days earlier. To my delight I found it. I brushed off the worst of the fluff and paper clips and, I must say, it was delicious.

        
So as I drove home I was hungry and I knew there would be nothing in the house. Food was a big problem for Garv and me. We subsisted, like most people we knew, on microwaved stuff, takeout, and meals out. Now and againat least, before things had gone weird on uswhen we'd cleared our backlog of ordinary worries, we'd spend a bit of time worrying that we weren't getting enough vitamins. So we'd vow to embrace a new, healthier way and buy a jar of multivitamins, which we'd take for a day or so, then forget about. Or else we'd go on a mad splurge in the supermarket, pulling our arms out of their scurvied sockets lugging home heads of broccoli, suspiciously orange carrots, and enough apples to feed a family of eight for a week.

        
Our health is our wealth, we'd say, as pleased as punch, because it seemed that buying raw foodstuffs was an effective thing to do in itself. It was only when it became clear that the food had to be eaten that the trouble would begin.

        
Immediately, events always set about conspiring to thwart our cooking plans: we'd have to work late or go out for someone's birthday. The ensuing week was usually spent in edgy awareness of all the fresh fruits and vegetables clamoring for our attention.

        
We could hardly bear to go into the kitchen. Visions of cauliflower and grapes constantly hovered in the corner of our consciousness, so that we were never truly at peace. Slowly, day by day, as the food went bad, we'd furtively throw it out, never acknowledging to each other what we were doing. And only when the final kiwi had been bounced off the inside of the trash can did the black shadow lift and we could relax again.

        
Give me a frozen pizza anytime, far less stressful.

        
Which is precisely what I bought for that evening's meal. I ran into the grocery store and flung a couple of pizzas and some breakfast cereals into a basket.

        
And then fate intervened.

        
I can go without chocolate for weeks at a time. Okay, days. But once I have a bit I want more, and the fluff-covered lunchtime Mars bar had roused the hungry beast. So when I saw the boxes of handmade truffles in a chilled compartment, I decided in a mad splurge of go-on-you-devil justification to buy myself one.

        
Who knows what would have happened if I hadn't? Did something as benign as a box of chocolates alter the entire course of my life?

        


        
Garv was already home and we greeted each other a little warily. We hadn't expected that this evening would be just the two of us; we'd been kind of depending on Liam and Elaine to dilute the funny atmosphere between us.

        
You just missed Donna, he said. She'll call you at work tomorrow.

        
So what's the latest? Donna had a messy, high-concept love life and, as one of her best friends, I felt it was my duty to provide advice. But she often consulted Garv to get what she called the male perspective, and he was so helpful that she'd rechristened him Dr. Love.

        
Robbie wants her to stop shaving under her arms. Says he thinks it's sexy, but she's afraid she'll look like a gorilla.

        
So what did you advise?

        
That there's nothing wrong with women having hair

        
Right on, sister.

        
but that if she really doesn't want it, she should say that she'll stop shaving under her arms if he'll start wearing girls' panties. What's good for the goose and all that.

        
You're a genius, you really are.

        
Thanks.

        
Garv pulled off his tie, flung it over the back of a chair, then raked his fingers through his hair, shaking away the vestiges of his work persona. For the office his hair was Ivy League neat: sleeked back off his face and shorn close at the neck, but off duty, it flopped down over his forehead.

        
There are some men who are so good-looking that meeting them is like being hit on the head with a mallet. Garv isn't one of them; he's more the sort of man you could see day in, day out, for twenty years, then just wake up one morning and think, God, he's nice, how come I never noticed him before now?

        
His most obvious attraction was his height. But I was tall too, so I'd never gone around saying, Ooh, look at how he towers over me! All the same, I was able to wear heels with him, which I appreciatedmy sister Claire had been married to a man who was the same height as she was so she had to wear flats in order that he not feel inadequate. And she really loves shoes.

        
But then Claire's husband had an affair and left her, so everything works out for the best in the end, I suppose.

        
How was work? Garv asked.

        
Mostly awful. How was yours?

        
Bad for most of the day. I had a nice ten minutes between four-fifteen and four twenty-five when I stood on the fire escape and pretended I still smoked.

        
Garv works as an actuary, which makes him a cheap target for accusations of being boringand on first meeting him you might confuse his quietness with dullness. But in my opinion it's a mistake to equate number crunching with being boring; one of the most boring men I ever met was this idiot novelist boyfriend of Donna's. We went out for dinner one night and he BORED us into the ground. Loudly monologuing about other writers and what overpaid, meretricious bastards they were; then he began questioning me about how I'd felt about something or other, probing and delving with the intimacy of a gynecologist. How did you feel? Sad? Can you be more specific? Heartbroken? Now we're getting someplace. Then he hurried to the men's room and I just knew that he was writing everything I'd said into a notebook, to use in his novel.

        
You're not to be jealous about Liam's flat-screen telly, I said to Garv, happy to pretend that his subdued mood was on account of his mate having more consumer durables than he did. Did it attack him? It might have to be put down.

        

          Ah. Garv shrugged the way he always does when he's bothered. I'm not bothered.

        
(Though happy to discuss Donna's problems with her, you'll note his reluctance to talk about his own feelings, even when they're only about a telly.)

        
But do you know how much it cost? he blurted out.

        
Of course I knew. Every time I went into town with Garv we had to stop at the electronics department in Brown Thomas and stand before said telly, admiring it in all its twelve thousand pounds' worth of glory. Though Garv was well paid, he didn't earn anything like Liam's telephone-number chunk. And between our high mortgage, the cost of running two cars, Garv's addiction to CDs, and my addiction to face creams and handbags, funds just didn't run to flat screens.

        
Cheer up, it probably broke when it fell off the wall. And one day soon you'll be able to afford one of your own.

        
Do you think?

        
Sure I do. As soon as we finish furnishing the house.

        
This seemed to do the trick. With a slight spring in his step, he helped unload the shopping. And that was when it happened.

        
He lifted out my box of go-on-you-devil truffles and exclaimed, Hey, look! His eyes were asparkle. Those chocolates again. Are they following us?

        
I looked at him, looked at the box, then back at him. I hadn't a clue as to what he was talking about.

        
You know, he insisted skittishly. The same ones we had when

        
He stopped abruptly. My brow furrowed with curiosity, I stared at him. He stared back at me and, quite suddenly, several things occurred at once. The playful light in his eyes exited, to be replaced with an expression of fear. Horror, even. And before the thoughts had even formed themselves into any order in my consciousness, I knew. He was talking about someone else, an intimate moment shared with a woman other than me. And the moment had been recently.

        
I felt as if I was falling, that I would go on falling forever. Then, abruptly, I made myself stop. And I knew something else: I couldn't do this. I couldn't bear to watch the downward spiral of my marriage begin to catch other people and spin them into the vortex too.

        
Shocked into stillness, our eyes locked, I silently beseeched his expression, desperate for him to say something to explain it, to make it all go away. But his face was frozen in horrorthe same horror that I felt.

        
I he managed, then faltered.

        
A sudden stab of agony shot up into my back tooth and, as though I was dreaming, I found myself leaving the room.

        
Garv didn't follow me; he remained in the kitchen. I could hear no sounds of him moving around and I presumed he was still standing where I'd left him. This, in itself, seemed like an admission of guilt. Still in my waking nightmare, I was picking up the remote and switching on the telly. I was waiting to wake up.

      


    



    


      

        
        
CHAPTER TWO

      


      

        

          
WE DIDN'T EXCHANGE a word for the rest of the evening. Perhaps I should have been shrieking for detailswho was she? How long? But at the best of times that wasn't my way, and after all we'd gone through over the past while, I'd no fight left in me.

        
If only I was more like my sisters, who were great at expressing painexperts at slamming doors, crashing phones back into receivers, throwing things at walls, screeching. The whole world got to hear of their anger/disappointment/double-crossing man/chocolate mousse missing from the fridge. But I'd been born without the diva gene, so when devastation hit me I usually kept it inside, turning it over and over, trying to make sense of it. My misery was like an ingrown hair, curling farther and farther under my skin. But what goes in must come out, and my pain invariably reemerged in the form of scaly, flaking, weeping eczema on my right arm. It was a cast-iron barometer of my emotional state and that night it tingled and itched so much I scratched until it bled.

        
I went to bed before Garv and to my surprise actually managed to fall asleepthe shock perhaps? Then I awoke at some indeterminate time and lay staring into the blanket of darkness. It was probably four A.M. Four in the morning is the bleakest time, when we're at our lowest ebb. It's when sick people die. It's when people being tortured crack.

        

          My mouth tasted gritty and my jaw ached; I'd been grinding my teeth again. No wonder my back tooth was clamoring for attention, making a last, desperate plea for help before I ground it into nothingness.

        
Then, wincing, I faced the repulsive revelation head-on: Garv and this truffle woman, was he really having a thing with her?

        
In agony, I admitted that he probably was; the signs were there. Looked at from the outside I'd conclude that he definitely was, but isn't it always different when it's your life that's under scrutiny?

        
I'd been so afraid of something like this happening, so much so that I'd half prepared myself for it. But now that it seemed that it had come to pass, I wasn't at all ready.

        
He'd lit up with a glow when he'd noticed their chocolatesIt had been dreadful to witness. He must be up to something. But that was too much to take on and I was back to not believing it. I mean, if he'd been messing around, surely I'd have noticed?

        
The obvious thing was to ask him straight out and put an end to the speculation, but he was bound to lie like a rug. Worse still, he might tell me the truth. Out of nowhere, lines came to me from a B movie. The truth? (Accompanied by a curled lip.) You couldn't HANDLE the truth!

        
The thoughts kept coming. Could she be someone he worked with? Might I have met her at their Christmas party? I shuffled through my memories of that night, endeavoring to locate a funny look or a loaded comment. But all I could remember was dancing the hora with Jessica Benson, one of his colleagues. Could it be her? But she'd been so nice to me. Mind you, if I'd been having sex with someone's husband, maybe I'd be nice to her too

        
Apart from the women Garv worked with, there were the girlfriends and wives of his matesand then there were my friends. I was ashamed to have even had that thought, but I couldn't help myself; suddenly I trusted no one and suspected everyone.

        

          What about Donna? She and Garv always had a great laugh and she called him Dr. Love. I went cold as I remembered reading somewhere that nicknames were a surefire indication that people were up to high jinks.

        
But, with a silent sigh, I released Donna without charge: she was one of my best friends; I truly couldn't believe she'd do that to me. Plus, for reasons best known to herself, she was mad about Robbie the flake. Unless he was an elaborate red herring, of course.

        
But there was one thing that convinced me above all others that Garv wasn't having an affair with Donna and that was the fact that she'd told him about her corns. In fact, she'd pulled off her boot and sock and thrust her foot at him so that he could see for himself just how gross they were, and if you're having a passionate fling with someone, you don't do stuff like that. It's all about mystique and impractical bras and round-the-clock upkeep on hairy legs, or so I'm told.

        
Or what about my friend Sinead? Garv was so kind to her. But it was only three months since she'd been shown the door by her boyfriend, Dave. Surely she was far too fragile for an affair with her friend's husbandand far too fragile for any normal man to make a move on her. Unless it was her fragility that Garv liked. But wasn't he getting enough of that from me? Why go out for broken crockery when you've got it in absolute smithereens at home?

        
Beside me, I realized that Garv was awake toohis fake deep breathing was the giveaway. So we could talk. Except we couldn't, we'd been trying for months.

        
I didn't hear the intake of breath that precedes speech, so I was startled when the ink-dark silence was violated by Garv's voice. Sorry.

        
Sorry. The worst thing he could have said. The word hung in the darkness and wouldn't go away. In my head I heard it echo again, then again. Each time fainter, until I wondered if I'd just imagined hearing it. Minutes passed. Without ever replying, I turned my back to him and surprised myself by falling asleep again.

        
        


        
In the morning, we woke late; there was fresh blood under my nails from scratching my arm. My eczema was back in force and I'd have to start wearing gloves in bed again if this continued. But would it continue? Again I got that falling sensation.

        
I busied myself with showers and coffee and when Garv said, Maggie, and tried to stop my incessant motion, I neatly sidestepped him and said, without eye contact, I'll be late.

        
I left, carrying that empty, four-in-the-morning feel with me.

        
Despite sidestepping Garv, I ended up getting to work late. The contract wasn't on Frances's desk by nine-thirty. She sighed, Oh, Maggie, in an I'm-not-angry-with-you-I'm-disappointed way. It's meant to reach the parts a chewing-out doesn't and make you feel shitty and ashamed. However, I appreciated not being shouted at. Not the reaction Frances was looking for, I suspect.

        
I felt entirely lost, but at the same time unnaturally calmalmost as if I'd been waiting for a catastrophe and it was a weird sort of relief that it had finally happened. Because I had no idea how to behave in these circumstances, I decided to just follow everyone else's lead and immerse myself in work. Wasn't it strange, I thought, that after such a dreadful shock I was still functioning as normal? Then I noticed I kept botching the double click on my mouse because my hand was trembling.

        
For seconds, I'd manage to lose myself in a contract clause, but all the time the knowledge surrounded me: Something is very wrong. Over the years, like every couple, Garv and I had had our fights, but not even the most vicious of those had ever felt like this; the worst scrap had been one of those odd ones that had started out as a muscular discussion over whether a new skirt of mine was brown or purple and had unexpectedly disintegrated into a bitter standoff, with accusations of color blindness and hypersensitivity flying about. (Garv: What's wrong with it being brown?

        
Me: Everything! But it's not brown, it's purple, you stupid color-blind fucker.

        
Garv: Look, it's only a skirt. All I said was I was surprised by your buying a brown one.

        
Me: But I DIDN'T! It's PURPLE.

        
Him: You're overreacting.

        
Me: I'm NOT. I would never buy a brown skirt; don't you know the first thing about me?)

        
At the time I'd thought I'd never forgive him. I'd been wrong. But this time was different, I was horribly sure of it.

        
At lunchtime I just couldn't find it in me to care about my urgent piles of work, so I went to Grafton Street, looking for comfort. Which took the form of spending moneyagain. Unenthusiastically, I bought a scented candle and a cheapish (relatively speaking) copy of a Gucci bag. But neither of them did anything to fill the void. Then I stopped at a drug-store to get painkillers for my tooth and got intercepted by a white-coated, orange-faced woman who told me that if I bought two Clarins productsone of which had to be skin careI'd get a free gift. Listlessly I shrugged and said, Fine.

        
She couldn't believe her luck, and when she suggested the most expensive stuffserums in tiny bottlesagain I lifted and slumped my shoulders and said, Sure.

        
I liked the idea of a free gift; I found the idea of a present very consoling. But back at work, when I opened my present, it was a lot less exciting than it had looked in the picture: funny-colored eye shadow, a mini-mini-mini tube of foundation, four drops of eye cream, and a thimble of vinegary perfume.

        
Anticlimax set in, then, in an unexpected reprieve of normality, came guilt, which swelled big and ugly as the afternoon lengthened. I had to stop spending money. So as soon as I could reasonably leave, I hurried back to Grafton Street to try and return the handbagI couldn't return the Clarins stuff because I'd already tried the free giftbut they wouldn't give me a refund, only a store credit. And before I'd made it back to the car, my eye was caught by yellow flowery flip-flops in a shoe-shop window and, like an out-of-body experience, I found myself inside, handing over my credit card. It wasn't safe to let me out.

        


        
That evening I went to a work thing and did something I didn't usually do at work thingsI got drunk. Messy drunk, so bad that on one of my many trips back from the loo, when I met Stuart Keating, I ended up lunging at him. Stuart worked in another department, and he'd always been nice to me; I can still see the surprise on his face as I zoomed in on him. Then we were kissing, but only for a second before I had to disengage. What was I doing?

        
Sorry, I exclaimed and, appalled at myself, I returned to the party, picked up my jacket, and left without saying good-bye to anyone. From across the room Frances watched me, her expression unreadable.

        
When I got home, Garv was waiting, bolt upright, like an anxious parent. He tried to talk to me, but I mumbled drunkenly that I had to go to sleep and lurched to the bedroom, Garv in hot pursuit. I stripped off my clothes, letting them lie where they fell, and climbed between the sheets. Drink some water, Garv said, and I heard the clatter as he put a glass on my bedside table. I ignored it and him, but just before I sank into the merciful oblivion of sleep I remembered I hadn't taken out my contact lenses. Too tired, drunk, whatever to get on my feet and go to the bathroom, I slipped them out and plopped them into the handily placed glass of water, promising myself I'd rinse them good and proper in the solution in the morning. But when morning came my tongue was Super Glued with dryness to the roof of my mouth. Automatically I stretched out my hand for the glass of water and gulped it in one go. Only when the last of it was racing down my throat did I remember. My contact lenses. I'd drunk my contact lenses. Again. The third time in six weeks. They were only monthly disposables, but all the same.

        
And the following day, as luck would have it, I lost my job.

        
I wasn't exactly sacked. But my contract wasn't renewed. It was a six-month contract and since I'd moved back to Dublin from Chicago it had already been renewed five times. I had thought renewing it again was a mere formality.

        
When you first started here, Frances said, we were impressed with you. You were hardworking and reliable.

        
I nodded. That sounded like me all right. On a good day.

        
But in the last six months or so, the standard of your work and commitment has dropped dramatically, you're often late, you leave early

        
I listened, almost in surprise. Of course I'd known that in my head, stuff hadn't been great, but I'd thought I'd done a pretty good job of presenting a convincing business-as-usual facade to the outside world.

        
you've clearly been distracted and you've taken ten days' sick leave.

        
I could have leaped to my feet and given a speech telling Frances why I'd been distracted, where I'd been on my ten days' sick leave. But I remained sitting like a plank, my face closed. It was no one's business but mine. Yet, paradoxically, I felt she should have seen that something had been very wrong over the past months and made allowances for me. I've had more rational moments, I suspect.

        
We want people who care about their work

        
I opened my mouth to protest that I did care, until I realized, with a shock, that actually, I didn't give a damn.

        
and it's with regret that I have to tell you that we are unable to renew your contract with us.

        
It had been years since I'd been fired. In fact, the last time had been when I was seventeen and baby-sitting for a neighbor. I'd smuggled my boyfriend in when the children had gone to bed because a house with no adults in it had been too much to resist. But the horrible sonappropriately enough called Damianspotted me smuggling my boyfriend back out. I'll never forget it: Damian was standing at the top of the stairs and his expression was deeply malevolent. I was never asked to baby-sit there again. (To be honest, it was nearly a relief.)

        
But since then I had never been fired. I was a pretty good workernot so good that I was ever in danger of winning the employee-of-the-month awardbut fairly reliable and productive.

        
You want me to go? I asked faintly.

        
Yes.

        
When?

        
Now would be good.

        
Oddly enough, it was losing my job that finally made me decide to leave Garv. I don't really understand why. Because, you know, it's not easy to leave someone. Not in real life. In fiction it's all so cut and dried and clear: if you can see no future together, then of course you'd leave. Simple. Or if he's having an affair, then you'd be a total idiot to stay, right?

        
But in real life it's amazing the things that conspire to keep you together. You might think, okay, so we can't seem to make each other happy anymore, but I get along so well with his sister and my friends are so fond of him that our lives are too interwoven for us to be able to extricate ourselves. And this is our house, and see those lupines in our little back garden? I planted them. (Well, not planted planted, I didn't actually put them in the ground with my own hands, it was a weird old man we hired named Michael who did, but I masterminded the whole thing.)

        
Leaving someone is a big deal. I was walking away from a lot more than a person; it was an entire life I was saying good-bye to.

        
But the shock of losing my job had triggered the conviction that everything was falling apart. Once the door to one disaster had opened, the possibilities for catastrophe seemed open-ended and I felt I'd no choice but to go along with my life as it unraveled. Losing a job? Why not go for broke and lose a marriage as well? Ours had suffered so many body blows during the past months, it was over in all but name anyway.

        
By the time Garv came home from work, I was in the bedroom, waist-high in a pathetic attempt at packing. How anyone manages to do a midnight flit is beyond me. Most people (if they're anything like me) accumulate so much stuff.

        
He stood and looked at me and it was like I was dreaming the whole thing.

        
He seemed surprised. Or maybe not. What's going on?

        
This was my cue for the dramatic exit lines people always deliver in fiction. I'm leaving you! It's OVER.

        
Instead I hung my head and mumbled, I think I'd better go. We've tried our best with this and

        
Right. He swallowed. Right. Then he nodded, and the nod was the worst part. Such resignation in it. He agreed with me, it seemed.

        
I lost my job today.

        
Christ. What happened?

        
I've been distracted, and I've also taken too much sick leave.

        
Bastards.

        
Yeah, well. I sighed. The thing is, I mightn't make this month's mortgage, so I'll give it to you from my Ladies' Nice Things account.

        
Forget it, forget it. I'll take care of it.

        
Then we lapsed into silence and it became clear that the mortgage was all he was planning to take care of.

        
Maybe I should have been angry with him and truffle woman. Perhaps I should have despised him for not jumping into the breach and promising me passionately that he wouldn't let me go, and that we could work it out.

        
But the truth was, right then, I wanted to go.

      


    


    


      

        
        
CHAPTER THREE

      


      

        
MAINTENANCE-LEVEL DYSFUNCTIONAL. That's how I'd like to describe my family, the Walshes. Well, actually, that's not how I'd like to describe my family. I'd like to describe my family as the prototype for the Brady Bunch. I'd like to describe my family as the Waltons of Walton's Mountain. But alas, maintenance-level dysfunctional is as good as it gets.

        
I have four sisters and the credo that each of them seems to live her life by is The More Dramas the Better. (Sample thereof. Claire's husband left her the day she'd given birth to their first child; Rachel is a [recovered] addict; Anna doesn't really do reality; and Helen, the youngest, well, it's kind of hard for me to describe) But I've never been fond of chaos and I couldn't figure out why I was so different. In my lonelier moments, I used to entertain a fantasy that I was adopted. Which I could never truly relax into because it was obvious from my appearance that I was one of them.

        
My sisters and I come in two versions: Model A and Model B. The As are tall, wholesome-looking, and, if left unchecked, have brick-shit-house tendencies. I am a text-book Model A. My eldest sister, Claire, and the sister next in line to me, Rachel, are also Model As.

        
Model Bs, on the other hand, are small, kitten-cute and gorgeous. With their long dark hair, slanty green eyes, and slender limbs, the two youngest sister, Anna and Helen, are both clear-cut examples of the genre. Though Anna is nearly three years older than Helen, they look almost like twins. Sometimes even our mother can't tell them apartalthough that's probably as much to do with her not wearing her glasses as their appearance, now that I come to think of it. To make it easy, Annaa neo-hippiedresses as though she's been rummaging through the dressing-up box. Helen is the one with the air of psychosis.

        
Model As share the common characteristics of being tall and strong. Not necessarily fat. Not necessarily. Indeed, Model As have been known to look willowy and slender. If they're in the grip of anorexia, that isnot as unlikely as it sounds. It's certainly happened, although not, sadly, to me. I'd never really had an eating disorder; apparently I didn't have the imagination, Helen told me.

        
However, I mightn't have an eating disorder, but I suspected I had a mild problem with another form of bulimiashopping bulimia. It seemed as if I was always splurging on stuff, then trying to return it. In fact it had recently caused a huge argument that involved most of my family. Helen had been lamenting about how hard it was to live on what she got paid as a makeup artist when she suddenly rounded on me and said, accusingly, You're good with money.

        
This happened a lot; they referred to me as clean living and sportyeven though I hadn't played any sports since living in Chicagoand painted a picture of me that was years, probably decades, out of date. My parents wholly approved of this sepia-tinted version of me, but my younger sistersaffectionately, mindtreated me as a figure of fun. Most of the time I humored them, but that particular day I suddenly balked against beingaffectionately, of coursedepicted as life-crushingly dull.

        
In what way am I good with money?

        
Not living beyond your means. Thinking carefully before you buy stuff, that sort of thing, Helen said scathingly.

        
Neither a borrower nor a lender be, hahaha.

        
I'm not good with money, I said sharply.

        

          You are! they chorusedmy parents with admiration, Helen without.

        
She's not, Garv said.

        
Thank you, I said, turning briefly to him.

        
You are so! I bet you've a huge stash of cash in a cookie tin under your bed.

        
She wouldn't keep it in a cookie tin, Dad said, defending me against Helen. You don't get any interest in cookie tins. She has her savings in a high-interest account.

        
What savings? I don't have any savings!

        
But you've a pension fund? Dad asked anxiously.

        
That's different, that's not savings and you don't get it till you're sixty. And I'm always buying things I don't need.

        
Then you take them back.

        
But they don't always give refunds. Sometimes they only give store credits, so that's the same as spending money. My voice was rising. And sometimes they go out of date before I use them.

        
No! Mum was appalled.

        
Well, I bet you pay your credit card off in full every month, Helen persisted.

        
I DON'T pay my credit card off in full every month. They were all slightly openmouthed at my unexpected fury. Only SOME MONTHS!

        
Oh, rock nroll.

        
I knew it was a little strange to be having this argument, I knew people argued about moneybut usually they were being accused of spending too much and insisting that they didn't, not the other way round. So overwrought was I that eventually Mum made Helen apologize. Then she murmured to me, It's nothing to be ashamed of, earning good money and putting some away.

        
It was at that point that Garv made me leave, furious that they'd upset me so. (You know the way Garv sees the good in most people? Well, he suspends such altruism around most of my family.)

        
On the drive home, I said anxiously, I know everything is relative and I know I'm not in their league, but I am neurotic, aren't I? I'm not a totally plain-vanilla, well-adjusted good girl?

        
Of course you're neurotic, he said stoutly. Don't mind them!

        
However, I'm not dwelling on my family in this manner just to provide background color; there's actually a reason for it. It's because I'm about to resume living with them.

        
I could have moved in with Donna except she'd recently managed to get on-again-off-again-I'll-just-get-my-head-out-of-my-arse-if-you'll-give-me-a-second Robbie to live with her, so I wasn't sure she'd welcome the presence of a third party. Or I could have asked Sinead except Dave had kicked her out and she was currently even more homeless than me. And I could have tried my best friend, Emily, who has plenty of room. The only problem is that she lives in Los Angeles. Not exactly handy.

        
So, cap in hand, I have to return to the bosom of my family. First, though, I have to tell them why and I'm dreading it.

        
Perhaps it's never easy to disappoint your parents, but in my case it feels extra difficult. I'm the one who married her first boyfriend and they've been so heartbreakingly proud of me and of the ticks beside almost every item on the checklist: the marriage, the house, the car, the job, the pension plan, the robust mental health.

        
You've never given us a moment's worry, they've often said. The only one who hasn't. Then would follow a baleful look at whichever of my sisters was giving them grief at the time. Now, after successfully avoiding them for all those years, it was my turn for the baleful looks.

        
I paused at the front door before letting myself in. Just taking a moment. Filled with a fierce need to run away, leave the country, avoid facing my atrocious failure Then, with a sigh, I shoved my key in the lock. I couldn't run awayI'm responsible and conscientious. In a family where several black sheep are jockeying for position, being the sole white sheep isn't much fun.

        
There was a racket coming from the television room and it sounded like all those currently domiciled in the houseMum, Dad, Helen, and Annawere actually present.

        
Helen, at twenty-five, still lived at home because of her on-off relationship with gainful employmentshe's had many career changes. Two or three years had been spent wasting time at college, and after a spell of unemployment she'd tried to be a flight attendant but couldn't manage to be pleasant enough. (Stop ringing that fucking call bell, I heard you the first time, was, I believe, the sentence that ended her highflying career.) More unemployment followed, then she took an expensive course as a makeup artist, but she'd hoped to work in theater and film and instead ended up doing wedding after wedding after weddingmostly the daughters of my parents' friends. But Mum's efforts to drum up work for Helen weren't appreciated and, in high dudgeon, she told me that Helen had sworn that if she ever had to make up another six-year-old flower girl, she'd gouge her eyes out with her taupe eyeliner. (It wasn't clear whether she was talking about her own eyes or the flower girl's.)

        
Helen's problem is that she's burdened with high intelligence coupled with an unfeasibly short attention span and she has yet to find her true calling.

        
Unlike Anna, who has yet to find any calling, true or otherwise. She's resisted any encouragement to embark on a career path and has eked out a living waitressing, bartending, and reading tarot cards. Never for any sustained period, mind; her CV is probably as long as War and Peace.

        
Until she and her ex-boyfriend Shane had split up, they'd lived a hand-to-mouth, free-spirited existence. They were the type who'd pop out for ten minutes to buy a Kit Kat and the next time you'd hear from them they'd be in Istanbul, working in a tannery.

        
Their motto was God will provide, and even if God wouldn't, the dole did.

        

          I'd envied them their devil-may-care existence. Actually, that's a complete lie. I'd have hated itthe insecurity, never knowing if you could eat, buy exfoliator, that sort of thing.

        
The thing about Anna is that she can be acutely, almost shockingly, perceptive, but she's not great on practical things. Like remembering to get dressed before leaving the house, that sort of thing. There was a time when we felt her sweet, absent nature was caused by her fondness for recreational drugs, but she kicked that habit about four years ago, around the same time that Rachel did. And though she's possibly a little more lucid than she used to be, I couldn't say for sure.

        
She'd moved back in with my parents a few months before, when she'd broken up with Shanethough she hadn't been given the same sort of grief as I expected to get. One, because she hadn't been married, and two, because they seemed to expect her to be unreliable.

        
Cautiously I opened the living room door. They were clustered on the couch watching Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? and pouring scorn on the candidates.

        
Any idiot knows the answer to that, Helen threw at the screen.

        
What is it then? Anna asked.

        
I don't know. But I don't HAVE to know. I'm not about to lose ninety-three thousand pounds. Oh, go on, then, phone your friend, for all the good it'll do, if he's as stupid as you

        
Why did they all have to be in? Why couldn't it just have been, say, Anna? I could have told her, then slunk off to bed like a coward, leaving her to break the news to everyone else.

        
Then Mum spotted me at the door.

        
Margaret! she exclaimed. For years I've been telling her that my name is Maggie, but she's in denial. Come in. Sit down. Have an ice cream. She elbowed Dad. Get her an ice cream.

        
Chocolate? Strawberry? Or Dad paused before triumphantly delivering his pice de rsistance. Or one with M&M's? They're new!

        
There is always a wonderful selection of sweets available at my parents' house. Unlike most houses, though, this isn't in addition to the usual foodstuffs, it's instead of. It wasn't so much that my mother didn't enjoy cooking meals, it was more that we didn't enjoy eating them. Some time in the early eighties she had stopped preparing meals altogether. What's the point if you ungrateful brats never eat them?

        
I eat them, Dad bleated, a voice in the wilderness.

        
But it made no difference. Convenience foods were ushered in and it made me sad. I'd always yearned for an Italian-style family who gathered for their evening meal, passing platters and bowls of steaming homemade food along the scrubbed pine table while the roundy mama beamed from the stove.

        
All the same, unlimited ice cream was not to be sniffed at. Graciously I accepted a cone (an M&M's one, of course), peeled off the wrapper, and watched the end of the program. I might as well, there was no way I'd get their attention until it was over. Besides, it suited me to defer the moment when I had to spill the words Garv and I have split up. I was afraid that saying it out loud would mean that it had actually happened.

        
And then it was time.

        
I sighed, swallowed away the nausea, and began. I've something to tell you all.

        
Lovely! Mum rearranged her features into her I'm-going-to-be-a-granny-again expression.

        
Garv and I have split up.

        
Ah, here! With a sharp rustle my father promptly disappeared behind his paper.

        
Anna flung herself upon meeven Helen looked startledbut my poor motherShe looked as though she'd been hit on the head by a flying brick. Stunned and stricken and shocked beyond belief.

        
In a minute you'll tell me you're joking, she gasped.

        
In a minute I won't, I said stoutly. I hated doing this to her, especially because I was the second of her daughters to have a failed marriage, but it was important not to mislead her. False hope was worse than no hope.

        
But, she said, struggling for breath, but you've always been the good one. Say something, she angrily urged my father.

        
He appeared reluctantly from behind the newspaper shield. His eyes were petrified. Seven-year itch, he offered tentatively.

        
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Helen countered, then elbowed Anna, who thought for a moment, then said, The Misfits.

        
You're describing yourself, Helen replied scathingly, then curled her lip at the wall of newspaper. See, Dad? We can all name Marilyn Monroe films, but how does it help?

        
It's actually nine years I've been married, I quietly told Dad's newspaper. He meant well.

        
This has come as an awful shock to me, Mum reiterated.

        
I thought you'd be glad, seeing as you all hate Garv.

        
I know, but Abruptly Mum collected herself. Stop that nonsense, we don't all hate him.

        
But they didall apart from Claire, who'd gotten to know him when she'd had a teenage fling with his big brother (also confusingly known as Garv). She'd always thought my Garv was sweet, especially since he'd fixed her tape deck for her. (You wouldn't want to get her on the subject of the elder Garv, mind.)

        
But despite Claire's stamp of approval, my Garv had somehowthrough no fault of his ownacquired a reputation for tightfistedness.

        
The stinginess allegation had raised its ugly head the first night I'd ever officially taken him out with my family. He'd been knocking around on the fringes for a good while before that, but I'd realized I was serious about him and that it was time he met my family properly. With a sense of occasion we repaired to Phelan's, the local pub, and the salient fact is that Garv didn't stand his round.

        

          Not Standing Your Round is a mortal sin in my family and there's always great competition to out-generosity and out-convivialize all the others. Hand-to-hand combat almost breaks out as people try to be the first to get to the bar.

        
On the night in question, Garv was more than willing to buy drinks for my family, but he was nervous and way too mild-mannered to stand up to them. As soon as anyone's drink had passed the halfway mark, he'd leap to his feet, fumbling for his money, asking, Same again? But each time he did so, the table erupted like the floor of the stock exchange, with everyone yelling at him to sit down and put his money away, that he was insulting us. Even I joined in, getting carried away in the heat of the moment. Beaten back by a hail of words, Garv reluctantly lowered himself back onto his bar stool.

        
The net result of the evening was that Dad bought a round, Rachel bought a round, I bought a round, Anna bought a round, then Dad bought another round. And Garv gained a reputation as a tightwad.

        
Hot on the heels of that miscarriage of justice came the polo-shirt incident. A story that begins happily and ends tragically. One Saturday afternoon Garv and I were traipsing around town, halfheartedly going in and out of clothes shops. Because Garv had just bought a car, money was tight, so we were on the lookout for bargains. Free things, preferably. Then, by pure chance, we found a polo shirt in the bottom of a clearance bin. To our great surprise it had none of the characteristics you normally associate with things found in clearance binslike three sleeves, no neck hole, and indelible, bile-colored stains. In fact, it was perfectthe right size, the right price, and a pale icy color that made his normally gray eyes look blue.

        
It was only when we got it home that we realized there was a small logo above the breast pocket. A tiny outline of a man swinging a golf club, which somehow in the euphoria of the garment having only two sleeves, we'd missed. Naturally enough, we were both dismayed but concluded that it was so small it was barely visible. Besides, we were too poor for him not to wear it. So he wore it. And the next thing I hear is that Garv wears the same kind of sweaters as Dad. Then a rumor started that he played golf, which was not only untrue but very, very unfair.

        
Garv is no fool and he was aware of my family's antipathy. Well, it was hard to be unaware when every time he appeared at the house, Helen would bellow, For God's sake, don't let him in!

        
While he never responded to their discourtesy with rudeness of his own, he also didn't launch a charm offensive to try and win them over. And he could havehe had a nice, easy manner most of the time. Instead, he became very protective of me around them, which they interpreted variously as standoffishness or even downright hostility. And responded with standoffishness or downright hostility. All in all, it hasn't been that easy, especially at Christmases

        


        
You and Garv are just going through a bad patch, Mum said, trying valiantly.

        
Wretchedly, I shook my head. Did she think I hadn't thought of that? Did she think that I hadn't clung to that, hoping with gritted teeth that this was all that was wrong?

        
Was he, ah? My father was clearly trying to frame a delicate question. Was he dipping his wick where he shouldn't have been?

        
No. Perhaps he had been, but that wasn't the cause. It was a symptom of what was wrong.

        
Things haven't been easy for you, for either of you. Mum was off again. You've had a couple of

        
setbacks, I said quickly, before she used another word.

        
Setbacks. Perhaps you need a vacation?

        
We've had a vacation, remember? It was a disaster; it did more harm than good.

        
What about going for counseling?

        
Counseling? Garv? If I'd been capable of laughter, this would have been a good opportunity. If he won't talk to me, he's hardly likely to talk to a total stranger.

        

          But you love each other, she said, with desperation.

        
But we're making each other miserable.

        
Love conquers all, Mum coaxed, as if I were five.

        
No. It. Doesn't, I spelled out, an edge of hysteria to my voice. Do you think I'd do something as awful as leave him if it was that easy?

        
That plunged her into sulky, that's-no-way-to-talk-to-your-mother silence.

        
So you're not going to tell us what's going on? Helen concluded.

        
But you know everything that's happened. Okay, not quite everything, but truffle woman was not the cause, she was simply the final nail in the coffin.

        
Scornfully Helen flicked her eyes upward. This is like your driving test all over again.

        
I might have known someone would bring that up. The bitterness still ran deep.

        
When I was twenty-one I took driving lessons, then took my test and passed it. Only then did I tell any of my family, and, instead of being delighted for me, they were hurt and confused. They felt left out, shortchanged, deprived of a drama, and they couldn't understand why I hadn't involved them.

        
I could have given you a St. Christopher's medal for your test, Mum had protested.

        
But I didn't need it, I passed anyway.

        
I could have taken you out to practice in my car, Dad said wistfully. I see Maurice Kilfeather takes Angela out.

        
We could have waved you off from the test center, Claire pointed out.

        
Which was precisely the kind of thing I'd wanted to avoid. Doing my driving test was just something I'd wanted to do on my own. I didn't think it was anyone else's business. And if I was being brutally honest, I'd have to acknowledge the issue of failureif I'd failed my test, I'd never have been allowed to forget about it.

        
Finally Dad spoke. How's work?

      


    


    


      

        
        
CHAPTER FOUR

      


      

        
I WAS DREADING the first night away from Garv. (And all the subsequent nights, but first things first.) I was sure I wouldn't sleep, because wasn't that what happened to people in distress? But I needn't have worried. I slept as if I was dead and woke up in a bed and a room that I didn't recognize. Where's this? For a moment my curiosity was almost pleasant, then reality tumbled down onto me.

        
That day was one of the most dislocated of my life. With no job to show up at, my time was spent mostly in my bedroom, keeping out of Mum's way. Even though she was very vocal about how this was just a phase I was going through and that I'd be back with Garv in no time, my popularity with her was enjoying an all-time low.

        
Helen, on the other hand, was treating me like a visiting freak show and dropped by to torment me before she went to work. Anna came too, in an attempt to protect me.

        
God, you're still here, Helen marveled, marching into the room. So you've really left him? But this is all wrong, Maggie, you don't do this sort of thing.

        
I was reminded of a conversation I'd had with my sisters the previous Christmaswe were trapped in the house without even a Harrison Ford film to take our minds off things and were driven to wondering what each of us would be if we were food instead
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