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Dear Neil,

Dr Deery says I’m going through the anger phase. Apparently, bargaining is next. For example, I might find myself saying, if you come back, I’ll . . . I don’t know . . . give up cigarettes or something.

I said I won’t make any bargains. Certainly nothing about cigarettes.

She says it’s because I’m angry.

I preferred when she said I was in denial. Something soothing about denial. And compelling. It’s true, you should never underestimate the power of denial. You could make yourself believe anything. Anything! Like when the buzzer went that afternoon in the apartment. I was watching the telly. One of those tragic daytime shows where the male and female presenters wear outfits that match the set and one of them reads the autocue and the other smiles and nods, against a backdrop of pseudo-sexual tension. Someone should research depression and possible links to daytime television.

Anyway, the buzzer went and I ignored it because I’m not expecting Mum til later. It went again. On and on, like someone had their finger pressed against it and everyone always said you were persistent. You’d keep worrying at something til you got what you wanted. That’s how you got me to marry you, remember? I said no the first time.

And the second time.

I became convinced it was you at the door. You’d come back. You’d found out where I’d moved to even though I’ve told no one except Electric Ireland. That’s it. Electric Ireland. Any other post goes to the clinic. Colm doesn’t mind. He forwards it. Colm knows I’ve moved. And Mum. But that’s it. No one else. Colm still phones the odd time. Asks me to meet him at that café a couple of doors up from the clinic. The one you and me had a coffee at, the first day we looked at the premises. Seafood pie. That was the special that day, remember? We said we’d have lunch there, every Friday, after we bought the business. Another thing we never managed. Six times maybe. In five years. Didn’t even notice at the time. Too busy, I suppose. It’s only now, looking back.

Anyway, Colm still rings the odd time and asks me to meet him there. Says he wants to be able to ‘bounce ideas off me’. I tell him he doesn’t need me. He has lots of ideas for the clinic. He loves being in charge. Running the place. Reminds me of us at the beginning.

Third time lucky, you said. You had a ring that time. Booked a restaurant. Got down on one knee. You knew I’d be mortified. Everyone staring. You knew I’d say yes, just to get you back on the chair.

The buzzer rang another couple of times and then it stopped. That’s how I knew it wasn’t you.

It stopped.

Dr Deery says it’s ‘OK’ to be angry. I didn’t tell her I was writing to you. She might not think that’s ‘OK’.

If I’d done my residency at Crumlin instead of the Mater, I wouldn’t have met you. Or if I’d studied something else. Art, maybe. I loved art at school. Still life. My mother smiled when I talked about studying art, like I’d said something amusing. Three generations of doctors. It was always assumed.

Or if my locker hadn’t been beside yours at the hospital. All the things that might have happened. Might not have happened. All the ways that things might have been different.

Apparently, this is a form of bargaining. Dr Deery’s always got something to say for herself. She says someone’s got to do some talking. Still, the insurance company insisted on counselling. Or their doctor did. Said it was ‘pertinent in the circumstances’, which is another way of saying they won’t pay out unless I do as I’m told.

Nearly time for the news at one. Then lunch, even though I’m not hungry. Still, it’s important to maintain some kind of routine. That’s what Mum says. I haven’t seen this much of her since before I went to boarding school.

We’ve got a sort of a routine now. She brings food, I microwave it, we eat and watch telly and talk about random things, like the difference between raisins and currants and sultanas. It’s size, mostly. That’s the conclusion we reached. She brought scones that day. She had no raisins so she put sultanas in instead. Her first time making scones. That’s how that conversation started.

Sometimes we just talk about whatever programme happens to be on the telly. She watches Home and Away with me, then declares it a dreadful waste of time.

Meals on wheels. That’s what she calls herself. We laughed the first time she said it. We have the same laugh. I never noticed that before. We laugh exactly the same way.

Friday today. Pretty busy, by my revised standards. The taxi will arrive at three to take me to the weekly physio appointment with the torturously cheerful Duncan. Still, at least that’s one day I’ll miss that afternoon show. I’d watch it otherwise. Confirmation and reassurance, Dr Deery might say. I need to watch it to reassure myself that it’s as dreadful as I think it is.

A telly addict, I suppose. That’s what I’ve become. I never had time before. And it’s not like I’m all that interested. It’s more like punctuation. That sounds pathetic, doesn’t it? Maybe I want you to feel sorry for me? To see what you’ve reduced me to? Dr Deery says nobody has reduced me to anything. That I am responsible for myself. My own life. I swear, years and years in university and this is the shit she comes out with. I could have got that advice from a Good Housekeeping problem page.

Although I suppose she could be right about the anger stage. I never used to curse. Remember?



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Got the letter from your solicitor the other day. They sent it to the clinic. Colm came by to drop it off. Rang the buzzer. Countdown was on so it must have been after three o’clock. I asked him to leave it in my postbox. Said I had gastroenteritis.

The apartment’s not exactly ready for visitors.

The solicitor described it as a ‘miracle’. Getting such a good offer for the house in the current market. It’s funny, thinking about the solicitor typing out the word. Or dictating it, I suppose. Miracle. It doesn’t seem an appropriate sort of word for a solicitor to use.

I’ve been in the apartment for six months now, but it still feels strange to think of our house being viewed by other people. I hope it goes to good owners. Not like us. A couple with a family, perhaps. And domestic animals. A gerbil, maybe. A hamster. Hutches in the garden. Dog hairs all over the Chesterfield in the study.

We were never there. Were we? In the house? We were always at the clinic. We looked after that clinic like it was a child. Our child. We would have brought it home if we could. At the end of the day. Wouldn’t we? Put it to bed, rocked it to sleep.

Dr Deery told me to think of two good things in my life:



1. There’s an offer on the house;

2. The clinic is sold;

3. It’s Saturday so that dreadful afternoon programme isn’t on.



See? I managed to come up with three!

Mum’s just left – chicken tikka masala and a tub of vanilla ice cream today. We watched a nature programme instead of the news. I’m being serious. I’ve no idea what’s happening in the world but I can tell you anything you need to know about giant otters. Only one out of every three of their cubs survives. For a moment, I thought I might cry. Over giant otter cubs. I know you don’t believe me.

We ate dinner on the couch, trays on our laps. Mum gave me the last piece of naan bread – like she knew I was sad about the cubs – and we finished our dinner and watched the telly and drank glasses of milk. In a way, I feel like a child again except that Mum would never have allowed me to eat my dinner on the couch in front of the telly when I was a kid.

I drove the other day. I drove a car. I didn’t think I’d remember how. It’s been eight months. Still, it was only an automatic. Like driving a bumper car, really. It was a taxi. A few people tried to hail me. The driver – the one who takes me to the physio clinic in Portmarnock every Friday – had a panic attack except of course he thought it was a heart attack. He always looks like he could do with a haircut and a square meal and a good night’s sleep. He was quiet. He’s always quiet, mind. But he was pale and sweaty too, when he picked me up. I found myself diagnosing him in my head. It’s hard to stop being a doctor sometimes. Flu, I was thinking. Paracetamol and hot drinks. Bedrest. I nearly said, ‘That’ll be fifty euros, please.’

All these months of him driving me, and we’ve never had a conversation. Not a proper one. I get in and he says, ‘Portmarnock?’ and I nod and off we go. It would have been nice if I’d been able to get a physio nearer the apartment. Like Dr Deery, two minutes’ walk away. But Duncan specialises in my type of injuries and he doesn’t do house calls. I asked him.

The taxi driver doesn’t gawk at my face like everyone else. Doesn’t ask about my leg. We’re two people, together but sep­­arate. Does that sound familiar? Sorry, Dr Deery says bitterness is a waste of time. But so is decaffeinated coffee and people still drink it.

I got him to breathe into a paper bag I found in my handbag. I had to go into the hospital with him. He had a death grip on my hand. I was terrified I’d see someone we used to know. They medicated him and he calmed down and I was able to get away. I had to hail a random cab at the hospital. The cabbie nearly fell over himself in his hurry to open the door for me. ‘I can manage,’ I say, but they never listen.

‘You’ve been in the wars, love,’ he said, getting into the car and nodding at my face in the rear-view mirror. I left my scarf at the hospital. He made it sound like a question, with that strained tone of sympathy.

I wanted to nod at his face and say, ‘What’s your excuse?’ Instead, I gave him my address. Perhaps Dr Deery is right. The next step is acceptance, she says. She seems to think it’s just a matter of time.

Driving, though. That was strange. I used to love driving. Duncan says there’s no physical reason why I can’t drive. Turns out, he’s right.

I felt tired afterwards. Spent, like I’d used myself up. I hope Vinnie – that’s the taxi driver’s name – will be back to work by next week. Get things back to normal.

I just said normal.

Isn’t that strange?



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Monday. Not fond of Mondays. Nothing great on the telly. Film4 is doing some Hitchcock tribute thing but it’s not starting til tomorrow. No appointments on Mondays. I found myself looking at my watch this morning and wondering what time Mum would be here.

I used to phone her once a week. Sunday evening, after dinner, I phoned her. I suppose it was a sense of duty, back then. An item on my To Do list. It’s not like we didn’t get on. We were just . . . busy with our lives. She was always an independent woman. Even after my father left, I don’t remember anything changing. I went back to boarding school and she went back to work and David went back to university. And five years later, at his funeral, she didn’t cry. She sat near the back of the church, as if she were a glancing acquaintance rather than the woman who used to be his wife. The mother of his children. She was stoic. And strong. Still is.

She charges into the apartment, flinging open windows and beating cushions, filling the kettle and clearing the crumbs off the table with the curve of her hand. She’s stopped trying to get me to turn the telly off but she insists on opening the curtains. ‘A bit of natural light will do you the world of good,’ she says, when I shield my eyes against the stab of sun. Same goes for vine tomatoes, exercise and putting on make-up. Do you the world of good, she says.

She’s doing a good job of pretending her knees aren’t hurting her. I see the telltale swell of arthritis in both of them. I ask her about it but she waves her hand at the question, shakes her head and that’s that. She puts my dinner into the microwave. Beef Stroganoff from Marks & Spencer’s today. She used to be so anti-microwave. She wrote a paper on it once. Years ago. The health implications of using electromagnetic radiation to cook food.

We watch Neighbours and eat the beef and it’s only when the credits roll and the theme music plays at the end, she realises it’s not Home and Away. ‘I’m getting old,’ she says.

‘They’re pretty much the same thing,’ I tell her. ‘Neighbours and Home and Away.’

I don’t think I’ve ever heard her refer to her age in a negative way. It gave me a jolt, made me notice other things. Like the lines around her eyes, deeper and longer than I remember, the slackening of her jawline, the slight slope of her shoulders. Even her hair, steel grey for years, is thinning in places to reveal the vulnerable pink of her scalp.

You used to flirt with her. You used to flirt with everybody, mind. I asked you not to, remember? I didn’t think Mum would approve. But she liked it. She’d get coquettish, giggling with her hand cupped over her mouth. You’d never think she’d been the Master at Holles Street when she did that.

I tell her there’s no need to come over so often. She arrives anyway. With our dinner in her Bag for Life shopping bag. She’s so energetic. It’s like being run over by a truck sometimes. It’s quite the impact.

Dr Deery says she’s a positive force in my life. I say, ‘Force is an apt word,’ but she doesn’t laugh or even smile. Just writes something into her notebook, as usual.

Still, Mum seems a little subdued after her declaration of age. I distract her with enquiries. Get her to tell me about her volunteer work. How the pottery classes are going. What book her book club is reading this month. If she’s managed to lower her handicap again.

Over coffee, she perks up. Asks her usual questions.

‘How’s the physio coming along?’

‘Good.’

‘How’s the counselling coming along?’

‘Good.’

‘Good,’ she says. ‘That’s good.’

She never mentions my face.

Or you.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Dr Deery wants to know what my friends thought of you. Of us.

I said I was never all that good at making friends. I had my work colleagues, and your friends, of course, who allowed me to join their ranks when we were together. I haven‘t seen them in months. And then there’s Faye, who I sat beside every day from junior infants to university, who was my bridesmaid at our wedding, as I was at hers. She was the first person I told about you.

She stopped ringing a while ago. Can’t say I blame her. I’ve declined every suggestion, every invitation. I never called her my best friend. But that’s how I thought of her. How I think of her still.

Faye said you were too old for me. ‘When you’re fifty-five, he’ll be seventy. Seventy!’

At least we won’t have to worry about that particular scenario. Dr Deery would probably describe it as a ‘positive’.

In the end, it was me who grew too old for you. How old was she? Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight? She wasn’t the first, was she? Just the first I found out about.

It was nothing, you said. It meant nothing. One of those things. Shouldn’t have happened. Too much to drink. Oh, the clichés you trotted out. Like lines learned from a script.

You were too polite to deny it. Or to ask how I found out. Carol, of course. Our receptionist. Except she was always your receptionist, really, following you everywhere with those big, limpid eyes, bringing you whatever you needed before you knew that you needed it.

You were charming. A charming man. Distinguished. Mannerly. Funny. Authoritative.

Faye loved you in the end.

That’s what I told Dr Deery. Everyone loved you in the end.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

I got flowers. I’ve had to arrange them in the coffee pot. I think the vases are in one of the boxes in the spare room. And before you ask, yes, they’re still unpacked and no, I’ve no intention of unpacking them any time soon. I have everything I need.

Apart from a vase.

They look so out of place, the flowers. All cheery and fragrant.

The taxi driver gave them to me. The one I drove to the hos­­pital, remember? Vinnie. A thank you, he said.

I remember the last time you bought me flowers. January last year. Four years married by then. I thought we were okay.

‘My husband went to a symposium, fucked a junior doctor and all I got was this lousy bunch of flowers’.

You didn’t know that I knew then, did you? What must you have thought? When I threw them in the bin? PMT? A bad day at the clinic? You said nothing. Retreated into your study. I swept up some petals that had landed on the floor when I grabbed the bouquet from you. Put everything in the brown bin. See? Even when I was angry, I was well-behaved.

You should see me now.

I’m sitting on the couch in my pyjamas at three o’clock in the afternoon watching repeats of Strictly Come Dancing and eating digestive biscuits with slices of banana on top. Late lunch.

I feel a sense of melancholy, watching the dancers. As if I used to dance and now that I can’t, I miss it. But I never used to dance.

Isn’t that funny?



Ellen





Dear Neil,

There’s nothing to report. Nothing has happened for weeks and weeks. Months, really. Nothing. Physio, counselling, dinners with my mother, watching the telly, the odd email from Colm, asking my advice on a patient or a medication. I know he doesn’t really want my advice. He’s just checking up on me, I think.

There’s a strange kind of freedom in doing nothing. You stop moving and yet everything keeps on going. Pushing past you and around you. I’m like one of those little figures in a snow globe. Passive and still. Cocooned.

I turn the telly off and listen. The apartment is quiet. A strained kind of quiet. Like it’s waiting for something to happen.

I look at my watch. The taxi driver – Vinnie – will be here in two hours to pick me up. He brought flowers the other day, did I tell you that already? Perhaps it’s their scent that makes the apartment feel smaller than usual. Overpowering. I wouldn’t say they’ll last too long in here. Stagnant, Mum says. I pick up the vase and put it out on the balcony. Close the door, pick up the remote, turn on the telly. Jeremy Kyle. Perfect. I concentrate on a mother who is pregnant with her son-in-law’s baby but I can still see them. The flowers. The blooms swaying like they’re waving at me, trying to get my attention. I turn off the telly and pull the blinds across the patio door.

One hour and fifty minutes. I do my physio exercises (fifteen minutes), have a shower (ten minutes), get dressed (ten minutes). I heat a tin of tomato soup. Remember my home-made tomato soup? I made it for you when you had that bad flu. It’s easy to make but I’ve no fresh tomatoes, no basil. There’s nothing here. Nothing!

I bring the flowers back inside. Open a window, give them some air. It was a nice gesture, I suppose. The flowers. There was no need. Anyone would have done the same. I concentrated on the road, the traffic lights, the other cars. Tried not to think about driving. About me driving. Vinnie kept saying, ‘Sorry.’ He looked so uncomfortable. I should have pushed the seat back to give him more room. He had his face on his knees and his legs were bent and his hands spanning the dashboard as if he knew I hadn’t driven in months.

It’s strange. He’s been picking me up every Friday for months and yet, it was only last week that I noticed him. He looks a bit like the man who used to come into the clinic and look after the plants once a week, remember? The tall, slim fellow, maybe late thirties, with dark hair and brown eyes. Pale skin. Muck under his fingernails and a quiet sense of purpose. He called you Neil instead of Dr Ryan and it drove you mad. You liked your title. Said you’d worked hard for it.

Vinnie doesn’t have muck under his fingernails but there’s something a little unkempt about him, all the same. Like he got dressed in a hurry.

I eat lunch, have a cigarette, watch Home and Away and put a half load of washing in the machine before I allow myself to look at my watch.

Twenty minutes to spare.

I used to get through two patients in twenty minutes, remember? Examine, diagnose, prescribe. Over and over again until the end of the day, then back the next day to do it all again. I don’t think I ever liked it. I just did it and I’d be doing it still if things hadn’t changed. I’d go back to being someone who never had twenty minutes to spare.

I imagine Vinnie thinks I’m odd. I never wondered what he thought of me before.

I’ll be glad when this week ends. If it ever does.

I feel funny today. Like I’ve been jerked awake. And now I can’t seem to go back to sleep.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

The physiotherapist says that soon, I won’t need the crutches. I said I will need them. He smiled, like he expected me to say that.

Medical professionals can be so smug, can’t they?

Still, I’m feeling better this evening. Not so maudlin. I walked down the pier at Dún Laoghaire today. Haven’t done that in ages. We used to do it, the odd Sunday afternoon, remember? You’d have an ice cream, I’d have a coffee and a cigarette and you’d nag at me to quit and then we’d go for a drink and some dinner. Even then, on those odd afternoons off, we’d end up talking about the clinic. I wonder what we would have talked about if we’d never set up the business?

Vinnie drove me to Dún Laoghaire after my physio appointment. Walked the pier with me. And no, it’s not what you think. Not everyone is like you.

But yes, I asked him to walk with me, which I agree is out of character. It’s a long pier and, I don’t know, it’s been a long week, for some reason.

He’s taller than the guy from Plants n’ Pots, actually. Maybe six three or four. I never really noticed before. He opened the car door but didn’t offer me his hand and he looked at the sea as I struggled out. We didn’t talk much and he matched my pace as if it were his own. The wind slipped the scarf off my face and I left it there, around my neck. I think I even forgot about it, for a while.

It’s still hard to say ‘No’ when people ask if you have any children. Vinnie’s got two kids. We never said never, you and me. We just agreed that now wasn’t the right time. Now was never the right time. For either of us.

Your face that day, when I told you I was late.

How many tests did I do in the end? You kept going out to buy more. ‘This brand is supposed to be very accurate,’ you said, handing me another pregnancy kit. When we’d exhausted the supply, you cooked. You always cooked when you had something on your mind. It helped you work things out, you said. Monkfish and spinach. That’s what you cooked that night. Noodles in a sticky sauce. I had seconds, unusual for me. I remember thinking it was the baby, this sudden increase in appetite. Eating for two. We told our patients that that was a myth, eating for two. And there I was, doing just that.

You used the word ‘options’. I nodded. I’d already thought about it. So many reasons why not. The conference in Bali at the end of the year, our tickets already booked and a locum organised. The plans for the clinic. Refurbishment. Extension. Recruitment. The hours we worked. The demands of our patients. Our staff. How could a baby fit into lives so tightly wound?

The Bali conference happened last month. I gave Colm my ticket. I didn’t ask him how it went and he didn’t volunteer any details. It’s funny, the things that happen in the end.

I wish we’d reacted differently that afternoon. Hugged each other or something. We ate monkfish and discussed our options.

I had seconds.

That’s how I knew what option I was going for.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Dr Deery says I should think about what I miss about you. She says it’s important to (a) acknowledge that there are things I miss, (b) list them, and (c) accept that you’re gone and move on. This, she says, is closure!

Because she called it ‘homework’, I did it. It’s the ex-prefect in me, I suppose. Here’s my list:



1. The smell in the kitchen when you cooked dinner.

2. Your habit of taking off your glasses and cleaning them with the tail of your shirt when you were trying to work something out. You looked vulnerable without your glasses on. Not as sure of yourself.

3. Your laugh. Everyone at the clinic could hear it, even with your door closed. The patients loved your laugh. Loved you. They always asked for you. I was the better doctor, you said. But you could make them laugh.

4. Ordinary things. Like the creak of the stairs, the twist of the radio dial, the low hum of your shaver in the bathroom, the filled-in crossword in the paper. Just, I suppose . . . the fact of you . . . in the house. You only realise the comfort of somebody else’s noise when it’s not there any more.



I told Dr Deery that the list of the things I don’t miss is much longer. She didn’t laugh. Even you’d be hard-pressed to make her laugh. An occasional smile, small and benign.

‘Oh, I forgot to mention his organisational skills,’ I said then. ‘He would have unpacked the boxes in the spare room. Found a place for everything.’

A place for everything, and everything in its place. Isn’t that what you used to say?

‘What boxes?’ Dr Deery says, looking up from her notebook.

‘Oh, just stuff, really. When I moved into the apartment. I unpacked some of them but . . . it’s just odds and ends from the house. I haven’t needed any of it.’

‘You moved into the apartment six months ago?’ she asks, her pen poised. I nod, and she writes something. A black mark, I’d say.

She nods at my list. I’d like to know what she thinks. I’d love a ‘Good’, or a ‘Fair’, even. Some sort of grade. She nods and asks me how I feel about what I’ve written.

How do you feel, Ellen?

How do you bloody well feel, Ellen?

It’s exhausting.

She tells me I should think about unpacking the boxes.

In the taxi last Friday, Vinnie asked me what my plans were for the weekend. Just being polite, I suppose. Making conversation. I haven’t had plans in ages. I don’t think watching Charlie Chaplin films with your mother counts, does it? It hasn’t bothered me before. It’s just when you say it out loud, it sounds a bit . . . I don’t know . . . sorry. ‘Nothing,’ I said. Then I changed it to ‘Nothing much.’ Sounds a bit better. Takes the edge off.

Dr Deery says it’s important to get out there, interact with people, engage with the world. But it’s when you do that, you realise how small your life has become. A tight little circle of me and the apartment and the treatments and watching telly with my mother.

And that was fine. It’s fine until you show it to somebody else.

I am embarrassed by the smallness of my own life. Dr Deery says this is a good step.

Coming to, she called it.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

I told Dr Deery that I’d invited a stranger to the apartment for dinner. Perhaps I wanted to see if she could make any sense of it.

She says it’s a positive step. Besides, she says, Vinnie’s hardly a stranger.

‘You have to give yourself permission to be happy.’ I hate when she talks like that. It reminds me that I’m in therapy.

Were we unhappy? I didn’t have time to stop and think about it back then. You must have been. That’s why you had the affair, I suppose. Or affairs. You had more than one, didn’t you? You must have been unhappy. Or bored. You always said you had a low boredom threshold.

Perhaps I’m bored. Maybe that’s why I invited Vinnie. But no, I don’t think it’s that. I opened one of the boxes the other night. I couldn’t sleep so I took a knife from the kitchen drawer and went into the spare room. Opened the one nearest the door.

Stacks of our recipe books. Mine, really. You never really followed recipes. A pinch of this, a splash of that. A natural, you were.

And CDs. Joni Mitchell and John Lennon. The Doors, Bob Dylan. You said I had a bit of a hippie vibe when you met me. Maybe I had, back then. My hair halfway down my back and bangles clinking around my wrists and my silver toe rings. I cut my hair when I qualified. It was too impractical for work, always getting in the way. I’ve kept it short ever since. Don’t know why, really, since there’s no need now. Habit, I suppose. Maybe I’ll grow it back someday.

I saw my apartment today. Really saw it. Maybe because Vinnie was here. I locked myself out and he arrived to collect me in the cab. He climbed onto the balcony and let me in. I shouldn’t have let him. He might have broken his neck. But I didn’t think he would. There’s a suggestion of strength about him. Maybe because of his height. He opened the door and let me in and it was like seeing the place for the first time, in a way. Like I was a visitor in my own apartment.

You look in the front room and you see that the person who lives here watches a lot of television. There are box sets, TV guides and remotes within easy reach of the armchair that faces the telly.

You look in the fridge. The person who lives here eats ready-made dinners. Cans of soup. Pre-sliced cheese. Tins of tuna.

You look in the bedroom. The person who lives here sleeps alone.

You look in the bathroom. At the brown paper that’s taped over the mirror. The person who lives here doesn’t look at herself.

Vinnie doesn’t mention any of that. He drinks a coffee














Dear Neil,

I dreamed about you. We were in Barcelona and I was wearing the dress you bought me for my birthday there. Remember the green silk one? You dragged me around half the shops in the city before you settled on that one. And yes, it’s true, you had a good eye for fabric and cut. Marching through a boutique, pointing at the wares and saying – at the top of your voice, of course – ‘No, no, no, no,’ then stopping at something that caught your eye and saying, ‘Now this is more like it,’ and you’d yank it off the hanger and hold it against me and yes, you’d usually be right, it was more like it.

I kept a couple of the dresses you bought me but the rest went into black sacks. I think Mum gave them to one of the charity shops.

But the green dress. I loved that one. I looked for it when I woke up but I couldn’t find it. And it’s not easy to lose things in this little apartment of mine. I like its diminutive size. Something cosy and safe here. Needs a bit of personalising. It’s on my list of things to do.

About time, you might say. Things to do. You always were the organised one. You had the head for business. And the appetite. Voracious is a word that might have been coined just for you.

Nothing really happened in the dream. We walked down Las Ramblas, moving through the crowd like ghosts. A street performer played Puccini’s ‘O Mio Babbino Caro’ on an ancient violin and you slipped your hand around my waist and we danced for the first time. The last time.

People walked around us and through us, like we weren’t there. We kept on dancing.

When the music ended, you were gone.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Dr Deery asked me to describe myself today. Of all the questions she’s asked, this was one of the most difficult. I’ve never thought of myself in terms of adjectives. Attributes. I have been things to other people. A daughter, a student, an intern, a doctor, a wife. I’ve been all these things without giving any of them much thought. Now I have time to think, it seems like I’m somebody else. Somebody who has a good relationship with her mother. Somebody who doesn’t want to be a doctor. Somebody who loves to paint.

Somebody who can make a friend.

I’ve made a friend.

I told Dr Deery that I was writing to you and she didn’t tell me not to. But she said I have to be honest with you.

I made a friend and his name is Vinnie. We talk. We didn’t talk for a long time and then, one day, we did. I surprised myself. I was never really the talkative type. Looking back now, I think it was because I was busy. There was never enough time.

I slept with him. It’s harder to write than I thought it would be. I didn’t plan to. It just happened. This is not me getting back at you. Yes, it’s true, I was angry with you. Before. But that’s not why. It really isn’t.

It’s nice, not being angry. I feel calmer and sort of . . . more hopeful. About the future. Even though I have no job and I live in an empty flat and I have no plans. But that doesn’t mean I’ll never have any plans. I realise that now.

I don’t know what’s going to happen. Or if anything will happen.

But yes, I want to see him again.

In the end, I come up with some kind of answer for Dr Deery.

‘I think I might be somebody who is open to possibilities.’ That’s what I tell her in the end. She nods, as if she already knew this.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

I rang Faye.

If she was surprised, she didn’t say. She sounded pleased, in fact. Said it was lovely to hear from me. She was always the easy-going one. She was in the canteen at the hospital. Her lunch break. The background noise was so loud, I could barely hear her. I’d forgotten that, how noisy that place is. And the smell of mushroom soup everywhere. Even when it wasn’t on the menu, it still smelled like mushroom soup. Remember?

I said I was sorry. For not being in touch. She asked about my leg. The physio. All that. I told her I’d had plastic surgery on my face. We had a laugh about that. When we were young, we said we’d get plastic surgery on our chests. A reduction for her, an enlargement for me. I ask about Barry and the kids. She said Barry’s driving her crazy but she always said that, right from the start. She told him he wasn’t her type and he said he didn’t care and she said, ‘On your head, be it.’

I’m not sure I have a ‘type’. It was your work I admired at first. I respected you as a doctor. It was only years later we became lovers. At that conference in Donegal. You tapped my shoulder during the talk on hospital hygiene. Bent towards me and whispered in my ear. ‘I think we should get the sex thing out of the way.’

You made me laugh.

There’s a position at Beaumont. Faye told me about it. Part-time, short-term contract so I wouldn’t have to commit.

The idea of being a doctor again provokes a dull, heavy feeling, like a headache getting started.

I suppose I can’t sit in this apartment forever. The money will run out sooner or later.

Faye wants to meet up. I said I’ll call her. She said, ‘Don’t leave it too late.’

I know she’s right.

It’s time to show my face.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

The world is made up of people who don’t mention my scar and people who do.

The woman in the corner shop where I get my cigarettes knows my name. She says, ‘Ah, howeya, Ellen,’ like she’s known me for years, or hasn’t seen me for years. She asked straight out, the first day I went into the shop. ‘What happened, love?’

The woman in number twenty-one knows everything about everyone and is only dying to ask me about it but doesn’t know how to weave it into the conversation. I see her trying, every time she meets me. A muscle throbs in her jaw with the effort of not mentioning it.

The physio talks about it but in a breezy, professional way so you’d barely notice. Or maybe I’m just getting used to it. I think I might be.

Vinnie has never mentioned it. It’s like he hasn’t even noticed it. I forget about it when he’s around. It becomes unimportant. There’s something appealing about that kind of acceptance. How quiet it is. How kind.

You would have been interested. In an objective, medical way. You would have been interested in the length of it. The rise of it. The colour. The width. The pull of the skin around it. The surgeon did a good job.

I think it’s fading. All scars fade in the end. Someday, it will be a fine, white, jagged line, connecting the corner of my eye to my jawline.

I was lucky.

I know that now.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

I’m running out of things to paint in the apartment. Mum says we should go to St Anne’s Park, I could paint something in there. A tree, perhaps. She says she’ll come with me. Bring a picnic, since the weather’s been so mild. I laugh and she says, ‘What?’ defensively and I say I can’t imagine her sitting on a rug in a park drinking tea out of a flask. ‘Do you even have a flask?’ I ask and she says, ‘Not yet,’ and there’s that steely glint in her eye that suggests she’ll have a flask and a picnic basket by sundown.

She hugged me today. When she was leaving. I told her that I’d been thinking about my dream job. I’d love to work with kids. Teach them how to paint. Be an art teacher. In a secondary school, maybe. I have no idea how to go about it. But I think I’d love it. How about that for a surprise?

She hugged me and then she kissed me. On my scar. I don’t know if this was deliberate, the geography of her kiss. She complains of being short-sighted but refuses to wear her glasses. I thought she would feel bony but it was soft, her hug. Vinnie invited me to Finn’s First Holy Communion. I didn’t tell Mum. Maybe because I’ll end up not going. That’s what’s awful about having too much time on your hands. You don’t just have second thoughts, but third and fourth ones. Besides, it’s a family thing. I probably shouldn’t go. I don’t know why I said yes.

I told Mum I wasn’t quite ready to paint in public. Could you imagine me, in the park, with an easel? Still, her idea must have resonated with me somehow because later, I went out and bought the most colourful, extravagant bunch of flowers I could find. The florist stared when I walked in but collected herself quick enough. A professional. I used every colour on my palette to paint them. It’s more frantic life than still life. There was paint in my hair when I finished. My phone rang and I answered it and it was Vinnie and he wanted to know if I’d come in from a run or something and I realised I was out of breath, like I’d just unfolded myself from a vigorous yoga stretch.

I think it was exhilaration.

I haven’t done yoga in years. Haven’t even thought about it. I used to love it, remember? Those Thursday-night classes. And then we decided to extend the clinic’s opening hours and I missed a few, then a few more before I stopped going altogether. It’s only now, thinking about it, I realise how much I miss it.

What do people bring to a Communion party? You’d tell me to Google it, probably. Or reach for two bottles of wine from your rack. Not the ones at the top. Second row, maybe. I don’t know why you bothered buying those ones at the top. ‘They’ll be worth a fortune someday,’ you said.

I went to the house the other day, to clear out the last of the stuff. Vinnie drove me there. ‘I’ll wait outside,’ he said. He knew. That I needed to go in on my own. Some goodbyes are like that.

The bottles were still there, on the top shelf of the rack. I left them behind. Maybe the family who are moving in will drink them. Or sell them. Or keep them until they’re worth a fortune. Someday.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

Dr Deery thinks it’s a good idea. To talk about it. Or write it down at least. I’m going for option two. She wasn’t surprised.

So trivial, really, the details. An ordinary day. Summertime. Hot and dry. Tar, melting on the road.

We fought again that morning. Shouted at each other across the bedroom.

You went to the clinic. I didn’t.

It could just as easily have been you. Driving that day. Instead of me. You put your car in for a service. Rang me that evening from the garage. Asked if I would pick you up. Said you didn’t want to fight. You wanted to go home and make us some dinner.

I thought about not picking you up. Then I said OK.

I picked you up.

One small shift and everything changes. I remember little things about the day. Insignificant things.

18.45. The time I pulled up outside the clinic.

22°. The temperature outside, according to the car.

Our conversation. So normal.

‘Can we swing by the dry-cleaner’s?’ you said.

‘It’ll be closed by now.’

‘You hungry?’

‘Yes.’ I was always hungry by then.

‘What would you like to eat?’

‘I’d love pasta.’

‘Carbonara?’

‘The version with the peas, and the cheddar instead of parmesan?’

‘Yes.’ You nodded. Asked me to stop at the deli round the corner from the house. You wanted to pick up some of their fresh pasta. Cracked black pepper tagliatelle, you said. You didn’t feel like making your own. Too tired, you said.

An ordinary conversation. We’d had conversations like that hundreds of times before. My hand was resting on the gearstick and you covered it with your hand and I let you. Perhaps because I was tired and I didn’t want to disturb the fragile nature of this peace between us. Perhaps because I knew it wouldn’t last. The peace.

I could feel the swell of my bump straining against the zip of my trousers and thought about maternity clothes and where I might buy some, or whether perhaps Faye could lend me hers since she had ‘shut up shop’, as she put it herself. Six and a half months pregnant and still in some of my own clothes. Faye couldn’t get over it. Said that she was like a heifer at that stage.

These are the thoughts. The observations. The details. The things I remember when I think about it, which I never do. I’m doing it today because Dr Deery said I should and I’ve always been a good girl and done what I’m told.

The accident itself. I don’t know. The tar. I’ve mentioned that. The bend in the road. The tree on your side. Sycamore, I think. The black jeep roaring towards us. An accident black spot, the garda said. I remembered then, when he said it, the posy of flowers on the side of the road. I noticed it as I took the bend.

Someone else has lost something here.



Ellen





Dear Neil,

It’s been a while. But this is it. This is the last letter.

One for the road, you would have said.

High time, I suppose. Even Dr Deery said YES with out-of-character emphasis when I broached the idea of not writing to you any more. She says it can become a crutch. Writing letters to people who have passed, she says. She never says ‘dead’. Too negative, probably.

I had my last physio check-up yesterday. Duncan said I’d always have a limp but because he’s so cheerful, it doesn’t sound that bad. When you compare it to the original prognosis of never walking again, it seems like fantastic news. I am grateful to my limp for being a limp.

A limp and a scar. I got off lightly, when you think about it.

I saw an ad for Grey’s Anatomy the other day and I remembered how you used to watch it in secret. On your iPad in your study, with the sound down low so I wouldn’t know. You didn’t want me to think of you as someone who watched melodramatic medical dramas on the telly. I liked that you watched it. I liked that you didn’t want me to know that you watched it.

I should have said no, that third time, in the restaurant. I should have told you to get up off the floor and sit down and put the ring away and be my friend. I suppose this is what people mean when they talk about the benefit of hindsight.

Me and Faye are ‘back together’. That’s how she puts it, like we broke up for a while. I suppose we did, in a way. I did. We’re going out tonight. After our yoga class. As a group, we make up about 50% of the class: me, Mum, Vinnie, Kenny, Janine, Faye and Barry. Week six. Janine is the best. She can do the splits. Kenny’s always bragging about how bendy she is. Vinnie still can’t get over them. I don’t know why. They’re one of those couples who look like they’ve been together for years. But in a good way.

Vinnie is pretty terrible at yoga. His balance is awful, he falls over a lot. But he gets up, tries again. I like that about him. Makes me think that I can do that too. Try again. You’re gone and I’m here and life goes on and on, whether you like it or not and I didn’t like it. Not for a long time. The yoga class is on during EastEnders. I record it but I don’t always get time to watch the recordings any more. Not with college. The Fine Arts course is full-on. I should be a qualified art teacher just before it’s time for me to retire! When Mum visits me now, she says, ‘Are you not watching EastEnders?’ She’d deny it, but she was as addicted as me in the end.

We’re all going to Vinnie’s house after class today. He’s cooking. Won’t say what. Something French, I think. He bought a lot of garlic at the farmers’ market yesterday. His kids are in Spain for the midterm, visiting their mum and grandfather. I know Vinnie misses them when they’re not there. Worries about them. Kerry texted me a photograph of the sunset she’s painting on the beach beside her mum’s apartment. She says she’s going to do the same course as me when she leaves school. Orna said she was a natural, when Kerry did her work experience at the studio.

Finn reckons you’re sitting on a cloud, beside his granny. He’s positive about this. I’m pretty sure you’re not, but some days I think about you sitting there, with our baby girl in your hands. I worry about things then, what you might think about everything.

Dr Deery said this was normal. She said I have to be honest.

I haven’t seen her for a good while now. She asked me, at our last session, how I felt about Vinnie.

I told her I love spending time with him.

‘Yes, but how does he make you feel?’ She sits back in her chair, like she’s prepared to wait for however long it will take for me to answer.

‘He makes me feel glad to be alive.’

That’s what I say, in the end.



Ellen
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