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PROLOGUE

To begin with, there were two people, and their names were Niamh and Antony. They didn’t know each other, and they never would. But the same life-defining moment came for both of them in turn, within the same short space of time.

For Niamh it was a choice, a half-second’s distracted decision to step off the pavement without looking right then left then right again, as she’d been taught in the Tufty Club at primary school. She didn’t see the car, a red Vauxhall Astra, driven, it was later determined, two miles under the speed limit. The moment for her was very brief – a flash of red, a snippet of radio playing ‘Livin’ La Vida Loca’, of all the songs in the world, a feeling of being lifted up and falling. For a second the world stretched, the blue sky above, the flap of pigeon wings, the blare of a car horn. That was it.

For Antony – Anto – it was a note, written on lined paper torn from the school exercise book of a child he’d never met and didn’t know the name of (Davey Magee, aged seven). It was a rainy day, dripping onto leaves and umbrellas and the windows of the red-brick house. It was the thought he’d carried all morning, a sick, almost-excited terror – if she offers to go to the shops, I will. If not, then no. It was writing a name, as neatly as he could, knowing now was the time to be clearly understood, scratching the pen on the paper to make it run. Caroline …

For everyone, the moment that comes is this – you understand you are going to die. Not just know it – really, we all secretly think it won’t happen to us – but understand it, finally. You are going to die.

Caroline

People say mad things to you when your husband has died.

‘Ah, sure you’re young, there’s time for you,’ was a classic of the genre, currently being trotted out by some friend of Anto’s mother, a woman in a grey trouser-suit ensemble who was shoving a devilled egg into her face. Caroline wanted to scream – I’m thirty-six! I don’t have that much time, you stupid bint! Even if she had a child right now she’d be considered an elderly mother, and the unfortunate death of her husband had put those plans somewhat on the back burner.

Others chose, ‘He’s with God now.’ Was he, since he was an atheist and had once called the Pope a human-rights abuser? Or, ‘He’s looking down on us.’ Was he, or was he just dead, snuffed out? Likely he had no awareness at all that she was here in his mammy’s living room, having struggled through a memorial service for him, followed by tea, drinks and finger food. He wasn’t looking down on her, or wanting her to go on with her life or eat a devilled egg or have a gin and tonic, as his drunken uncle Martin kept insisting, though it was 2.30 p.m. on a Monday. He hadn’t been taken too soon or given up his fight or any such bullshit. He had chosen to go, and leave her here, stuck with his extended family and neighbours and assorted rubberneckers, and she was just so angry with him she wanted to scream.

Caroline was so deeply, raging mad. Mad at Anto. Mad at these people with their stupid comments, mad that she’d had to take the day off work, because Anto’s mother had insisted on holding his memorial service on a Monday for some reason to do with the church being double-booked for a Zumba class. She and Anto would have laughed about that, except for him being dead.

She was also mad that today made it seventy-six calendar days since Anto had been lowered into the ground, in the graveyard nearest their home in Belfast (an issue which Caroline was vaguely aware had caused some ructions within his family, who’d wanted him brought back here to their plot). Almost three months. She barely remembered the funeral, since in Ireland you had to have them within two days or the world would apparently come to an end, and two days after it happened she had still been struggling to breathe, and put one foot in front of the other, adjust to a world that was fundamentally different than it had been, because Anto was no longer in it. Let alone pull together a funeral for two hundred people and field endless questions like would Anto have wanted flowers? Do you not agree Anto would have wanted live music in church, instead of taped like our Patrick seems to think is acceptable? Would Anto have wanted money behind the bar? A sit-down meal? How the bloody hell would she know? They’d never discussed their ‘wishes’, seeing as they were in their thirties. And apparently, she’d known nothing about what Anto wanted anyway. At the very least she had assumed he wanted to be here, with her, but it turned out that was not the case.

‘Look at the time,’ Caroline mumbled, as Anto’s sister Julie elbowed her way across the room towards her, no doubt to discuss whether Anto might have left her annoying kids any money in his will. He didn’t even have a will because, of course, he was thirty-eight years old. ‘I better shoot.’

‘Already?’ Anto’s mother Mary, the matriarch of the family, looked pointedly at the carriage clock over the mantelpiece. ‘You’ve hardly got here, Caroline.’ Never mind the fact that she’d driven all the way down there, missing out on a full day’s teaching, so would be playing catch-up all week trying to undo the lax habits of the substitute, who last time had let the kids watch a DVD of Frozen instead of learning long division, and Caroline had been paying for it ever since.

‘I know, I know, but I have my support group tonight. I need to go every time, sure you know how it is.’ Being a sensible sort of person, Caroline had of course got all the help she could find for her situation; grief counsellors, grief support groups, self-help books, even a mad woman called Rosa who ‘smudged’ the house with sage, making the whole place smell of roast dinners. As she downed her tea, she reflected that the group was also useful as a means to escape from unwanted social situations. So far, it had moved around to be basically every night of the week, depending on what event she wanted to get out of. It actually was on a Monday night, however, so she could say goodbye to Mary without a flicker of guilt, and get back on the Westlink before rush hour kicked in.

Mary hesitated, moving in closer so that Caroline could smell her magnolia hand cream. ‘Love. Can we have a wee coffee or something this week? After your work tomorrow, maybe?’

She and Mary did not have coffee together. And why so soon after today? Caroline blinked. ‘Well, sure we can. How come?’

Mary was lowering her voice, a rare event in itself. ‘We just … have a few things to talk about, that’s all. About what happens now.’ The headstone, Anto’s assets, that kind of thing, Caroline imagined. Her heart sank further. It was cruel enough losing someone, let alone doing the extra work that all the death admin involved. Deathmin. She hated it.

As she got into her car, she finally let herself think about Anto’s grave as she had seen it on her last visit. The fresh wound of the broken earth was healing over already, grass and weeds growing on top of it (Mary had lobbied hard for some ‘nice gravel’, but Caroline knew he would have wanted something natural. Or thought she knew, anyway. Maybe she hadn’t known anything about him at all.) The earth had taken Anto back, time was moving on, and he was still gone. Somehow, that was even worse than when it first happened.

Josh

It was hard to choose the worst thing about your wife being dead. There’d been some bad moments, for sure – identifying her body in the morgue, for one. The image was burned into him. A face the colour of candle wax, her curly fair hair not quite covering the red mark on her forehead. It was Niamh’s face and yet not, the life gone out of it.

Then there was breaking the news to her mum and dad, who were in their seventies, and took a long time to get to the phone, because it was him the police had called when it happened. He didn’t know what was worse – being the first to know, before anyone else did, or being the last, going on living your life for another few hours thinking everything was fine, when it never would be again.

Then there was planning her funeral with bewildering speed, which they insisted on doing in Ireland for some reason, no one sleeping at all for three days, her brother and three sisters arguing over music and food and flowers, his own mum barely able to make it from London in time.

But this – two months after his wife’s funeral – was also a bad moment. He had to clear away her things and throw them out, because she wasn’t coming back for them, because she was dead. People had offered to do it, of course. Some strange instinct seemed to kick in in Ireland when a tragedy took place, women cosseting men as if they could do nothing for themselves. He had turned down the help of Niamh’s oldest sister Siobhan, who was already a grandma, and her middle one Darragh, and nearest-in-age one Clare, and various aunties and her friends from school and work. ‘Mammy’ was considered too fragile to do such things, after a brush with breast cancer two years before. Niamh’s father, a farmer of seventy-three, had so far said nothing to Josh about her death, except to clap his shoulder and mutter, ‘Ah son.’ Even the son was something, and he’d imagined telling Niamh about it, dissecting this new development for signs that her dad’s discomfort with a fella who was not only English but black too had eased, but he couldn’t do that of course, because she was dead. Maybe that was the worst bit, in fact. Not being able to tell her anything that was going on and hear her laugh against his neck and say, ‘Ah Jesus, I dragged you back to the eighteenth century, so I did.’

He sat back on his heels in what had been their bedroom, having barely made a dent in Niamh’s wardrobe, stuffed full of dresses, jeans, scarves, hats, you name it. The woman had never thrown anything away – she still had her First Communion outfit in there. The clock on the bedside table said it was almost six, so that meant he needed to stop and get ready for support group, which was some relief, as he could put the task of clearing out her things off for another day. Caroline would never forgive him if he was late to the group.

Anyway, he reflected, getting up and wincing at the pain in his knees, it wasn’t as if her clothes were going anywhere. That was the problem.

*

The support group was held in a shabby community centre not far from the Falls Road. Inside, the corridor was lit up with fluorescent bulbs. There were several events and classes going on at the same time – the local am dram group rehearsing Hairspray, the historical society looking at slides of an old workhouse, an AA meeting. Josh still remembered how nervous he’d been on his first night, angry that he even had to be in a place where people were singing songs from a musical (really badly) and there was an honesty box to chip in for loo roll, how ridiculous he felt even trying something so stupid as a support group in the face of his overwhelming loss. He’d been standing in the car park having an argument with himself when a woman walked briskly past in a yellow raincoat, and as she opened the shatterproof door of the community centre, a snatch of song had come out, something about Baltimore. ‘Are you coming in?’ she’d said to him.

No. It’s stupid. ‘Um … ’

She seemed to understand. ‘I was the same my first time. Grief support, is it?’

Was it that obvious? ‘Um … yeah.’

She held the door. ‘Come on. I’ll walk you in.’

He’d wanted to bolt. Instead, he had mumbled a reply and shuffled forward, into the strip lighting of the centre’s corridor, the posters for tae kwan do and Irish dancing and yoga flapping in his wake. And here she was again, several months on, that same woman, walking into the wet car park, in the same yellow coat, with the same air of purpose, and he realised he had been hovering there to wait for her, so they could go in together again.

Caroline smiled at him as she approached, face bright under her hood. ‘All right?’

‘Ha. No.’

‘Me either. Once more into the breach though, anyway?’

‘Suppose so. Bloody breach, I hate it.’

‘I know. But sure what else can we do?’

They went in.

The room was too large for the small circle of plastic chairs in the middle. Stacked around the edges were yoga mats and blocks, the rubbery smell of them making Josh’s nose twitch. There were five people in the room, including himself, the only guy tonight. An older woman in a tunic top and aggressive highlights stood self-importantly by a whiteboard: this was Sinead, the ‘group facilitator’. The clock had just ticked past seven.

As Josh and Caroline went in, Sinead took a green marker and wrote under forties grief support group on the board. She underlined it firmly, three times. ‘You’re late,’ she said to them, frostily. ‘Let’s get started, now you’re finally here.’

The group had been billed as grief support for widows/ widowers and/or bereaved partners under the age of forty. It sounded cobbled together, as if someone had complained. Despite the fact that no one was new tonight, Sinead liked to start every session with an introduction. ‘Hi, I’m Sinead. For anyone who doesn’t know me,’ (they all did), ‘I’m the group facilitator. I’ll share my story with you.’

They had heard this story many times. Caroline whispered to Josh out of the side of her mouth. ‘My Terry … ’

‘My Terry, God rest him, died in 1991. He was a police officer with the RUC – so brave!’

‘So brave, such a sacrifice! My job now … ’

‘ … is to support other young widows and widowers. Oh! And of course, partners of any type are welcome here.’ This comment was directed at a rain-soaked woman in exercise gear, who hadn’t yet looked up from the floor – Cassie, whose wife Lisa had died from ovarian cancer four months earlier, at the age of forty-one.

‘We’re here to help … ’

‘We’re here to help each other through the shocking and unexpected blow of losing your partner young. Now. Whose turn is it to share tonight?’

A while later, they sat there listening as Cassie talked to a fixed point on the floor. ‘I gave up my family to be with her,’ she said flatly. It was as if she’d spoken these words many times before. ‘They’re fundies. Religious, like. I’d never told them I was … like this, but when I met Lisa, I had to. I wanted to bring her to weddings and birthdays and christenings and that. But they – Mum cried. Dad threw me out of the house, said they’d pray the sin left me. They didn’t even come to our wedding. Lisa … her parents were good, they tried, but they’re old.’ She twisted a wedding ring on her cold, white finger. She’d told them she was training for a marathon, and she ran to and from each group meeting from her house all the way across town. Josh wanted to wrap her in a blanket and tell her not to go out in the fierce Belfast night, black sheets of rain whipping off the Lough. To go straight home instead and stay in, watching mindless telly and drinking tea, find comfort where she could.

Sinead’s eyes rested on Josh, as Cassie finished her monologue and slumped back into her chair to a smattering of applause. Her grief was like a leaden thing, weighing them all down. Not me not me not, begged Josh silently. The gaze moved on. ‘Ruma? Do you – please feel free to say something if you like.’ Ruma, a headscarfed woman with a gentle smile and sad eyes, had been coming to the group for weeks, but she never said a word, just shrugged and nodded. They didn’t even know anything about her bereavement – maybe she wasn’t ready to talk. Ruma, once again, didn’t say anything, just smiled in slight confusion, so Sinead’s beady gaze moved on. ‘Caroline?’

Caroline gave an easy smile. ‘Ah, sure I think everyone knows my story, Sinead.’

Sinead tutted. ‘Yes, but how are you this week? What’s changed?’

‘Nothing’s changed, he’s still dead.’ Sinead scowled. Caroline relented. ‘We had Cemetery Sunday at his ma’s parish today. Not actually on a Sunday, and he’s not buried there anyway, which was a bone of some contention if you remember.’

Sinead uncapped her marker with an aggressive pop. ‘And did that help you find any healing, Caroline? The power of the ceremony?’

Caroline shrugged. ‘Not really. They had some really nice jam tarts though. Marks and Sparks, I think they were.’

Josh stifled a laugh and Sinead pounced on him. ‘And what about you, Joshua? What have you done this week to promote your healing journey?’

‘Um, well, I made a start on clearing out her—’

‘You must say her name! It’s important!’

‘Right, OK, on … Niamh’s things.’

‘Good! That’s very good! Did you get far?’

‘Um … not really.’ He’d not actually moved a single thing so far. It was all still there, her clothes and shoes and bags and books and toiletries. The clutter of a life well lived.

Sinead sighed. Her thoughts were clear to read – why was she stuck running this group with people who couldn’t even grieve properly? ‘Right. No Matt this week?’

Matt was another guy who came to the group sometimes, in his late thirties. He had three kids and his wife had unaccountably dropped dead two days after having the youngest, leaving Matt shell-shocked, trying to support a five-year-old, three-year-old and a baby through the loss of their mother. ‘Couldn’t get childcare,’ said Caroline, who kept in touch with everyone via a vast network of WhatsApp messages. ‘His mammy fractured her wrist putting the bins out.’

Another sigh. ‘Fine. Well I suppose we better get on to tonight’s topic – gravestones and memorials. Any views on headstone engraving, anyone?’

‘I think Sinead hates me.’ Caroline and Josh fell into step with each other as the small group straggled out into the cold night.

‘She hates us all! Mostly because our grief is so fresh and juicy’ – Josh wiggled his eyebrows – ‘and my Terry … ’

‘My Terry,’ mimicked Caroline.

‘He’s been dead for years. And he wasn’t killed on the job like she makes it sound, he got run over taking a piss on the motorway while he was hammered. The Chronicle reported on it. Sinead’s been widowed for years, and here she is sucking up our fresh new grief.’

‘Oooh, give me your juicy tears, slurp slurp!’ Caroline pretended to lick Josh’s cheek, then they quickly straightened their faces as Sinead came out past them, jangling the keys to the room, hands rammed into her gilet.

‘Do try not to be late next week, you two. It’s very disrespectful, both to myself and the rest of the group.’

‘Sorry, Sinead,’ they muttered. Cassie had already left, running off into the night, and Ruma had gone for the bus with her usual silent waves and smiles. Soon, Caroline and Josh were left alone in the car park. Over time, they had developed a ritual for this part of the evening.

‘Pub?’

‘Pub.’

They moved off down the street. Josh again remembered the first time he’d come to the group, when Caroline had grabbed him afterwards. ‘Thank God, an actual normal person. Do you want to go for a drink, because I think I’m going to kill Sinead if I don’t vent at someone?’

Josh had been newly widowed then, sunk and stunned by his grief. He hadn’t been to the pub, or anywhere in fact, since Niamh’s death, had turned down every social invitation that came his way, barely left the house in weeks, but all the same he found himself saying yes to the woman with the blonde bob and raincoat. ‘OK.’

‘Great. There’s one round the corner.’

As they’d walked there, he’d asked, ‘So … how does it work with this group? Is it like prison, and you’re not meant to say why you’re here?’

Caroline had laughed, and he’d marvelled she was able to do that still. ‘You can say. My husband Anto, he died.’

Imagine being able to say it so matter-of-factly. ‘I’m sorry.’

Caroline waved a hand. ‘You can forget all that sorry stuff, we’re in the same boat here. I’ll save you wondering if it’s rude to ask what happened. He killed himself. Took his life, or ended his life by his own hand seem to be the PC terms, but feck it, I’m the one who found him – he killed himself.’

‘Jesus.’ He didn’t know what to say. Condolences, platitudes, would clearly not be right here. ‘Well. My wife—’

‘Niamh – you must say her name!’ said Caroline, mimicking Sinead’s sharp tones.

‘Sorry, yes, Niamh.’ He was copying Caroline’s droll style, but he winced on the long syllable of the name all the same. ‘She was hit by a car crossing the road – nice old fella out to buy the Irish News and boom, she runs into the road and he hits her.’

‘I’m so … ’ Caroline stopped herself. ‘I’m doing it now and all. That’s awful, Josh.’

‘Ah well.’ He shrugged. ‘What can you do? A very useful Irish phrase, that. I’ve learned a lot of those since I got here. Ah now, as well.’

‘That’s a grand one,’ said Caroline. ‘You can say it at least six different ways with different meanings. Good for getting rid of ageing cousins at wakes. Now, let’s get the drinks in.’

Josh had hesitated at the door of the pub, suddenly afraid. ‘If you don’t mind … I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it more tonight. Her. Is that all right?’

Caroline had clapped a light hand to his shoulder. ‘Everything’s all right in the heartbreak club, kid.’

‘Is that what we are?’

‘Sure.’ Caroline had pulled off her yellow coat as they headed into the warmth. Underneath she wore a soft jumper of some sparkly silver wool. ‘The first rule of heartbreak club is – get your heart broken. That’s all really.’

‘OK, then. Thank you.’ And that was how it began.

Caroline

Caroline still wasn’t used to coming home alone. As she dropped her keys into the little lumpy dish by the door, made by a young Anto in Year Five, her muscle memory still expected it, his singsong Hello, baby, bounding up to greet her like an eager puppy. You’re here! Grabbing hold of her – I’ve got your arm! You’re mine now! On bad days, she used to know things were wrong because of his silence. Because he didn’t run to the door to see her, talking a mile a minute about his day, pulling her bag from her shoulder and flinging it down on the couch. Like that day. The worst day. It had been the silence, hadn’t it, that made the hairs rise up on her neck?

This was a different silence. Not of someone there, breathing, mired in pain. Of nothing. No breath, no disturbance of the air. No one there at all. It was a strange kind of pain – she loved this house because she had lived here with Anto, but it was haunted too, because this was where she’d lost him.

‘I don’t know how you still live there,’ her friend Jenny had confessed, half-cut on whiskey at the wake. ‘Stay with me a while, will you not?’

But she couldn’t. Even though every time she came home she lived it again. That day. Unlocking the door, balancing her re-usable cloth bag of shopping, feeling slightly martyred in a pleasant way that she’d been the one to get up and go to the shops on a rainy Sunday. He owed her one – maybe he could cook something later. She’d expected to find him sprawled in front of Sunday sport, or to hear the gush of the shower, but the house was silent. ‘Hello? You didn’t go back to bed, you lazy article?’ She put the shopping away first, and when she thought about it now her hands curled into fists of frustration. Leave it, you eejit! Go to him! Now!

But she hadn’t, because she was sensible. She’d put the juice and bacon in the fridge, rolled the cloth bag up in the drawer. Then called again: ‘Anto?’ Up the stairs. One step. Two. Perhaps the base of her spine was already zinging with some kind of lizard warning. It was too quiet. The wrong kind of quiet.

She’d stepped into their room – the bed made, the curtains pulled. Where was he? Must be in the bathroom. She stopped short. Something was attached to the door. A sheet of lined paper, fixed up with Sellotape that he must have taken from her school supplies in the office. She could imagine him rummaging, trying to find it, like when you had to wrap a last-minute gift. She walked a few steps to read it. Her feet creaked on the landing but there was nothing else, no sound of throat-clearing or flushing or toothbrushing.

The note said: Caroline. Please don’t go in. Call police first.

And that was all.

Now, Caroline pushed away her memories of after – the long moment, that might have gone on for hours, of understanding what had happened and trying to take it in – and went into the kitchen to put away her few groceries, just as she had that day. She’d planned to make a late dinner after support group, but had ended up getting chips on the way home from the pub, as well as buying an enormous bag of Cool Original Doritos that she was now going to eat all by herself.

She did everything as she had before, opened the cupboards, put things into them, tidied away the tote bag. It was the same bag, in fact. She still used the bathroom, too. Where else would she go? Anto’s ghost was there, a silent presence, greeting her at the door like he used to. Babeeee. If he was here she’d tell him about the group. She’d say how Josh was doing, that his skin looked grey and his eyes bloodshot, how in the pub they’d laughed till their cackles turned into howls. How angry Sinead was, despite ‘her Terry’ being dead for decades. How despairing Cassie was, how silent Ruma. How Matt hadn’t even turned up, struggling to bail out the lifeboat he and his kids were sinking in. It had been fun, though, the pub, doing impressions of Sinead and all the ridiculous things she told them to do to try to manage their grief. Tonight it had been rubbing essential oils on their pulse points. In the pub, Josh had waved around a bottle of malt vinegar, shouting, ‘Car! Give me your wrist, I shall anoint you!’ Until the landlord took it off him and told them to quieten down, it was a Monday night and they were disturbing the other punters.

They’d stayed in the pub for hours before Caroline had stumbled home, and she was now going to slump in front of the TV, eating crisps and watching old Friends reruns, which were funny, but in a way that hurt because she’d watched them all with Anto, who’d initially dismissed it as sappy American pap, then one day she’d caught him alone, remote in hand, chuckling along to ‘The One Where No One’s Ready’. She wondered would anything ever be enjoyable again, not tinged with sadness at the memory of doing it with Anto. Perhaps that was why she liked Josh, because the friendship was brand new, something belonging to the afterlife she found herself living in now.

Not long after this revelation, Caroline passed out on the sofa, surrounded by bits of crisps, where she woke up four hours later, freezing and stiff. Without Anto, she felt untethered. There was no one to tut and shake their head if she stayed up too long, or to make her tea and toast when she came in drunk – not that she’d ever really done that when Anto was alive, too happy to stay home with him. Caroline held out her forearm in the cold living-room air. ‘Baby?’ she whispered. ‘Are you there?’ Wanting to feel a slight breeze, a raising of hairs. But there was nothing.

She stood up to go to bed, wobbly-legged, and shook out the crisps that had lodged in her bra. As she brushed her teeth, her eyes kept drifting to the bath. It was morbid, she knew, but she couldn’t help it. What was she supposed to do? Move out, never set foot again in her own lovely home? ‘I miss you,’ she said, to the still, empty air. Anto’s ghost said nothing back.

Josh

Josh was also not used to the empty flat. Right before he met Niamh, back in London, he’d finally managed to afford his own place, a half-studio in Peckham, and was only delighted with himself, as she would say. Would have said. No more finding dirty dishes in the sink or hairs in the soap. It was small but cosy, and he’d arranged his records on some reclaimed-wood shelves, and even bought a cushion. When girls came over, as they did comfortably often, he had candles and vases and more than one towel, and it depressed him that they found this impressive, that the bar for straight men was set so low.

Now he lived alone again, in a newbuild flat in Belfast, and when he turned his key in the lock, the silence was overwhelming. No dishes in the sink or coffee mugs on the table, no bras drying over radiators or shoes kicked off in the hall. Niamh’s untidiness had been an irritant, the source of numerous complaints. Babe, please can you, and Babe, I’m going to lose my mind if you don’t stop …

He’d got what he wanted in a terrible way. A sterile, tidy, unchanging home. Niamh’s friends and sisters had offered to help him with the cleaning as well as with her clothes, and he’d tried to explain why he was laughing; that Niamh, the youngest of five, barely knew how to use a washing machine, that he’d had to ban her from going near his jumpers because she always shrank them. He’d always liked cleaning, finding it brought order to his mind, but now with every dust and hoover session, he knew he was wiping her away, her hairs and skin cells and her very breath from the air.

Not for the first time, a kind of helpless annoyance settled over him, another imaginary conversation with her. Why’d you have to walk into the street, you daft cow? Could you not have looked before you ran out? Because all this, your death and funeral and the sheer bloody pain of living without you, is so very inconvenient. He’d had things to do, a career to build. He didn’t have time to be a grieving widower, at thirty-four. But here he was.

Over the fireplace was a framed shot of their wedding. Josh had insisted he could pull off a loud suit, petrol blue, and Niamh was in hippy princess mode, braids and lace and flowers all over her, beaming despite the freezing and lashing Irish rain. He’d felt dazed that day, to have something as grown-up as a wife. And yet now he’d leapfrogged to an even later stage, and been widowed. It was gas, as Niamh would say. Would have said. Ah, tenses were a bitch.

Josh moved the picture a little, straightening it. He was slightly drunk from the pub with Caroline, a warm glow that he felt leaking away now he was back in this flat, so empty without Niamh. He’d never set much store by such things, had only tried the support group because he was literally going out of his mind, but he had to admit it helped. Caroline had been his rock this past while. She radiated a sort of warm understanding of the madder moments of grief, and having lost her husband a month before he lost Niamh, was a kind of pathfinder for him in the early days, when he was totally shell-shocked, an animal just trying to stay alive.

He looked at Niamh’s picture over the fire, smiling for ever, never to be any older than thirty-two. ‘I’ll keep going,’ he promised, speaking out loud, because he was a little drunk. ‘I know you would want me to try, at least.’

Caroline

Rather than enjoying the following evening doing what she’d planned, watching more of Friends and eating a whole Prosecco and raspberry cheesecake by herself, Caroline instead had to drive out of town in the rush hour and gird herself for the latest grief-obstacle – coffee with her mother-in-law. Was Mary even still that, if Anto was gone? She wondered what it was about, this coffee. By tacit agreement, they had not discussed anything about the future all through the funeral and initial grieving shock and the intervening three months and memorial service, but now she supposed it was time.

She hit traffic on the way out of Belfast and arrived at M&S at Sprucefield ten minutes late. As she ran in, she reflected with annoyance that Mary always wanted to meet here, as if a cup of weak tea among the pants and bras was the height of sophistication. She wouldn’t come into the city because she had a phobia about parking, specifically about paying for it. Eight pounds, Caroline!

‘Sorry,’ Caroline said breathlessly, flopping onto an inexplicably high stool at the raised counter. She didn’t embrace her mother-in-law. They’d never really done that. Irish families didn’t; usually they saw each other so often it wasn’t needed.

Mary had ordered a tea, which she liked as it came in a little metal pot, though she always complained one bag wasn’t enough. Caroline asked for a latte, and didn’t miss the slight lift of Mary’s eyebrow at her pretentious notions. Her mother-in-law, or former mother-in-law, or whatever she was now, was dressed in white loose pedal pushers and a voluminous patterned blouse. Her hair was ‘set’ in the manner of a granny from the 1950s, and her lipstick was smudged over the cup.

‘How’s everyone?’ Caroline offered.

Mary sighed. ‘Ah sure everyone’s just in pieces, aren’t they?’

Anto had been the second child of four, their father dead years ago of a heart attack, and they all lived within an hour of their mammy. When Caroline and Anto first got together, she’d shouldered the burden of Christmas and birthdays for his many nieces and nephews with a resigned sigh. They were his family, and of course she didn’t have to, but it wouldn’t be done otherwise and she’d get the blame.

Mary was just telling a story about Grainne, the granddaughter who was an Irish dancing champion, all bouncing curls and eye-wateringly loud dresses, when she stopped suddenly and said: ‘Caroline, I brought you out so we can have a wee talk. About Anto’s wishes.’

‘You mean the headstone? I told you, I’ll sort—’

‘No, not that.’ Her fingers were shaking, laden with heavy gold rings, her pink varnish chipped around the edges. The woman who’d borne the man Caroline had loved, and lost. ‘It’s about his … er. His stuff. The wee lads.’

Caroline didn’t understand for a second, then she realised what was going on here. Mary couldn’t bring herself to say the word ‘sperm’. She was talking about the frozen semen sample they still had, which had been stored in a Belfast fertility clinic before Anto got sick again and they’d had to leave their IVF plans literally on ice. ‘Oh?’

She imagined Mary would urge her to use it, get pregnant immediately and give her another grandchild to boast about, a part of Anto to live on after him. Caroline had barely thought about it, so engulfed in grief had she been, but the idea was there in the back of her mind, that maybe she could still use it, once she could think about such things again, which might be a while still. Not that she had a while, that was the annoying thing. Time was not on her side.

But that wasn’t what Mary said at all.

An hour later, she slammed in the door of the house, shaking, no, vibrating with rage. It wasn’t true. There was no way! It was none of her bloody—

Where was it? It had to be here somewhere. Caroline rooted through the ‘random bits’ drawer in the kitchen, scattering items to the ground in her anger – string, tissues, light bulbs, allergy meds. She found a crumpled Post-it with a number on it, which at one stage she had been calling almost every day, hoping for a better answer than the ones she was getting.

‘Hello, Belfast Fertil—’

‘Hello, it’s Caroline Hooper.’ Her voice shook. ‘I’ve just seen my husband’s, er, that is … ’ What did she call him now he was gone? Ex-husband wasn’t right. ‘Antony Carville,’ she said finally. ‘I’ve seen his mother and she said … ’

‘Is this about the consent form?’ On the other end, the woman’s voice was strong and cool, finding order in Caroline stammered nonsense. ‘Mrs Carville has already spoken with us about that, yes.’

‘Yes. It’s not true. Is it? She’s making it up – it can’t be true.’

A sound of rustling papers. A throat clear. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs—’

‘Ms.’ Caroline bridled.

‘Of course. Ms Hooper, did your husband not discuss his instructions with you?’

‘Um, well, no.’ Obviously not, since she was so angry her nails were digging into the old-fashioned Bakelite phone Anto had found in a junk shop. ‘It can’t be true. It’s so stupid.’ This was about her and Anto. Mary had nothing to do with it. It couldn’t be true that Anto had ticked the box on the consent form to say Caroline wasn’t allowed to use his frozen sample in the event of his death. Or that he’d told Mary this and not her. It just couldn’t. Mary must have the wrong end of the stick.

‘I’m sorry, but the information I have is that he ticked the box to have the material destroyed in the event of his death, which we understand, regrettably, is the case now. My condolences, by the way.’

‘You mean … you’ll just get rid of it?’ Caroline still couldn’t believe it. And why did Mary want the sample destroyed? Her own potential grandchild. Caroline didn’t understand. Because with Anto gone, Mary wouldn’t have the same influence she did over the other grandkids, tentacles creeping into every aspect of their lives? Or because she was religious – she thought IVF, post-death IVF, was meddling in what God wanted or something mad like that? Caroline had been too angry to ask her the reasons. She hadn’t even paid for her latte before storming out of the lingerie department, getting her bag tangled up in a size-twenty bustier, and took some grim satisfaction in the thought of Mary having to stump up for it. What was she going to do? Her last hope of a child – Anto’s child – was frozen in that clinic.

Since Anto had gone, one-sided conversations with him were a major part of Caroline’s life. She’d just had so much more to say to him when he’d gone that day. Like the fact that the green jumper he’d bought didn’t go with the brown cords. Like she didn’t much enjoy superhero films, so could he go with his mates instead? Like was it OK if, given he was planning to die, he’d leave her the sample she’d pinned all her hopes on?

She stood in her kitchen now, heart hammering with rage and confusion, and tried to think back to that day, signing the forms for fertility treatment. The tastefully appointed waiting room with the Nespresso machine in the corner, both of them nervous but hopeful, filling in consent forms on separate clipboards. The box to tick to say what happened if one of them died. It had seemed just a formality, another thing to fill in. They hadn’t ever discussed it, she’d been so eager to get in there to start the process. And why would they die, sure weren’t they young and healthy? Despite Anto’s … issues, the ones that had mostly caused the fertility trouble in the first place.

Some days it felt like everyone else had a baby, appearing casually in the world, squashy little bundles with wide eyes, while Caroline just carried on as normal, her stomach swelling only when she’d eaten too much pasta. All those years being absolutely shit-scared of getting pregnant (blame the nuns) and it turned out it was like trying to hit a moving target in the dark. IVF had been her light in that dark, and even when Anto asked if they could take a break, let him get his head straight, she’d been sure it was just a small setback to her plans. On hold, on ice. Not cancelled for ever. But Anto knew he was leaving her! He knew she couldn’t just rush out and find some other man to knock her up, and even if she could, she didn’t have the time to date and get to know someone for a few years. She was thirty-six years old. Anto knew that! He could count! But all the same, he’d ticked the box to say that the only thing she had left of him – those little guys in the freezer – should be destroyed after his death.

Caroline was literally pacing, like a caged animal. There had to be something she could do. Through all these months of searing grief, the only thing that had kept her going was knowing that a bit of Anto remained, that she could maybe still have his child one day in the future when she could breathe and walk and eat without having to remind herself to do it. And now she might have lost even that.

For a second she thought of calling Josh and pouring it all out to him, but quickly squashed that idea. She didn’t want him to see her like this, in all the rawness of her grief. She’d always tried to stay positive for him, give him some hope that he could get past his loss. Josh probably thought she was coping just fine with bereavement.

Josh

At that very moment, Josh was also having a dark moment. He was standing at the side of the road, freezing in the sweeping wind and non-stop drizzle of Belfast, eyes fixed on a nondescript spot. Nothing at all to look at. A bit of tarmac where a smaller street opened onto a larger one, with a few shops and takeaways nearby. Not even a blind spot or concealed bend. No reason for Josh to have come here every day for the last month. Nothing to suggest why this was the patch of earth where Niamh had died, on a cold sunny morning two months before.

There was more to the mystery than that. What had brought Niamh to a place like this in the first place? It was a part of Belfast she’d never mentioned, not near any of her friends – Josh had actually plotted this out on a map, during one of his madder moments – and weirder than that, she’d died in the middle of the working day. What was she doing out of the office? Had there been some appointment or errand she’d told him about and he’d forgotten, or which (more likely) had slipped her mind to mention? Josh had scoured her messages from that day looking for clues, mundane texts turned to precious jewels by the fact she would never contact him again.

We’re out of milk.

Upstairs tap dripping again. Urgh.

When you back.

Usual time.

Where you at today?

That was the last message he’d ever sent her. Not checking up on her; they weren’t that kind of couple, and he was often out and about reporting on stories. But she wasn’t, she worked in an office, which was miles away from this place, at a desk-based job. She shouldn’t have been here at all, that was the fact. There was nothing nearby to explain it – a narrow street of terraced houses, a Nisa shop on the corner, down the road a big Tesco. He took out his phone and checked her messages again, stopped for ever at 11.27 a.m. on 5 February. She’d seen his question, but not replied. Because she was busy, or because she couldn’t tell him the truth? Which was it?

He was jolted out of his reverie by a lorry zooming past, so close it ruffled his hair. Bloody crazy drivers. If only they had more speed cameras, bumps on the road, anything to slow people down. OK, so the old man who’d hit Niamh wasn’t speeding, but if he’d been going even slower, might she be alive still? Josh had to put the thought away. He’d learned that you could go mad that way, tangled up in if onlys. Besides, he was meant to be working right now himself. Maggie, his boss at the paper, had him on some incredibly boring story about whether members of the City Council were fiddling their expenses. Josh was trying to track down an assistant at City Hall who might know the truth, but ultimately he didn’t really care if someone had falsely claimed a lunch at Abrakebabra or not. Not when Niamh was dead.

He headed back to his car, face lowered from a stinging shower of rain that had just decided to pepper him. He had to keep going, find out what Niamh was doing here that day. He didn’t even know where to start, was the trouble. Ask her workmates, her friends, maybe even her family if he could find a way to do it subtly. Go through her things yet again, looking for a clue he’d missed. He would try whatever it took. He wasn’t going to tell Caroline though – she was far too sensible ever to do something like this.

Caroline

At the next support group meeting, someone new came. Sinead had just finished writing Welcome on the whiteboard, in big spiky green letters (not very welcoming in fact), when the door creaked open. Standing there was a little old lady, shuffling inside a cocoon of scarves, drapes, hats, jewellery and what looked like a genuine fox fur.

‘Can I help you?’ Sinead should be friendlier, Caroline thought, wincing at her hostile tone. The poor lady was probably lost. Could she be here for the musicals group, or AA? It didn’t seem likely, but you never knew.

When the older woman spoke, it was in a wavery, sweet voice. ‘Oh, hello. Is this the widows’ support group?’

‘It’s the young widows’ group,’ said Sinead, harshly. ‘And widowers-slash-partners, of course.’ She nodded to Cassie, who didn’t nod back.

‘Oh. Well, I’m eighty, so I don’t know if that counts as young.’

Sinead frowned. ‘It’s specifically for people under forty who’ve lost a partner, so I’m afraid—’

‘She can stay.’ Caroline couldn’t help butting in. Sinead glared at her and she quailed. ‘Can’t she? I mean, she came all this way.’ Not that she knew how far it was to the lady’s home. But she did know what a gargantuan effort it was, to get up and leave the house and walk in here to a room full of strangers, a tea urn bubbling in the corner. It wasn’t fair to turn someone away, not when they’d managed that much.

‘Of course,’ Josh chimed in, leaping to his feet and grabbing a spare chair. ‘Come and sit down, Mrs … ?’

‘Just Sylvia, dear, thank you.’ The lady’s hands emerged from the layers of clothes, brooches glinting among them. Caroline saw that her glasses had green rims. ‘It’s just that the other widow groups aren’t quite right – I was never actually married, and they only want to talk about pensions and wills. If I could stay for tonight, I would so appreciate it. I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.’ Even Sinead could not enforce the rules in the face of such
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