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Dedication

For Grace, who makes this house a home every day
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Chapter 1

Optimistic people might say that the good thing about hitting rock bottom is that there is nowhere to go but up. Marianne Cross was not one of those people.

Marianne, an accountant in both profession and nature, was a numbers person.

You knew where you were with numbers.

Take the number 435821, for instance. That was the number of the District Court case.

Another number was 84: the number of times Marianne had shoplifted.

Then there was the number of times Marianne had got caught shoplifting: 1. The age Marianne was when she began her shoplifting career: 13. A prime number. Then there was 35. A composite number and the age Marianne was when she married Brian.

The number of years Marianne had managed to remain married: 4. The number of children Marianne wanted: 0. Which, incidentally, was the same number of children Brian had said he wanted, too.

The number of children Brian was now expecting with his new partner, Helen: 2.

These and other numbers scrolled through Marianne’s head that morning when she arrived back at her childhood home.

The circulation figure of the national newspaper where Marianne’s crime had been reported in the ‘Court News’ column: 79,254. The times Marianne’s boss apologised during her ‘You’re fired’ speech: 8. The amount of euros by which Marianne was in arrears when the bank repossessed her home: 150,000.

Marianne opened the passenger door and stepped out of her mother’s ancient Jeep. She straightened, looked at the house. Another number came to mind. This one was 15. Her age when she had left this place.

She had resolved never to come back and yet here she was.

That’s what rock bottom really meant.

No place else to go.




Chapter 2

The house was called Ancaire, named for a granite rock on the beach below, with the curved top of an anchor.

Marianne always thought it an appropriate name.

Already she could feel the weight of it, bearing her down. She stamped her feet against the soggy earth to encourage some blood into her toes, wrapped her arms around her body in an attempt to ward off the worst of the bitter easterly wind that tore in from the sea, burdened with the salt water that went to work on her hair, transforming it from barely manageable to frizzy briars, dripping and dense.

‘Are you all right, darling?’ Marianne opened her eyes. She had almost forgotten about her mother. Which was not something many people could be accused of. Rita’s dress sense alone prevented that.

Marianne wondered, not for the first time, why her mother’s rig-outs – for there was no other word for them – never paid the slightest attention to the prevailing weather. Nothing about her headscarf – a bright snatch of orange silk arranged in a turban around her head – or the sleeveless pink summer dress underneath a blood-red bolero jacket suggested insulation or warmth. And the dullness of the day made her enormous sunglasses foolishly redundant. Rita launched herself in Marianne’s direction, stopping in front of her with barely an inch between them, reaching up to settle her hands on Marianne’s shoulders. Marianne could smell cigarettes and coffee and the herbal perfume Rita insisted on spraying not only on herself but also on innocent by-standers. She smelled like the sap of the dock leaves Marianne used to rub on Flo’s nettle stings when they were children.

‘Are you going to park?’ Marianne asked, stepping away so that Rita’s arms hung, suspended in the air for a moment. She lowered them, smoothing the material of her dress down the generous curve of her hips. She turned her head towards the Jeep, which had an abandoned look about it, strewn as it was across the grass, its ridged wheels sinking into the muck. It was an old army vehicle, the tarpaulin at the back torn and billowing in the wind like wings so that the leaking, rusting contraption looked as if it might take flight at any moment. Unlike the enormous rooster, now perched heavily on the roof.

‘I am parked,’ said Rita, setting the rooster on the ground. ‘I told you not to go up there, Declan,’ she told him. ‘You fell off last time, remember?’ The rooster scanned Rita with beady black eyes. ‘Go and find Gerard. That old goat will let anyone perch on him.’ Rita’s fingers tickled the bright comb of feathers sprouting from the rooster’s head. Marianne lifted her two suitcases out of the Jeep.

‘You’re travelling light,’ said Rita.

For one horrible moment, Marianne thought she would cry. Cry in front of her mother like she was still a baby who didn’t know any better. She set the suitcases down and pretended to cough instead. Rita whacked her on the back and Marianne stumbled forward. Her mother was stronger than she looked. She’d forgotten that.

She turned and took in the house.

It hadn’t changed. Still the same crumbling quality, the suggestion that it was only a matter of time before it succumbed to the lure of the cliff edge. The tall, grey façade was mostly covered now by the ivy that her late father, William, had occasionally tried to tame. At least the riotous greenery hid some of the decay of the ancient sash windows. Marianne could hear the panes of glass rattle in their tall frames in protest at the cutting wind that slashed across this exposed hilltop. And behind the house, the roar of the sea battering the coastline, dragging it away, piece by piece, year after year. One day, Marianne would arrive at this place and there would be nothing left.

She shivered, tightened the coil of her arms around herself and squeezed her eyes shut. But even then, in the sudden darkness, she could see the house: the steep pitch of the roof, the bald patches where some of the slate tiles had come away, the precarious slant of the chimney pots. The heavy slab of the wood-panelled front door, its paint peeling and the brass of the lion’s-roar door knocker faded with the passing of the years and the gripping of hands.

When Marianne opened her eyes. Rita was kneeling at the front door, her hand buried in the soil of a chipped terracotta planter out of which nothing but weeds grew.

‘Here it is,’ she said, drawing a large silver key out from beneath the clay. She banged it on the side of the planter to get the muck off it, then used it to open the door. Already, Marianne could smell the house. A damp smell, reaching for her like hands. Something of a greenhouse about it. Organic, like the house was alive in some way. Breathing.

Rita held the door open. Marianne picked up the suitcases. The handles dug into the tender skin of her long, bony hands and she refused to think about the fact that everything she now owned could be accommodated within them. She negotiated her way inside, careful not to come into contact with either Rita or the door, like a child avoiding cracks on a pavement. Perhaps she thought that if she managed not to touch anything, she could somehow make it back home. Back to her house on Carling Road. It had been a new build in Drumcondra when she and Brian had bought it for an outrageous amount of money at the height of the boom. Still, even with the starkness of the repayments she entered into her household accounts spreadsheet, it had been worth it. The house paid homage to all the things that Marianne valued. Things like insulation. And security. Central heating that responded to the touch of a button instead of having to be coaxed and enticed and whacked betimes with one of Rita’s rolled up copies of Vanity Fair.

Marianne walked down the hallway, concentrating on the black and white tiles on the floor, arranged in diamonds. The dado rail. The wallpaper, the pattern of which was long forgotten with the many coats of paint it had endured over the years.

Rita followed her. Now, as well as the damp, Marianne could smell the fake tan on Rita’s legs, which did little to conceal the clumps of swollen blue veins that bulged at the back of her knees.

The door into what her grandparents had called the drawing room, and where Marianne’s parents had once hosted their frequent and elaborate dinner parties, was closed.

From behind the door, a cacophony of voices.

‘What’s that?’ asked Marianne warily.

‘The Get-Well-Sooners,’ said Rita, smiling.

The voices were chanting now.

Get Well Soon.

How?

Don’t drink and sing this tune.

When?

Every day, starting today, you’ll

Get. Well. Soon.

‘That seems fairly … straightforward,’ Marianne said.

Rita did not rise to her dismissive tone. Instead, she said, ‘I left them here while I went to collect you.’

‘On their own?’

‘They’re fully grown adults, Marnie,’ said Rita.

‘My name is Marianne.’

Get Well Soon™ was what Rita called her programme. She insisted on the ™ even though Marianne was pretty sure she had never actually registered it as a trademark. She had been running the programme since she got sober and realised that AA wasn’t a good fit for her, the acknowledgement of a ‘Higher Power’ not being within her gift. She also disliked the perpetual aspect of AA, the idea that alcoholism was a disease from which you could never recover. Her Get Well Soon™ philosophy was more upbeat, Rita felt, with its use of the word ‘soon’ and its presumption of recuperation.

Membership was largely informal and word-of-mouth based. There was no hard-and-fast rule about how long you could stay. As long as it took, was Rita’s rule of thumb.

‘Besides,’ went on Rita, ‘Patrick was with them earlier. Teaching them how to whittle.’

‘Where is he now?’ said Marianne. ‘Putting out the fires in the Amazon, I suppose?’ Her tone was caustic. When she was within a certain circumference of Rita, she couldn’t seem to help reverting to a version of herself that was both childish and churlish.

‘He’s putting solar panels in the roof,’ Rita said. ‘The power of the sun is an amazing thing. And free to all. Patrick says—’

‘What room should I put my cases in?’ Marianne cut in. Couldn’t her mother wait until she took her anorak off before she started waxing lyrical about bloody Patrick? She supposed he could be described as … what? Her foster brother, maybe? He was eleven when he came to live with Rita that winter. Marianne was fifteen and had persuaded her mother to let her leave the local day school and enrol in a boarding school on the other side of the country. William left that summer, too, shortly after Rita stopped drinking. Those two events were not unrelated.

Patrick was one of a long line of children Rita began fostering after she got sober and William left and Marianne left. Most of the foster kids stayed for a matter of days or weeks, but Patrick never left. On his eighteenth birthday, Rita had given him a half-acre at the north-eastern edge of Ancaire on which he had built a carpentry workshop with an apartment above it, and cultivated a kitchen garden that was, of course, rude with abundant growth, no matter what the season. He insisted on paying a mortgage on the property but Rita just squirrelled the money away for him. She had given Marianne the details of the account, for safekeeping. ‘You’re good with money,’ she had said.

That had been true once.

Patrick was as much a fixture at Ancaire as Rita and Aunt Pearl, who was not really Marianne’s aunt but Rita’s father’s cousin. When Rita inherited Ancaire from her parents, she had also inherited Aunt Pearl.

‘Put the suitcases in your bedroom, of course,’ said Rita. She glanced at the clock. ‘The Get-Well-Sooners are finishing up now,’ she said, beaming. ‘They’re dying to meet you.’

‘I don’t want to meet them.’

‘Of course you do. They’re darlings.’

Rita opened the door and strode into the drawing room, clapping her hands for attention. ‘Everybody, this is Marnie. Marnie, everybody.’

Marianne stood at the door, the outsider looking in. It was a familiar condition but no less awkward for that. The room seemed crammed although there were only four people inside. Two women, two men. One was a young woman, maybe twenty-five, who studied Marianne with long, navy eyes like she was a foreign film with no subtitles. In the weak January sun struggling through the windows, the rings in the woman’s nose, chin and along her ears glinted, as did the silver studs across the shoulders of her black leather jacket. It was difficult to tell what colour her hair was, since her head was shaved clean. Her maroon leather skirt struggled to cover the gusset of her tights, the legs of which ended in a pair of white wedge-heel trainers, with laces the same shade of red as her lipstick.

‘You don’t look like a Marnie,’ the young woman said. She had a hoarse voice and her tone was one of deep suspicion.

‘I’m not,’ said Marianne. ‘I’m a … Marianne.’ Everyone smiled as if Marianne had said something amusing.

‘Well, I’m a Shirley,’ she said, snapping a wad of chewing gum around her mouth. ‘I’m getting evicted too.’

‘I wasn’t evic—’

‘Eviction, repossession, same shit, different class,’ said Shirley, shrugging.

‘How do you do?’ The other woman, a diminutive elderly lady, buried beneath layers of cardigans, shuffled towards Marianne in an enormous pair of woollen slipper-boots. She stretched out an ancient, arthritic hand and slipped it into Marianne’s. It felt like a small bundle of twigs. Marianne held it rather than shook it.

‘Ethel Abelforth,’ the woman said. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance.’ She smiled a sweet, little old lady smile. She looked a most unlikely addict with her blue rinse, freshly set in stiff curls. Rita would not approve of such thinking, insisting that addiction was an equal opportunities condition.

‘I’m sorry to hear about your young man,’ Ethel went on, her brown eyes enormous behind thick spectacles and concern plaguing her features.

Marianne withdrew her hand and glared at Rita. ‘Is there anything you haven’t told them?’ she snapped.

One of the men stepped forward and examined Marianne’s face. ‘She failed to impress upon us how beautiful you are.’ He splayed a set of short, fat fingers across his cheeks. ‘Why, in this light, you’re like a young Katharine Hepburn.’

‘Hashtag, objectification,’ piped up Shirley.

‘Hashtag, can’t a man compliment a woman anymore?’ he said. He was immaculately turned out in a three-piece suit, the buttons of his waistcoat straining against his stomach, across which a thick gold watch chain stretched. His hair was dyed black and was slick with gel at the sides, while the top was arranged in a buoyant quiff. He lifted one of Marianne’s hands and bowed his head. ‘Bartholomew Sebastian Doyle the third, recovering alcoholic, at your service,’ the man said. Then, without warning, he pulled her into an all-encompassing hug that left her stinking of Paco Rabanne. Marianne coughed and extricated herself from his embrace.

‘You might be an alcoholic but, as I have said repeatedly, I only occasionally drink problematically.’ This came from the other man, a twitchy specimen, wearing a limp brown corduroy jacket with leather patches at the elbows.

‘I hear the Nile is beautiful this time of year,’ said Bartholomew, catching Marianne’s eye so he could wink at her.

The stick man, long and narrow, with watery grey eyes and thinning grey hair, pushed his wire-framed glasses with small round lenses up the bony ridge of his nose and studied the ceiling. He mouthed counting to ten, which, as someone who often had to resort to such measures, Marianne could relate to. ‘Freddy Montgomery,’ he said then, nodding briskly at her. ‘I’m a local businessman so let me know when you’re ready to start job-hunting and I may have some contacts for you.’

‘Ha,’ shouted Bartholomew, but Rita put her hand on the shoulder of his suit jacket and he fell silent.

‘That won’t be necessary,’ said Marianne. ‘I won’t be staying long.’

‘You can stay as long as you like, Marnie,’ said Rita.

‘Once I get myself sorted, I’ll be on my way’

‘Well,’ said Freddy, ‘all the same, let me know if you need—’

‘I won’t need anything,’ Marianne said. She picked up her cases and marched out of the room. She closed the door behind her, stood in the cavernous chill of the hallway. From inside the room, there was silence. They might be whispering. They were probably whispering. She didn’t care. About any of them. She couldn’t even remember their names. She had been tired when she arrived and now she was exhausted. The kind of exhaustion that feels damp and cold. As if Ancaire was already seeping under her skin.




Chapter 3

The bedroom hadn’t changed much. Two narrow single beds on opposite sides with matching candlewick bedspreads, the buttery yellow faded now to a porridge grey. Marianne moved automatically to her bed, taking care not to step over the line she had drawn down the middle of the room in indelible marker years before.

Old habits are the hardest ones to kill.

The bookshelf at the end of Marianne’s bed housed her collection of Encyclopaedia Britannica. She had asked for one from ‘Santa’ every Christmas, although she couldn’t remember a time when she actually believed. The racket Rita and William used to make, fumbling about the bottom of the beds with the stockings, while Marianne pretended to be asleep.

The owl posters, at the foot and head of the other bed, were faded by years of daylight, curling at the corners, their eyes fixed on Marianne, as if they were waiting for an answer to a question that she had long forgotten asking.

Even the curtains were the same. Blue and yellow Paddington Bear ones. The sticker on Paddington’s suitcase: ‘If lost, please return to Darkest Peru.’ For years, Marianne had thought that Darkest Peru was a person. Someone exotic.

She set down her cases on either side of the door. She had taken no keepsakes from her house but one of the cases contained a small porcelain owl. She had wrapped it in tissue paper, pushed it inside a sock, then a slipper, which she had wrapped in a towel. And an Aran cardigan.

She hoped that had been enough to protect it from Rita’s unorthodox driving style and the lack of any semblance of suspension in her ancient Jeep.

Through the bedroom window, the garden. Although it wasn’t so much a garden as a vast field, the end of which dropped suddenly and treacherously to the sea, some fifty metres below. The rooster was now perched on top of a threadbare donkey with inexplicably perky ears. Chickens pecked in the dirt beneath the canopy of a homemade run beside a luxurious-looking coop. At the far end of the field was Patrick’s apartment, with his workshop below, the double doors flung open as usual, as if it wasn’t winter and he wasn’t teetering on the edge of a sodden, wind-swept cliff. In front of the workshop was his kitchen garden, infuriatingly neat and robust, around which a long-horned goat performed jerky little jumps that seemed involuntary, like a nervous tic.

Beyond the garden, it was difficult to tell where the sea ended and the sky – leaden and low – began. When people found out where Marianne grew up, they always seemed delighted about the proximity of the sea, the prospect of living on a bluff, which must seem, they felt, like being marooned on your very own island.

Marooned was an apt word, Marianne thought.

No matter how precarious the purchase of the house to the edge of the bluff looked, it clung on. It was a bit like Rita, Marianne thought. Indestructible. It had been built by an American – a pork belly trader called Ron Stark – in the spring of 1930 for the love of his life, Julia. Ron had fancied himself the romantic type, and a brooding house flanked by nothing but raging water and hard rock and rich earth and huge sky might have seemed in keeping with this notion of himself.

A year later, he had boarded up the house and fled back to Vermont. He did not put it up for sale, so certain was he that no one in their right minds would purchase such a monstrosity.

He was wrong.

That summer, the summer of 1931, Rita’s parents bought the house. They had made an accidental fortune by writing and illustrating a series of ‘How to …’ books. Their subjects were random – How to Sketch Toes and Other Peripherals, How to Comfortably Live Beyond Your Means, How to Sleep, Perchance To Dream – but what made the books sell like hot cakes were Archibald and Ruby themselves. While they wrote and drew pictures relating to, for example, edible seaweed, they also – wittingly or otherwise – revealed themselves to their readers, who couldn’t get enough of them.

Their most popular edition was entitled How to Raise a Good Girl, written during the first few tender months of Rita’s life. In later years, they had to concede – privately, at least – that their only child could not be relied on to prove the thesis of their book.

Some of the books were still in print although their continued success was mostly down to an ironic sense of nostalgia. Still, the modest book sales were enough to sustain Rita in her current incarnation, the material demands of which, Marianne had to concede, were minimal. This dribble of income was also the reason why Rita – an artist – could refuse to sell any of her paintings on the grounds that her work would be contaminated and compromised by such a gross act of commercialism. As would she.

Marianne sat on the edge of the bed and thought about unpacking. And she should probably have a shower. Change her clothes. Had she brushed her teeth this morning? She must have. She couldn’t remember. There was a sour taste in her mouth. She should brush her teeth. Drink some water. Instead, she allowed her body to sag sideways until her head was on the pillow, then she pulled her legs onto the bed. She was too tired to unlace her runners so she let them hang over the edge.

She shouldn’t be tired. She hadn’t done anything today. Or any other day. Only sit and wait for the axe to fall, which it had been doing, bit by bit, since Brian left her twelve months ago.

Sometimes, she still couldn’t believe it. How thoroughly everything had fallen apart in the end. How quickly. They’d mapped everything out, her and Brian. Their lives. Just the two of them. That would be enough. For both of them. That’s what they’d agreed. Marianne had even worked out when they would die. Not in a morbid sense. More of an actuarial equation that provided an estimate – loose, granted – based on variables such as diet, exercise, environment, genetics, etc., notwithstanding external factors such as an apocalyptic event or something more ordinary but none the less catastrophic, such as a road traffic accident or being mauled to death by a pit bull.

Even when Brian left, Marianne had managed. She had managed to keep the house on Carling Road. It seemed imperative to keep the house. She used all her savings, buying Brian’s share. It hadn’t been enough so she’d remortgaged. Which was tight but manageable, with her salary. She was sure she would have kept on managing if she hadn’t been caught shoplifting. She hadn’t planned on doing it that day. She thought it had something to do with Brian’s news. About Helen. Expecting the babies. The twins.

And then the shoplifting. She had done it almost without noticing. But the security guard had noticed.

‘It’s just … it looks bad,’ Marianne’s boss had said, after she was convicted. ‘I mean, if you’d done something else, like, I don’t know, stalking or something, it wouldn’t look so bad. You know? But an accountant who steals. It’s too hard a sell, Marianne. For our clients. I hope you understand?’

‘Of course I understand,’ snapped Marianne.

No salary. No savings. It was only a matter of time before the bank started asking questions. At first, they wrote to her. Polite but firm letters, which Marianne ignored. Then the phone calls, which she didn’t answer, her voicemail box crammed with messages she didn’t listen to. She just sat in her house and waited for the axe to fall.

She felt there should be some sense of relief, now that it had finally fallen. She had imagined that waiting for the worst to happen might be the worst bit.

But now that the worst had happened, she realised – too late – that the waiting hadn’t been that bad. With hindsight, the waiting had been almost pleasant. Because she had waited in the comfort of her own house.

Her home.

She must have dozed off because the dinner gong, when it sounded, caused Marianne to jerk awake and bite her tongue, the sharp pain of which brought her back to the present moment, which in turn brought her back to the realisation that the worst had happened.

Rita stood at the door of the dining room, pounding on the lid of a biscuit tin with a wooden spoon. Her sunglasses were perched on top of her turban, which was bright pink now. She had changed for dinner, Marianne noticed, and was wearing a ballet-length emerald-green satin dress, with a sweetheart bodice, out of which her breasts spilled, like they were jostling for position. Marianne felt cold just looking at her.

‘There you are, Marnie,’ Rita shouted over the noise, beaming.

‘Can you stop banging that thing?’ said Marianne.

‘What did you say, darling?’

‘Can you stop it!’ Marianne raised her voice just as Rita stopped whacking the tin.

‘There’s no need to shout,’ said Rita. She set the tin on top of a stack of self-help books on the hall table and tossed the wooden spoon inside it. ‘Now come along, everyone’s waiting for you.’

‘Everyone?’ Marianne’s gut twisted at the word. Even before Brian left her, they had eaten their dinner on trays balanced on their knees while watching the news. Or Nationwide, during tax return season, when they sometimes had to work later than usual. They had never formally introduced a conversation embargo during mealtimes. There had been no need.

The dining room was still the draughtiest room in the house. This was largely due to the enormity of the tiled fireplace, out of which gushed the wind, freshly arrived from the Arctic, it seemed. It was a big room and had been elegant in its day with its high ceiling framed by an ornate margin of coving, a wide bay window across which the heavy, velvet curtains had been pulled, and the chandelier still lording it over the table, albeit grimier than Marianne remembered and missing some crystal pendants.

‘You finally decided to grace us with your presence.’ Aunt Pearl’s tone was as pointed as the collar of her blouse. Marianne didn’t have to look to know that she was wearing a tweed A-line skirt, thick flesh-coloured tights and sturdy brown leather lace-ups. She had been wearing only very slight variations on that outfit for as long as Marianne could remember and, when she walked, she emitted a strong smell of camphor.

‘Now sit down so we can eat.’ Despite the thin quality of Pearl’s voice, it had a remarkable capacity for disapproval. Even when she was just asking someone to pass the milk jug down the table. Marianne thought it had something to do with her mouth; the set, bloodless line of it.

Pearl was a collection of rigid bones that poked through the pale blue film of her skin. Her hair, coarse and grey, was restrained in its usual bun at the nape of her neck. Six-year-old Marianne had asked her, one Halloween, if she was a witch and Aunt Pearl had never forgiven her for it.

‘Hello, Aunt Pearl,’ Marianne said. ‘It’s … nice to see you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Marianne,’ snapped Aunt Pearl. ‘Nobody thinks it is nice to see me. Why on earth would they? Yet here I am, all the same. Now, can we please eat?’ She glared at Rita, who beamed as if Pearl had complimented her dress.

‘Certainly,’ Rita said, moving towards the door. ‘I’ll serve up now.’ She disappeared out of the room, towards the kitchen.

‘Hello, Marianne.’ She looked around and there was Patrick, standing and pulling a chair out for her before resuming his place beside Aunt Pearl, his bulky frame making the old woman seem even frailer. ‘It’s nice to see you,’ he said.

Pearl glared at him, then at Marianne as if perhaps she had missed something on her initial inspection. She shook her head, then busied herself with her serviette, tucking it into the high-collared neckline of her blouse.

‘Hello, Patrick,’ said Marianne, sitting down. She reached for the jug of water but Patrick was already lifting it, filling her glass. Typical. He reminded Marianne of a pit bull terrier, bald and stocky, hard lengths of muscle barely contained beneath his Metallica T-shirt. Along his arms and up his neck were tattoos of animals – snakes, leopards and sharks mostly. When he spoke – which he did as seldom as possible – his voice was so soft and faint, people strained to hear him.

Marianne met Patrick when she returned from boarding school at mid-term break. She shrugged as she always did when her mother introduced her to the children she fostered. Perhaps because she associated them with her mother’s sobriety, which seemed to Marianne, back then, fragile and transient.

Patrick was one of those kids who had been in many foster homes, always for brief periods before being returned, like faulty goods, to State care. There were reasons, of course. There are always reasons. An addict mother, who overdosed when Patrick was seven. A drug-dealing father, who got sent to prison when Patrick was nine.

Patrick’s social worker whispered to Rita that he was convinced the boy was a psychopath. Or a sociopath. ‘Which is the one who’s not charming?’ he wondered.

Rita ignored him.

Marianne didn’t see Patrick until the third day of that long mid-term, when she had completed the holiday work her teachers had set for her and was mooching about, trying simultaneously to avoid Rita and find something of interest to engage her. Instead she found Patrick, small and scrawny back then, straddling the branch of an oak tree with a slingshot and a collection of vicious stones, his eyes trained on a bird’s nest perched at the end of a slender branch above his head.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Marianne hissed up at him. Patrick shifted his position and stared at her. He picked up one of the stones and slotted it into the elastic band, which he pulled taut, aiming it right between her eyes. Marianne didn’t flinch. She glared at him with her hands on her hips. It was Rita, in the end, who saved them. Inadvertently, of course.

She rang the gong for lunch. That was also new. The gong. And regular mealtimes. The worst of it was Rita’s newfound penchant for cooking. Which wouldn’t have been so bad if she wasn’t so awful at it that first year. Everything was either soggy or hard as nails. There was no middle ground. Not with Rita.

Now, twenty-five years later, Patrick was still here, still hanging on to Rita’s every word, grateful as a pound puppy who finds his ‘forever home’.

And Rita encouraging him. Telling him all her secrets. Seeking his counsel on every tiny thought that passed through her head.

It drove Marianne crazy, the way the two of them went on. Like one couldn’t do without the other.

Rita pushed a silver trolley on sputtering wheels into the dining room. ‘Everybody hungry?’ she said as she wafted her way around the table, taking the long way and unleashing her scent as she went. A cloying mix of figs and roses, Marianne thought, burying her nose in her napkin. Patrick lifted the heavy silver soup tureen from the trolley onto the table.

‘Thank you, my boy,’ said Rita, patting his arm. She lifted the lid of the tureen. The smell was immediate and delicious, in spite of its alarmingly bright green colour. ‘Garden peas and mint soup,’ Rita said by way of explanation, when she clocked the distrust on Marianne’s face. She dished up and sat down.

‘Eat up, everyone,’ she said, sitting down. ‘It’ll get cold.’

For a few moments, nobody spoke, not even Rita. The silence wasn’t awkward as such. And even if it was, Marianne was disinclined to do anything about it, given how much energy she was expending simply by sitting upright on a chair in a room with people other than herself in it.

There was just the scrape of spoons against bowls, the pat-pat-pat of Pearl’s napkin against her mouth, the rattle of Rita’s bangles as she reached for a slice of rye bread. Even Patrick’s silence made a sound, a low thrumming, like a generator.

Marianne mostly stirred the soup round the bowl with her spoon, dipped pieces of bread into it and watched as the soup stained it green.

After a while, Rita put down her spoon and raised her glass of water and beamed at Marianne. ‘I would just like to say …’ she began.

‘Please don’t make a speech,’ said Marianne.

‘I’m not making a speech,’ said Rita. ‘I merely want to say welcome home.’

Marianne could feel something twist in her gut at the word. Home.

‘And I also …’ Rita went on.

‘I thought you weren’t going to make a speech?’ said Aunt Pearl.

‘Okay, fine,’ sighed Rita, lowering her glass.

Patrick lifted his. ‘Welcome home, Marianne,’ he said with a small smile.

Marianne focused on the table. It was a monstrous slab of mahogany, as pockmarked as her teenage acne-riddled face had been. Rita had softened its imperfections by lighting long, slender candles down the middle of it, their flames swaying in the draught, casting yellow light in shaky circles.

‘Those things are a fire hazard,’ said Aunt Pearl, nodding at the candles and wrapping her shawl tighter around her thin frame. ‘I’m a stickler for health and safety but your mother takes no notice.’ She shook her head and Marianne fancied she could hear the bones in her neck chafing against each other. The list of things that Aunt Pearl was a stickler for would fill one of Marianne’s encyclopaedias but Marianne didn’t say that. She didn’t say anything.

‘How long are you staying?’ Aunt Pearl barked then.

‘Not long,’ said Marianne. ‘I’ll be leaving as soon as I … as soon as I sort things out.’

‘So you have a plan then?’ said Aunt Pearl, sitting even straighter in her chair.

Patrick picked up his glass and, in her peripheral vision, Marianne could see the sharp angle of his Adam’s apple scrape along the taut skin of his throat.

‘Give her a chance, Pearl,’ said Rita, reaching across the table to collect the empty bowls. ‘She only just got here.’

There was a clatter of hoofs, and the long-haired goat Marianne had spotted earlier in the garden ran into the room, doing a lap of the table, stopping beside Rita, sniffing hopefully at the trolley.

‘Who let that animal in again?’ asked Aunt Pearl icily.

‘He must have smelled the peas,’ said Rita, bending to pull gently at the goat’s long coarse beard. ‘You love peas, don’t you, Gerard?’

‘It’s unhygienic,’ said Aunt Pearl. ‘Animals in a dining room.’

‘Gerard keeps himself very well,’ said Rita. She stood up and pushed the trolley towards the door, breathing hard as she navigated it over the hump of the saddle board. Gerard trotted after her. With the rattle of the trolley, Rita’s high heels and the sharp clip-clip-clip of Gerard’s hoofs, Marianne fought an urge to clamp her hands over her ears.

Patrick distributed plates around the table. The same blue and white dinner plates with repeating patterns of ships and anchors and waves. When she was a child, Marianne had had to stand on a kitchen chair to reach them. She’d fry an egg, arrange beans like spokes around it. ‘Guess what it is,’ she’d say.

‘The sun,’ Flo would reply.

‘Are you all right, Marianne?’ Rita asked when she returned, scattering bowls of vegetables around the table. ‘Do you not like the couscous? Don’t worry, I have mash as well so—’

‘I’m fine,’ said Marianne. Rita handed her a plate with chunks of turnip and carrot and mushrooms in a dark red sauce dotted with chickpeas and butterbeans and whole cloves of garlic and sprigs of rosemary. Marianne couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. Had she had breakfast? She often didn’t eat before she went to work, but then the cart would come round at eleven and her colleagues would form an orderly queue in front of it and Marianne would be reminded to eat. With the absence of a workplace and the snack cart and her colleagues it hadn’t been all that easy to remember, these past months.

She pushed the vegetables around the plate with the fork.

Rita was talking. She had been talking for ages, as far as Marianne could tell.

‘… so I suggested to Shirley that we …’

‘Your dinner will get cold,’ Marianne said.

‘It always does,’ said Aunt Pearl.

Rita ploughed on as if nobody had said anything.

‘… just five minutes in a room with that nasty man and—’

‘Most men are nasty,’ cut in Pearl. ‘You’ll have to be more specific.’

‘Shirley’s landlord. Have you not been listening to a word I’ve been saying?’ Rita shook her head. ‘He’s ordered Shirley out of her home by the end of April.’

‘Is Shirley the single mother?’ Aunt Pearl’s mouth curled around the words.

‘She’s the mother of two adorable boys,’ Rita said briskly.

‘I’m afraid I have met Sheldon and his brother, Harrison,’ said Aunt Pearl. ‘And adorable is not the adjective that sprang to mind.’

‘And,’ Rita went on, ‘Shirley doesn’t even have the benefit of a lease agreement to protect her. Or any help from the PRTB because, of course, that article never registered with them.’ She stabbed a chunk of tomato with her fork and waved it about. ‘All he cares about is …’ She looked at Marianne. ‘What do you call it?’ she asked. ‘It’s some type of line. People who are obsessed with money are always talking about it.’

‘The bottom line,’ said Marianne.

Rita beamed. ‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘My clever girl.’

Patrick gathered the dinner plates and the tureen and placed them on the trolley. He pushed it out of the room, lifted it over the saddle board like it was a bag of feathers. Rita trailed him. Marianne heard Patrick say something and then Rita’s high trill of a laugh, dribbling away as they moved down the corridor, towards the kitchen.

Pearl made a tsk noise with her tongue but exactly what element of the evening she was tsking at was unclear. Marianne took off her glasses and worried at them with the edge of her napkin.

‘I think they’re clean now,’ said Aunt Pearl.

Ever since she had started wearing glasses – aged fifteen, during the first week of boarding school, when her maths teacher realised that Marianne was using complicated guesswork to make out the equations on the blackboard – she had taken to them. She favoured heavy, solid frames so there could be no mistaking them, even from a distance. They felt like a shield. They protected her. They announced her. People made assumptions. Serious. Quiet. No nonsense. And even though those assumptions might not be true for everybody, Marianne knew they were true for her.

Marianne slid her glasses back on and Aunt Pearl came into sharp focus. Her silver-blue eyes were undimmed by her many – might she be ninety? – years. Still as clear and glinting as a block of knives. ‘Really, Marianne,’ said Aunt Pearl, patting her bun to make sure it hadn’t budged, which it hadn’t because it wouldn’t dare to, ‘stealing. I really don’t—’

‘Dessert,’ roared Rita, sprinting into the room. Aunt Pearl, who resented her sweet tooth, broke off to inspect the trolley. ‘Is that a roulade?’ she asked.

‘Made from our very own raspberries,’ declared Rita.

‘Raspberries are not in season,’ Pearl sniffed.

‘Patrick froze a few batches of them last September,’ said Rita, smiling at Patrick, who arrived with a pot of coffee and a jug of cream. The coffee smelled dense and earthy. Marianne never drank caffeine after 4 p.m., but she accepted a cup so she could wrap her cold fingers around it, hold her face over the mug and let the steam fold into her skin, warming it.

‘So, what is this Shirley woman going to do?’ asked Aunt Pearl, accepting the plate that Rita handed her and guiding it to the table, as gently and carefully as if it were a baby bird that might take flight at any moment.

Marianne said, ‘No thank you,’ when Rita offered her dessert. She did not have a sweet tooth but even she had to admit that there was something almost beautiful about the curve of raspberries, curling through the circle of thick, wobbly meringue, staining it with their dark pink juice.

‘Well,’ said Rita, spooning roulade into her mouth and then speaking long before she had swallowed it, ‘we’re going to stage a sit-in at Shirley’s house before the actual day of the eviction.’

‘When is the eviction date?’ Patrick asked.

Marianne noticed how people sort of froze when Patrick spoke, as if they were afraid that his quiet words might burst like bubbles if they so much as blinked. Aunt Pearl’s napkin, held at the corner of her mouth, Marianne’s hand reaching for the water jug.

Rita, who had been burrowing for a raspberry that had fallen down the deep valley of her cleavage, recovered first.

‘Sometime in April,’ she said, bending to lift a bulging diary out of her handbag. She leafed through it. ‘Of course, the landlord might have changed his mind by then. If not, we’ll throw everything we’ve got at it. Even Aunt Pearl, if we have to.’ She winked at Pearl, who grimaced. ‘I can’t find it,’ she said then, tossing the diary on the table. ‘The light in here is too poor.’

‘You might be able to see better if you wore the glasses the optician prescribed for you,’ sniffed Pearl.

‘I don’t need glasses, I just need a second opinion,’ said Rita, running the pad of her finger around her plate to collect the last of the cream and raspberry juice, licking it noisily.

The diary lay on the table, open on the last week of April. Marianne glanced at it and saw a red X with several exclamation marks and a rudimentary drawing of a matchstick house with matchstick people across the front of it, holding up matchstick placards, each containing a single letter that, together, spelled S.H.I.R.L.E.Y. with love hearts – crayon red – on the placards at either end.

The eviction date, she presumed.

She leaned closer.

It was scheduled for the thirtieth of April.

Marianne retreated in her chair until she reached the back of it, felt the hard lines of wood dig into her shoulders and down her back, concentrated on that sensation, the press of her skin against the chair.

‘Marianne?’ Rita looked at her. ‘You’re as white as a sheet.’

‘I’m … fine,’ said Marianne. ‘I …’

An image of five-year-old Flo bloomed in her mind, as sudden and vivid as a pinprick of blood on the tip of a finger. Flo’s first day at school. Marianne letting go of her hand at the school gates. Flo handing Bruno’s lead to Marianne, bending to kiss the dog’s nose no matter how many times Marianne told her it was unhygienic. Flo’s black patent shoes that used to be Marianne’s, which she had polished so that they shone like new.

‘Aren’t you scared?’ asked ten-year-old Marianne.

‘Of what?’ Flo said, her blue eyes wide with curiosity.

‘Of going to school,’ said Marianne.

When Flo shook her head, her pigtails flew about her head like chair-o-planes.

Marianne stood up, the legs of her chair scraping against the flagstones on the floor, making a grating, shuddering sound. Everybody looked up. Their faces seemed small. Far away. Like Marianne was peering at them through the wrong end of a pair of binoculars.

‘I’m not feeling well,’ said Marianne. She turned, moved towards the door. It, too, seemed far away, like a door in a dream.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Rita called after her.

Marianne shook her head. The door wouldn’t open. Marianne yanked the handle up and down.

‘You should take a spoon of cod-liver oil every morning,’ declared Aunt Pearl. ‘A cure-all.’

Patrick appeared beside Marianne. He performed a complicated, counterintuitive manoeuvre with the handle and pushed at the door which, of course, opened without even a creak of hinge.

‘Sometimes it can be difficult,’ he said.

Marianne swept past him, into the corridor and up the hall. She took the stairs two at a time, ran the length of the landing, didn’t stop until she was safely inside the bedroom, leaning against the closed door.

The room seemed to mock her. As childish as she was, it seemed to suggest, with its unchanged landscape, Flo’s bed on the other side of the line, the pillow plump and smooth, the sheets and blankets beneath the counterpane neatly turned and tucked. Marianne knew they were because she had turned and tucked them herself. Every morning. Just as she had turned and tucked her own. She hadn’t minded. She had loved the order of the made beds, everything in its place, just as she had left it. It had been the only room in the house that she could count on. Where everything was just so.

Now look at it. The sheets and blankets of Marianne’s unmade bed in a tangled clump on the floor. Marianne looked through the window. All she could see was the sea. It looked the same as it always did, the constant movement of the grey water, the curl of the waves closer to shore, their tops frothy and white, the thump of the water against the dark sand, against the sharp rocks, against the base of the cliffs. It had looked the same on the thirtieth of April, twenty-five years ago. It had sounded the same. To Marianne, standing at the window with her face pressed against the glass, it seemed like everything was the same. Nothing had changed.

Not even Flo, who would always be ten. Who had been ten for the past twenty-five years.




Chapter 4

Marianne got into bed in a pair of tracksuit bottoms, one of Brian’s old T-shirts, a fleece and a pair of slipper socks. Essentially, her clothes.

In spite of this, Marianne was cold, and the cold, coupled with the rock-bottom condition of her situation, made for a fitful night’s sleep. Whenever she woke up, which she seemed to do at intervals, the mean time of which came in at thirty-seven minutes, according to Marianne’s calculations, she spent the first few minutes trying to work out where she was. When she remembered, she felt a fresh gush of grief, surprised by the strength of it every time. The way it took her breath away like a punch to the solar plexus. She calmed herself by thinking about a piece of furniture in her home.

Like the splendour of the matching Vienna vases on either side of the hearth in the sitting room, filled with identical artificial flowers. All you had to do was shake the dust off them every few days and they were as good as new. Not one visitor had noticed that the flowers weren’t real. Not that there had been many visitors, Marianne conceded. Mostly Brian’s sister, Linda, on her twice-yearly visits from Guernsey. Linda, who had raised Brian after their parents died when he was twelve and she was eighteen, was a taciturn woman. She had never mentioned the artificial flowers although Marianne suspected that had more to do with her disinclination to speak in general.

Marianne had never been keen on inviting people into her home. Ancaire, by contrast, had always been full of strangers. Rita told her daughter that there was no such thing as strangers; just friends who hadn’t met.

Brian didn’t take any of the furnishings when he left. He said it was only fair, since Marianne had chosen most of them. And gone to such trouble to do so. As if spending a Sunday afternoon in a furniture outlet in Kildare sourcing the perfect coat stand was trouble.

Before she met Brian, she had long since accepted her status as a ‘singleton’. Not that she would have classified herself thus. The word implied youth and sinew and suppleness and a future that was not yet squandered. In fact, she embraced it. She lived alone. She slept alone. In her divan bed, so solid that even the most strenuous of tossing and turning would not produce so much as a peep or a creak out of it.

She worked alone. From the spare room in her apartment that she had converted into an office.

She had gone to boarding school alone. Then the scholarship to Queen’s University. Her accommodation was tiny and basic. She shared a bathroom with six older girls. The water was never hot when it was her turn for the shower. The accountancy course was gruelling, with a high drop-out rate. Marianne didn’t speak to any of her fellow students and, after a while, they stopped speaking to her.

She graduated top of her year and was offered her pick of jobs. She chose one that allowed her to work from the tiny flat in the apartment block she rented at the top of Griffith Avenue. Marianne liked how secure it felt. And how bright it was, with double-glazed windows looking out over the Tolka river. The back garden was so untamed, none of the other residents ever went out there so it felt like it was all hers and there were nights in the summer when she lay there, hidden by the tall grasses and watched the stars bloom like flowers across the darkening sky.

If company policy hadn’t changed, requiring the homeworkers to move into the head office in the IFSC, none of this would have happened because she wouldn’t have met Brian in the kitchenette on the fifth floor.

At 4.37 a.m., there was a scraping sound which, at first, she ignored. It was probably the branches of the silver birch, laid bare by winter, bent by the wind tap-tap-tapping against the windowpane. After a while she realised the sound was coming, not from the window but the door, and she concluded that it was mice scurrying behind the wainscoting.

At 4.46 a.m., with the scraping sound growing in intensity, Marianne flung the bedcovers back and quailed against the immediate onslaught of cold that the action produced. She marched to the door, for it was clear now that the sound was coming from the other side of it, and flung it open.

There, his paw cocked in mid-scrape, was a dog. He was neither young nor old. He was a middle-aged dog. A tall, thin, middle-aged dog, with coarse fur the colour of water left in a sink. A stagnant grey. His eyes fixed on Marianne and he cocked his head to one side, his ears like antennae on his head, upright and quivering.

Marianne shut the door and got back into bed.

Despite the menagerie of animals that Rita facilitated, she had never got another dog after Bruno.

The dog on the other side of the door continued scraping at the door with his nails, which, from the quality of the sound they produced, needed to be cut.

Marianne pushed her head under the pillow, gripping it around her ears, the better to drown out the sound.

The dog continued to scrape but also to whimper, and it was this whimpering sound – aching and forlorn – that felled Marianne in the end.

She wrenched open the door and glared at him. ‘What?’

The dog responded by licking at a patch of skin above Marianne’s ankle, in the space where her tracksuit bottom ended and the slipper sock began. ‘Stop it,’ she said, stepping back. The dog walked into the room. He circled the space on the floor beneath Marianne’s bed before settling himself there. He glanced at Marianne, who stood at the door. ‘Shoo,’ she said, pointing out to the landing. The dog blinked slowly, once, twice, then stretched his front paws out in front of him like the slats of a bed, arranged his head there, and fell asleep.

In the end, Marianne, frozen with the cold, had no choice but to get back under the covers. She came at the bed from the bottom to avoid the dog, crawled to the top, wormed her way back inside.

She woke at 5.30 a.m., roused by the dog’s snores, each of which was so loud and long, it caused her grandmother’s collection of glass in the dresser below to vibrate against the shelves.

When Brian snored, Marianne took to the spare room. She did the same when either of them had a cold. Or a cough. When she had her period. When one or the other of them had to get up earlier than the other the next morning.

All things considered, she had slept in the spare room more often than not.

Now she felt hot. Febrile. She turned onto her side and threw her arm out from the covers to prompt a drop in her temperature. Her hand landed on the dog’s coarse, scratchy fur. She snatched it away but the dog, perhaps thinking that she had patted him, stood up and placed his fore-paws on Marianne’s bed. She felt the current of his hot, damp breath against her face and drew back. He was not the sort of dog who benefited from close-ups. His thick, matted eyebrows formed an awning over his rheumy amber eyes and spools of drool hung from the corners of his mouth. ‘Get down,’ Marianne hissed at him. He licked her face. She pushed his paws off the bed and turned towards the wall, pulling the covers over her head so she wouldn’t have to see or smell him.

She must have fallen asleep eventually because she dreamed about Brian and Helen, which she sometimes did when her defences were low.

In her dream, Helen was in bed but awake. Perhaps the baby had been kicking and woke her.

No.

Babies.

Two of them.

Twins.

Brian hadn’t wanted a baby. Or babies. Neither had Marianne. This communal and fervently held pronouncement formed much of the foundation of their relationship. It was a done deal, as far as Marianne was concerned. Set like cement.

‘People change, Marianne,’ Brian had said, his tone soft and beseeching.

‘I haven’t,’ she said.




Chapter 5

‘Oh, I see you’ve met George,’ said Rita, barging into Marianne’s bedroom the next morning and yanking the curtains open.

Daylight flooded the room. It flung itself against Marianne’s face, charged into her eyes so that her pupils constricted, leaving her technically blind for a good minute.

Rita bent to pet the dog, who rolled onto his back with his paws splayed so she could rub his belly.

Marianne reached for the beaker of filtered water she kept on her bedside locker before remembering that there was no longer a beaker, there was no longer a bedside locker. She also remembered that she hadn’t brushed her teeth last night. She’d been too cold. She fancied she could feel the roots of a tooth loosening in her gum. She could hardly bear the thick, fetid smell of her own breath. She tried and failed to run her hands through her hair. In the absence of the taming product it required – or, indeed, even the benefit of warm water and shampoo – her hair had become matted and dense, like the forest that grew around the castle where Sleeping Beauty had slept for a hundred years.

‘You should eat something,’ said Rita.

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘Something nutritious,’ Rita went on. ‘I’ll make chia seed pudding. That’ll give you a bit of a lift.’ Her face was set with determined optimism as well as a thick layer of pan stick. Today, her turban was white, so
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