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Dedication

For Aurelia – in loving memory
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@mumoftwo_missingyou

Diary of a lonely lough shore lady

10,002 followers 

My husband sits right here beside me. I can hear him breathe, I can touch his skin, I can smell his cologne on his skin, yet I still feel so painfully alone. 

I tilt my head towards the sky, watching it drift in slow motion above me as two large fluffy grey clouds threaten to crash and burst with rain. 

I don’t like to admit that I’m angry, so I’ll do what I always do to divert my mind. I’ll close my eyes and I’ll pluck a memory from the past, back to when we were love-struck teenagers without a care in the world between us. Back to when our eyes sparkled in sync at first sight in school, a sign of the magical bond that was just about to begin. Oh, how magic it really was, and how we did love so deeply. 

But then love and magic are one and the same, really.

Remembering this, I tell myself that although it may be lonely and broken right now, my heart was made to love and be loved. 

The human heart is as big as the ocean. 

What a truly beautiful thing to know.

Grid Pic: A moody sky over Lough Neagh

Likes: 1,277 

Comments: 118



   
1.

‘Yes, yes don’t worry Mr Stephenson. I’ll have a word with Danny right now and make sure this never, ever happens again. I can only apologize. I’m very sorry.’ 

It’s Friday evening and this phone call from my son’s form teacher is the very last thing I need right now. I pinch the top of my nose to try to release some pressure, a tip I’ve picked up along the way on how to deal with my daily stressors that fill life as I know it. 

‘Yes, of course. I’m going to speak with Danny immediately and it won’t be taken lightly. No, no, you haven’t bothered me at all. Yes, you have a lovely weekend too. Thank you.’

I hang up the phone, take a deep breath and shout up the stairs.

‘Danny!!’ I roar from the pit of my stomach. ‘Daniel James Madden come down here right now!’

The winding mahogany staircase that was once my pride and joy needs a makeover as much as I do but I park it in the back of my mind with a million other things around here that need my attention, including my very unhealthy bank balance that has the ability to break me out in a cold sweat every time I check it.

There’s the chicken coop fence that needs repairing, the washing machine leak that is currently being soaked up with towels on the floor, the garden shed that needs painting and the faulty wiring in my bedroom that makes the light flicker. Our farmhouse is over a hundred years old and, just like I am, it’s beginning to show its age – thanks to a lot of neglect and a lack of love and attention. 

I know I’m still young at forty years old but I feel twice that age lately, as home life makes me gasp for air on a good day and makes me want to crawl back into bed on most others. 

I catch my look in the hallway mirror which does nothing for my mood by reminding me I’m long overdue a hair appointment. I make an inner pledge to make more of an effort with my appearance one day very soon, but I try to look at the bright side. I may have dark roots to clash with my blonde but I’ve no grey yet, which is a bloody miracle, so that’s a little ray of hope to hold on to.

‘Danny, I said get down here now!’

My thirteen-year-old son saunters down the stairs in his usual zombie-like state, rubbing his eyes as he adjusts from too much time in front of his game console screen and looks at me as if I’ve just interrupted a very important moment of his life.

‘Mr Stephenson just called,’ I tell him with my hand on my hip, knowing I look and sound as bedraggled as I feel. ‘I think you’ve some explaining to do? Again?’

‘Who?’

‘Your form teacher?’

‘Oh, that Mr Stephenson.’

‘Yes, that Mr Stephenson! He said you were smoking on school grounds. How many times have I had to speak to you about this? It’s exhausting, not to mention unhealthy and not to mention against all the rules. Do you think I need this on top of everything else?’

Danny turns on his squeaking sock soles on the bottom stair and hunches up the stairs again, mumbling something under his breath. 

‘Speak properly!’ I demand, but he just lets out a deep sigh. 

‘It wasn’t me!’ he says, turning to face me again. His cheeks are flushed and his fair hair is standing sticky on his head. ‘Cabbage is always picking on me. He blames me for everything.’

‘Cabbage?’

‘Mr Stephenson,’ he explains with a very staid expression. ‘His breath smells like rotten cabbage, and I mean really bad. Maybe he should take up smoking and he’d smell a bit better.’

I shake my head not knowing whether to laugh or cry, which is more or less the theme of my life these days. Cabbage! Thank God for my son’s sense of humour, even if he does almost topple me over the edge with his school-time antics. 

It really is my saving grace lately.

‘You OK?’

Kelly closes my husband’s ground-floor bedroom door ever so quietly, but it’s enough to make me jump. 

I realize I’ve been standing at the bottom of the stairs for much longer than I needed to now that Danny is long gone back up to his room. I can hear Meg singing a cheesy pop song in the shower, which is a welcoming sound and a contrast to her recent unpredictable bouts of silence, which are deafening in a different way. Instead of standing here in some sort of ongoing daydream I should be finishing dinner, which is exactly what I was doing before I got a phone call from a man I will forever now think of as Cabbage. 

‘Yes, yes I’m fine,’ I say with a smile to Kelly, who follows me into the kitchen where I manage to salvage a shepherd’s pie from the oven just in time. ‘How is he?’ 

‘Asleep. He couldn’t keep his eyes open,’ she says brightly. ‘So at least you’ll get to eat dinner before he wakes from his nap. He’s had a good day. I think he enjoyed the fresh air this afternoon when you brought him to the lough. I got two hand squeezes when I mentioned it to him.’

I lean both my hands on the counter and bite my lip, holding back how heart-breaking it is that my husband Peter’s main way of communicating now is through a series of coded hand squeezes, even though I realize they are now only reflexes with his ‘good side’. They don’t mean what they used to – a firm squeeze would once mean ‘no’, two would mean ‘yes’ or ‘happy’, three would mean ‘I love you’, which is rare, and four squeezes, which was always a lot less frequent but sometimes funny, once meant something along the lines of ‘you’re really annoying right now’.

It used to be either a coded hand squeeze or a series of low roars that spilled out of his mouth and pierced my shattered heart, so two hand squeezes is a sign of a good day indeed. I’ll take that, even if they mean nothing now, as Dr McCloskey constantly reminds me.

Peter doesn’t communicate any more really, not like he did in the early days after the accident. His hand squeezes and the ringing of the bell attached to his chair and on his bed are now just reflexes. I should remove the bell from both places, I know I should. 

‘Stay for dinner?’ I suggest to Kelly.

‘Oh come on, Annie, this is becoming a habit. You’re too kind.’

‘I have wine?’

Her eyes widen and, before I know it, we’re all tucking in to a steaming hot shepherd’s pie washed down with the obligatory single glass of wine I allow myself each day as a tiny reward for making it through another twenty-four hours. Just having Kelly here a little while longer reminds me I’m not totally alone when it comes to adult company in my home. Her vibrant, bubbly ways, which reflect in her sparkling green eyes, always brighten me up if even just a little. 

‘So I was thinking of wearing a dress and heels, just for a change and to really shock Joel for his fortieth,’ she discusses as I serve up some extras. ‘I mean, there’s only so many pairs of DM boots and skirts a girl can own. I like to keep it fresh, you know.’

Kelly’s husband’s forthcoming milestone birthday is her favourite subject these days and I find it a welcome distraction, even though my teenage daughter seems to have zoned out from the conversation already.

‘Meg?’ I say to her. ‘Meg, where are you going?’

She lifts her plate and her cutlery from the table, the din of dance music ringing from the air pods she wears on an almost constant basis.

‘Meg!’

‘Just leave her, Annie.’

‘No, that’s rude,’ I remind my friend. ‘Meg, come back to the table with your plate right now.’

‘I’m going to eat in my room,’ she shouts, then at least has the grace to remove one bud from her ear. ‘What’s the problem?’

I glance in Kelly’s direction and plead with my daughter via a stern look for her to have manners and sit down for dinner. She rolls her eyes, switches off her music and reluctantly plonks down at the table.

‘Oh, that’s right. Is our wee Danny in trouble at school again?’ she asks, her eyes darting from me to her younger brother with a smirk on her face. She has Peter’s mysterious brown eyes, his raven-black hair, and she even walks like he once used to, but these days she is just becoming more and more distant. Danny, who sits opposite me, is pale and fair like my side of the family, and even strangers often remark how two siblings can be so very different to look at. 

‘Our wee Danny is never in trouble at school,’ Kelly chips in, as always the mediator at our dinner table when she is invited to stay on after her two-hour shift as Peter’s day nurse. 

I’m just glad that we managed to divert Meg’s departure and that she is actually talking to us for once.

‘It was a case of mistaken identity in the secret smoker gang,’ I explain on Danny’s behalf, as I can see he has his mouth full of dinner. ‘Sure, look at that innocent face. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.’

Meg snorts in disbelief and Danny shoots her a warning look.

‘It’s true!’ he says as he reaches for a second helping of shepherd’s pie. ‘It was Charlie Bell and his gang who were smoking this time! Cabbage blames me for everything, doesn’t he, Mum?’ 

‘Cabbage?’

‘Mr Stephenson. His breath smells like rotten cabbage,’ I chirp in, and Danny gives me a high-five across the table. 

Once again, my son’s humour makes me chuckle. While he looks nothing like Peter, Danny’s joking ways always remind me of his father in days gone by. As he sprouts up so tall, the one other thing he does have is Peter’s height and if I close my eyes, as I sometimes do as he speaks, I can almost pretend it’s Peter talking. 

I miss my husband’s voice. I miss his laugh. 

I just miss my husband. 

‘I hope I didn’t pressurize you to stay,’ I say to Kelly when we finish washing up after dinner. ‘I don’t want to ever guilt you into it if it doesn’t suit, but boy it really does help keep our spirits up sometimes.’

Kelly throws her eyes to the heavens. 

‘Believe me. I enjoy it as much as you do, Annie,’ she tells me. ‘Joel and I are often like ships in the night between shifts, so it’s lovely for me to have someone to eat with too. Plus, you’re a wonderful cook, and the kids are a hoot when they’re both on form.’

‘They sure are,’ I say, unable to hide my pride, even though Meg’s moods and faraway stares these days are almost enough to just topple me over the edge. 

‘Now, tell me the truth. What’s up with you today?’ she asks, seeing right through me even though I feel a hundred times better now than I did earlier. 

‘Ah, nothing, it’s just one of those days,’ I say with a shrug. ‘I’m perfectly fine.’

‘Another one of those days, you mean?’

I pause. 

‘Sometimes … sometimes I’m glad my kids don’t long for the way we all used to be as much as I do.’

Kelly tilts her head to the side and looks at me with such pity, and I feel pitiful too. Gone is the spark I once had when I’d work all week and look forward to Friday when Peter and I would go dancing in town, or when we’d snuggle on the sofa and watch a movie or when we’d do something as simple as grocery shopping together. Now I do everything alone. Every day of every week, I do everything alone.

‘Have you thought any more on the respite proposal?’ Kelly asks.

‘No,’ I reply quickly, shaking my head. 

‘You’re exhausted, love. You need a break, and it won’t do Peter any harm at all to be looked after by someone else, even for just a few days a month at first. Look at it as a weekend here and there just to catch up with yourself?’

‘No.’

I feel hot tears prick my eyes at the very thought of leaving Peter in some sort of structured care, even on a temporary basis, but Kelly is right about one thing. 

I am exhausted. 

‘OK. Then will you please at least ask Bernice to take over for the evening so you can come out for Joel’s fortieth bash next Saturday?’ she continues, brightening up a little. ‘It’s only dinner and a few drinks down at the Red Fox. No big fuss really, even if I have pledged to wear a dress for once?’

‘Thank you, but I can’t.’

‘But you can,’ she says, before I launch into excuses. ‘You can but you don’t! Bernice has offered so many times and she’s Peter’s mother, Annie! You’re allowed to go on living, you know, even though Peter can’t.’

I almost lose my breath.

‘He’s not dead, Kelly!’ I say, my eyes blinking as seven years of hurt and loneliness overcomes me.

‘Oh God, I’m sorry!’ she says to me with her hand across her mouth. ‘You know I didn’t mean it like that. I’m so sorry!’

I look away, doing my best to keep it together, but I know that as soon as Kelly leaves I’ll have my usual carefully timed daily cry in the bathroom before washing my face and getting on with my evening duties where I’ll feed Peter his dinner, perhaps read some of my own writing or old diary ramblings to him for a while, then oversee Danny and Meg’s homework and listen to whatever news they want to tell me about. I’ll watch some TV in Peter’s room with him and slip out when he falls asleep, and then I’ll lie in my own bed and long for the way we were. 

I’ll dream of a life where one day I can be held closely again by a man who loves me, and I’ll punish myself for even thinking of such a selfish thing by crying more until he wakes and it’s time to face it all over again.

‘Anyhow, who would want be around me on a night out?’ I whisper to Kelly, looking down at my staple choice of wardrobe, which consists of denim dungarees and a worn-out T-shirt, or a cardigan and long dress on a Sunday. ‘I’m a bit of a miserable mess these days.’

Even Kelly can’t deny that. It’s been a lifetime since I’ve worn make-up and when I look at old photos of us all together when I was smiling and happy, tanned and bleached blonde, laughing and smug, with absolutely no idea of what was around the corner for us, I hardly recognize the woman I used to be. In fact, the state of the farmhouse is a reflection of the state of myself. It really is crumbling around me; everywhere I look, something needs fixing. The pine kitchen is so outdated and worn, the paint is peeling off the walls in corners, my own bedroom is past vintage and is just old and musty, and I’ve been ignoring a damp patch on the ceiling in the dining area for far too long. 

‘I’ll see you Monday,’ says Kelly gently. ‘Maybe you could relax in a nice bath later when Peter is down for the night? Or you could write?’

I physically shoo away her suggestion with the tea towel in my hand, trying to lighten the moment with a smile. 

‘I’ve no need to write. I’m absolutely fine,’ I tell her, not mentioning to Kelly the anonymous Instagram account where I vent to strangers and remember better times in my life.

I don’t mind ten thousand unknowns reading my rants, but I don’t exactly want Mary from ‘up the road’ knowing my innermost fears and feelings, not to mention Kelly or my children.

‘Try to relax, whatever you decide to do,’ Kelly tells me. ‘And please remember I’m here for you always.’

‘Thanks, Kell,’ I whisper. ‘What would I do without you?’

I see her to the door just as Peter’s buzzer rings loudly and on repeat. I close my eyes as the sound pierces my ears. 

My husband may not be the man he used to be, but he is still here. He still needs me.

At least I think he does.



   
2.

Peter looks fresh, clean and comfortable when I go into the room, which always makes my heart rise. His silky dark hair, which I used to run my fingers through, is now cut tight and short for easy maintenance, and his handsome face, a little gaunter than it used to be, no longer lights up when he sees me, but I like to still think my being here makes him feel safer. 

‘Kelly was saying you enjoyed our walk today,’ I say, leaning across to kiss his cheek and touch his face. I imagine he might still love for me to touch his face and I do it every day. His skin is warm and spongey and, for someone who only sees daylight for a very short time, he is tanned and healthy in his complexion. 

I picture sometimes, if my mother still lived in the same country, what she’d say if she saw me on a daily basis here, acting out duties like a well-trained nurse, even though in my earlier career choices it would never have crossed my mind. I was always referred to as a dreamer during my childhood, someone who avoided reality at all costs with my poetic offerings and novel dreams.

I don’t deny it. I was never naturally maternal, but instinct kicked in as soon as my own children were born, and I enjoyed every moment of their early years. Then, when the initial shock wore off, after Peter’s tragic farm accident and the subsequent stroke that has left him in this state of paralysis and inhabiting this locked-in, lonely inner world, I had to step up to the plate and do the same for him too. 

Apart from Kelly’s contribution, it’s up to me to make sure Peter has everything from food and drinks, to visits to the bathroom, from hygiene to medication, from conversation and entertainment, to – most of all – companionship, even if I know the words I speak don’t go anywhere.

‘You hungry?’ I ask, knowing of course that he can’t answer. Even though I jump to his attention when I hear the buzzer, it doesn’t mean a thing.

‘I’m sorry,’ I tell him, lifting him up on the bed, trying not to make it sound like it’s any trouble to do so. ‘I’m here now. OK, give me two minutes and I’ll get your dinner from the oven.’

His eyes don’t move from mine and the pain I feel for him lands right into the pit of my stomach. I sometimes wonder if he would be better off dead, and I hate myself for even contemplating that. 

Moments later I spoon-feed my husband slowly and tenderly as the evening news is broadcast on the television in his room and I don’t speak until it’s over. He always enjoyed the news bulletin every evening at six, and I like to think he still gets annoyed if he misses it, even though he can never show it.

Most mornings we go out for some fresh air, even if it takes me longer to get him ready to leave the house than we actually get to stay out for, but a walk in a park or just a stroll around the lough shore or the farm where I push him in his chair over lumps and bumps on the muddy ground, pointing out updates on the chickens we’ve always kept or the children’s pet rabbits and guinea pigs, or our old lazy sheepdog Rex and the vegetable garden, which I do my best to keep in honour of his parents, from whom we bought our family home. 

He swallows his dinner as I feed him, staring at me as if he is deeply concentrating. I watch his swallow so carefully these days, noticing how it’s becoming so slow and deliberate. Any day soon I expect that might go as well as his memory.

‘I can read to you for a while, or you know there’s a great series on Netflix we could watch together?’ I suggest, as if we’re just a normal wife and a normal husband on a normal Friday night. ‘It’s one of those gritty crimes you love that I always suffer through on your behalf, but to be fair it is getting great reviews.’

I scrape the sides of the plate to make sure he gets as much nutrition as I can manage into him. 

‘Or we can watch some of our own family home movies, eh?’ I say, my voice rising slightly. ‘You’re so talented with the camera, much more creative than me, even though you insist on telling me different.’

I smile as a memory flashes through my mind of us both, just young teenagers lying in a cornfield back in the late 1990s, as Peter snapped photos on a Polaroid camera of me blowing dandelions into the cool summer breeze. I can still smell his skin in the sticky heat and see his eyes dance as he waved the little squares of plastic in his hand until they popped with colour, bursting with memories. 

I try to avoid phrases like ‘we used to’ or ‘before’ or ‘when we could’ when I talk to him now. Instead I keep everything in the present, as I can only imagine how lonely it is in his locked-in mind. We may not know how much he understands right now, and we probably never will know for sure, but as long as he is by my side, I will continue to talk to him with the respect he deserves. 

I wipe his mouth clean and, with the help of a hoist that sits at the side of the bed, I fix him until he is cosy and comfortable. His eyes never leave mine the whole time. I smile in the knowledge he feels safe with me, even if in the early days I’d see a tear escape and fall down his cheek, especially when we’d watch home movies from days gone by. I still show him videos of the children as babies, of our wedding day, and of simple but magical moments around our home when we’d have made a big deal of anything worth celebrating with music and bubbly. We watch back on days when we’d jump on a plane and spend at least two weeks in the sun, with the kids at waterparks or on beaches, so carefree and so full of joy. 

‘Mum, can you please tell Danny to turn his bloody Xbox down? I’m trying to FaceTime Jodie and I can’t hear what she is saying with that constant din! Either he is stone deaf or is totally ignoring me as usual! I’m so sick of him.’

Meg hangs on the doorframe, interrupting my trip down memory lane with her real-time issues about her younger brother. I subtly clear my throat and nod in her father’s direction, even though I know I should be grateful she is talking to me at all. 

She sighs.

‘Hey Dad, what’s the craic?’ she says in monotone, remembering with my nudge to always acknowledge his presence. ‘Oh, you’re watching home movies again? Does he even like those any more? Seriously?’ 

I feel my lip tremble at the thought that I might be doing something wrong, and it stings how Meg talks about Peter as if he isn’t there. It’s a constant gripe of mine, but I guess to both our children he is just a shell of a person who shares a house with them. He just exists to them. She was only eight years old when the accident happened and Danny was six, so although they may have little snippets of fading memories, they’ve very little idea of what they’re really missing out on. They’ve no idea of the man he used to be.

‘Why don’t we ask your dad as he is actually sitting here?’ I say, trying to keep my voice neutral and not the overly sensitive quivering wreck I feel inside today. 

‘What?’

‘Ask your dad if it’s bothering him that we’re watching this again?’

Meg rolls her eyes and sighs from the pit of her stomach. Both of us know that as each day ticks by, our horns are locking together even tighter and, as much as I try to understand how she feels or doesn’t feel, it’s getting harder and harder to hide how much it hurts that she barely acknowledges his existence.

‘Would you rather watch something else, Peter?’ I ask my husband. ‘What will we watch? Maybe we could—’

‘He can’t answer you, Mum!’

‘Meg, don’t say that!’

‘Stop pretending! He can’t answer you and he can’t even hear you any more!’

I breathe in so sharply it hurts, then I watch for a blink of his eyes to prove our daughter wrong but I get nothing. I take Peter’s hand and wait for a squeeze but still get nothing. I look at his mouth, hoping his lips might curl up into even a hint of a smile to give me a clue as to what is going on in his mind, but it doesn’t move. I wait some more as Meg takes out her phone and texts her friend and my eyes sting as I ask the question again, but I don’t get a response, not even a flicker of his eyes.

Then I feel his hand in mine and I get four lightning-fast squeezes, which choke me up entirely and I can hardly breathe. Meg is still stuck in her phone.

‘You’re really annoying me right now.’

‘I’ll be right back,’ I say, quickly flipping the channel to Sky Discovery, where plant life under the sea is being documented. ‘Meg, just stay here a minute, will you? I really need the loo.’

I leave Peter’s room past my daughter, who still hovers by the doorway, and I quicken my step down the hallway to the little downstairs bathroom off the kitchen. This tiny room is my usual haven, where I go undercover on a daily basis to allow myself a quick, quiet sob into my hands as I sit on the lid of the toilet, then I grab a few deep breaths to settle me before I dab round my eyes over the sink. I allow myself exactly three minutes every day to do this when I need to, but no more, and it’s a routine I’ve grasped control of from years of practice.

‘She doesn’t mean it and neither does he,’ I tell my reflection in the mirror, glad I no longer wear mascara or I’d be a constant spidery-faced mess. Maybe I took too long with dinner? Or is he mad at me being snappy with Meg? I wish he could tell me! ‘It’s not the real Peter any more. The real Peter loves you. He doesn’t know what he’s doing and he doesn’t mean it.’

But no matter how many times I chant these words to myself, the hurt still fizzles in my veins and my heart pumps faster. I check the time. Its seven p.m. already and time for Peter’s medication, so I’ve no more time to feel sorry for myself, no matter how much I want to. I open the bathroom door, blow out a long breath and get on with it.

‘Danny, turn down that bloody racket!’ I shout as I pass the stairwell. ‘Danny!’

He does it immediately which reinforces that he can actually hear and isn’t stone deaf as his sister thought a few minutes ago. 

‘Meg, there you go, problem solved,’ I say when I get back to Peter’s room.

But of course, just as I should have predicted, she has already gone.
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The weekend rolls by and our daily weekly routine clicks in like clockwork once Monday comes. The children are back at school leaving Peter and I to our own devices, where I’ll potter with him about the house on his motorized wheelchair, a skill we have managed to not only master but also embrace, after a rocky start when he refused to cooperate by slumping over at every given opportunity. 

‘I’m just going out to feed the chickens,’ I tell him as I park him at the window like a waiting puppy. ‘I won’t be long and you can watch from here.’

He’ll sit there by the window as usual, as I tiptoe through the gauntlet of our vast garden, down by the rusting greenhouse in which we once joked he would one day take up full-time residence, when he was older and more green-fingered just like his late father was. He’ll watch me as I dodge the springtime puddles that fill the dips and gaps on the lawn, and as I duck under the cherry blossom tree, whose flowers come and go in the blink of an eye once a year for too short a time. I’ll make my way through the garden until I reach the small space in the far corner known as the ‘hen pen’ – a tiny triangular home for our four chickens whose company I enjoy every day. 

‘Good morning, Hilary,’ I say to the plump-breasted mother hen as she struts around my feet, waiting for her daily feed. ‘Good morning, Rooster Henry! Look at you, all handsome and magnificent, just like a rooster should! And a very good morning to you young George and Molly! How’s life today in your little corner of the world? I hope old Freddie the Fox hasn’t been sniffing around again!’ 

I put my hands into the old navy bucket that came with this house when we first moved in, and I fill my palms full of golden grain pellets, then watch as they fly through the air and onto the soil, where the family of four get stuck into their morning feast. I can still see Peter in the distance by the window, but I wish he was able to properly share such a simple yet joyous daily moment where our chicken family – a mum, dad, son and daughter – share their morning breakfast, just like he used to. Any recent attempts to take him to feed the chickens were met with low moans the moment he saw me fill the bucket of grain. 

I glance up to the window, hearing the buzzer attached to his chair ring in the distance, and I wave to let him know I haven’t forgotten him.

‘Just two minutes!’ I say out loud, knowing there is nothing he needs urgently right now. I remind myself it’s just a reflex of the fingers and not an actual call for help. 

It rings again, burning in my ears, and I do my best to ignore it. I try to allow myself this moment in the morning air, alone with nature for only a few minutes. Even though I’m only a few steps away from the farmhouse, in my mind I can ever so briefly drift into another make-believe world.

The buzzer sounds again.

Just two minutes, please. 

I close my eyes, seeing him as he used to be, so tall and strong and proud of the life we’d made here on our farm, just like he told me we would on our wedding day.

Another ring of the buzzer.

‘I’ll be right with you, honey!’ I call to him, waving frantically like a proud mum in the audience of a school play who wants their child to see them. ‘I won’t be long! I know you’re there!’

But the buzzing continues. 

‘Please! Just two minutes to myself!’

I put my hand to my chest as a weight, like a thud or a thump, overcomes me, and before I know it I’m on my knees on the soil, heaving ugly sobs onto the ground below me as grief takes over just like it is known to in a huge suffocating wave when I least expect it. No, my husband isn’t dead, but the life we once had is long gone. And then the flashbacks fill my head.

The accident wasn’t meant to happen, but then that’s the sneaky way of an accident, isn’t it? An accident pounces and in the flick of a switch, in the blink of an eye, with the tick of the clock, life as we know it no longer exists. 

It was just an ordinary day and we were just an ordinary family. We were a young mother and father who only had eyes for each other, and we idolized our pigtailed eight-year-old daughter in her yellow welly boots and shorts, who held hands with her adoring little brother as they named their new pets here in the Irish countryside. We were safe, all of us, in this picturesque lough-side paradise so far away from harm and danger, or so we’d thought. 

Peter had dreamed every piece of our very existence into life. He’d taken the house he grew up in so idyllically and together we’d made it our own. He’d built a double swing in the garden from old tyres, and a tree house that overlooked our small collection of animals which our children adored. A sheepdog called Rex, a ragdoll cat called Bluebell, an old-fashioned grumpy goat who had no name. She was more trouble than joy, but we loved her nonetheless, and there was also a cluster of sheep in the field over the fence. We painted the sheds forest green, we bought an old red tractor and fixed it up, we even transformed the barn into a bar where we’d have our friends round for drinks and music, or we’d host barbecues for neighbours who always left with their hearts full as well as their bellies. 

We were known for our hospitality and our positive energy. I was an English teacher and a freelance features writer for newspapers and magazines, who could never shake off winning the first and only village beauty pageant here at the age of sixteen. Peter was the handsome Madden son who’d won my heart not too long after that, here in our homeland which is named after the green hills and valleys that look out onto the western sultry shores of Lough Neagh.

Now, instead of the golden couple we once were, we are looked upon by neighbours with heavy sighs and tilted heads, we are spoken to in shops in sorrowful whispers, and this farmhouse that once was so full of love and family laughter has now become a place where a medical support team comes and goes from daily, just so that Peter can live here still, rather than in a care home. Instead of a home bouncing with love and fun, it’s now a place where we all tiptoe around reality in scenes of silence and frustration, no matter how hard I try to create this new ‘normal’.

‘I see you, Peter!’ I call out again from where I crouch, on all fours now, as the chickens peck the seeds from the ground and the buzzer in the distance rings on. ‘I see you! I’m coming back now!’

The unannounced sound of a car on our laneway makes me gather myself together, so I brush down the soil from my dungarees, fix my hair behind my ears, and dab under my eyes with the heel of my hand. I grab the bucket, fake a smile, and then make my way towards the house to see who our most unexpected visitor is. 

‘Bernice?’ I whisper to myself as my mother-in-law’s car comes into view. Peter’s mum never arrives here unannounced, but as I get closer I realize she has company. ‘Hang on. Is that … is that Kelly?’

I quicken my pace, my heart racing with dread as I wonder what on earth brings these two women together on this crisp spring Monday morning. My mother-in-law lives forty-plus miles away from here and her visits are always planned and carefully scheduled to fit around her busy new city lifestyle with her new husband. Why would she be here now and, more importantly, why would she be with Kelly?

‘Go inside, we’ll follow you in,’ says Kelly, her voice soft and reassuring as always. ‘Don’t worry, nothing is wrong. Peter is calling you.’

‘I’ll see to him,’ I hear Bernice mumble as she closes the car door, but I almost race to get to him before her. As much as I enjoy Bernice’s ways, she can still push all the stereotypical mother-in-law buttons when she feels like it. When we clash, we go hard, and I’ve a feeling there is something brewing to coincide with her unannounced arrival.

I push the back door open, noticing how the handle is getting looser by the day, and make a mental note to put it on my to-do list, then I make my way across the slate-tiled floor to Peter, who stares out the window as if I’m still out there. 

‘What’s wrong, my love?’ I ask, slightly breathless. ‘I wasn’t very long, was I?’

The buzzer rings again and I put my hands to my face. The noise! That goddam noise! He doesn’t know he is doing it any more. It’s just a reflex. It’s just a reflex!

I take his hand off the buzzer, and when I look up I see Kelly and Bernice watch on at us, their heads tilted and deep concern in their eyes. 

‘How about I take you out for some fresh air, Peter, while Annie and your mum have a catch-up?’

Kelly doesn’t wait for me to respond to her suggestion, but swiftly takes over with my husband while my mother-in-law fills the kettle. Despite my initial reaction not to let her come in here and instantly take over, my inner distress makes me give in. I sit at the worn pine kitchen table when she nods towards it, indicating me to do as I’m told. My head spins a little, I’m dizzy with exhaustion, and the room is a swirl around me. 

‘We are worried,’ she whispers. 

‘No, Bernice.’

‘You need to make some changes and fast,’ she says a little louder as soon as Kelly reaches the other side of the back door, her voice lilting and full of chat as she takes Peter out into the morning sunshine. ‘Kelly and I are concerned and we wanted to come here together to tell you so. You cannot go on like this.’

Bernice is as firm as she is delicate in her looks. ‘Delicate like a rose,’ her late husband Bob Madden used say. ‘And just as prickly too.’ She is glamorous and slender in her face and figure, she is petite but she is fierce, and I know that when she means business, she means business. A blind man could see that this is one of those times. I sense my own defences rise.

‘I’m fine!’ I say, launching straight into denial mode as I always do. ‘Peter may be your son but he is my husband and this is our life.’

And you have your own fancy life to get on with, I feel like saying. It’s on the tip of my tongue but I refuse to sound bitter and resentful of how Bernice has moved on from the grieving widow she was all those years ago to a reinvention of life with Jake, a handsome banker from the north-east coast, who whisked her away from this rural village to his fancy apartment overlooking a harbour outside Belfast city. He even has his very own boat. She goes sailing again like she used to do with Bob on Lough Neagh, only now instead of fishing for eels it’s for much more glamorous jaunts around Bangor Marina. She goes for lunch with her book-club friends and her library colleagues, and she is president of a wine-tasting club (a very expensive wine-tasting club). 

She pushes a coffee cup into my hands and holds her cool nimble fingers on top of mine, looking into my eyes for a few seconds. I feel my throat close in and the swell of tears rise, trying to choke me. I swallow hard. I don’t want to cry in front of her but my lips purse, fighting back the urge that overcomes me. 

‘You always were a stubborn little so-and-so,’ she says, tilting up her chin as she speaks. ‘I tried to tell Peter that but he wouldn’t listen.’

‘I think that’s a perfect example of the kettle calling the plot black,’ I reply, as the tears subside, thank goodness, and my defiance matches hers. ‘You’re not exactly known for your easy-going ways either, Bernice, believe me.’

She raises an eyebrow and we both smile.

‘Look, I’m negotiating with work to cut down my hours at the library, so I can come to you once a week,’ she says, and again I open my mouth to protest but she keeps going. ‘Perhaps every Friday, or I can do Saturdays if that’s better?’

‘But—’ 

‘No, Annie, please listen! I want to do this and I think you need it, even for just a little while to give you some breathing space.’

‘And do what?’

‘Whatever you like!’ she exclaims. ‘Spend the day in bed if you want. Or read or write or do whatever it is that makes you feel like your old self again. Go down to that bookstore you love and browse, instead of scooting in and out like your life depends on it. Look around you! Smile again! Reconnect with some friends. Get out of this house and live a little, for goodness’ sake!’

‘I don’t have any friends except—’

‘Well, find some! Remember how you used to love—’

‘I used to love being with Peter,’ I whisper as my bottom lip trembles. ‘My old self doesn’t exist any more, Bernice. It hasn’t in a long time.’

‘But you can find yourself again, love. You deserve to.’

‘I can’t! Now, thank you for your offer, but Peter is my husband and it’s up to me to care for him, in sickness and in health. Remember our wedding vows? He’d have done the same for me.’

Bernice raises an eyebrow. I know what she is thinking because I’m thinking it too. Would he?

‘Annie, it’s time to get real when it comes to looking after everyone and everything!’ she tells me, her voice rising again just a little. ‘Of course you feel that’s your duty, but it doesn’t mean you can’t do other things as well. Peter is the victim of a horrific, life-debilitating accident, but what would he say to you if he could? Would he like to see you like this? Not a chance! You can still find yourself again, Annie. It’s important, darling. It’s too sad watching you fade into this miserable existence.’

I sniffle and she takes a tissue from under her sleeve, and then hands it to me just like I’m her own child. This simple gesture sets me off and I’m back to how I was in the pen with the chickens again, sobbing like a baby. 

‘I don’t know what else I should be doing,’ I cry out loud, so glad my children are in school and far away from my meltdown. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing wrong!’

‘You’re doing nothing wrong,’ she tells me. ‘But you’re doing this all on your own and it’s horrible! It’s absolutely awful what has happened to Peter, but you’re suffering so badly too and it’s incredibly sad.’

I shake my head.

‘I’m not suggesting you hit the tiles on the weekend or anything,’ she says. 

I throw my eyes up and laugh out loud in protest.

‘Go for dinner, go for lunch, even if it’s on your own,’ she suggests. ‘Find a new hobby or interest.’

‘I couldn’t.’

‘Write the way you used to. Dream the way you used to. Remember that article you wrote? The one that made that big magazine? Every editor in the business was calling you non-stop wanting more after that, and Peter was so proud!’

I roll my eyes. I had to turn down a lot of work after that one article, only because fate got in the way and my husband was almost killed.

‘I can’t dine out on that for ever,’ I say, pushing my hair off my face. ‘That was years ago for a start. And again, that was before … before all this.’

‘When did you become so negative?’

I stand up and lean my hands on the table. 

‘When my whole fucking life fell apart seven years ago, that’s when, Bernice!’ I say, finally cracking now. ‘It’s all right for you with your fancy lifestyle and handsome new husband to distract you! I’m in a living wake here! I can’t just brush myself down and start again! I’m doing my very best, and if I’m struggling then I’m struggling! I’m keeping my head above water as well as everyone else’s around here!’

Bernice doesn’t flinch at my change of stance in our conversation. In fact she barely blinks an eye. I sit down again and put my hands to my head, staring at the table, trying to control my breath.

‘Meg and Danny need me to keep some sense of normality, not to go running the roads with new-found friends,’ I say, feeling like she can’t argue with that. ‘It’s important for them to have—’

‘It’s important for them to see their mother live a happy life, not for her to be an exhausted shell of the woman she used to be!’ Bernice replies firmly. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you this at all, but it was Meg who called me to say you’ve been crying behind closed doors every day and in bed at night. Then I was told by someone at work in the library about an Instagram account, where you say how you really feel, and it made me realize you need more help than you’ve been admitting.’

‘Oh God!’

‘I know about your huge following, Annie,’ she whispers. ‘And that’s OK. You have to let it out somehow. It’s like therapy for you and that’s good.’

My stomach churns.

‘I didn’t – I didn’t think anyone … does Kelly know?’

Bernice shakes her head. 

‘No, she doesn’t. Look, it was a busybody colleague at my library who put two and two together after hearing me talk about you and Peter, but don’t worry, I could never bring myself to read it and I know I never will,’ she explains gently. ‘But I’m afraid for Meg. She hears you, Annie. She is worried about you. Then Kelly contacted with the same concerns. We are all worried sick.’

I feel like a lump of lead has settled in my stomach and my eyes widen. Not only have my innermost thoughts been exposed to my mother-in-law, but now I’m being told my children hear my not-so-silent tears.

‘Meg called me yesterday. And Danny says he tries so hard to make you laugh, but sometimes it’s like your mind is a million miles away,’ she whispers. ‘He tries his best to put a smile on your face, Annie, and it’s making him sad. Seeing you struggle so badly is not good for them, nor is it good for you.’

The tears spill out and I put my hand over my mouth. I’ve always tried desperately to put on a brave face in front of my kids, but all this time they’ve seen right through me. 

‘Accept some extra help for goodness’ sake,’ Bernice tells me, pushing her slender shoulders back. ‘If you won’t consider respite, then please let me help you in the small way that I can.’

‘My children aren’t meant to be worried about me,’ I whisper. ‘It’s meant to be the other way round.’

‘Exactly, so on that note,’ she says, straightening up in her chair even more, ‘I’m coming to stay with you all this weekend, so you can go out for dinner with Kelly and her friends at the Red Fox. End of story. No feedback required. Both Danny and Meg agree it’s a good idea.’

I open my mouth to respond but she puts up a pointed finger, just as Kelly arrives back into the kitchen with Peter.

I look at my husband for some answers or support but he doesn’t say a word. 

Of course he doesn’t say a word. He bloody well can’t. 



   
~ Meg ~

Dear Daddy, 

What can we do to make her smile again? I don’t mean to be so distant but I can barely look at her these days.

I know you can’t hear me and you’ll never, ever read this, but I keep writing to you in this diary until I can think of something to do to make me feel better.

I feel so guilty for what I said that day to make you fall and I know I’m about to tell Mum everything, even though I know it will upset her even more. I pretend I’m doing homework, I pretend I’m chatting on my phone, I pretend I’m sleeping and I spend my time writing to you just so I don’t have to look at her too much, in case I tell her what I know.

It’s making me so sad, Dad. I’m so confused, and I don’t know how to talk to Mum about it.

I hate to hear her cry and then watch as she hides how sad she is too. I know she’s going to be mad at me for running to Nan, but I just had to tell someone.

And why don’t I cry like she does? Maybe I should be crying too? Maybe I don’t deserve to cry because of what I said to distract you.

But I am crying on the inside, I really am, as if it was me who fell that day in the barn and not you. 

Like a balloon that’s floating away, I do my best to grasp on to happy memories of the way it used to be, but nothing seems to work any more. I reach and stand as tall as I can, but they are drifting away, out of reach and out of sight. I am forgetting you fast. So fast, and it scares me so much.

I can only remember what I said to you that day. I can only remember the look of horror on your face before you fell. I can only remember how it was my fault.

It was all my fault!

And I’m angry at you too, Daddy. And I’m sorry for you. But most of all I’m sorry for her, who has to live this life of misery, all because of me.

I don’t want you to remember that day at all. Instead I want you to remember how you cheered when you taught me to ride on roller-skates without falling over. You did cheer on my efforts, didn’t you? Or am I making that up in my own mixed-up mind? 

I want you to remember the fishing trips on the lough with Grandad Bob by our side before he passed away. I only remember those in stills, like a flicker of black-and-white images in my head.

I try to hear your voice in real time so badly, but I
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