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About the Book

Every family has its ups and downs …

Aisling Brady is miserable. So is her husband, Mossy. The three kids are too. Yet nobody dares say a thing. Instead the Bradys keep their heads down and grimly look forward to another miserable Christmas in Dublin.

What Aisling doesn't know is that this year, they will get the most unexpected gift of all. One that will bring joy and heartbreak, hope and a string of sleepless nights. 

As their world is turned upside down, questions have to be asked. But are the Bradys ready to face the truth about themselves? And what each of them has done?


FOR ELLA


Chapter One

It was two days to Christmas and the Brady family was miserable.

Not that anybody could admit to it, at least not out loud. It was like when somebody died and you were allowed a couple of weeks of grieving. But if you carried on for too much longer than that, well, it was just bad taste.

Besides, they were used to it.

That particular day their normal misery happened to be superseded by a fresh calamity: they had no electricity and it was just after turning dark.

‘You fecking eejit,’ said Aisling. This was directed at her husband Mossy. He ran a painting and decorating business and really should have known better.

‘I don’t know what’s after happening.’

‘The fuse box has blown. Even I know that. I have Zofia coming around tonight. I have mince pies to make, and a cake to ice, and God knows I’m bad enough with all the lights on …’ She remembered something else and clutched his arm. ‘Mossy. The fridge. The turkey.’

Great. Her entire family brought to its knees by E. coli on Christmas Day. Still, maybe next year they’d go somewhere else and she could be miserable in peace.

‘It’s okay. I’ll fix it.’ His brow was furrowed as he rooted about in his sturdy three-tiered toolbox. Everything about Mossy was sturdy and well built, from his broad brown face topped by a shock of red hair, down to his thighs, which threatened to burst out of his ripped jeans at any moment, along the lines of the Incredible Hulk. ‘He’s a big lad, isn’t he?’ her mother had hissed when she’d first brought him home twenty-odd years ago. ‘There must be a fuse in here somewhere …’ Well, there was everything else. Aisling had once found a tube of tomato purée in there. ‘Did you see any hardware shops open while you were out?’

Aisling had a familiar moment of panic: where had she been? More importantly, where had she said she was going to be?

Then she remembered: it had been legitimate business. Phew. She’d spent the afternoon chasing a turkey from an organic outfit all the way out in County Meath. Not actually chasing it – they didn’t expect you to kill your own – but trying to find the sign for Harriet’s Farm. Harriet turned out to be a bloke called John-Joe with hairy forearms who had wordlessly led her into a dim, cold storage shed. There she was met with a terrible sight: row upon row of pale, headless turkeys hanging from stainless-steel meat hooks by their lifeless feet, over a blood-spattered floor. It was carnage. Then – bam – the shed door slammed shut behind them in the wind. When John-Joe stepped up behind her, so close that she could smell his garlic breath, she had a giddy thought: I could be murdered right now and hung up there on a meat hook beside those other poor old birds, two days before Christmas. What was worse was that the prospect didn’t sound too bad.

‘Here we go!’ Mossy dug out a fuse and held it up triumphantly. ‘Oh ye of little faith.’ His delight quickly turned to doubt. ‘Although I think it’s the wrong one.’

‘Mossy,’ she said, in quiet desperation. ‘You’re going to have to stop this.’

He gave her a slightly defensive look. ‘Stop what?’

‘You know what.’

Mossy had gone mad on the Christmas lights. As in completely insane. It was probably his own little antidote to all the misery. But the whole house twinkled, flashed, pulsed and sparkled. And that was just the inside. The fluorescent reindeer he’d erected on the roof could probably be seen from Mars.

‘They’re all laughing at us, you know. The whole road.’ Their son Anto had stumbled in from the living room in the dark. At eighteen he felt these things keenly. ‘At school they break into “Little Drummer Boy” every time I walk past.’ He searched about on the counter for the sliced pan and dived into it. If he didn’t get food every two hours or so, things tended to deteriorate fairly quickly. ‘Usually we just dig out the plastic wreath from the attic, with the wires sticking out of it. Do you remember the year I had to have a tetanus shot?’ he reminisced fondly.

Mossy planted his paint-spattered hands on his hips and looked at the two of them. ‘What, you want us to be like the Foleys next door, is that it? They’re like Scrooge, that lot. They don’t even bother with a plastic tree in that house.’ He’d held a grudge against the Foleys ever since they’d refused to pay him for a wallpapering job ten years ago, pretending that they thought it was a neighbourly favour. ‘They don’t even put up a card. If you were walking past their gaff on Christmas Eve you’d have no idea if they were Buddhists, or Muslims, or …’ He searched about for more religious groups to possibly malign.

‘They’re Mormons,’ Anto supplied. He had half a slice of bread in his mouth. No, wait, the whole thing.

‘Mormons!’ Aisling looked at Mossy, suddenly unsure. Anto used to ‘imagine’ things. For several years he’d had an imaginary friend – nobody was allowed to mention it now or he went mad – called Bobo. They were inseparable. Mossy, who’d never believed in even the tooth fairy himself, eventually lost all patience with it; one evening that they all remembered still, he broke the news to Anto that Bobo had tragically died in a workplace accident. ‘The next-door neighbours are Mormons?’ she clarified.

That would certainly shake up the road. Give them something else to talk about for a change.

‘No, no,’ said Anto, the unexpected spiritual expert. ‘Just Vinnie Foley. The one Aidan went to school with.’

It was out before he could stop it. The three of them froze. It was like the air had been sucked out of the room. Anto swivelled to look at his mother. His eyes said, Sorry.

For a minute Aisling’s head was full of white noise and then she snapped back into normal mode. She had to; it was two days before Christmas, the show had to go on. ‘I didn’t know that, did you, Mossy?’

‘No. Imagine that. And us living beside him all these years.’ He nodded away as though it was the most fascinating thing he’d heard in his life. It was catching and Aisling started nodding too. She was quite worried that a hee-haw might break out of her at any moment. Maybe she should have gone on that short course of Valium after all, like Dr Iris had advised, to get her ‘over the hump’. But she’d been worried that she would start sending the kids to school with turnip sandwiches or something, and so she’d reluctantly decided to tackle the hump without the help of strong medication.

The trouble was, it was taking so long. There wasn’t a sign of her being over the hump. She wasn’t even at its summit.

She was startled by a sudden violent flash outside, like lightning. For a brief moment several people in hooded, shroud-like garments were lit up on the lawn, staring in silently through the front window at them.

‘Jesus Christ!’ shouted Anto.

Actually it was Mary, Joseph and the three wise men, lit up by Mossy’s malfunctioning outdoor Christmas lights. In another out-of-character act, he’d recreated the whole nativity scene on the front lawn. He’d found a baby’s crib in some flea market and had bought figurines of the key personnel off the Internet. But – and this was false advertising, they all agreed – when Mary and Joseph had arrived in the UPC van, they’d turned out to be only three-quarters size, and the crib in comparison was massive. The local lads had gone to town altogether. ‘It’s like Christmas for the Smurfs!’ Poor Anto had to climb over the back wall, because going through the front gate would be admitting that he actually lived there.

The crib thing left Mossy in a quandary over Baby Jesus. If he put in a life-sized baby, there was no way anybody would believe that Mary had given birth to it, at least not without considerable medical intervention. But a small baby would be even more of a laughing stock, lost in that massive crib. At this late stage, though, it seemed that an old Baby Bjorn would have to do the job.

‘I think Mary and Joseph and the gang are being electrocuted by your lights, Da,’ Anto commented.

‘Everyone stay here,’ Mossy commanded, whipping up his toolbox and tearing out. ‘The whole garden could be live.’

He left them behind in the darkness. Aisling was immediately assailed by a moaning Anto.

‘Make him stop, Ma. He’s only bringing shame down upon us.’

Aisling shushed him sternly. ‘Listen to me. Yes, the nativity scene is embarrassing. Yes, a tour bus stopped yesterday and everybody took photos. But he’s trying his best to make this a—’ She nearly said bearable. ‘A nice Christmas for all of us, okay?’

Anto looked back at her out of cynical eyes. ‘Better than last Christmas, you mean?’

There had been no organic turkey the previous year; just a frozen one bought in the supermarket at the last minute. But everything had been so fresh then; they weren’t even two months into the misery.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And it will be.’

It was only in the last few weeks that she had begun to realise that in fact it would be worse. Because last year she’d had hope; this year, as a second Christmas loomed, she had none.

Anto seemed to realise it too. He shrugged. ‘If you say so.’

Christmas paper. Check. Diamond-pattern socks for Mossy. Check. A new phone for Anto, not top-of-the-range like he’d requested, but decent enough; five hundred mega-somethings to store such text gems as Wat up?, which was mostly what he seemed to send and receive. A mountaineering book for specialist climbers.

Aisling pulled the book on to her knee and shone her torch at it. The picture on the front cover was of a man hanging jauntily off the side of some ferocious-looking mountain. He was looking down at the camera like it was all a piece of cake, and it was his irreverence in the face of danger that had made her pick that one.

Her heart felt like it would burst in her chest with grief.

‘Ma? Are you up there?’

At the voice, Aisling scrabbled to hide everything under the bed again. ‘In here!’

Louise, their eleven-year-old, ventured in, hands outstretched in the dark. ‘I was at Emma’s when we saw the lights going out over here.’

Emma lived down the road. The two of them had decided in the last week that they were going to be hairdressers when they were older, and many hours were dedicated to practising on each other. Emma needed a good few hours more, judging by the state of Louise’s plait.

‘Emma’s mother said there’s never a dull moment in our house,’ Louise reported. Her forehead crinkled. ‘She made it sound like she was joking, but I don’t think she was really.’

Emma’s mother had her head permanently pressed up against her net curtains. Aisling had fantasies of someday marching down and slapping her across the face with a wet fish.

‘Don’t mind her,’ she instructed Louise maturely instead.

Louise looked at her. ‘What are you doing sitting on the floor?’

Aisling airily swung the torch around. ‘Oh, just checking for dust.’

She was never normally bothered by the stuff. But Louise seemed to buy it.

‘When are the lights going to come back on?’

‘Your dad is working on them. Soon, hopefully.’

Louise stood there rocking back and forth a bit. Aisling braced herself. She could feel a bout of questioning coming on. She braced herself to deliver the usual slew of platitudes and half-truths.

But it was something else entirely. ‘Emma says there’s no such thing as Santa.’

‘Oh, sweetheart.’

But Louise evaded Aisling’s outstretched arms. ‘Is she right?’ She wanted a straight answer, Aisling could see that. And she’d be twelve this coming year …

But Mossy was right too. They had to start getting back to normal, and that included making this as nice a Christmas as they could.

‘You know what they say, don’t you?’ she said sternly. ‘If you don’t believe in Santa, then he might not come.’

Louise’s eyes grew wide. No pink sewing machine that she’d written on her list! No new set of foam curlers that you put in before bedtime and that gave you an awful headache but hair like one of those girls from Riverdance …

‘That Emma one is daft.’ Mossy loomed out of the darkness to back Aisling up. ‘And you should tell her that too.’

‘Yeah!’ said Louise.

‘Yeah!’ Mossy echoed stoutly. ‘Only no calling her names now, okay?’

Louise tittered – her da was always slagging her – and went off, giving a little squeak and swerving fast as he tried to tickle her in passing.

He peered at Aisling through the half-light. ‘All right?’

She was suddenly filled with intense irritation. Did he really have to ask that?

‘I don’t want the kids to think we can’t talk about things,’ she said.

‘What things?’

‘Oh stop it, Mossy. Anto, earlier.’

Mossy’s confusion, if it was genuine, cleared. ‘I never said we couldn’t talk about things,’ he protested.

But that just irritated her more. Especially as it wasn’t true; he mightn’t have forbidden it out loud, but his body language was clear enough. ‘But we don’t, though, do we? Nobody ever says a bloody word.’

‘Fine, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s talk. Let’s gather everybody together and we can get things off our chests.’

She didn’t want to have some kind of family conference. She couldn’t bear it. What was there left to say anyway? That these things happened and they had to move on?

She got to her feet and checked her watch. Half past five. ‘I’d better start figuring out what we’re going to eat,’ she said, abruptly changing the subject. ‘Seeing as we’ve no electricity.’ That she could blame him for.

‘The cooker is gas.’ Mossy was trying to make amends now. ‘We can throw on some pasta.’

‘Fine.’

He stopped her as she went past to go downstairs, clasping her hand in one of his brown work-roughened ones.

‘Aisling, I know this is hard. Especially at Christmas. But what else could we have done?’

She stared at him. We. But that had always been their strength as a couple, hadn’t it? The fact that they’d stuck together, no matter what; through twenty-two long years of marriage. That was a lot of sticking together.

Which was why it was a bit disturbing, this feeling that it was coming undone.

‘I’ll see you downstairs,’ she said.


Chapter Two

Aisling occasionally went up into the attic to shout. There was no other place to do it without the whole street hearing her; a big, animal bawl from the pit of her stomach. One time she’d caught sight of herself in the mirror; a woman slightly frayed around the edges and with straight blonde bobbed hair, face skywards as she howled at the moon. ‘Ah, here,’ she’d said in disgust, and marched downstairs to the kitchen and done an hour’s worth of ironing to bring herself down to size.

‘I shout too sometimes,’ Zofia agreed. ‘Sometimes I eat everything in the fridge. Even the mayonnaise.’

Aisling looked at Zofia in her all-skinny perfection, her shapely Polish legs encased in skin-tight fake leather, and said, ‘You’re just trying to make me feel better now.’

But that was Zofia all over: one of the nicest people you could ever meet. So was Olaf. They lived in the house directly opposite Aisling and Mossy, and they would do anything for you: child-minding, battery jump-starting, an emergency plate of pierogi (dumplings – Anto went mad for them). In return, Mossy had helped Olaf paint the house when they’d first moved to Ireland nearly two years ago, and given him a crash course in Irishisms.

‘When people here say, “How’s it going?” they don’t actually mean it. It’s just a way of saying hi.’

‘Oh,’ said Olaf, a little bitterly. It would explain why people walked away in the middle of his earnest description of his crocked knee or his trip home to Warsaw to his wonderful mother.

Olaf often worked with Mossy on painting jobs. He was a great man for detail, apparently. Mossy had gone looking for him one day after Olaf had been hours painting a child’s bedroom, and found him feverishly finishing off a startling mural of a giant teddy bear. ‘I got carried away,’ he confessed shamefaced. ‘I will paint it over immediately.’ But the owners were thrilled, and paid extra, and now Olaf had billing as a mural specialist in Mossy’s outfit.

Aisling and Zofia had had a slower start. Well, it was at the beginning of all the trouble, when Aisling was hiding away from prying eyes and trying to patch things up at home. She’d never been the type to blab out every single detail of her life anyway; when it came to her family, she was even more protective of privacy.

But Zofia was determined. ‘Hello!’ she’d shout across the road every time she saw Aisling, and wave like her arm was about to fall off.

‘Eh, hello,’ Aisling would say back, not giving any encouragement.

Undeterred, soon Zofia was shouting, ‘Lovely day!’ It would be lashing rain. ‘For Ireland, I mean! Better than the gales we had yesterday!’

‘Yes. The forecast is for more rain tomorrow,’ Aisling would shout back, not wanting to be too rude.

‘Great!’

Then one day there was Zofia, clattering out of her house in her high heels and a blingy jacket. And there was Aisling, still in her dressing gown at half past twelve – she was having a particularly bad day – sneaking out to take the bins in, her eyes swollen and red.

‘What is wrong?’ Zofia had bellowed across the road in alarm.

Aisling could see every net curtain on the road twitch. Emma’s mother was practically fogging up the window. But she was so miserable she didn’t care about them. She threw what decorum she had left to the winds and bawled back, ‘Fucking everything!’

Zofia was across the road in a flash and took Aisling’s elbow in a comforting grip. ‘Tell me.’

And Aisling did. Zofia made strong tea, opened a packet of chocolate biscuits and put another on standby, and eased it out of her with a series of sympathetic clucks, sighs and pats on the shoulder.

‘You feel better now?’ she said at the end.

‘Yes,’ said Aisling, surprised. She looked at Zofia fearfully. ‘Do you think I’m a terrible mother?’

‘No! Of course not!’ But the good was taken out of it somewhat when she said, ‘I am used to Olaf’s mother, who is a complete bitch.’

‘But Olaf says she’s lovely.’ There was a photo of her up on their mantelpiece; an inoffensive-looking woman in a pink cardigan.

‘Of course he does. She is his mother.’

The downside of this new friendship was that Aisling had been strong-armed into ‘modelling’ for Zofia once a week in her own kitchen. Zofia was a make-up artist in training. Her qualifications would eventually – fingers crossed – lead to her making beautiful film stars even more beautiful, but she also wanted to work with ‘ordinary people like you, Aisling, to try to help you overcome your flaws and make the most of what you have’. Maybe it was the crispness of her accent as she delivered these statements, but they never sounded particularly flattering.

‘Ready?’ said Zofia.

Aisling braced herself as Zofia picked up a vast palette of eyeshadows and held it aloft. Judging by where her make-up brush was hovering, Aisling was in for either Atomic Babe or Tickle Me Pink.

‘Are you sure you have enough light?’ she said doubtfully.

Mossy was still wrestling with the fuse box. Meanwhile, the kitchen was lit by Louise’s battery-operated disco ball, which merrily threw out revolving circles of pink and blue light.

‘No, it is good,’ Zofia insisted. ‘It gives me inspiration. Tonight we will do club make-up!’

‘Ah, no,’ Aisling pleaded.

‘You will be lovely.’

‘Just don’t go too heavy on the eyes this time. Please.’

Zofia had to produce a new look each time for her portfolio. Last week’s session had been themed Smoky Eyes. Aisling had emerged looking like she’d done ten rounds with a heavyweight boxer.

‘We start,’ said Zofia, hunkering down. She discouraged talking during these sessions; it broke her concentration and didn’t lend itself to clean lines, apparently.

‘Would you like a cup of—’ Aisling tried.

‘Ssh!’

So she just sat there. The first few minutes of this always freaked her out, because it gave her a chance to remember all the things she’d forgotten. Such as – fuck! – the Christmas card she’d neglected to send to her friend Millie in Australia. Well, a bit late now. And a big foil tray for that blasted turkey; she stuck that down on her mental to-do list. That set her wondering what time Shannon would arrive on Christmas Day. She might have to delay the turkey, depending.

Shannon was their eldest child. Well, hardly a child. She was twenty-one, and in the second year of a social science degree, after which she would very likely go on to save the world. But pending that, she shared a flat near the campus with two other girls, and paid regular visits home ‘just to say hi’. And to get her washing done for free and have a decent hot meal that wasn’t baked beans or pasta. At least she was normal in that respect, Mossy often said.

But as Zofia’s brushes went swish, swish, Aisling’s breathing slowed and the to-do list faded mercifully into the background. She felt the tension of the day gradually leave her body and her mind start to drift. And that was the dangerous bit. It always wanted to go off in the same direction, and if it did, she’d have Zofia murmuring in her ear, ‘You’re tensing,’ and she’d have to will herself into smoothing out her facial muscles again.

Swish, swish. Today was going okay so far. Very well, in fact. All the Christmas preparations must have knackered her, because she found herself being soothed into a semi-stupor, and it was only when she heard the cuckoo clock in the hall – Mossy’s late mother’s; they hadn’t the heart to throw it out – chirp out seven o’clock that she came to with a violent start.

Seven. The day was nearly gone.

‘Listen, Zofia.’ She quickly checked over her shoulder that Mossy was still outside. ‘I need to go.’

Zofia’s eyebrows jumped up. She looked over her shoulder too and hissed, ‘Tonight? I thought you were going this morning?’

‘Well I was, but I had to get the turkey and then the electricity went and I just ran out of time, okay?’ She didn’t want to cut Zofia’s session short, but tomorrow was Christmas Eve and there would be no possibility of getting out at all then. ‘Is there any chance we could finish up?’

‘Okay, okay,’ Zofia conceded. She reached into her make-up case and took out a selection of hairbrushes and straighteners.

‘No hair,’ Aisling pleaded.

‘Only five minutes. I promise.’ Zofia threw another look over her shoulder. ‘If you really want to go, Olaf will drive you.’

‘Will he?’ Aisling was weak with relief. Her own car was hemmed in behind Mossy’s van. It would only draw attention if she asked him to move it in order for her to reverse out.

Zofia was looking at Aisling’s hair this way and that with lots of doubtful ums, clearly wondering how to work a club look into Aisling’s straight locks, and then her eyes met Aisling’s in the make-up mirror on the table. ‘I think you should stop going. It is only upsetting you.’

Aisling looked at Zofia coldly. Except that she couldn’t, of course, because Zofia was too nice, so the best she managed was a semi-chilly look. ‘Have you a better suggestion? Maybe I should just close that chapter of my life altogether and cheerily move on?’

‘Hardly.’ Zofia’s look was reproachful. ‘I am just saying. Maybe there is something else you can do. Counselling or something …’

‘I don’t need counselling. Or Valium, or anything else,’ Aisling said steadily. ‘I just need …’ She didn’t know what she needed.

Zofia’s eyes were full of compassion. ‘You can’t fix everything, Aisling.’

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Can we just hurry up?’

Zofia gave up. ‘Olaf won’t be back until later anyway. He has to find a carp.’

True to Polish tradition, Olaf and Zofia were cooking the fish for Christmas dinner, which would be tomorrow, the twenty-fourth. After much deliberation, they’d chosen the biggest and best from an overcrowded temporary aquarium in a supermarket and taken it home. Or at least they’d thought they had. Zofia had actually put it down for a moment in the beauty section as she’d needed both hands to pour scorn on the supermarket’s cheap and nasty selection of make-up, and had forgotten to pick it back up again. Aisling had seen Olaf’s black face earlier as he set off belatedly to find another.

‘Would you not just give the carp a miss?’ Apparently they were having eleven other dishes too at the Christmas feast, so it wasn’t as if anybody would be going hungry.

Zofia looked at her like she was missing a few marbles. ‘I have two words for you. Olaf’s mother.’

‘Ah.’ Apparently she was due in on a plane at some outrageously early hour in the morning for her first visit to Ireland. Zofia maintained that she had chosen the flight precisely so that Olaf would have to get up in the middle of the night to go and collect her, although Aisling thought that Olaf himself had booked the flight.

‘She’ll be expecting the carp?’ she guessed.

‘Oh yes. Olaf has told me many, many times about the wonderful Christmas feasts she used to prepare for them as children. The smells and the log fires and the way she used to sing Christmas songs in a jolly voice in the kitchen as she baked bread and all his favourite cakes.’

It sounded quite nice. But something about Zofia’s face stopped Aisling from saying so.

‘Still,’ said Zofia brightly. ‘It is only for three weeks. I will try my best for Olaf’s sake.’ She tapped Aisling lightly on the shoulder. ‘Anyway, be ready at nine and he will take you.’

Nine o’clock, the day before Christmas Eve; God knows what excuse Aisling would have to come up with. But it didn’t matter. She sat back in the chair, and her whole body was alive with longing.


Chapter Three

Across town, Nicola was having another bad day.

She walked along as fast as she could, her boots hitting the wet tarmac with a dull click. They were from Penneys. A year ago she’d have shopped in Office and River Island and Urban Outfitters. Fifty euro on a top she’d wear only once or twice? No problem. But she’d had money back then, from her part-time job. It was weekend work, nothing too taxing, just showing people to their tables with a smile and an ‘Enjoy your pizza now!’ She’d liked it. Okay, so she used to moan about going in sometimes, especially on a Saturday night, but the rest of them were good fun and the tips had been decent. Looking back now, she hadn’t a clue how lucky she’d been.

‘Mwum … mwah …’ Darren started grumbling in his buggy.

‘Shush. You’re all right,’ she said automatically.

Meanwhile, the monologue continued over her left shoulder. She could have recited it in her sleep.

‘You’re just going to have to get on with it, Nicola. Life doesn’t always go the way you want it to …’

She’d let him get it out of his system, and then he’d give his usual sigh and offer (hopefully) to take the baby for an hour so that she could go meet her friends.

‘Maybe if you tried to change your attitude …’

She wondered if she’d remembered to pack nappies. There were so many things to think of: wipes, baby food, soothers, nappy cream, bibs, spare vest, spare babygro, spare everything. And as for herself? She was lucky she’d managed to get dressed that morning. Some days she actually didn’t. Seriously. If it had been a bad night, with him up teething or with a temperature, then somehow the hours all started to blur together until suddenly day had turned into night again, and she’d be there thinking, what the hell just happened? She’d still be in her vomity-smelling pyjamas from the night before, her back sore from carrying Darren around all day.

‘Slow down, Nicola, there are cars, they’re too high up to see the buggy—’

Suddenly she was whirling around in the middle of the pavement and shouting at him, ‘I know! I can see the cars, all right? Do you think I’m fucking blind?’

He reared back. Good. Normally she didn’t curse. Well, not in public anyway.

Finally he sighed – he loved sighing – and said in that quiet, even way of his, ‘Nicola, you’ve got to stop blaming everybody except yourself for all this.’

She stuck a hand on her hip. ‘And did I say I was blaming you? Well, did I? No! So you can relax, okay? You’re off the hook.’

They were outside the shopping centre. She could see the late-night Christmas shoppers glancing across at them as they went in and out of the double doors. She knew how it looked: her, blonde and eighteen; him, craggy and forty-six, and Darren in the buggy between them.

Are those two …?

Dirty auld fella.

And he got her up the duff and all.

Disgusting!

Wait … I recognise him from somewhere …

Once, Nicola had loudly clarified the situation to two sniggering young ones. ‘He’s my dad, okay? Not my boyfriend. And this is his grandson. Happy now? So jog on, nothing to see here.’

Dad had kept this pained smile on his face – you knew he was mortified, but he wasn’t going to let the side down any further – and nodded and smiled like it was all perfectly pleasant.

She’d like to see him lose his cool. Just once. She thought she’d driven him pretty close once or twice, but at the last minute, just when she’d actually got a bit afraid that he really might blow and do something you read about in the tabloids, like drive the car off the end of a pier with them all in it – she couldn’t even swim – he’d pause and say, ‘I think we should both take some time to cool off and we’ll talk about this later, okay?’

He was doing his Mr Reasonable act as he followed her towards the shopping centre now. Something about her getting back into education. He loved education. He also enjoyed paperwork, routines and bulk-buys of nappies.

‘Look,’ she interrupted him, ‘just take Darren, would you?’

She was meeting Mikaela and Becky outside Boots. She mightn’t have much money – child benefit only went so far – but window-shopping was free. Anyway, mostly they just hung around laughing, and talking about Mikaela’s new boyfriend, Murph. Mikaela had been going out with him for three weeks, and now there was this house party down in Wicklow for New Year’s Eve and he’d asked her to go, which meant staying over … which meant …

U gonna ride him??

Shag off!!! Am not!

Send us a pic of his lunchbox!

Dirty cow!!!

The texts had been flying back and forth the whole week. But it was just for show, the slagging. Mikaela was actually very nervous. Murph had had a lot of previous girlfriends, including Sandra Hardiman, and she certainly knew a trick or two, if the word on the street was anything to go by, wink wink.

‘What if he wants to do something really, like, way out, and I don’t have a clue what he’s on about?’ Mikaela kept agonising.

‘There’s not much you don’t know about,’ slagged Becky.

‘Shut up! You know I’ve only been with Mark. All he ever wanted was a blow job. If he could bend down that far himself he wouldn’t bother with a girlfriend at all.’

They screamed with laughter.

‘Anyway,’ said Becky, ‘you can always ask Nicola here. There was only one way she got up the spout with Darren.’

It was touch and go for a minute, then Nicola said, ‘Shag off!’ and they all roared laughing again.

‘Seriously though,’ said Becky, wiping her eyes. She watched Nicola. ‘Was he any good? That fella you had Darren for?’

They waited. They’d been there that night too, but Nicola had got separated from the crowd. Well, she just hadn’t rejoined them.

Nicola shrugged carelessly. ‘He was all right.’ She pulled a face. ‘To be honest, I think he’d have preferred a blow job too, only I wasn’t offering!’

‘All the bloody same,’ they agreed sagely.

Anyway, the plan was to get smoothies – they were all on diets – and talk Mikaela through her upcoming night of passion with Murph. Becky was threatening to bring along her girls-growing-up book, from when she was twelve, and draw Mikaela a little diagram, ‘to show ya what goes where!’ Then they were going to go and pick out some new sexy underwear for the planned seduction – that was going to be hysterical and Nicola was really looking forward to it. Even just to pretend that she was still one of them, though they all knew she wasn’t.

‘No,’ said Dad.

Nicola blinked. She’d nearly forgotten he was there.

‘I’m not taking Darren.’ He lifted his chin. There was a little nick on it from shaving. For some reason the sight of it pierced her heart. But then he added, ‘Not until you address your situation properly,’ and she was annoyed all over again.

‘Look, Dad.’ She’d level with him. They were both adults here, even if he persisted in treating her like she was three. ‘I need a break, that’s all. It’s nearly Christmas. I’m not going to see Becky or Mikaela for days.’

No harm, her dad’s face said. He didn’t like them. He never said it, but he thought they were a bit common. If it hadn’t been for them leading Nicola astray, none of this would have happened.

‘So can you help me out here at all?’ She tried a flirty smile, but she had a suspicion that it came out as a snarl. She was very out of practice. ‘Please?’

Still he said nothing. Just looked at her like she was feckless or something. As though she was making it up, how hard it was minding a baby. Had he not heard her last night, up at 2 a.m.? God knows she’d made enough noise, what with accidentally dropping the bottle on the kitchen floor. By the time she’d cleaned it up and made a new one, Darren was purple in the face with crying, and then he was too upset to feed properly and had brought the whole lot back up in a series of massive vomits. You’d think he’d had ten bottles, not one. At one point she’d nearly had to turn him upside down to see if there was anything left.

Not once had Dad got out of bed to offer to give her a hand. She needed to learn how to cope by herself, he’d said a few weeks back. It hurt him more than it hurt her, blah, blah. And she’d have to learn how to budget too. No more handouts.

‘I know, my folks won’t do anything for me either,’ Becky had said sympathetically on the phone when Nicola rang to moan.

‘Are you busy right now?’ Nicola had asked. Maybe Becky would offer to come over for an hour and take Darren.

‘Oh, I’m still in bed. I’ve a rotten head on me, we were out last night till three o’clock in the morning. You won’t believe what Jason Gleeson did— Jesus Christ!’ Becky’s voice broke off. There was a muffled roar. ‘I’m trying to sleep up here!’ Then she was back. ‘Can you believe my ma? Hoovering! She knows I was out last night.’

Nicola’s eyes had prickled with sudden tears at the injustice of it all. Imagine lying in bed at noon with a hangover. She wouldn’t give a damn if her mum woke her up hoovering. Not that that was likely to happen, seeing as her mum lived in Australia now, and ran an Irish bar called The Rotten Spud.

Stupid name.

She blinked furiously. Then, dry-eyed, she told her father evenly, ‘I’m very sorry I’ve let you down so badly.’

Another sigh; a pained one this time. ‘Nicola—’

‘I fully realise I’ve made you the talk of the neighbourhood with my unplanned pregnancy, but the key word here is unplanned. As in, I didn’t actually mean to ruin your life like this.’

Or her own.

He looked at her. Sometimes she got the impression he wanted to let himself go, hug her or something, but that would be sending out the wrong signals. ‘You haven’t embarrassed me.’

Sure. The average age on their road was about seventy-three. The entire time she’d been pregnant, they’d all pretended not to notice, even though her bump was so big it’d nearly take your eye out. And they’d only just recovered from Nicola’s mother running off with the bloke who’d put down the patio and setting up shop with him in Sydney. The patio was a rubbish job, too.

‘And I’m further sorry’ – Nicola had been an A student before all this happened, with an eye on studying law – ‘that I haven’t “rolled with the punches” and “dusted myself off”, and that I’ve moped around feeling sorry for myself instead of “looking upon all this as a challenge”.’

She was quite pleased with herself. Three of his favourite sayings in one sentence. Even he had to appreciate that. He’d had a sense of humour once. She remembered playing Scrabble with him on wet Sunday afternoons and he insisting that confuzzled was a real word.

But no smiles today. He looked old, she noticed with a jolt.

She was sorry. Oh, when had it all got so difficult? They’d never spent so much time together as they did now, yet it felt like they barely knew each other any more.

The baby arched his back in the buggy. He had a right little temper on him when he got going. Wonder where he got that from, Dad was fond of saying. ‘Mwum, mwum!’

He was probably tired. It was coming up to his bedtime.

‘Sssh.’ She reached down to stroke the top of his head. His hair was so soft. It slipped between her fingers like silk. Sometimes he seemed so fragile that she was afraid of him; petrified that she would somehow break him. A baby book that Dad had bought – one of many – assured her that any feelings of inadequacy would pass quickly. Maternal instinct would kick in and teach her all she needed to know.

A man must have written that book.

‘Mwum, ummmm.’ He started up a low cry now. It was like a trigger. She felt her stomach tense familiarly with worry, dread, fear, irritation.

‘Now stop it, okay?’ She sounded sharper than she felt. Poor little fecker. He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve her. It was like they’d strayed into each other’s lives by accident, neither of them actually belonging there.

‘Nicola, I’m sorry. I can’t mind him tonight.’ Dad must have realised she was close to the edge. Why couldn’t he give her a break, then?

‘Please, Dad. I just need an hour to myself.’

It wasn’t like her to be so conciliatory. But she felt perilously close to screaming. And if she started, she wouldn’t stop. They’d have to come and take her away in a straitjacket.

‘I said no, Nicola.’ He was going to dig his heels in. Mum used to call him stubborn, and maybe she was right. But did he have to pick today? ‘I have to go to work.’

Then she realised what it was for: the afternoon shave, the suit and tie she had barely noticed him putting on. He was on the night shift.

Right. Fine. Fuck it. Fuck everything.

She whirled around, dragged the buggy with her. It went over on two wheels and the baby cried again, but she marched away.

‘Nicola! Where are you going?’

For a smoothie. But no. She couldn’t. It wasn’t that Becky and Mikaela didn’t like Darren. They cooed over him – ‘Hiya, gorgeous!’ – and fought each other for the chance to cuddle him. But when he had to be fed or changed they got impatient that the conversation had to be interrupted. They’d stand outside the baby changing rooms chatting about Murph or Sandra Hardiman – ‘Did you hear she’s going with Carl Ryan now? I know!’ – and by the time Nicola got back out with Darren she’d have missed all the news, and it was nearly worse than not showing up in the first place.

‘Nicola! Come back!’ Dad was calling after her now.

But he wasn’t running. He wasn’t even walking. He just stood there, beside the doors of the shopping centre, arms hanging limply by his sides. Her outrage began to build: at her dad, her absent mum, Becky and Mikaela, randy Murph even though she’d never met him. And at Darren. Poor little Darren, whose fault none of this was.

‘I’m sorry,’ she told the top of his head.

He didn’t know it yet, because he was only little, but he would grow and soon enough he’d realise it too: she was a bad mother. The worst. He’d be better off with her dad. He’d be better off with anybody except her.

It hit her then. The solution to all her problems.

At Boots. Where u?

The text was from Becky. She ignored it and pushed the buggy on harder, faster, away from them all.


Chapter Four

‘What’s that stuff on your cheeks?’ Anto wanted to know.

‘Oh, just some highlighter.’ It was very expensive, Zofia had said, but worth every cent.

Mossy tipped his head to one side and peered at her too. ‘It looks like Day-Glo.’

‘Weird,’ Anto agreed.

Aisling had thought she’d looked quite good up to now. ‘Just get on with your essay,’ she told Anto meanly.

‘But it’s so stupid.’

‘It’s not.’

‘It is. Why do I need to know whether Macbeth showed more kingship than tyranny? I mean, what am I going to do, walk into a shop to buy a can of Coke and tell the assistant, oh, and by the way, did you know that Macbeth was a right nutjob?’ Anto was mildly traumatised.

So was Aisling. Anto was doing his Leaving Certificate exam. Well, Aisling was doing it really, feverishly gathering up revision notes and poring over past exam papers for him. Anto occasionally looked over her shoulder, ‘to keep you happy, Ma’.

‘Only another six months to go,’ Mossy told Anto sagely. ‘You just have to knuckle down.’

He could talk. The last book he’d read had been a biography of an obscure brewer that he’d taken on holiday three years ago and had yet to finish. It still sat on the shelf over the bed, taunting them. And as for the idea of him actually rolling up his sleeves to give Anto a hand …

‘But you’re the brains of the operation,’ he was always pleading, buttering Aisling up. ‘I can only teach him how to cut a piece of plywood or change a plug. And to be honest, it’s hard enough to get him to grasp that.’

The truth was, he’d stepped back a bit from Anto. There was distance there. Not as much from Louise maybe, but she was only eleven; she hadn’t got to those difficult years yet. And in a way Aisling understood it, even if she resented the fact that it left a little gap for her to fill. But she filled it, with all her might. There was no way Anto was going to get short-changed by his parents.

‘I shouldn’t even have to study,’ he was grumping now. ‘It’s the Christmas holidays. I should be having a rest.’

‘A rest!’ Mossy was highly amused.

‘They told us at school. We’re to come back fresh and ready to go,’ Anto said earnestly.

‘Well, the amount of sleep you’re getting, you should come top of the class.’

‘I’ll finish the essay tomorrow.’

‘You’ll finish it now. You already spent an hour dozing on the couch while Zofia was here.’

Anto usually kept out of the way when Zofia was around. Her long legs and red lipstick unnerved him. Anto was what you would call inexperienced with girls, and looked set to remain that way well into the future, Mossy and Aisling often agreed with relief.

He had one last stab. ‘But I said I’d play FIFA with Baz.’

Anto had told them that he’d once had a dream where he’d died and was buried with his PlayStation. He said it was great to be able to play in peace without someone coming along to kick him off because they wanted to watch EastEnders.

‘How are you going to do that?’ Mossy enquired. ‘There’s no electricity.’

‘Oh man!’ Anto buried his head in his hands, distraught. ‘This day is SO bad!’

‘Listen, son,’ said Mossy. ‘I have an idea.’

‘What?’ Anto looked up in hope; would Mossy pull a generator out of his back pocket and power the house up again? Okay, so blowing the fuse box was a bit of a cock-up, but usually his da fixed things rather than broke them. He’d even sorted out the water mains on the street one summer when the council took two days to come out. First he’d opened it up so that the water gushed out, geyser-style like you saw in American movies, and the kids ran in and out of it, shrieking in delight, and Anto had gone around with a puffed-up chest, saying, ‘That’s my da, you know.’

Mossy said, ‘You could take your football out – you know, that round plastic thing in the hall that your ma is always tripping over? – and actually have a real game of football with Baz.’

Anto looked at him bitterly. ‘Hilarious.’

‘You won’t find it so hilarious if you fail those exams.’

‘Noooo. Not the if-you-fail-the-exams talk.’

‘I’m just saying. Because if you’re not careful, you’re going to end up on the dole.’

‘Ma, make him stop,’ Anto begged. ‘Otherwise the economy will be next.’

Too late. ‘The economy’s in meltdown, in case you haven’t noticed.’

‘And the job situation is awful.’

‘No, the job situation is terrible.’

But Anto had a comeback this time. ‘I don’t need a job,’ he said brightly, ‘because I’m going to work with you, Da, painting and decorating. And I’ll never have to pay rent or buy food because you two will need someone to look after you when you’re old and feeble so I’m going to stay living at home.’

Aisling and Mossy exchanged looks.

‘Very generous of you, Anto,’ said Mossy. ‘But you still need your exams.’

‘Anyway, I don’t think you working with your dad is such a good idea,’ Aisling said.

‘Thanks,’ said Mossy, hurt. ‘Thanks a bunch.’

‘Well look what happened the last time.’

It was out before she could stop it.

Mossy shot her a betrayed look. She shot one back. It was true. Beware: Insane Control Freak Inside had been scrawled in the dirt on the back of Mossy’s van the last time one of their offspring had worked with him.

‘You needn’t worry,’ Mossy told her coolly. ‘There’s no question of Anto working with me. Because he’s going to go to university, isn’t that right, Anto?’

‘Why are we all so obsessed with university in this house?’ Anto howled.

‘We just want you to do well,’ Aisling soothed. ‘Like Shannon.’

‘That bloody Shannon. Raising the bar for us all.’ Anto grabbed a random book off the table – Aisling suspected it was one of her cookery books – and stood, hitching up his jeans. They promptly fell down again, until the crotch rested somewhere between his knees, as was the fashion of the day. ‘I’m going upstairs.’ And off he marched in the dark, leaving a tense silence behind.

‘We shouldn’t put too much pressure on him,’ Aisling said at last.

‘You’re the one standing over him all the time, bugging him about bloody Shakespeare.’

‘At least I’m not banging on about the economy all the time, and how he’s going to end up on the dole. That’s encouraging, Mossy.’

‘We want better for him, don’t we? And I’m not ashamed to say it. Jesus, Aisling, we can’t mess this up too.’

She felt hot. ‘And this is the way to not mess up? By saying the same stuff, only louder?’

Mossy’s mouth was pinched. ‘I take it that’s aimed at me.’

‘You’re dead right.’

The sound of Anto’s bedroom door slamming upstairs brought the row to an abrupt halt.

They looked at each other. ‘Let’s not fight. Let’s just get through Christmas as best we can, okay?’ Mossy said.

Aisling’s throat was suddenly tight. Bloody Christmas. If she had her way, she’d draw the curtains until 7 January, when the whole thing was over. It was hard enough getting through each week, each day, without having to slap a festive smile on your face on top of it all.

‘Aisling,’ said Mossy, seeing her expression.

But she didn’t want his comfort. She used to. Lately, though, she found herself turning away from him. Lately she’d felt a tiny seed of something start to grow that she thought might be blame.

The back door burst open and Louise barrelled in. Aisling scrabbled about for her normal face. ‘Hi, love! Listen, it’s time to come in. It’s pitch dark outside.’

It was practically pitch dark inside too; the candles were burning out.

Louise’s face was fierce with excitement. ‘You have to come and see something!’

Behind her was Emma from down the road. They were both wearing what seemed to be Emma’s mother’s shoes and some of her underwear. Marks & Spencer, 36D, and a pair of Spanx, Aisling saw. Finally she had something on that woman.

Anto stomped moodily back in from upstairs. ‘I can’t study with all this noise!’ he declared, even though he could barely have opened the Mary Berry cookery book, and if he had, he wouldn’t have been able to read it in the dark anyway.

‘Shut up,’ Louise told him dismissively. She grabbed Aisling’s hand, pulling urgently. ‘You really have to come. We’re after finding something.’

‘We think it’s alive,’ Emma chipped in. ‘There was a noise out of it when we poked it with a stick.’

Anto threw his eyes to heaven. He got a box of cereal from the cupboard and sat down at the table. The enormous plate of pasta he’d had two hours ago had clearly worn off.

Louise and Emma galloped out the back door again. Aisling and Mossy exchanged sighs as they traipsed after them. ‘If this is another hedgehog …’

It wasn’t. It was an infant, asleep in Mossy’s crib on the lawn, surrounded by malfunctioning Christmas lights.

‘It’s Baby Jesus,’ said Louise, swooning.


Chapter Five

The baby was small. Maybe only seven or eight months old, Aisling surmised. Six, guessed Mossy. ‘Two!’ Louise chipped in, desperate not to be left out.

‘Sssh!’ said Aisling.

The baby stirred, gave a small, shuddering sigh and then settled down again into a sound sleep.

‘Wow,’ Louise breathed.

Wow indeed.

‘I’m going to tell my mam!’ said Emma, and rushed off into the darkness, M&S bra swinging, to alert the road to the fact that a baby had been beamed from outer space – maybe even heaven – into the Bradys’ front garden.

Because that was how it seemed. There was no owner in evidence. Mossy looked up and down the street for a person or a car, but nothing. Nobody peered out of the bushes at them. No upset or unbalanced mother loitered in the shadows to see if someone would take her bundle in.

Or no father either; they’d better not be sexist about it. But Aisling knew instinctively that it was a woman who’d carefully laid the baby there, covering it up meticulously against the cold.

‘Now look here!’ Mossy ended up calling into the darkness. ‘Come on out, and, er, let’s talk about this, eh? We’ll have a cup of tea inside, and work something out!’

He waited expectantly, but nobody rushed forward to take him up on his kind invitation of weak tea and ham-fisted counselling. Well! If that was the way it was going to be …

‘This isn’t
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