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7 May 2021

She’s just back from getting her jab. She’s filling the kettle. She isn’t sure why. She doesn’t really want tea. Any tea – Barry’s, chamomile, peppermint. It’s just the habit. She gives out to herself sometimes, for making tea that she won’t be drinking. But then she thinks – she knows: the tea has replaced the alcohol. She’s keeping her hands and her head busy. Better a cup in her hand than a glass, although – she doesn’t need to remember – she’d have drunk her gin or her vodka out of a coal bucket. There were often no glasses in the house and that never stopped her.

She has about seven boxes of different kinds of tea. Nicola, her eldest, brought most of them into the house. Paula would swear that one of them, the sage tea, has been there for over a decade, shoved into the corner beside the toaster. It can stay there. She’s never going to drink something that is supposed to be shoved up the turkey’s arse. She can’t remember what it tastes like. She remembers she hated it – she hated the idea of it.

She fills the mug – ‘Glamorous Granny’, a present from one of the grandkids. Her hand hovers over the boxes and dives into the chamomile. It has calming properties, Nicola told her.

—So does death, hon, said Paula.

—You’re gas.

—Am I not calm enough for you, Nicola?

—You’re useless, said Nicola. —It’s good for premenstrual tension as well, by the way.

—Now she fuckin’ tells me.

It’s been strange watching her children grow old. She loves being with Nicola, being out anywhere with her. She loves watching people look at her, women and men. This incredible woman – the way she dresses and carries herself, the way Nicola looks straight back at the world. She’s my daughter, Paula wants to shout. Believe it or not. She came out of me. At her lowest ebb, Paula can look at Nicola and think to herself, Not everything’s been a disaster. And believe it. She’s a goddess, Nicola is. She’s a goddess but she’s going through the change. Paula has a menopausal daughter.

—I drank through mine, she told Nicola, the last time they spoke.

Poor Nicola.

She brings the tea with her, in to the telly. She won’t be drinking it, even if it is good for the calmness. The steam will keep her company. And she’s perfectly calm. She’s even a bit elated. She’s had a great day.

She turns on the telly. There’s always the delay, when the screen stays black and she half-expects nothing to happen. But there it is now – she’ll get another night out of it. She expects everything she has to break. Everything in the house that has a switch or a button. Every friendship, every relationship. Her family.

But it really has been a great day.

She registered for the vaccination about ten days ago, when she heard on the radio that all people over sixty-five could do it. She was pleased with herself that she’d managed it, all the online stuff, especially when she got the text with the six-figure code to verify her application. She looked at it just the once and could remember it long enough to type the numbers into the boxes – and it worked. She’d been going to text Nicola, to tell her. But she hadn’t. She was registered – she could see that. It was there on the screen of her phone. She’d be getting a text with the date and time and the venue within four to seven days. But she’d still expected it to go wrong.

She won’t be drinking the tea and she isn’t really looking at the telly. She’s turned the sound down – she can barely hear it. Her other daughter, Leanne, told her that she holds the remote control like it’s a wand and Voldemort is coming at her.

—Which one is Voldemort?

—Ralph Fiennes.

—Well, in that case. He can come at me any time he wants.

—He’s not the way he normally is.

—Doesn’t matter.

—His face is all squashed, said Leanne – they were laughing. —He doesn’t have a proper nose.

—I can get past that, hon, don’t worry.

It’s the time of day when she puts on the telly. She wants the company, but she isn’t particularly loyal to any programme. She just wants to sit in front of it.

When the text arrived she was nervous. She doesn’t like getting messages from people or numbers she doesn’t know. The kids have all warned her – and so has her oldest granddaughter – not to answer or click anything. But she wouldn’t anyway. She has a bank account and a card, and a few direct debits that she sorted, herself. She holds the card sometimes and feels proud. She’s come a long way. And she doesn’t want some creep in the arse-end of Russia cleaning out her account or robbing her identity. Paula was married to a thief and it took her years to get her identity back. No one else is going to rob it. Not if Paula can help it.

But this text looked legit. ‘COVID-19 vaccine dose 1 appointment: Paula Spencer, age 66 years. When: Friday 7 May 11.05 a.m. Where: Helix Theatre Vaccination Centre (CVC). Helix Theatre DCU, Collins Avenue, Glasnevin, Dublin 9. Vaccine: AstraZeneca. Read the patient information leaflet.’ She wasn’t expected to respond or click. She just had to turn up.

She has a good friend, Mary, who’s the same age as Paula; there’s only three weeks between them. They’d half-planned on having a joint birthday party when they both hit sixty-five last year but the Covid had put a stop to that. She’d phoned Mary when she got the HSE text.

—I got me appointment.

—So did I.

—Friday.

—Same here, yeah.

—The Helix.

—Brilliant. We’ll make a day of it.

The Helix is 3.2K from where Paula is sitting. She checked it on Google Maps when she got the text and she was wondering how she’d get there. But another friend of theirs, Mandy – she moved into a house down the road from Paula about ten years ago – she drove them. She’s a good bit younger than Paula and Mary – she still has two of her kids in school. She hasn’t even registered yet but she went along with them for the crack.

—We shouldn’t be doing this, sure we shouldn’t? said Mary, when Mandy was reversing the car onto the road. —Three of us in the car.

—No harm with the windows open, said Mandy.

She’d turned, so she could see out the back window. She was wearing a leopard-print mask and her glasses were cloudy. She was looking straight at Paula but she didn’t seem to know it.

—I can’t see a fuckin’ thing – are you back there, Paula?

—You’re staring at me, chicken.

—Well, tell me if I’m going to hit anything, will you.

She backed the car through the gate but put her foot on the brake, and took her mask off.

—Covid or car crash – which d’yis prefer, girls?

—Covid, please.

—Same here.

—Grand, said Mandy, and she hung the mask off the rear-view mirror.

They started laughing. They were giddy, like kids. If Paula hadn’t known better she’d have said that she felt a bit drunk. But she did know better.

—Come here, said Paula.

She leaned forward, as much as her seat belt would let her.

—Why are you coming with us?

—I’ll give you a hint, said Mandy. —I’m driving the car.

—Mary has a car, said Paula.

—I asked her, said Mary. —I was worried I wouldn’t be up to the driving after the jab.

—And I wanted a few hours away from the kids, said Mandy.

—They’re in school.

—Their photographs, said Mandy. —Their clothes, their dinner. Every little fuckin’ thing about them. D’you remember that weekend we had in Kilkenny last year – no, the year before last?

—I do, yeah.

—Well, this is it for me, said Mandy. —This is me long weekend.

—Okay.

—Jesus, said Mary. —It feels like longer than – what is it?

—Twenty-one months, said Paula.

—Since we were in Kilkenny?

—That’s right.

—Jesus, said Mary. —It feels like another life.

—Doesn’t it?

It’s hard to imagine it now, the way life was before the lockdowns. But it did feel a bit familiar to Paula when it started. She’s always had to be careful. Since she gave up the drinking and stayed that way. She’s had to be careful about where she goes, how long she stays. Careful about her friends. Careful about her mood. Very careful with the money. It took her years to make this – living carefully – a source of pride.

She’s sitting alone in front of the telly with a mug of tea that she isn’t drinking. And that’s exactly what she was doing the day Leo Varadkar strolled up to the microphone and shut the country down, more than a year ago. For the first time in her life she’d felt ready. Up for it. Prepared, and ahead of the rest. She’s been living with restrictions for years.

She’d been to the Helix before, with her man friend, Joe. Opera stuff, mostly. Arias – songs just, not a whole opera. The first few times she went with him, she kept imagining her husband sitting on the other side of her. What the fuck are we doing here, Paula? You’re not here, Charlo, you’re dead. Fair enough – but seriously? Paula – this shite? And she’d agreed with Charlo; it was kind of dreary. But it was nice, and the theatre itself was lovely. And she’d a box of Maltesers on her lap. It wasn’t always fuckin’ Maltesers that you wanted on your lap – sure it wasn’t, Paula? Fuck off, Charlo.

She’s doing that a lot, talking to Charlo. But she’s the one in charge. He only says what she wants him to. No surprises – it never gets nasty. He’s half her age, but so is she when she’s talking to him.

—Strange place to have a theatre, isn’t it? said Mandy when they were going up the ramp into the car park, directed by two kids in masks and the high-vis gear.

—No charge for the parking, said Mary. —We’ll come here again, girls.

—What’s strange about it? Paula asked.

She was feeling a bit protective.

—Well, it’s not fuckin’ Broadway, is it? said Mandy. —It’s nearly Ballymun.

—There’s a theatre in Ballymun, said Mary. —My John’s kids were in a show in it – the Axis.

—A theatre in Ballymun makes sense, said Mandy. —In the centre, like. Ballymun has a centre – a middle to it, like. But this isn’t even Ballymun. Where are we?

—Glasnevin.

—Whitehall – I think.

—D’yis see what I mean? We’re kind of on the edge of nowhere. We’re not sure where we are.

—It’s a university, said Paula.

—Look, I’m sure it’s grand, said Mandy. —But it’s a weird location – is all I’m saying. You wouldn’t go to Les Mis here, would you?

They were out of the car, checking they’d their masks and the other things they needed.

—’Course I would, said Paula.

—Me too, said Mary. —I’ve been to loads of things here.

—The Wizard of Oz, said Paula. —I went with Nicola and her gang – here.

—Was there a show of The Wizard of Oz?

—The film.

—Why did you go to a film in a theatre? Mary asked.

They were following the signs to the Vaccination Centre.

—There was an orchestra playing the music, said Paula.

—Oh, that must’ve been brilliant.

—It was.

She was glad she’d remembered The Wizard of Oz. She hadn’t wanted to mention the times she’d been here with Joe. The girls didn’t really get Joe, what Paula was doing with him, how the arrangement worked. Nothing had ever been said but their faces changed, they kind of looked away, shutters came down, when Joe came up in the chat. Truth be told, Paula wasn’t sure what she did with him either. Especially now when she hardly saw him.

They were out of the car park itself, the bare cement box, and they were looking through the glass down at the entrance to the theatre.

—How do we get down there?

—Stairs or lift.

—I’ve a stairs at home, said Mary. —We’ll give the lift a go.

A man stepped out when the lift doors opened. He’d a big face that his mask didn’t come close to covering.

—Is this it, is it? he asked.

He was looking around for a man to give him the answer, Paula guessed. But there were no men.

He looked at Mary.

—Is this what? she said.

—The vaccinating?

—This is the car park.

—Still – is it? I thought I’d got out.

—It’s over there, look it.

Mandy pointed at the glass, and at the theatre outside and the marquee in front of it, and the queue that Paula now noticed seemed to stretch out onto Collins Avenue.

—I thought I was over there, said the man. —Jesus.

He retreated back into the lift and stood in its centre.

—Stairs, girls, Paula whispered.

They were still laughing when they got out into the air and saw that the queue wasn’t too bad and that it was moving at a fair clip. They looked back and saw the big man in there, at ground level, behind the glass, still trying to find his way out.

—God love him, said Paula. —He’s anxious.

—He’s just fuckin’ thick.

The HSE text had told Paula not to turn up more than five minutes early. She checked the time on her phone. She was bang on, and pleased. Mary was a quarter of an hour late.

—There’s no way they’re going to send me home, she said. —My sister, Jenny – her chap. Seamus. He turned up a day late and they still let him in. The priority is to get all of us vaccinated – it’s not school.

The queue was moving forward, women and men alone, a few feet between them, as Paula and the others fixed their masks on and walked to the back.

—This isn’t too bad.

—No, it’s grand.

—Here’s Big Mush – look it.

—Ah stop.

—His tongue’s hanging out from under his mask.

—Fuckin’ stop.

The man with the face passed them on his way to the back. He still didn’t look happy. He wasn’t convinced it was the right queue.

—Seriously, though, Mandy, said Paula. —You shouldn’t be here.

—Where’s the harm?

Paula wanted Mary to herself. That was the truth of it. Just for a little while. Just the two of them. Something they could share, with none of the rivalry or complications.

—They’ll kick up when they find you, said Paula. —A young one in with all the oul’ ones.

—Mind you, said Mary. —Come here.

She’d lowered her voice. Paula had to bring her ear close to Mary’s mouth.

—We’re not doing too badly, girls, said Mary. —The state of some of these ones.

Paula burst out laughing behind her mask. She’d been thinking the same thing. As far as she could see, she was the only one on her side of the queue that wasn’t lopsided. Everyone ahead of her was leaning to the left or the right, or on the verge of falling forward. Mary’s laughing had made her glasses steam up. It was like Paula could see the laughter, how it filled the lenses, then faded.

—They’re all sharing the one big tracksuit – look it, said Mary. —The men – Jesus.

There was a lot of grey, alright.

—Shut up, for fuck sake, said Paula. —They’ll hear you.

—I doubt it, said Mary. —They’re deaf as well, I’m betting.

—The women, but, said Mandy. —There’s a bit of colour at least.

She was looking around her, head up – gawking – like a big anxious girl searching for her friends.

—Jesus, though, girls, said Mary. —Is this the queue for the hip replacements or wha’?

The leaflet said that there might be after-effects but, so far, nothing; Paula’s feeling grand. Sore arm, bruising, dizziness, bit of a fever – none of that, although she’s only home. Joe had his first jab a few weeks ago. He’s a good bit older than Paula. But he was fine, he told her – he phoned her the day after. And she met him a few days after that, at the seafront. They walked to the roundabout at the end of the Causeway Road and back to his car, where he’d parked it on Watermill Road. The plaster’s still on her arm, where she got the injection, so she can’t see if there’s a bruise. But she’s not sore there or anything. And there was a time when her arm and the rest of her body would have been covered in bruises.

Joe was fine, he told her.

—Not a bother, he said. —Nothing untoward.

Fuckin’ untoward – Paula? Get lost – fuck off, Charlo.

She hasn’t seen Joe since, although they’ve spoken on the phone and he texted her five minutes after she came out of the Helix. He’d been right; the whole thing had taken fifty minutes, in and out. He hasn’t spent a night in her bed and she hasn’t slept in his since March last year. Fourteen months. He kissed her at Christmas. That was all. Lips to cheek. No other contact. They haven’t held hands. He hasn’t put his arm across her back. She could phone him now. She might. But she’s happy here in her bubble. It’s been a great day. Tomorrow might not be.

The queue had moved quickly, up to the marquee in front of the theatre doors, where they’d been divided into different lines and a girl with a high-vis vest had come at them with a clipboard and a marker. She wanted to know what time they were supposed to be there at. Paula told her her time and waited to be told she was wrong, even though she knew she was right, as the girl looked for her name on the list on her clipboard. She watched the girl as she found Paula’s name and ran the yellow marker across it. She’d passed. The girl didn’t react when Mary told her her time, and she wasn’t interested in Mary’s excuse – she wasn’t listening. She just flipped back a few pages and found Mary’s name.

—Grand, she said, and she went across the name with the yellow marker. —And d’yis have your photo IDs, ladies?

—I do, said Paula, and she went for her shirt pocket.

—No, said the girl. —For inside. They’ll want to see it inside.

—Oh, said Paula. —Grand.

Mandy was gone – Paula hadn’t noticed. Then she saw her back over at the car-park door, and waved. It was just Paula and Mary.

—I’m quite excited now, Paula, said Mary. —I have to say.

—Me too, yeah, said Paula.

—A good-looking doctor giving me a jab – lovely way to spend the morning.

—You’re a fuckin’ sewer, you are.

—Pandemic Passion, said Mary. —You’d watch that one – go on. Or read it.

—Okay.

—Even at our age.

—Specially.

—Bang on, hon. Covid Nights.

—On Netflix – brilliant.

—Lockdown Lingerie.

—Who’s in that one?

—Me.

—In your jammies.

—Me good ones, yeah, said Mary. —D’you like me new cardigan, by the way?

—Is it new? said Paula. —It’s gorgeous.

She’d decided a few years ago that she hated cardigans. She’d looked at herself one day – one night – in the mirror of a ladies’ toilet she was cleaning, in the Ulster Bank beside Tara Street station. She was wearing a cardigan and because she’d been bending and standing, bending and standing, it was bunched around her waist like a flat bicycle tyre. It was a present from Leanne but she didn’t care – she never wore it again. Or any other cardigan.

—Dunnes, said Mary. —I’m delighted with it, so I am.

—It looks great on you.

—Yeah, said Mary. —Well – you know yourself, hon. If you have the figure for it. Fuckin’ flaunt it, yeah? Am I right?

—You’re dead right.

—Me, you and Naomi Campbell. We know.

—We do, alright, said Paula. —Is Naomi here, is she?

—She’s always late, that bitch, said Mary. —I’ll look out for one for you.

She patted her cardigan.

—One of those.

—There’s no need, said Paula.

—No bother, said Mary. —Different colour, but – not that you know anything about colour, Paula.

—Ah, feck off.

—We can’t be looking like twins.

—No.

—Do twins still look like each other when they get to our age, do they?

—I don’t know, said Paula.

—That’d be a bit weird, said Mary.

She glanced around, like she was on the lookout for some elderly twins.

—I don’t look like me sister, she said. —Thank Christ. She’s a ringer for me father – bald an’ all.

—Stop.

Paula was loving this. She felt like she was in school, in the queue to get into the class. With her best friend, both of them cuddled in their own secret language. They were sent inside to the foyer by a man with a walkie-talkie who didn’t make eye contact or speak to them. He just waved them on like they were sheep or cars.

—He won’t be in the film, said Mary.

—No way.

—Fat fuck.

Something – something about being under a low roof – Mary’s words immediately sounded hollow and very loud. They burst out laughing – Paula could feel her mask digging into her. There were people all around them, literally, even if they were all trying to keep the two metres apart – and not all of them were. But they couldn’t stop laughing. They’d look at each other and start again.

—I wonder has anyone fainted because they laughed with a mask on.

—It wouldn’t surprise me.

A nicer man pointed Paula to a hatch. A young lad – she could see him smiling behind his mask. He even spoke to her.

—Number 10 now – just across there, thanks.

It was strange – not nice – seeing the theatre like this. Like a scene from a war or some sort of natural disaster, a flood or a fire. Or like a church turned into a hardware shop or a brothel. The row of hatches looked temporary, dropped into the foyer in a hurry. But the girl behind the glass was lovely, and patient when Paula was rooting for her passport.

—No hurry.

—I’m a bit nervous, said Paula.

It was true, she realised. Alone, she was nervous. More than excited.

—It’ll be grand, the girl told her. —I got it done, like. There’s nothing to it and it’s not sore at all, like.

—Thanks.

—And you’ll get a badge.

The girl was smiling.

—Brilliant, said Paula.

She laughed again, although this time she didn’t want to.

The girl slid the passport back to her, and a leaflet.

—You’re to read that.

—Lovely, said Paula. —Is it any good, is it?

She laughed, and saw the girl looking past her.

—Thanks again.

She followed the arrows on the floor through the door of what used to be the theatre. She went through the same door, she thought, when she was with Nicola and her kids and her son John Paul’s youngest, when they were going in to see The Wizard of Oz. That must have been ten years ago – even more. She remembered – Nicola was going out to the toilet with her little one, Lily, during the intermission, and she’d whispered to Paula as she squeezed past her.

—We’re separating.

She remembered her heart thumping, like her heart had made sense of what Nicola had said before Paula’s head caught up with it. They’d gone to McDonald’s in Artane after the film and Paula got the chance to ask her.

—Are you okay?

She was hoping it was the right question to ask, before all the other things she wanted to know.

—Yeah, said Nicola. —I’m grand – thanks. I’m alright.

—Good. Grand. What made – why did you tell me – in the theatre, like?

—The Tin Man.

—What?

—His face.

—Tony doesn’t look like the Tin Man, love.

—A bit.

—No.

—The expression.

The heads were close together. They were leaning into each other. Paula was loving the intimacy. Although she liked Tony, Nicola’s husband.

—How long are yis married?

Nicola sighed, pushed the air out of herself.

—Doesn’t matter.

—Does he know?

—What?

—Does he actually know that you’re leaving him?

—I’m not leaving, I’m not going anywhere. And yeah, ’course he does. He thinks I’m seeing someone.

Nicola lifted herself up a bit, away from Paula, so she could look at her.

—I’m not.

—No.

—He just can’t imagine there’d be any other reason, said Nicola. —That he might be involved, like.

She settled herself back in beside Paula.

—There’s nothing wrong, said Nicola. —With Tony. He’s nice and – same as ever. But –.

—What?

—I don’t want to feel him against my back any more. Do you know what I mean?

—I think so, said Paula. —Yeah.

She wasn’t sure that she did understand but that didn’t matter. She was doing it right, she thought. She was listening. She wasn’t judging. She thought Nicola was probably crazy but she was keeping it to herself. Letting her talk. Letting her trust Paula. Nicola had been Paula’s mother for years, the roles reversed since Nicola was fifteen, younger, since she saw Paula smashing the frying pan down on her father’s head and bullying him out of the house. This was different, though. Paula was the mother again and it was just great. And terrifying.

They hadn’t separated. They must have talked – worked something out. Nicola never mentioned it again. And Paula never asked.

Mary was ahead of her in the queue now. There were two women between them, and a man. It was the poor eejit who couldn’t find his way out of the car park earlier. She hoped Mary wouldn’t look back and see him as well, the mask stretched across the big face. It would set them off again. And he’d know – or he’d guess that they were laughing about him. He’d assume it. He was that kind of man. Everything about him was defeated – he was lost in his body. She watched him climbing the steps to the stage – his huge back, the meaty legs, hoisting up his jeans when he got onto the second step. A woman at the top of the steps pointed him at one of the aisles, and he was gone.

She was going up the steps herself now. She wondered would she have known she was on the stage, if she hadn’t been here before. It must have been huge, much bigger than it looked from the seats. All the vaccination booths were up here. She saw a ‘39’, and a ‘38’. There was space on the stage for the whole operation. She was less nervous now. There was no sign of Mary. She felt alone. She felt good. She waited – she smiled at the woman. A woman her own age, Paula thought. A volunteer, probably. She was looking down one of the aisles. She looked at Paula.

—27, she said.

She didn’t point.

Paula saw the number, down what she thought was the middle aisle – where the crisps and the biscuits would have been if she’d been in her local Centra. There was a tall man at the booth, waiting for her, holding the curtain back. In his late thirties, she guessed. The cut of a doctor about him. But he looked at her, and he smiled, and he stepped back a bit to make sure that she had plenty of room to get past him. He’d a nice blue shirt on him, and serious glasses.

The booth was as narrow as a toilet you’d get in a pub – a little bit wider maybe but the same basic shape. But there was a table and two chairs in it and he was standing at the chair that was furthest from the curtain. She hadn’t noticed him going past her. He was looking at her. He’d said something but she hadn’t heard him. That happened to her sometimes – she didn’t hear. When she was anxious, or afraid she’d be stupid.

—You can sit down, he said – again, she thought.

She sat.

—Thanks.

She noticed – he waited till she sat before he did. He was well reared. She couldn’t believe it – she could feel a blush trying to take off, bubbling away under her skin. She’d thought that part of herself was dead; she hoped it was. She’d have hated to be sitting there with her face going all red. But it was hilarious too. She was never too far from the teenager. It was mortifying, but brilliant.

She listened carefully, and answered when she needed to – her date of birth, her health. Grand. Allergies. None. Underlying conditions. None either – she’d keep them to herself. Urinary incontinence, Doctor, but nothing too mad. And I’m a bit lonely, sometimes. And I kind of wake up in the hall at home sometimes – become aware of where I am, like – and I haven’t a clue why I’m there. But grand.

He was standing again. He was waiting for her to roll up her sleeve. She was wearing a shirt – it was a shirt; it wasn’t a blouse – that Leanne had given her. Jeans and a plaid cotton shirt. She was Dolly Parton. But she couldn’t get the sleeve up far enough. She had to unbutton the shirt and lower it off her shoulder. Wait till she told Mary. No – she wasn’t going to be telling Mary. There were things she kept to herself – and for herself.

—I’m administering Covid-19 vaccine AstraZeneca, he said. —You understand?

—Yeah, she said. —Fire away.

He laughed quietly. She heard it through his mask.

—There’ll be a stinging sensation, more than likely.

—Not a bother, she said.

She didn’t look. He was right – it hurt. But if he’d seen the state of her skin, years ago – but never that long ago – when she was her husband’s beloved punchbag, he wouldn’t have mentioned the sting that the needle might give her. He’d have said nothing. But maybe she was wrong. Maybe if he’d been a doctor in A&E – he’d have been a child, if he’d even been alive, the last time Charlo put her into hospital – he’d have been the one doctor who looked at the bruises and asked her where she got them. He was definitely nice. She’d made him laugh – he’d been happy to.

She pulled the shirt back over her shoulder and buttoned up. She watched him filling in the card. It was her vaccination record. She recognised it. Joe had sent her a photo of his.

He held the card out to her.

—Bring this with you when you’re called for your second dose.

He smiled. His mask moved with his face.

—Paula.

He was flirting with her. The scamp. Half her age. She nearly ran across the stage to the steps on the other side. To get away from her silly self. She had to sit in the foyer – it still looked like the foyer – for ten minutes. To make sure she didn’t feel faint, she supposed. Or sick. Mary was there ahead of her, sitting close to the stairs. There was an empty seat beside her.

—How was that?

—Fuckin’ agony, said Mary in a way that made Paula laugh.

—Same here, she said.

—D’you know what, though, Paula?

—What?

—I feel fuckin’ great, said Mary.

—Yeah.

—Elated.

—Yeah.

—That’s the word, yeah?

—It’ll do, said Paula.

She’d half-expected that she’d feel happy. And secure – or, more secure. Not this, though. Elated. Like the minutes after sex. Floating on the afters of the orgasm.

They said nothing for a while, and Paula wondered if Mary felt the same way she did. She sometimes forgot that Mary was a woman. Mary was a comedian. She wasn’t just funny but she was a clown, really, always on the go. She was a bitch, Paula, thinking that way. She was blessed having someone she could think of as her best friend, at her age. Growing old with this one beside her.

—What was yours like?

The voice – the sound so near – gave her a fright.

—Jesus –.

She laughed.

—Sorry – I was miles away. What did you say, Mare?

She didn’t know why she was asking, because she’d heard what Mary had said. She just wanted the time – to pull herself together.

—What was your jabber like? said Mary.

—My jabber?

—You know what I mean.

—Well, what was your jabber like?

—A ride, said Mary. —The Lone Ranger, he was.

They laughed. Paula had no real idea why it was funny. It just was.

—What about your one? Mary asked her.

Paula shook her head.

—No, she said. —Nothing to write home about.

—A man, but?

—Yeah.

She sees her phone light up, on the couch beside her leg. She’s had it on silent since this morning, when she got into the queue at the Helix. She keeps it on silent a lot of the time; she hates the buzzy stuff.

She picks up the phone. She brings it closer to her face – her glasses are in the kitchen. It’s Nicola – she knew it would be. She’s given up waiting for Paula to answer her texts. Paula lets the call ring out. She’ll phone Nicola in a minute. That way it’ll feel like her decision.

She’s sick of her kids. She’s just a bit sick of them. She can think that – no one’s going to stop her. She’s alone in the house and she loves it. Leanne was the last to leave – finally. Paula has lived on her own since – it’s five years now, a bit more. It’s not good watching her children growing old. Catching up with her. It’s not right – for them or for her. It only makes sense when they go off, and come back to visit. When their lives belong to themselves. She’s lonely sometimes – she’ll admit that to anyone. But it’s nothing to do with being alone in the house. It’s a lot to do with death. She thinks. Her husband – her ex-husband. Husband – they were never divorced; he got himself killed before divorce came into the country. Her sister, Carmel. Her important people are dead. Joe suggested once – half-suggested it in that fuckin’ polite way of his. That she should move in with him. Not him in with her. She was the one who was expected to up sticks. It might be something to think about. He could fuck off, so he could. She didn’t want to live in an apartment and she didn’t want him living here. She didn’t want to live with him, anywhere. She can’t remember now when he said it. Before the Covid. A year and a half. Two years. Five. She doesn’t know. Time doesn’t work the way it used to.

She’s happy enough. She likes that one – happy enough. It doesn’t mean she’s happy. She’s not sure what that might feel like. But she knows she’s happy enough. I’m happy enough – it means leave me alone.

She looks at the clock on the phone. It’s nearly six.

She points the remote at the telly, so the sound goes up. She’ll turn it down when she phones Nicola. It’ll give Nicola the idea that she’s busy, she’s been doing something productive. Even if it’s only watching the telly. She scrolls down through the news channels and stops at CNN. That’ll sound serious enough. She watched CNN earlier in the year, when those lads in their Halloween costumes tried to take over the Capitol place in Washington. When it looked like the start of a civil war or something. Her Jack – her youngest – lives over there, in Chicago. She texted him to tell him she was watching. He texted back, and she texted back. And watching what happened that night, and what didn’t happen, and knowing that Jack was watching it at the same time. It was brilliant. Thrilling. She didn’t surrender till three in the morning. And even then she slept here, on the couch. She’d brought the duvet down from Leanne’s old bed upstairs. And the couch was a present from Nicola. So three of her kids were with her, as she watched democracy nearly topple. And there’s a photo of John Paul and his gang on the mantelpiece, so he was with her as well. They were all there. But especially Jack.

She finds Nicola’s number in Favourites. It deliberately isn’t on the top of the list. In case the others ever saw it there. The top is where the number should be, but not because Nicola is her favourite child. Because that’s the number she’s phoned most often – that’s the number that’s saved her. The grandkids are at the top, in order of age – youngest first. She’s betting that whoever designed that part of the phone, or whoever it was that named it Favourites, didn’t have children or he only had the one. She’s betting it was a man.

—Hiya.

It’s Nicola. She must have had the phone in her hand when Paula called.

—Hang on till I turn this thing down, hon, says Paula. —Now.

—How did it go? Nicola asks.

—Grand.

—Grand?

—Great – yeah.

Paula’s the teenager – she’s giving away the minimum.

—Did it hurt? Nicola asks her.

—No.

Nicola hasn’t been vaccinated yet. For Paula, getting there ahead of her feels like an achievement. She feels a shiver run through her that might be something like happiness.

—And how’re you feeling now?

—Grand.

—Tired?

—No.

She is, but she’s not going to admit it. It isn’t important. But she knows she’s being a bit mean.

—It was a great day, really, she says.

—How was it –? Jesus –.

—Hang on now, says Paula. —I know it wasn’t Tayto Park or Disneyland. But it was – it was a lovely day. Mary was with me. And Mandy.

Nicola tolerates Mary but she can’t stand Mandy. Mandy’s the same age as Nicola – she might even be a year or two younger. Paula can understand the hostility, her mother being pally with a woman her own age. She didn’t have to mention Mandy, but she did anyway. Deliberately. She hears Nicola saying nothing, swallowing back the words.

—Mary got the call today as well, Paula says. —And Mandy gave us a lift. We made a day of it. Mandy wanted to go to McDonald’s without her kids.

Still nothing from Nicola. Paula’s feeling a bit cruel. Not enough, though, to stop her.

—So that’s what we done, she says. —For the laugh. Just the drive-through, you know. We couldn’t go in. But we brought the stuff on to Dollymount. And Mary had a flask of coffee and a few cakes.

She feels her forehead as she speaks.

—I think I might even be a little bit sunburnt, she says. —Anyway, we stayed there for the whole afternoon. The girls had a glass of wine as well.

—Jesus – you had a picnic?

—Yeah, says Paula. —I hadn’t thought of it like that but that’s what it was.

She laughs.

—Mad, she says. —How are you, hon?

She feels sated. She learnt that one from Joe. Sated. It’s a simple sound and it surprised her that she didn’t know the word when she heard it – she thought – the first time. She smiles now as she remembers when he said it, and where and why. But she won’t be telling Nicola. Nicola’s the best in the world but just now, just for the rest of the day, she can get lost and leave Paula alone. She thinks that and, immediately, the thought stops – it goes away.

—D’you know what it felt like, Nicola? she says. —The vaccination. The experience of it, like.

—What?

—I felt elated, says Paula.

—How come?

Fair play to Nicola, she’s trying. There’s no edge – aggression or sarcasm – in the question.

—I was just –. It felt like I’d got my exam results and I’d done really well.

She laughs. Nicola knows – there’s no need to explain. Paula’s never done an exam in her life. Not in school, and not since.

—And as well, she says. —I was doing me bit, you know. I won’t be infecting anyone. Anyway, it was great.

—Good.

—And come here, says Paula.

She’s liking Nicola, she’s loving her. That ‘good’ – the way Nicola said it – it was soft. She’d understood. She’d spoken to Paula like an equal. Like she trusted her. There was even a little bit of envy in it.

—There were starlings, she says. —In Dollymount.

Paula can identify starlings, and she’d told Mary and Mandy what they were.

—They’re not only fuckin’ birds, Mary, she’d said, earlier. —They’re starlings.

Joe had told her one day, a freezing cold day years ago, when they saw a whole flock, a murmuration – there’s a word – a murmuration of them, changing shape in front of them, like a show. And later, they’d seen just one perched on the back of a chair outside a café and Joe had told her what it was. And she was elated today – again – when she saw them in Dollymount, on Bull Island, in among the parked cars and bikes, beside the Happy Out place. She loved being able to name them.

—They’re gorgeous birds when you look at them, she tells Nicola. —The colours in their feathers – my God.

She feels a bit high. Nicola might think she’s drunk. She can’t tell her she isn’t – she’d be proving she is.

—But there were loads of them, she says. —The starlings. Looking for food, crumbs and that. And Nicola – guess what?

—What?

—The noise they were making. They were imitating car locks.

—What?

—They’re brilliant mimics, says Paula. —They copy the calls of other birds and – I swear to God – you know the noise a car makes when you point the key thing at it when you’re locking it?

—Yeah.

—That’s the noise they were making, says Paula. —The girls were amazed.

It had thrilled Paula, the expressions on their faces when they realised what they were hearing, what Paula was after telling them. She’d felt like a ringmaster, like she was organising it all with the birds.

—It’s just been a lovely day, she says. —I’ll be back to normal tomorrow, don’t worry.

It’s Nicola’s turn to speak. But she says nothing.

—And how are you, hon? Paula asks again.

—Well –.

—Nicola –?

—Grand, says Nicola. —No – I’m grand. Just tired
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