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Prologue

The water is cold but there is a promise of heat in the air as the dawn begins to break. It will not be long before sunlight reaches the garden. Insects buzz and rustle in the undergrowth, the scent of lavender drifts from pots on the terrace. Drips roll from the edge of the diving board, making lazy plopping sounds as they meet the rocking surface of the pool.

A seagull landing on the wall casts a beady eye downward into the water, scouting for food, or maybe just curious. The drips from the diving board slow.

The bird surveys the garden – the squat silent house beyond, shadows on the terrace. It raises a wing and with its yellow beak jabs at its feathers, rearranging them. It straightens up, folds back its wing and looks down again.

Something in the water rolls – or rather someone. The watchful seagull blinks. The water darkens. A face tilted, a figure submerged. The mouth is open but there is no shining thread of bubbles, no silvery breath escaping.

The only sound – the drip-drip of blood hitting the slick surface of the pool before moving slowly through the blue-green water, mingling until it disappears.
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Part One





1. David

I should, I suppose, go back to the beginning, to the first time we met. The first time she spoke to me, to be precise, for I had seen her before – spotted her among the first-year faces staring out at me from the lecture theatre. It was hard not to notice her, with that hair. A great glow of it, radiantly blonde in long loose curls, like a soft release of breath. In the dimness of Theatre L, it caught the light and reflected it back, golden and iridescent. I noticed the hair and the bright round face beneath and thought: New penny. Then my mind turned back to my slides and I moved on.

There is an energy on campus during the first weeks of the new semester that is like nothing else. The air is charged with the frisson of possibility. A cheerful vigour takes hold, giving a new life and sheen to every faded surface, every jaded room. Even the most hardened staff veterans have a spring in their step during the first month, and there is an infectious sense of hopefulness. Once the madness of Freshers’ Week has worn off, and the pace of lectures and tutorials has been set, an industriousness falls over the campus, like a flurry of autumn leaves. It zips through the corridors and stairwells, hurries across the wide open spaces where the students gather to talk and drink coffee. I felt it too – the beat of possibility, the urge to get a head start on the year. After seventeen years at the university, I was still not immune to the buoyant lift of first-term energy.

It was a couple of weeks into the semester when she approached me. I had just given my Thursday morning lecture on Modern Irish History and the students were filing out, a buzz of conversation rising as they climbed the steps to the exit. I was closing my laptop and putting away my notes, silently calculating whether I had enough time to nip to the common room for a coffee, when I felt someone’s presence and looked up. She was standing across from me, holding her folder against her chest, her face half hidden behind the long golden strands of her hair.

‘Dr Connolly,’ she said, and immediately I caught the hint of a Belfast accent.

‘Yes?’

‘I was wondering if I could talk to you.’

I slid the laptop into my bag, fixed the strap over my shoulder, and noticed a kind of wariness hovering behind the big round eyes. She was fair-skinned, and had a scrubbed-clean look about her; many female students come to class in layers of make-up, a miasma of chemical smells surrounding them. This girl was different: a freshness and simplicity about her appearance set her apart, and made her appear terribly young.

‘Of course,’ I said briskly. ‘I have a meeting in a few minutes, but you can walk with me, if you like.’

‘Oh. No, that’s okay.’

Disappointment, a faltering expression that piqued my interest.

‘Perhaps some other time,’ she said.

‘My office hours are on Fridays between three and five. You’re welcome to drop in. If that doesn’t suit, you can always email to arrange an appointment.’

‘Thank you,’ she said politely. ‘I’ll do that.’

We walked together up the steps to the exit, not speaking, an awkwardness between us.

‘Well, goodbye then,’ I said, checking my watch and ducking into the drift of students heading towards the stairs.

By the time I reached my meeting, I had forgotten her. Funny, recalling it now. Such a momentous thing, our first meeting. Since then, I’ve come to look at that moment as the point at which my life split – like a page folded over and creased down the middle so that everything fell into before or after.

My office is on the third floor of the Arts building. It’s covered with book-filled shelves and framed prints: the 1916 Proclamation, prints of two William Orpen sketches from the trenches in the First World War, a framed and faded photograph of my grandfather with others from the Royal Dragoon Guards, and finally a cartoon from the New Yorker featuring two academics squabbling, the last a gift from my wife. There’s also a family photograph of the four of us hiking to the Hell Fire Club in the Dublin Mountains, which I had taken with my phone the previous summer: Holly’s hair is wind-tossed, Robbie is grinning and Caroline’s eyes watering – we look happy, individually and as a family, my arms circling us all in a messy embrace; the city and suburbs, this campus and office are a distant blur in the background.

The closest thing I can see of that outside world and the most appealing feature of the office is the window that takes up the entire southern wall and looks out on to the courtyard at the heart of the building. A small copse of birch trees grows there, and throughout the year I like to observe the changing colours of the leaves and watch the passage of the seasons.

I’ve spent my entire adult life – apart from three years working for my PhD at Queens – on this campus. I’ve loved every minute of it and consider myself lucky to be here, gradually moving up the ranks from Adjunct to Associate Professor, and I love the interaction with students at lecture and seminar level. I love the enquiring minds I meet – the irascible and sometimes irreverent arrogance of a student’s interrogations of the past. I’ll admit I was ambitious, and I’ve had to work hard. It’s not like things came easy for me – not as they have for others who seem to have a natural flair for reading the past. My work was painstaking, but it brought its pleasures.

Even so, she arrived at a special moment of opportunity in my career. My old teacher and the head of our department, Professor Alan Longley, was due for retirement in two years’ time. He had hinted strongly, on more than one occasion, that his position could be mine if I played my cards right, so to speak. Of course, Head of Department would mean more work, but I was ready for the extra responsibility and willing to accept the challenge. Such was my life: the happy construction of work I had built around me – until last autumn, that is.

Back then, during those weeks in September, as the light changed and the air took on the first chill, I knew next to nothing about her. Not even her name. I don’t think I thought about her again until that Friday afternoon when I held my student hours. The first of them began trickling in shortly after three – a second-year wanting to discuss his essay, a final-year already nervous about the prospects of graduation, another considering a master’s. One by one they came, and I found I began to search for her among them, each time expecting to see her bright face appearing around my door.

In my office, there were two small armchairs and a low coffee-table I’d brought from home where I conducted my meetings with students. I don’t like the power imbalance when I sit and stare at them from behind the desk. I kept the door open throughout these meetings, with both male and female students alike. You see, years ago, when I was a junior lecturer, a colleague was badly stung by an accusation from a female undergraduate who claimed he had molested her in his office. I remember at the time being shocked: he was such a weedy guy, with an unattractive habit of sniffing continuously while concentrating on a point.

Strange though it may sound, I couldn’t imagine him having any sexual desires. Most academics are normal people, leading their lives in the manner of any professional person. Some, however, are cloistered, ill-equipped to cope beyond the protective confines of the university. That was Bill – a hard-working historian, but naïve, it has to be said. Not an unkind man, and quite gentle, really, the accusation hit him like a rocket. Overnight, he became a wild-eyed loon, determined to proclaim his innocence, often at the most inopportune moments – in school meetings, in the staff room over coffee, once at an open day. The claims were investigated by the disciplinary board and deemed to be unfounded. Bill was exonerated. The student graduated and left. Bill continued with his work, but a change had come over him. He no longer came for coffee with the rest of us, and avoided all social interaction with students. It was no surprise when, a year later, he announced he had taken up a post at a university abroad. I’ve no idea where he is now, though I think of him from time to time, whenever some other scandal erupts on campus, or when I feel the weight of a female student’s gaze a little too heavily upon me.

Something about the way she had looked at me that day, the way her voice had faltered, made me think of Bill. I was curious, but wary too. The doe-eyed ones, who seem young and innocent, they are the ones you have to be careful with. Not the savvy girls with their Ugg boots and fake tans – they can hold their own, and have little interest in pursuing a man like me. I’m forty-four, the father of two children. I eat well and I exercise regularly. Most days I cycle to work; three times a week I swim. I try to take care of myself, you could say. Now, I’m not the best-looking man in the world, but I’m not the worst. I’m just shy of six foot with dark hair, brown eyes and sallow skin. My dad said we had Spanish blood in our veins: ‘From the sailors on the Armada, shipwrecked off the West of Ireland all those years ago.’ I don’t know if that’s true or not. But after what happened to Bill, I have to presume it’s not beyond the realm of possibility that an impressionable young student might develop a crush. But at that stage I’d been married for seventeen years, and I was aware of how costly a stupid mistake could be. Besides, I had too much to lose.

I suppose that was what flickered across my mind the first time we spoke. Her reluctance to walk and talk with me – as if the weight of whatever she wanted to discuss required privacy, silence, the full focus of my attention.

That Friday, I fully expected her to come to my office. She didn’t. I have to admit I was disappointed. There was no explanation – not that I needed or expected one. Neither was there an email seeking an appointment. The following week, I saw her again in my lectures, her eyes fixed on the notebook in front of her, but when the hour was up, she filed out of the theatre with the other students.

The matter went clean out of my head, and I’m sure I would have forgotten about it completely in time. I was busier than ever, juggling my lectures and research along with various other work commitments, not to mention all the administration I had to do. I would also be talking to various media outlets about the 1916 centenary celebrations in the coming months. Caroline had started a new job. Between us we shared the school drop-offs as well as the kids’ after-school activities. Life was full. I was busier than ever. I was happy. I know that now.

Then one afternoon, in October, returning to my office from a school meeting, I found her sitting on the floor next to my door. Knees drawn up, hands clutching her ankles. As soon as she saw me, she got to her feet, and pulled at her clothing.

‘Can I help you?’ I asked, my hand searching in my pocket for the key.

‘Sorry. I should have made an appointment.’

‘You’re here now.’ I opened the door. ‘Come in.’

I went to my desk, placed my bag on it. The room was chilly. I walked to the radiator and ran my fingers along its top. The girl went to close the door.

‘No, you can leave it open,’ I said.

She gave me a slightly startled glance, as if she wished she’d never come.

‘Let’s sit, and you can tell me what’s on your mind.’

I took one of the armchairs, but she just stood, fiddling with the zip on her sweater. She was small and thin, bony wrists emerging from her cuffs, which had been picked at and unravelled. Nervous fingers constantly moving.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Zoë,’ she said quietly. ‘Zoë Barry.’

‘Well, Zoë. How can I help you?’ I asked, tidying a bunch of journals at my desk.

Her hands became still, and in a voice that came out as clear as a bell, she said: ‘I think you might be my father.’



2. David

Students come through my door every day of the working week. Some have ordinary questions, course-related queries. Others are in trouble. They want my help. They may not even know what’s wrong. And then again, others are trouble. Over the years, I’ve had my fair share of problem cases. They have ranged from benign to complex. But none was like this. None spelled trouble so clearly and lucidly, or announced the problem with such candid, if sheepish, clarity.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

‘Can I close the door?’

‘No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ I gestured for her to sit down in the chair opposite.

‘I know it’s probably a shock,’ she said, taking a seat and putting her bag down by her feet.

‘A shock?’ I said. More of an intrusion, or a preposterous allegation, than anything else. I inspected my itinerary for the day. It was full: one meeting chased by another. The module review committee was going to be particularly taxing. I also needed to get to the library to talk to Laurence about the oral histories he was sourcing for me from the British Library.

‘Well, yes … I’ve come in here out of the blue and revealed to you that I am your daughter.’

‘Sorry, I’m still struggling to follow. Why is it you think I might be your father?’ I said.

Her expression didn’t change. Shy, meek even, as if she were there against her will. ‘I’ve been thinking about how to put it so it wouldn’t come out as bluntly,’ she said, leaning forward slightly. ‘It doesn’t seem to matter which way I turn the phrases over. You are my father.’ She coughed awkwardly into her sleeve. ‘I thought it would be better to tell you straight rather than dancing around it, if that makes sense?’

The planes of her face were smooth. It was an open face, an honest one. Her eyes were green, wide and bright. Her hair fell over her face occasionally and she had to push it back – a kind of tic, I supposed.

‘Actually, it’s a relief to tell you,’ she said, giving me a watery smile. ‘I’ve tossed this around for ages, sitting in your lectures, knowing all the time you’re my father and that you had no idea. It got so I couldn’t bear it. I felt like I had to tell you.’

Her voice, though tentative and soft, had the earthy guttural of the North in it. Because of all the reading and research I’d been doing recently, it made me think about those American soldiers during the Second World War stationed in the various towns of Northern Ireland – Coleraine, Ballycastle, Portstewart – and their unwritten legacy: the ones who left behind sons and daughters they might never have known about, while others were sought out later in life by their offspring. I had always thought this a joyful, if complicated, legacy – an ancillary tributary to the river of the past – an enriching one, even.

Still, I became annoyed at the vagaries of my own mind and the distraction the girl had brought to my day: her prank, the articulations of an unsound mind, whatever it was.

I picked up my notebook, drew myself up from the chair, and walked to my desk. I felt the short fuse of my temper fizzle. ‘Again, what makes you think I’m your father?’

The smile fell from her face. She reached into her bag for a tissue. I could tell she was struggling to maintain her composure. Perhaps I had been too curt. I had, after all, a duty of care to her as a student. She was young, lost; it must have been very difficult for her to pluck up the courage, however misguided, to come in to talk to me.

‘Listen,’ I said, ‘you’re clearly upset. And, believe me, it’s not the first time I’ve had a student here in tears. University life can be daunting. People struggle. But there is help out there, if you ask for it. Let me give you the number of someone in Student Services you can call.’ I went behind my desk and wrote the number on a Post-it. Claire O’Rourke, a counsellor on campus, was an old friend. As I scribbled the note, I wondered briefly what she would make of the girl’s claims.

Ripping the page off the pad, I went to hand it to her but she didn’t reach out for it. She didn’t look at it at all.

I returned to my desk. ‘If you don’t want the number, that’s your call,’ I said. The situation had grown tiresome. I had work to do. ‘I’m trying to offer you help, but I can’t force you to take it.’

I tapped the space bar on my keyboard, stirring the computer to life. The monitor brightened and the image of Robbie and Holly dissolved.

‘My mother’s name was Linda,’ the girl said, and my hand released the mouse. ‘Linda Barry.’

Linda Barry … Hearing her name again was like having an unhealed wound prodded. I had not heard it for so long that I felt as if I was dreaming, or as if time was playing tricks. My mouth dried up.

‘Linda Barry?’ I said and, just like that, I was transported to another time, another place. It was as if her name was a secret password to the past – to my past, to a younger, more feckless and passionate man, and the time that went with it. A password that contained pain, too. I felt winded, and all at once on guard.

I looked at her again for any signs of resemblance when the figure of another student appeared in the doorway.

‘Dr Connolly?’

‘Not now,’ I said testily. ‘I’m in the middle of something,’ I switched off the monitor. ‘Come back later.’

‘A little over a year ago, she told me about you,’ the girl said, her voice barely a whisper.

‘She told you about me?’

‘She thought I needed to know,’ the girl said, pulling at the strands of her sleeve.

I could tell she was waiting for me to say something, while the possibility of what she had revealed began to ghost its way through my mind.

‘She told me when she was a student at Queens, you were her course tutor,’ she said. ‘She told me you had become friends, and that, for a while, you were lovers.’

It felt wrong – listening to a student discussing me and Linda, describing us as lovers. Could it be true? Had Linda had a child?

I thought about the weekend we’d spent in Donegal before we split up. Three days in a remote part of the countryside. I had felt as if I were shrugging off my previous life, the years of study, the immersion in academia receding from memory, like waking from a long dream. Beneath the surface, there had lingered the knowledge of a parting. Soon I would be returning to Dublin to take up a position in the university from which I had graduated three years before. The life I had lived in Belfast, at Queens, would draw to a close. And this relationship, this love affair – I had no idea how much it meant to me – it, too, would be laid to rest. We both knew it, although neither of us had said so.

The girl held a hand to her lips and I saw there in the rounded shape of her face a resemblance. A simplicity that might have been plain were it not for the liveliness of her eyes – Linda’s eyes, or were they? I couldn’t be completely sure.

‘I don’t see how …’ I began. ‘I can’t understand …’

‘She said your affair was brief. Afterwards, she went abroad to do a master’s degree. That was when she discovered she was pregnant.’

I had, by then, completed my PhD and returned to Dublin. I had met Caroline again and our relationship – broken for those three years in Belfast – had resumed. After Linda, after the swirling highs and lows, I felt ready for something solid, stable and dependable. ‘But she never said. She never told me …’

I remember what a relief it was to climb into marriage, to feel the safe, firm structure of it form around me. But with this girl in my office, I was again all at sea, the roar of waves in my ears drowning much of what she was telling me. I kept thinking of Linda with a baby – my baby. How could she not have told me? How could she have gone through all of that alone?

‘This must be difficult,’ she said, regaining her composure. ‘It’s got to be a lot to take in.’

With a slim frame, all wrists and knees, jeans clinging to thin legs, heavy oxblood-red boots, there was something vulnerable about her – even if she had just lobbed her grenade and set me reeling. ‘A lot to take in? Yes, you could say that.’

‘I know,’ she said, an uneasy smile spreading across her face. ‘But you have to know that I don’t want anything from you.’

‘You don’t?’

‘Nothing!’ she said, laughing nervously. ‘It’s just I thought you should know.’

‘And that’s all? There’s nothing else?’ I asked.

She shrugged, and started to pick again at her frayed cuffs. ‘Just to talk, I suppose.’

‘To talk?’

She squirmed, grew sullen. The shield of hair had fallen over her face again. She made no effort to push it back. Quietly, from behind it, she said: ‘I just wanted to get to know you a little.’

It was a reasonable request, I supposed, but I resisted. ‘Did Linda put you up to this?’ I asked. ‘Does she know you’ve come to see me? Did she tell you to come?’

In retrospect, I see how foolish I was – how ridiculous I must have sounded – to think an old girlfriend had spent the last eighteen years hatching a plan to bring about my undoing.

‘My mother’s dead.’

Dead? Said so matter-of-factly, and with such certainty that there was no room for doubt. Still my initial and irrational response was to contradict her, even though I had had not one scintilla of contact with Linda since I had seen her last. Linda, my old flame, dead. I couldn’t quite believe it. Briefly, I remembered, without wanting to, the first time I had kissed her: she had dared me to. ‘Go on,’ she had said that night, as I walked her home from an evening guest lecture. ‘You know you want to.’

I had played dumb, but all the time, I was stepping closer to her, and she was stepping closer to me, until her hands gripped the pockets of my coat and my hands found their way to her waist. It had not been a lingering kiss. She had pulled away quickly, and I followed her, feeling I had been on the brink of making a terrible mistake but not knowing if the mistake was to follow her or to let her slip away.

And now she’s dead? I was stunned by the revelation, numbed. How strange and unreal it is to hear of an old lover who has passed away. To think that the time you shared is no longer a common memory between you, no longer a testimony subject to agreement and dissent, no longer a space of contested but cherished moments already gone – like the rising smoke from a bonfire on a Hallowe’en night that we’d stood beside in Belfast. Gone – like the fading autumn light at sunset. It’s like a sudden pull in the heart, a brief awakening, and the realization that their life has continued all the time you were apart, all the time they were forgotten; still they remained, creating their own history. A sudden burst of memory, the brush of old and tender feelings, then it fades.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I told her. ‘What happened?’

‘Ovarian cancer. It’s just coming up to a year.’

Now it made some sort of sense to me: a young woman whose mother has just died seeks some kind of replacement to make up for her loss. It’s possible. Psychologists might call it transference, and stranger things have been known to happen, certainly, on this campus. But I was curious. ‘And when did Linda tell you about me?’ I asked.

She pushed back her hair. ‘It was towards the end.’

‘Is that why you came to this university?’

She blushed, shifted in her chair. ‘I dunno. Maybe. I’ve always liked history and, with Mam gone, I just wanted to get away, you know. Start again somewhere new.’

Whatever the truth of her claim, I couldn’t help but admire her a little, the curious tilt of her chin, the bravery in her optimism.

A sudden rap on the open door startled her. She stood up quickly. Another student appeared. ‘Dr Connolly.’

‘Just a moment,’ I said.

The girl was already fixing the strap of her satchel over one shoulder. ‘I should go,’ she said.

Awkwardly, beneath the gaze of the other student, we said goodbye to one another. I turned back into the room, went to the window and waited for the young man to sit. Below in the courtyard, staff and students sat at tables among the birch trees; the sound of their conversation rose in a barely audible hum. Shadows moved overhead, the day darkened. The student behind me cleared his throat.

‘Would you mind waiting?’ I said, making for the door. ‘I’ll just be a moment.’

She was at the stairwell by the time I caught up. Hair falling over her shoulders, strolling away. I called to her and she turned. A door opened and a flurry of students drifted out, passing us in a noisy group.

‘I wanted to ask you,’ I said, ‘have you told anyone else? Any of your friends? Anyone in the class?’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Can I ask that you don’t? Please. Not yet, not until I’ve had some time to take it in.’

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, her voice flat and unreadable. In her eyes, there was a flash of pity. I felt a nudge of something, too: shame, perhaps. However foolish, I still believed I could contain whatever it was that had been released.

‘I won’t say a thing,’ she said, slipping into the stream of students passing, leaving me there, sweat on my palms, holding on to the rail, conscious that I was about to be swept up by something more powerful than I understood, something dangerous and beyond my control.



3. Caroline

I can remember when it began.

One afternoon in early autumn, I had been called away from the office unexpectedly because of David’s mother, Ellen. There had been an incident.

I was just settling her with her tea-tray, the telly on, when my mobile rang, David’s number appearing on the screen.

‘Caroline?’

‘I was just going to call you.’

‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Has something happened?’

Something in his voice: a scratch of irritation or a wrinkle of concern.

‘Who is it?’ Ellen asked, her voice still quavering with nerves.

‘It’s David.’ I turned up the volume of the telly, then closed the door gently behind me. In the hallway, I sat down on the stairs and felt the carpet rough at the back of my legs, a musty smell rising from it. ‘Your mum,’ I told him. ‘She went wandering again.’

‘Oh, Christ.’

‘She’s fine –’

‘What happened?’

I told him about the phone call I’d received – Ellen’s neighbour Marion, sounding breathy and rushed: You told me to call if ever something happened. I listened as she told me how she had found Ellen in Tesco, crying in the frozen-food section, not knowing where she was or how she would get home. It was not the first such occurrence. ‘I’ve settled her now,’ I said. ‘I gave her some beans on toast.’

‘Should I come over?’

Ellen was just beginning to get over her shakiness. The last thing she needed was to relive it for her son. ‘Leave it until the weekend, David. Give her a chance to recover.’

‘Okay,’ he agreed. Then he said: ‘Caroline?’

‘Yes?’

He hesitated. ‘Nothing. It can wait.’

But it was there in his voice – a note I couldn’t identify.

I knew it at once: something had happened.

She came into our lives, into our home, at an awkward time for me, a time I think of now as being filled with nerves and self-doubt. I had, after a fifteen-year hiatus, returned to work at the advertising agency I had left when Robbie was born. Everything felt changed, like foreign territory I had visited once but of which I retained no memory. Nothing was familiar.

The decision to give up my career to raise my children was not something I regretted, even though it had been a strain at times: the boredom, the loneliness. There was a deep need within me to create for my children a warm and loving environment where there would always be someone making sure they did their homework, putting dinner on the table, checking on them when they were in bed at night. I did it gladly. My only continuing contact with the agency was a calendar arriving every year at Christmas, each month headed with a sleek image of a car or an alcoholic drink or whatever product they were being paid to push. When the calendar arrived and I read all the names signed on the inside flap, I confess I felt a pang, a twinge of something close to envy. Fleeting, but I was aware of it nonetheless – a seam of uncertainty or regret that could be tapped into whenever I was reminded of what I had given up. When I met Peter by chance and he mentioned that one of the girls in the office was taking ten months’ maternity leave, the idea took hold. My children were old enough. I had time on my hands. Although I had been out of the game for so long, I felt the pull of it, the undertow of a distant longing. I hadn’t counted on Zoë. I hadn’t even known she existed.

That evening, after I’d left Ellen, I drove home through heavy traffic, the image of my elderly mother-in-law crying next to cabinets full of fish fingers and frozen peas still alive in my mind. Opening my front door, I heard noise from the sitting room, movement upstairs. I kicked off my shoes in the hall, pausing briefly to enjoy the relief. Having hung my coat over the newel post, I went into the sitting room.

Robbie was sitting on the couch with his legs tucked up under him. On the telly a woman was sobbing in front of a studio audience, the man beside her mortified.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I said. ‘Sorry I’m so late.’

‘Hey, Mum,’ he answered.

‘I was at Nan’s,’ I told him, although he hadn’t sought an explanation for my absence. ‘Where’s your dad?’

‘Upstairs.’

He was still wearing his school uniform and, after shooting a quick smile in my direction, went back to staring avidly at the screen, the room dark apart from the light cast by the flickering images. The studio audience were hissing and booing, the presenter advancing through them. Robbie shifted under my gaze and I caught a glimpse of an empty crisps packet stuffed down the side of the couch beside him.

‘You didn’t eat a whole bag, did you?’

He smiled again and pulled a face. ‘Sorry, I was hungry.’

‘Robbie …’

‘Sorry!’ he said again, still smiling. At fifteen, he was at an awkward transitional stage, trapped in the hormonal no man’s land between child and adult. At moments like this, when his roguish grin surfaced, he was my little boy again. I let it go.

Climbing the stairs, I could hear music coming from Holly’s room – some tinny pop – and beneath it, the sweet, faltering accompaniment of my daughter’s voice. I stepped past her door, opened ours softly and saw David stretched out on the bed, eyes closed, a glass of wine in one hand resting on his chest. I stood over him watching, his handsome face serious, even in repose, lines from laughter and concentration hardening now into permanence. He stirred a little.

‘You’ll spill that.’

His eyes shot open and he sat up quickly. I reached forward and rescued the glass, put it to my lips and drank.

‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ he said, blinking and running a hand across his face.

The wine warmed the back of my throat. I set the glass on the nightstand, and sat down on the bed beside him. He lay back, locking his hands behind his neck and I felt a brief, surprising nudge of desire. I could lie down on the bed next to him and, with the dinner drying out in the oven, we could slip off our clothes and forget the troubles of the day for a while. It seemed so risqué, the thought of sex at this hour of the evening with the children in the house, the telly on downstairs. I put my hand on his shirt-front, traced a line down to his belt. This kind of spontaneity still felt unnatural in the wake of what had happened between us. His eyes closed and he shifted under my touch, tacitly agreeing to my unspoken suggestion.

Holly’s bedroom door opened, her footfall in the hall outside. My hand paused and David opened his eyes.

‘What do you think?’ I asked.

He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. The moment had passed. He reached for his wine glass on the nightstand, and said: ‘Come on. Let’s go and eat.’

In the kitchen, he flicked on the radio while I got the lettuce from the fridge. A drive-time show was on, the presenter’s voice, her forensic questioning, filling the space between us as she took some politician to task over the failed attempt to legislate for abortion in the case of fatal foetal abnormality. A year or so before, we had undertaken a major renovation of our home. Besides an attic conversion, a large extension had been built on to the kitchen, the additional space allowing room for a sofa and a stove as well as a large dining table and a kitchen island. The work had been costly and we couldn’t have afforded it were it not for a small inheritence from my parents, who had passed away some years before. A loan from the credit union topped up the funds needed.

It was David’s habit on evenings when he was tired after work to throw himself on the sofa, the two of us chatting while I prepared the dinner. On this particular evening, however, he leaned against the counter while I rinsed the salad leaves in the sink, and asked me about Ellen. I was tired but answered his questions, and he took it all in, his arms folded. Something needed to be done about her deteriorating state of mind, and we batted ideas back and forth, although we were reluctant to get into it.

There was something else I needed to tell him. I was weighing up whether to say it now or wait until the kids had gone to bed. David seemed distracted and I had the beginnings of a headache. I asked him to pour me a glass of wine while I spun the salad. When he went to call the others for dinner I decided just to say it, to get it over with quickly before the kids came into the room.

‘There was an email from the school,’ I said, taking down the plates and spreading them along the worktop. ‘Robbie’s parent-teacher meeting is next Tuesday. Are you free?’

He put the empty bottle into the crate by the door. ‘Next Tuesday?’

‘Yes, in the afternoon.’

I took the lasagne from the oven, placed it on the trivet and began separating it into segments. He was standing next to me, waiting to take the plates to the table. ‘Can’t you go?’ he asked.

‘It won’t last long. Just an hour or so. You can take those ones.’ I nodded at the first two plates, and he picked them up but didn’t move away. I could feel him waiting for something more from me. I put food on the other plates, then opened the oven and returned the dish to keep it warm.

‘Caroline –’

‘Please, David. It’s just one afternoon.’

‘It’s not that. You know it’s not.’

I could feel the colour coming to my cheeks. I picked up the other plates and waited for him to let me pass.

‘It’s been a year,’ he said, his voice soft but firm. ‘You can’t keep doing this. You can’t stay away from there for ever.’

On the radio, the presenter was affecting a heavy sigh, the one she used to signal the end of an interview. The kitchen door opened.

‘Please don’t make me,’ I said, as I stepped past him. I put the plates down hard on the table.

Over dinner, Holly talked about a school trip to the Burren that was planned for the end of October. Cheerfully animated, she spoke of caves and calcium deposits, bog-land and its varying plant-life. Robbie lolled in his chair, one elbow on the table, picking at his food. David was quiet. The children, no doubt, put it down to work. We used to joke about it, the kids and I. ‘Dad’s gone over to the dark side,’ we would say, whenever he became distracted and vague. His silence that evening seemed heavier than usual and I attributed it to the parent-teacher meeting. I knew he was thinking of what had happened the year before, the whole awkward business at the school rearing its ugly head again. To combat it, I recounted the drama of my afternoon, the phone call at work, the confused state I’d found Ellen in.

‘First thing tomorrow, I’m calling Dr Burke,’ I announced.

‘Poor Nan,’ Holly said, drinking her water, her eyes behind her glasses perplexed.

‘She’ll be fine,’ David told her, the firmness in his voice a kind of warning.

He was put out over the school thing, and I suppose he was entitled to feel resentful, but still. I had spent all afternoon taking care of his mother and I had yet to hear a word of thanks. ‘Are you going to eat any of that?’ I asked Robbie.

He seemed tired, pressing his fork against the raft of pasta hardening on his plate. ‘I’m not hungry.’

David dropped his cutlery on to his plate with a clatter, making us all look up. ‘Maybe if you hadn’t shoved a whole bag of fucking Doritos down your throat you’d be able to eat,’ he snapped.

Robbie’s mouth opened, as if he were about to say something, but no words came out.

‘David, please,’ I said sharply.

He stared at me across the table.

My husband is a sulker, not an exploder. He wears me down with his stubborn silences. We made a point of not arguing in front of the children – even when our marriage was under strain. The fights had all been held in private, and we maintained a strained civility whenever the kids were around. The quality of his discomfort this time was different from before. I realized that it wasn’t about the school at all.

‘Let’s just eat,’ he said.

Addressing his plate again, he speared some pasta with his fork. We had forgotten about the salad, still sitting next to the sink, but neither of us made a move towards it. The jingle of the drive-time show was playing on the radio, its cheerful beat pounding through the speakers while we sat together without talking until the meal was done.

Whenever I try to remember how it all started, I don’t think of the morning I found out, or the first time I saw the haze of yellow hair, the feline stare. I think of David that evening, the coiled rope of tension within him, the shiftiness of his irritation. I didn’t know it was because of her – Zoë. I didn’t even know she existed. But that was when I first felt her shadow fall over me. The first time I felt the ripples of a new presence within my home, like a dye entering water, already changing its chemistry.



4. David

I woke up the next morning to the thought She is dead. Linda is dead.

It wasn’t grief I felt. How could it be? She had not been in my life for a long time. But, still, there was sadness, and the shock left me feeling out of sorts, on edge. I got up, threw water on to my face, shaved, showered and pulled myself together as best I could. Over breakfast, my world solidified around me. Robbie and Holly were absorbed in their cereal while Caroline got their lunches ready. I finished breakfast quickly, leaned in to Caroline to say goodbye and felt the warmth of her kiss on my mouth. I told myself, Everything is going to be all right.

I pedalled away from the house, my lungs filling with air, and flew past the traffic while trying to convince myself that, even if Linda had passed away, what this girl had told me was some kind of joke, an elaborate student prank. A student’s life is full of mad-cap behaviour, full of stunts and dares. That was why there was no reason to tell my wife what she had said. Maybe somebody had put the girl up to it. Maybe I wasn’t her father.

On campus, I spent the first hour going through my inbox. What struck me initially was the amount of non-college work I had taken on: media commitments, interviews, op-ed pieces, book reviews, as well as board and committee duty. I replied to as many emails as I could before I rushed to a tutorial with my third-years, followed by coffee, then seminars until one. My first-year lecture was after lunch, and as the time approached, I grew twitchy. My palms became sweaty, my stomach churned. I told myself to stop being paranoid and walked into the theatre, down the steps, swung my bag on to the bench and hooked my laptop to the projector. When I raised my face to the students, my heart was beating hard. A hush came over the auditorium. As I talked, I scanned the room for her, but drew a blank. Twice, late-comers interrupted. I looked to the swinging door only to find it wasn’t her. During the last few minutes, I opened up the lecture to questions: it was another chance to search for her among the sea of faces. By the time it ended I was sure of it: she wasn’t there.

Throughout that day and the next, I couldn’t help thinking about her, despite my best efforts. Caroline’s new job, and the discussion that had started between us over what we should do about my mum – home-help or sheltered accommodation – acted as something of a distraction. But the girl was there, in my thoughts, the entire time.

I didn’t do anything about it, about her, until Friday. I was in a meeting with my most promising PhD student, Niki Agsten, and her co-supervisor, Dr Anne Burke. Niki’s subject was the role of women during the First World War, and she was telling us about something she had stumbled on during her recent research. ‘It was in the court records,’ she said. ‘I was going through the year 1918 when I came across this.’

Anne and I listened while she read out a statement from a witness detailing an account of a woman giving birth and subsequently taking the life of her newborn baby. ‘It’s strange,’ Niki said, ‘but since I read the account in the court files I can’t stop thinking about her. She tried to strangle her own baby with a sock. When that didn’t work she crushed it beneath the weight of a window frame. What made her believe that letting her baby live would be so much worse than having its death on her conscience?’

Anne made some answer but I was lost to the conversation, my mind tumbling back through my own history. An image came to me of Linda sitting hunched in a bathroom, her cheeks flushed with heat, the test in her hand, a line on a stick. My imagination ran riot. I thought about the panic she might have felt, the loneliness. I wondered again why she had never told me. That was, if what the girl had said to me was true, which I still didn’t know. And if it was true what it might mean to my relationship with Caroline, and the challenges that already faced our marriage, not to mention how it might affect our children. Too many what-ifs crowded my mind, and too many unanswerables made it impossible for me to concentrate.

‘David?’ Anne was waiting for an answer.

What would she think if I told her about Linda, about Zoë?

‘Sorry?’

‘Next Thursday – are we agreed?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, of course.’

They left. I stood and thought of how I had buried the girl’s words, transformed them into a joke, reduced what she had said into a student spoof or the workings of an unsound mind. It occurred to me that there was something desperate in the way I was trying to blot out those words. Blot her out.

I went to my desk, stirred my computer to life and clicked on to the internet. It didn’t take long to find it. Still, I was surprised. DNA testing seemed so foreign, a product of a more litigious society than Ireland’s, but there it was in black and white: a company in Dublin that carried out paternity tests with a 99 per cent accuracy assurance, discretion guaranteed.

What did I need? A swab from the inner cheek was best, but there were other sources: a hair (with follicle, preferably), a toothbrush. I must have spent twenty minutes working out all the ways I could capture her DNA without her knowledge.

While I trawled through the DNA sites I was all the time weighing up whether or not to discuss the paternity test with Zoë. I thought about asking her permission, telling her I needed to get the test done – but every time I included her in the conversation my imagination tangled the possible outcomes into something messy and complicated. The minutes ticked past. My thoughts grew more confused: a sudden flash of how crazy this situation was made me close down the DNA page I was on. I told myself to get a grip. When Alan put his head around the door and asked if I’d join him in the common room for coffee, I was more than relieved.

Alan has been my friend and mentor since I was an undergraduate. A wise soul, with a gruff exterior, he had offered me my first post-doctoral post after Queens. I owe him a lot, and have a firm affection for him, despite our differences. He’s an old-school historian, and is baffled sometimes by my approach to history. My adventures in the media irk him in particular. That afternoon, as we strolled to the common room, he took a pop at my latest article.

‘The sports supplement!’ he said. ‘What are you doing writing about sports?’

I laughed. ‘You don’t think sport is relevant to history? What about the 1933 Olympics?’

‘Come on. He’s hardly Jesse Owens, is he?’

‘Can you think of a more controversial figure in Irish sport?’

‘I just don’t see why you’re wasting your time mixing it with the polemicists and writing such –’

‘Go on, say it. You think it’s drivel.’

‘I was going to say journalism.’

‘You were not.’

He laughed.

‘Sport, the arts, popular culture, all of it informs the national consciousness,’ I said. ‘It makes us who we are as a nation. All of it is history in the making.’

We picked up our coffee and sat. Alan was smiling at what I had said. I could tell he was not in the mood for argumentative banter today. ‘I’m supposed to go to this conference in East Anglia next month,’ he said, leaning forward and examining his cup. ‘To give a talk … I was wondering if you would go in my stead.’

‘Really?’

‘It would be good for you,’ he replied. ‘And your CV.’

How often had it been said to me that if I did a favour for someone it would advance my career at a later date? I didn’t mind standing in for Alan, but it wasn’t like him to duck out of a commitment. ‘Sure, Alan. Is everything all right?’

‘I’ve been doing some thinking,’ he said seriously. ‘My health is not good – a problem with my heart. They tell me I should have surgery, but I don’t know if I want that. At my age …’

‘You’re only sixty-two.’

‘Well, exactly. That’s my point. I want to live a little while I still have time. So I’ve decided to take early retirement.’

‘Early retirement?’

‘What? Did you think I’d be here for ever, David?’

‘Yes,’ I said. A kind of sadness was pulling at me. I’ve never been very good at endings or goodbyes.

‘This time I really do mean it,’ he said.

He didn’t need to spell it out for me. There was an unspoken understanding. If Alan left, there would be a position for a new professor. This was my chance. I couldn’t help feeling a spark of excitement. The way he suggested it, it almost felt like favouritism. His kindness had always, it seemed, extended itself beyond a professional duty of care.

The possibility of the professorship stayed with me all the way back to the office, my mind brimming with ideas, rushing a few months ahead, to the interview board, the presentations. I began making a mental tally of the papers I hoped to publish that year, including the book I was finishing, wondering how my research output would compare to the other candidates’. The idea was so consuming that I almost didn’t notice the slip of paper on the floor as I opened the door to my office. As I shut it behind me, the paper fluttered in the draught. I leaned down to pick it up, and read the words quickly.

All my excitement vanished. The lead weight was back in my heart.

It was a short note written in an elegant hand, signed with a flourish, her name a slash across the page.


Meet me this evening? Madigans, after work. Say 6.30 p.m.

Zoë



I placed it carefully in my wallet.

Friday evening, and there was a sense of expectancy in the air. The collective relief that the end of the week had arrived presented itself in a frenetic busyness on the roads and pavements. The wind had whipped up and I pedalled slowly to Donnybrook. Traffic was thick, people hurrying to get away from the working week, their desks, bosses and obligations.

By the time I got there, the pub was heaving: office workers, students, mechanics from the nearby bus depot, their voices blending together in a dense cloud of talk. I found her sitting on her own at the back, a bottle of beer in front of her. One elbow on the table, her head was resting on her cupped hand, her face blank as she fiddled with her phone. For just a moment, before she saw me, she looked so young, so harmless, that I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

‘You came.’ She smiled, getting to her feet.

‘Zoë,’ I said.

‘I saved you a seat.’ She gestured to a stool. ‘I’m so glad you’re here. I wasn’t sure you’d come. Let me get you a drink.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Please. It’s the least I can do.’

‘I’ll get my own,’ I said, catching a barman’s attention. I ordered a pint and another bottle for Zoë.

She leaned on the table
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