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Dedication

To my children,

who make me want to be the best person

I can be every single day.

I love you both so much.
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Prologue

Now

Joe

They’ve told me I’m dying. A doctor in a white coat, and a blue shirt with a stripy navy tie that had a coffee stain on it, had perched on the end of my bed and adopted a very serious expression on his face.

A nurse – who I had heard give out to her colleagues about the lack of resources on the ward and how she was getting ‘sick, sore and tired of working her arse off’ for too much responsibility and not enough money – had pulled the clinical blue curtain around my bed to afford me some privacy.

Her sombre expression mirrored that of the doctor, although it was clear it was a front. It was almost the end of her shift. This was a life-changing moment for me – the moment I heard I was condemned to die despite all the chemotherapy and surgery that they had been able to offer. For Katrina the nurse, with her short brown hair and ice-blue eyes, it was just the end of another shift. And she was tired. She had to do this final grim task before she clocked out and went home. She’d get a cup of tea, or coffee, or maybe a glass of wine (she seemed the type). She’d kick off her shoes and watch something mindless on the TV. She might even laugh if it was funny.

I doubted she’d think about me and the fact that I was dying. That no more could be done for me. I was already in the past tense for Katrina.

I was feeling sorry for myself, but that was allowed, wasn’t it?

I wasn’t that old. This shouldn’t have been happening yet.

I didn’t deserve this.

I wanted to scream that I didn’t deserve this.

But it was like there was a tiny voice, or a chorus of voices, whispering in her ear that this is exactly what I did deserve. In fact, I deserved much, much worse.




Chapter One

Heidi

Now

The back seat of my car is full to bursting. Lily is bundled up in her car seat, asleep and blissfully ignorant of the strained atmosphere between her fellow passengers. A weekend bag, filled with pyjamas and underpants to be laundered, a toilet bag containing a razor, toothbrush, soap and shaving foam sits beside her.

A plastic ‘Patient’s Property’ bag sits in the footwell. It’s loaded with boxes of medication, dressings, instructions that I will have to will my postpartum brain into reading and understanding once we are back at Joe’s house.

I won’t call it home. It ceased to be my home the moment my mother died – also from cancer. Unlike Joe McKee, the man who has played the role of my father for the past twenty-one years, she didn’t deserve it.

‘Did you lift my slippers?’ Joe asks as I help him ease his seat belt on. He is still sore – still tender from the operation to try to remove the tumour found in his lung. Except that they found it had company, all through his body. ‘Riddled with it,’ he said, sadly, when he told me.

‘Yes, I lifted your slippers. They’re in your bag, along with your pyjamas and dressing gown.’

‘There was a book in the locker. Did you …’

‘Yes, I lifted it as well. And packed it. Along with your prayer book and your reading glasses.’

He nods. ‘I wonder how many more books I’ll read,’ he says, to himself as much as anything.

‘You know what the doctor said,’ I tell him. ‘Take it one day at a time.’

‘Those days are still numbered, though, aren’t they? I doubt I’ll see the spring.’

He looks out onto the bleak, grey car park of Altnagelvin hospital, on the very outskirts of Derry, Belfast in one direction and the city centre in the other. The sky is almost as dark as the tarmac below us. Heavy and angry-looking. It seems apt.

Joe has always liked spring. More so as he grew older and found comfort in God. ‘A time of renewal,’ he would say as the evenings stretched and the temperatures crept up.

I know as well as he does, there’ll be no renewal for him this year.

‘You never know,’ I say, even though we do know. Odds are he’ll be gone before the seasons change.

He shakes his head slowly, looks ahead. ‘Some things you feel, Heidi.’

I switch on the engine, nudge the car into first gear.

‘It’s not a lot of time, is it?’ he asks. ‘To do all the things I need to do or to make things right.’

Joe McKee could have a whole other lifetime to live and it wouldn’t be long enough for him to make things right. There’s a time in a person’s life, if they are truly, truly wicked, when they move beyond the point of redemption.

I stay quiet. If he’s looking for some sort of absolution, he’s looking in the wrong place.

Ten minutes of a silent drive home later, we pull up outside his house. The house my mother owned, which in turn will belong to me when he is gone. This is where the first almost ten years of my life were blissfully happy. My mother created a loving, warm and magical childhood for me.

Then she died.

Even all these years later, there are times when that realisation hits me like a punch to the gut.

The world has never seemed fair or right since.

‘Will we get you inside?’ I ask Joe.

He nods. ‘I’m tired.’

He looks pale, his eyes red, dark circles around them. The effort of the short journey has worn him out. He looks wretched. It’s almost, but not quite, enough to make me feel sorry for him.

‘Sure, we’ll get you in and to bed then,’ I say. ‘Just let me take Lily in first. I don’t want to leave her here in the car on her own.’

He nods. ‘Of course not.’

I open the door, carry Lily, who is thankfully still sleeping, through to the living room in her car seat and allow myself a few seconds to take some deep breaths. I’m shaking, I realise, but it’s not from the cold. I count my breaths in and out until the shaking lessens. I tuck Lily’s blanket around her, stroke her cheek. Note how she is filling out, changing. Only five months old and already I can see shades of the little girl she will become.

I do not like being here with Joe. Even in his frail condition, I still feel scared to be close to him.

I’ve tried to have as little as possible to do with him, especially after I moved away to university at eighteen. But somehow, and much to my shame and self-hatred, I still find myself unable to cut him from my life entirely.

It will be nigh on impossible now, not without appearing to be cold and uncaring. Not without telling people all the things that happened. The things I’ve tried so hard to bury.

The thought of how much he will rely on me over the coming months make me feel sick to my stomach.

‘It must be nice in a way,’ the nurse at the hospital had said, ‘to care for him now. After all he did for you after your mother died. There aren’t many men who would take on the responsibility of someone else’s child like that.’

Joe had told her he had only done what any decent person would do.

But Joe McKee doesn’t have a decent bone in his cancer-riddled body.

The sweat is lashing off me by the time I have helped Joe upstairs and into bed. I do not like the feel of him leaning his weight on me as I help him up the stairs. I do not like helping him slip off his shoes and socks and lift his feet into bed. He is complaining of the cold, even though the heating is on full and the extra oil-filled radiator in his room is pumping out a dusty, dry heat.

I pull an extra blanket from the airing cupboard and put it over him, offer to make a cup of tea. ‘It might bring you round a bit,’ I say. I feel I’m speaking the words from a script of what a good daughter should say to an ailing parent.

‘It might, aye,’ he replies. ‘That would be nice, Heidi.’

He makes a move as if he is going to pat my hand and I pull it away quickly. The gesture makes him flinch, but I won’t have any physical contact with him that isn’t strictly necessary.

I catch him looking at me, his face sorrowful. I wonder if he’ll say it, now. The words he’s never said in all these years. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Maybe …’ he starts. ‘When I’ve had a rest, maybe you could call Ciara for me? She should know how ill I am. Or maybe you’ve spoken to her already?’

Ciara. Joe’s daughter. His real daughter. The one tied to him by biology. The one he left behind when he moved in with Mum and me all those years ago. She has never forgiven him. Or me, for that matter. We don’t speak. I can’t remember the last time I saw her face-to-face.

‘I’ve not spoken to her yet,’ I tell him. I understand why he thinks it would be easier for her to hear from me first, so I know I’ll have to do it. Regardless of the state of her relationship with her father, she has a right to know he is dying. ‘But I will. When you wake up. You look exhausted.’

‘That’s what dying will do to you,’ he says with a sad smile.

I don’t return it, I just nod and leave the room, head for the kitchen, where I disseminate his various medicines into boxes and baskets for easy access while waiting for his tea to brew.

I’ve long since given up any idea of religion, but while I’m waiting for the kettle to hiss and rattle, I wish there was a godlike figure I could pray to for the strength to get through the next few weeks without wanting to throw myself off a bridge or put a pillow over his face.




Chapter Two

Heidi

Then

I first met Joe when I was seven years old. He was already sitting at the table in Fiorentinis Ice Cream Parlour on the Strand Road, looking around him at the old photos and pictures on the wall, when my mother and I arrived.

‘I’ve someone I’d like you to meet,’ my mother had said.

I remember that she looked happy. That her eyes seemed to sparkle. She’d put on make-up and I could smell she was wearing her favourite perfume – the kind she saved for special occasions. She’d even let me have a little spritz on my wrists. I remember that I was happy for her. Her excitement was contagious and yes, I was a little nervous, too. But that was okay, my mother had told me. It’s okay to feel nervous about meeting new people.

I liked the cocooned world my mother and I shared. Just the two of us, with Granny and Grandad popping in occasionally to check on us. To fuss. To ask if we had everything we needed. My mother’s response was always the same. ‘Sure we have each other and that’s all that we need,’ she’d smile.

My grandmother’s eyes would tighten so that I could see the fine lines of wrinkles spread out across her face. ‘You know I worry,’ she would say.

‘There’s no need to,’ my mother would reply.

And there wasn’t. We were happy. We had what we needed. A small house with a garden big enough to play in. Food in the cupboards. And if I needed new shoes or a new school coat, or sometimes just because Mum thought we deserved a treat, she would reach into the tin tea caddy on the top shelf of the corner cupboard in the kitchen, lift out some money and treat us.

Occasionally, the topic of my father would come up. Usually around Father’s Day, or after we’d watched some schmaltzy family movie. My mother would tell me, as gently as she could, that my father had moved away before I’d been born. ‘He wasn’t ready to be a daddy just yet,’ she’d say, and sometimes there would be a sadness in her eyes about it. ‘But that was everything to do with him and nothing to do with you,’ she’d tell me.

I suppose I knew she was lonely sometimes. She would read romance novels and sigh, and I knew most of my friends had both their parents living together. I suppose it was understandable my mother might want to find a partner too, even if she said that we had all we needed to be happy between the pair of us.

But if I was nervous that day in Fiorentinis, it was nothing compared to how nervous this man, Joe, appeared to be. He was fidgeting in his seat and, as he stood up to say hello, he almost knocked over his teacup.

I was as shy then as I am now. I stayed close to my mother, my hand gripped in hers, my cheek pressed against the soft fabric of her coat.

‘Heidi, this is Joe,’ she said. ‘He’s a friend of mine.’

The man smiled, extended his hand towards mine. Dark hairs crawled from the cuff of his jacket. They looked like spiders. I cuddled in closer to my mother.

‘Heidi, say hello,’ she said, an urgency in her voice.

He withdrew his hand and sat down. ‘She doesn’t have to if she doesn’t want to. Isn’t that right, Heidi? I’m a little nervous, too.’ His smile was kind.

The tightness in my chest eased as he lifted his teacup and sipped from it. I dared to take a step away from the safety of my mother’s long, green woollen coat.

‘I know it’s cold and rainy outside, but maybe you’d like an ice cream anyway? Since we’re here?’ he asked.

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Heidi?’ My mother’s voice was more relaxed again, too.

I nodded.

‘How about we get them to make you the biggest ice cream they’ve got?’ he asked and my eyes widened at the thought. There was little that seven-year-old me loved more than ice cream.

‘With jelly?’ I asked, because jelly came a close second.

‘Lots of jelly,’ Joe said with a wink, and I smiled at him and then at my mother.

The smile on my face was mirrored on her own. Then I noticed how she looked at him. How her smile was different when she was smiling in his direction. It was how those men and women smiled at each other on the front covers of her romance novels. She was falling in love. I knew it at once.

It was only when he came back from ordering and reached out to hand me the giant ice cream he was carrying that I noticed the glint of a gold ring on his finger.

I may have been only seven, but I knew what that meant. And I also knew he wasn’t married to my mother. He was grinning at me. Telling me he asked for extra sprinkles. I could sense Mum beaming at him from beside me. I knew she wanted me to smile, so I did. I remembered my manners just like I’d always been taught, and I thanked him and ate the ice cream. I pretended it didn’t suddenly taste a little sour.




Chapter Three

Heidi

Now

I wonder what the official protocol is when it comes to saying no to a dying man. Is it an out and out no-go area, or is it okay in some circumstances?

I chew the nail of my left thumb while I try to build up the nerve to call Ciara.

Alex, my husband, tells me getting her involved might be a good thing. She may be able to lessen any burden on me. Which sounds great, but still I’m not so sure. I’m not sure I have enough emotional energy to deal with a second toxic relationship just now.

I sigh as I realise that despite my misgivings, I have to do this. I just have to suck it up.

Alex is at least sitting close to me as I call Ciara’s number. I draw a little strength from him. My hands are shaking, my tummy tight. Even the sound of her voice makes me nervous.

I take a deep breath. Remind myself that she is an adult now. As am I. I’m a wife and mother, for goodness sake. I should be able to speak to another grown woman without losing my nerve.

But the truth is Ciara has always intimidated me. At times she has utterly terrified me, if I’m being honest. She was the loud to my quiet. The tall to my short. The confident to my terrified. The angry to my sad. She was always bigger and badder and more able to dominate a room than I ever had been or ever could be. She’s the kind of person who can shred your self-confidence to ribbons with just one look.

I hear a soft voice say hello in a calming Scottish lilt. ‘Hello, Ciara’s phone.’

I’m momentarily thrown. ‘Hello,’ I stutter, ‘I’m … I’m Heidi Lewis. It’s about Ciara’s father, Joe …’

I hear an intake of breath. An awkward ‘uhm’, which tells me what I suspected. This phone call will not be welcomed.

‘Is she there? I need to speak to her about him.’

‘One moment please, I’ll check,’ the voice answers, efficiently as if she is speaking to a business associate.

Perhaps Ciara is still at work. Maybe this isn’t the best time to call. I think about hanging up. It would be easier and I’d have a good excuse to do so.

I’m just about to take my phone away from my ear and end the call, when I hear the calming Scottish lilt replaced by a brusque Derry hello.

‘Ciara?’ I say, to be sure.

‘Yes. It’s me. Heidi, what can I do for you?’

She sounds as pissed off now as she did as a truculent teenager. I revert to type and feel inadequate. My tongue feels heavy in my mouth. I feel unable to form coherent sentences.

‘Erm, are you still at work? Because maybe, you know, this would be a call better taken later, a conversation … you know … to have when you’re free to talk.’

I sound like an imbecile.

It annoys her.

‘I’m at home,’ she says, her voice terse. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s your father,’ I begin. I wait for an interruption that doesn’t come. ‘He asked me to call you. Look, Ciara, maybe this really is a conversation better had face to face.’ I realise I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want to have to be the one to say those words to her.

‘I’d rather you just spat it out,’ Ciara says. ‘What is it? Does he need money? Has he met someone else?’

I take a deep breath.

The easiest way to do something you really don’t want to is to do it quickly, like tearing off a plaster. That’s what my mother would say, so I say the next sentence quickly. Probably too quickly. The words rattle off my tongue.

‘It’s nothing like that. Ciara, he’s not well. He’s just been in hospital for surgery and well, the news isn’t good. It isn’t good at all, I’m afraid. And he has asked me to call you to let you know he’d like to see you if you’d be willing.’

There’s a pause. ‘Are you telling me he’s dying?’ Ciara asks, as forthright as she always was.

I nod before saying, ‘Yes, Ciara. It’s cancer. He’s been given maybe three to six months, at best.’

The phone line goes quiet. I wonder if she has hung up, take the phone from my ear to see if the call is still connected.

‘Good,’ she says eventually, although I hear a trace of emotion in her voice that wasn’t there before. ‘Good. He’s dying. Good enough for him.’

‘Ciara …’

I start to talk but the line goes dead. She has hung up. I sit staring at my phone, my face blazing, wondering how I tell Joe what has just happened.




Chapter Four

Ciara

Now

‘Dinner’s ready,’ Stella calls from the kitchen.

I don’t answer. I’m staring at my phone, trying to process the conversation I’ve just had with Heidi bloody Lewis. The golden child. It had to be her to tell me, didn’t it? It couldn’t have been anyone else. He couldn’t have spoken to Mum and got her to break the news. No, he was always one to go for maximum impact. Maximum distress.

The bastard.

Anger wells in me and I throw my phone at the sofa, watch as it bounces off the cushion and hits the solid wooden floor with a crack. I’ll have broken the screen, in my anger.

‘Good enough for him,’ I’d said to Heidi. It had been my gut reaction, to feel angry and shocked and think fuck him for getting her to contact me only to tell me he was dying.

He is dying.

My father, for all that word really meant to me, is dying.

‘Ciara,’ I hear Stella, ‘are you still on the phone, only the pasta …’

She walks into the room, glass of white wine in hand, and looks from me to the phone on the floor and back to me again. The glass is put down on the table and she is across the room beside me before I can figure out what to say to her.

‘What is it?’ she asks, her eyes searching my face for information that I’m still trying to process.

‘He’s dying,’ I say, thinking about how the words feel on my tongue. How they sound in my voice. Alien. Weird. Melodramatic.

Her eyes on mine, her blue eyes, deep and dark and able to see the real me. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she says, one hand gently caressing the side of my face. It’s her sympathy, not the news of my father’s terminal illness, which brings tears to my eyes.

‘The bastard has cancer,’ I tell her.

One tear falls and she brushes it away with the pad of her thumb.

Stella knows I have a complicated relationship with my father. Or had. We haven’t had much of a relationship at all in at least ten years. I’ve been more than happy about that.

‘He wants to see me,’ I say as she leads me to the sofa. All thoughts of dinner, or glasses of wine or the movie we had planned to curl up on the sofa to watch, are gone. ‘He asked Heidi to call me. Not enough balls to even call me himself.’

That angers me. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe he is now just a frail old man facing a death sentence and I should give him some leeway; but then again, when did he ever give me leeway for anything? He walked in and out of my life, leaving damage in his wake without so much as looking back. So much damage.

‘Do you want to see him?’ Stella asks.

Only she could ask that question and not have me bite back at her. She understands me in a world where it feels like no one else does.

I shrug. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe I’d like to tell him exactly what I think of him.’

‘Or maybe it would help you find your own peace and move on a bit?’ Stella asks. ‘But, you know there’s no right or wrong in this? You do what you want to do. If you want to see him, I’ll come with you. If you want to tell him to go to hell, I’ll hold your hand while you do it.’

I brush away a second pesky tear, take a deep breath. I’ll be damned if he can force me to make a decision like this quickly. Who does he think he is to get his mousey little minion to call me and ask me to come over?

‘Is there much wine left in that bottle?’ I sit back and ask Stella.

‘Not much,’ she says. ‘But there’s a second bottle in the fridge and I’m sure there’s another bottle of something in the rack.’

‘Okay,’ I say, sniffing and sitting up straight. ‘That dinner we spent all of fifteen minutes cooking is going to be absolutely ruined if we don’t eat it now. So, I say we eat. I don’t want to waste any more energy today thinking about that man.’




Chapter Five

Ciara

Then

I was an only child and I was deliriously happy in my only-child status. I was never lonely. I had lots of friends. We lived in a busy street in the Creggan Estate – a proudly working-class area on the west bank of the River Foyle.

There was always someone to play with. Come rain or shine we would be riding up and down the streets on our bikes, or on scooters or roller-skates. We would play ‘padsy’ or ‘tig’ and occasionally a gang of us would disappear en masse into one of our friends’ houses to watch a movie and eat crisps and biscuits.

I’d seen how friends with a houseful of siblings didn’t get the same treats that I did. Or the same attention from their parents, either. I was the apple of both of my parents’ eyes – but at heart I was always a daddy’s girl.

Right up until the day he left.

At thirteen years old, I experienced the worst, most painful, heartbreak of my life.

It didn’t make sense. I thought my daddy loved me. I was his special girl. I trusted him never to hurt me. But then he left – on a Thursday afternoon. I came back from school to find my mother perching on the edge of the sofa, a cigarette in her hand and a tautness to her posture that screamed that something was wrong. Being thirteen, my first thought was that I was in trouble. I braced myself














Prologue

The petal drifts to the cold stone floor, its landing cushioned by its brothers and sisters already discarded as the game creeps towards its climax. The ending changes with each petal. She loves me. She loves me not. She lives. She dies.

He can hear her move around in the bathroom upstairs. Can hear the floorboards creak under her step. The pipes rattle and fizz to life as she turns on the taps over the sink.

She thinks it has been a good night. He’s sure of it. He has cooked them dinner of fillet steak, served with potatoes dauphinoise, green beans and seared asparagus. He thanks God for M&S and their idiot-proof ready-prepared dishes. He’d opened a bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. He doesn’t consider himself a wine connoisseur, but  it had cost more  than £20 so it must  be a good one. It  is more than she deserves, but he has to play the game properly.

The goal, he knows, is fear. And fear is always most pronounced when it comes as a surprise. When it comes at a moment when his pawn is relaxed. Happy. Hopeful.

There is no rush like seeing realisation dawn on the face of his prey. When they realise they aren’t invincible. That they aren’t as safe as they thought they were.

But it all depends on the petals. Once he sets the rules, he abides by them. He plucks one more petal, tries not to guess how many more are left. Patience, he thinks. The moment is sweeter for the wait.

A floorboard creaks overhead and his eyes glance upwards. She has been gone a while now and he’s starting to get antsy. The adrenaline is already pumping in his veins, making him jittery. The fight-or-flight reflex is primed and ready to go. He thinks, if the petals dictate it, it will be a fight this time. She strikes him as a fighter.

The pipes stop rattling and if he’s not sure, and if he listens really intently, he thinks he might hear her talk. It throws him for a moment until he looks across at the empty chair opposite him. The bag that she had hung on the back of it – the bag which contains her phone. No. No, she isn’t supposed to do that. That breaks the rules. When they are together, he expects her full attention. It’s a matter of manners. Of respect.

His hand tightens around the stem of the rose, the thorns piercing his skin. There are three petals left. He knows what way this would have fallen for her. But she broke the rules. She has brought this on herself. He has no choice.

Getting up, he walks across the room to the small wooden box on his bookshelves. He takes out a tablet, breaks it in half and pours the powder into the remains of her glass of expensive wine. He stirs it around with his finger as he hears the bathroom door open and her footsteps on the stairs, then he plasters a smile on his face.




Chapter One

Marian

Monday, November 1

Missing four days

Nell didn’t come home after work on Thursday. That was four days ago. Four days. And this is the first time I’ve heard about it. 

I’m unpacking the shopping, swearing over a busted yoghurt carton, when my phone rings and my eldest daughter’s housemate – a terminally timid nurse called Clodagh – asks me if I know where Nell might be.

I look at the clock. It’s 7.15 p.m. Nell normally finishes work at 7. Sometimes she works later. Whatever, it’s a strange time for Clodagh to be expressing concern for her whereabouts.

It’s strange for Clodagh to be calling me at all. I’m not known for my helicopter parenting and Nell has been fiercely independent since she first moved out four years ago. It’s not unusual for us to go a week or more without speaking. It’s just how it is.

‘I imagine she’s working late, or just called into Tesco,’ I say, grabbing some kitchen paper and mopping up a dollop of M&S Greek yoghurt before it congeals on my worktop or Harry Styles – the very fluffy tortoiseshell cat Nell named after her teenage crush – arrives to lap it up.

I’m annoyed that I’ll have to rethink tomorrow’s breakfast. I have all those fresh berries waiting to be eaten …

I become aware of Clodagh replying, stumbling over her words. There’s something in the pitch of her voice that catches my attention. I blink, as if the act of that alone will bring her words into focus.

Did she say Nell hadn’t gone to work? I shoo Harry Styles away, put the kitchen paper down and turn my back to the worktop. Looking at the clock on the wall, I see that it’s now 7.17.

‘Is she sick?’ I ask. The last time I’d spoken to Nell, she’d told me she was afflicted with that most common of all afflictions: Tired-All-The-Time. I’d told her she really should make an appointment to go and see her doctor. Being permanently exhausted at my age was one thing, but no twenty-two-year-old should feel that way.

She’d laughed. ‘Mum,’ she’d said, ‘I see doctors every day at work. I’m fine. Just tired. It’s winter. We’re incredibly busy and there’s always someone off sick. But I’m okay, honest. Or as okay as any nurse is these days. I need a week in the sun, is all.’

‘No. No. Well, I don’t know,’ Clodagh says, cutting through my thoughts, and the urgency in her voice seems to increase. ‘So you haven’t seen her today?’

‘No,’ I reply. ‘I’ve not seen her since, maybe, this day last week? She called in to pick something up from her room. Shoes or something.’

It comes to me. It was those awful clumpy platform boots. She’ll break her ankle in those one of these days. I’m sure of it.

‘But have you spoken to her? Or heard from her even? A text or a WhatsApp?’

I shake my head as if she can see me. ‘No. Not in a few days. Why?’

‘How many days is a few days?’ Clodagh asks and I start to realise something is clearly wrong.

‘I don’t know. I can’t think. I don’t think I’ve spoken to her since she visited. What’s going on, Clodagh?’ I ask and I notice a sharpness in my voice. It’s enough to make Harry Styles arch his back and glare at me in disgust.

‘So you’ve not seen her since Thursday? Shit!’

‘Clodagh,’ I say as if I were trying to get through to a preschool child. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’

I can feel the hairs on the back of my neck rise up, a cold shiver creeping from the base of my spine up towards my neck. 

‘She, well, she didn’t come home from work on Thursday. And I thought, well, maybe she was still with Rob.’

‘Who’s Rob?’ I ask, immediately feeling like the worst mother in the world for not knowing who this person in my daughter’s life is.

‘Rob. She met him a few weeks ago. On Tinder. It’s been going well between them. So I thought maybe she was just, you know, with him. You know what it’s like when you start seeing someone.’

It has been a long, long time since I’d started seeing someone but I know enough to know what she means. I don’t particularly enjoy thinking of my daughter in that situation. Consumed by lust. I shake the thought from my head, and shiver. I should put the heating on. The temperature is dropping quickly. It will be another frost-filled night.

Is my daughter out there in the cold somewhere?

‘So, she isn’t with this Rob?’ I say, which is a stupid question. Clodagh would hardly call me if she was.

‘No, or I assume not because Jenny in work had a date with him on Saturday night and he stayed over at hers,’ Clodagh says, and I wonder do I hear a trace of a sob in her voice. ‘I’ve called everyone I can think of and no one has seen her or heard from her. And she didn’t go to work today – or call in sick …’

My head starts to swim. I grasp the edge of the worktop to get a hold of something real. Tangible. I hope my hand will float right through it. That this is all part of a dream.

But I feel the cold granite on my skin. 

This is real.

‘Since Thursday?’ I blurt, my throat tight.

‘And she hasn’t been on any of her social media,’ Clodagh says, and there is no mistaking the crying for anything else any more.

I look at my keys, my bag, thrown on the worktop. I look at the half-empty shopping bags. The discarded kitchen paper. I look at it all and, without listening to what else Clodagh is saying, I tell her to call the police and that I will be right round. 

Harry Styles meows loudly as I leave without putting out his dinner. He can have the bloody Greek yoghurt. Everything else will have to wait. I curse as I wait for my phone to connect with my car’s Bluetooth system. It never normally takes so long and yet today, of course, it does.

I jab the ‘voice control’ button, order the car to call Nell. Listen to the automated voice tell me it’s calling her. I want to scream at it to shut up, because I want to hear my daughter’s voice. No. I need to hear my daughter’s voice. And there it is, the ‘hello’ I need to hear and I exhale until it’s followed immediately by ‘sorry, I can’t take your call right now’.

I stifle a sob, slam my car into reverse, my leg shaking as I release the clutch.

I call my husband. Maybe he’ll have spoken to her. He should be driving home from work. I wonder how much I should say knowing he has to drive from Belfast, in worsening conditions. I don’t want him so panicked he makes a stupid mistake.

‘Stephen,’ I say, forcing my voice to remain calm. ‘I’m just wondering if you heard from Nell today or over the weekend?’ 

‘Over the weekend?’ I hear the ticktock of his indicator light, the swish and thump of his windscreen wipers.

‘Yes,’ I say, trying not to be impatient even  though I want  to scream.

‘No. I’m not sure I did. I can’t think. I would check my phone if I wasn’t driving. Why? Is everything okay?’

I make the decision to lie to him. To my husband. To my partner of twenty-seven years. He won’t like it. He’ll hate it,  in fact, but I’m thinking of him behind the wheel of his car.  His eyes tired. The salt and pepper of his hair increasingly erring on the side of salt. The crinkles in the corners of his eyes. The commute is starting to take a toll on him. But he won’t admit it. Nell describes him as a stubborn old goat.

‘Yes,’ I blurt. ‘I was just wondering. Nothing urgent. I’m going to call round to hers. Just have a need to see her. Why don’t you call in on your way home?’

It’s a ridiculous lie. A cruel lie, I think, as I imagine him arriving at her house and her not being there. Maybe the police being there instead. But as bad as things are, I need him with me. She is as much a part of him as she is of me. We are tied together by her.

‘God, Marian, I’m tired and this is going to be a bastard of  a drive. I just want to go home.’

‘Please,’ I say, and how I keep the wobble from my voice I don’t know.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ he sighs. ‘If it’ll get you off my back, I’ll call in. But it’ll be a flying visit.’

My stomach tightens at his tone. I can feel the pulse of a headache behind my eyes.

‘Thank you,’ I say and tell him we’ll see him soon. We. As  if I’m sure Nell will be there, which of course I’m not.

To my surprise, I find that I’m tearful. I’m never tearful. It’s not the kind of person I am. I’m not the kind of mother who dabs away tears of pride at school concerts, or who weeps over baby pictures. I have an ability to remain focused and logical in my approach. I had to be that way when Nell was little.

But now? It’s as if something in my very core knows something is wrong.

The emotional umbilical cord I thought I didn’t have is connected to my child after all, and it floods me with all the emotions, all the moments that are now just memories. A feeling there may be no more memories – not good ones anyway – to be made.

I put my hand to my  stomach. I don’t  know  why. It’s  as if  I hope to feel a movement. To feel a kick. To feel a sign of life. But of course, I think, shaking my head and trying to focus on the drive ahead of me, that’s absurd. It’s not going to happen.  It was never going to happen.

I will my logical self to kick back in. To focus on what I  can do. What I can change. Feelings won’t help me now. For now, all I need to do is get to Nell’s house as quickly as I can  to talk to Clodagh and the police.

God love her, but Clodagh isn’t to be relied on to start a search on her own. She’s a lovely girl but prone to hysteria. Could this just be hysteria? Will she remember that she did in fact speak to Nell yesterday and slap her head in a ‘stupid me!’ move?

No. I’m clutching at straws. And I don’t, as a rule, clutch at straws. But this is different. This is my child. My stomach twists again.

I call Nell’s number once more. Listen to her voice tell me she’ll get back to me. Her sing-song, youthful, full-of-promise voice. I contemplate leaving a message. Pleading with her to call me. Pleading with her to pick up. Ordering her to do what she is told.

But I don’t plead or cry. I end the call and concentrate on driving, finding each change of gear, each brake and acceleration, requiring more effort than usual. This can’t be happening.
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