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Aishling woke drenched in sweat, her t-shirt glued to her back. The room was stifling. She could barely breathe. In that moment she thought she was back in New York and shot upright in the bed, heart pounding in terror. ‘You’re alright, you’re alright,’ she muttered to herself when she realised it was the heat that had woken her. 

The air-conditioning was on the blink again.  Abandoning any hope of sleep, Aishling headed downstairs, looking in on the kids on her way. They were fast asleep. After five years in Florida, they had completely acclimatised. Aishling doubted she ever would. She had never imagined she could get so sick of the sun. She missed grey skies, bitter winds, everything that had driven her to America in the first place.  Most of all she missed rain. Proper rain. Not tornadoes or hurricanes or rain that was so warm you might as well be in the shower. Sometimes she fantasised about wrapping up in a coat, scarf and gloves. It was difficult to believe there were places where such things were still necessary.

The marble kitchen tiles felt warm under her bare feet. She opened the fridge and gasped at the draught of cold air. She was standing with her back to the fridge, t-shirt pulled up to let the cool air reach all the way up to her neck when the glass door shattered.

He’d found them. 
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The first warning sign was a disagreement about TV. Josh had lived most of his life in San Francisco and Aishling knew he was having trouble adjusting to New York. He had been on edge all weekend. 

‘It’s work,’ he said when Aishling asked him what was wrong. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ He perked up when Star Wars came on TV. ‘You’re just in time, Ash,’ he said, patting the sofa. ‘I can’t believe you haven’t seen this. It’s the best movie ever.’

Aishling smiled. ‘You enjoy it. I’m wrecked. I’m going to have a relaxing bath and try and do something with my hair.’ She yanked at her long dark curls.  ‘I’m going to have to get this cut. It’s completely out of control.’

As she moved away, Josh grabbed her and pulled her down on the seat. He put his arm around her and held her in a tight embrace. ‘You’re going to love this. Trust me.’

Aishling sighed. She settled back on the sofa and watched the first ten minutes, but science fiction was never her thing. ‘Okay, I tried it. I’m off.’ One minute she was walking towards the door, the next she was slammed against the wall.  

‘Are you alright, Ash?’ Jason crouched down on the ground beside her and put his hand out to touch her. Aishling flinched. ‘Come on, let me help you up. You need to be more careful, Ash, you could have been seriously hurt.’ 
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It was funny, Aishling thought, lying awake listening to Josh snore, she had a very clear picture in her mind of the incident. How did she get it so wrong? It made far more sense that she had slipped as Josh said. Nobody, let alone Josh, would fling someone against a wall because they didn’t want to watch a movie. How could she even think such a thing?
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It had been Josh’s suggestion that the first person home from work should make the evening meal. This was generally Aishling as she had a shorter commute. One evening she came home to find Josh sitting at the kitchen table, a mug of coffee in one hand and his iPhone in the other.

‘Where’s dinner?’ Aishling asked. 

No answer. 

‘Josh?’

Josh put down the phone, walked to the kitchen sink and slammed his mug on the countertop. 

Aishling put a hand on his back. ‘Is something wrong, sweetheart?’

Josh whirled around and slapped her across the face.

Aishling covered her cheek with both hands. She stared at Josh. What had just happened?

Josh slumped to the ground, his head buried in his knees. After a few seconds Aishling realised his whole body was shaking. He was crying? This couldn’t be real. Ordinary people like her didn’t live like this.

Josh glanced up, tears rolling down his face. ‘What have I done? I’m so sorry, Ash. I can’t believe I did that. My whole life I swore I’d never be like my father and look at me. I’m scum, just like him. You hate me now.’

Aishling took her hands from her face. Her cheek throbbed. 

Josh gave a strangled sob. ‘I don’t blame you for hating me. I’ve ruined our marriage. I’ll move out tonight and you’ll never have to see me again.’

Was that what she wanted? Ten minutes ago she was happily married. Was she ready to give up on her marriage that quickly? 

‘I don’t want you to move out.’ Aishling knelt on the ground beside him. ‘This isn’t you, Josh. It was one mistake. Considering your childhood, it was probably inevitable.’ She reached out her hand, withdrew it, then put two fingers on his shoulder. ‘I married you for better or for worse and this is the worse. We’ve come through it and we’ve survived. It won’t ever happen again. Will it?’

Josh sniffed, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and shook his head.

‘Of course not.’ Aishling managed a weak smile. ‘You’re a good, kind, decent man. You could never be a twisted, vicious monster like your father.
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The violence escalated after Ella’s birth. 

‘You’re at home all day while I slave to keep a roof over your head,’ Josh screamed as he punched Aishling in the face. ‘The least I deserve is a meal on the table and a clean house to come home to.’

Aishling became a compulsive cleaner. She kept a cloth in her pocket and never passed a surface without polishing it.

‘Stop that baby crying. Other babies don’t cry all the time. What kind of a useless mother are you?’ 

She started putting Ella to bed before Josh arrived home. 

‘You call this a meal? A dog wouldn’t touch it. Can’t you do anything right?’ 

For two or three weeks Josh would hit her several times a day, then, overnight, he was once again the man she had fallen in love with. 

During these calm periods, Aishling was filled with hope. She clung to every kind word and convinced herself his violent episodes were at an end. Then the cycle began again. On one occasion he was the old Josh for five straight months and Aishling almost believed the violence had never happened. She relaxed enough to talk to her mother while Josh was in the room. Ten minutes into the conversation the phone was ripped from her hand.  

‘I will not be ignored in my own house,’ Josh yelled as he bashed her head repeatedly against the wall. 
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When Aishling handed Josh his regular evening coffee, he asked her to sit beside him. ‘We have to talk, Ash. Things can’t go on like this.’

‘Oh Josh, I’m so glad you said that.’

‘We can work this out together, can’t we?’

‘Of course, sweetheart.’

‘Good. So tell me why you have to make everything so difficult.’

‘What?’

Josh put an arm around her. ‘Listen to me, Ash.’ He brushed a strand of hair from her face. ‘You know what I went through as a child. You know how difficult it is for me to control my temper. Don’t you?’

‘Yes, of course, but if you’d talk to me when —’

‘So why do you keep pushing my buttons? I go out of my way to keep things as peaceful as possible. How long is it since I mentioned that the house is always a mess, eh?’

‘But I clean it all the —’

‘And when did I last complain that you can’t stop Ella crying?’

‘She doesn’t cry any more than mo —’

‘And after all that effort, what do you do?  I come home from a hard day’s work and my own wife ignores me for hours.’

‘I was only on the phone for ten —’

‘And there you go making excuses again. Why can’t you meet me halfway, Ash? Is it asking too much to expect you to be a normal wife and mother?’

‘I do try, Josh.’

‘But not hard enough. Now don’t cry. You’re an adult, not a little girl. You have one baby to look after and a small house to keep tidy. There are millions of women who work full time and take care of large families and they cope. If you try harder, I’m sure you can manage. You do want a happy home, don’t you?’

Aishling nodded.

‘Well, it’s not hard, Ash. Other women manage. A little more effort on your part and we’ll be the perfect family. Doesn’t Ella deserve that?’
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He had a point, Aishling thought as she tossed in the bed, unable to sleep. She was a mother now. It was her responsibility to give Ella a happy home and she had failed miserably. Just like she had failed to help Josh control his temper. He was damaged and she was the only person who could make him whole again. Nobody else could get through to him because she was the only person he had ever loved. His obsession with cleanliness wasn’t his fault. Both his parents drank heavily and the house he grew up in was little better than a hovel. The slightest sign of untidiness agitated him. Maybe she did spend hours cleaning but could she honestly say the house was ever spotless? And it was true she didn’t have to work outside the home. Someday, maybe, she could talk Josh into letting her get a part-time job, but for the moment her family was her only responsibility. If she did her job properly, Josh would be less stressed. For five whole months he had been so loving. How could she have wrecked everything? Neither of Josh’s parents had ever paid him any attention. She knew he couldn’t cope with being ignored and yet she had phoned her
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