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			When I awoke to find him gone I was not immediately surprised. After all we had argued the previous night and I had broken a plate with a chaffinch on it, one part of a set decorated with thrushes and various tits. I had broken it emphatically but, surprised at myself, snapped back at the sandy crack: I felt remorse, as if I had let slip something I didn’t mean. 

			As I lay in the bed it occurred to me that he could not have gone for a walk in the lane, or to visit the landlady, or to buy supplies, because the sun still hadn’t come up. The kitbag that he travelled with was gone from the top of the inlaid chest. And then, Oh hell, I thought: he’s gone back to his wife. 

			It was early. The window was a coffer in the wall and the room was filled with moonlight, and in the faded wallpaper were putti, Virgins, wolfhounds, hags, calligraphy. The moon lit the wardrobe and the horse-bits on the windowsill. It was an austere room. There was only the chest, the wardrobe, the bed with its cakey eiderdown, and a stack of mildewed books. Mice lisped in panels and the boards groaned underfoot. I lay in the hollow he’d left, beginning to feel afraid. 

			I listened for the ring of his weight on the ladder, for the creak of his tread in the lower room, for a boot or a cough or the rustle of clothes. I heard nothing but the wind rinsing the trees as shadows tossed along the wall. 

			After a time I rose from the bed and pulled on his expensive peacoat, which hung on a nail. The motorbike was gone from the yard below. Across the stubble field I saw the brick factory piped like a candle shrine, its tusks and stacks macabre against the sky. 

			What to do? It was cold in the room. It was five o’clock – this I knew because the cat was crying outside the window now: meowing in outrage, meow! The cat was like clockwork at five a.m. When I rushed to the pane we looked at one another before he leapt out of sight, and where his yellow eyes had been an oak tree rolled in the wind. I went downstairs and let the animal in; it wrapped itself around my legs. It climbed up onto the pulverised loveseat to look at me. I knew the soles of both my feet were black. 

			What to do? I walked a thoughtful circuit through the house. The main room was cavernous with deep windows, and, in one of these, books had been crushed together on the sill. In this room there was also a fireplace of wood-chocks and a crisp corona-shaped grate. A corridor of Perspex ran adjacent, lapped with leaves and seedpods. A lamp like a smoky bowl, upturned, ridged and twisted at the neck by the glass-blower, was always left on. I’d never seen it being switched on or off. It gave a waxy colour to the room. 

			Outside, I knew, the painful business of daybreak was beginning. The sky was gashed with grey and yellow to the east. Cold beaches without colour lay in low-tide, just a few miles away, and this was relevant to me, as was the bicycle beneath tarpaulin in the yard. 

			Every light out but the yellow of the lamp. 

			Every light out but the eyes of the cat. 

			Every light out but the truly indifferent moon. 

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			One day in autumn when I had been married for less than four months I saw the landlady. I saw her in Cow Lane – such a strange place to be, cobbled self-consciously – and when I caught sight of her I turned and pretended to be distracted by the surplus of a shop door, a banal glass-panelled door, swinging and releasing people with shopping bags. 

			The landlady was standing on the pavement. It had been raining, all was shining, it was mild: she was pausing and reading something on her phone. In the years since I had seen her last, when she oversaw my disgrace, she hadn’t changed. Even without preparation – nothing that had taken place during the day to indicate this encounter would occur – I felt generosity rise within me, a desire to tell her so – to tell her, you look great, you always do, you have such style. She must, I thought, be fifty now at least. 

			I weighed my options and eventually pivoted, prevaricated, walked away. I swept off before she could see me. My footsteps clacked on the cobblestones. 

			Dame Street was like coming ashore, and here I halted. I began to click the fingers of my hands. This is something I do when I want to summon a decision from within or without me. Behind, the chute leading back into Temple Bar was desultory. Buses broke from the Cathedral and brayed towards College Green.

			Even now, I thought. Even now this minute I feel exhilarated to think about it, all of it, although I must confess it had been crushed into a kind of pinhead, a pinprick, a punctum, something severe, a tattoo: but when released, it was a rich green wave of memories, flaming seams and flaming seals. And at that point I hadn’t seen her, nor Harry, for something like six years. I was thirty now – over six years – although nonetheless of course I remembered it all forensically. 

			I was going just then to meet my husband of four months – less than four months – but found my footsteps slowed, which was strange, since typically I hurried everywhere. And there was a general slowness then, after I had seen the landlady – a distension, it was almost like horror – like everything in the environment was a sign. 

			I wasn’t married long. Things had happened suddenly. 

			I was going at that moment to meet my husband. 

			I continued, pressed, on my way, against the crowd, as the cathedral bells erupted and the birds scattered and gulls opened, as supple as crossbows, looking for scraps from tourists on the grass. I wondered how much I had told my husband about the episode with Harry when I was twenty-three. Little, I reckoned; hardly anything. But it had happened, certainly, to me. 

			It seems funny to say I have never listed the facts. This is because they make me sound foolish.

			When I was twenty-three, and studying in London, I met a man who was older than me – a married man, a writer – and fell in love. Things happened suddenly then as well. We left London, this man and I, and travelled to Ireland, where I am from. We had met in April, in the first bit of mild weather; we went to Ireland in August. We came to stay in a cottage at the bottom of a tubular lane, the type in Ireland called a boreen. The cottage was his; he rented it, he knew it well. 

			I have taken apart every panel of this, like an ornamental fan. But we stayed in the cottage for three weeks only, just three weeks, because it was cut short you see – cut short after just three weeks, when I’d left my entire life behind. 

			Afterwards, for years, things brought it back to me, the cottage, suddenly: dusty aubergines; a copse against a cold bloodletting sunset in Phoenix Park; the smell of burning timber, or of damp. Once in the film institute I was folding my coat under my chair and when I sat up I could smell it – the cottage – smell smoke, wood smoke, on someone’s clothes, and I was seized with strange autonomous ecstatic grief. 

			I think of it in certain atmospheres. A species of spacious evening, in the countryside especially; the sky stretched and pillared, wet scents of land-water, wet dog, wet dock, steeped leaves, and earth rippled up by hooves or bicycles or boots. I remember standing in the lane barefoot, bath-time, the lustful chill and coming discomfort of nightfall – the slow rich reclamation of the fields and hills by darkness, threaded starlight, night coming on like someone filling a bucket with dark sand. 

			I could stay here forever! I thought. I could live on here, forever! I was young back then. I was always so wound up. 

			But when I saw her, the landlady, in Cow Lane, when I had been married for four months and six years had passed since it all, it was not that things came flowing back to me. In fact it had been with me, close to me, sewn into decisions like signatures, for years: redrafted, redesigned, streamlined, all confusion corrected, all forgotten details simulated, supplemented, quantified. 

			And so the sight of the landlady in a marvellous moss-green coat – the kind woven in Donegal and treasured for a lifetime – looking no older, looking more beautiful really, the sight of this was a source of grace or abrupt unasked-for glee. Like I had been waiting all this time to be rediscovered. 

		

	
		
			Really they are always with me, always near to hand, these memories. Image and gist maybe. Distilled. 

			A morning in the cottage, say. Outside the cottage: there, in the steeping lane. On this morning – I cannot capture it intact – the landlady came upon me peeing in a copse with a woollen rug on my shoulders. When I saw her I cried out to excuse myself and stood up straight. Harry was back in the bedroom, asleep. 

			She said, Oh dear, oh dear, the dog has run off, and I answered, I’m sure he’ll come back, and she paused at a slant as if hanging from something, her face a half-rictus of pain, so that I imagined her to be judging me, although now on reflection I think she was only distraught. 

			Very early. And here she was running about after the dog. As I gathered myself up I felt the sensational field of my body, and especially my fingers, expand, spreading like filaments to the broken grin of the tree trunks and growing things, the liquor-smelling richness of decay, the path churned to peaks and troughs. I felt she had brought other people with her and they were watching me. But there was nobody around. 

			I went back to the bedroom of the cottage then. I don’t understand how a man can sleep like that. Don’t they worry what you will do, unsupervised?

			I have watched my husband, asleep, similarly: so vulnerable, so trusting, or unthinking. You could be a Judith sawing the head from Holofernes; this could be Molly’s Chamber, a girl filling a pistol up with water and inviting the magistrate in. All of these being idle thoughts of course. Free-flowing from below. 

			Later that same day, when Harry was once again elsewhere – working, of course – I sat on the steps as the evening fell and anxiously tried to absorb it, the lane of trees, the sounds of the breeze sifting dryly through the trees, the spokes of rowan with red berries, or to find meaning in it, to compose a deathless sentence that would explain it all to me. 

			I remember now that I’d felt helpless in the face of this task because I did not, for the most part, know the names of the trees. 

			I remember the giddiness that was a kind of declawed trauma when Harry told me, You are a complicated girl. 

			This is how I picture myself: as a girl, awaiting instructions, her knees drawn to her chest. A sense of aggravated static or of glittering anticipation, blackly glittering anticipation, and in such imaginings I was painfully alone. Much, much harder was the task of conjuring the man – Harry – from a distance, on mature recollection, and trying to wonder what he was thinking, if he thought about it at all, if he whipped my interest and discarded me accidentally, or without malice, without sufficient empathy – or if, really, I’d wounded him with what I’d said on that final day. 

			What I had said: I will not join your – chaste harem! You won’t put me back in a box like a toy.

			Snottily, it must be said. Insubordinately. 

		

	
		
			On Dame Street, after I had come ashore, I turned, I walked; I watched for the landlady from the corner of my eye. My gaze alighted on the faces of people coming towards me in case I saw someone else or something else significant, in case the day was about to become a theatre of synchronicity, as days can become at times I think when fate is accelerated. I even paused and gave the street time to unfold or loosen something – I walked slowly, I thought slowly – but there were no more disclosures.

			I thought, then, that I had been waiting, I had been waiting to be rediscovered – I had been waiting for him to return – for a long time, that this had been an unspoken hope and a wishful vigilance but that, since I’d met my husband, it had receded. So much so that I saw the impulse abstracted before me and felt sorry for the person who had waited, and I thought with some pleasant condescension, how does a person waste her twenties like that? The answer of course being easily indeed. As easy as can be. 

			Passing Essex Street I also thought of how boring life could be and of how boring people were, how inhibited, and that it was natural to conceive of wild aspirations to cope with this.

			For the rest of the way I slipped into the notion that my husband might have gotten to the bus stop before me, might be waiting for me, but judged myself at the top of Parliament Street to be idiotic because he was never waiting for me. As I walked the sheer rain began to fall again, lightly, so I pulled up the hood of my coat, the coat with the tartan pattern like a picnic blanket that I became sick of suddenly and which made me feel plain. My husband was always late. He proposed to me, really, to get out of being held accountable, one evening, for being late – to get out of being held accountable for this and other things.

			On the quays rain ruffled the river as the evening came on. When a bus pulled in I let it come and go, watching it lurch off and join the stalled traffic, and wondered if, one day, I would jump on a bus anyway, without my husband: if, one day, I would lose patience entirely. I saw him coming in the dark blue coat, the satchel swinging by his side, and smiling ruefully. His complexion was weathered from working, for many years, in hot weather – from living in Spain. The effect of his heavy lids was a languid expression I found restful to observe. When I saw him my irritation lifted.

			Little kit, he greeted. This was the nickname he had given me. Because I am slight and I bite. Seven minutes, he said, looking at the LED screen, that’s not bad, is it? 

			There is power in a past, I thought, and liability too. 

			How was work? I asked. 

			My kid, he grinned, is going to win the chess tournament. He referred to the boy he had been coaching at the school where he taught history.

			Oh my, I teased, you will be so fulfilled. 

			He can even beat me now, he said. 

			The grin was real; the excitement was real. He was like a child about teaching, about guiding and being seen as a guide. I always slightly disdained this since I taught third level and didn’t give a rat’s ass about it. I see now this was obvious and unhelpful. 

			You should come to the tournament, my husband said. 

			I don’t understand the rules, I retorted, because I went to state school. But then I laughed: Yes, I’ll go, I said, I’ll watch. It would be nice to see the place.

			You might need to get Garda vetted. 

			They’d want to vet me all right, state school and all of that. 

			I knew that he wouldn’t ask me again. I’d have to ask, and by then it would be too late to arrange anything. Because we hardly knew each other, our interdependence sometimes took the form of wary bluff and games of chicken; challenges, withholdings. But we didn’t talk much about our marriage, about the decision we’d made. We behaved as though it had always existed. 

			Are you all right? was something he asked me a lot. He would say this and watch me from the side of his eye. And I would pretend I did not know I was being watched. 

			Harry watched me, similarly, from the side of his eye. 

			Harry was in my mind now and weaving between my thoughts disruptively.

			I remembered, standing at the bus stop I recalled, our first meal together – our first meal, Harry and I – and that it was famine food, it was cockles and mussels in broth; there were candles burning on pale pine tables, and he watched everything that I ate – tracked it, it seemed, from bowl to lips – and looked stiffly at the wineglass every time I lifted it. We were in Borough Market on a summer night. I was reading Little Dorrit at the time and I talked about how boring I was finding it. I was aware that my petulance made me look childish and guileless and attractive. 

			These tactics, I thought: you are tactical. The thought made me ashamed. 

			Standing at the bus stop, my husband placed an idle hand on the small of my back. Always this hardly calculated gesture of proprietorship has felt authentically, absorbingly, erotic to me. 

			I remembered Harry, spontaneously, grabbing my calf. Before me on the motorbike. Geyser of gratitude and passion at the grabbing of my calf. I knew absolutely nothing about men then, at twenty-three, but I’d learned a little since. 

			These two men, as I placed them alongside each other now, were not the same. My husband you see was wild with love for me, or not love for me, but a dependence that predated me and had no doubt attached itself to other women, earlier women, with a tenacity so burning it eventually burned out. Harry on the other hand had never needed me, but for in fits-and-stops of anger orchestrated by my body and the way I used my body, leaving bits of it lying about, such as a leg cast out under a table outside a restaurant in Borough Market, heedless and scantily furred at the thigh where the razor had stopped. A leg thrown wide denoting hipbones open as a jaw in shock. 

			Harry had been a figure of awe to me. My husband, increasingly, was not: his love was a gauche and floundering type – or seemed so – full of hunger and puppyish need. To this end, the end of preserving things, my husband was also dishonest, or could be. Harry was never dishonest with me. He was smooth and contained – an image of him: the door to his office locked against me – and a canvas for huge projections, at the time, on my behalf. But I can’t, I thought then, at the bus stop, blame him for that, really.

			How was the library? My husband asked me now.

			Oh, fine, I said. Still on the lesser Gombrichs. I was reading, then, about illusion. I have always been interested in that. 

			The bus drew up. As we travelled through the city the rain began to weaken and a surprising final show of sunlight swept across the evening, leaving a red residue, so I said, We need to walk this evening – straight away, when we get home. We need to just drop all our stuff and go straight out. Before it starts raining again. 

			There were no free seats on the bus, only standing room swinging from poles as it dawdled north. 

			The old trees of the suburbs were copper and abundant. The trees at the Bishop’s palace spilled over the walls and littered the pavement with gem-coloured mulch. The landlady and her sudden exact apparition was everywhere, though nowhere substantial, and I started to wonder with application what, in fact, she might be doing now, and did she still live in the old Georgian farmhouse, and did she still rent to Harry, and did she remember me. And where he might be. I’d assumed he had gone, was in London, or somewhere else. I’d never before thought of Dublin as somewhere that Harry would manifest. I’d considered it a planet apart. 

			My husband sent messages from his phone, one-handed, fluently and with concentration. I looked at him. He was good-looking. His eyes were extraordinary; his hair was still blonde, floppy if it wasn’t cut, even though he was forty now, and it all made me breathless sometimes, his body, its largeness, its mindlessly entitled occupation of space; his lips, which were full for a man, like a matinee idol, and his skin that was so weather-beaten it betrayed, after everything, his age. A large part of my marrying him was, I reflected familiarly, for sex. He made love without skill, rutting and frank and violent, as if he’d gone without it a lot in his life, something which didn’t make sense to me. As if he hadn’t used his looks to get by or seduce. As if he hadn’t noticed them. 

			I first met my husband on the platform at Connolly Station, on a dry morning, at nine o’clock. I was returning from staying with my friends in Monkstown; it was a still day, the steam from the sea and the slobland at Booterstown heady. The hulk of Howth like a slab of beef. I wore the long woollen coat like a picnic blanket – the very same coat I was wearing now – and my green fingerless gloves. I sat barefaced and indifferent to the action of the morning until my train began to creep in, with a series of short faint screeches like the scraping of a plate, and at this point, abruptly, with a movement that seemed both sudden and utterly natural, a man with large pale eyes sat into the bucket-seat next to me and said, This will sound weird, but can I have your number?

			I was charmed, and I was rather charming at the time. You could tell from a distance that I was somewhat under-occupied. I smiled as if I had expected him to swoop into my life like that and wrote my number on a ticket with my name, Alannah, and I said, Here’s my train, I have to run!

			I swept into my carriage like a girl in a film. I didn’t turn to watch him wave or read the number and my name as it drew off because I felt bashful; I went into the bathroom, allowing the slow sucker-door to seal behind me, and looked at myself in the mirror instead. He didn’t call until the following day, and in the interim I became concerned that he had forgotten me, when I had already begun to grow fond of the origin story – of the station, the train, the great icy frightening eyes – which sounds even now like something I made up. 

			When he did call I rode my bike to Botanic Avenue to meet him from work, cockily apprehensive, and for a few minutes we couldn’t speak. After two more coffee dates in quiet rhapsody the ceiling began to recede. 

			I loved. It is simple. There was nothing to stop me. I really didn’t have anything else on. 

			When I was in London, years before – when I met Harry – I was a little similarly idle, bored – I had lots to do, but I felt disconnected from these obligations – and this is probably not a coincidence. There was no one to stop me falling in either case because no one was watching me. Because I was quite typically and ardently alone most of the time. As I have always been. 

			The man from the platform and I walked, on our third date, to the botanical gardens. We strolled through the palm house, by the blue fins of succulents, the cacti like torture implements. We were careful and cool and witty with one another. Or I was. At length I said, Well now, what is it that you have to say to me? Why weren’t you free on Friday night?

			A little longer, he replied. 

			Outside the sun was bright, the trees in high relief. As we walked under an avenue of trees, past grandparents with prams and toddlers, he put his arms around me for the first time, drawing me close to him with emphasis, gripping my hip.

			Tell me, I commanded. Are you married? On the run from the law? OK, it isn’t funny now. 

			He pushed his face into my hair. For a moment or two we hung there, before he asked if we could sit, and we found a bench overlooking a slant of silver birches spaced apart. 

			I think that when I tell you this, he said, you will get up and run. He was clinging to me and looking ahead. 

			Jesus. I tried to lighten him. What are you, an assassin?

			He said nothing but planted a kiss on my temple. We had not gone to bed yet and this was the closest, physically, we’d been. He was pressing fingers softly on the bars and hollows of my ribs – pressing ribs, glaring bleakly ahead – and I thought with a spike of surprise about Harry’s hands, pressing and counting the very same bars and hollows of my ribs. This thought, like a ghost in daylight, faded out. Faded out of sight only, that is; remained, otherwise, in a kind of waiting way. 

			Tell me, I commanded, because I am starting to think that you are married. I thought, oh God. There is nothing new under the sun. 

			I’m not married, he said. Then quietly, shutting his eyes, I am father to a little girl. She is less than a year old. 

			Are you living with her mother? I asked at once. 

			No. 

			But you know each other?

			We’ve been involved, on and off, for years. 

			But not now. 

			We hardly speak without arguing. But. He looked around. If one of her brothers came by and saw me now, he would break out the hurley, if you know what I mean. 

			She is not, he added, my only child. When I was at college, he said, my girlfriend got pregnant. I have another daughter, she’s a teenager, and she grew up abroad. 

			Well you’re older than me, I said slowly, in shock. I suppose history is inevitable. I have history, I said. I thought, privately, that my history just then looked less substantial, less fleshy, than partners, children, and duties; than the exotic word abroad. My history was, rather, an emotional undulation without a name. I found this thought unpleasantly humbling.

			Close to us a ride-on mower was grinding and blowing shards of grass to the air; the birches trembled delicately; the sky was clear. He was holding fast to me now and asking, Do you want to run? Do you want to leave now?

			But of course I did not want to run because I was intrigued. I saw myself even then as the very flower of generosity, petals aching open in reception, affection, and grace; we had passed through the palm house, clammy and airtight and safe; I saw complexity and delicacy under a bell jar. Also I thought, well, none of this is really my problem, is it?

			Well I’ll have to think, I said. Do you want to walk me to my bike?

			At this, the man laughed with relief, shaking his head and looking at me; repeating, Walk you to your bike, saying, But won’t you stay a bit longer?

			I’ve got to go, I told him. It’s late enough.

			I rode into town as the evening approached. Spring was coming, and it would be a beautiful one. 

		

	
		
			Harry, I reasoned on our bus home from the city, married months, had been worldly. Harry had been all over. 

			He worked for television and theatre companies; he worked for the BBC. Harry would go anywhere really. Strange places you don’t go, like Ottawa or Iran. But it wasn’t only that – Harry was a man of the world, half-feral and adaptable in the way of the truly rootless, mildly amoral cosmopolitan. 

			My husband, by contrast, gave an impression of naivete. That day on the bench, against the snarl of the mower, he’d asked Do you want to run? Sensing I wouldn’t run and hoping I wouldn’t run.

			At the same time – I watched him now, texting away on our bus from the city home – my husband could double down if he wanted something. He had, in the evenings, a comical way of groaning and clicking over test papers. He came from the Castle Catholic class: those who were doing well always, even under occupation and even after recession; slumlords and tightwads with occasional ersatz knighthoods, that kind of thing, and, although I was vaguely rough-trade in my roots and spiritedness, he liked the glaze of grandeur education gave to me. In theory at least. 

			My husband liked to be admired. He struggled if the world did not reserve enough praise and validation for him. In exchange he performed the patrician manners of a man with a lot more ready cash than he actually had, and played at being a hero to the boys he taught – being boyish himself, having wit. In between, he was mischievous. So much between us was mischievousness. 

			I have to hold this up, to point to it, when I try to explain why it is we got married. It was just kind of bold or naughty you see. 

			That evening, we arrived home to the trees of the garden, reptilian palms and gingko, dripping needles of rain so softly it was as if the sound were happening in my head. The apartment was pressed into the basement of a Victorian villa and belonged to my husband’s parents. Which is to say it did not belong to me.

			The first time I came to this apartment we were drunk, both of us drunk, acquainted about a month and crashing up the avenue with the tendrils of our phone chargers catching in privet and escallonia. The night was still and otherworldly, smelling strongly of the sea, the several smells of the sea heaped or stepped and distinct – canine, decaying, bodily – as we swept into the garden, tripping over pots, and through the door, and at once even though I was drunk I was taken aback at the mess, at the two cliffs of junk crushed onto either side of the corridor. 

			It was so indistinct to me. Two walls of savage clutter, books and boxes and furniture, which had formed a coalescence like a mesa or a prehistoric cave. 

			After I married him and moved in I came to believe that the walls of clutter would never be shifted now, that they couldn’t be disturbed. Grit-rings of dust or dried topsoil where certain foothills of junk had been disrupted declared the presence of something sedimentary and permanent. If I rose in the night to use the bathroom I had to pass through it in darkness and, in these moments, its force turned it into the first corridor in the world. It became the alleyway between our house and the neighbours’ in childhood, the alleyway where I looked up at cruising clouds and seabirds in the channel of sky, where I was lonely and ill-at-ease. 

			It became the corridor of leaf-splashed Perspex in Harry’s cottage and the still older, still more lost, galley of wicker furniture tacked to my grandparents’ house. It became the eye of the needle and the birth canal. 

			In comparison, I owned little at the time of my marriage. All I brought into the apartment were some clothes and my books, my boxes of notebooks, but other than this I hardly occupied the place in any material way. I became the prey that may or may not still be there when my husband returned from work. Strands of my hair gathered in the teeth of the drain, of the bathroom sink, and strands like handwriting adhered in places to upholstery. I moved through the house naked, for the most part, even during the day, feeling like a spar of tree that has been peeled. Free of my own history.

			Indeed I felt no ownership whatsoever over the place for the first few weeks. There came a time when this changed – when the term began and I caught a sinus infection, and I became cold and intermittently miserable. I had started to work at the university, signing off the dole, and I began to fantasise day-long about crawling back into bed, about the dusty silence of the apartment, and to wish at times that I lived by myself. 

			But when I met my husband in the evenings, I was always happy to see him. Before dark we would walk on the shingle beach, sometimes as far as Bull Island, as the flashing of the chimney-stacks at Poolbeg strobed and stained the bay. Clusters of light on the coast suggested a world of people, huddling against whatever suggestion or vengeance brooded offshore, in desperate gestures of self-belief. Passing walkers in sibilant anoraks glanced at our faces with interest because, I suppose, we were happy-looking.  

			On this day, the day of the landlady, the apartment met me with the odour of the last meal I had made and I said again: Quick, let’s go walking before it rains. 

			It was darker and the coast road lined with springs of streetlight. A ferry slid from the bay miles away, lit with lunatic richness. We walked the wooden bridge in crosswinds. My husband said, here, hold my hand, then banded me to him by the waist; we progressed awkwardly, in step. Eventually I said, It’s too wet for this route – waves jack-knifing – let’s do the coast path. On the seafront there were restaurants and glowing terraces. 

			We stopped into the chipper and my husband kept asking, are you sure that’s all you want? 

			On a bench I remembered endless winter evenings in adolescence, in the village in Fingal where I grew up, sitting under the viaduct, eating chips and freezing in parka jackets and passing around vials of vodka, the harbour low and a shopping trolley like a wreck wretched in the silt of the harbour. Dripping arcades of the viaduct. I described this to my husband on the bench. I explained how glad I was that I had, eventually, grown up. How glad I was that now I could do whatever I liked. 

			I don’t think, I said, that Anna drinks vodka under a viaduct. Anna was his eldest daughter, a teenager. I had wanted to turn the conversation to this. 

			I wouldn’t know, my husband replied.

			I am nervous, I continued, about meeting her tomorrow. It’s a shame she couldn’t come to the wedding. 

			That was never going to happen, he said. 

			I knew from photos that the girl was exceptionally pretty, far more so than I was at her age, and ensconced in the most expensive boarding school in town. From this she deigned sometimes to descend and meet her father – as he saw it – and once, he said, he had spotted her with a gang of giggling girls, bunched together and crossing Camden Street, streaks in their hair and bags from Mac. I thought: she must have wonderful poise and self-control, this child. I never kept the man dangling as elegantly as that. 

			Her father had raised her alone, still a student, until she was four; it was, he explained, much like an animal raising a cub, without a clue. When she was four her mother’s family arrived and commandeered her forcefully and now the trauma of this incident had become a reticence between them that was agony and jocular at once. Her mother had always been so unwell. Or indifferent. I could never quite be sure. 

			He told me the details some weeks into our courtship as we lay on the green before the gates of the cemetery, where there was a pub and a ring of quiet cottages. There were crowds around because it was mild. He had been drinking the night before and as he told me there were tears welling and slipping on his cheeks though he was not sobbing, it was some strange reaction, symptomatic. His head was on my belly and I stroked the soft fair hair. I thought, I can take it, I have room.

			On that night of the landlady I did not, in the face of my husband’s reluctance, discuss Anna any further; I knew from experience and from previous experience, with Harry mostly, that one must muster patience on a quasi-Daoist level when dealing with men. It is something they really should teach you at school. Instead of talking about Anna we left the bench and the sea-wind to return home, scrunching our paper bags of chips into a neighbour’s bin. We descended the outdoor steps, softened by grass and dandelions, to the door of the apartment, stepping over pots of fierce geraniums. 

			Inside I switched on the electric fire, which smelled of scorching dust, and took a shower. When I emerged my husband had turned on the television and was following the coverage of budget day. The footage showed politicians in the Dáil making a point, one by one, of performing monologues feigning shock and dismay at the conservatism of the budget, which would, they said, do nothing to address the housing shortage, the single most pressing and shameful issue for the state. 

			Instead of seeing to this, I pointed out dryly as I wrung my hair with a towel, the reigning minister for finance had followed protocol in heaping endless gratification on the elderly, ensuring pensions and fuel allowances, medical cards, bus passes, television licenses, regardless of income level. Medical cards to rich people like your parents, I continued archly, sitting on multiple properties just like this. Very well for them. Morally speaking, such money could be put into homeless services, but it won’t be, because homeless people do not vote. The grey
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