

[image: Cover image: Paper Heart by Cecelia Ahern.]




1

Life usually ticks along, consistent as a drip from a leaky tap, but today is different.

The traffic through Ballybeg main street has stalled. Pip is a back-seat passenger in the car, her mother Josephine is behind the wheel, and Pip’s daughter Bella is in the front passenger seat. Though this seating arrangement is the same as it ever was.

Josephine holds her hand down on the car horn. Bella laughs at her nan’s impatience. Embarrassed, Pip slithers down in the back seat. Her mother’s actions serve no benefit. There’s something clearly wrong in the town, with a heavy line of traffic heading out, and nothing coming in. A dam in the flow.

Pip can’t do anything about it, so she sits back, looks out of the window, and settles into a daydream. In her mind, she can be a million different people living different lives, with different loves. All the versions of herself that she cannot be in real life. Her daydreams are awash with true romantic love. The kind that will transform her. Even after everything she’s been through, she still believes in romance. It seems a kind of a witchcraft that people fall under every single day. Why it eludes her is a great distraction to her. She wants something out of this world, in this world. She knows it exists, because she had it once, before they took it – him – away from her.

‘Press it again, Nan,’ Bella says loudly, playfully, her volume making Pip jump out of her head and back into the traffic jam.

Bella leans across and tries to press the horn herself.

‘Stop it, you,’ Josephine snaps. Then after a quiet moment she leans on it again.

The driver gets out of the car in front.

‘Uh-oh,’ Bella says. ‘You’ve annoyed him now.’

But the driver doesn’t come near them, he crosses the road to the nearest shopkeeper, who has come outside to see what’s happening. Information is shared. Their discussion is too juicy for Josephine to ignore. There can be nothing she does not know about.

‘Stay in the car,’ she instructs, shutting the engine off and getting out.

She’s all business. Five feet two, fifty-nine years old, dressed in her jeans, Nike runners and fleece jacket. Pip watches her from the back seat.

Head down.

Scurrying gait.

Small steps.

Tough.

Josephine inserts herself into the men’s conversation without apology or introduction. They’re momentarily put out by her, but move to make space. Then they do a lot of talking. She listens. She’s good at that. Getting people to speak. The interrogator. She and Pip’s dad, Philip, are made of the same stuff. They work as a team, like the Ballybeg investigative unit. Him silent, her probing, but he always in full support.

Bella opens her passenger door.

‘She said to stay in the—’

Bella gets out and slams the door. Pip watches her sixteen-year-old daughter make her way confidently across the road.

Black leggings.

Crop top.

Swinging hips.

Assured.

The shape of Bella’s thong is visible beneath her leggings. The confidence in her daughter marvels her. At her age, Pip was embarrassed to walk alone, past a line of traffic. She was self-conscious, felt the gaze of the judgemental world’s eyes on her. Head down, apologetic, long shirt or jumper over her bum in case anyone was looking. Pip wanted to get to the destination as soon as possible, Bella relishes the journey. Her strides are long, her arms swing coolly by her side.

At that age Pip had covered her body with baggy hooded tops and oversized T-shirts because she was pregnant with Bella. She was ashamed and embarrassed to be female, by how her body was transforming. The first sixteen-year-old in Ballybeg ever to have a baby, it seemed. The burning shame of it, the guilt, the regret. With her stomach covered and her shoulders hunched, she was a walking apology.

Pip rests her head against the window trying to restart her daydream, but she’s distracted by Josephine and Bella digging for information. People here in Ballybeg, a town in the midlands of Ireland, in the heart of the boglands, are always digging.

Whether it’s the farmers who dig for peat, the quarry workers who dig to extract stone, or the astronomers in the observatory digging for information in the universe.

They dig down, they dig up.

At the bogs, the digging is ritualistic, it’s generational, there’s a rhythm to it, a self-identity to this place and thing. Peat-cutting for turf is their God-given right, they’d say. The land belongs to the people. The earth’s resources are bountiful and provide with abundant energy.

At the quarry where her dad works they dig with fervour; it’s hungry, greedy digging. It devours the earth and it feasts. It tears off the skin and goes straight to the bone. It feeds the growling hunger of another kind; pockets that can never be filled enough.

The digging upward in the local observatory is no less hungry. It’s an intellectual hunger, a deep need to explore, to learn, to know the nature of the universe and search for revelations into our beginnings.

For the bog, the two-sided spade known as the sleán.

For the quarry, excavators, loaders, bulldozers, explosives.

For the sky, radio telescopes, satellites.

They’re all hungry, inquisitive, digging down, digging up.

Rock. Soil. Sky.

And heart. Time for Pip to dig in to matters of the heart. She dives into her imagination again, cooking up something steamy.

Josephine leaves the men and, head down, scurries back to the car, Bella behind her. The men look at Bella’s arse. Pip looks away.

The traffic is flowing again.

‘What was it?’ Pip asks.

The response is Josephine starting the engine and Bella clipping her seatbelt.

As they continue out of Ballybeg town Pip sees cars parked alongside the road, blocking the lane on the other side. A Garda manages the traffic while a crowd has gathered outside a house, an address Pip knows well. She sees Lorcan Murphy, Bella’s paternal granddad, at the centre of it all, standing in his garden.

He’s surrounded by more Gardaí.

Puce head.

Balled fists.

Twisted mouth.

Raging.

He’s shouting something and repeatedly punching the air with his fist. She presses the button to lower the window but it has been locked from the front.

‘Don’t stare,’ Josephine snaps, turning on the radio as if that will make them see less.

Bella’s eyes widen, then she whips her head to face the front, examining her nails, as if nothing has happened at all.

Pip almost bruises her forehead pressing it up to the glass and twisting against it as they pass, looking to see if Jamie, Bella’s dad, is there too.

‘Philippa,’ Josephine shouts.

It’s a bark and a bite at the same time. Even at thirty-two years old she still responds to her mother’s temper. She turns to face forward.

Her heart is pounding from what she has witnessed, she knows that Josephine will never explain it to her. She sits back and tries to drift away into another daydream.

But she can’t be the back-seat passenger that does as she’s told.

Today is different.
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Pip is dropped off at Ballybeg service station where she works, but if you call it that you’re only a blow-in. The locals call it Crossroads station because it’s positioned at one, and there once existed a hut and a single petrol pump Before Christ. Josephine’s car barely stops for Pip to get out before taking off again in the direction of the observatory, where Josephine and Bella work in the canteen. Not long ago it was Pip’s job, she gave it up for Bella a few weeks ago so that Bella could have a summer job.

Pip watches them speed off, looking back into the direction of town as if she will still see Lorcan Murphy. She’s in shock. Was he arrested? She’s ten minutes late for work, but it doesn’t matter, her colleague Ronnie arrives just after her on his e-scooter.

Red mohawk.

Cocksure insecurity.

Local dick.

Trouble.

He lifts his helmet to reveal his flattened hair, which he self-consciously immediately pulls upward. The skinhead sides of his head are covered in tattoos. He reminds her of a rooster.

‘Your criminal family causing mayhem out there,’ he gobbles, racing by her and sticking out his pierced tongue.

Asking Ronnie about what he saw in town isn’t an option, though its appeal reveals her desperation to know what’s going on. The best way to deal with Ronnie is to engage with him as little as possible.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she says to Krish, her boss, going to the staffroom to store her coat and bag.

‘No problem, Philippa. When you’re ready.’

She can hear the pressure in his voice. He has a queue of truckers lined up at the deli counter waiting to order their breakfast rolls.

Sikh.

Family man.

Trustworthy boss.

Solid.

‘What did Farmer Murphy do? Murder someone and bury them in his bog?’ Ronnie asks, lifting his T-shirt over his head to dress in his red polo shirt. His body is covered in tattoos and piercings. She looks away. ‘Not a bad idea that, I’ve always thought it’s a good place to dump a body. You’ll have fun visiting him in prison. All the jailbirds will love the smell of you.’

He sniffs the air and wriggles his pierced tongue.

Disgusted, she puts her coat and bag in her locker, hiding the code, and quickly leaves. The lock is to protect her against Ronnie, after she found a slew of dick pics on her phone, a series of him sticking her phone down his pants. She’d sprayed her screen with so much hand sanitiser it had stopped working for a week.

She joins Krish at the deli, disinfecting her hands before sliding them into the too big plastic gloves that dwarf her.

‘Sorry,’ she says again.

‘No problem, traffic is crazy in town today. Full Irish breakfast roll for the gentleman,’ Krish says in his Punjab-Offaly blended accent, handing her the sloppy butter-covered knife. ‘Do we know what’s going on out there?’

‘No,’ Pip says quietly, taking it from him. Too much butter on the knife, she wipes it off on a paper towel. She’s got her measurements down by now, knows just by looking at a slice of bread just how much she needs. She hates to scrape the left over knob back into the tub, it leaves crumbs in the butter.

‘Some peat farmer sounding off about turf-cutting,’ one of the customers says. ‘Guards got involved.’

‘Was it Lorcan Murphy? I know he missed his court hearing,’ the third man in line says, pulling up his jeans and sniffing as he does. ‘If you don’t show up they come and get you.’

The first man snorts. ‘They don’t come and get you for missing it once or twice. If they’re taking him into custody it’s because he keeps avoiding court.’

‘He’s right to take a stand,’ the second man says, straightening up. ‘His land, his right.’

Ballybeg has had to reimagine itself since turf-cutting was banned for environmental reasons. Some can let go, others are holding on. The passion of those who cherish the traditional right to dig peat to burn as fuel for their homes and those who argue the high cost to the environment for extracting it. Some have wholeheartedly embraced the new rules and have conserved their bogs, allowing the carbon sinks to do their job for the environment, and protect habitats. Lorcan Murphy, who has a family patch of bogland that is now considered a preservation site, has had the tradition of turf-cutting in his family for generations, and refuses to let go.

‘It’s their livelihood,’ Krish says, respectfully.

Krish shares a knowing look with her as he hands the reins over.

Pip’s mind is stuck on the Lorcan Murphy revelation. Her heart pounds at the thought of Bella’s granddad in jail, and she feels ashamed at the excitement and hope that builds at his expense.

Jamie will have to come home.

She hasn’t seen Jamie for years. It was orchestrated that way, to keep them from making more babies with each other, as if they were rabid wildlings. The fear their parents instilled in them at being in the same room as each other at sixteen years old was pervasive. Terrified, they went along with their parents’ demands, willingly keeping a wide berth from each other. For one measly hour a week they were granted time together, so that Jamie could have time with Bella. He would sit on the floor with her when she was a baby, while their parents and Pip sat on chairs against the walls watching him, as if it were a court-ordered meeting. It was agonising for Pip not being able to lie on the floor and play with them like a proper family.

Josephine in particular deliberately instilled a fear in her, ‘If you so much as look at him …’ she’d say in an eerie teeth-gritted anger. The fear was omnipresent but never thwarted Pip’s desire to be with him.

And then, as soon as Jamie had finished school, his family sent him away to Liverpool.

He came home as often as he could, but the pandemic introduced long absences that gradually became the norm. Now he only comes home for a few days at Christmas and Easter, and his and Bella’s time together has transitioned to a designated time over the phone every Sunday. But if there’s a hearing for Lorcan Murphy, and a trial, then that could go on for weeks or months, Jamie would have to be here during the family crisis, wouldn’t he? She has to steady her nerves as she slices sausages for the breakfast roll with trembling fingers.

The deli selection is the same every day; the hot section, the cold meats and salads. A series of sauces in squeezy bottles. An all-day breakfast roll is their unique selling point, the double-sided display stand outside the station roars it to passing traffic as if they have found the cure to all evil.

Some customers like to talk, others don’t, taking the break for a moment to themselves, to not have to speak, to get lost in the galaxy inside their phones. The majority of customers are the men from the quarry where her dad works and the construction site workers from the new housing development just outside of town. The station has a fancy parking bay around the back, along with a car wash, modern toilet and showering facilities, and a launderette, which attracts regular long-haul drivers. Sometimes they’ve forgotten the art of conversation and it all comes out at her at once, everything they’ve been thinking for hours. It’s surprising the things people can come out with in the few short moments they have. Maybe it’s because she’s safe, a stranger in the middle of nowhere that they’ll never see again who can help unburden them. Hairdressers, manicurists, barmen and sandwich makers.

She gets an idea of a person by their culinary decisions. Palates are as diverse as people themselves. She imagines, though there’s no truth behind it, but it passes the time in her mind, that the sandwich choice reveals something secretive about them.

‘What can I get for you?’ she asks the next in line.

‘Chicken and stuffing.’

Pip’s about to slice his sandwich when he looks around him conspiratorially, then leans over the counter and speaks from the side of his mouth. ‘Give us some of those pickled gherkins, will you?’

As she neatly slices the gherkin, she visualises him in lacy underwear beneath his jeans.

‘Can I have a word with you?’ Krish says, suddenly appearing at the newspaper stand and giving her a fright.

Even though she knows it’s too early for anything to hit the local newspaper, she thought she’d see if she could find out anything about what happened with Lorcan Murphy this morning, maybe something about a court hearing.

He looks around, presumably for Ronnie. He speaks in a low voice. ‘Philippa, I’m leaving here in a few weeks.’

‘Why are you leaving?’ she whispers.

‘I’ve got a new job. Night security at the Wolverson quarry,’ he says proudly, puffing out his chest. ‘Mary’s going back to work, so I’ll be on nights and she’s on days. Suits us both down to the ground. I haven’t told Ronnie yet, you know?’

She doesn’t really know. Ronnie is a pain in the arse, but she’s not sure what impact telling him will have. He certainly won’t be upset.

‘Because they’ll need a new manager here,’ he says, filling in the gaps for her.

‘Oh right.’

‘And he’ll want to apply.’

‘Ohhh.’

‘I know you’ve only been here a short while, but you’re the best person for the job. You’re the most dedicated employee I’ve had Philippa, perfectly reliable, meticulous in your work, and great with the customers. You show a genuine interest in them – I have to remind others to look customers in the eye.’

‘Thank you. But I don’t think I could be a manager. I wouldn’t know what to do.’

‘You just make sure everyone else is doing their job.’

Truthfully she doesn’t really know what other people’s jobs are. She just focuses on her own. Things tick over and Ronnie works on the till and then outside on the machines when they need attention, saying inappropriate things, and Krish moves around making things happen, and Pip just makes rolls.

She doesn’t even handle the money. She wraps the sandwiches and rolls, weighs them at the deli counter, sticks a price tag on the wrapping, and hands it to the customer to pay at the cashier.

‘You don’t want to be making breakfast rolls for ever,’ he says. ‘Especially with that toad as a boss, and I’m sure you have plans for you and Isabella. I’d rather see it go to you, and I’ll tell them as much.’

Which makes her stop smiling, not at Ronnie becoming her boss, though the idea of it is horrific, but firstly she doesn’t just make breakfast rolls, there are a plethora of options she provides, but mostly because he assumed that this job was just one rung on a ladder for her and her ‘plans for Isabella’. What plans does she have?

Pip thinks ahead to the end of summer, Bella will go back to school and Pip will probably have to take her old job back at the observatory canteen alongside Josephine. In daydreams her thoughts have wings, in real life, they are clipped, so that is as far as her thoughts are allowed to go.

At the deli counter there are two questions she asks everyone who seems amenable to a conversation, and that’s, ‘Where are you going?’ and ‘Where have you been?’

Everyone that passes through here, bar the locals that she already knows, are going somewhere. It’s a stop-off point, it’s never the final destination. There’s a transient air, like at an airport or train station. Sometimes they elaborate, explaining why they’re travelling or a bit more about the place they’re going to if they’re the chatty type. She loves those answers. She loves hearing about other places.

Because Pip never goes anywhere.




3

After work, Pip’s dad, Philip, is outside waiting for her in his car. He’s still wearing his high-vis jacket from the quarry. She sees the luminous orange before she sees him, like another layer of his skin. His shirt is rolled up to his elbows, a thick forearm resting on the car door, the window open.

Shovel hands.

King Silent.

Quarry man.

Disappointed.

The disappointment is quiet but not a secret, and is directed at her. Philip has worked at the Wolverson quarry that specialises in aggregate, cement and blocks, ever since he left school at seventeen years old. It employs most of the men in Ballybeg. The quarry has been in the Wolverson family for generations. In with the politicians, and the community, the Wolversons are like local celebrities, playing a part in many families’ lives. Philip reveres them, forever grateful to them for what they provide him, his family and the town. He won’t have a bad word be spoken about them.

He’s had just about every job in the quarry since he was seventeen years old, from a crusher labourer, to a forklift operator, to a digger and excavator, to an explosive blaster. Now he’s a blast supervisor. The physical nature of his work has been tough on his body. He has problems with his back, repetitive strain injury from the heavy lifting. Pip recalls him sleeping on the floor on his back from early childhood. No wonder she’s an only child.

Philip is big and strong, built like a rock himself, with hard skin, calloused and dry, craggy, lined face, cracks where he smiles, cracks where he frowns, like he is part-man, part-quarry. A limestone leviathan.

‘What’s that?’ he asks, looking at the package in her hands as she gets into the car beside him.

‘I had something delivered to work. I’d miss it if it was to go to our house. They won’t leave it at the door.’

‘What is it?’

‘Paper.’

More specifically kami or koiy paper. A ream of 500 pages, clear, crisp, empty. Cotton white. Yet to be filled. A world of possibilities. It excites her. She hugs the package to her chest.

‘What do you need it for?’

‘It’s photograph paper. For the printer,’ she says, lying.

He has no interest in photographs, in taking them on his phone, nor in printing them. That’ll be the last he ever asks about that. But he is like Josephine in that he wants to know everything. When either Bella or Pip want to leave the room they naturally say where they’re going. If they don’t, they’ll be asked. No one just comes and goes. You don’t just accept a parcel at the door without saying what it is. You don’t just pop out of the house for a few hours without saying where you’re going. It’s always been like that, which is a natural way for parents to be with a child, but less so with a thirty-two-year-old. She’s aware of the constant monitoring, and yet speaking out only causes an upset that makes her life more difficult, and Pip is firmly a non-confrontational kind of person.

Pip strains her neck to look into Jamie’s house as they drive by, but the nice, tidy, decent home with the perfect garden has returned to its quiet calm state. Hanging baskets by the front door, vibrant with colour. The garden bench under the front window. When Pip used to stand on the back of the bench, then used the windowsill to propel her to stand on the hanging basket bracket, to get on top of the front porch roof, she could climb in and out of Jamie’s bedroom window unnoticed. Which is what she did many times when they were teenagers.

She bites her lip to hide her smile as she remembers when her foot missed the bracket and it had almost ended in death. She can still hear Jamie’s strangled laughter as she slipped climbing out of his window and slid down the slanted porch roof on her bum, afraid of breaking her neck, but more afraid of being caught and so stifling her screams. She’d never seen him laugh so much. The memory of lying on the cold wet grass while looking up at the star-filled night sky, his head popping out of his bedroom window, his white teeth glowing in the darkness as he laughed hysterically, chestily and wheezily, makes her smile.

They took him away, but they can’t steal her memories of him.

Josephine and Bella are home when she returns. Josephine’s car is in the driveway of their newly built house. Philip built it himself, it took him four years, worn ragged after physical work in the quarry, he then spent all of his free time working on the house with whichever friend or tradesman he could find after hours.

It’s the house of his dreams. His own plot of land, out of the hustle and bustle of town where they lived all of her life. You can’t walk to town, the road is too dangerous, with no paths, and Pip doesn’t know how to drive so she’s at the mercy of her parents to drop her everywhere. She misses the freedom of being able to walk to where she needs to go.

Across the road from their house are five other houses, built fifty yards away from each other. Tom and Mary Fitzgerald own the land opposite. They divided it into separate plots and built three houses for their three daughters. One of their children moved away and sold the house to the Brennans. Then there is another house next to them, the Slatterys, an older couple with grown-up children and lots of grandchildren.

Their neighbour Aleksy gets out of his car as they approach their house, and walks with crutches to his front door. Pip prepares to wave, but he doesn’t look their way. The neighbours never wave, they never look over, heads always down and avoiding them. If she’s not being paranoid, she assumes they’re angry that a house has been built on the land across from them, obstructing their view of the landscape. Who knows.

Philip goes to his garage at the side of the house, reaches into the hanging basket for his key to unlock the door, whistling happily. The garage is cluttered with car parts, machine parts, bits and pieces of everything. The end of something, the beginnings of something else. He hasn’t completed the house yet, once he got it to a stage fit to move into, his work slowed. The exterior walls haven’t been painted, wires jut out from the walls here and there. Some would see it as an incomplete concrete grey box, but Philip and Josephine see so much more. They see a dream come true, they see their future.

Pip sees the same; their dream, and their future.

‘Right,’ Philip says, rolling the house plans out on the kitchen table and not bothering about moving the things beneath it. Josephine looks at Pip pointedly and Pip scrambles to put away the milk carton, the jam, the butter dish that has already left its greasy stain on the house plans. By the time she returns to the table, the three of them have claimed their spaces and are all huddled around it.

Pip stands behind Bella, looks over her head, not looking at the plans at all, just happy to be so close to her daughter who, at twelve, finds physical closeness ick. She smells her apple shampoo, the hair that she washes herself now.

She tries not to breathe too heavily, not wanting to move, wanting to hold on to such a rare moment. Bella shudders dramatically at her mother’s proximity to her, elbowing Pip away. She makes more room for her.

Pip understands the layout straight away, while it takes an excruciating moment for Philip to talk Josephine through it, slowly telling her which drawing is for upstairs and which is downstairs and where the front door is. They take their time talking about every single aspect. Pip tunes out, she doesn’t care where the tumble dryer will be, she’s looking at the upstairs layout.

Three bedrooms. Two double rooms. One single. Two en suite. One bathroom. She can tell just by looking at the drawing where Josephine and Philip will sleep. Their en suite has a bath. Philip loves his baths. He needs them for his aches and pains.

Which means the second double bedroom is hers. She imagines her room, the colours, the bed. She’s never had a double bed before, like a hotel suite, like an adult. Her own shower, so she doesn’t have to share as they all do now in the terraced house in town that was designed for living in the 1940s.

She has to act likes she’s listening as they talk about electrical sockets and light fittings, all the time living in her new room, in her big bed, so many pillows on it there’s barely enough room for her. A space of her own.

And finally they get upstairs.

‘This is our room,’ Philip says, prodding the back bedroom with the bath with his thick tree trunk finger, bigger than the double bed.

Pip imagines a giant finger emerging from the ceiling, exploding plaster, and landing on the bed, messing the tidy bedding, sending pillows spilling over the edges to the floor.

‘Can I have this room?’ Bella says excitedly, leaning over, her fingers with the chipped nail polish poking at the second double room that Pip is already currently living in.

Pip smiles, at Bella’s excitement, at her sweet desire to have such an adult room.

‘Indeed you can,’ Josephine says, reaching out and running her hand through Bella’s hair.

‘Now yours doesn’t have a bath like ours does, but you’ll have a shower.’

Pip’s smile is frozen, she doesn’t want them to know how she’d already moved into that room and lived there in her head for the past ten minutes. Folded all her clothes away into the drawers, hung her new dresses in the wardrobes. She’d chosen her bed linen and plumped her pillows. She keeps her eyes down on the plans, her eyes getting hotter and wanting to kill the tears that threaten.

While they talk about bedside tables and placements for furniture, she tries to feel engaged. She should want this for her daughter. She should want the best for her. She wants to give her everything.

But her eyes grow hotter and she can’t but think the opposite.

She has already given her daughter everything. She’s given her her whole life, her teenage years, her twenties, her entire future.

All she wanted was that one room.

Pip carries the ream of paper upstairs to the box bedroom. Bella’s door is closed, music is playing. Bella would lock her bedroom door if she could, but Josephine has rules. Pip hesitates outside, wondering what she could say to be deemed important enough to disturb her. Nothing comes to her.

She goes inside her room; a single bed along one wall, a two-door wardrobe and a small white desk. The desk and chair is Pip’s favourite part of the room. Everything is white.

The window looks out to the front of the house, across the peatlands. She sees sky forever, and even though the view never changes, it’s never the same on any given day. Sometimes the patchwork landscape is colourful and vibrant, the clouds above casting shadows and light below, sometimes the grey sky makes the entire landscape look grey. Ash-grey clouds, grey-blue grass, slate-grey bogs.

It’s beautiful every time.

The smell of turf from every chimney in the town is the smell of home. The bogs have provided for the town, fuel for homes, fuel to sell, fuel for the soul. The bogs take, and the bogs give.

Her desk is pristine, everything in its place. She loves organising it, getting see-through plastic organisers for her desk drawers, for her pens and stationery.

She removes the new paper from the package and places it in the drawer beneath the desk. She places a fresh page on the desk.

She smooths the page out and focuses on it. Crisp paper on white desk. It’s a moment, her moment, and she can make it whatever she wants it to be. The sunlight shines through the window on to her page, as if setting the spotlight, the light encouraging her, helping her words to blossom and flourish.

It has been a big day. Lorcan Murphy’s arrest has brought Jamie into her mind for most of it. She’d heard about what happened in more detail later in the day from a customer travelling to Rosslare Harbour, with his car filled with family members and suitcases on their way to a camping holiday in France. Lorcan had been warned repeatedly to stop cutting turf on the land. He failed to show for two court hearings and so the judge issued a warrant for his arrest. He’s back home under strict orders to appear at the third hearing.

Surely Jamie will return to join the family in this crisis.

Jamie’s no longer a physical part of her life, but he hasn’t left her heart for one beat.

She tilts the page on the desk diagonally, in line with the position of her hand, a ballpoint pen snug between her fingers, and in very small writing, she writes:

Origami girl

Has an origami heart

She folds it

And folds it again

Disguising it

As a triangle

Makes it so small

No one can see it

Or find it.

She hides it away

For safe keeping

Pip carefully folds the paper in a series of movements that calm her mind. She never knows in advance what shape the paper will take, but as she starts to fold, all of a sudden she has folded her way into a new character, or shape. She takes her time and, as she goes through the hypnotic motions, her mind clears. She has created an origami heart, her writing hidden inside, along with a teeny triangle that she tucks into one of the folds.

She takes a box from the drawer and places the origami heart inside with the dozens of other origami shapes, and puts the box away.

In a safe place. So nobody can find it.
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Josephine calls Bella and Pip for dinner at six p.m. Pip waits to hear Bella’s door open and as soon as it does, she steps out at the same time so they’re next to each other. She acts surprised to see her, what a coincidence. Bella’s sixteen-year-old world momentarily seeps out. She closes the door behind her to stop it.

‘Hi,’ Pip says, smiling at her. ‘How was your day?’

Pip enjoys this part of the day, the short moment she has to herself with Bella as they make their way downstairs for dinner. It reminds her of when she used to collect Bella from school and the walk home would be filled with Bella talking nonstop about her day all the way from the school gate to the front door of their house. If only Pip could have more of those moments of uninterrupted connection.

They sit at the table in the kitchen.

‘Any news today?’ Josephine asks.

The biggest news of course is Lorcan Murphy, being taken into Garda custody, but nobody will discuss that. The mere mention of Lorcan Murphy alludes to the terrible, terrible thing that Pip did to all of them, that they’ve had to suffer through; getting pregnant at sixteen years old. Bella’s connection to that side of the family is an awkward Sunday dinner once a month, accompanied by Josephine. Bella would do anything to try and get out of going.

Philip is first with the daily news. Someone was injured at the quarry and was rushed to hospital.

‘He lost the tip of his finger,’ he says, crunching on a mangetout. He tears the tip off and tosses the rest into his mouth.

He mostly eats with his fingers, forgets his cutlery are tools.

‘Another accident?’ Bella asks with her mouth full, always ready to ask the very questions that Pip swallows.

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full,’ Josephine replies, and that’s the only response that Bella gets.

‘Krish is leaving in a few weeks,’ Pip says, filling the silence that ensues.

He’d said not to tell anyone, but she tells her parents everything. She wants to say that Krish is going to recommend her for the promotion, she’s about to say it, but then doesn’t. She doesn’t want them to shoot down her hopes just yet, let her live with the dream for another little while.

‘Where’s he going?’ Philip asks.

‘A night security job at the quarry.’

His approval is instant and obvious. ‘They’ll take care of him there,’ he says. ‘And we need him.’

‘His wife Mary is going back to work,’ Pip says. She doesn’t personally care about this news, but it’s the kind of thing her parents like to hear. Tittle-tattle. Prittle-prattle.

‘Five babies and a nurse, she’s some woman,’ Josephine says, taking a small fork of mashed potato. She has a tiny appetite, seems to exist on pure adrenaline.

Her comment feels like a jab to Pip. As though she’s just a mother, but not ‘some woman’. Barely a mother.

‘Why did you two only have one child?’ Bella asks suddenly, again asking a question Pip never dared ask them herself.

Bella dares, she oversteps the boundaries without seeing the barriers. She doesn’t sense the tense silences, or if she does, she doesn’t ever feel she belongs in them. If it’s noisy, she shouts louder. This strained and contained existence that Pip lives in, is invisible, and she wrongly assumed Bella would live inside it with her too. To Pip’s great awe and delight she watches her daughter growing older and unapologetically stretching to fill the spaces and shouting to fill the silences.

‘More children?’ Josephine asks. ‘Sure wasn’t Philippa as much work as five children? And don’t we have you?’

Pip suddenly loses her appetite.

Josephine’s voice on the phone sounds formal, strained. The type of voice she uses when she feels she can’t get a word wrong. Like she’s being interviewed at a police station or on the stand at trial. Every word is thought through in advance, every word is important. Pip immediately knows that she’s talking to Maureen Murphy, Jamie’s mother.

Pip pauses on the stairs to listen. She doesn’t want to make a sound, or Josephine will halt the conversation.

‘I understand that, but I think with everything you have going on now it’s best that she doesn’t visit with you this weekend. There was quite the stir this morning. It’s best to wait until it passes.’

Josephine will use any event as an excuse to keep Bella to herself, even though the people in question are Bella’s grandparents. Josephine hasn’t loosened her grip on Bella since she was born, if anything, she is grasping her tighter.

The chair leg screeches against the floor and Pip can imagine her mother sitting rod straight at the kitchen table, the mind of an emotional schemer moving a million miles an hour as she tries to get into prime position.

Pip can only imagine what Maureen is saying. We want to see Isabella. Why won’t you let us see more of Isabella?

It’s Bella.

Pip had chosen Bella’s name, and Jamie had agreed. They both loved the name.

Bella. They had agreed on Bella, and three weeks after she was born they’re sitting in the HSE civil registration office to register Bella’s birth. Josephine and Maureen sit between Pip and Jamie. They’ve barely been allowed to look at each other since news of the pregnancy broke. They haven’t been in the same room as each other for two weeks. She gave birth without him, he’d been granted mere minutes with his own child. They could barely speak in the cubicle. He’d held Bella in his arms, in the armchair beside her hospital bed, the blue curtain behind him. She wanted to pretend her mother wasn’t there with them, monitoring them, as if he’d jump into bed with her fresh after her giving birth.

He’d been so worried about her, kept asking if she was okay. He was so besotted with his daughter. She has his eyelashes. He’d played with her little toes, run his fingers over her fingers, as if counting them and marvelling at the miracle. Occasionally he’d look up at Pip and smile. And even though the situation felt hopeless, they’d been ripped apart from each other and their lives felt rotten, she felt such hope in his beam. He had so much love for Bella.

Pip feels Josephine’s embarrassment at being at the civil registration office with her young daughter. When Bella cries, Josephine reaches for her immediately.

Josephine has filled out the registration form, Maureen oversaw it. Jamie and Pip merely signed it. Pip didn’t even read it, Jamie was shoved roughly by his mother when he started reading from the top.

Jamie is handed a copy of the birth certificate.

‘Bella,’ he says, suddenly, the first word out of his mouth all day. ‘Her name is supposed to be Bella.’

Alarmed, Pip tries to take a look at it, but Josephine pulls it away.

‘You can’t put that on the birth cert,’ Josephine says, her anger flaring. ‘it’s not a real name. Officially it will have to be Isabella.’

‘But that’s not the name we wanted,’ Jamie says, devastated. He looks as though he’s about to cry. He looks to Pip for backup, but she can’t. She focuses on the floor. She can’t deal with the confrontation. Not in public, not ever. She’s exhausted. Drained physically and emotionally. She hasn’t the energy for another battle with Josephine, she hasn’t the energy for another loss. Every moment of every day is exhausting. But in that moment, in looking for a place to hide, a moment of surrender, she feels she has betrayed him.

She is so exhausted she falls asleep in the car on the way home. She’s woken by Josephine pulling at her shirt, opening her buttons.

‘Isabella needs to feed,’ she says, placing her tiny baby in her arms.

Back on the stairs, Pip listens to the one-sided phone conversation, to Josephine’s final parting words.

‘Will he come home, do you think?’ Josephine asks, her voice going up a telltale octave. ‘Well, let me know when you do know. It’s important for me to know these things.’

They’re talking about Jamie. Pip’s heart pounds faster at the idea of him returning.

‘Between us, Maureen, we’ll work out what’s best for Isabella.’

And that’s the way it has always been.

Pip quietly retreats upstairs and, feeling jittery and powerless, she does one of the only things that calms her and gives her control – crafting words and paper. She sits at her desk.

Origami girl

Has an origami baby

Birthing her

Rips her delicate paper

She folds her baby

Once,

Then twice,

And tucks her inside

A fold of her own

So no one

Can take her

Away
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Pip lies on her bed and looks at the ‘Bridge over a Pond of Water Lilies’ print by Monet on the wall above her desk. She could and has spent hours at a time studying it.

Art had been her favourite subject at school. She had enjoyed disappearing from conventional school and immersing herself in another world. She liked the paint on her fingers and stains on her uniform as she re-joined the other students in her next lesson. The woodwork boys emerged with sawdust on their jumpers and cuts on their fingers, the technical drawing crowd carried their T-squares over their shoulders as though they were back from digging a mine, the art students emerged as if they’d been on an adventure, on an outdoor excursion to examine shadow and light, or to find as many different shades of one colour as they could. These art wildlings, soul-slippers, sliding back into conventional academic life.

She was pregnant when she began writing the Origami Girl poems. She wanted to make herself smaller, but she kept getting bigger. She started to fold herself up in other ways, and keep everything in under layers, and the origami naturally occurred. Her pen finds words she can’t say out loud, her fingers find the shapes, the shapes form feelings she can’t express in any other way.

She doesn’t need to open the box of poems to remember her first ever Origami Girl poem, it’s in her mind:

Origami girl

Is a paper thin girl

So fine

And delicate

Made stronger by folding.

But underneath

She still hurts.

Her favourite artist at school was Monet and, while she didn’t have the opportunity to finish school, or further her art studies, he was the artist she’d continued to be inspired by. Perhaps it was because his work reminded her of a time when she felt young, happy, free, without the shame and the disappointment. Having Bella had brought about many beautiful moments in her life, every day something new to celebrate, every giggle, every song, every word, tooth and first step were joyful unbeatable moments, she could never wish this child and this raw joy away, but it was also the event that altered her. Before, she was carefree, in love, naïve, confident. The woman that emerged after was heartbroken, afraid, apologetic, and lacked confidence.

A framed print of the water lilies painting hangs over her white desk and is the only splash of colour in her otherwise bleached bedroom. She likes the calm feeling her little space brings her, her only own thing in this house. Her mother is prone to clutter, filling every shelf and surface with something, and piling things up in corners and in drawers, even in this new house.

To Josephine, Pip’s room seems unfinished. A blank canvas.

Perhaps Josephine is correct about that part – it is a canvas, for her to reflect her imagination, thoughts, dreams, desires upon. Not all of them visible to the naked eye. The projector is in her mind.

Pip watches the Monet painting for so long it seems to move. The water in the pond ripples. It spreads out to fill her canvas wall, she looks around the frame and imagines the wall cracking, the pressure of the water building against it and threatening to break through, spilling from the painting.

She frowns and sits up. She really does see a crack in the wall. She walks over and notices for the first time, a crack next to the bottom left corner of the white frame. She touches it and feels her way along it to the frame.

Did she make this happen with her mind?

She lifts the frame away from the wall at the bottom and her eyes follow the line of the crack, which travels all the way up to the nail she hammered into the wall for her print.

She can’t tell Philip about the crack. She can’t tell any of them. She’d been working so hard to remain under the radar, she had sent tremors through her and her family sixteen years ago, and they’d scrambled for so long after that. Moving house, building their dream home was a new beginning. She couldn’t be responsible for any more cracks appearing.

She opens her top drawer and roots around for a sketch.

‘Girls! Dinner!’ Josephine calls.

Bella’s music is playing, she won’t hear. It will be up to Pip to call her.

‘Okay!’ Pip shouts.

With trembling hands she looks through all of the loose pieces of paper with her sketches and attempts at poetry. She is proud of them, which is why they’re in the drawer and not in the bin, but she wants to keep her art private, not something else for Josephine to criticise, dissect and disassemble.

‘Girls!’ Josephine calls again.

Pip opens her door a crack. ‘I’ll get Bella!’ she calls down, and then closes it.

Sketches of flowers. Almost matchstick-like. She likes rudimentary designs, her own style a complete contrast to Monet’s. Her own are always sharp, pencil drawings. Flowers with corners and edges, which is why origami appeals to her.

She comes across a sketch of Pip’s baby foot, in her own hand. It makes her smile.

She hears angry footsteps. The floor shakes as Josephine pounds up the stairs.

Pip pushes the drawer closed and tucks the sketch of the baby foot under the frame, where it just about manages to hide the crack.

Her bedroom door opens violently and hits her on the shoulder as she jumps away.

‘Ow!’

‘Well what are you doing in here?’ Josephine snaps, getting a fright and moving directly to anger. Always defensive. Always right.

‘I’m just finishing up.’

‘Finishing up what?’ she asks, eyeing Pip’s desk as if it’s going to attack her. Josephine does not like the unknown.

She opens the door fully and looks inside suspiciously, as if Pip is still a teenager smoking in her room. Pip’s conscious of the crack in her wall, she feels it throbbing.

‘I’ll get Bella,’ Pip says quickly.

Pip guards this part of the day. Calling on Bella and the two of them going downstairs together. Catching up on a little bit of Bella’s life, having the freedom to possibly make an impact on her daughter. Plant something positive and guiding in her head, share something with her, learn something from her, crack a joke and enjoy hearing her laugh. Whatever she can get. It’s two minutes.

‘You get downstairs. Isabella!’ Josephine calls, knocking on her door and waiting.

Huffy, Pip goes downstairs alone, her two minutes, on top of all the other minutes, stolen from her.
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