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CHAPTER 1

‘Claire! You’re back in bed! It’s four o’clock. Can you put your phone down for two seconds? We need to get going! It’s your mother we’re visiting!’

Jamie, Claire’s boyfriend, was standing in the bedroom doorway, looking amused despite his exasperation.

‘Sorry! I’m up. I’m up.’ Claire straggled to her feet still clutching her phone, open as always to WhatsApp.

Jamie’s eyes flickered to the phone. ‘All okay?’

‘Yes!’ Claire conjured a smile to reassure Jamie, but her mind was still lodged firmly in the phone – specifically in the girls’ group chat titled ‘The Bitch Herd’. None of them had replied to her Happy New Year’s message. Not even a casual emoji or GIF. It’d been eighteen minutes.

Concern lingered in Jamie’s wide grey eyes. He was always concerned now – how could he not be?

Claire swallowed her guilt and scouted for something to say to distract him. ‘I am okay! I’m buzzing for Christmas Dinner the Sequel!’

‘Insisting on re-celebrating Christmas on New Year’s … Your mother is nothing if not a complete loon!’ Jamie winced. ‘Sorry! Not a loon. A … you know … a very intense person.’

Jamie pushed his dark hair back and made his way towards Claire. The tiny bedroom of their city centre flat was filled to absolute capacity with their small double bed so he had to shuffle carefully along the narrow channel (clogged with Claire’s discarded clothes) between bed and wall to sit on the bed. He leaned over to hug Claire.

‘I’m really sorry that my parents’ split is dominating the festivities this year,’ Claire grimaced.

Christmas Part II was her mother Marian’s response to the fact that David, Claire’s dad, had won the coin toss deciding which parent Claire would have Christmas with.

‘Don’t be sorry,’ murmured Jamie, nuzzling Claire’s neck before heading back over to the mirrored built-in wardrobe that ran the length of the opposite wall. There was such a dearth of floor space, he had to kneel on the bed to get the doors open.

Claire watched as Jamie pulled out a plaid shirt and dark jeans, then shimmied back towards the door and tossed the clothes out into the living room. They often got dressed out there; that’s how tight the bedroom was. Claire felt a little bad. On Jamie’s Google salary they could probably have afforded something a shade bigger, but Claire had insisted that they split the rent equally. And unfortunately, working as a childminder, she didn’t make nearly as much as Jamie did, even though her bosses Norah and Sean Sweeney were generous.

‘At least your parents actually WANT to see us.’ Jamie was matter-of-fact. ‘All my mother has done is send me pictures of their Alaskan cruise, proclaiming “best Christmas and New Year’s ever”. Subtext: “We should have ditched you kids long ago”!’

While Claire was an only child, Jamie was the middle one of five boys. His brothers were lovely, though even after three years with Jamie, Claire still couldn’t quite get a handle on who was who. They had a host of English names like Edward and Colin and were all perfectly nice but too similar for Claire to have any hope of differentiating them. Jamie, with Claire in tow, had only gone back home to Tunbridge Wells a handful of times since leaving for a job in Google’s Dublin offices. And now, because the brothers were all married off, procreating at a fierce rate and spending the holidays at their various in-laws, Jamie’s parents had decided to abandon the customary family gathering and take themselves off on an extended holiday.

The timing was brilliant, as it meant Claire would have Jamie as a wingman through this first torturous Christmas with her ‘separated’ parents. Though there was nothing ‘separate’ about their current set-up. Her mum and dad were both still living in the same house, as they hadn’t a hope of affording a second place. Rent in Shanganagh, the small village an hour from the city where Claire had grown up, was exorbitant. And so her dad was cowering in the old guest room down the hall from her mum. Claire was pretty sure that they’d eventually get back together. She fucking hoped so.

Claire sighed. ‘At least your parents have some sense of boundaries.’ She really only had one foot in the conversation: she wanted to check her WhatsApp but didn’t want to seem like she was obsessing; that would set Jamie on edge. ‘I just don’t know if I can do another episode of the Marian and David Shitshow so soon after the last one. My dad shedding a few tears into the stuffing while my mum blasts Wham! from down the hall is not what memories are made of.’

‘Hmm.’ Jamie nodded in sympathy. ‘Look, remember we have a game plan. We get in, we get out. We’re back here in time for midnight and couch.’

By mutual agreement, they’d decided to watch disaster movies to honour the passing of what had to have been the most apocalyptic year of their relationship so far. Claire shook the thought away and tried to smile.

‘Is this thing grafted to your hand?’ Jamie held up Claire’s right arm, still clutching the phone.

‘I wish it was – that would be so handy!’ Claire quipped, attempting to sound playful, to be more like her old self.

‘We’ll probably see it in our lifetime,’ said Jamie with a rueful shake of his head. He slid the phone from Claire’s grip and pulled her down onto the duck-egg blue throw and matching pillows. They kissed and Claire tried to stay in the moment, but her thoughts kept straying back to the silent WhatsApp group where still no one had responded to her Happy New Year’s message.

Why is no one replying? It’s the New Year. Surely everyone lashes the standard Happy New Year text into all their WhatsApp groups?

Jamie was kissing her more urgently and it was very nice, but Claire could not focus while the group chat was lying dormant.

Why is NO ONE replying? It’s New Year’s everywhere, for fuck’s sake.

The phone buzzed in Jamie’s hand and Claire had to resist the urge to forcibly push Jamie off and grab it from him.

‘I should check that,’ she said lightly, trying not to betray her eagerness.

They broke apart and Jamie stood, smiling. He tossed the phone to Claire. ‘I guess it’s for the best – you’re just too nice a distraction and we REALLY need to go! You have fifteen minutes to get ready.’

Claire smiled and watched him leave before pouncing on the phone. The rising excitement abruptly ebbed as she realised it wasn’t a reply in the Bitch Herd group but a voice note from her mother. It was seventeen minutes long.

Resigned, she grabbed her earpods from the shelf above her side of the bed. Marian wasn’t one of those parents who didn’t get technology; she was more up on these things than most young people, having worked in PR up until taking early retirement the year before. Since she had more time on her hands, her Voicys had doubled in length and Claire suspected she was actually dictating her memoirs via WhatsApp.

Claire connected her earpods to the phone, selected double speed – that way it’d only take half the time to listen – and pressed play. Next, she scooched over to her side of the wardrobe and shimmied out of her joggers and jumper; then she began wrestling with the strappy silver slip dress she’d picked out earlier. All the while her mum raged in her ears.

‘Claire, pumpkin. I know I’m seeing you shortly, but you won’t believe what that effing bee Darina has done to me now …’

Marian didn’t use curse words but instead the first letter of a bad word, which meant she had her own lexicon of swearing. Bee was bitch, effing was fucking, and so on.

‘… She was supposed to bring meringues to the afternoon tea we’re having for Noleen tomorrow and then at the last minute with no effing notice she announces that she’s doing a lemon drizzle.’

Claire laced up her Docs and pulled on a big, chunky black cardigan – one of the many things she’d made to channel some of the nervous energy that plagued her. Knitting calmed her mind, along with the cornucopia of pharmaceuticals she was supposed to take. Shit. That reminded her …

She crawled back over to her shelf and the pill sorter sitting on top of her stack of craft books. She examined the little compartments and took out Friday’s trio of meds. The previous two days were still stocked with pills: she must have forgotten to take Wednesday’s and Thursday’s. It’s very hard to keep track of all the adult admin, she reassured herself. She took out the pills she’d missed and popped them into her knitting bag, which hung from the bed post. She didn’t want Jamie to see the missed days when they restocked the sorter together on Sunday night; she’d put them back in the bottles before then.

In her ears, her mother was still on a roll. ‘Now I’m up S-H creek with berries and cream and no meringues to put them on. This is just so typical of her.’

Marian’s ability to obsess over the minutia was incredible though Claire sometimes worried that this trait might be genetic. Sure, she didn’t care about cake politics as much as Marian did, but her focus on the various machinations and micro-slights of her friendship group was, even Claire could see, not dissimilar.

‘Then of course I hear that Darina is having a dinner party on Sunday night and has invited everyone except me. And you know why that is, of course.’ Marian paused for breath for the first time since she’d begun speaking.

Claire knew what was coming and tensed slightly.

‘It’s because I’ve split with your father. I know it. They’re so effing uptight. They think, “Oh, we can’t have Marian because she’s not with David any more so the numbers will be uneven.”’

As Jamie had said, Marian was intense and it was extremely intense being her only child, especially since the split, when her Voicys had become ever more unhinged.

Though with everything that had happened this year, Claire figured she was in no position to call anyone unhinged.

Claire flicked away from WhatsApp and resumed the episode of Your Hot Friend she’d been listening to earlier. It was her favourite podcast – two best friends, Lexi and Amanda, just chatting.

Jamie did not get it. ‘Are they discussing interesting topics?’ he’d asked. ‘No! It’s just chaotic chit-chat – it’s fun,’ Claire had replied.

Claire sat on the edge of the bed to face the mirrored door and grabbed her little make-up bag. Lexi was talking about the night she’d met her boyfriend, Jonathan. This brought a smile to Claire’s lips as she remembered the night she’d met Jamie three years ago, at, of all things, a ceramics class. It was Claire’s twenty-eighth birthday and she’d been pretty down, because Aifric, her best friend since they were four, had bailed on the class at the last minute. Claire wasn’t exactly thrilled about going on her own, but she’d paid for the course. And in a way it worked out better that Claire was on her own. She probably wouldn’t have been as open to chatting to the tall, angular Jamie with his messy pile of dark hair if Aifric had been there. Jamie had brought his sales team, trying to foster a bit of bonding among his charges.

Claire smoothed a little tinted moisturiser on her creamy pale skin, scattered with freckles, and grinned at the memory of Jamie completely ignoring his colleagues the second he saw Claire. Jamie was confident, and before their bowls were thrown, he’d asked Claire to come for dinner.

While Lexi and Amanda bantered back and forth on the podcast, Claire leaned into the mirror and added a deep plum lip that worked well with her red hair. Two subtle little flicks of eyeliner in the corners of her brown eyes and she was ready.

Claire approached the driveway of her childhood home warily. These days it was hard to know what she’d be walking into when she arrived. On any given day, Marian and David could be entirely ignoring each other’s existence or vocally railing at one other from either end of the house. It was so hard to predict with them; she got emotional whiplash every time.

The estate was packed with extra cars: New Year’s parties were gearing up all around them. The grassy park in the centre of the estate was frosty and almost navy green in the approaching darkness. The white bungalows, still festooned with Christmas lights, circled this patch where she and Aifric had graduated from Tip the Can to Kiss Chase and eventually to languid sunny afternoons reading More! magazine and eating Icebergers.

At the foot of the driveway of fourteen Dundeela Crescent, she and Jamie paused, looking at the latest evidence of her parents’ pettiness: a heavy chalk line demarcating one side of the driveway from the other, with the words ‘You park here!’ Her mother’s banged-up Volvo estate was sitting just to the left of the line and her father’s little red Fiat to the right. Claire rolled her eyes at Jamie as they slipped past the cars to the door.

Just as Claire reached for the bell, she heard her mother’s voice ring out from behind.

‘Why are you so early?’

She and Jamie turned around to where Marian was standing, half in, half out of a taxi that had just pulled up.

‘We’re only twenty minutes early!’ Claire narrowed her eyes at Marian’s extremely fancy outfit: a black velvet tuxedo jacket, matching trousers and a diamante-studded black hairband in her tousled salt and pepper hair.

Marian leaned in to thank the driver, then shut the door gently.

‘Well,’ she beamed shyly, walking towards them. ‘You caught me! I’m a dirty stop-out! Would you believe it, I’m still out from last night!’

‘Delighted for you,’ Claire squirmed. ‘Absolutely no need for any further details.’

Marian ignored this: ‘His name’s Peter; he’s forty-two. A little lash.’

‘Mum! That’s very young.’ Claire was momentarily impressed, but this was immediately dampened by a glance up at the curtained window on the right of the bungalow where her dad now dwelled. Poor Dad. Marian was fifty-four – she’d had Claire in her early twenties – while David was about to turn sixty. He couldn’t compete with a forty-two-year-old.

‘Well, I don’t want to have sex with an old man. Who would?’

‘Not me,’ Jamie grinned gamely.

‘And OLD men …’ Marian wrinkled her nose. ‘Well, let’s just say there’s a lot of loose skin in the crotch when they’re YOUNG … never mind when—’

‘Okay,’ Claire interrupted. ‘I need to line my stomach if you’re planning on giving any more details on this front.’

Marian pulled Claire into a hug and Claire basked in her mother’s comforting smell, unchanged in thirty-one years: Coromandel, a fancy perfume David replaced every birthday and Christmas. That’ll probably be my job now, Claire realised. Her mum’s birthday was in September: if her parents stayed separated, her costs were going to rise significantly.

‘Right, inside, you two. Let’s get the oven on; I had the foresight to prep everything yesterday evening before I went out.’

In the kitchen, while her mother set the table, Claire examined the recently instated roster stuck to the fridge – a colour-coded timetable of who was using the kitchen when. David was yellow and Marian was green. She’d grown up with them fighting; she’d thought that was what all parents did. Still, she couldn’t quite believe that they were calling it a day – also the timing of it seemed pertinent, though they both insisted it had nothing to do with what had happened last year.

Suddenly, after over three decades of sticking each other out, they were sleeping in different rooms and refusing to explain why. Every time she’d tried to get an answer, they’d fobbed her off, saying it was between them and not something for her to worry about.

Claire grabbed a bottle of white wine from the fridge, inside of which everything was labelled with green and yellow Post-its.

‘So how are you feeling?’ Marian was putting plates in the oven, where a tray of roast potatoes was crisping up.

‘Great!’ Claire said brightly.

‘Fab,’ Marian nodded with a firm smile.

Claire felt sorry for her. Imagine only having one child and for it to be such a dud.

‘And how are you, Jamie?’

‘I’m good.’ He was distributing Christmas crackers. ‘I’ve loads of training seminars lined up across the European teams when we get back to the office, so I’ll be going all over the place!’

A sudden slant to the mouth betrayed Marian’s worry, but her tone stayed bright: ‘Well, Claire, you can come out here any time and stay with us if you’re … lonely or whatever!’

‘Oh sure. Thanks, Mum. It’s pretty far with work but yeah, maybe.’

She didn’t have the slightest intention of it. She’d be on the train for two hours a day if she was going back and forth to her parents’ from the Sweeneys’ place in Stoneyhill where she worked. Things would have to reeeeally nosedive for her to do that.

They did before … The thought rose unbidden and Claire turned from it. It’s different now. I know what’s wrong with me. I know how to handle myself.

‘So is Dad … like … gonna pop in and say “hi”?’ Claire said, eager to change the subject.

‘No.’ Marian pursed her lips. ‘I wasn’t allowed to encroach on his time on Christmas Day—’

‘We asked you if you wanted some trifle!’ Claire persisted.

‘And you recall I declined,’ came Marian’s prim response.

‘Sure,’ Claire replied, defeated.

‘Now. Any news? How is Aifric? And the girls? I ran into Connie.’ Marian turned to Jamie. ‘Aifric’s mum and I still do bridge together, even though they’re long gone from the estate. Moved down closer to town after the girls went off to college,’ she explained. ‘Anyway, she was telling me that Aifric’s doing some huge rebrand for a drinks company. She’s so dynamic.’

‘Yeah, she’s mad busy.’

Too busy to answer a text, Claire thought darkly. The silence in the Bitch Herd WhatsApp group felt somehow pointed.

By the time midnight was approaching, Claire and Jamie were mercifully freed from the awkward dinner and back cozied up on their black faux leather couch watching The Day After Tomorrow. Claire often wondered if there was some kind of mandate that all extortionate Dublin rentals must have at least one horrendous pleather couch. Claire had often made the mistake of sitting on it in shorts – disastrous. If you got up without carefully unpeeling yourself, you’d be nearly skinned. We need to get one of those universal couch covers; it’d bring the room together, she thought, adding it to her ever-lengthening mental to-do list. She looked around the room. It was bleak. As if the Dublin rental market wasn’t depressing enough, there was orange pine everywhere and main lights blaring above. We need some lamps, she noted.

Nadia had mentioned lamps she got somewhere …

The thought brought her full circle back to the Bitch Herd group chat where the lamp-mention had occurred. Someone must’ve replied to Claire’s text by now. She unlocked the phone and checked. Not a word. She sighed and Jamie looked over.

‘What’s up? You also pissed off that Dennis Quaid is criminally underused in this movie?’ he grinned.

‘An excellent point, but no. It’s just … I sent a Happy New Year’s text to the Bitch Herd,’ she said quietly. ‘There’s like fifteen minutes left in 2022 and no one’s said a thing. Not. A. Fucking. Word. I feel like …’ She hesitated slightly, not wanting to sound pathetic, but then Jamie cut in, giving voice to her concerns.

‘You think they’re all out together somewhere? Without you?’ he said gently, frowning.

Claire looked across to the telly, where a tidal wave was ploughing through New York City. There’s some dumb metaphor here, she thought.

‘But Claire …’ Jamie stroked her hair. ‘Did you say you were going to your mum’s? Maybe they made a plan and just didn’t say cos they knew …’ He trailed off. Jamie knew the Bitch Herd were more than capable of letting Claire down.

Claire rustled up a smile. ‘Yeah, actually, I think you’re right,’ she said vaguely, so that they could drop the subject. Jamie could get quite outraged on her behalf.

Claire tried to focus on the movie, but her brain thrummed with theories about her friends. They were having dinner, or maybe they were out at a gig. The not knowing was the worst part.

Maybe one of them’s posted something on Insta? Surely they will have. She picked up her phone. Everyone has to ’gram their fun, how else can they bask in it? Fun unwitnessed by internet followers lacks a certain umami. She’d know, she thought bitterly. She was usually the viewer supplying said seasoning. Whenever she did go out with them all, she did the basking, folded into group selfies and feeling the warm glow of belonging.

She opened Instagram and went to Aifric’s profile first.

Aifric was the alpha. She’d been the alpha of every group she’d ever been in since they started Montessori together. Even the teachers seemed to just get that Aifric was better than them. She was their superior, essentially. When she insisted that she play both the Virgin Mary and the Angel Gabriel in the nativity play (she wanted to be the lead but she also wanted to wear wings), they obeyed, completely cowed by her, which resulted in a strangely avant-garde take on this quintessentially Irish Catholic rite of passage.

Jamie, being both English and Jewish, thought Claire was taking the piss when she told him that in Irish primary schools, the children do an elaborate re-enactment of Jesus Christ’s BIRTH every Christmas. Claire was always a shepherd. She just had that kind of vibe: some people are shepherds, some people are main players and some people – Aifric – are both the lead AND an angel. As children, Aifric’s blonde hair and blue eyes and innate instinct for what was cool meant others flocked to her – she pioneered the rip-off trouser craze in fourth class and was an early adopter of the Juicy Couture joggers in second year.

Claire’s proximity to Aifric in primary school meant she could bask in some of her reflected light. When they started secondary, new friends appeared – Nadia, Helena and Gillian – all orbiting Aifric like planets do the sun and Claire became just another planet. And as the years went on, her orbit felt further and further from Aifric, especially when Claire went to DIT to study Montessori teaching while they all went off to UCD together.

Now, as an adult, Aifric’s hair existed in a permanent immaculate blow-out and her clothes were tailored and chic. Claire’s hair was in a permanent bun and her clothes were often covered in glitter and paint after a day with the Sweeney kids, Lila, Frankie and Sonny. They just didn’t seem to have as much in common as they used to.

Aifric’s Insta story flicked past. She was certainly out. But it looked like it was a romantic dinner for two with Paul, her equally alpha boyfriend.

Claire went back to the Bitch Herd group chat and held her thumb down on her own Happy New Year’s message, just hanging there like a bad smell, then hit ‘Info’.


√√ Read

Nadia

4 hours ago

Helena

5 hours ago

Gillian

5 hours ago

√√ Delivered

Aifric

8 hours ago



They’ve ALL READ IT! What the fuck? Well, except for Aifric.

Somehow it was very Aifric to not have read something: banal activities like reading messages were beneath her; she was born better. But the others. They could reply, at least.

Claire flicked back to Insta and was immediately assailed by a shocking, just-shared image. Aifric. An immaculate manicure. And a diamond ring.

‘Oh my god!’ Claire squealed. She was flooded with equal parts excitement and relief. Aifric wasn’t not answering, she was getting engaged.

Jamie was startled. ‘What the hell!’

‘Aifric is engaged!’

‘Ahh!’ Jamie smiled, a little tightly. He had his feelings about Aifric and the Bitch Herd.

‘I can’t believe one of us is getting married. I’ve never been a bridesmaid before. Eeeeek!’

‘Has she asked you to be bridesmaid?’ Jamie’s words were careful.

‘Well, she hasn’t asked me yet, but like, I’m her oldest friend.’ In Claire’s hand, the phone purred with WhatsApp notifications, no doubt the Bitch Herd collectively gushing over Aifric’s news. ‘There’s so much to plan. The dress! The hen! My maid of honour speech!’

‘Hmmmmm.’ Jamie offered up a tepid little smile, which Claire chose to ignore. She returned to the phone to add a burst of joyful emojis to the cascade of excitement.

‘I feel like this gives a whole new vibe to this new year. We’ll be doing dress-shopping and countless amounts of prosecco-ing. It’s gonna be so fun.’




CHAPTER 2

‘Well, if it isn’t my sister, the rising star of the Irish podcasting scene!’ Abi, Lexi’s youngest brother, plonked himself into the passenger seat of her battered grey Saab.

‘Alright, no need to mock me, or you can walk to Dad’s.’ Lexi tucked her long dark hair behind her ears, checked her wing mirror and pulled away from the decidedly unattractive house-share in Inchicore that Abi had moved into just before Christmas. He’d just moved home, after returning from Glasgow, where he’d been studying marine biology for the last few years.

‘I’m not mocking,’ he insisted. ‘I’m merely quoting the article.’

Lexi turned left out of the estate and started down the canal towards the Naas road that would bring them to Hereford, the village where they’d grown up, an hour and a half outside Dublin. The roads still had the deserted post-New Year’s vibe, though in another week life would no doubt be kicking off again at its usual frenetic pace. All going well, this year would be her busiest yet. Lexi could feel the anticipation gathering: there was so much to look forward to career-wise. Especially if the piece in The Cut was anything to go by.

She just needed to get today over with. The fifth of January was hard every year. I should be used to it by now. She’s gone eighteen years.

‘Lexi?’ Abi was looking over.

‘Sorry! The article! Yep! I haven’t read it, to be honest. You know how it is. They can be so … judgy.’ Her podcast, Your Hot Friend, wasn’t for everyone. The iTunes reviews were either one-star or five-star; nothing in between. Everyone felt strongly about Your Hot Friend. It was either ‘setting feminism back 200 years’ or it was the ‘funniest, rawest, say-what-we’re-all-thinking’ show on the internet.

Lexi was particularly shocked that the piece seemed to have gone so well. She needn’t have wasted most of the Christmas break fretting over all the ways the journalist who’d done the interview, a conscientious young Gen Z-er, would pick apart their occasionally controversial show, routinely dubbed ‘problematic’.

‘She called you the female Joe Rogan.’ Abi grinned. ‘Which is I’m pretty sure a bad thing, but she also said ye were …’ – he consulted his phone – ‘probably the last no-bullshit, authentic podcasters on the internet’.

‘Yikes! Don’t tell me any more – I don’t want to know.’ Lexi wasn’t a fan of reading back over their press. So often it was car crash stuff. Her co-host slash best friend, Amanda, was a liability. Within the confines of their platforms, Amanda’s divisive commentary was warmly received. Their listeners, the ‘Hotties’, applauded Amanda’s willingness to say whatever she liked, consequences be damned. The people she offended – everyone from the RTÉ weatherman with whom she had a long-standing beef to the Auschwitz Memorial Museum – labelled her ignorant at best and downright hateful at worst.

‘The Jane Rogans!’ Abi was shaking his head. ‘Guess that’s what you and Amanda signed up for.’

Lexi reached over to mess up Abi’s dark curls. ‘Thank you for the sympathy.’ Abi was more like her twin than a brother; there was barely a year between them. They were the youngest of five, though their three older brothers had all scattered for university – Andrew to London, Paulie to Canada and Tristan to Melbourne. They seemed more like strangers on the rare occasions when they did all get together now. Even family Zoom calls were awkward, given that the time-zones didn’t even align.

‘You don’t need sympathy, Lexi! According to The Cut, you’re one of the “ones to watch” of 2023. Well, you and Amanda. Mad! I take it she’s not coming today?’ He gestured to the empty back seat.

Lexi smiled. ‘Oh, she is. We all had a late one last night and Amanda crashed at mine and Jonathan’s, so they’re following in Jonathan’s car. They’ll be down for dinner.’

‘You, Jonathan and Amanda are like a throuple!’

Lexi giggled. ‘Yuck. Weird. It’s more like Amanda is my and Jonathan’s wayward child.’

‘God,’ Abi snorted as he thumbed his phone, playing Tetris. ‘Imagine you and Jonathan with a child!’

Abi had never been much of a fan of Jonathan’s, not even when they first got together. She’d met Jonathan at a media event five years ago, when Your Hot Friend was in its infancy. She and Amanda had been downing free drinks in a committed fashion and Jonathan and Lexi fell into conversation late on in the night.

‘She your co-host, then?’ He’d nodded at Amanda, who was lolling like a bladder on a stick on the couch beside her.

‘Yeah. She’s not usually like this,’ Lexi had lied. She was always like this – a drink, a line, a pill, and Amanda was away. ‘She didn’t have dinner.’

‘Right,’ Jonathan had grinned. ‘Listen. Don’t let her change. She’s your golden goose. Controversial, hot, messy. People won’t be able to look away.’

Lexi was a bit miffed at the ‘hot’ bit, but he quickly followed up.

‘Not as hot as you, of course.’ He’d stared down at her. She was wearing her trademark cropped band tee, no bra and grubby trackies. She’d basked in the laser focus of his attention. Jonathan wasn’t everyone’s idea of hot – he had a quiff of grey hair and sharp features, but his confidence was magnetic. He was thirty-four then – nine years older than her – and he made her feel gorgeous.

That night, Lexi and Jonathan had fucked in a hurry in the jacks while Amanda remained splayed on the couch outside in the dim lounge, music blaring.

‘Is a baby SO hard to imagine?’ Lexi shot back at Abi, frowning at the featureless motorway rising ahead of her. ‘I’m thirty; he’s nearly forty. We’re looking for a house together. It’s not that crazy.’

Even though screwing in a toilet was a slightly squalid beginning, they’d soon found out that they had a lot in common. Jonathan’s mum was gone too, though unlike Lexi’s, she hadn’t died: she’d left the family when Jonathan was nine. He’d barely seen her in the years since. Lexi suspected that this early trauma was what had given Jonathan his toughness, but his slightly brash exterior belied an unexpectedly caring side. After a few dates, he’d started to relax and Lexi found herself falling for him. He was particularly encouraging of her career, which no one in her family had shown any interest in. In the first year, he travelled tons, managing tours for some of the biggest acts in the pop world, but as Your Hot Friend’s listenership grew, he suggested he become their manager. That way he could stop touring and they could move in together and actually live like a normal couple, plus they could get serious about the show, which Jonathan believed had the potential to go international. He even made a formal pitch to Lexi and Amanda, with a comprehensive plan for their world domination. And so his role in Lexi’s life expanded from boyfriend to boyfriend-manager.

‘Baby? What does that mean …?’ Abi had turned to examine her face. ‘A baby, Lex … fuuuuuck.’

‘Well, no, we’re not … trying or anything.’ Lexi shook her head. ‘It definitely would not play well for the show; it’s already bad enough that I’ve been coupled up for so long.’

Abi laughed. ‘Gotta keep the listeners happy! Also, you’ve already got enough tied up with Jonathan: boyfriend, manager …’

Abi had questioned the wisdom of this joint occupation of Jonathan’s before, but since Amanda, who was the one most at risk of getting screwed by the set-up, wasn’t remotely worried about it, Lexi had dismissed his concerns. And it was undeniable that Jonathan was the best thing to have happened to the show. They’d started the podcast for a laugh, just recording their post-night out drunken conversations, and were initially as surprised as everyone else when they immediately gained a dedicated following. Back then it had all been pretty slapdash – they weren’t making any money off it and had no idea how to – but once Jonathan had come on board and started brokering sponsorship deals, they’d both been able to ditch their day jobs pretty quickly. Since graduating, Lexi’d worked in marketing and Amanda had worked in a restaurant called Chez Sandrines alongside doing a bit of modelling, which in Ireland at the time largely consisted of slightly embarrassing photocalls: posing in bikinis on Grafton Street with a variety of bizarre objects. Jonathan had negotiated brand deals for them. Organised their live tours. Even sorted their taxes every year, as their earnings jumped from a paltry few hundred a month to a decent five figures.

About halfway home, Lexi pulled in for petrol and for Abi to grab snacks. She tried to ignore the waft of his deli chicken-fillet roll as she got the green juice marked ‘Thursday PM’ from the cooler bag in the back seat. Before Christmas, Amanda had announced that Lexi was getting the ‘love chub’ from having been with Jonathan too long and had signed them both up to the service. Every day you could have two juices and one meal.

‘Not fucked up at all,’ Lexi had quipped when Amanda first introduced the idea. Still, Amanda was right: the fact was, ‘hotness’ wasn’t just a ‘state of mind’, as they endlessly proclaimed on the podcast. It took work. Lexi knew Amanda wasn’t being mean; she was being practical. So, every day, Lexi picked which meals she would be ‘drinking’ and which she’d be ‘eating’. It’s not the worst – everyone has something about their job that they hate, she reflected. We’re having dinner with Dad tonight, she told herself sternly. That’s today’s food.

She and Amanda always made sure to eat around people; it wasn’t something they’d discussed explicitly, but there was an understanding. Diets weren’t on trend any more. Lexi and Amanda were the hot girls that ate! Their Your Hot Friend feed on Insta was full of them necking milkshakes and tonguing doughnuts. They never finished any of it, of course, and lately Amanda had read an article about some influencers using diabetes medication for weight loss and had been pushing for them to try it.

Lexi was sick of the whole thing. Never eating enough meant she was always thinking about food and on nights that Jonathan was out, she often gorged.

Lexi’s WhatsApp buzzed with a picture message from Jonathan and she grinned at the sight of her two favourite people, Amanda and Jonathan, pulling faces in Jonathan’s car.


Absolutely hangin’ but hittin’ the road cuz we love you so much! (Don’t forget to share the Ones to Watch piece on social!!!!)



Lexi moved away from the car and pulled out her phone to do a quick story for Insta.

‘Hey guys! Super exciting news today! Your Hot Friend has been named one of the “ones to watch in 2023” by The Cut! Eeeeek, can’t believe it. We’ll definitely be hittin the voddies during our record later so expect an even more chaotic episode than usual!!’

She finished the story and added the link to the article. Then, frowning, she dragged a filter across her smiling face on the phone. The voddies would probably have to wait till they were back in Dublin. It would be better not to drink down home.

Her dad, Eamon, had been drinking again over the Christmas period. Thank god for Abi and Jonathan and Amanda. Without them, going home this weekend would have been way too bleak. It was becoming harder and harder every year to cope with the cycle of drinking and quitting, drinking and quitting. With four brothers, in theory, she could share the burden of her dad, but Andrew, Paulie and Tristan rarely came home, claiming they were too tied up with work, so in the last few years she’d often had to go on her own And as they’d all been contributing financially since Eamon, who was now seventy, retired from teaching, Lexi felt she couldn’t complain about it.

At least Abi was back in the country now. They’d gone down together for Christmas and had to watch as their dad got steadily more bleary and maudlin in front of the TV.

‘Are you and Amanda catching up with any of the school crowd later?’ Abi cut across her thoughts. ‘Eddie and Deano are doing a thing in Malloy’s for their engagement.’

‘Oh yeah! Me and Manda have to record an episode real quick but then will deffo head down. It has been so long since I’ve seen anyone.’

She and Abi arrived just before four p.m. and let themselves in the side door. Inside, the light was already sliding from the small rooms in her dad’s cramped bungalow and Lexi’s chest tightened. When her mum Angela had been alive it had been nice, though always small for their family of seven. After Angela was gone it deteriorated and Lexi was ashamed to bring school friends over; only Amanda ever came.

Though her apartment with Jonathan in Dún Laoghaire was gorgeous – white everything and views over the harbour – when she and Jonathan finally bought a place, it’d be more than just a foot on the ladder, it’d be the first time since she was little she’d have somewhere that actually felt like home. Of course, they’d been outbid on every house they’d tried for and their savings, while decent, could be better. They’d come close to securing a big deal with a huge podcasting platform, Podify, the previous summer but it seemed to have fizzled and died, though Jonathan said he’d follow up with them soon.

In the living room, Lexi took off her big Puffa jacket and leaned down to hug her dad, who hadn’t even stood when they came in. ‘Hiya, Dad.’

She did a speed-scan of the room but saw no bottles or cans anywhere, though it was as dingy as ever and the ashtray was brimming. He also smelt fine: his usual Pears soap and tobacco scent.

Abi shuffled around her to hug his dad and a micro-glance passed between her and her brother, the shorthand used by children of drinkers to communicate that things seem fine, though always with the implication that at any moment things might turn suddenly.

‘How were the roads?’ Eamon asked stiffly.

‘Grand, Dad.’ Abi chucked his coat over the balding corduroy couch and started gathering up the scattered newspapers and abandoned post.

‘I’m gonna start dinner,’ Lexi announced, her bright voice a stark contrast to the leaden feeling in her limbs – it was a heaviness that always settled over her the second she arrived in her childhood home and wouldn’t lift until she was back on the motorway.

While she was relieved to have the distraction of making the dinner, it was also unfathomably sad cooking in the kitchen that used to be her mother’s domain. Nothing had changed in eighteen years. The same utensils crowded the drawers. The same appliances stood on the creamy-beige plastic countertop.

Though the room was preserved, frozen in time, a stubborn layer of grease coated everything and charted the room’s neglect.

The grease skin had begun to form in Lexi’s early teens and all her attempts to clean were futile, as her dad refused to join the effort. Lexi was convinced the room had actually got smaller from the build-up of fat on the walls. On every visit she tried to beat back the advance of filth, but the next time she came it would have once again gained ground.

Lexi sorted through the bags she’d brought in from the car – they were having a roast leg of lamb with garlic and rosemary potatoes and minty peas. She turned on the oven to get it warming and started to peel the potatoes, remembering the time she’d told Amanda about how the counter was so dirty the tea towel had stuck to it. Amanda had been flummoxed. ‘Just wipe it, Lex!’ she’d said. Lexi hadn’t bothered to go into how cleaning historical filth was not a simple task. Amanda had a very nice, ordinary family who would not need a power sander to clean the kitchen counter.

As she started to fill a large pot with water, Lexi noticed a strange smell seeping into the room. It was coming from the oven and her heart sank, realising immediately what was producing the slightly rotten, burning odour. Holding her breath, she opened the oven, her suspicions immediately confirmed. Her dad had left the Christmas leftovers there. She slammed the oven closed again, turned it off and hurried out to the side door for a few gulps of air. Fucking rank, she fumed. I told him once it was all cooled down to wrap it and put it in the fridge. He’s like a fucking child. Christmas was nearly two weeks ago.

‘WHAT is that smell?’ Abi appeared in the hall behind her, covering his nose and mouth with his arm.

‘He left the goddamn meat tray from Christmas in the oven.’

‘Oh, Jesus.’ Abi grimaced. ‘Though at least …’ He dropped his voice. ‘At least, there’s no sign of cans or anything.’

Lexi wasn’t in the mood for any ‘look on the bright side’ bullshit. She was pissed off. ‘We have to get this sorted before Amanda and Jonathan get here.’ Even though Amanda and Jonathan knew about her dad, she couldn’t bear to expose him like this. It was humiliating.

‘Is something burning?’ Her dad had ducked his head out of the living room.

‘Yeah, the rancid meat you left in your oven, Dad!’ Lexi snapped.

His face froze, then crumpled. ‘Ah, Jesus, Lexi, I’m so—’

Lexi didn’t want to hear it. ‘You two can go get some stuff from the Indian in town when it’s time for supper. There’s no way I’m cooking in this oven. I’ll take care of it.’

After Lexi had finished the disgusting task of ridding the oven of spoiled meat, she checked the balance in her current account and decided then and there to shell out for a deep-cleaning service she’d read about. Any time in the past when she’d tried to convince her dad to get a cleaner, he’d argued, but this time he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t necessary.

She found the website, which described their service as ‘trauma cleaning’. Pretty apt, Lexi thought. They cleaned up homes where bodies had been left undiscovered for days. The body in her dad’s house had been gone for years, but the trauma remained.

Her mum had died at home. Angela had withered over a miserable, wet autumn, no longer bustling around cooking and singing along to the radio. The cancer had driven her out of her kitchen and into the hospital bed that had been set up in the ‘good’ room. When Angela died, they swapped the bed out for the coffin and waked her over the course of a bright though sharply cold January day. The loveliness of the weather had felt obscene to Lexi.

This shouldn’t be happening today, she’d thought petulantly from her spot on the hall stairs. She hadn’t had a hope of getting in to see her mother with all the relations and neighbours clogging up every doorway and inch of space.

‘Why do we have to have all these people here?’ she’d complained to Aunty Joan, who just shushed her and told her she was too old for ‘this attitude’.

The men from the funeral home brought the coffin to the church the next morning, but Lexi couldn’t shake the feeling that her mother had been left behind in the house. On the third night of being a girl without a mother, she went downstairs at two a.m. and sat in the ‘good’ room, where fathomless shadows draped every corner. On some level, she was looking for her mum, but the gap where the bed and then the coffin had stood was so stark and empty it triggered a rising panic in her body.

Gasping, she had fled to the kitchen, where the light was so bright, it took her eyes a few minutes to adjust. Then she saw a strange thing. The second drawer in the old pine dresser was hanging open. She went to close it and saw a collection of the battered utensils her mother had always cooked with. She remembered having the thought: Ah, here you are.

She had felt bad for reducing her mum’s life to a bockety old whisk and a few wooden spoons. But time and grief steal people’s memories and now the whisk and spoons seemed more real than her mother did.

Once Lexi had completed the online booking form for the cleaners, she went over to the pine dresser and pulled out the spoons and whisk – while she hated being in the old kitchen, she did like holding the things her mum once held. She put them in her bag.

When I find my home, I’ll put these in my drawers, she promised herself.

An hour later and the smell had mostly gone. Building a fire in the living room helped drive away lingering whiff, and Lexi, Abi, Eamon, Jonathan and Amanda were happily settled on the sofas, cradling warming bowls of rogan josh and butter chicken.

The house felt transformed with the bustle of Amanda and Jonathan gabbing away, and even Eamon seemed livelier.

‘It’s very exciting about the article.’ He picked up Lexi’s hand and gave it a squeeze and she thawed a little. She knew part of why she was so annoyed was because she felt guilty. I should’ve stayed longer over Christmas. I should be down here more often.

‘Your mum would be very proud too.’ He smiled sadly.

‘Course she wouldn’t have a fucking breeze what a podcast is!’ Abi mugged.

‘Sure I barely do!’ Eamon chuckled. ‘But I’m proud. Very proud.’ He raised his glass of Fanta.

‘We should toast to Mum too.’ Lexi raised her own glass. ‘We miss you, Mum, and we love you.’

After dinner, she and Amanda grabbed their mics and left the men to watch The Late Late Show.

In Lexi’s bedroom, they assessed the acoustics.

‘Maybe the wardrobe?’ Amanda gestured at the small walk-in, still packed with Lexi’s teenage clothes and belongings.

‘Yah, we’ll have to sit on the floor, but at least the clothes will limit any echo.’

Amanda produced some vodka from her bag and poured out two generous helpings. Then she noticed Lexi’s face. ‘Oh, would you prefer if we didn’t? Cos of …’ She nodded to the bedroom door and the house beyond.

Lexi chewed her lip, then picked up her glass. ‘Sure, in here is fine. Dad will be gone to bed by the time we’re done, plus it’ll get us in the mood for the pub later!’

‘Oh …’ Amanda leaned over and started plugging her mic into their portable recorder. ‘I texted Deano and said we probably wouldn’t make it with the record and all.’

‘But it’s only like nine.’ Lexi checked her phone. ‘We’ll be done by ten?’

‘Yeah, but …’ Amanda looked unenthused. ‘Can you really be arsed? Chats with the “down home” crowd. It’s all a bit stale, no? They’ll all be shiteing on about mortgages and getting their gardens done.’

‘But—’

‘AND,’ Amanda cut in, her bored expression switching to glee. ‘We’ve got the Club Electra opening tomorrow night! We have to be on form for that. Paid appearance and a chance to mingle with the media sluts – that producer who was talking about the Your Hot Friend documentary will be there.’

‘Oh god, that’ll never happen – TV people are all talk!’ Lexi laughed. ‘But stop changing the subject. We should go. We never see anyone …’

‘Let’s play it by ear!’ Amanda picked up her mic and switched abruptly into her pod voice. ‘Hey, Hotties, happy new year blaa blaa, it’s your fave hot friends here, Lexi and Amanda, with another free-wheeling, no-holes-barred show! Though my holes are never barred—’

Lexi grabbed her mic and slid effortlessly into Your Hot Friend mode. ‘It’s HOLDS-barred,’ Lexi interrupted. ‘Trust you to think it’s holes.’

‘Well, whatevs, bar up your holes, Hotties, and buckle in, cos we’re doing a “New Year, New Me” special, though obviously with the Your Hot Friend sauce. We’re doing self-betterment but with a difference. We’re letting you, our dear listeners, tell us where we’re going wrong and what we can be doing better.’

‘Yep,’ Lexi picked up the thread. ‘We’re going to trawl through the comments on Rants.ie and take advice from some of our biggest haters. It’s gonna be Feelings Roulette and I’m scared.’ She laughed.

‘Okay, you’re first up, Lexi.’ Amanda was scrolling on her phone. ‘Here we go. @CameForTheTea says, “Anyone noticed how safe and boring Lexi’s become? She’s got this adult persona and she never like SAYS anything any more, it’s all just talking about couples’ getaways with Jonathan. Probably all spon, though she never says it. Bet they never have sex even, have you seen him?”’

‘Okay ouch!’ Lexi laughed, hoping it sounded convincing.

You get the audience you deserve, Lexi often thought, especially when a bit soul-searchy after a few voddies, but Your Hot Friend was paying for the voddies and every single other thing in her life. Besides, who else got to have a job where they hung out with their best friend all the time? It was the dream.

And she and Amanda were untouchable in terms of listenership figures in Ireland and the UK. Their crossover to UK audiences – thanks to a few well-placed celeb fans in Amanda’s old modelling agency – meant that no small-fry Irish podcast could ever come close to their success.

‘Well, Lexi?’ Amanda was twirling her messy bleached hair and smirking over at her. ‘Have you become an adult, aka a boring bitch?’

‘Fuck off! I have just become less “twenty-five”!’ Lexi defended herself. ‘I’m over talking about giving blowies on the back of the 46a all the time.’

‘Don’t worry, babes, here’s a Hottie defending you and your boring ways.’ Amanda read on. ‘@LisaC says: “Lexi’s not boring, she’s the straight man. Amanda needs her. If they were both ‘Amandas’, the podcast would be chaos. Imagine the shows! It’d be depraved.” There now! That’s nice to hear. You being boring is actually making the pod better.’

‘Alright, backhanded compliment much?’ Lexi pulled up her own phone. ‘Your turn. @SeeYouNever says: “Amanda is like a car crash, a complete mess but you cannot look away. Did you see her twerking on the lads collecting for charity on Grafton Street last week? She’s like 30, morto for ya luv.” Amanda? Thoughts?’

‘Those little rascals loved it. And I got their consent!’

‘They were transition-year students!’ Lexi howled. ‘You’d have needed written permission from their parents!’

‘Oh shite,’ Amanda giggled. ‘Alright, so our first goal for 2023 is for you to be less boring and me to be more boring. Jesus, the Hotties are impossible to please.’

Lexi laughed along but she couldn’t ignore the familiar wriggle of dread, like eels slithering over one another in her stomach.

‘Amanda, maybe we should edit that,’ she said quickly. ‘I shouldn’t have said they were transition-years; it sounds really bad.’

‘What?’ Amanda looked irritated. ‘Oh my god, it’s so obviously a joke, bébé. The Hotties know that. And who gives a fuck if a few uptight wagons get het up and start calling me a paedo? Don’t let them wreck our buzz.’

‘Okay, okay, I won’t cut it.’ Lexi glanced at the recorder to make a mental note of the timestamp: five minutes eight seconds. Lexi did most of the editing and Amanda never listened back, so she wouldn’t know that Lexi had taken it out.

Amanda was right, of course: it was just a joke and you didn’t host a free-wheeling, unfiltered twice-weekly podcast without something you’d said on mic blowing up every now and again. However, it was happening with an exhausting frequency as their following grew and as Amanda got more kamikaze with her ranting.

‘I think people are sick of all the nicey-nice basics all the time,’ Amanda continued into her mic. ‘The Hotties aren’t here for bland bullshit. If they wanted that they could go listen to one of the wanky wellness pods the other influencers are doing – The Holistic Hole or whatever they’re called.’ Lexi took another look at the time stamp. No way was she letting any of this go out on the show.

With the podcast, Lexi could at least curtail some of Amanda’s more outré comments, but on her social media Amanda was a law unto herself. Only a week ago she’d announced on Insta that she was sick of waiters being so uppity all the time because ‘Hello!!! It’s the service industry, you’re serving me, honey.’ Fuck me, Lexi thought at the memory of the ensuing debacle. The tweets cascaded for two days straight.


@sweetasfry: That c*nt on Your Hot Friend down on wait staff is sick-making, they’re underpaid and undervalued by spoilt bitches like her.

@benjiplatt88: Next level ignorance from the YHF one this week though when are they NOT spewing ill-informed nonsense.

@jeno-d-w-y-e-r: Ewww. They are the WORST. Unsubbed long ago.



There was even a Twitter account called @YourThickFriends dedicated to chronicling their various crimes and misdemeanours.

Lexi was very conflicted in these scenarios. She didn’t like all the things Amanda said and she did sometimes correct her on mic but if something exploded, no matter how much Lexi might agree with the angry responses, she couldn’t ever come out and say that. She couldn’t abandon Amanda and leave her on her own to deal with it. What are friends for if not to suffer through endless micro-cancellations with you? Though the pile-ons definitely didn’t make Amanda as anxious as they did Lexi.

‘Okay, okay.’ Lexi repositioned her mic. ‘Let’s not have you slapping us straight into a Twitter furore when the year has barely even begun.’

‘Awwww, Lexi, the listeners are right, you’re no fun any more.’

Another hour and the show was wrapped.

‘I am wrecked,’ Amanda announced, tidying up the mics. She flopped onto Lexi’s bed. ‘Let’s just cosy up and watch The Hills like old times. We need a night off to replenish.’

‘I feel bad, though.’ Lexi scrolled through their school group chat, where people were posting pics from Malloy’s. Abi was down there – because they were so close in age, they had a lot of the same friends. Still, despite the guilt, Lexi felt utterly drained and the thought of hitting the pub did not appeal.

‘Okay,’ Lexi agreed. ‘I’ll go tell Jonathan we’re sleeping in here.’ Amanda was right, nights with the school friends did feel a bit forced; their lives were just so different.

Moments later she and Amanda were tucked under the duvet, with the laptop balanced between them, and Amanda was posting a pic of them to Insta.


Cuddled up with the only gal I need @LexiLexiLexi @MyHotFriend #TheHills #NoughtiesTeens #BFFS



‘Does every last second of our friendship have to be mined for content?!’ Lexi laughed lightly.

‘That’s being a celeb-besty, bébé,’ Amanda kissed her on the cheek.




CHAPTER 3

‘I cannot believe you won’t be in work with me on Monday!’ Joanne’s friend Aoife was driving them around the IKEA car park. It was completely jammers on the chilly first Friday afternoon of January. ‘I would fucking kill to take two months off,’ Aoife said as she swung down another row of parked cars.

‘It’s maternity leave.’ Joanne laughed, pushing her short blonde hair behind her ears. ‘From what I hear, it’s not exactly a holiday. It’s not even a particularly long maternity leave, but it’s all we can afford.’

Her impending leave and the baby that would be coming with it was the reason they were in IKEA. Aoife was going to be the muscle while Joanne lumbered around pointing at the various things the internet told her she’d need to operate a baby: towels, changing mat, cot.

‘Any opportunity to stay in your pyjamas all day is a holiday,’ Aoife insisted. ‘You’re so lucky you won’t be on the Bantry Butter campaign any more. If I have to design one more logo for them to shit all over, I will scream or do some kind of dirty protest with their stupid Cork butter.’

Six years ago, Aoife and Joanne had landed their dream gig as the two-woman graphic design department in the Your Story advertising agency, straight out of art college. Bar annual leave, they had barely had a day in work without each other.

‘Hmmm, a greasy protest!’ Joanne giggled. ‘Murder to clean up. Look, there’s a spot.’ She pointed to a parking space.

‘It’s a family space, though.’ Aoife frowned.

‘Eh, hello!’ Joanna pointed to her gargantuan nine-month bump. ‘This thing is practically cooked; I think we qualify.’

‘How many more weeks? Three?’

‘Nearly three.’ Joanne chewed her bottom lip and tried not to betray the sudden surge of fear that accompanied any mention of D-day. Being pregnant was a mind fuck: she’d had no idea you could be so terrified and so excited all at the same time; what a cocktail. ‘Three weeks till my baby tears me a new one.’ Joanne tried to sound relaxed.

Aoife flicked a glance over at her, then steered them into the spot. ‘It’s all gonna be fine,’ she said soothingly as she spun the wheel.

Joanne smiled. You couldn’t pretend with your best friend of ten years.

‘You’re going to be the best mum,’ Aoife continued. ‘And the baby will have all the aunties with me and the gals.’

‘I know, I know.’ Joanne opened the passenger door and began the process of heaving herself out of the car, with Aoife giving a jokey push from behind.

Aoife pulled her shiny straight blonde hair into a ponytail and hopped out of the car. ‘Remind me again what contraception you and Bert were using? So I don’t screw myself over!’ she called.

‘Diaphragm and pulling out.’ Joanne righted herself. ‘I’m a cautionary whale.’

Joanne had met Bert when she was in art college with Aoife and their other pals, Kate and Aideen, who also specialised in graphic design. Bert, fresh out of culinary college, had actually worked in the campus cafe. They started seeing each other and within the month, much to the disbelief and chagrin of all their friends, they’d moved in together, to a miniscule bedsit in Rathmines. She was twenty, he was twenty-two, and from the get-go they were inseparable. They shared everything: their single bed, money, friend groups, weed. And now, eight years later, they were sharing DNA! It wasn’t planned as such, but it was hardly a big surprise either. They weren’t exactly militant about birth control.

‘We were always gonna have kids,’ Bert had explained to the college gang, bursting with excitement, the night they announced the news in their little rented cottage in Portobello. ‘We’re just hoppin’ on the train early’.

Twenty-eight isn’t even that early, she reminded herself. Her mother, Emer, had her at twenty.

Bert was thrilled and quite impressed with his virality – as he told everyone from the guy who came around to clean the windows of the houses on their street to the woman in the laundrette.

In a mild panic, Joanne had googled ‘abortion’. And she may even have gone through with it had Bert not announced the pregnancy to his mother during one of their weekly ‘state of the nation’ phone calls before
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