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Friday, March 3rd
CHAPTER ONE
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Tracey turned her kayak with a wide sweep stroke, stretching her torso forward and straightening her arm against the drag of the water, adjusting her balance with her hips and thighs so she didn’t capsize. She made a conscious effort to engage her back muscles as she pulled the stroke through. The paddle made a satisfying swoosh as it tracked an arc through the water from bow to stern, nose to tail. Although she’d been kayaking for nearly two years, she still couldn’t think of her boat in technical terms.

Her brother Dermot had treated her to kayaking lessons for her twenty-fifth birthday. It was the best present she’d ever received. She’d been taught never to kayak alone, but it was relatively safe here where the River Lagan flowed flat above the weir at Shaw’s bridge. There was a steady traffic of joggers and cyclists who used the towpaths, where in bygone days horses had dragged barges to the port in Belfast. 

The appearance of a lone figure around the corner coming towards her sent a spike of adrenalin through her gut. She thought she recognized that distinctive swagger – the shoulder plunging into the stride made by the corresponding leg, hands jammed in pockets, his head bobbing from side to side. His lower body seemed unable to match the pace, so that his stance pitched forward. Oh God, could it be her ex, Kieran Quinn?

Her heart hammered. Tracey squinted and strained forward, desperately hoping she was wrong and trying to focus more sharply, but the figure was too far away. It could be Kieran, but an evening stroll by the river was not his style. Perhaps he was coming to buy drugs. It would be dark soon. She shuddered, recalling the words he’d spat at her when she had ended their relationship.

“Don’t think you can get rid of me that easily. I know where you live, and I can punch my way through that door again if I have to,” he had said. 

The man kept his head down and his shoulders hunched as he slouched past. He didn’t look towards the river, and Tracey, at the far bank, couldn’t really identify him with any certainty. 

I’m overreacting. Whoever that is doesn’t even know I’m here. She inhaled deeply, her breath visible in the cold air as she exhaled. Kayaking was meditation to her. Usually she could zone out on the river. But she couldn’t get Kieran out of her head. Why the hell had she stayed with him for eight months? In the beginning, things were sweet. He had a steady job. He took her out on the weekends. Then one day he arrived on her doorstep covered in blood and drunk out of his mind. Most of the blood belonged to him, but he was too drunk to remember what had happened. Over the next six months he had gone on benders more and more frequently.

Tracey pulled her paddle through the water rhythmically, building up speed. The river whispered as it slid past her boat, droplets landing across her spray-deck, sparkling briefly before soaking into the black neoprene. The earthy smell of the water mixed with the tang of her wetsuit created a scent Tracey had grown to love. Her heartbeat steadied.

Her muscles were warm, but her hands felt frozen, clenched around the paddle, her skin marbled grey and lilac. The cold day snatched heat from bare skin. Once she hit a velvety, warm bath every cell in her hands and feet would tingle painfully back to life. 

She trailed her paddle in the water, slowing the boat and steering it to the wooden platform of the jetty. If that was Kieran, she needed to get loaded up fast. At that moment she envied the joggers who could just stop when they were done and jump in their cars and go. She still had to carry the damn boat to the car and strap it on the roof-bars.

Tracey felt vulnerable hanging on with her fingertips to the grey, splintering wood. She took one last look at the flecks of light dancing on the water and scanned the far bank. It was empty all the way from where she had just turned at the bend, as far as the bridge downstream that lead to the car-park, except for a couple of cyclists with their heads down who were spinning their way across the bridge. She exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. 

Grabbing the strap of her spray deck, she pulled, popping it open. Cold air flooded the cavity of her boat. Steam rose from her damp neoprene-clad thighs. A half-inch of water slopped around the bottom of the kayak, dampening her bum so the skin felt puckered and soggy. 

Tracey put a hand on either side of the kayak’s opening where her hips touched it. She pushed down and slid out of the boat as if she were slipping off a pair of jeans. She steadied herself. If she went too quickly now, she could end up in the river between the boat and the shore. She tried to ignore the urgency that rose up within her. With one arm, she grabbed the jetty and hauled herself further out, crawling until she could get her bum under her, keeping her feet in the boat, preventing it from moving off with the current. Then she reached down, grabbed the boat, and swung her feet ashore. 

Standing up, she dragged the boat out of the water. Still casting glances along the towpath, she turned the kayak upside down and see-sawed it clumsily over her knee to empty the water. A honk from the river drew her attention to a family of ducks. 

Shit, shit, shit! There he was again, on her side of the river now. He must have crossed on the footbridge upstream.

She hefted the yellow kayak onto one shoulder, using her buoyancy aid to pad out the contact between the hard plastic and the bone. Hooking her toes beneath the paddle shaft, she raised it to within reach of her hand. With the boat balanced, she looked up. He was getting closer and looking her way. 

The sun, on its way to the horizon, popped out from under a cloud. The sudden brightness dazzled her, forcing her to lower her eyes. Tracey examined the ground in front of her, avoiding sharp stones, and hurried awkwardly up the hill to the parking lot. 

Goosebumps rose on her scalp as she approached her car. Parked beside her blue Honda Civic was a white Subaru WRX. The passenger door was black. It had been replaced after Kieran pounded his mate’s head against it during a fight.

The shadows lengthened briefly before the sun disappeared again as she hefted the kayak onto the roof rack of her car and pulled at the straps quickly. Fingers stiff, she fished the keys out from under the wheel arch, stashed there in case she capsized and lost them on the river. The bikers she’d seen earlier jumped into their cars and made off, leaving her in the parking lot with only two other empty cars.

Tracey flung open the door of her car and pushed her dry clothes off the driver’s seat. Usually she’d get changed, but her nerves rattled too much to take the time. She spread the towel out so that she wouldn’t soak the seat too much with her damp bum.

She had just turned the key in the ignition when a knock on the window made her jump. Tracey looked out at the thin, pallid face of the man with whom she had once been intimate. Her stomach pitched into her throat. Kieran placed a hand on the roof of the car and twirled his other hand in a circle. She took a deep breath and wound down the window.

“Well, hello stranger,” Kieran said, flooding her car with the reek of alcohol. His sunken, bloodshot eyes darted from her to the corners of the car park and back. Stubble darkened his jaw.

“So what brings you all the way up here?” she said. She bit the inside of her lip. Stupid! Now he had a conversation point.

“Oh, you know,” he said. “Seeing a man about a dog.” He hunkered down and placed both hands on the couple of inches of window pane that hadn’t gone down, leaving greasy fingerprints. The cuffs of his blue shirt were grimy, but further up, his arms filled the fabric as it stretched over his biceps. Despite the drink, Kieran kept his body in good shape. He was firm and muscular, and for a fraction of a second, Tracey felt the old chemistry kick in. He’d been a talented lover – when he was sober. Tracey’s brain took charge despite her body’s treacherous urges. This man should have a warning label. 

She looked at his face as he spoke again, licking his lips before twisting them up into a grin. She could see where his yellowed teeth met his gums. “So, how ya been?” 

“Fine, fine.” 

“Seeing anyone nowadays?” He steadied his gaze on her. Her stomach dropped. 

“No,” she said, and then wished she’d thought about that answer. What the hell - there was never a right answer to his questions. 

“Ah, poor wee Tracey. How about a night out with me tonight? You know? For old times’ sake.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down.

Tracey’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I can’t. I’ve got plans, sorry.”

“Am I not good enough for ya? Just for a drink?” His eyebrows pulled together low over his eyes.

“It’s not that. It’s just, em, I have plans made, with friends.” She hated the tremble in her voice.

“Oh, aye? What friends?” One eyebrow arched.

“Look, I have to go, Kieran.” Tracey tried to sound assertive, the way her counselor had shown her in role-plays, but her stomach contracted. She revved the car. 

Kieran reached in and tried to snatch at the dangling key fob, but missed. His face was right up against hers. The sour stench of his breath nearly made her gag. She pushed with both her hands against his shoulder, and he moved back a little. 

“Oh, feisty!’ he sneered. 

“Back off, Kieran.” Adrenaline frayed her thoughts. “Get away from the car. I’ll tell Dermot about this. You might just get another visit, and it won’t be so gentle next time.”

“You wee bitch,” Kieran said, slamming his hand down on the roof of the car and making Tracey jump. She lifted her phone from the shelf beneath the car radio.

“One call, Kieran,” she threatened. Kieran stepped back. Tracey stood on the gas. An arc of gravel spun out from behind the wheels as the car sprang forward. She heard another thud impact the car, and as she looked in her rearview mirror, she saw Kieran giving her the fingers, his mouth moving and his face contorted.

Tracey turned left onto the main road and drove up to the Sporting roundabout. As she waited for her turn to enter, she checked her mirror again. The white Subaru had turned left too. Was Kieran following her? She jigged in her seat, urging the traffic to give her a break. She launched into a gap in the stream of cars, causing another driver to blast his horn. She didn’t care as she sped away, driving north towards the University area. 

Tracey picked up her phone, her gaze flicking from the road in front, to the rearview mirror and back to the phone. She called her brother, Dermot.

“Please pick up. Please pick up,” she said out loud. “Shit!” It went to his answering machine.

The Subaru was three cars behind her. She couldn’t go home now. She still lived with her mother, who suffered from self-diagnosed “bad nerves”. Another visit from Kieran would not help! 

When her father died six months ago, Kieran drank all the way through the wake and missed the funeral. The day after they buried her father, she had dumped him. 

Later that night Tracey and her mother woke to a relentless hammering on the door. He screamed obscenities at Tracey and threatened to kill her. Afraid to face him, they watched from an upstairs window, clinging to each other in terror as Kieran smashed his fist through the door, splintering bone and wood alike. By the time he had broken through, a police car had arrived, and he’d been carted off. 

To prevent a repeat performance, Dermot had threatened Kieran. Tracey’s mother refilled her valium prescription, and Tracey went to counseling. She’d have to drive to Dermot’s house. Even if he wasn’t home, there was no chance that Kieran was going to risk meeting him. Kieran had been there with her before and would recognize the street.

As she turned onto Dermot’s street, the Subaru drove on past the intersection. Awash with relief, Tracey’s hands trembled. The adrenalin that had aided her flight now overwhelmed her. Her joins felt loose and fluid, and ever so slightly out of her control. Her blood seemed effervescent in her veins, as if they pulsed with bubbles. She parked in front of her big brother’s house and burst into tears. Digging into her handbag, she found a raggy tissue and blew her nose. No point going in looking like this. 

But it was too late. The door opened, and a tall blond man stood in the doorway. Pearly light poured out into the night, giving his outline a glow. He bent down and gave the woman next to him a peck on the cheek, then walked out into the front pathway. The woman watched after him, glancing over at Tracey’s car. She cocked her head forward and waved. Crap! Her sister-in-law, Molly, had spotted her. Now she had to go in and explain why she was here, with big red eyes and dressed in a wetsuit.

Molly moved forward, her blond curls dancing, and grabbed the man’s hand, dragging him towards the car.

“Tracey! This is my cousin, Tommy,” Molly said, pulling open the car door. She did a double take at Tracey’s attire before continuing. “He’s moving back here from London to set up his own business.” 

“Tracey, lovely to meet you again,” he said. Perhaps the glow was just the streetlight shining from behind him, but to Tracey, he was radiant as she looked up at his smiling grey eyes set above high cheek bones and a square jaw. His full lips parted in a smile to show even, white teeth. Molly’s cousin Tommy – the one that got away!

“Nice to meet you again too.” Christ! Why was she talking like a character out of Pride and Prejudice? Her cheeks burned. 

“So you two know each other?” Molly said, looking from Tracey to Tommy.

“Yes, we met,” they said together. Tracey stopped talking.

“At your wedding,” Tommy continued. Tracey squirmed a little more. She remembered how they’d danced all evening, shared a sweet lingering kiss during a slow dance. They’d connected - or so she’d thought. He’d promised to call but never did. 

She wished she was not sitting in smelly neoprene. The wetsuit did little to hide every bulge and curve. She got out of the car quickly, hoping that if she stood up, she’d looked less like the Michelin man.

“I was just kayaking,” Tracey said, hoping that he’d think her red eyes were caused by the wind or by getting water in them.

“Cool,” Tommy said, smiling and nodding. He hadn’t changed in eight years. His eyelids had that sleepy closed lid look when he smiled. Her body reacted, and her brain scrambled. Holy crap! Why did she have to bump into him looking like shit? Was the universe laughing at her? Sweat trickled down Tracey’s back.

“I just ...,” She nodded towards the house. “Is Dermot home?” 

“He is. He’s watching the soccer” Molly said, her pale blue husky-dog eyes searched Tracey’s. “Are you okay?”

“I, well... It’s just...” 

Tommy put his hands in front of his chest, palms out, fingers splayed.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I really gotta go,” he said. Gratefully, Tracey smiled at him. For a moment their eyes locked, and a jolt of pleasure fired through her. 

“Nice meeting you again, Tommy,” she said. The connection severed, and he turned and walked away from them. Tracey admired the round bum in his jeans. She felt Molly’s arm slip through hers.

“He’s a lovely guy,” Molly said, watching after him. She squeezed Tracey’s arm against her side. “You could do worse.”

“Believe me, I have.” Suddenly overwhelmed with self-pity, Tracey burst into tears again. Molly guided her into the house. Dermot was parked in front of the television. Molly lifted the remote and turned down the volume. He looked up as if to protest, but when he saw Tracey he stood up and walked over to embrace her. Tracey clung to him and cried.

“Ugh, you’re all damp.” He pushed her away but kept his hands on her shoulders. He lowered his head so he could look right into her face, his black eyes gleaming out from beneath the dark “v” of his eyebrows. “That bastard Quinn again?”

Tracey nodded. A sob escaped her, and she sniffed it back in.

“Did he hurt you? I’ll fucking kill him!” 

“No, no. Seriously, I’m okay. I told him I’d send you after him again if he came near me, and he backed off. But, well I just called because I, well, he followed me.” Tracey was just glad to know that someone gave a shit about her. 

“I could pay that fecker Kieran a visit later.”

“It’s too dangerous.” Molly said. “You’ve already pretended to be in the IRA to scare him.” 

Tracey agreed.

“Wait a wee minute. I didn’t ‘pretend’ anything. I can’t help it if Kieran assumes that anyone waiting for him in a dark ally in a black leather jacket with a baseball bat is in the Ra,” Dermot insisted.

“Well, dah! It’s not like you were playing baseball with it,” Molly said. “How many Irish baseball teams do you know of?”

Despite her distress, Tracey had to smile. “Look, I feel better now. Let’s just forget it,” she said.

“You need to stop seeing these losers. Pick a nice guy, someone who’ll treat you right. What about our Tommy? He’s a great fella, good craic too.”

“You know, honey, that’s exactly what I said too.” Molly’s face glowed as she looked at her husband. Envy sawed into Tracey. How nice to be smugly married and playing with other people’s lives.

“Now, don’t you two start acting cupid!” Tracey said. She’d never told them about kissing Tommy at their wedding. What was there to tell in the end? She continued, “I’m still running away from the last one. My counselor says...”

“Counselor? Bullshit!” Dermot blurted. 

Tracey stopped and glared at Dermot. 

Molly put her arm around her sister-in-law, rubbed her shoulder, and said, “Dermot, don’t be like that! If counseling helps Tracey, then you should be glad. I wish you’d consider going too.”

“No fecking way!” He ran his hand through his hair, which flopped back into the same place it had been. “Sorry, Tracey. If it helps you though, knock yourself out.”

“It does.” Tracey sniffed. The counselor had given her a new way of looking at things.

“I just want a normal life,” she had told the counselor. “I don’t want to be worrying about what or how much someone drinks. I want to be able to plan things in advance and know they won’t be ruined because some drunken bastard has screwed it all up.”

“You need to break the mold. Do you see any patterns in the men you date?” the counselor had asked.

“Yeah, they all drink too much,” Tracey said, surprised it hadn’t occurred to her sooner. Then she realized something else and added sourly, “Just like dear old Dad!”

“Perhaps that has been your version of ‘normal’?”

“Well, I want a saner ‘normal’,” Tracey said.

“Then you need to increase your expectations. Aim higher,” her counselor had said. 

The “to be or not to be counseled” argument was not one Tracey wanted to get into again. She shifted towards the doorway. 

“Tell you what,” Dermot said. “Why don’t you give me a lift over to The Bot on your way home; I can watch the rest of the match there.”

“In peace?” Molly scowled. Dermot sighed loudly. His fists slowly closed and opened at his sides. Molly shrugged and turned her back on him.

“If Quinn is still skulking about, he’ll see me in the car with you,” Dermot continued. 

Tracey shook her head slowly. “Jeez, Dermot, when are you ever going to learn to drive?” 

“Hey, driving’s overrated. Besides, why should I? This way, I can always have a drink and never have to be the designated driver!” 

Tracey and Molly both cast their eyes skyward and nudged each other. They’d heard it all before.

“Okay. But I gotta go right now. I really need to get out of my kayaking gear.”

“Great. And Tracey,” Dermot picked up his jacket from the hall stand. “Seriously, think about Tommy...”

“Oh shut up and come on! Bye, Molly, and thank you.” Tracey gave her sister-in-law a quick hug and headed out to the car, followed by Dermot who fumbled into his jacket as he walked. 

Thinking about Tommy hadn’t gotten her anywhere in the past. He might be the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen, but he’d had his chance and blown it. As the counselor had said – raise those expectations. She wasn’t going to let anyone treat her like crap ever again.
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Friday, March 3rd
CHAPTER TWO
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Tracey Duggan. Tommy added her to his list of good reasons for coming back. She was a real woman, not one of those dolled up city girls he was used to seeing in London. He wished he’d called her after the wedding, but there’d been no point. A storm had swept through Tommy’s life, leaving him bereft and defeated. He had run away from it all.

Tommy opened the door to the rental house. It was small but good enough until he got his business established and could afford to buy something. His dog greeted him in a flurry of fur and slobber.

“Alright, Wolfie, alright,” Tommy said. He pushed the dog’s big paws from his chest and made him sit. 

“Are you hungry?” 

The dog’s forehead puckered and his ears pricked up. The expression, so human, made Tommy laugh. This mutt, the size of a Great Dane with Border Collie markings had come with the ground floor flat he’d rented when he first went to London. His previous owner, moving overseas, had been about to put the nine-month old pup into the dog shelter when Tommy called to view the place. Keeping Wolfie solved two problems at once, providing Tommy with companionship that helped alleviate those first homesick months in the Big Smoke, and giving them both a place to live.

Now, Tommy was back and lucky to find a Belfast rental without a pet clause, although Molly had agreed to keep Wolfie if it had been an issue. 

Tommy spooned out the dog’s food and watched as Wolfie gobbled it up in five seconds flat. He looked up at Tommy and pawed the empty bowl. 

“No!” Tommy said, hunkering down beside the dog, “Ya silly big mutt!” 

The dog slugged him with a wet tongue right across the mouth.

“Yuk!” Tommy wiped his face but the smell of dog food lingered. “You’re all I’ve got big lad.” He scratched the dog’s head and the dog collapsed in a pile on the floor, rolled on his back and waited to get his chest scratched. Tommy did the needful, squashing the temptation to feel sorry for himself. After all there was Molly; his only other really close family. They were more like brother and sister than cousins. They were born months apart and neither of them had siblings. Their mothers, sisters and good friends, had brought them up together. They’d shared cots and buggies until they were too big to. After that they usually shared punishments. Molly had always been there for him.

Unlike his father.

“Got to get this over with, Wolfie.” Tommy stood up. The dog squirmed around scrambling right side up again. He whined as Tommy lifted his coat.

“No! Stay,” Tommy lifted his keys as the dog looked up, doleful. “You’re in charge, big lad.” 

Wolfie flopped down on the floor, his eyes glued to Tommy’s every move as he exited.

***
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South Belfast had changed in subtle ways since Tommy had left. The ceasefire had allowed wealth to trickle into the suburbs. The new shops and businesses on the Lisburn Road impressed Tommy with their contemporary style. It was a slice of London, with all the craic of home.

Moving through the familiar streets brought a sting of loss. Tommy hadn’t been home since the day after his mother’s funeral eight years ago. It wasn’t that his father had kicked him out as such, but he couldn’t stay in this city, let alone that house with that man. London lacked the judgment Tommy had once faced in Belfast. His job defined him, but he loved doing what he did. Now that he’d come home again, he hoped that this new, more cosmopolitan Belfast had moved away from its narrow-mindedness.

Tommy parked on the street in front of a large box hedge that enclosed a grey semi-detached house. The front lawn and flowers, once so carefully tended by his mother, had been ripped out and concreted over. It didn’t surprise Tommy. Even so, he approached the front door still half expecting to see the curtains twitch and his mother’s face appear at the window. How could she not be here anymore? Tommy longed for a conversation with her. Sometimes she appeared in his dreams. Healthy, from before the cancer had ravaged her. But the curtains were still and the house shrouded in stealthy gloom as if it, too, keenly noted her absence.

The doorbell still sang out the same “Avon Lady” chime. A yellow glow lit up the fan light, and from inside Tommy heard the shuffle of feet and the bang of a door. The front door opened and his father stood before him.

“Tommy!” There was a brief flash across his father’s face. Was it pleasure? Then it was clamped down with a puckering of the forehead. “It’s been a while.”

“It has.” And there it was. Probably the only thing they would agree on. 

Tommy’s father, Sean O Brian, had once been a tall, burley man. Now he was stooped over and wizened, too old for his age. Grey wispy hair had replaced his once golden curls. He still wore a three piece suit and leather shoes even around the house, but his shirt looked grimy and a faint sour odor floated around him.

“Come in. Don’t just stand there.” 

Tommy followed his father through to the living room. The house hung in limbo. Except for the film of dust that coated everything, his mother could be in the kitchen. He sat down on the sofa and watched his father settle into the same old chair he’d sat in for nearly half a century. Those years had worn the beige velvet smooth where Sean’s hands rested. Sean cleared his throat with a noisy rattle. For a minute, unspoken words hovered over them. Tommy wasn’t sure how to begin. 

“D’you come back on the ferry?” Sean asked. 

“Yes.”

“How was it?”

“Calm. You know, nothing special.” 

“Are you back to stay?” Sean asked.

“Yes. I’ve rented a wee two-up-two-down behind the University.”

“In the Holylands?” 

“Yes.” The Holylands was a grid of streets that all had biblical names. Silence settled between them again. Tommy battled with impatience. Finally he spoke. 

“So you re-did the garden?”

“It got too over-grown.” Sean rubbed his chin. “I wasn’t as good at the gardening as...” He shrugged. “You know what I mean?” 

Tommy fought the urge to yell, “No I don’t know! She loved the garden and you destroyed it.” Instead, he bit down on the inside of his mouth and nodded. There’d been too much yelling in the past.

“Do you want a cup of tea?” Sean asked, getting to his feet.

“No thanks.” 

Sean looked disappointed and lingered in a half standing position.

“Well, unless you’re making some,” Tommy said. Sean stood up and shuffled out of the room. Tommy heard a switch clicking in the kitchen followed by the clink and clatter of cups and doors. He got up and followed his father.

The kitchen hadn’t changed, except it looked more dingy and unkempt than when his mother had been alive. 

“I don’t have any biscuits or anything,” Sean said. “If I’d known you were coming...”

“No, it’s fine.” 

“Here.” Sean handed him a large envelope from a corner shelf. It had a dusty cobweb stuck to it. 

“What’s this?” Tommy asked. The envelope felt heavy, full of documents. 

“The deeds to the cottage in Donegal. Your mother made me promise to sign it over to you.”

Tommy felt heat in his eyes. He licked his lips.

“But don’t you want it?”

Sean shook his head. “I never liked the place. I only went there for her. It’s all yours now. I haven’t been since. . .” His shoulders drooped a fraction, and he shook his head slowly before he turned his back to Tommy and lifted the kettle. Steam rose as he wet the tea. He lifted two cups, nodded at the milk jug and sugar bowl, and then walked back towards the living room. 

Tommy took a second alone to breathe deeply. He didn’t want to unravel in front of his father. That would be too upsetting for both of them.

In the living room his father settled back into his chair and Tommy sat down. 

“And what are you working at now?” Sean asked. 

Tommy braced himself. 

“I’ve bought a business in town.”

His father looked up, his face brightening.

“Really?” 

Tommy lifted his head slightly. 

“I saved hard in London. It wasn’t easy but it was worth it, I hope.”

“My son, a business man.” Sean sat up straighter and had a faraway look for a second. Then he asked, “So what are you selling, son?”

“It’s a salon.” Tommy set down his cup as he spoke.

“Hairdressing!” Sean hissed. He ran his hand over his face. “So you’re still a poofter then?”

Tommy clenched his teeth. A wall of glass broke in his chest. His father would never change.

“I told you before. I. Am. Not. Gay.” 

“Then why don’t you get a real job? When I was your age I was building houses, not poncing around cutting women’s hair! Even if you aren’t gay everyone will still think that you are.” He hacked out a cough.

“So you still care more about what people think than about your own family!” said Tommy. 

Sean sat straighter and narrowed his eyes. 

“It was your mother who wouldn’t tell anyone about her cancer – not me.” 

Tommy snorted. “Yeah, only because of your Victorian attitude! She was afraid to admit she even had breasts, never mind a lump on one of them.”

“You’re refusing to see the truth, and you know it!”

“Pot, kettle, kettle, pot,” Tommy said. He took satisfaction from the puce color rising in Sean’s face. 

“This is a different thing entirely,” said Sean. “She wasn’t running around pretending to be a pervert!” 

“Jesus Christ, Da! Being Gay is not being a pervert,” Tommy said incredulous. 

“I knew it!” Sean sprung to his feet. “You are a homo. Why else are you sticking up for the filthy bastards?

“Because you are wrong in every fucking way! You won’t even listen to me.”

“What’s that like, eh?” Sean sneered.

“This is totally different. You disowned me over nothing. A job! A hairdressing job for God’s sake. It’s not like I was joining the police. But then you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sean said. “What would your mother say, eh?”

“She’d be proud of the fact that I’ve bought my own business, with my own hard earned cash. Families are supposed to support each other.”

“Support goes both ways,” Sean said.

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Nothing.”

“No, you meant something.”

“How do you think I feel, with the whole world thinking my son is gay?” Sean said. 

Tommy stood up. It was back to the same old script with his Da playing the same bitter, awkward, old bastard as usual.

“Here’s who I am regardless of what that says to the world.” Tommy turned and walked out.

His Da could just go to hell. Why the fuck had Tommy visited him at all? He’d had this notion that his father might have changed. That he’d welcome him back, kill the fatted calf. Fat chance! 

Tommy had never been able to understand how a loving father could change almost overnight and become the tyrant he now was. It seemed tied up with his career choice, yet how could something so simple unleash such venom? Tommy wondered if salvaging his relationship with his father would cost him his career. Or would his father just find another excuse to blame Tommy for the shithole Sean had sunken into since his wife passed away?

As Tommy opened his car door, he realized he still clung to the deeds for the cottage. 
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Molly lay in the hinterland of sleep, that smoky area with softened edges where dreams linger before the day begins. She pictured a pile of presents at the foot of her bed, as thrilled as a kid at Christmas, though she knew it ridiculous to expect this fuss for her thirtieth birthday. She couldn’t imagine anyone doing this for her, not even her husband, Dermot – especially not Dermot.

Molly had set up a pile of presents at the foot of the bed for him on several of his birthdays. She often sprung surprises for her friends’ birthdays. She treated the people around her like she wanted to be treated, hoping that one day they would take the hint and surprise her, bring her back to the childish exuberances that adults so loftily leave behind. Molly wanted to hold on to the magic. Birthdays should echo the magic of that first day you come into the world. Maybe her parents cried when she was born - her mother exhausted, hair stuck to her head with sweat, kissing baby Molly’s forehead tenderly; her father holding his tiny daughter in his awkward, bumbling way, terrified that he’d drop her. Her birth-day. A day all about her. 

Her mother seemed to take vindictive delight in letting her know that it hadn’t been like that. 

“When I saw you were a girl I just didn’t know how to tell your father. He was so disappointed you weren’t a boy,” her mother, Aileen O’Kane, said often throughout Molly’s life but never within earshot of Molly’s gentle father. Molly had worked all her life to make it up to her Dad, to make him proud of his daughter and only child.

Four months after Molly’s birth, Aileen’s sister gave birth to a boy, Tommy O’Brian. As they grew up, this golden haired boy-cousin could do no wrong in Aileen’s eyes, whereas she would take every opportunity to point out her daughter’s faults. 

Molly shoved the specter of her mother to the back of her brain and rolled over. The bed beside her was empty. He hadn’t even kissed her before slipping out like a dirty sleepover. She felt translucent, as if someone might look at her now and not even see her. She stared at a strip of wall that glowed where sunlight leaked in from a chink in the peach curtains. The morning sun gave the room a comforting orange glow. Molly strode to the window and whipped back the curtain. As the sun blazed into the room, she decided to at least enjoy this beautiful morning, catching a contagious hope in the March sunshine as she squinted out the window. She loved springtime, when life bounced back against winter.

She turned and smiled as the bedroom door opened and Dermot struggled into the room with a tray. 

“Happy birthday,” he said.

“Ooh, lovely. Thanks, love,” she said. He remembered. He made an effort. Her excitement resurfaced. The smell of bacon circled in the air, making her salivate. 

She got back into bed, and Dermot settled the tray onto her knees, his head bowed in concentration, bringing him inches from her face. She lifted her hand to touch the softness of his hair, black and shiny, alive with luster. She loved how it flopped onto his forehead, giving him that aura of little-boy-lost. 

“Have you eaten yet? Wanna share?” she said.

“No thanks, kitten. I’ve had mine. Need to let it settle before football,” Dermot patted his tummy without making eye contact with her. The food turned to sawdust in her mouth. Why couldn’t he just miss the football for one week to spend time with her? 

“I thought we could do something together today.” She struggled to keep the plea from her voice.  

“Tell you what, I’ll take you out to Mc Ginty’s for dinner,” he said, looking up, a sheepish smile stretching to his eyes, “I need to go into town this afternoon too...”

“Well, if it’s to buy me a birthday present, don’t bother!” Tears prickled at her eyes. Dammit! How pathetic to cry on her birthday.

“Ach Molly, I’ve just been so busy lately.” 

“You’re always too busy. Football, golf, darts, horses. It’s my birthday. Can’t you miss football just this once?” She’d started now, and they’d both suffer from her words. “Dermot, it is just a silly game grown men play to make them feel part of the pack. It’s not life and death you know.” Her nastiness both satisfied and appalled her.

“You know I can’t let the lads down,” he said. 

“But you can let me down?”

“This is different.”

“Look, it’s easy,” she said, injecting authority into her tone. “Just call one of the team and tell them. Fuck sakes, that’s what subs are for. Sure you’d be doing someone a huge favor, giving them their big break with P1 Athletic, wow, lucky fucker.” She forced a smile hoping to pierce her sarcasm, desperate for him to turn this around and stop making her look like the bad guy.

“Please, don’t start that. Besides, I thought you were going to take Fran shopping today,” Dermot said.

“She knows it’s my birthday. She said she’d be okay. That we should spend more time together!”

“Jesus Christ, you make her sound like a marriage guidance counselor! What the hell would she know about being married anyway?”

She pushed the tray away and stood up. “Well, she was married for twenty-five years before her husband died. She’s lonely. And she’s just looking out for us. You know that!”

“I know, I know. Sorry, but she should mind her own business. I suppose you bleat out our most intimate secrets to her!” Dermot said. 

Molly’s face grew warm. She looked at the eggs congealing as they cooled on the plate. True, she confided in Fran, probably far more than Dermot would like.

Outside a car beeped. 

“That will be my taxi.” 

“What? But it’s only ten. You said the match is at twelve. You don’t have to be the first one there, you know. You’ll look like the team geek, all super keen, sitting there in your stupid wee shorts,” she called after him as he pounded down the stairs. 

“Don’t walk away from me!” she shouted after him. “I’m sorry. Please, wait! Just let’s settle this...”

The front door slammed. By the time she reached the window, he had climbed into the taxi. Her eyes stung. Why did she always come across as the battleaxe and start the arguments these days? It was strange how they had rowed less when times were tougher — back when Dermot was tormented by his father’s behavior.

The day stretched ahead of her, empty. She needed something to fill her time, like the way a baby would. It would glue Dermot back to her. But Dermot had said not yet. He needed time for himself. He’d protected and raised his nine siblings, something that never failed to amaze her. His alcoholic father had sucked so much of his childhood from him, and after his father’s death last year, Dermot said they should have time to play, be free. He told her they should wait before starting a family, but he didn’t say for how long. 

Molly understood Dermot’s position, to a point. The very first time she met him she’d been an excited sixteen-year-old walking with her best friend, Tracey Duggan, on their way to the Community Club Disco off the Falls Road one summer evening. At a few of the houses they passed, people sat outside their front doors basking in the last rays of the day. Molly didn’t know anyone having come from across town, but Tracey greeted several of the women as they passed by. They turned up a side street and could hear Alanis Morissette’s You Outa Know playing. The beat made Molly hurry her pace. She didn’t want to miss anything, but Tracey stopped abruptly and spun around.

“Walk with me, quick!”

Confused, Molly looked up and saw a man staggering towards them. Even as she turned, she glanced back at him over her shoulder. His crumpled suit jacket, out of place paired with grubby jeans, and stubbled chin gave him a disheveled cast. He stopped, pushed his face forward and squinted.

“Tracey, ‘s’at you?” he said reaching out his hand. “Come ‘ere ya wee bitch.”

Tracey grabbed Molly by the hand and dragged her along. Molly, frightened by the man’s tone, stumbled after her. Just before they got to the corner she turned back to see if the man was following. He stopped in the street and yelled incoherent words at them. She turned back to Tracey but not before Molly had noticed the darkening stain on the front of the man’s jeans. She felt grimy just witnessing the man pissing himself. They rounded the corner at top speed and crashed headlong into a young fellow not much older than them. He had to hold onto both girls so that the threesome didn’t topple. He smelt good, aftershave with a twang of fresh cigarette smoke. To Molly it spoke of sophistication, a man of the world. She found herself staring at the most gorgeous dark brown eyes she’d ever seen, peering out from under a floppy fringe of jet black hair.

“Oh God, Dermot,” Tracey was saying, “Dad’s coming. And he’s pluethered again.” She burst into tears. 

“That’s your Dad?” Molly asked, horrified. Dermot pulled Tracey to him in a quick hug, her head only coming up to his chest. When he let her go she searched her pockets for a hanky. The look of concern on his face went directly to Molly’s heart. With this high drama, and him looking like a movie-star, she could be starring in her very own film. But then she remembered the stained jeans and heat reddened her face. She stepped back.

“It’s okay. I’ll bring him home. What kind of form is he in?” Dermot said.

Tracey sniffed and blew her nose. “I’m not sure. I ran. I just didn’t want everyone at the disco to see.”

Tracey looked down, and Molly almost felt the shame rippling from her.

“So, he’ll be here any minute,” Dermot said as he stepped to the corner and popped his head around the wall. “Ah, for fucks sake!” 

Dermot disappeared around the corner. Tracey’s blue eyes, topped with blue eye-shadow, opened wide as she looked at Molly. Together they went round the corner and saw the drunken father lying snoring on the footpath. Tracey walked up to Dermot who was going through his father’s pockets. He pulled out a wallet and opened it, whistling softly through his teeth.

“He must’ve had a win on the horses. A big win. He managed to drink himself to oblivion and still have money left over. Here.” He handed Tracey a ten pound note. “Have fun you two. Ma will appreciate the rest. I’ll get Da home.” 

Tracey grinned and pocketed the money.

“Won’t your Dad be mad that you took it?” Molly asked.

“Nah. He’ll think he drank it.” Dermot clicked out of the side of his mouth and winked at Molly. That was the moment she fell in love with him, and so with sixteen-year-old logic in play, she ignored him for the next two years until he mercifully noticed her at last. 

Now, even after being married for eight years, her life focused on Dermot. He made every cell in her body sing for joy and her entire being glow when he paid attention to her. Not that that occurred very often and not without some maneuvering on her part.

Perhaps, she should have offered to go watch the soccer match. That way they would be spending the day together. She didn’t relish the idea of standing at the sidelines in the cold by herself. This was a male domain. The guys didn’t want their wives and girlfriends there. 

As she glanced around the room she spied his football bag in the corner. Shit! Dermot looked after the team uniforms. Their argument caused him to forget all his teams’ jerseys, shorts and socks. He’d most likely notice he’d forgotten the kit as soon as he went to get out of the cab, having to take another taxi to come get it. He’d be in a foul mood after wasting all that money. If she left right now, she’d catch him before they left to come back or at least see him on his way back, cutting short the taxi ride. She’d bring the kit down to the pitch for him. She’d make things right and save the day.

Molly jumped into her jeans and pulled a fleecy sweater over her pajama top. Scooping up her blonde curls, she secured them into a loose, messy bun on top of her head. She checked the mirror, deciding that she didn’t look like she’d just gotten out of bed. Finally she scribbled a note and left it on the front door in case he got back before she could catch him. 

The streets of South Belfast were quiet on Saturday mornings. Dominated by the Queen’s University of Belfast campus, most of the residents were either students or recently graduated young professionals, still sleeping off their Friday night. Saturday didn’t start until noon.

The air was fresh outside, kissed with cold. The sun’s warmth, as promised through the bedroom window, was one of those cruel illusions that often happened at this time of the year. Molly ached for the warmth of summer. The leaves on the trees were budding, but the frisky north winds gave the sunny days a sharp edge and battered the early blossoming daffodils.

As she started up the red Citroen, she looked forward to seeing Dermot and healing the rift from their argument. After all, he was going to get her a present later. It wasn’t as if he’d forgotten, and he had brought her breakfast in bed, though he did most Saturdays. How many husbands did that? 

It didn’t take long to reach the playing fields. He’d be thrilled that she had brought the kit bag. She could just imagine how he’d run out to meet her when he saw the car drive up. She could already see his eyes crinkle, the sheerest smile brush his lips. Just for her. Their hands might touch when she gave him the bag. A private moment in public. Just between them. 

Molly saw no other cars as she pulled into the gravel parking area. A clubhouse, badly in need of a paint job, sat at the far end of the parking area. Molly trundled the car as close to the door of the clubhouse as she could, the wheels crunching the gravel. 

She’d dropped Dermot off here many times, and it always buzzed with activity. She had never been inside the Clubhouse. In fact, she’d never even left the sanctuary of her car.

She grabbed the bulky bag from the seat beside her and got out of the car, locking it with the electronic key amid a flash of tail lights. Hoping that she didn’t look too much of a mess, she approached the clubhouse. 

Inside, there were changing rooms to the left and an untidy notice board on her right. At the bottom of the hall a door had a crooked sign that said “of ce”. Her heartbeat quickened as she rapped the door. She always felt nervous amongst the football crowd. 

“Yep!” said a voice from inside. She opened the door.

“Hiya! Em, I was wondering where the team is for the match today?”

“You wanna play?” The man’s eyes disappeared into his piggy face as he laughed at her. She felt the palms of her hands moisten.

“No, no.” She gave short laugh and flicked him a smile. “It’s just that I have a kit bag for my husband, and he was supposed to be playing here. He left the house without it.”

“No matches here love, hasn’t been for a month now. They’re putting in a new drainage system for the pitches, what with all this rain and all, they’re not playable. They’ve been playing instead over at the Union pitches.” He stood with his hands sinking into where his waist should be, his belly stretching the grubby blue jersey, pouring over the top of his belt. Five months pregnant, Dermot might say behind his hand.

“Oh thanks, I’ll just bring this over to the Union pitches then. The match isn’t until twelve, so I think I’ll catch them,” she muttered, turning to leave the office that stank of stale sweat, stale testosterone. 

“What’s the team called, love? The Union pitches don’t let anyone but the university teams play till two,” he said as she reached for the grimy door handle.

“P1 Athletic. They’re in a league.” She pulled the door open, her heart thumping.

“Oh, they’ve been playing there this month all right, but they don’t have a match today, love. My son’s on that team. He’s away to watch Liverpool playing instead.” 

Swamped in confusion, she felt her stomach tip over.

“Thanks,” she managed, forcing her legs to move her down the hallway out of the dingy building. The door slammed behind her as she left.
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Sheila opened the door to the reception area of the Beauty Spot, her nose twitching. The relaxing effect of the duck egg blue walls, lush sand-colored carpet and potted palms in the corners was ruined by the sting of citrus in the air. Sheila felt her jaw clench. Joan, the receptionist, should never have been hired. Her grey skin, grey eyes and brown hair lacked luster and lay pasted to her skull, her ears sticking out through its lankness. A white apron hung shapelessly on Joan’s skinny frame. All of it engendered a sense of pity in Sheila that annoyed her. 

“What did you put on that?” Sheila asked, pointing at an aromatherapy oil burner. 

“It’s orange oil. It...it’s supposed to be uplifting,” Joan said. 

“God!” The word snarled from the back of Sheila’s throat. She blew out the flame and picked up the pot. 

“Take that out the back and get rid of it. We want relaxation in here. Use the lavender and chamomile,” Sheila snapped. Joan flinched as Sheila handed her the pot. Her meekness aggravated Sheila even more. 

“Your client is here,” Joan said softly, nodding in the direction of a slim twenty-something blond, sitting on the cream leather sofa flicking through magazines. She scurried out the door.

“Hi,” Sheila said, as she slipped behind the desk and checked the desk top schedule. “You’re Tracey Duggan, and you’re down for a leg wax. Right?” 

“Yup!” Tracey smiled. 

Despite Tracey’s blonde hair and fair complexion, Sheila saw the family resemblance in Tracey’s high cheekbones scooping down to full lips with that Angelina Jolie dimple. Lips like that were so kissable. Sheila cleared her throat and showed Tracey into the cubicle. 

Sheila pasted a strip of wax from Tracey’s knee to her ankle, savoring the sweet smell that rose from the disturbed wax. She applied a strip of fabric over the top of the wax, stretched the skin at the ankle with one hand and using the other, ripped the cloth from the skin. It came away with a satisfying, sucking “swaaap” sound and Tracey yelped. About ten more “swaaaps” to go. Sheila smiled.

The procedure only took about fifteen minutes, though it must have seemed longer to Tracey.

“If you come more regularly, it won’t hurt as much,” Sheila advised. 

Tracey nodded. “I know. I know,” she agreed, “it’s just plucking up the courage to come at all, if you pardon the pun!” Sheila smiled her “client smile.” 

The bell above the outside door tinkled as Tracey opened it to leave. The sounds of traffic sloshed into the salon, out of place in the calming aroma of chamomile and lavender. As if a sound could drive away a smell. 

Sheila took her break alone in the coffee room, so called because it had a sink and a fridge. Along one wall a couple of cheap white kitchen units housed their mugs and coffee fixings. The countertop, once white and clinical, was now stained and cluttered with half opened cartons of wax, bags of cotton wool and a jumble of beauty products. Sheila hated the way the coffee room had turned into the holding area between the store room and shop front. 

When Sheila had her own salon, it would be pristine all the time. Each month, she squirreled away a proportion of her wages, amassing a tidy sum over ten years. She reckoned she’d be able to go out on her own comfortably in about five years. 

She sat with her elbows resting on the table, toying with the tepid cup. The tan liquid swirled, gently wafting the smell of coffee up to her. She took a slug, and then set the cup down as the door to the room opened and Elaine, Sheila’s co-worker and best friend, entered amid a bluster of crackling plastic shopping bags. 

“Hey, what did you do to poor Joan?” Elaine asked, “She’s out there quivering at her post and asking me if the place smells okay now. She says you shouted at her?” Elaine dropped the bags in a heap in the corner and reached for a mug from the draining board.

“I didn’t shout at her,” Sheila said, rolling her eyes.

“Well, did you raise your voice?”

“No. I, well, okay maybe a wee bit,” Sheila admitted, “but the idiot was burning orange oil. Way too much of it, too. It was stinging my eyes and the clients were lying on the floor gasping like your old goldfish that used to jump out of its bowl!”

They both laughed.

“Ach, be nice Sheila, she’s just a bit daft is all,” Elaine said, her big green eyes, heavy with black eyeliner, were soft and pleading.

“So what’s in all the bags?” Sheila asked.

“Well,” Elaine said, pushing a lock of her ginger hair behind her ear, “I thought I’d get started buying stuff for the trip to India.”

“But we haven’t bought the tickets yet!”

“Well, that’s a formality. We’re still going, aren’t we?” 

“Of course we are,” Sheila said. With her savings so on target she didn’t mind splashing out on a holiday every so often. Besides, Elaine had been banging on about going to India for years. She believed in reincarnation, claiming that she had once lived in India 300 years ago. Sheila wondered if Elaine had her green eyes, red hair and freckles in her other lives as well. 

“Great. Oh and I need to lose some weight. I bought the clothes a little on the small side. Will you come swimming with me?” asked Elaine.

Before Sheila could think of a good excuse not to, Elaine piped up again.

“We could go tomorrow. I’m sure your period is finished by now.” 

Realization fell hard and violently in Sheila’s chest. Her period! She had used that as her excuse last week but had totally forgotten about it.

“What’s wrong, Sheila? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Sheila didn’t know where she found her voice, but she managed in a strangled bleat, “I think I’ve eaten something that disagrees with me.” 

She jumped up from the table and made a dash to the toilet down the hall. She locked the door against the world, creating a space to think. 

Her period was six days late. She had never been this late before. 

Shit. 

Just the thought of it made her stomach lift momentarily, like going over a humpback bridge in a car. 

Pregnant – no way! 

She insisted they use condoms because she wasn’t sure where else he’d been dipping his wick. She couldn’t be pregnant. A current of fear rummaged through her gut, squishing her heart. She focused on controlling her panic as she caught her next breath, in through the nose, out through the mouth. Her heart rate slowed. She fought for control. 

A draught of aloneness swooped over her, bringing Sheila back to her school days. She saw herself as she was then, the most reviled girl in the class, the memory sharp and merciless. 

The other children had surrounded her. She stood with her back to the school wall, her heart racing, fearing this new brand of torture. Suzy O’Cane stepped forward, her hand shot out and she tapped Sheila on the elbow. Sheila retracted. In unison, like a collective beast, the children laughed hungrily, swarming forward. Suzy wiped her hand on the girl next to her. 

“Ugh – I’ve got it now!” the girl squealed as if contaminated with some horrific disease. She held her hand up and ran at a clutch of kids who scattered, screaming. Sheila would have preferred a punch. That way she could have at least hit back. Instead, she stood frozen against the wall in her patched clothes and scuffed shoes holding back the scalding tears that lay behind her eyes. Even the teachers seemed to sniff at her presence. Sheila felt a keen injustice at this. Her clothes may have been tatty but they were clean. In those days, being born out of wedlock in small town Ireland was enough to leave you covered in crap. 

The knock on the toilet door made Sheila jump.

“Sheila, are you OK?” The concern in Elaine’s voice soothed the raw edges of Sheila’s thoughts.

“I had a bad kebab last night,” Sheila answered, knowing that the quiver in her voice lent weight to her fib. 

“Poor pet! I have a free slot,” Elaine said, “go you on home and I’ll take your next client.” 

“Thanks so much. I owe you one.” Sheila unlocked the door and Elaine wrapped her up in a hug.

“Go and take care of yourself. We’ll be able to cover for you. I’ll call you later to make sure you’re okay.” Elaine pushed her in the direction of the lockers. Sheila was too worried to feel guilty about lying to her friend.

Oh God – pregnant... Her cycle was usually so predictable she could plan around it. Her heart thumped, drumming up tension behind her eyes. 

She left the Beauty Spot and headed straight to the supermarket. In a daze she picked up a dual packet of an early pregnancy predictor kit, terrified she’d bump into someone she knew. As she drove home, the package seemed to hum in the bag beside her. 

As soon as she got home, Sheila took the test to the bathroom. Hands shaking, she picked at the cellophane, trying to gain purchase, snagging a corner and ripping it open. Once free of its plastic, she opened the box and emptied its contents onto the bathroom countertop. 

As she peed, she prayed for that first twinge, a cramp, a drop of blood on the white porcelain or smeared into the toilet paper as she wiped herself dry.

She waited on the test’s results for three long minutes. Nah, she thought, not me, this couldn’t happen to me, and certainly not with him. He was supposed to be strictly for fun. She didn’t do serious. But serious was catching up with her now. She held her breath as first one blue line appeared. Her scalp prickled as the second line bloomed bright, clear and very, very blue. There was no ambiguity about this test. Repeating the test delivered the same result. Even so, she couldn’t believe it.

She flushed with heat. Sweat popped on her upper lip. Her stomach lifted and Sheila flew to the toilet to throw up. Even as she hung over the bowl, shattered, her nose assaulted by the sting of urine mixed with the scorch of vomit, she wondered had her mother felt this dread when she’d discovered she was pregnant with Sheila? She hated to think so. She was in exactly the position her mother had preached so hard to her about as a teenager. 

“Men only want one thing Sheila. Once they get it they’re gone,” Maria said one afternoon shortly after Sheila had started her periods. She spoke urgently, this message the most important thing she had to pass on to a confused little girl.

“They will all tell you that you are beautiful,” she said, “Unfortunately, you are. It’s going to be hard to find a man who will love you for what you are inside. Your beauty is your curse.” They sat in the dim kitchen, and Sheila watched the raindrops slide down the windows on the outside, gliding past the rising condensation on the inside, the two bodies of water never meeting. Her mother seemed so dumb. Sheila hadn’t even a friend then, never mind a boyfriend. 

It wasn’t that she’d had her heart broken like her poor embittered mother. Sheila had just never opened her heart. Guys didn’t hold her attention very long. Everyone had a flaw that she couldn’t get around. She didn’t believe in Mr. Right – just Mr. Right Now. 

Should she tell him? What could he do anyway? He was already married. Though she never asked, she didn’t think he had any children. 

Still, as a graduate of the Maria Mooney School of love and life, if anyone could bring up a kid, she could. She would simply end the relationship and be done with it. And why not? He’d never leave his wife. They never did. But the child support would be very handy. She would need the money to claw back her dreams of opening her own place.

Sheila looked at herself in the mirror as she washed her hands. Her eyes flashed and she fought to find the cool, calm person she had learned to put on show from a very young age, starting with making Father’s Day cards in school. She could still remember her soft little-girl hand holding the red crayon and drawing a big heart on the outside, like a Valentines’ card. 

The other children in the class worked hard on their cards too. There was a buzz of excitement that Friday when the teacher announced that they could take the cards home to their fathers. But Sheila made her card knowing her father would never see it. She had nowhere to send it. Inside it said, in her lopsided, little-girl writing, “Happy Father’s Day from Sheila.” The words copied down dutifully from the blackboard, when really she’d wanted to write, “Daddy, where are you, and why did you leave us?” That stinging question, which her mother had refused to answer, still haunted the corners of her heart.

She would tell him. She’d at least attempt to give her child something she never had: a father. She hoped Dermot would see it that way too.
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It felt like the school bell had finally rung. Freedom for the rest of the day, and Dermot was determined to take full advantage of it. He’d guessed it would be difficult to get away but he’d underestimated how much. Molly had really laid it on thick. He smarted at how she put down his team, his commitment to them, to football and him keeping fit. She should be glad he wasn’t out drinking all day, wasting their money on booze. He wasn’t perfect but at least he’d be coming home sober. There were worse things than a bit on the side. What Molly didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. He needed a break from her constant nagging.

Perhaps it was the lack of drama in Molly’s early life, growing up in a nice normal family, that had her thirsting for theatrics now. Relentlessly, she conspired to be the focus of his attention. She blew everything out of proportion. She seemed to thrive on other peoples’ sagas, wallowing in the drama of a broken relationship or a deadly diagnosis, regaling Dermot with gory details he didn’t want to hear. Why did she have to be the fountain-of-all-gossip on each of her friends’ heartbreaks or triumphs?

She didn’t just glory in the dire and disastrous, he’d give her that. Glory of any sort warranted celebration. She even had a birthday party for Wolfie, the damn dog. She was the queen of
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