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Prologue

Ten years ago

‘It’s nearly twelve, love. Do you want us to put the lid on?’

With one hand still resting on her mother’s, Sarah turned to look at the man behind her. He was clearly experienced (third generation, according to the website) and doing his best not to add to her stress levels, but she could detect a slight twitch in his greying moustache.

‘Sorry. I’ll try her again,’ Sarah said, taking out her phone to call her younger sister. The undertaker nodded obligingly, though they were now both fully aware of the futility of the exercise.

‘Oi oi! Sinead can’t come to the phone right now…’ Sinead, who was scraping through first year at university, had got some Big Brother winner to record the mailbox greeting during an appearance at the Queen’s Students’ Union. Even the undertaker could have recited it at this stage, right down to Sinead’s drunken squawking in the background.

As Sarah hit End Call, the cathedral bells began to ring out down the street to signal midday. Of course they did, the wee drama queens. These bells had been the soundtrack to Sarah’s childhood, but they still had the power to catch her off-guard. What surprised her when she moved from Derry to Dublin three years ago was that, while she could now have a decent lie-in and enjoy a conversation uninterrupted, she actually missed them.

Well, they were back with a vengeance this morning – afternoon, now – giving it their best ‘doof-doofs at the end of EastEnders’, each dong seemingly designed to raise Sarah’s stress levels higher and higher.

If this was Albert Square, she could just stand by her mother’s coffin, looking perplexed, until someone yelled ‘cut’. The credits would start rolling, and she wouldn’t have to do anything until the next episode. But this shitshow was her actual life. And much as Bernie had loved the soaps, she wouldn’t have appreciated this level of suspense at her own funeral.

‘Just for one.’ That’s what Sinead had promised when she left the wake to meet some old school friends the previous night. But a promise from Sinead was like a child’s balloon drifting off into the sky: never to be seen again or discovered a few days later tangled up in some barbed wire in Strabane – as Sinead herself once was.

Quick check of Facebook and Instagram. Still no new messages. Sarah had contacted Sinead’s friends first thing that morning when she still hadn’t come home. Perhaps they’d used up all their mobile data and battery power like her sister had done, uploading messy selfies on Waterloo Street and wrongly tagging the location as Waterloo Station, London.

Sarah wasn’t overly worried for Sinead’s safety. She went AWOL after most nights out. But surely, today of all days, she could have got her fucking act together.

Sarah put her phone back in the pocket of her new black jacket. Bernie had insisted on giving her the cash to buy the blazer and a matching skirt a couple of months ago in anticipation of this day. ‘It’ll do for your graduation too,’ Bernie had told her. Then Sarah had hugged her mother’s frail frame as gently as possible and tried not to cry.

Bernie had given Sinead the same amount for the same purpose. Sinead had spent it on tickets to a Rihanna concert. Of course she had. Sarah was the drama student, but Sinead was the source of all the drama.

It wasn’t that Sinead didn’t love Bernie. Sarah saw how upset her sister had been as their mother slipped away a couple of days ago. And for all Sinead’s flaws, no one made Bernie’s face light up like her younger daughter. But what was Sarah supposed to do? Let Sinead derail the funeral?

The bells finished. She could hear hushed voices outside the house, see the outline of dark-clothed bodies through the lace curtains. Neighbours, relatives and Bernie’s former colleagues from the bakery, waiting to accompany the funeral cortège on the short walk down to the cathedral, no doubt wondering what the hold-up was.

There was no point in Sarah asking her aunts for advice. They were proving as useless in their sister’s death as they had been during her illness. Having bid farewell to the body and given out about Sarah’s choice of blouse for Bernie (‘off-white never did her any favours’), they were both in the hallway fussing over who’d got what in the Prayers of the Faithful.

She wished Declan was here, even just for a hug. Her boyfriend was on holiday with his family and hadn’t managed to get a flight back in time. At least he’d texted this morning.

With a sister like Sinead, a sick mother, and an absent father she couldn’t even remember, Sarah knew she had shouldered more responsibility than most twenty-two-year-olds. She had always felt older than her years. But right now, she felt like a little girl again. Lost in a supermarket, trying to find her mother.

Sarah stared down at Bernie. She didn’t look like herself at all. The ravages of cancer and the undertaker’s make-up bag had seen to that. But this was as close to her as Sarah could get right now. And very soon, she would never see her face again.

Mammy, what do I do?

A younger undertaker came into the room, closing the door quietly behind him. He raised his eyebrows at the older one, who shook his head. No news.

They moved closer together and began speaking in hushed tones, which was fairly pointless because Bernie’s sitting room was the size of an Oxo cube. Sarah could hear every word. The priest’s rung my mobile three times. It’s nearly five past, Charlie, we need to make a move.

‘I’m sorry, love,’ the older one was saying to Sarah now. ‘I don’t think we can hold off much longer…’

There was kindness in his eyes. Sarah’s own, raw from weeping and lack of sleep, began to fill up. She blinked tightly, then turned to place both her hands on top of her mother’s cold ones again.

As she whispered goodbye, some runaway tears plopped onto the white satin lining of the coffin. Sarah dabbed the fabric gently, dried her cheeks on the arm of her new jacket, and gave the undertakers a quiet nod.

It was time.

Sinead had to pick her way through sleeping bodies, squeaky takeaway boxes and a fog of beer farts to get out of the flat – the sole survivor of the after-party apocalypse. With a dead phone in one hand and the rest of her belongings in the other, she made her way down the sticky carpeted stairs, ripping her stilettoed heels from every step like a sword from a stone.

What is this, the fucking Hunger Games?

Once she got out the front door and onto Foyle Street, she craned her neck past a bus shelter to get a look at the Guildhall clock.

Quarter past twelve. Thank Christ!

Sinead congratulated herself on her resourcefulness – she’d worked out the time like they did in the olden days! – and decided that, rather than trying to hail a taxi or wait for a bus, she would walk home. A bit of fresh air would help sober her up, and there was still plenty of time to get organised; the funeral – the thing she’d been dreading most, that final goodbye to her mammy – wasn’t until 2 p.m.

She could get back, have a wash (face and pits anyway), then sort out Bernie’s make-up. Seriously, were they playing blind man’s buff with a panstick in the funeral parlour? There was absolutely no way Sinead was letting her favourite person in the world be buried looking like that, all blue eyeshadow and not even an attempt at contouring.

When she’d raised the make-up issue with Sarah – aka self-appointed Chief Mourner – she had got all defensive, saying Sinead couldn’t just ‘waltz in and complain now, after doing nothing’. Sinead had retorted, ‘Quasimodo called; he wants his hump back.’ Sarah hadn’t responded well to that, proving once again she couldn’t take a joke. Not even a lame one.

It was all going to be OK, though, because Sinead was taking matters into her own hands. She mightn’t be great at the mundane stuff like deciding on the order of service or making tea for rubberneckers at the wake. But giving her mammy a glow-up? That she could do.

She’d left her own make-up bag in Belfast in the rush to get home the other day, but once she announced the situation in the girls’ toilets of the Gweedore last night, random strangers were tripping over themselves to donate concealer, highlighter, a full Urban Decay eye palette. Free drinks left, right and centre too. People in Derry were so generous. You’d never get that in Belfast.

She gave her handbag a squeeze as she passed the foot of Waterloo Street to make sure the make-up was still in there. Good. Nice and full. Just like Sinead had been last night.

She’d needed that release, though. A break from the grief. Whatever hours of drunken sleep she’d managed to snatch on the floor of that random flat had been the most she’d had in days. How long had it actually been, since she’d got the call telling her to get back as quick as she could – four days? Five, maybe? Time felt stretched out and compressed, all at once.

Memories just kept flashing when she closed her eyes. Of Bernie taking her last breath in the hospice; then Sinead and Sarah clinging to each other for strength as the nice nurse gently removed the tubes.

Regrets came too. The moments she hadn’t been there; all the times she’d let her mother down.

But she could deal with the sadness and grief another time. Today, she needed to focus on giving her mammy a good send-off.

Once she got up this fucking hill. Why were there so many hills in Derry? William Street was hardly one of the worst offenders, but with the hangover starting to take hold now, and her high heels cutting off the circulation to her toes, Sinead may as well have been scaling Everest. Creggan Street was still looming ahead. She needed a pit stop.

‘How’s it going, Marie?’ Sinead croaked as she swung open the shop door and headed straight for the fridges. She’d been coming in here her whole life, but the owner looked surprised to see her.

‘Hello, love. Are you not…?’ Marie nodded in the direction of the cathedral across the road.

Sinead let the cool air wash over her as she grabbed a can of Coke. ‘It’s not till two.’

Marie shook her head. ‘I watched the procession go in there about half an hour ago, love.’

Marie must be nudging seventy, but surely she wasn’t senile already? Sinead closed the fridge door and spoke slowly and clearly, just in case. ‘Naw, Marie. It couldn’t have been. It’s at two.’

The shopkeeper looked concerned, but sure of what she was saying. ‘Your sister and your aunties were all walking behind the…’ She paused. ‘Your mammy.’

Sinead opened her mouth to reply. She couldn’t seem to form any words.

The funeral was at 2 p.m. That was what Sarah had said yesterday. Wasn’t it? Then the burial. At the cemetery.

Suddenly, she could hear her sister’s words in her ears, right down to her stern tone: ‘The funeral is at twelve.’

Sinead leant against the fridge, then raised her lumpen handbag towards Marie. ‘But the make-up… for my mammy…’

Marie came out from behind the counter and took her by the arm. ‘I’ll bring you over to the cathedral, pet. It’ll not be finished yet.’

Sinead nodded and let herself be escorted out of the shop. Marie flipped the Open sign to Closed and quickly locked the door behind her.

What happened next was fragmented: the short, brisk walk to the church. Marie taking a few seconds outside the cathedral’s huge wooden doors to button up Sinead’s denim jacket, then deftly licking a tissue and wiping some of last night’s mascara from under Sinead’s eyes. The priest’s short pause as he spotted them walking up the aisle. The head-turns and whispers. Sinead’s going-out shoes clacking loudly on the cold tiles. Marie genuflecting and gently letting go of Sinead’s arm so she could take her place beside Sarah, alone in the front row. Sinead turning towards her sister. Sarah staring straight ahead.

By the altar, their mother’s coffin, sealed shut.




Chapter 1

Sarah

In her six years of parenthood, Sarah had learnt to triage every call for ‘MA-MMY!’

To the untrained ear, each screech from her twins was delivered at the same volume and urgency you’d use to wake a lorry driver asleep at the wheel or inform a skier they’re about to be engulfed by an avalanche.

Rare guests in the house would seem surprised as Sarah blithely ignored the scrapping pair at her feet. Occasionally, she might intervene and tell her tiny charges to pack it in. And of course, anything serious was dealt with immediately: injury, illness, doing a poo in a ball pit. But in general, she chose a non-interventionist approach. As a self-employed single parent, she had enough worries without rushing to every whinge over a decapitated Barbie.

In Derry they had a better name for it: nyaming. But she lived in Dublin now, so called it whingeing.

‘It’s self-preservation,’ Sarah would explain to the visitor. ‘Like, you know when you’re in a shop and Maroon 5 comes on? Yes, it’s an assault on your ears. Yes, it all sounds the same. But you just learn to block it out.’

People often assumed that because her twins were different sexes, they wouldn’t squabble over the same toys, or scrap like two boys, or engage in psychological warfare like two girls – until they met Sam and Laurie, who could do all three with aplomb.

Today, Sarah was otherwise engaged at the kitchen table when Sam shouted her name from upstairs. It sounded like it was coming from the direction of the bathroom.

‘WHAT’S WRONG, PET?’ Sarah called upwards, then reverted her eyes to the laptop screen, a Jackson Pollock painting of buttery fingerprints and crusty little barnacles of Weetabix.

One minute fifty-eight seconds to go. No other bidders.

‘WHAT IS IT, SAM?’ she shouted again.

Sarah didn’t want her children to grow up expecting others to swoop in and solve everything for them. Her sister had always been mollycoddled by their mother, then expected Sarah to step in and do the same when Bernie died. Now, despite the fact that Sinead was nudging thirty, and somehow managing to hold down a full-time job in Belfast, she still behaved like a wayward teenager.

Sinead, who once called 999 when an ASOS parcel failed to turn up. Who couldn’t find her way out of a cul-de-sac without consulting Google Maps. Who, when a Starbucks barista was rude to her, started tweeting the chief executive. Because some fat cat in Seattle would really care that she didn’t get enough chocolate sauce in her morning mocha.

Sarah’s job was to love her twins fiercely, yes, but also to make sure they grew into independent adults who could fight their own battles. Navigate their way out of life’s cul-de-sacs. Clean up their own messes.

That said, cleaning up their own messes didn’t extend to the bathroom yet. Especially not for Sam, who made his twin sister – herself no stickler for cleanliness – look like Mrs Hinch. Poor Sam approached toileting like Lewis Hamilton spraying a bottle of champagne at the Grand Prix. So God knows what scene awaited Sarah up there this afternoon.

Some words – Mammy something something – travelled down the stairs, but were largely indecipherable over the whirr of the bathroom’s broken extractor fan.

That bloody fan. She’d add it to her to-do list. Right after working through the dirty-laundry mountain, tightening the rickety bog seat, and fulfilling the twins’ costume requests for the upcoming Cultural Diversity Day at school. Getting an Indian sari for Laurie was easy enough, but Sam’s RuPaul ensemble was proving harder to source. There was a real scarcity of drag outfits for six-year-olds, although Sarah had chanced upon an Irish dancing wig in a charity shop, which could hopefully be brushed out into something more convincing.

One minute forty-five seconds to go.

‘IS IT AN EMERGENCY, SAM?’

More muffled words.

One minute thirty-two seconds to go. No other bidders.

‘JUST A SECOND…’

Sarah’s heart rate quickened as she watched the clock tick on her Zara boots. They weren’t technically hers yet, but they hopefully would be in the next one minute twenty-one seconds.

One minute twenty seconds.

One minute nineteen seconds.

Some people went to church on a Sunday; Sarah went to eBay.

A professional actress, she used to love stepping onto a stage and feeling the adrenaline coursing through her body. These days, though, with only the twins’ school hours to work within, Sarah was more likely to be recording a voiceover for a carpet warehouse than treading any boards. She had to get her kicks where she could. And the prospect of this moment, these Brand New with Tags Zara Tan Genuine Leather Knee-High Boots Size 5 going for a song, had got her through the entire week.

Sarah hadn’t bought herself any clothes, pre-loved or otherwise, in months; it was usually just stuff for the children she was getting online. But she had fallen in love with these boots as soon as she spotted them and waited patiently for the seven-day auction to end, checking several times daily to make sure no one else put in a higher offer. They were practically hers now.

One minute and two seconds to go. Still no other bidders. Yet.

She called out to her daughter, who was watching TV in the adjoining living room. ‘Laurie, love, would you run up and check on Sam? I’m just in the middle of something.’

Sarah could see Laurie through the glass door separating the rooms. Her eyes didn’t even flicker. She was too engrossed in a YouTube video of a nasal-voiced American child unboxing a new toy. Despite the shockingly low production standards, there was no chance of her daughter budging.

Forty-nine seconds.

If Sarah’s mobile phone hadn’t run out of battery, she’d be up the stairs by now. She could be tending to whatever mess awaited her and still have one eye on the auction. Instead, she was tethered to her ancient computer.

Forty-two seconds.

‘MAMMY!’ Sam didn’t sound overly distressed. Did he?

But what if.

Thirty-eight seconds. Another bidder!

It was alright. She could still swoop in and get the boots. Her boots. As long as they didn’t go above €30.

But what if something really was wrong?

‘MAMMY!’

What if?

‘OK, love! It’s OK!’ Sarah shouted. She jumped up and, not for the first time, silently cursed the twins’ father, Declan, who hadn’t set foot in the house in months. ‘I’m on my way.’




Chapter 2

Sinead

Unknown number. What kind of sociopath would ring first thing on a Sunday morning?

Sinead reached for her phone to press Answer, using the other hand to shield her eyes from the light. She went to speak, but no sound came out. Her mouth was shockingly dry, considering the volume of liquid she’d hoofed into it last night.

When she finally managed to formulate the word ‘Hello’, it came out pure raspy. Like she’d stolen Rod Stewart’s larynx. For all she could remember of the previous evening, maybe she had? She didn’t hate her new voice, though – it was kind of sexy.

There was a pause at the other end, a crackling sound, then a man spoke.

‘Hello, Miss… Sign-aid Sweeney? We understand you have been in an accident that wasn’t your fault.’

‘Hi, buddy,’ Sinead croaked. ‘Listen. No judgement here. We’re all trying to earn a crust. But I have a raging hangover. I either have to burp or boke – I haven’t worked out which yet. Would you mind scamming somebody else?’

The line went dead.

Sinead looked at the time on her phone: 2.07 p.m. So it was, in fact, afternoon. Still, plenty of time before she was due to meet her best friend Barry for brunch. Sinead and Barry didn’t stick to conventional mealtimes at weekends; brunch could be any time between 11 a.m. and 5 p.m., depending on how messy things had got the night before.

Last night’s experiment of using Berocca as a mixer had not staved off a hangover. In fairness, it hadn’t been actual Berocca but a cheaper supermarket dupe. She’d be sure to buy the real deal next time.

Sinead popped two paracetamol from their foil packaging one-handed, then unscrewed the lid from a bottle of full-fat Coke. She’d had the foresight to place both within reach when she crashed in last night – this wasn’t her first time at the rodeo.

At the races. At the rodeo. Races. No, rodeo. Which was it? She’d done English at Queen’s. She worked in an ad agency, for God’s sake. Words were supposed to be her thing! But years of partying had killed off a few brain cells apparently. It certainly felt like her head was twerking up and down a cheese grater right now.

Perhaps that was why, in all her years of full-time work, she’d never had a promotion.

Sinead’s tummy gurgled. It sounded like there was a wee old man trapped in there, calling out for help. She needed some food, pronto.

She hadn’t eaten since that fish taco last night. Barry had made them pause their pub crawl and queue for fifteen minutes in the drizzle at some horsebox-turned-Mexican-taqueria ‘the whole of Belfast’ was raving about. ‘Do it for the ’Gram, Shin,’ he’d said, while Sinead tried to salvage the beautiful wavy blow-dry their hairdresser housemate Marta had given her earlier that day.

She’d always envied her older sister Sarah’s shiny shampoo-ad hair: thick, glossy, naturally straight, in keeping with her strait-laced personality. With Sinead’s frizz-prone wavy auburn locks and all her freckles, her late mother Bernie used to call her a ‘beautiful Irish colleen’. But Sinead just wanted to look like she could be on Selling Sunset, so she was out a fortune in fake tan and full-bleach-and-tone appointments.

‘Look at the shape of me,’ she’d cried as Barry uploaded his taco pic. ‘My hair’s a mess and I stink of fish. Who’s going to get off with me now? Captain fuckin’ Birdseye?’

Sinead’s prophecy had proved correct. No one went near her, whereas Barry had headed home later that night with a sexy tiler they’d met in the Kremlin. Maybe she’d have more luck if she didn’t drink almost exclusively in gay bars.

Anyway. No messages from Barry yet today. Presumably he was still getting LAID by the TILER. Ha. They were going to have a field day with the puns later. She loved it when one of them went with a tradesman.

She slowly eased herself up off the sofa where she’d slept, pawed around in her handbag for some coins, and slotted them into the vending machine in the corner.

Just another perk of sleeping in the staffroom.

What had started as a one-off after the Christmas do, when Sinead couldn’t get a taxi home, was now a weekly occurrence. The office had become her secret crash pad, her weekend pied-à-terre. And the occasional weekday too, if she’d been on the lash post-work.

And who could blame her? The Progress! office – exclamation mark mandatory – was tucked down a quiet side street slap bang in the city centre, making it much easier and quicker to get back to than her houseshare.

Sinead had left Queen’s eight years ago, and got the job at Progress! soon after that. But she was yet to graduate from living in the Holylands, the notorious student party area just behind the university. Her journey back to Cairo Street from a night out in town could take anything from ten to seventy-five minutes, depending on choice of shoes, mode of transport (taxi/bus/bare feet), and level of intoxication.

The office was deserted at weekends, the staffroom sofa surprisingly comfortable, and the vending machine choked out 50p coffees and decent hangover snacks.

There was even a shower to wash away the night before. The only other user was Derek, the office manager, on weekdays, after his cycle to work. Derek was crushingly boring, but the minty shower gel he left in there did make the extremities tingle, suggesting he might be a fraction more exciting than he let on.

It was nearly May now, and in all her months of office sleepovers Sinead had never encountered another human being out of hours. Sinead’s boss, Carmel, decamped to her north-coast holiday home every weekend, the CCTV at the building’s entrance hadn’t worked in years, and the cleaners were only in on weekdays.

All it took was a swipe of her work pass. And Sinead would never abuse the privilege by bringing anyone else back there. This was her space, and hers only. As much as she loved her housemates, she liked having her hangovers in peace, with only the glow of the vending machine for company.

Sinead selected F3 (Tayto Cheese & Onion) and returned to the sofa to eat her crisps and commence some life admin.

Nothing too incriminating on the socials, just a seventeen-second TikTok of her and Marta lip-syncing to Adele in a rickshaw between bars. Her make-up looked good, so that could stay up. She’d also posted an Insta Story of the ‘Best. Tacos. Ever!!!’ (Lies.) Happy days, the taco truck had shared it on their page too. Over on Facebook, Sheena from school was still trying to flog her Mooncup on Marketplace. ‘Brand new, in box’. Hope it hadn’t been in Sheena’s box. Ugh.

Banking app: still overdrawn. She’d ask Barry or Marta for a sub until payday. Although, she still owed them for the last sub.

Sinead was in the middle of typing ‘Paul Mescal relationship status’ into Reddit when she heard a door swing in the corridor. Shit. Was it the cleaners? They didn’t usually come at the weekend, though. Hopefully they’d head to the office floor first.

She grabbed her coat (black faux-leather trench, £16.99 on Depop, class looking) and reached for her shoes. Of course it would be the lace-up gladiator heels from Shein. (Also class looking, but a nightmare to get on.)

She could hear footsteps now.

Getting closer.

No.

No.

NO.

She’d recognise that walk anywhere.

Sinead’s eyes darted around the staffroom – no space behind the sofa, no time to crouch beside the vending machine. How the hell was she going to style this out?

It was too late. The door opened and in walked her boss, all 5 feet 11 inches of her, swathed in Lululemon gym gear.

‘Carmel!’ Sinead’s voice and trench coat squeaked in unison as she lurched forward to greet her manager. ‘What are you doing here?’

Carmel’s face was devoid of emotion, though that might have been due to the £600 of premium Botox and fillers pumped into it. She said nothing as she surveyed the scene: her bedraggled employee, the hum of stale sweat and vodka, the crisp crumbs scattered on the sofa.

Then she looked Sinead dead in the eye. ‘I could ask you the same thing.’




Chapter 3

Sarah

After racing upstairs and kicking open the door with the force of a SWAT team, Sarah had found Sam on the toilet, staring awestruck at the ceiling like a tourist in the Sistine Chapel.

‘Look, Mammy! There’s loads of them!’ he’d said, lisping through his missing front teeth as he pointed upwards.

Sarah had followed Sam’s index finger to the farthest corner of the room, high above the retro faux-wood-panelled bath and the phlegm-green wall tiles.

What the actual…?

They were almost jaunty in the way they sprouted out from the ceiling, proudly announcing their arrival: five or six mutant mushrooms of varying sizes, their perfectly smooth, grey-brown heads dangling on bendy white stalks.

How long had they been growing there? How had Sarah missed this?

Probably because, in the rare moments she got to sit on the toilet in peace, she was head down, scrolling on her phone. It turned out Sam and Laurie’s little lungs had been breathing in fungal air, on her watch. Her stomach lurched.

Initially, Sarah presumed the busted extractor fan was the culprit, but as she looked closer, she could see a faint tea-brown stain above the mushrooms and some bubbling in the old ceiling paintwork. The only thing above that was the attic. Was there damp up there too?

By this stage, Laurie had come upstairs to see what the fuss was about. Sarah got Sam sorted and off the toilet, then ushered both twins downstairs. Once they had settled in front of the TV, she unplugged her phone, which now hopefully had enough charge to see her through a trip to the loft.

She pulled down the wooden ladder, taking the utmost care as she ascended the creaky steps. Casualty had been mandatory Saturday-night viewing in her house growing up (Bernie had been hugely invested in Charlie and Duffy’s will-they-won’t-they narrative arc), and no one emerged from a precarious ladder unscathed.

Who would a hospital phone now as her next of kin? Sinead?

With that chilling thought, Sarah slowed her pace even more and decided not to risk putting her full body weight on the attic’s old, possibly soggy floorboards. From the top rung of the ladder, she used her phone torch to scan the space, taking in the bin liners full of Christmas decorations she’d slung through the hatch in January, the dusty empty suitcases, and the previous summer’s crumpled paddling pool.

Further into the roof space, she could see several cardboard boxes from the clear-out of Bernie’s council house. That painful task had, as with all of the other admin, fallen to Sarah when their mother died.

She took a deep breath before directing the phone torch to the area above the bathroom. Had it always smelled this musty up here? And was she imagining it, or did the wooden beams look a bit darker, moister, over there?

They were harder to spot this time, camouflaged by the dark wood and lack of light. But sure enough, in amongst the crevices, there they were. Maybe ten or fifteen of them, some even bigger than Sarah’s face.

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘Jesus Chrise! Jesus Chrise!’

The twins had appeared at the bottom of the ladder.

‘Did you find more mushrooms?’ Sam was jostling with Laurie to climb up. ‘I want to see them!’

‘I’ll take a photo of them for you.’ Sarah could feel the ladder groaning under the weight of the three of them. ‘It’s not safe up here. Downstairs. Now.’

‘If we go, will you bring down the paddling pool?’ said Laurie.

‘Not this time. But you can get some Skips from the cupboard. A packet each,’ said Sarah.

Still no retreat.

‘And a Fruit Shoot?’ Laurie negotiated, very much the union rep of the pair.

‘OK, and a Fruit Shoot. Now go! And be careful on those steps.’

The twins began heading back downstairs, chanting ‘Jesus Chrise!’ as they went.

Once they were safely out of the way, Sarah took some photos of the darkened wood and the mushrooms (plus a couple of close-ups of the freakiest-looking ones, to keep Sam happy). At least the other end of the attic, above the twins’ bedroom, looked clear. But how long before the mushrooms spread that way? She was going to have to get this sorted as soon as possible.

The best person to message was Deborah, whose daughter Oliwia was best friends with Laurie. Deborah’s partner, Zuzanna, was Polish, and the couple had an impressive array of builders, plumbers, electricians, and contractors on speed dial.

There was no point telling the other two members of the School Mamz WhatsApp group. Cleona, whose name reflected her impeccable hygiene standards, would be horrified and desperate for more details of Sarah’s filthy living conditions. And, lovely as she was, Emma Jane would probably offer to make the mushrooms into some sort of nourishing woo-woo broth.

As Sarah scanned the attic one last time, the light caught on something gold poking out of a box. It was Bernie’s beloved painting of Jesus, with its light-up Sacred Heart, which had hung in their kitchen in Derry. Sarah hadn’t seen it in years.

In her teens, she’d thought the picture was tacky. She’d unplug it before friends came over. But Sarah felt remorseful now for relegating something her mother had cherished to this dank dumping ground.

She put her phone in her pocket and hoisted herself into the attic, just far enough to reach over and grab it from the box. Sam and Laurie weren’t going to be impressed when she appeared with religious merch instead of a paddling pool, but she could plug it in for them, see if the heart still glowed red. Although they never got to meet Bernie, Sarah made a point of telling them stories about their granny to keep her memory alive.

She shut the attic door, gladly, and carried the painting down the ladder, resting it on the carpeted landing and kneeling down to get a proper look. Its gold-painted frame and heavy glass were covered in dust, the plastic plug discoloured to a margarine shade, and the painting itself was a cheap reproduction. But despite Sarah’s lack of faith, there was something beautiful about it: the gentleness in Jesus’s eyes; the way his head tilted; the glowing halo around him.

She could see now, having been through the mill herself and left to manage alone, why it might have given her mother comfort in difficult times.

Still kneeling, Sarah pulled the picture towards her and embraced it.




Chapter 4

Sinead

Sinead stared at the blank Word document on her computer screen and did her best to focus on the flashing cursor instead of this morning’s toast, which was starting to lurch back up her oesophagus.

Again, she rehearsed in her head what she planned to say to Carmel. Yesterday’s encounter had been excruciating, but mercifully brief. Carmel had told Sinead she was ‘in no fit state’ to explain herself and to meet her in her office first thing. Sinead had grabbed her belongings and scuttled out, spluttering ‘sorrysorrysorry’. Talk about a walk of shame.

She and Barry had sacked off brunch at vågen (hipster café and home to Sinead’s current lust object, Thom the Hot Barista) and snuggled up on the sofa to work out Sinead’s official line for Carmel: her friends had left without her, she couldn’t get a taxi, the night buses were full, it was a one-off thing, it would never happen again et cetera.

‘Look sad and give it the Bambi eyes. If that doesn’t work, turn on the waterworks and go in hard on mental health,’ Barry had advised. ‘Now. Sort out your mascara and get that blanket off you. You look like a hunger striker.’

So here she was: hangover-free and at her desk at 8.57 a.m. to show her dedication. She’d even dressed in all-black, a nod to her boss’s signature colour.

Image was everything to Carmel. Progress! was sandwiched between a charity shop and a hearing aid specialist, but that hadn’t stopped Carmel from going for a Mad Men theme. The meeting room was called Don Draper, the pokey staff kitchen was Betty’s Diner, and the reception area was decorated with canvases of the New York skyline. The overall effect felt more TK Maxx than Manhattan to Sinead, but the clients lapped it up. Everyone from celebrity dentists to crisps brands parted with large sums of money to be ‘Carmel Campbell-Collinsed’.

Despite the company name, Sinead hadn’t progressed much in the years she’d been there, but she couldn’t complain. She hadn’t been replaced with Chat GPT yet, and coming up with social media posts about vitamin gummies and advertorials about surprisingly tasty pork by-products meant she could pay her rent and stay in Belfast, the only home she had now.

She could not afford to lose this job.

Shannon was the only other person in so far, stinking out the entire office with her Tupperware breakfast of ‘calorie-controlled kedgeree’. The office nepo baby, she sat opposite Sinead and had a completely made-up role as Head of Culture, gifted to her by ‘Aunty C’. The absence of any work to do left Shannon plenty of time to brain dump to Sinead about skinny jabs, the status of her Love Island application form, and her various intolerances (gluten, the unemployed, people with dreadlocks).

Sinead pulled her polo neck up over her mouth and nose. Normally, she’d berate Shannon for the stench, but it wasn’t the day for upsetting the boss’s niece. And at least it was keeping Shannon’s mouth occupied.

Couldn’t get a taxi. A one-off thing. It will never, EVER happen again.

Couldn’t get a taxi. A one-off thing. It will never, EVER happen again.

Sinead’s inbox pinged.


From: Carmel Campbell-Collins.

Subject: Meet me in Don Draper



Carmel was already sitting in the glass-walled meeting room, leafing through a folder of printouts. In her cheap polo neck and polyester trousers, Sinead felt like a Simon Cowell tribute act compared with Carmel’s Isabel Marant leather pencil skirt and crisp white shirt.

‘Hi, Carmel!’ Sinead said, testing the water with some pleasantries. ‘How are you?’

Her boss pointed at a chair across the large boardroom table, not even glancing up from her directional fringe and nonagonal glasses. Sinead knew they were nonagonal because she had once counted all nine sides during a client meeting, bored out of her skull.

Sinead sat down and tried to rearrange her flushed face into something less guilty looking. Confident; yet contrite. Professional; yet vulnerable. But Sarah was the actress, not her. She felt, in that moment, a grudging respect for her sister’s skills.

At last, her boss raised her head. She took her time with that, too – had she slipped a disc during yesterday’s workout, or was she enjoying making Sinead sweat?

‘So, Sinead. I think we both know why I’ve called you here.’

Sinead nodded. She’d let Carmel say her piece, then start reeling off the excuses.

‘After our little rendezvous yesterday, I decided to do some due diligence,’ Carmel said, resting her beautifully French-manicured hands on the folder in front of her. It looked thick. What was in it? ‘I had Derek go over the timesheets of when you’ve been swiping in and out. It’s quite the dossier.’

It had never occurred to Sinead that her swipe card might get her in trouble. She was usually just delighted to be able to locate it in her handbag, particularly after a few drinks.

‘Right, Carmel. So, I can explain. Firstly, as you know, Belfast is experiencing a major taxi shortage…’

‘I don’t want your excuses, Sinead. It’s all in there in black and white. You’ve been clocking in to my premises at 2 a.m., 3 a.m., 4 a.m. every Saturday night since December – plenty of weeknights and Friday nights too. And God only knows what pondweed you were bringing back with you.’

‘No, I never brought anyone—’

‘Save it.’ Carmel raised her palm at Sinead, gesturing her to stop. Her fringe was actually vibrating now. ‘I’ve let things slide before – the tardiness, the two-hour lunches, the questionable sick days – because you’re good at your job. But this? This is next level. You’ve made a mockery of Progress! You’ve compromised our security. You’ve disregarded all the opportunities I’ve given you over the years…’

Her boss had a point about the job – Sinead was good at it. She knew it inside out, and she’d got bored. Complacent. Even so, she didn’t want to lose it – and other agencies were hardly lining up to poach her. Time to up the contrition vibes. She bowed her head and, like a boxer resurfacing at the last minute – pop! – looked up at her boss with sad doe eyes.

‘I don’t see why YOU are glaring at ME, Sinead. You’re the one who’s committed a major misdemeanour.’

‘God no, I wasn’t glaring!’ (Again, kudos to Sarah. Acting was hard.) ‘I’m actually really down. I’ve been going through some mental health challenges—’

‘Oh really?’ More fringe pulsation. ‘Have you been experiencing delusions that your workplace is a Marriott Hotel? Or is this the same “mental health challenge” you had when you took a week off to mourn the loss of your mother? Then we discovered she’d been dead years, and you were “mourning” her at Glastonbury festival?’

‘No, no – that was unprocessed trauma, Carmel. It just took a while to… hit me.’

‘It didn’t look very traumatic when Maura from reception saw you on BBC Two, bouncing up and down on some man’s shoulders during Billie Eyelash.’

‘Eilish.’

‘I DON’T CARE WHAT HER NAME IS, SINEAD! Look. It pains me to say this. I like you. The clients like your work. But your nine lives are up. You’ve left me with no other option than immediate dismissal.’

‘Christ, that’s a bit—’

‘As you know, our projects and client details are all confidential, so you will have no further access to your contacts or emails. Shannon can bag up your belongings and escort you out of the building, and IT will be deactivating your work pass.’

‘Bag up my belongings? Jeepers, Carmel, I’ve been here nearly eight years. Can we not turn over a new leaf? Or just do, like, a written warning or something?’

‘It’s gone too far for that, Sinead. You’re lucky I’m not calling the police about your trespassing.’

‘How am I meant to pay my bills, Carmel? My rent?’

‘Not my problem, Sinead.’

‘What about a reference?’

‘Of course I can’t give you a reference! Now, I need you out before my client arrives.’

Sinead stood up and pushed her chair in. Through the glass walls, she saw Shannon standing at Derek’s desk. Both of them were staring in and clearly living for the drama.

She turned back towards Carmel to ask a legitimate question, given all the money she’d been forced to put in envelopes for colleagues’ weddings, baby showers, and retirement gifts. ‘Can I at least get a whip-round?’

‘SINEAD. GO. NOW!’




Chapter 5

Sarah

After the school run on Monday morning, and with Deborah’s builder Mateusz due to arrive at midday, Sarah swiped all her greying underwear from the radiators, cleared away the breakfast dishes, then opened her laptop to do some admin.

The browser was still on eBay from yesterday. ‘Sorry you missed out on this item’ was emblazoned above the Zara boots, in what she felt was an aggressively gloating choice of font.

‘Well, you can feck right off,’ Sarah muttered, as she clicked into her emails with more force than strictly necessary.

There was nothing from Hen, her agent, on the life insurance advert she’d auditioned for the previous week, so Sarah bashed out a quick email asking for an update.

Hen, short for Henrietta, had represented Sarah since she’d graduated from Trinity. She was one of those ‘from money’ people who had the confidence to not only hold on to her boarding-school-style nickname in adulthood, but actually use it in a professional capacity.

Hen either hadn’t received news on the ad yet, or was busy negotiating deals for bigger clients. But this gig was a big deal to Sarah. Ads paid well, and she had gas, electric, and local property tax bills coming up. And now a mushroom colony to eradicate.

It wasn’t that she and the twins were crying poverty. They were ridiculously fortunate to live in a house gifted to her ex, Declan, when his grandmother died nearly a decade ago. A very sweet red-brick terraced home in a quiet cul-de-sac in Ranelagh, just off the main stretch of shops and less than ten minutes’ walk from the twins’ school. Along with the house’s lovely period features came period wiring and period plumbing, but a mortgage-free home in such a desirable part of Dublin was something most people in their twenties and thirties – Sarah included – would have donated an organ for.

Even so, finances were precarious. She and Declan had split up about eighteen months ago, and his ‘contributions’ were sporadic, to say the least. After-school childcare was too expensive, and most acting gigs – most jobs in general, in fact – needed Sarah to work well beyond the twins’ pick-up time. The school summer holidays coming up at the end of next month were a bigger headache. There was no chance of Sarah getting any paid work during that time – unless she found some mythical director happy to let two six-year-olds tag along.

On paper, out of the two sisters, people probably would have assumed Sinead would become the actress. She was the bigger personality, the entertainer. But it had been Sarah who’d got the acting bug, after being picked to play Lady Macbeth in a school production when she was about fifteen. For someone so strait-laced in ‘real life’, playing such a complex and unravelling character had been a revelation. It felt like an escape, somewhere to channel all the uncomfortable, less palatable feelings she hid from Bernie, Sinead, and the outside world: vulnerability, even anger. The dressing-up, the applause, the post-show buzz were fun too – intoxicating, actually.

At Trinity, she’d been considered one of the best in her drama class. Sarah discovered that, while she was never picked for the comedic roles, she had the right combination of talent and work ethic to make a great straight-woman. And while she hadn’t reached the heights of some of her contemporaries, she’d had a good career pre-motherhood. There’d been decent parts in RTÉ dramas and a couple of low-budget but well-received films, a meaty role in a BBC series about the Troubles, and some really rewarding theatre work.

Sarah thought she’d found a kindred spirit in Declan, a travel photographer. They’d met when they were both still students and, like her, he was creative, driven and passionate about his work. Getting pregnant with twins at twenty-six had been a happy accident, but it had changed everything. For Sarah, anyway. She couldn’t head off to film on location or appear on stage six nights a week anymore. Not while Declan continued to work away. And eventually ran away.

These days, Sarah took what she could get. Voiceovers. Radio ads. Staff training videos about how to lift a heavy box. It certainly wasn’t the career her younger self had dreamt of, but it paid the bills. And giving up her career aspirations didn’t have to be forever. Just until her children turned eighteen. Which only left another… twelve years.

She checked her emails again. Still nothing from Hen.

Mateusz arrived bang on time. After declining several offers of tea and taking a quick look at the bathroom ceiling, he headed up to the attic with his toolkit and torch.

He hadn’t been particularly chipper on arrival, but he certainly didn’t look happy when he came back down the ladder a few minutes later.

‘It’s not good news,’ he said solemnly. ‘There’s a bad leak up there. Your support beams are rotten.’

‘OK!’ Sarah replied, trying to muster enough positivity for the both of them. ‘Have you anything in the van you can fix it with? I’ll just go with whatever the cheapest option is.’

Mateusz shook his head. ‘I can put in something temporary, to stop the leak for now, but the structural integrity is gone. When autumn and winter come, you need a new roof.’

A new ROOF? Sarah knew Mateusz was trustworthy – he came with Deborah’s seal of approval. But she’d assumed all he’d have to do was stick some tape over a crack or put a dehumidifier up there. ‘It’ll have to go through the insurance then,’ she said, any hope of a quick fix replaced with an air of resignation.

It was going to be a ballache to fill out all the paperwork, but at least home and contents insurance was the one payment Declan did keep on top of – to protect the wildly expensive camera equipment in the locked box room.

But Mateusz shook his head again. ‘This is an old house, maybe a hundred years old or more?’ he said. ‘The roof looks like it has never been maintained. You can try, but I don’t think they will pay out.’

‘How much will it cost me?’

‘For a roof of this size? At least €10,000.’

Sarah felt like she’d been punched in the stomach.

Mateusz must have seen her face buckle because his tone softened. ‘I’m sorry to give you bad news. I know it’s a lot of money. But it’s a big safety risk. And the cost of materials keeps going up. If I were you, I’d get it replaced as soon as possible.’

Sarah didn’t know what to say. She’d spent the past year and a half being both mother and father to her children. Making sure they felt safe, warm, secure. Doing her best to make ends meet. Now the life she had built for them, and herself, was literally at risk of collapse. How was she supposed to fix this?

She lifted the mug of tea she’d made Mateusz and downed it in one long slug.




Chapter 6

Sinead

It was a couple of weeks since Sinead got fired, and the job offers weren’t exactly flooding in. Her pleading emails to Carmel had gone unanswered; recruitment agencies wouldn’t take her on without a reference; and none of the other ad agencies had got back to her. Gossip clearly travelled fast in Belfast.

She had yet to see anything suitable on the employment sites either, but thanks to all the pop-up ads among the listings, she was now in possession of a new pair of genuine UGG boots, a £220 laser hair-removal machine, and a growing overdraft.

Sinead had also left several voicemails and texts to tell Sarah she was ‘between roles – to use a phrase from you actors!’ and could she borrow a few pounds/euros until her next pay cheque? But her sister, who was living rent-free and probably had a fortune in savings, had left her on read.

Sarah had been harder to reach since all the Declan stuff happened – literally and emotionally. That was sad, but understandable in the circumstances. What was completely unfair, though, was the radio silence since Bernie’s anniversary mass a couple of months ago. Sinead had genuinely been too sick to travel to Derry and attend. Sarah – who, for the record, never went to mass herself – clearly thought Sinead was pulling a sickie and just couldn’t be bothered.

She wished Sarah would get off the cross and stop playing the martyr all the time. Sinead had built a respectable life for herself in Belfast, with good friends and, until recently, a decent job that was far more stable than acting. She even had a Tesco Clubcard, for Christ’s sake! But her achievements meant little to Sarah; Sinead was always going to be the fuck-up baby sister.

It wasn’t just Sarah. Sinead was starting to detect some frustration from Barry and Marta too, and she hated it.

Take the past weekend, for instance. Sinead had been out in the garden, drinking a medicinal gin and tonic to cheer herself up, while Barry and Marta were at their life-drawing class. In fairness, they had asked Sinead if she wanted to join the class when they signed up, and she’d declined. (‘Why would I pay £60 to see a man’s penis, when my Tinder messages are full of them?’) Now the pair of them were always going on about classmates she didn’t know and how their skills were improving.

‘Is that the last of the Hendrick’s and Fever-Tree?’ Barry had said pointedly when they got back.

‘And my LED face mask you’re wearing?’ Marta added. Sinead’s housemates had shared a look, then the normally placid Marta had muttered something cross-sounding in Spanish to Barry. That was another thing – Marta was teaching Barry conversational Spanish. These two were like two peas in a fucking paella.

It had always just been Sinead and Barry, and a selection of dud housemates, in their Cairo Street house until they’d found Marta – their ‘Queen Letizia of the Holylands’ – a couple of years ago. Sinead had always loved how well they all got on, but recently, it felt like Barry and Marta were boarding a train somewhere and she was being left stranded at the station.

Barry and Marta were also partying less than they used to. When they did go out – and sometimes Sinead had to really twist their arms to – they’d do lame stuff like alternate every drink with a glass of water or turn down a tray of shots. Like, who did that?

Lately, there’d even been suggestions that the three of them leave the Holylands for somewhere more ‘age appropriate’ (Barry’s words). Sinead had managed to persuade them to stay put – for now – by pointing out that moving was a huge hassle and most of their student neighbours would be heading away for the summer anyway. In truth, she didn’t want to leave her only real home since Bernie had died.

‘I’ll buy us another bottle,’ Sinead had replied calmly that evening in the garden, as she put down her glass and extracted herself from the face mask. She hadn’t realised, when she handed it to Marta, that a stripy paper straw was still dangling from it. Old Marta would have done an indulgent ‘what are you like’ chuckle. This Marta wasn’t smiling.

‘Save your money for the electricity meter – it’s due a top-up,’ Barry told her. ‘Speaking of house stuff, we were just chatting on the bus back about the state of the kitchen and bathroom. How it’s probably time for a cleaning rota.’

Sinead had said nothing but been fuming inside. Who stole her best friends and replaced them with these two self-improvement grumps?

No wonder Sinead hadn’t felt able to ask before taking a wee sub from Marta’s moneybox of cash tips. She wasn’t proud of herself for borrowing without permission, but she didn’t want to rile her housemates any further.

Anyway. It would all be grand, because she had a date with the job centre today, and once her dole money started coming through, she’d be able to replace it without Marta ever knowing.

Sinead hadn’t been at the job centre since the summer she graduated from Queen’s, before she got her job at Progress! It was still depressing AF: all harsh lighting and pleather tub chairs.

After sitting in the waiting area, she was called to a booth by a ‘work coach’ called Donna (sullen face, Temu Pandora bracelet, Keep Calm and Sparkle On mouse mat), who informed Sinead she’d found her a job ‘in advertising’… Domino’s Pizza were looking for a leaflet distributor. In Lurgan. Was she actually joking?

‘No harm, Donna,’ Sinead said, shifting in her seat. ‘I’ve a degree from Queen’s and a decade’s experience in marketing. I’m not going to take on a paper round
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