

  [image: cover]



  


  In a
Moment


  



  [image: ]


  



  This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the authors imagination. Any resemblance to actual
  persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.


  Published 2012
by Poolbeg Press Ltd
123 Grange Hill, Baldoyle
Dublin 13, Ireland
E-mail: poolbeg@poolbeg.com
www.poolbeg.com


   Caroline Finnerty 2012


  Copyright for typesetting, layout, design
 Poolbeg Press Ltd


  The moral right of the author has been asserted.


  1


  A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


  ISBN 978-1-84223-527-0
eBook ISBN 978-1-84223-565-2


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photography, recording, or
  any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. The book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent,
  resold or otherwise circulated without the publishers prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this
  condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


  Typeset by Patricia Hope in Sabon 11.3/16
Printed by CPI, Mackays, UK


  www.poolbeg.com


  



  About the author


  Caroline Finnerty lives in County Kildare with her husband Simon, daughter Lila, twins Tom and Bea, and their two dogs. In a Moment is her first novel.


  



  Acknowledgements


  Firstly a huge thank you to Paula Campbell in Poolbeg for the phone call that made my dreams come true. Paula, I will say it again  I dont know how you do it! I am
  delighted to come on board with you and all the team.


  Also thank you to Gaye Shortland for your amazing eye, your encouraging words and also your enthusiasm for the characters, which means a lot to me. I look forward to working together on future
  books.


  To Simon, thank you for taking the children off at weekends to give me time to write. I cant think of anyone else I would rather share this life with. I love our little family. xx


  Thank you to Mam and Dad  everyone should have parents like you. Thank you for everything throughout the years and all that you still do for me now. I couldnt even begin to mention
  how much I appreciate this. Mam  this book would not have happened without your unwavering belief in me and your constant encouragement. Dad  thank you for instilling a love of books
  from a young age.


  To Dee Finnerty for your help on all kinds of things, from being a spare pair of hands for the twins, to your knowledge of all things photography-related and of weird computer glitches.


  For my parents-in-law Mary and Neil for all that you do for us, from child-minding to dinner-making, but above all for your support.


  To the staff on St Peters Ward in Our Ladys Childrens Hospital, Crumlin for taking such good care of my babies.


  Thanks also to Elaine and Darren for the play-dates when you already have your hands full.


  To Daisy Cummins for your advice.


  To my wonderful friends for the chats, fun and laughter.


  And, of course, thank you, reader, for choosing this book from all the great titles that are out there. I really do appreciate it. I hope you enjoy reading it and I would love to hear from you
  on my website www.carolinefinnerty.ie or on www.facebook.com/carolinefinnertywriter.


  With much love, Caroline xxx


  



  For Simon, Lila, Tom & Bea,


  my beautiful family


  xxxx


  



  Contents


  Prologue


  Part I


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  9


  10


  11


  12


  13


  14


  15


  16


  17


  18


  19


  20


  Part II


  21


  22


  23


  24


  25


  26


  27


  28


  29


  30


  31


  32


  33


  34


  35


  36


  37


  38


  39


  40


  41


  Part III


  42


  43


  44


  45


  46


  47


  48


  49


  Part IV


  50


  51


  52


  53


  54


  55


  56


  57


  58


  Epilogue


  



  Prologue


  She felt her knees buckle beneath her and she reached out to grab onto the post of the staircase. She used it to guide herself downwards so that she was sitting on the bottom
  step. Just as she thought she might be starting to heal, taking tentative steps forward, this had come and knocked her off balance again. She wasnt expecting it  it was like a
  below-the-belt punch coming at her, leaving her reeling in its wake. She needed to see his face, as if somehow by looking at him it would confirm that he had been a real person. She ran upstairs
  and into her bedroom. Pulling out the drawer of her bedside table, she reached for his photo.


  



  Part I
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  Winter, 2010


  The lift doors separated and Adam White stepped out into the bright reception of Parker & Associates. As he walked across the high-glaze cream travertine tiles he was
  almost overpowered by the scent emanating from the two extravagant conical vases standing on either side of the reception desk. They were brimming with fresh metre-high arrangements of snapdragons,
  burnt-orange birds of paradise and fuchsia-toned orchids. The area was minimally furnished with only a simple Scandinavian-style bench, which was more for show than functionality.


  Parker & Associates was a young firm of business analysts located just off the Grand Canal on the south side of Dublin City. Their ultra-modern headquarters took over the entire top floor of
  the building and consisted of floor-to-ceiling glazed offices surrounding a central roof garden. Depending on which end of the office you went to, the view extended all the way up to Howth Head on
  the north side of the city or down to Killiney Hill on the south side.


  By the time Adam had grabbed himself a coffee, sat at his desk and switched on his PC, his rising in the small hours of the morning seemed like eons ago. He rubbed his eyes for the umpteenth
  time. He felt fuzzy with tiredness, he found it hard even to think straight, his reactions were slow and his whole body felt heavy as if he was lugging two huge suitcases on either side of him
  whenever he walked. As he tried to concentrate on a spreadsheet on the screen in front of him, the rows seemed to merge together.


  Although it was eight thirty, it was very early by Parkers standards and the office was still largely empty. On any given day the majority of people wouldnt arrive in until nine at
  the earliest but normally on Friday people didnt show their faces until much later after the ritual of Thursday-night drinks. Fridays were a write-off as far as work was concerned; it was
  generally accepted that you did only the bare minimum to get by and then spent Monday to Thursday making up for it. The company prided itself on its relaxed and casual culture. The
  open-plan office was decorated with leafy, tropical foliage and beanbags were interspersed randomly to help soften the corporate feel. Croissants and pastries were delivered fresh from the local
  bakery every morning and there were always baskets scattered arbitrarily around the place, brimming with sweets and chocolate. Employees were also welcome to help themselves to the fully stocked
  fridge which was laden with ice-cream and soft drinks. It was lamented by all who worked there that once you joined Parker & Associates, there was no avoiding gaining the
  Parker-stone.


  A while later Adams colleagues started arriving in. He greeted them and watched as one by one they dropped their bags at their desks before heading straight to the staff room for a
  pecan-nut pie, the only pastry deemed suitable for the hangover of Fridays.


  * * *


  Emma made her way with slow footsteps down the grey vinyled corridor. As she walked, she couldnt help but think what a contagious shade of grey it was; it wasnt
  the soft dove-grey of a cashmere sweater or the inky grey of a storm cloud before it burst  it was that awful shade of grey that sucked the life out of you just from merely looking at it. As
  she rounded the corner, she could hear the high-pitched screeches coming from behind the canteen door. Well, canteen was probably stretching it  it was a room barely six metres
  square. The floor was covered with worn lino and it was sparsely furnished with a Formica table, six red shiny plastic-backed chairs, a cork noticeboard and a dire fridge where, no matter how many
  group emails were sent warning users to discard their foods after their best-before date, no one ever seemed to lay claim to the mouldy ham.


  You could almost tell the day of the week it was by the roars that filtered out into the corridor. Fridays were full of raucous laughter; Mondays were a more sombre, almost silent affair.


  Emma pushed open the door and glanced around at the usual posse of girls sitting at the table scattered with takeaway sandwich-wrappers and foil crisp-bags. The roars from two seconds earlier
  disappeared almost like someone had twisted a volume-switch on the whole room. Nothing new there, she thought to herself. She was used to having this effect on people recently. The stench
  from some rice-and-ham dish that Dan from IT was reheating in the microwave almost made her gag.


  Hiya, Emma. Busy? Helen the receptionist chimed, in an overly cheery voice.


  Yknow yourself, kept going.


  Helen nodded. Tell me about it.


  What would you know about being busy unless its trying to stick your gel nail back on and answer the phone at the same time?


  That wont keep you going! Helen nodded to the teabag that Emma was taking out of the jar above the microwave.


  Im not hungry just now, Ill grab something later.


  Emma knew her tone sounded defensive, but she felt self-conscious in front of the group about her lack of lunch  but she just couldnt stomach anything right now. She turned away
  from Helen and her cronies and as soon as the kettle had boiled she busied herself by pouring boiling water onto her teabag.


  Helen turned back around to her gang and proceeded to moan about how her bridesmaid had put on weight since the last dress fitting and that now she would have to get the dress altered for her.
  Her audience tutted in sympathy and agreed that her friend had some cheek to gain a few pounds. One of them even added that if she were a real friend she would at least offer to do the
  cabbage-soup diet to fit back into the dress. Emma wasnt included in the conversation, nor did she want to be.


  Emma worked on the creative team for A1 Adverts but A1 Adverts was not your typical glamorous advertising agency residing in beautiful glazed offices with a sea view and bountiful budgets.
  Rather A1 specialised in bright and zingy cant get it out of your head type adverts for their clients. A1s specialty was the discount market; they didnt do the
  high-end adverts that won awards. How she would love to work on campaigns such as those! A1s customers were discount furniture stores, tile shops, budget airlines and basically anyone in the
  business of discount retailing in Ireland. All their adverts were the same: flashing bubble-text on a neon-coloured background and always backed with shouty voices. In fairness to A1 Adverts, it
  was a model that worked; they were cheaper than their competitors and they were tailored to that end of the market. But it was a long, long way from the glossy editorials with their subtle imaging
  that she had spent so much time analysing in college. Emma was a campaign developer  in other words, she had to come up with new ideas for their clients adverts.


  She went back, sat at her desk and sighed wearily as she scrolled down to the next red-flagged email from her overflowing inbox. No matter how hard she tried, she never seemed to be able to get
  on top of the work that was piling up around her. At the moment she was working on a pitch for a company called Sofa World which had asked Dublins top advertising agencies to come up with a
  tag line for their Christmas campaign. Oh, she was a long way from Chanel adverts starring Keira Knightley! It was very late for launching a Christmas campaign. A1 suspected Sofa World had rejected
  other advertisers' efforts before turning to them at the last minute.


  Moments later, Emmas boss Maureen Hanley popped her head around the screen of her cubicle. Her frizzy hair was tied back with a scrunchy in a manner that made Emma wonder if the woman
  even possessed a hairbrush.


  Hi, Emma  can you come in for a chat in five?


  Emma felt herself redden as if Maureen could read her mind about what she had just been thinking. Sure.


  Dont worry, its nothing major, Maureen added, obviously noticing Emmas red face.


  Emma hated her high colouring; it always betrayed her innermost feelings. At the drop of a hat her cheeks would go red for almost any reason: embarrassment, frustration, alcohol, spicy food, and
  God forbid she should try to tell a lie. Emma just had to accept it was part and parcel of the raw deal of having fair skin.


  She watched as Maureen walked back to her office in her black pencil-leg trousers that didnt quite meet her court shoes and revealed her white cotton socks. On top she wore a brown tweed
  blazer buttoned entirely up to the top so that it was puckered across her large bust; shed had that blazer ever since Emma had started working there seven years ago and Emma imagined she had
  probably had it at least seven years before that. Maureen was a harmless enough sort of woman  well, as much as a boss can be harmless. She had never married; shed been too busy
  sacrificing her life for A1 Adverts. The woman lived and breathed A1, so Emma suspected that the only reason she wanted a meeting was probably because she wanted her to jump up and down about the
  chance to pitch to Sofa World. But Emma would not be doing any jumping.


  Five minutes later Emma grabbed her A4 refill pad so she could scribble down any ideas that would be thrown at her and walked back down the life-sucking, grey-vinyled corridor towards
  Maureens office. She knocked on her door and let herself in. Maureen looked up from her computer, almost in confusion.


  Dont tell me she doesnt remember asking me to come in five minutes ago?


  Oh yes, of course, Emma  come in and sit down. She let out a heavy sigh as she set about clearing bundles of paper and mugs with coffee stains running down the sides off the
  messy desk in front of her.


  Emma did as she was told and sat opposite her.


  Emma cut to the chase. Did you see the email from Sofa World?


  What? Maureen was distracted. Oh yes, I saw that. You might draft something up and send it on and we can sit down then and have a look, yes?


  Emma was taken aback. What did Maureen want her for if not that?


  Well, Emma . . . Maureen paused.


  Well, Maureen. Emma felt she should say something but Maureens tone told her it wasnt her place to speak.


  Well . . . God, Emma Im not sure how to broach this . . . She breathed in deeply through her nostrils, so that they flared slightly. Well, its just Ive
  noticed youve been putting in a lot of hours here lately. Some of the times on your emails have me worried  eleven p.m., midnight  there was even one at two a.m. last week! Now
  dont get me wrong, Im all too happy for people to show their commitment to A1 Adverts but well . . . She hesitated. Just with everything going on, Im a bit
  worried about you, thats all. She was starting to get flustered. What Im trying to say is  and Im not doing a very good job of it  I know
  youre a good worker, Ive never had a problem with your work. I just want you to make sure youre looking after yourself? Thats all.


  Emma was stunned; she wasnt used to such public displays of concern from Maureen. She instantly felt the heat creep into her cheeks. I dont want to talk about this.


  Im okay, Maureen, she said coolly so that Maureen would know it wasnt a discussion she wished to get into.


  Well, thats good then, Maureen added nervously. Its just, youre not long back and well . . . well, I think you should ease yourself in a bit,
  thats all.


  Emma shifted in her seat and the discomfort between the two was palpable.


  Okay, so youll send me on your proposal for Sofa World then? Maureen said in an obvious decision to change the subject.


  Ill have something for you by Monday afternoon, Emma replied curtly.


  Great, so.


  Right, if thats all?


  Maureen gestured to the door, indicating Emma was free to go. Emma stood up to leave. She wanted to get the hell out of there. She wasnt a person who liked discussing her feelings at the
  best of times, least of all with her boss.


  She went back and sat at her desk and the more she thought about the conversation shed just had, the more she felt rage building inside her. Why were people so nosy, always trying to push
  it with her to see if they could be the one to make her crack and fall apart into a mess? It was nobodys business what time she worked until. If she was skiving off, theyd be on her
  back  she couldnt win! She was used to Helen and the rest of them pushing her buttons, trying their best to see if they could be the one to elicit a reaction. But Maureen? She had
  expected more from her boss. They had always had a perfectly healthy standoffish relationship, so what the hell was Maureen doing trying to change the playing field?


  Jesus, what had got into the woman? Surely she was too old for the menopause?
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  Come three oclock and as the hangovers began to ease, Parkers entire workforce were already planning where they would head later on that night and at five to five
  they began to pack up to leave.


  Adam was just heading for the lift when Ronan from Accounts joined him.


  Are you coming for one?


  Nah, I should probably be heading home. Adam was hesitant. Not that it would make any difference, he thought bitterly to himself. She barely spoke to him anyway.


  Cmon for one!


  Id better not  maybe next time, yeah?


  Are you sure?


  Yeah.


  No worries.


  They took the lift down.


  See you Monday, so, said Ronan.


  Have a good one!


  Ronan joined some of the others and Adam stood watching as they walked over to McCormacks bar, carefree and untroubled. How he wished he could join them  he would rather be going
  anywhere else but home.


  He took his bike from the shelter and headed for Rathmines. He pedalled slowly and allowed the cool evening air to fill his lungs, feeling his chest rise in fullness before falling again. He
  felt his thigh muscles work hard as he pedalled up the steep incline before turning left over Harolds Cross Bridge. His cycle to and from work was the only time of day he had with his
  thoughts to himself. It was his time when he got to think about everything that had happened and try and make sense of it all. It was still so fresh. He only had to look at himself to see angry
  reminders criss-crossing his skin. Usually when he cycled he racked his head trying to remember the exact sequence of events but his brain would only allow him to go so far.


  When he reached their house, he pushed open the wrought-iron gate and wheeled his bike up the path. He could see the lights were all off downstairs. He fumbled with his keys in the lock for a
  few moments before he was finally able to get into his house. Todays post sat waiting for him on the mat inside the door. He stooped to pick it up. The envelopes told him it was nothing more
  interesting than bills, junk mail and a bank statement. He placed them unopened on the hall table. He shouted out to see if Emma was home but no voice answered his call. He hardly knew why he did
  that as he knew she wouldnt answer anyway. He went into the kitchen and took a cool beer out of the fridge. He pulled off the metal top and gulped it back.


  * * *


  Emmas head hadnt been up to much for the rest of the day. Shed tried her best to think of some winning tag lines for the Sofa World campaign but she
  didnt have much luck.


  The office began to empty out after four with everyone heading off to various parts of the country for the weekend and by seven she was alone in the open-plan office. She preferred it that way;
  she could concentrate better without the constant drone of voices. She tried putting some words onto her notepad but nothing was coming. Eventually, after nine, she admitted defeat and knew that
  stupid tag lines for springy sofas would be swimming around in her head all weekend long.


  In keeping with their low-cost strategy, A1s offices were located on Rosses Street, in a dingy part of Dublin City, which was long overdue rejuvenation. It was a notorious area for
  muggers, so she made her way hurriedly down towards the quays. She watched as hordes of teenagers, hen and stag parties, already bladdered, made their way towards the citys current
  hot-spots, gearing themselves up for a heavy night of drinking.


  She didnt want to go home just yet so she decided to keep walking and headed down towards Dawson Street. The narrow paths were crowded with gangs of smokers standing outside so she turned
  onto a cobble-locked side-street where crowds were sitting along the outdoor terraces under caf-bar awnings, protected from the cold evening air by patio heaters. By immersing herself
  amongst these people, she didnt feel so alone.


  She wandered aimlessly for a while until she felt her stomach growl and she suddenly realised she was hungry. After skipping lunch, she had forgotten to eat anything for the rest of the day. She
  looked at her watch and it was nearly eleven oclock so she hailed a taxi and headed home to Rathmines. She climbed into the back, stated her destination and sank into the leatherette
  upholstery. She sat listening to the constant buzzing and conversation over and back on the radio between the base station and the different drivers. The driver made halfhearted chit-chat with her
   well, he talked and she made occasional sounds of agreement, which seemed to be enough for him to keep rambling on. By the time they turned onto Rathmines Road, she could feel her stomach
  begin twisting into its familiar knot and, as the car pulled up outside her home, Emma felt her heart lurch. She took her time to locate her money in her wallet before paying him and slamming the
  door shut.


  At least the lights were off.


  With trepidation and slow steps she walked up the driveway to her home. No matter how hard she tried and how successfully she carried it off at work, once she was on her own doorstep, she
  couldnt push the reality of her life out of her head any more.
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  Emma put on her heavy wool coat over her work suit and gloves and wrapped her thick-knit scarf twice around her neck. The day was cool and crisp and as she left the office
  block and walked briskly towards St Stephens Green she watched her breath turn white on the air in front of her. Although it was lunchtime, the weak sunlight still hadnt managed to
  melt the mornings frost. She made her way to the bench where she had arranged to meet Zoe.


  Zoe and Emma had been friends since they had met at Irish dancing classes at the age of eight. The two of them would be thrown into class every Saturday morning and Emma (who had zero
  co-ordination and could never keep up with all the steps) and Zoe (who was too busy being the class clown to learn how to do a reel) became firm friends. They were the weakest link of their class
  so were usually left to their own devices, playing together at the back of the hall.


  They had attended the same primary school but were in different classes so would only get to meet at break-times in the school-yard. It wasnt until secondary school that they managed to
  persuade their teachers to put them into the same class and it was then that their friendship flourished. Where Emma was a serious soul, Zoe was a messer. Anne Fitzpatrick had lit many holy candles
  and said many novenas over the years in worry about Zoes influence on her daughter, but still Emma would get yet another letter home for talking or for sniggering at a note that Zoe had
  passed to her in class.


  Emma used to have a great circle of friends. They had all met in secondary school, gravitating towards each other because they were neither the popular girls nor the geeks. They had managed to
  stay close even when they all had gone to universities and colleges scattered all over the country. Throughout their twenties they would meet for dinner once a week and have a great natter over a
  few bottles of wine about what they were up to in their lives: about who had just got a promotion, who was getting married, who was being tormented by having to watch their ex getting loved up by
  his new girlfriend. They would spend hours chatting until they were the last ones left in the restaurant. But that had all gone by the wayside now and one by one the visits had become less frequent
  until they had petered out altogether. She knew it was probably the deadly combination of looking at a broken woman  when they looked at her she was a reminder of how cruel life could be
   that and the fact she was hardly Exuberant Emma these days. The last few months had been the litmus test for most of her friendships and in the end it was only her best friend
  Zoe still left flying the flag solo for the former group of schoolfriends.


  A few minutes later, a panting Zoe wearing a cream baker-boy cap on top of her sleek black bob came running up.


  Sorry Im late  I got called into a design meeting. Fucking directors wondering how thin we can make the fabric before the dress becomes completely see-through! Bloody
  tight-arses!


  No worries. Ive only just arrived myself.


  Zoe had studied fashion design in college and now worked in the rag-trade for a company that ripped off catwalk designs and sold them on to low-cost retailers. It was a job that allowed her a
  limited amount of creativity but not nearly the amount that a person like her needed. It was constantly drilled into her that she needed to be more commercially astute; she needed to be aware of
  fabric costs and whether she could substitute a particular fabric for a cheaper one instead. Did she really need to use six buttons down the front of a cardigan or would they get away with five?
  She hated having to be so cost-conscious and she would argue that the cardigan would look shit with five buttons but, inevitably, her bosses would win out.


  So howre you doing today? Zoe asked, her face showing her concern.


  Same as all the other days.


  Stupid question, isnt it?


  Emma smiled. I know, but what else can you say?


  True.


  So how was the date with The Accountant? Emma asked, changing the subject. It was great just to switch off and get a break from her thoughts and get caught up in
  Zoes world instead.


  Disastrous. The man is potentially deranged.


  Why?


  What kind of man bores a girl to tears about the size of his diversified stock portfolio? The only question he asked about me was whether I was worried about my pension provision! Do I
  look like the kind of girl losing sleep over a pension? Then he nearly lost his life when I ordered a cocktail! He checked the menu to see the price and then he kept on exclaiming
  Nine euro, nine euro for one of them! He tried to talk me out of it by saying that they wouldnt use full measures and that maybe I should just get a vodka and
  Coke!


  Emma had to laugh.


  Oh, it gets worse, Emma  when the bill arrived he totted up who had eaten what and made me pay the extra because I had ordered the bloody cocktail!


  He did not! Emma said in horror.


  Oh yes! You see what I have to deal with? This is what is left on the Dublin dating scene!


  Zoe had spent her twenties, and now her early thirties too, plunging from one disastrous relationship to the next. She had stories that made Emma, who had been in a relationship for almost her
  entire twenties, wince with wide-eyed disbelief at the dating game. The Accountant had been a blind date set up for Zoe by her cousin but, as she said, she had to wonder which was the blind one
   herself or her cousin?


  Emmas theory was that Zoes inability to take life seriously stemmed from the fact that her father had walked out on her mother when she was only four years old. Her mother had gone
  on a year later to have a nervous breakdown when she learned that her ex-husbands new girlfriend was now pregnant with his baby. It was all too much for her to take and she ended up spending
  three months in the psychiatric unit in St Annes Hospital. Zoe had been shipped off to her grandmother who at the age of seventy-five wasnt able to devote the attention to her that a
  spirited five-year-old required. This had resulted in Zoe being passed around to various aunties and friends of her mothers until her mother was well enough to care for her again. To this
  day, Zoe always had that fear of people leaving her and Emma believed that humour was Zoes internal defence mechanism. She could imagine the five-year-old Zoe acting the joker just to put a
  smile on her mothers face and believing that if she could stop her mother from feeling sad, then perhaps she wouldnt need to go back into hospital.


  After Zoe filled her in on her escapades, Emma checked her watch and it was just gone two.


  Jesus  where does the time go? Its gone two. Id better head back before Maureen starts trying to track me down.


  Shit, Id better run too  Ill mail you tomorrow.


  They walked back through the park together and hugged warmly before heading off to their respective office blocks.


  



  4


  Behind the spare-bedroom door, Emma lay wide awake; sleep had forsaken her in the early hours of the morning. She listened to the sounds of the house breathing at night, the
  rattling pipe in the attic, cars whirring past on the road outside. She was plagued by her own thoughts; they kept on swirling over and over, sloshing around inside her head, spinning like a top
  until she could no longer keep up with them. She could hear the sound of contented slumber brimming from the bedroom next door. Well for some, being able to sleep, she thought bitterly.


  She lay there looking around the familiar room. Its high ceilings were adorned with the original cornicing and the sash windows still retained the folding wooden shutters. It had been one of the
  main reasons that they had fallen in love with the house: to think that over one hundred years ago someone had chosen to decorate the house in this way and the features remained to this day! They
  had spent so long agonising over the shade of grey for this room; they had tried at least ten different samples before eventually settling on a shade called Elephants Breath,
  but now the grey walls just made the room feel cold.


  She must have drifted back to sleep at some stage because she woke to find her alarm blaring beside her. She never slept through her alarm; she was normally awake before it even had time to
  sound. She jolted upright and tried to silence the bleeping. It took her a few seconds to register what day it was and, when she realised she didnt have to get up for work, she eased herself
  back down onto the pillows again for a few moments. But it was already after eight and she knew she would need to hurry on if she wanted to be gone before Adam got up. She wondered where she would
  go today. Emma didnt like weekends; the constant feeling of trying to avoid her own husband wore her out. At least when he was in work, she didnt come into contact with him. But at
  the weekends the day was stretched out ahead of her in an endless field of time that would have to be killed and she felt weary even thinking about it. But she had no choice; it had to be done.


  She had a quick shower and got dressed in black leggings, black leather riding boots and a black and white silk tunic with a butterfly print. It was almost nine when she finally sat into her
  car, wondering where she was going to go. It was too early to call in on anyone; most of her friends had a life and would be enjoying their Saturday morning lie-ins. And she was sick of
  shopping centres. Normally these were her usual port of call but at this stage she had seen all the clothes in every shop. She decided to go to Dees coffee shop on Gregory Street, which was
  the only caf that would be open at this hour. That would kill time until ten oclock and then she would call in to her parents. Ten was a safe time; if she went too early they would
  start to worry.


  She cut a lonely figure in Dees. She was obviously their first customer of the day and the wiry dark-haired girl working there resented actually having to be functional at that time on a
  Saturday morning. The radio was blaring something that sounded like an eastern European Eurovision entry backed by a techno beat. Emma ordered a black coffee and sat down at a small circular
  laminated table in the corner, out of the way. Out of the way of what she wasnt sure because there wasnt a soul in the place  but that was how she felt, almost like she wanted
  to hide away from the world. She stirred the spoon around in circular movements so that the coffee swirled around inside the mug. She took a few sips but it tasted smoky and scalded. She took out
  her notebook and tried to come up with tag lines for the Sofa World campaign. She scribbled down a few words  snugly, comfort  but nothing
  was jumping out at her, every sofa retailer was using the same straplines. She wanted to create a warm-feeling advert, especially as it was targeted at the Christmas market. Frustrated at her
  efforts, she shut her notebook again.


  After a while she looked at her watch, it was almost ten. She could call in to her parents now, without too much suspicion. She knew that they would be up at this stage; they didnt have
  that hectic a social life that theyd need a lie-in. She finished the last of her coffee and moved her chair back with such force that it caused the waitress to jump up from where she had
  been perched on a stool, sleeping with her head resting on her folded arms.


  * * *


  When she arrived into their driveway, she opened the creaking, rusty gate that had been there since before she was born. Rounding the corner to the back door, she met her dad
  pottering around the back yard with two pieces of pipe in his hands.


  Hi there, Dad! She forced herself to sound cheery but it didnt ring true in her voice.


  Emma, love! Howre you keeping? He sounded surprised but thrilled to see her.


  Not bad, Dad, thanks. Howre you?


  Aragh, you know yourself. Youre over early?


  It wasnt a statement, it was a question.


  Yeah, I was passing out this way anyway so I said Id drop in for a cuppa.


  Well, its great to see you. Your mothers inside  go on in and get yourself a cup of tea and Ill be in shortly.


  She let herself into the house and found her mother standing over the cooker, busy frying sausages and rashers.


  Hi, Mam!


  Emma, darling! Come in, come in, love, here, sit down here. She flustered around the place, acting like Emma was a very important visitor. She started scattering magazines and
  newspapers off chairs and clearing bundles of clothes from the table. Here, sit here, love. Here you are now. She patted the armchair.


  Emma did as she was told, happy to let her mam make a fuss of her. Even though she was the eldest daughter, her mam still treated her like she was her baby.


  Will you have a fry, love? Ive one on for your dad and your brother. Hes still in bed  it was after four when he got in last night  I was listening out for
  him. Twenty-five years of age and he still has no sense, that fella!


  Okay, if youre cooking for everyone Ill have just a small one so.


  Well now, love, youre looking a bit frail to me. Do you know, I was just looking at you there when you came through the door and you look like youve lost even more
  weight.


  Im fine, Mam, she said curtly. Her mother was always harping on about her weight and it irritated the hell out of her.


  But youre a bag of bones, love! Look at your collarbone, jutting out, and your cheekbones  you look almost, well  almost malnourished!


  Emma automatically put her hand to her collarbone.


  Jesus, Mam, will you give me a break!


  Well, Im just saying every time I see you youre thinner than the last time  a few sausages will do you all the good in the world!


  Oh yeah, a few sausages will solve everything.


  I said Id have a fry, didnt I?


  Her mother looked at her, hurt by her harsh tone.


  Sorry, Mam, she said contritely.


  No problem, dear.


  So, any news?


  Well, I got new shrubs in the garden centre, thats what your fathers doing now. Hes going to plant them in the rockery  you know, there beside the laurel bush
  at the front of the house.


  Emma tried to feign interest. Oh really?


  Yes, itll look lovely when its all done. Then I met your Auntie Wendy afterwards and we went for coffee. I had a slice of apple tart with cream but Wendys on a diet
  so she wouldnt have cream on her rhubarb crumble. I said, Wendy, if youre going to have the crumble you might as well have the cream but she wouldnt hear any of it!


  Emma groaned inwardly. She could imagine her mother giving her younger sister Wendy the same lecture about not eating.


  While the fry hissed in the pan, Anne moved away from the cooker, placed two mugs of tea on the table and sat down opposite her daughter. They sat in silence for a few moments.


  So hows Adam? Anne Fitzpatrick broached cautiously.


  Emma felt herself tense up at the mere mention of his name. Hes fine. The words felt prickly and awkward coming from her throat.


  Oh love, its not easy, God love you. I pray for you both every night. Its going to take a while but time is a great healer. Her hands fluttered anxiously towards her
  throat and she began to fidget with her gold cross.


  If one more person says that to me, I wont be accountable for my actions.


  Time wasnt helping. She knew her mam meant well. When she considered things calmly, everyone meant well.


  Her mother stood up from her chair and walked over to where her daughter was sitting and wrapped her in a warm hug. Emma was glad she couldnt see her face because she was afraid what
  might happen if she looked her in the eye. She wished she could stay in her mothers arms forever where things like this didnt happen. Even though a year had passed, some days it all
  seemed so fresh, the hurt so raw, that every day she felt like she was reliving it all over again. Time wasnt helping.
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  When Emma got home from her parents house that evening, she was relieved to find that Adam had gone out. She went up to the spare room and drew the curtains. She kicked
  off her boots and flopped onto the bed. As she lay there her hand automatically reached out and she found herself opening the drawer beneath her bedside table and taking out the book which fell
  open at the pages where the photo had been slotted in the last time. Even though she knew it wasnt going to do her any good, she couldnt help herself. It was a compulsion; she needed
  to see his face. She held the photograph firm in her hands and just stared at it like she had done so many times since. She pored over the face, her finger tracing the outline in a well-worn
  gesture. The smile beaming back at her made her feel like someone had twisted her heart with both their hands and then wrung it out again, leaving it void.


  The longer she stared, the more her eyes were starting to play tricks on her and the photo didnt look right. She held it away from herself and stared hard at it to see if that helped but
  it still looked wrong. She began to panic. She forced herself to try and recall the face as she remembered it but it wouldnt come to mind. She told herself to stay calm, she tried to breathe
  in but it wouldnt come. Please, please, please let me remember. She noticed that the pillow under her cheek felt damp and she realised that fat tears were running down the side of her
  face, dropping onto the brushed-cotton pillowcase beneath her. She chastised herself. What am I doing thinking about these things? It was futile. Crying wouldnt change anything.


  She heard the key twist in the lock downstairs and started. She listened as his boots thudded across the wooden floorboards of their hallway, making their way across the kitchen tiles. They then
  walked back down the hallway, thud, thud, thud, and made their way upstairs, getting ever closer until the thuds were right outside her door. The continuously present feeling of dread that
  haunted her every waking moment intensified until she could feel it rising up from her stomach and burning the inside of her throat.


  The door opened inwards and his head appeared around it.


  * * *


  Adam had noticed her coat hanging on the stand and her keys on the hall table. As he climbed the stairs he saw a soft light coming from underneath her bedroom door. He knocked
  softly. No answer. He took a deep breath and pushed it back. His wife was lying in her usual position on her side under the glow of her lamp. He noticed that the photograph lay beside her. It
  caught him off guard, a wobble that he wasnt expecting. He had to stop a moment to catch his breath and swallow back hard.


  Hi there . . . How are you doing today?


  Hi, she said back, tilting her face at an awkward angle because she couldnt quite make eye contact with her husband.


  Her voice was unsteady and he knew by her face that she had been crying. He watched her eyes move towards his rolled-up shirt sleeves until they fixed upon the pinky-red keloid scar that ran
  vertically down the inside of his left forearm  a lumpy mass of knitted skin, still raw. It only stopped where his wrist met the soft flesh of his palm. His eyes automatically followed
  Emmas and he rolled down his sleeves self-consciously.


  Are you hungry? Im going to get a takeaway. He tried to divert her attention from his arm but his voice sounded shaky and was a tell-tale sign of his desperation.


  She shook her head. No words uttered.


  Right. The silence filled the space between them. Okay, well, Ill be downstairs if you want me, yeah? Jesus, this is bad.


  He turned and left the room, pulling the door behind him, thus effectively sealing them into their separate quarters of the house. He made his way downstairs and, storming into the kitchen,
  jerked open the fridge and reached for a can of Heineken. He put it up to his lips and gulped a large mouthful back before swallowing hard. He wiped a dribble from the edge of his mouth. Fuck
  dinner, he was no longer hungry. Things were getting worse, if that was possible. He had believed that by now the pain of the last year should be starting to ease for her  but no.


  He went into the living room and threw himself wearily onto the sofa. He flicked through the channels and eventually stopped on a Top Gear re-run. Sometime later he nodded off in the
  armchair, still with the remote in his hand, but no sooner had he drifted off than he was jolted awake again. It felt as though he had been asleep only for minutes. His neck was stiff  he
  stretched it out. The dream had been back again.


  He forced himself to recall exactly what had happened. He could always remember the start of it  it always started off the same way. He was driving along with one hand on his grey-leather
  steering wheel and the other hand resting on the gearstick. The sun was always strong, almost white with brightness. He knew it was chilly because the frost had covered the evergreen trees in its
  velvety white coat and there were patches of ice here and there on the road. But this time there was more, he had remembered more. There was a house too: a two-storey white-washed farmhouse with
  old-style wrought-iron gates marking the start of the path leading to the red front door. He remembered a bend in the road and a crossroads beyond. He needed to remember more but somehow his body
  managed to wake him up at just this point each time.


  It was really starting to get to him now; the dreams were becoming too frequent. They were getting in under his skin and leaving him with an uneasy aftertaste each time, a constant reminder from
  which he couldnt escape.


  He went up to bed a while later, tip-toeing past Emmas bedroom door. He lay in bed alone, desperately wishing she was beside him. He needed her. He longed for the closeness of holding
  her; it had been so long since they had even touched. He needed to tell her about the dreams. They needed to talk but when he had called into her room earlier on, he had been a coward as usual.
  Confrontation had never been his strong point  in fact, that had been Emmas forte. If there was something to be said, she wasnt one for beating around the bush, but now it was
  as if she didnt care enough to fight for what they had. One of them was going to have to do something to get things back on track between them and it sure as hell wasnt going to be
  Emma.
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  Emma poured herself a glass of red wine, allowing it to fill up the glass almost to the top. Taking a sip, she instantly started to relax. She had arranged to meet Zoe for a
  drink in Taylors Bar. As per usual Zoe was late but for once Emma wasnt looking at her watch  in fact, it was nice to sit and people-watch while sipping her glass of wine in a
  dark, wooden-clad alcove.


  After a little while a blur could be seen making its way down towards her at the back of the bar.


  Here, pour me some of that, Im parched, Zoe said, out of breath, while she took her coat off.


  Emma filled Zoes glass and Zoe grabbed it from her and knocked it back like water.


  Sorry Im late  I wont even bore you with the reason, she said. Lets just say, who knew that some shades of cream could be cheaper than
  others?


  Emma laughed. They chatted easily about work and other things before Zoe broached the awkward question.


  So hows Adam? Are things any better? she asked softly.


  Emma could feel herself bristle at the mere mention of his name.


  Well, were still not really talking, she said quietly.


  Still? I hoped things might have improved a little?


  Emma shook her head. Its not easy, Zoe  whenever I look at him I feel like shouting at him, lashing out at him.


  But it wasnt his fault, Emma.


  I know but what if he hadnt gone or if he had done something differently? I cant help it, thats all I can think about.


  You shouldnt think about things like that, it wont change anything.


  Easier said than done.


  But the what ifs? will just consume you  theyll eat you up!


  I know all this, Emma said wearily. I know . . . She paused. Im just so angry  so angry. I want him to feel like I do. To hurt like I do. How is
  he just able to move on like that, as if nothing has happened and life still goes on?


  But why dont you try talking to him about your feelings? Zoe kept her tone gentle, as she always did, though at times she felt weary to the point of exasperation 
  they had been over this ground so many times.


  I cant, Emma whispered, shifting uncomfortably under her friends gaze.


  I dont think he has forgotten, Emma  hes just coping the only way he knows how to  everyone reacts differently.


  I cant help it, Zoe, I really cant. Im trying so hard but the rage builds up inside me and it just takes over. She started to cry. Im
  sorry.


  Dont be sorry. God, dont be sorry at all. Here  Zoe took a tissue from a packet inside her bag and passed it to Emma. You know Im here for you,
  you know that, dont you? She put her arm around Emmas shoulders and hugged her hard.


  Sometimes the pain is so awful and Adam is just like this looming reminder of everything that has been taken away from me.


  Its only natural, after all youve been through. It is so unfair and nothing you can do will change it. I can only imagine how youre feeling.


  When they left Taylors bar, they walked home together. Reaching Emmas gate, they stood there chatting for a few moments under the street-lamp.


  Talk to him, Emma.


  Ill try, she said half-heartedly and Zoe knew she wouldnt.
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  Summer, 2000


  Adam and Emma had first met in San Francisco. It was the year of the millennium and they had both come over on J1 student working visas. It seemed that the entire student
  population of Ireland had decamped to California that summer, spreading themselves out across infamous cities such as San Diego, Los Angeles and Santa Cruz.


  Emma had come over with two of her friends and, after searching the city high and low, they had found a bijou apartment on the top floor of a three-storey slatted wooden house right on Union
  Square in the heart of the city. The rent was a bit on the steep side but it was their first time living away from home and they had wanted to do it properly. They had been saving up for this trip
  for the last year, using the money they earned from their part-time jobs. They wanted to experience real city living  the buzzing streets, being able to walk everywhere, having myriad shops
  and cafs on their doorstep  so they had overlooked the astronomical rent and signed the lease.


  Before they even came over, Emma and her friends had jobs lined up in a call centre that handled the customer-service operations for several large corporations. The company was going through a
  period of rapid expansion. It could not keep up with the volume of new business coming its way and the disposable workforce of students was perfect to meet their needs.


  They had been working there for a month when Adam joined. He had come over with a large crowd of the lads from college. Rather than waste money that could be used for beer on renting an
  apartment, they had gone for the cheaper option and were staying in a live-in hostel in the Tenderloin district. Every day when they stepped outside the hostel they were met with the stench of
  urine rising up off the street in the heat and they had to step over drunks and homeless people to get outside their door. The four of them had squashed into a double room, so small that the door
  couldnt be opened fully because there wasnt enough room between the wall and the ends of the bed. They had to squeeze through a small gap to get in and out. Their room was next door
  to a guy called Mike who had been living in the hostel since the sixties and was growing a small garden-centre worth of marijuana in his room  sometimes he had to sit outside in the hall in
  a canvas deckchair because he couldnt move for the amount of plants in the place. But the novelty of the free grass soon wore thin when they realised that they and their room permanently
  smelt of weed. When all the money that they had come over with was spent and they finally had to face up to the fact that they needed to get jobs, they had heard about this call-centre that was in
  desperate need of more bodies, so that had been their first port of call. The human resources manager, who was coming under pressure from the directors to get more bodies to fill the short-term
  requirements of their clients, decided to overlook the fact that they all smelt of grass and no one was more surprised than they were to find themselves hired that same day.


  On his first day they had paired Adam up with Emma. She was to be his buddy but within five minutes Emma had already shown him everything he needed to know about the job. They had
  clicked straight away. She told him that all they had to do was follow a flowchart which had every conceivable answer built into a script so you could do it with your eyes closed.


  Adam was intrigued by this willowy girl, with skin so pale that it was almost translucent, showing a network of bluey-green veins underneath. Her white-blonde hair was long with small springy
  curls and she had a fine, delicate bone structure. Only for her striking height, she would have almost seemed fragile. When she smiled her whole face was illuminated and her eyes lit up. The more
  he got to know her, the more he liked her cool and calm demeanour. She was so different to the usual girls he went for, with their fake-tanned midriffs permanently on show, voluminous hair
  extensions and gel-nails. Emma was classy, the antithesis of the other girls, and for some reason he couldnt help but be drawn to her. She was all he could think about and the more he got to
  know her, the more he found himself needing to know.


  When Emma was finished training him in, he had pretended to their team-leader that he was still a bit unsure of how the whole thing worked and would feel more confident if he knew that his
  buddy was nearby. Their team-leader had given him a despairing look and had made a mental note to speak with HR about the calibre of the candidates they were taking on recently.
  Reluctantly she had put him sitting at the desk beside Emmas.


  By choice the students worked late most evenings. There were no supervisors on duty so they got paid time-and-a-half and would sit around drinking cans. So that they wouldnt be disturbed,
  they would push a button on their phone to divert incoming calls back to the end of the queue again. Then they would clock off around nine and head to whatever bar was running a dollar-a-beer
  promotion that night. Adam and Emma would always spend the whole night talking together, with everyone else blending into the periphery. Their focus was on each other but he was still too afraid to
  make a move on her. He knew she wouldnt be one for his usual charms.


  Emma couldnt wait to get into work every day to see Adam; she had never enjoyed a job so much. They spent all day talking around their partition and taking the mick out of customers on
  the other end of the phone. Of course it helped that he was good-looking: six foot one and broad-chested, with messy dark hair. He had a cheeky smile and white even teeth but he always had girls
  fawning all over him and she didnt want to be just another one of his conquests. Her friends had told her that he looked at her in that way but she wasnt sure. They were
  very different people. He was a complete alpha-male, always the centre of attention, whereas she was quieter and was more comfortable with one-on-ones than large groups.


  One evening as they were walking home together after work, they had stood for a moment on the steps outside Emmas front door, looking at life busying on around them. They watched Crazy
  Vinnie, an amputee who had lost both of his legs in Vietnam but managed to get around the place by putting his trunk on a skateboard and pushing himself along with his hands. He got his kicks from
  shouting at people in the street and then laughing at them as they screamed when they turned around to see him whizzing past them on his skateboard.


  They stayed talking for hours, only sitting down on the steps when it was dusk, and even though they were both starting to get chilly, neither one wanted to move. Eventually Adam knew he needed
  to seize the moment. It was now or never, so with a wildly beating heart he had leant across mid-conversation and kissed Emma with firm lips, showing the strength of his feelings for her. She had
  kissed him back with the same intensity, all the passion that had been building for months between them finally released.


  Things had moved pretty quickly after that evening. They spent all their time together. They would go for picnics in the park, cycle across the Golden Gate Bridge to Sausalito or spend a
  leisurely few hours just having brunch. Adam would stay at hers most nights. They would lie beside each other, bodies entwined, talking all night long. She had braved the live-in hostel in the
  Tenderloin once but once was enough.


  The rest of the summer passed wrapped up in each other until the inevitable time came when they had to go home. After three months, they had fallen in love not just with each other but with this
  city too. They felt as though they had become like San Franciscans themselves; they now belonged in this pulsing city with its micro-climate and the fog over the bay every morning, where artists,
  homeless war veterans and careerists hurrying along to the financial district all co-existed to bring the city to life. They felt different to the tourists who swarmed around Pier 49, queuing to
  get a boat out to Alcatraz; now tourists asked them for directions. They both knew that the combination of coming from opposite ends of Dublin city, him a southsider and her from the north
  side, and the pressures of their studies meant they wouldnt have the luxury of so much time together back home.


  So when the summer of fun was over, they had sadly said goodbye to the city that had brought them together and wondered how their relationship would survive against the backdrop of the reality
  of their lives at home. They had made a pact that they would do everything in their power to make it work and to the amazement of their friends and families, who assumed it was just another holiday
  romance, that was what they had done.
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