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‘Drowning men, it is said, cling to wisps of straw.’ 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky

‘Even the darkest night will end and the sun will rise.’
 Victor Hugo


Friday, November 17, 

Night

‘Don’t think,’ Nicole whispers the words over and over like a mantra, her hands gripping the steering wheel tight, every muscle in her body stiff. 

The big car coasts through the darkness but the minutes crawl and she grits her teeth. Forcing herself to concentrate, she starts to dream of home, deliberately picturing it in her mind, pushing her thoughts from the here and now. 

It’s the weekend and she’s rising from a warm bed on a Saturday morning. Mark is coming up the stairs and she can smell the fresh coffee he carries in his hand. He’s already been to the bakery to buy a sourdough loaf and there are two slices freshly toasted on a plate. From the living room comes the sound of laughter as the girls huddle together on the sofa watching cartoons on TV. The comfortable pillows Mark bought for her, the ones she covered with Egyptian cotton cases, are plumped just right and she sits up, stretching out her arms. 

It’s going to be a special day. A family day.

But then she hears a noise.

It’s behind her.

It’s inside the car.


1

THREE DAYS EARLIER

Tuesday, November 14, 

Morning

‘My sister says Rocky gave me asthma,’ Holly says, her small legs swinging up and down at the edge of the examination bench in their GP’s office. Her heels clip its underside with the rhythm of a metronome. 

Facing the street high up on the third floor, tucked discreetly off Rathmines Road, the doctor’s office is bright and clean in a functional kind of way. Grey carpet, white walls, black PVC covered furniture and three generous windows which let in lots of natural light. Nicole squints as the winter sun catches her eyes before hiding behind a dark cloud.

‘She did?’ Dr Fenton gasps, his disbelief deliberate and playful. ‘And what’s your sister’s name?’

‘Chloe.’

‘So is Chloe older or younger than you?’

‘Older. She’s nearly twelve.’ 

‘But are you not nearly twelve?’

‘No!’ Holly laughs. ‘I’m seven.’ 

‘Oh? I’m sorry, I stand corrected.’ Grinning, the doctor makes a tiny apologetic bow as Holly tilts her head to the side. ‘Chloe likes swimming, basketball and turtles.’

‘Wow!’ Dr Fenton marvels, carefully adjusting the stethoscope across Holly’s shirt as he listens to her breathing. ‘And what are your favourite things, Holly?’

‘Sweets, lizards and Rocky the cat,’ Holly informs him. 

Nicole sways as she looks on. She’s wearing a cream one button blazer suit and a striped cotton shirt. The slim fit jacket was a birthday present from Alva and she chose it deliberately this morning to look smart. But the eye drops have done nothing to conceal the web of red threads which now frequently mar her once bright green eyes. As she blinks they sting and she has to resist the urge to close them. It’s a good thing Mark reminded her to make the appointment this morning because their health insurance runs out next week and the new GP isn’t on the free childcare scheme.

‘That’s a great selection. I bet a lot of people would love to have sweets, lizards and cats too.’ Dr Fenton takes a second to adjust his earpiece. 

Curling a lock of chestnut hair behind her ear, Nicole glances around the room restlessly. There’s a picture of the doctor on the wall. He looks exactly the same; trim black beard, neatly turned out in a navy suit and nodding. He looks bashful as he accepts some award. ‘I wonder if you could do me a big favour now Holly and take two deep breaths for me.’

Holly beams, breathing in noisily, then blowing it out and popping her cheeks like a balloon. Nicole takes a deep breath too, holding it for a second before it escapes through the taut circle her mouth has made. 

Dr Fenton removes the stethoscope and smiles.

‘Am I going to get an injection?’ Holly asks, bright blue eyes widening. 

Dr Fenton shakes his head. ‘You’re very brave to ask Holly, but no, there’s absolutely no need for any injections today.’ 

‘Oh.’ Holly holds a scrunchie in her hand and plucks a tangle of blond hair from it looking relieved and disappointed at the same time. 

‘And thank you so much for being a terrific patient. I believe that’s all the checks I need to do.’ He glances over to reassure Nicole. ‘Would you like me to help you down so you can join Mummy, or are you happy sitting there?’

‘I can stay here.’ Holly shakes her head, tapping the bench. ‘Thank you.’

‘Good, then you do that, and I’ll chat with Mum.’ Nodding his approval the doctor takes his place behind the desk and switches his attention to Nicole. ‘The good news is that Holly has nothing to worry about in regard to cats because they are definitely not causing her any trouble. In fact her asthma is much better now so she’s obviously been doing everything I asked.’

Holly’s grin spreads ear to ear. ‘Does that mean we can adopt Rocky now, Mummy?’

‘What?’ Nicole looks up slowly. This is good news, exactly what she wanted to hear. Normally she would be delighted that Holly’s condition has come on in leaps and bounds in the space of two months, but this morning all she can think about is Mark. She cups the back of her neck with her hand, letting the weight of her head rest against it as she stares at her daughter.

Dr Fenton waits for her to say something. ‘No sweetie. Remember we said that if we adopted Rocky it would make Mrs Lyubevsky sad. And until your dad and I discuss it, we can’t have a cat.’ When Nicole gets to her feet blood rushes to her head and she pauses, waiting for it to calm before walking over to Holly. Unexpectedly Holly jumps into her arms and Nicole rocks backwards before letting her down again. 

‘Oh look, Mummy, kittens.’ Holly points to the doctor’s desk and Nicole sees the picture of two kittens, with tiger striped eyes and cute pink noses playing in the sunlight outside a country barn. It’s the cover image of a calendar. ‘Oh, I love them Mummy.’

With a cheerful nod, Dr Fenton explains. ‘Those belong to an old friend of mine who moved to the countryside. It’s a calendar she made entirely from photos of her beautiful cats.’ He glances at Nicole. ‘And if your mum says it’s OK, I’d love you to have it.’ 

Holly tips her head back and leans into her mother. Standing on her toes she presses her chin against Nicole’s stomach. ‘Please, Mum?’ 

‘What, love?’ Nicole’s gaze has drifted to the window where she watches the grey clouds float across the sky like dark winged birds. She hopes the wind will blow them south, out of the city and over the Dublin mountains, where the rain can scatter in the pine forests. The shortening days are too wet already. Too damp. Holly taps her hands against her ribs and it brings her back. ‘No, I don’t think it would be fair to take the doctor’s calendar, Holly.’

‘It’s OK,’ Dr Fenton says, his face earnest, ‘I’d be delighted for her to have it.’

Normally Nicole wouldn’t accept but she can see the doctor’s generosity is genuine, and as Mark pointed out, he’s infinitely more helpful than their previous GP. ‘OK then. Well, just this time. And what do you say?’

‘Thank you.’ Holly’s eyes shine as she takes the calendar in her hands.

Dr Fenton returns his attention to Nicole. ‘Maybe Holly might like to wait in the reception while we talk? It might give her a chance to look at all the pictures while we finish.’ Nicole doesn’t reply. She tries to guess what they might need to talk about privately. ‘Rose, our receptionist has lollipops if Mum says it’s OK?’

‘Of course,’ Nicole waves Holly off. ‘Go on love and I’ll be out in a minute.’

Dr Fenton guides Holly over to the reception area and returns instantly. When he walks in he closes the door behind him and sits at his desk.

Nicole sits also. ‘Is everything alright Doctor Fenton? With Holly?’

‘Holly is doing fine.’ A smile lights up his face. ‘The new medication seems to have cleared up a lot of her issues. I don’t want to say anything yet as we are still waiting on the full test results but I’m hopeful that in a couple of weeks you could take her off it and see how she gets on.’ The tension in Nicole’s shoulders eases a fraction. ‘It’s not unusual for kids of this age to develop asthma but also for it to clear without intervention.’ Nicole thinks he is finished explaining but instead the doctor places his pen on the desk, sits back in his chair and frowns. 

 ‘Nicole, is everything alright?’ His voice is soft when he speaks. ‘I mean with you?’ Stiffening, Nicole looks away. Out of the blue everything cascades through her mind at once. Their beautiful new house and how they can barely manage its upkeep anymore, how remote Mark has become, how badly her world has shrunk – she can’t think of another person besides Alva and Eve who she sees now; the constant worry which closes in on her every night when she goes to bed, robbing her of sleep. ‘You mentioned having trouble sleeping before. Is it any better now?’

Her eyes water. ‘Not really. Our last GP gave me something to help but it didn’t work, so I haven’t used it much.’

The frown lines deepen on the doctor’s brow. ‘Do you remember what he gave you?’ Nicole shakes her head. ‘If you’d like me to suggest something I could always write you a prescription. I’d be happy to.’ 

Clutching her bag Nicole stands. ‘I think I’m fine for now but if it gets worse, I’ll let you know.’ 

‘Of course.’ The doctor’s face softens as he gets up to open the door. ‘Well if you have concerns about Holly don’t hesitate to call.’

Outside in the street Holly stands holding Nicole’s hand, the calendar clutched to her chest. Nicole is thinking about Mark, about the conversation she must have with him tonight. She knows avoiding it any longer will only make things worse. Cars snake in front of them, grinding up and down the two lanes, as dark clouds spread like bruises across the grey sky. A group of uniformed high school students march past plucking hot chips from a steaming box, scenting the air with vinegar and cooking oil.

There’s a new message on Nicole’s phone and she opens it. Two minutes remain on her parking, they’ll have to hurry.

‘Mummy?’ Holly’s grip tightens. ‘Who’s that man?’ The calendar hangs down as she points across the road. 

Nicole flinches. Standing on the busy pavement is a man in a high-vis jacket. There is a mobile phone pressed to his ear and he is staring at them. ‘Do you know him, Mummy?’

The traffic shifts, obscuring him from view behind a truck.

With a sharp intake of breath she draws Holly closer. ‘I don’t think so.’

When the lights change the truck moves. Only now the man has vanished.
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Tuesday, November 14, 
Night

‘Nina?’ Their elderly neighbour stands patiently on the chequered path, one step back from the arched porch to Nicole’s house. Marwood Road in Rathgar is one of the quiet streets in the sought-after suburb and even in the winter gloom the terrace of Victorian red bricks looks pretty. 

Nicole drops two heavy rucksacks in front of the door, slips the key into the lock, opening it and making way for Chloe and Holly to get past, only now noticing the white cake box in her neighbour’s hands. ‘I’m sorry, were you waiting out here for me?’

‘Don’t worry.’ The skin crinkles around Mrs Lyubevsky’s eyes as her cat Rocky slinks through the rail which divides their houses. Chloe scoops him up, big brown eyes wide with delight. ‘Only for a minute, Nicole.’ She smiles at Chloe while Nicole drops the bags into the house where they clunk on the wooden floor. Holly strokes Rocky’s ginger head as her older sister rocks him like a baby, snuggling him into her chest and nestling her nose into his striped coat. ‘I brought this for you.’ Mrs Lyubevsky gives Nicole the box. 

‘That’s a nice surprise.’ 

‘Oh, it’s nothing. You know how I love to bake, but since Leon departed I find I never finish what I make. He always used to take a half and then give a slice to any of his staff who were doing their night patrols. His way of keeping his security team sweet he used to joke.’

‘I’ll promise to share it.’

Chloe passes her the cat and Mrs Lyubevsky bows her head. ‘I can see Rocky is very fond of you Chloe, and you too Holly.’ Chloe removes the tie from her plait of thick dark hair and Holly pats Rocky’s back.

Nicole wants to take her leave, but Mrs Lyubevsky is hovering. ‘Chloe love,’ Nicole says, ‘take Holly inside and get changed into your pyjamas. I’ll be in shortly, OK?’ 

Obediently the girls disappear and Mrs Lyubevsky waves them goodbye. Once they are out of earshot she places a hand on Nicole’s wrist. ‘How are you both getting on?’ Her hushed voice drops to a whisper.

Nicole’s shoulders sag. ‘We’re alright.’ Usually she likes to chat with their neighbour. The elderly woman is sweet and agreeable, and even babysat for them once or twice, but tonight she needs time alone, to gather her thoughts before meeting Mark. 

Mrs Lyubevsky knits her brows into a sharp crease. ‘Two jobs isn’t easy. I hope you’re getting your rest.’

‘When I can.’

A soft drizzle has started to fall, making tiny drops on the tips of Rocky’s fur. Nicole glances at the sky, trying to guess if the rain is coming. Her sister Alva always said she was a hopeless actress.

‘Well,’ Mrs Lyubevsky whispers again, pressing Nicole’s forearm gently, ‘I’ve been meaning to get you.’ She glances warily at the street behind her. ‘You know how I like to be vigilant; “always be prepared so you’re not caught unawares,” as my Leon used to say, god rest him, so I thought I should tell you.’

She stops when she hears footsteps behind her. Mark has appeared. 

‘Hi.’ He walks down the diamond patterned path, offering Mrs Lyubevsky a relaxed smile as Nicole’s fingers tighten around the box. As always now, he is dressed casually: soft soled shoes, light grey jeans, a colourful scarf, with a black raincoat; for a second Nicole sees the easy going man she married fourteen years ago. His black hair is swept back and the porch light bounces off his eyes when he strokes Rocky. ‘Cake?’ He glances at the box.

‘A gift from Nina.’ Nicole lifts it up. ‘Will you come in and join us, Nina?’

‘No. You’re very kind to offer,’ Mrs Lyubevsky pats her elbow, ‘but I’ll have a word with Mark now that I’ve caught him. And I’m sure your girls are waiting for you.’

‘Alright,’ Nicole turns, tapping the box. ‘Next time so.’ Edging away she watches Mark. The skin on his face tightens as he smiles but his eyes look sombre, almost like the light has disappeared from them. The expression on his face is unfamiliar and almost cold when he steps across and pulls the door shut behind him.

Click. ‘What is up with this machine?’ With a pained expression Nicole stares at the laptop. The strange sound has just happened again, almost like a gentle cracking noise. It’s the third time she’s heard it today, and always when she writes in the journal she keeps. Her most recent entry is still on the screen and she whispers to herself silently – dreaming of dad once more, why? The cursor disappears so she taps the trackpad but nothing happens. Lifting her hands away she waits, surprised to see the cursor reappear and highlight the text. Without moving she keeps watching as the cursor then drifts to the bottom corner of the screen.

The laptop is old and she suspects it’s got a virus. Shaking her head she tries not to panic. There’s a copy-edit job on it she has to finish tonight and she hasn’t backed it up. One of the mums, Jennifer, from Holly’s school group had texted her out of the blue with it the previous week. At first Nicole was confused because she never confided to anybody from the group about how tight things were for her and Mark financially. She only had a vague memory of saying to Jennifer months ago that the office work Alva had got her was not paid very well so she was looking at finding something additional. She flattens her hands on the kitchen island, waiting as it hums, before starting to whir noisily. A new message box has appeared on the screen out of nowhere. It says ‘Read Me’. It’s not something she’s ever seen before. Rubbing a hand over her face she snaps the screen shut. 

There’s a photograph upside down on the kitchen floor and she bends to pick it up. When she turns it over she sees it’s the one she keeps on the fridge door. It’s from the summer before last, a snapshot taken by a friend when the family went for a picnic to Phoenix Park on one of the hottest days of the year. Mark is shirtless, tanned and grinning behind oversized sunglasses; leaning into him is Chloe, her nose sprinkled with sun freckles, brown eyes beaming, beside her little Holly holding her doll out to Nicole like an offering; lastly Nicole bending down next to her and pointing to the camera. The colour of her cheeks is pink and she remembers how tipsy both her and Mark were from the prosecco and the heat. Earlier in the day things had almost fallen apart when Chloe lost her scrunchie and got into a state; only thanks to Mark spending half an hour helping her to find it did it eventually reappear. Then Holly dropped her ice cream into the cut grass and Mark had to walk all the way back to the car park with her so she could buy another. 

Gently Nicole wipes it against her jeans, wishing the tension in her stomach to go away. Carefully she takes the cracked magnet from their last foreign holiday to Spain two years before and places it back.

Turning away she scans the open plan kitchen living room. The house interior is so pretty, exactly as they had always wanted it to be, with its reclaimed wooden dining table looking out through glass sliding doors to the back garden, two striped cotton couches in the adjoining front room, and the modern kitchen with its sleek island-cum-breakfast bar, all complemented by spotless grey walls. 

It could be a show house, a picture of domestic bliss worthy of a magazine; and not long ago it was. Yet her only thought now when she looks at it is why they thought it was a good idea to spend their savings doing it up. She shuts her eyes, waiting for the familiar unwanted thoughts to invade her mind. And instantly they come. Why did she agree to Mark giving up his job as the chief cardiologist in one of Dublin’s best hospitals? Why did she have to stop working in a job she loved all those years ago after Holly was born? Why can’t she find a proper job that can help the family financially? And why won’t Mark talk about returning to his career? He knows the volunteer work he’s doing won’t pay their bills. 

Gritting her teeth she listens as the answers volley back. Mark only ever agreed to take a break from his career. It was his choice to make, especially after the death of his only brother. And she knows she never meant to stop working, but the difficulties she had after Holly’s birth made it almost impossible to return, so that by the time she thought she could, it no longer seemed to matter, especially when Mark’s career was flying. But she doesn’t have an answer for why Mark won’t talk about getting back to his career. Yet she must get one. It’s gone on too long and the family can’t hold out financially forever.

The whining burr of the electric shower drifts down from upstairs. Nicole’s hands flick to her temples and she rubs either side, her fingertips stiff and sore. Fifteen minutes, she calculates. Mark will be finished by then and it gives her enough time to put the girls to bed and read each of them a very quick story. Gathering herself, she raises a nervous smile, then goes to look for the girls.

With the girls tucked in and sleeping, Nicole returns downstairs. Mark slouches on a dining chair pushed away from the big kitchen table, his legs stretched out and his arms crossed.

‘Tired?’ Nicole keeps her voice light.

‘Wrecked. The crisis centre was hectic today. Then Olly asked me for a game of squash after work and I foolishly agreed. Forty’s too old for squash.’ Yawning he sits back up and pulls the chair closer to the table where Mrs Lyubevsky’s cake sits on a plate. ‘Do you want me to make some tea?’

 ‘No, I’m bringing it.’ Nicole hurries to the almost empty fridge and grabs the milk carton, hastily putting the mugs out while silently steeling herself. She can’t hesitate now. ‘What did Mrs Lyubevsky want to talk about?’

‘Oh,’ Mark cuts the cake, plating a slice and handing it to her with a fork, ‘you know how she is.’ He takes his piece then, his movements slow, almost exhausted. ‘She’s very sweet but her imagination’s a bit . . . ’ He stops, his shoulders lifting into a shrug. ‘She thinks she saw a man scoping out the road and is worried he might be a burglar.’ 

‘A burglar?’ The image of the man Holly pointed out across the street earlier flashes through her head. She won’t mention it. It’s not the time.

‘Yeah, I know.’ Mark swallows a mouthful of cake, smiling sheepishly. It’s the smile that melted her heart all those years ago. The one with the kind eyes she sees so rarely now.

She tries some cake. ‘Mark! This is stale.’ 

‘Sorry, I should have warned you,’ he says and for a second Nicole wants to forget all about her plan to confront him with the cold reality of their existence, with the questions he’s been evading for so many months. Then she notices a shopping bag by his feet.

‘Did you buy something?’ 

‘Just a few bits for the girls.’ Brightening, Mark pulls out some stationery and spreads it on the table. ‘They had been asking me for art paper and colouring pens. I wanted to give them a treat. It’s Smiggles.’ 

Nicole knows. It’s the shop the girls love, the expensive one. Her fingers slide to her head then, and she presses against where the vein throbs. ‘Mark, we need to talk.’ A blush of red flares across her cheek. 

The cheer leaches from Mark’s eyes. ‘Sorry Nic. It was an impulse thing.’ 

Nicole waits for him to look at her, but his gaze remains down. ‘What’s going on Mark?’ Mark’s brow furrows but he doesn’t reply. Like a reflex his shoulders shrug. ‘When are you going back to your career, love? This situation has been going on for months. You won’t talk about it but we both know we’re broke.’

Eyes downcast, Mark leans forward, inhaling deeply. Nicole waits for him to look at her but instead he sweeps his arm across the table dragging the stationery and dropping it into the bag. ‘I’ll take them all back. My mistake.’

‘Mark, wait.’ Nicole reaches for his wrist but Mark is on his feet and steps away.

‘I’m sorry, just give me a few more days, alright?’ His eyes glisten when he finally looks at her. ‘Then we’ll talk.’ 

Before Nicole can reply he edges past her, eyes fixed and staring, his expression so dark that for a fleeting moment Nicole doesn’t recognise him. Then the door clicks softly and he’s gone.

Rising from the seat, she trudges to the bin where she dumps the cake. Tears track her cheeks, but she doesn’t notice as they dot the front of her shirt. Alva has always said that Mark changed because his youngest brother Luke died in Australia earlier in the year, but Nicole can’t believe it could be so simple. Alva never got to see all the cards from the grateful parents thanking Mark for saving their children’s lives; she didn’t know how Mark kept them all in a locker by the bed, often with a picture of the same child now smiling and healthy. 

The ache in her chest returns as she walks to the home office tucked away at the side of the living room. When she sits down she rests her elbows on the desk. The copy-editing job still needs to be finished and she can’t allow it to be late, because it has to be finished by the morning. Jennifer said getting it done on time was the most crucial thing if she wanted another contract.

Gripping her head in her hands she runs her fingers through her tangled hair. Then something flickers in the dark, distracting her for a moment.

Click. 

Hum. 

Whir. 

The laptop has turned itself on even though she knows she hasn’t touched it.
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