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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Dear Reader,

Firstly, thank you so much for being here. Your support means everything to me.

Secondly … some prior warning. Please take care while reading Such A Good Couple. This book deals with some difficult subjects, namely fertility struggles and eating disorders. Especially regarding the eating disorder depicted in the book, I have endeavoured to take as much care as possible to avoid gratuitous descriptions or stray into territory that could be inadvertently instructive in these matters. Eating disorders are the deadliest of all mental illnesses and I would never, ever want to glamorise these tragic disorders. 

I am indebted to the courageous women who spoke to me about their experiences. I also drew on my own life, as well as the words of many excellent writers, in particular the vital work of Aubrey Gordon, Virginia Sole-Smith and Cole Kazdin. 

For a full list of resources, please refer to the page at the back of the book. 

If you are struggling or have struggled with fertility or disordered eating, I am sending love and hope you  know that, even though society wants you to be quiet about your pain, your grief is real and deserves to be acknowledged. When you are ready, your friends and loved ones are ready to listen and hold you.

All my love,

Sophie xxx 




‘I can’t believe _______ and ______ broke up. After twenty years?

They were always such a good couple.’

‘You just never know what’s going on in other people’s relationships.’

— Old WhatsApp Proverb




PRAISE FOR SOPHIE WHITE’S NOVELS

‘Unputdownable … a darkly funny, raw story about friendship, vulnerability and honesty’ 

Irish Times

‘A sharp, funny story of female friendship at its best, with characters you’ll fall in love with’
 Beth O’Leary

‘One of the best flawed heroines in Irish commercial fiction since Rachel Walsh in Marian Keyes’ ground-breaking Rachel’s Holiday’ Sunday Times

 ‘A modern, witty, razor-sharp page-turner’
 Emer McLysaght

‘White’s pages fizz with earthy wit and [Marian] Keyes fans will definitely find plenty to enjoy here’
 Sunday Independent

 ‘Fresh, current and thoroughly enjoyable’
 Eithne Shortall

‘Witty and wonderful – I devoured this in a single sitting’
 Image

‘Whip smart and very, very funny’
 Sarah Breen

 ‘White’s sharp-eyed take on modern life couldn’t be more on target’ Irish Independent 




CHAPTER 1

‘Are you still bloody in there, Ollie?’ 

Clara stood jiggling on the small landing of her house and hammered on the toilet door while her children continued to play around her legs, oblivious to her plight. 

‘Are you alive? Has something prolapsed? This wee is seconds away from simply falling out of me.’

‘I’m coming,’ came Ollie’s completely unruffled reply. ‘I just want to be thorough.’

‘Shut up! No additional information, please.’ 

Clara bent over and squeezed her thighs together. When they weren’t feuding over the one and only toilet in the house, she and Ollie called this stance ‘assuming the position’. Now two of the boys, the older two she reckoned from squinting at them – she needed to put in her contacts – were using her legs as an obstacle around which to chase each other. 

‘Get away,’ she hissed, inching a leg out to bat them off while continuing to clench every muscle in her body. Unfortunately the tiny movement of her leg was enough to compromise her, sending a tiny, depressing trickle of piss into the gusset of her knickers. 

‘Have you packed my goggles?’ Ollie asked from the other side of the door. It was Wednesday the 2nd of July, and instead of them both being in work, they were getting ready to escape on holidays.

Ignoring him and still bent over with legs fused, Clara shuffled towards the top of the stairs. She needed a receptacle fast. Initially the three kids – the youngest had now joined – tried to come with her but she managed to shunt them in the other direction towards the two bedrooms. 

‘Play. Up. There. You. Madzers,’ she muttered. ‘Mummy has to go and stoop to the lowest of the low.’ 

Her boys, ten-year-old Josh, six-year-old Tom and three-year-old Reggie, duly moved, though still scrapping and thumping each other.

‘I’ll just be a couple more minutes,’ Ollie announced airily from the loo.

Clara couldn’t even roll her eyes at this – she needed all her focus on not pissing herself. She quickly eased herself down the stairs and into the pokey little galley kitchen that was filled to bursting with dirty breakfast plates, lunch plates and snack plates. It was 3 p.m. She had less than forty minutes before they needed to leave for the airport. 

Think about that in a minute, she thought, tearing through a cupboard looking for the big plastic bowl they used for popcorn and (weirdly) the occasional vomit – did every family have the vom-popcorn bowl? Was it just an Irish thing? Or a them thing? 

She pulled it out, then paused. 

‘You know what?’ she announced to Reggie, who had just ambled in. ‘This bowl has been through enough.’ 

Instead of the bowl, she grabbed the large pot they used for soup and Bolognese. And now urinating, apparently. She reefed her pants down to her knees and wedged the pot between her thighs. Unfortunately she hadn’t accounted for the power of her piss stream when calculating the proximity of the pot, and the backsplash of the piss immediately started to go everywhere.

‘What are you doing?’ Ollie arrived in time to witness the latest of Clara’s humiliations. 

Life just seemed to be back-to-back indignities once you had kids (though perhaps only if you were a person who had cavalierly ignored all advice to do the pelvic floor exercises). 

‘Obviously, I’m pissing,’ Clara replied.

‘Badly, I see.’ Ollie leaned languidly against the doorframe to observe her. Immediately the toddler commenced scaling his body. 

Clara laughed. ‘Shite off!’ She briskly dried her inner thighs with a tea towel and pulled up her knickers and leggings. ‘Now.’ She held up the pot. ‘Will we make soup?’

‘I’m just glad you didn’t use the vomit-popcorn bowl.’

‘Right.’ Clara put the kettle on, opened the back door and poured the pee directly down the drain outside. Next she grabbed the anti-bacterial spray and went back out to give the pot a liberal dousing. 

‘Holy water would be better,’ Ollie called from inside, where the other two boys had found him and were dragging him to the ground for one of their customary wrestling sessions. He was so used to being under siege at all times that he could easily scroll his apps and send texts while they clambered all over him. 

Clara was similarly unfazed by the violent affection of their kids. Each one had come out of her vadge madder than the last and Clara had pretty much been speaking at screaming pitch for nearly ten years now. They still never listened unless she said she was running them a bath. They were allergic to being cleaned so all she had to do was whisper ‘I’m running the bath’ and they would flee. Running a bath could buy her up to ten minutes of sitting in the loo basking in some lovely scrolling-on-my-phone alone time. If Ollie hadn’t beaten her in there first, of course. 

‘Fuck me, we need another bathroom,’ she said aloud to no one in particular.

‘We need another house, one that actually fits us,’ Ollie piped up from the floor, just as a child’s foot got him in the jaw. 

Clara flung the pot into the dishwasher and began chucking in other random items after it.

‘Not realistic,’ Clara singsonged, trying not to let his words sink her mood. There was not a hope that they could afford a bigger place. ‘And not the time to talk about it. We still have a shit tonne to do. The taxi gets here in thirty minutes. I’ve only packed for the lunatics. And I imagine, even though we live our lives in servitude to them, we’ll still need a few things ourselves in case we’re allowed to have a bit of a holiday.’ 

‘Oh, babe! The only people in servitude on this holiday will be Fionn and Maggie’s staff.’ Ollie stood up, shedding children as he rose. ‘Did you check out the itinerary that that Brody guy sent?’ He held up his phone displaying the PDF Fionn’s executive assistant had made. There was a loose timetable for the two weeks they would all be together in Cape Cod comprising sunrise yoga, boat trips, walking tours and barbecues on the beach; plus an exhaustive list of additional activities they could pick and choose from.

‘I know!’ Clara replied. ‘There’s cooks and nannies and the whole shebang. Did you see there’s literally kid-free time built into the schedule? The poor help will be taking them off for ice cream and magic memories so we can chill.’ 

Clara shook her head in amazement. She could not imagine her friends’ lives. In the WhatsApp group she, Maggie and Annie shared (called Slags For Life) there were four different phone numbers for Maggie. She changed numbers like other people changed handbags, switching from phone to phone throughout the year as the Strongs jetted from house to house in LA, London, Saint-Tropez and, of course, Dublin.

‘I’m definitely doing the jet-skiing again,’ Ollie declared. ‘That was amazing in Hawaii last year.’ 

‘We’re not doing anything on the timetable if we don’t get our shit together now.’ Clara shoved the dishwasher closed and stooped to listen to make sure it started. You couldn’t always assume that it would. Like everything else in their chaotic, full-to-bursting, terraced red-brick cottage, it was a vintage model. Ollie, still buried in his phone, skipped out the door into the hall while Clara did her best to tidy the kitchen, then pushed through the many-headed beast that was her children, still gleefully pounding the shite out of each other on the floor. 

In the hallway was a large suitcase blocking the front door. Ollie was nowhere to be seen. He had an incredible knack for disappearing when annoying bullshit like packing had to be done. 

‘Ollie?’ she scream-shouted up the stairs.

‘I’m up here getting some stuff together like you said!’ he shouted back. 

‘Amazing,’ Clara roared. 

So much of marriage with kids is just yelling to each other from different locations, she mused, crouching down by the big open suitcase to do one last check of the kids’ things before closing it up. Even when she and Ollie were in the same room they often had to shout at each other to be heard over the constant monologuing of their children.

Clara took stock of the boys’ things. 

Clothes? Check.

Swim stuff? Check.

Random items they’ll need/freak out if they didn’t have? Check.

The sounds of grunting and furniture being disturbed in the dining room were hitting a fever pitch. ‘Boys! Stop fighting and get out here.’ She zipped the suitcase closed and pulled it out the front door.

Back inside, Ollie was dragging the other suitcase down the stairs.

‘All set?’ she shouted.

‘All set,’ he shouted back, muscling past her with the bag.

‘Really?’ 

Clara stared after him as he brought both bags down the garden path. She was slightly amazed at his efficiency, though it was hardly such a feat – she’d left all their clothes folded in neat piles on the bed so it’d been straightforward enough. The credit we give men for doing the most basic things, she thought. At dinnertime, Ollie often reported to her all the housework and life admin tasks he’d completed that day as if waiting for some kind of certificate of commendation. Women, meanwhile, just got on with doing this shit. She plucked her phone from her pocket to say as much to Annie and Maggie in Slags For Life but then caught sight of the time. The taxi’d be there any minute. She hurried back into the dining room. 

‘Okay, boys, stop now. The taxi’s coming.’ Clara used a level four shout – nothing crazy, the kind you’d use for a cat trying to get at the Christmas turkey. 

Not one of them looked up. The younger two had pinned Josh, who was writhing and laughing hysterically. 

‘Jesus. Christ. Get. Up. Now.’ She’d gone full level ten (the type of shout that actually caused you to hurt your own throat). 

Josh who, at ten, had the most experience of Clara’s shouting, shot up at that moment. ‘Yeah! Jesus. Christ,’ he shouted down to his little brothers, before beaming up at her angelically. 

‘Taxi’s here,’ came Ollie’s voice from behind her. He shunted her to the side – the hall could really not accommodate more than one person at a time – and strode in to where the younger boys were still giggling on the ground. He hiked them up and tucked one under each arm. 

Clara backed out the front door, trying not to stumble over the potted plants on the step as Ollie strolled towards her with the squealing boys, Josh stomping along behind him. Clara grinned and experienced one of those glimmers of gratitude that so often arose even amidst the complete chaos of parenthood. This trip was going to be good, even if it was a bit awkward – Maggie and Fionn were paying for everything, right down to the taxi being loaded up at that very moment. 

Clara eased herself into the back seat, dodging the excited flailing limbs of her children. Someone needs to write some kind of handbook for what to do when your lifelong best friends become millionaires, Clara thought. 

Fionn and Maggie’s millionaire status had come pretty much out of nowhere. By their mid-thirties, Clara and Ollie had managed to scrounge a mortgage from the bank, and Annie and Conor had settled into a long-term lease, but Maggie and Fionn were still living a nomadic existence, moving from one live-in dog-sitting gig to another, soon with Maggie’s pregnant bump in tow.

Back then Annie and Conor were the most had-their-shit-together on paper: she had landed her dream job in art restoration in the National Gallery and Conor was an accountant. 

Ironically, Fionn and Maggie were the ones the others had worried about. Maggie lived from arts grant to arts grant, staging beautiful but extremely uncommercial site-specific theatre productions, and Fionn acted when he was cast and did restaurant work in between. They had moved to London to pursue the theatre life but they were still fairly broke. 

At home in Ireland, Clara and Annie had pored over the ‘Maggie problem’. When was she going to get practical? When were they going to ‘get real’ and ‘settle down’? Surely once the twins (‘Twins! God luv them,’ Clara’d wailed on hearing) were born, they’d have to get proper jobs. 

‘Right,’ the driver called to them from the front seat. ‘Which terminal are ye going to?’

‘Terminal 2, please,’ Clara replied, checking that all the boys were wearing their seatbelts. 

At that time, the ‘proper job’ Clara had was in customer service for Google. Meanwhile, Ollie was a gardener, which was perfect. He loved the freedom and creativity and had always had steady work because anyone who could afford to have a garden in Dublin never had time to garden because they worked all day and all night to be able to afford the gardens they were never home to be in.

All was reasonably fine, until a fucking pandemic meant everyone was at home for literal years. Gardening their little arses off all of a sudden.

Then Clara had been made redundant. To save face she’d told her friends that she’d made the decision to leave. Now she was eight months into her job at ComYOUnicate. It was a garden-variety call centre with a particularly cringe name. She was struggling with it –she felt like a snob but she hadn’t pictured herself at forty-two working in a call centre. Sure, in Google, for all those years, she had essentially been making calls. But there’d been a cachet in working for Google. In ComYOUnicate there were no splashy murals on the walls shouting moronic slogans. It was windowless, grey and functional. Aesthetically, compared with the fancy tech places, it was like working in the basement where a serial killer keeps his victims.

Clara gazed out the window as the taxi merged with the sluggish mid-afternoon traffic. In two weeks’ time, she’d be back in the office, a place so clogged with the fug of warm tuna sandwiches and instant coffee it was practically a microclimate all of its own. 

Look, she reminded herself, only a handful of, let’s face it, insufferable people like their jobs; everyone else just gets on with it. 

Now that the cost-of-living crisis had them by their necks, she and Ollie spent all their time tagging in and out of home life. Clara usually worked from 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. and when she got home, Ollie went out to put in as many hours as he could with the clients he had left before it got dark. They passed kids and laundry and school notes and homework back and forth between them all week. On the weekends, Ollie did full days at a garden centre an hour’s drive from Crumlin, where they lived, and Clara spent her days ‘off’ attempting to clean the ever-rising tide of shite in their house. And screaming lovingly at the kids – never not screaming at the kids.

The really hard part about the days and overtime hours she spent tethered to the headset was that they didn’t buy her any ease in her home life. Working at full tilt still only meant that they were just about keeping up. Clara tried to relax her jaw as the taxi swung off the motorway and passed under a sign for the airport. The cause of the hovering sadness she had felt but not quite articulated in the previous weeks suddenly pulled into focus: without Maggie and Fionn, her boys would not be going on a plane right now. There’d be no holiday. It was a very hard thing to not be able to give your children the things they deserved. 

Back in March, when they were all nailing down the dates for the Provincetown holiday, she and Ollie had joked about selling their spot on the trip on DoneDeal. 

Clara hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell Annie and Maggie about how much they were struggling. It was hard not being able to vent about it to the two people she was closest to in the whole world but, for very different reasons, Annie and Maggie were not the best audience for the Wrung-Out Parent Lament. 

From the floor of the taxi, Clara pulled up her shoulder bag (Mulberry from Maggie; Annie had one too) and did another check that she had all five passports. She glanced over at Ollie, who was playing (and winning) rock-paper-scissors against Tom while also furiously thumbing his phone. 

‘You haven’t even asked once about the passports,’ she said pointedly, pursing her lips. ‘What if I’d assumed you were sorting them?’

‘Hmmmm?’ Ollie was a good multitasker but adding a pass-agg married-couple thought experiment to his current roster of activities was too much even for him. 

‘The passports, babe,’ she said loudly. ‘I only have mine and the boys’, did you bring yours?’ 

That got his attention. He blanched, then grinned. ‘Hahaha, shut up. You’re evil.’ He resumed texting. 

‘I always vowed not to be one of those straight couples where the man is some honorary child the wife looks after and steers through life.’

‘Honorary child? I wish,’ he muttered. He looked up from his phone. ‘Do you even know when the car’s up for its next NCT? Or who our health insurance provider is? You’re not exactly a paragon of maturity!’

Did she detect a slightly sneering edge to his words? They’d been best friends for two decades but ten years of child-related broken sleep had definitely seen some snippiness creeping in here and there. Was it more lately? It was hard to tell. 

‘Also,’ Ollie continued, ‘spending the child benefit allowance in the pub after you’ve gone “for one” with your twenty-five-year-old workmates makes me feel like I’ve got an unruly teenager.’ 

Clara debated throwing something back at him: At least you get to do a job you actually like? came to mind. 

But playing the Married Couple Hardship Olympics right before a holiday wasn’t worth it. They needed this break very badly so she settled on: ‘That was one time, Ollie!’ She kept her tone playful. ‘And it wasn’t the whole payment. A few euro on blowing off steam! My job is hard – it’s very draining working with young people who’re happy and full of optimism about life. The sheer effort it takes to not punch them in the face.’

‘Why did you go out with them, then? Do they need to be burped after their pints?’ 

Clara grinned. This felt better, this was more them. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘parenting is very stressful. If the government doesn’t want us to spend the child benefit on self-medicating, they should provide better state-funded childcare.’

This raised a bit of a laugh from him at least, though a second later he’d already slid back onto his phone.

She frowned. The phone obsession was just a fact of twenty-first-century married life, wasn’t it? Maybe it was even prolonging millennial marriages? Less pressure to continue being entertaining for each other for years on end. You could just keep a steady stream of memes and TikToks going back and forth and, voila, you had a reasonably good approximation of a fun relationship. 

Clara wished that she could see his screen, though. She also wished that she didn’t wish this but she couldn’t help it. He was on it so much. Everyone was on their phones a lot, of course, but recently Ollie couldn’t seem to leave it down for a second. Was it something nefarious? Unlikely.

Though the truth was Ollie had been acting strangely in the last few months. She’d been on a committed jag of explaining it away but the unease was growing like a tumour. Along with being glued to the phone, he was regularly coming home from work much later than usual, often after dark, with shrugging explanations about tweaking irrigation systems and whatnot. She knew there were some jobs gardeners could do at night but she couldn’t imagine his wealthy clients wanting him skulking around their properties at that hour. Then he’d always hop straight into the shower when he came home even though it was late and could wake the kids. Sometimes, in her sleep-addled state, she even sensed him gone from the bed during the night but he’d always be back snoring beside her in the morning. Most unnerving of all, she was noticing that the money coming in from his Saturday hours in the garden centre seemed less than usual.

The taxi passed under a sign for the airport and she pulled away from the growing abyss of unease. She resolved to talk to him, but not until after the holiday. Under no circumstance was the holiday to be ruined with reality. Especially as it was all probably in her head anyway.

He literally doesn’t have the hours in the day for an affair, she thought wryly. 




CHAPTER 2

As crowds milled around her, Annie snapped a selfie holding her passport and sent it to Slags For Life.

Annie: It’s happening! Cannot wait to see you guys! 

Beside her, her partner Conor was grim-faced as he hauled the big case up onto the conveyor belt at the bag drop. ‘We need to get to security before Clara and Ollie. I am not getting involved with their chaos.’ 

He snatched the receipt from the machine and immediately turned and started marching through the crowds, a good head taller than pretty much everyone. Annie hurried after him, smiling apologetically at every disgruntled person left in his wake. 

‘I need to go to the toilet, Conor,’ Annie tried to whisper-shout over the din of the departures hall. It’d been a frantic day and Annie had still not had time to test her urine from that morning. Between packing and fielding Conor’s customary travel panic that was escalating with every passing minute, she’d left it in the jar she always used and forgotten all about it, only remembering right as they were leaving. 

With no time to get the ovulation strips out then and there, she’d decanted the wee into a small plastic water bottle, planning to duck away to test it at the airport. 

Before leaving the house, she’d sent a pic of the bottle of wee in her handbag to her friend Rachel:

Carting my wee around with me feels like a new low. 

Rachel had replied: 

From what I hear there’s a whole host of new lows after people become parents! 

As Annie had read this reply, it’d struck her that this was definitely the type of thing she would’ve had a laugh with Conor about before. 

Before when? She wasn’t quite sure anymore. Eighteen months of Babygate was really affecting the atmosphere between them but lately Annie had started to wonder if things had been more strained than she wanted to admit even prior to that. 

Annie knew that sprinting (completely unnecessarily) through the airport was not the place for the grim soul-searching that accosted her with more and more frequency now but she couldn’t really pick and choose when these thoughts assailed her. She had stopped trying to vocalise them to Conor. It was strange that after twenty years together, after effectively growing up together, there was suddenly a topic of conversation off the menu. And such an important bloody topic. But any mention of it Conor seemed to see as a dig. He had been the one urging them to put off trying for a baby – he was obsessed with them having all their ‘ducks in a row’ before becoming parents. And now that having a family was starting to seem like an increasingly remote possibility, it was hard for her not to give in to the creeping resentment. 

No one is ever ready for kids, for God’s sake. Usually, she was quick to pack away these thoughts because feeling angry and resentful was not going to make their efforts to have a baby any easier. Plus, she had also probably been a bit laidback about it until she’d turned thirty-nine and insisted they get real about their age.

Still, she thought, as she watched him muscling through the relaxed holidaymakers, his backpack jostling them, she should be able to bring it up without him getting defensive and then distant, which had become something of a pattern. 

The distance was especially hard to take and Rachel had come into Annie’s life at a particularly lonely time. She’d joined the gallery as artist-in-residence at the beginning of the year and they’d bonded fast. Rachel was very open and Annie found that encouraged her to be more open also. Also, Rachel understood much better than Maggie and Clara what Annie was going through. Rachel was on a similar trajectory; she wanted a baby too and was keen to adopt, but it was proving painful and extremely frustrating.

‘The system’s not loving that I’m single and self-employed.’ She had rolled her eyes ruefully. ‘Apparently painter is not exactly a bankable, stable career for a would-be adoptive parent. I’ve made some excellent life choices, haven’t I?’

These days Annie’s own life choices didn’t feel much better. She’d be forty-one in October. 

She tried to get Conor’s attention again. ‘Conor! Babe! I gotta wee!’

‘Again?’ Conor tossed over his shoulder, still ploughing through the ambling holidaymakers. ‘You went before we left.’ 

We should be ambling. Annie felt resentment rising as her shoulder bag banged rhythmically against her hip. This is a fun trip. We’ve loads of time. Why am I sweating and tense already? 

Conor was never a chill guy but put him in an air-travel situation and he could quickly become rabid. 

‘Conor! Please can we stop for a minute, I need—’

‘Annie.’ Conor turned. His handsome, sharply hewn features were taut, but she sensed he was making the effort to sound placating rather than irritated. ‘Can’t you go on the other side of security? I’d just feel way better if we got through in good time.’ 

Annie hesitated. Things between them had been flat, with occasional spikes of anger and frustration, for as long as her period had been showing up, unwelcome, for a year and a half now. She didn’t want to start the holiday on a bad note, and bringing up the domineering little strips that had been dictating their sex life for so long would darken the already murky mood. 

‘Fine,’ she said. She could do the test on the other side once Conor was distracted with the bookshop and the duty free. 

Maybe it wouldn’t be so tense if we hadn’t held off on trying for so long …? Though a lot of the time, it really felt like she was the only one trying.

As she’d said to Rachel, it should feel like they were in this together, but in the last six months their relationship had felt unnervingly unpredictable, as though the emotional space between them was shrinking and contracting at different times. They had moments of closeness and moments when there was something hard to name in Conor’s eyes when he looked at her. This invariably sparked panic in Annie. What was he thinking and why couldn’t she face asking him this straight out? 

Annie’d read the whole internet on the matter: Trying to conceive, or TTC as the forums called it, was hard on a couple: Your DH [meaning ‘darling husband’, vom] was experiencing his own set of anxieties. There was a lot of pressure on the men to perform. Despite being partners on the road, a distance could open up between you both on your quest for a LO [‘little one’, gag]. 

They’d reached the security queue now, and seeing that things were moving at an efficient clip, Conor reached back and took her hand, pulling her to him. ‘Sorry, sorry. I know I’m a dick in airports.’ He kissed the top of her head, immediately causing her blonde hair to cling to the velcro of his stubble. 

‘You are a complete lunatic in airports.’ Annie smoothed her shoulder-length bob back behind her ears. ‘You’re like a velociraptor on cocaine.’

He grinned, shaking his head. ‘I dunno why, but I get this uncontrollable impulse to get ahead of everyone, beat them to the bag drop, beat them to the queue … Also, like I said,’ he widened his eyes meaningfully, ‘we need to outrun Clara and Ollie. We don’t need their bullshit.’ He winced. 

‘You better get used to it.’ Annie giggled. ‘We’ve got two weeks of it.’ 

Conor looked around furtively. ‘Look, I love them but I don’t want it to start a second sooner than it has to.’

‘Stop! They’re our best friends, practically family.’ She mussed his dark brown hair that he kept short and no-nonsense and felt the welcome release of relief that they seemed to be acting normal with one another again. She tried not to think about the fact that you shouldn’t be acting normal with your other half, you should just be normal with your other half.

‘You know what they’re like.’ Conor nudged forward in the line, practically breathing on the neck of the teenager in front of him. ‘If they’d got to us before security we’d have been given a child each to field. Their shite would be everywhere, they’d be holding up the whole queue. They’re those people.’

‘They are,’ Annie agreed. ‘It’s part of their charm.’

‘Is it?’ Conor was checking their boarding cards on his phone and opening their passports as they shuffled on. 

In university, Annie, Clara, Ollie and Maggie had all been in the same year, though Annie was slightly younger, having skipped transition year in school. They had all studied different subjects. Annie’d done art history, Clara had a very random degree in zoology and Ollie scraped a degree in business while Maggie was in the drama department. Fionn and Conor had been two years ahead of them, and when Maggie and Fionn got together through their drama department productions, the twenty-year-old Annie had fallen hard for Fionn’s friend, Conor. He was serious but had a dry sense of humour. At twenty-three, he’d seemed impossibly grown up and together – an opinion Annie had formed based purely on the fact that he had a George Foreman grill in his flat and owned a spare set of sheets. What boy – no! – what man thought of such things? Even though they’d been together ever since, he wasn’t, as the forums said, her ‘darling husband’. While the others had gotten married in their mid-twenties, in the same summer, no less, she and Conor had felt no great need. 

From drunken red wine nights with them, Annie knew that Maggie and Clara were convinced that Annie was upset about this. She genuinely wasn’t. Her own parents, Liam and Shiv, had also not been married and that worked out grand, insofar as when they split up they didn’t have any major bureaucratic headaches. He just moved to the shed down the bottom of the garden and came up most nights for dinner with Annie, her mum and her three sisters. It would probably have seemed like a more unusual setup if they hadn’t lived in west Cork, where everyone had some kind of story and there was a distinctly bohemian vibe. Annie didn’t feel much different from her friends in school; a few of them were the kids of divorced homes and several never even saw their dads. At least Liam was just at the bottom of the garden doing his whittling (yes, really – he sold hand-whittled fairy doors to tourists at the local markets. Very west Cork). With their daughters now mostly gone, Liam and Shiv no longer shared a meal all that often but every Sunday night they watched a movie together. Annie thought it was nice, though she didn’t quite understand it. But she knew other people’s relationships were a foreign country – you could never fully know them.

Just then, Annie felt a not entirely friendly poke from the woman behind her and the airport around her swam back into focus. She shuffled forward, following Conor as he approached a man in a high-vis vest checking boarding cards and passports. 

No doubt the focus of the Red Wine Chats in Provincetown would at some point turn to her lack of wedding, they always did. That’s something that she both did and didn’t love about being with the friends she’d had for more of her life than not. They had a tendency to circle around the same subjects over and over. Sometimes the subjects were fun, like the time in their twenties when all six of them had been excruciatingly hungover during a surf lesson in County Clare and Ollie had fully fallen asleep on his board, which had then washed ashore, violently taking out a group of small children in the process. Of course, sometimes the subjects were tiresome, such as the weddingless Conor and Annie. Thank God they had just about enough tact to not mention the other thing Conor and Annie didn’t have. 

Now through the boarding pass check, Conor absentmindedly took Annie’s hand again and they joined the nearest queue for the metal detectors. Annie rubbed her thumb over the familiar little vein on the back of Conor’s hand and thought about how relationships were so much more than a wedding. It was about the life you built together.

Annie and Conor had a large apartment outside the city in a complex close to the foothills of the Dublin mountains. The view was gorgeous – all of Dublin Bay unspooled before them. On summer evenings Annie and Conor ate on the balcony and watched the small boats in the distance gliding over the water. How calm it all looked at such a remove but, Annie knew, down on the boats there would be shouted directions and ropes whipping in the wind. Sea spray and salt in the air. The squall of life. 

All life was like that, Annie thought. Like a painting, observed from afar it made sense and appeared ordered. It was up close that you could see the frenzy of creation in the brush strokes and impatient smudges and sometimes, embedded in the pigment, a rogue bristle from the artist’s brush. Up close the painting throbbed with life. 

Since the baby game had begun, Annie had felt like her own life was a painting observed at a distance. There was order: she went to work and made small but satisfying inroads in restoring the artwork in her care. There was colour: she kissed Conor between his shoulder blades as he made coffee in the mornings. There was a life being lived: she bought a new dress. She bought another new dress. She put new flowers in the vase. They ate dinner on the dining table, their image reflected in the sliding glass doors to the balcony. 

However, if you observed the scene closer, unlike a painting, there was no thrum of life, no exuberance. Annie had come to realise that being locked into a state of terminal waiting was not compatible with living. You simply couldn’t live. You couldn’t rush at life with an open heart when your every day, every hour and every minute were given over to waiting. 

And along with the waiting came the calculating. The leaden days were units of time to get through. Her mood, at any given moment, depended on where she was on her cycle. Her best days were in the lead-up to ovulation when possibility shimmered. This could be the month, this could be it. She actually tried to beat back the hope because she was convinced that allowing the hope to swell would only make it harder when, yet again, she felt the familiar clenching in her womb and found blood. 

Each month, she had to brace herself against the terrible silent howl of disappointment that wracked her. When the disappointment abated, the fear rose up: It’s never going to happen. And then, at night, the blaming would begin. Cold and unpitying recriminations, mostly of herself but yes, sometimes Conor too. You waited too long, what did you think would happen? Sometimes you can’t wait for every single duck to be in a row. There’s no perfect time when you magically become ready to have children.

At last they reached the top of the queue and Annie was happy to turn away from these roiling thoughts. FFS, it’s holiday time, Annie! 

Conor leaned down to take her cabin bag and hike it up on the rollers leading into the large X-ray machine. Balancing on the side of the conveyor belt, Annie pulled off her thick-soled lace-up boots and turfed them into a tray along with the washed-out vintage denim jacket she was wearing over her dark floral tea dress. That morning Conor had joked about her commitment to the bit: ‘Summer must be so hard for goths! You can’t relax the rules even for a six-hour flight!’ His flying attire was an extremely practical grey tracksuit and trainers. 

‘I’d lose my goth credentials,’ she’d explained matter-of-factly and had carried on piling her suitcase with mostly black garments in linen and lightweight cotton. 

Standing in her socks now, she took in Conor’s broad back and small waist. He was committed to his own bit: working out incessantly. When he wasn’t taking meetings with team leads – he worked for Cobalt, a small start-up that specialised in HR – he was working out. Annie felt a pull of tension in her jaw at the sudden montage of Conor leaving for the gym that began to roll in her head. He wasn’t storming out as such but his swift exits nearly always coincided with talk of the Baby Project. 

The first months he’d been excited, just like her, but as the first-year-mark passed, he’d become quieter on the subject. They both had. They edged around the topic. They didn’t talk about the family they were one day going to be the way they had at the beginning. Now Annie took the recommended vitamins and supplements, tracked her basal body temperature, noted all the information and basically just told him when they’d be having sex. While he didn’t play a proactive role, he had bought her flowers and other gifts every single time she got her period in the last year. 

Ahead of her, Conor was now passing through the machine. She needed to stop being hard on him. She knew he worried about her, though he said little, just occasional concerned references to the level of focus she was giving the whole enterprise. But it requires focus, that’s the thing he doesn’t get, she thought as she watched a security man giving Conor a thorough frisk. She inched forward, waiting to be called. 

With trying to conceive, details mattered. Take the ovulation tests, for example, you had to make sure you used the first pee of the day as it was most concentrated. 

WAIT. Shit, shit, SHIT. Annie pulled back from the mouth of the large body scanner. The fucking pee was in her bag. Her bag that was rolling through the machine this very minute. 

‘You can step forward, madam,’ the security guard was now calling, as Annie continued to back away. 

She stumbled into several people, including the unfriendly back-poker from the queue. ‘I’m sorry, so sorry. I have to—’ She wedged herself back into the crowd at the luggage conveyor belt and implored an irritated-looking man. ‘Excuse me? I just remembered something in my bag.’

‘Annie?’ Conor was calling from the other side of the glass divide. She ignored him. She did not want him to see her grappling with her piss at security. This would definitely fall under the umbrella of her ‘being too intense about trying to conceive’. 

‘Which one’s your bag?’

Annie leaned forward to see whether it had already gone through. There was no sign of it. On tippy-toes, she could see on the other side of security a woman carrying her shoulder bag and asking the milling passengers if it was theirs.

‘She has it,’ Annie pointed. 

The man shrugged. ‘Well then, it’s already gone through, hasn’t it?’

‘But I need to take something out,’ she whispered urgently. She could see Conor making his way towards the bag, which was now sequestered on the other side of the conveyor belt where all the bags that needed searching were. ‘It’s a liquid.’

The guy looked openly tired of her. ‘Calm down, luv, they’ll just take it off you on that side. Now go through, you’re holding the whole place up.’

She couldn’t believe she’d cocked up. She didn’t love that Conor was about to learn that she’d been schlepping her piss around in her bag, but mainly she was worried that if this started a row, they’d waste a potentially fertile day – she’d been planning to somehow squeeze sex in when they reached their accommodation that night. She edged back into the queue for the metal detector, her eyes fastened on the exchange between Conor and the woman with the bag. He was gesturing towards Annie, obviously explaining that it was his partner’s. 

At last, Annie slipped through the security sensor, only to be waylaid by a woman with some kind of wand who wanted to investigate her more closely. For God’s sake. Annie waved over at Conor. ‘I’m coming. Don’t start searching. It’s my bag,’ she yelled. Apparently too loudly, going by the reactions of at least thirty people in the vicinity. 

‘Do you mind not screaming?’ Another security person was now approaching. ‘There’s no need for hysteria, please de-escalate. You will get your bag back.’

‘I’m sorry. I just …’ Annie lowered her voice. ‘I don’t want my boyfriend looking in my bag.’ Beyond the crowd and the glass, the woman and Conor were chatting amiably as she began to unfasten the satchel. 

‘Is there something you are deliberately trying to conceal?’ The uniformed woman with the wand straightened up sharply. 

‘No.’ Annie felt utterly defeated; her grip on the situation had evaporated. ‘There’s a container of wee in there. I’d forgotten about it. We’re trying to conceive. I just don’t want him—’

‘Say no more, hun.’ The woman quickly stepped aside and waved her through with the wand. Unfortunately, it was too late. Annie arrived at Conor’s side as both he and the security woman were examining the small bottle of piss.

‘You’ve got some … what … cider here?’ The woman held it up to the light, looking perplexed. 

Annie nodded. ‘Sorry, I meant to take it out and then completely forgot it was in there.’ She could feel Conor looking at her but she kept her eyes on the woman. 

‘Well,’ the lady smiled, dumping the bottle in the bin to her right, ‘there’s plenty of cider in the Runway bar! I just need to pop this through again and you’re good to go.’ 

She trotted off with the bag and Conor turned to Annie. ‘Did you just try to bring urine through airport security?’ To Annie’s relief Conor didn’t look annoyed, just slightly perplexed. 

‘What do you mean?’ Annie was ready to style it out. ‘You know I need tiny portions of Handbag Cider to get through the day.’

Conor smiled, but Annie saw a wariness creep into his expression.

‘Okay, you got me!’ She kept her tone breezy. ‘I’d forgotten to do the ovulation strips this morning. So I just popped it in my bag—’ 

‘Annie …’ he began, ‘I think this trip we should maybe—’

‘Here you go!’ The woman had returned with Annie’s now urine-free bag.

‘Thanks a million.’ Annie gathered her things and pulled on her boots. As they moved away from security, she continued to explain. ‘I thought I’d do the testing in the loo here. Look,’ she beamed, trying to banish the odd formality that had suddenly wedged stubbornly between them, ‘the test strips thing doesn’t matter anyway. There’s nothing to stop us just having sex!’ 

‘Hmmm.’ He nodded, sounding about as excited as if she’d said, There’s nothing to stop us just performing the procedure without anaesthetic. 

He looked like he was psyching himself up to say something, and unease stirred in the pit of her stomach. 

‘Conor! Annie! Thank fuck! I need help!’ The mildly psychotic shout that rang out behind them could only belong to Clara. 

‘Shit.’ Conor tried to duck but it was futile. Across security, with possessions and bags and children scattered all around her, Clara was waving to them, oblivious to the muttering of passengers and security personnel everywhere.

‘Can you guys take this one?’ Clara shouted over to them, giving the toddling Reggie a push towards the metal detector. ‘He needs a change,’ she called, quickly stuffing a nappy and wipes into his tiny hands. 
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