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‘Things mount up inside one, and then one has to perpetrate an outrage.’

Robinson, Muriel Spark, 1958


House



Mothers are not supposed to go on road trips.

Mothers can go on holidays, city breaks, outings, but not on road trips. It is women without children who go on road trips. When a Mother leaves home, she is expected to return, sooner or later, with shopping bags. And there are good reasons for this. Driving on a motorway, or travelling by train or bus or ferry, or taking a lift from a stranger, or spending a night in a cheap hotel, a Mother might take a break from the story that she is telling herself about the life that she is living.

And then what?

The morning I leave my comfortable home in the suburbs of Dublin and set out on a road trip is an ordinary Tuesday in November, sometime in that brief lull between Halloween being over and the drumroll to Christmas beginning. When the alarm goes, I hit the snooze button and lie there, wide awake in the darkness. I feel the same as I do every other morning: a bit stressed, a bit headachy, my gums sore from grinding my mouth guard in my dreams. Beside me, like a slow metronome, the breathing of a man deeply satisfied with his life; with his great wife and kids, his comfortable home and successful career, and the app on his Apple Watch telling him every night that he has reached his daily goals.

The day ahead is carved in marble. Get up. Get ready for work at a state secondary school. Make sure son is up. Drink coffee. Let the cat out. Drop son to school. Drive to work. Teach classes. Make small talk with colleagues. Pick up a bottle of wine on the way home. Make dinner. Pour wine. Tidy up. Put a wash on. Avoid row with daughter. Remind husband to contact his mother about her test results. Have bath. Mess around on phone. Finish bottle of wine. Turn on TV in bedroom. Fall asleep.

But something snaps on that ordinary Tuesday in November. I don’t feel like going to work. I don’t feel like dropping my son to school. I don’t even feel like letting the cat out.

Snooze time is up. I dress for work since work is where I should be going: black trousers, ankle boots, large white shirt, pale blue cashmere jumper, houndstooth coat with costume brooch. The trousers are tight after being dry-cleaned and I have to suck in to get the zip up. In the bathroom I brush my teeth, put on some make-up and run a brush through my hair. Downstairs, when I open the fridge for a bottle of water, there is a stench of garlic. The chorizo has been left out of its storage box again. In the living room a lamp is on and a tie is draped over the couch. On the coffee table, the remains of a cheese platter.

I grab my handbag and keys, let the front door shut behind me.

I have no idea that I will never come back.



In my memory there was a strange, unreal mood that morning I left. A stillness. Everything not just cold, but frozen, as though a bell jar had been placed over it. The footpaths. The road. The housing estate. Nothing moved, not even the leaves on the trees. Distant birdsong sounded like piped music and yellow windows hinted at activity yet to come, but not yet.

But quite likely the morning was not like that at all. Memory is the great filmmaker, gathering up fragments of mood and making them into images. When I think back to that morning now, I see it as a clip from a film in which I am the main character. I see myself in a silent landscape as though on old cine footage being projected onto a screen. I have watched the clip a million times. A blonde woman is standing on a doorstep, handbag on her shoulder, keys in her hand. It is dark outside but she is visible in street light. She walks down the driveway towards her black SUV, activating the alarm, but something interrupts, a voice calling from the road. She takes a few steps further down the driveway, folding her arms against the cold. The woman might be described as ‘well-preserved’ or good-looking ‘for her age’. Maybe you think you know her. Or know her type.

I have played this clip so often, sometimes in colour, sometimes in black and white, trying to get a close-up shot, but I can never see the woman’s face.

The door shuts and I am outside.

It is cold. Under the street lights, the trees appear bronze, and drops of rain hang from their leaves. I can hear birds chirring.

Around me, the estate is static. Each detached redbrick house exactly the same, though with ‘distinctive’ variations. Privet hedge or wall. Wrought iron gate or stone pillars. Wooden or metal number plates. A hanging basket or a potted bay leaf plant on either side of the porch. One of the houses has an early Christmas tree in its window, while a pumpkin sits on the step of another, its smile sunken and black.

A BMW halts just beyond our driveway. The window slides down and a hand emerges, waving enthusiastically back and forth.

—Hey, you! Long time no see.

The hand and the voice belong to my neighbour, Susan, on her way to the gym, her work suit dangling from a hanger in the back. My husband and I are friendly with her and her husband. Our children are the wrong ages to be friends, but they know each other.

I take a few steps down the driveway and say hello, folding my arms against the cold.

Susan’s hair sits on the collar of her track top, shiny and tame. She is a big-shot lawyer. Her husband does something in theatre but seems to spend most of his time looking after their four children. Susan refers to him, usually while touching his arm, as ‘the creative one’. She told me once when we were all a bit drunk that if there was a fire in her house, the first thing she would save would be her Dyson hairdryer.

—Everything OK?

—Fine, I say, but as I’m saying it I realise it’s not true. Actually, no. Nothing is OK.

—What?

She starts to laugh. But when I say nothing more her mouth freeze frames, and she drives off.

A white gauze coats my SUV. I press the electronic key, sit in, put my handbag on the passenger seat. My whole body feels sculpted from ice. Even inside the car my feet are gelid.

I turn the key in the ignition, start the engine, fasten my seat belt, blast hot air from the heater, and turn the headlights on. Through the windscreen, I stare at the house I have just left.

A well-presented family home located just minutes from the motorway, providing easy access to the city and the south. This property boasts many features including an extended kitchen/dining/family room overlooking the private landscaped rear garden plus the added benefit of extra accommodation on the top floor.

Whenever a FOR SALE sign goes up on a property in the estate, my husband is thrilled at how much our ‘asset’ has accrued. But the house, in the beam of the headlights, looks more like a child’s drawing than an asset, with sad window eyes and a door like a gaping mouth.

I engage the clutch, put the car in gear, depress the accelerator, and reverse out of the driveway, departing the estate through the two granite pillars designed to give a vestige of ‘tradition’ to the entrance. At the junction where I always turn right towards the city, I hesitate. The ticking of the indicator grows louder and the car behind flashes its lights. There is a strange, protracted moment of inertia, like a gap in time, then a sudden pump of adrenaline as I hit the indicator, make a sharp left instead.

The sky on the horizon is still dark. The clock on the dashboard reads 7:32.
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