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‘I don’t see much sense in that,’ said Rabbit.

‘No,’ said Pooh humbly, ‘there isn’t. But there was going to be when I began it. It’s just that something happened to it along the way.’

The House on Pooh Corner, A.A. Milne
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The missed period happens on a Friday. It is due at 11.23 a.m. By 11.30 a.m., I am worried.

Now it is a quarter past two in the afternoon and still no show. Fear grips me like a vice and for a moment I struggle for breath and wonder if I am hyperventilating, the way Maureen does.

‘Are you all right, Scarlett?’ It is Elliot, my boss and the company’s closet Westlife fan, because there’s always one. His head curls round the edge of the door.

‘I have to go out,’ I say, getting up.

‘You’re like a cat on a griddle these days,’ Elliot says.

His concern is like a bowl of noodle soup and I nearly tell him. But I don’t. Of course I don’t. He will not see the seriousness of the situation. He will tell me that a delay of – I check my watch – two hours and fifty-two minutes cannot be described as ‘late’.

‘Anyway, you can’t go out. It’s time for the monthly meeting.’

‘I’m not going.’

‘You have to. You know I can’t go on my own.’

‘You’re forty-bloody-two. Of course you can go on your own.’

‘I’m not forty-two till next month. You know that.’

I can’t look at his face. If I look at his face, he’ll persuade me to go. I stare at my computer screen. ‘I’m too busy.’

‘You’re not. You’re playing backgammon. I can see the reflection in the window behind you.’

Dammit. I should have pulled the blinds down.

‘Fine,’ I say, snapping off the game. ‘But you shouldn’t bring me to these meetings. It makes you look bad.’

‘Bringing you to the meeting makes me look good,’ Elliot insists. ‘Everyone knows I won’t be able to answer any of Simon’s questions if you’re not there.’

‘Tell me again why you’re my boss?’

‘Because my mother is a media mogul who makes Rupert Murdoch look like a paperboy,’ recites Elliot off by heart. ‘Not to mention the fact that she owns stackfuls of shares in the company.’

‘Don’t you mind?’ I’ve often wondered but I’ve never asked the question before. My discretion seems to have fled, along with my boyfriend.

Elliot pauses before answering. ‘Well,’ he says eventually, ‘I might mind if she owned stackfuls of shares in a morgue and she got me a job embalming corpses or something like that.’

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘A morgue would be a lovely, quiet place to work.’

‘Upbeat, aren’t we?’

‘What’s there to be upbeat about?’

‘I think we need a little hug, don’t we?’ Elliot moves in my direction.

I stop him with my stare, the unblinking one with eyebrows in the shape of London Bridge high on my forehead. ‘If you hug me, I’ll bite your ear until you cry like a girl.’

‘Temper, temper.’

‘And I won’t go to the meeting with you.’

Elliot stops walking and lowers his arms. ‘Fine, fine, fine. I was just trying to cheer you up.’

‘I know,’ I say, doing my best to smile at him.

‘Do you have toothache?’ he asks, concerned.

‘No. Why?’

‘You just looked like you were in pain there.’

I stop trying to smile and sigh instead. I am exhausted. Probably because of my period, which is on its way. Any minute now.

‘Fine. I’ll come. I just need to go to the loo first.’ To see if it has arrived without my noticing. Although that’s as likely as Filly missing an episode of Home and Away.



The management meeting happens on the last Friday of ev-ery month. I’m not technically management but Elliot insists I go with him. He’s a little nervous of Simon Kavanagh, our MD, which is understandable, given the peculiar bulldog-ish disposition of Simon’s face and his tendency to shout (he’s deaf in his left ear and refuses to get a hearing aid on the grounds that it will attract attention to his ear hair, which is thick and dark and in direct contrast to his head hair, which is thinning and grey). I know this because Simon’s long-long-long-suffering PA tells Filly everything, who, in turn, tells me.

The fact that Simon insists the monthly meetings be held on a Friday afternoon is really all you need to know about the man. I never want to go and I am more adamant than usual on this particular Friday. The absence of John is something I am learning to cope with from Monday to Thursday but I haven’t got the hang of the weekends yet. I get a heavy feeling in my stomach on Friday morning (as if I’ve eaten a sausage sandwich, which I have not, because I’m a vegetarian) and the feeling only really starts to lighten on Sunday evening with the prospect of a return to work on Monday.

It seems impossible that we had our last conversation three weeks ago. In John’s flat. Already I am calling it John’s flat.

‘I’m leaving,’ he’d said.

‘No, I heard that bit. What did you say after that?’

‘The bit about . . . ?’ His voice fades away.

‘The sentence directly following the one where you said, “I’m leaving.” ’

‘I said . . . I said . . . What I said was . . .’ He glances at my face. ‘I’ve decided to join an archaeological dig in Sao Paulo. Well, near Sao Paulo. About seventy-five kilometres away. That’s in Brazil.’

I know that Sao Paulo is in Brazil. I am a woman who knows things. Except this. I am – and I hate this word but I’m going to use it anyway – flabbergasted.

‘But you don’t even speak Portuguese,’ I say. For a moment I wish I had older brothers. Huge ones. Hairy. I’d ring them – they’d all live together in a big converted stable somewhere – and I’d tell them about John and they’d say nothing, just nod at me down the phone (they’re a taciturn bunch, strong, silent types) and then they’d go and sort him out. But there are no brothers. Or sisters. There’s only me.

‘I can learn. It’s a derivative of Latin, as most of the modern languages are.’

‘But you’ve never studied Latin,’ I point out, like this is an argument I can win.

Somewhere inside me I know this is not a normal break-up conversation. People don’t discuss languages when they break up with each other. They shout. Sometimes they break things – like plates or the other person’s big toe when they drop something heavy on it, like an iron. Sometimes they throw things – like the other person’s clothes out of a window, preferably a top-storey window. But we do none of these things. We are not that sort of couple. I stand there looking at his familiar face and his mouth is moving and I know this mouth so well. The way the top lip is half the width of the bottom one, the fleshy colour of it, the way it is careful to cover his teeth when he smiles because of the braces that march across them like a heavily armed platoon. I almost smile at him but then he opens his mouth and the sunlight catches the metal and glints against it so hard I almost have to shield my eyes.

‘We can still keep in touch,’ he says.

‘No we can’t,’ I say.

He doesn’t say anything to this. He just looks at his shoes. They are sensible brown leather lace-ups and nothing about them suggests that he is going to leave me and sift muck in Brazil. He shifts from one foot to the other.

And that’s when I know. That he is leaving.



I move along the corridor towards the boardroom, concentrating on placing one foot in front of the other. This Friday is particularly bad. This third Friday. It feels like the thirtieth Friday. The weeks are like weeks in Lent when you’re eight and you’ve given up sweets and crisps and Catch bars.
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The meeting is held in the boardroom on the fourth floor.

Simon is already there, sitting at the head of the table drumming his fingers, even though the meeting is not scheduled to begin for another five minutes. He is a stout man with small eyes. It is impossible to say what colour they are. A pale colour. But they never miss a beat. They follow me into the room with radar precision. I slip into a chair between Elliot and Duncan, our mild-mannered accountant, it being furthest away from Simon’s line of vision.

Gladys Montgomery arrives in a clatter of heels. Her hair, piled as usual on top of her head, leans like the Tower of Pisa. With her lanky frame, her high heels and the swell of her hair, she looks about seven feet tall. She sits on the other side of the room, nods at us and sets out her stall: leather-bound diary, notebook – a stern black hardback – Parker pen, BlackBerry, mobile phone, glasses case.

‘What is she doing here?’ I write on a piece of paper and slide it over to Elliot.

He scribbles on the page. A gigantic question mark surrounded by a series of exclamation marks. Elliot is her boss and he doesn’t know why she’s at the meeting. Something is up.

Simon Kavanagh clears his throat. ‘Ah, Scarlett, good of you to join us. Heard you weren’t well. I’ve been away so I didn’t get a chance to speak with you. Are you all right?’ When he’s not shouting, Simon’s voice is thin, although he prides himself on his diction and has no problem making himself heard.

Everyone at the table leans forward and looks at me.

I pulled a sickie the day after John dropped his bombshell. Because I haven’t pulled a sickie since that Monday back in 1998 when I had to be removed from the office by ambulance (meningitis – the non-fatal strain), it made front-page news on the office grapevine. This time, I had slept on Filly’s sofa bed the night before. I only noticed it was still a sofa and not a bed when I woke up the next morning.

‘But you’re not sick,’ said Filly, when I told her I wasn’t going to work. ‘You’re hung-over. You can’t not go into work just because you’re hung-over. If everyone in Ireland did that, there’d be no one left to run the place.’

‘No,’ I say, ‘I really am sick. My head aches and I might throw up. Plus I could go back to sleep, even though it’s after nine o’clock in the morning.’

‘Classic hangover symptoms,’ Filly insists. ‘Look at me.’ She sticks out her tongue and points at it. It is the colour of bacon fat, surprisingly long and fleshy. I feel my stomach heave.

‘I’m not going to work today,’ I say again. My voice is as firm as a bodybuilder’s biceps.

‘But the last time you missed work was so legitimate. I mean, you nearly died.’

‘So? I’m due another sick day, aren’t I?’

‘I suppose so,’ says Filly, conceding the point grudgingly. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asks, peering at me like I’m an interesting exhibit in a museum. ‘I mean, you’re welcome to stop here as long as you like.’ She sweeps her hand around the room and suddenly I want to be somewhere I can call home.

Filly tugs at my sleeve and I realise that I slept in my coat. I straighten up and ease my legs over the side of the sofa until my feet reach the floor. I press them against the floorboards, assessing their ability to take my weight. Leaning on the arm of the sofa for support, I stand up and, apart from a shooting pain up my back, pins and needles in both legs, a queasy rumble in my stomach and a searing pain in my head, I feel OK.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘I have a plan.’

Filly looks relieved and I realise how worried she is about me. I smile at her in what I hope is a reassuring way.

‘First up, I’m going to the bathroom to vomit,’ I say, ‘and then I’m going to John’s flat to pack.’

Back in the boardroom, everyone is still looking at me and I realise I have to say something.

‘I’m fine, thank you, Simon.’

The silence in the room is expectant. Like a pregnant woman. It’s the sympathy on their faces that kills me.

‘I’ve managed to get the Martello Tower for the Smithson-Carling wedding vows,’ I say. There is a collective intake of breath from around the table. I press on. ‘And I’m meeting Edward Smithson-Carling there for a recce at twelve o’clock tomorrow.’

‘But tomorrow is Saturday.’ Duncan is aghast. He likes to spend Saturdays lying on his couch in his pyjamas, eating dried figs and apricots. He loves fruit, especially the dehydrated variety.

‘Well, you’ve missed a couple of days this month, haven’t you?’ Gladys pipes up. ‘You probably need to catch up, don’t you?’

I look at her until she has the grace to look away. I launch into my plans for the vow-renewal ceremony.

‘What about the budget, Scarlett?’ says Duncan, his cherubic face split in two with the smile that stretches across it. He asks the question simply so that his contribution to the meeting is recorded in the minutes.

I give him a breakdown of projected costings for the event, as well as the estimated cost of the contingency plan I’ve come up with, in case the Martello Tower finally crumbles into the sea or is attacked by Vikings, or some other eventuality.

When I finish, Simon spends the next five minutes explaining the consequences of underestimating the importance of the Smithson-Carling wedding-vow ceremony, which is doubling as a family reunion. He loves pointing out the obvious, mostly because it is the easiest thing to point out.

Now, he’s talking about some AGM that Corporate are planning for a supermarket chain whose managing director was pictured on the front page of a tabloid this morning in his underpants perched on the balcony of one of Dublin’s finest hotels, with his nose in a rolled-up €100 note.

I take the opportunity to check my diary. It’s definitely due today. But lots of people have periods that come late, don’t they? Proper late, I mean. Like days. Maybe even weeks. Can’t stress cause a delay in the cycle? And isn’t this my first period due since John left me? I shy away from that thought. I don’t want to be someone who has been left. Like a paperback discarded on a plastic seat at the airport. Not something you’d go back for.

A pain arrives in my belly and I reach for it, hoping. But it is just a hunger pain. I realise I haven’t eaten anything other than a banana all day.

I zone back into the meeting. Simon is still talking. The drone of his voice has the effect of sun through a window in the afternoon and I feel myself drift. Thoughts of John seep in, like blood on a tissue, dodging the hefty bouncers on duty at the door in my head. I’ve told them that John-related thoughts are the equivalent of pimply youths wearing white socks and are not to be let in under any circumstances. But sometimes they get in anyway.

I can’t make sense of it and this is what kills me. I did ev-erything by the book: I made sure he didn’t know how much I needed him; I never whined if he worked late or had to go to a conference on a weekend; I paid my way; I never complained when he got me exactly what I needed for Christmas instead of surprising me with a piece of jewellery or a weekend in Paris. I had been good.

Gladys does one of those fake coughs (‘Ah-hem, ah-hem’), which brings me back to the room. She fixes Simon with a look that can be described as meaningful. I sit up straighter in my chair, on full alert now.

Simon looks confused before his face clears. ‘Oh, yes, there is one other thing.’

Silence roars around the room like static electricity. I clock Gladys smiling like smugness himself. It is Simon who gets the full force of her smile but instead of shielding his body from it, like a normal person, he laps it up like a cat with a bowl of cream and smiles back at her. And in that moment I am certain they are having an affair. I recognise the signs. Simon – married for fifteen years with three children – has affairs like other people join gyms: usually in January, with the horror of the family Christmas still fresh in his mind, and usually for about three months, when the novelty fades and he grows tired and can’t remember why he started it in the first place. He applied to my gym once.

‘I’ll be very brief,’ says Simon. ‘I’m sure you all want to get home soon.’ He turns and smiles at me now. ‘We’re creating a new position on the management team.’ He pauses to allow the significance of the statement to sink in. He picks up the end of his tie, examines it – perhaps making sure he didn’t dip it into his boiled egg that morning.

My internal antenna is erect and twitching now. I’ve heard nothing about a new position. And why is Gladys here, smiling at Simon? I want to grab him by the lapels and shake him until he tells us what is going on. Instead, I sit on my hands and say nothing. Simon – loving the weight of everyone’s rigid attention – takes his time, setting his narrow chin on to the bridge he makes with his hands and smirking at us. My mobile chooses that moment to squawk and, with the silence in the room, everyone jumps.

‘Sorry,’ I say. I check the text. It is only from Maureen, my mother, wondering if I have collected her tap shoes from Dance World. I have them in my bag. ‘Sorry, Simon, it’s a text from Edward Smithson-Carling, confirming our meeting tomorrow. I’ll just be a second.’

I text, ‘Have shoes. New taps very tappy. [Smiley face.] Home soon.’

‘If you’re quite finished, Scarlett,’ says Simon. The tip of his long, narrow nose is white. This happens when he is annoyed, which is most of the time. He shuffles the papers on the desk in front of him, trying to retrieve his moment of gravitas. ‘The board feels that the wedding-planning element of Extraordinary Events International has grown exponentially over the last twelve months and projections for the next twelve indicate a further surge.’ He smiles conspiratorially at Gladys, who licks her lips and sits up straighter in her chair, her chest pushed out and straining against the thin fabric of her shirt.

I feel excitement pounding in my chest like a drum and I hold my breath, sure that if I exhale, the sound would be a pant or even a yelp that may be difficult to explain away in the circumstances. I force myself to listen to Simon’s droning monotone.

‘. . . separate position. In fact, a separate department, concentrating solely on weddings. We haven’t come up with a title for the position yet’ – another smiley glance at Gladys – ‘but the position will be a managerial one, with all the trappings that entails.’ I know these trappings. They will include a punishing work schedule, long hours over Saturdays and Sundays and holy days and bank holidays, testy, hysterical clients ringing for comfort at four o’clock in the morning, impossibly high targets pulling like chains around my neck and no time for a personal life. It is perfect. Already my head is raging with plans. I will promote Filly, make her a wedding planner, and then poach Mary-Lou – Gladys’s assistant – who is hands down the best administrator in the company after Filly. We’ll be like the Three Musketeers, conquering the world, stamping out singledom and exuding success and efficiency up and down every aisle in Ireland. No! The World!

‘Did you say something, Scarlett?’

Everyone looks at me expectantly. Is it possible that I squeaked or gasped out loud? I’m pretty sure I didn’t. But still. I cough with my hand over my mouth. ‘Sorry, Simon. Think I may have swallowed a fly.’

‘A fly?’ He frowns at the interruption, especially given the incongruity of the reason. Elliot tells me later that I sort of snorted.

‘A small one. Probably just a flea, really. Nothing to worry about. Sorry to interrupt.’ I nod at him, smiling, encouraging him to continue.

‘Well, yes, that’s all really for the moment. The position will be advertised within the company first, as is the normal practice, and then, if we don’t find someone suitable’ – another intangible flicker of his eye towards Gladys – ‘we’ll seek an external candidate.’

I do the sums. Gladys and I are really the only two people in the company eligible for the role. Gladys has worked the position longer, is better connected and – if I’m right about this, and I think I am – is doing the hokey-pokey with Simon at the apartment he keeps in the city for convenience. But I have the best clients. The Marzoni sisters, for example. And I generate more revenue than any of the company’s planners by a mile. Surely that should swing it. I feel my confidence falter and wane in a way that I am unused to. I don’t have time for a crisis of confidence. I need this job. I can pour it into the void left by John. It will cure me. Or at least leave me so busy that I won’t have time to think about anything else. Like my missed period, for example. I look at my watch. Three o’clock. Three hours and thirty-seven minutes late. I’ll take a test. A pregnancy test. That way, I can stop worrying and start concentrating on getting this promotion. I get up from my chair so quickly it falls away from me and lands on the floor with a clatter.

‘Sorry, Simon, I have to go.’ I can’t even think of any good excuse for leaving so abruptly.

Because it is unheard of for anyone to leave one of Simon’s meetings before he says we can, he doesn’t know what to say and so he says nothing.

I wave at everyone, which is weird because I don’t wave, as a general rule. I fight an instinct to break into a run and force myself to smile as I back out of the room. Once outside the door, I run on my tiptoes so the click-clacking of my heels will tell no tales.
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I walk towards the pharmacy on the corner. I know this is ridiculous. Unnecessary. But I continue, now pulling Blue – unused to being walked so far – along behind me. I call him Blue mostly because of his coat, which is such a glossy black it is almost blue. Also, he has a tendency to mope. I take Blue to the office with me every morning. He’s been unsettled since I moved back to my parents’ house and I am afraid he might run away if I’m not there. I can’t cope with anyone else running away. Blue is none too pleased at this new routine, which includes lifting him from his bed (my bed) at six in the morning. He is not a nocturnal creature, as he is supposed to be. In fact, he’s not much of a daytime creature either, preferring to stay indoors most of the time, eating fish and chocolate, licking his fur and snoozing. He doesn’t bother himself with any of the cat toys I buy him and he never exerts himself with balls of string or whatnot. Some people might say he’s lazy but I prefer to call him discerning.

With my free hand I rub my face. My jaw hurts. Maureen says she can hear my teeth grinding through the bedroom wall at night.

We are nearly there, the pair of us. I walk more slowly now. Just because I am nearly at the pharmacy doesn’t mean I have to buy the test. I can refill my prescription for the Pill. I’ve been on the Pill for the past four years. Am still on it, in fact. In the last few weeks, the taking of the tiny white tablet every morning after breakfast has become symbolic, like a silent hope, a wordless prayer that I send out that things may return to the way they used to be.

Or I could buy something else. Maybe some paracetamol for the pain in my face. Or some nice, gloopy liquid in bright green or blue, to pour into the bath. Or maybe a tonic. People often take tonics at this time of the year. Something to perk me up a bit, help me dodge the tiredness I’ve felt for the past few weeks. Nobody says I have to buy it. Nobody even knows I am here. I can just turn round and head back to the office. Maybe even pick up Blue and carry him back. He has done enough walking for one day. My legs feel heavy now, as if they know there is no turning back.

I am at the door of the pharmacy. A buzzer sounds when I push the door. Heads of customers and staff turn and look at me and I nearly run away. But then they turn back to their lives, ignoring me, and I pick Blue up and move towards the counter, just another customer in just another chemist on just another ordinary Friday afternoon.

‘How may I help you today, madam?’ The woman has a heavy hand with the make-up and, in the harsh light of the shop and the reflection of her white coat, the dark brown make-up – probably expertly applied in the soft light of the morning – is beginning to slide down her face in such a slow, sad way I think I might weep. Instead, I hand her my prescription.

She nods and points at a row of chairs, all empty. ‘You can sit there while you’re waiting,’ she says, smiling gently at me like she knows everything.

I fold myself into one of the chairs, trying to make myself as unnoticeable as possible. Blue does the same, curling himself into a tight black ball on my lap.

To keep myself from thinking about anything, I time the pharmacist. It takes her exactly three minutes and forty-five seconds to fill the prescription. When she returns, she looks at me and then back at the prescription in her hand, the familiar confusion spreading across her face. Her mouth opens and I can see the shape of my name forming on her lips. I jump out of my chair but it’s too late.

‘Scarlett O’Hara?’ she says, shaking her head slowly like there must be some mistake. She has one of those voices that carries. It rings out like a church bell on a Sunday morning.

The other patrons of the pharmacy look at her and wait for her to correct herself. To say, ‘Sorry, I meant Soairse O’Hara.’ Or Scarlett O’Herlihy. Or Dympna Gibbons. Or something like that.

But there is no mistake.

‘The amazing thing is,’ the pharmacist says as if we are in the middle of a conversation, ‘you’re such a dead ringer for Vivien Leigh.’ Her head twitches this way and that, examining me.

I take a deep breath and nod. There’s nothing else to be done. Because it’s true. I have the lot. The dark curls. The heart-shaped face. The small, pointed nose. The green eyes. I am even the same height. Exactly five foot three and a half inches. My mother told me that and I believe her. Maureen’s knowledge of the minutiae of films and film stars is legendary.

‘Thank you,’ I say, taking the packet of pills from her and smiling. The resemblance is not as marked when I smile.

‘Is there anything else you need?’ she asks.

‘Yes, I just . . .’ I whip my head from left to right, scanning the shelves. I can’t see any. I’ll have to ask her. I check behind me, making sure there is no one from the office. There isn’t.

I turn back to her and she leans towards me with an expectant smile. ‘Could I have a . . . ?’ From the corner of my eye, I see a basket of cat collars, red ones, with tiny bells hanging from each of them. Blue could do with a new cat collar. I’m sure he could. ‘. . . a cat collar, please?’

‘Oh. Right. Sure.’ The pharmacist seems a little wrong-footed as she reaches for a collar and hands it to me.

And then I see them. Row upon row of them, in long, thin, rectangular boxes, lined up in a display case right at the front of the counter. With pertinent names like Clear Waters and To Be Sure, To Be Sure (an Irish brand) and Testing, Testing 1, 2, 3 (American). The woman stands at the cash register, smoothing out the barcode attached to the collar with long, pale pink nails. While she is distracted, I make a grab for one of the boxes and slide it on to the counter beside the cash register. She doesn’t even look up from what she is doing.

‘The Clear Waters has two tests in it and it’s cheaper than that one.’ She taps the barcode on the collar manually into the keypad of the register.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Fine. OK. I’ll take it. In fact, I’ll take them both. And that one as well,’ I say, pointing to a test in a fluorescent-pink box called It’s a Girl!!!!

In the end, I take one of each of the tests available in the pharmacy. She piles them one on top of the other. It takes her quite a while but she doesn’t comment and I am grateful for that.

‘For best results, place the end of the stick into the mid-stream, all right?’

‘Mid-stream?’

‘Yes, the mid-stream of your urine flow,’ the pharmacist confirms with the voice of a woman who has said that exact sentence as many times as Filly has said, ‘I’ll be ready in two minutes.’

And then the sound of the buzzer, squawking like a seagull who’s just spotted a discarded bag of chips. Heads swivel towards the door. Mine too. I hold my breath but it is no one I recognise. I turn back to the pharmacist, willing her to conclude the transaction and put the collar and the tests into a lovely brown paper bag that no one can see through.

She looks at Blue and then back at me. ‘You know about cats, don’t you?’

‘Eh . . . yes.’ I am confused now. I wonder if the pharmacist is perhaps a little unhinged. Maybe the smell of Calvin Klein over a prolonged period of time? Or perhaps a worrying tendency to seek refuge in a bottle of cough medicine? ‘I’ve had Blue since he was a kitten,’ I say, although I’m not sure why. ‘He’s had all his shots, if that’s what you mean.’

‘No, dear, I’m talking about the possible dangers that cats present for women in pregnancy.’

My head surges with things to say.

Like the pregnancy tests are not for me. I’m just getting them for a friend.

Like my period is only technically late but not really late. Not like normal people’s version of late. Only minutes late, really. Maybe a few hours. Nothing to worry about.

Like how I can’t be pregnant because my boyfriend has just left me.

Like how I can’t be pregnant because it’s not in my plan. It never has been. On this point John and I were united.

Like how I can’t be pregnant because . . . if I am . . . if I am . . . then . . .

I can’t be sure who the father might be . . .

I can barely contain myself. I want to grab the tests and run back to the office. I can barely breathe with the need to pee on a stick. If there was a toilet in the pharmacy, I’d be on it, despite my golden rule about the use of public conveniences.

She is still talking, oblivious to the panic that is setting like cement in my head. ‘. . . a condition called toxoplasmosis. It’s more than likely that you’re immune to it at this stage but if you are pregnant and you do get it, it could cause you to miscarry, or cause mental retardation or blindness in the baby.’ She smiles at me like she’s just told me that the Clinique face mask comes as a free gift with the tests.

Blue hisses and I realise I’m clutching him like a rugby ball. I set him down on the floor.

The woman smiles indulgently at him and leans across the counter, lowering her voice. ‘Now, there’s just one thing I simply must ask you before you go, if I may?’

I know what she is going to ask. Everyone does. Sooner or later. I wait.

‘Are you related to Declan O’Hara, by any chance?’

‘Yes. He’s my father.’

‘I knew it,’ she says, banging the flat of her hand against the counter. ‘I loved him in that movie. What was it called again? The one where he plays the vegetarian butcher?’

‘Meat and Two Veg,’ I say automatically.

‘That’s the very one. Tell me . . . is he still making films?’

‘No, he’s . . . He retired.’

‘Pity that.’ She shakes her head. Then she tosses her hair, collecting herself. ‘Still, it’s great to see one of our own above in Hollywood all the same.’

‘How much do I owe you?’ I ask, desperate to get out of the pharmacy.

‘Let me see. That’s a total of sixty-seven euros forty-five. The advice is, of course, free.’ She allows herself a little laugh. ‘Seriously, though, dear’ – she leans towards me – ‘don’t hesitate to come back to us. You know’ – at this she nods towards the tests, now safely encased in a brown paper bag – ‘if you have any questions or you need any, you know’ – she touches me briefly on the hand – ‘advice.’

For the second time that day, or it could be the third or fourth, I feel the threat of tears. It could be the kindness in the woman’s voice or the fact that Blue could cause such harm to an unborn baby. But I don’t cry. I accept the heart-shaped lollipop – ‘We give one to all our customers,’ the pharmacist assures me – and leave the pharmacy as quietly as I can.
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Peeing on a stick – even in mid-stream – turns out to be easier than it sounds. The difficult bit is the three-minute wait afterwards. I am in the ladies’ on the third floor, last cubicle on the left. Not my regular toilet – I always use the one on the second floor, second cubicle on the right.

There is nowhere to set the stick down once I pee on it so I hold it between my fingers and wait. There is nowhere to sit other than on the toilet so I pull the seat down and sit on the hard plastic. It is cold. After a while I can’t feel my bum. I check my watch. Thirty seconds down, a hundred and fifty to go. The bathroom door opens and I can hear the steely plink of high heels – two pairs. It must be Eloise and Lucille from Accounts. They always travel in pairs.

‘. . . to a kibbutz or someplace like that,’ Eloise is saying. ‘That’s what I heard.’

‘But I thought it was somewhere in South America?’ Lucille says.

‘Yeah, Peru or somewhere.’

‘Where Paddington Bear is from.’

‘Who?’

‘Sorry. I forget you’re younger than me. Anyway, I heard he joined one of them religious cults down there.’

‘He never seemed the type.’

‘It just goes to show you.’

A lull as the pair select suitable cubicles: adjoining ones. I reef my feet up on to the toilet seat and roll myself into a ball. Eloise and Lucille select the two cubicles nearest the door.

One and a half minutes to go. Ninety seconds sounds better. Shorter.

I can hear the scratching of zips along metal teeth and the static of tights against skin. Then the creak of bums on seats and they are off again, still talking but now peeing as well.

‘As far as I know, kibbutzes are only in Israel. You don’t get them anywhere else.’ Lucille is an authority on the subject, it seems.

‘Oh.’ Eloise is either digesting that particular nugget of information or concentrating on the business at hand.

Even with my hands held against both ears, I can still hear them, fainter now. They are unfurling long lengths of toilet paper from the dispenser. In spite of everything, I admire their synchronicity.

‘. . . not a bother on her. You’d think nothing had happened.’ Eloise lifts herself off the toilet seat. I hear the rustle of her skirt.

‘Yeah, but she is a cat person.’

‘That’s true.’

I look at my watch. Fifty seconds to go.

‘. . . definitely a dog person.’ This from Lucille.

‘Me too,’ says Eloise. They are at the sinks now, reapplying lipstick. ‘Although I wouldn’t be mad about dogs, per se. But if I had to choose between dogs and cats, I’d definitely choose dogs.’

‘That’s exactly how I feel about it,’ says Lucille. ‘They’re just not as . . . What’s the word?’

‘Nasty.’

‘Yeah, that’s it. Nasty. They’re not as nasty as cats.’

‘Cats kill for pleasure, you know.’

Through the slit at the edge of the door, I see the two heads – a honey-dew blonde and a caramel blonde – nodding in unison. I clench my fists. Cats do not kill for pleasure. They are natural hunters. I look at my watch. Thirty more seconds. I steel myself not to look at the stick before the full three minutes are up. It is much more difficult than I thought it would be. I push the stick up the cuff of my jacket and sit on my hand. Not even when the pins and needles arrive do I release the hand from the bony prison of my right buttock.

Twenty seconds. Eloise and Lucille are finally leaving the ladies’, their voices harder to hear now over the roar of their heels against the marble floor. As far as I can tell, they are now discussing the new girl in the IT department.

‘. . . could be quite pretty, really.’

‘If she dyed her hair and wore nice clothes.’

‘Do you think a fringe would suit me?’

And then blessed silence as the door shuts behind them and I am alone again.

I lift myself off the toilet seat with my hands and unfold my legs. They cramp, sending shooting pains up and down my thighs. I sit back down, leaning against the cistern and pushing my feet against the cubicle door to encourage the blood to flow again. I look at my watch one last time.

Five more seconds.

Four seconds.

Three.

Two.

One.

The silence is thick and heavy, like Maureen’s one and only attempt at homemade soup. I pull my hand from under my bum. It is a strangled purple colour, like somebody else’s hand. With my other – normal, recognisable – hand, I pull the stick down from my cuff and see it immediately. The tiny pink plus. I do not have to reread the instructions to know exactly what it means. I reread them anyway. I stare at the pink plus, willing it to change. While it blurs a little around the edges, it endures my visual onslaught, retaining its shape and colour and message.

I tear the wrapper off the second test and start again. What I am looking for is doubt. Even just the faintest trace of uncertainty. There is none to be found.

In the end I take all the tests. Even the one made in Kazakh-stan with the warning in the smallest small print I have ever seen: Results may be compromised if test is taken on day 7, 18 and 21 of your menstrual cycle.

I take the test.

It is the last one.

It is positive.
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