
Vanessa’s hands are squat: her fingers lie like
a brace of bonnavs suckling at the sow of her
palm; she studies them, then licks the heel of
her left hand and rubs her eye with it – the
wetness lessens the dry pull of the skin.
Vanessa is sitting on the top deck of a bus that
is barrelling along the quays; she listens to the
Christchurch bells and remembers kissing
Jared, in the laneway below the cathedral,
under a rainy sky. The same musical
bellowing had sounded just as their tongues
met and they had both laughed, startled and
pleased. The bus stops and, staring down onto
the heads of the alighting passengers, she
thinks of another morning, just a few months
ago, when they held one another under the
Spire: lips bunched together, nose-to-cold-
nose, arms tight around each other, eventually

22092006 • FREE

having to pull away. Always leaving. He had
gone home and she’d eaten salty eggs, alone
in a café on North Earl Street.

She feels tired: her back and eyelids ache.
The bus hurtles on and Vanessa stares down
into the murky river. I can’t be away from
Jared, she thinks, I’m like a book with no
binding without him. Like a sea with no
horizon; a candle without a flame. She sighs.
An old man slumps into the seat beside her
and she has to drag her hand-bag from under
his backside.

‘Do I have to pay extra to sit beside you?’
he says and cackles, showing butter-yellow
teeth.

The man reeks: a mix of yesterday’s
whiskey, chip-shop stink and unwashed skin.
Vanessa turns her head away and looks at her
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‘Good today.’ Vanessa sat on the side of
the bed, watching him, and twirled a lock of
hair through her fingers.

‘I’m glad.’ Jared bent over, pushed her
back against the pillows and kissed her
stomach. ‘Hello little one.’

He lifted her T-shirt and flicked his tongue
around her belly button, then undressed her bit
by bit. Moving over her slowly, gently, he
asked her all the time if she was OK. She
nodded to let him know that she was and
drank him in with her eyes. Afterwards, he
held her in his arms and stroked the swell of
her ripening stomach.

‘I hope the baby gets your skin,’ he said,
‘all creamy-soft and perfect.’

‘And your smile,’ Vanessa said, ‘you have
such a lovely smile.’

‘And your hands.’
‘No! My hands are horrible.’ She held

them up. ‘They’re like table-tennis paddles.’
Jared grabbed them and kissed her fingers,

making lavish noises. Vanessa laughed. He
said he liked her hands, called them lily-white
and dainty.

‘You’re sweet,’ she said.
‘Hopefully she’ll get your hair too,’ he

said, lifting a handful of her brown hair to his
nose and breathing in its shampoo smell.

‘She? Do you think it will be a girl?’
‘I hope so. A little girl, as beautiful as you.’
‘I thought men always wanted boys.’ She

stroked his cheek. ‘A son to grow up just like
their daddy.’

‘No. Cristina’s hoping for a boy but I’m
hoping for a girl. It’s a kind of role reversal
thing with us.’

Vanessa turned away from him. He hugged
her spine close to his stomach and snuggled
his face into her neck. She stared at the wall.

†††

The bus crosses over into the outer rim of
County Kildare, leaving behind Dublin and
Vanessa’s well-known territory. It crawls
over an s-shaped bridge and into the village
where Jared and Cristina live. Vanessa stands,
the plum of her belly sitting high; she pings
the bell and steps carefully down the stairs.
Once on the street, she asks for directions to
Captain’s Hill; a woman tells her that it’s on
the other side of the road. She walks haltingly
up the steep hill, her pregnancy bulk slowing
her down. Stopping to rest on a roadside
bench, she lets the thoughts she’s been
pushing down leak through.

I’m allowed to change my mind – it’s my
body, my life. My baby. And he loves me.
Yes, he does. And I love him too. Cristina
won’t mind: the baby isn’t even hers anyway.
It’s mine and Jared’s. Ours. She can adopt a
baby, plenty of people do that. And I’m giving
back the money, every last cent, so she’ll have
that. She’ll be glad of it. Cristina can go to
Asia and buy a baby – they’re all doing it. It
probably won’t be a boy – they’re hard to get
– but that will be grand; she won’t mind.

The baby trammels her insides: Vanessa
places her hands over her stomach, following
its movements, and wonders if the small hard
lump she feels moving across her skin is a
tiny hand or foot. The baby is very active
now: jumping and careening around. She
laughs.

‘Your daddy loves me,’ she says to the
mound of her belly.

It’s best to let Cristina know, she thinks,
rising from the bench and continuing up the
hill towards their house. The sooner it’s all
out in the open, the better. She’ll understand.
It’s over between Cristina and Jared now; he
doesn’t want her anymore. Cristina won’t be
upset, she’ll find someone else. Some other
man. Some other baby. Not mine. She’s not
having what’s mine.
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God’s sake.’ She bent her head back to look
up into his face.

‘It’s better that you don’t meet her; it
would only fuck things up. I’ve vetted her –
she’s fine, trust me.’ He kissed the top of her
head. ‘Anyway, as she gets bigger – more
obviously pregnant-looking – people we know
might see you with her and put two-and-two
together. We’d be found out.’ Jared kissed
Cristina on the neck, called her his little pet,
and told her to let him handle it.

‘But, what is she like? At least describe her
to me.’

‘You’ve seen her photograph, she’s like a
younger version of you. Stop being silly,
Cristina. Jesus.’

‘You can’t tell anything from a photo.
What kind of an accent does she have, for
example? How does she act? Is she bright?
Healthy?’ She rubbed the length of his legs.
‘Please, Jar, I need to know that
she’s…special. Special enough to be one half
of our baby.’

Jared hugged her. ‘She’s special, OK? She
really is. Just trust me on this.’

†††

Vanessa got to the hotel before him; she
explored the room, tested the springiness of
the mattress, and touched the boxed products
in the bathroom: bath-foam, shower cap, a
tiny sewing kit. O’Connell Street hummed
below the window, all its busy inhabitants
crossing from side to side, each with their
own purpose. The room was quiet, spotless, a
little old-fashioned; Vanessa liked the
swagged curtains and the honey-striped
wallpaper. She had never stayed in a hotel in
Dublin city before – it seemed a decadent
thing to do. Jared arrived a little late, looking
handsome in his business suit, she thought. He
brought her a bar of dark chocolate and a
bunch of purple freesias; their smell made her
head swoon but she loved them and thanked
him over and over.

‘How’s the tummy?’ he asked.

Vanessa shook her head and turned her face to
the wall. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have
asked that.’

‘It’s OK.’
‘I am sorry though, we’re not really meant

to chat with the patients, and that was a silly
thing to say.’

‘It’s fine,’ Vanessa managed a smile, ‘I’m
fine.’

When the nurse had finished, she brought a
wheelchair to the bedside.

‘In you get. I’ve to bring you to the ward
for your rest.’

‘I can walk.’
‘You’re not allowed to. Anyway, it sort of

helps things along if you stay sitting or,
preferably, lying down.’ She patted her arm.
‘But if you are going to sit, keep your legs up,
OK?’

Vanessa allowed herself to be trundled
along in the wheelchair; once she was in bed,
she asked the nurse to pull the curtains around
her cubicle. She fell into a stiff sleep and,
during it, felt noise and movement in the
room. When she woke up, Jared was sitting by
the bed.

‘Hello there,’ he said and kissed her cheek.
‘Oh, hello, you’re here.’
‘Sorry I missed the…operation. How are

you feeling?’
‘I’m grand,’ she shifted onto her side to

look at him, ‘it’s not what you’d call major
surgery. You look nice.’

‘Thank you.’ Jared smiled down at her and
rubbed his forehead. ‘No regrets?’

Vanessa squeezed his fingers. ‘None.’

†††

Jared was holding Cristina on the sofa, half
lying down, his legs tucked around her waist.
She was saying again how she wanted to be a
part of the pregnancy, to be a player in it;
almost as if the baby were growing under her
own skin. She said she’d just like to monitor
the progress, witness the changes.

‘I want to meet this Vanessa, get to know
her, help her. I want to see what she’s like, for
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nails: like her fingers, they are stubby, ugly;
powdered with white flecks. Maybe she
should have painted them this morning, made
them a bit prettier. For Jared. She thinks of his
voice, the way he skates over his words,
elongating the vowels, dragging out each
syllable. His beautiful, sweet voice that is
peppered with curses and, sometimes, words
she has never heard before.

The old man leans matily into her side.
‘Cheer up, love, it might never happen,’ he
says and starts to sing The Galway Shawl.

‘It already has,’ she says, more to herself
than to him.

Vanessa watches Parkgate Street flitting
by, then the sturdy-walled Phoenix Park with
the phallus of the Wellington monument at its
edge. This is the landscape of my childhood,
she thinks, and folds her hands across her
stomach.

†††

There were cobwebs hammocked from the
ceiling in each of the corners of the waiting
room; Vanessa stared at them – a magazine
lifeless in her lap – and imagined that they
were full of skin particles, human dust.

‘Ms Vanessa De’Ath?’ called a man’s
voice.

‘Yes, that’s me.’
Vanessa rose from the chair. The magazine

slipped to the floor and she scrabbled to
retrieve it. She wanted to cry. By the time she
looked up, the man had disappeared behind
the door; Vanessa pushed it wide and
followed a dim corridor to an open doorway.
She stood there, looking in.

‘Sit down, please.’ Vanessa entered the
room and sat in front of a desk; the man sat
opposite her. ‘Now,’ he said, making a steeple
of his fingers, ‘first things first. That is to say,
we’ll get the ‘legal’ bit out of the way before
anything else.’ He sniggered. ‘Basically, I
need you to sign this form.’

She nodded and took the pen he held out to
her. Jared and Cristina’s signatures were
already on the page. The looping ‘J’ in Jared’s
name comforted Vanessa for a moment and

she scribbled her own name as close as she
could to his. The man put out his hand for the
pen and pointed with it to the curtained bed in
the corner.

‘Do I lie down?’ she asked.
He sighed elaborately and frowned at her.

‘Strip off, put on the gown and hop up on the
bed. The nurse will be with you in a jif. She’ll
be doing the procedure,’ he poked the pen into
his breast pocket, ‘not me.’

†††

The bus scuds along towards Chapelizod,
emptying and refilling itself at each new stop.
The old man’s head lolls against Vanessa’s
shoulder and she jerks it to try to rouse him.
His smell, and the way his red scalp shows
through greasy hair-strands, makes a familiar
queasiness rise in her throat. When his head
slumps forward, skimming her breast, she
pokes him hard with her fingers and he wakes
up saying ‘What?’ He looks at her through
slitted eyes for a few seconds, then pulls
himself out of the seat and lurches down the
stairs.

Vanessa breathes through her nose and
puffs out through her lips; she cradles her
swollen belly with her hands and tries to calm
the nausea. By controlling her breathing in the
way she’s been taught, the churning in her
guts backs away. She had hoped the sickness
would pass after the first three months but it
was proving to be relentless. Leaning forward,
over her bump, she whispers, ‘There now,
baby, there now.’ A boy sitting across the
aisle from her slides open a window and
Vanessa closes her eyes, bathing in the breeze
that blows through the bus.

†††

The nurse’s hands were as cold as a fish.
Vanessa lay on her back, legs parted.

‘Just relax,’ the nurse said, holding onto
one of Vanessa’s knees, the suck of her
latexed fingers echoing around the room.
‘Now we’re ready,’ she said and smiled.
‘Haven’t you got someone with you?’
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