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1

‘Don’t blame Michael for just being a man – he can’t help being clueless. It’s genetics...’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You heard me... Your husband is reacting no differently from any other man in his situation. You’ve had a baby, and that means he has to share you. Men don’t like to share.’

‘Oh, so that means I just have to ignore his mood swings, then... Sorry, but was I not the one who gave birth? Am I not allowed to be the fragile one?’

‘No, you’re not. You’re the mother. You’re the one who has to know all and understand all. And if you’d had any sense, you’d have known not to get pregnant two seconds after his whirlwind proposal.’

‘Says those in glass houses! At least I married the father of my child. You don’t even know the name of yours.’

As celebrations went, this was a disaster. It was my first night out on the town since the birth of my daughter Daisy, a month previously, and for some reason my best buddies Lisa and Maddie were at each other’s throats and bitching at me in the crossfire. Tired, emotional and with half a bottle of Bollinger inside me, my temper was flaring. Maybe I was annoyed with my grumpy husband at home rather than the girls, but he was there and they were here, and nobody was going to boss me about on my first night out.

‘Well, at least I didn’t trap my man,’ snarled Maddie, clearly wounded by my comments. ‘One minute you’re in a coma, next you’re pushing Michael – who you’d barely even noticed before, may I add – and then you’re marching him up the aisle. You hardly had time to find out if he was a grumpy bastard or not.’

‘Fuck off, Maddie. He’s a decent guy. Just because we’re fighting at the moment doesn’t make him a shitty person. All couples argue. Since when did he become public enemy number one? He cared for me through my coma, and nursed me back to health in the months afterwards. The man deserves a medal.’

‘Oh, get off your high horse,’ growled Maddie again. ‘A minute ago you were cursing him. And now you’re—’

‘Oh, stop barking at her, Maddie,’ interrupted Lisa. ‘Just because you’re a mother doesn’t make you an authority on everything. This was supposed to be fun, remember?’

‘Well, I just think Eva needs to remember her role as a mother, now. Daisy is special and she needs extra—’

Not able to contain my anger, I saw red. In a fury I grabbed my coat and bag from under the table, and screamed, ‘Stuff your champagne. I don’t need a lecture from you...’ And with that I ran out of the bar, leaving the two girls dumbstruck, and pushed my hand out in front of the first taxi I saw. I needed to get away from Maddie before any more hurtful things were said. I wasn’t used to getting so angry with her. Maybe it was my hormones, but I was too mad to be reasonable.

Despite the fact that I had really been looking forward to getting out and feeling like the old Eva, this wasn’t the evening that I had planned in my head. I was all dressed up, but the only place for me to go was home...

Within seconds a car had pulled up and I gratefully slumped into the back. With the directions to the house in Terenure given, I closed my eyes and practised some breathing exercises I had learnt at yoga, hoping to steady my nerves. I hated it when there were cross words between us. It didn’t happen often. I just needed to get home and sleep off this frustration. Or maybe I’d have a little nap on the way? I didn’t think I had had too much to drink, but the fresh air had kinda knocked me for six. Yes, a short sleep would be good. The taxi was nice and warm, and... somehow exhaustion had overpowered me. I was sleepy. I was too hot. I wasn’t sure where I was.

I had to open my eyes, though. Something didn’t seem right.

What was that smell? Was it cigarettes, coffee and sweat? Who was touching me? It hurt. The weight on my chest made it hard to breathe.

I had to sit up.

I couldn’t.

I tried to open my eyes, but they were now being held shut. I tried to wriggle, but somebody was on top of me.

Wake up, Eva, this is serious.

The pressure on my chest was increasing. It was now almost impossible to breathe.

Focus, girl, snap awake and fight.

I didn’t feel strong enough but somehow a natural instinct to defend myself kicked in.

‘Je-sus Chr-ist,’ I screamed through the dirty hand across my face. Panic gripped me. The realization that I was in a car with a man on top of me, and, hold on... this was a taxi. I was in a taxi... and this was the taxi driver who was crushing me. I was being pushed down on the back seat, while the man I’d trusted to get me home safe held me down with the weight of his body. One of his hands was on my face, while the other was forcing it’s way down my top.

I struggled, but he was so strong. His hands were rough and abrasive on my skin as I tried to free myself from his vice-like grip. The stench of stale nicotine on his fingers was as violent as the force he was using to keep me trapped.

A memory of stepping into the taxi flashed through my head. I’d hailed it after running out on the girls. The streets had been quiet. I’d been standing all alone. I’d been easy prey: I’m sure I’d looked drunk stumbling down the street. A vulnerable woman without the protection of her better judgement.

Had I noticed if it was a licensed taxi or not? I was certainly fully aware, now, what was happening to me.

Storming off in a drunken huff had not been a wise move, and I was paying the price for my diva behaviour.

Apart from grunting, my attacker didn’t speak. But he did pant rhythmically with arousal.

My head was still quite hazy, but as he crushed my face and breasts I knew I was in grave danger. Was I about to become another rape statistic? Or would this animal kill me?

I didn’t want to die.

I needed to think quickly. This was not a time to panic, and struggling was getting me nowhere. His face was a blur, but he felt like a big man. I would need to trick him to get free. So I stopped moving, and tried my best to steady my breath. He didn’t notice at first, but then he temporarily paused – as if to reassess the situation before returning to his groping.

Still, there were no words.

I could feel the pull of the leather strap of my handbag on my neck. The handbag itself was lying across my stomach, which was probably protecting me from his wandering hands. If he wanted to explore my body further he would have to reposition himself and remove the bag.

What I needed was a diversion, just one lucky moment to make my escape.

I wanted to scream for help, but as his hands slipped down from pressing my eyes and latched themselves around my neck I could see very little through the steamed-up windows. Outside was dimly lit and I was clearly nowhere near the bright lights of the city centre. What was the point of screaming? No one would hear me, and it would probably only anger him more. Worse still, he could keep me hostage in a cellar somewhere as his sex slave for the next fifty years.

If only there was some way I could hurt him. If only I had a knife or something sharp in my handbag. Desperate thoughts kept flashing through my head. I had visions of him tying me up and dumping me in a lake. Or of him beating me with a crowbar and then running me over. Maybe he’d just torch the car with me in it?

Complete terror had started to overwhelm me, when a mobile phone began to ring. It was his phone ringing from its cradle in the front. Instantly he froze, but he still said nothing.

While he retained his grip around my throat with his left hand, he started to fumble his right one out of my blouse, getting it tangled in my bag strap and nearly decapitating me in the process. With my heart almost pounding out of my chest, I tried to keep my composure.

Could this be my moment?

As the phone continued to ring his mood became panicky. It was obvious that he needed to take the call. His balance unsteady, he made wild swipes to grab the phone with his freed hand, but kept missing. Then, in a clumsy move, he knocked the phone out of its cradle on to the floor. He gasped loudly and then stretched further to retrieve it.

He strained but obviously couldn’t reach it. It had stopped ringing. Had he answered it by mistake? Or had he cancelled the call?

I was just about to scream for help, when he lifted his other hand off me but held it just a couple of inches from my face. He kept stretching but still seemed unable to reach the phone. Again I thought about screaming for help, but what would have been the point? I didn’t know where I was, so how could anyone rescue me?

Despite his shuffling and my deafening heartbeat, the car was extremely quiet. And as I remained still I faintly heard a voice from the phone, and so did he.

That was the first time I saw him properly. He had tightly cropped hair, a neat moustache, and a large mole on his left cheek. He couldn’t have been more than thirty-five years old. As the voice from the phone continued he retreated slowly back to the front seat and gave me this evil glare. Still there were no words, but he made a signal with his hands for silence and a devilish stare that said: ‘Don’t fuck with me.’

In total submission I raised my two hands while I positioned my feet under me towards the door. He didn’t notice in the darkness. He was now too concerned with getting to his phone.

This was my moment. It was either now or never – so I scrabbled at the door handle, unlocked it and pushed it open with one surprisingly swift and easy movement. Out of the corner of my eye I saw my captor panic. It was almost as if he half-lunged towards me but changed his mind midway. I didn’t know what stopped him, and I didn’t care.

As the cold damp night air refreshed my face, I could feel strength come back to my body. The alcohol haze had lifted and I was focused on my getaway. As I leapt from the taxi I could hear him bash his hands off the steering wheel. He was grunting, but he didn’t scream or call out after me. And I wasn’t hanging around to exchange goodbyes.

Although I took a lump out of my ankle as I scraped it on the kerb I kept moving forward with speed. Splashing through the waterlogged grass in my strappy Louboutin heels, like a rugby player in drag, I trailed my new Prada handbag that the hubby had bought me for Christmas.

I ran for about ten minutes solidly, until I found myself in a brightly lit housing estate, one of those generic property-boom nondescript mazes, and collapsed once again in exhaustion behind a black Golf Polo that sat in a sterile, uncultivated garden. Although I never looked behind me, I knew I hadn’t been followed. I sensed my freedom almost immediately, as if some guardian angel was leading me away from danger.

I had no idea how long I crouched beside the car, rigid with terror. Despite being scantily clad, I could have been there anything up to an hour before I noticed the cold of the cement driveway rising up through my bones.

It wasn’t until a passing fox stumbled upon me on a midnight ramble that I snapped out of my trance. It stared at me for a while, with suspicious beady eyes that seemed to question, ‘What the hell are you doing out?’ At first its body arched with surprise, but then the fox began to relax; no doubt it sensed that I was more scared than it was. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone, the white of its tail disappearing around the corner of the house.

Left alone once more, I noticed the state I was in.

My feet were destroyed: bloodied and torn from running to safety through bushes and fields, and over gravelled road works. My shoes were ripped, and the M which I had had tattooed on my right ankle on my honeymoon, as a sign of my love for Michael, was covered in mud and barely recognizable.

We’d been so in love the day I’d got that tattoo. We’d larked about, pretending that we were Brad and Angelina, morphing our names to Michaeva, and telling each other that we’d be for ever inseparable.

What another fine mess I had landed myself in! That M would stand for ‘magnet for trouble’ if, or should I say when, my marriage to Michael failed. Everything I touched always seemed to turn to shit.

The last eight months had been a roller coaster. People tell you the first year of marriage is the worst, but you don’t really believe them. Whether I’d wanted to or not, I was beginning to now. I’d thought we would be different. Be the couple to defy the odds and make everyone else jealous. Who had I been kidding? Not me any more, that was for sure. I suppose Michael still was my Mr Wonderful, my rock, my soul mate, but for some reason the universe kept throwing us curve balls to push us off course.

Sometimes I looked at him and wondered what I’d ever seen in him. I wasn’t even sure I fancied him any more, as all he ever did was annoy and irritate me. Sometimes just the way he left his dirty plates in the sink instead of placing them in the dishwasher six inches to the left would send me crazy. It wasn’t exactly a major deal, but it drove me mad.

‘It doesn’t take much,’ he’d bark at me, as I banged and crashed around the kitchen. After that, we wouldn’t talk for days. Neither of us would be able to back down. ‘You’re stubborn to the core,’ my best friend Maddie always said, and she was right.

But how was I going to explain myself to Michael tonight? He hadn’t been impressed that I had ‘abandoned him ’ with Daisy. She was only four weeks old and he was ‘only a man, after all ’.

I had needed some head space, though. I hadn’t wanted to become a mother so soon. It had come as a shock to me, too.

Babies were something other people worried about. I might have done an extremely grown-up thing by getting married, but I hadn’t been ready to take on any extra responsibility. I wasn’t even thirty-two years old yet, and little over a year ago I had been very single, and partying like it was going out of fashion.

As my best friends Parker and Maddie had started to settle down, Parker in a serious (yet currently rocky) relationship with Captain Sensible Jeff, and Maddie becoming a doting mum to Woody, I’d been stepping things up a notch with lesbian girlfriends and Jacuzzi threesomes with cocaine-snorting bad boys. Unbelievably it had taken a bang on the head from the handlebars of a Ducati 1098 to actually knock some sense into me.

I had spent three weeks in a coma, lifeless, tuning in and out of people’s conversations yet completely unable to communicate with them. Everyone had been so worried about me. My limp body had given very little hope to those around me that I’d ever pull through. I’d just been starting to get to know Michael at the time. He’d been reserved and sweet, and for some reason into me, despite my reputation as a spoilt brat.

The first time he’d kissed me I’d still been in a coma. But he hadn’t taken advantage of me. I had willed him to lock lips with me. In some ways it had been like he’d breathed new energy into me with each tender smooch. He had given me the kiss of life, and been there by my bedside when I’d eventually woken up.

Along with my family he had helped nurse me back to health, so when he’d popped the question and produced a massive single solitaire diamond ring for my birthday just two months later, how could I have said no? It’d been the stuff of fairy tales. It would have been so unromantic to have looked for reasons not to marry Michael.

I had read The Secret. I’d been a convert. I had felt reborn, and positive thinking had been top of my ‘To Do’ list every day.

I had cheated death and that had made me feel bulletproof.

I had become a ‘YES’ woman. ‘Yes, I’ll raise money for the hospital.’ ‘Yes, Maddie, I can babysit for you Saturday night.’ ‘Yes, Michael, I don’t mind you going on yet another stag party to Amsterdam this month.’

If there had been a question, the answer had been yes. But as the months went by, and life started to wear down my enthusiasm for a perfect world, my attitude had occasionally reverted back to its old diva ways.

Before the accident my only commitment had been to myself and getting home safely after a wild night out. Something I was still clearly struggling to do.

On paper I was a totally different woman, but I hadn’t become a nun. Yes, I might have been knocked down, hit my head and almost died, but I hadn’t had a lobotomy!

I turned the key in the front-door lock as slowly and gently as possible. It was 3.25 a.m., and most of the house lights were on. But that didn’t necessarily mean Michael was awake. He wasn’t the most energy-efficient person I knew, so there was still a hope that... fuck... My dishevelled head had barely passed through the door when his furious face swung around from the living room, screaming, ‘What fucking time do you call this?’

With a weary heart I tried to speak, but was instantly interrupted by another crazed rant from Michael.

‘Is this your idea of a joke, huh? Do you think this is acceptable, leaving me here alone with Daisy all night? I’ve got to go to work in about, oh, three fucking hours. You’re such a selfish bitch, Eva. You really are a piece of work. I’ve been trying to get our baby to keep a bottle down since the moment you walked out of the house. Our little princess only fell asleep about forty minutes ago, and now I’m so angry I can’t sleep. Fuck you. I’ve had to change her clothes and cot five times.’

He stormed off to the kitchen, huffing and cursing. Unable to find a suitable response I just stood motionless, my brain feverishly trying to assess the situation. I heard him bang the dishwasher and fridge open and shut, and then he returned, just as angrily, with a pint glass of milk in one hand and some coloured brochures in the other. But he stopped in his tracks when he saw I hadn’t moved.

‘Are you stupid, or something?’ His voice almost quivered with the anger, his body shook with frustration. ‘Are you gonna close that fucking door so we don’t wake up half the neighbourhood? Most normal people are in their beds sleeping right now. But then again, I forgot you’re not normal, Eva – that would almost be a fate worse than death: to be normal.’

By now I knew the quickest way out of this was to simply close the door and remain silent. He was suffering from sleep deprivation and – still – the shock of becoming a father. Whatever I said would only set him off. So I just dropped my eyes to the floor, closed the door as smoothly as possible and wished for it all to be over.

I kept my body faced towards the hall door as long as possible, hoping that he would walk away – but he didn’t. His heavy breathing was almost strong enough to knock me over. Although he was a few strides away, he felt so close in that icy house.

As we both waited for the other to react, the stony silence was broken by a weak cry from the bedroom. I swung around to look up the stairs, and then back at Michael. His temper hadn’t waned. With an annoying, childlike smirk he snapped, ‘Your fucking turn, sweetheart.’ He walked back into the living room, washing his hands of all responsibility. I was too exhausted to fight with him. I wasn’t going to rise to his temper. He’d eventually cool down.

As I dragged myself up the stairs to check on Daisy, smudging dirt on our cream carpet with every step, another bark came from Michael, this time not so angry. Not so harsh.

‘I’m not happy,’ he said with a hint of remorse. ‘I was worried about you... It’s not good enough, Eva... I’m really not happy.’

Once again, I chose not to respond.

I was not happy on so many levels, it would have been impossible for me to articulate them. The attempted rape was too much to explain to Michael tonight. I’d try and tell him about it tomorrow, when things had calmed down.

But so much had changed between us in the last few months... We’d been so carefree. Michael had once been the most attentive man I’d ever met. He’d leave ‘I love you’ notes on the fridge. Text me saucy messages like, ‘Can’t wait 2 C U sexy minx[image: missing image]’, and ALWAYS pleasure me, before himself, in bed.

The moment we found out I was pregnant, though, his mind-set changed. I didn’t know quite how, but there was a definite shift in his attitude towards me: less eager. It was only really in the final months of my pregnancy, when I became really big, that I felt he became seriously distant. I would ask him if everything was OK. But I’d be dismissed every time, and told to, ‘Stop with the nagging. What happened to fun Eva?’

All that had started before the birth... Many months on, the cloud still hadn’t lifted. Tonight he hadn’t even noticed how muddy my clothes were, or how messy my face was. Why could he not see that I was traumatized?

By the time I got to Daisy’s nursery, she was once again peaceful and calm. Settled in her baby boudoir, she looked like a china doll, all snug in her tiny cot. Surprisingly Michael had her tucked into her blankets just like the hospital had showed us. He had struggled with it before, but tonight she looked totally secure and safe. If only I could share the same inner peace she had.

She never usually cried much. Every other mother told me how their children never stopped crying when they brought them home from hospital, but Daisy wasn’t a complainer.

She was so tiny lying there in her cot that it was still mind-boggling to think that she was mine. Looking at her reminded me of the first time I’d had to bath her in the hospital, and how terrified I’d felt when lifting her tiny limbs. I’d been sure that she would break. But the midwives had explained to me that, despite her delicate appearance, she was sturdy. They were right. She might look weak, but she was a toughie.

Not wanting to breathe alcohol on her, I stood back and watched her sleeping, the glow of a large lava-lamp softly lighting up her face. Even though her features were so delicate and petite, her slanted eyelids were evident. Every morning I woke up and wished that it was all a dream. I felt guilty, sick to the pit of my stomach that something I’d done had made Daisy Down’s syndrome.

I hadn’t known I was pregnant when we got married. I drank my way through the hen party and two-day wedding celebrations, not to mention drowning my liver further on the honeymoon. There wasn’t much to do in Mauritius except eat and drink. Even newlyweds could only stomach a certain amount of sex during the day, so once it was past noon yours truly would work her way through the cocktail list thinking she was Kate Moss. As if that wasn’t bad enough, I’m almost sure I got pregnant around the time of my birthday. Michael and I had been very physical, not to say pissed, for all the days leading up to and after it.

I felt I’d been punished for misbehaving.

I hadn’t realized I should have looked after myself. I’d been celebrating being alive and in love. Staying sober and eating five a day had not been high on my agenda.

Of course, me being a piss-head hadn’t caused Daisy’s condition. In a moment of guilt I had looked it up on the internet, and been bombarded with websites full of information on DS babies, and how they had an extra chromosome. Even I could work out that booze had played no part. But somehow I wanted that to be the cause. Otherwise, what other reason could there be?

The first few days after her birth, I had felt so close to Michael, like we were living in our own bubble. He had even brought me a baby book of names into the hospital, and laughed at all the absurd ones that I had picked out. When it came to it, he wouldn’t help me choose. Told me that I was to pick out her name and said that he ‘didn’t want the responsibility’.

While it wasn’t the worst thing that could have happened, I just hadn’t planned on getting pregnant that quickly. I hadn’t wanted a baby so early in our marriage – now I had Daisy. We were told she only had mild Down’s syndrome, but she would always be classed as different.

‘Oh, special needs, poor thing,’ the neighbours would mutter as I passed them in Tesco’s. I wasn’t sure if they were showing pity to Daisy or me. But I hated their comments.

‘They don’t live long, ya know,’ was probably the most hurtful I heard.

The day that remark was made, Daisy had been smartly propped up in her car-seat on top of the shopping trolley, in full view of everyone. I’d been trying to show a brave face. I hadn’t wanted to hide her away, she was my daughter. But secretly inside, I’d been screaming. Screaming at everyone. But no one could hear my screams.

Every time I’d looked at her back then, I’d thought how much I had drunk and how I’d abused my body. All that time she’d been growing inside me I’d damaged her, selfish cow that I was. But as I looked at her now, she just seemed like somebody else’s child. She didn’t resemble me, or Michael.

I went to bed still muddied and fully clothed, and sobbed till I fell asleep. Michael didn’t join me.

‘What do you mean, you didn’t tell Michael?’ Parker sounded extra screechy. Parker was my gay best friend. Spoilt and opinionated, he possibly wasn’t the best person to be speaking to this morning, as a comforting shoulder he did not have. Despite holding the phone away from my ear, his pitch was still grating. The hangover had kicked in, not to mention the guilt of my diva strop when I’d stormed off from the gang last night. If I hadn’t gotten thick about comments Maddie made about my fucked-up motherly emotions I would never have ended up alone in that taxi.

‘He’s your husband. The nearly-best-sex-you-ever-had, and father of your child. You know, the guy who vowed to love and protect...’

‘OK. I get it... Just shut up!’

Momentarily the conversation went dead. Not really wanting to hear the answer I asked, ‘Are you still there?’

‘Mmmm, barely; well, whatever, since you’ve left your husband to his ignorance I suppose I’d better call around and check out the state of you. Don’t leave the house. I’ll be over to do my concerned-friend bit in half an hour.’

‘No, don’t, Parker, I really don’t want—’

‘I’m gone... See you in thirty.’

This time he was gone and on the way.

I really didn’t feel up for company – well, not company that could talk.

Daisy was lying on my bed beside me. Her tiny eyes watched the morning light bouncing off the wall. She looked so content and peaceful. What did the future hold for her? And, selfishly, I wondered what it held for me. My attempt to keep a brave face about things was about to fail. I had the fear in me. Was it trauma from the attack? Or was it belated baby blues? Either way, as Michael put it, I was not happy. With my head throbbing painfully, I laid my face close to Daisy’s and just watched her breathing, observing the contours of her face, and the amazing length of her eyelashes. I inhaled her smell. I would have liked to kiss her soft pink skin, but for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to. She was the picture of perfection and I was disgustingly filthy.

I thought about singing her a lullaby, but then couldn’t find the voice. I was a bad mother and this wasn’t going well. So instead we just lay in silence, watching the light flicker on the wall.

Time would heal us, wouldn’t it? Or at least heal me and my feelings of guilt.

‘Oh God, you weren’t kidding when you said you looked like Amy Winehouse. Wow. That really is a look... Listen, I bring cake and good karma. After I work my magic the world will seem like a better place. Just call me Auntie Potter and let me wave my magic wand.’

‘Huh, is that some of your regurgitated banter from last night with Captain Jeff, or was that line spanking new for me?’

‘Too early for spanking talk, pet, especially in your fragile state. No, I’m keeping it fresh this morning – speaking of which, why don’t you take a shower while I look after my new goddaughter here?’

‘I haven’t managed to talk to Michael about that, yet.’

‘Details, details! Now, go wash away the evil of last night. Everything will be fine here. I promise not to drop her...’

‘Parker!’

‘I’m kidding – we’ll be fine. Go, cleanse yourself, and we’ll catch up on the world’s recession on Sky News. Babies love that sort of thing. That and cake.’

As Parker gently took my daughter in his arms, all paternal and glowing, I felt emotion flood over me. And without warning streams of tears just rained uncontrollably down my face. I didn’t want to do this in front of Parker. Breakdowns were meant to be private affairs, and shared only with bottles of gin or strangers across bars or phone lines.

As I bolted I momentarily caught one of Parker’s concerned faces. It was horrifically heartfelt-looking. The only time I’d seen him look like that before was when I’d collapsed after being released from hospital last year. We’d been out for a light lunch and he’d insisted I had a glass of bubbles. Just one, but unfortunately the alcohol went straight to my head – my damaged and mildly medicated head – and promptly dumped me to the ground. I never told anyone except the doctor what had happened. Parker’s guilt was punishment enough.

But today Parker’s face was filled with pity more than concern. His eyes spoke volumes, and I didn’t want to hear, think or live any of it.

I was in a vortex of pain. It consumed me; every inch of my body, including my fingertips, was beginning to ache. Stumbling out of the room, I couldn’t even find the words to tell Parker about Daisy. She could need a bottle, a nappy change, a blanket to keep her warm... He’d have to work it out. I did... If only I could just figure me out.

As I waited for the water to warm up, a million random questions flashed through my head.

Why did Michael get so angry at me?

Would that taxi man have killed me after he’d raped me?

 Should I go and make a report to the Garda?

 Where was I going to send Daisy to school?

Where was Maddie? Why hadn’t she phoned to see if I was OK?

My brain raced while my body began to lose the will to live. Without thinking I stepped into the shower with my clothes still on. I didn’t have the energy to take them off, but it didn’t matter. I’d never wear them again.

As the steaming water crashed down over me, it pushed my body to the floor. Slumped in the shower tray I sobbed. Last night Maddie had told me to get over myself and start acting like a mother. But how could she be so harsh? I had just wanted to get drunk and have a laugh – I had spent months sober, and longed to feel like the old Eva the Diva for one evening. Not Eva the wife, or reckless mother to ‘that ’ Down’s syndrome baby. Was that so bad of me?

I knew I was being weak, but I couldn’t help myself. I felt so alone. I couldn’t reach out and tell anyone how I really felt. They’d only hate me even more. So there I sat, head throbbing, heart breaking, tears streaming and clothes clinging.

After about twenty minutes I had watched the last of the dirty water from my muddied and bloody feet run clean. My fingers had now shrivelled up, but despite feeling dehydrated and hot I found the strength to strip myself and properly wash my face and hair. On reflection, Maddie had been correct. I did need to get over myself. Whether I liked it or not I had responsibilities to Daisy, Michael and myself.

I could wallow in misery for ever, but I did need to speak to someone about Daisy’s condition. I needed to face my fears. It wasn’t going to be easy, but then I suppose nothing worth doing ever is.

Parker was busy cradling Daisy, and clearly loving every minute of it.

‘Oh, wow, you look much better,’ he gushed. ‘You ooze Katie Holmes just out of the shower after a run in Central Park.’

‘A very fat Katie Holmes. Probably more Beth Ditto after one of her concerts.’

‘Yes, surely. The two of them are so easily confused... Listen, forget about squeezing into your skinny jeans for five minutes, I’ve got an idea.’

‘What kind of idea?’

‘OK, now don’t say no immediately. I want us to go away for a few days.’

‘Oh, no problem. Let me grab my coat.’

‘I’m serious, Eva.’

‘Me, too. Don’t be so stupid, Parker. That tiny creature in your possession right now is my new daughter. I can’t go anywhere and leave her.’

‘I never said she wouldn’t be coming.’

‘Ah, Jaysus, Parker, don’t start stressing me out. I’m a woman on the edge, I can’t...’ Once again the emotion inside started welling up, and my eyes began to fill.

‘Hey, hey, hold up there, I don’t want to do that to you. I’m trying to help, here. You’re tired, and your poor hormones are raging, and you need help.’

‘Don’t forget... I narrowly escaped death last night.’ No sooner had the words left my mouth than I had a vivid flashback of me in the taxi.

Seeing my pain once more, Parker swung his spare arm around me. He wasn’t a natural comforter. He was normally very self-absorbed, but for today he was pulling it out of the bag.

‘Whisht now; I’ve a plan to make things better. You’ve just got to trust me.’

‘But what about Michael? I can’t just say to Michael—’

‘I said, whisht,’ interrupted Parker in one of his butch voices. ‘Leave everything to me, including Michael. You just need to concentrate on getting yourself strong, and looking after this little lady. OK?’

‘But...’ Words were now failing me. Exasperated, I just sat at the end of my couch and put my head in my hands. Before I had time to let myself think, I was conscious of Parker placing Daisy in her Moses basket, and returning to me on the couch. Peeling my hands away to reveal my broken face, Parker cuddled in real close, and gave me one of his silly little smiles to make me laugh.

All he managed to extract from me was a heavy sigh, but that was good enough. As I let it out I felt a small weight lift.

‘OK, listen, today is one of those bad days. You were told you would have them, but tomorrow will be another day – a better one, and the black cloud that surrounds you right now will go.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘Of course I do. In that hollow, haven’t-got-a-clue way that only I can make promises. But that’s something, right?’

He was right. Even his just saying it would get better suggested it could.

‘Thank you, Parker.’ My whisper was almost inaudible.

‘You’re welcome.’

‘Listen, I’m fine now, well, I will be fine, so don’t worry about the trip. I really don’t need any trip.’

‘Non-negotiable, my sweet.’ Parker leapt in the air, dismissing any further chat on the subject. ‘I’m being masterful here, so you’ve just got to roll with it.’

‘Roll with it, eh?’ My mood was softening more. ‘Well, I love your confidence. I just can’t wait to see how you handle Michael.’

Then, in one swift movement, he whipped his mobile from his trouser pocket, hit a few buttons and raised it to his ear. ‘Michael, it’s Parker here.’ He wandered off into the dining room as if on some business call. In between some muttering I could hear, ‘Monday or Tuesday at the latest.’

Could he really be serious about taking a trip?

Had he forgotten the work that went into babies? We had all lived together when Maddie had had Woody, but clearly a year was enough time for a man to forget.

It seemed like a lifetime ago that Maddie had found out she was pregnant after a one-night stand in London. It had been the same weekend that I had met New York Michael, the original Michael in my life, but unlike my relationship Maddie had never seen her guy again.

Instead of fading into the distance, my New York guy had proposed to me on our first date, and filled my head with success stories about his life as an international fashion photographer. Despite my better judgement I had continued to let him pop into my life from time to time. He’d been just too goddamned sexy. And then he’d been exposed as a total fraud, left me abandoned in the street, bleeding, and caused my near-fatal accident.

Although Maddie – being a blonde, leggy bombshell – had managed to conceal her bump for about six months, the moment her secret was exposed all her modelling work had dried up, and with that her ability to pay for her apartment. She had initially moved in with her mother, but a massive row had broken out between the two of them in the late stages of Maddie’s pregnancy, which had resulted in her doorstepping Parker with her suitcase in tow. He had had no choice but to let her move in. I had already taken up residence in his apartment several months previously after being filmed on CCTV snogging a very married publisher, which had caused my life to take a tumble. At the time, I had worked as a celeb reporter for another magazine, which just so happened to be owned by said publisher’s best friend. The morning after the photo images made the papers, I was handed my P45 and poverty soon followed. Having been a spender rather than a saver, back-up funds soon ran out. So Parker’s penthouse haven had become one busy timeshare. They’d been crazy times, good times, but so much had happened since.

‘Right, that’s sorted, then,’ beamed Parker as he swiftly returned.

‘What, just like that?’

Instantly Parker switched from his grown-up alter ego and clapped his hands with excitement.

‘Just like that,’ he whooped.

‘I suppose there’s no point in putting up a fight?’

‘Nope. Pick-up is tomorrow morning, so pack a few bags and bring your camera. It’ll be nice to capture Daisy’s first road trip.’

‘Road trip? Are you mad? ’

‘Trust me, if it’s good enough for Scarlett Johansson, Jonathan Rhys Meyers and Kim Cattrall, it’s good enough for us. This is gonna be a road trip VIP-style. It’ll be a hugely modified version of Driving Miss Daisy.’

‘What’s the plan? Are we going to play kings and queens while Lost in Translation – all the time looking for some Sex and the City?’

‘Tut-tut, young lady. There’ll be no sex, please, we’re Irish. But I’ll be bringing a little piece, or should I say an extra-large piece, of Hollywood bling to your doorstep tomorrow, so prepare to be dazzled.’
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